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PROLOGUE
ThePower's Gateway

They were mined from the finest veinsin the Mar—six huge diamonds, each the size of agiant'sskull. A
company of war-riors, sworn to secrecy, bore them by horseback around the treacherous southwestern
route. They wouldn't dare enter Dragonsgate with diamonds of thissize, for ViciaHeinox would claim
them for himself. These stones were destined to be the dragon's bane, and that would end the conspiracy
a itsbegin-ning.

The Man warriors bore them to the scholars of the south, surrendering their treasuresin the heartland of
their hated foes. All men were dlies now, for there was dragonburn on the land. In the halways of the
craftsmen, under the learned eyes of the wise, each diamond fdt the chisdl. Six three-sided pyramids
were carefully cut—six diversof crystd, each tapering grace-fully to apoint, each calibrated to fit
precisely with every other. Then the wise men summoned the powershaper to meld by his magic the six
sharp shardsinto asingle diamond thorn.

There was ahuman failing. The cost proved too high. Un-willing to pay that price, the sorcerer
improvised. He attacked the dragon done, widlding the sparkling weapon in his bare hands. The
battle—visible from distant mountai ntops—I eft the shaper destroyed and the crystal object shattered
once again into Six three-sided pyramids. They al werelost for amillen-nium.

Now, athousand years later, three had been rediscovered.

CHAPTER ONE
Filgrims Through the Pass

An autumn wind stirred the grassdands of the Westmouth Plain, billowing Pelmen's robe out before him.
Hewalked briskly toward the east, hishead up, his eyesfixed on the jagged peaks of Dragonsgate. He
could have flown. He was, after al, a powershaper; in his dtershape, he took on the form of afacon.

Y et Plmen wastired of flying. Hed donelittle else for days. And he was certain the one he sought
would be on foot—if shewasfreeto travel at al. Once again, PAlmen searched for Serphimera

Something caught his eye. On the road above him, up in the foothills of the ancient pass, he saw aflash
of powder blue. He knew ingtantly what it was, and it amazed him. "A sky-faither? Here?' he murmured
and he speeded his aready quick pace. His gown was of the same brilliant color, but he'd never before
seen another like it herein thisancient land of warfare and wizardry. It wasn't his wandering lady—she
gtill wore the midnight blue of the old Dragonfaith. But it was someone who shared hisbelief, and, by the
Power, Pelmen wanted to know who.

By the Power! So much of what Pelmen had donein the past few years had been by the Power. Time



and again he/d been summoned to lay down his personal concerns and take up cosmic responsibilities.
Was Serphimera's disappearance a prelude to yet another such adventure? He could hardly tolerate the
thought. Yet if Serphimera's prophecies were true—and she'd never been proved wrong yet—anew
burden was even now being placed on Pelmen's shoulders. Because of who and what he was, Pelmen
Dragonshane could do nothing other than bear it.

He could see the figure above him clearly now, and his curiosity grew. The man clothed in skyfaither
blue dowly an-gled off the road toward the north. Pelmen glanced that way and frowned. Therewasa
path there, but it led only to ablind canyon. Was this skyfaither camped there? When Pelmen's gaze
flicked back to the blue-clad figure his frown deegpened with concern; the man tripped and fell.

Hedidn't throw out hisarmsto cushion hisfdl. Instead, he clutched them to his chet, asif he shielded
something within his robes that was above vaue and that must be protected at dl persona cost. PAlmen
would have raced up to help him then, but there was a shout from the canyon above. Almost without
thought Pelmen drew a shield of invisibility around himsdf, aspell shapersreferred to as"the cloak." He
disap-peared.

There were boys among the rocks, playing a being men. They shouted back and forth, proving
themsalves upon one another—a harsh process that could make the mildest of lads brutal for an
afternoon. Suddenly the noise died as they spotted the blue figure climbing toward them. They took his
presence as some kind of challenge. "Halt!" one of the larger boys commanded. When the bluefaither
kept on coming, aring of lads quickly closed around him. Pelmen felt the threet of violence charge the
atmosphere and he drew near to help. He soon realized he didn't need to bother; as one boy whirled the
skyfaither around and drew back afist to strike, the man opened his eyes. There were no pupilsthere, no
irises, no whites. There were only two blank balls of powder blue. The boysal saw it together, and it
sent them shrieking past the invisble PAlmen and down the mountainsde. The man threw back his head
and laughed. Asthe echoes bounced eerily off the canyon walls, Pelmen remembered. He thought he
knew who this might be. He shed hismagica cloak of invisihility and spoke.

"Y ou dedlt with them easily enough. | shouldn't have wor-ried.”

Tahli-Damen grunted in shock and whirled toward Pemen'svoice. "Who are you?' the blind man
demanded.

"A friend."

"All my friends have names" Tahli-Damen growled, hisforehead wrinkling in suspicion.
"Where are you going?'

"What'sthat to you?"

"I'dliketo help you."

"Then name yoursdf!" Tahli-Damen sngpped.

Pelmen didn't want to do that just yet. If this man was the one he thought, then Pelmen bore some
respongbility for those hideous powder blue eyes. "That isn't important.”

"Itisto me!" Tahli-Damen snarled. "Did Wayleeth send you? Well, I'll not go back! Y ou can go tell her
to forget about me! I'm never going back there again!™ Tahli-Damen crossed his arms protectively across



his chest. He was obvioudy con-cedling something within hisrobes. In his blindness, he was unaware of
how strongly that gesture directed Pelmen's atten-tion to the very object the man wastrying to hide.

Pelmen knew at once what it was. "Don' try to block my path!" Tahli-Damen shouted and he started
backing away.

"1 won't," Pelmen responded quietly. "But the mountain will."

"What mountain?'

"The oneyourewadking into."

Tahli-Damen st hisjaw. "I'm climbing into Dragonsgete.”

"I'd guessed that. Tell me. Have you encountered any pass-ing traffic?'

"There's been no traffic through the passfor afortnight,” Tahli-Damen grunted.

This news surprised Pelmen. It also caused him concern. Since held killed the great two-headed dragon,
ViciaHeinox, the pass had been blocked only once—by the villainous Admon Faye and a company of
davers. Did cutthroats once again control Dragonsgate? He glanced back at Tahli-Damen's sus-picious
frown and thought of another argument to convince the man they weren't yet in the pass. "Tell methis.
Have you ever known lads—even the bravest or most foolhardy of Man boys— to stray so deeply into a
pass frequented by davers?!

Tahli-Damen dropped his head and thought on that for amoment. "No," he grumbled sourly.

"I'm on my way through Dragonsgate myself, and your news startles me. Perhaps we can be of mutual
assgance.”

"Mutud assstance!” Tahli-Damen snorted derisively. "I can't even take the right pathway!"
"l disagree," said Pelmen quietly. "The color of your robetells me otherwise.”

Shock registered on Tahli-Damen'sface, and he leaned for-ward, asif to peer through his persond fog.
"Y ou know the significance of this color?'

"I'm gowned asyou are. But tell me, how did you learn what it means? Are you from Lamath?"

Tahli-Damen sighed.. "I've spent time in Lamath. I'velived in dl threelands. | used to be amerchant,
back in the days of the dragon—artrading captain. | saw thisrobe occasondly there. Not very often.”

"Wewere few then," Pelmen muttered.

"And," Tahli-Damen continued, "1 learned allittle about the Power. Didn't believe it then, of course.”
"But now you do?' Pelmen said, asking by hisinflection why the change had come.

"| got in trouble with some wizards. It cost me my sight. That plunged meinto depression.
Wayleeth—that's my wife— did al she could to make mefed better, but nothing could penetrate this

bluefog that surrounds me. Then | had the strang-est experience. | felt that something wonderful and
powerful was suddenly coming through me, asif | was—" Tahli-Damen broke off, and he turned his head



inthe direction of Plmen'svoice. "Are you sure Wayleeth didn't send you?' he demanded. His harshness
had returned.

"I don't even know your wife," Pelmen responded. "But it sounds asif she caresfor you very much.”

"Too much,” Tahli-Damen grunted. " She thinks too much of me. That's partly why I'm leaving. Shélll be
better off without me."

"What's the other reason?' Plmen asked.

Tahli-Damen shrank back from him, clutching hisarms across his chest once again. "Who areyou?' he
demanded. "Areyou from Flayh?"

Pelmen's eyes narrowed and hisjaw clenched. That name bore bitter memories. "No," he growled. "I'm
not from Flayh." He relaxed then and went on more camly. "If I'm from anyone, you may believe I'm
from the Power. | think it's possible that I'm here to help you by the Power's design.”

Tahli-Damen's uncertain frown twisted his features as he barked, "But how can | be sure?'

Pelmen had faced that question himself many times. He had an answer ready. ™Y ou can't. But then you
can't be surethere's

any vauein that robe you wear. Y ou gill wear it. That'swhy they cdl us'faithers.™
"Y ou expect mejust to trust you?' Tahli-Damen asked.
Pelmen thought amoment, then smply said, "Yes."

Apparently his conviction and sincerity were persuasive. After abrief pause, Tahli-Damen sad, "Very
well then. Where's Dragonsgate”?”

Pelmen took hisarm and guided him back down the steep incline. Few words passed between them.
Tahli-Damen fo-cused his attention on not ssumbling. Pelmen pondered theirony of this Situation. He had
interrupted his quest for the woman who had deserted him in order to help this blind man desert aloving
wife. At least, he guessed Serphimera had deserted him. Wrenching asit was, he could tolerate that
explanation better than the other possibilities that had plagued hiswaking hours.

Pelmen and Serphimera had spent anidyllic summer. They'd explored the dirt roads of Chaomonous,
lodging with peasantsin pleasant cottages or resting beside quiet pools of crystal-clear water, engaged in
asingle, endless conversation. Sheld told him her whole history—her girlhood, her growing fas-cination
with the dragon cult, those firgt frightening moments when sheld sensed aresponsbility being laid upon
her, and the day she'd felt anew kind of power surge through her soul. Naturaly sheld attributed it to the
dragon, and that had inten-gified her devotion. Pelmen had listened sympathetically, his eyes gentle with
understanding love. And he in turn had dis-closed more secrets than held ever reveded to anyone el se.
She knew him better now than did the prophet Erri, better than his acting companion Y ona
Parmi—better even than did Dor-lyth. Sheld listened in rapt attention, laughing in the appropriate places,
weeping atime or two. The bond of physical attraction forged between them by competition had been
tempered by thisintimacy into love. At last they'd declared it to one another.

But one barrier had remained. "We're not finished yet," she had congtantly reminded him. "Neither of us.
I'veseenit.”



Pelmen knew it was true. Throughout the summer he'd acknowledged to himsdlf that he would haveto
confront the wizard Flayh. Even so, held seen no reason why that should separate them.

Sheld left him resting benesth an oak at the edge of the Great South Fir, saying she was going to hunt
berries. Hed

waked hours later to find the daylight departed and Serphimera still gone. Hed started his search camly;
but as the long hours of evening passed into dark night and on toward dawn, he'd lost control of himself
and grown frantic. He'd taken hisfacon form and, for the next three days, had swept back and forth
over the dense forest on the wing, punctuating each long turn with asharp, fierce cry of frustration.
Despite his enhanced vision and the advantage of flight, Plmen never found atrace of her. It was asif
sheld vanished—and no one could disappear except through the intervention of a powershaper!

These thoughts led him back again to the dark door of Flayh. What could the man do now? Clearly
Flayh's powers exceeded those of al the shapers Pelmen had ever known. What were the man'slimits?
Had Fayh even found them himsdf? Was Hayh somehow responsible for this new blockade of
Dra-gonsgate? Asthey headed up into the pass Pelmen probed his companion for more information.

"Y ou said there's been no traffic through here for severa weeks. Have you heard any rumorsto explain
it?'

"Only rumors. The men of the House of Uda pride them-selves on being cautious. They prefer that
fiction to admitting their own cowardice.”

"Y et you show little cowardice yoursdlf, braving the leg-endary Dragonsgate aone and without Sight.”

"What do | haveto fear?' Tahli-Damen murmured bitterly. "My House thinks I'm crazy. I'velost all
honor there. My wife treats me as an invalid, smothering me with affection. I'velost my sight, so | judge
mysdlf poor materid for davers. Y ou have moreto fear from themthan 1."

"Perhaps," Pelmen acknowledged, the deadly tone in hisvoice making clear hisopinion of davers. "Yet |
wonder if it's those whom welll encounter. Cutthroats have blocked the pass before, but they never cut
traffic off entirely. They make more money by controlling passage than they could by stopping it. Evil as
they are, I'm expecting to meet something more omi-nousthan davers.”

"But what could be more—"

Asif in answer to that unfinished question, they heard above them the double-throated roar that had
chilled men's blood for centuries. It echoed off the canyon walls. It thundered down upon them as
pa pablv as an avdlanche Tahli-Daman's

about histota lack of fear melted away, and he crumbled to hiskneesin terror. Hed been atrading
captain. He knew that angry scream. Vicia-Heinox, the two-headed dragon, hovered inthe air above
them.

The scream Hiffened the hairs on the back of Pelmen's neck and knotted his body with tension, but he
didn't cower away. He turned his eyes up to stare at the monstrous beast and said, "Who would have
guessed it? The dragon.”

"But ViciaaHeinox isdead!" Tahli-Damen wailed.



"Yes," Plmen muttered. "The dragon is dead.”

Vadt jaws opened as one head shrieked in fury, "Who isthiswho dares trespass my domain?'
"Speak!" the other head demanded. "I asked you a ques-tion!"

"And | shal have an answver!" finished thefirg.

Pelmen propped his hands on hiships. "Why isit so im-portant that you know our names?"
"What?" one head thundered.

"Y ou dare to answer me with impertinence?" the other roared.

"Please don't anger it!" Tahli-Damen begged. "I know thisdragon! Well be eaten!”

"I very much doubt that," Pelmen muttered. " Stay closeto me," hetold Tahli-Damen, but hiswordswere
drowned by the dragon’s bellow.

"1 dwayslearn the names of those | swalow! It adds pi-quancy to the flavor!™

The other head seemed suddenly puzzled, perhaps even annoyed. "Pardon,” it mumbled, "but 1 think |
recall that | am to swallow the next morsd!"

"But of course | am!" thefirst head snapped. "1 aways get the next morsa!”

"Why are you haunting this pass?' Pelmen shouted. "Be-gone!" He noticed then that the blind bluefaither
was crawling away on his hands and knees.

"Haunting the pass?' one head sniffed.
"Begone?' the other snarled.
"1 liveherel" thefirst trumpeted.

"You don't live anywhere. You don't liveat all. Y ou're dead, Vicia-Heinox, and | want you to stop
pretending oth-erwise!"

"| am dead? the two heads chorused in unison.

In that moment something happened to Pelmen that both frightened and elated him. He was seized from
within by that which he knew asthe Power. All shaper abilities drained from him, replaced by that
incredible sense of being shaped. Guided from without, he reached down to grab Tahli-Damen by the
collar and hoisted him to hisfeet while caling doud, "Yes Y ou're dead!" Quickly he bent to whisper in
Tahli-Damen's ear. "Stand up, spread your legs and throw your arms out wide. When | say fall, fal
backward."

"That's the most ridiculous statement |'ve ever heard!" the head named Viciahowled.

"And I've heard dl the ridiculous notions of athousand years of men!" Heinox added noigily.



"Neverthdess, it'strue. Y ou were divided by Pelmen the player, and dain by Pelmen Dragonsbane!”
"Pelmen!™ both heads screamed with deadly malice and they struck.

"Fdl," Pelmen ordered, but he needn't have, snce Tahli-Damen was dready fdling backward in adead
faint. There was a sudden rush of wind off the plain behind them, and the two bluefaithers were suddenly

sky-born.

"Pelmen!” the heads howled again, thistime from ahundred feet below them. But the dragon didn't give
chase. Plmen thought he knew why.

"Wake up. We need to be moving."

Tahli-Damen opened his eyesto face the eternd blue fog. He had no idea where he was, the time of
day, or who was speaking. He could fed abrisk breeze on hisface, but thet told him little. His sense of
smell was dominated by the aroma of meat roasting over afire. A warm, dripping chunk of it was thrust
into his hand, and he brought it to his mouth without athought. He was hungry, and it smelled ddlicious.
The taste did not disappoint him. He swallowed with agulp and grunted, "Where are we?' Hismind had
cleared enough to remember the stranger and his assistance through Dragonsgate. Suddenly the memory
of that shocking encounter in the pass flooded his thoughts, and he trembled as the man answered his
question.

"We're several mileswithin Lamath, a the edge of the Tellera Desert.”

"The dragon! What about the dragon!” Tahli-Damen shouted.

"What dragon?" the other man replied calmly.

"ViciaHeinox! If it spots us from the sky—"

"The dragon is dead."

"But—but wetaked toit!"

"Wetalked to something. Or someone. But | have it on good authority that the particular beast you
mention isvery dead. There are more important things to worry about than being spotted by a dead
dragon.”

"How did we get past it?" Tahli-Damen quailed. Histerror didn't prevent him from gobbling the chunk of
mest. As soon asthelast of it disappeared into his mouth, another dab was shoved into his hand.

"Do you believein miracles?' the rlaxed stranger asked him.
"l.... guess| could," Tahli-Damen admitted.

"Then that settlesit. There's plenty of that meat herefor you. Eat al you can—weve got along walk
ahead of us."

"The desart," Tahli-Damen mumbled as he chewed.

"A seven-day walk, at least. Or seven nights. Even in au-tumn 1 prefer to take the desert when the sun's



gonedsawhere.”

Tahli-Damen nodded grimly and swallowed. Crossing the desert had loomed as afar grester obstacle
than had Dragons-gate. But then, he hadn't been expecting a dragon.

"Of course, we could makeit in two and a half days on horseback.”

Tahli-Damen was shocked. "A bluefaither? Riding?"

"I don't recall the prophet forbidding it," his companion said breezily.

"I've.. just never thought of that before,” Tahli-Damen admitted.

The granger laughed. "Then think of it, by al meand”

"But where can we—"

"Y ou mentioned your House and your cautious kin. | know you say you've lost honor there, but surdly
ggi 30 much that they would deny you apair of ponies. Y our Lamathian way-castleisn't fa—why not go

Theideamade splendid sense. Tahli-Damen didn't really want to walk across the desert. "Lead meto
it"

They found the castle within the hour, and Tahli-Damen waked inside the gates done. Hisrelatives
suggested that he at least Stay the night, then tried to constrain him when he

refused, but at last they let him go, along with acouple of horses. In fact, they were relieved when he
|eft. His blindness made them uncomfortable. After dl, held lost his sght by meddling with sorcerers, and
merchantstook adim view of that sort of thing. Besides, he was crazy. Hisridiculous blue garment
provedit.

"Ah," the stranger greeted him pleasantly as he led the horses out the gate. "1 told you we could be of
some mutual benefit.”

"I hardly see why you need ahorse," Tahli-Damen said, abit suspicioudy. "Why not just ride the wind?"

"Y ou know, that's the trouble with miracles. They're great when they happen, but you just can't depend
on them." He helped Tahli-Damen climb astride his steed.

The blind merchant grunted. "I had thought it more magic than miracle.”
"Y ou take me for a powershaper?’

"l don't know what to take you for—except afriend. Y ou've proved yoursdlf to be that. But should you
be a powershaper, I'd rather not travel with you. My experiences with shapers have not been good.”

"] seg" the other man said as he climbed onto hishorse.

"I don't," Tahli-Damen said pointedly, "and powershapers are the reason. That one you mentioned,
Pelmen, for dl his heroics, has proved himsdf nothing but amenace!”



"Y ou'd be surprised how many timesI've heard those very words," the other man muttered as he took
Tahli-Damen'sreins and gently nudged the flanks of his own mount.

"He's the man who caused my blindness!” the merchant called as they cantered forward, then brokeinto
agdlop.

"Perhaps he would change that if he could,” his partner called back.

Tahli-Damen clung to the saddle horn and gazed ahead into the blue. He didn't respond for awhile. At
last he shouted, "'I'm not sure, now, if 1'd like my sight back. | learned so much by losingit.”

"Wdl, as| said before: Y ou can't count on them, but there are miracles.”

The desert breeze, raised to awind by their riding in the face of it, chapped Tahli-Damen'slipsand
watered his sky blue eyes He closed them and clung more tightly to the saddle.

He said no more, and his companion offered no further con-versation. He imagined the nighttime sky
above them as their mounts carried them deeper into the Tellera Desert.

There was something reassuring about the emptiness of this place. Hed remarked on it every time held
crossed it and held made many tripsin hisyears as acaptain of caravans. He liked the desert's brooding
slence and the way the flatness of the distant horizon added stature to the horse and rider. Hefound a
peculiar grandnessin being the tallest object vigble between the earth and the open sky. While he
couldn't see the horizon, he knew it was there, tretching out before him like asandy ocean, asflat, as
empty as—

The blow knocked him from his saddle, hurling him to the ground with a crunch. His scream never had
time to form. There was the odor everywhere of desert dogs, of fetid breath, and of terror. One beast
legped adtride his chest and davered in his face as another ripped at his gown. Still another batted his
head with a heavy paw. He'd been mauled by a dog before and thus had a horror of them already. But
these were no ordinary dogs. "Show!" one growled in hisear. "Where!" an-other barked. "Now!" athird
bayed at the sky, and the word turned into a horrible e ongated howl. He fought them off, flailing hisarms
and rolling onto his stomach to shidld histreasure beneath him. This only incensed the pack, and some
began to burrow under him, raking his sdeswith their claws. Othersripped savagely at his back. Now
he screamed, screamed again, and screamed yet athird time as the high, fierce screech of a
fast-gpproaching bird of prey shattered the desert peace ill further. HEd already given himsalf up for
dead and was bewailing the injustice of dying asthe dinner of a pack of desert dogs, when the whole
pack scattered at arun. He heard the falcon screech again, at some distance now, then heard the fast
best of powerful wings churning toward him, over hishead, and away in the opposite direction. The
Tdleraresumed its placid, slent character asif nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

Desert dogs—real desert dogs—did not attack human trav-elers. Tahli-Damen doubted these were
dogsat al, and the thought terrified him. But his dread and dismay rested not upon the attack of these
weird dogs aone, but aso on the shape taken on by hisrescuer. He had suspected it earlier, but forbade

himsdf to believeit. Now he knew with certainty theidentity of histraveling companion. He couldn't
move from the place where he'd fallen. Had he been able, he would have burrowed into the sand.

"Let mehepyou up,” hiscompanion said quietly.



Tahli-Damen made no move to respond. ™Y ou're Pelmen.”

The stranger sighed. Instead of hoisting up the blind blue-faither, he sat besde himin the sand. "Areyou
surprised?”

"Not surprised,” Tahli-Damen mumbled into the earth. "Just terrified.”
"Y ou'd thought taking the sky blue robe would free you from the influence of powershapers.”
"I had hoped," the blind man said mournfully.

"Hmm." Pelmen nodded. "I thought that too, once. But as long as there are powers to shape, then
shaperswill usethem to their sdlfish, evil ends”

"So you battle powers with powers," Tahli-Damen said bit-terly. "And | am, again, between you!"
"It's either be between us or be done with the dogs of Flayh. It wasn't me they attacked. It wasyou.”
"To get a you," the merchant said evasively.

"No. To get that pyramid of crystd that hangs around your neck.”

Tahli-Damen clutched the object to him. "So now you'll take it away, instead.”

Pelmen snorted. "If I'd wanted it, | would haveit aready. Y ou dept for severa hoursthis afternoon,
remember?’

"Why didn't you take it, then?"
"I supposed that the Power we serve has given you some ingtructions concerning it. Am | right?!
Tahli-Damen responded grudgingly. "I've been sent to giveit to the Prophet Lamath.”

"Then | suggest we be on our way. If we stay here, those doglike demons will be back—and not even a
powershaper has limitless energy.”

Tahli-Damen felt himsalf being pulled to hisfeet and was led across the sand. He was relieved to hear
the stamping of his horse and to fed the animd's strong back come under him as Pelmen helped him up.
Hed feared that the horses were logt. After amoment of silence, Tahli-Damen got up the nerve

to ask ahesitant question. "Do you know the Prophet of La-math?"

"Y ou might say that,” Pelmen muttered. Then he grabbed the reins of Tahli-Damen's pony, and they
were off again through the desert.

By the time the sun rose on their third day of travel, they'd | eft the high desert behind and descended into
the region of therivers. Here the moist air gave welcomerrdlief to their dust-encrusted lungs. They began
to encounter trees, first Singly, thenin stands of Six or eight. At last they were into the de-ciduous woods
that lined dl the tributaries of the mighty La-mathian River. These were not tall, dark forestslike the
massive Great Firs. They were, instead, comfortable parklands where boys could stage adventures and
young lovers could stroll in safe semi-privacy. The woods were interspersed with fields, and these were



crisscrossed with rows of yellowing stalks and withering vines. The summer'swarmth fled before the
sharp, cool breath of autumn, and the crops stood waiting for the regper. Already some of the trees had
changed hues, as ma-turing leavestired of youthful greens and experimented with the gaudy colors of fall.
It was abeautiful, if forbidding, Sight, and Pelmen appreciated it. He felt in the same moment a sad-ness
that hk companion was missing dl this. Hetried to restrain it, but alingering guilt remained. Tahli-Damen
was right. Pel-men shared respong bility with Flayh for the bluefaither's blind-ness, and it bothered him.

He'd hoped to hide hisidentity awhilelonger. While not aMari, Tahli-Damen had lived in the Mar long
enough to have afed for events. Pelmen needed to update his knowledge; he'd been totally absorbed in
his quest for Serphimera. But his meeting with the pseudodragon and the encounter with the dogs of night
had convinced him that he could no longer ignore the menace in the land of mountains and mines. A
mongre sorcerer of incredible might inhabited the High Fortress of Ngandib. Flayh had brought that
ancient tower to snarling, snagpping lifein aphenomend feat of shaping. Now his potency increased,
stretching beyond the borders of the Mar to the edges of the other great nations. Pelmen wondered if it
reached to their heartlands as well.

That was something Pelmen would soon discover for him-

sdf, for they rode now to the kernd of theland of Lamath— to the capital city itself. At thisrate, they
would arrive by midmorning.

The ride was easy, and the surroundings pleasant. The peo-ple they passed, farmers mostly, were men
of smple appetites and open faces. The relaxing sway of the saddle combined with the long night'sride to
[ull him amost to deep. Pelmen fought it, stretching hisarms, twisting his shouldersfrom sdeto sde, and
shifting hisweight from one aching buttock to the other.

He almost missed seeing the little chapdl nestled in agrove outside avillage. When he did seeit, the
vision brought him awake with a shiver. The weeds had been cleared away from the door. It had been
newly painted aglossy midnight blue. And over the arch hung the terra-cotta figure of a double-headed
dragon.

"Comeon!" he snapped to no one but himsalf, as he kicked his horse's flanks sharply and jerked on
Tahli-Damen'sreins.

The merchant came awake with ashout. "What isit! What's happening! More dogs?'

"No," Pedmen snarled bitterly astheir tired steeds findly got the urgent message and struggled to produce
agalop. "More dragond!”

"Wherel" the blind merchant cried, automaticaly throwing his head back, expecting to search the sky.

"Not there. In Lamathian hearts. Oh, how | wish it were just in the sky!" Pelmen saw no more of the
landscape. He brooded the rest of the way.

They entered the city unchallenged; but as soon asthey passed the outer gates, they were joined by a
contingent of ridersin sky blue gowns. Hearing the hoofbests, Tahli-Damen grew more concerned than
ever. So digracted was Pelmen by the sight of the shrine that he didn't teke the time to explain. They
clattered down the broad, cobbled avenue to Lamath's vast central square, and acrossit to the door of
the dungeon. Pelmen was off hishorsein amoment and went quickly to Tahli-Damen'ssideto help him
down. Then he wrapped the merchant's shouldersin afirm, friendly grip, and guided himinside.



"Prophet!" avoice caled in awarm, raspy bass. "The Power has answered my petitions! I've longed to
seeyou, and it's none too soon! Sit!"

Tahli-Damen was puzzled. "Who's he talking to?' he mum-bled to Pel men.
"I'm talking to the Prophet of Lamath,” Erri said. "The one who accompanied you from Dragonsgate.”
"That's not me, Erri," Pelmen grumbled. "I threw that man-tle on you.”

"And the Power keeps shoving it back toward you! I'd be delighted if you could get that through your
skull and accept the responsibility!™

"Then—Pdmen isthe Prophet of—" Tahli-Damen began.

"Pelmen is not the Prophet of Lamath anymore,”" Pelmen snapped. "He's not the prophet of anything.
Thisisthe Prophet of Lamath, the former Erri the sailor!”

"Let's not confuse the man, PAlmen,” Erri muttered, ac-quiescing to thetitle. "Sit. Please.”
Pelmen finally looked around the room. "Chairs? At last?' He smiled at his short, wiry friend.

Erri hung hishead. "While | was in Chaomonous marrying Bronwynn to Rosha the brothers camein and
took away my straw. Burned it. When | got back, these were here. They said they did it to ease my
achesand pains, but | think they werejust tired of Sitting on the floor."

"Good for them." Pelmen nodded, his eyes sparkling. Then they softened, and he looked over at his
traveling companion, who was gingerly lowering himsdlf into aseat. "And thisis Tahli-Damen—latdy a

merchant of Uda, now abluefaither.”

"Oh, I know him." Erri shrugged.

Tahli-Damen's forehead creased. "Have we met? Since | can't see your face, |—"
"Only in dreams, my friend. Vaguevisons. | saw you coming.”

"And ... heard mysdf called..."

"Which may serve as some reassurance that you'rein theright place.” Erri's voice conveyed many things,
among them being warmth, honesty, and a confident authority that could both inspire and challenge.

"It...does," Tahli-Damen replied. HEd imagined this meeting over and over in the past few days. In each
verson hed made awise, prudent speech before presenting the object. But the humility in Erri's manner
pointed out to him his own pride. He said no more, but just thrust his handsinto hisrobe

and pulled out the velvet bag that had hung around his neck for days. He drew its golden braid over the
top of his head and held the object out before him. "1 was sent to bring you this."

Erri got up from his stool and walked over to accept it, his sandas dapping on the stone floor. Asit left
his hands, Tahli-Damen's shoulders dumped. Hed rid himself of agreat bur-den. HEd aso forfeited the

purpose that had kept him going.



Erri sat the bag on the table, opened it, and disclosed its contents. " So thisis one of the precious
pyramids" The crysta glowed with an azure iridescence.

"Don't gareintoit,” Pelmen warned. "I've told Bronwynn not to handle the one she has, but she'sa
gueen now, and can be trusted to follow her own counsd alone. Should she and Flayh happen to be
examining their pyramids a this moment, you could find yoursdf locked in amost unpleasant
confron-tation.”

Tahli-Damen shivered a that. Hed viewed such a con-frontation through thisvery crystd. That had
been the last thing held ever witnessed.

Erri bagged the object with alook of distagte. "1've no scomach for that. I'm confronted with problems
enough a-ready.”

"Therebirth of the Dragonfaith?'
"Y ou've seen their reopened shrines?’

"Only one—in asmal village to the south—" Pelmen stopped. Erri had laid ahand on hisarm to il
him, and now turned to the merchant again.

"Forgive us, my brother Tahli-Damen. We are old friends, with much to discuss that probably will not
interest you. A meal, abath, and abed may be far more to your liking and these can be provided.” Etrri
clapped his hands, and apair of initiates popped their heads inside the room. Erri tugged on the former
merchant'sarm, bringing him to hisfeet. Strolling with him to the door, Erri told him, "These two brothers
will tend to your needs. Tahli-Damen—"

"Yes?' the blind man asked earnestly, turning his head toward Erri‘s voice,

"We can aso provide you with other things here. Healing for your eyesisavailable. So, too, isanew
purpose. But it seems, at present, not both."

Tahli-Damen listened intently, and then nodded. He didn't reply.

"Y oure awise young man, Tahli-Damen. Think it over well." Then the blind man left Erri'ssmdl, bare
cdl and wasled away to more comfortable rooms on the upper floors of the old palace. Erri looked at
Pelmen, and raised an eyebrow. "What about awak on the wharf? I'm tired of thesewallgl"

Pelmen wrapped an arm around his short friend's shoulders and they walked out under the darkening
sky.

CHAPTER TWO

Murmuringsinthe Mar

Thunder grumbled in asky turned sullen. Plmen and Erri walked aong the band of the gray-greenriver,
pulling their cloakstight againgt the cold. Pelmen cast occasiona glances at the threatening sky, but his
short companion ignored the mumbled warnings. The somber clouds wrestling silently above them
matched hismood. "This Dragonfaith,” Erri said. "Can it be killed? | thought it dead, but now | hear daily
reports of chapels being reopened and new initiates donning its dark blue habit." Erri abruptly stopped,
and sternly fixed hissmall, dark eyes on Pelmen'sface, "do you know the whereabouts of Ser-phimera?’



Pelmen sighed and turned away. A cool drizzle began, and he watched theriver drink it in. They heard
the roar then and both danced nimbly under an awning asthe curtain of rain swept over and around them.
The wind tore at the canvas momentarily, then raced onward, leaving behind athick, murky downpour.
The awning sheltered atackle shop that had been shuttered up. There was no one around to overhear
their con-versation as they shouted to one another over the rooftop roar. "1 did know! Up until last
month we were together!"

"Where?" Erri shouted back, shivering in hiscloak. "In Chaomonous, near the Great South Fir." Erri
nodded. "What happened?' " She disappeared!”

Erri frowned, and nodded again. "I've heard from the north-west, from the Lakelands. A Unionist
monastery just reopened there. Worse," he added, "there've been reported sightings of the dragon.”

"I wouldn't doubt it," Pelmen grunted, and Erri jerked around to stare at him. "I've seen it too."

"Thenit'strue?’ Erri gasped. Their ears had grown accus-tomed to the backdrop of therain'sdin and
filtered it out. Enclosed within adry box in the midst of atorrent, they forgot their surroundings
completely to concentrate on the exchange of information.

"Itis, and it isn't. It'strue that the dragon has appeared again. But though it wears the form of the dead
serpent, it's not the same beast.” "Another twi-beast?"

"No. Therewas only one ViciaHeinox and we must beg the Power to keep it so. Thereisaclever
imitation, however. The mongter is being impersonated by an immensdy powerful wizard." "Hayh?"

Pelmen nodded. "The man has stumbled upon an incredible book of spells. It's given him acontrol over
the powers un-matched by any present-day powershaper.” "Not even by yoursdf?'

"Perhaps not even by dl the best of us combined.” Erri's bushy eyebrows laced themselves together over
the bridge of his hooked nose. " Then you mean he's somehow changed his dtershape to the image of the

dragon?'

"No." Pemen amiled at that notion. " A powershaper can't change his atershape any more than you
could change the color of your eyes. Flayh is till the sharp-fanged dog. He's just learned to imitate the
gppearance of the dragon.” "That digtinctionislost on me.”

"Y ou could disguise yoursdlf if you so wished and could possibly maintain that fiction for sometime. But
you couldn't change your essential character. No shaper chooses his dter-shape. It manifestsitself ina
moment of magical passon and

reflects the shaper's personality, for good or ill. Flayh is neither as stupid as ViciaHeinox was, nor—I
hopel—as dominatingly powerful.”

Erri unconscioudy scratched under his chin, mulling over Plmen'swords. "Do you think Flayh might
have anything to do with these dog packs that keep harassing our borders?”

Pelmen grunted. "Those aren't dogs," he muttered.

"They certainly bite like dogd"



"Havethey atacked you?'

"No, but I've seen severd torn habits and amauled hand and arm!”

"They're not dogs. They're powers who have used Flayh to cloak them in flesh."”
"Demons, then?'

"So somewould cal them." Pelmen nodded solemnly. "How many attacks?"

"Too many to number. And al on bluefaithers. | had as-sumed that the packs were trained by these new
Dragonfaithersto go after anyonein asky blue garment.”

"| fear the dogs and the Dragonfaith are connected. Flayh is clever enough to redlize that the best means
of threatening Lamath isto make use of its own superdtition. Hisimitation of Vicia-Heinox has renewed
serpent worship. These dog at-tacks on skyfaithers seem to be aimed at convincing Lamathiansit's
foolish to trust anything but the dragon.” Pelmen shook his head. "Flayh's not changed. His purposeis il
to control thethreelands. It'sjust that this time he has the power to accomplishiit.”

"No!" Erri snagpped, samping hisfoot. "By faithwe shal resst him!”

"Indeed we will," Pelmen agreed. "And well make use of some other toolsaswell.”

Erri looked a him sharply. "Whét tools?'

"Werenot helpless

"Certainly not," the small prophet grunted. "We have the Power. Y ou're not thinking of using some other
means, are you? More magic, perhaps?”

"Wl of course |—"

"Dont," Erri ordered. "It would cost you your life."
Pelmen peered a him. ™Y ou know that?"

"l do," the prophet answered with a curt nod. "Now then,

if we know these things are rel ated—the dragon's reappear-ance, the strange desert dogs, possibly
Serphimera's disap-pearance—"

"Theré's no proof of that," Pelmen quickly interrupted. " Serphimera often disappears on business of her
own." "And it dmost always has been related to the dragon.” "But she's changed her views! Weve talked
about thisat length!”

"The nation of Lamath had changed itsview!" Erri argued. "Or so | had thought. Now it appears | was
wrong. Perhaps | wanted too much to beieve s0?" he asked shrewdly, gazing at Pelmen evenly to force
home his point. The powershaper turned his head away, refusing to takeit. Erri sghed. "WEell leave that.
| wasgoing to ask if you think al thisisrelated to my other problem.” "Which is?

"The Lamathian roya family. The old king isdead. His heir has decided he wants more power."



"I thought the son was arecluse like hisfather." "Heis. But he's gpparently an ambitiousrecluse.”
"Armiesforming?'

"Not yet, | think. Just inggtent lettersfrom the vizier ex-plaining the young man'sviews. Y ou think
Flayh's behind that aswell?"

"He wouldn't discourageit. But ambition is usually bom inside aman, not outside. Is the son capable of

ruling?'

"I've never seen the boy. 1 don't know if he's capable of anything. | do know his advisors are urging him
to embrace the Dragonfaith. So it appearsthe problems are al of one piece and are dl related to this
sorcerer in Ngandib-Mar.™

Pelmen nodded. The implications made him weary. "What do you plan?'

"Plan? Why, the same plan I've held to since you thrust thistask upon me. The lies must be exposed, the
truths ex-plained, and the battle won in the hearts of men." "More missonaries?’ "More
missionaries—sent to the heart of the Mar."

The heart of the Mar was the city of Ngandib. It stood in the geographica center of the country and,
from its com-manding height, dominated the surrounding highlands. It sat

on alofty plateau that was often ringed with clouds, so at times the High City seemed to float above the
earth, aheavenly city detached from earthly cares.

That illuson passed swiftly for any visitor unfortunate enough to labor from the valley floor to the top of
the Down Road. At one time Ngandib's streets had been tidy and well cobbled. Now they were more
mud than cobblestone, and garbage often obscured the roadway entirely. Its people had once been the
proudest of aproud race. Now they hung their heads and kept mostly to themselves, for the city was
owned by brigands, one of whom had inexplicably been made the head of the city's defense force. Soon
othersjoined him to celebrate his good fortune—and to steal for themsalves what fortunes they could.
Men who had once been hunted as outlaws by the Shurls of the North and South Firs now swaggered
arrogantly about, picking fightswith the locas and invariably winning. Asmany aseight or ninebodiesa
morning wereritually cast off the northern face of the plateau into the Buria Valey.

The problem daily grew worse, yet the king did nothing to stop the carnage nor to punish these
loathsome intruders. The people of the city were hardly surprised. They knew their king well. Pahd mod
Pahd-el spent most of every day in bed, resting up in preparation for agood night's deep. "When Pahd
wakes' had become a euphemism for the end of time. Privately, many citizensworried that King Pahd no
longer had the power to do anything and that he'd falen prey completely to the evil ma-nipulations of the
mysterious Flayh. They said nothing about it, however. Those foolish enough to criticize FHayh publicly
had a| disappeared, and there were reports of horrible screams from the vicinity of the High Fortress.

The High Fortress of Ngandib dominated the city asthe city dominated the Mar. Built upon atowering
spur of granite that rose many hundreds of feet above the plateau, it was obvioudy impregnable. There
was no such citadd anywhere elsein the world. It had never been stormed. in. war. In fact, no one had
ever beenfool enough to try.

The Manswho dwelt in the city had aways been conscious of the castleslofty mystery. Since Flayh had
come, however, men swore that the fortress had assumed a distinctly malevolent persondity. It was asif



the castle lived and regarded mankind with a permanent snarl of contempt. Those who had once re-

laxed in the safety of the great tower's shadow now sought dwellings toward the plateau's edge. They
preferred the pre-cipitous drop-off to the fedling of living congtantly under the gaze of abrooding, evil
presence. Some had even tried to leave the High Plateau to seek anew lifein the Mar proper, but they
had been arrested at the top of the Down Road and marched back through the city to the fortress. None
of them had been seen since.

Despite the ominous cutoff of downward traffic, men con-tinued to make the harrowing climb up the
steep road from the valley. Most of these were themsalves cutthroats, coming to join their fellows.
Among them wasasmall, feisty outlaw named Tibb. He carried with him asmall bundle of persond
possessions, a much-used sword, and a concealed dagger. Tibb had not come seeking fortune,
fellowship, or amerry time at the expense of the townfolk of Ngandib. Tibb had come for revenge.

When he reached the top of the Down Road, he was chd-lenged by acluster of ugly thugs. "Stand,
rasca, and give us your name!"

"Tibb, varlet. And yours?' Tibb snarled.

"Youcdl mevalg?'

"l do, indeed, and will again!"

"Perhaps you'd like to tumble off this cliff?" the cutthroat threstened.

"Perhaps you'd like your gutstickled by my blade?" Tibb spat back, his hand on the hilt of his battered
sword.

This exchange of unpleasantries set the rest of the small cadre to cackling, and now one advised his
belligerent friend, "Hold, Naph. I think he bieves himsdf one of us!"

Naph sneered. "Isthat true, squirrel ?'

"It'strue enough," Tibb acknowledged modestly.

"Then why don't | know you?"

"I don't know." Tibb shrugged. "Because you're as blind as a cavern dug?’

Someone caught Naph'sfist and shoved the angry man away while another outlaw squared around to
face Tibb. "Here, then. If you be one of us, tell me where you've fought?'

Tibb's eyes gleamed. Wickedness? Savagery? The other brigand couldn't tell as Tibb grunted, "1
wrestled in the darkness beneeth the Imperia House."

Therewere severd gruntsin response and alow whistle. "And escaped?’ someone asked stupidly. "I'm
here, aren't 17"

Naph, cooler now, shook off the arm that held him and came back to stare at Tibb'sface. "Could be,"
he muttered. "One way to check," somebody said. "Yes." Naph nodded. "L et's go tak to the chief.” So
Tibb was escorted down the main street of Ngandib-Mar by a quartet of murderous blackguards. If he



drew any pitying glances from the city's cowed inhabitants, he didn't notice. He strode dong casudly, at
home with this roguish company. He fdt no fear, nor any need for concern. Hed told no lie. He had
fought in the treacherous battle beneath the roya castle of Chaomonous. And though he couldn't be
certain, he felt he knew who this chief scalawag would prove to be. He hoped he wasright.

One could only enter the High Fortress from within. In thewall of rock acavern had been cut, which
served astheroyd stables aswell as the entryway into the castle. There was awooden staircase that
could be raised or lowered from the landing many feet above, but at the moment it was up. The only
accesswas by way of arope ladder, lowered through the gaping hole in the stable celling. Naph gestured
roughly toward it, and Tibb quickly scaed it and climbed onto the landing.

He was greeted there by astern-faced daver he vaguely recognized. Naph and another joined Tibb and
explained their business, and the daver nodded curtly toward the top of another ladder some distance
away. Then hewent on about hiswork, making no secret of hisbelief that thiswas awaste of time and
that Naph was afool. Tibb strolled to the mouth of the new pit and started to descend.

He knew from the latrine stench that assaulted his nogtrils that this was the dungeon. Then he heard a
scream, the first of many he expected to hear today. It didn't dow him. Tibb was at homewith such. The
place was dark as pitch. He knew he'd reached the floor when hisfoot did in the dime. He backed away
from the ladder quickly to avoid the downward plunge of Naph, who seemed disappointed he'd missed
the chance to mash Tibb'sfingers. "Thisway," Naph grunted, and they fol-lowed the sound of the
dhrieks.

They turned acorner. A candle burned in asmall acove

on thewall. Chained below it was the twisted figure of what had once been aman. Tibb saw only the
back of the poor creature's tormentor, but that was enough. Given his prefer-ence, he would rather not
look the man in the face.

He had no choice. As Naph cleared histhroat, Admon Faye turned to look &t them. Eveninthe
haf-light, that horrid visage made Tibb's somach chum. Nevertheless, he forced himself to smile. Admon
Faye smiled back, and the crudlty and cunning Tibb saw there caused him anew struggle with his
intestines. Naph cleared histhroat again. Obvioudy he had trouble facing the master himself.
"This—ah—fdlow saysyoull know him," Ngph managed findly to mumble.

"I know you?' Admon Faye asked. His voice was open and friendly, asif they stood together ina
sun-drenched city square instead of afetid, black dungeon.

"| fought with you beneath the castle in Chaomonous," Tibb said, struggling to keep every trace of
bitterness out of the statement.

"Ah, yes" Admon Faye nodded, looking down. "It went poorly for us, didn't it?"
"Quite poorly." Tibb still wasn't sure hed been remem-bered.
"Where'syour friend?' Now Tibb was sure. "Dead.”

"Ah," Admon Faye said. "Pity." He even madeit sound asif he meant it. "So," he went on brightly,
"you've cometojoin ugl”

"Everyonedseishere”



"Seemsthat way, surely.” Admon Faye chuckled. "But theré's room for al. Our mysterious employer
who lives up-gtairs has proved generousto uswho've joined his service. | welcomeyou!™ The hideous
daver grinned and offered Tibb the implement he'd been holding. Tibb saw now that it wasameta rod.
Itstip ill glowed. "Go ahead." Admon Faye nod-ded, gesturing to the gasping figure stretched upon the
rock shelf.

Tibb redlized that thiswasthered test. He passed it easily. The wizened body scarred with burns made
no difference to him. His purpose had been to rgjoin the band of Admon Faye and to take hisrevenge. If
this was necessary, so beit. He plunged the hot poker down.

And the High Fortress of Ngandib, which was indeed both dive and malevolent, listened to the screams
and cackled with sadistic glee.

The crisp wind cut through Dorlyth'stunic, chilling his upper arms. It ruffled hiswiry, golden gray hair.
He paid no heed to thisbreeze, nor to its promise of frost. He divided his attention between the smal
army that drilled in the glade below him and the blue of the Mari sky.

The glade of mod Carl was seventy mileswest of Dorlyth's castle, well within the westernmost spur of
the Great South Fir. It was a convenient place of meeting, on the border between the Downlands and the
Furrowmar, but easily accessible to the men of the Westmouth region aswell. Hed used it as astaging
ground before, during previous wars of confederation. It had served especialy well thistime, since
Dorlyth'smgjor alieswere from the furrows, Ngandib-Mar's highland farms. Hed had no trouble
assembling thisforce—they'd been called to armsin midsummer, after the rows had already been
planted. But harvest time had come and he was starting to lose them. It wasn't so much that they wished
to bein the fidldsworking— Mari men preferred fighting to fanning, and they knew their women could
get in the crop aswdll asthey could, if not better. The problem was that they'd been together amost two
months and were yet to fight abattle.

"He'snot coming!" Belra spat, a phrase held repeated twenty times a day for the past two weeks. Belra
sported ared han-dlebar mustache under his bulbous nose and had enormous green eyes that sparkled
when helaughed and flashed when he grew angry. They were flashing now.

"Hell come," Dorlyth repeated absently, and Belralaunched into yet another bad-tempered tirade.
Dorlyth didn't bother to reply. He left that for his cousin.

"It's hard on my warriorstoo, mod Belra," Ferlyth said quietly. "A problem that worsens each day. But
I'm with Dor-lyth. I'll not take us out unprotected.”

"But we don't even know where heidl" Berapleaded, waving his huge hands for emphasis.

Dorlyth shrugged. "1 never know where heis, but he dways comeswhen | need him. And we most
definitely need Pelmen before we tekethefidd in thiswar.”

"I'm not suggesting that we go into battle without some powershaper, but we al know that Jooomsis
avalable—'

"Mercenary sorcerers never give you their best,” Ferlyth interrupted in therich, clipped tones of an
aristocrat.

"Besides," Dorlyth added, "with al due respect to the lizard, Jooomsis no match for the Autumn Lady



when she'sangry. At her best, she can rout even Pelmen.”

"Y ou needn't remind me," Belragrumbled. "1 fought at Mar-Yilot'ssdein thelast conflict. Thewomaniis
awesome.”

"And yet it seems even Mar-Yilot is checked by the power of thisnew Hayh," Ferlyth mused. "While
weve lingered in this glade, weve missed very little action. The armies of those two have only
skirmished.”

"Well not have the warriors even for skirmishing if we pause much longer!" Beraargued. "Naturdly I'd
prefer Pel-men Dragonsbane behind us. Who wouldn't? But he's not

herel"

A rider clothed in the blue and white diagonals of Belras house rode fiercely through the drilling
company and up the grassy rise. "A warrior, Lord Belral"

"Whose?' Bdrabarked.

"My lord, he's not of the Mar! He wears the gilded mail of the Golden Throng of Chaomonous—and he
ridesfromthe
southeast!"

Bdrasnorted. "So you think that means he's come through
the Ar?'
"Wel, it seems so, my lord—"

"And that's just what our enemies would have usto believel Ridiculous. None but thieves can pass
through that tangle of weeds and brambles. Thisisaspy, sent behind us. Take him!™"

Ferlyth glanced over at Dorlyth, surprised that the aging warrior hadn't intervened. "No protest?' he
asked astherider galloped back toward the forest.

"Why should 1 protet?* Dorlyth'slazy reply did not match the eager excitement in hisold eyes.

"It'sno secret, mod Karis, that your own Rosha has married the Golden Land's young queen. Could this
be amessenger come from him?"

"No," Dorlyth grunted. "No messenger. He uses only blue flyersto contact me. And Belrasright. None
but thieves can penetrate the Great Fir. Thieves—or heroes.”

Ferlyth raised his eyebrows knowingly. "Perhgps.”

"We should know in amoment,” Dorlyth muttered, and al three lords watched thewall of giant treeson
thefar side of the clearing. Suddenly three riders broke from the thicket in rapid succession, each
throwing anxious looks behind them. Then a powerful charger leaped abush and raced to the center of
the clearing. Adrideits back sat apowerfully built man arrayed in the glistening gold armor of
Chaomonous. Above his helmet he whirled agreat sword dmost four feet long. Dorlyth grinned proudly
at the sight of that blade. 1t had once been his own.



"Why—it'syour son!" Belrablurted in surprise.

"Asl said," Dorlyth chuckled, "only thieves or heroes.” He spurred his charger forward and raced down
to meet Roshamod Dorlyth.

Roshajerked off hishemet and dung it from his saddle horn as hisfather reined in beside him. His black
curls shone with swest, and rivulets coursed down his handsome cheeks. "Hot in there," he muttered.

Dorlyth sat back in his saddle and beamed. He said nothing for amoment, just looking his son up and
down. Then he growled "Hail, mod Dorlyth, of Chaomonous king!" He laughed as the blood rushed to
his son'sface.

"I'm no king," Roshasnarled, but a pleased grin found itsway to hislips anyway.

"Apparently not,” Dorlyth muttered, "or you wouldn't be traipsing around alone in the wilderness of a
neighboring land. What are you doing here?' he demanded sternly.

"Y ou know why I'm here," Rosha grunted, unconscioudy imitating hisfather's gruff manner. No longer
did the stutter of his youth plague him. He had the relaxed confidence of anaturd victor.

"How did you guess the place?’

"l didn't guess Since | was aboy, I've heard you bid good-bye to your warriors with 'See you next
week at the glade of mod Carl.' You think | didn't learn anything in your keep?"

"| thought at least | taught you better treatment of women,” Dorlyth snorted, and Roshalooked away in
embarrassment. "Did you tdl Bronwynn you were coming?"

Rosha scowled at hisfather. "Did you ever ask my mother's permission to rideto war?'
Now Dorlyth looked away. "Maybe once or twice."

Roshawas surprised. "Redly? What'd she say?"

"Shesad'no.”

"What did you do?' Roshafrowned.

"l went anyway." Dorlyth shrugged, and Rosha laughed aoud. "But | didn't enjoy it!" Dorlyth added
serioudy, cutting short hisson's mirth.

"Why, | didn't comefor enjoyment,” Rosha grumbled.

"Y es, you did. For enjoyment and excitement and to get away from the boredom of the castle. Did she
send anybody after you?”

"l didn't look back."

Dorlyth nodded. "Knowing Bronwynn, she did. But they probably had the wisdom to turn around when
they reached the Fir. Unlike my son,” he added with asnort.



"Y ou want me to go back?' Rosha snapped.

"Eventudly, yed" Dorlyth frowned. Then his bearded lips parted in ahuge smile. "But not for awhile.”
He could contain himsalf no longer and he reached out to grab his son by the shoulders. The smdl army
had been watching al this quietly; now they cheered. Roshawaswell known to dl of them, and they
vaued the addition of hisbladeto their cause.

Dorlyth sat back again in his saddle, his eyes abit moist with pleasure and pride. "We need you, son.
We face afor-midable foe with no assurance of victory, and that famous sword of yourswill be
welcome. But not just your sword. Bronwynn is sure to be dlarmed by your absence. If theré's any way
she can contact Pelmen, she's sure to send him after you. | hope this doesn't offend, but we need him
even more. Let's hope you attract him to usl” Dorlyth pointed acrossthe clearing. "My tent isin the trees
there on the north side. Unless things have changed drastically, you're hungry.”

"l suream!"

"Then let'sgo eat,” Dorlyth muttered and he wheeled his horse around to lead the way. He was proud of
himsalf. Hed ressted the urge to kiss his boy on the cheek in front of hiswarriors.

It started asasmple medl. It soon turned into afeast. Dorlyth had not hunted that day and had little to
offer Roshabut ahunk of bread and some cheese. But then the friends began arriving, bringing with them
dressed pheasant, fresh

brook trout, a saddle of aged venison, some snails, edl's, and vegetables, aswell as flutes and stringed
instruments, jokes and dy winks, and many good wishesfor Roshaand hisnew bride. They fed thefire
until al forty of them could fed it, and laughed and sang until the forest rang with their celebration. When
the northwesterly winds kicked up, gtirring the leaves around them, they huddled closer together and
laughed even louder. Every jest, regardless how small, reaped ahappy re-ward, and some ancient
grudges were forgotten—for the night, at least. Roshawas compelled to recite the history of his
court-ship; this he did with relish, proudly demongtrating his new-found control over histongue. He
good-naturedly ignored the constant interruptions, patiently enduring one ribald comment after another as
hetold his story. Hetailored histelling to suit hisaudience, and his father fingered his beard and nodded
knowingly. Hewould get the full story when the revelers dept, and the logs on the fire had turned to
glowing embers. Then he would learn Rosha's true fedings, when honesty could be valued over wit.

The story told, there were more songs and much more merry laughter. Thering of warriors struggled to
hold that spirit of elation aslong as possble, but it died as necessarily and nat-uraly asthefire. Thenthe
first man, feding badly about it, dipped away, freeing othersto follow. And at last the two men sat aone,
gazing into the glowing embers, and spoke in voices made rough by the chill and an excess of talk.

"Areyou happy?' Dorlyth asked. It wasn't the first time held asked the question tonight, but it was the
firs time Rosharedly answered.

"l suppose s0."
Dorlyth grunted. "Then you are. For what you suppose, that's what's so."
"Andyet..."

"And yet you're here. So you can't be entirdly satisfied.”



"I'm satisfied," Rosha protested. "I just came because | was worried about you!™

"Cometo protect your infirm old father?' The aged cham-pion grinned, his eyes gleaming.

Rosha chuckled. "Come to protect your backside, anyway. Y our reflexes aren't what they used to be!™

"How could you know that?"

Raosha never answered. His mouth sagged open and he stared. Dorlyth proved his reflexes were il
excellent as he whirled around, dipping sword from scabbard in the same fluid motion. Then he stared,
too.

The moon clung to the horizon, peeking down at them through thefirs. It was orange, and huge. The
cloudy figure that stood beside the fire pit seemed to glow with that same apricot radiance. She regarded
them passively, amost shyly. But Dorlyth had faced those regal, golden eyes before. They betrayed no
hint of fear. "Mar-Yilot," he whispered, and the wind stirred the fallen leaves and seemed to echo him.

She was not beautiful, nor even pretty in the ways that men normaly evaluate women. Her auburn hair
ringed apae, thin face and hung limply to bony shoulders. She was dender, and her ochre gown draped
upon her like curtains wrapped around a sapling. She till strongly resembled the wan, silent waif she
once had been—vulnerable yet exceedingly wise.

But her carriage demanded respect. She waslordly. And Dorlyth knew her power and trembled before
it.

"Whereishe?' she asked at last.

Sparked to action, Rosha grabbed for hissword. "Stay it," Dorlyth muttered. " She's here, but her body's
not. Your blade can't harm her."

Mar-Yilot raised her eyebrows abarely perceptible fraction. "Y our son?”
"He'syoung yet."
"May heliveto grow old asyou," she sad flatly. "Wherés Pdmen?
"Why do you seek him?"
"Don't toy with me, Dorlyth. That angers me. Tell mewhere heshiding.”
"I don't think he's hiding, redly,” Dorlyth murmured. "1 don't know if heseveninthe Mar—"
"There's shaping about that bears his stamp—or if not, at least the mark of histaent. Gravethingsare
shifting, Dorlyth. Unless hell talk to me, | mean to make war upon him." She spoke earnestly but
digpass onately—awoman fully in control of hersdlf, actively shaping her own destiny.
"How do you know it'shim?

"Who else could it be?" she snapped.



"Thisevil Havh has—"

"Hayh!" Mar-Yilot spat in disgust. "Who isthisFlayh? A cloth sdller! A trader in tools and cooking
pans! When the seven shapers wrestled together and Pelmen battled me toe to toe, where wasthis
Fayh? In Lamath of the dragon lovers, counting his money! Don't speak nonsense, Dorlyth. Tell me
where PAmenisand let usreason or makewar."

Dorlyth chose hiswords carefully. "Am | asorcerer, my Lady? Can | divine your hiding places?’

Her amber eyes gazed at him balefully, a stern mother about to rebuke alying child. She paused a
moment, then said very ddiberately, "The old oneisdead in the last conflict, and Terril murdered his
twin. That leavesfive. The twin-killer has de-clared for the lazy king, Mast isidlein retirement, Joooms
waitsin Gamabd, unemployed. And that |eaves Pelmen and mysdf. Would you have me beieve you
uncovered?'

Dorlyth's mouth was very dry. He said nothing.

"Very wdl." The Autumn Lady nodded. "I know your lair— this glade of mod Carl ishardly a secret,
and no one has cloaked you here. When | return, | will see Plmen. Unlessyou truly are uncovered, in
which case..." Her voice faded away and she permitted hersdlf the dightest of smiles. "Inwhich caseI'm
hardly responsible,” she finished. Then she disappeared with aflash of golden brilliance. The moon, too,
had disap-peared below the trees.

Dorlyth and Rosha stood in the darkness, stunned. Then the old warrior grunted. "I hope he decidesto
come find us. Oth-erwise, the next time she comes hunting him, shell kill usal. Shewon't betrying to.
Shejus will."

CHAPTER THREE
The Dogs and the Dragon

Pelmen couldn't deep. Throughout the night he agonized over the same question that had plagued him for
weeks. Where was Serphimera? At the first sign of dawn, he bounded from his bed and took to the
streets of Lamath. He didn't expect to find her, but he needed to be doing something.

Heleft hisblue gown in the room Erri had provided. He wanted to be able to move fredly and talk to
anyone. He went from the beautiful heart of the city quickly, intending to make along sweep through the
shanty townships that had mush-roomed on its edge.

Barely ayear before, ahuge crowd had gathered in the city square to watch him being pulled apart by a
pair of tugoliths. A few dayslater he had been publicly hailed as the Prophet of Lamath. Despite that,
nobody recognized him now. Clothed in the smple garments of aLamathian peasant, he walked briskly
through crowded, dirty aleyways, visiting spots Serphimera had been known to frequent.

No one had seen the raven-haired priestess. Or if they had, they wouldn't admit it. Severa volunteered
that they had seen the dragon, however, and that thought chilled his heart. Signs of the resurgence of the
Dragonfaith were everywhere. By midmoming he'd passed a score of newly painted shrines, each bearing
the two-headed icon above its open doors. Like adead fire catching new life from atiny ember, the
Dragonfaith had returned. With hisimitation dragon wings, Flayh was fanning the growing flame. PAmen
sank into a meditative despair.



Had Serphimerabeen duped anew? Had Flayh contrived to use her somehow in his schemeto
reendave Lamath? Although Pelmen could prove no connection between Flayh and Serphi-

mera's disappearance, the thought kept recurring, and he'd been unable to stifleit. His bitterness grew.

"Man?" someone called. Pelmen broke out of his deep rev-erie and looked around. Had this been
addressed to him?"Man?" the voice called again, and Pelmen walked toward atal, iron-spiked fence
that lined one side of this broad avenue. He re-alized now where he was and who—or what—was
speaking. He gazed down into the tugolith pit.

"Yes?' hereplied to the gigantic animal that had summoned him.

"Dolnaisgone and Thuganlithais being mean." The beast reported this dutifully, assuming that Pelmen
would understand s mply because he was human. Tugoliths tended to appear smpleminded. They were,
infact, the brightest of beadts, for they aone had mastered human language. But people who talked with
them frequently forgot that, Since the huge creatures used their limited vocabulary mostly to bicker
childishly with one ancther.

"1 am not!" Thuganlithasnarled. It was evident that he waslying. Not only did his guilty tone of voice
give him away, but Pelmen could see that he had another tugolith wedged against awall and was pricking
the screaming animal's hind-quarterswith his horn.

"Stop that!" Pelmen ordered.

Thuganlithaleft off the pricking and looked up at Pelmen suddenly. "I'm not doing anything." He
scowled.

"Ohyes, youare" chided Chimolitha, the tugolith who had called for Plmen'sintervention.
"Oh no, I'm not!"

"Ohyes, you arel"

"Youtold," Thuganlithasnorted, yielding the point but rais-ing anew issue.

"Y ou shouldn't do that,” Chimolithaexplained.

"Why not?'

"Because it makes Dolnaangry.”

"I don't care," Thuganlithasneered. Apparently he didn't, for he went back to horning his unfortunate
vicim.

"1 said stop!" Pelmen shouted, throwing up his hand. He did it out of reflex, responding to theinjured
tugolith's screams. Otherwise he would not have revedled his ahilitiesin such apublic place. The act Ieft a
number of tugoliths extremely

confused. Thuganlitha ended up sprawled upon hisback in afar corner of the pit, a perplexed
expression on his enormous features.



Chimolitha, however, took thisal in stride. Such acts of justice were only to be expected from their
human magters. "Thank you," she said courteoudly.

Pelmen, abit embarrassed by hisincautious display, started dinking away toward the city square.
Suddenly the scaly mon-ster's expression changed. Pelmen had at last been recognized. "Man?" the
tugolith called. "Aren't you that Pelmen person?’

"Ah, yes" Peimen replied quietly as he hurried on down the street and beyond the end of the pit.

"I likeyou!" he heard the tugolith call as he rounded the corner. He raced dong, not daring to look
behind for fear he might find an admiring tugolith in pursuit. The beests could easly push their way out of
their enclosureif they chose to. Pelmen hoped no one would ever be fool enough to givethem theidea.
Hefound it ironic that only abeast had recognized him today, but that was easily explained. On that
morning when he'd nearly been executed, no one had gotten acloser look at him than had Chimolitha. He
was grestly relieved when he arrived back at the refectory of the skyfaither brotherhood.

On the site where once stood the old Temple of the Dragon, Erri had erected a huge, square meeting
hall. It was sparsely furnished and utilitarian, suiting the persondity of itsbuilder. It was here that Erri held
court and where he a so fed as many of the city's beggars as could crowd inside, nor wasit smplefare
he placed before them. Although he ate nothing but a coarse bread pudding himsdlf, Erri provided his
guests with the best food Lamath had to offer. This practice had stirred great debate among the brothers.
Some criticized the extrav-agance. Others heatedly argued that this would make the city's poor too
dependent upon thefaith. Erri squirmed abit in dis-comfort as he listened to the arguments, for they dl
bore the seeds of truth. But he didn't change his policy. He continued feeding the masses, paying for it out
of the richesthat had accumulated over the centuriesin the coffers of the Dragon-faith. The wedth was
there. Why not use it to meet the needs of the hungry? And who could distinguish by sight who was
deserving and who was not? There were certainly some profes-sional beggars who availed themselves of
afree meal each day.

There were otherswho had grown overdependent. But Erri could point to a growing number who had
come origindly to gorge themselves on hams and spice cakes, but who'd stayed to don blue garments.
No one was compelled to do anything. Erri had resisted urgings to sermonize before serving the medl.
Brothers and guests dlike could eet their fill of whatever they liked. But Erri's unassuming example
continued to haveitsimpact on some. Many now took only bread pudding.

Pelmen was jostled and shoved at the doorway, but the crush of the crowd at last pushed himinside.

Erri spotted him im-mediately and hailed him over to St down. The saintly prophet lowered hisvoice—an
unnecessary precaution amid the scrap-ing of spoons and the rumble of conversation—and asked, "Any
newsof her?'

"None." Pelmen took alargeroll and adice of roast. As-ceticism wasfinefor others. Hed never
pretended to adopt it

himsdf.
Erri nodded. "1 didn't expect you to learn much. What will
you do now?"

"Y ou mentioned amonastery reopening in the Lakelands district. Perhaps I'll go search there—"



A commoation at the doorway caused him to break off, and both he and Erri stood up to see who had
caused it. The man who stepped into the great hall contrasted sharply with the ragged beggars and the
brothersin blue. He was heavily ar-mored in plates of burnished bronze, trimmed with gold. His helmet
was adorned with delicate arabesques of that costly metal, and plumed with golden feathers. A fish-satin
robe of the same dazzling color draped from his shouldersto brush the flagstone floor. But if his costume
seemed out of his place, the man's stern visage fitted with the rough faces around him. It was asoldier's
face, sdlow and harsh, lined by years of command. Thiswas Generd Joss, until recently the Lord of
Security for theland of Chaomonous and now Bronwynn's ambassador to Lameth. Erri waved him over.
The genera smiled sardonically and picked hisway through the chomping host. "Lord Ambassador,
welcome. | never expected you

here—"

"Nor did I," Joss said quickly. He stepped over the bench to seat himself between two of the brothers.
"| didn't learn until thismorning of the arriva of your dusive guest.” The

generd's hard eyeslocked with Plmen's. "I cameto greet him in the name of my queen.”

Pelmen nodded. "Hello, Generd. 1've never seen you look-ing so splendid.”

Joss glanced down at hisfancy trappings. "I persondly find this outfit repugnant. However, it goesaong
with the office. I'm willing to make the sacrifice for Chaomonous.” The genera studied Pelmen's peasant
garb and said, "I see you've kept your sametailor.” Pelmen laughed at that, and the general permitted
himsalf abrief smile. These two men had long been adversaries. Joss was working hard to establish
cordid rela-tions.

"1 wonder, Lord Ambassador, how you learned that | was here?!

"He has his sources," Erri said as he took another spoonful of pudding.

"I find it expedient to keep informed. Pelmen, | have an urgent message for you from our queen.” "What
isit?"

"You want meto tel you here?' "Isit adtate secret?”

Joss blinked. "Perhaps, perhaps not. I'm just unaccustomed to revealing private messagesin apublic
place." "Thisiswhere you found me. What isit?' Joss frowned. Then he lowered hisvoice and spoke.
"Y oung Rosha has left Chaomonous. The queen requests that you seek him out and return him to the
court.”

Pelmen raised his eyebrows. Rosha's action didn't surprise him, but Bronwynn's responseto it did.
"Return him? Didn't hetell her where hewas going?' "He left without aword.” " Soundslike hisfather."
"Do you know where heis?'

"Not exactly, but | can guess. He'sgoneto find Dorlyth. Surely Bronwynn knowsthat."

"The queen is concerned for his safety,” the genera said.

"Shdl | inform her that heisadl right?* He smiled humorledy.

"Y ou know that | can't say that. Roshas gone to war."



Joss leaned across the rough table and spoke with aquiet

intengity. "Then | urge you to seek him out. Thequeenis

distraught without him and naturally assumesthe wordt. If he's

not located soon, shelll disregard all our advice and organize an army to go after him. | think you redlize
that Chaomonous canill afford another war at thistime." The generd sat back then, hisface assuming
that expression of stony resolve used by leaders chalenging their troops. "Consider thisan act in defense
of your country."

Erri smiled, though hedidn't intend to. "Y ou spesk asif

PclmenisaChaon."

"lan't he?'

"1 think we of Lamath might justifiably lay clam to him aswell. Then again, so could the Maris, and if he
goesto Ngandib-Mar, I'm sure they will. PAlmen? What will you do?'

Pelmen pondered this question, reviewing his options. He redlized he didn't have that many. Serphimera
wasn't here and evidently hadn't been here, so his search was at a standdtill. Flayh's influence surrounded
him. He could wait here and battle the sorcerer with Erri, or he could go to the Mar in search of Rosha
and be sucked into the battle there. Somehow it made more sense to engage Flayh in the Sinister shaper's

own region. Who could know? Perhaps Serphimerawas locked in Flayh's dungeon. Hislady had a
penchant for walking into trouble. Plmen's eyesflicked up to meet the generd's gaze. "I'll go

findhim."

Erri Sghed. "And probably find a battle aswell."

"I will if he'sjoined hisfather. Warsfollow Dorlyth like clawsps chase sugar.”
"Moremagic!" Em grunted with disfavor.

"l know you don't approve.”

"Theres much moreto it than my disgpprova—"

Jossinterrupted them. "Then | may relay the word that your search has begun?’

Pelmen nodded. ™Y ou may. I'll not have timeto inform her myself. But you'd better tell her to be patient.
If he'sgoneto fight awar, he'snot likely to leave until it'sover.”

"If she knows you are with him, perhaps shelll fed com-forted,” Joss said as he stood to leave. Then he
bowed dightly. "For the sake of both my queen and my country. | thank you." He bowed to Erri. "Good
day. Prophet." Then he stepped over the bench again and left quickly.

"Isit necessary that you go?' Erri asked quietly. "Can't



"Agang any other warrior, yes. Againg the powershapers of Ngandib-Mar, he hasn't a chance. Nor
does Dorlyth. I've been ddlaying the inevitable, Erri. I've got to face Flayh."

"Youll bekilled."
"That'saways a possibility—"

"Y ou've heard my warning,” Erri said sternly. "Rather than rushing off to shape these other powers, |
wish you'd wait here until the Power shapesyou!”

"Perhaps the Power is shaping me, my friend,” Pelmen said
quietly.

Erri's eyes narrowed in surprise, then he looked away, studying the far wall of the room in puzzlement.
Findly he shrugged, and nodded. "I'd offer you ahorse, but | know you'd rather fly."

"I'd rather ride." Pelmen grinned. "It's getting on toward winter! It gets cold enough up on those wind
currentsto freeze your tal feathersl”

"I wouldn't know about that, never having had any tall

feathers™

"But thank you for reminding me. I'll drop by the stables and greet my old friend Mindissbeforel go.”
"Your horse!" Erri said, his eyeswidening in remembrance, then turning sad. "I neglected to tell you. He
broke out of his stall about two weeks ago. I'm sorry, Pelmen. | sent agroup of ridersto retrieve the

horse, but they smply couldn't catch him."

Pelmen's eyes dropped to the tabletop. "Wdll. I'm sorry too." He smiled wistfully. "Seemslike dl my
friendsareleav-ing me."

The prophet looked up sharply and frowned. "Oh, no. It's you who areleaving me."

"Yes. But | leave you in good hands," Pelmen said as he stood to go. Erri caught him by the deeve and
pulled him down to whisper:

"What about this pyramid our friend brought us?' Pemen frowned. "Hideit. Guard it carefully. If the
Power choseto send it, it must have some importance.”

Erri nodded, then said, "Do me afavor. Don't change into abird until you're out of the city square. |
spend enough of my time explaining you asitis.”

Pelmen laughed. "It'sapromisel” Then he stepped over the
bench and pushed through the crowd, leaving Erri to mutter
about there never being enough time to get everything said.

Pelmen took no notice of thefat little man sitting by himsdlf at the table nearest the door. Nor did the



disguised merchant see him. In the presence of free food, Pezi heeded no man.

Lord Syth rode hard for the gates of Seriliath, his cape billowing back over the hindquarters of hiswar
horse. In histrain raced adozen other riders, al cloaked in capes of the same blue and gray, wearing
expressonsidentical to that of their master. A frown masked Syth's handsome features, and they dl saw
it frequently, for he tossed worried |ooks behind them with every passing mile. They were not being
chased— at leadt, not that they knew. But dl save Syth believed they'd made aterrible mistake in
traveling the roads today. It was common knowledge among them that Mar-Yilot wasin the Seriliath
tower, casting spellsin search of Pelmen. That meant they weren't being covered.

"Openit!" Syth bellowed as the small troop pounded down aridge and back up toward the massive
gates. Hiswords could not have been heard over the clatter of steel-shod hooves on the granite highway,
but the huge doors swung inward anyway. Syth did not dacken his pace. He shot through the gap like a
missile from a catapult. He didn't pause to acknowledge the gatekeepers cheers, nor even seem to hear
them. But cheer they did, astheir returned city lord drove his stalion up the steep, narrow street that led
to the palace.

The noise of hisarrival derted the shopkeepers and trades-men. These stood in their doorways and
added their voices. Shutters flew open above them and still othersjoined in the tumultuous welcome.
Syth mod Syth-dl, Lord Seriliath and rightful Jorl of the Ides, had returned at last from hisidand home.
He'd cometo rgjoin those rebd chieftains who had chosen him to lead them againgt the king. The people
of Ser-iliath loved Syth, astheir hearty welcome attested. But though they loved her less, they were far
more fascinated by Mar-Yilot, hiswife. They dl craned their necks, searching for some sign of her.
When she didn't appear, they al assumed that the rumors were true—that the Autumn Lady was aready
in the city, and waited with the othersin the palace. Naturdly, no

one had seen her arrive. She traveled where she willed on
butterfly wings. But it was ways athrill to learn that the auburn-haired shaper was among them again.

As he pounded through the final gate into the palace court-yard, Syth's anxious expression hardened into
aproud, vic-torious smile. Behind hisback hisretainers exchanged smiles of mutual rdlief. For thefirst
timethisday, they could al breathe easy once again.

Syth cocked hishead to look up at the battlements, but no noble flags fluttered there. HE'd expected
none. It wasn't wise to advertise one'slocation in atime of war. As he walked his horse into the stables,
however, he saw the livery of the two waiting lords hanging from the rafters. His smile grew wider. He
walked briskly through the main door, nodding at fawning servants and snapping off orders. In ahaf hour
he had bathed and shaved. He was donning a fish-satin dressing gown in preparation for greeting his
guests, when hewas himsdlf vis-ited.

"You're heretoday?' Mar-Yilot asked quietly.

He whedled around and saw her standing by the drapes. He reached out to touch her, then saw the aura
of orange light surrounding her and stopped himself. "Why don't you come on down?"

“I'm busy."
"Sill hunting PAmen?’

“And not finding him."



"I don't think you're going to," Syth said as hetied the sash around hiswaist.

"| thought we agreed you would come tomorrow, when | could cover you." Her obvious aggravation
didn't surprise him.

"l didn't agreeto anything. It doesn't matter anyway, be-cause I'm here."
"Y ou could have been killed."

"But | wasn't. Which tellsme a.couple of things..."

"It tdlsyou nothing," she snapped.

"... about theroad. Fird, it'sfree. | encountered no op-position, either from the king or Dorlyth's band of
peculiar patriots, so—"

"Dorlyth and Ferlyth arein the glade of mod Carl."

Syth's eyes widened and he smiled appreciatively. "Good! Then we know we can travel south without
fear of—"

"Y ou know nothing!" she repeated, more forcefully thistime. ™Y ou're guessing, and guessing isfor fooldl"
Syth deflected her scolding with a confident smile. Sheld been chiding him since they were children, and
hewasusedtoit. "Itis, at least, an educated guess, reinforced by my persona surveillance of the
Nethermar Road.”

"Y ou were lucky."

"Arent | dways?' he asked, grinning a her. She didn't amile.

"Asl sad, while| did find Dorlyth, I did not locate Pelmen. He could have tracked you herel”

"Possible, but 1 don't think so. | don't think the falcon is anywhere near.” Heignored her sigh of
exagperation. " at-tribute dl this manipulation of the powersto Fayh, and not to—"

"Why! Why do you keep inssting on that!"

"Because |, my dear, listen to the rumorsthat are muttered in the dleyways. While you're fluttering
around on your but-terfly wings, I'm dodging the mud holes and talking to people!™

It was an old argument, one they reopened each time they faced a battle and disagreed on how to fight
it. She shook her head. "I won't believeit until | seeit.”

"That'swhat I'm afraid of! Y ou'll be so intent on finding Pelmen you won't see the new danger until it's
too latel"

"Thered danger isPelmen,” Mar-Yilot said with adeadly drone. "1 nearly conquered him the last time
we battled. ThistimeI'll not fail."



"l don't know what excites you more—fighting Pelmen or loving me!" Syth said it half-jokingly.
Mar-Yilot would not dignify the comment with areply. "Listen," he pleaded, "none of these acts bear
Pelmen'ssedl. All of you shapers have acertain style, and thistalk of red-eyed demons and aresurrected
ViciaHeinox doesn't sound like PAlmen at dl!"

"They sound like an upstart merchant?" she asked flatly.
"They do. Like thismerchant. And what | think | learned on the road is significant...”
"What you guessed,” the shimmery figure corrected.

"All right, what | guessed. And thisisit: | think Flayh didn't attack me because he's as worried about
Pelmen asyou are and he'slooking e sewherel™

She refused to be moved by his dramatic pronouncement. " So?"

"So tomorrow I'm leading our army south. | want to do battle with King Pahd before Flayh redlizes
Pelmen’s not a threat—and sends his black dogs after us."

Her golden eyesreveaed no anger, no fear, nor in fact any emotion. She regarded him calmly,
inscrutable as a cat. "And what do you expect of me?'

"Y ou could cover us, maybe." He smiled sardonicaly. "That might be nice." Shegazed a him,
unblinking. "Or you could get ready to tossagde at thefoot of the Ngandib Plateau, minor Flayh'sterror
spell back at him, or whatever else you choose. Y ou're the shaper. I'll leave that up to you.”

"Will you?' she said cuttingly. Then she began to fade away.
"Mar-Yilot, come on down now, will you?'

She stopped her disappearance long enough to answer, "Maybe later." Then she was gone—or rather,
that projected part of hersalf had rejoined her body in the tower that soared above.

"Witch," Syth muttered. He said it with deep affection.

The dogs camein after dusk, their long red tongues lalling lazily over glistening fangs. They dunk through
the aleyways of the city of Lamath, moving in dowly like a horrible black mist. Those who chanced to
see them ran shrieking homeward, locking their doors behind them, for these were no ordinary dogs.
Their black coats had no glossy sheen, but rather seemed to suck light in and swallow it. Nor did their
eyesreflect that nearly human sensibility cherished by dog lovers. Instead they glowed with red-orange
evil, asif these canine heeds were merely skull masks with eye-dlits, reveding firesburning withinin the
place of brains. Then the howling began.

If the look of these beast-clad demons was horrid, the empty sound of their baying was even more o.
Lamathiansdl around the vast perimeter of the city reacted in panic, hiding in base-ments or under beds.
Othersleft their houses, fleeing the deathly howls and racing away from the circling packs toward the
center of the city. FHlayh had made his move.

Pezi had been at the table since midday and had eaten al the way through the afternoon into suppertime.
He had paused to look up only once, when awoman he thought he recognized



had come into the hall and gone to the head table to talk with the little prophet fellow. She was a petite
brunette, and Pezi thought she looked like one of the cute merchant wives from the castle of Udain
Ngandib-Mar. He'd decided it couldn't be, however. She was wearing one of the light blue robes that
seemed to be theragein thisvery rdigiousland. Hed forgotten her completely when they brought out the
evening mutton.

He was working on asteaming dab of it when the panic began. At first there was only an annoying
baying and some distant screams. These puzzled him, but he didn't become darmed until he heard the
clatter of hoofbests outside the meet-ing hall's doors. Suddenly the room filled with initiates from every
sector of the city, al waving their arms and shouting wildly asthey raced to Erri'stable. Pezi watched as
Erri calmed them and appointed oneto tell the story. "Dogdl™ the man shouted. "The city isringed by
davering dogs with huge teeth and fires for eyes! Great mobs are pouring into the city square outside!
Listen, Prophet!" The messenger hushed, and the hor-rified screams from outside were clearly audible
throughout the room.

"It'sHayh, obvioudy," Erri said. "He and theroyd family have chosen to makethisthe night. And if
Pelmen had only..." The prophet trailed off.

Pezi wrinkled hisnosein concern. Any mention of Pelmen
made him fed very uncomfortable.

Erri was shouting. "Don't just stand there!™ he said to hisinitiates. " Start bothering the Power with
petitiond"

Eating interested Pezi. Praying didn't. And since he knew these dogs were indeed from FHayh, and that
they were surely heading for thisvery hdl, he did the only sensible thing—he kicked over hisbench and
dashed for the double doors.

The streets were filled with screaming people, and Pezi soon joined them, also screaming at the top of
hislungs. A pack of the black hounds rounded the comer ahundred yards away, and he bolted for

sty

He ran shrieking down an aleyway, certain adog would legp from every darkened corner to tear out his
throat. None did. Infact, for dl their howling, Pezi had yet to see one of the beasts actudly spring at
anyone. But he reasoned that if he were ahungry dog, he'd pick somebody fat and dow to pounce

on. Since hefitted that description so perfectly, Pezi could not alow himself to rest. Hewaddled
breathlesdy onward.

Despite his panic, there was a pattern to hisflight. He picked hisaleyswell, seeking those that would
lead him closer to the prize that had lured him to Lamath in thefirst place. He made hisway to the
tugolith pits. He was planning to kidnap some mongers.

It was, on theface of it, aludicrousidea. But given Pezi's present circumstances and the childlike nature
of the beasts he planned to stedl, it dl made perverse sense. Pezi was out of favor with hisuncle
Flayh—adangerous state to remain in for very long. He needed to pull off some coup to restore himself
to Flayh's good graces, and the gift of a herd of gigantic beagties seemed to be just the thing.

The trouble was, Pezi knew nothing of hisuncle's plans. HEd expected some activity in Lamath, but
nothing inthisscae! Flayh was going dl out to topple the prophet, evidently planning to replace him with
that dolt of aprinceling from the roya family. The dogs were to panic the populace—avery effective



ruse, Pezi noted with a shiver. He noticed fires had been started—nby the royalist supporters, no doubt.
But how wasdl of thisto turn the tide againgt the prophet?

He happened to glance up in time to see hisanswer flash by overhead. He grunted involuntarily and
froze againgt the wall. The shadow quickly passed, and he shuddered. He shook his head and chuckled
interrified amazement. Now he under-stood. A howl only thirty yards behind him made him jump, and
sped him quickly on hisway. In moments he reached the tugalith pit.

The giant beasts were restless. The chaotic night had af-fected them, too. Even monsters could get
frightened, espe-cidly when they knew enough to recognize fear in people, but not enough to realize why
the people were afraid. Thuganlithawas taking his anxiety out on an unfortunate peer when the fat little
form above him caught his enormous eye.

"You hereagain?' he snarled. Thiswas actudly amagor mentd feat for Thug. Hed made the connection
between thisround little man and the one who'd been watching them for days.

Pezi summoned his courage. This particular tugolith could be nasty, and Pezi didn't relish the thought of
traveling with

him. But it was time to sei ze the beast by the horn—meta-phorically, of course—and set hisplaninto
action. With luck, Flayh's nighttime attack could provide just the cover needed to sneak a pack of Six-ton
beasts out of the city. Besides, Pezi doubted any dog could get at him if he rode astride one of
Thuganlitha's more accommodating comrades. Pezi cleared histhroat. "Indeed, | am here again,
Thuganlitha. I'm pleased that you remember me."

"I remember something dse," Thug rumbled menacingly. "Oh?" Pezi chuckled nervoudy. "What'sthat?"
Hewas afraid he knew.

"l said | would horn you."

Pezi remembered. "Ah, yes. Well, perhaps we can delay that until Dolna's ingtructions have been
followed."

"Dolna?' adeepy voiceright below him asked. "Where's
Dolna?'

Pezi was relieved to see the peaceable Chimolithajoining the conversation. Thistugolith had sense.
"Dolna's been delayed—nby the fires, you know. But he's sent me to gather you beasties together and
lead you out—" "He called me a beadtie!" Thuganlitha trumpeted, enraged. He suddenly began making
every effort to get out of the pit and at Pezi. Sudden terror gave the fat merchant's skin the color and

texture of atoadstool.

"Man?Y ou shouldn't cdl usthat,” Chimolitha complained. "I—I'm—yprofoundly sorry! | gpologize! |
redlly do! Sin-cerdy!"

"He apologizes, Thuganlitha," Chimolithadrawled. ... called me abeadtie, cdled me abeadtie...”
"Thuganlithal" Chimolithatrumpeted into Thug'sear. "He

gpologized.”



Thuganlithastopped horning up the dirt and looked back at Chimolithabaefully. "Why do they aways
goologize?' he

mourned.

Chim shrugged. "Because you scare them.” "Why can't they wait until after I've horned them?' "Because
they'd be dead!" Chimolitha sighed, exasperated. "1 know." Thuganlithagrinned wickedly and rolled his

huge

eyes back up to fix on Pezi.

"Ahem," the merchant went on, seeking to muddle through.

"Thefact remainsthat Dolna has sent meto lead you out of
the city to safety.”

"Dalna?' sad Chimalitha. "Whereis Dolna?"

Smiling politely, Pezi patiently repeated himsdlf. He figured

he'd be doing alot of that in the daysto come.

Herded by the howling to the vast city square, the mob stood outside Erri's window and clamored for a
miracle. At one point the prophet stepped out and watched as aline of blue-clad initiates struggled to
hold the people back. Suddenly there was a shout, and the sea of faces turned skyward. Knowing what
hewould see, Erri turned his own unwilling gaze above, as someone shouted, "The dragon! Lord Dragon
isuponud”

Gliding acrossthe city's center flew ViciasHeinox, scaly wings flung wide and both throats screaming.
Apparition or not, the dragon certainly looked red, its scales casting back a polished copper reflection of
the thousand blazes that flamed throughouit the city.

"Lord Dragon has reclaimed us!" someone in the crowd screeched. In momentsit became a chant.

"All right," Erri said to himself and to the Power; he turned on hished and went insde. Moments later
when his grim-faced initiates burst into his cdll to spirit him away, they found him already packed. The
book was tucked under one arm; over the other shoulder held dung an ancient seabag, containing among
other things the precious pyramid. He smiled sadly. " Shal we go?'

"Where, Prophet?' someone pleaded anxioudy.

"Why, where else?' the old sailor barked. "To aship, man! To aship!”

CHAPTER FOUR
The Dread
Pelmen felt the net the moment he crossed the last line of pines and soared out over Ngandib-Mar.

There wasthat odd, prickly feeling held experienced so many times before, like cold fingers rubbing the
down of hisunderbelly the wrong way, or spiderwebs bresking around his besk. Alert to the danger, he



plummeted a thousand feet toward the grass of the parks and burrowed there among the busheslike a
quail. The sen-sation passed. Hed escaped amagica net and he trembled with relief. Nevertheless, the
shaper who had cast it was now warned. It would be woven again in moments, and Pelmen dapped the
brush with his widespread wings and skimmed the grass topsin an evasive loop to the southeast.

Hedidn't think. He smply flew. After an hour of weaving through the crystal-berry bushes, he changed
direction again and shot once more into the heavens. He was gambling that he had el uded the net and for
the moment, at least, he wasright.

He till had along way to go across alarge chunk of Ngandib-Mar. He had no doubt that Dorlyth had
rallied his supportersin the glade of mod Carl. But where were they now? If they were covered—and
surdly they must be—they could be anywherein the Mar and yet remain completely hidden. He might
have flown over them dready, or even among them, blinded by the covering spdll into seeing men as
crystal-berry shrubs. But he reasoned that the glade was a convenient location to wait until battle started,
and it was obviousthat the Mar was not yet fully mobilized. Dorlyth picked his battlefields care-fully.
Pelmen hoped hiswarrior friend had lingered.

Naturdly, the covering shaper would have hidden the glade.

Although held been there many times and had often cloaked it himsdlf, Plmen knew he would have to
study the surrounding forest carefully or held missit. If he couldn't find it from the air, hed beforced to
take to the ground and his human form and waste time and energy in the magica activity termed
"pierc-ing the cloak." That would be dangerous aswell astime-consuming, if thisriva shaper was ill
trying to net him. Expecting the search to be arduous, he paused for amoment atop the Rock of Tombs
and rested.

The Rock of Tombswas nearly cylindrical, looking from the distance bke a blanched, broken bone
pointing jagged splin-ters a the sky. It towered over a gentle wood that formed the deceptively innocent
northern edge of the Great South Fir. The spire's sheer faces were scored with vertical crevices, at the
bottom of nearly every crack was jammed the coffin of an ancient Man great. Asatower of tombsit was
old—older by far than the dragon. In those distant days, wedge-shaped sar-cophagi of white marble had
been hoisted to the heights. When all the words were spoken and the last song sung, each wedge had
been loosed above afissure. It had fallen, then, like a snowy-white axe head, to lodge thunderoudy in the
mountain's cleft—and in the peopl€e's history. Pelmen had visited the place frequently, for there were
powers on this Rock, and sometimes they'd proved hel pful. Their presence here formed akind of fog of
force, and he hoped to hide himsdf within it. He needed some respite from the threet of that net.

Who had cast it? That was a senseless question and Pelmen knew it. Specul ation was awaste of time,
for he knew of severd who could weave such, and there was always the possibility of anew shaper
appearing on the scene—as Flayh had done. He disregarded the thought, turning al his attention to the
important task at hand. It would take histotal concentration to fly safely to the glade while so exposed.
Oncethere, he could reassume his human shape and either cloak himsdlf or come under the coverage of
whatever shaper Dorlyth should have hired. But he couldn't fly and cloak both. Even awizard of
unlimited power couldn't do more than onething at atime. At least, Pelmen hoped not. He surely
couldnt.

Thewind gtirred his feathers. Pelmen rocked uneasily from one taloned foot to the other, then scratched
hisway higher onto the pinnacle of the Rock of Tombs. For al the protection it offered, there was danger
here, too.

It wasn't ghosts he feared. Had that been so, thiswas afrightful place indeed, for if ghoststhere were,



the most pow-erful in the Mar surely prowled these desolate crevices. Ngandib-Mar had long been a
magic land, and among its greats had been many shapers. Wedged into a crack somewhere below him
was the body of Nobalog, the wizard who had given lifeto a castle. There, too, were some who'd helped
in the making of the dragon. A wedge had also been cut and dropped in the memory of the shaper
named Sheth, dthough that sorcerer's remainswere not withinit. ViciaHeinox had consumed him. Still, if
his spirit lived on, would it not be here aslikely asin any other place? Here the mighty clustered together

indeep.

But Pelmen didn't fear dead sorcerers; he feared living ones. The powers upon this spire of stone could
be used againgt him as easily as he could use them to his advantage. That was why he recoiled in shock
asapastd glow appeared on acrag above him and shaped itself into afemae form.

It could only be Mar-Yilot. Pelmen changed shapes and turned to face her. Then he gasped in surprise.
Thewoman blinked her eyes and struggled to focus them on him. "Pemen?"' she mumbled.

"Bronwynn!" hereplied. "What are you doing here?'

"l.... | guess... looking for you?' Her eyes sagged shut again and she reeled. He jumped up the rock and
reached out to steady her. His hand passed through her arm. Then he under-stood.

"Bronwynn," he said quietly but with grave authority, "you must listento me."

"I'm ligening,” shereplied, abit petulantly, like apouting child.

"Y ou must open your eyes."

She obeyed him, then seemed to catch interest and to waken. "Where am 17" she asked quickly.
"At homein your bed, | wager. You tell me, Lady Bron-wynn."

"l... 'm deeping. Aren't I? And all of thisisadream—" Suddenly she looked down and caught her
breath at the sight of the forest so far below them.

"Don't be frightened, Bronwynn, and don't fal!" Pelmen snapped.
"What would happen if | did?" she asked anxioudy.

"Y ou'd wake up in the Imperia House of Chaomonous, and we'd have lost this opportunity. Look into
my eyed" Bron-wynn obeyed. "Now tell mewhy you're here."

Hiseyeshdd hers, and she relaxed into them, forgetting the fearsome height completely. "1 waslonging
to see you, to hear news of my Rosha. | stood on the rooftop, gazing north-ward for asign. At last | saw
on the horizon atiny speck of blue—I was sure the flyer brought word from you, and | raced to Mdliff 's
sdeto grab the message from hishand. It was from Lamath, true, but not from you. Nor did it bear any
news | wished to hear. Ambassador Joss was reporting that the roya family had again seized control of
Lamath and that the dragon was once more in the sky. | think | cried mysdlf to deep. | wish that were the
dream insteed of thid"

"What of Erri?" Pelmen asked stonily.

"Disgppeared, and the core of hisfollowerswith him."



"And Joss?'

"He's il in Lamath, awaiting my ingructions. | don't know what to do. 1'd rather march to
Ngandib-Mar!"

"No!" Pelmen commanded. He quickly added, "My dear Queen, | urge you not to. There's no need for
you there, not asyet. And if Erri isfleeing, he may need your home asa haven.”

"Why should that prevent me from marching?' Bronwynn snapped.
"Recd| for amoment what happened the last time Chao-monous warred upon the Mar?'
"The Golden Throng was destroyed and the Dorlyth killed my father. But I'm not my father, and I—"

"Then don't be the fool hewas! Y ou've missed my point, Bronwynn. When heleft for Dragonsgeate, your
father left his crown behind aswell. Ligne usurped his throne before he was a day's march up the road.”

"Lign€e's dead—"

"Y ou think there aren't scores of otherslike her? Many witnessed her rise to power and would like to
model their own success after hers. Y ou haven't held the crown even aslong as she did! Be wise, Queen
Bronwynn. Be wise and stay home."

"l want to see Rosha" Bronwynn frowned.
"I'll find him for you, my Lady, and send you word as soon as| do."
"Can't | comewith you?' she pleaded.

"You're not redly here," Pelmen explained. He passed his hand through her head to demondtrate. ™Y ou
*e?'

"Andyet | an\ Thisisn't just adream—isit?| don't understand.”

"| told you long ago, my Lady, that you had the potential within you to shape. Y ou're experiencing
dream-search, alow-level cousin of a pell some—Mar-Yilot, for example—are very practiced at
controlling. Thedifficulty will bein believing it redlly happened when you wake. But thisis shaping,
Bron-wynn. The powers are unleashed. They're abroad now in every land, and dormant shaperswill
soon be waking to force those powersto their bidding. Y ou're a budding wizard, Bronwynn. Y ou must
be careful, for there may be othersin Chaomonous who are already blossoming. That's why you need to
remain a home, if for no other reason that you know—"

"What?' Bronwynn interrupted, snapping her head to one side asif answering someonescal. In that
instant she dis-appeared.

Mar-Yilot stood at her tower window and snarled in dismay. "Lost you!" shewailed. "Lost you again!
A wind swirled around the spire in response, the backwash of an enormous projection of her power.

"Inmy net," shemurmured. "Y ou werein my net and | could havereded you herelike afish—like afish,
Pelmen! Oh, I'll have you yet. Where are you now? Hiding? Show yoursdlf, Dragonsbane," she sneered,



"or do you fear thisfrail girl who tauntsyou!"

No one stood in the tower beside her, nor were there any mirrorsto reflect her image back at her. But in
that moment Mar-Yilot looked anything but frail. The backwash wind whirled into the window, streaming
her autumn hair back over her shoulders. Her eyebrows knitted above her grain-colored eyes as she
peered defiantly into the distance—the far distance. She saw neither thewalls of Seriliath nor thefields
beyond them, but rather other fields and forests a hundred miles distant. She sought vainly to think likea
falcon, diligently searching through

the bushes and trees where Pelmen had first brushed her net. She cursed hersdf for not being ready for
him. Her atention had wavered for just amoment and sheld lost him. It would not waver again!

In her fury, Syth was forgotten.

The army of the north galloped down the cobbled streets of Seriliath, and the townsfolk responded with
ddlirious pride. Asthe gray and blue standard of Sythialde snapped fiercely above their heads, the
citylord'sfollowers shouted themselves hoarse.

That wasfor show. Once out of sight of thefortified walls, Syth dowed hisridersto asensble, cautious
trot. "We need to move dowly so Mar-Yilot can track us," Bainer explained unnecessarily to Tuckad
mod Pak. Bainer always talked when he was nervous and today he was frightened out of hiswits. It
promised, therefore, to be atedious journey for his com-panions.

Asusua, Tuckad ignored Bainer. "Why doesn't she ride with us?' he growled a Syth, who studied the
road ahead calmly. Tuckad mod Pak wasthe Lord of Drabeld, the other mgjor fortified city of the north.
A quick-thinking man with amercurid smile and the shoulders and strength of awoodsman, he was
Syth'sforemost dly in this conflict. He was tenacious and wouldn't be put off.

Syth didn't even try. "Frankly, she chose not to."

"Can't you control your woman?' Tuckad demanded, and Bainer gritted histeeth a the sudden hodtility.
Syth diffused it with alow chuckle. "I can hardly control myself,” he muttered and he winked a his
comrades. Bainer cackled in relief. Tuckad smiled at the mane of his horse and waited for Syth to be
serious. "ShesMar-Yilot," Syth said soberly. " She does as she chooses. And I... well, | do too." Syth
shrugged and gazed down the road.

"And has she chosen to cloak us?' Tuckad asked, hiseyesgrim.

"Why, of course she hasl" Bainer grunted. "Y ou think Syth would lead us out if she hadn't?"

"Has she, Syth?" Tuckad continued.

"She's covering us,” their leader told them confidently, and Tuckad sat back in his saddle, satisfied.
Syth's eyes returned to the road, their sudied cam hiding the uncertainty that il

seethed inside him. Hed made a statement of faith, not of fact. He had no skill at shaping, to perceive
whether that glowing aura of protection arched over them as he hoped. Hisfaith was not groundless,
however. Of onething he could be forever certain: Mar-Yilot loved him. Aslong as he waswith this
army, S0 in spirit was she. She would never willingly expose him to any danger. But shaperswere so
eadly distracted....



He had tuned out Bainer's meaningless chatter. When Tuckad spoke again, he paid attention. "Where do
the Hannisjoin us—

Gamabd Bridge?'
Syth nodded. " Just north of the High Plateau. Kam joins
ustheretoo."

"Kamisavery smdl fish. I'm far more concerned about our merchant alies—and abit distrustful as
well. Merchants don't usually fight anybody but other merchants. What quarrel does the House of Hann
have with our lazy King Pahd?"

"No quarrel with the king. Plenty with Flayh, however. For al the fact that this Flayh now shapes,
remember, he was once the prince of the merchant house of Ognadzu. It's arecent grudge, 1 gather, but
fiercdy held. Hann isthe second trading house in the Mar these days. With Flayh always at the king's
ear, how can they hopefor any better? Asaways, it's merchant versus merchant over markets."

"If that's the case, why haven't the other tradersjoined us? Blez—we pass through their lands this
morning—and Uda, Wina and the others? They've not declared for any Side that

I've heard."

"Nor will they, until the first battle's won by someone. Then they'll make the most profitable commitment.
They'retraders,

remember?"
Tuckad nodded. "Well. Cerdeb meets us at the bridge as
wdl?'

"No, Cerdeb has circled south of the High City, not north. Well meet him at Kam's castle. And much as
you might think Kam an insgnificant friend, you can't deny heswell located.”

"Very well indeed!" Bainer cackled, finding a spot where he could break back into the conversation. "He
stson the very doorstep of Ngandib!" He proclaimed thisasif it were aprice-less pearl of new
information, instead of abasic factor in dl of their calculations. Bainer was abore. He could fight,
how-ever, and that was why, despite being boring, he was a baron.

Hewidded awicked mace. Besides, on the battlefield, Bainer rarely said aword, and that was when his
friendsliked him most. For the moment they tolerated him, thinking their private thoughts as he rambled
on.

They met no one. That was curious, for it was the harvest season, and they'd expected to encounter an
occasiond hay-wagon, at least. Asthe autumn sun passed its peak and started its descent, Tuckad
voiced hisreservations. " Something'swrong. Therésno traffic.”

"It'swartime, Tuckad. The peasants are keeping their heads



down."

"No peasant | know cares afig about war if hiscropisin thefield rotting. No. It'stoo unusud.
Someone's stopping traffic up ahead of us. They're waiting to ambush usin the ravines.” Therewasno
adarminthe Lord of Drabeld's voice, but he did say it with conviction. "How do you know?" Syth asked.

"I canamdl it," Tuckad grunted. "And | smell the screaming pig behind it."

Tuckad'swords drew unexpected laughter from the other two men. HEd once again revedled his
obsession. "We'refar from the lands of Chanos," Bainer scoffed.

"Not far enough for me," Tuckad snapped. “"We can never befar enough for me."

"Bainer'sright,” Syth said. "The lands of the roaring boar are milesfrom the River Road. Y ou've battled
Chanos so long his stench isawaysin your nogtrils.”

Thiswastrue. Tuckad's |lands abutted those of Chanos, and they had fought about that border since the
day they met as boys. They'd warred over everything else aswdl, most es-pecidly family problems. The
two clanswere linked by ahaf dozen marital bonds, each relationship as stormy asthe next. In times of
peace, they hated one another cordidly, trading insults across the banquet tables and storing up bile for
the next conflict. When at |ast the Sandards were raised again, al the Mar could be certain that the green
bow of Tuckad and Chanos's roaring boar's head would be on opposite sides of thefield.

Tuckad was adamant. "Y ou mock my intelligence, son of Syth. Would the city of Drabeld elect afool? |
smdl the pig because he's there, because he's dways there, wherever | am. | claim no shaper powers,
nor does he, yet we can track one

another as unerringly as any wizard. Mark mewell. Y ou say your lady's cloaking us, and | believe you
or I'd not be here. But if for some reason she's not—if she's busy at her spell-book or battling some
shaper e sawhere—they'll take usin the

ravines"

"I hopethey do await usin theravines. I've told the Hannis if we don't meet them at the bridge to turn
north and follow the road. WEell trap them between usin the very gorge they seek to use against us." Syth
said this coolly, not daring to look at Tuckad. He feared his keen companion might penetrate

his bravado.
"Nonetheless, may | suggest we send out adozen ridersto
watch our eastern flank?!

"Always agood idea, my friend. Will you seetoit?' Tuckad and Syth exchanged aquick glance,
Tuckad smiling appreciatively at this opportunity for arespite from Bainer's incessant prattle. Moments
later, when they reached the be-ginning of the lengthy gorge called the ravines, asmall troop of riders
pounded up the gentle dopeto their [eft. The main column kept to the road, which followed the riverline.
In an-other hour, the dope had become a sheer cliff. With thiswal to one side and the swift-moving river
to the other, the small army was obvioudy vulnerable to attack. The ravines were famous for
ambushes—although usually the attackers were davers, descending on unsuspecting caravans carrying
goods to the north or gemstones southward. Rarely had mgjor battles been fought here. Man chieftains



preferred honorable combat in open spaces. Even so, no Man lord would dareto travel theriverline
without coverage. The danger was obvious, but no enemy could attack what couldn't be seen.

Syth was drowsing in his saddle when Bainer suddenly interrupted himsdlf. "What'sthat?* Syth's eyes
fluttered open. "What?' "Therel" Bainer pointed. They spurred their mounts forward to examine the
object that had just come bouncing off the cliff when another fell, striking the ground near enough to them
to be ingtantly recognizable. It was a severed head.

"Whose—" Syth gasped, horrified, but words failed him. He knew the face. It belonged to one of
Tuckad's foremost supporters. His head reded. Thiswas no Man practice. "Look," Tuckad grunted and
he pointed.

Syth pulled his gaze from the grotesque vision and looked beyond it. Blocking the road were three
armor-clad warriors, backed by ahorde of grinning retainers. Three standards flut-tered on the breeze,
and Syth read their symbols at a glance. On one were the diagonal blue stripes of Belra, Citylord of
Garnabel. The second flag held the spreading oak of Ferlyth mod Kerlyth, Lord Carlog and Jorl of the
vast Furrowmar. And on the golden background of the third was the green cross of Dorlyth mod Karis,
hero of Westmouth.

Syth's mouth gaped wide in shock. "Dorlyth? Here? How did he come to be here?’

"He'san enemy, isn't he?' Tuckad rasped, hisface con-torted with rage. "He's got a shaper to protect
him, doesn't he?' Thewarrior glared at Syth; then his scream exploded and he gouged his mount's flanks
with his spurs. As his greatsword flashed into view, ahail of arrows began dropping from the rocks
above. The army of the north surged forward to follow Tuckad.

Aswarriors poured around him Syth shook his head, stunned by what had happened. "Then Pelmen has
penetrated my lady's vell," he gasped, the sound of hiswords disappearing in the swelling thunder of
roared war cries. "But why against us? Why not against the dog! And this," he added, pointing at the
gridy object at hishorse'sfeet. "When did Dorlyth stoop to severing heads?!

For thefirst time today, Bainer wasn't talking. Hed re-moved hisright gauntlet and was meticulously
untying the thong that bound his maceto his saddle horn.

The battle was going poorly, but it could not have gone otherwise. Their flanking scouts had been
beheaded, so there was no horn of warning. Their magic cloak had been pene-trated, and there was no
shaper there to shield them. The enemy was above them, ahead of them, and behind them, and theriver
waited slently to their right, ready to swallow quietly any who fled itsway. Tuckad had been right.
They'd been am-bushed in the ravines. There was no hope.

Stll, the army of the north fought vaiantly. Syth and Bainer joined the fray together, hard on the hedls of
their maddened comrade. Tuckad was driving wildly for the standard-bearers and cut one down before
the ambushers closed around him. He was shrieking, "Show methe pig!" over and over, and Syth

broke off and sought to fight through the crowd to succor him.

Bainer stayed behind, wordlesdy hammering helmets.

A swordstroke knocked the Lord of Drabeld from his mount just as Syth dashed down the last man

between them. Syth engaged the attacker and beat him off, then wheeled hiswar horse and grabbed
Tuckad'sforearm. "Come up!" he shouted. The wounded warrior clenched Syth'swrist and swung up



onto Syth's charger. Syth had spotted a peasant's hovel leaning, againgt the base of the cliff and now he
rode for it, trying to hold Tuckad on behind him with one hand as he guidexMiis horse and parried
swordstrokes with the other. At last they broke free of the melee and thundered toward the lean-to. Syth
dropped from the saddle in timeto catch his moaning friend as hefdl and haf-dragged, half-carried
Tuckad into the dim interior. He noticed five pairs of eyes gazing a him from acomer of the room where
the peasant and hisfamily cowered in terror. Heignored them, ripping away Tuckad's armor and trying
to stanch the flow of blood with hishand. The only light was that from the small doorway. Suddenly the
room was filled with shadow, and Syth glanced up to see who blocked the door. "1 wanted to show
him," the figure grunted, jerking off hisbrightly painted cuirass. "I wear Berasarmor by my king's
command, but tdll that snivelling cur it wasthe roaring boar

who dew him!"

The bright sun behind Chanos's head kept Syth from making out the man'sfeatures, but Syth knew the
voice wdl enough. He looked back at his dying friend, then sighed with grief. Tuckad was aready dead.
"Hewasright,” Syth growled at the warrior who gloated over them. "Y ou redly are ascreaming Pig"

"And afool," someone beyond the doorway snarled, and

Syth heard athud. Chanos grunted, and his head snapped back into the light so that Syth could see his
grimace. Then Chanos tumbled forward, faling across the body of his boyhood foe.

Syth craned his neck to see through the doorway and im-mediately wished he hadn't. What he saw
made him sck. The armor was Dorlyth's but the face came straight from his night-mares. Hed never met
the man, but he recognized him in-stantly—»by reputation. "Admon Faye?!

The daver nodded curtly. "And you're Syth mod Syth-dl, Lord of Seriliath.”

"Why do you wear Dorlyth'sarmor?' Syth asked flatly. "Isn't it obvious?' the hideous daver replied.
Syth nodded solemnly. Then he glanced down at the dagger hilt protruding from the back of thedain
Chanos. "'l thought you were the king's man. Wasn't this pig the king's, too?"

"I'm FHayh's man, not Pahd's. If you want the truth, I'm no man's but my own. | just know how to
cooperae. Thisfool gpparently did not. | told him he must stifle his grudge and remain disguised for ihe
sake of the grand design. He didn't. Now he's dead.”

"Did you redly think you had tricked us?' Syth asked bit-terly. "Dorlyth doesn't sever heads! But that's
only one of the many actsyou're famousfor!”

The daver shrugged and smiled sarcasticdly. "Of course, we couldn't hope to deceive such aclever man
asyourself, mod Syth-e!," he goaded. "But then, you'll not be ableto reveal us. Asfor thisdead foal,
well drag hisbody off and dumpitintheriver. Y our hot-tempered lady will beleft to figureit out by
hersdlf. | wonder, will she take the time to reason through the ruse?’

Syth watched Admon Faye's eyes. " She might,” he said quietly, but Admon Faye knew he waslying and
chuckled softly. Syth knew hiswoman well. Of course she would believe Pelmen and Dorlyth had done
this. She wanted to believe such. He had to survive to get the truth back to Mar-Yilot! He was ill on his
knees and his sword was behind him, but it would be difficult for Admon Fayeto get through that small
door and to him before he could get the dagger, out of Chanos's back. He waited for the daver to
charge.



Admon Faye chuckled again. "Planning your escape? Sorry, Syth. Y ou must redize | can't dlow that."
He pulled the shield off his shoulder and tossed it through the doorway. Syth dodged it, then looked back

at thedaver in surprise. "Dorlyth's, you know. We want to be sure your lady knowswho's responsible,
Asfor you, | didn't cometo kill you. Lord Flayh just wanted meto ddliver this." Admon Faye suddenly

tossed the contents of asmall bag into the hovel and wheeled outward to hide his eyes.

At the flash of green light, Syth screamed. Then he toppled onto his back, hisbody asrigid asthat of a
datue. Hiseyes,

wide and staring, no longer saw thisworld. He wasn't dead,

but he beheld the sights of hell al the same.

Thefamily of peasants, dready terrified, found their terror multiplied athousandfold. Witnesses, too, of
the green flash, they visited hell beside him. Thiswasacommon tool of the magic wars, generdly termed

"the dread." Asfar as anyone knew, the spell wasirrevocable.

Cold blue moonlight reflected off Syth'sarmor asthe col-umn hurried northward through the night.

Bainer rode beside the wagon that bore Syth's body, unaware that it bore another passenger aswell; a
butterfly rode astride the stricken man's hemet. Mar-Yilot had joined the retrest.

Too late! She'd seen thetrick too late. Pelmen had toyed with her while Dorlyth sprang histrap, and
now her lover waslogt! Guilt feasted on her fedlings, gorged itself upon her. Shewas only dimly avare

when the column took thelast fork for

Sailiath.

Thewalls of the city looked slvery cold, like cliffs of ice anding silently againgt the stars. The pace
picked up. Soon the lead riders were exchanging muted conversation with the gatekeepers, and the
portals swung open to admit the weary warriors. Asthey climbed the winding cobblestonesto the castle
there were no cheers. The city dept on. It was four in the morning, and the turning wheedlsthat bore their
lord and hismourning lady made as little impression on the deepers asthe milk wagon. As dawn broke
and the city came awake, the word would spread, and with disbelieving tears the people would fill the
streets to mourn the fallen. For now they dept on, and Mar-Yilot envied their rest. She wondered if she

would

ever degp again.

Asthe wagon reached the palace, the butterfly Ieft, soaring up through an open window high in the tower
above. There Mar-Yilot took her human form and stepped to amirror to check her appearance. She
looked horrible. Her hair wasin disarray and her cheeks were so pale they looked bleached. At least her

face wasn't tear-streaked. One advantage of her a-tershape was that a butterfly couldn't weep. She
pushed her hair into some semblance of order, then steeled hersdlf to de-scend the stairs. Thiswasfor

Bainer's sake. Bainer would need to see her strength.

The armor-clad body had been laid on abier in the lord's chamber. Neither torches nor candles burned
here, but the room was lined on both sides by tall windows, and Mar-Y ilot had ordered that these be

opened despite the cold. Moonlight fell acrossthe body. Theloyal Bainer crouched over it.

"Ishe dead?' she asked tonelesdly.



Bainer didn't seem startled. "Would that he were."
"Why!" Mar-Yilot snarled, her anger flaring.

"Because helives, my Lady, only to gaze on hell! Look at him!" Bainer reached forward to raise Syth's
visor, but Mar-Yilot stepped forward and caught his hand.

"No," shewhispered. Her eyesforced him back away from the body. Then she turned away, and sighed
deeply. ™Y ou saw hisface yoursdf?'

"l closed hishemet.”

"And yourefamiliar with the dread?"

"I'm no novicein magica wars. I've seen it before.”

Her golden eyesflicked back to lock onto his. "Who's responsible?* she grunted.

"It was Dorlyth mod Karis. By my mace, | swear it. And Ferlyth and Berawith him."
Mar-Yilot trembled with rage. "And Pelmen?' she asked.

"I saw no shaper on thefield today," Bainer said boldly. "Who it wasisfor you to say. | know only what
| saw in Syth'seyes, and that's far more of magic than | ever cared to learnin alifetime.”

"I had himin my net!" Mar-Yilot walled, and the tearswelled up insde her.
Bainer sumbled backward, mumbling, "Should | go, my Lady?"

She fought the sorrow down, controlling it once more. Then she sought out hiseyesin the dark. ™Y ou
must do one more thing, Bainer, before 1 release you from thisill-favored aliance. Carry him hometo
Sythialde. Go now, before the light of day brings the mourners out to clog the streets. I'll cover your
every step and cover the barge aswell until you beach upon theidand. Do that for Syth, Bainer, and for
me. Then you're free to seek your best interests elsewhere.”

"Free?' Bainer snorted. "For what? To join the king? To link myself with the traitor Dorlyth? Or would
you have me blend back into the landscape like these other baronswho are

so afraid of losing they choose not to choose 'til the battle'slogt? I'll bear Syth to the idands, my Lady,
and return home. Therel'll wait."

"For what?' Mar-Yilot asked bitterly. "For your command. Y ou'll think of something." Mar-Yilot took a
deep breath and gazed at thisloya friend. "Indeed, Bainer, perhaps | have done so already. Send the
servantsin to fetch him, and prepare to carry him home.”

Bainer nodded and Ieft. As he closed the door, the sorceress collapsed across her lover's body. She
permitted hersdf very few tears, however. By the time the servants arrived, she was dready back up in
her tower. From that |ofty perch she cloaked the last, long leg of Bainer's weary march, giving her full
attention to getting her loved one home. Once the barge had beached on Sythia lde she departed,
unwilling to waste even asingle moment. She threw herself over the balustrade and fluttered off toward
the south—avery angry, very dangerous butterfly.



CHAPTERHVE
Wingsof Fire

Pelmen saw the glade clearly from the sky. Obvioudy Dorlyth was no longer there, or it would have
been cloaked. He was about to veer northeast to fly to Dorlyth Castle when he decided to check the
glade anyway. Perhaps hisfriend had left him amessage. He was shocked to drop through the trees and
find asmal army assembled on the grass.

"Pelmen!" Rosha shouted.

"He'scomeindeed!" Ferlyth added as Pelmen struck the ground as afalcon and immediately took his
human form. Dorlyth said nothing, but stood struggling to stifle a self-satisfied smile. He wondered to
himself how Pdmen dways

managed to time his entrances so precisely and put it down to the actor'singtinct.

Pelmen had arrived at acritical moment. Dorlyth and Ferlyth faced amutinous, foul-spirited band of
men. Nor did Pelmen's abrupt appearance automatically end the confrontation. "What's happening?' he
asked.

"It'sabit of arebdlion," Ferlyth answered.

Dorlyth shrugged. "Some of our warriors are angry with me. Probably with reason.”

"Where'syour coverage?' Pelmen frowned, and Dorlyth raised his bushy eyebrows.

"That's the reason.”

"No one's cloaking you?' Pelmen gasped, astonished. "How long has this been going on?"

"Long enough for usdl to have been fried by afirecircle, if any shaper had thought usworth the trouble.
Fortunatdly, we've managed to wait here rather quietly without offending anyone."

"No one knows you're here?!

"Now | didn't say that." Those eyebrows, grayer now than Pelmen remembered, underscored Dorlyth's
frown. "The Au-tumn Lady knows our whereabouts, and probably Flayh doestoo. | must say I've never
longed to see anyone so much as I've wished that you would appear.”

"Isthisal of you?' Pelmen asked, turning to the band of fighters.

"Not al," abrave man finally answered, not troubling to hide the bitterness he felt. "We were never
many, but we were enough. But Lord Belras broken with these two lords and gone to Garnabel to hire
Joooms."

Pelmen raised an eyebrow and looked back at Dorlyth. "Belra, Lord Gamabel? An aly?'

"Wdl hewas..." Dorlyth sighed.



"I've dways respected him as an enemy. Hed certainly make aworthy friend.”
"Perhaps we can win him back, now that you're here."
Pelmen gazed at hisold friend. "I redly didn't cometo fight,” he said honestly.

"You never do." Dorlyth shrugged. "Y et you somehow manage to become involved. | know, | know.
No promises. But while we stand here talking about it, would you mind

putting a cloak up over us? We've been naked so long I've
darted to fed thechill.”

Pelmen amiled. "It's been in place ever since | entered the clearing. | care about my security, unlike some
foolhardy

frienad"

Dorlyth nodded sardonically and turned to face his surly army. "There now," he said, gesturing. "Pelmen
Dragonsbane. | said he would come and he's here. Would any man deny that we're now the best
protected forcein the land?' No onereplied. They al knew Pelmen's reputation. " And with that
protection, we now have some chance against these demons in dogflesh. Sharpen your swords. Now
we're prepared to fight!" Dorlyth turned his back and started walking away, effectively dismiss-ing the
mutinous company. Thewarriors began dipping away to their own tents as Pelmen, Rosha, and Ferlyth
fdl inbehind
the striding leader.

Onceinddethe fish-satin tent. Dorlyth breethed asigh of relief. "Dramatic timing, my friend, but you
could have saved some wear and tear on my old heart by appearing sooner.”

"l didn't even know | was coming! | got a message from Bronwynn requesting that | find her vanished
husband, so nat-urally | expected to find him here. | had no ideayou were so

vulnereblel™

"Why don't you check on usfrom timeto time?' Dorlyth

scolded. "Mar-Yilot does."

"Has she been here?' Pelmen asked with aarm.

"Once," Rosha grunted.

"Which is often enough,” Dorlyth added. "By that, | mean her form was here—likeawraith.”
"There are severd thingsthat Mar-Yilot doesthat | can't.

That'sone of them."

"Not true,” Dorlyth muttered. "1've seen you. Troubleis, you don't practice. If you would, maybe we



could stay in closer
touch with you."

"Inany case, I'm here now. And since, asyou say, | dways get involved, regardless of how | might try
to avoid it, you can be surethat I'll do what | can to aid you."

"Good. Rosha, send aflyer to Gamabd . Inform the im-patient Belrathat he can leave Jooomsin peace
and spare himsalf some treasure. And tell him to get his red mustache back down here—we need to
plan.

Rosha nodded and started through the tent flap. "And whileyou're at it," Pelmen added, "why not send
your wife word of whereyou are."

Dorlyth turned to frown at his son. "Haven't you donethat yet? | thought you loved that girl!"

"l do," Rosha snapped. "It'sjust that, if | tell her where | am, she's apt to send an army to protect me!
How would you like an army chasing you around?’

"Right now | wouldn't turn it down," Dorlyth joked, wink-ing a Pelmen.

Thewizard didnt smile. "Thetroubleis, she may send it anyway."

Dorlyth quickly grew serious. "That wouldn't do at al. Weve enough factions within this nation. We
certainly don't need our wedlthy southern neighbor sticking her big nosein whereit isn't needed. Y ou
redizethat'sjust afigure of gpeech, son, not acomment on your lady'sfacial features.”

"Do send the flyers," Pelmen urged, "but be careful how you word your message to her. What am |
saying! She'syour wife. Y ou know how best to ded with her." Rosha nodded— a bit doubtfully, Peimen
thought—and | eft the tent.

Dorlyth stroked his beard reflectively. " She's thinking of invading?'

"I've done my best to dissuade her. Perhaps shell listen.”

"I hopefor her sake she does. Ferlyth, tell him what you know."

Lord Ferlyth turned hisicy blue gaze on Pelmen. "Terril the twin-killer has entered the service of Lord
Flayh—whether willingly or unwillingly is not known. It is known that Flayh has sent him south—to the
extreme south, across Arl Lake and the westernmost spur of the Great South Fir. Hisordersare to
cregte havoc in that region.”

"Which is southern Chaomonous.”

"Exactly. It isaso known that Terril has been promised the whole of Chaomonous as afiefdom if he can
succeed in taking it. | assume helll use every resource at his disposal. Y ou would know more about that
than 1. Asyourecdl, Terril'sdtershapeisa—"

"Yes" Pdmen said thoughtfully. "Terril the twin-killer isasugar-clavsp.”

"Of course, Terril'snot much of awarrior,” Dorlyth put



in, "But he certainly can cause problemsif he's highly moti-vated.”

"And nothing moves Terril like greed,” Pelmen murmured. He was deep in thought, remembering the
dayslong ago when held battled the clawvsp and the other shapersto astandstill.

"I hateto interrupt your meditations," Dorlyth drawled, "but since you're here, there's another friend you
might want to vigt."

Pelmen glanced up, his brow wrinkling with curiosity and hope. "What friend?" he asked eagerly.
Dorlyth laughed. "Y ou say that asif you're surprised you have any friends!”

"It'sjust that the ones | do have keep disappearing! What friend?!

Now Dorlyth frowned. "I'm sorry. | fear now my newswill only disappoint you."

"Why?Who isit?' PAmen demanded.

"It'sjust ahorse—"

"A horse? Mindiss?' PAimen grinned.

"If that'swhat you cdll that big roan stalion you stole from the merchant Pezi—"

"Whereishe?' Plmen whooped with ddight, and he dashed out the tent flap without waiting for an
answe.

Dorlyth turned to Ferlyth and dipped histongue into his cheek. "It's so reassuring, isnt it, to have a
shaper who adways maintains his composure?”

Shivering at the cold, PAimen walked the perimeter of the camp, checking the efficacy of his spell.
Cloaking was asmple task once a shaper disciplined hismind to it. Pelmen could keep this magica
bafflein place even in his degp—rprovided his degp was not disturbed by that other, far more potent
Power. He remembered when he had lain down with confidence, cer-tain no force on earth could
penetrate his carefully woven barrier. He smiled ruefully at such memories now. He was no longer his
own. The Power had placed astamp upon him, and part of that mark was a humility born of uncertainty.
He could never be sure, now, when he might be summoned. Often, in responding to that cal, hed
witnessed his own careful plans evaporate in the shift of circumstance. Y et he wasn't unhappy inthis.
There burned within him a sense of persona purpose

that had aways been lacking when held called himsdlf hisown. And the world, with its entangling webs
of sorcery and deceit, seemed to him an atogether lessfrightful place, for he knew that righting it did not
depend on him aone. He took comfort in that—the uncertain comfort of faith.

"Pelmen!” Dorlyth barked from histent. "Comein out of that wind, fool! Y ou'll freeze your rump and
won't beabletoride!”

Pelmen redlized that hisfingers and toes were indeed numb, and he headed toward the shelter. "I should
think anumb bottom might be an advantage,” he jested.



"If you want to experiment, you can stand here in the tent flap and stick it out, but | prefer your hands
and eyes and brain to go unfrozen, since that's what's protecting us. There," he said, pointing acrossthe
tent with one hand as he closed the flap behind Pelmen with the other.

Pelmen's eyes widened and he smiled. "Blessyou," he murmured. "But how did you manage—"
"I had to bring Minalissin any case, didn't I? Might aswell bring my bathtub aong on his back.”
"How did you get it on hisback?" Pelmen exclaimed.

Dorlyth rolled hiseyes. "It wasn't easy, I'll grant you. | had tolie" Heleaned forward. "1 told him it was
for you."

"Why did you haveto bring himin any case? How did you cometo find him?"

"Hefound me, | didn't find him. Asto why—I figured you'd come whedling in here on the wing, instead
of mounted like any sensblewarrior on awar horse.”

"But then what about your bathtub?' Pelmen asked, raising a mocking eyebrow, "won't you have to
leaveit behind when we ride?"

Dorlyth frowned. "I've been studying that. Y ou wouldn't mind riding on top of it, would you?'

Pelmen laughed and stepped out of his sandds as he walked across the fish-satin floor. "When isthis
ride taking place? And where are we going?'

"Bathefirgt," Dorlyth said, pulling the curtain between him-sdlf and his guest. "We can discuss more
minor matters later Ferlyth? Rosha? I'm for agame of Drax; what of you?'

The others responded from the far Sde of the tent as Pelmen pedled off his garments and stepped into
the seaming water

| At first, histoes protested the sharp contrast between this and the cold outside, but they quickly grew
accustomed to it. Soon he was soaking in water up to his chin, letting the warmth soothe muscles weary
beyond expression. He relaxed. His mind more weary even than his muscles, floated with the bobbing of
his hair in the water. Earsimmersed, he heard only enough of the raucous game being played beyond the
curtain to be soothed by it. He was among friends—powerful friends, who could be trusted to bear their
share of respongihilitiesin the coming conflict. Those reassuring voices, distorted by the water, lulled him.
For thefirgt timein what seemed like years, he rested.

The game ended with Ferlyth the victor, which wasn't un-usua. Dorlyth was awily soldier and an artful
srategist, but for some reason was an awful Drax player. As Pelmen stepped from the bath, Dorlyth was
heaping verba abuse on hislaughing son for not hel ping him win. Pelmen chuckled to himsdlf, and
Dorlyth shouted, "Theréswarm skinsthere," and went back to his recriminations.

Pelmen dried off, wrapped himself in the skins, and stepped out to join his companions. "Fed better?”
Dorlyth asked.

"Much. | fed likeI'm home. Why don't | spend more time here?"

"Y ou never answer mewhen | ask you that,” Dorlyth grum-bled, "so why should | answer you? Sit



down."

Pelmen sat on amat and leaned back against a saddle. "When do you plan to ride?"

"Not before Belrareturns, and that will take a couple of days. And not then without some purpose.
Weve been rather safe here, but we've aso been blind. Unless Lord Garnabe brings some newswith
him, or you know something, I've no ideawhat our best move might be."

"What do you want to achieve?' Pelmen asked soberly.

"The overthrow of the present Pahd and the demise of this new shaper who controls him.”

"Y ou blame Pahd for thiswar?"

"l blame Pahd for not stopping it! Yes, | blame Pahd. Force of habit, | suppose—there's been aPahd at
the root of every war I'vefought in."

"Except the war with Chaomonous. | was the cause of that, remember?' Pelmen leaned back againgt his
saddle and laced

his fingers behind his head. " And Pahd hel ped you end that one."
"Y ou're defending the doth?' Dorlyth asked sharply.

"Perhaps. But not his dothfulness. Pahd's been a poor king, but then he never should have been king.
Y ou should have." Ferlyth, who had been listening carefully to Pelmen, nodded in agreement.

"Let'snot cover that ground again,” Dorlyth grunted.

"Very well. I'm saying only that Pahd has always been wesk and we've dl known it. But that war with
Chaomonous was precipitated by more than just my confusing of the dragon. It had been carefully
plotted by the merchant council, led by the very man who now controls poor Pahd."

"Flayh," Dorlyth murmured, nodding. "Roshas told me abit about this new shaper. | remember well how

he and Tohn mod Nedlistook council together against me through their crystal pyramids. Roshatellsme
one of those talking devicesis now in Bronwynn's hands.”

"Itis, though | keep advising her to lock it away forever. Flayh attacked me magicaly through the
pyramids. Except for good fortune—or some powerful intervention—I'd bear scars of that battle on my
face"

"They say Flayh does," Roshabroke in excitedly. "They say hisface and bald pate are apae blue, but
for apair of pink handprints over hiseyed"

"Who saysthat?' Pelmen asked.

Dorlyth shrugged. " There were certain members of the court who occasionaly passed dong information
to us. One hap-pened to glimpse the shaper'sface. I'm told he usualy remains hidden."

"The same spy told you?"



Dorlyth shook his head. " Those who once helped us have now disappeared. Flayh is more secretive
than Pahd. And he's hired adeadly enforcer to keep his secrets safe.”

"Who'sthat?' Pdmen said flatly, certain that he aready knew.

"Admon Faye," Rosha said under his bregth.

Pelmen nodded. "That's bitter news, but I'm not surprised. The two men have worked together before.
Indeed, they seem to fit one another. Especialy now, since you tell methe face of oneisas marred as
that of the other." Pelmen subsided, absorbed in his own thoughts. They were bleak and heavy with
despair, for hewell knew that Admon Faye wasfirst and fore-most adaver, and that hisfamiliar haunts
werein the Great South Fir. Often in these weeks since Serphimeras disap-pearance hed imagined her
kidnapped by the killer. Thiswas the worst thought imaginable, more terrible than the possibility of her
desth. Admon Faye was a crud man—Pealmen had experienced that cruelty firsthand—and Flayh was
doubly s0. While Pelmen's relationship with Serphimera had never been made public, it was surely no
secret to those who made secrets their business. Pelmen had given both men plenty of cause to hate him.
What might these two do to her, in order to get at him?

"Pelmen!” Dorlyth growled, and the shaper cameto himself.

IIYS?I

"1 thought you were about to disappear!”

Pelmen grunted. " Just thinking of Admon Faye."

"| try to do that aslittle as possble mysdlf. Ruinsthe digestion.”

"Rosha," Pelmen asked sharply, "have you heard any word about Serphimera?’

Rosha had been logt in thoughts of his own, revolving around those precious pyramids. Now he
frowned. "1 thought she waswith you!"

"Shewas. She disappeared at the southern edge of the Great South Fir."
"Y ou think the daver's got her?' Rosha asked anxioudly.

"l don't know. | don't know what to think."

"Who's Serphimera?’ Dorlyth frowned.

"A woman," Pdmen said. "A priestess”

"A priestessl” Dorlyth snorted. "Of Lamath, then? | warned you to stay away from those Lamathian
women! All they think about isreligion!”

Pelmen nodded sadly. "That's certainly Serphimera. And that's another of my fears. Flayh has managed
somehow to create an illusion of the dragon and has resuscitated the dead Dragonfaith.”

Rosha gazed at him, dumbfounded. "The dragon fliesagain?'



"So your own lady tellsme, aswell aswitnessesin Lamath. Infact, I've chanced to have conversation
with the ghodtly

beast mysdlf. | worry that perhaps Serphimera has reverted back to her old faith...”

"] don't follow any of this" Dorlyth grunted impatiently. "The dragon's dive again? And your woman is
its priestess?"

"Let'sjust say that Hayhisfar more powerful than | realized when | battled him through the crystals.
And that power appearsto be growing.”

"S0. He's a shaper, you're a shaper. Pahd's a swordsman, I'm a swordsman. Admon Faye's evil iswell
known to al of us, and so ishis skill with weapons, but my son here bested him in aface-to-face
gruggle. Let'sfight them.”

"l wishit wasdl so smple, Dorlyth." PAmen sghed.
"Y ou mean it's not? Why not? What's different between this and any other war of confederation?”

"Thelevel of powersin use. Flayh is more than just another shaper. He has powers beyond any I've
seen, beyond any | knew existed! He controls King Pahd, and thereby this nation. He controls avision of
the dragon, and thus he endaves La-math. Y ou tell me he controls Terril aswell, who potentialy could
demordize Chaomonous. He's brought the High Fortress to menacing, hogtile life and a horde of
scoundrelsled by the prince of thieves! | can't best him done—I doubt the Autumn Lady and | together
could, despite the fact that she's at the height of her power during this season. And—afact not to be
forgotten—she opposes and threatens us. Y our army—our army—is mutinous. Y our alies, apart from
Ferlyth, have de-parted. We're smal in numbers, if not in courage. My friend— it's not so smple. Not
smplea dl.”

Dorlyth snorted.

"Y ou don't believe me?!

"Y ou don't believe you. Y ou've summed up the odds in such away that anyone but afool would
surrender immediately. But | know you, Pelmen, and that's exactly what you are—afool. A believing
fool. Otherwise why would you be here? Y ou know me, too, and I'm just as big afool asyou! Weve a
battle ahead, and by dl reckoning well loseit. But well not quit it, will we?' Dorlyth paused, frowning
with greet ferocity. "Well, will we?"

Pelmen gazed a him. Then asmile spread acrossthe wiz-ard's face. "Dorlyth, for al your frequent
protests, | sometimesthink you have greater faith than 1."

Dorlyth snorted again.
"No," Pemen went on. "WEell not quit. But well not befools either.”
"Asif wecould help it," his grizzled companion muttered sourly.

"What?



"Never mind. Let's plan how and whereto hit them. What about assassination?”
"We'd be assassinating oursalves to attempt it. His castle€s dive, | told you.”

"Makesno sense," Dorlyth muttered, but hewasaMari, and Maris did not question magic. "What about
somekind of dliance?’

"That'smore practical. We have friendsin Lamath—"

"I'm not talking about your dlly little priestsin ther flapping robes! I'm talking about warriors! Other
shapers! Mar-Yilot for example. We've done nothing to her—perhaps shelll join us.”

"Convincing her may prove difficult." Pelmen smiled, re-membering frequent encounters with the thin,
waif-faced witch. "Don't disregard the bluefaithers. Y our son was once one of them.”

"Yes, but he carried asword under hisrobe, too! Didn't you?' Dorlyth demanded of hisson. "Waell,
didn't you?" he repeated.

Rosha hadn't been listening. "What? Oh, yes." He frowned and |ooked at Pelmen. "If we could only
communicate quickly with the others! | wonder about those other pyramids. Flayh has one—wheresthe
other?'

"Safely hidden away by Etrri, | hope.”
"By Erri!" Roshashouted.

"That'sright. It was entrusted to Erri by that unfortunate merchant who witnessed my battle with Hayh. |
gave Erri the same advice | gave your wife: To hideit awvay from Flayh's grasping hands and to forget it. |
suggest you do the same. Those shards of crystal were never intended as devices for communication.
Thereis another possibility for contact, how-ever. Bronwynn appears to be devel oping shaper powers.
She sought me, today, in her dreams, and found me on the Rock of Tombs."

"Redly?' Dorlyth asked enthusiasticaly. He pressed Pdl-

men for details. He saw every advantage to having a shaper in the family. But his son paid no attention.
Although the news concerned hiswife, Rosha never heard it. Despite Pelmen'sinjunction, he could not
forget those crystalline objects that held such power. Bronwynn had one; now Erri had another. Rosha
knew, now, why he'd come home.

"Not that way!" Pezi squeded, but he wastoo late. Rigan-litha, a particularly clumsy tugolith, had
walked through yet another fanner'sgarden wall.

Pezi urged Chimolithato carry him up to the puzzled Ri-ganlitha's Side, then politely asked to be alowed
down. He was standing between the two giant beasts with the rest of the herd clustered behind them
when the irate farmer came boiling around the corner of his house. The man stopped short when he
actudly saw hisuninvited guests. Riganlitha had a sheepish look of embarrassment on his huge face; but
to the gtartled Lamathian, it looked like a monstrous snarl.

"We're sorry," Chimolithaannounced solemnly, and the fanner's jaw dropped open.

"It...it talks..." hewhispered to hiswife, who stood behind him, prudently using hisbody asashield.



"I cantak, too!" Thuganlitha said belligerently from the back of the herd, and the fanner and wife beat a
hasty retreat into their cottage. The remainder of the conversation took place through the garden window.

"What are those things?' the wife caled to Pezi.

"I'm not athing!™ Thuganlitha snorted before Pezi could reply. Hisbellicogty couldn't be mistaken. The
wife disap-peared from the window and was seen no more.

"These, ah, these are tugoliths” Pezi explained. He said it in aloud whisper, asif dl of thiswere some
grand secret.

"Tugoaliths? Redly?' thefarmer said, hisinterest perking up. "I've heard of them al my lifebut | never
thought I'd actualy see onel”

"There are more of usthan that,” Chimolitha corrected.
"Than what?'

"“Than one."

"Oh"

"Sorry about your wall," Pezi explained hadtily, pulling his purse from his pocket as he walked toward
the window. "We

‘ are, ah, trying to be inconspicuous, you see, so we're, ah, keeping to the back roads—"

"Where are you taking them?" the farmer asked suspi-cioudy.

"Taking? Them? Oh, I'm not taking them anywhere. No, no. No, we're just out for acasua stroll—"
"Arethey yours?'

"Will, actudly—"

"Were Dolnas," Chimolithasaid flatly.

Riganlithaasked, "Whereis Dolna?"

Thuganlitha had shouldered up next to apart of thewall that was still standing and now asked Riganlitha,
"Wasit fun?'

"Waswhet fun?'
"To break thewdl."

"I think wed better run along now." Pezi smiled fearfully, and he counted gold coinsinto his hand.
"Would three suffice?'



Thefarmer was no longer looking at him. He was watching with horror as Thuganlitha glesfully
demolished that section of wall that had survived Riganlithas clumsiness.

Pezi winced a the crash behind him, but he held hisfalse smilein place ashe said, "Perhgps Six?
A tool shed crumbled next. Rakes and pruning hooks flew into al corners of the garden.

"Why not twelve?' Pezi suggested.

"Can't you stop the thing?' the farmer croaked.

"Careto suggest how?' Pezi asked.

"Why not hit it?"

Thuganlithastopped chortling and frowned.

"I think he heard you," Pezi said sorrowfully, just moments before the rampaging anima took off the end
of the house. Pezi heard some terrified screams but he didn't wait to inves-tigate them. He waddled
quickly back to the relative safety of Chimolithas side.

Ten minutes later, as Thuganlitha bragged to the others of the herd about how easly it all had falen, Pezi
stood in the rubble of the crumbled cottage counting gold coinsinto the hand of the dazed farmer:"...
fifty-gx, fifty-seven, fifty-eight. There now. That ought to be sufficient.”

"My house..." the man murmured.
"Maybe you'd been thinking of remodding it anyway?"
"My garden..."

"By theway, let'sjust keep thisour little secret, shal we? My animals and I—wed prefer not to be
noticed.” With that, Pezi climbed up behind Chimolitha's horn once again and told her to proceed. Soon
thelast pair of gigantic hindgquarters had disappeared into the woods toward the south, but they could be
heard for ahalf hour thereafter—uprooting every treein their path.

Rosha guided his horse through the mists, moving cautioudy but till maintaining aquick, steedy pace.
He was certain hisfather had discovered his absence by now, and just as certain that Dorlyth would
follow him. Doubtless Pelmen would come as well; thus there was a good chance they would catch him.
But hed gambled that Dorlyth would think first of hisrespon-ghbility to his other warriors and that that
would delay them. That's what made his father agood |eader—and kept him from being a hero.

Not that he hadn't been ahero in days gone by. Dorlyth's exploits had given content to more ballads
than Rosha could count. Hisfather dismissed them dl asthe imaginations of ignorant songsters, but
Raosha had heard enough different ver-sions of the old storiesto piece together the actua events. By any
andysis, they wereimpressive. Roshaidolized hisfather and had conscioudy modeled hislife after
Dorlyth's. Hefirmly believed that individud acts of courage could change the course of higtory, and he
longed to find that crisiswhere he could play the pivotd role. Hed lost his chance to day the dragon to
the stumbling of histongue. When Bronwynn had needed his strong armsto help her regain her throne,
they'd been bound behind his back—due to his own dullness. Now he sensed a new opportunity, a
chance to demondtrate his courage and his cunning once and for dl to hisfather, hisbride—and to



him-self. Hewould stedl the third pyramid from Flayh's own tower.

He hadn't moved into thisblindly. He had aplan for getting into the castle, aclever plan that had flashed
upon him in amoment of ingght and fanned aflame of excitement within him that held been hard pressed
to conced from the others. Hed studied it carefully, turning it over in hismind as heldd hunted, probing its
weaknesses, contemplating its results. It would take skill and daring to carry it out, not to mention grest

stamina, courage, and some measure of Smple luck. In short, it demanded a hero. That was exactly how
Roshasaw himsdf.

He knew Dorlytn would view the attempt as foolhardy, and Pelmen would, aswell. But they were
leaders, both of them, with nothing to prove, plenty to lose, and countless people depending on them. No
one depended on him, Rosha thought sullenly. Certainly not his tart-tongued, confident little queen. How
could theruler of the largest, most powerful empire among the three lands be dependent in any way upon
him?What had she seenin him origindly, if not hisraw, unredlized potentia to become aforce among
men? He was a hero. He could be nothing other. And he thought it fortunate that, for the moment at least,
thetiesthat bound him could not overrule his sense of adventure, nor divert him from accepting this
chalenge. The evil Flayh possessed amagica artifact of immense power and antiquity, and Roshawould
ded it or die. It wasthat Smple.

His horse stepped into a clearing and he noticed suddenly that the fog had fled. A few yards away an
elderly woman stooped to tie up abundle of firewood. He would have ignored her, but suddenly she
glanced up at him, and her eyesheld hisin their grip. They were adeep gold in color and unusually
commanding, and hefelt compelled to address her. "'I'm going to the High City," he announced.

Shelooked a him, startled, he thought, then her eyes nar-rowed, asif to pierce him through.
"I'm Roshamod Dorlyth," Roshatold her. He didn't know why hefelt so talkative.

Sheraised her eyebrows asif she thought him strange, and he had to confess to himsdlf that he did
indeed fed strange. He said so aloud. "I fed abit awkward, talking to you like this." He smiled.

The peasant woman curtsied and gave him athin, knowing smile. "I'm certain you do, my Lord," she

rasped.

"It'sjust that... | fed... my father and Pelmen are behind me. | must be going!" he finished with a shout,
aware of how sensaless and unnecessary that last statement had been, and totally confused asto why
hed said it. He drove his hedlsinto the flanks of his horse and the anima bounded across the clearing and
into the heavy brush on thefar side.

Alone now, and pleased with the information she had gar-nered, Mar-Yilot untied the scarf that had
disguised her and

shook her auburn tresses free. Then, with a self-satisfied chuckle, she set about the business of starting
her fire.

A touch on his shoulder and Pelmen was awake. His eyes blinked open and he peered up into Dorlyth's
troubled face. "Roshas gone," Dorlyth said, hisnormally rough voice made raspier by the morning cold.

Pelmen frowned, and made the sacrifice of rising from hiswarm bed onto his ebow. "Gone?!



Dorlyth gestured to an empty corner of thetent. "Y ou see.”

Pelmen siwung hislegs out of the warm furs and got to his feet, keeping the rugs wrapped around his
shoulders. Histoes curled at the cold of the tentsfloor. "He'd make a skillful thief if he could creep out of
here past both of us."

Dorlyth grunted in agreement and gazed impatiently at the floor as Pelmen wound strips of woolen cloth
around hislegs. Then he flipped the tent flap aside and stepped into the cold morning air. Pelmen
followed him out.

"Perhaps he's hunting.”

"He hunted yesterday,” Dorlyth replied.

"Unsuccessfully—"

"Or sohesad.”

"Y ou disbelieve your son?' Pelmen asked Dorlyth's back.

Thewarrior shrugged. "My son isan excellent hunter and these woods are full of game. He was quiet
yesterday. Too quiet. Y ou didn't notice?'

"| attributed it to poor shooting."

Dorlyth looked out toward the north, but there were no directions this morning. A thick mist clung to the
bushes and huddled around the trunks of the trees. The air was damp, and the dead |eaves on the forest
floor clung quietly to their hedls. "I can't remember the last time Rosha shot poorly.” He sivung his head
around to gaze sadly at his companion. "It wouldn't surprise meif he spent yesterday bagging and
cleaning his provisonsin order to travel today. | taught him to do that." Therewas atrace of pride mixed
into Dorlyth's anxioustone. "The question is—where? Back to hiswife?!

"That might be the best thing he could do,” Pelmen com-forted, but he didn't believe for amoment that
Raosha had returned to Bronwynn, and he knew Dorlyth didn't, either.

"Perhaps, but that's not where he went. Where, then? It had something to do with our conversation of
the night before last—"

"How do you know?" Pelmen frowned.

"He got very quiet after that—evasive—amiling too broadly and dl that. What wasit? Bronwynn's
appearance on the Rock of Tombs?'

"| doubt it. That te barely held hisattention,” Pelmen said thoughtfully.
"The dragon then? Has he gone of f to—"

"The pyramids" Pelmen interrupted. "That's it. He was concerned to find away we could communicate
quickly with Erri and hiswife."

"But you told him plainly that wasn't what they were for!"



"I'm afraid held dready made up hismind."

Dorlyth studied the wet ground. "And whereisthisthird pyramid again?' He knew the answer. Hewas
just double-checking facts.

"With Hayh."

Dorlyth raised his head to meet Plmen's eyes, and said "Y ou don't think he'sfool enough to try to
penetrate the High Fortress done, do you?"'

"He'syour son," Pelmen said pointedly.

Dorlyth shook his head, then leaned back to gaze at the branches interlaced above them. "That's not
very reassuring, you know."

"Shal we gtart tracking him?"

Dorlyth nodded curtly as Pelmen turned away. "Before you go sprouting wings on me, listen. Can you
hunt from the Sky and maintain the coverage of this glade?"

"You know | can't."

"Wl | didn't think you could, but you can never know anything about a shaper's powersthat is certain.
Suppose we search on horseback, like normal people? Y ou can continue to cover the glade then?”

"If | work at it."
"Thenlet'sgo."
"Into thefog," Pmen said glumly.

"Aslong asit'snot so thick | can't see the ground, well do dl right. Trust me, Pelmen,” Dorlyth added
with atrace of hisold grin. "I'm afair tracker mysdf, evenif | can't fly."

Dorlyth woke Ferlyth and quickly explained the Situation. "Do you need me to go with you?" hiscousin
asked.

"No, no. Just do your best to keep this crew together. Ac-tudly, | think you have the tougher job!"
Dorlyth winked at Ferlyth, then beckoned to Pelmen. Moments later they were mounted and on thetrall.

The two men shivered asthey tracked. The mist crowded around them, robbing them of any sense of
progress. Roshastrail climbed out of the glade to the northeast, up amild but steady dope. It was
difficult to follow, but not impossible. It had been Dorlyth, after dl, who had taught him how to hide his
tracks, and no war horse could move through afreshly laid carpet of falen leaves without disturbing it
somewhat. Roshawas skillful, however, and both men were chalenged. Dorlyth might even have
enjoyed the morning had he been less con-cerned for hisimpulsive son's safety.

They taked alittle at first. Dorlyth questioned Pelmen fur-ther about the nature of the pyramids, and the
shaper related al he knew. Then Dorlyth asked about Rosha's chances of actualy getting insdethe High
Fortresswithout being detected. Pelmen's answer dispelled any hopes.



"The caglesdive" he muttered. "Alive and malevolent.”

"Then there's no way the boy could succeed?"

"None."

"Not even if the Power intended him to?" Dorlyth argued, raising ashaggy eyebrow.

Pelmen glanced over a him. "Perhapsthereisaway, if that be the case." Helooked askance at his
friend, and asked, "Y ou believe that's a possibility ?*

Dorlyth snorted in response and urged his horse to move faster.

"I could fly," Pelmen suggested, but Dorlyth again refused the offer. Plmen'’s cloak continued to cover
the glade.

Neither man spoke for over an hour. Each was absorbed in private conversations with himsdlf. This
pursuit reminded Pel-men of his unsuccessful search for Serphimera. Despite his effort to blank them out,
the anxieties flooded his consciousness again. All he could think about were hislady's beautiful em-erad

eyes.

Dorlyth thought only of his son. Heimagined himsdf in Roshas place, hungry for adventure, yet pursued
by friends

intent on preventing him. What would he do? Twicethey lost thetrall completely, only to pick it up again
through Dorlyth'simaginative identification. "He'sjust like me, you know. | taught him al he knows."

Abruptly thetrail grew clearer—entirely too clear, in Dor-lyth'sthinking. He looked across at PAimenin
dismay.

"He's decided he's lost us and picked up speed,” the shaper suggested.

"It doesn't take that much longer to hide your tracks. And you can't make any speed through woods this
dense anyway. It doesn't make sense.”

"He'syoung. He'sin ahurry. Come on.” They spurred their mounts forward and raced adong the clearly
discernibletrail, churning up an orange spume of leaf fragments behind them. Thetiny pair of auburn and
gold wings of anearby butterfly went unnoticed in that splash of autumn color.

They broke from the woods together with acrash of brush. Pelmen screamed, " Stop!™ and yanked back
on hisreins, but Dorlyth had seen it himsalf and dready was reining in hismount. Files of leaves skidded
them forward, but both horses managed to stop just short of tumbling off the edge of the cliff.

They gazed over a precipice into a chasm two hundred feet deep. Across the yawning fissure they faced
another cliff; ontop of it, the forest continued on. "How could he jump that?* Dorlyth exclaimed.

"Hedidn't," Pelmen gpat before hisfriend had finished. "We've been duped!" They wheded their horses
in alarm and would have plunged back into the forest. Instead they both gasped at the wall of fire that
blocked their retreat. Violent spires of flame soared fifty feet into the air, stretching high above the bare
upper branches of the oaks and walnuts.



"Mar-Yilot!" Pemen barked. It was clearly the Autumn Lady's style.
"It took her atowering rageto build thisblaze!" Dorlyth shouted, his face gone white with shock.

"She'san illuson mistresst Remember her ploy in the Downland's skirmish and ridel™ They'd faced
Mar-Yilot'sfirering together before and found that only part of the flames had been redl. Finding the
illusory blazes had taken skill and some risky gambles, but they'd succeeded in breaking out and leading
their army to safety. Although he could smell smoke, Pelmen

hadn't yet felt the heat. Perhapsthisfirewasadl illusory, and the smoky scent atrick aswell. Dorlyth had
been right; Mar-Yilot couldn't generate afire this big without feging genuine wrath, and they had done
nothing a al to harm her.

They angled for the outer edge of the flames, hoping to skirt them to freedom. But thefire sprinted
before them, and now the fumacelike heet hit Pelmen in the face. They turned their mounts beforeit,
racing the conflagration to the cliff. It beat them easily, and they turned their backsto it and rode wildly
along the precipice, hoping to skirt the blaze at its other end. They failed. The arc closed, trapping them.

Dorlyth reined in, then leaned down to whisper soothingly to histerrified animal. Pelmen bolted on,
unwilling to accept any fireasred until it scorched hisface. Blistered, with Min-diss protesting
vigoroudy, he turned away, and rode back to face his companion of so many victories.

Dorlyth's color had returned—or perhaps held just roasted his cheeks. He wore an enigmatic smile that
Pedmen didnt like at dl. The wizard refused to acknowledgeit. "Weve got to jump,” Pelmen snapped,
jerking histhumb toward the chasm.

"Not a chance. Our horses are weary from the morning'sride, and they're terrified. With reason,” he
added, glancing up at the roaring, red-orange wall.

"Weve got to try! It's our only chance!™
"My only chance." Dorlyth smiled serendly. "Y oull fly out.”

"No!" Pelmen shouted. "WEell both go out on horseback! They can makeit. I'll show you!" Pelmen
hurriedly wrenched Minaliss around to face the fire, rode as close as the blaze would alow, then whedled
back toward the precipice and gal-loped for it. The horse responded eagerly, desperately fleeing thefire,
but the brittle leaves provided little footing, and the anima jumped too soon. Peimen left its back on the
wing. Without the extraweight, Minaliss was able to get hisforelegs onto the turf of that far cliff.
Momentum carried the horse up onto the shelf, and it turned with a snort to look back across the chasm.
Pelmen had swooped down to stand beside Dorlyth, aman once again. He struggled to look hopeful.

"Y ou s2e? Y ou can makeit!"

Dorlyth looked at the ground. "That Mindissisamarvelous horse. Y et even without your weight, he
barely madeit. Mine

never would—especialy with me aboard its back. Although it may have to jump eventualy. Asl might."
The old warrior eyed the edge.

"Don't talk like that! Well get you out!"



"Youll keep trying aslong as| let you," Dorlyth murmured. "But | won't et you try much longer. For me,
theday islog. It had to come. Inevitably it had to, though I'd never imagined this..."

"Stopit!" Pelmen said frantically. His face wore the panic of aheder who finds himsdf helpless.

"And don't fed guilty!" Dorlyth snarled. "My day would have come much sooner but for you! My only
guestion is, why this? What's made the woman so angry?'

"Y ou know, Dorlyth mod Karis," a soft yet savage woman's voice spat out. Dorlyth had his sword out,
dicing toward the source of it, before she finished her sentence. The blade whis-tled through Mar-Yilot's
wispy body, touching nothing but air.

"Shesmilesaway," Pemen muttered.

"One can dways hope," Dorlyth answered.

"No. One cannot aways hope, Dorlyth mod Karis. Y ou cannot, any longer."

"Why him?" Pelmen raged. "Why not strike a me directly!"

"I'll get you eventudly, Dragonsbane." She used histitle mockingly. "Y ou've robbed my Syth of hope.”
"What?'

"But first | take your friend, for it was he who sprang the trap! ™
"I don't know what you're talking about!" Pelmen roared.

"My lover gares a hdl and you claim no knowledge?' Mar-Yilot screamed.

“"None!"

"Youlie! It wasyou who locked himin aspell of dread!™
"I've never laid aspell of dread!" Pelmen shouted.

"Pelmen, fly on," Dorlyth muttered earnestly.

“I'll not leaveyou! And I'll not let thiswitch go until—"

But Mar-Yilot was dready gone. And the flames kept ad-vancing, raising the temperature on the ledge
to anintolerablelevd. "Hy on," Dorlyth urged. "Go now. Don't fret about why. I'm sure you'll unrave it
eventudly, and it's meaningless to me anymore. Forget the coverage of the glade—it's aready broken,

and that may be where she actudly is at the moment.

Go find Rosha. Protect him, or help him, or whatever. Use your judgment. Don't stay and watch me
die"

Pelmen fought to control both hisrage at the woman and histerrible grief. "No!" he shouted. "'I'm taking
my dtershape! Grab my legd”



"A facon can't lift aman,” Dorlyth protested, but already the bird fluttered above him. He grabbed the
ydlow legsin resgnation and waited as the falcon beat the air furioudly. It was no good.

Pelmen stood beside him again, eyes wet. Dorlyth embraced him, pounded him on the back, and said,
"Thanksfor dl thejoys, old friend!" Then he hugged Pelmen again, fiercdly, and growled in hisear, "Care
for my boy." He released the wizard. "Now. Go on."

Pelmen's human eyesregarded Dorlyth quietly, still dis-believing that this could be happening, but forcing
himsdf to face the truth of it. Then they were falcon eyes, wild and cold, and they were goneon a
whisper of wind.

Dorlyth sighed and glanced around. He gazed chdlengingly at the advancing blaze, squared around to
faceit, and grasped his great sword firmly in both hands. "Come on then," he whispered.

The fire advanced toward him, blistering hisface. He held ahand out before him, guarding hiseyesashe
peered through the flames. The ground beyond them was black and smoking, but was aready free of
fire. If he could only get through this blazing wall—

But it was no use. To run through it was suicide—and a painful suicide at that. Better to go over the
edge. Abruptly it occurred to him that there was a chance... He rushed to the edge and peered over it.

The face of the cliff was as sheer as glass—or S0 it appeared at first glance. But Dorlyth was desperate
now. Thefire was aready roasting his back, and he reasoned that the dightest handhold was preferable
to burning or faling. Three feet below thelip of the edge he spied asmall crevice. Enough to wedge his
dagger into? Oncein, would it hold hisweight? He spent little time analyzing. He dropped to his knees,
fetched out his dagger, and lay dong the edge, reaching asfar down as he could in hopes of planting the
knife point. He nearly fell in the process, but managed to wedgeit in. Would it hold him?

He heard an equine scream behind him as hishorse, on fire now, plunged wildly over the cliff. Therewas
no moretime. He clung to the hilt of his dagger with one hand and lowered himself over the ledge with
the other. Then he released the edge completely and clung with both hands to his dagger, bracing hisfeet
and knees againgt the cliff as best he could.

Fire siwept the cliff above him. He closed his eyes againgt it and bowed his head. His knuckleswere
scorched. His muscles knotted. 1t took forever for the leaves dlong the cliff to burn.

But at last the crackling above him stopped. Dorlyth tilted his head back to scan the edge and saw
blackened weeds and curling smoke above him. He knew the ground would still be so hot it would burn
his hand, but he could endure no longer. With the last of his strength he hauled himsalf back up onto the
cliff, and collapsed there, ralling onto his back. Hest rose through histunic, and he thought that al his
efforts had been wasted. He was till going to die. Then his mind became as black as the scorched earth
that surrounded him.

CHAPTER SIX
Climbing
By early afternoon Rosha had passed the last stand of bare, spindle-branched trees and was onto the
plainlands of the Fur-rowmar. He had stopped looking over his shoulder, but his thoughts were still more

behind him than before. The experi-ence with the peasant woman plagued him. Why had he spoken so
frankly to her? Why had he spoken at al? He never opened his thoughts to anyone! Even Bronwynn had



to badger him for details about hisfedings.

The certainty grew with every passing mile that magic had prompted that exchange, and the redization
filled him with forboding. Of course, he was back in the Mar, and the woman

could have been merdly aloca witcherwoman. But even that thought chilled him. If amiserable,
hovel-dwelling herb gath-erer could bend hiswill so effortlesdy, what would he face within the fortress of
the master shaper? "When you worry about the future,” he quoted Dorlyth to himself, "you're pre-pared
for neither it nor the present.” He willed his doubts from his mind and concentrated on choosing the best
route acrossthe plain.

He was crossing the edge of his cousin Ferlyth'slands now, but would pass many miles east of his
arigtocratic reative's grand castle. Ferlyth'sline of the family had been Jorls of the Furrowmar for
centuries. As such, they owned vast holdingsin this, the grain-growing heartland of the Mar. They had
proved to beintdligent, benign rulers, and had built great loyaty among the peasants of the region. This
had been astrong factor in keeping thejorldom in the family, for although the six jorldoms were
theoreticaly hereditary, they werein fact subject largely to the results of war. In the aftermath of
particularly bloody conflicts, vacant jorldoms had been distributed by the eected kingsin the same
capricious, paliticaly motivated man-ner that the shurldoms were normaly awarded. Dorlyth him-self, for
example, became Jorl of the Westmouth after his crucid victory over the invading Golden Throng. King
Pahd had shown lesswisdom in making his southern-dwelling cousin Janos the Jorl of the Nethermar
region. The natura choice would have been the citylord of ether of the two walled towns of the north.
Hisflagrant nepotism had united those cities against him, and was one cause of this current conflict.

Janos had not hel ped the situation. He was an arrogant, free-spending Furrowman, who disdained
everything about the low-landers of the north—everything, that is, save their great wedlth. His agents
made sure he got the jorl's share out of every dia-mond minein the region. Although held been only alad
when Janos was an aggressive teen, Rosha had known the Jorl of the Nethermar from childhood, and
held learned early that Janos could not be trusted. The present king was older than his cousin, but even
30, he'd alowed Janos to manipulate him. Roshareflected that that wasn't agreet surprise. Pahd had
made a career of being manipulated by others.

"But by no one so much asby Hayh," Roshamuttered to himsdf, riding down afurrow between lines of
dead stalks.

‘ The corn had dready been harvested. The brittle, yellow staksleaned away from the westerly winds,
waiting for either the sickle or the first snow to put them out of their misery. The chill in the air suggested
it would probably be the snow.

Roshafdt noill-will toward Pahd himsdlf. In fact herather liked the lazy, laughing king. But it was Pahd's
laziness that had permitted Flayh to absorb so much political power. That, combined with Flayh'svile
ambition and magica ability, made the powershaping merchant an awesome antagonist. Pahd had clearly
failed his subjects. "Once Flayh has been defeated,” Roshamuttered, "Pahd must be replaced.”

But by whom? That was a matter Rosha had often consid-ered. He would have scoffed at the
suggestion if made by another, but in his secret fantasies it ever seemed the crown camefindly to hisown
head. Were Roshato be honest with himsdlf, this whole adventure had been bom out of those fond
fantasies. They had begun to gnaw upon hismind as he sat in bored silence through interminable sessons
inhiswife's court. If he were but king of the Mar! There would be amatch for hislovdly little queen!



Whenever he caught himself in thisline of thought he had to laugh at his own foolishness. True, hewasa
jorl'sson, aswell as a bear's-bane and an acknowledged hero. But he was hardly kingly materid.
Besides, therewas still Flayh to contend with—and Pahd and L ord Janos, whose lands he would soon
be entering. If he didn't start concentrating on the present instead of plotting histriumphant riseto the
throne, he might never live to see thefollowing dawn!

The lands of Janos bordered the family estates of the Pahd mod Pahd-€l. Together they ringed the
southern rim of the High Plateau of Ngandib. They were divided by theriver, which ran past the western
edge of the plateau on itsway northward to the coast. Mogt visitors northbound for the High City would
take the road around to the eastern face of the plateau and up the Down Road which climbed the sheer
cliffsthere. Roshaintended to crosstheriver at the Carlog Bridge, but then to leave the road and follow
the riverline northward to the pla-teau's backside. He hoped his daring approach would serve him well.
Surely the absentee Jorl of the Nethermar would not expect a solitary enemy to come riding through his

property.
Besides, it would be nightfall before Rosha reached the bridge. The darkness would cover him.

He reached the bridge afew minutes after dusk. There was no traffic, but he waited until the sun was
wholly gone, just in case. Then he rode quickly acrossit. Without hesitation, he turned his horse off the
road and started up the Riverline. No one stopped him. He saw no villages, nor even asingle dwelling
standing done. By midnight, he'd reached his destination. There he dismounted and bade good night to
hisweary horse. He ate agood meal, then wrapped himsdlf in alayer of fursand lay down. Despitethe
long day'sride, it was difficult to deep. Lying on hisback, he gazed upward aong the route he planned to
take in the morning. Sleep took him at last, and he dreamed.

When he was seven, Rosha had been brought to afeast at what was now Janos Castle. The fortress
backed up againgt the base of the High Plateau less than amile from this spot. Therewas avast green
field before the castle's gates, alovely placefor the children to romp and play. Rosharemembered
throwing himsalf down its gentle dopes, laughing gleefully as herolled. At the end of one of hisralls, as
he'd giggled in the grass, waiting for the dizzinessto pass, hed suddenly spied a huge snake climbing up
the cliff face toward the plateau. Startled, he'd raced to find Dorlyth and reported it. It took a moment for
Dorlyth to identify the object his son described, but he did at last and he named it. Rosharemembered
grimly how the other warriors at that rough oaken table had laughed at him. But Dorlyth hadn't. Instead,
he'd looked hisyoung son in the eye and told him atade of the ancients. Once, long before the huge
reservoir was carved into the plateau above, the people living upon the high plain had been surrounded
by enemies. They had at last run out of water—a desperate circumstance, and al the more frustrating
because they could watch the mighty river flowing by the plateau's western base on itsway to the
Nethermar and the North Coast. They would have surrendered then, but for the urging of alocal
powershaper, who had en-listed the aid of every potter in Ngandib.

Roshacould il recdll hisfather'swords of long ago: To-gether they made atube of clay, full
seven-hundred feet in length, and baked it in the burning summer sun. Then, by magic, that great pipe
rose, then descended over the plateau's western edge, down, down, until its bottom touched the river
and went into it. Then, as you sometimes suck fruit punch through a piece of straw, the shaper sucked up
thewater until it flowed into buckets on the top of the dliff, and the land and people were saved! That
gresat, baked-clay straw—that iswhat you see climbing the cliff face. Of course, alater shaper carved the
reservoir, and the springtime rains have long since come and filled it up soit's never whally dry. Still, one
can never tell, and so the clay pipe remains. When you're awarrior, son, remember. To kill aman you
cut thejugular—to kill acadtle, cut itswater.”

Rosha had |eft the table that day oblivious to the conde-scending smiles of the other adults and had



returned to stand in the midst of thefield. He no longer ran and rolled—instead held stood silently,
regarding that distant pipeline with awe.

Morning came, and Rosha woke to survey the task before him. No direct sunlight reached this place,
nor would any until the noontime sun peeked over the dliff high overhead. He was glad of that. By the
time the sunlight bathed him, he hoped to bewell on hisway to hisgod. It was afrosty morning, and the
shadows made it colder. Nevertheless, he pedled off layers of clothing. His bare arms and shoulders
quickly grew goose-flesh, and histeeth chattered together, but he ignored his dis-comfort. A hundred
feet up, when he'd worked up a swest, this chill would seem a pleasant memory.

He sorted out those things he needed to take from those he could leave behind. The necessities he
settled upon were his great sword, tied into its scabbard and ung over his back, aflask of water, his
lunch, adagger, afew gold coinstied in a pouch and hung from his belt, histrousers, rolled and tied at
the knee, and hismail shirt—agift from hisfather when held first ridden off to war. Therest of his
possessions he wrapped in a bundle and stuffed behind the bottommost joint of the pipe. He stripped his
horse and st it free. There was good grazing round about and water nearby, so the beast would be
cared for if he didn't return. Indeed, Rosha did not expect to be re-turning—not thisway, at least. He
wondered, sighting up the tube, if he really could make it to the top. He doubted he could come back
down. But then, how would he get down? He shoved the thought out of hismind. One step at atime! He
consumed aquick but heavy breskfast, and turned to his task.

It was clear now that Dorlyth's story had been embellished

by time. Rosha had been to the technologically advanced cities of Chaomonous and Lamath. Hed seen
apump before, though he redlly didn't know how one worked. There had obvioudy been a pump here
once, dthough it was gone now. Roshawas a bit disgppointed. The sucking ability of the ancient
power-shaper had made amuch more romantic story. He was aso puzzled, and alittle of hisawe
returned when he redlized he'd never before heard of a pump that could raise water such an enormous
height. But there was no more time for thinking. It wastime to climb. The tube had been made of ceramic
cylinders each two feet long, jointed with seals of baked clay. It looked asif it would be easy to climb the
joints, and he wondered why no one had tried it before. He took alast glance around him, wrapped his
arms around the pipe, and started shinnying up.

Therewas an idand in the Border Straits that had long served as ahaven for pirates. The pirates were
gone now—perhaps because they'd followed the rest of the world's brigandsto join Admon Fayein the
High Fortress. For whatever reason, the idand and its primitive dwellings were abandoned—or had
been, until Erri arrived.

There was much confusion the first few days, as Erri‘sinitiates struggled to accommodate themsalvesto
their new environment. Few of those who'd followed him had ever de-veloped surviva skills. Fewer Hill
knew anything about the sea. Y et events had cast them adrift upon an uncertain future, and they had to
learn to fend for themselves. Many of them suffered severe depression. Just days before, they'd been the
lords of Lamath. Some began to whisper that they wished they'd stayed behind. It was inevitable that the
whisperings would turn into mutterings, then to open declarations of dissatisfac-tion. Those closest to Erri
worried and wrung their hands. Y et the prophet himsalf didn't seem disturbed at dl, not did he voice any
persond bitterness at his abrupt fall from power. In fact, he appeared to be smiling more than usud. It
was hard to gauge his mood. He said little to anyone besides the Power.

He spent his days standing upon a huge boulder that towered over the seething sea. Sometimes he
looked down, watching the waves hit the rocks with arhythmica roar. But most of the time he studied
the southern horizon. At last he saw the



‘ sall held been expecting and, whileit was still ahdf hour distant, he began to summon the brothersto
gather.

When the new ship anchored in the small cove beside the two vessalsthat had brought the rest of them
to thisidand, there was dready alarge crowd waiting on the beach. Erri stood barefooted in the surf,
watching as the rowboats ploughed the waves toward him. He waded out to meet the first one and
helped guideit up onto the sand. Severa of its occupants legped out to help him. The man in the bow did
not. Instead he clutched the side of the boat with one hand and his stomach with the other. His gown was
the sky blue color of that of dl initiates, but hisface wasasickly green. Herolled his eyesto gaze up into
Erri'sand murmured, "Prophet. Thiswasn't how I'd planned to greet you.”

Erri ladd ahand on the man's shoulder. "Come on, Naquin, stand up. Y ou don't have any disease that
can't be cured by solid ground.”

Theformer High Priest of the Unified Dragonfaith stepped out of the boat with Erri's assistance and
amogt collapsed into the foam. The prophet caught him and led him up onto the dry sand. There he
helped Naquin Sit and sat beside him.

Naguin looked around unsteadily, then felt the land on either side of him and asked with pae, trembling
lips, "Arewedill moving?'

"Jugt relax amoment.” Erri smiled. Y oull soon fed better.”
"Nothing in the Temple of the Dragon ever prepared me for that" Naguin sighed.

"| daresay you've experienced quite alot in the last few monthsthat your father and his advisors never
prepared you for."

"Oh, yes." Naguin nodded. Erri could tell the man wasfedling better aready by the hint of animationin

hisvoice. "Quite alot. On the other hand, | found politicsin Queen Bronwynn's court not much different
fromthosein Lamah.”

"How was Bronwynn when you left her?" Erri asked with intense concern.

"Digtracted,” Naguin sighed. "Terribly distracted over Rosha's absence. And distracted, too, over some
Strange new experiences...”

"What kind of experiences?’

"Magicd, I'm afraid.” Naguin sniffed, evidencing hisdis-gpprova. Erri nodded knowingly. He seemed
unsurprised. "Well, doesn't that bother you?' Naguin asked.

"Should it?'

"Wl | hardly believe the Power would use powershaping to accomplish Its purpose, do you?' Naguin
had once been the premier priest of the Dragonfaith, despite being anonbeliever. Erri had givenhima
faith to believe in and aresponsbility for sharing it. As sometimes happened with new believers, the pupil
was more dogmatic than histeacher.



"l don't know," Erri said flatly.
"Y ou don't know!" Naguin was shocked.

That didn't appear to bother the Prophet. Not much did, these days. "No. | thought | knew, until very
recently. But these past few days I've had the luxury of timefor thinking and I've been using it. And |
wonder. Just how much do | really know about this Power? It seemsthat every time I'm certain | know
something, the ground shifts under my feet, and | discover something new that just raises more
questions.” Erri grinned brightly at hisfrowning follower. "Who knows what the Power might useto
accomplish Its purposes? Or whom?'

Naquin didn't return the smile. He'd been in Chaomonous— and on his own—for some months, acting
asthe spiritua leader to those initiates Erri had sent with him. Held buried afew of those charges,
committing them into the Power's keeping. HE'd led anumber of Chaonsto don the sky blue cassock,
and some of those had accompanied him here. Naguin had a stake in this new belief men termed the
skyfaith, and it made him uncom-fortable to hear his leader talking thisway—especialy in front of the
newer initiates. "If that were true," he asked quietly, "how could we be certain that the Power can be
depended upon?"

"Oh, | never have any question about the Power's hold on me, or about the task 1've been assigned.
That muchisclear and remains so. I'm just never certain who elseis on the same side. But that doesn't
matter, anyway. It doesn't keep me from doing what | must. | see your work goeswell." Erri beamed at
the new arrivals on the beach. The rowboats had already dropped off thirty and were headed back to the
ship for more.

Nagquin accepted this praise with atight-lipped smile and adight nod. Then hisfrown returned. "But
what about Lamath?' he asked gravely. "Isdl hopelogt?"

"Logt?" Erri exclamed. "Oh my, no. If anything, it's been found again.”
"Then steps are being taken toward your resumption of governmenta control ?

"No, no. At/least | hope not. I've not taken any. No, nothing kills faith so effectively as making it part of
politics. Y ou ought to know that yourself, with your past experience.”

"Wdl, I—"

"Governing Lamath digtracted me from my red assgnment. Persondly, | wouldn't mind theroya family
maintaining their dynasty for another hundred years, but for the fact that they've endorsed this renewed
Dragonfaith business. And that wouldn't bother me so much if they were honest. But it'snot afaith at all.
It's politics and power. And it'sal being done at the direction of this man Flayh. | may not always know
who works beside me, or how the Power moves, but | do know this man Flayh isagainst al that we've
tried to accomplish.”

"Because he's a powershaper,” Naquin snarled.
"No. Because he wantsto be all-powerful "

Naquin nodded. "Then perhaps we should return to Chao-monous and join ourselvesto the queen's
amy."



Erri looked away. He did his hands backward through the sand and leaned back to gaze at the cloudy
sky. He seemed to weigh hiswords carefully before he spoke. "1 think not.”

"Butif thisHayhis our enemy—"
"He'sthe Power's enemy.”
"Then we must work to defeat him!”

"By performing our appointed tasks." Erri looked back at Naquin, hisface solemn. "Do you expect to
destroy Hayh and histhugs and his dogs with an army of Chaons? The thugs, maybe. But not the shaper.
And even if successful, how would the Golden Throng knit the three lands back together into one? By
force of arms? No. Perhaps Bronwynn's army will be part of the Power'stota plan. | don't know. | do
know that if Bronwynn departs Chaomonous prematurely, shelll leave avulnerable kingdom behind her.
These magica powers she's experiencing are not without purpose. When you get back to Chaomonous,
you must urge her towait."

"Then we're going back?' Naguin frowned. "I had thought..."
"We would advance on Lamath like conquering heroes?"

Erri smiled. Then he stood up and turned to face the large gathering of blue-robed believers. Many
conversations died as dl eyesturned to look at him. He waited for the last of the rowboats to beach, then

he began:

"Brothers. We've gathered here just to be together briefly and to talk and encourage one another, to
draw strength from each other. Soon well go back to our appointed tasks. It won't be easy for any of us.
But it will be good.

"Lamath isno longer under our rule. Now we can go out freely and mingle with the people, aswe should
have been doing dl aong. Were few, but were enough. Weve al been together in the capital. It'stime
we divided and went our own ways, to find those who need what we offer.

"Naquin, lead your people back to Chaomonous. But don't stay in the city. The queen doesn't need your
guidance; she has her own. The people of Chaomonous are educated skeptics, but it's an age of
uncertainty. Naqguin, your strength is an unshakable certainty in your faith. That's a security the Chaons
need.

"Then therés Ngandib-Mar. Tahli-Damen?' Erri cdled, and the blind man, trembling, stood up. "Turn
around, my friend." The former merchant obeyed, and many of those seated on the beach behind him
gasped at the Sght of those empty, pale blue eyes. "This man lost his sight to powershaping. But he says
he seeslife more clearly now than he ever did before. Helll return to the land of magic, to the realm of this
evil Hayh himsdlf. Who will be hiseyes? Who will walk besde him?* Erri paused then, searching the
crowd. He saw ahand dip furtively into the air and smiled knowingly. "Good. That's settled then. Asfor
therest of us, it'stime we returned to Lamath. Not as agroup, however. Rather, we go in teams of two
or three. Someone will need to go with me—"

"I'll go!" said an enthusiastic young man in the front of the crowd, bounding to hisfeet.

Erri'sforehead wrinkled dightly. " Strahn?'Y ou want to travel with me?"



"l do indeed, sir." Strahn nodded, blushing now at his own forwardness.

"Y ou think you can handleit?" Erri asked, and the young man nodded energeticaly. Thered question,
the prophet thought to himsdlf, was whether he could handle traveling with Strahn.

He smiled warmly, however, and announced, "Very well then. Strahn it will be. Asfor the rest of you,
find partners. Get well acquainted. Tomorrow morning well al be on our way." He wasfinished. He
waved hishand in agesture of dismissal.

Tomorrow?' Nagquin said a bit peevishly. "Some of usjust got herel"

Erri smiled at the man and reached out to pat his shoulder apologetically. "I know. | wish there was
moretime. But there's not. Y ou've got to get back to warn Bronwynn. Don't expect her to listen to you,”
Erri added, grinning brightly. "Bronwynn doesn't listen to (anybody much. But you just be faithful to your
task, and encourage her to pay heed to the problemsin her own land before trying to solve problems
elsawhere. The Power will useyou.”

Naguin looked mournfully out at his ship, anchored in thetiny harbor. "1 don't relish getting back on that
thing again.”

"By al means, deep on dry land tonight,” Erri urged. "Y ou look weak. Have you eaten lately?"
"Oh, I've eaten dl right." Naquin nodded, rolling his eyes.
Erri understood. "Strahn?" he cdled.

"Right here, sr!" Strahn barked, causing the prophet to jump. Erri hadn't redlized the young initiate was
hovering right behind him.

"Ah, take Naguin and find him some food, then get him agood placeto rest for the night.”

"Yes, gr. Anything else?' Strahn was a handsome boy with very bright, even teeth. These gleamed ashe
beamed his smile at Erri, causing the prophet to sigh.

"Not at the moment," he mumbled, and Strahn marched Naquin off toward the makeshift kitchen.

Now Erri was able to turn to Tahli-Damen, who stood sev-erd feet away, waiting uncertainly. Ten feet
beyond him stood the young merchant woman who had arrived in Lamath the night the dogs came in. Erri
beckoned her over and asked, "Does he know you're here?"

Wayleeth shook her head.

"Do | know who's here?" Tahli-Damen asked suspicioudy. He didn't look happy at all.

"l requested a volunteer to travel with you, Tahli-Damen. Thisisthat volunteer.” Erri looked &t the
woman. "Speak to him."

Wayleeth cleared her throat. "Hello."

"Wayleeth!" Tahli-Damen exploded, and severa nearby conversations stopped as bluefathersturned to
waich. "Way-leeth, did you follow me here?'



"If shedid,” Erri interjected, "it's because the Power prompted her to come.”

"No, it isn't!" Tahli-Damen roared. "It's because she fed s sorry for me! Shel'safraid I'll get hurt! She
can't let me out of her sight!”

"All of which seem good qualifications for the woman to serve asyour eyes.”
"She can't be my partner!” Tahli-Damen thundered. " She's my wifel”

"And just what do you think awifeisto bel" Erri thundered back. Then he glanced around at al the
garing eyes and waved them away. Bluefaithers al around made agreat show of re-turning to their
conversaions. "Now listen to me, Tahli-Damen. I've talked with Wayleeth mysdlf at length. Sheisas
committed to thistask asyou are. Will you deny her the op-portunity to perform it Smply because the
two of you happen to be married?' The prophet glanced at the sky, then back at Tahli-Damen's scowling
face. "It's dusk. The two of you need to talk. Go find aquiet spot and do that. The ship leavesfor
Lamath tomorrow morning, and Strahn and mysalf will walk with you to Dragonsgate. Go now.”

Tahli-Damen waited until Wayleeth took hisarm and led him away. Then Erri tilted his head back and
spoke to the darkening sky: "Exactly what, in my twenty some years of life a sea, qualified meto bea
marriage counsalor?' Then he shook his head and walked away, muttering under his bresth " Strahn..."

Hisarms no longer ached. They tingled now, asif adeep. Y et that was no relief, for along with the
dulling of the pain came a heavinessthat he was certain could not have been worse had boulders been
manacled to hiswrists. Hismail shirt had become a portable oven as sweat coursed down his chest and
back, drenching hisbelt. Hisfeset, too, seemed welghted with lead. There were timeswhen he could do
nothing but cling to the topless pipeline and gasp for bresth.

Hisemotiond state ranged from eation to despair—sometimes swinging from one extreme to the other
inamoment. Occasiondly, as helooked downward to find footing on aceramic joint, hewould catch a
glimpse of the land below. He no longer regarded it as just 'the ground.’ He had climbed high enough to
gretch the horizon out for miles. Sometimes he rejoiced because thiswas hisland; heloved it and gloried
inlooking down on it from on high. Moments later he might look down in terror, certain he couldn't make
it to the top, but just as certain that to try to climb down would prove suicidal. Those were thetimes
when he gripped the round pipe and hugged it close, laying his cheek againgt its cool surface and fighting
the childish urge to weep. He longed for the orded to be resolved some way, any way. His climb was
one of those feats some-times undertaken as a means to an end which come to demand such effort that
the origina purposeis eclipsed. After the second hour, Roshathought little of FHlayh anymore, of how he
could enter the High Fortress, or of the pyramid he intended to stedl. He thought instead of hislife and
wondered if this day would be hislast. He thought, too, of hiswife and sorrowed for her, imagining her
mourning when she heard of his death. He thought of Pelmen and muttered afervent prayer to the
Power. He made his gpped in the form of a contract—if the Power would get him safely off thisendless
water pipe, he would once again don the sky blue robe and become atrue initiate. He thought of a host
of other things he'd not considered in years. That led him to reflect on things held aways intended to do.
He thought alot about thinking itself. He wished he could block out dl histhoughts and concentrate
soldy on climbing. But each time he tried, he became so aware of the heavinessin hisarmsand legsand
the knotted musclesin the back of hisneck that he welcomed back the distraction of hismemories. And
gtill the pipe went up.

There were severd blessed interruptions. These helped him solve theriddle of how this ancient pipe had
once lifted the water so high. There was not one pump, but several, and several pumping stations. These



were located in small caverns chisded out of the cliff face. The water was relayed upward from one
cavern to the next—or had been. The pumps were decayed beyond dl usefulness, and the small pools
within the caverns were brackish. How long had it been since the water flowed through this system?
Centuries, by thelook of things. Did anyone dive even know these pumps existed? His father surely
didn't. But they were here, and he was grateful. Each time he reached acavern, he crawled insde its
mouth and sat, dangling his legs over the edge, gazing out to the distant west while he rested his shoulders
andarms.

How far up had he climbed? He wondered as he crawled into yet another pumping cavern. How much
further to go? Surdy it couldn't be much. But held thought that while Stting in the mouth of the last
cavern, which seemed now to be miles below. It was midafternoon, and he longed for deep, but this
cave, liketherest, wasfull of water. There was no place to stretch out. He dared not nap on this narrow
ledge. If he dropped off to deep here, he could very well dip to hisdeath. Y et even as he reminded
himself of the danger, he was starting to doze. He woke with ajerk and immediately forced himsalf back
out of the cavern and onto the pipe. He tried looking up to see the top, but the sun was now above him,
and he couldn't stand the glare. "Doesn't matter anyway,” he grunted. All that mat-tered wasfor him to
keep on climbing until there was no more pipeto climb.

Suddenly that happened. But he felt no eation. Despair came instead. For he looked into yet another
cavern—Iarger than the others, much larger—yet ill awater-filled cavern. And the pipeline had ended.
He craned his head, shielding his eyes against the sun with one hand as he gripped the pipe with the
other. He couldn't be sure; it appeared that the top of the cliff was only another fifteen feet above his
head. But he couldn't get to it!

He crawled into the mouth of thislast cavern. Once again he sat dangling hisfeet, but thistime he faced
thewater. What was he going to do? He tilted his head back and studied the cliff face above him once
again. It was smooth. Therewasn't ahandhold in sght, even if he could have gotten up to it. He held off
the panic aslong as he could, but it finaly broke through and he had to grip the ledge with both handsto
keep from tumbling backward in shock. He was trapped!

The sun touched the western horizon before Roshafinaly stopped despairing and started thinking. Once
hedid, it didn't take him long to reason out asolution to his dilemma.

Therewas no relay pump in this cavern. More important, there was no sign that there ever had been.
That was curious.

Why would it have been removed? Why would another pump be needed this close to the top of the
plateau? Another thing, the water here was rdlatively clear, not brackish like that in the dark pools held
passed on hisway up. Rainwater? Perhaps, but the overhang/was too severe to dlow any but the most
danting rainsto penetrate the cavern. Besides, rain came mostly from the sea of the east, not from the
west. It wasn't rain-water—at least not rain that had blown into the cavern. He was convinced, findly,
that this pool was connected underwater to the main reservoir. He didn't need to climb any higher. He
needed to swim down and under the wall instead.

Or 50 he hoped. It seemed logica enough. Certainly it was worth atry. But what would he find under
this chilly water? A connecting tunnel too narrow for aman to pass through? Or perhaps an ancient grill
put in place to prevent anyone from doing just what he was attempting? Rosha shrugged. Hed done far
too much thinking for one day. Better just try it.

First he ate the rest of hisfood. He knew it wasn't wise to swim right after egting, but he was famished.
He chewed well, concentrating on clearing his mind, then scooped up a handful of water to wash down



his meal. Next he made a quick check to insure that everything held brought with him was securely tied to
him. He took a deep breath and dovein.

Hedidn't fight hisway down. He didn't need to—hismail shirt and heavy sword carried him toward the
bottom. He kept his eyes open, struggling to see through the ink. He wished it was noon instead of dusk.
The high sun shining down on the reservoir might have made the tunnd visble—if therewasatunnd. He
had to go by fed.

Hisfeet at last touched rock—a gently doping wall—and he crouched againgt that dime-covered granite
and pushed off toward the far sde. His lungs began to burn. He swam with heightened urgency. He
couldn't tell how far he'd gone. His chest pleaded for air, and he decided to go up for a breath and try
again later. He didn't make it. His head bumped rock before it broke the surface. He was dready in the
channd, and he had no idea how long it was. A frantic desperation surpassing anything held felt on his
long climb seized him as he propelled himsdlf forward. He swam in terror, the great sword around his
neck weighing upon him like an anchor, hismail shirt feding like afull suit of armor. He swam asfar ashe
could,closing hiseyes againg the sting in hislungs, fearing every moment that he'd crash againgt another
wall and be lost. Hisreserves of strength had been depleted by the long day's climb. He could go no
further. He fought hisway up, lashing at the water, angry at it for obstructing him, angry a himsdf for his
foolishness, angry at death for taking him so casualy—

Then hewas out. His head broke the surface of the reservoir, and he sucked in the twilight sky. His
gaspsfor air substituted for avictory shout. He had made it to the top! He would not permit the great
distancethat gtill separated him from hisgoa to intrude into hiswheezing of celebration. Hewas dlive,
and for the moment that was dl that mattered.

He had to get out of the water—his shirt would pull him back under if he didn't. He glanced around.
While moments before he had been wishing it was noontime, he was suddenly glad it was dusk. There
were sentries positioned around the lake. At least, he thought they were sentries—obvioudy, they
weren't taking their respongibilities serioudly. Evidently they were set not to guard the lake but the
plateau, for no head was turned toward the water. All eyes werefixed either on the purple sunset or on
the faces of their lovers. Since there seemed little chance of invasion up the sheer walls of the dliff, sentry
duty around the rim provided awonderful opportunity for in-timate trysts.

Raosha made hisway toward the nearest shore, carefully keeping his head down. Soon his feet touched
the bottom, and he rested for amoment, neck-deep in the water. He wondered why these guards had
been posted at al—to watch the skiesfor flying powershapers? It didn't matter. What was important
wasfor him to reach the fortress that loomed over the lake at least amile away. It wouldn't do for himto
clamber up out of the water behind some passionate couple. Rosha decided to make hisway to the rear
of the High Fortress through the water. He started walking.

The High Fortresswas impregnable. He knew that. Every lad in the Mar knew that before the age of
ten. Then again, every Mari boy aso knew that there was no way onto the High Plateau save by the
Down Road. Rosha had proved today that that was amyth. Could the castl€sinvincibility be amyth as
well? The fortress stood atop arock ridge that jutted six hundred feet above the level of the lake. From
thisangle, he thought he could make out ledges and projections that made scaling it a possibility. Perhaps
he could climb to the top of theridge, then scale the back wall. Obvioudy the guards did not fear an
approach from the lake. Could it be that the rear of the castle was as poorly guarded? He calculated the
possibilities as he dogged the last hundred feet. The closer he got, the more possible the task appeared.

It was night when he reached the rock wall. He was weary beyond all belief. But he couldn't rest here.
He had to climb at least part of the way. He started up. Thirty feet abovethe level of thelake hefound a



crevicein the granite and beamed with excitement. 1t looked big enough—he shoved himsdf into it, and
found to hisgrest rdief that it waslarge enough to hold him securdly. In moments hewaslogt in delightful
deep, safefrom prying eyes.

But it wasn't eyesthat had been watching him, ever since his head broke the surface of the reservair.
The living fortress had noted his gppearance, and had been reporting his progressto its master ever
since.

—Heisdeeping in acrevice a the base of thisfortress, it told the powershaper.
Fayh chuckled and said, "Don't disturb him. I'm certain he needs hisrest.”
CHAPTER SEVEN
Slent Entry
A change had come. Pelmen dipped through the nearly de-serted streets of Ngandib and considered it.

He had, at long last, wholly committed himself to the battle. Not that held shirked hisresponsbilities
before—he had just been bound by hisfriendshipsto limited courses of action. But one by one, his
friends had been separated from him. Serphimerawas missing; Roshawas missing; Erri wasin hiding;
Bronwynn was under pressure from ariva sorcerer well out of his reach; and Dorlyth waslost to him
forever. These things had created in Pelmen both aterrible londiness and an exhil-arating fury.

Pelmen did not anger easily; hewasfar too powerful to permit himself that luxury. But when hiswrath
wasfindly kindled, anew aspect of Pelmen's persondity emerged. It was so fearsome even to himsdlf
that he'd spent alifetime try.ng to bury it. When hisrage came, it was not with hesat and passion—and
their consequent foolishness. Rather it was cold, criticaly calculating—cunning. Now Pelmen was
enraged. And in Flayh he had findly found afoe who demanded he unleash his every resource.

How to get at the man! He gazed up at the bleak towers of the fortress, his eyes blazing. He glanced
around at what had been acheerful, bustling city and silently railed a Flayh for what hed doneto its
people. That shaper's mean spirit dom-inated these Man's astotaly as his frowning fortress dominated
their plateau, and Pelmen was struck once again by how quickly people yielded control of their lives. His
deepening bitterness reflected itself in his hard expression. Was the High Fortress watching him? He
wasn't close enough yet to hear its conver-sation.

Was Roshainsde? Pelmen scolded himself for wasting aday searching theroads by air. If held gotten to
the top of the Down Road in time he could have stopped the young warrior on hisway up! When hed
finally had the good senseto fly hereto the city, it was evidently too late. Hed watched the same sordid
scene repeated again and again at the top of the road, as Admon Faye's so-called guards had seized and
abused one upward-bound traveler after another. But Rosha had never gppeared. Pelmen had been
forced to conclude that Rosha had already been subdued and arrested by the time he'd arrived.

Was he wrong? Had Rosha never intended to penetrate this place and steal the third pyramid? Was he
even now bound for some other place? Chaomonous, perhaps, to aid hisbride against the sinister Terril?
Pelmen fervently hoped that might be the case, but it didn't change his resolve. He was going to get ingde
this castle and he was going to do it without the aid of magic. He was going in the smplest, the most
inobtrusve way,

the way so many terrified Mari citizens had gonein before him.



He was about to be arrested.

"Look, mates," avoice behind him said, dimy with cruelty and malice. "Someonespaid usacdl.” Rough
hands seized him under the arms while others smacked the sides of his head, and hislegs were booted
out from under him. One thug held him up by grabbing ahandful of his hair; ashe struggled to regain his
fedt, fists pummelled his ssomach and groin. Mo-mentslater he disappeared into the black maw of the
High Fortress of Ngandib. It al went according to plan.

He'd gambled that Flayh took little interest in the private entertainments of his bodyguards. This policy of
arrest and abuse of locd citizenswas certainly unrelated to any security need. PAimen knew the High
Fortresswas dive. In the event of atack it would smply notify its master, and Flayh would dedl with the
problem magicaly. Peimen redly didn't know why Flayh kept this garrison of thugs and bullies around—
unlessit might bethat he preferred having such adangerous collection of men under histhumb rather than
out in the woods, possibly conspiring against him. In any case, no one seemed to notice asthe three
cutthroats who had abducted Pelmen dragged him down into adark corner of the fortress and pre-pared
to beat him.

He used no magic, save that deight-of-hand variety held learned in his years onstage. Powershaping
would attract the attention of the castle, and that was the last thing he wanted. Even so, the three thugs
thought themsalves bewitched as this cowering peasant turned suddenly into asavage. Plmen dipped a
dagger out of one man's belt and back in between two of hisribs. There was asingle grunt and gush of
blood, but by the time the other two realized its source, their own throats had been dashed open. Pelmen
left them behind, gasping and wres-tling upon asuddenly sticky floor. Killing did not come eesily for him,
but he dways did what was demanded. He doubted if the world would missthistrio.

He did not sneak through the hallways. Nothing would have attracted attention to him so quickly.
Instead he shuffled along, looking like a bored dave. No one stopped him. He drew no stares. He didn't
fear being identified by men.

But what about the fortress? Was it watching him? Despite the care held taken not to use his power,
could thefortress

somehow sense Pelmen's exceptiond abilities? As he moved through the corridors, he turned hisearsto
hear the creaks and pops in the masonry and woodwork that formed the words of castle-speech.
Occasiondly helightly touched the wals, check-ing for condensation that might indicate the High
Fortress was engaged in some difficult act of shaping of its own. He strained to smell meaningful scents,
monitored the temperature of the air on his cheeks, pressed dl his sensesto andyze his sur-roundings
while maintaining an expression of cardessincom-petence. Still, the castle said nothing. That greatly
disturbed him. He'd expected to hear a steady stream of invective from the fortress, since any act of
shaping was excruciating to aliving castle. He knew that made no difference to Flayh and was certain
that the small sorcerer was up in histower, just as busy as ever. Why wasn't the castle screaming?

Since hewas dready in the upper dungeon, he explored it quickly. It was empty. Thisdid not surprise
him, knowing the mentdity of davers. Why keep prisoners? It was too much bother to feed them and
watch over them. It was much smpler ether to endave them or kill them. Of this PAlmen was
cer-tain—the dave pit of this castle would befilled to capacity.

Wasthat where Roshawas? No. A man like Roshawas far too dangerousto endave. He would be
killed outright. Pelmen gritted histeeth and pressed on, determined to tour the upper levels.



Hefound the stairway to the royal tower unguarded. Where were these davers? Held expected to
encounter at least afew adong theway! Of course, thislapse in security was under-standable in one
sense. Why should anyone want to assassinate aking who aready dept like the dead? Pelmen shuffled to
King Pahd's door, listened for amoment, then stepped inside. The room was empty, except for Pahd,
and the king never saw him. Asusua Pahd mod Pahd-el was fast adeep.

Sleep was Pahd's great passion. He preferred it to eating, to drinking, or to lovemaking. He could deep
in any position and through any event. He'd dso devel oped the feigning of deep into ahigh art, to
discourage those fools who tried to pry him from his bed. Only one thing had consistently been ableto
lure him from the sack, and that was a promise of challenging swordplay. Pelmen wondered if even that
could excite him now. The king dept in sdf-defense to avoid having to face the

tragedy hislaziness had brought upon his nation and hisfamily.
Oh, hewould surely blame it on his mother—but it was Pahd's faullt.

Pelmen had learned the story from Ferlyth. Pahd's mother, Chogi lan Pahd-el, had become infatuated
with Flayh and had encouraged her son to invite him into the High Fortress. Thelazy king had agreed—it
was easer than arguing—but within days, they both had redlized their mistake. Flayh had taken the castle
over.

No one had protested this but Sarie, Pahd's wife. PAimen remembered the woman asadovenly, giggling
party giver who had encouraged Pahd's laziness primarily just to frustrate tier mother-in-law. 1t was hard
to imagine her standing up to Flayh, but evidently she had done so—and immediately thereafter had
contracted aviolent illness. Apparently she/d been sick ever since. Ferlyth had heard it was Flayh's chief
hold over Pahd; despite hislaziness and self-indulgence, it was well known that Pahd worshipped hislittle
wife

So now he dept, Pelmen thought, to block out her illness and his own guilt. The king stirred, and Pelmen
stepped back to the door. Pahd raised up on one arm, looked blearily at Pelmen and whispered, " Sarie?"
Then the drug of deep re-claimed him, and he settled back into his pillows, a satisfied smile curling across
hislips

Pelmen closed the door quietly, speculating sadly on what might have been if Dorlyth had consented to
rule this nation. Now where? he wondered to himself. He sought to stifleit, but it came anyway—a
sudden pang of despair. Besides hunting for Rosha, he had entered this castle with the hope that it might
lead him somehow to Serphimera. He was running out of placesto look.

The same servants who had denied her entry only days before now welcomed her with smiles.
Serphimera nodded and smiled back, a bit uncertain asto how she was to behave. Resentment, scorn,
abuse—these responses she had great ex-perience in handling. Warmth and friendliness were new to her.

It had been an arduous walk from the Great South Fir to this, the northern tip of Ngandib-Mar. It had
taken weeks, for when sheld set out initially sheld had no idea of where she was bound. Harder to bear
than the travel itself had been her guilt at abandoning Pelmen so abruptly. But how could she have done
otherwise? The Power's requirements had been crys-tal clear, yet Pelmen had refused to heed them! She
had been needed here, he had been needed el sewhere, but each time she'd tried to point that out, he'd
regjected her words, protesting that above al e se they needed to stay together. She had redlized findly
that he would never willingly yield to their separation and she'd departed, knowing only that she must
travel north-ward. Had he searched for her? She'd seen no sign of it. She hoped he had, but realized he
might have decided she was more trouble than she was worth. She couldn't help it. She'd had to come.



Of course, the people of Sythialde hadn't understood that when she'd arrived. Sheld been stared &,
laughed at, and insulted. Sheld had to beg to be allowed to visit their stricken lord, and then was only
permitted to do so under heavy guard. When she'd reached out to touch him, one warrior nearly
be-headed her, but stopped in midstroke when Syth suddenly sat up in bed. It had been no surpriseto
Serphimera. That was the reason she'd come.

"Ishe awake?' she asked the guard outside Syth'sdoor. "I am!" Lord Syth caled from within the room,
and Ser-phimeranodded at the warrior and stepped inside. "'Y ou're looking well thismorning,” she
murmured. "I've never fet better!" Syth responded, and he bounded out of bed to proveit to her. "You
see? No ill-effects And al because of you!™

"Oh, no," Serphimerademurred, shaking her head. | redlly had very littleto do with it."

"Yes, yes, | know, it was all the Power, not you. I've heard the speech. But are you going to stand there
and deny that you made any persona sacrificesto get in here to heal me? Please don't, Serphimera. |
dont liketo cdl my friendsliars.

Serphimeraglanced away in embarrassment and saw motion by the bed. When her eyes widened with
surprise, Syth looked that way too. Thefilmy image of an auburn-haired woman had suddenly appeared
there and was looking down at hisempty pillow with afrown. "Mar-Yilot!" he shouted, and the vapory
form swirled around to face them.

"Syth!" the woman began joyfully. Then she stopped short, her golden eyesfixed on Serphimera

Sythranto her, flinging hisarms around her shimmery form in an attempted embrace. He grabbed
nothing but air, but he didn't seem to mind. "Mar-Yilot! I'm hedled!"

The Autumn Lady looked past him stonily, asif she were the solid one and he but awispy vapor. Her
eyesdidn't leave Serphimeras. "Who are you?' she asked, her voice devoid of al expression.
Serphimerarecognized the look—undiluted jealousy. "Are you a shaper?' Mar-Yilot demanded flatly.
"l do not shape the powers," Serphimeraanswered evenly. "Rather, | am shaped—"

"1 can see that dready, despite that ugly sack you're wear-ing."

"Mar-Yilot!" Syth scolded.

Serphimerasmiled gracioudy. ™Y ou misunderstand.” "1 understand that you'rein my bedroom with my
husband, and that he's no longer under the dread. Am | wrong to assume you had some part in that?"
Mar-Yilot did not mask her hosility. Syth looked at Serphimeraand rolled his eyesin em-barrassment.
"A part, perhaps, but not the mgjor part. | am but atool, a conduit of the Power—"

"Whose power? | know al thewizards. Are you afraid to name him?'

"I did name him. The Power."

"What are you talking about?' Mar-Yilot frowned, propping tranducent hands on equaly tranducent
hips. "Areyou trying to provoke me?' "'l am not."



"Then speak sengibly and tell me whom you servel” Mar-Yilot demanded. "Y ou're robed like astupid
dragon lover," she added spitefully.

Serphimerasmiled again. "That's because | once was astupid dragon lover. I'm afraid this habit has

become—ahabit. I've dready told you whom | serve. Y ou may indeed know al the wizards, but it
seems you've not yet met that One who isthe source of al the powers.”

"You say thet asif I'm about to meet him."

"l hope 0."

"He's the one who healed my husband?'

"It was the Power, yes."

"Then what exactly are you doing here?' Mar-Yilot spat.

"Mar-Yilot!" Syth barked. The crip authority in hisvoice forced the sorceressto turnto him. "Reinin
your temper and sheathe your claws! Whileit's obvious that this woman is beautiful, she's not attracted to
me nor | to her. She hasanother. And I—" he tempered his shout with tenderness. "I have you."

Mar-Yilot gazed a him guardedly, her amber eyesvery sad. ™Y ou mean you still want me?* she asked.

"Of course | want you."

"Even though | left you uncovered in the ravines?'

From thelook on Syth's face, Serphimera could tell that this memory was painful. But Syth smiled
through his hurt and said, "I'm sure you had agood reason.”

"Not good enough,” Mar-Y ilot murmured, looking away. Then she brightened, and for the first time
Serphimerasaw her smile. "But you're hedled! Oh, | wish | could touch you!™

"And | you!" Syth grinned, his eyes gleaming in away that made Serphimerablush. "Where are you?'
"In abush near the High City."

"Becareful!" Syth frowned in darm. "I've tasted Flayh's treachery once already! | won't lose you to
him!"

"Hayh'streachery?'
"Of course! It was Flayh who planned that ambush and trapped me into the spell of dread!”
"But | thought—Bainer told meit was Dorlyth!"

"A bogus Dorlyth, yes! Part of aplan to confuse and divide Flayh's opposition. It was Admon Fayein
Dorlyth'sarmor!™

Mar-Yilot moaned and closed her eyesin dismay.



"What'swrong?" Syth demanded anxioudly.
"I'vekilled the wrong man!"
Syth stared at her. "Y ou've killed Dorlyth? In vengeance for me?"

Mar-Yilot nodded remorsefully. "I ringed him with fire and drove him off acliff. But that'swhat Bainer
told me!" she pleaded in salf-defense.

Syth looked away, then shook his head and sighed. " Then Flayh's succeeded after dl. Through this
lady's help, I'm no longer among the fallen, but his ruse has felled another who was just as much of a
threat."

Serphimerahad been seized by grief. While sheld never met Dorlyth, she felt she knew him, for Plmen
talked of him congtantly. Where had Pelmen been during dl this?

Mar-Yilot was watching her reactions. "Did you know Dor-lyth mod Karis?' the sorceress asked.
She shook her head. "No. But he was avery dear friend of—avery dear friend.”

Recognition swept across Mar-Yilot's face and her eyes

widened in agtare. "Y ou're Pmen'swoman!" she announced.

The words startled Serphimera, and she blushed, but only

for amoment. Then she looked up and met the shaper's gaze.

"Yes" Serphimerasaid. "Yes, | am.”

Mar-Yilot looked at Syth. "I've got to go," she said with a smile and she disappeared.

It took amoment for the two of them to recover. Syth looked at Serphimeraand shrugged. "“She'slike
that," he explained gpologeticaly. " Shell be back."

"I can hardly wait," Serphimeraresponded, and she per-mitted hersaf agrin.

When life within the High Fortress grew tedious, Tibb honed his dagger. He didn't speek to anyone. He
just sat in acomer with awhetting stone and ground it againgt his blade. And he watched. Hed gathered
quite astore of knowledge about the happenings within this keep just from observation. He shared it with
no one. Although he knew many faces, he knew very few names. He made no effort to make friends.
He'd had afriend, once upon atime, and he was loya. Once held kept his vow of vengeance, perhaps he
would make another.

At the moment, he sat at the foot of ararely used staircase. It wasrarely used because only those who
had been summoned by Fayh ever ascended it, and the powershaper himsalf never came down. Admon
Faye had set him to guard it while he went up to talk to the master. That wasn't necessary—everyonein
the castle knew the shaper had some mysterious means of guarding himself. But the ugly daver had
positioned Tibb here just the same—rather like aman leaving his dog at the door.

Tibb sneered into the gloom that pervaded this corridor and reviewed his Situation. For some reason,



Admon Faye had made him a sidekick—Iliterally so, for when the daver needed some-oneto kick, that
someone was aways Tibb. If he needed a shirt to wipe his bloody hands on, that shirt would be Tibb's.

When he needed a butt for hisjoke, that butt was Tibb. When-ever the daver's bitterness and bile and
hatred of lifewelled up insde of him and spilled over in violence, Tibb was con-veniently near. Thelittle
man aways protected himsalf from the blows, but he never lost histemper. He absorbed the vilest curses
without blinking. He never complained. At times, it dmost seemed that Admon Faye actudly liked him,
for he had protected the little man on occasion from the bullying of other brigands. But Tibb rather
suspected that thiswas redlly because the daver considered him akind of private stock. Tibb was his
pet—aminiature terrier whose toughness amused him. No one could abuse Tibb but himsdf.

Tibb never argued with Admon Faye's commands. He just kept sharpening his dagger, waiting for the
day...

A heavy boot rammed into his backside, lifting him from the bottom stair and landing him on the corridor
floor. He didn't need to look to see who'd doneit. To his knowledge, the powershaper didn't go around
kicking people. Admon Faye aways did.

"Some guard,” the daver snorted.

Tibb looked up a him blandly and said nothing. He stooped to pick up his dagger and his whetstone.

"Still working on that dagger, | see” Admon Faye chortled. ™Y ou're no warrior, little sneak. A warrior
sharpens his great sword. Whose back do you plan to stick that into?"

"Yours," Tibb answered without hesitation.

Admon Faye threw back his head and laughed uproarioudy. When hefindly managed to control himself
he wiped his eyes and chuckled. "1'd thought it was something like that. Ah, little sneak, | am so grateful
you're here. Lifein thisfortress would be unrelieved boredom without your clowning.”

"I'mtelling the truth,” Tibb intoned.

"l know!" Admon Faye cackled. "That's what makesit such ascream! Vengeance, isn't it? Because
your bungling friend managed to get himsdf killed in the baitle under the Imperid House?"

"Y ou abandoned us—"

"Hal" Admon Faye hooted, genuinely amused. "Y ou make it sound like | was your mother!"

"We thought you were our |eader."

"So now you're going to knife mein the back.”

"Not now" Tibb responded quietly, setting off another fit of gigglesin the hideous daver.

"Not now? Come now, Tibb! Not ever! I've given you one chance after another just to seeif you had
the courage to make such amove! Oh, that dagger's sharp dl right, but it staysin your scabbard. And it
will stay in your scabbard, until you'vefiled it down to anub! Y ou'll never kill me. Do you want to know

why? Because hating meisdl that gives your life mean-ing!" Admon Faye finished with atriumphant grin.
Tibb gazed up a him. "'l will kill you. I'm just waiting for the proper time."



"The proper timel" Admon Faye snickered. "And when will that be?"
"When it cogts you something important. | want it to redly hurt.”
Admon Faye's eyes lidded dangeroudy. "I'll bet you do.”

Helooked away, asif bored with this threatening banter and
remembering something that needed doing. "Come on. Weve

got to collect therest of the lads and go wait down the hall.”

"Wait for what?' Tibb asked.

"It ssems Lord Flayh has alowed an intruder to penetrate this castle, and he wants us to get out of the
way so thefdlow can go right to his door."

"How does he know?" Tibb frowned. Admon Faye shrugged expansively, then gave Tibb his brightet,
most grotesque smile. "Come on, little sneak,” he said, dipping hislong arm affectionately around Tibb's
shoul-ders. "Let'sgo play agame of darts. Maybe you'll get lucky and plant one between my eyed” He
hustled Tibb down the corridor, laughing al the way.

Tibb said nothing. A few minutes later they were indeed playing agame of darts. But he never did get a
chanceto aim one at Admon Faye. Just as he was abouit to take histurn, they heard awar cry from the
tower above.

CHAPTEREIGHT

FireFl

Hundreds of feet above the surface of the lake, Rosha found an open window. He dipped hisfingers
carefully over the sl and pulled hishead up to peer insdeit. He saw no one. He quietly drew himself up
until his upper body was level with the sill, then threw hislegs over it and stepped into the castle. His
heart pounded. He expected atroop of warriors to pounce upon him. None did. After resting afew
moments from hislong climb up from the crevice, he felt an enormous flood of confidence washing
through him, sending fresh energy to every muscle.

He had done theimpossible. For this, his name would be sung in the taverns of the Mar long after his
bones had rotted to dust. But there was aquestion in hismind. It all seemed too easy. Of course, no one
would be expecting someone to try to enter the castle from the rear, so he did have the eement of
surprise. Even 0, it seemed that if Flayh was half the shaper he was rumored to be, then penetrating his
fortresswould be unthinkable. Roshawondered if the man had been overrated. True, Peimen had
gpoken of hisimmense power, but Pelmen always gave his enemies more than their due. And no lessa
shaper than the Autumn Lady hersdlf had dismissed Hayh as amoney-counting cloth seller. Roshas
contempt for the man grew.

As he dipped into an empty corridor, he was jabbed again by asplinter of doubt. Was he forgetting
something important? As he'd done severa timesin the past two days, he performed amenta exercise



that alleviated his stress; he referred the question to the Power and forgot about it. He knew there was
something falsein this. After dl, he wasn't even sure he believed in the Power. Certainly hisfather didnt,
and Dorlyth was hismodel. Nevertheless, held heard Pelmen talk of faith and of yielding up onesfailings.
Rosha had cometo view this Power as a safety net—there to catch you if you fell, but otherwise not
worth worrying about. Religion was the concern of prophets and missionaries. Heroes had to concentrate
on victory. Therefore he would devote his attention to disposing of this substandard power shaper. If he
got into trouble some-how, it was the Power's responsibility to get him out of it.

As he passed near the barracks, he overheard loud, bois-terous laughter. Slaversl Where were the
proud, principled warriors who had once guarded this ancient keep? Gone, Rosha thought, abandoning
the doth king to join the armies that would overthrow him. Were these belligerent cutthroats the best
Flayh could do for replacements? The man sank even lower in Rosha's estimation.

They weren't even guarding Flayh's own tower! The spiral staircase was open to him! Rosha danced
upward, unseen, unheard, unchallenged. His sword was out, and he was ready. Here was Flayh's door.
He crouched and listened at the key-hole. He heard shuffling footsteps and indistinct mutterings,’ and
Roshaslips curled in adisdainful smile. Thiswas the new terror that had been loosed upon the land? This
mumbling merchant hiding away in atower like aroyd madman? Some powershaper! Roshathought. He
threw his body toward the door and let out a piercing battle scream.

His shoulder never touched the wood. The door flew open before him, and he landed on the floor with a
clatter. He bounded to his knees and looked up; his scomach plummeted as he suddenly recognized his
own stupidity. Flayh sat quietly facing the door in an ornately carved chair. He was cackling with
satifaction.

After severd tendon-packed hours of listening, Pelmen clearly heard the High Fortress speak:
—Theintruder you permitted to penetrate these wallsis now among the towers. He had been waiting for
just such aword. All the same, it came as a shock, and he reeled back against adoor jamb. He'd been
discovered! The castlewas Findly revedling his presencel
—No, the High Fortress went on, obvioudy answering a question.

Flayh's question, no doubt. Pelmen wished he could hear the powershaper's end of the conversation.
—Evidently he till believes his successis dueto his own stedlth, the High Fortress snorted derisively.

Pelmen huddled againgt the door, certain that in the next moment either asquad of daverswould burst
down the hdlway to arrest him or astone in the ceiling directly above him would didodge and drop to
crush him. He prepared to respond—but neither happened. Instead, the castle spoke once more.

—He's at the top of your stairs. Now he's a your door. He's drawn his great sword. Why did you not
alow thisfortressto digpose of the vermin while he climbed the outer wall?

Before the pops and breezes that formed these phrases faded away, Pelmen was pounding down the
steps of the roya tower en route to the tower of Flayh. The castle hadn't noticed him at dl, and the
reason was now apparent. It had been busy tracking Rosha.

—Very well, master. Dedl with the fool asyou choose. Heis, after dl, your plaything.

Somewhere between the bottom step of the royd staircase and the corridor floor, Pelmen turned into a



bird. He didn't redlize hed changed until he heard the fortress scream.

—Theresashaper! Another shaper iswithin thishouse! That wasal it managed to explain before
breaking off into an agonized grumbling of foundation stones.

Pelmen darted down ahallway and swooped around a cor-ner. He suddenly found himsdlf in athicket
of pike staves and greatswords. Savers clogged the corridor, dl facing toward Flayh's tower entrance.
He flashed over them. "A falcon!" one of the davers shouted.

Another voice grunted, "What? Wherel
Pelmen knew the voice well and had long loathed it. He and Admon Faye were lifelong enemies.
"That's no facon, it's a powershaper! Strikeit down!”

Pikes and swords chopped the air, and Pelmen lost afeather or two as he dodged and glided through
thismoving thicket of sted. Admon Faye himsdf stood on thefirgt gair, fanning the air above him with his
blade and shouting curses at his men. Pelmen ducked past the flashing sword, dipping histaonsintothe
flesh of the daver'sface in passing. Then he was wheding up the stairwel | toward Flayh's door with
powerful strokes of hiswings. He was aware of Admon Faye's scream of pain aswell as the sobs of the
cadtle, but he was intent solely on getting through the door above him beforeit dammed shut.

"Closethat door!" Flayh was shouting at the castle, but so great was its agony that it was afraction late
in complying. Pelmen shot through it and swooped toward Hayh'sface. He threw histalons out before
him and screamed, and Flayh was forced to take his dog-shape in self-defense. Pelmen hit the floor
beside Rosha as aman once again and jerked the bewildered youth to hisfeet. He stabbed hisfinger
toward a heavily curtained window and commanded, " Jump through that!" Then he whirled to face Fayh,
hisarms up in the stance of a shaper ready for war. The dog metamorphized back into human form and
took the same pogition.

They had battled each other through,the pyramids, but this was thefirgt time they had met face to face.
Pelmen recoiled from the grotesque sight. Flayh's face had been tattooed a pale powder blue, the same
shade as Tahli-Damen's eyes. In this darkened room that blue tint was more noticeable; like the pyramids
themsalves, Hayh's face glowed. His eyes had been protected from the magica blast by the quick
reflexes of his hands, but the marksthey had left behind added to the bizarre picture. It was asif two
white starfish clung to Hayh's face, each outlining a beady, red-rimmed eye. Now Pelmen gazed into
those eyes, and what he saw there chilled him further. Flayh looked like a cornered rat, frightened,
insecure, savage. There was none of the quiet confidence and almost sporting rivalry heldd grown
accustomed to seeing in the faces of the Man shapers he had battled. But then, Flayh was not a Mari
meagician, bred to enjoy fighting for fighting's sake. He knew none of the unwritten rules of the game. His
eyestipped his hand; Pelmen knew what spell to expect and anticipated it. "Don't watch!" he shouted at
Raosha. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the young swordsman bury hishead in hishands. AsFlayh
threw his spdll of dread, Pelmen fashioned akind of magical mirror to reflect Flayh'sterror back. The
spells neutrdized one another. The only effect of this enormous out-pouring of shaper power wasa
heightened urgency in the cas-tles shrieks.

For Plmen, however, this was a shocking setback. He'd outguessed his opponent! By al rights Flayh
should now be helpless, suffering sdf-inflicted dread! Thiswas yet another testimony to Flayh's enormous
resources. It was asif the hogts of the powers had ralied to Flayh's standard. Pelmen was momentarily
stunned. Fortunately Flayh was too. The thunder of iron-shod feet on the stairway and aheavy pounding
on the door jolted them both back to action.



"The door!" Hayh shouted at the High Fortress. "Open the door!"
Despiteits pain, the castle tried to do so.

Rosha came out of hiding and raced over to dam the bolt back in place. Pelmen saw him go and
shouted, "Roshal Get out!" Then he tossed afireball at Flayh's head.

Roshawas within three steps of the tower's back window, but he ill didn't move toward it. Hed seen
that ancient object that had lured him to the castle sitting on asmall table across the circular room. Hed
comethisfar—he hated to leave with-out it. The dender, gracefully carved pyramid of diamond glowed
with aghostly blue radiance, caling to him. Despite the flaming missiles that whirled around his head, he
lunged across the room and grabbed it. The table collapsed beneath him, and an explosion above his
head seared his neck.

"Will you get out?" Pelmen bellowed, hurdling Roshaand blocking the next blaze awvay. Thistimethe
warrior obeyed. Clutching the crystd to his chest he scrambled to the window, then flung the heavy
drapes asde and jumped up onto the sill. There he had to pause. While he could see the blue reservoir
gtretching out beneath him, he saw also the outer wall of the castle, which he would haveto clear. It was
avery long drop...

Another explosion rocked the room behind him, and he heard the door splinter. He needed no more
convincing. He hugged the precious pyramid and jumped.

Pelmen backed toward the window, deflecting fireballs and trying to think. Even if Rosha survived the
dive, he would need magical assistance to escape the davers. He had to help. The trouble was, these
fierce exchanges had depleted his ener-gies, while Flayh's power seemed only to grow. He had to get

away.

Admon Faye burst into the room roaring a curse as Pelmen jumped up onto the windowsill. The daver
launched a sword

at his head and he was forced to dodge it before he could change forms. At the same moment, one of
Hayh'sfirebdls struck him in the chest, blowing him out the window. He lost consciousness with the
impact, as hisrobesignited. Hefdl backward like aflaming star and was gone.

Fayh gave an exultant shout, and raced to the window to watch Pelmen'sfal. The High Fortress,
however, kept up its horrendous howling. "Silencel” Flayh commanded, but the High Fortress wouldn't
be slent. "What's the matter with you!

—Don't you know? the fortresswailed in unspeakable ag-ony. There's still another shaper within these
wadld

Throughout the tugoliths long trek through the riverlands of Lamath, Pezi had looked behind him more
than he'd looked ahead. It was never a pretty sight. Uprooted trees, demolished hedgerows, trampled
vegetable gardens—oh, what a hideous picture that wasl—and of course, the occasiona demolished
farmhouse. Their path resembled the wake of aparticularly * vindictive tornado. And hed thought he
could sneak these beasts out of the country! Why, even if he could train them to walk on their tiptoes, the
sound of their passing would still wake the dead! The ground shook beneeth their feet. His at-tempt to
take the inconspicuous back roads had come to naught— all hed managed to do wasto clear anew
southern highway. Surdly the authorities would be catching up with them soon. What was the penalty for



tugolith-napping? Consdering Thug-anlitha's rampages, could he be charged with contributing to the
ddlinquency of aminor?

That's how he thought of them—as children. Huge, un-disciplined children. He couldn't imagine how he
could have managed this far without the help of Chimolitha. She wasthe only force that held Thug in
check. Pezi cdled her ashe. He didn't know why, it just seemed natural. HEd never asked the beast's
seX, of course. They were children, after al, and such atopic would be blushingly inappropriate. But she
acted like agirl, somehow—he pful, obedient, and bright.

And Thug acted like arampaging little boy. Pezi had told
himsdf that if they could just makeit to the Tellera Desert
everything would improve. Thug couldn't destroy anything
there, for there was nothing to destroy. Or so Pezi had figured.
They'd reached the desert that morning. Already Pezi wished

they were back in the comparative safety of therivers. There wastruly nothing in this desert—most
especidly, no food. For aman who'd made the kitchens of the world his only temples, that was more
than alittle disconcerting. But Pezi could handle his persong] privation. He was far more worried about
thetugs. A hungry tugolith was a grouchy tugolith, and a grouchy rug-olith could—well, Pezi didn't even
want to think about it.

"I'm so hungry | could eat ahuman,” Thuganlitha said menacingly. It wasn't thefirst time héld said that.
He'd said it thismorning, and Pezi had been so shocked he'd rolled off Chim's back and bounced onto
the roadway like a rubber ball. Chimolitha had wondered aoud why held done that, and it was only then
that Pezi redlized Thuganlitha didn't understand what the words meant at al. It wasjust asaying some
misguided Lamathian had taught him because it sounded cute. "Cutel" Pezi grunted to himsdlf. How could
anything about such a horrendoudy huge anima be thought cute! "I'm so hungry | could—"

"Y ou don't know what that means," Chimolithainterrupted camly.
"l do so!" Thuganlithasnarled. "What, then?" Chim challenged.
Thuganlitha stamped the ground, leaving a huge pothole, and snorted. "It means I'm hungry!"

"But what'sahuman?' Chimolithademanded. "Y eah," Riganlithachimed in haughtily. “"What's ahuman?’
Thug wheded with asnort of rage and drove his horn deep into Riganlitha's hindquarters. The wounded
anima shrieked and fled, screaming for mercy. Pezi hardly blinked—this hap-pened at least adozen
timesaday. Asusud, Riganlitharetired to the rear of the cava cade and found a sympathetic forequarter
to weep on. Another tug licked his pierced hide solicitoudy. They could al empathize, for al bore smilar
scars of Thug's quick temper. All, that is, except Chimoalitha. ™Y ou don't know," she said passively.
"Widl, you don't either!” Thug snarled, dancing beside her in frustration.

"l can ask." She shrugged. Pezi always hated it when she shrugged. It meant he got bounced around
more than usud. "Who?' Thug demanded.

"Theman." Chim shrugged again. That began a chorus of interested responses from the tugs that tagged
behind.



"What man?'

"Dolnaisour man."

"IsDolnahere?

"WherésDolna?' "He'ssck." "Dolna, I'm hungry!"
Dont tak!" Thug roared.

"Where's Dolna?"

"Don't talk!" Thug screamed again, and he whirled his massive bulk around to face the others, the tip of
his enormous horn glinting wickedly with Riganlithas fresh, wet blood. The herd got quiet.

"Thisman,” Chimolithasaid, ralling her eyes upward to indicate the rather ample figure she bore on her
back.

"Y ou mean thefat man?' Thug asked.

"Man?' Chimoalithacdled. "What'sa human?'

Pezi faced adilemma. Chimolithawas smpleminded, but she wasn't stupid. Twice dready sheld caught
him trying to midead her with alie, and each time she'd rolled those saucer-sized eyes up to look at him
and sad, "That isn't nice." He'd suffered the shakes for hours afterward. He didn't want to raise her ire
again, so he couldn't tell her acompletefiction. On the other hand, to tell the truth could be disastrous!
Hed dready caught Thug looking at him hungrily and licking his enormous chops.

"That's... avery ... interesting question,” Pezi began cau-tioudy. He il didn't quite know what to say.
"Humans are— ah—a certain type of person.”

"Oh." Chimolithanodded. Then her face clouded. "What's person?

"Person? A person? Why, persons are people. Y ou know, like me."

"Oh." Chim nodded. Once again shelooked puzzled. "Y ou are a person?"

"Yes," Pezi nodded, plunging unaware into the very danger zone hed sought to avoid.
"Then you are ahuman?' Chim asked quietly.

"Yes—no! No, ah, no, no. Not me. No. Not at al."

Chimolithawas gresetly chagrined. "Then how do | know?"

"Know whet?'

"What persons| can eat," she whined. She added apolo-geticaly, "I'm hungry too."

Sheer terror danced across Pezi's broad features. Pezi wasn't smart. He wasn't even clever. But Pezi



was asurvivor, and could be very creative under pressure. He suddenly had an idea, one that pleased
him so much that he giggled doud. "Thelr robes,”" he cackled gleefully. "Y ou can tdll by the color of thelr
robes. They awayswear blue!”

They trudged dong in slence as Chimolitha gave this some thought. The other tugoliths had dl dready
turned their smal mindsto other things. To them, this conversation might have been about higher math.

"Man," sad Chim, "what's blue?'

Pezi thought quickly. "The sky. Blugsthe color of the sky."

Chimolitha stopped moving, which brought the line behind her to ahat aswell. Sheturned her huge
head backward to ook solemnly at the sky. Then she lowered it once more to gaze down at the road.
"I'll remember.” She nodded, then she plodded ahead once more.

"I'm 4till hungry,” Thuganlithagroused, and Pezi's anxiety level soared once more. Suddenly he got a
whiff of something that made him regjoice—for more reasons than one.

"Oniong!" he shouted. "I'm saved! | mean, ah, were saved. There's an onion patch nearby. I've just
remembered it. Won-derful. Well eat onionsfor lunch!™ His excitement was con-tagious, and the
tugolithsin the rear began to crowd up around Chimalitha's flanks. She, however, seemed lost in thought.
"|s something troubling you?' Pezi asked her gently.

Chimolithanodded. "Man?' she asked. "Are onions atype of persons?'

Pelmen cameto his sensesin aterrifying position. He was looking straight down a cliff, and someone
was beating on his back.

"Areyou dl right?" avoice shouted in his ears. PAlmen was seized by the shoulders and jerked upright,
and he yelped with pain, for his skin was blistered and raw.

Then he laughed doud, and shouted. "Roshal™
The young man released along sigh and relaxed. "Good. | was afraid you were dead!”
"Why aren't I? And where are we?" Pelmen added quickly, glancing around at this water-filled cavern.

"We're till on top of the plateau,” Roshaanswered soberly. "Thisis apart of the lake connected to the
rest by underwater channels. Flayh and his people don't seem to know it'shere.”

"How did | get here? Thelast thing | remember was afireball that blew me out of the tower.”

"Y ou hit the water right after me. The lake doused your flames, and | pulled you through the tunnel into
here"

Pelmen looked Roshaiin the eye. "Then were even,” he said solemnly. "1 saved your life, and you saved
mine. We can tak later of the wisdom of this enterprise.”

Roshagrunted and smiled sadly. "1'd not have saved yoursif your cloaking hadn't been so effective. The
daversfilled the lake with arrows. We'd both have been skewered if you hadn't covered us.”



Pelmen's eyebrow drooped in asharp frown. "I didn't cover us!"
"What?Y ou must have! They sure couldn't seeud!”
"But | didn't."

"Areyou sureyou didn't cast it while you werefaling? Just before passing out? | know you can maintain
acloak inyour degp—"

"I tell you | didn't doit!" Pelmen snapped, and Roshawas surprised a hisintengity. "But if indeed
someone did—and that seems the only explanation for our surviva—then who? And why?"

"I cloaked you, Dragonsbane," said the waif-faced woman who stood suddenly behind them.

"Mar-Yilot," Pelmen whispered as he splashed around to face her. Roshagrabbed for his sword. His
scabbard was empty. It was Pelmen who'd had his robes burned off, but Rosha felt the more naked.
Pelmen paid no heed to hislack of gpparel. He faced the woman squarely. "How long have you been
there?"

"l just flew in. That's the advantage of a butterfly-shape. People see you, but don't notice.”

"Then you're no longer cloaking the reservoir.”

"Should | be?" she asked pointedly. "The two of you are

safe here for the moment. | thought 1'd better join you to plan our way down."

"Our way?" Pelmen asked suspicioudy.

"Pelmen, dear, you need help. Y ou've been badly blistered and half-drowned. That, on top of a
ferocious shaper battle at very close quartersthat 1'd wager has rendered you all but powerlessfor days.
Of course," she added with asardonic smile, "your friend the Power could possibly make up for the
damage and energy loss. But that redly isn't necessary.”

"Do you know the Power?' Peimen asked. He dtill did not smile.

"Not persondly,” the Autumn Lady said coldly,"but if he happens dong, why don't you introduce us.”
"Y ou've not yet answered my foremost question.”

"Which was?'

"Why, Mar-Yilot? Why did you save usjust now?"

The woman brushed her auburn hair out of her eyes and gazed out the cavern mouth toward the horizon.
The Furrowmar was yellow and brown with dying plants and crumbling leaves. It seemed for just a
moment her golden eyes misted over. Then they cleared. "For the present, let's say | owed it to you.

Both of you. Therewon't be timefor fuller explanations unless we get down off thisrock.”

Pelmen didn't speak. Rosha didn't elther. His eyeswere fixed on his mentor, awaiting the powershaper's
next move. After along pause, Pelmen finaly whispered, "Why should we trust you?"



Mar-Yilot, who had been waiting for that, cocked her eye-brow and propped her hands on her dim
hips. "Right. Why should you trust the witch who just saved your hide? What'sleft of it."

Reminded of hisburns, Pelmen turned his head away from her and looked at his scalded shoulder.

"It'srather pink," Mar-Yilot went on. "Infact, dl of you | can seeisrather pink. And," she added with a
droll smile, "'l can seedl of you."

"Il need some clothes," Pelmen mumbled.

"Y ou'd do well to have agood save on that first. Now to business. How do we get down? | can fly, but
| wouldn't trust your feathersif | were you. And Rosha—" Here she looked at the young warrior directly
for thefirst time, and her mocking tone seemed distinctly softer when shewent on. "That isright, isn't it?
Rosha?' He nodded firmly, face grim. "Well. It'salong climb down that pipe. Too long." Her voice was
amost motherly. It made Roshafed very strange,

"What do you suggest?' Pelmen asked wearily. His body was feding the shock now. Much as he hated
the arrangement, he knew the woman was right. They would be obliged to depend upon her.

"When | left our friends out there, they were sending swim-mersinto the lake. Thanksto that noisy
castle, Flayh knows there was another shaper inside, but he doesn't know who, and he doesn't know for
certain that the lake was cloaked. They're going to hunt for bodies, and they'll find two—which I've
conveniently placed there already. These daverd™” She sghed. "They don't know each other and they
don't care. They don't even know how many there are of them. It's child's play con-fusing such a
company of fools"

"Wheat they lack in organization they make up for in cruelty. Go on," Pelmen urged, leaning back against
awadl of the cave. He wasfeding very dizzy.

"I'll go get some rope, tie it on the rocks above, and drop it down. Then I'll fly back inside. Rosha, you'll
climb up— I'll cloak you, of course—then you'll drop the rope down and I'll tieit around Pelmen, and
you'll haul him out. Drop it down again and pull me up. I'd fly up but | can't take my atershape and keep
the cloaking spell in place. Then wewak around the lake and into the city. That may betricky. Hayh's
surely not going to leave the perimeter of hisfortress unpenetrated, and if he should guessrightly, he
could nullify my spell. Plmen, husband your strength. Aswe walk around the lake, add what-ever
coverage you can provide to mine. With luck, he could penetrate mine and catch us. Depleted though
you may be, I'll wager my life he can't penetrate us both.”

Pelmen nodded weskly. "A good plan,” he murmured.
"WEell go to afriend's house where welll find some food and aplace to rest for the journey.”
"Hayh will be searching,” Pelmen grunted. "Hell throw anet.”

"Oncewereinsde the house, I'll not shape unless| have to. He may be ableto tell when we've dipped
by his castle, but once we're into the city and we stop dl shaping, helll have no way to net us. Hed have
to search every houseto find us, and Ngandib isavery big place. Evenif he did that, he'd till not find us,
for we can hide aslong as he can hunt. When he's grown discouraged and turned his attention €l sewhere,
well dip away, down the Down Road and north."



"How long will that be? Can you guess?' Rosha asked her.

Mar-Yilot looked at him again—just looked, asif studying hisface. Then, with remarkable gentleness,
she answered, "Soon, | think. This Hayh is a power—and from what |'ve seen today, an awesome one.
But even Hayh can only do onething a atime." She turned her head away, and added, "'l hope.”

Rosha had felt much better before that find disclaimer. Mar-Yilot shrugged, and Rosha sighed.

"Don't worry," she soothed, reaching out to pat his curly black hair. "Y ou'll do fine." Once again, Rosha
fdt srange.

"Bring the rope—" Pelmen gasped, and they both noticed that he was now dumping down toward the
water.

"Yourefading," Mar-Yilot said, and she Sarted to ater her shape. Then shetook alast ook at Pelmen's
body and added, "I'd better bring some salve and arobe aswell. Not for your benefit, particularly, but
for mine. Nobody el sewill seeyou, but I will, and | have too much respect for you to watch you walk
naked through the streets of the capital.” The woman was suddenly a butterfly fluttering out the mouth of
the cavern.

Rosha doshed to Pelmen and hoisted him back out of the water. He let the powershaper's head dump
againg his shoul-der, then reached insde hismail shirt. It was dtill there, safely hidden away—the
sharp-edged, glowing pyramid. He had it. It had cost dearly. Not only had he dmost lost hisown life,
he'd nearly gotten Pelmen killed aswell. He had been stupid, and hisfather would chew both of hisears
off. But he had it. He had it!

"How ishe?' Mar-Yilot whispered, and Rosha jumped, startled. He hadn't seen her enter the room.
"Sorry," the sor-ceress said sincerely, knedling and laying her hand on hisarm.

Roshardaxed, and settled back onto his stool. "I don't know." He shrugged. "I'm no herbalist. But he
did drink the soup. And he doesn't seem to moan as much."”

Mar-Yilot nodded and studied Pelmen'sface. "The salve helped. And he's getting plenty of deep. That's
good. Hell need that."

"IsHayh il searching?!

"Diligently. I've felt the brush of hisnet at least twice. It'sagood thing he didn't start that immediately, or
he might have caught ustiptoeing around the reservoir.”

"What about Admon Faye?'

Shh—" Mar-Yilot hissed, pointing to Pelmen. The deeper was firring. She got to her feet and
beckoned Roshato follow her out of the bedroom. Once in the hallway, they closed the door, and
Mar-Yilot answered Roshain her norma voice. "There are groups of daverson dl the main roads,
stopping everyone who passes. It'sjust for show. Admon Faye knowsthat, if Flayh can't find us, he
certainly won', but he's de-monstrating his diligence. Or perhaps he'strying to terrorize those who are
hiding usinto revealing our whereabouts."

"Isthere any chance of that?' Rosha muttered anxioudly, thinking of the old couple who waited uneasily
inthe main room of the cottage.



Mar-Yilot smiled, and Roshashivered at the sght. "Know-ing what you know, would you betray meto
an enemy?' Rosha understood. He shook his head. "Apart from that, these are my friends," she went on.
"And they're certainly no supporters of this treacherous Flayh. They've assured me we can Stay here as
long as necessary, but 1 think it's best if we don't linger. Flayh's determined to catch us—more so than 1
expected. Thelonger we wait, the more time he has to think of waysto entrap us. And who can know
what eseisin that marvelous spell-book of his?' She nodded toward Pelmen's door. "Think he can
trave?'

"Now?' Roshafrowned. "The man's been bumed! He's exhausted! 1n shock! Y ou expect him just to get
out of bed and—"

"Yes, shedoes," Plmen mumbled weakly as he opened the door behind them.
Rosha jerked around to stare at him, then ordered, " Get back in that bed."

"I'd liketo, certainly. | fed asweary asthe king himsdf. But the woman isright. Theres no safety for us
here. The question is, where can we be safe?' Pelmen directed thisto Mar-Yilot.

"The glade of mod Carl," Roshasaid flatly. "Well rgoin Lord Ferlyth and my father.” Roshamissed the
mute exchange between the two powershapers. They'd silently agreed to put explanations off until later.

"| think not," was al Pelmen said. "What do you suggest?' he asked Mar-Yiilot.

"Let'stry the Down Road now. Kam's lands are at the base of the plateau, and he'san aly of mine. Helll
furnish uswith horses, and we can sart up the Riverline”

"To Sythia?' Pelmen asked.

"Why not? Flayh knows someone helped you, but I'd wager al the diamonds on the Idethat I'm the last
person he'd ex-pect.”

Once again something unspoken passed between the shap-ers, and thistime Rosha saw it. He didn't
comprehend, though, and Pelmen's response reveded nothing. "I'm sure you'reright. | certainly didn't
expect it. But why Sythia, when that's sure to be another focus of Flayh's attention”?”

"To get you some proper heding, primarily,” the woman grunted. Then she smiled smugly. "Thereisa
woman there with healing hands. Perhaps you know of her. Cals hersdf Serphimera?’

"Serphimeral” Pelmen blurted with renewed vitdity. " Ser-phimeras there?'
Mar-Yilot turned to Rosha. "'l think helll be able to makethetrip.”

Indeed, Pelmen was aready limping around the bedroom in his borrowed cloak, muttering, " Shoes,
g‘]c ES n

"Theresapair waiting by the door, and aheavy cloak aswell. The clouds and the cold tell me snow's
ontheway. Let'sgo"

"But what about Flayh?' Rosha protested. "Won't he be certain to watch the Down Road?"



"He can't watch every place at once.” Mar-Yilot shrugged. "Maybe well get lucky. And if not, well—I
know atrick or two."

Moments later they'd bid good-bye to the much-relieved couple and pushed out into the cold night.
"Pelmen,” Mar-Yilot muttered, "I'll cover usif you can manage alight.”

Without another word asmdll ball of purple flame appeared at eyelevel four feet before them, and they
darted off, their breath steaming in the chill. Rosha and the sorceress flanked Pelmen, propping hisarms
over their shoulders asthey had done when carrying him around the lake. But he bore most of hisweight
on hisown feet now. Mar-Yilot had said the one name that bewitched him, and it had summoned hidden
reserves of energy fromwithin him.

Mar-Yilot gppeared to be listening for something. Then she smiled encouragingly. "We'rein luck. If he's
casting his net, he'slooking el sewhere a the moment. Let's hurry.” Roshastalked aong briskly, aware of
the cold but more aware of the eerie appearance of this odd threesome. It amazed him to think that
neither they nor Plmen'sball of flame could be seen, yet in just moments there was new evidence of that
fact. They heard boisterous laughter around a corner as they approached one of Ngandib's larger
cobbled avenues. They dowed their pace and continued walking quietly. A group of davers had
surrounded apair of teenaged girls and were har-assing them for being out on the streets a night. The
conceded trio walked dowly past them without drawing aglance. Severd guards held torches. In the
light from them, Rosha caught sight of the terrified face of one of the girls. He almost turned back in fury.
Mar-Yilot caught hiseye. He saw afierce rage etched in her face too, but she only mouthed, "L ater,” and
nodded forward. They |eft the noise behind them as they turned another corner.

In minutes they'd reached the main thoroughfare of the city, the wide boulevard that ran from the top of
the Down Road to the entrance of the High Fortress. Bonfireslighted up the night at every mgor
intersection dong it, and daverswere in evi-dence everywhere. Thetrio kept well to one side, hugging
the shop fronts, warily watching the vigilant guards and paying particular attention to the closest
aleyways, in case they needed to flee quickly. No one stopped them. No one seemed to notice them.
But when at last they could make out the entry point onto the Down Road, they all dowed to ahat and
looked at one another in frustration. Twelve davers stood abreast of the road, shoulder to shoulder,
facing back toward the city, their weapons drawn and gleaming in the torchlight. They al looked
extremely edgy. Mar-Yilot jerked her head toward an aley, and the three ducked into it.

Pelmen leaned back against awall and closed his eyes. The walk had drained him. Rosha searched
Mar-Yilot's face for some suggestion. He waited for her to speak.

"Obvioudy, we can't get past them,” she whispered fiercely. "They may not be able to see us but they
can fed us. Flayh's positioned them as he has for just that purpose—to fed usif wetry to dide past.” She
fumed for afew momentsin silence. Plmen had let the light fade away, so Rosha could no longer see
her. He could hear her anger, though, in the way she breathed. He waited.

"It could work in our favor," she whispered after amoment. "Rosha, you have your sword?"
Roshawinced. "I logt it. In Flayh's tower."

Mar-Yilot grunted. "Y ou need asword. Wait here while | borrow one." She started to leave, then
stepped back to whis-per, "Stay in the shadows! While I'm gone you're not being concealed!” Then she
walked quietly away.

Roshaleaned back beside Pelmen and listened to the pound-ing of his own heart. Rarely had he ever felt



50 helpless. No longer did he fed the cocky confidence of ayoung warrior. Hefet himsdf the plaything
of wizards, an errand boy for the truly powerful. He fought to relax, earnestly hoping that no daver would
choose to wander down thisalley.

Something touched his hand and he jerked in shock. For the second time tonight the sorceress
apologized for sartling him. Then she shoved asword hilt into hishand, and hisfingers closed on it
gratefully. "Whered you get it?" he whispered as his other hand fdlt for the blade.

"From adaver who doesn't need it any longer," she an-swered. Rosha now felt the dick coating of
wetness on the meta and understood. "Pelmen,” Mar-Y ilot whispered, "can you go on?"

"Yes," Pelmen muttered, but hisvoice was heavy with ex-haugtion. Roshawaited on Mar-Yilot's
decison.

"We can't turn back now. | didn't hide that daver's body, and they'll find it soon enough. We go on. The
two of you wait here, ready to move quickly. I'm going to go up the street and cause adistraction.
Maybe we can pull afew of those daversout of line, but that doesn't matter much, if we can get the rest
of their friendslooking in the other direction. When I've drawn acrowd I'll quickly join you here, and
cover usaswe dash for that line of davers. I'll help Plmen, Rosha. Y ou concentrate on cutting down
those twelve men. They'll not see us coming, and they'll never know what killed them. And Rosha," she
added cannily, "if it somehow doesn't seem sport-ing—remember that group of bullies around the two
girls™

Roshadidn't answer. He clenched his jaw and gripped the haft of the great sword with both hands.
"One other thing, Rosha. Make sure you get them dl.”

Hedidn't hear her go, so Roshaknew sheld left them in her dtershape. At the moment, they were
uncovered again, but he felt much better thistime. A wegpon made the difference. "Are you sure you can
makeit?' he whispered to Pelmen.

"Not sure | can makeit, no," Pelmen responded quietly, "but surethat | want to try."

Raosha nodded and took a deep breath. Then they waited. A few moments later they heard a commotion
in the street. They Heard laughter coming from some distance away, then running. Soon the davers
nearest them became interested, and severa abandoned the warmth of their bonfire to run toward the Site
of the disturbance. Rosha chanced a peek around the corner. The human barrier ill blocked their
escape, but the daverswho had been keeping the line of men company had al disappeared toward the
center of town. "Get ready,” Rosha murmured, and Pelmen straightened up and took a deep breath.

Two feet suddenly hit the pavement beside Rosha. "Let'sgo,” Mar-Y ilot muttered.

"What did you do down there?'

Thewoman glared a him. "I stripped,” she snapped. "Now move!"

Thetrio dashed out of the dleyway, al crouching in sub-conscious sdlf-preservation. It was
unnecessary. The daverswho blocked them never looked in their direction, so intently were they peering
up the street. As he approached them, run-ning lightly on histoes, Rosha lifted the sword above his head.

Then he was upon them, like avengeful, invisble demon. He started at one end of the line and hacked
down two before the others redized they were under attack. He pierced athird through the heart and



wounded afourth, and by that time there was enough room for Mar-Yilot and Pelmen to hurry past. The
other daverswere shouting in panic, aware that something terrible was taking place but not knowing how
to prevent it. Their swords were out and they were dashing wildly at the air. In the confusion, two more
daverswerekilled by their own men. Rosha had circled behind now, and skewered three more davers
from that direction. Then he stepped back to catch his breath and decide how best to digpatch the last
three. They were cursing one another and the darkness and flailing their swords before them, but they'd
had the good sense to put their backs together.

"Comeon!" Mar-Yilot caled urgently, and Rosha nodded. Then he noticed that the three of them were
standing very near the precipice. He sheathed his bloody greatsword, ducked under a swiping blade, and
shoved the closest daver backward. He threw hisarmswide, carrying the other two backward with him.
When Rosha stepped forward and shoved again, al three went over the cliff. Their screams faded away
as Rosharaced down to join hisfriends, and thetrio of the warrior, the witch, and the wounded
disappeared down the road into the night.

CHAPTER NINE

Purple Cloud on the Golden Throne

A chill breeze swirled around the battlements of the Imperial House of Chaomonous, touding
Bronwynn's curls. The young woman shoved her hair back out of her face, adding to its unkempt
appearance. It didn't matter how she looked. She was aqueen. She didn't have to impress anyone, and
the only one she wanted to impress apparently didn't care. Bronwynn scowled northward. Her thoughts
vecillated between fantasies of ten-derly embracing Roshaand of roasting him over afire.

Try as she might she'd been unable to repeat the experience of dream-search. Had it redlly even
happened that once? She couldn't proveit had, certainly. Nevertheless, in dl her life shed had no dream
S0 conscious or so real. She was convinced she had actualy talked with Pelmen atop the Rock of
Tombs.

If only her fool Prime Minister had let her deep! Just as sheld been about to ask Pelmen for the key to
repesting the spell, Kherda had wakened her! Sheld railed at the man for hours after that. Indeed, she
gill hadn't forgiven him, athough she knew she should. Hed only been derting her to agrowing nationa
crigs, related to the activities of sugar-clawsps, of dl things. Bronwynn frowned to herself and scratched
her head. " Sometimes this queen businessis nothing but a bother,” she grumbled aoud.

On the other hand, there were compensations. She glanced down at the vast plain north of the city and
noted with satis-faction the growing number of pavilions that were springing up around its edge. Despite
his misgivings, Kherda had fol-lowed her orders and summoned the Golden Throng. Her army swelled in
szedaily. Now if only Josswould hurry and get back to, take charge of it...

Bronwynn stepped down off the wall and strolled across the huge roof of her castle. Her hands clasped
behind her, her head down, she was only vagudly aware that Maliff, her falconer, was diligently exercising
one of hisfeathered charges. For his part, Mdiff was not aware of Bronwynn at dl. The actions of his
birdstotally absorbed the man's attentions. People—even queens—were merely distractions.



In the midst of the roof there was a cavernous hole where her father's aviary had once stood. A broad
ramp spiraled down its edge toward the pal ace garden. As Bronwynn set foot on this, she heard
animated voices from below. Kherdawas bring-ing agroup of some sort up the ramp, obvioudy in
search of her. She sghed. Too late to turn back. She might aswell meet this delegation and get it over
with.

"Y our Highness?' someone called up.

Bronwynn recognized the mellow voice immediately and clapped her hands with genuine affection.
"Oarig?' shecdled. "Isthat you?'

"Y our Highnessl" the burly actor called again asthey camein sight of one another around aturn. "What
apleasure to see your beautiful face! For aday or two, | worried we might never seeit again!”

Bronwynn warmly greeted the othersin Gerrig's com-pany—Danyilyn, a petite actress with radiant eyes
and alovely smile, and Y ona Parmi, the one man in Chaomonous who knew Pelmen best of dl. These
were Pmen's closest friendsin dl the Golden Redm, for thiswas the core of hisacting troupe.
Bronwynn made a point of ignoring Prime Minister Kherda as she hooked her arm in Gerrig's and asked,
"Exactly what do you mean?"

Gerrig frowned and turned to look at Kherda. "The Prime Minister says he'stold you about the
cawvsps...”

Bronwynn moaned. "Indeed. I've heard enough about sugar-clawspsto last alifetime. How they edt,
how they breed—"

"How they kill?" Gerrig rumbled deep in his chest, and the queen stopped walking and looked at him
intently.

"How they what?"
"They kill, your Highness," Gerrig intoned, and Danyilyn and Y ona Parmi nodded in agreement.
"Explain," Bronwynn commanded, looking at the actress.

"Asyou know, we've been performing in Pleclypsa," Dan-yilyn responded. "All went well until aweek
ago, when we began noticing swarms of sugar-clawsps buzzing around the city—"

"Clawsps don't swarm,”" Bronwynn interrupted matter-of-factly. Shefelt certain of this. In the last week
Kherdahad read her every book in the library concerning the subject, and not one had mentioned
svaming.

"That'strue, they don't,” Y onaParmi agreed, leaning to-ward her. "Y et they're swarming in Pleclypsa.
Three nights ago, they swarmed amember of our audience during a per-formance. Y ou can imagine the
screams. Fortunately, the poor man died quickly.”

"And hewasn't the only one!” Gerrig burst in. " There were othersthat night, al leading citizend! It'sasif
they'd each been chosen for nation! By the next morning, we were on our way here!™

Utterly perplexed, Bronwynn looked at her Prime Minister inquiringly.



"It would appear,” Kherda began with hisusua unnecessary formality, "that at present the southerly
regions of the nation are the only areas infected. But as | warned you some days ago, my Queen, this
malady among our insect population ap-pears to be moving northward toward this city."

Bronwynn shook her head in disbelief. "Then they redlly do swarm.” She missed seeing the Prime
Minister's smug nod as she turned again to the actors. "Does anyone have an ex-planation?”

Danyilyn shook her head, while Gerrig gave the queen an e aborate shrug. Y ona Parmi, however,
tapped his chin sagely and squinted histiny eyes. ™Y ou know, of course, that Pelmen and | spent alot of
timetalking. If my memory serves me, he once mentioned some Mari powershaper who could transform
himsdf into asugar-clawsp. | wonder. Could thisdl be re-lated?!

Kherda chuckled involuntarily, then stifled it. Bronwynn looked at him in annoyance, and the Prime
Minigter felt obliged to explain. "Well 1 hardly think... | mean, apowershaper here? To what purpose?
And if this should be some Mari attack, would it not start in the north?"

Bronwynn scowled at the man and looked back at the play-ers. "Obvioudy our Prime Minister knows
very little about shapers." She glanced back at Kherdaand went on. "Although held like usto believe he
knows everything about everything." Shelooked at Y onaParmi. "Thank you, Y ona, for your sug-gestion.
I'll consider it—but | certainly hope you'rewrong. | have an invasion to mount and an army to lead. |
haven't time to worry about the odd activities of a horde of insects.”

"Aninvason?' Gerrig asked, raisng his bushy eyebrows.

"My husband has run off to hishomeand to find awar to fight in. I'm going to get him back."

"So you've summoned the Golden Throng?' the huge actor asked enthusiastically, missing the exchange
of rolled eyes between Danyilyn and Y onaParmi. "That explainsal the war-riors on the road!"

"It should." Bronwynn nodded curtly. "Buit tell me, Ger-rig—why do your eyeslook glazed?!

"Y our Highness," Gerrig mumbled, "you know I've had far more experiencein acting thewarrior thanin
being one. Never-theless, it's dways been my private dream to march with the Golden Throng..."

Danyilyn winced in obvious pain, and Y ona Parmi massaged his temples. Bronwynn ignored them.
"Y ou're welcometo join my army any time you choose, Gerrig. But perhaps that's adecision that should
walit until you've rested?’

"Indeed, weredl very tired," Danyilyn agreed as she placed her tiny handsin the middle of Gerrig'shuge
back and struggled to shove him toward their gpartments.

"A rest will help usdl think more clearly,” Y ona Parmi nodded. "We thank you, your Highness" he
added, bowing deeply. Then he and Danyilyn ushered the big actor off the ramp and down one of the
cadtleslong, well-lighted corridors.

"| felt you should hear this news quickly—" Kherda began, but Bronwynn cut him off.

"It doesn't change athing. I'm still marching northward as soon as Joss returns from Lamath.”

The Prime Minister heaved adespairing sigh. "l feared as much. My Queen, Joss arrived this morning



and went imme-diately to the parade grounds. He sends his gpologies, but explainsthat, given your
commands, he felt he should make as much use of the daylight as possible. Hell cometo the paacethis
evening to give hisreport.”

"Ah, Jossl" Bronwynn said enthusiastically. "It's good to have at least one advisor with awarlike spirit!"

Kherda seemed ready to comment, then checked himsdlf. "What about the sugar-clawsps?' he asked
tentetively.

Bronwynn shrugged. "Have you ever thought of poisoning dl the sugar in the city?' She didn't wait to see
Kherda's expression but turned to climb the ramp toward her own royal suite. "I'm going to pack. Inform
Jossthat | expect adrill parade tomorrow. And Kherda," she added, stopping to look back, "send the
heraldsto proclaim it throughout the city. | want thereto be acrowd.”

Terril rode northward from Pleclypsa on a stolen pony, reflecting on the chaos hedd left behind him. The
city wasin turmoil. Mot of itsleading citizens were dead, assassinated by huge swarms of
sugar-clawsps. Thelittle creatures had done this eagerly, fanaticaly. They couldn't help themsdlves. They
were acting upon the commands of their god.

Clawsps were small insects with shiny, purple bodies with a singleminded obsession for sugar. They

took it wherever they could find it, from ripening fruitsto the tables of kings. With it they built the
gparkling castles of crystalized sugar that decorated the eaves of most human dwellings. Clawsps were
docile creatures as arule. Whenever they became darmed, however, their violet armor exuded a stinking
chemical that produced very nasty burns. Most motherstolerated clawsps; while they could empty a
sugar dish in aweek, they never took it further than the roof outside the door. Once the dish was empty it
was easy enough to put on apair of gloves and break off atower of the constantly growing clawsp castle
to grind back again into granules. Meanwhile, the little buzzing guards kept childish fingers out of the
swests. Therelationship had aways proved of mutua benefit to human and clawsp dike. It meant,
however, that Terril the twin-killer had a standing garrison in every housein the land. Hisonly difficulty
lay in mobilizing this vast army. The process was |loathsome.

Each castle was an autonomous unit. Clawsps did not spesk, but they did communicate through the
sense of smell. That chemica that proved so painful to human fingers had a pungent odor, that transmitted
the concept of war. Therewas avariety of other scents aswell, each with itsown meaning. Asa
sugar-clawsp grew older, the odor it exuded became more powerful, until by shifts of scent it could
dominate the younger clawsps round it. Clawsp castles were therefore ruled by elders. All an older
clawsp needed to do to create a stir or arouse controversy was to make astink.

No mere clawsp, however, could make astink like Terril. Each time he buzzed into the clear halways of
anew crystal castle, he projected a scent more powerful than that of al the elders put together. In
moments, he could raise the band to frenzy, for his odor communicated far more than smply war. Inthe
small nerve centers of the buzzing bugs, it birthed the concept of godhood. Inflamed and inspired, the
insects would siwvarm from the castle like miniature maenads, searching for avictim on which to vent their
rage. A single clawsp was merely a nuisance. However, athousand sugar-clawsps clus-tered upon every
exposed part of ahuman body brought about ahideoudy painful death. Terril needed only to guide his
mind-less devoteesto hisintended target and make asingle angry pass. Then he could glideto the side
and watch as his victim went down beneath a glistening purple wave.

It was amodt effective power—by far the most useful his peculiar dtershape had gifted him with. But he
loathed it. His stomach soured every time he had to enter anew castle. While hisbody glistened with the
same purple oiliness asthe shdlls of these insects, he saw them still with human eyes. The scent that



summoned them to war choked his human sensihilities. The cacophonous buzzing of wingsin motion
assaulted hismind. But worgt of dl wasthe suffocation of their adulation, as dimy, stinking insects
struggled to rub their armor-plated bodies across his.

Just thinking about it made Terril retch. It took powerful motivation to force him down those crystdline
halways. But Terril was powerfully motivated. Although he was not the kind of man who could admit
such to himsdf, Hayh terrified him.

Terril had amply ignored thefirgt invitation to the High Fortress. Flayh had then summoned him to court,
the summons bearing the king's own sedl. Terril had dismissed it with acharacterigticaly haughty reply.
Then oneday, whilein hisdtershape, hefdt the net close around him—invisible, yes, but far more
effective than aweb of woven sted. It had irre-sitibly drawn him to Ngandib, to the High Fortress, up a
narrow, fetid spira staircaseinto adarkened chamber. Thereit held him fast as Flayh lectured him
intermittently on manners. Between lectures, Terril had experienced physica and psych-ica miseries
unparaleed in his existence. He was known throughout the Mar as an evil man for the cold-hearted
murder of hisidentical twin. But when at last Flayh freed him from that tower, Terril had anew
gppreciation of just what evil was. Flayh wasintensely evil. And the threet of one day finding himself
locked in that tower again was motivation enough to drive him into athousand clawsp castles and more.

He was driven by more than just fear. Greed was an old comrade that had traveled with him ever since
he found his dtershape and | eft the cow pens of Carlog behind him. Genii had left with him, though at that
time Terril's brother had yet to discover his powers. They'd set out to make their fortune from Terril's
shaping and had tried to build amonopoly on sugar. Then Gerril had found his own dtershape—as well
as his conscience. For thefirst time, Terril saw something other than amirror image when he looked at
hisbrother, and the Sght humiliated him. While Terril was astinking, stinging insect, Gerril wasa
seven-point stag.

War had come—that uneven war when Pelmen stood alone

againgt six other wizards and prevailed. He would not have done so, perhaps, had the stalwart stag not
aided him, and Pelmen's victory had cost Terril atreasure. Hed plotted his brother's death from that day.
One winter held tricked his brother into the forest and into his atershape. A lonely hunter had sent the
shaft through Genii's neck, but it was Terril who'd guided the huntsman to the quarry. As Gerril had
collapsed upon the snow, changing shape afinal time as he drew hisdying breath, histreacheroustwin
had taken to the wing, bear-ing with him anew nickname: the twin-killer. The moniker was agift from
Terril's comrade, greed. Greed drove him. And laced among the threats, Flayh had spun marvel ous
pictures of Terril seated upon the golden throne of Chaomonous.

But it was more than just fear and greed that drove him northward toward Bronwynn's capital. Degp in
his soul, he nurtured aquiet longing for anew vengeance. The desth of his brother in that frozen forest
had freed him, at last, from alifelong shackle. He prized that freedom. He would not submit easily to the
yoke of Flayh. Hewould sit on the golden throne, yes, but not at the behest of any upstart merchant,
regardless of how powerful. When the time wasripe, hewould act. There were, after dl, clawvspsin the
High Fortressaswell.

Unitil that time came, however, it made sensefor Terril to impress Hayh with hisloyalty. Thiscould be
eadly done. Flayh had given him explicit instructions regarding a merchant he wanted murdered, and
Terril would happily oblige. As he crossed the bridge into the city of Chaomonous, he spied a petty
peddler moving dowly through the Streets.

"My friend!" Terril cdled. "Can you direct meto the castle of Udain your fair city?'



The man turned to regard Terril with undisguised contempt. ™Y ou sound foreign. Y ou're a merchant,
arent you?'

"Not I." Terril chuckled. "But | do have some business with one. Do you know the way?"

The man raised an eyebrow in disdain, then pointed forward. "Y ou're going straight toward it. Thelarge
building on the right, just before you crossthe bridge to the palaceide. It'sno castle, though.”

"Thank you, friend." Terril waved asherode on. "Y ou've been agreat help." He heard the city dweller
snort as herode

past and smiled maicioudy. There would be time, he thought to himsdlf.

Terril could hardly miss the house. It was draped with red and purple bunting, the colors of Uda, and
was easlly the grandest dwelling on this very grand avenue. Terril urged hishorseinto an aley, then
changed hisform. A moment later he buzzed into one of the open windows of Udastownhousein
Chaomonous.

It took only afew moments of observation to identify the man named Jagd. From a corner of the ceiling,
Terril watched asthe little merchant moved around the main office, snapping orders, Signing documents,
and browbeating underlings. Terril suddenly redlized that this Jagd was very much like Flayh. Both men
were smal in gature. Both were iron-willed, tight-fisted merchant lords, using and discarding people
without athought. Terril decided he could take pleasure in settling this score. While his minions bumed
this Jagd into senselessness, he would imagine they were burning Hayh. Terril whizzed unnoticed out of
Jagd's open window and found a clawsp castle hanging from the eaves directly aboveit.

Hedidn't hesitate. He plunged into the inverted palace of crystdlized sugar, hisshell oiling odiferoudy.
Moments later he led two thousand swarming clawsps into the house of Jagd of Uda. The man heard
them coming and just had time to turn his head to look. No one kept better informed of current events
than merchants. In that split second Jagd knew exactly what was happening, and his mouth gaped open
in salf-pity. Then he was screaming in horrified agony. Terril buzzed aside to watch, wanting to insure that
the job was well done. When Flayh heard this news, Terril wanted there to be no mistaking that it had
been carried out to the letter. Naturaly the little powershaper would know who was responsible. Who
but Terril could do murder by insects?

By the time Jagd stopped screaming and pitched over onto the floor, acrowd of hiskinsmen and
servants had rushed into the office. Terril waited until the resident herbalist announced that Jagd was
dead before leading his purple army out the window. He was amused &t the expressions he left behind
him. Jagd's death had summoned amost as many shocked smilesfrom the terrified Udans asit had tears.

Hewasn't quitefinished. A disdainful peddier somewhere

aong thisroad had raised hisire, and Terril was nothing if not vengeful. He found the man in moments
and left him squirming in the streets, crying out for someone to take aknife and end his ungpeskable
misery. A very satisfactory conclusion, Terril thought to himself asheleft hisarmy clustered upon the
peddler and soared off toward the heart of the city. That should be sufficient to panic the loca residents.
From this height he could look down on the Imperid House itsalf. Should he rouse the rest of the clawsps



in the city and make his move immediately upon the palace? He could, he supposed. What recourse
would itsresdents have against him?

Something caught his eye that made him pause. Far across the spires and roofs of the city he saw avast
field that rippled with wave after wave of color. A wall of people reared up into the Sky over the plain,
and now he began to hear their roar. He angled toward this deafening crowd noise, and was quickly able
to make tout the outlines of awooden grandstand. The closer he came the more impressed he was with
the size of this land's population. Never had he seen acrowd so huge in Ngandib-Mar. When he saw
why they were cheering, hisheart quailed.

Therewas an army spread out below him. Terril had seen many armiesin hislife and had even led afew.
But at aglance he redized that the Mari definition of army had littlein common with that of the Golden
Throng. Histiny body shuddered. He'd expected to conquer aland this size with just aswarm of insects?

He circled down toward the foot of the grandstand, his mind working furioudy. He needed to get control
of himself. Hewas Terril the twin-killer, master magician, not some impres-sonable peasant. He had
powers these Chaons could not imag-ine. He needed only to stop and take stock of them and to plan
carefully hisnext step. First, however, he needed information.

Heflew under the grandstand in search of a private place and findly found one. There hetook his human
form again and walked out to take a human measure of thisthrong he expected soon to rule.

It till took his breath away, but Terril's cunning was be-ginning to reassert itself. He glanced around and
saw agroup of adolescent girlsin giddy, giggling conversation. "Pardon me," he said in as suave atone as
he could manage, and the conversation broke off into shocked stares. Terril chuckled self deprecatingly
and said, "l redize thismay seem very odd to you, but can you tel mewhy this crowd has gathered?!

"Y ou don't know?" Onegirl frowned archly.

Terril's eyebrows drooped menacingly, and the child's frown turned fearful. "Would | ask if | did?' he
asked.

"The Golden Throng," another of the girlssaid quickly.
"Yes" thefirg said. "Weve come to watch the Golden Throng!"
"l see. And whereisthe Golden Throng going?"

"North!" one said. Then she looked at her friends and added with adight giggle, "I guess.” It redly didn't
matter to them. When the girls quit giggling and looked back at the curious stranger, they experienced a
terrible shock. He had disap-peared.

"Just look at that,” Bronwynn murmured, enthralled by the Golden Throng asit paraded before her. The
cheers of the crowd below engulfed her. " Just look!" she cried above them.

Kherda obeyed. He gazed at the gilded column and nodded appreciatively. He was remembering the
last time held stood upon this reviewing stand, on the day Bronwynn's father led the Throng away to war.
He hoped Bronwynn wasn't thinking about that. He'd been up to hisneck in treachery at thetime. This
present army seemed rather pitiful by comparison to Ta-ith'sthrong, and the thought dismayed him. If
that army had been so savagely destroyed by their Man enemies, what could be expected from this
military venture? Not even Joss had been able to dissuade her, athough they'd argued far into the night.



The girl was every bit as hardheaded as her father.

"Here comes Joss," Bronwynn shouted, pointing down-ward, and Kherdaleaned over therailing to
look. Asthey watched the solitary figure wrapped in aheavy cloak make his careful way up the steps of
the platform to join them, they missed seeing the tiny purple insect swoop over their heads and down
between them to dight on the underside of therail. When Jossfinaly reached them he was wheezing, and
Bron-wynn patted him on the shoulder. "It'salong climb,” shesaidin hisear.

Genera Joss noded grimly, and surveyed the force below them with adour frown.

"It'sasplendid army." Bronwynn smiled.

"It isaskeleton, my Lady." Joss did not mince words on matters affecting national security.
"But you've donewonderswithiit," she replied evenly, not looking at him.

"Drillsand discipline are valuable, my Lady, but they hardly make up for alack of warriorsand
wesgpons.”

"| takeit you gtill disgpprove of my military adventure.”

"My objections are amatter of record, your Highness, based entirely on objective andysis."

"My lady," Kherda began meekly, "what he meansis—"

"l need no one elseto interpret my words to the Queen,” Joss snapped.

"Nor do | need any further discussion on the matter,” Bron-wynn announced. "It's heartening to know
that the two of you can agree on something, a least. But my mind ismade up." She glanced first at

Kherda, then at Joss. "It'sdoubtful you'll changeit.”

"We are unprepared, my Lady,” Joss grunted ingstently, reopening the door Bronwynn had so
emphaticaly shut.

Kherda summoned new courage and followed him through it. "We just hate to see your father'sfolly
repeated—"

"Y ou've compared meto my father quite enough, Kherda," Bronwynn snarled, cowing her Prime
Miniger.

"Obvioudy not quite enough,” Joss said between clenched teeth, "or you would take it more serioudy.

Y our father led the Golden Throng in search of you, my Queen, and lost it on aforeign field to amuch
inferior force. Had he not logt hisarmy there, he might well havelost it here ingtead, fighting to regain the
very throne held |eft behind."

"Y ou supported the usurper!™ Bronwynn flared. "And you, Kherda—you planned her triumph!™

Kherda cringed, and his eyes pleaded with the genera to let the matter drop. But Joss had built acareer



upon faithfully pointing out redlities, and would not be silenced. "Y eswe did, my Queen. Reprehensible
behavior, perhaps, but your father'sfoolishnesswaslargdly to blame. He left the state in chaos.”

"And will you abandon me now to my foolishness?' Bron-wynn spat, her eyesflashing.

Joss tiffened. "Y our Highness, you know the truth. | never abandoned your father. Nor will | ever
abandon you. But | cannot vouch for theloyalty of any other of your ministers,

and there are many would-be rulers among the courtlings of the Imperia House. Y our persona love for
the Man warrior is understandable, and your wish to ad him is, in some aspects, even judtifiable. But this
iSnot areasonable decision. It is based on emotions aone.”

Bronwynn sighed and gripped therailing. "Are you going to give me thewhole lecture?'

"Y our husband has not summoned you—"

"Maybe he can't!"

"But maybe he chooses not to!"

"Hemay beintrouble.”

"But your arrival may bring him more! So the Marisare fighting among themsdves. Thisisno new thing.
Itis, infact, the norm for those barbarians. But if you believe our arrival at Westmouth with twenty
thousand swordswill bring cheer to the faction Lord Rosha backs, then you've sorely mistaken the Mari

mind! The Golden Throng will put an end to their warring on one another. Instead, they'll uniteto drive us
out!"

"But you'll be our genera thistime—not my father," Bron-wynn said with mocking sweetness,
Joss ignored her sarcasm and plunged on. " Then there's the other adversary—L amath.”
"Y ou told me yoursdlf that Lamath isin chaod™

"Y et they remain our primary foe—our hereditary foe. And by caling me home you've broken any
diplomatic relationship we might have had with them.”

"I'll not have dedlings with the men who overthrew Erri," Bronwynn grumbled.

"Thenyoull likely facethem in battle, for what will unite Lamathians more quickly than the thregt of a
Chaon invasion? Bronwynn—" Joss caught himsdlf, shocked and embarrassed at this breach of roya
eliquette.

Bronwynn turned to regard him with acool amile. Y es?!

"Pleaseforgive me, your Highness" He emphasized thetitle.

"Oh, | think I've dready donethat," she said brightly, and she leaned over the wooden railing in astudied
show of interest in the parade. Kherda hoped Joss would have the sense to abandon the battle and resign

himself to doing their sovereign's bidding. He glanced at the old soldier behind the queen's back, and
raised his eyebrows. Joss nodded, and the old warrior's shoulders seemed to Slump. Bronwynn spoke



again, and the Prime Minister leaned forward to listen. "I really don't care whom we béttle, or where. It's
just that I've waited inside that castle for too long. My mind's made up. It'stime to act. Joss, take your
finest regiment and return to the palace to make final preparations. Well march this afternoon. Kherda,
you—" She broke off, and pointed. "What's that?"

Kherdaglanced over to see that his pasty-faced ass stant was holding amessage out toward him. The
Prime Minister reached out and took it. In reading it, his own face drained of al color.

"Well?" Bronwynn sngpped impatiently. "What isit?"

Kherda cleared histhroat and blinked twice. "It's—Jagd of Uda, my Queen."
"Yes, yes," Bronwynn snarled. "And what doesthe chief of merchants want now?"
"Ah... nothing, my Queen. That is, he's unable to—I mean, he'sdead!"”

"Dead? How did he die?'

Kherdadrew himsdf up to hisfull height and invested hisreply with drama befitting itsimportance. "An
assassination my Lady. He was swarmed to death by sugar-clawsps.”

Bronwynn blinked. "Clawsps again.”
"Yes my Lady," Kherdasaid meaningfully.

Queen Bronwynn heard something in histone of voice that made her spear him with an angry glare.
"And you're thinking that | need to wait, that we have no business marching off to war while swvarms of
crazed insectsravage our citizenry?"

Kherda backed away from her asfar as he dared, feding behind him for the platform'srear rail. "Ahem,"
he said, clear-ing histhroat. "I... the thought had occurred to me—"

"Exactly what do you think my presence here could add to the struggle against thetiny crestures?”

"Ahem” Kherda sad agan, dill  backing. "A ... demongtration of... solidarity, perhaps..." |
suppose | could tour the devastated area?’ Bronwynn smiled sourly.

Kherda choked out, "That might be an appropriate gesture—"

Bronwynn suddenly looked downward. As her attention left him, Kherdafelt like afish who had
suddenly managed to dip free of ahook. He sighed and sagged againgt the wooden railing in relief.
"Who'sthat?' Bronwynn was asking, pointing at acluster of figures moving through the crowd far below.

Joss |ooked where she pointed and sighed wearily. "It ap-pears the missionaries are among us again.”
Hedidn't hide his contempt.

"They may have news of Erri," Bronwynn muttered. She quickly crossed the wooden platform and
dtarted down the stairs. Joss.pursued her, but Kherda choseto cling to therailing, waiting for the rickety
structure to stop shaking before de-scending. He was the only one to see the purple insect dart fromiits
place and disappear quickly in the direction of the Imperia House. At first he wasterrified. Then he
laughed at himsdlf. "A coincidence,” he muttered. "What could onetiny insect do to me?' The platform



had stopped rocking. Carefully, cautioudy, Kherda started the long climb down.

"Naguin!" Bronwynn cried as she reached the bottom of the treacherous stairway. "How very niceto
seeyou!" She smiled brightly, but it was as fake a smile as any shedd given to Joss or Kherda on the
platform above. Bronwynn had always treated Naguin with courtesy, but sheld never found any common
ground for arelationship with the man. That she kept trying was evidence of her grest lovefor Erri.
Privately, she wondered what the prophet saw in thisrigid, blue-gowned ex-priest.

Naquin bowed el aborately, but failed to hold out ahand to help her the rest of the way down. Naguin
had been raised as one of the pampered, not a pamperer. He still hadn't mastered all the niceties of being
of lower station. "My dear Queen Bronwynn. Y ou look much happier than you did severa daysago. In
fact, you appear quite radiant.”

"Excitement, Naquin,” the queen said briskly. "I'm about to take some action instead of waiting around
the paace. Come. I'm about to return to the Imperia House. | assume you have news of Erri?"
Bronwynn was striding toward her horse, look-ing backward in the obvious expectation that Naquin
would follow. The man did, but some uneasiness registered on hisface. Bronwynn wondered at its cause,
even as shedirected her Lord of the Livery to find Naguin amount. Joss had joined them and was
barking crigp ordersthat had servants scurrying in dl directions. By the time Bronwynn and Naquin were
mounted, a crack regiment had fallen in behind them to escort them back to the palace.

The skyfaither's uneasiness continued to show itself as he offered her Erri's greetings and told her the
circumstances of his meeting with the prophet. It put her on guard. Her smile never wavered, but
Bronwynn prepared hersdlf for unpleasant news.

It wasn't until they'd entered the Imperiad House and climbed the spira staircase to the throne room that
shefinaly under-stood. Bronwynn had smiled enough for today. Now she un-leashed her fury. "Erri said
| should what\" she bellowed, loudly enough to echo down the halls.

Naquin shifted position and repeated, " The prophet suggests you should wait. Naturdly, you'l givethe
highest attention to hisingructions.”

"Hisindructions!" Bronwynn gasped, eyeswide.
"Why, certainly hisingructions. Heis, after dl, your spir-itud father, and when he—"

"I met Erri when he was afoul-mouthed sailor who still stank of fish! I'll not follow hisinstructions nor
anyone elsg's

Get out!"

Naguin gulped, hiseyeswide. "Get out?" he said and she shouted:

"Y ou heard me! Get out!"

The skyfaither stiffened hisdready siff back and pursed hislipsreprovingly. ™Y ou're making agrievous
error—" he began, but, when Bronwynn spun around and shouted for the guards, he turned his back on
her in turn and marched salf-righteously out of the castle. HeEd performed histask. He couldn't be held

accountable,

Bronwynn looked over her shoulder and watched him go. She chanced to catch sight of hersdlf in one of



the mirrors Ligne had placed in the throne room and was startled by the savagery of her sneer. She
softened it, but didn't soften her voice as she shoved aguard aside and stalked toward her roya
gpartments. She was angry, and the thing that bothered her most was that she was fearing Naquin might
beright.

No one saw this her way! Not one of her trusted advisors had tried to seeit from her perspective. And
from each one she received the same reproachful 1ook, that expression adults

reserve for impetuous teens who won't listen and who are going to be sorry they didn't.

Assheburst into her room, aflock of maids ran to greet her, but she waved them dl off. "1 don't need
you!" She sent them bustling out the doors. Her armor had been laid out for her on the bed. She strode
toward it, grabbed it up, and began buckling on her glistening breastplate. She was suddenly con-scious
of theroaring crowd outside her window, and redlized that the news had been published that she
marched today. She walked to amirror, scooped up a hairbrush, and told her re-flection, "I can't back
out now."

—Why not? the mirror answered back.

The hairbrush clattered to the marble floor. Bronwynn stared at the mirror in shock. "What did you say?"
—Why can't you wait? Are you not the queen?

Bronwynn stepped away from the mirror, and dowly looked up at the tapestry-draped walls. She
thought she knew who it was—or rather, what it was—that was addressing her. This knowledge did not
dlay her amazement, not did it still the pounding of her heart. "House?' she said. "Areyou talking to me?"

—Isthat so difficult to imagine?

"But—I thought—Pelmen said you had retired from dedl-ings with mankind! He said you wouldn't talk
agan!"

—Unlessthe Power directed.

Bronwynn looked from onewall to the next, making asow circlein the center of her gigantic bedroom.
She had difficulty bresthing. " Then—you—the Power is—"

—It would be helpful if you could complete your sentences, the Imperia House harrumphed. This
House cannot read minds.

"The—the Power commanded that you talk to me?* she asked, atremor in her voice.
—It seemsyou wouldn' listen to anyone else.
"But—how isit that | understand you?"'

—Why shouldn't you understand this House? the castle lectured ternly. Y ou're of royal blood, are you
not? And have you not demonstrated some talent at shaping?

"Am |I—truly apowershaper then?' Bronwynn whispered, awed by the possibility and longing for
confirmation of it.



—Who can say? the House grumbled. No one is a shaper
who has not found his dtershape. This House has been— e sewhere. Has such a thing occurred?
"No," Bronwynn admitted.

—Then think no more about it. If it happens, it happens. At present, there are more pressing mattersto
attend to.

"The Power doesn't want meto go to Ngandib-Mar," Bron-wynn said thoughtfully.
—Perhapsthat's so, perhapsit isnot. The only clear di-rectiveis smply to wait.
"Towait," Bronwynn mused. "That'sal?"

—That'sall.

The queen studied thisfor amoment in slence. Then shefrowned. "But why?'

The shutters of her windows flew open with abang. Anyone else would have interpreted thisasagust of
wind, but Bron-wynn now recognized it as an exasperated sigh.

—ThisHouse cannot foretell the future! the Imperial House of Chaomonous thundered, and Bronwynn
thought serioudy about getting under the bed.

"Sorry," she mumbled. "I just don't know what to do.”

—Wait! The Imperial House roared. Does it have to be written upon the wall?

"I'll wait, I'll wait!" Bronwynn snapped, annoyed now. "I meant, what do | do about the march?"
—Send someonein your place! Isthat so difficult to reason out?

"Someone €l se? But who could—" Just then, everything seemed to comeinto focusfor Browynn lan
Rosha. She sum-moned a messenger.

"Yes, your Highness?'

"Send me Genera Joss. Then go to the areas frequented by the playersand tell Lady Danyilyn that I'd
liketo see her." Asthe messenger saluted and scooted off to obey, Bronwynn smiled. Who better to
take her place than aprofessiona actress?

Terril thetwin-killer hung inthe air Sixty feet above the entrance to the Imperial House. Despite having to
wear his odious body, e ation surged through him. He was about to conquer Chaomonous.

The minute the queen | ft the reviewing stand held flown here, to the roof of her castle. Hed taken his
human form then and dispatched apair of the queen's blue flyers with messages to Flayh and to the new
king of Lamath. Terril enjoyed theirony of this—launching the seeds of the queen's destruction from the
roof of her palace. The messages warned Flayh and his Lamathian aliesto prepare an ambush for the
Golden Throng in Dragonsgate. Now he waited for her to march. Once she was gone, he would unleash



his siwarms upon the depleted staff of her castle, and the Imperid House would be his.

It wasal so easy! Nothing at dl like battling ariva shaper. War in the Mar was a guessing game where
the whims of the powers always made the outcome unpredictable. Thisvictory was so certain it was
amogt boring! Almost—but not quite. Tonight he would take his human form again to deep in the bed of
aking! He could hardly wait.

Suddenly the gates flew open, and the huge throng that had made its way here from the parade ground
began cheering ludtily. A double column of warriors marched out first and stepped smartly down the
incline toward the market. Asthey gpproached the crowds that clogged the street, the column formed a
wedge and began shoving onlookers back out of theway.

Therewas arumbling from within the castle, then thefirst of the huge wagonsissued from the portal.
There were two dozen of these, each drawn by teams of eight heavy draft horses, and each flanked by
golden-mailed warriors. Theriders came next, encased in burnished plates of glistening gold, astride
proudly prancing mounts draped in brocade of the samerich hue. Terril wasimpressed only with the
wedth thisal dem-onstrated. He scoffed at the thought of awarrior dressing like the belle of aroyal ball.
His multifaceted eyes searched the riders earnestly. There was still no sign of the queen.

With a sudden fanfare, the last column of riders divided, turning their mountsto face inward toward the
open pathway they'd created. Out rode the queen in full armor, astride agrandly caparisoned stalion of
jet black. Her visor was shut, but it was clear from the womanly shape of the armor that thiswas she.
Her golden cape was trimmed with bright blue, a symbolic reference to the skyfaith. Thiswasthe only
intrusion of any other color in the whole of the gilded parade, and it drew dl eyesto her. She drew her
sword and held it above her, then spurred her steed forward and rode to the head of the line.

Now it wastime, Terril thought to himsdlf, sickened by the thought. The stench of athousand clawsp
castles—the prospect made him want to retch. But as he soared upward to survey the world's most
beautiful city, he decided it wasworth it. Already he could smell the battle scent of his own purple shell.
He plummeted toward the first large concentration of clawsp castles, even asthe army wound their way
across the bridge and onto the northern road.

Once started, he worked quickly, circling the outer edge of the city firdt, then spirding toward its center.
Theinsect army mustered—and it wasterrible to behold.

They numbered in the millions, and the sinister drone of their wings drew Chaon eyesto the ky interror.
They moved inasingle, gigantic mass, their shining shdlls glistening in the sunlight asif astorm cloud had
donned a garment bespangled with violet sequins. The swarm's shadow raced across the map of the city
of Chaomonous, blotting out the sun. It held the shape of an enormous spear point, aimed at the city's
heart.

It was Mdliff, the falconer, who first spotted the attacking horde. He knew immediately what it was.
Maliff was bored by people and he had a speech problem, but he did stay in touch with current events.
"Crawspd" he screamed in horror. " There's sugar-crawsps upon us!™ The young facon held been
carrying suddenly found itself clutched to Mdiff's protective bosom, asthe fa coner dove through the
door of the mews and dammed it shut behind him. He wastoo late. Already the clawsps were streaming
in thewindows.

They poured down the centrd spira stairway of the castle like purple wine whirling down afunnel. They
gushed out and down every branching halway, filling the roomy paace com-pletdy in amatter of
moments. Sammed doors 9 owed them momentarily, but couldn't siop them. They wiggled through



keyholes and cracks under the doors, and raced fanatically onward. They searched for bodiesto swarm.
They found many huddled together in acorner of the servants quarters. Quickly they applied themsalves
to coating the outer layer of people with their flesh-eating chemica wastes. It was dow going, however,
for the bodies of those on the outside protected those huddied deeper in the pile. It was smal comfort,
perhaps, to smother to death, rather than to bum, but there was a chance afew might survive.

Thaose caught in the halways stood little chance at al. A few. however, made avaiant effort. One of
these was the short, portly figure of Y ona Parmi. He was on hisway up the great spiral to the upper
levels when the assault began. He threw his head back and stared upward as the huge hole in the palace
roof closed with arush of wings. Ingtinctively he ducked his head and ran, but not toward his own rooms.
Heran instead toward the royd suite—and Danyilyn.

They had been unable to dissuade Gerrig from donning the golden armor—although the huge actor had
found it difficult to find any that would fit him. They were bidding him good-bye when the strange
summons had come for Danyilyn to report to the queen. Things had moved quickly after that—the army
had nearly marched without Gerrig, but he had caught up. Y ona had watched the queen depart, but
Danyilyn had not yet re-turned. Now he raced to her side. He had no illusions about the next few
minutes. Danyilyn was dl the family he had. He would face death beside her.

He got to the door, but not insde it. They were around him, a stinking, burning tide. Parmi fought back.
He batted the air and stomped hisfeet, and screamed more in rage than in pain. He saw a hundred tiny
insects struggling to squirm under the door, and made the last decision of hislife. He dropped to the floor
on top of them, crushing these and preventing others from reaching the crack. Then with hislagt effort he
raised his clawsp-coated right hand and plugged the keyhole with hislittle finger. It was avictory, of
sorts. YonaParmi died avictor.

Bronwynn wasin conference with Kherda and the House when it started. She was the first to know, for
the Imperid House wasin the midst of a sentence when it broke off in ahorrible scream.

"What isit?' Bronwynn demanded, and Kherda, who couldn't understand athing the castle said,
neverthel ess turned white at the look on her face.

—Magic attack! the Imperia House wailed. Must go! Must return to the Power! Use your gift!

After along shuddery wail, the castle was quiet once more. Only then could they hear the human
screams and the droning that had been growing insidioudly louder. There was much shouting and
thumping outside the door, and through all thisthe queen and her Prime Minister gazed at one another in
shock. Then ahdf dozen clawsps not wholly crushed by Y ona's self-sacrifice wiggled under the door
and shot up toward them.

Everything came together in an instant—the clawsps, the killing of Jagd, the warnings, and the castle's
last speech. She remembered aquiet campfire in the Great North Fir with Rosha and Pelmen. Thetwo
men had traded stories about people she'd thought then were mythical, but knew, now, werered. This
was Terril the twin-killer—the clawsp. Y ona Parmi had been right.

"No!" she shouted at the incoming clawsps and she threw up her hand to stop them. From her palm
issued agolden globe of flame.

Kherdafainted. The clawspsfried. And Bronwynn knew, now, she was a shaper. Any minute she
expected to discover her dtershape and she looked forward to that revelation with afierce excitement.
That didn't deflect her from her task, however. She raced to the door, threw it open—and burned a



hundred-thousand insects from the hallway. The second ball of flame was much larger than the first.

Terril fet it. Although he wasn't in the halway, nor even in that section of the cadtle, he felt it—another
shaper. The moment he did, he fled for the hole in the roof and just missed being cremated by the third
ball of fire, which wasthelargest of dl. Thisexploded in the midst of the castle's garden, scorch-ing
every leaf and withering each blade of grass. But it dso crushed the clawsp attack. A million burned
insects covered the garden floor like violet snow. The rest were gone.

CHAPTERTEN

Sythialde

"Wed better go,"” Mar-Yilot interrupted, more harshly than necessary.

Kam and Rosha stopped laughing and looked at the woman in surprise. Then Kam gave hisyoung friend
awry smile and shrugged. " She'sright, of course.” He twisted around to face the sorceressin order to
explain, "It'sjust that I've not seen the lad since thistime last year, and we still have some catching up to
do. Ah, Rosha. Theré's never enough time.”

"Therésaremedy for that,” Mar-Yilot snorted. "And you know what it is."

Kam grinned, and ran hisfingersthrough histight yellow curls. "Can't do it, dear lady. Much as1'd like
to vist that fabled idand of yours and pocket afew diamonds for mysdlf, | need to stay here." He shoved
an empty breakfast platter away and called toward the kitchen for someone to come and get it.

Mar-Yilot frowned. "It's only amatter of time before Flayh sends his thugs down the road to crush

you—

"Crush me!" Kam barked. "Mar-Yilot, you are adear friend and amarvel ous shaper, but you certainly
do exaggerate. The House of Kam has sat here at the foot of the High Plateau for centuriesand
witnessed a score of armies descending the cliff to make war againgt it. Why, to ease their boredom in
times of peace, the kings of Ngandib used to lay segeto this castle just for practice! But never hasit
falen. Not once have they even breached asinglewall! No, my Lady, you hurry on, if you fed you must.
But don't fret about us. Kam can carefor itsdlf.”

Rosha appreciated Kam's bravado, but he was watching the man's eyes and saw something false there.
Mar-Yilot must have seen it too, but she didn't comment. That puzzled Rosha. Hed dways heard that
Mar-Yilot spoke before she thought. Since held been around her, however, he'd had the sensation that
shewas hiding something.

"S0, Rosha," Kam said grandly, "well have to finish this up the next time you stop by."

"Wed like that." Rosha nodded.

"We?' Kam muttered.

"My father and 1," Roshaexplained. Kam's embarrassed response confused him.



"What—Oh yed! Right. Ah.. .listen, Mar-Yilot, I've got my best horseswaiting for you. Y ou redly think
Pemen'swdll enough to ride?"

Frowning, Roshaflicked hisgazeto Mar-Yilot just in timeto catch her eyes sudying him worriedly. She
immediately looked at Kam, and answered with too much intengity, "I fedl certain that heis.”

"Good." Kam nodded. When there was an awkward pause, the blond warrior got to hisfeet. "Ah—just
let me check to seeif the horses areready.” He quickly Ieft the hall. Mar-Yilot shifted in her seat and
found abite of biscuit to nibble.

"What's going on?' Rosha asked suspicioudy.

"What?' the sorceress snapped, looking annoyed. "Noth-ing's going on, but we certainly need to be, so
grab that precious bundle and let's move, shal we?!

Roshaperggted. "Y ou're hiding something. What isit?"

"I'm hiding nothing!" Mar-Yilot snarled. "I'm just tired, that's al, and I'm not looking forward to aday of
playing magical teg.”

"Why haven't you told me what happened to your husband?' Rosha demanded, hisface expressionless.
Mar-Yilot feigned surprise. "My husband? What about my husband?"

Rosha stared at her, hiseyeshard. "Y ou're not going to tell me, are you?"

The powershaper met hisgaze. "1 don't know what you're talking about.”

Kam stepped back into the hal and said, "Everything's ready. Pelmen's aready mounted and iswaiting
for you. Seemshesinahurry.”

"Very good.” Mar-Yilot nodded and picked up the heavy cloak Kam had provided for her, wrapping it
around her shoul-ders. "Coming?' she asked Rosha cuttingly.

Thewarrior'sonly reply wasto stand dowly and stalk out of the hall. He fetched his own cloak and the
bundled-up pyr-amid and went to join Pelmen in the stable. Hisfriend greeted him, but Rosha said
nothing.

Kam bade them dl good-bye with acheerful smile, but his eyes were filled with worry. His cockiness
fooled no one. His danger wasrea. And if there was any true hope for the surviva of hishouse, it rested
upon the dliance of these two power-shapers. "Be careful,” he warned them.

Mar-Yilot fixed him with a sobering look. ™Y ou could have your people ready to ride by midmorning. |
could Cover al of us, and you'd be out from under Flayh's shadow."

Kam hesitated a moment, then shook his head. "Not now. The dog is chasing you, not me. Wed dow
you down too much, perhaps even cause your capture. What safety isthere for my household in that?
No," he added, glancing around at the stable wdlls, "I'll stay here. And if that dog of a shaper should
happen by, perhaps Kam can be athornin his paw." He smiled again, waved, and the threeriders
galoped out of hisgates.



They rode northward three abreast; Plmen wasin the mid-dle, Roshaand Mar-Yiilot flanking him
should hefall. There seemed little danger of that at the moment. He seemed fit, and sat well in the saddle.
The only evidence of hisweariness was his detachment from them. He obvioudy thought of other things.
Still, he concentrated enough to add his own coverage to the magic cloak Mar-Yilot wrapped around
them. That protection enabled them to avoid a half dozen earnest patrols of davers.

Mar-Yilot and Pelmen talked a bit at first, but Rosha said nothing. Hed not opened his mouth since held
|eft the breakfagt table. It was his manner of showing rage—an old habit, bom in his stuttering
childhood—and hefelt certain Plmen, at least, sensed his anger. The other two let their conversation
die. When they avoided asking him what the problem was, he knew for certain they'd conspired against
him. He savored hisfury in sllence.

After severa hours they rounded the northern face of the plateau and hit the straight stretch of road that
led westward to the Garnabel Bridge. Suddenly hisrage spilled over; with volcanic violence, the words
spewed from hislips. "Foul friends, the both of you! I'll travel no farther, not apace, until you tell me
what you've hidden!" He reined his horse about and jerked it to astop, staring at his companions with

glittering eyes.

His outburst startled them both, but Mar-Yilot quickly re-covered. "I'm trying to cloak usl" she shot
back at Rosha. "Just what are you trying to do?"

Roshaignored her words, turning his hot gaze on Pelmen.

"What are you not telling me?" he asked, half in demand, half in plea. It wasthe pleading that broke the
powershaper, and Pelmen's posture, which had been so erect since their departure, wilted into asump.
He sagged in his saddle, and his eyes dropped from the road ahead to the tanglesin his horsg's mane.

When hefindly spokeit was to the woman, and his voice was as thin and weak as Rosha had ever
heard it. "Who should tell him?"

Mar-Yilot'slips—aready pencil thin—seemed to disap-pear dtogether into atight line. Roshatwisted in
his saddle so that his shoulders faced her squarely and scowled expectantly. Mar-Y ilot squinted toward
the sun, then turned her gaze toward him. Rosha saw only adiver of her golden eyes, asthose auburn
eyebrows pinced together in afrown. "1 killed your father," she announced. Then she looked back at the
road. Pelmen's strength returned, and he sat back up straight. "Tell him why," Pelmen ordered, and
Mar-Yilot turned back to look at him, abit surprised by the authority in hisvoice. Her eyesflicked back
to Rosha's, who was clenching his teeth and fighting the urge to cry out.

"l wasblind. | was fooled. Flayh tricked meinto believing that Dorlyth had ambushed my husband and
that Pelmen had bound him with dread. | wanted vengeance, so | trapped your father and Plmenina
ring of fire. | knew Pelmen could escape, of course. But | also knew he couldn't save your father." "And
that was your vengeance on me" Pelmen whispered

hoarsdly.

"In part." The woman shrugged. "I did intend to kill you, too, eventudly, but | recognized that would
take much more planning. Still, 1 knew you would suffer, as| had, thefutility of having power and not
being ableto useit.” Mar-Yilot spoke frankly, in al honesty, without rancour or bitterness.

To Roshait sounded dmost casud, asif sherecited the



details of her breakfast instead of hisfather's murder. For amoment, as the blood rushed into his head
and histongue thickened beyond al possibility of ussfulness, he caculated the time it would take to
unshegath his borrowed blade, leap over Plmen, and halve the woman in her saddle.

"Dont, Rosha," Pelmen murmured, and the quiet wisdom in his statement stilled the warrior's hand.
"Oh, go ahead,” Mar-Yilot growled, and for the first time her voice betrayed the depth of her remorse.
Roshalooked at her sharply and saw atear glisten on her wan cheek before the woman could brush it
away inirritation. "You have theright." Staring at her, Roshawas surprised a how very frail shelooked.

"He had as much right to kill you asyou did hisfather,” Pelmen said evenly. Then helooked &t her. "That
is, noneat dl."

Mar-Yilot snorted amirthlesslaugh. "If he doesn't, then no one hastheright to kill anyone.”

"Correct," Pelmen agreed, his eyes carefully watching the road. They were in danger. Mar-Yilot's
confession had made her inattentive. He wordlesdy took up her task until she could returntoit.

The sorceresslaughed, thistime derisively. "1 had heard you'd become aholy man, Pelmen, but this|
find difficult to believe. By your logic, weve noright to kill Hayh!"

Pelmen nodded. "I don't think killing isever aright. Un-fortunately, it appears sometimesto bea
respongbility.”

"Responghility to whom?' the Autumn Lady challenged. "'If he'srespongble at dl to hisfather's ghodt,
hell gut me here and now!"

"Did you see him die?' Roshaasked. The two shapers both turned to look at him, startled by hiscam.
"Did either of you see him die?" he repeated.

Pelmen and Mar-Yilot exchanged glances. "1 didn't," Mar-Yilot muttered.

"Nor did I." PAlmen sighed. "He told me he preferred that

| didn't watch."

"Where did this take place?’

"On the edge of a precipice not far from the glade of mod Carl. We were searching for you."
Rosha nodded thoughtfully. "Therewas aweird woman in

the forest that morning, to whom | confided al of my thoughts..." Helooked inquiringly a Mar-Yilot.
"That wasme," she admitted.

Rosha shifted position in hissaddle. "Then if anyoneisto blame, it must be me. For had 1 not been fool
enough to attack Flayh's castle on my own, my father would never have falen into your trap. And if |
hadn't warned you he was coming, thered have been no trep in the first place.”

Mar-Yilot gazed a the warrior, her golden eyes softening with anew respect. "It'sarare young man



who can accept hisfather's desth with such equanimity.”

"I wouldn't, if | redlly thought he was dead,” Rosha said bluntly, and he hurried on to explain. "I think |
would know if something like that weretrue. I'd fed it, somehow. | just can't believe hed dielikethat."

The two shapers were stunned. Mar-Yilot withdrew from the conversation. She was no physician of
minds, but she knew enough about denid to let the boy aone. Pelmen did not fed that freedom.

"I'm afraid you'll haveto eventually—" he began. Rosha cut him off. "Did you see the body?" "No, but
thefire—"

"Show methebody. Then I'll believeit." Roshaset hisjaw, and turned his eyesto Sarefiercely down
the road. There was no more discussion. They rode steadily to the northwest— and every hoofbeat
brought them closer to Flayh's net.

The two powershapers and the warrior were not the only travelers on the road that day. It so happened
that on this same afternoon, Pezi and histugoliths reached Dragonsgate.

They had survived the Tellera Desert. Of course, they'd demolished a caravan of foodstuffs that had
been intended for the new king's coronation banquet, but that hadn't been Pezi's fault. And hed offered
the trading captain good money for the wagon Thuganlitha had sat on. Could he help it if the terrified
merchant had aready sprinted out of earshot by then? What had irritated him most about that particular
adventure was that he'd gotten dmaost nothing out of it. By the time the hungry tugs finished gorging
themsdlves, al he could salvage were a couple of squashed oranges and a.clump of grapes. Hisbelly had
been vocdly expressing itsfrustration ever since. Pezi would have loved to Stop at the family castle at the
foot of the passto stock up on provisions, but he didn't dare. He was aready on the bad side of most of
his cousins. He wasn't about to destroy what was left of his reputation by taking Thuganlitha home with
him.

Thuganlithal That creature had become the bane of his ex-istence. Pezi hated Thug, and Thug, of course,
was only too willing to return the sentiment. 1t al could have been so easy without Thuganlithadong! To
entertain himself asthey'd trav-eled, Pezi had thought up a hundred ways of disposing of the beast. The
trouble was. he lacked the nerve to put any of his plansinto action. He kept hoping one of the other tugs
would do it for him. None obliged. All except Chimolithawere asterrified of Thug ashewas. And
Chimolithawouldn't because she was too fair-minded. She wouldn't harm anything unless she was
convinced that it was right and necessary to do so. Thusfar, Thug just hadn't quite stepped over her line.
It made for amost unmanageable Stuation. Occasionally Pezi remem-bered that held intended to turn this
herd into afearsome battle unit. He usualy tried to put that back out of hismind as quickly as he thought
of it. Theideanow gave him gas.

Pezi dways got gas when he was nervous and he felt par-ticularly gaseoustoday. He clung to his perch
behind Chi-molithas horn and gazed upward with bulging eyes, waiting for some sight of the dragon.
He'd seen the twi-beast in the sky three times since they'd | ft the capital, and that had given him heart.
Hed hoped that perhaps they could go through the pass while the dragon was off terrorizing Lamathian
villages. But that dream was dying. He'd last Sighted the dragon the day before, and it was then returning
toitsancient lair. He greetly feared they were about to find Vicia-Heinox home. And what would a
dragon do with aline of tugoliths and one corpulent merchant? He hoped the rejuvenated beast had eaten
recently. Pezi had traveled this road ahundred times and he knew every turn. When they got within afew
hundred feet of the last bend into the pass, he whispered to Chimolithato stop. She did, and there
followed a series of thudsthat issued in achorus of angry comments, asinattentive tugoliths rammed into
the hindquarters of thosein front of them. "Would you tell them dl to shut up!" Pezi whisperedin



Chimalithasfunnd-

shaped ear, and she obligingly bellowed, " Shut up!™ a the bickering herd behind her.

"Not s0 loud!" Pezi groaned, holding his throbbing fore-head.

Chimoalitharolled her eyes up to regard him abit resentfully. "Man, why are you never pleased?"

"What?' Pezi blurted, startled. "Why, but—»but | am pleased, I'm often pleased! Ah, ah, yes, very
often!"

The anima swung her head sadly from side to side—a gesture that nearly didodged Pezi completely.
"You don't say s0," she murmured.

The fat merchant clamped hislegs and arms around the huge horn and hung on for hislife. "But | do! 1
mean, | just did!"

The huge beast continued to shake her head in denid. "You ydl alot,” she said mournfully.

"l don't either yell!" Pezi ydled. "l mean, | don't do it very often...”

"Dolnadoexnt ydl." Chimolithasighed.

Pezi didn't like the direction this conversation was taking. He was a so distracted by the din he heard
going on behind him. When he craned his head around to listen more closely, he found to his chagrin that
the other tugoliths were now arguing about what the words " shut up" meant. "Please don't talk!" he
shouted, and the herd hushed. Evidently held picked words they could understand, and he sighed with
relief. For the twen-tieth time he reminded himself to keep it smple.

"Youydl alot,” Chimalitharepeated stalidly.

"Ligten, Chimoalitha, could we talk about this at alater time?"

Shenodded. "Yes"

"Fine. What we need to do now is—"

"Whét |ater time?!

"| don't know!" Pezi exploded without intending to. Im-mediately he wished he hadn't and he hurriedly
explained, "I'm just very busy right now, you understand? I'm under an enor-mous amount of pressure!
I'm hungry, I'm—I'mtired, my nerves arein terrible shape! | mean, just look at me!™”

Chimoalitharolled her huge eyes back and stared at him obediently.

"Not likethat," Pezi quickly corrected, and he gestured down at the road. "Ah, look down there
somewhere.”

Chimolithasighed and looked at the road.

"I'm sorry, Chimolitha, but I'm—I'm very nervous right now! Do you have any ideawhat's around that



corner?'

The tugalith frowned in concentration, but she wasn't good at guessing games. Soon she gave up. "No,"
she admitted.

"Therésadragon!" Pezi announced.
The tugolith thought about that for a minute, then she nod-ded. "Oh," she said.

"And we've got to get passed it!" The beast filtered that through her brain, nodded, and then started
moving again. "What are you doing?' Pezi demanded.

"Getting passed the dragon,” she answered.

"But—!" There was no time for any protest, for Chimolithawas huge, and it didn't take her many steps
to carry the horrified merchant around the last bend.

Pezi gasped as the enormous, scale-plated body of the twi-beast dipped into view. He clutched Chim's
horn in utter panic. Then he glimpsed the two monstrous heads, and what he saw made him crow with
glee. "Adeep!" he whispered excitedly. "The dragon isadegp! Chimoalitha, you know what this means?”

Sheblinked. "Thedragonistired.”

"Yes, right, that'sright,” Pezi whispered. "Buit it also means we can get past without disturbing it! Welve
got to move quietly. Let me down.” Chimoalithalowered her huge chin into the dust and Pezi svung

down, balancing amoment on her lower lip before dropping to the ground. Here the pass widened out so
the anima s behind Chimolitha were able to step around her. Pezi suddenly realized they were spilling out
of the North-mouth and that some were approaching the dragon. He began jumping up and down and
waving hisarmsfurioudy to get them to stop. Thetugoliths did stop, mostly to get a better ook at Pezi's
strange antics. Although Pezi was mouthing the same angry commands held been shouting at them for
days, no sounds came from hislips.

Riganlithawas puzzled. "I can't hear,”" he complained, and some of the other tugs said they couldn',
ether.

"You must be quiet!" Pezi whispered with greet intengity. "We must go past this dragon without waking
it!"

"Why isthe dragon deeping?’ Riganlithaasked.

"Because he'stired,” Pezi snapped, unconscioudy mimick-ing Chimolitha. "Now get in line and walk
Softly!"

"Wak softly?* Rig puzzled.

"Tiptoe! Likethis," Pezi said, and he demondtrated. His multiton charges obediently tried to imitate. Or
rather, most of them did. Unfortunately, Thuganlitha had by now pushed hisway out into the center of the
pass and he was spoiling for afight. He'd been outmaneuvered that morning by Pezi and had found
himsdlf a the end of theline going up the narrow defile, with no way of getting around the others. The
unlucky tug that had climbed the hill ahead of him bore adozen new scars on its backside and had been
more than happy to let Thug by. The bellicose beast now danced arro-gantly toward the center of



Dragonggate and regarded the deep-ing dragon disdainfully. "What's that?* he bellowed.
"It'sadragon!" Pezi cdled back threateningly. "And if you wakeit up, it will roast your hide!™
That startled Thug a bit, but he remained full of bravado. "Hed better not! I'll horn him!™

"Thuganlitha, please," Pezi wheedled, taking another ap-proach. "Get in line and be quiet!" Then he
added afatal phrase: "It'sfor your own good!”

Thuganlitha never did anything for his own good. He turned his head and |ooked at the dragon, snorted,
and muttered, 'I'll wake him up." Then he charged.

"No!" Pezi screeched, running toward Thuganlithato block his path. The inevitable outcome of such a
sensaless act sud-denly occurred to Pezi; with ashout of, "What am | doingl” he turned and fled in the
oppositedirection.

"| find that avery good question,” said a voice that seemed extremely closeto him. In fact, it came from
right above his head. Pezi stopped in histracks and gazed fearfully upward at one of the heads of the
new Vicia-Henox. Thethundering of enormous feet behind him abruptly halted. Then it started up again,
moving now more quickly than before. Only now, the sound receded. Pezi |ooked around intimeto see
Thuganlithawedging himsalf obediently back into line. The tugolith's eyes were wide with apprehension.

So were Pezi's as he turned to look back up at the glistening teeth and davering jaws that hovered
above him. "Grestings, your Dragonship,” Pezi said. He gulped. Then he added, "Please don't est me."

"Why ever not?' asked the dragon's other head, which Pezi noticed now had settled into the dust five
feet to his|eft.

Pezi cleared histhroat. "Well," he began lamely, "1 could cite along persond relationship between us
that spans some years—" Pezi faltered and stopped when he redized both heads were chortling.
"Or—or | could mention the centuries of com-merce, from which both yoursaf and my family gained
mutual benefit..." The heads were cackling now and winking at one another. "Or | could point out that
while | might appear relatively large by human standards, I'd be no more than amouthful compared to
eating one of those!" Pezi earnestly pointed at the tugoliths.

"Yes," one head said thoughtfully. "What are those things?*

"They look asif they'd be tough to chew," the other head observed.

"They'retugaliths™ Pezi explained. "They comefrom the far north of Lamath.”

"Ah, Lamath!" the head above him said. "Theland that loves mel" Pezi knew then that this head was
Vida

"Theland of dolts," Heinox snorted from hisresting placein the dust. "But tell me, Pezi, what are these
thingsfor?'

"Why, well, they're—" Pezi |looked around at hisline of anxious behemoths, then leaned forward to
whisper, "I'm tak-ing them to my Uncle Flayh. I'm planning to make war beasts out of them.”

At the mention of Flayh, both eyesin both of the heads narrowed. "And what do you think of Flayh



now?' asked Viciawith asnister sneer.

"Oh Flayh? Why, | think he'sthe most powerful man in theworld, of course! And | need to get back on
hisgood side!™

The heads both regarded him thoughtfully for a minute. Then Heinox raised out of the dust and said,
"Come here, Pezi."

Pezi |ooked around, decided he was close enough, and anx-iousdy murmured, "1 am herel™
"Come closer," Heinox said, moving closer to Pezi himself.

"Areyou going to eat me? Becauseif you are, I'd redly rather not!"

"Pezi," Heinox growled, "stop acting like anidiot and come

herel”

Pezi stared. Whileit had been the Heinox head who said

this, the voice was unmigtakably that of hisuncle. "Y oure—"

"Of course," the voice snapped. "Now come here!" Pezi huddled together with the head and listened
closdly. The watch-ing tugoliths regarded this with awe. Their man conversed privately with dragons.
Their opinion of him markedly im-proved. "'l couldn't est you even if | wanted to. Thisbody isn't
palpable. Y our hand would passright throughit. It'sanilluson 1 generate to support the reviva of the
Dragonfaith in Lamath. It also kegpstraffic through the pass to aminimum. Mogt of thetime | maintain
the form of the dragon here without ani-mating it, but when someone passes through, I'm forced to give
my attention here. Y ou, nephew, have bungled in a amost inopportune time!”

"Unclel" Pezi pleaded. "Uncle, I'm—I'm sorry! | just thought—"

"No, you didn't, Pezi," Hayh snarled, ill in awhisper. ™Y ou never had ared thought in your life. I've
known about these beasts of yoursfor daysl My new alliesin Lamath had to arrest their keeper to
prevent him from coming after you. However," he went on, softening, "now that | see them, per-haps
there will be some use for them, after al. But get them out of this passimmediately!" Flayh ordered,
dridency return-ing to hisvoice. "The army of Lamath isthis moment on itsway to Dragonsgate to
ambush the Golden Throng in the pass. I'm in the process of tracking apair of magica thieves. | haven't
time for your lumbering beasts at the moment, so get them out of my sight!" At that, both headslifted up
and away from Pezi, then curled back against their body to return to deep. The discussion was closed.
Fayh had returned to casting his net.

"Well," Pezi told himsdlf, "It'sgood to see where| stand.” Then he straightened up to hisfull height for
the benefit of histugoliths and waddled back to the head of theline.

Chimolithalooked at him stoicly. "What did you say?" she asked.
Pezi puffed out hischest. "I told him to mind his own business and go back to deep. Let me up.”

Chimolithanodded and lowered her head so he could climb back up behind her horn. Then she Sarted
forward, moving toward the Westmouth and Ngandib-Mar. The pack fell in behind. Even Thuganlitha



seemed docile.

"Man?' Chimolithasaid after amoment.
"Yes?' Pezi asked, feding rather regdl.
"It'salater time"

"What? What of it?" Pezi frowned.

"Youyel alat," thetugolith intoned, and Pezi groaned inwardly. He now remembered their earlier
conversation. Chi-molitha never forgot anything.

Pezi and his giant beasts distracted Flayh only momentarily. The sorcerer immediately returned his
attention to creating that wall of magic netting that stretched across the Riverline to the north. Hefelt
certain that the magical thieveswho had robbed his castle would beriding into it any minute.

It wasn't that the crystal object was so precious. With the loss or theft of the other two, the pyramids
themselves had become usdlessto him. Indeed, hewas glad to berid of them, inaway. They held a
terrible fascination for the demonic dogs he had enfleshed to invade Lamath, and the presence of the
dogs made him uncomfortable. Neverthdess, he was enraged to think something had been stolen from
his own fortress and he'd been powerlessto stopit.

Fayh had dways been amerchant. While hed spent dec-ades wrestling with governments and dueling
other merchant houses, those things had aways been just business. But to amerchant, no enemy could
be more hateful than athief. Flayh felt violated. The sanctity of hisimpregnable tower had been defiled.
And what infuriated him most was that he'd hel ped the rodents succeed! Hisliving castle, his hired
killers—even hisown magica ahilities, had failed him in hismoment of triumph. It would not happen
again. Wrapped in the darkness of his black-draped chamber, he held his net in place and meditated
upon the dliance that had been made againgt him.

Mar-Yilot had linked with Pelmen. There could be no other explanation. Terril he dready controlled.
Joooms had trembled before him and had sworn not to interfere; like a cunning banker, Hayh had
extracted certain securities Joooms could never disregard. Mast had been so frightened held taken his
atershape and fled. The frog was now hibernating under alayer of ice at the bottom of a North Fir pond.
Of the great shapers of legend, only Pelmen and Mar-Yilot remained un-tamed. If the Autumn Lady had
at last learned the truth, then she indeed had cause to hate him. Mar-Yilot was no fool.

Despite her obsessive mistrust of Pelmen, shewould reason
her way to thetruth eventualy.

Fayh assumed she dready had done so. That explained how Pelmen and the troublesome young son of
Dorlyth had escaped the plateau. But if so, then he knew where they were headed. The woman was
devoted to her lover and would not stay away from his sickbed for long. Were she and Pelmen traveling
aone, they would doubtlessfly, but they had this Rosha along. He'd been trouble for Flayh—now he
would be trouble for his powerful benefactors, for they would be forced to ride north-ward under the
cover of amagica cloak. That'swhy hed woven his net carefully acrossthe Riverline. Let that spell of
invighility touch it, and they were trapped.

Asthe day wore on, however, Flayh began to doubt. Not atremor of shaping stirred histrap. Wasit



possible? Had they dipped through when held been busy with Pezi? He began to curse his nephew under
his breath. Within moments his curses were full-throated cries of rage.

Hefdt enormous frustration at his own inexperience. He was far more powerful than the two shapers
who fled his pla-teau, but they had been at this businessfor years. Like aged foxes pursued by an
excdlent but untried hunting hound, their seasoned guile compensated for their overmatched abilities. It
gdled him bitterly, but Flayh conceded at |last that they had outsmarted him. He'd been too obviousin his
thinking. They'd be foolsto return immediatdly to their armies. Surely they redized that Hayh's spies had
aready spotted the uncloaked troop concentrations on Sythialde and in the glade of mod Carl. Should a
cloak suddenly close again around one of those forces, they would be announcing their whereabouts as
clearly asif they shouted it. No. They werein hiding. They could be anywhere!

With avengeful bellow, Flayh jerked in his net and cast it randomly across the breadth of the Mar. The
net was atype of penetration spell. It yielded to Flayh no visua image of the placesit touched, nor was
hisimage seen there, aswith Mar-Yilot's dream-search. Its chief value wasthat it detected magic. It
could pinpoint any act of shaping in the wide area it touched; should it brush someriva wizardin
atershape, it would close as relentlesdy as any net of cord upon afish. The spellcaster could then draw
the captured shaper to himsdlf. With the desperation of alucklessfisherman, Hayh cast hisinvisble
share— and caught something.

He couldn't tel who it was, but he began working feverishly to pull the trapped shaper toward him. The
afternoon disap-peared into night, but Flayh took no notice. Thetray of food that was brought to his
door was later removed untouched. He concentrated on regling in the trapped wizard, and asthetime
passed his spirits soared, for he could tell by the direction and speed of his prisoner's approach that this
shaper could only be traveling through the air. Morning dawned as he pulled his captive the last few yards
toward the tower. Triumphantly, he flung aside a drape to see which one held caught.

Flayh blinked, then stared, then swore in disgust. Hed expended dl that effort to capture Terril, the
purple bug! With awave of hishand he jerked the unfortunate insect insgde and closed the curtain. "Well,
Terril, what asurprise,” he snarled acidly. "Want to take your human form? Not achance!” Thevindictive
shaper |eft Terril bound in the magical net as he walked to the door and threw it open. "Slavel Bring mea
bottlel" Then he waked back to his helplessy hovering captive.

Hayh smiled perversaly. "Now, why are you here? So proud of your victory you cameto reportitin
person? But wait—if you had avictory to report, you'd do it from the throne of Chaomonous. What am |
to gather, then? That you have— shall we say—miscal culated? That you've failed? But why el se would
you be buzzing around Ngandib-Mar in your glly little violet armor? Never mind, Terril, I'll hear the story
soon enough, I'm sure. Save! Whereisthat bottle?" A young boy raced into the room, holding a bottle
before him. Flayh took it, turned it over in his hands, and muttered, "Thiswill do." The dave disappeared
in great haste. Flayh held up the bottle so that Terril could seeit.

"I'm going to put you insgdethis, Terril. Oh, you could change shapes and break the bottle, of course,
but | think perhaps I'll lock the bottle insde ametal strong box. Would that discourage you, do you think,
from trying to shift forms? Why, if you tried, | do believe you'd suffocate. But that's up to you. My only
concernisthat you suffer.” Flayh uncorked the bottle. "Get inddeit.”

Terril had no choice. Soon the bug was corked up and locked away, and Flayh returned his attention to
searching for thetwo

thieves. "Too late now," he muttered. "They're safely hidden. Where? Sythialde? Carlog? Mod Carl's
glade?' Flayh sat down in achair and opened hismind to the search. "They'll makeamistake," he



murmured. "And I'll bewaiting.”

Fifteen minutes after Flayh jerked in his net in frustration, the three riders reached the spot where it had
been. A kind of residue of shaping hung in the air, noticeable to both PAlmen and Mar-Yilot. They
exchanged anxious glances. "Flayh?' Pelmen frowned.

"Probably," Mar-Yilot answered gruffly. "But he's not look-ing here now. All the more reason to race on
to the North Coast!" They spurred their steeds forward with new resolve. They rode the rest of the day
and through half the night, arriving findly at the cottage of Syth's bargeman. They had to pound on the
door to wake him, but once he was up, he welcomed them warmly, rousing the rest of the family to
pre-pare the hungry riders some food. Barleb talked to them nonstop through their dinner, but he didn't
seem bothered by their lack of response. Their weariness was obvious. The moment they'd finished
egting, he bundled them off to their beds. All three went instantly to deep.

Pelmen awoke to the sound of adight pattering on the roof. His weary body begged him to stay put
beneath the warm counterpane, but his mind, now fully aert, could no longer pretend to rest. He forced
himsdlf out of bed and felt the shock of theicy floor benesth hisfeet. He scrambled for hisstockings; in
the process, he identified the noise coming from outsde. He wasn't pleased. He jerked the cover off his
bed and wrapped it around him, then shuffled down the stairs to the main room of the cottage. Someone
was dready up. He could smell thefire.

Whilethey cdled it a cottage, this dwelling was redlly more of amansion. It belonged to Lord Syth and
served as aguest house for idanderstrapped by nightfal on the mainland. Never-theess, it felt like home
to Barleb, for hisforerunners had lived in it dmost aslong as Syth's ancestors had ruled the greet castle
across the water. The bargeman was relaxing before the fireplace in alarge stuffed chair. When he saw
Pelmen, how-ever, he bounded out of it and gestured for his guest to Sit down.

"I'll not take your chair,” Pelmen rumbled, hisvoice crusty with deep. He looked toward the celling.
"lce?" he asked.

Barleb frowned. "Yes, my Lord, I'm afraid it is. Y ou'd best go back and take your rest. Well not get
acrosstoday."

"Not evenif | order it?' Mar-Yilot called wearily from one of the rooms up the gairs.
Barleb's concerned frown deepened. "My Lady," he re-sponded loudly. " Are you awake, too?"

"l was never adeep,” the woman growled, and the two men heard the rustling of her climbing out of bed.
She padded out onto the landing that ringed the main chamber and looked down, her hair arat's nest of
auburn tangles and deep dark circles® gouged under her eyes. "Why are you looking at melikethat?' she
demanded, and both men suddenly took an interest in thefire. "I guess| look amess," she mumbled, her
speech durred by deeplessness. Only the most vacant-headed of foolswould have dared any kind of
reply. "What timeisit?' She yawned.

"Early, my Lady," Barleb answered. "Perhapsif you lay back down—"

"I'mtired of lying down," Mar-Yilot snarled. It was one of the prerogatives of power that one never
needed to hide oné's grumpiness. Mar-Yilot certainly never did.

"Is Lord Syth expecting us?' PAlmen's question was a dip-lomatic way of inquiring if the sorceress had
vigted her hus-band's dreams.



"No." She sghed as she drifted down the gairs. "I didn't want to disturb his deep. Besides," she added,
"that would only heighten my frugtration at not being there physicaly.”

"I can certainly understand that,” Pelmen murmured, his eyes studying the flames.

"What isthis Serphimerawoman to you?' Mar-Y ilot de-manded, and Pelmen had to smile at the
chalengein her voice. They had been adversaries for many years. While Mar-Yilot had had only one
love from childhood, she sounded almost jealous of Serphimera'simpact on him.

"Why do you ask?"

"Just curious." The dender woman shrugged. "Y ou just never seemed like the marrying type.”
Pelmen looked at her with amock frown. Y ou think you do?!

The woman looked a him, chuckled, and said, "Y ou'reright. Sorry. Didn't mean to pry”

"That's exactly what you meant to do,” Pelmen snorted. It was a contest, aswere al his encounters with
Mar-Yilot, and hefound he enjoyed it. In fact, he'd discovered he genuindly liked this thin, wry-faced
woman. Then thoughts of Dorlyth surfaced again, and dl playfulness|eft him.

It appeared that Mar-Yilot read hismind. She sighed and glanced around the room. "Things may have
been very differ-ent, Pelmen, if we'd banded together sooner.”

"I'm certain of it." Pelmen nodded. Then he smiled rather sadly. "But weve no way of knowing if they

would have been any better. We have the opportunity now, at least, for which I'm grateful.” He looked at
the door, which had been firmly barred against the cold. "I just wish we could continue this conversation

onthe other sde”
"Thereslittle chance of that today, | fear," Barleb said earnestly.
"No chance at dl, Barleb?' Mar-Yilot asked.

The bargeman sighed. "I learned long ago never to say never to you, my Lady. And if your guestis
indeed Pelmen the Powershaper—wel| then, what vaue isthere in abargeman's opinion?”

"It'sof great vaueto me," Pelmen murmured. "'If you say we should wait, then well wait."
"Why?' Mar-Yilot demanded. "What good is power if you limit it with overcaution?”
"No shaper can control the winds, Mar-Yilot."

"Oh?" the woman said, arching her eyebrows. "That's not what 1've heard. The rumor isthat Pelmen
Dragonshane can shape the winds and bend them to hisbidding.”

"It'snot | who shaped the winds, my Lady," Pelmen said quietly. "It's the Power who shapes them and
shapes mewith them.”

"What's the difference?"



Pelmen raised his eyebrows and smiled. "Controal. Initiative."

"Y ou can't makeit happen at will," she said, and he nodded. "But the Power can?' Pelmen nodded
agan."Thenait."

"AK it?" Pelmen frowned.
"Ask the Power to clear off thisice ssorm and giveusa

good breeze home. Then it can dump ablizzard on usfor dl | care.” Pelmen stared at her asif shewere
mad. "What's the matter with that? It'sasmple enough request, isn't it?'

Pelmen raised hisbrows again, thistimein congsternation. "l guess1'd just never thought of injecting my
persona con-venience into dedlings of such importance.”

"Why not?' Mar-Yilot demanded.

Pelmen thought for amoment, looking reflectively into thefire. "1 suppose because it sounds like shaping,
of asort.”

Mar-Yilot measured her words for amoment. When she spoke, it was with a gentleness and grace
Pelmen had rardly known from her. "Isachild shaping her father when she makes arequest? Do her
smiles and pleadings force him to yield? Or isit his own nature that causes him to respond as he does?
This Power of yours—you relateto it, and it to you, with aseeming mutua respect. Why shouldn't it
respond to your request, if it vauesyou?'

Pelmen pondered that as the woman circled around the chairs to a shuttered window. "I... don't know."

"If, asit seems, you're this Power's agent here, isn't your safety of some importance?' Abruptly
Mar-Yilot whedled back to face him, her lips parted in abrightly cynica smile. "Or isit that you fear to
ask, because you're not quite sureif your mighty Power isableto ddliver?

Pelmen met her gaze evenly. "It isn't that, Mar-Yilot. It isnt that at all.”

"Why then?" she demanded.

"Isittimeto get up?' adeepy voice asked from the stairway.

"Might aswdll, lad," Barleb called out, his eyes shifting warily from Pelmen to Mar-Yilot. "Who could
deep with two shapers a'bickering?' Evidently the bargeman expected the dis-cussion to erupt into
magicd fireworks a any moment.

Rosha paid them no heed. He dressed himself quickly, ssomped noisily down the staircase, and pushed
between the two debaters on hisway to the door. He had it unbarred before Barleb redized what he
was doing. It was aready open when the bargeman shouted, "Don't do it lad! The storm!™

Roshalooked out at the ice-covered ground, then glanced curioudy up at the sky. It was clear. The sun
was just now climbing up over the skyline of the city of Drabeld to the east of them. "What ssorm?’ he
asked.

Barleb frowned, and walked over to the doorway to look out. Then he scratched his head and looked



back over his shoulder at hismigtress. "Get your things, my Lady. We can go"
Mar-Yilot's eyebrows arched in surprise. Then she shot

Pelmen achagrined smile. "Y our Power?' she mocked lightly.

"I have no idea." Pelmen sighed wearily. "I only know that now | can see Serphimeral”

Therewas abit of wind blowing very conveniently out of the south. It carried them quickly and
uneventfully across the ten-mile channel. Soon after they |eft the shore, Mar-Yilot lay down to deep.
Pelmen knew why. She was going by dream-search across the channd, to tell Syth they were on their
way. Pelmen sat in one of the cushioned chairs, wrapped his cloak around him, and enjoyed theride.

The Ide of Sythia had once been only abarren outcropping in the northern sea. In those ancient daysit
had no freshwater, no plant life, and only a single resource. That resource, how-ever, happened to be
diamonds. One day a poverty-stricken sailor named Syth, who operated aferry between the larger
idands and the North Coast, had the good fortune to be blown onto its rocky shores. As soon asthe
storm abated, he made hisway to the court of the Jorl of the Ides, and claimed the barren rock as his
own. Everyonein court laughed that day— but none more heartily than he. Theill wind that had blown
him ashore had insured that his progeny would never lack for anything.

Thefirst Syth made afortune. Soon, however, hisidand was being pillaged, and he decided he had to
move onto it to defend his jewels. He began to spend his wealth on improve-ments. Wells were dug.
Bargeloads of top soil wereimported. Trees, shrubs, and grasses were all brought out to theidand to
take root in the Sythian ground. Whole herds of wild beasts were transported over from the mainland.
Naturdly, dong with dl this, came people. The early Syths chose ther tenantswell; over the centuries,
three pleasant little villages had matured in theidand's natural coves. There were fishermen and weavers,
cheesemakers and cobblers, fanners and blacksmiths, and every other useful trade. But the idand's
economy remained depen-dent upon the sparkling stonesthat lay scattered over the ground. Fortunately,
there seemed to be an dmost endless supply of

gems. Asaresult, the Syths had built adreamland, and had always managed it superbly. At the base of
the two hills that humped up in theidand's center, amagnificent mansion blos-somed.

Pelmen could seeit dearly, sparkling in the morning sun like the diamonds that had built it. Soon he
could see something else. On the beach there waited a crowd, and it was growing.

They arrived to the sound of trumpets and cheers, and Pel-men wondered if the resulting goose bumps
would stay upon his back forever. He shielded his eyes, rocking from side to side as he searched the
crowd for hislady—and there she was! He beamed at her and waved. Serphimerareturned hissmile
shyly and chewed her lower lip.

Once the barge touched the ground, he was off of it and running toward her. Therewas one long,
searching kiss—then he held her a arm'slength and scowled. "Why?" he demanded.

"I'll tell you after thefeast." She said it firmly, but with asmile. Pelmen didn't argue. He knew therewas
no usein that.

The banquet was as sumptuous as any that might be thrown together at a moment's notice on the very
threshold of winter. Therewaslittle fruit, and the vegetables were not dl that fresh; Syth spent the whole
mesdl apologizing. He needn't have, for PAlmen wasn't tasting what he ate. Nor did heredlly hear Syth's



disclaimers. His eyes were engrossed in those of his lady, who seemed happy enough to return his gaze.
Midway through dessert, Syth turned to his wife and announced, "1 have en-tertainment planned, of
course.”

"What for?' Mar-Yilot groused. Then she smiled at her husband sweetly and murmured, "1 don't care
what itis, 1 canthink of something far more entertaining.”

Syth mod Syth-dl cleared histhroat and looked at his guests. "Ah—if you're finished, perhapsyoud like
to see your rooms?"

The manson'sroomswere large but well heated, with glazed windows running from the cellingsto the
floors. Thewallswere painted in cheerful colors that matched the thick-piled carpets, and al the settees
were stuffed full of down for max-imum comfort. Into one of these Plmen and Serphimera sank, once
Syth and Mar-Yilot had disappeared, giggling, into the castle's tower. Roshatactfully retreated into his
own assigned gpartment. The moment he was gone, Pelmen grabbed Serphimera and kissed her. Then
he sat back and said, "Now. Where did you go?'

There was honest, understandable hurt in his voice, and Serphimera shifted position and |ooked away
before answering. "1 came here.”

"Directly? It took you that long?'

"Not directly, no. | redly didn't know where thiswas, so | didn't know how to get here.”

"But why did you come?*

Serphimerasighed, but not in exasperation. It was asigh of embarrassment mingled with pleasure—she
liked being cared for this deeply. "I told you, Pelmen, months ago, that neither of uswere finished. I'd
seen thisplacein avision and mysdlf here, doing... what | do. It wastimeto come, so | came.”

"Without aword?" he demanded.

"What word could | give?1'd seen your travelstoo, my love—" She paused bri€fly, to let the term of
endearment haveitsimpact. "And | knew | would only impede you. It wasn't by my choicethat | left you.

It was the Power's."

Pelmen gazed at her, and the anger held built up over the months of separation disspated in amoment.
Hekissed her dark hair. " So that'swhy | couldn't find you.”

"Did you look?" she asked with amocking frown.
"Of course!"
"Good," she muttered. "I was afraid you wouldnt.”

Pelmen started to argue, then saw the dance in her emerad eyes and redlized shewasteasing. "And you
had nothing to do with the rebirth of the Dragonfaith.”

Her frown turned serious. "Nothing at al. Only great sad-nessthat it's come so quickly.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou knew?"



"I knew," shesaid quietly.

For along time Pelmen just looked at her. Then his eyes watered over, and he looked out the window at
oneof thetwin hillsthat scood in the middle of theidand.

"What's the matter?' she asked, but she dready knew the answer.

"I'm wondering how much else you know, my Lady, about you, about me, about this coming war that
you won't—or cannot—tell."

Serphimerabreathed an unhappy sigh and thought amo-

ment. Then shesaid, "'l don't know everything, you redlize. And | don't ways interpret correctly what |
%ll

Pelmen remained uncomforted. "Only onething | ask you to tel me, Serphimera, and dl therest can
remain secret until it'sfulfilled. Warn me of when | can expect you to disgppear again." Hisjaw clenched
and his eyes hardened as he waited for her response.

The priestess didn't flinch nor did she hesitate. She leaned toward him and said, "1 will never again leave
you, Pelmen Dragonsbane. Except, perhaps, through death.”

Her answer made him want to shout, but his jubilation was tempered by that |ast condition. "Do you...
know some-thing ... about that?" he asked tentatively.

Serphimera's beautiful face took on a severe aspect, and her voice had a sepulchra edge she used only
for intoning prophecy. "I see ustogether to the mountain, Pelmen Dra-gonsbane. And then | see no
more." The expresson remained fixed for amoment—the face one might expect to find carved on a
sculpture of agoddess. Then abruptly it crumpled, and she bowed her head, leaned against Pelmen's
chest, and wept. He held onto her, wisgly saying nothing. Finally she choked out, "That'sdl. And | don't
know what it means.”

Pelmen clung to her and let her sob, casting about for some appropriate reply. He never found it.
Suddenly his mind filled with a completely different conversation, one she could not be aparty to. His
eyes dammed shut in pain and concentration, and once more, as had happened so many times before,
the normally dark field behind his eydids burned a hot, bright blue. Roshal he wanted to shout, don't do
it! But his own words were crowded out by the words of others. The link had again been made. The
three pyramids were in contact.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Brilliant, Burning Blue



Savage waves batted the rowboat toward the shore, drenching the sky blue garments of its seven
occupants. Erri wrestled with an oar while shouting instructions to the other oarsman. The poor man
struggled to hear, but the hammering sea drowned the prophet's words. Moments | ater their kedl scraped
the sand, and severd initiates hopped out into the surf to drag the boat onto the beach. Erri hung over the
sde gasping for breath, then gestured for the three men who were to return to the ship to lean toward
him.

"Row into the swellg!" he shouted. "Dontt |et the craft turn edge-on into the waves or you'll be swamped!
Ship oars as the peaksroll under you, then row for al you're worth into the troughs! Oh, what am |
saying," he broke off, grumbling to himsdf. ™Y ou can't hear me anyway."

Oneinitiate leaned toward his master's face, cupping ahand around his ear. "What?" he shouted.

"| said let the Power guide you!" Erri bellowed back. Then he shook his head in frustration, shrugged,
and smiled brightly. When he jumped out of the boat they were dl smiling back. He helped them push
back out, then waved and turned for the shore. Suddenly strong young arms closed around his chest and
picked him up. "Strahn!" he barked. " Set me down! | assure you | can wak!" Theinitiate doubtfully
released him, and Erri ploughed through the foam asiit first rushed up the shore past him, then sucked
backward into the sea. He didn't stop until his squishing sandals were grabbed and dowed by the dry
sand high on the beach. Wayleeth and Tahli-Damen waited for him here; she had her arm wrapped
protectively around her husband's waist, and he was scowling sghtlesdy

toward the ocean. The blind man had been scowling for the past two days.

"Look!" Strahn shouted enthusiastically as he joined them. "Y ou see that huge boulder over there? | used
to play by that boulder!" No one looked but Strahn. Indeed, the other three redly didn't hear him.
Already they were learning to screen out most of hisirritating enthusiasm.

"Tahli-Damen, stop your frowning," Erri ordered. "Y ou can't seeit but the rest of us can, and it will only
make thistrip that much more unpleasant.”

"Y ou know why I'm scowling," the blind man grunted. "The choice was yours.™

Erri winked at Wayleeth and smiled warmly at her. "Ac-tudly, the choice was yours sometime ago. And
afine choiceit was, too. Wayleeth, please excuse him."

"Oh, don't worry about me, Prophet. I'm used to him." The young woman's bright eyes returned to her
husband's face, and the devotion Erri saw in them confirmed again this pairing. Some matches were
certainly made by the Power himsdlf.

"| used to pick up seashells near here! And down there at those rocks?" Strahn danced as he pointed.
"We used to gt on those rocks until the tide came in and rose up around our necks! We made agame of
seeing who could |ast the longest!”

Some matches, Erri complained to himself meditatively, seem to be made by mischievous powers intent
on taxing patience to the limit. Strahn, Erri grieved slently to himsaf— how had he inherited Strahn?

"| told you | used to live near here, didn't I? Goats. My father herded goats right over there, at the foot



of the Spinad Range!™ The young man was grinning and pointing again, and Erri felt obliged to look.

"Yes" hemurmured wearily, "I believe you have mentioned that. Eight or ninetimes, | would guess” It
was hisown fault, Erri reasoned. Begin anything new and exciting while opening yourself to receive any
who might follow, and you're bound to wind up with some of the Strahns of the world. " Shall we go?It's
along wak to Dragonsgate.”

"It'snot that far," Strahn corrected eagerly as he fell into step with the prophet. "Why, my father and

"What'sthat?' Wayleeth gasped, siopping as she said it and pointing. Tahli-Damen banged into her
shoulder and his scowl

deepened. He quickly forgot hisirritation, however, when Erri grunted back:

"Dogs”

They had reached the top of the sandy strand and were about to descend into asmal gully. On the far
sde, slhouetted against the red sky of the setting autumn sun, aline of hounds waited. They weren't
norma dogs. These had been apart of that vast canine army that had ringed the city of Lamath the night
Erri fell from power. They were Hayh's dogs, and Erri's mouth suddenly felt cottony with fear.

Strahn's stricken expression announced his terror to the world, but he till managed to sammer,
"Wh-wh-what do we do?"

Erri swallowed. "What do we do? What we came here to do. We walk to Dragonsgate.” Erri plunged
down the hill, churning a plume of sand before him. He didn't look back to seeif hissmall band followed,
nor did he hesitate when he reached the bottom of the dune. He started up the other side, gazing into the
fiery orange eyes of the hound directly above him. Asif on cue, the dog dipped to one sde and let Erri
gak onthroughtheline,

Now Wayleeth and Strahn hurried to catch up, and Tahli-Damen did hisbest to keep hisfeetin al the

diding and tugging. "What kind of dogs?"' the blind man demanded of hiswife and guide. "Describe them
tome!"

"They're... dogs. Black. But their eyes are ... they're like flames—"

"Arethese the dogsthat attacked Lamath?' Tahli-Damen quizzed her, and Wayleeth nodded in assent.
"Well, answer mel" he demanded.

"Yed" she whispered vehemently.

"l see." Tahli-Damen nodded, unaware of theirony in hiswords. "They're the demon dogs then, aren't
they. Prophet?'

"If you choose to term them such,” Erri called back, con-tinuing rapidly on. Ashedid, he noticed theline
of hounds turning to trot along beside him. He stopped. They stopped. He waited until his band caught
up, then started walking west-ward again. The dogs trotted forward, matching their paceto his. "It
appears they plan to escort us."

"Why?' Wayleeth flared, hooking one arm through her hus-band's and turning her head to frown at the



hounds. "What do they want from us?'

"l don't know," Erri replied offhandedly. He glanced at Tahli-Damen ashe said it and took note of the
blind man's grim expression. A bag holding that object that Tahli-Damen had borne to Lamath now
dangled from Erri's neck, hidden by the fullness of hisrobe. Had these dogs come for the pyramid?
"I've never seen anything like them,” Strahn whispered. "Where do they come from?”

"From Hayh," said Erri.

"But how?" the young man asked. "Did Flayh make them?" Strahn's voice quavered with horror at the
very thought.

"He enfleshed them," the prophet grunted. "They're powersin canine form. Demon dogs, as
Tahli-Damen sad.”

"And Fayh controlsthem,” the blind man bresthed omi-noudy .

"Doeshe?' Erri asked, and Tahli-Damen, surprised, tried to look at him. "1 mean, | don't know," the
prophet went on. "'I'm just wondering. Perhaps no one controls them. Perhaps they control themselves.
Keep close, they're encircling us.”

Dogsfrom ether flank bounded out before them, and others dropped off to close the gap behind. The
black hounds now ringed them, tongues|olling over gleaming teeth, glowing eyes gazing forward. They
made no aggressive moves toward the bluefaithers, yet the potentia for attack made al four humans
terribly tense. Conversation died. After an hour of slent walk-ing, Strahn could take no more. He
stooped quickly to grab up arock.

"No!" Erri commanded, and the young man dropped his stone instead of throwing it as heldd planned.
"They've done nothing to us. Well not bother them.”

Strahn looked asif he wanted to argue, but he didn't. They kept walking.

Night came. The moon was not yet up, but the starswere bright. By thislight theinitiates kept watch on
their four-legged companions. Eventualy deep became anecessity. "Let's stop here,” Erri suggested.

"What about the dogs?' Strahn asked.

"They don't seem inclined to attack us," the prophet mut-tered. "WEell divide the night into three watches.
I'll takethefirst one."

"Divideitinto four," Tahli Damen sad. "I'll do my share

Wayleeth was dartled. "But darling, you're—"

"Do they know that?" her husband snarled quietly. Wayleeth did not reply.

They built afire and lay down to deep, and the circle of dogs settled down, too, to wait for them. There

were four watches. The three who'd actudly been ableto see dl reported the same thing in the morning:
The flaming eyes of the dogs had never closed.



Asthey ate their meager breakfast, Erri tried an experiment. He walked afew paces westward, and the
dogson that side of the ring parted to let him pass. Then he turned and walked back to thefire. He saw
Wayleeth eyeing him curioudly, but he made no comment to her. A few minutes|ater he walked afew
paces eastward, back in the direction of the sea. The dogs on this side of the circle rose dowly to their
feet, but did not part. When he came within six feet of them they bared their fangs. One more pace and
they growled menacingly. Erri didn't chance another step. He propped his hands on hishipsand said,
"That'sit then. Y ou're herding us westward, aren't you?' The dogs stared back at him, but none made
any reply. "For-tunately, that's the very direction we'd planned to go. Come my friends—Ilet'sbe

moving."

Two days after landing on the beach, the odd troop made its way up the passinto Dragonsgate. The
dogs had not ob-structed them in any way, but neither had the skyfaithers de-parted a step from their
westward route. While the presence of the dogs had naturally heightened the tension of the journey, Etri
could count at least two advantages in having this escort. Tahli-Damen and Wayleeth had laid their
marital differences asdein order to ded with the crisis, and were now functioning quite smoothly asa
team. She had learned to anticipate his needs before he spoke them, and was making a conscious effort
not to smother him. And Strahn had been so cowed by the hounds' appearance that he'd stopped
speaking entirdy for aday and ahdf. Unfortunatdy, this effect had findly worn off; throughout the climb,
the young man's tongue was in constant motion. Erri finally had to put ahand over the lad's mouth to shut
him up. When Strahn fdll silent, the prophet looked him in the eye and said, "Remember. Somewhere
above usisadragon." The sentence had its desired effect. Strahn's eyes widened, and when Erri pulled
his hand away, he saw that fear had again sedled Strahn'slips. The prophet sghed with relief.

Then helooked at Wayleeth and her husband. "What are your plans?' he asked gently.

"Areyou talking to me or to him?' the young wife asked.

"To both of you. | don't suppose you havetwo plans...”

"I redlly don't know," Wayleeth shrugged. "I'm with him. Where hetedlsmeto go, I'll lead him."

Erri nodded. "And you, Tahli-Damen? Wherewill you di-rect her?'

The blind man waked on severa paces before replying. "If we get past the dragon—"

"Oh, well get past the dragon,” Erri interrupted. "Have no fear about that. The dragon'san illusion, abeit
aconvincing one. Just don't you be convinced."

"Anilluson, yes," Tahli-Damen nodded, "but there's enor-mous force behind it. I've seen Flayh's power
before. | know what we'rewalking into."

"Y et you're content to go on?'

"I wouldn't haveit any other way," the blind man said with confidence.

"Don't worry," Wayleeth put in. "I'll steer him out of trou-ble.”

"Ah, Wayleeth," Erri countered. "But what if the Power steerstrouble to youl”

The young woman looked confused. "Would the Power do that?!



"Regularly,” the prophet muttered; then he held his hand out to silence her and informed Tahli-Damen,
"We're about to step into Dragonsgate.”

They rounded arock, first Erri, then Wayleeth and Tahli-Damen. Strahn didn't go around it immediately.
Erri popped his head back around the comer to ook at Strahn and an-nounced, "Y ou can come on. The
dragon appears to be gone at the moment.”

"Gone? That'swonderful! That's what 1've been hoping for, al the way up this pass, that it would be
a'lt—"

"Strahn?" Erri interrupted. "1'd like to send these two on their way. After dl, the twi-beast could return
any minute." Erri turned his gaze upward dowly, directing Strahn's eyes skyward. Then the prophet
returned to the couple.

"I'm satisfied in the knowledge that you're both listening to the Power. Go where guided. Do what you
must. | rather

hope thingswill wind up rapidly, but I have no ideawhat to expect, so if 1 don't see you again, know
that you carry my love with you. If | do, it will be at agrand celebration.” Erri embraced them both then
and sent them on their way.

The dogs had watched all of thisfrom some distance. Now asthelittle band parted, they seemed
hesitant asto what do do. Erri glanced over at acouple of the hounds and saw that they appeared to be
talking. Hewasn't at al surprised. Hed long ago abandoned the notion that these were mere animals.
After amoment, a decison was made. Half of the dogs, eigh-teen or twenty, accompanied Wayleeth and
her husband down the Westmouth toward Ngandib-Mar. The other haf remained behind with Erri and
Strahn.

"Now what?' the young man asked worriedly. He didn't expect the pack to et them back down into
Lamath.

Erri glanced around at the canyon walls. To hisright was the sheer northern face of the pass. Forty feet
up he could see the shelf where ViciaHeinox had sunned itself, and behind it the yawning mouth of the
dragon's cave. "Too steep,” he mumbled. "Besides, the apparition might be using it." Helooked to hisleft
at the southern face. "That doesn't look any better.” He turned around and craned his neck to look up the
eastern face of the pass. It looked amost climbable. "Think we could get up that?" he asked Strahn.

"Why?"' the young man asked.

"If I've understood the Power aright, we've got to meet someone here. But | don't relish having to wait
infull Sght of that dragon, illusory or not.”

Hiswords had a powerful impact on young Strahn. "Of course we can makeit!" he said enthusiagtically
and he turned around and tackled the hill.

Erri followed more dowly, conscious that the dogs were accompanying him to the base of the cliff.

"Y ou're welcometo climb with us, if you want," he offered. Then he cocked his eer—had one of the
hounds whined, dightly? He looked at the circle of eyes, but heard nothing more. He took a deep bregth
and started up the mountain. "I'm an experienced old climber," he said to himself with adight grin. "Let's
seeif | can bedt thisboy to thetop.”



Three hours later Erri clutched an icy boulder and gasped for air. The temperature was dropping
rapidly—nhisbregth

whooshed out in great gusts of steam. He had to have somerest. It annoyed him to note that Strahn had
already been to the top once and had come back down to fetch him up. He realized now that while he'd
shinned up many amast, the good sdt air had never thinned away to nothing as did this mountain variety.

"Just alittle bit higher," Strahn encouraged gpologeticaly. "Were amost there."

"Y ou said that same thing two hours ago, Strahn, when we were right down there!™ Erri pointed to a
cluster of rocks several hundred feet below them.

"l... 1 know, it'sjust that... well, look how much closer you are!™

Erri looked up a Strahn with afrown, then leaned his head back to try to see the summit. "L ooks just
the way it did when we were back down there! | can't tell that we've made any progressat al!"

"But we have, we have," Strahn said dmost pleadingly. "Come on, Prophet, you can makeit! Theresa
gmall caveat thetop..." Strahn added this as he shot a doubtful look at the clouds.

"I know, | know," Erri grumbled. "l can seeit too. Snow's coming."
"Perhapsif you could hurry—"

"I'm coming asfast as| can!™ Erri shouted, sorry imme-diately for the outburst. Asif his shout had
shaken it loose from the clouds, the snow began to fall—and Erri took a deep breath and started
climbingin earnes.

It was another hour before they made it to the summit. By that time they were both covered with frosty
white flakes, and shivering helplesdy. But, as Strahn had promised, there was asmall cave, and they
plunged into the back of it and clung together to hold some warmth between them. Suddenly Erri sat
back, a puzzled expresson bardy visble on hisfacein thedim light.

"What isit," Strahn asked worriedly. Erri clutched for his chest, and Strahn shouted, "Prophet! Isit your
heart?'

Erri glanced up a him. "My heart? No. It'sthisthing." He pulled the bag from under hisvestmentsand
held it up. "It'sglowing hot al of asudden." The prophet opened the velvet sack, and both of them were
dazzled immediately by the pyramid's brilliant glow. Strahn whirled away fromit, covering hiseyes, but
Erri sat forward and peered into its radiance. For there, visble within it, were the faces of two of his
fines friends.

When the last sack of insects had been purged from the palace, Bronwynn sent word for Naquin to
meet her. She greeted him with an gpology and nothing more. Further words were unnecessary. The
whole city had seen the attack begin, and few inhabitants were untouched by it. Word had spread
quickly of Queen Bronwynn'sincredible delivery of the castle, so the national mourning wastinged with
euphoric patriotism. Chao-monous, aready mohilized for war, now had the will to fight it. Everyone
praised Bronwynn'swisdom in remaining behind, and the story of Danyilyn'simpersonation drew laughs
in every tavern as an excellent joke on the enemy. Nor was there any longer any question of who the
enemy was. There had been magic involved in that massing of clavsps. Those Mari savages wanted
another war. The previous humiliation of the Golden Throng till rankled most Chaons, and the queen's



stunning victory had restored their national confidence. Important mat-ters needed to be attended to. A
gate funeral for those killed was the firgt priority. But there was no question in anyone's mind that
Bronwynn would then swiftly rejoin her army and lead it to triumph in the north.

No one questioned it except Bronwynn. Shetried in vain to reopen the conversation with the Imperid
House. The castle was silent. It was dead—so stone cold as to make her wonder if sheld imagined its
speaking to her. There was no counsd there. Nor could Naquin offer any advice. These gartling events
had taken their toll on his own understanding of the faith, for he couldn't deny that the Power had issued
the warning, nor could heignore that magic had effected the victory. He was beginning, however, to
rationalize things together in hismind. Since held first met Bronwynn, he'd regarded her as somewhat
tainted by her connection with Peimen. Now he viewed her with anewfound respect. He till couldn't
quite tolerate the concept of magic, but miracles were certainly permissible. "Did you fed any ... any
sense of being... controlled from outside when you destroyed these vermin?' he asked the queen quietly
asthey waited for the funeral procession to begin.

"No," Bronwynn grunted, rather impatiently since she knew why hewas asking. "Just aterrible rage.
Which | ill fed now," she added hitterly, as she cast her eyes back over thelong line of coffins. They
were draped in sky blue, by her order. Naquin had considered protesting, but thought better of it. After
al, he had no way of judging the spiritua condition of the dead. ™Y ou have no further word from the
Power?' Bronwynn snapped sharply, and Naquin jumped, startled.

"No, my Lady. Unless, perhaps, the command to wait istill in effect.”

Bronwynn gazed away, over the heads of her grim-faced bodyguard. "I don't think so0," she said quietly.
Then shelooked back a Naquin. "And when there's no other word, what more do you have to go on?

It seemed to Naquin that she was much older than the young queen he'd argued with two days before.
Then he thought no more about it. The procession had begun, and he stepped into his priestly role.

After the ceremony, Bronwynn returned to her apartmentsto pack. She did so haphazardly, packing a
trivid item, then discarding an essentia, her mind wandering constantly to other things. Rosha seemed
very far away, like a pleasant dream that had never redlly come true. Everything she picked up held
memories, and shefinaly had to sit on her bed and weep for awhile before she could finish the job. It
wasfoolish, sheredlized, to pack everything hersdf. A sngle summons and adozen maidswould rush to
doit for her. But at the moment, she felt very private—she didn't need alot of chattering women around
her, trying to cheer her up.

Once packed, she cdled her guard to beear it al away and changed into comfortable riding clothes. She
started out her door, but something stopped her. Curious, she thought. That would be a senseless, even
dangerous act. Nevertheless, she walked back through her chambersto asmall vault hidden in her
bedroom and took out an object stored there. It was the pyramid that had belonged to Jagd, bagged in a
sack of blue velvet. "Stupid," shetold herself as shelooked at it. Even so, she dipped the bag's
drawstring around her neck. After donning a heavy cape, she went down to meet her persona brigadein
the stable.

"Bad day to travel, your Highness," one of her guards com-

mented, but there was no suggestion there that they wait. He, like therest of her force, wasready to
fight. They weredl in ahurry to rejoin the Golden Throng. However, when it started to snow on them
twenty miles north of the capital, her captain urged her to turn asde and lodge at afortified manor near
the campsite. Shefinaly agreed.



Her hosts were amiddle-aged pair who had maintained their elevated position in Chaon society through
apolicy of con-scienceless pragmatism. While Tdith was king, they had served him loyally. When Ligne
overthrew him, they gave her a party to celebrate her victory. Now they swore absolute fedlty to
Bronwynn. Since they had plenty to fed guilty about, they were rather dlarmed by her sudden arrival.

Bronwynn was aware of both their discomfort and the rea-sons underlying it. She didn't care. She had
far too much on her mind these days to concern hersalf with the petty hypocrisy of the wedlthy. Assoon
as the snow permitted, she rode briskly into her camp, ignoring the cheers of her soldiers. News of her
victory had preceded her, enhancing the already consid-erable loyalty of her troops. Her warriors even
revelled in her indifferent expression; as she gdloped past, her eyes unflinch-ingly forward, shelooked
every inch the confident conquering heroine.

Infact, that cool expression masked agirlish crisis. Her mind was still enmeshed in her grief at theloss of
so many faithful retainers. She dso felt overwhelmed by the respons-bility she now bore. It was one
thing to take on€'s hereditary place as sovereign. It was quite another to be suddenly hailed asthe
national savior. The weight of the two together threatened to crush her unless she could talk about it to
someone. That urgent need set her prioritiesfor the morning.

By the time she reached the large circular pavilion in the midst of the camp, Generd Joss had dready
learned of her arrival and waswaiting. "Greetings, your Mgesty," he called as one guard grabbed the
reins of her mount and another took hold of her stirrup and her hand. "And hail," he added as she

dropped lightly to the powdery snow.

"You've heard,” she said, jerking arolled bundle down from her saddle before alowing them to lead her
horse away.

"All Chaomonous has heard, my Lady. And well they should have. May the Mari savages hear soon,
and tremblel™

"Y ou sound pleased,” she muttered, knocking a drape aside and ducking into her tent.

"Shouldn't | be?' he asked, following her. "In asingle act, you've established aright to the throne more
legitimate than any claim of your father, provided ardlying point for the entire nation, and increased by at
least athird the Size of your army. Does that not make you happy?'

Bronwynn had arrived at the center of the huge tent, beside a small, portable throne. She'd reached her
destination, and that troubled her somehow, for she redlized that the journey here had provided her with
apurpose that had diverted her attention from other matters. Now she had to think about them again.
"I'm not happy, no," she said brusgquely. "Too many peopledied in that battle to fed any happiness about
it"

Joss had no reputation for sengtivity. He did, however, maintain aclose watch on the fedlings and needs
of hismon-arch. He therefore passed up the opportunity to point out that far more would diein the
planned invasion of Ngandib-Mar than had been lost in the skirmish with the insects. While it wastrue,
such an assertion would serve no purpose now. The girl was obviousy depressed, and such words could
only de-press her further. Better to let her relax and review the events of the past few days from this new
distance. Joss redlized that Chaomonous suddenly possessed a splendid military opportu-nity. Hewas
resolved not to squander it. His response to her was extremely uncharacteristic. With the voice of the
most humble of daves, in atone more gentle than Kherda's, he asked, "Can | get you anything, my

Lady?"



Bronwynn jerked around and frowned a him. "What?' she asked.
"Something to relax you? | have some good booksin my quarters—"

The queen regarded him with a puzzled expresson, then sighed and looked away. She hadn't the energy
to figure Joss out this morning; instead she took his offer at face value. "Yes," she said as shewaked to
the bed. "Find the two actors, Dan-yilyn and Gerrig, and send them to me.”

"Asyou wish, my Lady," the generd said & lie bowed hisway backwards out of the tent. Bronwynn
thought no more about his unlikely behavior. She was preparing herself to give bad news.

Gerrig and Danyilyn came grim-faced through the curtains. The news of Bronwynn's triumph had carried
with it the threst of personal tragedy. The rumor was that many had died. No word had yet come asto
who those were. Both pairs of eyes sought out Bronwynn's face immediately, hoping for asmile of
encouragement. There was none there.

"Yes?' Danyilyn asked. It was arather impudent greeting for one's queen, but Bronwynn seemed not to
notice.

"Comein and st down," she said gently. If any hope had survived in their mindsiit disappeared in the
face of that somber invitation. They sat obediently, and looked at her. "Y ou've heard by now of the
clawsp attack on the Imperid House. I'm sorry, but Y ona Parmi was among those killed. He died
outside my door, apparently trying to protect my apartments from theinsects. 1 thought you ought to
know."

Gerrig wept brokenly, then began to mumble curses which built in volume and intensity to aprofane
tirade againgt the ingtigators of the attack. Danyilyn just gazed at the fish-satin walls of the tent, her face a
study in bitterness. After amoment she looked back at the queen and saw that Bronwynn, too, was
weeping. That surprised her momentarily, for while Bronwynn had become acquainted with Y ona Parmi
and had seemed to enjoy his company, shed not known him well. Then Danyilyn put hersdlf in
Bronwynn's place and thought she understood. "My Lady," she said tentatively, "we gppreciate your
sharing our tragedy with us. Indeed, it's unusud for aqueen to involve hersalf so persondly. It makes me
wonder. |sthere something we can do for you?'

Bronwynn looked up and met Danyilyn's knowing gaze, and her relief a being understood unleashed a
flood of new tearsthat interrupted Gerrig's diatribe. He watched as the ac-tress moved over to knedl
beside the queen and dipped her arm around Bronwynn's waist. He suddenly felt very much out of place.
The back of histhroat ached. He fought hisway out through the veils of the tent and sought his solacein
the solitude of the snow.

Bronwynn poured out her anxiety and frustration while Danyilyn nodded and occasiondly hummed in
agreement. It didn't take long for the young queen to move on from her current concernsto long
concealed confidences. The actress responded in kind. Soon they were chattering like schoolgirls,

losing themsdalves and their griefsin the warm bath of con-versation. The snow swirled down outside,
covering aswiftly swelling army poised on the edge of conquest. The two women were oblivioustoit.
For the moment, the bliss of newly dis-covered friendship held them in its protective trance. Eventu-ally,
of course, the conversation had to work its way back to Y ona Parmi, but now they were better able to
bear the sorrow of it together. They each felt sad for Gerrig, realizing that the explosion of their friendship
had essentially locked him out. That led them quickly to thoughts of others, and Danyilyn voiced a



redlization that occurred to both of them in the same instant. "We need to get word to Pelmen.”
"How?' Bronwynn asked. "We don't even know where heis."

"Whichisnormd," Danyilyn mumbled sourly. Then she jumped as Bronwynn danced lightly to her feet
and across the carpeted floor to the bundle on her bed. "What'sthat?" she asked.

Bronwynn unrolled the cloth and pulled out the velvet bag. She gnawed at the knotted drawstring to get
it untied, then jerked it open and produced from inside it an object of incred-ible radiance and beauty.
"This"" shesad.

Danyilyn regarded the pyramid suspicioudy. She knew im-mediately what it was. She dso knew of its
danger. "Y ou won't be able to contact Pelmen with that! Instead you're liable to get his archenemy!”

"True enough,” Bronwynn grunted, "but &t this point I'm willing to talk to anybody who knows anything!
Besdes," she added haughtily, "1'm a shaper now, too!"

"My Lady, be careful!" Danyilyn warned, but she wastoo late. Already the crysta object'sinner
radiance wasflaring into abrilliant, beautiful blue.

Bronwynn stared into the pyramid, as did Erri and did Rosha. The link was made.
"Bronwynn?' Roshacried.

"Rosha?" his astonished queen replied.

"By the Power!" Erri muttered increduloudly.

"Isthat redly you?' Bronwynn squeded, and Rosha eagerly assured her thet it was. "Where are you?"
she demanded.

"I'mintheMa."
"W, I'd guessed that,” she snapped. "Whereinthe Mar?'

The magical pyramids did not transmit the user's voice aone. If Rosha peered into one facet of the
three-sided object, he could see the faces of the other two speakerslooking up a him from the other two
facets. He could clearly see the scolding arch of Bronwynn's eyebrows, and it irritated him. His answer
sounded gruffer than hed intended. "I'm safe.”

"Are you with your father?" she probed. She was shocked by the expression of grief that seized her
husband's features. "What'swrong?"' she asked, her voice suddenly tender and solicitous.

"By dl accounts, my father is dead.”
"But how—"

"It'salong story, not yet fit for thetelling," he said brusquely. His own attitude surprised him. A few
moments before held been sitting joylessy in his opulent guest room, longing for contact with this very
woman. Now, he suddenly didn't fee much liketaking. "Erri, isthat redly you?' he asked, trying to
deflect attention from himsdlf.



"Yes itis" Erri said soberly. He seemed unwilling to go on.

"Areyou safe?' Bronwynn asked doubtfully, her eyes ill watching Roshas.
" think s0."

"Where areyou?"' she asked, now turning her full attention to the prophet.

Erri hesitated. "l...don't think | can redlly say. In fact, I'm positive that 1 don't rightly know where | am.
But | think that may be just aswell. Does Pelmen know of this conver-sation?

"He should,” Bronwynn reasoned, "if he's anywhere near one of us. Do ether of you know his
whereabouts? | have amessage for him."

"What isit?' Roshaasked.

"It's bad news..." Bronwynn hesitated, reflecting amo-ment, then chose to go ahead. "Made worsg, |
fear, by your word about your father. If you see him, tell him 'Y onaParmi isdead.”

"Yona?' Roshafrowned. "How?' His grim expression grew more so as Bronwynn recounted the events
of the clawsp attack. Erri listened to this news with evident interest—and appeared

somewhat relieved at its outcome. Rosha grunted as shefin-ished her story: Terril. Did he escape?!
"1 don't know," Bronwynn said. "We swept millions of insects from the Imperid House—"

"But no strange bodies were found?

"If o, | wasn't told.”

"Then he escaped. When ashaper diesin atershape he revertsto his human form. So. Terril isagainst
us." Roshapursed hislipsin concentration.

"Y ou're forgetting something," Bronwynn snapped, and he looked up & her inquiringly. | am with you."
Rosha could usudly absorb Bronwynn's inherited haugh-tiness without giving it any thought. For some
reason, however, today it made him want to snap at her. "What do you mean by that? Y ou think just
because you killed some clawsps you're ready to match powers with Mar-Yilot?'

Bronwynn was stung by his sharp reply. Hurt, shefired back an unthinking retort. "I'm ready to match
powers and armies with anyone!™

"What doesthat mean?' Rosha goaded.

"It means, Rosha, that I'm Sitting on your border with forty thousand troops, ready to invade and offer
ad wherever you need it! Now if you'll just tell me where you—"

"Did | ask you to do that?' Rosha shouted. "Did 1 ask for you to come in here and rescue me?”

"Well—no, but it just makes good sensg, if you'rein trou-ble—"



"I'mnot in trouble!" Roshabarked. "I'm safe, I'm with friends, and we can handle our own problems
without the Golden Throng interfering!”

"All right then, tell me, if you're so safe and secure, why you've not contacted me until now?' Held asked
for it, Bronwynn decided. She had alot of anger insde her just wait-ing for release. Now shelet it spew.
"Y ou left me in Chao-monous without aword! Not aword! What am | supposed to do, sit at home
knitting until you decide to return? | had to send word to Pelmen to track you down, and | wouldn't have
known anything if my own magicd ability hadn't surfaced in adream and alowed me to meet him on your
precious Mari rock of dead people!”

"That'sthe Rock of Tombs," Roshasaidicily.

"Whatever. | findly figured it out for mysdlf that you'd gone off looking for glory! Tak about me
sounding bold! What were you trying to do? Take on Flayh single-handedly?"

Rosha's jaws clenched, primarily because her barbs were striking so close to atarget made tender by
guilt. He struck back. "How do you think I'm ableto talk to you? | took this mystical device from Flayh's
tower with my own hands! I'm currently in league with the two most potent shapersin Mari history, and
together—"

"No!" Theword was thunderous. It came from none of the three, but it echoed in Erri's cave and
vibrated the walls of Bronwynn'stent. The three sat in stunned silence. Then they heard something
else—something chillingly dark and evil, em-anating from some distance away.

"That was Pelmen,” Bronwynn whispered.

"The'no' was" Erri said camly. "Thelaughter was some-one e se. My children—I think | can call you
that by thistime, sSince you've certainly treated one another as such—these de-vices were never intended
for this purpose. | understand from our mutual mentor that any conversation through them endsin
bickering. Now I've seen evidence of it, and that's confirmed by my own fedings. I'd like to grab you
both by the ears and shake you! Now let us put these things away as we've been instructed and keep
them safe! The Power has some purpose for them or we would not possess them now. But thisis most
certainly not that purpose!” With ahead-splitting snap, Erri brokethelink.

Rosha sat on his bed, awaiting the knock on hisdoor. At last it came. "Comein," he mumbled.

Pelmen stepped in, as he'd expected; but he hadn't expected Serphimerato follow, or Mar-Yilot, or
Syth. He hung his head in humiliation. No one said anything until he broke the silence. "The laughter," he
sd. "Hayh's?'

Pelmen nodded. "It was Hayh."

"“Then he heard everything."

"Didn't you know he would?' Mar-Yilot flared, and it crossed Rosha's mind that he ought to fed fright.
Suddenly, heredized that he did. Not only was he frightened of the Autumn Lady'swrath. Hefdt the
backlog of days of terrifying circumstances suddenly catching up with him. Inthat moment it was asif

Roshaawoke at last to the mighty forces at work around him— forces he had not a breath of control
over, forces he wasnt even aware of. Heredlized, vaguely, that Pelmen had cometo his defense.



"No, he didn't know. That's my fault. I'd thought the object lost at the bottom of the reservair. It never
occurred to me that held managed to hang onto it, so 1 felt no urgeto explain itsfull propertiesto him.”

"Did you hear it dl, too?" Serphimeraasked Mar-Yilot, and the sorceress nodded in disgust.
Serphimeras eyes met Syth's, and they sympathized with one another silently. Like Rosha, they were
oftenin the dark. Neither of them had heard athing.

"Now he must know were together!" Mar-Yilot fumed.

"Probably.” Pelmen nodded. "But he'd surdly guessed that anyway. Maybe knowing it for certain will
frighten him, some-how." Mar-Yiilot shot him another look of disgust. Plmen met her gaze. "It could
have been much worse. Our position wasn't reveded. Nor was Erri's—"

"WhoisthisErri, anyway?' the woman asked. ""He sounded thoroughly sensible.”

Pelmen gave her adight smile. "That's one of the best descriptions of Erri I've ever heard. | hope youll
meet him one day."

Mar-Yilot snorted. "If | survivel" She shot another foul look at Rosha, then stormed out of the room.
After amoment Syth followed her—but not before laying a comforting hand on Roshas shoulder.

Roshawouldn't look up. Pelmen nodded at Serphimera, and she, too, disappeared. Then the shaper sat
on the bed beside his young friend. Rosha had put the pyramid back in its wrap-pings—the burned
remnant of PElmen’'s old cloak. He handed it to Pelmen, hiseyes till on the floor. ™Y ou want this?* he
asked dully.

Pemen sighed. "Not redly," he said, but he took it anyway and sat it, bundled up, on hislap.

"I'm sorry," Roshagrowled.

"I'm sorry too. For you. It sounded like amost unsatisfying reunion.”

"It was"

"Can | do anything?"

Roshalooked up a himfindly. "Y ou can take that thing

out of here and let me go to bed." Pelmen nodded, patted Rosha's back, and started for the door.
"Pelmen,” Roshacaled, and the powershaper turned to look back at him. *I'm sorry about Y ona Parmi.”

Pelmen lowered his head, and nodded. Then he looked squarely at Rosha. "I keep losing my friends.
Don't let your guilt cost meyou, too." He left the room, closing the door behind him.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Frolic in the Show



There were many handsome roomsin Syth's palace, but the grandest of al wasthe long halway that
spanned the length of the northern face of the house. A series of columnsran along the wall, interspersed
with full-length windows. Some of these were of stained glass. One, the most prominent, pictured a
butterfly in shades of auburn, amber and apricot. Most, how-ever, were clear, providing avista of the
two peaksin the middle of theidand.

It was a beautiful room throughout the day. It made a good spot for an early breakfast, as dawn painted
the twin hills a pleasant pink. In the afternoon, the columns formed drameatic silhouettes, and the room
had the somber mood of abrooding library. By nightfall the personality of the halway changed
completely. Except for the rare occasions when its chanddiers were lighted for agrand bal, itsonly light
came from two giant fireplaces at ether end—or from the moon through the windows.

Pelmen and Serphimera stood gazing out &t the hills. With their coats of fresh snow, those peaks seemed
to glow, reflect-ing back the moon's pale light. The view gave rise to thoughts of warmth and rest and
security. It certainly was no invitation to travel. Y et that's what they discussed. Pelmen sighed and turned
away from her. "Why, Serphimera?’ he asked. "It's hopeless, don't you see?”

At tha moment Mar-Yilot waked into the hal and smiled her most cheerful, cynicd amile. "May | share
your despair?' she asked. Her spirits seemed improved over the afternoon, but it waswell that Rosha
wasn't present. She didn't forgive easily—and certainly not this quickly. "What's hopel ess?' she asked.

Pelmen was not inclined to respond, so Serphimeradid. "1 have had avison, my Lady, of Plmen and
myself going to the mountain. Were trying to interpret our purpose and whether these crysta pyramids

play apart.”

"What mountain?' Mar-Yilot asked, wrinkling her nose.

"l don't know," Serphimerasaid with adight smile. "Pelmen thinks he does.”

When Mar-Yilot turned an inquiring look on him, Pelmen explained, "It'samountain in the North Fir—a
mountain where... the Power is." He appeared unwilling to say the words, conveying by his manner that it
was along story and he'd rather not go on.

Mar-Yilot raised an eyebrow. "The Power. Isit dwaysthere?'

"Eachtime I've passed it." Pelmen nodded, looking out the window.

"And what do you think you'll be doing there?' Mar-Yilot asked.

Pelmen shrugged and explained, "It was there Sheth met with the men of faith and refused their
contribution to the crystal weapon.”

Mar-Yilot frowned, as hed known shewould, and said, "Thisisastory | don't know."

"l didn't know it either—or rather, only a part—until | had a conversation with the Imperial House of
Chaomonous."

Intrigued, Mar-Yilot gestured for them to sit in the com-fortable chairs before one of the large fireplaces;
she settled back in one hersdlf to listen. Syth stepped in afew minutes later and joined them, but he didn't
interrupt, for PAlmen had aready begun thetde.



"Thisal happened centuries ago. At that time there was only one land, spreading from the seaon the
east tothehigh

plains of Ngandib, and from the cold wastes of northern Lameath to the spice idands south of
Chaomonous. A mighty land, obvioudy, but perhaps abit too big, for it began to crumble from within.
There were those who shaped the powers, then as now. Others were in contact with the one who made
all things, the One we call the Power. Still others scoffed at the thought of any powers beyond those of
man, and set about to study the world in order to prove such. | suppose there had always been these
groups, but they'd dl been ableto live together before. Gradually, however, that became impossible.
They warred on one another, and the land was split into frag-ments.

"Certain leaders devised a plan they hoped would unite the One Land again. They thought that if there
was only some overpowering threat which would demand the cooperation of al men, the race would be
knit together once more. At least, that's the reason they gave for the making of ViciaHeinox."

"ViciaHenox?' Mar-Yilot interrupted. "They made the dragon?”

"They did—and loosed it upon the world. Fields and vil-lages were burned—whole nations, in fact,
were destroyed, with names that would surprise you—"

"Surpriseme!l" Mar-Yilot pleaded, clapping her handsin fascination.

"Yes" Syth amiled. "What names?'

Pelmen looked into the crackling fire. "Ever heard of the nation of Arl?"

"Arl?Y ou mean there was once a country down around Arl Lake?" asked the sorceress.

"It was the grandest of the remnants of the One Land, and it stretched from north of the High Plateau to
the borders of what is now Chaomonous.”

"But the grest South Fir—" Syth began.

"It wasn't there," Pelmen said. "All that region was occu-pied. The dragon burned Arl avay—the forest
grew initsplace.” He paused for amoment before going on. Mar-Yilot sat entranced, delighted by the
gtory. "Thelands did not unite. But certain individuals did. A wegpon was devised, fashioned of six
diamonds, each shaped into three-sided pyramids and filled with magical power. The shaper named
Sheth was ap-pointed to meld them together and pass them on to the men of

faith, but he changed hismind. Hetried to attack ViciaHeinox by himsdf."
"What happened?' Mar-Y ilot asked breathlesdly.
"Well, weknow helogt." Syth shrugged, but hiswife hushed him.

"Indeed helogt," said Pelmen. "The wegpon was shattered again into the Six diamond pyramids. The
One Land has never been united. And the dragon has been with us ever snce—or at least, until very
recently.”

Mar-Yilot looked thoughtfully at him. "Then these things your foolish friends were talking through are
redlly parts of an ancient wegpon—and you're contemplating remaking it and turning it on Hayh."



Pelmen nodded. "But it's hopeless. We could gather these pyramids, but that would leave three parts of
the wegpon till missing. What possible good would that do?"

"Y ou say these crystals are cut from diamonds?' Syth asked. When Pelmen nodded, he said, "'In my

vaults are diamonds beyond your imagination. Huge stones, many of them still uncut. We can cut you
some more pyramids, Pelmen. How would that do?"

"Thank you, Syth, for your offer—and who knows? Perhaps these that exist came from such an offer

from your ancestors. But it's not much help, | fear. Theré's magic in these three pyramids—shaping
beyond my imagination—plus contribu-tions of skill in calibrating the exact cuts that would tax the most
gifted of your jeweers. No, I'm afraid it's hopeless."

"Then why do we have these three?' Serphimeraasked smply.

"Wedon't," Pelmen grunted. "We have one. Erri hasthe second, and | don't know where heis. | know
where Bronwynn is, but the Golden Queen is headstrong in the best of times, and these are, for her, the
worst. There's no assurance she'd surrender the pyramid she possesses.”

"But therésachance,” Serphimerasaid quietly.

Pelmen looked at her, frowning. "Do you want usto go up that mountain? Thinking asyou do?'

"Oh, Pelmen," Serphimerasaid, and there was more passion in her voice than Mar-Yilot or Syth had yet
heard from her. "What does it matter what | want? And if I've seeniit, and it'sto be, how shall we set
about preventing it? Thereis achance,

Pelmen. Perhapsit only appears such to us—perhaps the task is hopeless. But thisis the pathway that
liesopen. Thisisthelight we have.

Pelmen leaned back in his chair and gazed again out the window. "That path looks far from opento me."
"What do you need, Pelmen?' Syth asked. "What can | help you with?"

The weary powershaper turned his eyesto meet the gaze of this new friend, and said quietly, "Horses.
And amap.”

"A map!" Mar-Yilot snorted. "What do you need with amap of the Mar! Y ou know theselandslike
a._II

"He means apolitical map, darling," Syth interrupted. "The fastest, safest route to Dragonsgate. Am |
right?'

Pelmen nodded.

"How did you know what he meant?' Mar-Yilot demanded.

Syth ignored her and went on, "My best horses are in Ser-iliath, but | have steeds here good enough to
get you therein aday. Thereyou'l pick up my fastest mounts—I'll send you with letters, but my stable

master will know them adready. And these will be strong enough to make Dragonsgate in four. What are
you thinking?'



Pelmen had gone glassy-eyed. Syth's question startled him back into the present. "I was just
remembering ahorse 1 used to ride. Mindiss, | called him, because he had shoulders of stedl. | wish |
hed him here"

Syth shrugged. "Perhapsin four daysyoull fed the same about mine."
Pelmen grinned. "Maybe | will, at that."

"Asto route—first to Seriliath, of course. Then to Tuckad's castle just insde the western edge of the
parksregion. Tuckad's dead, but hisfamily isfor us. Y ou can carry a message to them from me.” Pelmen
nodded. "Asto the third night—well, we've no dliesin the Westmouth region. At least, none that far
north. If you want to go south to the Hanni house on the plain—"

"Too far south, and | make it a practice to stay out of debt to merchants.”

Syth nodded. "As| thought. One night of camping then, and the next day you should reach
Dragonggate.”

Pelmen got to hisfeet. "It'slate,”" he announced. "And tomorrow well be leaving early.”

Mar-Yilot frowned. "Wejust got here! Do you think you're well enough to travel again so quickly?
Pelmen looked at Serphimera. "'l fed better now than | have in months.”

"Ah." Mar-Yilot nodded. "I'd forgotten your wife was aheder."

Syth stood up and offered his hand. "Pelmen, you've long been an adversary. | like you better asa

friend." They gripped hands, then Syth stepped aside and looked at Mar-Yilot, who'd gotten up to stand
behind him.

At that moment the sorceresslooked like atimid teenager— very thin, very awkward. Without looking
at Serphimera, she suddenly stepped up and dipped her arms around her old en~emy's neck. "I don't
know anything about this Power business or what it isyou're actualy doing," she whispered. "But be
careful! Thisdog isdangerous!” Then she pecked Pelmen on the cheek and quickly |eft the room.

Stunned, Pelmen looked at Serphimera, who raised an eye-brow. "Perhaps I'd better be careful too,"
she said frowning mockingly. Then she smiled.

Pelmen was entranced again by her beauty. "'l don't think you have anything to worry about—wife."

Shelowered her eyes. "I'd like to be that.”

He nodded curtly. "All the more reason to get to Erri as quickly as possible.” He embraced her and
kissed her hair, then said, "Go on and get your rest. It will be ahard ride tomorrow.”

Hewasright. It was. But by evening of that next day they were resting comfortably in Seriliath. There
were some har-rowing escapes. There were times of icy silence, for they both still held dark secretsfrom
one another—trying to save each other from the coming grief. Y et the hours passed swiftly; regardless of
what they faced, they were at |ast together.



The tugoliths enjoyed the snow. They were northern animas from wintry climes, and the deep drifts
prompted them to dance and frolic. Even the disciplined Chimolitha couldn't resist an occasondly
spontaneous romp off of the roadway. At those times she seemed totally obliviousto Pezi's strangled
screams.

Pezi had taken it dl rather badly. He'd alwaysjudged snow to be agood thing to be out of and a bad
thingto beout in.

When the white flakes began drifting out of the sky, held eyed them suspicioudy and had politely
requested that they go fal on someone e'se. When they grew in size and began dropping in eager clumps,
Pezi had started cursing them. Not long there-after, he'd begun to fed that peculiar tickling in the back of
the throat that heralded the onset of a cold. His curses had turned to pitiful moans; as the afternoon
plodded on, and held started to sneeze. He began to picture himsalf as chief among the wretched of the
earth. Soon he was weeping and gnashing histeeth. That first night, as the herd had grouped together to
deep under astand of leaflesstrees, hed huddled in his fish-satin tent and shivered in misery. When
they'd started out again the following morning, Pezi began enumerating histroublesto hisstolid, sensble
steed. Held been at it ever since.

Chimoalithaignored him. She viewed Pezi as she might asore in an unreachable spot. He was a nuisance,
anirritation, but she was sure sheldd be hedled of him eventudly. Until then, she pressed on through the
snow, enjoying the way it crunched between her massive toes.

Four days after leaving Dragonsgate, the column of saucer-eyed mongters came within sight of the High
Plateau. Pezi exhorted them to move faster, but Chim refused to be hurried. She held to that same steady
pace she'd maintained throughout the journey, and they came inexorably to the foot of the Down Road.
There the gigantic beast stopped.

Pezi brushed the icicles from hisrunny nose and gazed upward in dismay. "Oh, no!" he moaned,
distraught. "It's blocked!" For days he'd been able to maintain hishold on Chim's horn only by imagining
histriumpha entry into the High City. The acclam! The honorsl Thefood! Now his dream was
shattered—delayed, anyway—and Pezi was heartbroken. Thiswasthe last straw, thefind indignity, a
gratuitous kick in the groin from the same sadistic powers of nature that had dogged his steps for the last
two years. It was just too much. Pezi clung tightly to Chim's horn, and sobbed.

Chimoalitharolled her giant eyes back to look up at Pezi curioudy. She didn't like thisfat fellow, but she
did understand tears. And Chimolitha, for al her tough old hide, was the most soft-hearted of tugoliths.
"Don't cry, Man," shesaid quietly. "I'll go up." Shelowered her head and wedged her long snout into the
snow that had drifted against the cliff face. Then she arted forward, and upward. She pushed amound
of snow before her, and the higher she climbed the larger it got. Soon apart of it began dropping down
off theroad. Chimolithawas using her body as aplough.

If she expected any thanks, she didn't get it. Not that Pezi wouldn't have felt grateful if the circumstances
had been a bit different. But since he sat astride her horn, and her horn was just above her nose, and it
was her nose the tug was using asthe point of her wedge, Pezi suddenly found himself buried under a
suffocating blanket of snow. "Wait!" "Stop!" "Help!" he cried whenever he could spare enough breath to
do so. That wasinfrequently, however, and it was many minutes before he could get the well-meaning
beast's attention long enough to get her to stop.

Chimoalitharolled her eyes up to look at him again and petulantly explained, "I'm going up.”

"But I'm going under! Can't you let another tug go around us and—" Pezi'swords froze on hislipsashe



caught aglimpse of the valey below. There was no need for the tug to answer his question. She clearly
took up al the road between the mountain and the dropoff.

"l can't go back," she explained unnecessarily.

"No! Don't try!" Pezi said quickly ashe sat licking hislips and reviewing his options. Then he had it.
"Why don't | just climb over your back and get onto the tug behind you?' he asked.

The question startled Chim, and her eyes grew wide. Was she supposed to know the answer? "'l don't
know," she said anxioudy. By that time Pezi was dready clambering over her back—by no meansan
essy task for aman of hisample girth.

Then he stopped. He'd suddenly found avery good reason why he ought to stay put right where he was.
Thuganlithasmiled up a him wickedly and said, "Ride my horn!”

It was acold, breathlessride to the top of the Down Road, but Pezi clung tight to Chimolitha's tusk and
he made it. Sud-denly they burst through a drift into a cleared area, scattering ahalf dozen
shovel-widding daversin the process. Two men were so shocked by the abrupt appearance of the
beasts that they cast themselves off the precipice and were never seen again. The rest had plenty to talk
about at supper.

Pezi and his column garnered few cheers but plenty of awed

stares as they moved up the main street toward the High For-tress. At least part of Pezi's dream came
true, however. Onceinside, he quickly found hisway to atable, and a platter of hot, seaming meat was
st before him.

The only trouble was, he couldn't taste it. His nose was stopped up. He wrestled with severe depression
over that, but did manage in spite of hisdespair to clean the plate, refill it, and clean it again. It had been a
very long time since he'd had a decent meal, and he wasn't about to let ahead cold interfere any more

than was necessary.

When herose, he still wasn't quite satisfied. However, there were matters of great importance that he
needed to tend to. Besides, suppertime was not that far off.

He waddled importantly along the corridor leading toward Flayh's tower and started up the steps past
the guard.

The little man legped nimbly to hisfeet and blocked the stairs. " Are you crazy? Y ou can't go up there.”
Pezi stepped back, propped his hands on hisfat hips, and snarled, "And just what is going to stop me?”

"Thismight," Tibb grunted, and Pezi noticed that there was a dagger blade scarcely an inch from his
navel.

"Oh," he said. He took a generous step backward.

"The question is, why would you want to?" Tibb asked as he sheathed hisknife and sat back down on
the step. "Do you have any ideawhat he'slike?" Tibb jerked his head meaning-fully up the ascending

soird.



"Why, indeed | do! HEsmy uncle!™

"Oh," Tibb said. It was his rum to be surprised.

Thinking that had settled the matter, Pezi again started up the steps past Tibb, and once again stopped
abruptly. The dagger was out and aimed alittle lower thistime. Pezi stepped backward—quite quickly
for such atubby man. "Y ou're very quick with that thing," he harrumphed.

"| practicealot.”

"Why can't | seemy uncle?’

"Flayh's orders. Nephew or not, no one goes up those stairs until Flayh's summoned him."

"How can he summon meif he doesn't even know I'm here?' Pezi thundered.

A chill ran up his back as a stedl-cold voice behind him answered, "He knows."

Pezi choked and turned around very dowly. One glimpse was plenty to assure him of the spesker's
identity, and he gulped and quickly looked away.

"Arethose your beastsin the stable?' Admon Faye asked flatly, and Pezi nodded. "Then get down
there. One of them's out of control.”

"Thug!" Pezi yelped and he started rumbling down the dark hallway. Admon Faye met Tibb's eyesand
smiled disdainfully. Then he turned and followed Pezi toward the stables. When the daver reached the
wooden landing above the cavern, Pezi was dready halfway down the stairway. Pezi stopped there, and
looked tentatively downward, ready to climb back up at the dightest hint that Thuganlithamight charge
him. " Chi-molithal" he squawked. "Can't you do something?'

Chimolithawatched as Thug demolished athird sdl in search of something to eat. She thought a
moment, then an-swered, "Yes."

There was aloud crash as Thuganlitha splintered the timbers of afourth stal with hishorn. Pezi stared,
dumfounded. Then he shouted, "Wéll then, doiit!"

Chimalithalooked mournfully up a Pezi and asked, "What thing shdl | do?”’

"Stop him!" Pezi screeched. " Stop him from destroying this castlel”

"Oh," Chim said, understanding at last, and she looked sternly at Thuganlitha. "Stop it," she ordered.
Thug paused in the destruction of anearby hay wagon, and looked at her. "Why?" he growled.
Chimolitharolled her eyes back up at Pezi and repeated the question. "Why?'

"Becauseit isn't nice!" Pezi trumpeted and he slamped hisfoot. That wasn't smart: The stairway was
unstable, and he wasinordinately heavy. Thirty feet below him an enormous horned monster scowled up

a himinfrustration. The stairway shook, and Pezi quickly grabbed therailing to steady himsdif.

"Why are you angry?" Admon Faye asked calmly, looking directly into Thuganlithals eyes.



The tugolith was surprised, and the reaction showed on his massive features. He thought for aminute,
then rumbled, "I'm hungry!"

Admon Faye nodded and said, "Fine. What would you like to eat?"

Thuganlithafiltered the question through histiny brain, then awicked gleam cameinto hiseyesand he
turned his gaze on Pezi. He grinned. "Him."

Admon Faye leaned his head back and laughed, long and loud. Then he turned to smirk at Pezi.

Pezi gasped and shouted, "Y ou wouldn't dare!™

"1 wouldn't?" Admon Faye asked coldly, and Pezi trembled at his poor choice of words. Everyone knew
Admon Faye would dare anything. The daver turned and looked back down at the curious, upturned
faces of thetugoliths. "It'stempting, Pezi, but I'll wait. Y ou want mest, my friend?I'll send you some
mesat." He walked away to give the order.

The dave pit was overcrowded anyway.

Frost formed high on thewindows. It was cold outside, but the air was clear, and the sunlight bouncing
off the snow-clad hills made them far too bright for the eyes. Rosha drank from a steaming cup and
gazed beyond them at the rich blue of the sky. Syth sat beside him, hisfeet propped on ashort table, a
heavy book in his hands. There was no sound in the room save the crackling logsin the fireplace and the
occasiond whisper of the turning of apage.

"Where arethey, do you think?" Rosha murmured.

Syth looked up from hisreading, did some silent cacula-tions, and said, "North of Wina's eastern castle.
| hope." His eyes dropped back to the page.

"1 should have gone with them.”

Syth glanced back up at Rosha's face, then closed hisvol-ume and laid it on the table beside hisfest.
"Why?" he chal-lenged.

"Y ou know why."

"No, | don't. It made absolute sense for you to remain, none at al for you to go with them. Y ou were
exhausted—"

"So was Pdmen.”

"—and in need of aheding Serphimera's hands couldn't provide." Syth raised his eyebrows. "Pelmen's
woundswere physica, yours of adifferent variety."

"What wounds?' Rosha grunted.
Syth gazed off at the distance himsdf and folded his hands

across his ssomach. "1t's no shame for awarrior to admit pain. Especialy not psychic pain. You've lost



your father. Y ou're estranged from your lover. And, unless| miss my guess, you fear you've lost your
nerve

"What do you mean!" Roshagrowled, amost coming out of his seet.

"What | said." Syth met Rosha's eyes with afrank stare. Embarrassed, the young man looked away.
Then he seemed to melt backward into his chair, asif al the stiffness had suddenly gone out of his bones.

"How did you know?" he murmured.

"Given your recent experiences, how could you fed oth-erwise?' Syth asked. "All you've attempted
since leaving Chaomonous has gone badly—or so you bdieve. Y ou count yoursdlf responsible for your
father's death and for the near death of your mentor. Y ou found yourself lured into amagic trap and
experienced the humiliation of discovering your own naivete. And then you were rescued by awoman.”
Syth amiled, more to himsdlf than at Rosha, asif he found hisrecitation of Roshas difficulties privately
amusing. Infact, he smiled a how nearly the young man's circumstances matched hisown. "Now | think |
might have an ingght some others may not have—perhaps not even your friend Pelmen. Then again, he
may, knowing Serphimera. For you see, on more than one occasion, |'ve been rescued by awoman—-a
woman more powerful than mysalf. And such exploitsjust don't sound manly when recounted around a
campfire” Syth now let his smile surface, and its warmth broke through the barrier of Rosha's distrustful
frown. "Y ou left your woman to prove yourself aman in the Mar. Now she's chasing you here,
commanding aforce the likes of which you could never muster. And you've found in addition to dl of that
that she can shape the powers." Syth grinned. "That can't help but make aman fed abit inadequate.
Bdieveme, | know."

Raosha nodded and haf-smiled. Then he grimly studied his hands. Syth had touched a part of histrouble,
but not dl.

Now Syth leaned back in his chair and laced his hands behind his head, gazing at the dark wooden
beamsthat sup-ported the celling. "But what'sredlly bothering you istheredlity of fallure” Roshamade
no response, so he continued, "We build such high opinions of ourselves. We believe were capable of
anything. Who knows, maybe we are. But then the doubt setsin—and after that the dread.” Syth turned

his head and stared at Rosha until the young man was forced to look at him. "I know agreat deal about
dread aswdll."

"That was aspdl!" Rosha protested.

"And yoursisnt?'

"If itis, no one's cast it upon me but me.”

"Perhaps.” Syth nodded. "Then again, | can't be sure anyone cast mine upon me but me, ether.”

"Dont tdl methat,” Roshagrumbled. ™Y ou had adread spdll cast upon you by Flayh himsdf. And it
didn't hit just you—it froze a peasant family too!"

"Y ou heard about that? By the way, they're al right now. Serphimera apparently visited them too."
Rosha nodded, barely interested. "But that still doesn't explain why the spell worked. What gaveit its
force?!

Roshafrowned. "I don't know. Magic."



Syth nodded. " Powers. Shaped powers. And what could end it?' Rosha shrugged. "This one your
friends call the Power. And me."

"You?'

"Surdly. | played apart in my own hedling. | had to will mysalf to see past my own failure, past the loss
in battle of so many men who'd trusted me, past thered possibility of Flayh's ultimate victory inthis
struggle, and past the inevitability of deeth itsdlf, which seemslike some kind of persond falureto so
many of us. | canfail, Rosha. So can you. Why should we livein fear of proving what we adready know?'

Roshafrowned out the window. "lsn't that admitting weak-ness?"

"Certainly.” Syth shrugged. "But it'saso an admission of fact. Our wives know it already. So do our
friends. Nor does such an admission mean we have no strengths.” Syth turned his gaze on thisidand that
was S0 preciousto him, and histeeth clenched together. His eyes smoldered with aresolve that reminded
Rosha of Dorlyth as he said, " Just because we're outnumbered, outflanked, and probably outguessed as
well, doesn't mean we can't give the dog afight. And we will. WEll find dl the dlieswe can—Bdras
army, the Golden Throng, Pelmen's blue-clad initiates—and somehow well get into—"

He stopped suddenly, eyes on the window, afrown of concern on hisface.
"What?' Rosha said, equally concerned, and he legped up to gaze out the window himsaif.

"Not there," Syth grunted. "There!" He whedled around and pointed up toward one of the beams. Held
caught areflection in the glass of the purple shell of asugar-clawsp. "Mar-Yilot!" he shouted as he
grabbed up hisbook and launched it at theinsect. "Mar-Yilot, come now!"

The sorceress sprinted into the hall. Her golden eyes were wide as she shouted, "What isit!"
"Theresaclawspin here!™

Terril!" Mar-Yilot ydled without hesitation, and she hurled abdl of flamein the direction Syth pointed.
The clawsp wasin the ar by now, buzzing wildly around the room as the three of them pursued it. "Take
your proper shape and do battle!” Mar-Yilot screamed, but the insect ignored her asit swooped from
one side of the hal to the other. Syth had retrieved his book and now hethrew it again. Heéd aimed
poorly, however. It missed the clawsp and shattered awindow. Immediately the insect doubled back and
out the broken pane. An instant later the butterfly sailed out behind it, and both were lost to the sight of
the two earthbound warriors. They pressed their noses to the glass anyway. They saw nothing.

Severa minutes later Mar-Yilot darted back in the broken window. She dropped to the carpet in her
human shape, and Syth and Roshawaited as she caught her breath. She shook her head and frowned,;
words were unnecessary.

"So the dog has his spiesamongst us." Syth frowned. "We gave nothing through that conversation, since
asyet welve no plansto reved. But we must watch ourselvesin the days to come. We need to be careful
of lizards, too," he added, and Mar-Yilot nodded curtly.

Rosha glanced around the floor, derted now for anything. He was il but a haplesswarrior among the
wizards, and the prospects chilled him. Even 0, the freedom to admit hisfear somehow loosed him from
feding it o strongly. He wanted to talk with this Syth further. Perhaps the man could help him find Rosha



agan.

Tibb marched down the Down Road behind the horse of Admon Faye. It had amused the daver to
position him here; as they descended from the High Plateau, Admon Faye called back mocking
encouragements. Tibb expressed no resentment. He pretended not to notice that he was the only daver
who wasn't mounted. Theinsult rankled, but he saw advantagesin being awalker rather than arider. He
cared nothing about the outcome of the coming battle. Since it would be the riders who would attack
Belrasforce while the foot soldiers blockaded the foot of the road, there appeared to be little chance he
would be drawn into action. It wasn't that he was cowardly. His persona vengeance was smply more
important to him than avictory for his employers. He intended to survive. He had every reason to expect
that he would.

Poor Pezi had no such guarantee. Admon Faye had forced him to mount Chimolithaand lead the march
down to the plain. Thefat man had at first refused, but when the daver had threatened to let Thuganlitha
have him, Pezi had quickly climbed astride Chim's horn. Hed evidently not resigned himsdlf to hisfate,
however. Tibb could hear Pezi's anguished pleadings from way back here.

Occasionally, Tibb glanced over the dropoff at the wide expanse of empty, white landscape. Quite
suddenly, however, it was no longer empty. Out of nowhere, an army suddenly appeared. "Look!" he
grasped, pointing down in excitement. Admon Faye casually turned his head and |ooked downward.

"What about it?' the daver caled back scornfully.

"It'sanarmy!"

"Of courseit'san army. Did you think we were out marching just for exercise?

"But it just gppeared!”

"That'sright,” Admon Faye responded calmly. "Which ssim-ply means Joooms has done hisjob."

"Joooms?" Tibb said, and Admon Faye craned his neck around to regard Tibb with disdain. Then he
seemed to remember something and nodded.

"That'sright. I'd forgotten you were Lamathian born. Never been in awar with shapers, little sneak?"
"Never," Tibb grunted.

"Mercenary cutthroats, most of them,” Admon Faye sneered. He took pleasurein regarding others as
poorly ashedid himself.

"Look at those foolswith him down there, believing themselvesto be invisible, watching us descend and
expecting to surprise us. They don't even redize they're uncovered.”

"l don't understand. Why istheir shaper betraying them?”
"Because we have hisfamily."
"Whereare.. .oh." Tibb nodded. The dave pit truly wasfilled to overflowing.

"Joooms should be grateful.” Admon Faye shrugged. "Belras paid him afortune and won't live to collect



arefund. Pezi, stop shouting! Werre amost to the bottom of the hill.”

Indeed, Chimolithawas shuffling down the last of thein-cline. The daver had aready explained very
carefully to the beasts that they were to do exactly as Pezi commanded, or he would punish them. For
some reason, Admon Faye had been able to communicate that order in away that had gotten their
undivided attention. When Pezi leaned down to Chim's huge | eft ear and said, "Turn toward thisside,”
she moved |eft without hesitating. The other tugoliths followed her, maintain-ing aneet, orderly line. As
soon asthe last of the tugs was off the road and the riders began to form their ranks on theright flank,
Pezi leaned back toward Chim'sright ear and said, "Now turn thisway." Sheturned to face the army of
Bera, and the othersfollowed her example. By then the cavary wasin place. Tibb stood beside Admon
Fayes dtirrup, listening to hisugly master berate the enemy:

"Look at Belrathere—see him? Red mustache, blue and white armor? Sitting there in hissaddle, so
arrogant! He hasn't even deployed hisforce, you see? He thinks he's il invisible. He expects usto
march right past him, then in turn he will march up the road and take the city without afight." Admon
Faye grinned, and looked down at Tibb. "He'safool to sde against me, Tibb. Any man who sides
agang meisafool."

Tibb wondered if that was aimed specificaly at him, but Admon Faye interrupted his thoughts. "L ook
there, next to Belra—Y ou see the dark man? That's Joooms. Watch him!™ Admon Faye'sfist suddenly
shot into the air. Tibb jumped, for Joooms had suddenly disappeared. At that moment it ap-peared that
Bedrasuddenly realized held been betrayed, for Tibb heard him bellow with rage. "Now!" Admon Faye
com-manded, and the riders charged.

"Kill those men!" Tibb heard Pezi shouting at the tugaliths.

Like children released from school, the beasts cried doud in glee, and barrelled forward. Not, however,
before Pezi threw himsalf backward off Chimolithas horn, begging the powerstolet himlandina
snowbank instead of under Chim's trampling feet. He got his wish. Throughout the course of the battle,
Tibb could hear Pezi giggling joyfully.

A dreadful daughter ensued. It became apparent immedi-ately that the tugoliths would best the ridersto
Bera, and Admon Faye wisdly turned his cavary aside and drew them up to watch. The tugs danced
and gamboled gleefully across the snow, then plowed into their horrified enemies with the crunch of
breaking metd. A few of Belrasfollowers had the good sense to wheel their horses right then and take
flight. Those who didn't, out of loyaty, bravery, or smple indecision, were spitted on the tips of tugolith
horns. Thuganlitha had thoroughly enjoyed hisfeast of dave flesh. Asaresult, many of hisvictimswere
quickly consumed. Chimolithatossed Jooomss mount casudly aside, charging onward through the ranks.
Riganlithatrampled Belra, leaving the shreds of his broken body in the snow. He had been anoble
warrior and adecent citylord and had always expected to diein battle, but not like this, certainly. Never
likethis

Tibb watched it al, astonished. He was admittedly arogue, abrigand. Even so, the savagery of this
attack appalled him. Moments later, as the mounted davers returned to the base of the road and started
back up to safety, Admon Faye reined in beside Tibb and booted him lightly in the back. As Tibb
tum-bled into the snow, the ugly daver cackled and asked, "What do you think of your master now, little
nesk?'

"Y ou know what | think of you," Tibb muttered as he got to hisfeet, brushing the white powder from his
cloak. "Not that it matters.” He pointed out at the tugoliths and asked, "What are you going to do about
them?'



The encounter had been brief—evidently too brief, in the estimation of the tugoliths. Severd of them il
frisked around playfully among the carnage, but once al the horses and men were down, the game lost
much of its apped. Admon Faye took al of thisin and murmured, "They're in adangerous state, aren't

they. Any suggestions?'
"None that would please you," Tibb grunted, and Admon Faye laughed again.

"Better get up the road, little sneak,” he suggested. "Unless you wish to be squished.” Then he spurred
his horse forward. The anima was most unwilling; but, after it felt the spurs again, it trotted toward the
vast patch of red-stained snow. Admon Faye smiled broadly and |ooked directly at Thuganlitha. "Did
you enjoy that?" hecdled brightly.

"Yes!" Thug answered enthusiasticaly, and al the others agreed that they had enjoyed it, too.

"Y ou want to do it some more?' he asked, histone that of ateacher inviting her totsto learn anew
game.

"Yed" they said, dmost in chorus.

"Very good! About amile over that way isacastle. Karri livesthere. We don't like Kam," hesaid with a
scowl, and he got some sympathetic scowls back. "Let's go knock down Karri's castle and eat him!"

"Hurray!" Thetugolithsall cheered and they frolicked away in the direction of Kam's castle.

Tibb watched them go and shook his head. He didn't know Kam, but he pitied him. Then he started up
the Down Road, making a point of avoiding Pezi, who aso climbed it on foot. He wanted a chance to

think through what he had seen.

A few hourslater, the House of Kam no longer existed. The tugoliths thought it was dl grest fun.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Battle of Dragonsgate

Midmorning on the fifth day after leaving Sythialde, Pelmen and Serphimera rode up into Westmouth.
They were both ex-hausted. So were their horses. But anticipation of this moment had enlivened their
senses. Both were excited and mentally prepared for anything. They expected an encounter first with the
fdseViciaHenox.

They galloped unhindered to the center of the pass, their horses kicking up the powdery snow behind
them. There they dowed to asilent stop and looked about. The pass was empty. There was no sign of

the dragon.
"Hesgone," Serphimerasad.

"Maybe Hayh'sfinaly overextended himsdlf," Pelmen re-sponded enthusiagticaly. "Maybe he can't
maintain theilluson any longer.”

"Or maybe he'sjust off terrorizing our homeland," she muttered.



Pelmen looked over at her and smiled. "I thought you were supposed to be the hopeful one.”

Serphimerashrugged. "Y ou seem to be in such a positive mood today, 1 thought it might be agood
chanceto let my own fears out.”

Pelmen nodded, his smile dying. Then he dismounted. "We need to give these animas arest and decide
which way we're going." He looked up and noticed she was studying him. "What isit?

"Is Lamath your homeland? Y ou never say."

Pelmen shrugged. "What makes a homeland? The place your mother chose to be when you were born
or your own choosing when you're grown?' He helped Serphimera dismount as he went on, "If | must
choose, 1 chooseto be a citizen of the old One Land. That makes Lamath my homeand—and the other
relmsaswdl.”

"Look there," she said suddenly, pointing, and he spun around. A young man robed in the gown of a
skyfaither ap-proached them timidly.

Strahn eyed them with uncertainly. He was unnerved by the dark blue color of Serphimeras habit.
Although held never seen either Pelmen or Serphimera, he knew them both by rep-utation and stood in
awe of them. But it didn't make sense that the prophet would send him in search of someone who was
gill loyd to the dragon. "Areyou... Plmen and Serphimera?’ he asked hesitantly.

"Weare. Who are you?'

"The Prophet of Lamath sent me here to meet you."

"How did he know we were coming?' Pelmen inquired with acurious smile.

"I don't know." Thelad shrugged. "I was going to ask you the same question. But come, we've got to
hurry!"

"Our horses are weary. They'll carry us no further without rest.”

"Oh, you can't take your horses where we're going,” Strahn said quickly. He glanced around the pass,
looking for some-place to leave them.

"Where arewe going?' Pelmen asked.

"Upthere" Theinitiate pointed up the eastern cliff face. He didn't notice PAlmen's gape of surprise. "'l
don't know whereto tell you to leave your horses." Hefrowned. "I don't think anyplace will be safe.”

"From the dragon?"'

"From the battle. Y ou can't see the armies from here, but you can from above. The army of
Chaomonousisjust entering the Southmouth. The Lamathian army marched into the valley north of us
just yesterday—they've been trying to beat the Golden Throng here. Anyway, they should clash this
after-noon—right about where we're standing.”

The need for haste was evident. Pelmen led the horses to one side of the pass and hurried back, hisfeet
ploughing atrough through the snow. "Lead on, my friend,” he shouted, and the three started their ascent



of the cliff. What looked impossible proved to be merdly difficult, once their guide showed them the path.
They climbed quickly, speaking rardly. It was nearly noon and they were dmost to the summit when
sunlight glinting off of metal caught PEimen's eye. He turned around and surveyed the panorama below.
The view took his breasth away—and aso broke his heart. To hisleft, the glistening column of
Chaomonous wound proudly upward through the mountains. To hisright, well hidden in the rocks of the
North-mouth, acontingent of blue-clad Lamathians waited. Expecting the Golden Throng to turn
westward toward the Mar, the Dra-gonfaithers were poised for aquick, viciousthrust into the Chaon
flank. They would be trying to divide Bronwynn'sarmy, cutting off the retreet of the front half and bottling
the back of the column in the steep defile. Plmen frowned in dismay. Thiswould be yet another
sensdless conflict.

"Pelmen,” Serphimeracalled softly. "Were amost to the top.”
The shaper dragged himsalf away from the sad spectacle

and bent his energiesto finishing the climb. They found Erri waiting for them on the summit, and the
prophet and Pelmen embraced like brothers. ™Y ou did find me, didn't you?* Erri smiled.

"1 think you found usingtead.”

"And none too soon, by thelook of things," the prophet murmured, stepping toward the edge to survey
the impending conflict. Then helooked back a Pelmen and raised his eye-brows. "Do you think well
win?'

"That al depends.” Pelmen sighed. "Whom do you mean by ‘we'?"

"It'sstrange,” Erri said with anod, "to find one's loydties so thoroughly skewed by events. | spent a
good many yearsin the Lamathian navy, and we fought many askirmish with golden-sailed boats. | may
know afew of those golden warriors down there, but those tiny figuresin blue are my friends, my kin,
and—before the Power—my ultimate responsibility. It's not an easy thing to wish defeat on onesown
countrymen. | do understand the necessity of it, however, if Bronwynn's shining soldiersareto win
through to battle Flayh." He glanced back at Pelmen, eyeing him keenly. "But perhaps you've cometo tell
me her army redlly isn't needed...”

"How would | know such athing?'

"Y ou've comefor the pyramid, haven't you?'

"Yes.."

"Y ou must have some purposefor it."

"Perhaps we would, if we could find the othersthat go with it. There were six pyramids origindly, and
three have been lost for amillennium. Thusfar we only have one.”

"Now you havetwo," Erri said purposefully as he reached within the folds of hisrobe and pulled out the
velvet sack. "1'm happy to berid of it." Pelmen passed the bag to Serphimera, who wordlessy hung it
around her neck, conceding it within her voluminous habit.

"Thank you for keeping it safe, my friend. | only wish | could be more hopeful about itsvaue."



"If it'sin the Power's purpose, you'l find the others.” Erri shrugged, and Serphimeranodded in
agreement. "Until that happens, however, | suppose we must rely on more conven-tiona means of
resstance. It appears Queen Bronwynn must havethisvictory.”

"So it does." Pelmen grunted, gazing down at the pass. The Golden Throng had reached the center of it
now and was making the expected turn toward the west.

"l only hopeit may be cheaply won. Today!" Erri an-nounced. "l pray that every Lamathian might prove
acoward— and thus survive!"

At that moment the warriors of Lamath launched their attack on the unsuspecting Chaon flank. Astheir
blue capesfurled brilliantly behind them, they looked anything but cowardly.

Genera Joss was no novice. He had not expected an attack from the Northmouth, but he wasn't entirely
unprepared for it. That was, after dl, the way to Lamath, and held given most of hisadult life to battling
blue-clad warriors. Had the blue riders kept silent asthey started their charge, they would have met less
resstance; for, while the snow dowed their mounts, it muffled the sound of their hoofbests aswell. The
Dragon-faithers, however, roared out their battle cry. It warned Jossin timeto turn hisflank to meet
them.

Without hesitating, he launched a counterattack. He sent his vanguard of ridersdirectly into the
Lamathians, bresking their charge and providing time to form the infantry into pha-lanxes. At the moment
he had far more warriorsin the pass than did his opposition. If he could succeed in walling off the
remainder of the blue army, he might quickly rout them. Theirony of this encounter flicked through his
mind; at long last he was meeting hisancestra enemy with afully outfitted army, yet the tight squeeze of
Dragonsgate would permit lessthan atenth of hisforce to participate. Hed made his reputation fight-ing
border skirmishes and longing for a pitched baitle on an open field. By the choice of the enemy
commander, thiswas yet another border skirmish, and no one had more experience at such than Joss.

With his phalanxes formed, he sent one rushing forward to plug the gap, then closed the others behind it.
Only then did he whed his horse to check the location of his queen.

Half of Josssriders awaysled the march. It wasthis van-guard that now meleed the attacking
Lamathians. The other half ways brought up the rear, protecting againgt surprise attacks from behind.
Hed positioned Bronwynn in this rear guard. He could see now that, just as he'd expected, shewas
struggling to get around the foot-soldiers and ride to the center of the action. He quickly formed another
phalanx to block the Southmouth off from the rest of the pass and commanded the remainder of the
column to remain stationary. Then he with-drew behind the line and waited for the queen to reach him.

"Who isit? What's happening?' Bronwynn shouted angrily as she galoped up beside him. Theline of
warriors closed tightly before them and drew taut across the Southmouth. Though they faced the
battlefield, the generd's primary purpose for them at the moment was to keep the Queen from racing into
thefray. Joss had no doubt sheld do it if she could get through.

"Weve been attacked by Lamath, my Lady," Joss responded camly. "As yet there's no cause for darm.
We're better de-ployed than they. | think they expected to surprise us, but they mistimed their charge.
They'velogt that advantage now." Joss understated the case. In fact, the Lamathian assault had aready
been repulsed. The clash of armies and the screams of the dying distracted Bronwynn. She clapped her
hands over her ears. Joss had long ago learned to block out those chaotic noises and he gazed
unflinchingly at the section of heaviest fighting. The blue line was bending backward. Then it broke with
sur-prising speed asthree of Lamath's most stalwart attackers were abruptly cut from their saddles. Joss



sad nothing, but he did permit himself asmile. That clinched it. He was certain the battle was won.

And it would have been, except for the dragon. From high in the sky there came a shriek that iced the
blood. Thousands of heads jerked upward to watch the twi-beast come plum-meting downward, and the
battle, clearly won a moment before, was suddenly clearly lost. A thunderous roar rose up through the
canyon, the battlecry of the host of Lameath, till hidden beyond the cliffs. Thewall of blueriders
reformed, then re-doubled its attack, and terrorized Chaons fled before it.

"My Lady, rideto therear," Josstold Bronwynn firmly. He now unsheathed his own sword, prepared to
die defending her escape.

"Command your army, Joss!" Bronwynn spat. "Don't try commanding me!™ The young woman rose up
out of her saddle, standing in her stirrups as she faced her panicked host. "It'saliel” she screamed. "The
dragonisdead! Thisisthetrick of a shaped"

The noisein the passwas incredible. Few, if any, of her warriors could actually make out her words. But
the sight of their golden-mailed queen shaking her sword at the dragon shamed her men into turning
around. Once again, that small part of the Golden Throng who were actudly engaged in combat faced

the enemy.

Bronwynn had rallied them; now Joss sought to direct them. That was no easy task. Ranks were
broken. Thefooting, aready treacherous due to the snow, was growing more so with the bodies of the
fdlen. He did what he could, but not without an added touch of persond bitterness. They might win yet,
he thought to himsaif, but now it would not be hisvictory.

Bronwynn cheered with pride at the effects of her words. She shouted encouragement at the top of her
lungs. But then she began to notice various golden warriors turning back to look at her expectantly. The
awesome weight of her new rep-utation dropped upon her once again. Of course! They expected her to
win the baitle for them!

The dragon had not ceased its horrid screeching. It had passed down thelong incline, petrifying
Bronwynn'srear guard. Now it swooped back up the same route, flying low, causing rank after rank of
golden warriorsto collapse on their facesin fear. Bronwynn wheeled her horse around to meet it, her
face amask of rage that hid the uncertainty of her heart. It wasn't that she feared this on-rushing illuson.
She feared instead trying to shape—and finding that she lacked the power.

Her hesitancy sealed her failure. The twi-beast shrieked up into her face, and she threw herself
backward off her horse. Shefell in the snow uninjured, but to her watching host it appeared she'd been
knocked from her saddle. The results were calamitous. Thetide of battle turned again.

From their vantage point high above the action, Erri, Pel-men, and Serphimerawatched the lines surging
from one side of the pass to the other. Erri soon shouted himsalf hoarse and was reduced to whispering
anxious comments. They had al been cheered by the Golden Throng'sinitia resistance, but no one was
surprised by the dragon's appearance nor its predictable consequences. While it was hard to make out
individuasfrom this distance, Erri thought he could pinpoint Bronwynn, and had cackled when thetiny
figures chalenging gestures had

rallied her forces together. His eyes were till on her when the dragon-shape flashed back over her head.
Like most of her army, he thought it had knocked her sprawling. "1t knocked her off!" herasped in
shock. "The beast is substantid after dl; it knocked her off her horsel PAlmen you must... PAlmen?' Erri
looked around in vain, but the shaper was gone. He fol-lowed Serphimera’s pointing finger and saw a



fdcon diving into thefray.

Pelmen didn't fly directly for the dragon. That would come |ater, when he had the attention of the
combatants. It was necessary first to grab their attention, and he did so by flying to Bronwynn. The
warriors who clustered around their dazed queen jumped back in amazement when aman dropped
sud-denly from the sky and knedled beside her. PAmen ignored them. "Areyou dl right?' he asked her
quickly.

Bronwynn's eyes widened. "Pelmen? Y oure here?"
"Answer me," he demanded curtly.
"I'mfinel" she blurted out.

"Then get back on your feet immediately.” He didn't wait to seeif she obeyed. He shot into the Sky again
and circled the center of the pass three times, screeching loudly. Then he dropped to the canyon floor in
the midst of the battle—and disappeared. So did the rest of the Golden Throng.

Erri grunted and looked at Serphimera. She was smiling serendly back at him. "Heisrather impressive,
isn't he?' the old sailor rasped.

Serphimeraraised her eyebrows. "Rather.” Then she bent over to look back at the pass.

Asquickly asit had vanished, the Golden Throng resp-peared. During that moment of cloaking
Bronwynn's army was unaware of what was happening, but it faced anewly stunned enemy. The
blue-robed warriors were backing away in con-fusion. Pelmen took advantage of the relative hush by
making an announcement. In avoice rich with the polished tones of the thester, he shouted: "Men of
Lamath! Y our dragonisdead! If any man asks you who told you so, tell them I Pelmen Dragonsbane! ™

Asif on cue, Flayh'silluson came whistling down out of the heavens. Its double-throated roar of rage
wasredl. It echoed Flayh's own thunderous bellow in a castle tower more than a hundred miles away.
That was quite dl right with Pelmen. He now had everyone's attention and was ready to give his
dem-ondration. He shot skyward in hisfalcon form. Thistime he flew straight for the dragon.

The struggle for Dragonsgate had become a shaper battle. Y et it really wasn't acontest. Flayh was too
far away. With adl hisart and power, he couldn't outmaneuver an experienced wizard who was there on
the scene. All he could do wasroar in frustration as the fa con flew through hisilluson and emerged
aboveit. The spectators below stared upward in rapt silence as the falcon banked to one side and
swooped around to pierce through the dragon again. It did so athird time before another voice, if
anything richer and more mellow than even Pelrnen's, thundered, "Y ou've heard the Dragonshane,
cowards of La-math! Men of Chaomonous, a them again!™

No one asked who'd spoken those words. The armies ssmply responded to them. The Golden Throng
charged forward with a shout. The men of Lamath raced desperately for the North-mouth and the road
home. And Gerrig, who had shouted, leaned againgt the eastern cliff face, cackling with glee, and
congratulated hims=lf on another fine performance,

The Golden Throng camped in Dragonsgate. The ensuing celebration made the walls of the canyon ring.
It had been along time since Chaomonous had enjoyed such avictory— certainly not in the lifetime of
any of thesewarriors. Thefact that it had been won for them by magic stole, nothing from their triumph.
Insteed, it enhanced their images of themsalves as an army. The men of Chaomonous considered the



Golden Throng to be charmed. Their very location exhilarated them. They would deegp thisnight in the
ancient lair of the dragon, in the passthat had born the name of the twi-beast for centuries! What other
army in history could make such aboast?

While the warriorswhooped in ddight, their leaders re-newed an old quarrel. Bronwynn's pavilion had
been erected in the center of the pass. Within itsfish-satin walls she and Joss engaged in a heated debate.

"We must go northward, my Lady! Any other moveissuicidal! We have routed them today! One day's
pursuit and we could utterly destroy them!™

"I don't want to destroy them,” Bronwynn said firmly. "I want to turn westward and march on Hayh's
fortress."

"Y our friend Pelmen hastold you of itsimpregnability!" Joss pleaded. "How can you turn away from a
clear-cut victory and certain conquest and march through the snow to an una-voidable defeat?"

"I've made up my mind—"

"If we move west, the Lamathian army will march back into the pass and cut off our retreat. The Golden
Throng will be trapped on the Westmouth Plain. Again.”

"l said I've made up my mind!"
"My Lady, consider this. Divide theforce. Give me apart of it to pursue these dragon worshippers—"
"Y ou've never suggested dividing our army! Y ou've dways said there could be no quicker path to ruin!™

"Yes, my Lady, but you've shown methere isindeed a quicker path—marching westward without
utterly destroying Lameth!™

"I will not destroy Lamath! That'sfind!" Bronwynn shouted.

Both she and the genera wereterribly shocked when avoice from just inside the doorway said, "1 can't
tell you how much that rdieves me."

"Who'sthere?' Bronwynn demanded imperioudy.
"Can't you see me?' Erri asked.
Pelmen answered, "I'm afraid she can't." Then the shaper removed the cloaking spell.

Generd Joss dready had his sword out. Now he pointed it at the four intruders and demanded, "How
did you get ingde?'

"| think that's obvious," Pelmen said quietly.
"Therewas no need,” Bronwynn snapped. "1 would have let you in."

"| was certain of that. A few of your warriors, however, took offense at the garments of my friends. This
seemed the smplest solution.” Pelmen spread hisarms. "Bronwynn?" he asked.



Had they been a one—were she not the queen—had she not experienced shaper power that somehow
demanded she maintain her independence—she would have run into his em-brace. Instead, she walked
deliberately across the tent and reached out her handsto take his. "Welcome, Pelmen.”

"Am 7" heasked. "l fear weveintruded ..."

"You'redl welcome. Erri?' She reached out with one arm and hugged the prophet warmly. “I'm glad
youredive"

"And I'm glad so many of my people till are, despite your victory. Genera Joss, | hope you'll accept her
decison.”

"I dways accept my monarch'sdecisons. | don't dways agree.”

"Perhaps you'll eventudly cometo agree with her."

"Or perhaps well dl diein the snows of the Mar," Jossreplied coldly.

"If so, it won't be due to the army of Lamath,” said Erri.

"You're certain of that?'

"So| believe

Joss snorted. Beliefs were meaninglessto him. Still, he held histongue. Decorum demanded it.

Bronwynn turned to Serphimera. "He found you again, | see.” She smiled. Then she looked at Pelmen.
"And you found my Rosha." Pelmen nodded. "Is he safe?

"Hewaswhenweleft."

"Then he till doesn't need my aid?' Bronwynn asked archly, her nose angled upward. Shewas
prepared for an unpleasant reply.

"My Lady, a thispoint we al need one another's aid. Whether he redizesthat yet or not, he will."
"If he doesn't kill himself playing the hero," Bronwynn snorted.

"He's not playing the hero. Heisahero." These words were the first Serphimera spoke. They got
immediate atention.

"What doesthat mean?' Bronwynn asked after abrief pause.

"Only that Roshais being the one he must be—asyou are, asErri is, and asam |. The Power inspiresus
all, yet each of ustakes his own approach. We must. We're different people.”

Bronwynn looked at the priestess amoment, and her expres-sion began to soften. "Then do you think
this.. .thisgrand march of mine... my army ... do you think the Power might have ingpired it?"

"1 don't think such,” Serphimerasaid briskly. "'l know it."



Bronwynn peered at her, then looked back and forth from Serphimeras face to Plmen's. "Really?' she
asked, her ea-gerness growing.

"When she says she knows," Pelmen murmured, "you can believe her."

"That's such ardief!" The queen sighed. "Y ou don't know how I've baitled with the fear that it'sal been
amonumentd

blunder! And today, just before you came, when | saw that it dl would be lost—" She interrupted
hersdf. Fixing her eyes on Plmen. "Thank you for being here," she said earnestly. "Although | ill don't
know why you've come."

"I've cometo reclaim the pyramid | entrusted into your care. | think you know the one?”’

"Oh, the pyramid..." Bronwynn said, asif hesitant about surrendering it. Her hesitation lasted only a
moment. "I'll get it." She waked to her bed, dropped to her knees and plunged her hand undernegth it.
Her servants had found the object there when they'd broken camp that morning. They'd dutifully
re-turned it to the same spot when the tent was erected that after-noon. "Hereit is," she grumbled, pulling
the blue velvet bag out and holding it up. "What do you want it for, anyway?"

Pelmen looked at Serphimera. "That's an excellent question. | only wish we knew the answer."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Blind Misson

‘Tahli-Damen?' Wayleeth asked tentatively.

"Yes, my dear,”" her husband answered, with adistant for-mality that made her heart hurt.

"Why are we doing this?' She asked it smply. She did not imply that they had made a mistake, that he
was afool, nor even that she was unhagppy—although shewas. Shetried to keep dl those feglings out of
her voice as she asked, wishing in al sincerity for an answer that really made sense.

"Because the Power sayswe must.”

Thereit was again—areply she'd heard before—areply without substance. For adthough Wayleeth tried
daily, she heard no such thing from any such Power. Or, if shewas hearing

the Power'svoice, she certainly didn't recognize it. Her spirits sank a bit deeper. Her gaze dropped to
the snow-covered ground around them. Her eyesteared.

They rode through the Mar on horses provided by the House of Uda. Tahli-Damen had suggested it, but
only upon Way-leeth's request had the cousins now in control of the family fortune surrendered the
animals. They considered Tahli-Damen acrazy man. Wayleeth, on the other hand, had good sense. If she
fet thiswasthe only way to care for their mentaly diseased kinsmen, they would indulge her.

The horses had sped them across the countryside, but not enabled them to shake their implacable
escort. A ring of dogs still accompanied them, but they no longer took much notice. Tahli-Damen, of
course, couldn't see their black companions. Wayleeth was busy, spending the quiet hours of theride
think-ing about past choices.



Shewas adutiful wife. That'swhat she'd been trained to be, and she did it well. Her task had been easy
when they rode her husband's talent to prominence within the Merchant League. Sheld been agracious,
lovely hostess, dways doing the proper things at the proper time. Now she traveled toward the High
Fortress a the direction of ablind fanatic who once had been her husband, but seemed no longer to
consder himsdlf so. It made no sense—and yet she did it. The question that bothered her most was not
why they rode to Flayh's castle. That she could logically attribute to Tahli-Damen’'s menta condition.
Wheat she couldn't understand was why she didn't protest.

She glanced up and gasped in disgust and horror. She stopped her horse and Tahli-Damen'saswell,
and sat gaping sound-lesdy at the field before them.

"What isit?' he asked. When she wouldn't speak, he de-manded, "Tell mewhat you see!”

Wayleeth swalowed with difficulty, battling nausea. It wasn't asight she could readily describe, but she
tried. "The snow... ischurned up. It's... dushy, asif trodden underfoot by enor-mous horses. And it's...
it'sstained. Bright, bloody red. There are—" She gulped for breath. "—bodies, frozen bodiesin the
snow. Someare..." But she couldn't bring herself to tell him of the haf-eaten human and equine remains
scattered before them. She struggled, but could not stop the coming of her silent sobs.

"A battlefield then," Tahli-Damen grunted, believing he understood. He couldn't understand. He couldn't
comprehend thisat al. Wayleeth counted it yet another blessing of his blindness. No wonder he could be
S0 optimistic—and so holy. "Enormous horses, you say?' he mused. "I wonder what that could be?!

Wayleeth offered no suggestions. Shejust covered her mourn and tried to stop trembling.

"How close are weto the plateau?' Tahli-Damen asked her.

Wayleeth took two deep breaths, bit her lips, then replied with perfect composure, "We're at its base."

"Good," her hushand muttered. He dismounted clumsily.

She frowned. "What are you doing?'

"Well walk therest of theway."

"BU"

"Our cousinstold usthe city isfull of thieves and black-guards. Horses would make ustoo
conspicuous.”

Wayleeth gazed down at him bitterly, wanting to shout a him, wanting to scream. How inconspicuous
did he think he could be, wearing a sky blue robe with eyeballs to match? But she didn't. Instead she
climbed down off of her horse. "It'salong way up,” she muttered.

"It'searly yet. Well make it before nightfal.”

"Thereare daversup there."

"They'll not bother themsdveswith apair of foolish fa-natics,”" hetold her with smiling confidence.



But Tahli-Damen waswrong.

After the escape of the magica thieves, Admon Faye had publicaly beheaded every daver assgned to
the Down Road on the night when Rosha had eliminated, twelve and escaped with Pelmen and
Mar-Yilot. Now the rogues atop the Down Road watched it with avengeful care born of fear. It was
tense, yet boring work, and they laughed with glee at the diversion of two blue-clad initiatesfrom
Lamath.

"What have we here?' One daver chuckled as he seized Wayleeth by the collar and jerked her around
to look himintheface. "Why, it'sagirl!" he whooped. "Mates, we got usareligious girl!"

"Redlly? Let's check!" another man cackled as he stooped to grab the hem of Wayleeth's robe and
jerked it upward.

"Stop!" she cried, struggling to hold the garment down over her.
Another group held the struggling Tahli-Damen. "Thisonesblind,” one of them shouted.
"Let'stoss him off and go play with the woman," another suggested.

They would have done so, had it not been for the dogs. They heard the snarls as the hounds bounded up
theroad into their midst.

"Dogsl" one daver shouted and he fled up the street toward the castle.

"Get away!" another rogue cried to hisfelows, but his words were unnecessary. The group was aready
scattered. The davers had seen these devilish creatures before and wanted no part of them.

"Come on!" Wayleeth shouted as she grabbed Tahli-Damen by the hand. "Run, will you?' she screamed,
dragging him. They ran up the street asfar asthefirg dley, then ducked down it, Tahli-Damen banging
againg thewall of ashop in the process. She dragged him on until they came to a door, then she
dropped his hand and pounded on it with both fists. "Pleasel" she cried desperately. " Somebody let us
in"

"Whoisit?" avoicefrom within growled.

"Were—strangers. Friendd!" Wayleeth amended quickly. "Were trying to escape some davers! Help
us, pleasg!”

There was a brief pause, then the voice grunted, "Go away!"
Wayleeth stepped back. "Go away?' she said to the bolted door in disbelief.

"Go away!" thevoice ydled again, and the heavy wood did not muffle its angry, indstent tone. The
resident of the Man capita didn't wish to tangle with davers.

Wayleeth's face crumpled, and she began to sob. She leaned against the door and cried, and
Tahli-Damen stretched his hand toward the sound to pat her comfortingly. She knocked hisarm away
and scowled at him, an expression totally wasted. "L eave me aone!l" she snarled.

"Wayleeth," he murmured tenderly and he tried reaching out to her again. "That was horrible, my love,



horrible. But you mustn't missthe most important thing.”

"And what'sthat?' she snapped.

"The Power did take care of us."

She wished he could see her face, for her look expressed far more than words ever could. But he
couldn't. He gazed sightlesdy toward her with a smile she was sure he meant to be encouraging, but
which struck her as merely idiotic. She leaned back against the bolted door, and thought once again
about her choices. It would all be bearable, shetold hersdf, if once—just once—the Power would
addressitsdf to her.

"Mother, can't you—" Pahd mod Pahd-el began, but his mother didn't et him finish.

"I've donewhat | could,” Chogi lan Pahd-€l answered her son brusquely.

"But she'sdying!"

"That's not my fault. She ought to stop spesking againgt him." The heavyset woman stood by the door,
her lips pursed, her hands folded primly before her.

Pahd paced back to the bed, but not to lie upon it. He couldn't deep, and for Pahd there was no greater
torment. His wife's condition worsened by the hour. He knelt beside Sarie and peered again into her
waxy face. Then he seized her hand and called over his shoulder, "Mother! What can | do?"

Chogi snorted. "Y ou know what you can do. Y ou've known al dong. Y ou'vejust been too lazy—"
"I've not been lazy!" Pahd flared. "1've not yielded to the man because it wouldn't beright!™

Chogi arched aweary eyebrow. "Integrity, suddenly. Y ou'll forgive me, perhaps, if | seem abit dubious,
but I am your mother, and | know you rather well."

"Hewants meto kill Maris!" Pahd pleaded.
"What of that? Welve awayskilled Martd 1t's been the family businessfor years!”

"Not when | rode with Dorlyth," Pahd murmured, his body stiffening with deserved pride. "That day we
killed Chaons and drove them, screaming, from our resllm!”

"Dorlythisdead.” Chogi grunted. "And your wifewill be soon, unlessyou quit spouting inanities and face
facts. Why can't you trust him, Pahd? He wants to make you the ruler of the world!"

Pahd looked at his mother with disgust, then pointed down at Sarie's unconscious form. ™Y ou can look
at that and ask meto trust thiswizard?'

Chogi's eyes hdf closed, and her lipsformed athin, rigid line. "Trust him or don't, you either serve him or
shedies. It'syour choice. She'syour wife." Chogi leaned back againgt the door and folded her arms
across her chest. She did not fear the look of rage that turned his face scarlet. Sheld seenit dl hislifeand
knew it was meaningless.

Pahd whirled away from her, stalked to the wall, and jerked a scabbarded greatsword down off its



hanger. He buckled it on as he strode toward the door, and his mother stepped camly out of the way.
So rarely did Pahd leave his own chambersthat Chogi's guardsin the outer hal amost fell over with
surprise. Heignored them, walking briskly down the steps of histower and turning toward the tower of
Hayh.

The husky daver on guard at thefoot of Hayh's stairsinsolently pulled out hissword. ™Y ou can't pass,”
the man drawled.

Pahd whipped out hisblade, brought it dashing around to clash againgt the daver's, and sent the man's
wegpon bouncing crazily down the hall. The daver'sinsolence evaporated as Pahd's sword tip danced
within aninch of hisnose. "1 will be king in my own house!" Pahd roared. Then he sheathed hisweapon
and stcomped up the spird, leaving the guard to mdlt in relief againgt the wall.

When he reached the top of the stairs, he found that the door was aready open, and Flayh was seated
inachair, waiting for him.

"Comein! Comein!" thewizard called with afdse friend-liness. Pahd stepped into the room and
dumped into the chair Hayh offered. "Y ou're very welcome, King Pahd. | had hoped you might cometo
seme”

"What do | haveto do?' Pahd growled.

"Haveto do?' Flayh asked. "Y ou're the king, my Lord. Y ou can do as you wish."

"What do | haveto do to get you to release Sarie from thisfever!”

Hayh frowned. "Sarie. Yes. A difficult case. I'vetried to help, you know. Sheresss.”

"Just tell me," Pahd said wearily. He dipped his greatsword from its scabbard and dropped it, clattering,
onto the flagstones. Pointing hisfinger toward it, Pahd muttered, "It'syours.”

Fayh gazed into Pahd's face and said, "'l recognize that's no mean offer."
"It'syours. All | ask isthat you spare Sarie”

"| accept your offer, Pahd,” Flayh said quietly. "For you
see, | need you."

Pahd snorted. "Why? When you've got monsters that squish your enemies between their toes? When
you've got daversto dit their throats? What need do you have of me?"

"Legitimacy." Flayh shrugged. "Oh, 1 must admit, the tugoliths are rather amazing. And cute, too, don't
you think? Remarkable! Did you know that was my nephew Pezi'sidea? Redlly amazing. These davers,
though. Rudelot, aren't they! Terrorizing people—they're necessary for security, of course, but worthless
agangt mgor armieslike the onethat ismarching to us."

"What army?' Pahd grunted. "Y ou've smashed the last of the resistance.”
"Mogt of it, yes. But not dl. Syth ill lives, as does his aggravating woman. And this nuisance son of

Dorlyth. But they're a patry threat compared to the army that marched through Dragonsgate today.”
Flayh's visage had grown stony with bitterness. "1 understand you object to killing Maris. Y ou surely



could fed no shame at the daughter of Chaons?!
Pahd frowned. "Chaomonous? Through Dragonsgate”?"

"| tried to stop them. Even sent the army of Lamath to ambush them. All to no availl—because of
Pelmen.” As he said the name, Flayh'sface lost dl expression. His eyes, how-ever, wereicy.

"A shaper battle?' Pahd asked uneasily. He loved agood fight, but shapers had away of confusing the
conduct of battle that made him anxious.

"Of asort." Flayh shrugged. "Y ou don't worry about him. Concern yourself instead with the Golden
Throng—and triumph.”

Pahd nodded. He stooped down to pick up his sword and sheathed it as he walked toward the door.

"And Pahd..." Flayh added, stopping him. "Asto Sarie— well, I'll do what | can. But she must do
something aswell.”

"What'sthat?' Pahd asked flatly. He was beaten. He hadn't the energy to bridle anymore.
"Tdl her to Sop resgting.”

Pahd hung his head. Then he sighed and | eft the room. Pahd knew well hislimitationsin the matter. He
could control hiswife about aswell as he could control his mother—that was, not at al. Defeated, he
made hisway dowly back to hisroya chambers. No one took much notice when he passed.

"Wemust go on,” Tahli-Damen said firmly.

Wayleeth shook her head, and |ooked around at the circle of dogs. They sat in the frozen mud of an
aley on the eastern sde of Ngandib. The gray afternoon dipped toward night, but Wayleeth would go no
further without some sign.

"Tell the Power I've got to know that too, before I'll move," she mumbled.
"| thought you did know that," Tahli-Damen answered. "Isn't that why you followed meto Lamath?"

The hint of mockery in histone enraged her, but she wouldn't say what she felt. She couldn't—not
without denying the things she'd avowed to Erri—that she had heard the Power, that thiswas her
purpose as well as her husband's, and that she believed. Wayleeth sighed. Then she answered honestly,
" thought | did too."

"What changed?' asked Tahli-Damen.

"Can't you see?" Wayleeth pleaded. Then she buried her head in her hands, silently abusing hersdlf for
her terrible choice of words. It took severd minutes for Tahli-Damen to respond.

"Of coursel can't see. I'm blind, Wayleeth, and | can't appreciate any of the horrors you've described to
me over the past week. | can't see anything except a shapeless blue haze that lingers always before my
eyes. Wayleeth—my dearesd— isit meaningless?Isdl thisthat I'vetried to do, thisfaith, my pilgrimage
to Erri, my misson—isit dl, to you, what it isto our kinsmen, the nonsensicd ravings of alunatic?
Becauseif itis.. my darling, if itis... I'd rather die. If thereis no purposein my blindness, then | see



nothing but despair, and I'd rather die." Tahli-Damen chuckled then, and Wayleeth heard a bitter edgeto
the sound that had not been there since the first days of hismagica &ffliction.

"I don't hear daily ingtruction from the Power," hetold her. "Mogt days..." He hesitated, asif unwilling to
reved this, but then continued. "Most days | hear nothing at al. But | go on. Wayleeth, by faith | go on,
because not to go on, not to believe, isto admit I'm nothing but a stupid fool, who..." Here he had to stop
to control his own emotions. "Who, without wishing to, hasled the love of hislifeinto the darkest
possible circumstances.”

Wayleeth stared at him, aware of what he was saying and wanting to reply in the most helpful manner
possible. Although held clung to her hand for many miles and relied upon her eyesfor direction, held not
revealed any real need for her until that moment. Now that she understood it, she responded in the only
way adevoted wife could. Shetook him by the hand and pulled him to hisfeet, murmuring, "All right. 1
havemy sgn."

They walked to the High Fortressin the company of their canine comrades, who seemed to grow more
excited with every step. No one stopped them, but Wayleeth didn't view that as good fortune. She fully
expected to die within the next few moments. She thought she might prefer ending things out herein the
open rather than within that looming tower. It was not to be, however. They waked straight to the open
gate of the cavernous stable and up insde. No one guarded it, which puz-zled Wayleeth only for a
moment.

When she saw the tugolith, she redlized human guards were totally unnecessary. She aso understood the
enormous hoof-printsin the snow and the mangled corpses. She remembered tugoliths now; athough
sheld never seen one, the merchant academieswere all excellent.

The beast that walked menacingly toward them wore an extremely nasty expression. Shedidn't
scream—she couldn't say anything at dl. Instead she clutched Tahli-Damen's arm and pointed fruitlesdy.
Her husband frowned and cocked his head.

"I'm hungry!" Thuganlithaannounced. Since no alarm had been given, he assumed these new arrivals

bel onged here in the castle. The woman's trembling did not surprise him, since hed grown accustomed to
humans trembling in his presence. He addressed his complaint to them, making it clear that he wanted
actionimmediately. It redly wasn't athrest.

Wayleeth didn't know that and she shrank back in horror. Tahli-Damen, however, smiled akindly smile
and modeled hisreply after Erri. "My child, if | had anything to eat I'd giveit to you. In fact, | have
nothing. I'm hungry, too."

The beast peered at Tahli-Damen asif he were crazy, then bellowed again, "1'm hungry!"

Tahli-Damen no longer smiled. "And as| said, | am hungry dso. But | haveamisson to performin this
place, and it cannot be put off while | obtain food for you. Y ou will excuseus.”

Thuganlitha's enormous eyes grew bigger in surprise. Then the color of Tahli-Damen's robe suddenly
registered in his smple brain and he remembered a certain conversation with the despised Pezi on the
road. "l can eat you!" heroared in ddlight.

"Eat me?' Tahli-Damen snapped. "How ridiculous! That soundslike the dragon talking! Wayleeth, isthe
illuson of the dragon standing before me?”



Wayleeth sammered, "N-n-no..." But she couldn't man-age to be any more specific.

"Humph,” Tahli-Damen grunted, puzzled. "Wéll, you are obvioudy someone with atastel ess sense of
humor, and | haven't time for jokes. Stand aside, please. We have business within thisfortress.”

Thuganlithadidn't understand al of what Tahli-Damen said, but held gathered held been insulted. It
shocked him. No one spoke to him like that! "I'll horn you!" he roared, and his words thundered off the
stable'srock walls.

"That isn't amusing,” Tahli-Damen scolded. "Wayleeth, lead me oninto this castle.”

Perplexed at having histhreat so cardesdy disregarded, Thuganlithawatched dumfounded as Wayleeth
hurried for-ward, hustling Tahli-Damen toward the stairway. Before the tugolith could respond, the pair
was up the stairs and out of hisreach. Then hisrage spilled over, and he vented it by charging the wall.
Thiswas solid stone, chisdlled from the knoll upon which the fortress rested. He could do it no harm. Yet
hisimpact was so grest that those watching from above half expected the wall to collgpse before him.

"I'll horn you!" the incensed tugolith trumpeted. Then hetook up avigil at the bottom of the sairs. His
brain was smdll, but some things he knew, among them that thiswas the only way into or out of the
cadtle. Hed missed homing thisinsulting man on the way in. He would not miss another opportunity!

Any confrontation with the tugoliths quickly drew acrowd upon the landing above the stable, and this
group murmured

with astonishment. But what startled the onlookers most was not Tahli-Damen's demeanor nor the gall of
the woman who led the blind man up the staircase without permission. Rather, it was the pack of
fiery-eyed dogs that surged up the stairs behind them. Someone raced away to inform the sorcerer.

Hayh dready knew. His ever vigilant fortress had seen the dogs approaching and reported it
immediately. Flayh met the scurrying messenger in the halway and brushed impatiently by him. "Where
arethey?' he snapped, and the would-be messenger shouted some reply at his back. The wizard never
heard it. He was talking to the High Fortress.

—They havefollowed the blind religionist toward the apart-ments of the king, the fortresswheezed in
pan.

"Why arethey here?' Hayh snarled. "Why?'

The High Fortress had no answer and dared not make any reply. Flayh hurried up the wide spira
toward the lavish bed-room of Pahd mod Pahd-el, muttering anxious curses to the walls. He stopped at
the top of the tairs. The dogs stood in the hallway outside Pahd's door, gazing a Flayh asif they'd been
waliting for him. Ingtantly he was adog himsdf, and the ensuing conversation was carried on in the yaps
and growls of the caninetongue.

"Why areyou here?' Flayh barked.
"Wefollow thisone."
"But why?'

"Because he once carried a piece of the gate. He may again.”



"That wasn't in the agreement!” Flayh howled. "Y ou swore you would remain in Lamath and would
never return to this place!™

"We swore," one of the pack snarled, "but you swore an oath aswell, and you've not kept it."
"I've not had time!"

"Y ou've not madetime! Y ou were to gather the pieces and remake the gate! What steps have you taken
toward that?'

"I know wheredl of them are" Flayh said, guarding histhoughts very carefully. He was frightened, and
he didn't likethe feding. His fears were well founded. The powers held enfleshed as dogs could kill him if
they chose. It wouldn't do to let them know he'd lost the only pyramid held actualy possessed.

"Where?' demanded one of the powers, thrusting his muzzle into Flayh's face.

"I know," Flayh repeated, maintaining his composure. "If , | tell you where, you must swear you will
leavel”

"Wherel" barked a haf dozen dogs at once.
"Swear!" Hlayh snarled with authority.
Severa dogs answered, "It's sworn."

"One of the objects you seek was in Dragonsgate yesterday morning, possessed by Queen Bronwynn of
Chaomonous. An-other isin Lamath, in the hands of that peoples prophet. Now go asyou've sworn!™

With afull-throated bay of the chase, the pack left the hallway as quickly asthey'd come. Flayh waited
for amoment, then took his human shape once again. "Arethey out?' he asked thewalls.

—They haveleft thisfortress and are racing swiftly toward the Down Road, the castle said with relief.
The agony of so many powers present within itswalls had been unbearable. It enjoyed the respite, but
redlized it would be brief. Soon Flayh would be back in histower, and the cancer of magica pain would
grow again.

The sorcerer swept toward the double doors of the king's gpartments and dammed them open. He
pointed his hands at the two blue-robed figures and shouted, "What are you doing in my fortress?"

Terrified, Wayleeth cowered againg the far wall. Tahli-Damen, however, smply turned hishead in the
direction of Flayh's voice. Hed recognized it immediately, for held heard it often at generad meetings of
the Merchant League. Hed found cause to tremble at it recently, for Flayh'sball of flame had been the
last thing he'd seen. He did not tremble now. He smiled with the grace of aman of faith, and said, "Weve
come on an errand of mercy, Lord Fayh. And it appearswe've arrived intime." He turned his head
toward Sarie, directing Flayh's eyesthere. The wizard looked, then cursed in frustra-tion. For the first
timein weeks, Sarie was sitting up in bed.

"S0," Hayh said, controlling himself enough to smile. Y ou're fedling better, Sarie lan Pahd?’

Sarie stared at him woozily, trying to make out who he was. When she did, she threw her arms over her



head and screamed.

King Pahd jumped to her side, putting his body between her and Flayh.
"Come no closer,”" Pahd growled.

Flayh frowned. "What did you say?"

"l said comeno closer! Harm her again and I'll lead no army in your defense!”

"| thought we'd settled that,” Flayh murmured quietly. He turned his head and called over his shoulder to
aguard. "Fetch Admon Fayeto me." Then he looked back at Pahd, whose blazing eyes bulged from
their socketsin agitation. Flayh spoke softly, dmost tenderly. ™Y ou will lead the combined armies of the
Mar, Pahd, or I'll kill your wife outright. But you'll not lead them in my defense. | guess| overstated your
importance to me, trying to make you fedl you had some worth. But listen, Pahd—I have no need of your
protection. | wish your presence at the head of my army only for the sake of convenience. If the
legitimacy of your royal claim ceasesto be an asset to me, if you become more trouble than you are
worth, I'll smply replace you. Then you can spend dl your time here, watching your dear wife suffer.
And shewill, Pahd, | assureyou shewill. | thought we'd understood each other," Flayh finished sadly.
"Do we understand one another now?"

Pahd gazed at the wizard aslong as he dared, but at |ast he had to look away. He sought support in the
eyes of hismother. She only frowned and raised her chin in contempt. He turned to Wayleeth, but saw
only terror in those eyes. There was no comfort in the face of Tahli-Damen either—just asightlesssmile,
asif the man gazed permanently upon heavenly fields. Someone came through the door and he sought
encouragement there. He met instead the ugliest sneer in the world, and looked away quickly lest he
retch on the bed, conscious of Admon Faye's chortle. Pahd knelt beside hiswife and put his arms around
her. Thisalowed him to hide hisfacein one of her pillows. There hewould wait until the powershaper
[]8

"Saver?' Flayh asked. "Are your war-beasts hungry? Feed them these Lamathian fanatics. Perhaps
they'll welcome ataste of home." Then he whipped around and |eft the room. The appearance of the
dogs had startled him and demanded im-mediate response from him. But he had important mattersto
tend to—a search to conduct and anew spell to perfect. He

had no more time to waste upon such atrivia matter as Pahd mod Pahd-dl.

Tibb had not seen Tahli-Damen enter the High Fortress, but he'd heard about it. Everyone insde the
castle had heard about it within ten minutes of its occurrence. The rampaging tugolith in the stables made
certain of that. When Tibb heard that the sorcerer had summoned Admon Faye to the chambers of the
king, he hustled toward Pahd's tower himsdlf. Tibb never wanted to be very far from his hideous magter.

He got to the spird stepsintimeto bresk thefal of one of the blue-clad intruders. The man came
hurtling down the stair-way just as Tibb rounded the corner, and the two hit the stone floor together with
anoisy crash.

"Tibb!" cried the daver in hismost mockingly gented tones. ™Y ou dwaysarivejust intime! | fear that
poor fellow tripped upon the staircase. Do help him up, won't you?"

Tibb growled and hobbled to hisfeet, then grabbed the fallen figure by histom collar and roughly hoisted
him up. He sud-denly saw Tahli-Damen's eyes and he stared.



"Recognize him?" Admon Faye cdled, coining on down the stairs and pushing Wayleeth before him.
When Tibb shook his heed, the daver chuckled. "No, | guess you wouldn't. Y ou didn't join us until after
our dedlings with this merchant of Uda" Admon Faye smiled at Tahli-Damen's uncertain frown.
"Hayh—pardon me, Lord Flayh—didn't recognize you in there. But | did. | have agood memory for
faces." It wastrue. His own face was so memorable that everyone recognized him. In self-defense, held
trained himself to memorize the faces of others. "Y ou used to be the ruling elder of Udain the Mar, didn't
you?"

"Briefly," Tahli-Damen admitted.

"Until Flayh and Pelmen burned your eyebalsblue!" the daver crowed. He made the words obscene.
Tahli-Damen didn't reply. When his mirth subsided, the daver went on, ™Y ou caused my employer a
great dedl of grief when thelast Council of Merchant Elders met.”

"Y ou were there?' Tahli-Damen asked.

"Don't you recognize me?" Admon Faye asked in surprise.

"I cannot place your voice." Theinitiate shrugged, remind-ing Admon Faye of his blindness.
"Of course! You can't seemel” the daver chortled. "Y ou don't know who | am, do you?"
"I think I do," Tahli-Damen murmured. "What? Speak up!" "Could you be Admon Faye?'

The hideous brigand smiled. "1 could. | surdly could.” The belowing of Thuganlitha, dthough severd
floors be-low, could now be heard clearly. The tugolith had overheard a comment made by someone on
the landing above him about blue fools, and had taken the phrase as his own. It had become arhythmical
chant, punctuated by the slamping of his giant feet. "Feed me bluefools! Feed me bluefoold” he
shouted, over and over again. It was becoming a grest annoyance.

Admon Faye shoved Wayleeth down to land beside Tahli-Damen on the floor. "It seemsyou're being
invited to dinner.” The daver smiled politdy. "Actudly, | believeit will be arather swift passagefor the
both of you, which seems somewhat unlike our Lord Fayh. He appearsto have agreat many thingson
his mind; otherwise held want your killing to take more time. But Since he was so explicit in his sentence
and since we do need to quiet down that racket, I'll bid you good-bye. Tibb? Do you think you can
manage to feed these two to our enormous pets?’

Tibb nodded and pulled Wayleeth to her feet. "That way,"
he grunted, thrusting the two initiates before him.

There were probably many reasonsfor what Tibb did next, some of which he was unaware of himself.
He hated Admon Faye, of course. He was a Lamathian and had in years past spent time on his knees
before adragon statue—a different branch of the faith from that of these light-robed fanatics, true, but in
Tibb'smind religion was dl the same. Hed met and been impressed by the young woman who was now
gueen of Chaomonous, and she had thought highly of people who wore these light blue robes, athough
Tibb couldn't guesswhy. And, while some of the davers had been amused by the antics of the tugaliths,
Tibb couldn't shake the image of that blood-stained snow from his mind. For these and other reasons,
Tibb propelled histwo prisoners past the halway that branched to-ward the stables, heading instead for
thedavepit.



"Bebrave, Wayleeth," Tahli-Damen advised with that con-strained dation of would-be martyrs
everywhere. "The Power has some purposein this" Wayleeth didn't reply, nor redlly even hear her
husband's platitude. Sheld redlized that they'd missed the turn, and was anxioudy watching new
develop-ments.

" A moment later the corridor came to adead end at a heavy wooden door. There was akey in the lock,
and Tibb turned it. When he opened the door, the stench sent the two initiates reeling backward. Tibb
reached in, grabbed two hapless figures out, then dammed the door shut and relocked it. He turned to
Tahli-Damen, seized the hem of the blind man's robe and jerked it up and off. Tahli-Damen didn't
protest; instead he murmured encouragingly, "We came naked into thisworld, Wayleeth. Well go naked
out of it." Once again, Wayleeth did not reply. She'd nearly been stripped once aready today, but she
had the impression that thislittle man had quite adifferent purpose.

Tibb threw the robe to one of the starving daves hed pulled out of the pit. "Put that on," he growled, and
the dave quickly obeyed.

Now it was clear to Wayleeth what was taking place, but she didn't explain to her husband. She feared
that if he knew, Tahli-Damen would not permit this exchange to be made. Si-lently she shucked off her
own garment and passed it to the other dave as Tibb nodded approvingly. Then the daver un-locked the
door again, pulled it open, and Sarted to shove the two naked initiates into the anonymous hellhole.
Wayleeth sopped him firgt with aquestion: "Why are you doing this?'

Tibb's snarling expression didn't change. ""Dragon knows." He shrugged. Then he pushed Waylegth
backward into the fetid swamp of the dave pit and dammed and locked the door.

Wayleeth sat in the black slence, listening. A few moments|ater the horrendous thumping and bellowing
from the stables finally ceased.

, [twas ahorrible place to be, but they were dive. And Tahli-Damen, who by now had pieced it
together, said, "No, the dragon doesn't. But the Power does.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Dragon Dung

Pelmen and his companions spent the night in Bronwynn's gilded pavilion. They got little degp—the
celebration outside continued until daybreak. Then too, they each wrestled through the hours of darkness
with burdensome persond concerns— dl, that is, save Erri's youthful companion. Strahn's merry snoring
insured that no one else would deep.

Despite the restless night and despite the bleary eyes that greeted her when she stepped outside to meet
her warriors the next morning, Bronwynn gave the order to break camp and march toward the Mar.
Generd Joss stood stiffly at her side, an expression of confident obedience to his queen fixed upon his
face. Only the generd himsdf could know if his stomach il churned with frustration. Joss would
certainly tell no one.

Asthe servants and soldiers dismantled their tents, Erri and Strahn made preparationsto dip quietly
away. Just asthey wereleaving, however, Plmen stopped them. He had Serphimera by the hand.



"Prophet, could we hold you here another moment?' Pelmen asked. Then he explained what he wanted
Erri to do.

"Y ou mean you're not dready?" Erri growled, afrown wrinkling hisface. "I thought surely you'd aready
taken care of that."

"Weve not had the opportunity,” Pelmen murmured, and his arm tightened around Serphimeras
shoulder as he added, "We might not get another chance.”

Erri nodded and turned to his companion. " Strahn, go fetch the queen. | think shell want to witnessthis”
The young man raced off, returning quickly with Bronwynn in tow. She did, indeed, wish to take part.

Soitwas, in aceremony assmple asit was ancient, that Pelmen and Serphimerawere married. In the
heart of Dra-gonsgate, at the center of the three lands, on the spot where the bloodthirsty beast that had
brought them unwillingly to-gether had died, they were wed. And when it was over, the prophet who had
linked them shuffled off to the north, and the queen who'd been their witness marched westward with her
army, leaving them aonein the pass. PAlmen and Serphimeradid not fed dighted. There were important
tasks to be accom-plished—none, perhaps, more so than their own quest. They had taken advantage of
an opportunity. Now they bent their attention once again to the pyramids.

They sat on aflat rock that had been cleared of snow, near the northern cliff and the dragon's cave.
Pelmen had pulled the three crystals from their wrappings and set them before him. "Where are they?' he
murmured doud, and dl three objects seemed to glow alittle brighter at hiswords.

"Isthat wise?' Serphimeraasked. "Could Flayh not be lis-tening?’

"Perhaps," Pelmen granted. "1 brought them out in the hope that they might inspire us. Where can the
other three be?'

Serphimera glanced around the pass. "Hidden here, some-where?"

“In Dragonsgate?'

"lsn't thiswhere the weapon was destroyed?”

Pelmen nodded. "But | hardly think something so large and sparkling could escape the dragon's attention
throughout amil-lennium. He liked sparkling things anyway. That was how the merchant houses gained
hisfavor. They brought him diazmonds.”

Serphimera nodded. While sheld worshipped this dragon throughout her wholelife, sheld loved an
idedlized vison of the beast. She knew little about thered Vicia-Heinox. "What did he do with them?'

Pelmen chuckled. "He liked to toss them in the air. One head would toss a diamond up, and the other
would catch it. The trouble was, the two heads kept swallowing diamonds, which iswhy the beast
needed—" Pelmen stopped himsdlf, his expression that of a man who'sjust heard athunderclap.

Serphimera had heard it so. Without aword, they bagged up the three pyramids. Then Pelmen
stepped back away from

the cliff face, and pointed out a cave mouth some forty feet abovetheir heads. "There" he said, and
Serphimera nodded and hoisted up her skirtsto tie them out of the way.



It wasadifficult climb, but they had the eagerness of in-spiration to drive them upward. Soon they were
onto the shelf. The smdl within the dragon's old lair was |loathsome; asthey crawled insde and stood up,
Pelmen and Serphimera ex-changed looks of mutua sympathy. "How can we bear it?" she gasped.

"WEeIl manage," Pelmen said and he pointed to severa sgns of human habitation. "Someone dse did.” A
year before, this cave had been the dwelling place of Tibb and his unlucky companion Pinter. The
remains of their fire was visble besde the mouth of the cave.

"Areyou surethey did?" Serphimera questioned. "They're not here now, arethey?' Shesadit witha
dight smilethat assured him she was teasing. She had no intention of turning back.

They both turned to face thewall of dragon dung which was the source of the horrible stench. "They
must be in there somewhere," Pelmen muttered.

"Shall we start?" Serphimera asked and they each picked up aflat stone and began to dig. The outer
layer had solidified and was hard to break through. The deeper they dug, however, the softer the
substance became. With blessed adaptability their noses became inured to the smell. Before long they
had shed every trace of fastidiousness and dug with their hands. The task was far from pleasant, yet they
were together, and there was a certain joy in that. They were soon befouled from head to foot, but since
both were in that state they were careful not to judge. And their purpose was clear. They worked with
the certainty of inspiration and the faith that they must find what they sought.

They uncovered mounds of gemstones—huge rocks of crys-td that, once cleaned, would sparkle like
the stars. They aso found weapons, chains, helmets, and breastplates—the undi-gested accessories of all
those the dragon had consumed. But so far they had found nothing that even resembled the objects they
needed. "It was centuries ago that he swallowed them— if he swallowed them,” Pelmen said. "We have
to expect they would bein the earliest layers.”

Serphimeragrunted agreement, preferring not to open her mouth to comment. Suddenly, however, the
wall shewaswork-ing at so diligently collapsed before her, and she couldn't help screaming " Pelmen!
Come here and look at thig!"

"What isit?" Pelmen shouted, nearly diding down as he scrambled over piles of dung to get to
Serphimeras sde. "Have you found another one?’

"Just look!" the priestess said again, her face radiant with discovery.

The light was poor. Quickly Pelmen summoned aball of orange flame and waved it through the hole
created by Serphimeras digging.

They both gasped. Then they plunged forward together, squirming and shoving until both wiggled
through the hole. They clasped hands, and turned around slowly, surveying the room. It, too, had been
fouled by the dragon, but that could not hideits splendor. The floor was paved with ddlicately painted
ceramic tiles. The walswere lined with thick, polished dabs of gorgeous marble, which reflected back
thefirebals illumination brilliantly. The ceiling rose far above their heads and was curved like the
underside of adome. The room was huge—two hundred feet from one wall to the other, Pelmen
estimated—and was circular. From where he stood, Pelmen could make out three sizable corridors
angling off fromit in different directions, dl running deeper into the mountain. But the room’s dominating
feature good inits center. A circular dais rose on concentric marble ringsto aheight of thirty feet; ontop
of it sat ajewd-encrusted throne. The platform wasn't fully visible. Piles of dung and hoarded treasure



hid alarge part of it. But Pelmen could make out itsform and knew immediately what it was. He stood in
awestruck slence, gawk-ing upward.

"Where arewe?" Serphimeraasked, her reverent whisper preserving the wonder of the moment.
"Weérein the throne room, my love.

"Of what?'

"That's the throne of the ancient One Land."

Like excited children, they explored it. In the world outside, the sun went down, but they paid no heed
to thetime. They investigated every part of the huge throne room, Pelmen stop-ping every few minutesto
read and interpret another inscription he found carved in the marble. He did so effortlesdy. They were
inscribed in those same strange rune-shapes held learned first from the ancient book. Once they
completed the circuit, they |eft the throne room, intent on exploring the corridors. They soon redlized this
could be an endless task. The halwayswent on and on, expanding outward into still more halways, and
those into others. Pelmen understood, now, why the capital city of the One Land had never been found.
It was acity under the earth.

They tired, eventualy. Without aword to one another, they returned to one of the first roomsthey'd
explored together. 1t was a bedroom; by the richness of the canopied trappings and the size of the
canopied bed, they'd judged it to have been the deeping chamber of the kings. Serphimerahad found a
marble tub in asmal adjoining room. After experimenting with apair of handles, she found that she could
fill the tub with water. They stripped off their stinking garments and climbed in, wash-ing the dung from
their bodies. Then they made their way to the bed. Here at long last their love was consummated. It was,
after al, their wedding night. They dept.

Tomorrow there would be more work. Somewhere near the bottom of that dung pile that obscured the
throne, they expected to find the missing pyramids. But for the moment Pelmen and his bride dreamed in
one another's arms, in a sunless realm untouched by trouble for a thousand years.

Erri hurried down the road into Lamath as fast as hislegs would move him. Strahn, however, was not so
eager. That quickly became obvious. When he got ten yards ahead, Erri turned and scowled at the lad.
"What's the matter now?" he barked.

Strahn didn't look at the prophet, but rather past his head. For an answer, he pointed and grunted,
"Them."

Erri turned around and looked, and the sight startled him enough to make him jump. A line of the black
dogs stood across the base of the road, blocking them.

"l see," Erri muttered. "Well, we've been among them often enough. They ought to seem old friends by
now. Come on." Once again the short prophet barrelled forward down the hill, and the younger brother
hurried to catch up. Asthey approached the fearful line, Erri expected the dogs to part and make a path

for them, asthey had previoudy done. When it became clear that thistime the hounds weren't moving,
Erri dowed his pace. When they till didn't budge, he stopped. Then something happened that he had
never expected. One of the black dogs spoke.

"Where?" it ragped, itsteeth gleaming.



Erri'smouth fell open in surprise, but he quickly regained his composure. These beasts had revealed their
intelligence often enough. He should hardly be astonished that they talked. "I'm going after the army of
Lamah—"

"Where?' growled another dog.

"Why, | assume they're less than aday's march up the road—"

"No!" barked till another.

"Where?' growled thefirst dog menacingly.

"Show!" howled the hound that stood besideit.

Erri didn't understand. "I don't know what you're ask-ing—"

"Show!" the dog howled again and legped forward. Erri was knocked onto his back and was set upon
immediately by adozen dogs who snuffled down his collar and up the skirt of hisrobes.

"Where?' some dog demanded again, and another said, "No!" to hisfellows. At last Erri began to
undergtand.

"If you'relooking for that magical object, | no longer carry it with me!" he shouted, and the dog atop his
chest pressed its muzzle down into hisface, driving Erri's head back into the snow. Fear seized the
prophet then. It wasn't the proximity of those glistening fangs, nor the shock of the beast's cold nose on
his skin. It was the bottomlessfires that stood in place of the dog's eyes and which testified that this
hound was not of the natura world. ' "Where?' the davering beast snarled.

"Hdfway to the Mar, whereit belongs!” Erri shouted, not redlly even sure what he was saying.

"Mount!" one beast barked joyoudly to the others. Then, with the hideous baying of a pack that has
scented its quarry, the dogs were off at arun. But they didn't dash up the road to Dragonsgate asthe
prophet had expected. Instead, they took off across the frozen ground toward the northwest, loping
easly dong adirect line toward the Great North Fir. Moments later Strahn was beside him, lifting Erri to
hisfeet.

"Thank you for your marvelous mora support!" Erri grum-bled as he straightened his garments and
brushed off the snow. If Strahn was offended, the lad didn't show it. Erri sighed and once again took off
down the road.

"Where are we going?' Strahn asked, walking beside Erri now.

"Were trying to catch up with the army,” the prophet grunted.

Strahn hesitated. "Thearmy! Why?"

"Because they're our people and they need our help. Are you coming or not?"

"I'm coming." Strahn nodded, but he made it clear by his pace that he wasn't coming very fast. Erri
ignored him, racing onward. Strahn was amazed how quickly the little man could move.



By afternoon, Erri caught up with thetail of the column. Without introducing himsdlf, he made the
acquaintance of Agamaath. a Lamathian warrior who was as honest as he was gruff. He was bitter and
didnt mind sharing his bitterness with this strange little man who'd suddenly joined himsdlf to their
shambling retreat. "Y ou call thisaretreat? It'sflight! A rout. We've been routed! When | rode with
Asher, wewere never even defeated, and now this| A rout. A humiliation!”

"1 knew Asher," Erri observed casudly. "He was agood man."

"Good! Hewas great!" Agamdath snarled. A great man! And welost himto thisdimy lizard. A waste!
An utter waste! Great men come aong once in ageneration, and to lose aman like that—Bah! Whao's
going to lead Lamath now?"

"That's avery good question.” Erri nodded. "Weve cer-tainly had pitiful leadership since the dragon was
killed."

"Prophets,” thewarrior said, shrugging el aborately. "What do they know about running a country?"

"Nothing." Erri grunted emphaticaly.

"Oh, they were well-meaning enough,” Agamaath said in deference to Erri'srobe, "but they were
innocents Theworld isfull of hard men, my friend, and do you think a handful of prophets can turn aside
all those swordsjust by wearing light blue robes? Not a chance. | should know."

"And | should have known, too," Erri muttered.

"What?'

"What wastheir biggest mistake, do you think?" Erri asked. "The biggest?' The man scratched his
beard, glanced back toward the south again, then yawned before he answered. "I don't know. Well, yes
| do. Not planning for astrong defense. Y ou've gotta have a strong defense or the brigands of thisworld
will dit your throat!"

Erri pondered that. "And yet, thisarmy was collected in aperiod of days..."

"Of course! Weweredl dtting around the bars of Lamath, waiting for some action!"

"Then it seems, had the nation been threatened, the prophet could have collected you together as quickly
asthisyoung king did."

"Then why didn't he?' the warrior grunted. "Lamath was threatened, but no one called on usto help. A
waste. Because that boy is even lessaking than his crazy father wag!"

Erri squinted his eyesthoughtfully. " So what we need isatruly great king—aman like Asher.”
"That'sit. That's what we need. Send this boy back to hisfancy estate.”

"And yet you followed him," Erri said. Helet just ahint of accusation creep into hisvoice, and it made
Agamdah squirm with embarrassment.

"Yes" hesighed, "I did. But you haveto realize, that dragon's reappearance carried alot of weight.



Sham or no sham, it wasimpressive.”

"l saw it," Erri grunted, and the warrior looked at him questioningly. Fearing he might be recognized, Erri
deflected the man's atention back toward the dragon. "But why did everyone believe in him so quickly?
Everyone knew the beast waskilled!"

"Well," the veteran Sighed, "old beliefs die hard. And dowly, too. | should know! | was afervent
believer in Ultimate De-votion!"

"Serphimeras group?"

"What alady.” The man amiled, hiseyesglazing over asif he saw avision of her on the horizon. "Now,
shewasgreat." "Sheisindeed." "Is?' Agamdath cried. "She'sdive?!

"She'sdive" Erri nodded. "In fact, we watched the battle together yesterday.”

Thewarrior winced at the mention of the battle and shook his head. " Serphimeradive. 1 thought shed
been eaten by the old beast!"

" S0 you were ready to follow the dragon again, because of that?"

"1 guess so. And you know, when 1 started hunting around for a place to worship the Lord Dragon, dl
the old shrineswere gone! Y our skyfaither friends had destroyed every last one of them!"

Erri frowned, then nodded. "That was amistake."

The old warrior looked at him, puzzled. "A mistake? But you wereright! It'sridiculousto worship a
dead dragon!™

"So it gppearsto me. But nothing confirmsaman in hisfaith so quickly astrying to force him to abandon
it. Religious persecution stiffensresistance.” Erri shot Agarnaath atwin-kling smile and added, "I should

know!"

"But it makes good sense to close the chapelsl™ the veteran grumbled. "Keep alot of foolslike mysalf
fromfolly!”

Erri gazed up at the man until he caught the warrior's eyes. Then he grunted. "It didn't, did it?"

The prophet was asmall man. Although wiry and quick, this burly warrior could havefeled himwith a
blow. Another man might have died for such apointed insult. But Agarndath just looked &t Erri,
pondering the words. Then he shrugged. "Y ou'reright.”

Erri glanced away, out at the numbing sameness of the white snow, and clasped his hands behind him.
"No, thismixing of faith and government is bad business. Y ou're absolutely right. What we need now isa

great king. Someonelike Asher."
"Agher," thewarrior groaned. "Where will wefind another Asher?”
"Who knows? Maybe there's one in the making right now." Erri thought of Rosha.

Throughout this conversation, young Strahn had walked thirty yards behind them. Just asthe warrior



would occasionally check to seeif Chaomonous was coming, Erri would turn and wave at hisyoung
companion, urging him to catch up. Strahn had not refused; hed smply failed to comply. Now Erri bid
Agarnalath agood journey and waited for Strahn to catch up.

"Why have you been walking back there?' Erri asked pee-vishly.

The lad shrugged. Erri waited, and Strahn finally offered ameek explanation. "He's wearing dark blue.”
"Yes?' Erri waited again.

"And carrying asword!"

"That'strue." They waked on afew more pacesin slence.

"I'm afraid," Strahn findly confessed.

"What are you afraid of ? The man'sfirst and foremost aLamathian! He's..." Erri suddenly caught sight of
his young companion'sface. Strahn had set hisjaw and hunched his shoulders, prepared to absorb
another lecture. That vison drove Erri's rebuke right out of his head. He saw, instead, ayoung man of
whom he'd demanded much—but to whom held failed to give himself. It was agtartling discovery. The
problem was clear: Erri'sfavorites, hisbrightest initiates, were e sewhere. Naguin was on hisown
somewherein Chaomonous. Tahli-Damen had marched unflinchingly into the jaws of Flayh. The
others—those who had been closest to him during his brief period of rule—were scattered now across
the country, each trying in hisown quiet way to affect adeep, meaningful changein thissociety. Strahn
was amore recent addition, anew boy. But now, as Erri looked a him, the prophet alowed himsdlf to
see potentia held never noticed before. The Naguins and the Tahli-Damens were on their own now. But
it was aworld of young Strahns who would reshape the One Land and direct the attention of its citizens
to the Power. And it was with the Strahns of the world that Erri needed to concern himself. Erri
pondered amoment in silence. Then he said, ™Y ou know, I'm afraid too."

Strahn looked at him sharply, more worried now than ever. "Redly?"

"Sometimes." Erri smiled at his companion. "But then it passes.” Hewaved hishand at the line that
stretched out before them. "These are our people and they're frightened too. Let'sgo seeif we can
encourage them some. Maybe then well dl fed better.”

Strahn stared at Erri, hisexpression gill one of puzzlement. But this time when the prophet picked up
speed to rgoin thetail of the retreating column, the young man went with him.

Erri smiled inwardly and told himsdlf that one day Strahn
could even be agreat man.

Pelmen woke with astart, and sat up in bed. He was sur-rounded by total darkness. One moment later,
abdl of flame bobbed above the bed, and he had to lower it alittle to keep from singeing the canopy.
He remembered now where he was, and who lay beside him.

Serphimeradept on her side, her long hair spilling across the pillow she clutched so closdly. He sat for a
time watching her, admiring the shape of her lips and the curve of her thighs. He briefly consdered
remaining here. Flayh knew nothing of this place. They could be safe here, turning their backs on the
troubled world and living peacefully within this endiess artifact. Then he smiled at hisfolly and woke her.



Shewasdert immediady. "Isit time?' sheasked. "I have no ideawnhat timeit is. It could be morning or
midnight and we wouldn't know.” He noticed Serphimera shielding her face from the glare of hislight. He
waved hishand and it moved over ahit, out of her eyes. "Y et we're both awake. And thereslittle
enough time left to those who struggle outside. Let'sgel onwithit.”

They rose and dressed, leaving the glorious bedchamber with a shared lingering sense of sadness. Once
in the halway, Serphimeraturned the wrong way. "Where are you going?' Pelmen asked.

"lsn't that the way out?'

"Maybethereisan exit in that direction, but we'd probably emerge someplace in the Great North Fir
and be hopelessly logt. | don't think we have the time to go looking for it."

"Y ou mean the throne room isthat way?" Serphimera asked, pointing behind her, and Pelmen nodded.
The priestess smiled brightly and shrugged. Sheld never had much of a sense of

direction.

A few moments later they stood once again in that circular chamber that had once bound the three lands
into one. "Where do we start?" Serphimera asked.

"At the bottom of that pile," Pelmen answered, pointing.
"How do you start at the bottom?"

"You just wadein," Pelmen murmured, and he did just that. She sighed and followed after him. They dug
an hour before

they found the fourth pyramid. They found the fifth only mo-ments|ater, and with shouts of jubilation
they threw themsdvesinto their digging with anew excitement. Oblivious to the substance they tunnelled
through, they dug with the keen ex-hilaration of anticipated victory.

Three hours later, they admitted to each other their growing frustration. "1 must rest," Serphimera
wheezed, and she waded toward the steps of the dais and sat down. Pelmen squatted where he was, and
heaved a disheartened sigh. It seemed Serphimeras eyes widened suddenly, then closed again. "We
know it'shere" she encouraged him.

He nodded. "That seems reasonable. But what if it's not? What if we can't find it?'

"Then you won't have to remake the wegpon. And you won't be obliged to useit.”

Pelmen turned his head and met her most penetrating stare. ™Y ou know the price of using it?" he asked.

"I've dways known the price. Long before you told me of its making—perhaps before we even met—I|
knew that codt. | just didn't know the circumstances until now.”

"And how do you know now?" he asked. "Another vison last night?"

She looked away, unable to meet his eyes any longer. Then she nodded—a brief, quick jerk of her
head.



"And you know well find the Sxth pyramid?’

"We dready have," Serphimeramurmured, and she pointed toward hisfoot. "Y ou kicked it up just now
when you squatted down."

Pelmen dowly looked downward and saw the pointed tip of the sixth crystal pyramid. He reached down
and reverently picked it up. The set was complete. "There remains only the task of putting it together,” he
said, and Serphimera nodded.

"Where do we do that?' she asked briskly.

Pelmen shook his head, shocked that they actualy possessed dl the parts of the ancient magica object.
"I know where Sheth was to have taken it, once hed made his contribution.”

"They'redivewith magic," Serphimerasaid quietly, "so obvioudy his contribution was made. Who dse
was to partic-ipate in the project?’

"The men of faith, who resided on the mountain in the Great North Fir. That's the mountain of your
visons"

Serphimeranodded again, her expression amingling of trag-edy and resolve. "Well go up that mountain,
Pemen. Well not come down it."

Hefrowned. "Are you sure? | mean, before you said you just couldn't see beyond—"

"I'm sure," Serphimerainterrupted. There was no point in discussing it further. They sat there for severd
minutes, each lost in private thoughts. Finaly, Serphimeragot to her feet. "I guesswe'd better get
Sarted.”

"It'salong way to the mountain,” Pelmen said after amoment. "Maybe we ought to rest again before we
go?"

She caught his meaning ingtantly and responded with ashy smile. They returned first to the marble bath,
then to the giant bed. It was along time, however, before they dept.

Pelmen and Serphimera stepped out of the lair into brilliant afternoon sunlight. The early thaw had come,
melting the last of the muddy snow from the pass below them and leaving a swamp of thick brown muck
initsplace. They quickly climbed down, found their mounts where they'd left them, and |oaded their
precious treasures into the saddlebags. Only then did they notice they had company.

A huge pack of dogs encircled them, pinning them to the canyon wall. Serphimera gasped. "Dogs!”
Pelmen gazed around at the circle. "They're not dogs at all.”

"But how do you—"

"L ook at their eyes," hetold her, and Serphimeradid. She shivered, and Pelmen put a protective arm
around her shoul-ders. "What are they?' she whispered.

"Powers. They've been given that form by Flayh.”



"They'renctillusons?'

"No, these are not like the false dragon. They're real—rea enough that those teeth could tear us open
and those jaws snap our bones." He murmured thisin such acold, flat manner that Serphimeralooked
away from the dogs and a him. His eyes remained fixed on their adversaries. It was evident hismind was
hard at work.

"Y ou can escape, at least,” she whispered, and that drew his attention back to her.

"And leave you?' Hismind flashed immediately to Dorlyth.

"There'stoo much at stake for usto—"

"What'swrong with you?" he snapped. "Y ou saw us both going up that mountain, didn't you?"
"Yes," sheanswered softly.

"Then we know well not die here. Come on." He lightly touched the flanks of his horse with hishedls,
and it took afew tentative steps forward. Serphimeras horse quickly fol-lowed, wanting to stay closeto
its companion. They moved dowly toward the line of dogs, horses and riders dike closely watching these
unnatura beasts for some movement signding attack.

No attack came. As had happened with Erri and hisfollow-ers, the line turned westward and trotted
before them, while those behind closed ranks around them and matched their pace. "It'sasif they're
escorting us,”" Serphimeramurmured.

"Into the Mar, yes. The question is, will they permit usto go our own way once were there?"

"What was that you just said about the mountain?' Serphi-mera asked, her eyes straight ahead but ady
amileplaying on her lips,

Pelmen permitted himself arueful chuckle. After amoment, he said, "There are some advantagesto
knowing some of the future.”

The seriousness of their circumstance settled dowly in on both of them. "Do we daretalk?' Serphimera
whispered. "Is there some way Flayh could be hearing al our conversations through these?"

Pelmen studied each of their entourage in turn, twisting in his saddle as he did so. he didn't know the
answer to her question. In fact there was really no way of knowing if Flayh himself might not be one of
their traveling companions. Pelmen shrugged &t her. "I guesswe could talk of other things. If he's
ligening, it would at |least waste histime while wasting none of our own. Why don't you tell me everything
that happened from the moment you left me at the edge of the Great South Fir?”'

"| dready did!"

"Then tell me again,”" Pelmen urged her, his eyes upon one of the dogs. Serphimera proceeded to do
that, Pelmen inter-rupting her frequently with questions. They came down out of the pass, making good
time. Without saying so, Pelmen began angling northward. The dogs did not interfere, dthough hed
expected them to. In fact, it most seemed that those ahead of them had anticipated his change of
direction. The pack stayed right with them, moving soundlessy through the melting snow. And when



Pelmen dared to spur his horseinto agallop, Serphimeratrailing him closely, the pack silently matched
the pace. There was no outrunning them and no euding them, but neither did the hounds make any hostile
advances nor attempt to turn Pelmen and Serphimera from their course. Within afew hours, they'd
reached the edge of the Great North Fir and turned to ride paralle to it toward the northeast. Pelmen
reflected that they surely made an unusual sight—amounted man and woman, surrounded by asprinting
pack of bizarre hounds. It didn't matter. Their horses were rested and willing to run, and every purposeful
stride took them nearer to their destiny on the moun-tain of the Power.

Serphimeranoticed it fird. "It's getting bigger.” "What?' Pelmen asked her.
"Our escort. It's getting bigger. Haven't you noticed?' "No, | haven't.” Pelmen frowned.

"Watch the forest,” his bride said, pointing, and soon he began to see them—new dogs, just asblack as
those who'd led them from the pass, dipping out to join the others. It continued throughout the day and
into the night. The pack that had numbered in the dozens threatened to swell into the thou-sands and
moved like ablack flood across the white landscape. They raced just insde the Great North Fir under a
canopy of widely spaced evergreens, across ground still covered with pristine snow. In their wake they
left amuddy swathe of dog prints aquarter of amile across.

Theriders didn't dacken their pace, and the dogs did not complain. When their horses began to give out,
however, Pel-men and Serphimerastopped and camped. It was only then that their normally silent
companions began to whine, growl, and findly to bark impatiently.

"It'sasif they can't wait," Serphimera observed, and Pelmen
nodded.

"Yes—but what isit they can't wait/or?' Night had falen and firelike eyesringed their campfire like row
upon row of orderly fireflies. PAlmen didn't cloak the camp. He saw no senseiniit.

The next morning they rode on, upon mounts barely rested from the days of exhausting travel and il
skittish of the unnatural beasts surrounding them.

"Have you noticed we no longer need to guide our horses?' Pelmen asked hiswife.

She nodded. "I wonder what would happen if wetried to turn south?' Severa nearby dogs turned their
heads and looked up at her. "Not that we will," she explained to them, and they al looked back at the
trail. She shot Pelmen awide-eyed, silent exclamation, and they both laughed. It was hearty laughter.
They had covenanted to enjoy their last few days.

Midway through the third day of their journey, Plmen's horse drew up lame. They could travel no
further. The two riders dismounted, and talked over what to do next.

If the dogs seemed restless at night, they seemed frantic now. One beast tried to shove hismuzzle
between Serphimeraslegs, and she shouted in surprise and ssomped on his head. The dogs persisted,
surrounding them so tightly that the two humans had no place to step. Pelmen finally understood what
they were yapping. "Y ou want usto try to ride you?' A chorus of excited howls greeted his question, and
two dogs turned their noses toward the mountain and waited patiently for the people to Sit astride them.
"Well break your backs!" The shaper protested.

"Sit!" growled one hound menacingly, and Pelmen shrugged at Serphimera. They relieved their horses of



the provisonsthey'd been carrying and distributed these on the backs of severd willing dogs. Then
Pelmen and Serphimeratook three pyramids each, and mounted the waiting hounds.

Therest of the ride toward the mountain of the Power was hardly comfortable, and on more than one
occas on the two humans had to fling themsalves boldly off their mountsto get the pack to stop. But in
duetime, they arrived at the foot of that mountain that seemed so specia to the Power. They were
greeted there by athrong of dogs three times the size of the horde that accompanied them.

Serphimeradared at the Sght, aghast. "How did Flayh have time to make them al!" she marveled.

Pelmen regarded the dogs stoically, and muttered, "1'm more concerned with why." He hopped off his
steed, collected their belongings, and started up the mountain. Serphimerafol-lowed behind him. After a
moment, she stopped and looked back. "They aren't following us." In fact, from this vantage point she
could seethat the army of dogs had started to ring the mountain, each facing outward, teeth bared asiif
defending it from attack. "It'sodd,”" she murmured.

Pelmen didn't hear her. He didn't hear anything. He climbed the peak with afeverish haste, drawing
upon reserves of energy he'd been unaware were there. He climbed as a man possessed.

Serphimera turned back to see he was dready far above her. "Wait!" she shouted in annoyance. But he
didn't wait. Then sheredlized that the process had aready begun, and dready it was taking Pelmen from
her.and the young warrior saw alook of loss and despair in his host's face that wrenched hisown
stomach. "What isit?" he asked fearfully, awe cregping into hisvoice. "It's.. .not the dread returned, is
it?'

Syth looked at the snow and breathed along sigh. "Not any caused by magic. Or perhapsitis. | don't
know. It's hard, these days, to put causes to things. Who can know what powers have been loosed upon
us—or what powers we've |oosed upon ourselves. Here. Read this." Syth thrust a note toward Rosha,
and waited for the younger man to come and take it. "The flyer arrived thismorning,” he mumbled as
Roshatook theletter from his hand.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Alliances

Roshawoketo a cold, silent house. Puzzled, he rose and dressed, then went down to breskfast in the
window-lined hall. He ate alone, served by a steward who seemed unusually sub-dued. They exchanged
no words until the end of the meal. Rosha glanced up, caught the man's eye, and asked quietly, "Where's
your master?"

The servant said nothing. He smply pointed out the window at aline of tracksin the snow. They led up
the nearer of the idand's twin peaks.

Wrapping himsdlf in rare bear furs and donning acap of the same precious pdt, Rosha started out after
thelord of theidand. The snow crunched under his boots and the hairsin his nogtrils froze, but he kept



up hisquick pace and soon topped the hill. He saw Syth then, standing stiffly with his back to the wind,
looking toward the gray skies of the north. The man must have heard him, but didn't turn around. " Syth?"
Roshacaled softly. In that till place hiswords seemed like ashout.

Syth didn't appear to be startled. He dowly turned to Rosha,

TOLORD SERILIATH AND THE FELL LADY OF FALL-GREETINGSAND ADIEU. THE
DOG UPON THE MOUNTAIN HAS SENT HISBEASTSTO EAT ME—AND THEY WILL.
MO-MENTSAGO | WATCHED A HERD OF ENORMOUS HORNED MONSTERSUTTERLY
DESTROY THE HOST OF BELRA. LORD GARNABEL, UPON THE PLAIN TO THE SOUTH.
NOT ONE WAR-RIOR WHO STOOD TO FIGHT SURVIVED THESE BEASTS CON-SUMED
THE CORPSES. THEY ARE GUIDED BY ADMON RAYE. AND THEY NOW SURROUND MY
KEEPMY WALLSARE BREACHED | GO TO DEFEND MY CHILDREN -AND TO FAIL SO
PASSES THE HOUSE OF KAM

Roshas eyes misted over as heread the last lines. He turned hisangry, puzzled gaze up to Syth, whose
facewashard. "I... | dont..."

"Magic beasts, do you think?' Syth asked sharply, though with no expectation that Rosha might know.
"Mar-Yilot has been in her tower al morning—or rather her body has. She's abroad, seeking the answer
to that question and the counterspdll to these mongters. If such exigts," Syth finished bitterly.

Rosha reread the message, il in shock from the incom-prehensible savagery it described. "I... there
were some huge horned beastsin Lamath, but—"

"What? Where?" Syth demanded.
"In Lamath. But I'd understood they were normally doc-ile—"

"The dog rules Lamath now," Syth spat. "Any beast with half abrain can be pushed to hodtility if the
force applied iswicked enough. And Hayh is certainly that. Come on!" he barked, and he started for the

palace.
"Where are we going?' Rosha shouted.
Syth whedled swiftly to face him. "Towar, lad. Towar!"

TheLord of Seriliath spent the remainder of the morning sending messages to those few barons till living
who stood with him. They wereto raly to hisside at dead Tuckad's keep—he would lead them to battle
from there. He wrote swiftly, but took careto include every detail of his own recent experience and of
Kam'send. The grim newswould circulate quickly enough. It was best that his people hear it from him.

Likeripplesrolling outward from the paace, the news spread to other parts of theidand. Businesson
Sythiacameto a halt. Cobblers, farmers, blacksmiths, and jewelerslaid down the tools of their trades
and took up those more ancient tools of combat. Thiswas no longer awar for professonas. Thelife of
their idand had been threatened. They would march even against monstersto defend it.

Rosha sat in his gpartment, struggling to control histhoughts. He was not afraid of his own death, and
he'd caused the degths of too many othersto shrink from the coming battle. Two things, however,



plagued histhoughts. Thefirst wasthat he wished things were resolved between himsdf and Bronwynn.
The second was that he didn't want to die wastefully. He heard the clamor all around him—men
preparing to go to war out of loyalty to their lord. He liked Syth. He honored and respected Syth. But his
loyatieswereto others. Could this be hislast summonsto arms? To rideto afruitlessdemisein the
company of strangers, at the Sde of one of hisfather'sold rivals?

There was aknock on hisdoor. "Comein." It clacked open. He was surprised to see Syth himsdlf step
into the room. "Y ou? My Lord, you have much to prepare—"

"And thisisapart of those preparations,” Syth answered quietly. He bore a shield and sword. The shield
was angled away so that Rosha couldn't see the device on itsface. The sword Syth laid upon Rosha's
bed. "1 understand your blade was 'borrowed from adaver. | can't judgeits quality, but | can vouch for
the temper of thisweapon. It was forged for me—one of apair. 1 can only carry one greastsword at a
time. Will you beer itstwin?'

Rosha grasped the sword and tested its balance. It was

beautifully made. Its blade gleamed, smiling with abright ferocity. Itshilt wasawork of art. Threads of
gold, silver, and scarlet intertwined to form its grip, and its pommel was a brilliant diamond the size of a
goose egg. Roshagazed at it in wonder.

"A bit ogtentatious, | redlize." Syth smiled apologetically. "But | can assureyou dl that finery won't
interferewith its effectiveness.”

"It's beautiful,” Roshawhispered, and Syth nodded in mute agreement. "What do these say?" the young
warrior asked, running hisfingers across a series of runes engraved on the blade and inlaid with gold.

"You'll have to ask the woman who gave them to me," Syth said; as Roshamet his gaze, he went on
meaningfully, "They were a present from my wife."

"Powers?' Rosha asked soberly.

Syth shook hishead. "I've never wanted to know." Then he looked down at the shield he till held. "My
friend, you owe me nothing. While | have arms I'd be honored for you to wear, | seeyou asan dly, not a
vassd. It would be inappro-priate for you to wear my livery into the coming baitle—if indeed that's
whereyou chooseto go. Thisshield ... isfase. It was carried by the ugliest man in the threelands as he
impersonated one of the finest. It was taken from the hut where he discarded it—where my spellbound
body lay in dread. False asit is, however, its colors are true. They're your father's, Rosha. Y ours, now."
Syth turned the shield around.

It was larger than hisfather's own battle shield, and much finer looking. The paint was new. Dorlyth had
never worried much about that. But the colors wereright—afield of tan, or "whesat-colored,” ashis
father had aways said, crossed by asingle bar of forest green. Not flashy, but smple, and it was striking
enough to be quickly recognizable on a battlefield, which was its primary purpose. Roshatook the shield
proudly, and gazed down &t it.

Syth paced the room and spoke. "We were warriors, your father and 1. Ranged across thefield or
around the banquet table, we understood one another. You're just like me, so you'll understand, too.
Oursare not the concerns of the shapers. They'll mold the eventswell only play apart in. They'll shape
history, and thereby become legends. But those are thingsthey'll do in solitary places. They'll do them to
men, or for men, but they'll do them alone. Week aswe are, powerlessaswe are, it isour lot to lead the



men they struggle in solitude to damn or to save. | find romance no longer in thistask of war. What |
once thought glorious | now find was only grim. But we do what we do because our puny weight might
somehow tip the scales and because the people we lead must be involved, some-how, in their own
redemption if it'sto mean anything to them. | don't say war isthe best way of involving them. | do say it's
al | know. And now—today—it's necessary." Syth stopped walking and looked at hisyoung guest. "Will
you ridewith meto Tuckad Castle?!

Rosha thought serioudly before answering. He nodded fi-naly. "To Tuckad Castle, yes. Beyond that, |
don't know. Y ou may have judged mewrongly, Syth. It's my wife who leads men, not |. Asfor my
father—he was aleader, yes. But first he was ahero. He used to say that was a disease and that he
feared I'd caught it from him. | did catchiit. | believe, somehow, that asingleindividua can makea
difference, and 1 want to be where | must be to make adifferencein this conflict. Wherethat is, | don't

know. Yes, I'll carry the twin of your sword, and | hope to do honor toit. And | thank you for thisshield.
But where | carry them, beyond Tuckad Castle, | redlly cannot say.”

"That'sfair." Syth started to leave the room. Then he stopped at the door. "But | haven't judged you
wrongly, Rosha. If you think somehow we disagree, then you have migudged me."

All available barges were pressed into service, but it till took severa hoursto get the army acrossthe
water to the North Coast. The minute the last citizen soldier stepped off into the snow, they left, riding as
swiftly as possible to Seriliath under the coverage of Mar-Yilot's cloak. They spent the night there, but
were up before dawn and gone, leaving the city empty of men and of horses. Bainer joined them that day
on the road with hisfew warriors and began atedious monologue that lasted a haf hour before Syth
interrupted.

"Bainer? Have you noticed anyone following us?' Syth asked, and he craned his head to look back
aong the column.

Bainer frowned. "I've not, no. But if you wish, I'll take my fellows and ride back there—"
"Wonderful ideal" Syth amiled. "Why don't you just es-
tablish arear guard to insure that were not surprised like the last time.”

Bainer nodded importantly and reined his horse around to ride back down the column. Rosha frowned
dightly and looked across at Syth. "I thought Mar-Y ilot was covering us?' .

"Sheis" Syth grunted.

"Then what'sthe need in that?'

Syth chuckled. "My ears need the rest. Don't yours? Be-sides, I'm trying to plan.”
"Plan what?' Rosha asked.

Syth looked at himwith ady smile. "A task fit for ahero."

Rosharaised his eyebrowsin surprise, then turned his eyes forward. They didn't speak again for the rest
of theride.

They reached Tuckad's keep by nightfall, and found that Cerdeb had already arrived. The man'sface



looked haunted. Few riders had accompanied him from his home far to the south in Downlands region,
and thetrip had been harrowing. "Dogs," he murmured. "Wicked beasts. They can tak! And davers, of
course. And now you speak of mongters..."

Much more in evidence were the burnt orange tunics of the merchant house of Hann. Syth had good
relations with these traders and had harbored hopes that they might lure other trad-ing housesto his
cause. He quickly found the Hanni leaders and pressed them on the matter. "What about Blez or Uda?
They hate Flayh's Ognadzu colors as much as you do, don't they?"

"Weadl despise Hayh," Laph mod Parem answered gpol-ogeticaly. "But no one €l se seems ready to
fight him. Blezisasmdl house. The men of Winaareterrified. Udaisin astate of chaos. They lost their
local |leader last spring, afellow named Tahli-Damen. The man went blind and then later lost hismind,
and hisfamily atributesall of thisto Flayh. Now we have word that their ruling elder, Jagd, was
assassnated in Chao-monous. Flayh is a the heart of al these doings.” Laph and his brother merchants
exchanged anxiouslooks. The trader went on, "Y ou must remember, Syth. All of uswatched Hayh
display hispower at the last meeting of the Council of Elders. We redize what we're facing. And now
that he hastugoliths—"

"Y ou know for certain they're tugoliths?' Roshainterrupted, and the merchant nodded grimly.

"They were stolen from Lamath when Flayh overthrew the rigious governor there. They're maleable
creatures that can easily be shaped to the personality of their handler. Rumor hasit that their handler now
isAdmon Faye."

Syth nodded wearily and turned away. One could always trust the information of merchants. It wastheir
business to know. He controlled his despair and looked back at Laph. "What can you tell me about new
developments here?'

L aph sniffed and shuffled hisfeet. "Pahd mod Pahd-€l has mustered the Mar. Or rather, his mother has
in Pahd'sname." Syth raised hiseyebrows. " didn't receive that notice.” "Y es, well, you wouldn't, would
you?' Laph said. "1 suppose not. Who stands with him?" Laph snorted. "Everyone. Accept you and
yours, us, and Ferlyth. Some are more active in their support than others, but only Carlog and your
northern cities have ressted him." "What about Garnabel 7' Syth asked. "If you know about the tugoliths,
you surely know what happened to Belra, their citylord." "Y es. Kam described it to me."

"Garnabel hastotaly surrendered. They've dected Pahd's cousin Janos as their new citylord and
marched three thousand men to the capitd "

Syth absorbed this newswith astrained amile. "It'sawonder that you gtill stand with me, knowing all of
this"

"Weve come for only one reason. Weve opposed Flayh too long for him to welcome us. HE'sa
vindictivelittle man, and if he captures us, helll kill us al—or worse. Our one hopeisyou and the Golden

Throng."

"Bronwynn!" Roshagrunted. "Whereisthe Golden Throng?' "Encamped on the Westmouth Plain. With
the aid of Pelmen Dragonshane, they routed the army of Lamath and passed through Dragonsgate.”

"Ah-hal" Syth cried, cheered at last. He grabbed Roshas hand and gripped it hard. "Hereisfinally some
good news!" Laph mod Parem shrugged. "Perhaps. But if Lamath turns and closes the pass, their retreat
will be blocked. And while I'm told it's agrand-looking army, they're untried in battle.” ™Y ou said they



routed—"

"With PAmen'said,” Laph said meaningfully. Then he asked with araised eyebrow, " Can we count on
Pedmen'sad?'

"That | don't know," Syth countered. "But we can count on Mar-Yilot."

"All Ngandib-Mar trembles before the Autumn Lady,” Laph said politdy, "but Flayh has proved himself
darker and harder than even she. Jooomsiswith him, and soisthetwin-killer."

"Y es, we know about Terril."

"Thenif youwill," Laph pleaded, "ask your lady if she can contact Pelmen and request his succor.
Without it, we're lost. We may belogt withiit."

Syth sighed, and patted mod Parem on the shoulder. "I'll ask her right now. Come on, Rosha" He
dtarted for the stairs that led to the chambers mod Tuckad had dlotted them.

"Y ou mean she'shere?"' Laph asked.

Syth amiled. "A part of her." They went up the stairsto find her.

Mar-Yilot glowed at the far end of their long, dark room. No tapers burned, nor were any needed, for
the orange coronathat ringed her transparent image provided dl the illumination necessary. Her face was
drawn with frustration and weariness, but that was her most common expression, so Syth felt no darm.
He walked confidently across the wooden floor to her, Rosha il trailing behind. ™Y ou've come.” Syth
smiled.

"I said | would," Mar-Yilot responded. "You are dl safe?’

"Weare"

"Did Cerdeb arrive safely?"

"Yes" Syth smiled wistfully. "But | can't say he brought much encouragement with him. Nor many
warriors, either. He didn't have the luxury of coverage as hetraveled. It looksto melike he's aready

making peace with defeat.”

"He'saDownlander." Mar-Yilot shrugged asif that ex-plained everything. Maris hailing from the
Downlands did in-deed have areputation for fatering under pressure. "What of the House of Hann?!

"They're here with afull complement. But they, too, are worried. They've requested that you seek out
Pelmen and plead for his succor.”

Mar-Yilot snorted and propped ahand on ahip. "Did you tdll them young Rosha here might have more
influencewith him than 1?7*

" told them only that | would ask you. | said nothing of our contact with him, nor of hisquest to
reassembl e this ancient weapon. Their information worried me more than Cerdeb'slong face. Apparently
Hayh has bent al the shapers save your-sdf and Pelmen to hiswill."



Mar-Yilot raised her eyebrows. "Jooomsfinaly caved in?".

"Which we knew wasinevitable." Syth nodded. "Now you're faced with a perilous army of
opponents—"

"Pelmen battled many of usat once and won."

"That'strue, my dear, and you're a least astaented as he. But the merchants credit Flayh's vindictive
nature and unpre-dictability over your experience. Perhaps we do need to call Pelmen back after all.
When heleft Sythiahe had very little hope of succeeding in finding the pieces—"

"He wouldn't have undertaken the journey if he had thought there was some other way." Thiswas Rosha
speaking. He lay back on abed, peering up at the darkness, his hands clasped behind his neck.

"Yes, but if we moveinto shaper battle—"
"Hayh will defegt us," Roshainterrupted.
Mar-Yilot gazed a him caustically. ™Y ou sound very certain of that."

"I am," Roshagrowled. Then he sat up, and his eyes glowed with light reflected from her aura. He
looked into Syth'sface and said, Y ou know it too."

"Do you have any suggestions?' Mar-Yilot snarled, but Syth held up ahand to silence her. Then he
scratched hisjaw and sighed.

"Roshasright.”

"Syth" Mark-Yilot complained, frowning.

"He'sright. The dog has the knowledge to counter any shaper attack on him. I'm sure that's what he's
preparing him-seif to face. Perhapsif we sent someone he didn't fear against him—someone he thought
he'd ensnared in dread—"

"Yourethinking of going againgt him yoursaf?' Rosha asked.

"I forbidit!" the sorceress cried, and her hdo of light flared up like aflame.

Syth smiled. "1 couldn't go. 1 have an army to lead, small asit is, and besides—I'm not ahero.” He
looked around & Rosha. "Y ou could go."

Rosha stared back silently.
This exchange of looks made Mar-Yilot impatient. "How
could he go? He's dready been insde the fortress once and needed the help of two wizardsto get out!"

"But hedid get out," Syth murmured, eyes till on Rosha. "And he succeeded in bringing away what he
went in after.”

"Y ou're suggesting we ask Pelmen to lay aside histask to help thisboy get into the fortress again?”



"Not PAlmen."

"Hell need some powershaper to cover him." Mar-Yilot snarled. "And if you're thinking of his queen,
remember: She's no shaper yet!"

"l wasthinking of you, Mar-Yilot."

Hiswife stared & him. "Mée! Where will you be during dl this?"

"Qutside on the plain with the Golden Throng, battling Pahd and our Mari brothers.”
"No," Mar-Yilot said bluntly. "I'll not leave you uncov-ered.”

"Y ou can cover meall you choose, my Lady, but Flayh will penetrate your coverage and kill meif he
pleases.”

"Let himtry! I'll battle him above the—"

"No," Syth barked, and hisfrown stopped her. “The key isthe shaper. Eliminate Flayh and you eliminate
the power that binds the other shapers. Y ou aso eiminate the need to murder countless Marisin Flayh's
name”

"And you propose to send a boy to do atask that—"

"Not aboy, woman!" Syth roared. "A hero! One who's faced a bear, adragon, Admon Faye, and most
importantly of al, Flayh himsdf, and survived each encounter! Armed with amagic sword of your own
design, protected and supported by your own vast experience, he could dip inside a castle he knows
well and go straight to the source of our dilemmal™

"And what about the living fortress!" the Autumn Lady shouted.

"Create enough magic inddeits belly and you'l incapecitateit! Y ou told me so yoursdlf!”

"And what of the other shapers during thistime?' she snarled. " Joooms and Terril—where will they be?"

Syth amiled triumphantly and murmured, "'Pelmen battled many a once, and you're astaented as he!™
Then he frowned. "Ther€ll be abattle going on below! That will attract Flayh's attention and that of his
dlied shepersaswell.”

"When he has battle beasts to chew you up and swalow you?' Mar-Yilot sneered. "Why should he
trouble himsdf? Hell not even notice you!

It was astrong argument, but Syth refused to heed it. "My Lady, listen! 1t's our only hope!”
"Then we're hopelessindeed, and perhaps should yield now!"
"Do you believethat?' Syth demanded accusingly, knowing full well what her answer would have to be.

Mar-Yilot pouted amoment before giving it. "No."



"Very well. Then well plan for—"

"But | don't believe thiswill succeed.”

"Then et me convince you—"

"You'll not convince me, Syth! I'll doiit, but 1 don't think it can possibly work!"

Syth threw up his handsin exasperation. "Of course you don't! Because theré's one thing you alwaysfall
to take into consderation!”

"And that is?' she asked, cocking her head to one side.
"Weareright. And Flayh isirrevocably in thewrong!"

She amiled, findly, but with cynicism, not amusement. Y ou think eventswill honor your mora vison?'
she asked.

" think wemugt live asif they will."

The sorceress shrugged. "And die with the same convic-tion.”

"If need be, yes."

Mar-Yilot nodded, and looked at Rosha. "Hefits very well with your Pelmen, doesn't he?"

Rosha had watched the argument unfold with akind of awe. To be in such company, to hear his merits
discussed so criti-caly, and to measure the responsibility offered to him againgt his own sdf-esteem had
challenged him to produce his best. He wanted to be wise, to be viewed aswise, and to justify Syth's
confidencein him whilewinning Mar-Yilot's respect. When she aimed this comment & him, he responded
imme-diately: "Of course. That'swhy they both impress you so deeply.”

Mar-Yilot was stunned. She thought about it, then acknowl-edged the possibility with anod. Her eyes
suddenly darted at Roshasface, gripping his attention. "And why | ought to be impressed by you, too?"

That sartled Rosha. He could think of no quick retort. "I... don't know..."

"Well, it doesn't matter,” Mar-Yilot said quietly. Mean-choly crept into her voice as she continued, "My
husband has made adecision, and I'll abide by it—even though | fear it will cost him hislife. But | guess
that'stheway it iswith moraligts, they demand that the world be just, and then kill themsalves proving it
can be made alittle more s0." Without a good-bye, without any warning that she wasleaving, Mar-Yilot

disappeared.

The two warriors were left Stting in total darkness. It sur-prised Roshato hear Syth chuckling. "She
doesloveagood exit line," thelord of Seriliath murmured, and Rosha could amost hear the man'ssmile.
He had no smile of hisown. He reflected on the question Mar-Yilot had asked him. Hed never been
much concerned with questions of morality, but her com-ment had truly stunned him. How could he be a
hero and not have mora convictions?

"Inany casg, it's settled. Rest some—we've had ahard two days. But as soon as you're ready, you need
to be on your way."



"To the High Fortress,” Roshamurmured. Despite his ef-forts to keep them submerged, fears began to
nibble on his confidence. "And when I'm there?"

"Jugt wait. Shelll find you. Think, Rosha," Syth added, his voice rich with encouragement. "Thisisyour
opportunity to be who you must be."

Rosha stared into the darkness, swallowed, and nodded grimly.

It was inevitable that Erri should be recognized. He had, after all, been the head of the Lamathian
government, and he hadn't hidden himsalf from his people as had the former king. As he shuffled dong
with the defeated army, listening, arguing, laughing, and encouraging, the whispers began around him.
Soon the newstraveled up to the head of the line, that while the upstart king had fled in fear, the prophet
had rejoined his peoplein their hour of greatest need. Before long, a mounted contingent from the ad hoc
leadership had raced back to greet him formally. Despite his protests, the prophet and the terrified Strahn
were put on horseback and led to the head of the column.

Asthey passed, the warriors cheered joyfully, and Erri returned their waves with anironic smile. It
appeared leadership had little to do with one's ability and more with how many people recognized one's
face.

The prophet hadn't planned on this. Politics was a nuisance, a headache he'd been happy to berid of for
atime. But by the time they arrived back in the capital, hed decided that, if somebody had to lead
Lameath for the next few critica weeks, it might aswell be he—at least until other, more lasting
ar-rangements could be made. Agamalath had been right—L a-math needed someone like Asher, and
that certainly wasn't Erri. He did, however, have someonein mind.

By the time they marched into the city square, there was aready a sizable gathering of civic leaders
waiting to greet him. Erri grimaced at their stiff, formal poses. Obvioudy they'd planned some sort of
ceremony, and the small prophet hated the thought. There were so many things he needed to attend to.
Why waste time standing around listening to pompous talk? Once again, the petty business of parochia
politicsinterfered with hismgjor concerns. He sighed inwardly and forced asmile of greeting for thetall
dignitary who approached him.

"Lord Erri," the man began, and the prophet winced in pain. "We offer you akingdom."

Erri nodded affably. "Fine," he said. He could have pro-duced afar more flowery speech, but his
attention remained elsewhere. He hoped to get this nonsense over quickly so that he could find some
private place and tune his spirit to the movements of the Power.

"When shall we plan your coronation?" the man continued.

"My what?" the prophet grunted in shock, as he turned his head back to look up into the eyes of the
officid who towered over him. "I'm no king!"

"My dear prophet.” The dignitary smiled condescendingly. "As| said, we offer you akingdom. Our land
has aways been akingdom. Were accustomed to that. And aswe've al had the chance to sample your..
.prophetic.. .form of govern-ment—and, incidentally, to see where it leads us—we urge you to accept
the throne we offer instead of returning usto that unstable circumstance. Y ou shall be King Erri the
first— or King Prophet, or whatever you might prefer—and at your degth, the crown shall descend to
your hers



Erri nodded thoughtfully and glanced around at the rest of the assembled leadership of Lamath. Their
amswere rather trangparent. They wanted someone to take on the difficult chore of binding the nation
back together again—ypreferably someone they could disassociate themsel ves from when his policies
be-came unpopular. Erri would serve nicely. And he had no heirs, which meant in al probability thet the
crown would eventualy cometo one of their heirsinstead. By that time, the throne might be worth
something again.

The prophet smiled, and said, "No."

A moment of shocked silencefollowed by hisrefusd; then the group buzzed with animated whisperings.
Erri raised his voice to speak above them. "I'm not the king type! But you're right. Lamath does need a
king." The gathered host hushed to listen to him. "We need agood ruler, astrong ruler. Someone alot
like Asher.” Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd. The prophet had touched anerve. That
wasit, exactly. "And | think | have just the man.”

"Who?' someone blurted boldly, and there were several more cautious echos of the same question.

"I'd prefer not to announce that asyet. Thetime isn't right. Until that time comes, I'll accept your offer to
rule Lamath as aregent. But let's not concern oursaves with the trividity of acoronation. Now if you
don't mind, there are important mat-ters that require my attention. Excuse me." Erri gathered up hisrobes
and took off acrossthe square.

This abrupt ending to their ceremony stunned the Lamathian leadership. They gazed around at one
another in confusion and embarrassment. Strahn soon noticed that severa people were looking
expectantly at him. When others did the same, he found himsdlf the focus of attention, and hisface turned
red. Not knowing what else to do, Strahn shrugged elaborately. Then he turned to race off after Erri,
mentally berating the prophet for having so little respect for conventions.

Erri had aready thrust the meeting from his mind and was wrapped in earnest conversation with the
Power. He was plead-ing that his unannounced nominee for the crown of Lamath might survive the
coming storm. Remembering Rosha's fool-hardiness, Erri scowled. That was not a hopeful sign. Still,
there came a time—sometimes in amoment—when fool har-diness was tempered by crissinto bravery,
and ambition crystalized into destiny. "Perhaps,”" Erri mumbled, "that timeisat hand for Rosha" Erri
listened, but the Power did not respond.

Scouting parties from the two armies met and exchanged greetings long before the two armies came into
view of one another. Neverthel ess trumpets of aarm were sounded, and two lines drew up facing each
other asif in preparation for a pitched battle. When the leaders rode out to parlay, dl were smiling—all,
that is, except Queen Bronwynn. Shelooked at Syth and addressed him sharply. "Where's Rosha?"

Syth's eyes widened, hisonly admission of surprise, but his smile stayed fixed and even grew warmer.
"Y our husband said you were direct--"

"Whereishe?'
"That'salengthy tale and abit of a secret—"
"Tdl it," Bronwynn snarled. She felt very much a queen this day and quite hostile. Syth looked around at

hisdlies, then dowly turned back to face her. He got off hishorse and sarted to walk away. "Where are
you going?' Bronwynn called, her voice charged with annoyance.



"l said it was a secret. Comewaking and I'll tell you."

Bronwynn looked at Joss, who gazed back impassively. She flung hersalf down from her saddle and
walked quickly to Syth'sside. Those | eft behind tried to appear disinterested as they strained to hear
whatever bits of the conversation they might. They al heard Bronwynn emit abark of outrage and saw
her face turn red with rage. They heard nothing more.

"He'ssafe" Syth was whispering. "Much safer than either of us, at present.”

"How do you know?' Bronwynn spét.

"Because it's my wife who's protecting him, that'swhy!" Syth growled back, mostly for show. He wasn't
redlly angry. Rosha had anticipated Bronwynn's response and had tried to prepare him for it, but that had
redlly been unnecessary. Thiswasjust like talking with Mar-Yilot. "And you can drive that jealousy right
out of your head. It was my idea."

"Yourd"

"Qur frontal assault will be suicidal unlessthey're success-ful. That iswhat you camefor, isn'tit? Toad
Roshain his cause?'

Bronwynn hesitated amoment at that, then snapped, " Of course.”

"Good. Then why don't we map out our generd strategy with the rest of the group? But keep quiet on
Roshaswhere-abouts. | trust my people and I'm sure you trust yours, but it's a treacherous age.
Agreed?’

"Agreed." Bronwynn nodded, alittle miffed at how easily he was handling her.

"One other thing before we join the others.”

v
"Is Pelmen with you?'

Bronwynn blinked. "No. He was, but we left him behind in Dragonsgate.”

"Looking for the other pyramids.” Syth nodded. He sounded dismayed.

"Why?' the queen asked.

"Oh. Just hoping.”

"Riderd" someone in the ranks shouted, and atrumpet sounded the darm again, thistimein earnest. The
two leaders whirled toward the south.

Bronwynn glanced at Syth's face and saw his dishelieving frown. She whipped out her sword and
demanded, "Enemies?'

"I don't know!" Syth shouted in honest dismay. "It's either your husband returning far too soon or



Admon Faye! Wait!" he called to his archers, who were nocking their arrows. "Wait until we know for
cetanwhoitig"

The lead rider wore the colors of Dorlyth mod Karis. The rest were arrayed as freed men, in colors of
their own choosing. They drew up somethirty yards distant, and the lead rider tore off hishelmet and
scowled at them. "What's the matter with you, Syth? Haven't we fought against one another enough for
you to recognize me?"

Syth looked at Bronwynn in joyful surprise, but she was no longer beside him. Sheld thrown her sword
asde and wasracing to greet her father-in-law with open arms. Dorlyth climbed painfully from hissaddle,
but he was gtill strong enough to grab her off her feet and swing her around like a child. The Golden
Throng was perplexed beyond measure, but the army of the north greeted this sight with aloud huzzah.
As Bronwynn and Dorlyth strolled arm-in-arm back to the beaming Syth, the Throng, too, began
cheering enthusiastically. They didn't know what, but evidently something wonderful had happened.

"Dorlyth!" Syth shouted abovethe din. "I thought you were dead!"

"So did your wife, gpparently,” Dorlyth said with adight smile, and Syth covered hiseyesin symbaolic
embarrassment.

"Shewasfooled," he offered gpologeticaly as he pulled his hand away. " She thought Pelmen had put a
spdl onme”

"So shetold us." Dorlyth nodded. "But here you are, so | judge she learned of her error, and heream |,
S0 it wasn't quite as costly as you may have thought. And here you are aswedl!™ Dorlyth grinned, hugging
his daughter-in-law close.

Bronwynn smiled shyly, but didn't pull away. Shefelt none of that need to establish independence that
had marred her last meeting with Pelmen, nor did she project any of her current ill-will toward her
husband on Roshas father. Sheld not seen Dorlyth for years, but sheld loved him from adistance asa
model of what her Rosha hoped to become, and as family. "Does Rosha know you're here?"

Dorlyth frowned. "I don't know thefirst thing about Rosha. Nor, for that matter, about you, or thisarmy,
or Syth, or what's been happening. I've been back at my castle trying to recover from afirering and I'm
gl not ableto get around aswel asl'd like."

"But how areyou here at al?' Syth begged.

Dorlyth turned and pointed at his mount. "Y ou see that horse? It used to be Pelmen's, and—"
"Mindiss?' Bronwynn asked, twirling out of Dorlyth's em-brace and staring back at the horse. "1t igl"”
"Smart animd," Dorlyth said. "Came around through the fire, somehow, and found me. I managed to get
up across hisback and he carried me to my castle. I've been recuperating ever since then, but | got word
from one of my people that an army was coming through Dragonsgate.” Dorlyth propped hisfistson his
hips. "I am the Jorl of the Westmouth, you redlize, sworn to defend the reelm againgt intruders.” He
looked at Bronwynn.

She met hiseyesevenly. "Am | anintruder?’ she asked frankly.

"My Lady," Dorlyth said, "at this point I'm just glad there's someone around who's willing to come help



uswith this quar-

rel." He looked at Syth. "The Mar's been mustered on top of the High Plateau. Belras been destroyed. |
hear rumorsthat | can't make any sense of a al. I'm hereto join you, athough | can't offer much.”

"You bring usagresat ded, just by offering your presence,” Syth responded warmly. "Asto whether it
will be enough— shdl weadl go and find out?'

Minutes |ater the allied armies were marching together to-ward the High Fortress. They hadn't ahope of
conquering it— al of them knew that well. But if they didn't make the effort, there would be nothing left
worth hoping for. At leadt, in this, they found purpose, and when hope was gone, purpose was a
worthwhile subgtitute.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Baying Hounds

With the fanatical courage that was sometimes born of terror, Terril drove histiny body up the sheer
face of the diff. He had ridden the cold winter air currents al the way from Sythiaand emotiondly he was
frozen. Suddenly he saw awindow in the High Fortresslooming up before him, and he shot through it
with atriumphant buzz. Hisfet, human again at lagt, hit thefloor.

Naturdly, Flayh knew the moment Terril arrived. Asthe shivering wizard sat by afire durping soup
graight from the bowl, asquat brigand tapped Terril on the shoulder. "The Lord Flayh wants to see you,"
he mumbled. "Follow me."

Terril didn't argue. Herefilled hisbowl from a steaming pot and followed the daver down the halway.
The man ushered him into aroom, then left. Terril took another draught of his soup before looking
around. He suddenly noticed he wasn't done. "Joooms?' he said, eyeing the hook-nosed man seated by
thewal|.

"Hello, Twin-killer," Joooms responded.

The lizard's superior tone of voice made Terril bristle. "What arc you doing here?" he snapped angrily,
annoyed at how swiftly Joooms could make him fed incompetent.

Jooom shrugged. "The samething you are, | assume.”
"Enlarging your treasury?' Terril sneered. Joooms's greedi-ness was legendary.

"A little" Thedark shaper nodded. "Though I'm more concerned with preserving the lives of my family.
But of course, family ties don't matter much to you, do they. Twin-killer?"

Weary or not, an affront was an affront and not to be tol-erated. Terril hurled aball of flame at Joooms's
head, only to have it bounce harmlessy away at awave of thelizard's hand. "Come, Terril. Can't you be
alittle more creative?' Jooomsi stood and swivelled around to face his attacker. The two shapers would
have begun then in earnest, had Flayh not appeared suddenly between them. They both |egped

backward in shock. Thiswas not an image, a projection thrown down by a shaper ill aove. Thiswas
the small sorcerer himsdlf.



Hayh smiled gloatingly, and looked from one astonished wizard to the other. Then he shrugged, asif this
feat were nothing. Infact, it wasincredible.

"My Lord Flayh," Joooms said, bowing gracioudy with one kneeto the floor. "Y ou've taken us
completely by surprise”

"Welcome, Lord Flayh," Terril muttered, imitating Jooom's polished charm.

"Hello, Terril. Welcome back. | hope you've brought me some usable information. | thought 1'd pop
down and hear it before you two kill each other.”

"A minor misunderstanding,” Joooms said smoothly, and Terril nodded vigorous agreement.

"I hope 0. It matterslittle to me what you do to one another after the war iswon; but until that time, try
to stay out of each other'sway. Otherwise, one of you will doubtless destroy the other, and I'd be forced
to kill the survivor. That would dl be aterriblewaste.”

"Surely you don't actudly need us," Joooms suggested with aquiet smile. "With tugolithsto trample on
thearmiesthat

attack you, and your own remarkable powers to counter shaper assaults, what good can we do you?'
"Y ou think my powers formidable?' Fayh asked. He ap-peared genuinely pleased.

"Of course," Joooms answered, hisdark eyes fixed un-flinchingly on Flayh's disfigured countenance, his
voice aily with charm. "Never have | beheld such afeat as1've just witnessed. Have you, Twin-killer?’
Hedidn't wait for Terril's response but went quickly on, "Can you tell us how it's done?"

Hayh'seyeslidded dightly, and he gazed contemptuoudy a Joooms.

"Of course." Joooms nodded. "Trade secrets. But since your shaping is so demonstrably superior to
ours, can't you release us from your service? Y our victory is assured.”

"Patience, Joooms," Flayh said. "Y our children aren't far, and they aren't suffering. A few more days
and, asyou say, the victory will be assured. But it would make me nervousto think either of you were
out there unattached, so to speak. Besides, | need your counsdl. Y ou've both battled Pelmen and
Mar-Yilot, and I want to draw upon your experience.”

Joooms chuckled. "I'll belittle help to you there. While I've successfully €luded them both, I've never
defeated either of them." The dark man frowned sharply and raised hisvoice. "Come, Lord Flayh, speak
frankly! Y ou know aswell aswe that what you've just doneisimpossible! The pair you battle are the
best, and by their pairing are more frightful than any shaper force | ever faced, but surely they tremble
before you, who can be anywhere you will!™

"Not anywhere. Not yet," Flayh muttered. " The range of my movement issmall yet. But it should be
aufficient, you think?"

"Without question,” Joooms snorted.

Flayh looked at Terril. "And you? Y ou agree?"



"My Lord Hayh," Terril answered wearily, "you know that 1 would surrender without afight."

"Of course," Flayh snorted. ™Y ou dready did. But Pelmen did not. Nor did Mar-Yilot. What news,
man! What can | expect?’

Terril took adeep breath. " Syth has marched to Tuckad, where he gathers his armies. The son of
Dorlyth rideswith him. Mar-Yilot lingersin Sythiato cover her lover, and | doubt

shelll venture anything save that. Y our spell upon Syth terrified her."

"Y et that spell didn't hold. Syth raises an army againg me! What about this woman with the hegling
touch?'

"Y ou know about that?"'

"Naturdly | know!" Hayh barked. "Did you think yourself my only pair of eyesin the north? Whereis
she? If shetravelswith Syth, then magicd attacks upon him would be useless, freeing Mar-Yilot to work
her mischief! Speak!"

"She'sgonel” Terril blurted out. " She left with Pelmen on some strange quest over aweek ago!”
"What quest?' Flayh asked.
Terril trembled. "I could never obtain the details."

Flayh gazed a him amoment, somewhat disinterestedly, rather as a man might regard a chicken he's
about to behead. "Where were they going?' he asked casualy. "Or did you missthat aswell?!

"I... don't know."

Flayh smiled dightly. "I know where PAmen is. He travelswith an army from Chaomonous that passed
through Dragons-gate three days ago.”

"With Queen Bronwynn?' Terril asked earnetly. "It'sher army Syth planstojoin!”
"Which means?' Hayh inquired in bored tones.
"That Pelmen and thiswitch hedler will be together again with Syth..."

"Freeing Mar-Yilot to act." FHayh grunted. "And | believe you've told me something of this young queen,
aswdl?'

"Shel'sashaper,” Terril murmured, recdling the rolling inferno that ended his dream of dominating
Chaomonous.

Flayh turned to the dark wizard. ™Y ou see, Joooms, why | need you. | have potentially three shapers
aligned against me, two certainly. And while | may have superior power, | lack tactical training. | fear
nothing from these armies. The tugoliths will demoalish them on the plain. Should any warriors succeed by
chancein €uding the beasts and getting up the Down Road, they'll face King Pahd and the rather colorful
assemblage that continues to muster in the city—the cream of the Mar, I'm told?" Heraised aninquiring



eyebrow, and Joooms nodded:

"There are many good warriors among Pahd's supporters.”

"Fine. Certainly no one could penetrate that cordon to face

my own castle guard and their hideous leader. Excepting, of course, a shaper. A shaper could neutraize
my war beasts, perhaps even neutralize Pahd's army. We can't dlow that to happen, Joooms. If that
happens, I'm afraid your children will suffer. And we don't want that.”

Jooomsss brown eyes were expressionless—which in fact

expressed agreat ded. "No, Lord Flayh. We would not.”

"Very wel then. Suppose you tell mewhat | may expect?’

Joooms and Terril exchanged aquick look of mutua dismay.

How could they teach apowerful noviceto free hisimagination?

Joooms took a deep breath, but never got any farther. Hewas

interrupted by a horrible sound that made dl of them dam their

hands over their ears and shut their eyes. It waslike the baying

of thousands of dogs. When it ceased at last and Joooms and

Terril opened their eyes, Flayh had disappeared.

"What do you do next?" Serphimera asked.

"I don't know," Pelmen replied honestly. He had arranged the six pyramidsin ahexagram on the cavern
floor and now stepped back to survey them. Serphimera pulled her robe more tightly around her
shoulders and shivered. The freezing wind only blew alittle colder outside.

"Y ou have no ideawhere to begin?'

"None." The word boomed through the cavern more loudly than he'd intended. Had he been more
attentive to hiswife, he might have noticed how this clipped utterance added to her chill. His attention
remained fixed on the diamonds before him, however, as he sat quietly and waited.

Serphimerawatched hisface. She saw the intensity, the resolve in his clenched jaw, and the confident
anticipation glittering in his eyes. While he didn't know the secret that would fuse these fragmentsinto a
sngle magnificent gem, he knew far more than had Sheth, that wondrous wizard of times past. He knew
he couldn't do this by his own power and that he didn't need to try. Sheth's contribution was lodged
within them, evidenced by their strange blue radiance. There was no need now for Pelmen's shaper
skill—agood thing, since he'd always been auser of the shaper's craft, not ascholar of it. His

contribution had nothing to do with magic. Rather, he was to furnish the one e ement the wegpon had
lacked when first it had been formed. Pelmen provided the faith.



He couldn't even say for sure what faith was. An attitude of mind? A method of interpreting events that
saw patternsin random occurrences? A type of magic al itsown? A gift? He favored the last view
himself, believing that the gift of believing had been disclosad to him here on this very mountain by thet
Power who unified al things. He hadn't sought it—it had come unbidden. Y et it was there within him,
irrefutably apart of him. He believed. And that belief had robbed him of hisfree-dom, ripped avay some
measure of hisown identity—and had given in their place the exhilaration of purpose.

Hiswas not afalsefaith, sometype of hypnosis, self-induced to escape the anxiety of livinginan
imperfect world. He had experienced the Power flooding through him and wash-ing him clean asit
rushed on to accomplish its own purposes through him. At the sametime, hisrelationship with this mighty
Oneremained afaith, and not aknowledge. Those moments of peak intensity, when he knew he was not
the shaper but the one being shaped, fled swiftly. And there remained too many feathery brushes with the
icy tendrils of doubt. It was not knowledge, but afaith—based in his own experience. Pelmen could do
many things, but al were meaninglessin contrast to his exercising of thisgift. Pmen'sfathwasa
gateway. As Serphimerawatched, it opened.

One moment he was Pelmen. The next he was something far, far more. The change dropped himto his
knees, and herolled back onto his hedls, beaming with ation. Serphimeraknew the feding well. She
aso knew the sense of isolation it produced. Shefelt londly, separated from her love by that very thing
which linked them together. But Serphimerabore no jealousy. After adl, she possessed afaith of her own.
Like him, shewaited.

Pdmen'sface, dready pae from the wintertime cold, began glowing, asif reflecting back the brilliance of
some white-hot beam of light. He didn't shield his eyes, but opened them wide with wonder, asif he
gazed, astonished, upon the landscape of anew world. At the same moment atongue of blue flame
erupted from the midst of the Sx pyramids, forming aseventh, larger pyramid of fire that engulfed the
other six. Serphimerawas forced at last to turn away and she faced the wall, where she watched her
shadow dance and legp in the flickering of that bright blue light. Still she waited.

When at last her shadow disappeared and she dared to look again at Pelmen's face, she found his eyes
were no longer fixed on forever, but on her. Hisface no longer glowed, but his smile had aradiance dl its
own. "Now," he murmured, "1 know."

Through the cavern's mouth came a horrendous noise, which rose above the mournful wailing of the

wind. It wasthe music of myriads of howling hounds, waiting impatiently for him to stop talking and start
doing.

"I'll need your hands," he muttered, and Serphimeraknelt beside him. They each took three of the
objects and fitted them in place, then moved around to face each other and held the whole cluster
together. Plmen cleared hismind, and al expres-sion faded from hisface ashewhispered, "Infaith |
plead mat six be one, if so bethewill of the Power." Slowly he pulled his hands away.

The pieces did not fal gpart. They had melded into asingle gem.

"Isit finished?" Serphimerawhispered.

Pelmen turned the pointed object before his eyes, gazing into its sparkling depths. "It's fused together, at
leadt.”

"And ready to be used?'



"Yes." Although he only murmured the words, the howling outside suddenly grew louder.

Serphimera's head snapped around and she glared fiercely at the mouth of the cave. "Have you no
patience?" she shouted, and though her human voice could scarcely have been heard above the
supernatural cacophony, the myriads of beasts grew quiet.

Pelmen continued to stare into the crystd. " They've been waiting along time, my love—"
"They canwait just alittle bit longer.”

Her passion surprised and pleased him. Fascinated as he was by this glowing thorn of gemstone, he set it
asde and looked at her. He wished he could hide the melancholy in hiseyes. For dl hisactor's kill, he
could not. Besides, their love had been forged in integrity. He would not rob her of full participationin
this hisfind struggle.

She swivelled to face him with that fluid economy of motion that had so entranced the legions of Lamath.
Far more regdthan any queen, the former priestess of the Dragonfaith looked at him frankly and asked,
"What happens next, my priest?"

Pelmen blinked. "Priest? I'm not the priest in thisfamily. You are” He said it with ateasing chuckle.

Serphimeradidn't smile. She folded her skirt under her as she sat on arock. Then, with greeat gravity,
shesaid, "l was never the priest. And you always were.”

"What are you saying?' he asked, il trying to brush aside the subject with asmile. "1 was the prophet,
remember?’

"What isa prophet and what's a priest? There has been much confusion here, Pelmen. The prophet
forth-tells, rebukes, and proclaims. Y ou were never that type."

"That'sright," Pelmen fervently agreed. "That'swhy | passed that task on to Erri as quickly asmoraly
judtifigble”

His continued levity annoyed her briefly. Then she subdued her own frustration and asked, "Why won't
you be serious?"

Thetrace of asmile drained from hisface, leaving behind only the grim lines of resolve. "Because | know
where thisdiscussion leads. And | suppose I'd liketo play just afew momentslonger.”

"Do we have afew moments?' she asked pointedly.
"I don't know," he said sadly. "l guess not. Go ahead. I'm listening.”

"The other agpect of the prophetic roleisthat of foretelling the future. Erri has some visionary sense. He
isatrue prophet. Infact, there are severd who are beginning to discover the ability. That was dways my
foremost gift.l wasthered prophet of Lamath.” She paused then, to give him achanceto argueif he
chose.

He nodded. "Continue." 1t seemed asif he had heard dl this before, but it neverthe ess needed to be
voiced. Thear conversation had taken on the texture of aritud.



"l was caled,” shewent on. "'l responded. | obeyed. | interpreted eventsin the only way | could—and |
waswrong. But through me, misguided though | was, the Power roused Lamath. It was the Power at
work al dong." PAimen said nothing, for no response was necessary. "And when the time was
right—when the opportunity arose—the intertwining of personalities and events was reveded and the
pattern became visible. The Power is so creativel My contribution was not foreordained or
predetermined. It was and is that the Power

knows what the Power chooses to see and is crestive enough to be able aways to draw that pattern out
of chaos."

"And my role, too, was reveded to you?'
"You arethe priest, PAlmen. Y ou have dways been the priest.”
"The Priest of Lamath," Pelmen murmured.

"Not of Lamath. The Priest of the One Land. The one standing between the Power and the people. The
onewho offersthe sacrifice.”

"Who offersthe sacrifice?' Pelmen asked sharply. "Or the one who is the sacrifice?!

Outside, the dogs raised an enormous howl. Pelmen waved his hand toward the mouth of the cave.
"Y ou hear their opinion!"

"But do you understand my meaning?'

"Far better, | think, than you could appreciate.” Pelmen sighed. He rose from his seat and paced around
the cavern. "Call me whatever you choose—I've understood at least that much of my task sincethe day |
first comprehended those strange symbolsin the book Erri so treasures. | ran from it then. Later |
redlized the truth in what you've said—the Power isinfinitely cregtive. The path | chooseisthe pathway
to be chosen. | thought my past was to be ended with the dragon. Instead, it'sto be ended here." He
stooped and picked up the thorn-shaped crystal. "Thisweapon will absorb Flayh's power and leave him
as hewas before—avery greedy, very petty little man. 1t will take Mar-Yilot's power, aswell asthat of
Joooms, Terril, and Mast, because it will free dl these powers we shape to return to the Power at last.
Many of them have been waiting eagerly for along, long time." The baying outside began again and drew
Pelmen's eyes back to the cave mouth. "They can hear every word we say," he murmured and he looked
back at Serphimera. "It seems strange that, with so many powers enfleshed out there as dogs, there
should remain so many that may till be shaped. They aredl active now, Serphimera. They're stirred by
the possibility of agateway. They were disgppointed when Sheth failed. Y et who can blame the man?
The price of opening this gateway isthe life force of ashaper, and nothing in Sheth's experience prepared
him to make such asacrifice”

"Unlikeyou," Serphimera bregthed.

' PAlmen nodded. "Unlike me." He gazed a her along timein slence. "Did you know al of this?' he
asked findly.

"Mogt of it," she admitted. "What wasn't revedled to me, I'd guessed.”

"Then perhaps you redlize that you sill have apriestly task to perform.”



"Whet task?' she said wesrily.
"If I'm to be offered, who isto make the offering, if not you?'

Serphimerathought along time before responding; then she shook her head. "1 don't know if | can do
that.”

Pelmen sighed, turning the crystal before his eyes. " Some-body must. The point of thisthing must be
plunged into my—"

"lsad| can't!" Serphimeraflared, and amournful howl arose from the distant dogs. She ignored them.
"I love you, Pelmen Dragonsbane! I'll not be the oneto take your lifel"

Pelmen glanced up at her hopefully. ™Y ou know this?* he asked.

It took her amoment to understand what he was asking. When she did, she dumped against the cave
wall. "Not by vision, no. I've seen nothing but our coming up here.”

"Thenit ill could be," PAmen said dreamily. "Must be.”
"No!"

"There's no other way, Serphimera,” he began, but she had dumped down into the dirt and turned her
faceto therock wall. "Serphimera," he cdled, but she wouldn't speak. Pelmen went to crouch beside her
and dipped hishands around her waist. "Later,” he whispered. "Well do it later.”

Sheturned her tear-streaked face back to look at him and nodded. "Maybe, then—I'll be able. But
therestime, ill. Theres ill sometime...”

The dogs, Flayh thought to himself. Those hellish dogs had been his undoing. They'd betrayed him!
They'd used him to achieve fleshly form, al the while making him believe he was using them! But now
they'd betrayed their own cause. Who could mistake that inferna racket!

Somehow, they'd managed to get the Six pieces of the an-cient wegpons of Sheth reassembled. How?
Flayh raged. Half of those pieces had been lost for amillennium! The thought of

their recongtruction made him shiver. All powersfled! Flayh snarled acurse.

"Now they've actudly found a shaper fool enough to reas-sembleit for them,” he muttered. "Fool! What
sensaless dolt would not only sacrifice al his persond power, but hisvery lifeaswell?' Of course, he
knew the answer. Among the active shapers, only Pelmen had the peculiar turn of mind that would render
martyrdom attractive. "'Too long with those Lamathian dragon lovers. But whereishe now?' Flayh
demanded, pacing histower cell. "If only these cursed hounds would quit their al-pervasive howling,
perhaps| could—"

"Infaith | plead that Six be one, if so bethe will of the Power."

The words stunned Flayh, setting him reding. They were only adistant whisper, yet they echoed through
his gpartment. "Close!" he cried. "This Pelmen has to be nearby! Walls, did you hear?'

—of course! the High Fortress moaned. Humans may cover ther ears, but thisfortress has none! 1t must



hear everything! "Where does the sound come from?* Flayh demanded. —Everywhere! the High
Fortresswailed. Flayh cursed the castle savagely and fetched out his atlas. While he hadn't traveled
widdy beyond the secured roads of the threelands, he was familiar with every feature of their
topography. Like al merchants, he had excellent maps, and now he thumbed through the muilticolored
pages, studying the details of the Mar's physica features. No clues came from his search, however, and
he dammed the book shut.

"Dogs, dogs," he muttered, walking toward awindow. He flung aside a drape and stepped out onto a
bal cony, discovering with surprise that it was night. The sky above him was pitch black, overcast by
clouds pregnant with snow, but the city below was alight with bonfires. The warriors of the Mar had
congregated in its streets and were cel ebrating tomorrow's vic-tory in advance.

"Meaningless," FHayh muttered to himself. That certain vic-tory would be fruitless unless he could—

He heard something, something besides the agony of a castle or the moaning of excited dogs. Snatches
of some private con-versation echoed through his mind. Annoyed by the distracting

laughter of the celebrants below, Flayh shouted, " Silence!” Then he ducked back into his castle.

He closed out the city sounds and bent his attention to listening. After amoment, he smiled quietly at the
darkness. He could hear it clearly. He recognized one voice asthat of Pelmen, and judged the other to
be that of the shaper'swoman by the nature of the intimate words they exchanged. They had remade the
weapon, obvioudy, but had not yet put it to use. FHlayh sat cross-legged upon his floor and propped his
head in hishands. He would listen. Something they would say would give him the key to their
whereabouts. Once given, he would be there, and they would experience amost unpleasant inter-ruption
of thair intimacy!

If, that is, Flayh could hear them over that incessent baying! "Silence!™ he shouted again, thistimeto the
host of howling dogs. They were unlikely, however, to listen. Their baying was every bit asimpatient as
Flayh's—and every hit asinef-fective.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Into the Tower

Roshashivered by an open window. The night was nearly gone, yet the Autumn Lady had ill not made
their appointed rendezvous. He glanced across the room to where the poor couple who owned this
house huddled together under aquilt. Mar-Yilot had hidden Pelmen and himsdlf in this same dwelling the
night of their escape off of the High Plateau, and Roshafelt sure the couple had not been pleased to see
him again. This, however, was where Mar-Y ilot had sent him, and here he would remain until she came.

"Shut that thing,” Mar-Yilot sngpped, and Rosha grunted

with shock and whirled around to face her. Once he controlled the pounding of his heart, he reached up
and closed thewindow. "1 didn't seeyou fly in," he whispered. "Let's hope Flayh didn't, either,” the
shaper murmured. "Thank you, friends," she said to the city dwellerswho peered up at her from under
their blanket. "Y ou'll be well rewarded. Come on!" she barked to Rosha as she unbolted the door.

Mar-Yilot had kept Rosha cloaked until he got into Ngandib, even as she'd ridden toward the city
herself. Once he was hidden, she'd taken wing to join him. Now she covered them both asthey glided
down the dleyways. "Doesn't anybody here deep?' she whispered asthey encountered arollicking



outdoor party.
"It'sbeen likethisdl night,” Rosha muttered.

"Why not?' Mar-Yilot snarled. "They won't be fighting in the morning. They'll leave that to the tugoliths.™
She stopped suddenly and pointed.

Roshalooked up. The spires of the High Fortressloomed above them, glowing with the ruddy orange
reflection of hundreds of bonfires. Dread came upon Roshalike a huge spider, dowly eating itsway up
through his somach. Hefdt hisgorge risng. He was sick with terror. Despite the frozen air, hewas
swegting heavily, and his heart squirmed within his chest asif frantic to escape.

They turned a corner and ran into yet another street party. A table had been moved out of one of the
taverns, and afat drunkard danced on top of it asit wobbled and rocked on the cobblestones. Mar-Yilot
turned to move away, but Rosha reached out to grab her hand and hold her. She jerked around and
glowered at him, then leaned up to his ear and snapped an inquiry in afierce whisper.

Raosha pointed at the frolicking dob and sneered one word. "Pezi." The name meant nothing to the
sorceress, but it ob-viousy meant much to the young warrior, for she saw him grab for his dagger.

"No!" Mar-Yilot snorted, and she grabbed, too—not for adagger but for two fistfuls of hiswiry black
hair. He nearly yelped doud, but restrained himself as she pulled him swiftly back down the dleyway and
jerked his head down to her mouth. "That'sright," she spat savagely in hisear, "butcher thelittle pig.
Announce to the whole city that we're here. Destroy Syth's plan with awave of your blade. Nothing
could please me more. Because then | could leave you herein good conscience and get mysalf back to
Syth. Go ahead." She released him then, and he jumped back to stare at her, his eyes wide and white.

She glared up at him, paused for amoment to let her words soak in, then went on: "It'sal temper with
you, isnt it? Just like Dorlyth. Oh, you're dl nobility and responsbility in the planning stages, but when the
pressure starts mounting and the fear takes over, then impulse wins again, doesn't it? Well, go back and
gtick that little fat person, whoever heis. Then some of your fear might go away, and you can concentrate
on how stupid you are!™

Rosha stood flatfooted and dightly stooped, his mouth open, hiswide eyes blinking. When it seemed
sheld finished, he closed his mouth and swallowed. Then he turned his back to one of the dley'swalls
and squatted againgt it. After amoment, Mar-Yilot repented of her ferocity and knelt beside him. She
didn't gpologize—after dl, sheld only spoken the truth—but she did reach out to put ahand on hisknee.
"Areyoudl right now?'

It seemed along time before he responded. When he did, he sounded remarkably controlled. "Yes, |
believe | am.” He turned his head then to look into her eyes. "My Lady," he breathed softly, "isthere ever
atime... do you ever grow out of responding to stresslike achild?’

"l don't know," the Autumn Lady murmured; she gave him adow, dy smile. "I'm not that old yet." She
nodded down the dley. "Who was that?'

"Doesn't matter," Roshasaid, and she was convinced he meant it. " Apparently your husband and my
wifewill be here by morning. Wewait until Hayh marches out histugoliths beforewe go in?’

"That seemswisest, doesn't it? Unless you want to get flattened againgt the flagstones? I'll drop my
coverage of you as soon as we et foot insgde. When that castle starts whining, we'll both be discovered



immediately. Y ou just sprint up the stairs. Get as high up as you can as quickly asyou can. | expect to be
otherwise engaged.”

"What are you planning to do?"

The question surprised her. "Plan? | don't plan. Y ou never plan a shaper battle. That'sthe easiest way to
getkilled."

"No plan?' Roshafrowned. "Then how do you fight?"

"By impulse—" Mar-Yilot started to say, then stopped her-saf as she saw hisquick grin. Chagrined, she
amiled too, then said, "All right. Y ou fight like achild—dl reflex and fury and imagination. Asl sad, |
haven't grown out of it either." A raucous laugh rolled around the comer, and the auburn-haired woman
turned her head lazily toward it. "Perhaps” she sug-gested, "we could lure him away. I'm sure he
wouldn't be the only man murdered in this drunken city tonight.”

"It isn't necessary,” Rosha said shortly, putting Pezi out of hismind. "We're near the stable entrance.
Shdl we wait here until dawn?'

Mar-Yilot nodded. "That should be soon,” she mumbled. Then she peeked around the comer. "Hmm,”"
shegrunted. "Y our fat enemy just passed out beneath the table. Get back,”" she added quickly, then
looked at Roshato explain, "There are several davers coming thisway."

They hid and watched as three davers approached the table where Pezi had danced.

Pezi was dimly aware of voices above him, but was feding too relaxed to pay them any mind. He knew
he redlly ought to get up, but it was just too comfortable here. HEd spent the night moving from one
celebration to another, clearing each table of |eftovers before moving on to the next. He couldn't
remember when held had so much fun. There were no dogs out herein the city, no daversin
evidence—and, first and foremogt, no cursed tugoliths. He'd been able to put his troubles behind him and
smply enjoy himsdlf. Now he wanted only to be left alone to deep. The cobblestones beneath his head
were hard, but they werefar preferable to—

"Thereyou are!" roared aboisterous daver asapair of his comrades tossed the table asde. Pezi's eyes
flew openin timefor him to see the bucketful of ice water dropping onto him, but not intimeto jerk
asde. Hisblue and lime tunic was soaked through. Moments later it was frozen. Pezi couldn't move. The
three brigands each grabbed a part of him—one seized him by the nogtrils asif intending to rip hisnose
off—and hoisted him onto hisfeet. They booted him in the backside, and he had the choice of moving his
legs or diving facefirg into the cobblestones. He walked, hisfat thighs flapping againgt the frozen materia
of hisleggings. It was excruciding.

"Where were you, Pezi?' one daver asked in mocking con-cern. "We were worried about you!"
"Especidly your friend Admon Faye," a second man added. "He sent us out here to find you."
"It'sawonder you didn't freeze to death,” the first man went on.

"How could hefreeze?' the third asked. "He's pickled from the inside out!”

The three rogues each punctuated their comment with a shove; thus Pezi made quick progresstoward
the entrance of the stable. When he saw the large doorway yawning before him, he started resisting.



"No!" he pleaded, shivering. "I don't want—"

"Afraid of thetugs? But they're your friends, Pezi."

"“They'll eat me!"

"Not until you thaw out," thefirst daver cackled as he kicked Pezi through the door. The fat merchant
tumbled into the straw. He stumbled to hisfeet just as Thuganlitharaised his giant head and turned to
look at him. Pezi squaled in terror. Despite hisfrozen legs, he outran the brigands to the Saircase. He
raced upward with amazing speed for afat man. But when he reached the topmost stair, he stopped
dead. Admon Faye was blocking hisway.

"Hello, Pezi," the grotesque daver said pleasantly. Then he clucked histongue. "Where were you?' he
scolded. "'l thought I'd made it clear that al daverswere confined to the High Fortress?’

"I'm no daver," Pezi rumbled, histeeth chattering.

"Ah, that's right. But you are amember of the castle security force, and a most important member of
Lord Flayh'swar cab-inet. How could we make responsible decisions without our esteemed tugolith
handler to advise us?'

"Me?Y oure the only one who can handle them!" the round-bellied merchant protested.

"Nonsense. Who brought them here? Who shepherded them through the wilderness? Who guided them
past the dragon? Who led them into battle?"

"Please, Admon Faye, I'm freezing to desth, can't you—"

"But of course. Genera Pezi. Go don your battle dress and get ready to lead your charges once more
into thefray.”

"What?' Pezi wailed.

"We missed your counsdl, but we naturally needed to make some decisions. The daverswill remain here
to protect the High Fortress. King Pahd will distribute his forces throughout the city. Y ou will lead the
battle beasts down the mountain and retrieve them for us when the carnageis done.”

"But | can't do that! They'll go mad! They'll wind up tram-pling me!”

"Thereisthat possbility,” Admon Faye admitted sadly.

"No! | won't doit!"

"Be sensble, Pezi. Someone hasto do it. The only people they know are you and me. Since I'm needed
herein the High Fortress, that leaves only you to lead them.”

"I'll—I'll get shot with an arrow!™
"Dont beridiculous! These braveinvaderswill dl be far too busy running to discharge any arrows.”

"I'mnot goingtodoit!"



Admon Faye sghed. "Very wdl." He gestured to the three daverswho had brought Pezi in. "Throw him
over theral."

"I've reconsdered!" Pezi said quickly asthree pairs of hands grabbed him. "It'sactudly quite an
honor..,"

The ugly daver smirked. "I knew | could count on you in our hour of need.” Admon Fayeturned his
back and brushed past Tibb, who had stood quietly behind him watching thislittle dramaunfold. Pezi's
sricken gaze met Tibb's, hoping for somelook of encouragement, herolled his eyes meaningfully.

Tibb made no response. He just leaned casudly againgt the castle wall, fingering the hilt of hisdagger.

Rosha had never grown accustomed to waiting. He paced the dley, looking at the stable door
frequently, working men-taly to stifle his fearswhile preparing himsdlf for victory.

"Can't you rdax?' Mar-Yilot complained. "I've been work-ing night and day trying to get us both right
here and I'd like some rest before we go charging toward that door."

"Y ou're charging in with me?"

"Of course. Thisway the castle will discover usboth at once. If | can work fast enough, perhaps| can
make the place too miserablefor it to give a proper darm.”

"I don't understand. If the castleis conscious of magic al around it, why can't it sense your coverage of
LS?I

"Because I'm not covering us," Mar-Yilot said matter-of-factly. Rosha gasped in shock. "Why do you
think | told you to get back when those davers appeared? It's best that you understand this now: Once
we get insde, you'll be on your own. Don't rely on me—I'll be busy. Hush—the tugoliths.”

They heard the great beasts snorting and grumbling as Pezi and Chimolithaled them out of the stable.
They sat motionless until the column was past; then they jumped up and ran for the stable door. The
heavy, sweet scent of tugolith hidefilled their nogtrils asthey burst ingde. Roshas gift sword flashed
above his head, but he gave no other battle cry. No one blocked them.

The pair of daverswho had been assigned to guard this entrance had counted the task meaningless.
They sat on the bottom step of the staircase, exchanging jokes, and werein the midst of alaugh as
Rosha's blade scythed cleanly through both of them at one stroke. Before they toppled into each other's
arms, he had bounded to the top of the Staircase.

Mar-Yilot Filled the vast room with fire. Everything com-bustible—stals, straw, stairway, and
bodies—burst into flame. She hoped this would prevent anyone outside from getting in to reinforce the
castle garrison. Of coursg, it aso cut off Roshals escape, but she shrugged that off. If helived that long,
they would work something ouit.

Instantly she was abutterfly, winging her way up and out of the inferno she had created and trying to
block out the anguished howling of the High Fortress. Reaching the stone corridor she transformed
hersdf again, and murmured, "Y ou sure complain alot,” to thewailing wals. Then she was off after
Rosha, flinging firebdlsin every direction and chuckling to herself. There was no question about it. She
enjoyed this exercise of power.



Roshamoved faster than the shouts of alarm. He raced through intersecting corridors, stopping to do
battle only if necessary. Asaresult, he gathered behind him a steadily grow-ing train of startled davers,
buzzing like an aroused swarm of angry sugar-clawsps. He paid them no mind. Let the sorceress dispose
of them. He had amore important task.

Hewhirled around a corner, intending to charge quickly up agtaircase. He couldn't reach it, though, for
he faced hisfirst red obstacle. His path was blocked by the most formidable svordsmanin dl the
Mar—King Pahd mod Pahd-el had de-cided not to venture from his castle.

Pahd's flesh was a chill, ghastly white. Grief had drained him of every appearance of life. He looked
bloodless and dead— but he wasn't. That same grief had charged him with arage that demanded
venting, and this onrushing warrior seemed the perfect target. Pahd's weapon was out. He was ready to
fight. But Rosha suddenly wasn't. "Stand aside, Pahd,” Rosha said. "I've no quarrdl with you.”

"But | have with you!" Pahd seethed. "Thisismy fortresst My home! Y ou invadeit and ask meto stand
asde?'

"I've come after Flayh! Step aside!” The buzzing swarm was growing loude.

"After Hayh?' Pahd shrilled. " So that he can charge me with deserting him and torture her forever? Oh
no!" Pahd whis-tled hisweapon up and out. Only Rosha’s quick legp backward saved his head from

being severed from his neck. "Or maybe you want my Sarie to suffer?* Pahd screamed, and his sword
diced outward again.

"Mad," Roshamuttered as he danced asde again. It wastoo late. The murderous swarm was upon him.
The bellowing mob of davers rounded the corner, howling obscenities and violent promises. Rosha
hadn't time to raise his blade in self-defense. To his astonishment, he didn't need to. They raced right past

him, and soon turned a corner at the other end of the gallery. Mar-Yilot! He wasn't entirely on hisown.

The mob had passed between Rosha and Pahd. Now the crazed king squinted his eyes, searching for
his disappeared foe. "Mod Dorlyth?" he grunted.

Rosha dodged to the side, hoping till to get up the staircase without battling Pahd. But dthough he
couldn't be seen, he could be heard, and Pahd responded to the sound of his shuf-fling feet by jumping
onto the staircase himsdlf. "Cloaked, are you?' Pahd snarled. "Very well, then, come and daughter me!
I've no shaper to give me aid. I'm sick to desth of shapers! And I'm tired, Rosha. Come on, boy, we
used to be friends! Put meto bed at last! Y ou know how | long for it!"

"Pahd, back off! Give us a chance and perhaps we can save her!”

"Save her?' Pahd moaned. "Only by death! Hack me down, Rosha, but promise me First you'll go day
her aswdl!"

"Pahd, will you please—"

Rosha again had to dive aside, for Pahd's eyes had suddenly caught sight of him and launched asavage
grike. The cloak was gone. Mar-Y ilot was otherwise engaged.

Pahd jumped down from the stairs and Rosha scooted back out of hisway. The king's expression had



changed. He no longer wore his grimace of grief. He smiled playfully instead, and beckoned at Rosha.
"Fight, lad. Makeit interesting.”

Therewas no help for it. Roshafought.

The halway filled with the clang of sword on sword and the grunts and growls of men at exercise. Inthe
manner of amaster with his pupil, Pahd kept up arunning critique: "Ex-cdlent. A littletoo late. Follow
through, lad. Watch yoursef." Despite the friendly words, the king's strokes whistled in with awesome
wickedness, and Roshawas driven back to thewall. He battled not only with Pahd but with himself as
well. He had no wish to harm this man. King Pahd was hisown liege.

Time convinced him. It occurred to him abruptly just how much time he was wasting here. Hundreds,
perhaps thousands would die today, sacrificing themselves to make his mission possible. Pahd would just
haveto join them.

Once the decision was made, it was over. Pahd had lost none of his excellence as a swordsman. Rosha
was smply better. And with aparry, adight feint and a dancing step to the side, Rosha freed himsdlf and
ran his sovereign through.

Theking froze. Blood stained histunic, then began to flow fregly from the gash. "I'm sorry," Rosha
whispered.

"I'm not," Pahd responded, and he crumbled dowly to thefloor. "My pillow..." he murmured. Then he
was gone.

Raoshawas dready on the next landing of the staircase.

Mar-Yilot worked quickly, and the howls of the High For-tress multiplied. But her attack had been
expected. Terril and Jooomswere lying in wait; as soon as the fires began in the stable, they were asking
thewalsfor her whereabouts. They found her stlanding in the hallway twenty feet behind Rosha,
overseeing his encounter with Pahd. They launched their firgt strike.

Shefelt alizard scuttle across the top of her shoes a the same ingtant that a horrible burning struck the
back of her neck and she knew the shaper battle had been joined. She took her atershape and glided
frantically up the corridor, searching for a spot to stand and fight. She found an arrow dit which would be
aconvenient vent to the outside and took her human form besideit. Then shethrew awall of fire across
the hdlway, just in time to singe the wings of the onrushing sugar-clawsp dightly. Terril transformed
himsalf and skidded along the floor of the corridor on his human bottom. He had the foresight to dodge
asdeimmediately or he would have been engulfed by another gout of fire from the hand of the sorceress.
Instantly, he bounced to hisfeet, and Mar-Yilot saw the ragein his eyes just before he disappeared. She
put her back to the window to prevent his getting between her and her escape route, then she cast a
glance a the ceiling. Joooms, she knew, preferred to drop from above when attacking in hislizard shape.
Shethen threw all her energy into penetrating Terril's cloak. She saw them both, for Joooms had cloaked
too, and they were evidently oblivious of each other, for they were about to bump together. Mar-Yilot
didn't pause. Shetossed hersalf backward, issuing from the arrow-dlit in her butterfly shape. One
opponent at atime was plenty, and Joooms, at least, could not pursue her out here.

He could hurl missiles, however, and heimmediately rushed to the window dit and began dropping
things on her. She expected fire, and dodged downward accordingly. But the liz-ard was awily foe; held
tossed asmadl bal of water ingtead, and it dammed down onto her with wing-crushing brutdity.
Mar-Yilot plummeted toward the pavement of the courtyard below, fluttering madly to regain control of



her tiny body. She would have been easy prey in that moment to the burning acid of a clawsp attack.
Giventher rdative Szes, one mere touch of Terril's chemicaly coated exoskel eton would have pardyzed
her long enough for her two opponentsto ddliver the coup de grace. But Terril and Joooms were not
fighting in concert. They couldn't read one another's minds. Thuswhen Mar-Yilot dove out the window,
Terril shot out afterward, and Jooomss water projectile had aso knocked him from the sky.

Mar-Yilot managed to soften her fall enough to hit the cobblestones on her human feet. Not so, Terril.
He struck the pavement hard enough to bounce twice. His hard shell with-stood the shock, but it dazed
him, and he lay there motionless for amoment. Mar-Yilot chanced to see him and raced over to try to
crush him underfoot. Hearing her gpproach, he took his human shape. Mar-Yilot growled in frustration at
the missed opportunity, but she did manage one well-placed kick before he disappeared. She kicked
again at where held been, but hed had the presence of mind to roll aside. She could remain no longer.
Joooms was throwing down fire now, and flaming ballsfilled the air above her. Winged again, she soared
upward, dodging hisfireworks and flying past him to ahigher leve of the High Fortress. She wanted to
check on Rosha.

She found him catching his breeth on astairway. "Areyou dl right?* she whispered. He just nodded. He
hadn't the wind to tell her he'd just battled five davers upon this stair; if she glanced around, she could see
the evidence for hersdlf. "Good," she grunted. "I don't know how much more | can help you. Both
Joooms and Terril are onto me—" She paused, listening for amoment, then raced on. "Even now this
fortressistelling them where to find me. Filthy mudgecurdie!" she screamed at thewadls, and the
corridorsal around them filled with flames thrown from her hands. She was angry, and her fires burned
hot.

Rosha could hear nothing save his own breathing; but from the satisfied sneer on Mar-Yilot'sface, he
gathered that the fortress was howling in agony. He felt none of her satisfaction. The castl€s anguish
merely saddened him. Like Pahd, it was but a helpless Drax piece in agame played by shapers. Rosha
wondered idly if he was anything more?

"Must go," Mar-Yilot said. "They'vetraced me here. If | battle them in your presence, you'l get killed in
the backwash. Good luck." Mar-Yilot disappeared.

A moment later Rosha heard something whistle by his head. He gave no thought to it. That was shaper's
business, not his. He focused his attention on the battle to come; despite his weariness and the blood that
coated his blade, these had been only the preliminary matches. The redl fight remained above him.

He lunged up the stairway and rounded the corner that would lead him to FHlayh'stower. There he
skittered to a stop, struggling to control the nausea the sight of that face dways stirred insde of him. His
way was blocked by Admon Faye.

"Well." The daver smiled. "When Lord Flayh sent me word you were on your way up, 1'd hoped | might
get the chance to renew old acquaintance. I'm sure the pleasureisal mine."

"I'm sure it must be, too," Rosharesponded, controlling his ssomach. "I can think of no one who might
take pleasure a the sght of you."

Admon Faye chuckled deep in histhroat. "Fine. Wdll, boy, let's get to the business of gutting you."
Ordinarily they would have been evenly matched, for the daver was an excdlent siwordsman. Although

Pahd had always held the reputation of the best in the land, he had never dueled Admon Faye, and the
daver's reputation with the blade spanned dl three lands. Rosha had battled the daver before; but at that



time, hed had the advantage. He'd surprised the burly brigand and had wounded him in the back before
that clash had truly begun. Even at that, Rosha had been hard-pressed to beat the man.

Thistime Roshawas at a disadvantage. His combat with Pahd had drained him, emotionaly aswell as
physicaly. Dis-patching the five davers on the staircase had winded him fur-ther. Then held had to dash
up here. Admon Faye was fresh, and Rosha saw another daver waiting behind to reinforce hisugly
master. Roshawished Mar-Y ilot would make another brief appearance, but she did not. He awaited the
daver'sattack, marshaling his strength. -

Admon Faye sneered. "Y ou seethislad, little Tibb? He's caused me no end of troubles. Eventorea
holein my back once, and | think he believed held killed me. Lifeisfunny, Tibb. When you least expect
it, life presents you with an op-portunity for vengeance." The daver danced lightly forward as he said this,
and his sword tip came whistling upward. Roshaknocked it away with ajarring clang, and they wereinto
it. The hdlway echoed like aforge with the sounds of their ham-mering.

It was anarrow passageway, unsuited for swordplay. Here again Admon Faye had the advantage, for
Roshathrew frequent glances behind him, expecting anew crowd of daversto rush up a any moment.
Admon Faye had the security of protected flanks. He a'so held a shorter, more maneuverable blade. A
chuckle rumbled out of him. He was enjoying this.

Rosha kept Admon Faye back with short thrusts of his greatsword, but the daver proved nimble. He
dodged each of Rosha’s jabs, and kept advancing, watching for an opening. He used hisugly smileasa
psychological bludgeon, and his eyes bored into those of hisyoung opponent. Roshawas ob-vioudy
physicaly weary. Admon Faye sought ways to tire him mentally aswell. His eyes darted over Roshas
shoulder, forc-ing Roshato step backward and check behind him. When the young warrior's head
snapped forward, Admon Faye had ad-vanced another step, and was snickering. A moment later the
daver did thisagain, with the same reault.

"Areyou going to back dl the way out of the castle?' The daver grinned. Rosha answered by springing
forward. Admon Faye dodged. At the same moment, he flicked his sword across Roshas face. Only the
warrior's quick reflexes saved thetip of hisnose. But once more hed lost ground. He was aready fedling
exhausted.

Admon Faye bobbed his head, glancing again over Roshas shoulder. "There's no onetherel™ the young
swordsman bel-lowed, refusing to be duped again.

"Good," Admon Faye soothed mockingly. "Don't ook behind you. Why should there be any davers
behind you, responding to the sound of swords clashing in the heart of the fortress?’

Roshatook achance. He lunged forward mightily, hoping to skewer hisadversary. It wasnot a
reasoned maneuver, nor did it prove successful. Admon Faye danced aside again, but thistime he threw
out amailed hand to trap Roshas sword againgt the wall. He d so threw adevastating kick into Rosha's
stomach, and the young warrior came loose from hisweapon. Admon Faye et the trapped blade clatter
to thefloor, following up hiskick with adiving tackle that knocked Rosha onto his back. They wrestled
briefly, but Admon Faye clearly had the upper hand. Roshafelt the daver's blade againgt histhroat, and
al thefight drained out of him. He'd done hisbest. HeE'd lost. He wished held had a chanceto kiss
Bronwynn good-bye and wondered briefly if she was even now being trampled by atugolith...

Roshawaited, but the expected dash never came. The blade

lay across his neck, and the daver's obscene smile remained fixed upon that |oathsome face above him,



but Admon Faye didn't kill him. Instead, the daver toppled over.

Roshawrestled himsdf away, grabbing for his dagger. By thetime he got it out, he redlized he didn't
need it. He glanced up at the daver'skiller, hisjaw sagging open in surprise.

"He'sdead,” Tibb explained, waving toward the body.

Rosha stared at Tibb in shock.

"I've been planning to kill him along time, but thiswas my first chance. Y ou see, helet my best friend
die. My only friend." Rosha closed his mouth, but kept on staring. "He'sright. Life givesyou the
opportunity for vengeance at the most unexpected times. And mine was double, because | got to rob him
of his" Tibb looked up & Roshaand smiled dightly. ™Y ou remember me?"

"No," Roshamurmured.

"Y ou kicked asword out of my hand once. In Dragonsgate. Nah, you wouldn't remember. | know your
wife, though. Nicelady."

Roshagtayed in his place, clutching his knife and watching Tibb's movements. Tibb gazed back &t the
daver'sbody. "It went too fagt, though. | wish I'd had time to make him suffer. | wish hed died alittle

dower, s0 | could say, 'Remember Pinter? Well, thisislittle Tibb'srevenge!" That's how | had it planned
out in my mind. But then, if 1'd done that, you wouldn't be dive now, would you?"

"No," Roshamurmured, till watching the weapon in Tibb's hand.

Tibb glanced back at him and suddenly understood. "Oh, no! Look, I'm not getting in your way. | know
you'e after thelittle wizard at the top of the gairs. | wish you luck— you're going to need it. I'm just
standing here trying to figure out how you can work and plan and scheme for something so long, and then
it'sover sofad. It'snot fair..."

Roshadidn't hear Tibb's ruminations. He had aready scooped up his sword and bounded up the last
darway.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
A Feadt Fit for aTugolith

Syth pointed. Although dawn was still savera hours away, the top of the High Plateau could be seen for
miles, lighted asit was by huge bonfires.

"Isthe city burning?' Joss asked.

"No," Dorlyth explained. "It's an old custom—burning the bonfires after victory. Only in this case, they're
S0 certain of triumph that they're celebrating the night before.”

"A psychologica ploy?" the generd suggested, and Syth snorted with grim amusement.



"Hardly. You don't redize yet, Generd, what atask weface."

"Perhapsthat istrue. | redlize enough, however, to suggest once more that we withdraw." Joss leaned
forward. "If there's no chance to win, why not fight another day?"

"Let'sride on,”" Bronwynn growled to Syth, ignoring her generd yet again.

"One moment,” Syth said, and he turned to look a Dorlyth. "Y ou're hurting, my friend. | cantell by the
way you St in your saddle”

"Y ou scald your backside and see how well you ridel” Dorlyth joked, but Syth would not return the
amile. He kept hiseyes on Dorlyth until the old warrior was forced to admit, "All right, so it hurts. You
think that will keep me from this bettle?'

"No," Syth murmured, "but | think it ought to dow your getting there. We must hurry, Dorlyth, if wereto

reach the base of the plateau by dawn. Y ou can't keep pace. Why not dacken your speed and lead our
reinforcements?’

Dorlyth paused then nodded. "I'll not argue, dthough I'd liketo.”

Syth barked ingtructionsto hisalies, and aMari contingent broke off from the main forceto join
Dorlyth. Then the united armies were off again, hastening toward the brightly lighted plateau.

They made good progress, reaching the High Plateau as dawn seeped dowly through the snow-laden
clouds. The chill, somber light befitted the grim scene as Syth, Bronwynn and Joss rode through the
wreckage of Kam's castle. Syth had thought himself prepared for the worst. He discovered that he
waan't. "Gone," he groaned in disbelief. "All of it! Every-thing's completely gonel™

Joss ventured no comment. His counsal had been rejected regularly. He doubted anyone cared to hear
hisopinion thistime.

Bronwynn, too, held her peace. She gazed up the enormous walls of the plateau, trying to make out the
High Fortressitsaf. There, somewhere, was Rosha. It was there she needed to go.

"Suicidd," Syth whispered softly.

Joss couldn't hold histongue. "I believe I've made use of the sameword," he muttered under his breath.
"What kind of evil beasts do such athing?' the Lord Seriliath pleaded to the gray heavens.

"The beagts aren't evil. Their keepersare,” Bronwynn said flatly. Shefelt nothing for this place nor for
the grand family that had called it home. To her they were only names. But Syth felt much, and her
passionless statement sparked histem-per.

"Y ou're an expert on these tugoliths?' he snapped.

Bronwynn looked at him. "I've offended you. I'm sorry. Pardon my callous manner, but | only stated a
fact"

Sythignored her gpology and issued abrisk order. " Joss, prepare your peopleto flee a the first sign of



these beasts. I'll go ready mineto do the same.”

"| thought we had planned thisfrontal assault to distract Flayh's attention from hisown fortress” the
queen said quietly.

"When he has beasts who can do thisto send against us? Look at thisl There'snot awall standing! Not
asingle bonein sght! Consumed. The House of Kam has been consumed! Y ou wish that fate upon your

Golden Throng?'
"| thought you knew what we were facing, Syth."

"I thought | did, too," he mumbled. "In any case, we've done what we could. If we succeed in drawing
Flayh'sarmy out, perhaps that's something. | don't see how sacrificing our people to these monsters can
lend any further aid."

"If by our standing we can win Rosha another—"
"Look!" Joss shouted, and hisfinger stabbed upward toward the top of the Down Road.

The beasts had begun their descent. They moved ponder-oudly, as befitted animals of such enormous
Sze. That was deceptive, however, for their strides were of tremendous length. Before any of the three

could shake off the shock, the column was halfway down the mountain.
"Hy!" Syth cried, spurring his steed and whedling toward hiswarriors.

Jossflicked his gaze to his queen. Despite Syth's order, he had not forgotten who commanded him. Do
it," Bronwynn grunted. Then she dug her hedsinto the flanks of her own war horse and rode
hard—directly for thefoot of the Down Road.

"Bronwynn!" Joss bellowed and, for thefirst timein his memory, he disobeyed hissworn ruler. He
whipped his steed and galloped after her.

They raced acrossthe plain, the tails of their horses stream+-ing in the wind. Less than a hundred yards
short of the road, Joss drew aongside Bronwynn and made agrab for her bridle. Shereined in and
whirled around to face him, her eyeswide with outrage. "What are you doing?' she demanded.

"What are you doing?" he shouted back.

"l gave you acommand! Obey me!"

"My firg duty isto save my queen! These beasts are going to eat you!"

"No, they're not!" she spat, and she spurred her horse for-ward, flicking her reinsfrom his grasp.
"How do you know?" Joss cried, aghast.

"Because I'm going to talk them out of it!"

Joss sat iffly in his saddle, watching helplessy as Bron-wynn turned onto the Down Road and drew up
face-to-face with the leading tugolith. He shook hishead in grief. " Just like your father," he murmured

mournfully.



By thetime they got halfway down the mountain, Pezi felt rather proud of himsdlf. In fact, he was even
feding kindly toward Admon Faye After dl, but for the daver'singstence, Pezi would be missing this
glorious moment. Asit was, he had the best of seats for watching the final victory. He cackled asthe
warriors below caught sght of his descending beasts and broke ranks. The daver had been right, of
course. After the destruction of Kam's castle, no one would be fool enough to challenge Pezi's beasties.
Hewould certainly receive an exdted place within Hayh's expansive dominion. After dl, usng tug-oliths
as battle beasts had been hisideal When the history of thistime was written, Pezi felt sure hewould loom
large upon the pages.

What realm would he be awarded? Lamath, perhaps? He could imagine himself seded upon the throne
of the grand old palace, surrounded by beautiful courtesans! Each of them would be holding trays piled
high with the most succulent of victud ddicacies. He could dmost smdll the mingling aromas of rare
mests and subtle but substantia vegetables...

So lost was Pezi in this ddlicious daydream that he didn't notice the onrushing rider. Chimolithahad to
point Bronwynn out to him.

"Man?' Chim cdled. Try as she might, Chimolithasimply could never remember Pezi's name—and her
memory was exceptionally accurate. "Oneis coming toward us."

"What?' Pezi grunted, hiseyes il closed. "One what?!

"Arider.”

The gtartling thought caught Pezi off guard. "Ridiculous!” He snorted as he opened hiseyes. Then he
beheld the oncoming queen, and angrily shouted, "Absurd!" She refused to disap-pear. "Help!" Pezi
sguealed. He stood up on Chimoalitha's head and scrambled around to look back over her tail in search
of an escape route. All he saw was acolumn of gleaming horns. One of those, he knew, belonged to
Thuganlitha.

"Man," Chimolitha complained with long-suffering partience. "'Y ou're standing in my eye.”

"Sorry," Pezi said, and he sat down quickly and pivoted upon his huge rump to face forward again. Then
he cringed in fear. Despite the fact that he sat atop what was currently the most powerful wegpon in the
world, over which he held at least nominal control, and the fact that the lone warrior he faced wasa
rather dightly built woman, Pezi's heart quailed. Gloom descended upon him. And when Bronwynn spat
out her brisk challenge, he wastoo distraught to argue.

"Stand il Bronwynn commanded the tugolith. When the beast heard no countering command from
above, Chimolitha obeyed. "Where are you going?' the queen of Chaomonous demanded.

When Pezi ill didn't answer, Chimolitha decided she mugt. "Down,” the tugolith replied.
"Why?' Bronwynn asked sharply.

"Tokill those people,” the tugolith said, waving her horn toward the plain.

Once again, Bronwynn demanded to know, "Why?"*

Chimolitha, while quite bright for atugolith, was hardly quick by human standards. Nevertheless, the



greatest genius among generas could not have given amoreintelligent reply. "I don't know."
"Did someonetdll you to?" Bronwynn asked.
"Someone was going to," the tugolith answered.

"Who?" Bronwynn inquired, and the huge animal rolled her eyes upward to indicate the mass of
quivering flesh that trem-bled atop her skull.

"Pezi!" Bronwynn spat, asif his name was a piece of sew-age. "Soit'syouy, isit?"
"What are you going to do with me?" heimplored.

"What am | going to do with you? Y ou appear to hold the reins of power, seated asyou are astride this
massive living wegpon. What do you intend to do to me?”

Her question jogged Pezi somehow, reminding him what enormous power he did indeed possess. "Eat
her!" he shouted to Chimolitha. "Eat her now!"

Chimolithaagain rolled her eyesup to look at him. "Why?1 like her."

A greet dedl of suffering and bloodshed might have been averted then had certain tugoliths up the hill
exhibited atiny bit of patience. But tugoliths were not a patient breed, being short on understanding and
long on means of expressing irri-tation. Fifteen tugoliths up the road, Thuganlitha expressed hisby homing
the beast in front of him. A chain reaction of hom-ings ensued.

When the tug behind Chimolitharammed itssingle gleaming

tusk into her hind quarters, she reacted ingtinctively. She jumped forward severa paces. Her huge body
landed only a couple of feet in front of Bronwynn's horse—or rather, where Bron-wynn's horse had
stood.

At the sight of that monster hurtling toward him, Bron-wynn's steed turned tail and raced back down the
Down Road. The queen could not control him, which was perhaps a good thing. Thuganlitha had not
been content with homing his pre-decessor just once. Asthe gored flanks multiplied, the herd of tugoliths
stampeded down the remainder of the incline. Bron-wynn would surely have been tossed aside or
crushed, had her terrified horse not carried her out of the danger.

They broke onto the battlefield, a phaanx of rampaging, wounded monsters. They fanned out acrossthe
plain, some running amlesdy, otherswith deadly purpose. They drove before them along wave of fleeing
warriors warned to run. Some had nevertheless hesitated to watch Bronwynn's confer-ence with the
beasts. Those who had delayed too long now paid with their lives.

Obliviousto the thunderlike pounding of tugolith hooves around him, Genera Joss flogged hiswar horse
toward Bronwynn's Side. He avoided being trampled in the same man-ner he/d avoided being skewered
by an arrow in times past— by ignoring the danger and attending to duty. He rode with the fataistic
assurance that when it was time for him to die he would die, and no sooner. He reached his queen'sside
just as she managed to regain control of her spooked animd. "My Lady, we must—"

"Get to the leader!" Bronwynn screamed, cutting him off. " That's the only way to turn them!"



Joss craned around to look. "Which one?" he cried.
"Therel" the queen shouted, spurring her horse forward. "The onewith afat lump onits head!"

Pezi clung to Chimalithas scay hide by every means avail-able— arms, legs, toes, fingers, and teeth.
He'd even buried his nose in a crevice between two scaes. He heard the wind swishing around him, but
he didn't fedl it. He wasin shock. He wondered where they were, but dared not raise his head to look.
For awnhile, he feared that they would race on forever, but soon he fdlt the beast below him dowing
down. He pleaded around teeth clenched upon abony projection that she not stop suddenly.

Chimolithacame at last to astanddtill, and the fat merchant warily raised his head and looked around.
What he saw made him weep with frustration. The interfering woman was riding toward them again! He
wagted no timein getting down from his perch. He didn't know what Bronwynn's intentions might be, but
they certainly could include nothing advantageous to himsalf. Hed been fortunate enough to survive one
headlong charge across this battlefield. He wouldn't subject his over-worked heart to another. It took
only amoment for him to establish the quickest route back to the Down Road. Then Pezi started running.

Chimolitha seemed rather embarrassed as Bronwynn raced up to greet her. "They stuck me," she sarted
to explain.

"No timefor that!" the queen cried breathlesdy. She threw up her hand and pointed at those tugoliths
who were glegfully mauling warriors. "Can you stop that?* she cried.

Chimolitha swivelled her head to look, then turned back to the queen and shrugged her enormous
shoulders. "'l will try."

For abeast that appeared so clumsy and dow, Chimolithamoved with amazing speed. Bronwynn
charged dong in the tugoliths wake with Jossin frantic pursuit. The animal ob-vioudy took her
commitments serioudy. One by one, she chased down her peers, got their attention with aquick prick of
the flanks, then demanded they stop squashing people. Only one gave her any real objection. Not
surprisingly, that one was Thuganlitha,

"Stop!" Chimoalitha shouted as she rumbled up beside him.

Thug was busily goring asupply wagon. Held dready con-sumed its contents, including the unfortunate
driver. At first he pretended not to understand. "What?"

"Stop!" Chimolitharepested.

Thug looked around, surveying al the wonderful people and wagons remaining to be demolished.
"Why?" hewhined.

Thiswas a question Chimolitha had not yet faced. She turned to look at Bronwynn, who stood in her
girrups watching this confrontation with wide eyes. "Why?' Chimolitha asked the young queen.

"Why! Becauseit's so dreadfully wrong! It's senseless daughter! It's..." she paused, searching for the
proper words. "It's bad!" Bronwynn blurted, and |eft it at that.

The tugoalith brightened, and turned back to Thuganlitha. "It's bad,” Chimolitha explained.

Thuganlithafrowned. Then awicked little smile curled the corners of hislesthery lips. "I like bad.”



That shocked Chimolitha. "What?' she demanded, and the reca citrant tug repeated more forcefully, "I
like bad!™

"No!" Chimolithagrowled.
"Yesl" Thug roared back.
"No!" Chim bellowed.

"Yed" Thuganlithathundered. To emphasize his point, he rammed his horn through the heavy wagon and
flipped it over aseffortlesdy asif it had been adried ledf.

Chimolithalowered her head and stabbed. The sharp tip of her horn pierced deeply into Thuganlitha's
hindquarters.

Thug screamed and bolted forward, crashing through the remains of the wagon and dashing onward
another fifty feet before turning back to face his nemess. His giant eyeswere bloody with rage, and his
voicetorethe sky like atrumpet as he shouted a Chimolitha, "I'll kill you!" Evidently, however, he wasn't
ready to do that immediately. He whedled around and shot off across the field, heading for the road up
the cliff face. He would go back up to the top of the mountain. There, he remembered, were men who
would let him play.

Chimoalithalooked back at Bronwynn. "He'sgoing up,” she explained.
Bronwynn saized the opportunity. "I want to go up, too. Will you lead me there?"

With acurt nod of assent Chimolitha started off across the field, and Bronwynn swiftly followed her.
Joss turned back at last toward his fleeing army, scanning the retreating line in search of atrumpeter.
Moments later held found one, and the horns of Chaomonous echoed across the bloodstained, trampled
Sow.

"I'm safel™ Pezi cried doud as he reached the foot of Down Road. There hefell on hisfacein the snow
and thanked what-ever powers had given him the strength to waddle across that vast field of battle. Hed
not believed he would make it, what with tugoliths whizzing here and there around him and bodies

and equipment tripping him up. Hiswholelife had passed before him—severd times, in fact, for it took
Pezi alot longer to cover that wasteland of half-eaten carcasses than it might have aman whowasin
shape. But hed madeit! Histugoliths were busy doing their nasty work, but there were still plenty of
warriors|eft out on the plain to eat, o they would not finish up until long after he was back insgde the
High Fortress. Then he could sit back, enjoy awell-deserved victory feast, and start planning how he
would rule his new kingdom.

Ashegot to hisfeet and started his climb, he wore asmile amost as broad as hisbelly. HEd come a
long way from his days as a petty merchant in Chaomonous. Yes, sir, therewas still room at the top for
the tough few who were willing to work to make their dreams cometrue.

He heard arumble behind him. He couldn't believeit. He jerked around in astonishment and froze in



place. Thuganlithal It was Thuganlithal And he had nowhereto run!

Thug was il snorting with rage when he turned up the road. When he saw Pezi standing there waiting
for him, Thug, too, froze in astonishment. Thiswas incredibly good fortune! Thuganlithasmiled and
garted dowly toward the tubby little merchant.

"Chimoalitha?' Pezi croaked, but hisvoice had been stolen away by terror. "Hep?' he whispered again.
Hefindly got hislegsto move and started backing away up the road. Al-though hisvoice was gone, his
mind remained quite active. It had been right here that Queen Bronwynn had talked Chimo-litha out of
attacking her. If she could do it, perhaps he could do the same! He summoned his courage, found his
voice, and shouted, "Y ou'd better not eat me!”

Thuganlitha stopped moving and frowned. "Why not?" he asked.

"Because I'd be dead!" Pezi explained crosdy.

"Y ou would?" Thug replied and he puzzled over that amoment. He knew about eating and he knew
about dead, but held redlly not connected those two thingsin hismind.

"That'sright,” Pezi went on, gaining confidence. "And that would be most unpleasant.”
Thuganlithalooked a him. "Un-plea..."

"Unpleasant,” Pezi reiterated.

"What'sthat?' the tugolith demanded bl ligerently.

"Unpleasant? Why, you know. Terrible! Horrible! Bad!" "Bad?' said Thuganlitha, perking up. "Yes"
Pezi afirmed. "Bad'

Pezi had said the wrong word. Thuganlitha's naughty smilereturned. "I like bad," he said, and he started
toward Pezi, his grest jaws sagging open.

"You—" Pezi choked "—you what?'

"| liketo do bad!" Thuganlithasmiled wickedly.

"Wait!" Pezi cried, backing away earnestly. "L et mefigurethisout! Y ou—you liketo do bad things, so if
eating meisbad then you—" Pezi suddenly stood his ground and an-nounced, ™Y ou cannot eat me!" His
new confidence made Thuganlitha pause.

"Why not?' the tugolith snorted.

"Because! | am abad man. To eat me would be agood act. Therefore, since you like to do bad, you
don't want to eat me, because that would be good! It'samoral issue, you see.”

Thuganlithawas confused. "I don't understand,” he com-plained, and Pezi's spirits brightened.
"Ah, yes, but you don't want to understand. Understanding is good, and since you want to do bad, then

understanding isnot for you at dl." Ashe said this Pezi casudly resumed backing avay. It was
impractica, he knew, to expect that he could hold the beast in check until he could back al theway up



the road. His only hope rested on so confusing the tugolith that it would be forced to sit down and think.
Then he could escape—or so he hoped!

Thuganlitha plodded up the hill after Pezi, his huge forehead furrowed in thought. "I can't egt you..." he
sad.

"That'sright!" Pezi prompted.

"... because you are bad."

"l am!" Pezi agreed enthusiagtically. "Y es, indeed, | am!"
"I'm confused!" Thuganlitha bellowed.

"Good!" Pezi cdled, looking over his shoulder.

"Confused isgood?' Thuganlithagrinned, his sharp teeth gleaming. He gazed a Pezi hungrily. "You
confuse me!”

Something in the monster's tone made Pezi turn around and face the beast again. Thuganlithawas
sdivating, and Pezi'sanxiety level shot up. "Yes?' hewhined.

"So youre good!" the tugolith trumpeted happily and he went on merrily, "I can est you!™

"No...!" thefat merchant whined plaintively, but it wastoo late. He suddenly visuaized what hisown
mouth had looked liketo hisfork dl these years—

Then he was gone. Thuganlithaate Pezi in two huge bites. The merchant who'd devoted alifetimeto
gobbling goodies had become a goody himself—and got gobbled.Lord Syth heard the horns of
Chaomonous and swung his charger around. He couldn't imagine what had happened, but he spent no
time pondering it. He gave aquick order and Mari trumpets answered those of their southern
counterparts. The army of the north wheeled and galloped for the High Plateaul.

Syth'sretreat had been more orderly than that of the Golden Throng. As aresult, there had been fewer
Mari casudties. Though they had further to come, hiswarriors were better prepared for battle. A couple
of hundred Chaons preceded them up the road, eagerly following the lead of their queen. Syth honored
their courage, but feared for them. If Pahd had properly marshalled hisforcesin the streets of the city
above, these undisciplined Chaons stood little chance of surviving. Perhapsit was preudice, but Syth
thought it only reasonable that it would be his own force, skilled and experienced in the Mari way of
battle, who would make the difference—assuming, of course, they were not al swept off the Down Road
by some new act of sorcery.

Rocks and garbage began dropping from the cliffs. "Shields up!™ Syth ordered, but most of his men had
aready had the good sense to cover themselves. No boiling ail or burning pitch fell yet. That made sense.
King Pahd had never expected them to advance thisfar, and had not prepared for such. Syth smiled
grimly and raised hisown shidd againgt the fusillade of refuse.

There was now as much confusion on top of the plateau as there had been on the plain below lessthan
an hour before. The destruction of the enemy by the tugolith had been so certain that no one had
established any defendve strategy. Since there had never been any previous assault upon the city itself,
the jorlsand shurlsloyd to Pahd were uncertain what its weak points would be. There were many things



that could be done, of course, and not one of them thought for amoment that Syth and hisallieswould
actudly succeed in taking Ngandib. But

decisions needed to be made immediately—and King Pahd was not to be found.

There was no shortage of |eaders shouting orders. Most prominent among them was Janos, Pahd's
cousin, who had long been Jorl of the Nethermar and was a so the newly elected Citylord of Carlog. His
contingent wasthe largest, asde from that from the capita city itself, and hisintimacy with the king
demanded respect. But Janos was arrogant and rude, and the men of the High City had never liked him.
Despite this present threet, they chose to wait for Pahd to lead them. A messenger was dispatched to the
fortressto inform the king of these de-velopments.

Thuganlitha had aready reached the top of the road when the rider returned with startling news. He
couldn't get into the castle, but those on the walls had shouted down that King Pahd was dead. 1t was
rumored that he'd been dain by traitors among his own palace guard. Asthe tugolith churned toward
them, the men of the city quailed and fled. In its moment of cris's, the Mar was leaderless.

Janos was enraged, both by their cowardice and their un-willingness to accept hisleadership. He barked
an order, and those who served him lined up across the main thoroughfare, facing the Down Road. They
didn't havelong to wait.

Chimolitharumbled up onto the High Plateau. Not two steps behind the huge beast came Queen
Bronwynn. Janos was shocked. He'd expected warriors, not awoman. Y et this woman was evidently a
warrior aswell. Her visage wasfierce, and her tawny hair streamed from benesth a golden helmet. Her
sword was out, and now she waved it toward the High Fortress and shrieked a savage battle cry. Gilded
soldiers were spilling onto the plateau behind her. Janos raised his weapon and gave the command to
charge.

Only afew obeyed him, for obvious reasons. Chimolitha was lumbering toward them, the golden queen
at her sde. Suddenly the beast stopped.

"Thug has gone back," the tug explained apologeticaly to Bronwynn.

"Then go find him!" Bronwynn shouted, adrenaine coursing through her in anticipation of bettle. "I'll
follow you there!™

"l cant,” thetugolith told her.
"Why not?"
"Therearemenintheway.”

It took Bronwynn amoment to comprehend the problem. She glanced at Janossline, then cried, "Just
run them down!"

Chimolitha gave the queen her most puzzled look. "I can't,” shewhined again, and Bronwynn demanded
to know why. "It'sbad," Chimoalithaexplained, and her huge eyes pleaded with Bronwynn for
understanding. Chimolitha had two great virtues—amora sense and amemory. If it waswrong to
sguash men on the field below, it was wrong to do so now. The young queen suddenly understood.

"Youreright, my friend. Thisisour battle. Stay here." Bronwynn wheded her horse back toward the



High Fortress and screamed the command to attack. It waslogt in the noises of warfare, for dready the
flanks had clashed together. She spurred her horse forward and closed the gap in the middle, riding hard
for Janos. Her subjects swarmed in behind her, giving the watching tugolith awide berth. Asthiswave
broke on the defensive wall, the Mari warriors had to give ground. They were quickly reinforced,
however, by the men of the city. Despite their hatred for Flayh and mistrust for Janos, they hated
foreigners more. Those Chaonswere invading their home!

Janos smirked as the woman rode toward him, expecting easy prey. He was unprepared for her shrewd
handling of ablade. He had no way of knowing she'd been schooled in the arts of war by Admon Faye
himself. Eventudly his superior size and strength prevailed, and he was able to drive her back. He
couldn't manage to wound her, however, nor to knock her from her steed.

Bronwynn broke off and moved further down the line. Her concern was not to win individual duals, but
to get through thiswall of Maris and closer to Rosha. She was not astrategist. She could providelittle
leadership for her valiant cohorts, ex-cepting that of example. So believing, she whirled toward a new
opponent and attacked him. This man was | ess fortunate than Janos. He dropped from his saddle,
gushing blood.

Syth and hiswarriors had finally reached the top of theroad. A plan had already formed in hismind, and
aquick glance at the Situation assured him it had a chance of working. He broke off toward the right,
leading hisriders around the northern rim of the plateau.

Janos saw the maneuver. "Qirl! Ngarl!" he shouted to a pair

of hislords il intherear. "Mod Sythiscircling! Cut him off!" Men sprang quickly to obey. The battle
for Ngandib had started to radiate outward through the city.

Inthe midst of the struggle, Chimolitha stood camly in her place. She gavelittle heed to the confusion al
around her. She didn't understand any of it, but she was used to not under-standing the things that
mankind did. She had done what she'd been told by alady that sheliked. That was good. And the lady
had told her to wait here. She gazed placidly over the heads of the combatants at the high-gabled
townhouses dong the street and waited.

"Why me?' Joooms asked quietly. "Why not you?"
"Because Lord Flayh put mein charge, and I'm command-ing you to do it!" Terril thundered.

"The man must be beside himself," the dark wizard said dryly. "And so must you, to choose to battle
Mar-Yilot on your own and let me play with the armies. But fair enough. I'll bein the city, if you need
rrell

"I can handle her by mysdf!" the twin-killer shouted, and Joooms's only response was a chuckle that
disappeared as he took his altershape. An instant later the lizard had skittered down astairwell and was

gone.
—She's behind you, the High Fortress warned.

Terril ingtinctively cloaked himsalf and dodged aside. A sword that would certainly have impaed him
whizzed on down the corridor, and Mar-Y ilot muttered anew string of curses at the castle. Terril
pinpointed the source of the sound. He dropped his cloak long enough to shoot athought at abeam right
above her invigble form. It ripped out of the wall and crashed to the floor, bringing alarge chunk of the



floor above with it. Through the dugt, Terril made out a butterfly gliding upward. It escaped through the
newly made hole in the celling into the next leve, and it was Terril's turn to swear.

—You pair of foul insects! The High Fortress protested. Isit not enough to torment this house? Must
you wreck its struc-ture aswell?

Terril had no timeto argue. Trapped by his own choosing in asinglehanded struggle for hislife, he had
time only to respond to attacks. And he was terrified by the possibilities.

Joooms had already started down the stable stairs when he discovered they were no longer there. They
had been burned away by Mar-Yilot'sfire. Hefell into the ashes. It was along drop, but hislizard form
absorbed such shocks well. Herolled onto hisfour legswith aflick of histail and looked around.

He'd comein search of ahorse. There were none. What he did see was a tugolith, who appeared to be
cowering in acharred corner. "Hello there," he said, taking his human shape right in Thuganlithas face.
Thetug grunted in surprise, and backed further into the corner. "Aren't you supposed to be mauling
people out on the battl efiel d?"

The tugolith seemed chagrined. "1 can't,” Thuganlithaan-swered.
"Why not?"
"Chimoalithastuck me."

"l see Joooms nodded. "Wl | happen to need amount and there are no horses available. Would you
bewilling to carry me?'

Thuganlithadidn't know how to respond. He didn't much like theidea of going back out to face
Chimolitha, however. "I'll eat you!" he threaetened, hoping to chase the man away.

"No, you wont," Joooms said and he climbed onto Thug's head. "L et'sgo," he ordered.

"I won't," Thug grumbled. A moment later abal of flame exploded under hisbelly, and Thuganlitha
bolted out of the stables, content that here, at last, was a man who could enforce his directives.

Asthey rumbled down the main street, Joooms studied the action. He saw Ngarl and Qirl leading a
group of warriors toward the north and decided to follow them. "That way," he told Thuganlitha, and the
beast dutifully turned the corner. When they turned westward again on the next mgjor artery, they
barrelled into the thick of abattle. Syth mod Syth-el had made good progress toward the castle, and the
city's defenders were going to be hard-pressed to stop them. The tugolith's appearance turned the tide
immediady.

It surprised Jooomsto see Syth. He had never before seen him in battle. Although they'd been on
opposite sides many times, Mar-Yilot had always had Syth carefully cloaked. But Mar-Yilot was busy,
Joooms remembered with some satisfac-tion. He bore no animosity toward Syth. But Joooms had
battled Mar-Yilot dl morning, and thiswas merely an extension of

that same struggle. His purpose wasto do injury to the Autumn Lady, and nothing could injure her more
than the deeth of thiswarrior. "That man,” Joooms said to Thuganlitha as he pointed. Trample him.” The
tugolith gave a happy trumpet, and charged. Syth saw the monster coming. He glanced around for some
route of escape, but hisway was blocked on al sides by horses and riders. Then he saw Joooms on the



tugolith's back and redlized there was no chance. Other men were being trampled, but only because they
happened to be in the way. The beast was coming for him. Syth glanced up at the High Fortress, bidding
abittersweet good-bye to hislady. When he looked back, monster and magician had disappeared—just
as held known they would. But he could till hear the rumble of the heavy beast's horrible hooves.

Mar-Yilot was ducking around a corner when it struck her that Joooms was gone. An inexplicable fear
clutched her. She dove recklessly for the nearest window, and beat the air with her wings, seeking a
breeze that would carry her over the battlefield.

"Whereisshe?' Teril demanded a moment later.
—She hasleft. Good riddance! The High Fortressreplied.

Terril, too, found awindow, and flew out in pursuit. He had more speed than Mar-Yilot; but if she
caught awind, those widespread wingswould carry her off like asail. If he could only brush her butterfly
body, he could stun her to the ground, but first he had to catch her.

The city lay spread out below her, and she marveled at what she beheld. The dlied attackers had
reached the plateau! She sought out the banner of Sythialde and dropped toward them. Suddenly Terril
buzzed before her, cutting her off. She dodged around him—an easy trick, since her own form of flight
was S0 errétic in contrast to his. The sugar-clavsp moved quickly, though, and he blocked her again. He
swooped toward her, trying desperately to brush her with his purple shell. Again she fluttered aside.

When Terril buzzed toward her again, she was ready. She timed her transformation perfectly. There, in
midair, shetook her human shape and clapped the insect between her two pams. "Got you!" she shouted
as again she donned her dtershape. Then she glided onward toward the pennants of Syth. The body of
Terril the twin-killer plummeted from the sky and smashed through a housetop. He was dready dead,
however. Hed thought hislast thought within the stinking body he despised and died as asquashed
insect.

Mar-Yilot soared above the skirmish, frantically scanning the faces of the living. Things were going badly
for Syth's men. The city's defenders were driving them back toward the edge of the cliff. Mar-Yilot made
no effort to protect them. She had other concernsthat drove her desperately on, fluttering back and forth
above the heads of the battlers. Her hope was fading fast. Then she saw his body and dived toward it.

She dighted beside him, awoman again, and knelt to touch hisface. " Syth," she cdled quietly. "Syth."
The battle till swirled around her, but she was obliviousto it as she called his name over and over and
stroked histhick black hair. Only atugolith could have so utterly crushed and ruined his hand-some
body. And she'd not been hereto protect him! She dropped her head to his chest to listen. Wasit wishful
thinking, or wasthere afant rhythm il to his heart?

"My Lady!" pleaded avoice nearby, and she glanced up to seeawarrior from the Ide reaching out his
free hand in sup-plication. " Autumn Lady, defend us!" he cried asapair of Ngari's swordsmen fell upon
him.

Mar-Yilot blinked. She knew what Syth would do. Syth would help. But she was not Syth. Shewas
Mar-Yilot, and her first and only concern was preserving her husband's fragile hold on life. Ignoring the
warrior's pless, she pulled amagic cloak around Syth and hersalf. Then she bent her head across his
chest and wept with mingled fear and relief.

It snowed. Large, fluffy flakes drifted out of the sky. On the plain below, the tugolithsfrolicked in



excitement. Gerrig could have seen them if held looked over his shoulder. He and those with him had
been driven near to the edge of the cliff. He had no time, though, to look at anything save the weapons
that diced toward him.

The snow made the cobbled streets dick. Between parries, he shifted hisfeet in search of more secure
footing. All around him men were dipping. Some never had the chance to get back up. Othershad
aready taken too many steps backward and fallen off the High Plateau. Gerrig certainly would have pan-

icked if held had a chanceto think about it, but he was too busy surviving to think at all. He could see
Bronwynn about thirty feet in front of him. Shewas il mounted and <till dedling misery to anyonewith
the temerity to chalenge her. But the burst of power, the magica explosion that Gerrig and his com-rades
kept expecting, had gtill not materidized. She was prov-ing to be awonderful warrior, but at the moment
they needed her to be much more.

Syth'sflanking attack had evidently collapsed. Mari de-fenders swarmed in from the right Sde. Thetop
of the Down Road was dso to Gerrig's right, and aquick glance that way told him that soon the enemy
would contral it, cutting off any possibility of retreat. He longed for an intermission, but none was
forthcoming. Suddenly the screams behind him took on avery different qudity, and he looked around to
see what caused the change.

He saw, yet didn't see. Something huge and very noisy was coming around the northern rim, but it was
aso completdy invisble. Gerrig could see the terrified warriorsit was knocking over the cliff, aswell as
those it trampled underfoot. But he couldn't see the beast itsdlf. "Magic,” he gasped, and the Mari hed
been fighting grunted agreement. Gerrig glanced around to see that his opponent, too, was staring at the
gpectacle. He brought his sword scything around across the other man's un-protected belly, chopping a
deep gash there. Soon the cobbled street was even more dippery; but, at least for amoment, he was
free. He stepped carefully toward hisright to get a better view.

It had to be atugolith. Gerrig didn't know much about them, other than what held learned today. But he
had heard the story of how Pelmen was aimost pulled apart by a pair of these beasts and how quick wits
and asmooth tongue got him free. Gerrig believed himsdlf to be at |east as quick-witted as his old acting
partner, and even more loquacious. Perhaps he could turn that talent to advantage?

Certainly somebody had to do something. The cloaked mon-ster was drawing very near. Gerrig redized
held taken refuge in the shadow of another tugolith, the beast that had led Bron-wynn up the Down
Road. With aboldness born of years of facing potentialy hostile audiences, Gerrig tapped Chimolithaon
the hind leg. "Excuse me?' he cdled.

Chimolitha had been at peace until she felt this annoying tapping. She turned around to see what was
causng it, very nearly crushing Gerrig in the process. "What?' she demanded, dropping one enormous
eyes down to stare the player in the face.

Gerrig swallowed. Despite hisown rather large Size, this eye alone stretched from hiswaist to severd
inches above hishead. Ft wasimpressive, to say the least. He smiled. "Hello.”

"Hdlo," Chimalithaanswered politely.
"Ah... areyou on our Side?" Gerrig asked.

Thetugalith was puzzled. "What sde?’



"The 9dethat Queen Bronwynnison,” Gerrig explained quickly.
"Who?'

"Queen Bronwynn! That lady there." Gerrig pointed.

Chimoalithalooked over her shoulder. "1 likethat lady," she said gravely.

"Good!" Gerrig sad enthusiastically. "That's greet to hear! Y ou seethat thing coming toward us?* he
continued, pointing now at theinvisble Thuganlitha

Chimolithalooked in that direction. "No," she replied hon-estly.
"That'sright. Of course, you don't seeit, but can't you see what it's doing?'

"What'sif?' Chimolithaasked, frowning. Already this con-versation waswell beyond her, but she kept
struggling to com-prehend.

"I think it'satugolith,” Gerrig murmured quietly. "Cloaked, of course, so there's apowershaper involved.
But it's destroy-ing our side! Y ou've got to do something!™ Indeed, the invisible beast was coming closer
by the second. Gerrig's voice reflected atrace of panic.

"What sde?" the bewildered tugolith asked. She ill hadn't figured out that concept, yet this strange man
kept on using it anyway.

"Our sde! The friends of Queen Bronwynn! Look, that tugolith isright there! Do something!”

"Where?' Chimolithaasked, dancing with anxiety.

"Right therel" Gerrig pointed, moving away from her giant feet with no little anxiety of hisown.

"l don't seel” Chimoalithacried frantically. This stress had unnerved her.

"No! It'sinvigble! But look where it's squashing those men!™

Chimoalitha stopped jumping and frowned. "That's bad,” she grunted.

"You better believeit,” Gerrig earnestly agreed.

Chimolitha understood almost nothing of what was going on. Thiswas a perplexing climax to what had
aready been amost confusing day. But one thing did make sense. Where there was bad, there was
usualy Thuganlitha. That was some-thing she could ded with. "Thuganlitha?' Chimolitha trum-peted.
"Areyou there?'

"Yes" came apetulant reply out of nowhere.

"Don't talk," another disembodied voice commanded, and the sound of it caused Gerrig to quakein
terror. Granted, he'd recognized this as the handiwork of a shaper, but whét little he knew about shaping
had convinced him that the magician himsdf would be somewhere miles away. Thisvoice had clearly

come from the hidden tugolith's head! Gerrig swung around behind Chimolitha's hindguartersin the hopes
of not being noticed. He had courage to spare, but no one ever accused him of being foolhardy.



"Why can't | seeyou?' Chim asked Thug.

"I don't know," Thuganlithareplied, and once again the sorcerer's voice said:

"| told you not to talk!™

"But she asked me," Thuganlitha explained, despite the magician's shooshing whisper.

What Gerrig knew of magic he had learned from Y ona Parmi, who'd gotten hisinformation from
Pelmen. Onething Y ona had emphasized stuck now in Gerrig's mind. A power-shaper could only do one
thing a atime. Whoever sat on the back of that beast was shieding himself and the tugolith from view.
Aslong asthe shaper was busy doing that, Gerrig could fed relatively safe. That gave the player anidea
"Thuganlitha, you are bad," Chimolithaannounced.

"I likebad," Thug agreed pugnacioudly.

"I'm going to horn you."

"Il horn you firgt!"

"Bequigt, both of you!" Joooms shouted. "Neither of you

shall horn the other! Y ou must cease this arguing and trample the remainder of these golden-mailed
warriord"

"What's golden?' Thuganlitha asked.
"Trampling menisbad!" Chimolitha shouted, frowning re-provingly.
"Only if you trample on the wrong men!" Jooomsingtructed. "It'sgood if you trample on the—augh!"

"Man?' Thuganlithasaid, "something is climbing on me." But the tugolith'swarning cametoo late.
Gerrig's blind sword thrust had struck soft flesh, and Joooms was wearing no armor. The shaper fell from
his perch, clutching his rump, and im-mediately magician and tugolith dike becamevisbleto dl. Gerrig
never saw the dark-skinned wizard ater his shape and skitter away, leaving apiece of histail behind to
thrash in the snow. The actor was too busy rolling across the cobblestones, away from those slamping
hooves.

At the sght of Thuganlitha before her, Chimolitha had trum-peted and charged.

They crossed horns. Those mighty tusks clacked together with the jarring impact of apair of tree trunks.
Up the street, where Bronwynn fought on, the battle raged unabated. But the combatants who were
clustered around the top of the Down Road stopped fighting and searched for a place to hide while this
battle of behemoths unfolded.

The horns clacked together again, the sound accompanied by apair of tugolith bellows. The two beasts
began circling one another, their huge eyes bloodshot with rage. Thiswas an old grudge, and the battle
had long been delayed. They'd never liked each other from the day their mother calfed them, and dll
toleration had vanished in the violent events of the morning. They circled. Then Thug lunged forward.



He'd always been impulsive, and never asbright as hissster. Sheld stepped aside, turning her head to
gore him as he thundered past. He whedled about, screaming in pain and frustration, and launched
another charge at her. When shetried to skip away again he moved with her. He buried his horn three
feet into her fore-quarters, and it was Chim's turn now to cry.

Thug backed up and took aim again. Chim was wounded now, and moving more dowly. He darted for
her side, and only her quick leap forward prevented Chim from taking an-other devastating puncture. As
it was, hedidn't miss her completely. A new streak of blood marked her hindquarters. But she gave
something back in return. Angled as she was, Chim couldn't get her horn into him, but she could swing
her head. She dung it around, damming it into hishind leg. Thug wasn't cut, but he was bruised, an
Chimolitha swung back to face him head on. They trumpeted their challenges, and once more Thuganlitha
charged. Chimolithawisely stepped to the other side thistime. Thuganlitharaced past her unchecked,

and launched himsdlf out into space. HE run off the top of the High Plateau.

Chimolithawhirled around to face him. She was greatly surprised when he wasn't there. " Thuganlitha?
Thuganlithal Why can't | see you? Areyou there? Thuganlithal" Certain that her antagonist was once
again playing tricks on her vison, she wandered off around the northern rim, caling the name of an
adversary who could no longer hear a al.

Behind her, the interrupted battle resumed. Now, however, things were worse than ever for Bronwynn's
beleaguered band. They were completely encircled, and Janos was tightening the noose.

CHAPTER TWENTY
The Opening Gate

Rosha paused before the door, battling his memory and hisfear. The last time he'd stood here, he'd been
an arrogant fool. Was he any different now? He and Mar-Yilot had never dis-cussed what they would do
if he got this far—perhaps because neither of them expected he would. Was she covering him &t this
moment? He wished he could understand the speech of thewalls.

Hewas but a plaything of powers, he thought to himself, but he felt no bitterness at that—only an aching
pain that he had managed to come so far but was so unequa to the task. If Pelmen were only here, he
would—

What would Pelmen do? The answer hit Roshawith ashock of redlization. Pelmen would do nothing.
Pelmen would let the Power doit.

Suddenly the young warrior felt new strength in hisarms and new breeth in hislungs. He charged
forward. He dammed through Flayh's door and leaped to the center of the room, swinging his great
sword before him in agrand arc. Anyone seated there would have been decapitated immediately. Of
COUrse, No one was.

"Wasthat your entire plan?' avoice asked from the corner, and Roshawhirled to face Flayh once again.
Then he froze as he watched abeautiful ball of green flame explode before him. His sword dipped from
hisfingers. A chill crawled up hisbody, starting in histoes and numbing him dowly from the floor up. As
it touched histhroat it choked off hisvoice; asit touched his mind it erased dl possible options of escape.
It left only aportion of histhought processes free—enough for him to recognize what was happening to
him.

Then he began to see the fears and miseries of al mankind become avivid part of his own experience.



Failure, hatred, disgppointment, disease, grief—he participated vicarioudy in every horror. The most
telling burden of dl was hisredization that he was powerlessto changeit, and that hewasjust aslost as
all of those whose cries of misery he had heard. Thiswasthe dread, the true dread that had condemned
Lord Syth to days of hell. Now it consumed Rosha. He wanted to scream, but that rel ease was denied
him. Therewasno release available. "That wasit?' Flayh asked pleasantly. "To rush in here, whirling a
sword about? What foolishness. What waste! Oh, not for me. Those bodies you left on the stairsare no
concern of mine. But what awaste for you. All that effort, with not athing to show for it." Flayh paced
around Roshaand picked his book up off the lectem. "I was just about to depart when the castle told me
of how thelittle daver had knifed his master in the back. Such treachery intrigued me. Then | grew
curious, wondering just how you planned to challenge me. | thought you must certainly have some other
Sratagem besides the one that failed so miserably the last time you came legping into this

room. How anticlimactic. I'm disgppointed. On the other hand, you've never impressed me as aman of
subtle thought.”

The sorcerer walked to the black drapes and threw them aside. He winced at the bright light that
streamed in the win-dow. Down in the city it was till snowing; but here above the clouds, the sun burned
brilliantly.

"Y our friend Pelmen has just revealed hislocation to me, so | must be off. And you, my ingstent young
gadfly, must be off aswell. Of course, you left by air the last time, too," Flayh said as he opened the door
to the balcony. "But that was through the back window, and you fdll into the reservoir. Re-markable,
how you managed to clear thewall. Perhaps you'll clear the front battlementstoday! Of course, there's
no lake on the front side of thisfortress. Only cobbled streets.” Flayh turned back to Roshaand
summoned him with awave of hishand. "Comeaong,” he said. " Jump off."

Rosha had no control over his muscles. They now took al orders directly from the powershaper. His
legs walked obedi-ently to the opened door and onto the balcony. There they climbed the small
balustrade,

Like thefrantic flutterings of atrgpped bird, Rosha's mind sought some means of survivd. Abruptly,
however, a cam settled upon him, a peace the young warrior could not account for. Hewasin dread, yet
he was ds0 in the presence of the Power, for the Power was present in him. In that moment Rosha
tossed his need for salf-control aside and surrendered to the future. Come what might, he suddenly
understood the shaping of the Power. Everything was al right. He watched disinter-estedly as FHayh
caused hislegsto throw him off the tower. Then hewasfaling...

Try as she might, Bronwynn couldn't make the magic come. She vented her frustration on astring of
foes, yet she made no more progress toward her goal. As her warriors dwindled in number, she began to
look behind more than she looked ahead, hoping for some sign of reinforcements coming up the Down
Road. Only afraction of her army had made it up the hill, and she/d not seen Genera Josssince he
turned aside to regroup for thefirst assault. But the men of the Mar now held the top of the road, and
Mari supporterslined the cliffs. Without atugolith to lead Joss up, any attempt to scale the heightswould
be sensaless—in the genera’s own words, suicidal.

The queen had started applying that same description to her own Situation. Hopelessness stole its way
into her spirit, and her arm felt theimmediate effects. Suddenly it lost the dasticity, the wiry toughness
that had allowed her to ding the sword from sideto side dl day. She reined her horse away from the
fight, seeking refuge in the midst of her fatering force. Her arm dangled limply as she sucked in air,
wishing she had some new inspiration to suck in aong with it. A moment later, anew wave of sound
deepened her despair— the Mariswho stood aong the cliff were al looking downward and were



chearingwildly.

"The tugoliths have returned to their bloody business" she mumbled to herself. That's why Joss hadn't
come. The beasts were nothing but huge children. Left to their own devices, they would behave as any
group of unsupervised children might— with utmost cruelty. And she could do nothing about it.

The cheers swdled in volume. Bronwynn hung her head in defeat. Then her defiant spirit surged back,
and she jerked up to glare savagely at the Mari warriors clustered around the top of the Down Road.
Suddenly they were falling back before the object of their adulation, and Bronwynn saw anew troop of
warriors galop onto the High Plateau. Leading that charge was Dorlyth mod Karis, riding upon the steel
shoulders of PAlmen'sold horse,

Dorlyth had long been aMari hero. Since leading his people to victory in the Battle of Westmouth, his
story had taken on the proportions of alegend. The rumors of his death had trav-eled widely, but many
had disbelieved. Now those who'd scorned the story crowed aoud in their triumph. King Pahd had
fallen, and golden-mailed invaders fought in the very heart of the High City. But here was Dorlyth mod
Karis, cometo lead the Mar to victory once again! Little wonder the people of the city cheered. They
were perplexed, however, to see golden warriors riding up behind him. Side by side with Ferlyth camea
tall, grim-faced soldier in armor the color of sun!

"Genera Joss," Bronwynn breathed, and she swung her weary horse and rode wildly out to meet them.
All around her, the battle ceased as Mari eyes turned expectantly to watch Dorlyth cut this woman from
her saddle. The watchers were astonished when Bronwynn and Dorlyth saluted each other and reined
their mounts around to face the fortress.

"Yourejustintime!" shecried inreief.
"Maybe," he grunted. "Maybe not. Where's Rosha?"
"Therel" she shouted, flinging her arm around to point to-ward the castle.

"Then let'sgo!" Dorlyth shouted, and Minaliss sprang for-ward. The ranks of puzzled Maris parted to let
them fly past, and soon the great war horse led the invaders to the foot of the High Fortress.

Bronwynn gazed upward, trying to penetrate the mist. The instant she saw the body dropping, she knew
who it was. "Roshal" she screamed in terror and grief. Suddenly Bronwynn leaped into the sky.

She was aware of thewings on her back and the scales on her flanks, but she paid them no heed. The
exultation over a last finding her atershape would have to wait. At this moment, she wasagolden
dragon with asingle purpose—to catch her lover before he struck the ground.

Asquickly as she thought it, it was done. Rosha landed between her shoulder blades—right between her
wings. The impact knocked the breath out of her and nearly dammed her to the ground. She screamed
again, in pain thistime—arau-cous, shrill cry unintdligible in human speech. Then shewasrising again,
soaring upward, and Roshawas safely with her at last.

"A dragon!" shethought to hersdlf. "My dtershapeisadragon!” And the joy of that thought carried her
up through the cloud and out of it, into the sunlight above. She glanced down at hersalf and marveled.
She wasn't avery big dragon, true, but she was adragon just the same. And what other powershaper in
all the world could boast such an dtershape! She glided in alazy curve around the castl€'s uppermost
spires and uttered ascreech of tota joy. Then she dropped back into the clouds, flying with an expertise



born of ingtinct down to rejoin Dorlyth and Joss on the ground.

It was fortunate that she'd chosen that moment to descend. An instant before she touched down, her
dragon-form disap-peared, and the young queen and her lover bounced uncere-monioudy acrossthe
pavement.

Bronwynn quickly got up onto her skinned knees and looked a Dorlyth in shock. "What happened?”
she gasped.

In somber slence, Pelmen and Serphimera had built an dtar. It wasn't much—just apile of rocks
stacked against a stone shelf that jutted up from the cave floor. But as they stood beside it, their shadows
thrown acrossit by the radiant object that glowed at their backs, this poor dtar seemed to them the
holiest spot in the universe. Here they would sacrifice their love and their future in order to redeem the

past.

In that moment, it seemed worth it dl to both of them. They were, after dl, believers, and the Power in
which they trusted had cleansed their spirits through an ecstatic experience of its presence. Purity hungin
theair like acrid smoke. Nothing about the world outside the cave seemed red any longer; true redity
had localized in this place and focused upon this rough, rocky ground.

"It'stime," Pelmen said. He climbed onto the dtar and stretched out on his back. Serphimeraglided
wordlesdy to her feet. She pivoted around, and her eyesfixed intently on the pointed crystal object. She
sepped to it and lifted it gently in her hands, thrilling to its touch. Then she spun again and walked
gracefully back to Pmen'sside. "In the heart,” he said. She turned the crystal point downward and
raised it over her head to strike.

"Stop!" commanded avoice behind her, and Serphimerawhirled around in surprise. For one brief
ingtant, hope flared within her. Nothing would please her more than a stay of execution. But the sight of
the figure standing in the cave's mouth caused her expression to harden. Shefdt achill tingle through her
toes. Sheignored it, and turned back to her ritual task.

Pelmen was gone. The dtar was empty. She gasped in sur-prise and gasped again when hisvoice cried
up from the dtar, "Strikel" By thetime it registered with her that, while she couldn't see him, he ill was
there, she no longer held the crysta thorn. A ball of blazing fire had knocked it from her grasp. She
scrambled after it.

"Leaveit!" Flayh cried, as he jumped across the cave. When the woman would not obey, he exploded
another ball of flamein her face, setting her back on her hedls. He couldn't fathom

how sheld deflected his spell of dread, but it didn't matter. She was obvioudy responsive to smplefire.
He raced to the gleaming object and grabbed for it. Other, invisble hands closed on it a the same
moment and struggled to jerk it away. Flayh won the contest, but only briefly. A fist cracked across his
jaw and sent him spinning to the ground. Once again the object bounced away. Another fist struck him,
and Flayh roared with anger. Thiswas foolishness. He cloaked himsdlf and bounded after the glistening
object. It shot into the air, and Flayh tackled the empty space below it. His arms closed around Pelmen's
legs, tripping him to thefloor.

Pelmen landed heavily on severd sharp rocks projecting from the cave floor and he groaned in pain. He
couldn't hold onto the large gem. It flew away and lodged against the wall. Flayh vaulted toward it.
Pelmen couldn't see his opponent, but he heard and felt Flayh's movements. He responded by twisting
onto his back and throwing hislegsinto the air. They tangled together with Hayh's, and Pelmen heard the



crunch as his opponent took a heavy tumble.

Serphimera crouched beside the atar. Her face and hands burned horribly, but what most concerned
her were her eyes. She could hear the shapers struggling but couldn't see them. The afterimage of the
flash still partialy blinded her, and she worried about permanent damage. She and her lover werein the
midst of astruggle. She needed her sight to aid him.

Thetwo shapersrolled apart. Both kept themselves cloaked. Both plotted their shortest route to the
magical object, while each tried to outguess the other.

Fayh acted first. Pelmen saw the other wizard briefly appear and immediately disappear again. He
lunged for Flayh and grabbed only air. Recovering quickly, he dodged to the sde and fastened his gaze
ontheglowing jewd.

"Here, Pelmen,” avoice said from the cave's mouth, and Pelmen jerked his head around to |ook.
"And here," it spoke again, thistime from beyond the dtar.

"And here," it said athird time, now from acorner of the cave not three feet from where Pelmen stood.
Pelmen was dill cloaked ininvighbility and had no wish to give himsdf away. He swiveled hishead
dowly, to keep the collar of hisrobe from rustling. He saw Hayh standing next to him, smiling
grotesquely toward the center of the cavern, light reflecting off hisbad, blue pate.

"You see | can be anywhere—" Fayh began, but he was soon interrupted. A fist split hisblue-tinted lip
and bloodied his mouth. He howled with rage and legped magically to the far sde of the room, terribly
incensed that bad luck had po-gitioned him within Pelmen's striking distance. "I can be any-wherel
choosein amoment!” Flayh finished, his smile gone. He bolted out of that spot into another and
continued, "That'show | cameto be here, PAmen. Moments ago | wasin my tower in Ngandib." Flayh
cloaked himself and put up hisfigtsto shield hisface. He listened carefully, but Pelmen made no reply.

Flayh turned his attention toward the treasure and watched it amoment. It didn't move. He tiptoed out
of that spot, ex-pecting at any moment to collide with hisinvisible foe. So this was shaper battle, Flayh
thought to himsdf. Hewasn't sure heliked it.

Serphimerawas up on her knees, staring around at the empty cavern. She could see now. The patterns
of light and shadow were different, since the source of their light had shifted over to thewall. Shed come
to redize that it was through no fault of her vision that she couldn't see the shapers. They were hidden
from one another and from her. At the moment, there wasllittle she could do to help Pelmen except keep
quiet. The shaperswere using silence as awegpon. She didn't know what effect it might be having on
them, but to her it was tortuous.

Hayh broke the tension. "Y ou are skilled, Plmen, in forc-ing othersto play your game. But isn't it rather
childish?Y ou've bloodied my lip like aschoolboy. Doesn't it strike you as silly for the two foremost
powershapersin the world to resort to bare knuckles?!

As Fayh spoke, Serphimerafelt areassuring hand on her shoulder. She dmost reached up to pat it.
Such agesture would surely draw Flayh's eye.She fought the temptation as Flayh continued. "Very well.
If you so choose, follow my voice and strike me again. Come ahead. |'ve chosen to battle you on my
terms™

The hand remained on Serphimera’s shoulder. Pelmen was not responding to this challenge. Flayh's



image flickered into view and abruptly disappeared again. The voice continued from

another part of the cave. "I know why you're here. Those poor, howling beasts outside have given you
away. They wanted meto free them, you redlize. When 1 wouldn't, they sought out you. And you,
replete with mord obligation and ethica sen-sbility, naturdly have agreed.”

"It had nothing to do with the dogs," Serphimerasaid, and Pelmen'sinvisible hand clenched dightly on
her shoulder. She assumed he was trying to silence her, but she saw no need to be quiet now. After dl,
Flayh could see her clearly.

"Ah," Hayh said. "The woman with the healing touch, | assume? None other than our crazed,
dragon-loving priestess. What an unlikely couple! The two of you make aformidable dliance. You
redlize, of course, that if you follow through with your use of this object, your partnership will be
permanently dissolved?”

"Wethink it'sworth the price," the woman responded se-renely. She wondered why Pelmen didn't act.

Hayh chuckled. " Serphimera, you're so transparent. Keep me talking while your lover preparesto
subdue me, isn't that your intention? But I'm talking to him. Pelmen, isit worthwhile to you? Certainly
you'l bekilled; you've already accepted that sacrifice. But do you want to see her killed, too? She will
be, you know. Think of it—all those powers my artistry has ren-dered into canine form, dong with dl the
other powerswho chooseto go, departing in asingle instant through that little crystal object. Why, the
power vacuum that createswill lift the top off thismountain. It will tekeusal. And tel me now, isdl this
necessary just to defest me?"

Pelmen spoke. "Y our ego isenormous, Flayh."
"Ah-hal" Hayh crowed. " So he does have avoice."

"I'm not surprised that you believe history revolves around you. It's acommon fault of man. And you,
Fayh, for dl your power, are certainly common."

Flayh'slaughter rang out of another section of the cave. Plmen's hand left Serphimeras shoulder. She
immediady felt londly.

"So you'redoing dl thisout of purer, grander motives, isthat it?' Flayh asked. "Would you liketo tell me
what you hope to achieve?'

"Wed like to change man.”

Flayh laughed again. Thistime he seemed genuindy amused.

"Now who's being egocentric? History revolves not around Flayh, oh no. It centersinstead on Pelmen
the Player!" When Pelmen did not respond, FHayh went on scornfully, ™Y ou think this act of yourswill
accomplish that?'

"Webdieve s0."

"How? A few words muttered in darkness, aritua blood-letting, an explosion on adistant mountain

peak? Why should that change man? It will please those hounds out there, no question about that. It will
suck away my power and Mar-Yilot'sand your own. But it won't change man. Most people pay no



attention at dl to the powers. Magic won't be missed. And power will revert back to whereit resided
before your interference—to the hands of the Merchant League. Y ou won't change man, Pelmen. Y oull
only exdt mediocrity. Therell no longer be meansfor aman to soar to the heights.”

"Y ou're wrong, Flayh. Quitewrong. But | doubt you could comprehend the joys of soaring under the
Power's control."

"Ridiculous," Flayh grunted. "Meaninglesswords. Y our powers arc great, Pelmen, but greatest of al is
your power of sef-delusion. Y our timein Lamath affected your mind. Y ou've been influenced by those
fanatics who hungered only to be swalowed by the dragon. What afool you are, Pelmen, to have had
such power and wasted it in foiling me! Y ou could have been king over threelands at once! Now | will
be, ingtead. Because, while you've agonized over the responsbilities of power, I've learned how to use
it

"Asyou see," hefinished, and once again his voice had shifted over awide spacein an ingtant. "Y ou
surely understand by now that | could, a any moment, dart over to that beautiful object you've labored
s0 hard to assemble, snatch it up, and begone with it back to my tower."

"Why don't you?' Pelmen asked.

"Becauseit seemsevident | must kill you first. Otherwise | should have to contend with your repeated
attempts to over-throw me. Isthat not so? And | must remove dear Serphimerafrom the picture aswell,
for who can say? She may have the power in her fingertipsto resurrect the dead. While | have you here
together, it would be inefficient of me not to dispose of you both. Inefficient and dangerous to the new
Sate.”

"Meaning yoursdlf," Plmen said.
"Of course. But don't fear too much for the land's future,

Pelmen. | will be abenevolent despot. | can be agood ruler when my authority is not being regularly
challenged.”

"But that'sjust the problem, isn'tit, Hayh?"

"What do you mean?"

"Therewill dways be someone to threaten you."

"Y ou think s0?' FHayh asked. Then the light disappeared.

While the two men had argued, Serphimera had decided to act. She wastired of being the only
participant in this con-frontation who could be seen. She'd remedied that, creeping unnoticed to the
glowing object, snatching it up and hiding it beneath her voluminous robes. She kept her grip onit,
though, so she was ready to wield it as aweapon.

Pelmen and Flayh both shouted in surprise and dashed to-ward the spot where the jewel had glowed.
Serphimera had turned her body toward the source of Flayh's voice, and now shefelt Flayh brush against
her. How did she know it was he? Smell, perhaps? The boniness of hisbody, so different from that of
her lover? Somehow she knew, and she stabbed upward with the object, burying its point deeply and
drawing a scream from the pierced shaper. She jerked it free and stabbed again, thistime toward what



she thought was histhroat.

Hayh's death rattle both relieved and terrified her. The life force of ashaper had been expended, and
she had not been obliged to kill her lovel!

Shewas certain, however, that neither she not Pelmen would survive the aftermath. The mountain
rumbled and the dogs howled. For one horrible ingtant, she feared sheld be forced to witnessthe
cataclysmic events sheld set in motion. It was blessedly brief, however. She passed away into darkness.

Noise and light sundered the mountain. The bodies of thou-sands of dogs dropped lifelessinto the snow.
The proud, ancient firs of the forest fell prosirate in obeisance. The earth trembled with excitement, the
clouds parted, and the sun and stars cho-rused together in jubilation. Myriads of powers, long lost and
lonely, werein that moment reunited with their Maker. And in the process, that fabulous jewe wrought
from six perfect diamonds was smashed into powder. The Power's gateway had opened and closed.

Theworld of men experienced adight tremor. It was quickly forgotten.
Rosha sat up and looked a Bronwynn. "It'sover," he said.

Sheld expected him to be dazed and shaken, but he was alert and very much in control of himsdf. His
eyestroubled her, however, asthey met hers. They showed unspeakable suffering and great calm at the
sametime. "What happened?' she asked again.

"Didn't you fed it?' Roshaasked. "The magic passed. That'swhy you lost your dtershape and why | lost
the dread.”

"Thedread!" Bronwynn gasped in horror. "Flayh laid adread spell on you?"

"He did—at the same moment the Power took me. And | was aware of al that happened whilel [ay on
your back."

Bronwynn studied him doubtfully. This wasn't the Rosha shedd known. He was different. As he climbed
to hisfeet, there was an attitude of confidence and certainty about his move-ments. Somehow, held
findly found himsdf, and she wasn't sure sheliked the change.

But as he reached out to pull her to him and kiss her soundly, she decided she did likeit. Thiswasthe
Raosha sheld always wanted.

"I hateto interrupt..." Dorlyth spoke beside them, and Roshawhirled around, delighted shock on his
face.

"Father!" he shouted. Holding Bronwynn in hisleft arm, he reached out with hisright to return Dorlyth's
embrace. "They told me you were dead!"

"I thought | was, too. But you know how these shapers are, flying off to anew thing before they've
finished the old. Rosha, what isdl this business?| don't understand at al.”

Rosha sighed. "Pelmen and Serphimera remade the ancient wegpon that was designed to kill the dragon.
And just before he made me jump, Flayh said he was going there to the Mount of Power. With the
Power in me, 1 was aware of the struggle of the three of them for the weapon. Serphimeragot it and
sacrificed Flayh. Magic departed at that instant, and the top of the mountain blew off. Well search, of



course, but I'm certain dl three were destroyed.”

Silence greeted hiswords. Then Dorlyth whispered, "Pel-men gone!™
"And dl magic departed,” Bronwynn murmured, her gaze far away.
Rosha gave hiswife aquick squeeze and then turned to the

crowd clustered around them—M aris mingled with the invaders who had been locked withthemina
deadly struggle only minutes before. "Mar-Yilot," he barked. "Has anyone seen Mar-Yilot?'

"I saw her briefly,” aMari warrior volunteered. "L ord Syth was trampled by atugolith, and she covered
them both—"

"Wherewasthis?' Rosha asked. The man pointed. ™Y ou, you, and you," Rosha commanded members
of the crowd. " Go with this man, find them, and bring them to the castle. Y ou others, start |looking among
thefalen. Well bury the dead later, but the wounded must be treated now."

Hedidn't wait to seeif his orders were obeyed, but turned to look up at the High Fortress. "Mar-Yilot
burned away the sairway," he muttered to himsdlf. "But there must be someoneinside.” He marched
toward the stable entrance, and people parted to let him pass.

The stable was filled with ashes. Rosha stepped over them to gaze up through the castle's open floor.
"Anyone up there?" he called.

"I'm here," avoice answered, and the daver who'd stabbed Admon Faye tossed arope down through
thehole.

"A daver!" someonewho'd followed Rosha snarled.
Roshaamiled grimly. "Onewho saved my life. Arethere other davers ill there?!

"Noneto give you trouble,” Tibb answered. "I let the daves out of the pit and armed them. They took a
bit of vengeance. Therésawinch here. Shal | draw you up?"

"Inamoment,” Rosha caled. Then he turned to set the crowd to cleaning the stables and to finding
wood to rebuild the staircase. Minutes later, the group he'd sent to find Syth returned, carrying the Lord
of Seriliath on an improvised stretcher. Mar-Yilot followed.

"Ishedive?' Roshaasked.

"Bardy," she muttered, her eyes averted. There was asob in her voice as she looked down at her
unconscious husband. "And thistime, there's no Serphimerato help him with her healing touch!”

"Ther€'s one here who can help him," avoice called from above. They dl looked up to see awoman
peeking through the hole in the celling.

"Sarie?' Roshaasked. "Sarie lan Pahd?"

"That'sright," Sarie answered. "L et me send you the man who hedled me."



A man came diding down the rope to kned quickly beside Syth.
"Wait!" Mar-Yilot ordered suspicioudy, blocking the man's hands away from Syth. "Who are you?"

"My nameis Tahli-Damen," hetold her brightly. Clear eyes, freed from the blue haze with the end of
magic and spells, locked onto those of Mar-Yilot. "I'm from the Power."

There was the sound of massive feet pounding the ground outside, and the crowd cleared away from the
door. Chimolitha stepped carefully insde, with Gerrig Sitting gingerly astride her horn.

"Gerrig!" Bronwynn shouted, clgpping her hands. ™Y ou survived!”

"Y es, your Highness, thanksto this beast. | found her wan-dering around the streets. | thought she might
be ableto help usin cleaning up.”

"An excdlent idea," Roshasaid. Then, at someone's cry, he turned to see Syth mod Syth-el'seyes
fluttering open.

Syth tried to move his head, found he couldn't, and lay back. He peered curioudly up into Roshasface.
"Didwewin?'

"Wewon," Roshareplied, hisvoice at once sad and proud. "Buit it cost us.”

He looked around and saw that the crowd continued to grow as people from the city shoved their way
insdethe stable. Heraised hishandsto get their attention and addressed them dll:

"King Pahd is dead. He died honorably, defending hisfor-tress and hisfamily. Theintruder who
bewitched hisfamily is gonefor good. These golden-mailed warriors are merely guestsin our city who
will soon be returning to their own land.

"Ngandib is once again afree city of the Mari confederacy and will remain so. Y our contributionsto her
defense will long be remembered. Let it be proclaimed through al the streetsthat the battle is over.
Tonight thereisatrue causefor cele-bration.”

Dorlyth beamed with pride. Lessthan two years before, his son couldn't say a single sentence without
stumbling over his own tongue. Now he made speeches in the palace!

Rosharaised his gaze to the entrance to the palace. He nodded. "Perhaps we should get on with the
business..."

But the murmurs of gpprova from the crowd were turning to cheers. Then someone raised a shouit:
"Roshafor citylord of Ngandib!™

"Roshafor king," another voice cried. "Hail King Rosha, who drove out the evil wizard!" More voices
picked it up, giving Roshano timeto correct theidea. Then it wasaclamor from al.

By night, it was officia. The new king stood with his queen at a paace window, watching the celebrating
crowds below. It was then amessenger bird arrived from Lamath.

"What doesit say?' Bronwynn asked as Rosha stood frown-
ing over thenote.. .



"It'sfrom Erri," hetold her. "He wants us to be king and queen of Lamath. He saysit was hisideaand
that it hasfinally been voted on. Oh, he aso congratulates us on the victory.”

Bronwynn nodded. "WEell have to accept. It was dways PAlmen's dream to unite the One Land again.
But with three capitals, where will welive?'

"Dragonsgate,” Roshatold her. "Wewon't have to resdethere dl thetime, but it'sthelogical center of
thelands. That'swhy the dragon choseit."

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Crowns

Spring had come by the time the crowning of the new king and queen of the One Land could be
arranged. But the months before had been busy ones.

The wreckage of the brief war had to be repaired, wounded required healing, and the tugoliths had to be
returned to Dolna. Above dl, a search for the bodies of Pelmen and Serphimera had to be undertaken.

They were never discovered. The searchersfound that the

top of the mountain had been blown off, and the bodies must have been blown to bits or buried under
the wreckage. But the remains of Flayh had been tossed to the bottom of the mountain, entangled with
the bodies of an immense pack of midnight black dogs. They left it where they'd found it.

Pahd's body was accorded full honors. Along with two empty coffinsfor Pelmen and Serphimera, his
casket was dropped from the top of the Rock of Tombs. Pahd dept at .last where he could never be
disturbed.

It was | eft to Kherdato plan the coronation, and the Prime Minister gloried in the task. He was
disappointed when Bronwynn vetoed his elaborate plans for agreet scaffolding and platform, telling him
that the ledge of the dragon's cave was theright place. Hope revived briefly when he visited the place
and discovered its condition and the nausegating odor. But Bronwynn was adamant.

"It can be cleaned," shetold him. "Seetoit."

Hordes of workmen were organized and induced to work a immense task. Kherda watched from a safe
distance. He soon discovered that, even adlowing for some theft by the workers, the jewels mixed among
the muck would pay for the labor many times over. And he consoled himself with thoughts of the grand
paace hewould design for the roya couple.

Even that plan collapsed when the great throne room inside the cave was discovered. In theend,
Kherda had to content himsdlf with the building of an impressive stairway up to the cave.

But at last the day arrived.

The parades began, streaming into the Centra Gate from each of the three mouths, with musiciansfrom
each of the three lands struggling to outdo one another.

Lord Joss|ed the Golden Throng from Chaomonous. Kherdawatched as the genera climbed the



stairway to the entrance. Hisface registered only adight shock as the remaining odor struck his nose, but
hetook hisplace soicaly.

Dorlyth, mounted on a strangely agitated Minaliss and ac-companied by Ferlyth and Bainer, led the Mari
lords. Syth was recovering, but till not strong enough for the journey. And Mar-Yilot, dowly learning to
cope with her loss of power, eected to remain with him. Even Janos put in an appearance. Marisand
Chaons regarded each other cautioudy, but both

were glad hodtilities were ended. New markets and trade were in al minds, now that the old merchant
monopolies had col-lapsed.

Thearrival of the Lamathians caused barely aripple of excitement. The ubiquitous pale blue robes were
acommon sight now. But when the tugoliths advanced into the pass, Chaon and Mari dike took notice.
These were the newest wonders of the world. The huge beasts wore enormous smiles, with Thuganlitha
gone, therewas much less quarrdling.

Last of dl, Rosha, Bronwynn, and Erri entered the pass at the same moment, each through a separate
mouth. They rode to the center of Dragonsgate, where they dismounted and em-braced. Then Erri led
the two young sovereigns up the stairway. Loud fanfares greeted their ascent.

"What isthat? Erri muttered as he turned to smile and wave at the wildly cheering throng.

"That isdragon,” Bronwynn said cheerfully. "Just aghost of what it smelled like when | was here before.
Kherda promisesit will al be gone after the fina washing.”

There were solemn vows to be made and oaths to be sworn. Then Erri took up one of the two identica
crowns and raised it above his head. Bronwynn knelt.

"I wonder what they think we're saying down there?' Rosha muttered.
Bronwynn chuckled. "The wisest words ever uttered, prob-ably."

"Very wel then, let's say them. Remember the Power. All wisdom proceeds from that.” Erri smiled and
placed the crown on her head.

Bronwynn got to her feet and waved, while the assembled nations cheered loudly. Then Erri picked up
the other crown and turned to Rosha. "Do you still fed pain from the memories of the dread?' he asked.

"Some," Roshamurmured as he kndlt.

Erri nodded and pressed the crown down on Roshas thick curls. " That may be good. Some dread may
be desrablein aleader. A long memory certainly must be."

Rosha stood to receive the adulation of the crowd. As he gazed down at the sea of faces, he murmured,
"Now canwego?'

"Not without saying good-bye," an unexpected voice said from behind them.
The three figures high above the crowd turned their backs on the throng in such precise unison that

everyone assumed it had been planned. Suddenly they disappeared into the cave. A moment later, Erri
emerged to step quickly down the stairsto the Prime Minigter. "Kherda, what's next on the program?”



Kherdawas flabbergasted. "Why, the recessiona, of course—"

"Not yet. Do something ese.”

"But—wha?'

"Jugt gal. Y ou know how, I'm sure." Erri started back up the stairs.

"Wait!" Kherdacried. "What are you discussing?’

Erri smiled mysterioudly. " Secrets. Matters of faith,” he said. Then he popped back insde the cave.
Kherda sighed, wishing they'd let him know before they changed theritual. But he had the coronation to
control and little time for resentment. He called upon years of experience asa professond courtling and

daled.

Erri found Pelmen embracing Bronwynn and Serphimerain acrushing hug from Rosha. "Where have
you been?' the new king of the One Land was demanding.

"On our way here," Serphimeraanswered. "At least, we've been for the last two weeks. Before that we
were—deeping.”

Bronwynn peered at Pelmen. "Where?"
"Underneeth the mountain.”
"How did you survive?' Erri asked.

"In your own words, remember the Power!" Pelmen looked at the three, smiling. "1 assumethat the
Power saved us."

"And the exploson?'

"l never heard the explosion. | woke in darkness with Ser-phimerabeside me. It took usawhileto
convince oursalves that we weren't some kind of shades, but then we started look-ing for away out.”

"Wewereinatunnel of somekind,” Serphimera added. "When we reached the end of it, we found
oursaves climbing out in the middle of the Great North Fir. Then we heard of the coronation and came
hereto wait. We couldn't missthat.”

"But how did you seeto get out?' Rosha asked.

Pelmen shrugged. "We had light." He stretched out his hand

before him, and suddenly a globe of blue flame burst into life above his pam.

"Shaping!" Roshawhispered in shocked surprise. "Then magicisn't gone! Some of the powers haven't
|eft?"

"Some apparently never leave. They'rejust not ready for new discoverers.”



Rosha and Bronwynn stared at their friendsin surprised ddlight. Erri stood to one side, chuckling.

"We buried you," Rosharemembered suddenly. "Weve got to tell the peopleyoure divel" He started
for the cave mouth. Pelmen grabbed hiswrist and pulled him back.

"Please," PAmen said quietly. "Don't do that.”

"Why not?"

Pelmen looked at Serphimera. "It's very plessant for us now—awelcome rest. Give usthat. Then, after
you've moved into this underground castle, well find you from timeto time. There are corridorsthat lead

to other entrances, and we can come and go without being noticed.”

Roshalooked back and forth between them, then nodded dowly. "So beit," he said. He glanced at his
wife "That'sdl right with you?'

Bronwynn smiled. "It isindeed.”

"Good," Roshasaid, he grabbed his wife and the prophet by their hands. "Come on. We've a coronation
to conclude." They started for the mouth of the old twi-beast'slair, but there Rosha paused and looked
over hisshoulder.

"Well seeyou later," hesaid firmly.

Pelmen the powershaper smiled. "Well come.”

Then the new King and Queen of the One Land stepped back into the sunshine to accept the rights and
responsihilities of their relm. As he smiled down at his new subjects, Rosha permitted himsdf aquick
glance over the shoulder. But Pel-man and Serphimerahad aready gone. Histhroat ached with atouch

of sorrow, but he quickly overcameit. Thiswasaday of joy. Heraised his hand high above his head,
and waved.

Glossary

Admon Faye: An obscendly ugly daver and outlaw, chosen by Flayh to be head of security inthe High
Fortress.

Agarndath: A warrior of Lamath.

Asher Once Chieftain of Defense and Expansion of Lamath, he was eaten by Vicia-Heinox while helping
Pementokill the beast.

Bainer: A Mari warrior dlied to Syth and Mar-Yilot.
Barleb: Operator of the barge between the North Coast and Sythialde and aservant of Syth.

Bdra: A Mari warrior, Citylord of Garnabe and Shurl of the Upper Coagt, dlied with Dorlyth againgt
Pahd mod Pahd-€l.

Blez: One of the ancient trading houses participating in the Council of Elders, the merchant monopoly.



Blueflyer: A magica breed of bird used to carry messages over long distances.

Bronwynn: Queen of Chaomonous, wife to Roshamod Dor-lyth, and long afriend of Pelmen
Dragonsbane.

Carlog. One of the larger cities of Ngandib-Mar, located in the Furrowmar region.
Cerdeb: A Mari leader from the Downlands region dlied to Syth mod Syth-€l.
Chanos: A lord of Ngandib-Mar loyal to King Pahd with along personal grudge against Tuckad.

Chaomonous. "The Golden Land," the largest of the three na-tions clustered around Dragonsgate, ruled
by Queen Bron-wynn.

Chimalitha: "Chim," a pleasant-tempered tugolith who was involved in the near execution of Pelmen and
who helped him survive.

Chogi lan Pahd-e: Mother of King Pahd mod Pahd-el and a powerful force in the administration of
Ngandib-Mar.

Clawsp: See Sugar-clawsp.

Danyilyn: A professonal actressin Chaomonous and aclose friend of Pelmen.

Dolna: Officid handler of tugolithsin Lameth.

Downlands. One of the six regions of Ngandib-Mar, located far to the south in the area of Arl Lake.

Dorlyth mod Karis: Warrior, hero, father to Roshamod Dorlyth and friend to Pelmen Dragonsbane. He
was made Jorl of the Westmouth by Pahd mod Pahd-€l for hisvictory over Chaomonous.

Dragonfaith: The ancient religion of Lamath, centered on wor-ship of the two-headed dragon.

Dragonsgate: The central mountain pass connecting Lamath, Chaomonous and Ngandib-Mar, formerly
the home of ViciaHenox.

Drax: A three-sded table game played throughout the three lands, usualy with wagers on the outcome.

Erri: The Prophet of Lamath and chief architect of the growth of the skyfaith, aswell asthe potentia
ruler of Lamath.

Ferlyth mod Kerlyth: Cousin and dly of Dorlyth mod Karis and Jorl of the Furrowmear.

Fayh: Oncetheruling eder of the trading house of Ognadzu, now an immensely powerful wizard
residing in the High Fortress of Ngandib. His dtershapeisthe dog.

Furrowmar: One of the six regions of Ngandib-Mar composed of the highland farmlandsin the central
west.

Garnabd: A large city in Ngandib-Mar, located in the Furrow-mar.



Gerrig: A professond actor in Chaomonous and close friend of Pelmen.
Golden Throng: The army of Chaomonous.
Hann: One of the merchant families participating in the Council of Elders, the merchant monopoly.

High Fortress of Ngandib: The ancient castle Stuated on a spur jutting from the High Plateau that was
the home of Pahd, which was brought magicaly to life by Flayh.

High Plateau: The outcropping of rock in central Ngandib-Mar upon which the city of Ngandib was
built.

Imperid House of Chaomonous: Theroya paace of the ruling family of Chaomonous, brought to life
before the making of the dragon by the wizard Nobal og.

The Ides: One of the six regionsin Ngandib-Mar, composed of al the idands off the North Coast in the
far north of the land.

Jagd: Ruling Elder of the trading family of Uda, resding in Chaomonous.

Janos mod Jerrid: Cousin to Pahd mod Pahd-€l, Jorl of the Nethermar, and aly with Pahd against the
rebels of the North Coast.

Joooms: A Mari powershaper of dark complexion and secretive nature, known for hisgreed. His
dtershgpeisthelizard.

Jorl: Adminigtrative head of one of the six regions of Ngandib-Mar and a hereditary title. Upon the deeth
of aJorl without an heir, thetitle is conferred upon an individua of the King's choice.

Joss: Genera of the Golden Throng, long-time Lord of War for Chaomonous, appointed Ambassador
to Lamath by Queen Bronwynn.

Kam: A lord of Ngandib-Mar whose |ands touch the base of the High Plateau, and who isdlied with
Syth against Pahd.

Kherda: Prime Minister of the land of Chaomonous.

Lamath: Thelarge coastd kingdom north of Dragonsgate, long ruled by aweak king in consultation with
the leaders of the Dragonfaith, now ruled by the Prophet of Lamath.

Laph mod Parem: Ruling Elder of the merchant house of Hann in Ngandib-Mar and an dly of Syth mod
Syth-€l.

Mdliff: Falconer to Queen Bronwynn in the Imperid House of Chaomonous.
Maris. People of Ngandib-Mar.

Mar-Yilot: "The Autumn Lady," asorceress of Ngandib-Mar and wife of Syth mod Syth-dl. Her
dtershapeisthe butterfly.



Mast: A squat, somewhat cowardly wizard of Ngandib-Mar. His dtershapeisthefrog.
Mindiss A powerful war horse once belonging to Pezi, later ridden by Pelmen and Bronwynn.

Mudgecurdle: A small furry creature looking much like a pleas-ant bunny but gecting ahorrible stench
when startled. Used as an epithet meaning “traitor” or "betrayer.”

Naquin: Formerly the High Priest of the Dragonfaith (by he-redity, not conviction), later an initiate of the
skyfaith and amissionary sent by Erri to Chaomonous.

Nethermar: Therich, diamond-producing region of Ngandib-
Mar gtretching from the Garnabel Bridge to the North Coast.

Ngandib: The capita city of Ngandib-Mar, sitting upon a high plateau in the center of the land. The city
lord is considered to be King of Ngandib-Mar.

Ngandib-Mar: Thewarlike, highland country to the west of Dragonsgate, rich in jewesand martia
tradition, and theland of magic. Also cdled smply "TheMar."

Ngarl: A Mari lord loyd to Pahd and his cousin Janos.

Nobdog: An ancient wizard from the time before the making of the dragon who brought the Imperia
House to life and wrote the spell-book that became the source of Flayh's knowledge.

Ognadzu: One of the two premier trading housesin the three lands and aleading participant in the
Council of Elders, the merchant monopoly. Itsruling elder isHayh.

Pahd mod Pahd-d: City lord of Ngandib and King of Ngandib-Mar, aformidable swordsman. His chief
interest isin deegp-ing, alowing Hayh to usurp his power.

The Parks. One of the Six regions of Ngandib-Mar, a heavily wooded area stretching northeastward
from the High Plateau to the Great North Fir.

Pelmen Dragonsbane: Formerly Pelmen the player and the Prophet of Lamath, renewer of the skyfaith
and killer of the dragon. A powershaper when in the Mar. His altershapeisafacon.

Pezi: An obese merchant of the House of Ognadzu, nephew to Flayh. An earnest, unprincipled
incompetent.

Pinter: Once adaver and an outlaw, he died after the battle beneath the Imperia House of Chaomonous
inthe arms of his companion, Tibb.

Pleclypsa: Thelargest city in the southern region of Chao-monous and the site of an annual dramatic
fediva.

Powershaper: Anyone gifted with the ability to shape the pow-ers, but classcadly only those who, among
other talents, can change into an dtershape.

Qirl: A Mari warrior loya to King Pahd made Jorl of the Ides by Pahd's command.



Riganlitha: A curious but unassertive tugalith frequently har-assed by Thuganlitha.
Roshamod Dorlyth: The son of Dorlyth, friend of Peimen,
and husband to Queen Bronwynn of Chaomonous. Hero and bear's-bane.

Seriliath: One of the largest cities of Ngandib-Mar located in the Nethermar region on the North Coast.
Itscity lord is Syth mod Syth-dl.

Serphimera: The former priestess of the Dragonfaith, blessed with ecdtatic visons and hedling power.
The love of Plmen Dragonsbane.

Sheth: An ancient powershaper from the time of the making of the dragon who failed in his attempt to
use the Power's gateway to kill the beast and was himself killed in the pro-cess.

Shurl: An office conferred by the king of Ngandib-Mar upon favored supporters.
Skyfaith: A renewa of the ancient, pre-dragon faith based on dependence upon the Power.
Strahn: A young Lamathian initiate of the skyfaith and the aide to Erri the prophet.

Sugar-clawsp: A smdl, purple-shelled, flying insect that exudes achemica harmful to human skin
whenever it isaroused.

Sythmod Syth-e: Lord of Sythialde, hisfamily home; Ci-tylord of Seriliath, and husband to Mar-Yilot,
he became the leader of a group of northern lords opposed to the nep-otism of King Pahd. A wise
leader and a good husband.

Tahli-Damen: Oncethe ruling elder of the trading house of Udain Ngandib-Mar, now ablind initiate of
the skyfaith.

Terril: "Thetwin-killer,” aMari powershaper. A crafty, treach-erous man whose dtershapeisa
sugar-clawsp.

Thuganlitha: amean-spirited, violent tugolith given to homing anyone or anything that displeaseshim.
Tibb: A smdl but nimble daver and brigand from Lamath with adeep sense of persond loyalty.
Tuckad mod Pak: A Mari lord alied with Syth mod Syth-el and the City lord of Drabeld.

Tugoalith: An enormous horned creature from the far north of Lamath who can carry on human
conversation at thelevel of atoddler.

Uda One of the premier trading houses participating in the Council of Elders, the merchant monopoaly.

ViciaHeinox: 'Thetwi-beast," atwo-headed dragon created in ancient times, who dominated the three
landsfor amillennium from his home in Dragonsgate. He could talk in-telligently, and loved diamonds.

Wayleeth: Devoted wife of the merchant Tahli-Damen.

Westmouth: One of the six regions of Ngandib-Mar stretching eastward from the High Plateau to



Dragonggate. A sparsdly settled, hilly country with no mgor cities.

Y onaParmi: A professona actor and aclose friend of Pelmen.
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