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To Tari

The Hero and the Crown takes place some considerable span of years before the time of The Blue
Sword. There are afew fairly dramatic topographica differences between the Damar of Aerin’s day and
that of Harry's.

Chapter 1

SHE COULD NOT REMEMBER a time when she had not known the story; she had grown up
knowing it. She supposed someone mus have told her it, sometime, but she could not remember the
tdling. She was beyond having to blink back tears when she thought of those things the story explained,
but when she was feding smdler and shabbier than usud in the large vivid City high in the Damarian Hills
she dill found hersdlf brooding about them; and brooding sometimes brought on a tight headachy feding
around her temples, afeding like suppressed tears.

She brooded, looking out over the wide low sl of the stone window-frame; she looked up, into the
Hills because the glassy surface of the courtyard was too bright a midday to stare at long. Her mind ran
down an old familiar track: Who might have told her the story? It wouldn’'t have been her father who told
her, for he had rarely spoken more than a few words together to her when she was younger; his dow
kind amiles and dightly preoccupied ar had been the mogt she knew of him. She had dways known that
he was fond of her, which was something; but she had only recently begun to come into focus for him,
and that, as he had told her himsdlf, in an unexpected fashion. He had the best—the only—right to have
told her the story of her birth, but he would not have done so.

Nor would it have been the hafor, the folk of the household; they were palite to her dways, in thar
wary way, and reserved, and spoke to her only about household details. It surprised her that they dill
remembered to be wary, for she had long since proven that she possessed nothing to be wary about.
Royd children were usudly somewhat darming to be in dally contact with, for their Gifts often erupted in
abrupt and unexpected ways. It was alittle surprising, even, tha the hafor ill bothered to treat her with
respect, for the fact that she was her father's daughter was supported by nothing but the fact that her
father’ s wife had borne her. But then, for dl that was said about her mother, no one ever suggested that
she was not an honest wife,

And she would not have run and told taes on any of the hafor who dighted her, as Gaanna
would—and regularly did, even though everyone treated her with the grestest deference humanly
possible. Gaanna s Gift, it was dryly said, was to be impossible to please. But perhaps from the hafor’'s
viewpoint it was not worth the risk to discover any points of amilaity or dissmilarity between hersdf and
Gdanna;, and a life of service in a household that included Galanna doubtless rendered anyone who
withstood it automaticaly wary and respectful of anything that moved. She amiled. She could see the
wind dir the treetops, for the surface of the Hills seemed to ripple benesth the blue sky; the breeze, when
it did through her window, smelled of leaves.



It might very wel have been Gaannawho told her the story, come to that. It would be like her; and
Gdanna had dways hated her—dill did, for dl that she was grown now, and married besides, to Pelith,
who was a second sola of Damar. The only higher ranks were firg sola and king; but Gaanna had hoped
to marry Tor, who was firg sola and would someday be king. It was no matter that Tor would not have
had Gdannaif she had been the only royd maiden available—"1’d run off into the Hills and be a bandit
fird,” amuch younger Tor had told his very young cousin, who had gone off in fits of giggles at the idea
of Tor wearing rags and a blue headband and dancing for luck under each quarter of the moon. Tor, who
a the time had been giff with terror at Galanna's very determined attempts to ensnare him, had relaxed
enough to grin and tdl her she had no proper respect and was a shameess hoyden. “Yes” she sad
unrepentantly. Tor, for whatever reasons, was rather over-forma with everyone but her; but being firg
solato a solemn, twice-widowed king of aland with a shadow over it might have had that effect on a far
more frivolous young man than Tor. She suspected tha he was as grateful for her existence as she was
for his one of her earliest memories was riding in a baby-sack over Tor’s shoulders while he galoped his
horse over a series of hurdles; she had screamed with delight and wound her tiny hands in his thick black
hair. Teka, later, had been furious; but Tor, who usudly took any accusation of the dightest derdiction of
duty with white lips and a set face, had only laughed.

But whenever she decided that it must have been Galanna who fird told her the story, she found she
couldn’t believe it of her after dl. Having told it for spite and mdice, yes; but the story itsdf had too much
sad grandeur. But perhaps she only fet that way because it was about her mother; perhaps she had
changed it in her own mind, made a tragedy of nothing but sour gossp. But that Gaanna would
deliberately spend enough time in her company to tdl her the story was out of character; Gaanna
preferred whenever possible to look vagudy over the head of the least of her cousins, with an expression
on her face indicating that there was a dead fly on the windowslll and why hadn’t the hafor swept it
away? When Gdanna was Startled into spesking to her a dl, it was usudly from a mative of immediate
vengeance. The tae of Arlbeth’s second wife would be too roundabout for her purposes. Still, thet it had
been one of the cousins was the best guess. Not Tor, of course. One of the others.

She leaned out of the window and looked down. It was hard to recognize people from the tops of
their heads, severd stories up. Except Tor; she dways knew him, even if dl she had to go on was an
elbow extending an inch or two beyond a doorframe. This below her now was probably Perlith: that
sf-satisfied walk was diginctive even from above, and the way three of the hafor, dressed in fire livery,
trailled behind him for no purpose but to lend to their master’s importance by their presence pretty wel
assured it. Tor went about alone, when he could; he told her, grimly, that he had enough of company
during the course of his duties as fird sola, and the lagt thing he wanted was an unoffidd entourage for
any gapsin the offidd ones. And she'd like to see her father pulling velvet-covered flunkeys in his wake,
like a child with atoy on a gring.

Perlith’s head spoke to another dark head, the hafor waiting respectfully severd armsl length digtant;
then someone on a horse—she could not disinguish voices but she heard the click of hoofs—emerged
from around a corner. The rider wore the livery of a messenger, and the cut of his saddle said he came
from the west. Both heads turned toward him and tipped up, so she could see the pae blur of their faces
as they spoke to him. Then the horseman cantered off, the horse placing its feet very delicately, for it was
dangerous to go too quickly across the courtyard; and Perlith and the other man, and Perlith’s entourage,
disappeared from her view.

She didn’t have to hear what they said to each other to know what was going on; but the knowledge
gave her no pleasure, for it had aready brought her both shame and bitter disgppointment. It was ether
the shame or the disgppointment that kept her mewed up in her rooms, aone, now.

She had hardly seen her father or Tor for the week past as they wrestled with messages and
messengers, as they tried to dow down whatever it was that would happen anyway, while they tried to
decide what to do when it had happened. The western barons—the fourth solas—were making trouble.
The rumor was that someone from the North, either human or human enough to look it, had carried a bit
of demon-mischief south across the Border and let it loose a the barons council in the spring. Nyrlol
was the chief of the coundl for no better reason than that his father had been chief; but his father had



been a better and awiser man. Nyrlol was not known for intdligence, and he was known for a short and
violent temper: the perfect target for demon-mischief.

Nyrlol's father would have recognized it for what it was. But Nyrlol had not recognized anything; it
hed smply seemed like a wonderful idea to secede from Damar and the rule of Damar’s King Arlbeth
and Tor-sola, and set himsdf up as King Nyrlol; and to dgp a new tax on his farmers to support the
rasng of an amy, eventudly to take the rest of Damar away from Arlbeth and Tor, who didn’t run it as
wdl as he could. He managed to convince severd of his fdlow barons (demon-mischief, once it has
infected one human being, will usudly then spread like a plague) of the brilliance of his plan, while the
mischief muddled their wits. There had been a further rumor, much fainter, that Nyrlol had, with his
wonderful idea, suddenly developed a mesmerizing aaility to sway those who heard him speak; and this
rumor was a much more worrying one, for, if true, the demon-mischief was very strong indeed.

Arlbeth had chosen to pay no attention to the second rumor; or rather to pay only enough attention to
it to discount it, that none of his folk might think he shunned it from fear. But he did declare that the
trouble was enough that he mug attend to it personaly; and with him would go Tor, and a substantid
portion of the army, and dmogt as subgtantid a portion of the court, with dl its velvets and jewes
brought along for a fine grand show of courtesy, to pretend to disguise the amy at its back. But both
sdes would know that the amy was an army, and the show only a show. What Arlbeth planned to do
was both difficult and dangerous, for he wished to prevent a dvil war, not provoke one. He would
choose those to go with him with the greatest care and caution.

“But you're taking Perlith?” she'd asked Tor disbdievingly, when she met him by chance one day,
out behind the barns, where she could let her disbdlief show.

Tor grimaced. “I know Perlith isn't a very worthwhile human being, but he's actudly pretty effective
a this sort of thing—because he's such a good liar, you know, and because he can say the mogt
gppdling thingsin the most gracious manner.”

No women rode in Arlbeth’s army. A few of the bolder wives might be permitted to go with ther
husbands, those who could ride and had been trained in cavary drill; and those who could be trusted to
amile even a Nyrlol (depending on how the negotiations went), and curtsy to him as befitted his rank as
fourth sola, and even dance with him if he should ask. But it was expected that no wife would go unless
her husband asked her, and no husband would ask unless he had asked the king firg.

Gadannawould certainly not go, even if Perlith had been willing to go to the trouble of obtaining leave
from Arlbeth (which would probably not have been granted). Fortunately for the peace of dl concerned,
Gdanna had no interest in going; anything resembling hardship did not appeal to her in the least, and she
was sure that nothing in the barbaric west could possibly be worth her time and beauty.

A king's daughter might go too; a king's daughter who had, perhaps, proved hersdf in some amdl
ways, who had learned to keep her mouth shut, and to amile on cue; a king's daughter who happened to
be the king's only child. She had known they would not let her; she had known that Arlbeth would not
dare give his permisson even had he wanted to, and she did not know if he had wanted to. But he could
not dare take the witch woman's daughter to confront the workings of demon-mischief; his people would
never let him, and he too sorely needed his people's good will.

But she could not help asking—any more, she supposed, than poor stupid Nyrlol could help going
mad when the demon-mischief bit him. She had tried to choose her time, but her father and Tor had been
S0 busy lady that she had had to watt, and wait again, till her time was amogt gone. After dinner last
night she had findly asked; and she had come up here to her rooms afterward and had not come out
agan.

“Father.” Her voice had gone high on her, as it would do when she was afraid. The other women,
and the lesser court members, had aready left the long hdl; Arlbeth and Tor and afew of the cousins,
Perlith among them, were preparing for another weary evening of discusson on Nyrlol's fally. They
paused and dl of them turned and looked &t her, and she wished there were not so many of them. She
swdlowed. She had decided againgt asking her father late, in his own rooms, where she could be sure to
find him done, because she was afraid he would only be kind to her and not take her serioudy. If she
was to be shamed—and she knew, or she told hersdlf she knew, that she would be refused—at leest let



him see how much it meant to her, that she should ask and be refused with others looking on.

Arlbeth turned to her with his dow amile, but it was dower and less of it reached his eyes than usud.
He did not say, “Be quick, | am busy,” as he might have done—and amdl blame to him if he had, she
thought forlornly.

“You ride west—soon? To treat with Nyrlol?” She could fed Tor's eyes on her, but she kept her
own eyes fixed on her father.

“Treat? sad her father. “If we go, we go with an amy to witness the treaty.” A little of the amile
crept into his eyes after dl. “You are picking up courtly language, my dear. Yes, we go to ‘treat’ with
Nyrlol.”

Tor sad: “We have some hope of catching the mischief-one did not say demon adoud if one could
help it—"and bottling it up, and sending it back where it came from. Even now we have that hope. It
won't stop the trouble, but it will stop it getting worse. If Nyrlol isn't being pricked and pinched by it, he
may subside into the subtle and charming Nyrlol we dl know and revere.” Tor’'s mouth twisted up into a
wry smile

She looked a him and her own mouth twitched &t the corners. It was like Tor to answer her asif she
were ared part of the court, even amember of the officid deliberations, instead of an interruption and a
disturbance. Tor might even have et her go with them; he was't old enough yet to care so much for his
peopl€e's good opinion as Arlbeth did; and furthermore, Tor was stubborn. But it was not Tor’s decision.
She turned back to her father.

“When you go—may | come with you?’ Her voice was little more than a squeak, and she wished she
were near awal or a door she could lean on, ingtead of in the great empty middle of the dining-hal, with
her knees trying to fold up under her like an hour-old fod’s.

The slence went suddenly tight, and the men she faced went rigid: or Arlbeth did, and those behind
him, for she kept her face resolutely away from Tor. She thought that she could not bear it if her one loyd
friend forsook her too; and she had never tried to discover the extent of Tor's stubbornness. Then the
dlence was broken by Perlith’s high-pitched laughter.

“Wel, and what did you expect from letting her go as she would these last years? It's dl very wdl to
have her occupied and out from underfoot, but you should have thought the price you paid to be rid of
her might prove a little high. What did you expect when our honored fird sola gives her lessons in
swordplay and she tears around on that three-legged horse like a peasant boy from the Hills, with never a
gansay but a scold from that old shrew that serves as her maid? Might you not have thought of the
reckoning to come? She needed daps, not encouragement, years ago—she needs a few daps now, |
think. Perhapsiit is not too late”

“Enough.” Tor’ s voice, agrowl.

Her legs were trembling now so badly that she had to move her feet, shuffle in her place, to keep the
joints locked to hold her up. She fdt the blood mounting to her face at Perlith’s words, but she would not
let im drive her away without an answer. “Father?”’

“Father,” mimicked Perlith. “1t's true a king' s daughter might be of some use in facing whet the North
has sent us; aking's daughter who had true royd blood in her vans ....”

Arlbeth, in a very unkinglike manner, reached out and grabbed Tor before anyone found out wheat the
fird sola's sudden move in Perlith’s direction might result in. * Perlith, you betray the honor of the second
sold's place in spesking thus”

Tor sad in astrangled voice, “Hewill gpologize, or I'll give im alesson in swordplay he will not like
adl”

“Tor, don't be a—" she began, outraged, but the king's voice cut across hers. “Pelith, there is
judticein the firg sola's demand.”

There was a long pause while she hated everyone impatidly: Tor for behaving like a farmer’s son
whose pet chicken has just been insulted; her father, for being so immovably kingly; and Perlith for being
Perlith. This was even worse than she had anticipated; at this point she would be grateful just for escape,
but it was too late.

Perlith said at last, “I gpologize, Aerin-sol. For speaking the truth,” he added venomoudy, and turned



on his hed and strode across the hdl. At the doorway he paused and turned to shout back at them: “Go
day adragon, lady! Lady Aerin, Dragon-Killer!”

The slence resettled itsdf about them, and she could no longer even raise her eyes to her father's
face.

“Aein—" Arlbeth began.

The gentleness of his voice told her dl she needed to know, and she turned away and walked toward
the other end of the hdl, opposite the door which Perlith had taken. She was conscious of the length of
the way she had to take because Perlith had taken the shorter way, and she hated him dl the more for it;
she was conscious of dl the eyes on her, and conscious of the fact that her legs dill trembled, and that the
line she walked was not a sraight one. Her father did not cal her back. Neither did Tor. As she reached
the doorway & last, Perlith’s words dill rang in her ears. “A king's daughter who had true roya blood in
her veins ... Lady Aerin, Dragon-Killer.” It was as though his words were hunting dogs who tracked her
and nipped at her hedls.

Chapter 2

HER HEAD ACHED. The scene was ill so vividly before her that the door of her bedroom was
half open before she heard it. She soun round, but it was only Teka, bearing a tray; Teka glanced once at
her scowling face and averted her eyes. She was probably firg chosen for my mad for her ill at
averting her eyes, Aerin thought sourly; but then she noticed the tray, and the amdll of the steam that rose
from it, and the worried mark between Teka's eyebrows. Her own face softened.

“You can't not est,” Teka said.

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Aerin replied, redizing this was true.

“You shouldn't sulk,” Teka then said, “and forget about eating.” She looked sharply a her young
charge, and the worried mark deepened.

“Sulking,” said Aerin iffly.

Teka dghed. “Hiding. Brooding. Whatever you like. It's not good for you.”

“Or for you,” Aerin suggested.

A amile touched the corners of the worry. “Or for me”

“I will try to sulk lessif you will try to worry less”

Teka set the tray down on atable and began lifting ngpkins off of plates. “Taa missed you today.”

“Hetold you so, of course.” Teka's fear of anything larger than the samdlest pony, and therefore the
fact that she gave a very wide berth to the stables and pastures beyond them, was wel known to Aerin.
“I'll go down &fter dark.” She turned back to the window. There were more comings and goings across
the stretch of courtyard that her bedroom overlooked; she saw more messengers, and two men racing by
on foot in the uniform of the king's army, with the red divisond dash on their Ieft forearms which meant
they were members of the supply corps. Equipping the king's company for its march west was
proceeding a a pace presently headlong and increasing toward panicky. Under norma circumstances
Adin saw no one from her bedroom window but the occasond idling courtier.

Something on the tray rattled abruptly, and there was asgh. “Aein—"

“Whatever you're going to say I’ ve thought of dready,” Aerin said without turning around.

Slence. Aain findly looked round at Teka, standing with head and shoulders bowed, saring at the
tray. The plates were heavy earthenware, handsome and eegant, but eesly replaced if Aerin managed to
break one, as she often did; and she had not the amdl Gift to mend them. She stared at the plates. Tor
had mended her breakages when she was a baby, but she was too proud to ask now she was far past
the age when she should have been able to fit the bits together, glower at them with the curious royd
Gifted look, and have them grow whole again. It did not now help her peace of mind or her temper ather
that she had been an unusudly large and awkward child who seemed able to break things Smply by
being in the same room with them; as if fate, having denied her something that should have been her
birthright, wanted her never to forget it. Aerin was not a particularly dumsy young woman, but she was
by now so convinced of her lack of coordination that she dill broke things occasondly out of sheer



dread.

Teka had slently exchanged the finer royd plates for these earthenware ones severd years ago, after
Gdanna had found out thet the red-and-gold ones that should only be used by members of the firg circle
of the royd house—which induded Aerin—were dowly disappearing. She had one of her notorious
temper tantrums over this, caused criss and dismay in the whole hierarchy of the hafor, and turned off
three of the newest and lowliest servant girls on suspicion of steding—and then, when no one could
possibly overlook the commotion she was making, contrived to discover that the disappearances were
merey the result of Aerin being dumsy. “You revolting child,” she said to a mutinous Aerin; “even if you
are incgpable’—there was inexpressble mdice lurking behind the word—"of mending the settings
yoursdlf, you might save the pieces and let one of us do it for you.”

“I"'d hang mysdf fird,” spat Aerin, “and then I’d come back and haunt you till you were haggard with
fear and logt dl your looks and people pointed at you in the streets—"

At this point Galanna dapped her, which was atacticd error. In the firg place, it needed only such an
excuse for Aerin to jump on her and rall her over on the floor, bruise one eye, and rip mogt of the lace off
her extremey ornate afternoon dress—somehow both the court members and the hafor witness to this
scene were alittle dow in dragging Aerin off her—and in the second place, both the dap and its result
quite ruined Galanna's attempted role of great lady deding with contemptible urchin. It was generdly
consdered—Gadanna was no favorite—that Aerin had won that round. Of the three sarving girls, one
was taken back, one was given a job in the stables, which she much preferred, and one, declaring that
she wouldn't have any more to do with the royd house if saying so got her beheaded for treason, went
home to her own village, far from the City.

Aein sghed. Life had been easier when her ultimate god had been murdering Galanna with her bare
hands. She had continued to use the finer ware when she ate with the court, of course; when she was
younger she had rarely been compelled to do so, fortunatdly, snce she never got much to eat, but sat
rigidy and on her guard (Galannd s badilisk glare from farther down the high table helped) for the entire
evening. But at least she didn’t break anything either, and Teka could dways be persuaded to bring her a
late supper as necessary. On earthenware plates.

She lifted her eyes to Teka, who was 4ill sanding motionless behind the tray. “Teka, I'm sorry I'm
S0 tiresome. | can't seem to hdpit. It'sinmy blood, like being dumsy is—like everything dse isT't.” She
walked over and gave the older woman a hug, and Teka looked up and haf smiled.

“| hate to see you ... fighting everything so.”

Aerin’'s eyes rose involuntarily to the old plain sword hanging at the head of her tdl curtained bed.

“You know Perlith and Gaanna are horrid because they’ re horrid themsdves—"

“Yes” sad Aein dowly. “And because I'm the only daughter of the witchwoman who enspdled the
king into marying her, and I'm such a desperately easy butt. Teka,” she said before the other had a
chance to break in, “do you suppose it was Gaanna who firg told me that story? I've been trying to
remember when | first heard it.”

“Story?’ said Teka, carefully neutrd. She was dways carefully neutrd about Aerin’s mother, which
was one of the reasons Aerin kept asking about her. © “Yes. That my mother enspelled my father to get
an har that would rule Damar, and that she turned her face to the wdl and died of despair when she
found she had borne a daughter instead of a son, since they usudly find a way to avoid letting daughters
inherit.”

Teka shook her head impeatiently.

“Shedid die, “Aerin said.

“Women diein childbed.”

“Not witches, often.”

“She was not awitch.”

Aein Sghed, and looked a her big hands, striped with cdlus and scarred with old blisters from
sword and shield and pulling her way through the forest tangles after her dragons—Dragon-Killer—and
from fdling off the fathful Tdat. “You would certainly think she wasn't from the way her daughter goes
on. If he was going to turn out like me, it wouldn't have done my poor mother any good to have had a



son.” She paused, brooding over her last burn scar, where a dragon had licked her and the ointment
hadn’t gone on quite evenly. “What was my mother like?’

Teka looked thoughtful. She too looked toward Aerin's sword and dragon spears, but Aerin was
pretty sure she did not see them, for Teka did not approve of her firg sol’s avocation. “She was much
like you but smdle—fral dmogt.” Her shoulders lifted. “Too fral to bear a child. And yet it was rather
as though something was esting her from the ingde; there was afire behind that pale skin, dways burning.
| think she knew she had only alittle time and she was fighting for enough time to bear her baby.” Teka's
eyes refocused on the room, and she looked hedily away from the dragon spears. “You were a fine
grong child from the fire.”

“Do you think she enspdled my father?’

Teka looked at her, frowning. “Why do you ask so dlly a question?’

“| like to hear you tdl stories.”

Teka laughed involuntarily. “Well. No, | don't think she enspelled your father—not the way Gaanna
and her lot mean, anyway. Shefdl in love with him, and he with her; that’s a ol if you like”

They had had this conversation before; many times snce Aerin was old enough to tak and ask
questions. But over the years Teka sometimes let fdl one more phrase, one more adjective, as Aerin
asked the same questions, and so Aerin kept on asking. That there was a mystery she had no doubt. Her
father wouldn't discuss her mother with her at dl, beyond tdling her that he ill missed her, which Aerin
did find reassuring as far as it went. But whether the truth behind the mystery was known to everyone but
her and was too terrible to speak of, particularly to the mydery’s daughter, or whether it was a mysery
that no one knew and therefore everyone blamed her for endlesdy reminding them of, she had never
been able to make up her mind. On the whole she indined to the latter; she couldn’t imagine anything so
anvful that Gaanna would recoil from udng it againg her. And if there were something quite that awful,
then Perlith wouldn't be able to resist ceasing to ignore her long enough to explain it.

Teka had turned back to the tray and poured a cup of hot maak, and handed it to Aerin, who settled
down cross-legged on her bed, the hanging scabbard just brushing the back of her neck. “I brought
mik-bars too, for Tdat, so you need not go to the kitchensif you don't wish to.”

Agin laughed. “You know me too wdl. After aulking, | snesk off to the dables after
dark—preferably after bedtime—and talk to my horse.”

Teka amiled and sat down on the red-and-blue embroidered cushion (her embroidery, not Aerin's)
on the char by Aerin’s bed. “1 have had much of the raisng of you, these long years.”

“Vey long years,” agreed Aerin, reaching for aleg of turpi. “Tdl me about my mother.”

Teka considered. “ She came walking into the City one day. She gpparently owned nothing but the
long pae gown she wore; but she was kind, and good with animas, and people liked her.”

“Until the king married her.”

Teka picked up adab of dark bread and broke it in hdf. “Some of them liked her even then.”

“Did you?’

“King Arlbeth would never have chosen me to nurse her daughter dse”

“Am | s0 like her as folk say?’

Teka stared at her, but Aerin fdt it was her mother Teka looked at. “You are much like what your
mother might have been had she been wel and strong and without hurt. She was no beauty, but she ...
caught the eye. You do too.”

Tor's eye, thought Aerin, for which Galanna hates me even more enthusagticdly than she would
anyway. She is too stupid to recognize the difference between that sort of love and the love of a friend
who depends on the particular friendship—or a farmer’s son's love for his pet chicken. | wonder if
Perlith hates me because his wife hoped to marry Tor, or merdy for smal scuttling reasons of his own.
“That's jugt the slly orange hair.”

“Not orange. Flame-colored.”

“Hreisorange.”

“You are hopdess”

Adin grinned in spite of a large mouthful of bread. “Yes. And besides, it is better to be hopeess,



because—" The grin died.

Teka sad anxioudy: “My dear, you can't have believed your father would let you ride in the army.
Few women do so—"

“And they dl have husbands, and go only by specid dispensation from the king, and only if they can
dance as wdl as they can ride. And none at dl has ridden at the king's Sde snce Aerinha, goddess of
honor and of flame, firg taught men to forge ther blades” Aein sad fiercdy. “You'd think Aerinha
would have had better sense. If we were dill usng dingshots and magic songs, | suppose we'd 4ill dl be
riding with them. They needed the women's voices for the songs to work—"

“That'sonly a pretty legend,” said Tekafirmly. “If the anging worked, we' d 4ill be usng it.”

“Why? Maybe it got logt with the Crown. They might at least have named me Cupka or Marli or—or
Gdanna or something. Something to give me fair warning.”

“They named you for your mother.”

“Then she has to have been Damarian,” Aein said. This was dso an old argument. “Aerinha was
Damarian.”

“Aeinhais Damaian,” said Teka, “and Aerinhais a goddess. No one knows where she firg came
from.”

There was a slence. Aerin stopped chewing. Then she remembered she was egting, swalowed, and
took another bite of bread and turpi. “No, | don't suppose | ever thought the king would let his only, and
she somewhat substandard, daughter ride into possible battle, even though sword-handling is about the
only thing she's ever gotten remotely good at—her dancing is definitdy not satisfactory.” She grunted.
“Tor'sa good teacher. He taught me as patiently as if it were normd for a king's child to have to learn
every sword stroke by rote, to have to practice every maneuver till the muscles themselves know it, for
there is nathing that wakes in this king's child's Wood to direct it.” Aein looked, hot-eyed, a Teka,
remembering again Perlith’'s words as he left the hdll lagt night. “Teka, dragons aren't that easy to kill.”

“l would not want to have to kill one” Teka said sncerely. Teka, maid and nurse, maker of possets
and sewer of patches, scolder and comforter and friend, who saw nothing handsome in a well-ba anced
sword and who aways wore long full skirts and aprons.

Agin burgt out laughing. “No, | am not surprised.”

Teka amiled comfortably.

Adin ae severd of the mik-bars hersdf before dusk fel and she could dip privatey out of the castle
by the narrow back dtaircase that no one dse used, and into the largest of the roya barns where the
horses of the firg circle were kept. She liked to pretend that the ever observant men and women of the
horse, the sofor, did not notice her every time she crept in at some odd hour to vigt Tdat. Anyone ese of
the royd blood could be sure of not being seen, had they wished to be unseen; Aerin could only tiptoe
through the shadows, when there were shadows, and keep her voice down; and yet she knew she was
amply recognized and permitted to pass. The sofor accepted that when she came thus quietly she wished
to be left done, and they respected her wishes, and Hornmar, the king's own groom, was her friend. All
the sofor knew what she had done for Tdat, so the fact that they were being kind by ignoring her hurt her
less than amilar adaptations to the firgt sol’s deficiencies did dsewherein the royd court.

Tda had been wondering what had become of her for dmost two days, and she had to feed him the
last three milk-bars before he forgave her; and then he snuffled her dl over, partly to make sure she was
not hiding anything ese he might eat, partly to make sure she had in fact returned to him. He rubbed his
cheek moumnfully dong her deeve and rolled a reproachful eye.

Tda was nearly as old as she was;, he had been her father's horse when she was smdl. She
remembered the dark grey horse with the shining black dapples on his shoulders and flanks, and the hot
dark eye. Theking's trappings had looked particularly well on him: red reins and cheekpieces, a red skirt
to the saddle, and a wide red breastplate with a gold lesf embroidered on it; the surka ledf, the king's
emblem, for only one of the roya blood could touch the leaves of the surka plant and not die of its sap.

He was dmogt white now. All that remained of his youth were a few black hairs in his mane and tall,
and the black tips of his ears.

“You have not been neglected; don't even try to make methink so. You are fed and watered and let



out to rall in the dirt every day whether | come or not.” She ran a hand down his back; one of Hornmarl
sminions had of course groomed him to a high gloss, but Taat liked to be fussed over, so she fetched
brushes and groomed him again while he stretched his neck and made terrible faces of enjoyment. Aerin
relaxed as she worked, and the memory of the scene in the hdll faded, and the mood that had held for the
last two days lightened and began to break up, like clouds before awind.

Chapter 3

THE YOUNG AERIN had worshipped Tdat, her father's fierce war-gtdlion, with his fine lofty head
and high tall. She thought it very impressive that he would rear and drike a anyone but Hornmar or her
father, rear with his ears flat back, so that hislong wedge-shaped head |ooked like a driking snake's.

But when she was twelve years old her father had gone off to a Border batle a litle mob of
Northerners had dipped across the mountains and set fire to a Damarian village. Something of the sort
happened not infrequently, and in those days Arlbeth or his brother Thomar attended to such
occurrences, riding out hopefully and in haste to chop up a few Northerners who had stayed to loot
ingdead of scrambling back across the Border again a once. The Northerners knew Damarian reprisals
were invariably swift, and yet dways there were a few greedy ones who lingered. It was Arlbeth’s turn
thistime; and there had been more Northerners than usud. Three men had been killed outright, and one
horse; two men injured—and Tdat.

Tda had been dashed across the right flank by a Northern sword, but he had carried Arlbeth ssfey
through the battlefill its end. Arlbeth was appaled when a last he was free to dismount and attend to it;
there were muscles and tendons severed, the horse should have falen when he took the blow. Arlbeth's
firg thought was to end it then; but he looked at his favorite horse's face, with the lips curled back from
the teeth and the white showing around the eye: Tda was daring his master to kill him, and his master
couldn’'t do it. Arlbeth thought, If he is stubborn enough to wak home on three legs, | am stubborn
enough to let im try.

Aerin had been one of the firg to run out of the City and meet the returning company. They were
dow coming home, for Taat had set the pace, and while Aerin knew that if anything had happened to her
father a messenger would have been sent on ahead, dill their downess had worried her—and she fdt an
anful fear squeeze her bely when she firg saw Tdat, his head hanging nearly to his knees, put three legs
dowly down one after the other, and hop for the fourth. She only then saw her father waking on the
horse's far Sde.

Somehow Taat dimbed the last hill to the castle, and crept into his own gdl, and with a terrible Sgh,
lay dowly down in the straw there, the fird time he had been off his feet snce the sword struck him.
“Hesmadeit thisfar,” said Arlbeth grimly, and sent for the hedlers, but when they came to corner Tda
in his gdl, he surged to his feet and threatened them, and when they tried to pour a narcotic down his
throat, it took four of the hafor and a chain twisted around hisjaw to hold him ill.

They sewed theleg up, and it hedled. But he was lame, and he would aways be lame. They turned
him out into a pasture of his own, green with chet-high grass, cool with trees, with a brook to drink from
and a pond to soak in, mud at the edge of the pond for ralling, and a nice big dry shed for rain; and
Hornmar brought him grain morning and evening, and talked to him.

But Tadat only grew thin and began to lose his black dapples; his coat stared and he didn't eat his
gran, and he turned his back on Hornmar, for Hornmar was taking care of Arlbeth’s new war-horse
now.

Arlbeth had hoped Tdat might sire him fods, he would like nothing better than to ride Tdat again.
But Tdat's bad leg was too weak; he could not mount the mares, and so he savaged them, and turned on
his handlers when they tried to prevent him. Tda was sent back to his pasture in disgrace. Had he been
any horse but the king's favorite, he would have been fed to the dogs.

It had been over two years snce Arlbeth had led Tda home from his last battle, and Aerin was
fifteen when she ate some leaves from the surka. While they had been trying to breed Tdat, Aerin had
been tuming corners that weren't there and fdling downstairs and being haunted by purple smoke



billowing from scarlet caves.

It began with a confrontation with Galanna, as so much of Aerin’'s worst trouble did. Galanna was the
youngest of the roya cousins, but for Aerin, and she had been about to turn seven when Aerin was born.
Gdanna had become quite accustomed to being the baby of the family, petted and indulged; and she was
avery pretty child, and learned readily how best to play up to those likdiest to spoil her. Tor was nearest
her in age, only four years her elder, but he was dways trying to pretend that he was just as grown up as
the next lot of cousins, Perlith and Thurmy and Greeth, who were S, seven, and ten years older than he
was. Tor was no threat. The next-youngest gifl cousin was fifteen years older than Galanna, and she,
poor Katah, was plain. (She was a0, very shortly after Aerin’s birth, married off to one of the provincid
barons, where, much to Gaanna s disgust, she thrived and became famous for settling a land dispute in
her hushand' s family that had been the cause of a blood feud for generations.)

Gdannawas not a dl pleased by Aerin’s birth; not only was Aerin a firg sol, which Galanna would
never be unless she managed to mary Tor, but her mother died bearing her, which made Aein
atogether too interegting a figure within the same household that Galanna wished to continue to revolve
around hersdif.

Aerin was by nature the son of child who got into trouble first and thought about it later if a dl, and
Gdanna, in her way, was quite clever. Gaannait was who dared her to eat alesf of the surka; she dared
her by saying that Aerin would be afrad to touch the royd plant, because she was not redly of royd
blood: she was a throwback to her mother’ s witch breed, and Arlbeth was her father in name only. If she
touched the surka, she would die.

At fifteen Aerin should aready have shown dgns of her royd blood' s Gift; usudly the Gift began to
make its presence known—most often in poltergeist fits—years younger. Gaanna had contrived to
disguise her loathing for her littlest cousin for severd years after her temper tantrums upon Aerin’s birth
hed not been a complete success; but latdy had occurred to an older Gdanna that if Aerin redly was a
throw-back, a sport, as she began to appear truly to be, Gdanna had excdlent reason to scorn and
didike her: her exisence was a disgrace to the royd honor.

They made a pair, facing off, sanding done in the roya garden, glaring a each other. Gdanna had
come to her ful growth and beauty by that time her blue-black har hung past her hips in heavy waves,
and was atfully held in place by a golden webwork of fine thread srung with pearls, her cheeks were
flushed becomingly with ragetill they were as red as her lips, and her huge black eyes were opened ther
widest. Her long eyelashes had dmogt grown back since the night Aerin had drugged her supper wine
and crept into her bedroom later and cut them off. Everyone had known a once who had done it, and
Aerin, who in generad hdd lying in contempt, had not bothered to deny it. She had said before the
gathered court—for Gdanna, as usud, had inggted on a public prosecution—that Gaanna should have
been graeful she hadn't shaved her head for her; she'd been shoring like a pig and wouldn't have
wakened if she'd been thrown out her bedroom window. Whereupon Gaanna had gone off in a fit of
grong hysterics and had to be carried from the hdl (she'd been wearing a hdf-vell tha covered her face
to her lips, that no one might see her ravaged features), and Aerin had been banished to her privae
rooms for a fortnight.

Aein was astdl as Gdanna aready, for Galannawas andl and round and compact, and Aerin was
gangly and awkward; and Aerin’'s pae skin came out in splotches when she was angry, and her fiercdy
curly har—which when wet from the bath was actudly longer than Gaannd s—curled dl the more
fiercdly in the heat of her temper, and for dl the pins that attempted to keep it under control. They were
donein the garden; and whatever happened Gadanna had no fear that Aerin would ever tale-bear (which
was another excdlent reason for Gaanna to despise her), so when Aerin spun around, pulled hdf a
branch off the surka, and stuffed most of it into her mouth, Galanna.only smiled. Her full lips curved most
charmingly when she amiled, and it brought her high cheekbones into delicate prominence.

Aein gagged, gasped, turned a series of peculiar colors which ended with grey, and fdl heavily to the
ground. Cabana noticed that she was 4ill breething, and therefore waited a few minutes while Aerin
twitched and shook, and then went composedly to find help. Her story was that she had gone for a wak
inthe garden and found Aerin there. This, so far as it went, was true; but she had been planning to find



Agin adonein the garden for some time, that she might say certain things to her. She had thought of those
certain things while she had been keeping to her rooms while her eyelashes grew out again.

Aerin was sck for weeks. Her mouthful had given her mad hdlucinations of men with tranducent blue
skin and six-legged riding beasts, and of a pale face terribly like her own with a dull grey band wound
about its temples, bending down a her through clouds of smoke, and of a cave with five wals tha
glittered as though it were walled with rubies. The worst of these then began to wear off, and she could
agan see the walls of her own room around her, and Teka's face bending over her, hdf angry and half
frightened; but she dill had dizzy spdlls and stomachaches, and these lasted a very long time. She knew
this was not how it should be for aking's daughter, just as Galanna had said; and a depression she would
not admit further dowed her recovery.

“You idiot!” Tor ydled a her. “You bonehead, you mud-brain, you 0ozog, you szik! How could
you do such athing?’ He tried to remind her of the stories of the surka; he said did she remember by
chance that the suff was dangerous even to those of the royd house? True, it did not kill them; true, a
leef of it bestowed superhuman strength and the far-seeing eyes of a bird of prey to one of royd blood,
or, if the Gift were strong enough, true visons, dthough this last was very rare. But when the effect wore
off, in severd hours or severd days, the aftereffects were at best mortd exhaugtion and blurred
sght—sometimes permanent. Had she forgotten the tale of King Merth the Second, who kept himsdf on
the battlefield for a fortnight, never resting, by the virtue of the surka, pausng only to chew its leaves at
need? He won the battle, but he died even as he proclaimed his victory. He looked, when they buried
him, like an old, old man, though he was only a year past twenty.

“You must have eaten hdf the tree, from the Sze of the scar of the branch you took off. Enough for
two or three Merths. Are you redly trying to kill yoursdf?’ Here his voice dmogt broke, and he had to
get up and samp around the room, and kick over a handy chair, which he then picked up again so that
Tekawouldn't notice and ban him from the sickroom. He sat on the edge of Aerin's bed and brooded.
“It mugt have been Galanna. It dwaysis Gaanna. What did she do thistime?’

Aein dirred. “Of course it's Gadanna I've been desperate to think of an excuse to get out of
attending her wedding. It's only alittle over a season away, you know. This was the best thet occurred to
me”

Tor laughed—grudgingly, but it was a laugh. “Almogt | forgive you.” He reached out and grabbed
one of her hands. She refrained from telling him that his bouncing on the edge of her bed was making her
fed sick, and that every time he moved she had to refocus her eyes on him and that made her fed more
sck, and she squeezed his hand. “I guess she dared you to eat a ledf. | guess she told you you weren't
royd and wouldn’'t dare touch it.” He looked a her sternly. She looked back, her face blank. He knew
her too wdll, and he knew she knew, but she wouldn't say anything; he knew that too, and he sighed.

Her father visted her occasondly, but he dways sent warning ahead, and as soon as she could
creak out of bed without immediatdy fdling down in a heap, she began receiving him in her Sitting-room,
bolt upright in a straight chair and hands crossed in her Iap. To his queries she answered that she was
feding quite well now, thank you. She had learned that no one could tdl how badly her vison wandered
in and out of focus, so long as she kept 4ill where the dizziness couldn’t digtract her; and she kept her
eyes fixed on the shifting flesh-colored shadows where she knew her father's face was. He never stayed
long, and since she closed her eyes when he came near to stoop over her and kiss her cheek or forehead
(other people’ s movements were dmost as dizzying as her own) she never saw the anxious look on his
face, and he didn’'t shout at her, like Teka or Tor.

When she was enough better to totter out of bed for a longer dretch then into a char in her
gtting-room, or rather when she hated her bed so thoroughly that Teka could no longer keep her in it,
she had to make her way around the castle by feding dong the wadlls, for neither her eyes nor her feet
were trusworthy. Creeping about like one of her father's retired veterans escaped from the
grace-and-favor apartments in the rear of the cagile did nothing for her morde, and she avoided
everyone but Teka, and to some extent Tor, even more sngle-mindedly than usud; and she stayed out of
the court’ s way dtogether.

Especidly she avoided the garden at the center of the castle. The surka stood by the main gate,



wrapped around one of the tdl white pillars. Its presence was symbalic only; anyone might pass the gate
without danger of touching its leaves, and there were severd other ways into the garden. But she fdt that
the surka exhded hdlucinationsinto the very ar around it, waiting glegfully for her to breathe themin, and
thet it clattered its leaves at her if she came too near. She heard it mocking her if she even dared step out
on one of the baconies that overlooked the garden from three or four stories up. Her protracted illness
more nearly proved Galannd's contention about her heritage than her own, whatever Tor said, but she
saw no reason to remind hersdf of it any oftener than she had to.

It was a kind of trapped restlessness combined with a feding of kinship for the equaly trapped and
restless Tda that drew her to his pasture. She had visted him before, or tried to, in the last three years,
but he was no poaliter to her than he was to Hornmar, and it hurt her so much just to look a him that out
of cowardice she had stopped going. Now she fdt she no longer cared; she couldn’'t see dearly two feet
beyond the end of her nose anyway. But it was a somewhat |aborious process to carry out even so
ample a plan as to walk to one of the andler pastures beyond the royd barns. Firs she wanted a cane,
that she might have something to tap her way with; so she persuaded Tor to open the door of the king's
treasure house for her, which required a lock-rdlaxing charm she couldn’t perform any more than she
could mend plates.

She told Tor only that she wanted to borrow a waking stick to help her up and down dairs. Tor
knew perfectly wel that she had something further on her mind, but he did it anyway. She chose a cane
with a pleasantly lumpy head, Since her sense of touch was sometimes a little vague too.

Tda's firg impulse had been to charge her. She'd not moved, just looked at him, leaning on her
cane and swaying gently. “If | try to run away from you, the earth will legp up and throw me down.” Two
tears rolled slently down her cheeks. “I can’t even wak properly. Like you.” Tdat dropped his head and
began grazing—without much interest, but it gave him something to pretend to be doing while he kept an
eyeon her.

She went back the next day, and the next. The exercise, or the fresh air, or both, seemed to do her
some good; her vison began to clear a bit. And it was quiet and peaceful in Tdat's pasture, where no
one came, and she went back to the svarming castle more and more rductantly. Then the thought of the
royd library occurred to her. Gaanna would never set foot in the library.

She went there the fird time only to escape her own rooms, which had begun to seem the gze of
shoeboxes, and for some of the same imprecise restlessness that had inspired her to vigt Tdat. But, idly,
she ran her fingers over the spines of the books fined up on the shelves, and pulled down one that had an
interestingly tooled binding. More idly dill she opened it, and found that her poor muddied eyes focused
quite nicely on a printed page held not too far from her nose—found that she could read. The next day
she took it with her to Tdat's pasture.

He didn't exactly meet her with an eager whinny of greeting, but he did seem to spend mogt of his
time on the unmuddy shore of the pool, where she leaned againg the bole of a convenient tree and read.
“It' sfunny,” she said, chewing a grass gem, “you'd think if 1 couldn’t walk | couldn’'t read ether. You'd
think eyeswould be &t least as hard to organize as feet.” She leaned over, and lad a mik-bar down on
the ground as far away from her as she could reach, and sat up again, looking only straight before her.
Thoughtfully she hefted the big book in her Igp and added, “Even carrying it around is ussful. It sort of
weighsme down, and | don’'t stagger so much.” She could hear his hoofbesats: thunk-thunk-thunk-drag.
“Maybe what | need for my feet is the equivdent of the muscular concentration of reading.” The
hoofbesats paused. “Now if only someone could tdl me what that might be.”

The mik-bar had disappeared.

Chapter 4

TEKA FOUND HER OUT very soon; she'd been keeping a very sharp eye on her wayward sol
gnce she firg crawled out of bed after the surka episode. She'd been gppalled when she firg discovered
Agin under the tree in the vidous gdlion’s paddock; but she had a bit more sense than Aerin gave her
credit for (“Fuss, fuss, fuss, Tekal Leave medonel”) and with her heart beeting in her mouth she redized



thet Talat knew that his domain had been invaded and didn’t mind. She saw him eat hisfirg mik-bar, and
when they thereafter began disgppearing a an unssamly rate from the bowl on Aerin's window sedt,
Teka only Sghed deeply and began providing them in greater quantity.

The book with the intereting binding was a higory of Damar. Aerin had had to learn a certain
amount of history as part of her royd education, but this Suff was something else again. The lessons
she'd been forced to learn were dry spare things, the facts without the sense of them, given in the
smplegt of language, asif words might disguise the truth or (worse) bring it to life. Education was one of
Arlbeth’s pet obsessons; before him there hadn't been a king in generations who fet much desire for
book learning, and there was no precedent for qudity in royd tutors.

The book was faded with age, and the Syle of |ettering was strange to her, so she had to puzzle out
some of the words, and some of the words were archaic and unfamiliar, so she had to puzze out the
meanings. But it was worth it, for this book told her stories more exciting than the ones she made up for
hersdf before shefdl adeep at night. And o, as she read, shefirg learned of the old dragons.

Damar had dragons dill; litle ones, dog-sized, nasty, mean-tempered creatures who would fry a
baby for supper and swdlow it in two gulpsif they could; but they had been beaten back into the heavy
forest and the wilder Hills by Aerin’'s day. They dill killed an occasona unwary hunter, for they had no
fear, and they had teeth and claws as well asfire to subdue ther prey, but they were no longer a serious
threat. Arlbeth heard occasondly of one—or of a family, for they most often hunted in families—that
was harassing a village or an outlying farm, and when that happened a party of men with spears and
arrows—swords were of little use, for if one were close enough to use a sword, one was close enough to
be badly burned—went out from the City to ded with them. Always they came back with a few more
unpleasant stories of the cunning treachery of dragons, aways they came back nurang a few scorched
limbs, occasiondly they came back a horse or a hound the less.

But there was no glamour in dragon-hunting. It was hard, tricky, gim work, and dragons were
vermin. The folk of the hunt, the thotor, who ran the king's dogs and provided mest for the royd
household, would have nothing to do with dragons, and dogs once used for dragons were considered
worthless for anything else.

There were 4ill the old myths of the great dragons, huge scaled beasts many times larger than horses;
and it was sometimes even said that the great dragons flew, flew in the air, with wingspreads so vast as to
blacken the sun. The little dragons had vestigid wings, but no one had ever seen or heard of a dragon
that could lift its thick squat body off the ground with them. They beat their wings in anger and in
courtship, as they raised their crests; but that was dl. The old dragons were no more nor less of a tde
then that of flying dragons.

But this book took the old dragons serioudy. It said that while the only dragons humankind had seen
in many years were little ones, there were dill one or two of the great ones hiding in the Hills and that
one day the one or two would fly out of their secret places and wreak havoc on man, for man would
have forgotten how to ded with them. The great dragons lived long; they could afford to wait for that
forgetfulness. From the author’ s defensive tone, the great dragons even in his day were alegend, a tde to
tdl on fedtival days, wdl lubricated with mead and wine. But she was fascinated, as he had been.

“It is with the utmogt care | have gathered my information; and | think | may say with truth that the
ancient Great Ones and our day’s amdl, scurrilous beasts are the same in type. Thus anyone wishing to
learn the ill to defeat a Great One can do no better than to harry as many amdl ones as he may find
from their noisome dens, and see how they do give baitle”

He went on to describe his information-gathering techniques, which seemed to consst of tirdesdy
footnoting the old stories for dragonish means and methods; dthough, thought Aerin, that could as wdl
be from the ord tade-tellers adapting the ancient dragons to the ways of the present ones as from the truth
of the author’ s theory. But she read on.

Dragons had short stubby legs on broad bodies; they were not swift runners over distance, but they
were exceedingly nimble, and could balance easily on any one foot the better to rip with any of the other
three, as wdl as with the barbed tal. The neck was long and whippy, so tha the dragon might spray its
fire a any point of the circle; and they often scraped their wings againg the ground to throw up dust and



further confound their enemies, or their prey.

“Itis cusomary today to hunt the dragon with arrow and thrown spear; but if one of the Great Ones
comes agan, this will avall his attacker little. As their 9ze has diminished, so has ther amament; a
well-thrown spear may pierce a amdl dragon anywhere it strikes. The Great Ones had only two
vulnerable spots that might be depended upon: a the base of the jaw, where the narrow head joins the
long neck; and behind the elbow, from whence the wings soring. Dragons are, as | have said, nmble it is
most unlikely that a Great One would be so fodlish as to lower its head or its wings to make an easy
mark. A grest hero only may day a Great One; one who by skill and courage may draw close enough to
force the fatd blow.

“It isfortunate for dl who wak the earth that the Great Ones bred but rardly; and that mankind has
borne Plough heroes to vanquish the most of them. But it is this writer's most fervid belief that at least
one more hero mug stand forth from his people to face the last of the Great Ones.

“Of thislast—I have said one or two; perhaps there are three or four; | know not. But of one | will
meke specific remark: Gorthold, who dew Crendenor and Razimtheth, went dso againg Maur, the
Black Dragon, and it he did not day. Gorthold, who was himsdf wounded unto death, said with his last
drength that the dragon would die of its wounds as he would die of his but this was never known for a
certainty. The only certainty is that Maur disappeared; and has been seen by no man—or none tha has
brought back the tde to tel—from that day to this”

In the back of the book Aerin found an even older manuscript: just a few pages, nearly illegible with
age, sawn paingakingly into the binding. Those find ancient pages were a recipe, for an ointment called
kenet. An ointment that was proof againg dragonfire—it said.

It had a number of very peculiar ingredients; herbs, she thought, by the sound of them. She knew just
enough of the Old Tongue to recognize a few syllables; there was one that trandated as “red-root.” She
frowned; there was a thing cdled redroot that showed up in boring pastord poems, but she'd aways
thought it belonged to that classic category known as imaginary, like nymphs and dephants. Teka might
know about redroot; she brewed a uniquely ghedtly tea or tisane for every alment, and when Aerin
asked what was in the avful suff, Teka invarigbly rattled off alig of things that Aerin had never heard of.
She had been indined to assume that Teka was Smply putting her off with nonsense, but maybe not.

An ointment againg dragonfire. If it worked—one person, aone, could tackle a dragon safdy; not a
Great One, of course, but the Black Dragon probably did die of its wounds ... but the little ones that
were such a nuisance. At present the sysem was that you attacked with arrows and things from a
distance, with enough of you to make aring around it, or them, so if they bolted at someone he could run
like mad while the other sde of the ring wasfilling them full of arrows. They couldn’t run far, and usudly
afamily dl bolted in the same direction. It was when they didn’t that horses died.

Aerin had been gtting under the convenient tree by Taat's pond most afternoons for severd weeks
when she found the recipe for dragon salve. It made her thoughtful, and she was accustomed to pacing
while she thought. The surka was dowly loang its grip on her, and while she couldn’t exactly pace, she
could amble dowly without her cane. She ambled around Tdat's pool.

Tdat followed her. When she stopped, or grabbed a tree limb for balance, he moved a step or two
away and dropped his nose to the ground and lipped a whatever he found there. When she moved on,
he picked up his head and drifted after her. On the third afternoon since finding the recipe she was dill
pacing, not only because she was a dow thinker, but because her four-legged shadow with the dragging
hind foot intrigued her. 1t was on the third day that when she put her hand out to steedy hersdf againgt the
ar, a horsg's neck indnuated itsdf under her outstretched fingers. She let her hand lie ddlicatdly on his
crest, her eyes sraight ahead, ignoring him; but when she took another step forward, so did he.

Two days later she brought a currycomb and some brushes to Tadat's meadow; they belonged to
Kisha, her pony, but Kisha wouldn’'t miss them. Kisha was the ided young sol’s mount: fine-boned and
delicate and prettier than a kitten. She was aso as vain as Gaanna, and loved nothing better than a royd
procession, when the horses of the firg circle would be dl decked out in gilt and tassals. The s0lS' horses
further would have ribbons braided into their manes and tails, and Kisha had a particularly long slky tal.
(She would doubtless be cross a missng the mounted sdute a Gaanna and Perlith’'s wedding.) She



never shied at waving banners and flapping velvet saddle skirts; but if Aerin tried to ride her out in the
countryside, she shied aulkily at every ledf, and kept trying to turn and bolt for home. They thoroughly
detested each other. Galanna rode her full sster, Rooka. Aerin was convinced that Rooka and Kisha
gossiped together in the stable at night about thelr respective mistresses.

Kisha had dozens of brushes. Aerin rolled up afew in abit of leather and hid them in an elbow of her
reading tree by the pond.

Tdat was 4ill too much on his dignity to admit how thoroughly he enjoyed being groomed; but his
ears had a tendency to lop over, his eyes to glaze and hdf shut, and hislipsto twitch, when Aerin rubbed
the brushes over him. White hairs flew in a blizzard, for Tdat had gone white in the years since he was
lamed.

“Hornmar,” she said, severd days later, trying to sound indifferent, “do you suppose Tdat' s leg redly
hurts him any more?’

Hornmar was palishing Kethtaz, Arlbeth’s young bay gdlion, with a bit of soft cloth. There wasn't a
dust mote on the horse's hide anywhere. Aerin looked a him with didike he was fit and shining and
mery and usful, and she loved Taat. Hornmar looked at Arlbeth’s daughter thoughtfully. All of the
sofor knew by now of the private friendship between her and the crippled galion. He was glad for Taat
and for Aerin both, for he knew more than she would have wished about what her life was like. He was
aso, deep down, atiny bit envious, Kethtaz was a magnificent horse, but Tdat had been a better. And
Tdat now turned away from his old friend with flattened ears.

“l imagine not much any more. But he's gotten into the habit of favoring that leg, and the muscles are
soft, and Hiff too, from the scarring,” he said in a neutrd voice. He buffed a few more inches of Kethtaz's
flank. “Tdat islooking good, this season.” He glanced a Aerin and saw the blood risng in her face, and
turned away again.

“Yes, he's getting fat,” she said.

Kethtaz Sghed and flicked his tail; Hornmar had tied it up so it wouldn't dgp him in the face. He
worked hisway round the gdlion’s quarters and started the other Sde; Aerin was dill leening againg the
gable wdl, watching. “Tdat might come back a litle more” Hornmar said a ladt, cautioudy. “He'd
never be up, say, to a man’sweight again, though.”

“Oh,” sad Aein, dill indifferent. Kethtaz had a black dapple on one shoulder; she rubbed it with a
finger, and he turned his head around and poked her with his nose. She petted him for a moment, and
then she quigtly dipped away.

The next day she rode her crippled gdlion. She brushed him fir, and when she was done, she
dropped the grooming things together in a pile. She ran a finger dong one wide cheek; Tdat, nothing
loath for alittle more attention, rested his nose agang her somach so she could stroke’ the other cheek
with the other hand. After a moment she worked down his left side, and placed her hands on his withers
and loins, and leaned on them. He was smdler than most of the royd war-horses, but dill too tal for her
to put much of her weght into her hands. He flicked his ears a her. “Wel,” she said. She rested one
hand on his shoulder and he followed her to a rock she had picked out for the purpose some days
before. She stepped up on it, and he stood quietly as she dowly eased one leg over his back.

She was gtting on him. Nothing happened. Well, she said to hersdf crosdy, what was supposed to
happen? He was broken to saddle while | was dill learning to walk. Thefirg time.

Tda cocked his ears back toward her, his head bowed as if he fdt the bit in his mouth again. She
nudged him with her legs, and he walked away from the mounting stone: thunk-thunk-1hunk-drag. He
was higger than she expected, and her legs ached spanning a war-galion’s broad back. For dl that Taat
had done nothing but stand in a fidd for over two years, the shoulders under her hands were hard with
muscle

She rode him every day after that. At fird it was once around his field, Sarting and stopping a the
mounting stone; then it was two and three times: thunk-thunk-thunk-drag, thunk-thunk-thunk-drag. He
walked when she squeezed with her legs, and went right or left when she bumped him with the outside
knee, and after a few tries he redized she meant him to stop when she dug her hipbones into his back.
She ran her hands over the bad leg every day after she dismounted: there was no heet, no swdling, no



tenderness. One day she banged the long ugly scar with her closed fig, said, “Very wel, it redly doesn't
hurt, | hope,” got back on him again and wrapped her legs around him till, his ears flicking surprise a her,
he broke into a shuffling trot. He limped sx steps and she let him stop. Tears pricked & her eyes, and she
fed him mik-bars slently, and left early that day.

Nonetheless she returned the next afternoon, though she looked glum, and tried to pick up her book
after she'd done grooming him. But he went so expectantly to the mounting stone and stood weatching her
that she sighed, and climbed on him again, and sent him forward with her legs. But he broke at once into
the dhuffling trot, and at the end of the 9x steps he did not sumble to a hdt, but strode out a little more
boldly; a quarter of the way around the fidd, hafway—Aerin sat into him and he obediently subsided into
awalk, but his ears spoke to her: You see? It was that day that a smdl but terrible hope first bloomed in
Aerin's heart.

Chapter 5

AERIN WAS GOING to have to take part in Gaannds wedding after dl. The surka was
indigoutably wearing off—"1t’'s lasted this long, why couldn’t it have hung on just a little longer?’ Aerin
sad irritably to Tor.

“It tried, 'm sure” said Tor. “It just wasn't expecting Gdanna.”

Gdanna had contrived to have the great event put off an extra hdf-year because, she sad coyly, she
wanted everything to be perfect, and in the time remaining it was not possible to drag a sufficent number
of things up to meet that standard. Meanwhile Aerin had resignedly begun to take her old place in her
father’ s court; her presence was not a very necessary one, but her continued absence was noted, and the
surka hadn't killed her after dl. “1 wonder if | could at least convince her that I'm too woozy to carry a
rod and a vel or throw flowers and sng. | could maybe get away with just standing with my father and
looking pade and invdid. Probably. She can't possbly want me around any more than | want to be
around.”

“She should have thought more exactingly of the timing involved when she goaded you into egting the
surkain the firg place”

Adin laughed.

Tor sad ruefully, “1 dmogt wish I'd had the forethought to eat a tree mysdf.” Perlith had asked Tor
to stand behind him & the ceremony. The fird companion was supposed to hold a sola's badge of rank
during his wedding; but in this particular case there were some interesting politics going on. Perlith was
required by tradition to ask the king and the firs sola to stand by him for the ceremony, and the king and
the firg sola by tradition were required to accept the invitation. The fird companion’s place was, as
attendants go, the most important, but it was dso the mog atentive; the dang for the firs companion’s
postion was rude, and referred to the companion’s location near his sola's backside. Asking Tor to
gtand first companion was a token of Perlith’s unrivaed esteem for his first solg, as the firs companion’s
place should go to Perlith’s dearest friend. It would dso be Perlith’s only chance ever to have the firg
solawaiting on him.

“You should drop the badge with a clatter just as the chant gets to the bit about family loyaty and the
unending bliss of being a member of afamily. Ugh,” said Aerin.

“Don’t tempt me” Tor said.

Fortunately Gdanna did not have her future husband’s sense of humor, and she was glad to excuse
Agin from participation on the grounds of the continuing unrdiability of the first sol’s hedth. Galanna was
incapable of plotting much of anything over a year in advance, and the surka incident had had nothing to
do with the predictable approach of her wedding day. It had had to do with the loss of her eyelashes just
when she knew Perlith had decided to offer for her—which offer had then had to be put off till they were
long enough again for her to look up a him through them. (She had actudly been weak enough to
wonder if Aerin was Gifted after dl, her iming in this case being no less than diabolical.) But it hed
occurred to her lately that it would be a boon to find a way to keep Aerin out of the ceremony itsdf,
without giving visble public offense (and snce the surka hadn’t killed her off, which, to give Gdanna



what little credit she deserves, she had not been attempting). Galanna understood as wel as Perlith did
why Tor had been asked, and would stand as firs companion; but Tor was reiable, for dl his disguging
sympathy for his youngest cousin. He bdieved in hisfirg sola's place as Aerin had no reason to beievein
her place as fird sol; and Aerin, if dragooned into performing some ceremonid role, would by far means
or foul mess things up. Nothing was going to spoil Gaanna's wedding day. She and Aerin understood
esch other very wdl when Aerin, forma and amiling, offered her apologies and regrets, and Galanna,
formd and amiling, accepted them.

Gdanna and Perlith’s wedding was the firs greet state event snce the celebration of Tor's coming to
manhood, and thus his teking his full place at his undé€'s right hand, less than two years after his own
father died. Aerin had been a part of that ceremony, and she had been determined to perform her role
with both dignity and accuracy, that Tor would not be embarrassed in front of dl the people who had
told him not to ask her to be in it. The result was that she remembered very little of the day-long rites.
She did remember franticaly running her responses through her mind (which she had so firmly committed
to memory that she remembered them dl her life). When the priests finished naming the three hundred
and ten sovereigns before Arlbeth (not that dl of them had ruled quite the same country, but the sonorous
recitation of dl the then-who-came-afters had an impressive ring to it), she had to rename the last seven
of them, seven being the perfect number because of the Seven Perfect Gods, and name their Honored
Wives or queens (there hadn’t been a ruing queen in a very long time) and any full brothers or sgters.
The finish was. And then who came after was Tor, son of Thomar, own brother to Arlbeth; Tor came
next. And she had to not squeak, and she had to not squesk three times, for they went through it dl once
a dawn, once a midday, and once at sunset. She dso had to hold his swordbelt, and by the evening she
hed blisters across both pams from gripping it too hard. But she had done everything right.

Tor had been busier snce then, often away from the City, showing himsdf to the Hillfok who came
rardly or never to the City, that they might one and dl know the face and voice of the man who would be
their king someday; and it had aso been soon after Tor’s coming of age that Aerin had eaten the surka.
Whileit lay heavily on her she had not wished to see much of him even when he was a home, though he
hed come often to St by her when she was too sick to protest and even, without her knowledge, put off
one or two trips that he might stay near her. But as she got enough better to be surly about not being
wdl, and as his absences of necessty increased, a barrier began to grow up between them, and they
were no longer quite the friends they had once been. She missad him, for she had been accustomed to
taking to him nearly every day, but she never said she missed him, and she told hersdf that it was as well,
gnce the surka had proved Gaanna three-quarters right about her, that the firg sola not contaminate
himsdf with her company too often. When she did see him, she was paingakingly bright and offhand.

A few days after Tda had trotted hdfway round his pasture with Aerin on his back, she asked
Hornmar what had become of Tdat's tack. She knew that each of the court horses had its own, and
Kethtaz would never be insulted by wearing bits of his predecessor’s gear; but she was afraid that Tdat's
might have been destroyed when hisleg had doomed him. Hornmar, who had seen Tdat jogging around
his fidd with Aerin at atention on his back, brought out saddle and girth and bridle, for while he had
thought they would never be used again, he had not had the heart to get rid of them. If Aerin noticed that
they appeared to have been freshly cleaned and oiled, she said nothing but “Thank you.” The same day
that she carried Tdat’s gear up to her room and hid it in her wardrobe (where Teka, finding it later, dso
found that it had left ail spots on Aerin’s best court dress), she saw from her window Tor riding in from
one of his rounds of politica vists, and she decided it was time to waylay him.

“Aein,” he said, and hugged her gladly. “I have not seen you in weeks. Have you your dress made
yet for the wedding of the century? Who won, you or Teka?’

She pulled a face. “Teka has won more ground than |, but | refused to wear it in ydlow at dl, so a
least it's going to be a sort of lesf green, and there' s less lace. It s il quite awful.”

Tor looked amused. When he looked amused she dmost forgot she had decided that it was better
that they weren’t such good friends any more. “Have supper with me” he said. “I mugt have dinner in the
hal— suppose you are ill pleading ill hedth and dining peacefully with Teka? But supper | may have
adoneinmy rooms. Will you come?’



“Fleadingill hedlth indeed,” she said. “ Do you redly want me to have a dizzy moment and drop afull
goblet of winein the lgp of the esteemed guest a my right—or left? I'm less likdy to cause avil war if |
Say away.”

“A very convenient excuse. | sometimes think if | have to look at Gaanna purring over the latest
detall of the upcoming event | shdl throw an entire cask at her. You'd think we were dedaing bloody
independence from a genocidd tyrant, the way she goes on about the sgnificance of the seating of the
barons third cousins twice removed. Did you know that Katah doesn’t want to come at dl? Her
husband says he may have to put a bag over her head and tie her to her horse. Katah says tha she
knows Gaanna and he doesn’t. Will you come to supper?’

“Of course, if you'll shut up long enough for me to accept.” She grinned a him.

He looked at her, feding a twitch of surprise; in her amile for the firg time he saw tha which was
going to trouble his degp very soon; something very unlike the friendship they’d enjoyed dl ther lives
thus far; something that would raise the barrier between them much faster than anything ese could; the
barrier that thus far Aerin aone saw growing.

“What's wrong?’ she said; some of the old familiarity ill worked, and she saw the shadow pass
over hisface, dthough she had no due to what caused it.

“Nothing. I'll see you tonight, then.”

She laughed when she saw the place settings for ther supper: gold. The golden goblets were fishes
danding on therr tails, their open mouths waiting for the wine to be poured; the plates were encircled by
legping golden deer, the head of each bowed over the quarters of the one before, and therr flying talls
made a scalloped edge; the spoons and knives were golden birds, ther long tals forming handles. “Highly
unbreakable. | can dill sill the wine”

“Well have to make do.”

“Where in Damar did you get these?’

Something like aflush crept up his face. “Four sttings of the Suff was one of my coming-of-age gifts
it's from a town in the west known for its metawork. | only just brought it back, this trip.” 1t had been
given him for his bride, the town’s chief had told him.

Agin looked a him, trying to decide about the flush; he was brown to begin with, and
copper-colored from sunburn, and it was hard to tdl. “It mugt have been a long and gaudy ceremony,
and they covered you with glory you don't fed you've earned.”

Tor amiled. “Near enough.”

She didn’t spill anything that evening, and she and Tor reminded each other of the most embarrassing
childhood moments they could think of, and laughed. Gaanna and Perlith’s wedding was not mentioned
once.

“Do you remember,” she said, “when | was very young, dmog a baby ill, and you were firg
learning to handle a sword, how you used to show me what you'd learned—"

“I remember,” he said, amiling, “that you followed me around and wheedled and wept till 1 was
forced to show you.”

“Wheedled, yes” she said. “Wept, never. And you started it; | didn't ask to get put in a baby-sack
while you lesped your horse over hurdles”

“My own fault, | admit it.” He aso remembered, though he said nothing of it, how ther friendship had
begun. He had fdt sorry for his young cousin, and had sought her firgt out of didike for those who wished
to ogtracize her, especidly Galanna, but soon for her own sake: for she was wry and funny even when
she could barely speak, and loved best to find things to be enthusiagtic about; and did not remind him that
he was to grow up to be king. He had never quite learned to bdieve tha she was dways sy in
company, nor that the shyness was her best attempt at a tactful acknowledgement of her precarious place
in her father’s court; nor that her defensve obstinacy was quite necessary.

It was to watch her take fire with enthusasm that he had made a amdl wooden sword for her, and
shown her how to hold it; and later he taught her to ride a horse, and let her ride his own tal mare when
the firg of her pretty, spoiled ponies had made her wish to give up riding dtogether. He had shown her
how to hold a bow, and to send an arrow or a spear where she wished it to go; how to skin a rabbit or



an 00zog, and how best to fish in running streams and quiet pools. The complete older brother, he
thought now, and for the fird time with a trace of bitterness.

“l can dill hunt and fish and ride” she said. “But | miss the swordplay. | know you haven't much
spare time these days—" She hesitated, caculating which approach would be likdiest to provoke the
response she desired. “And | know there' s no reason for it, but—I’m big enough now | could carry one
of the boys' training swords. Would you—"

“Tranyou?’ he said. He was afraid he knew where her thoughts were tending, dthough he tried to
tdl hmsdf that this was no worse than teaching her to fish. He knew that even if he did grant her thisiit
would do her no good; it didn't matter that she was aready a good rider, that she was, for whatever
inbred or circumdantia reasons, less slly than any of the other court women; that he knew from teaching
her other things that he could probably teach her to be a far swordswoman. He knew that for her own
sake he should not encourage her now.

The gods prevent her from asking me anything | must not give, he thought, and said doud, “Very
wdl.”

Thear eyes met, and Aerin’s dropped fird.

The lessons had to be at infrequent intervals because of Tor’'s ever increasing round of duties as firg
sola; but lessons dill Aerin had, as she wished, and after severa months time and practice she could
make her teacher pant and swesat as they danced around each other. Her lessons were only a foot
soldier's lessons, horses were not mentioned, and she was wise enough, having gained so much, not to
protest.

She took pride, in a grim sort of way, in learning what Tor taught her; and he need not know the
hours of drill she put in, chopping at leaves and dust motes, when he was not around. She made what she
considered to be obligatory protests about the regular hiatuses in her progress when Tor was sent off
somewhere, but in truth she was glad of them, for then she had the time to put in, grinding the lessons into
her dow, stupid, Giftless muscles. But she was dways eager for her next medting with the firg sola, and
what he guessed about her private practice sessons was not discussed, any more than the fact that he
hed not fought unhorsed since he was a little boy and learning his firg lessons in swordplay. A sola
adways led cavdry. Aein knew pretty wel when the time came that if she had been in red training she
would have been put on a horse; but this moment too passed in silence.

But there was one good thing that also passed in slence, for Aerin was too proud, for different
reasons, to mention it: the specific muscular control and coordination of learning to widd a sword findly
swested the lagt of the surka out of her system. It had been two years since her meeting with Gaannain
the roya garden.

Tor and Aerin’s meetings on the farthest edge of the leest used of the practice fidds dso gave them
an excuse to be together, as they had dways been together, without having to acknowledge the new
resraint between them, without discovering that conversation between them was growing awkward.

Aerin knew tha Tor was careful not to use hisred strength when he forced her back; but at leest, as
she learned, he had to be quick to keep her off; and strength, she hoped, would come. She was growing
like a weed; her seventeenth birthday had come and gone, with the tiresome pomp necessary to a king's
daughter, and the stiff courtesy inspired by an unsatisfactory king's daughter, and she was far too old to
be suddenly growing taler. Not that she minded towering over Galanna; Galanna s perfect profile, when
seen from above, seemed to beetle dightly at the brows and narrow dightly around the eyes. Aerin dso
hed hopes that she would outgrow the revolting Kisha and be given ared horse.

A red horse. She began to have to close her lipstighter over her determination not to mention horses
to Tor. A mounted man’s strength was his horse—or a mounted woman's. But if she asked Tor to teach
her to fight from horseback he would have to admit to knowing how much it meant to her, that it was not
only an amusng private game she was playing; and she knew he was troubled about what they were
doing aready. His curious Slence on the cause of her eagerness to learn told her that; and he could sill
read as many of her thoughts as she could of his.



Chapter 6

TALAT GREW FIT and shining: He was aways a little short with the right hind when she mounted,
but it took less and less time for him to work out of it. She rode him without gear for weeks, while the
saddle and bridie shed all dl over the indde of her wardrobe, for she found hersdf superditioudy
reluctant to use it—as if Something would be spoiled, or a gift would become a duty, once tack officiated
over thar rides together. “1 suppose even the pleasantest conva escence mugt come to an end someday,”
she sad to him one evening; and the next day she brought dl his gear and her boy’s sword out to the
pasture. He sniffled them dl over, dowly and then with enthusiasm, and danced with impatience while she
tacked him up, till she pounded on his shoulder with her fig and ydled a him to behave.

He moved off proudly and obeyed each command a once; and yet she found the jinging of the
various hits and buckles annoying, and the reins took up too much of her hands and her concentration.
“How does one ded with a sword and these thrice-blasted reins?’ she said to the samdl white ears.
“There mugt also be away to hang the rotten thing so it doesn’t bang into you when you're not using it. |
cary the reins in my teeth—and accidentdly drangle mysdf in them—and meanwhile | can’'t shout
blood-curdling war cries of Victory! and For Damar! to bring terror into the hearts of my enemies, with
my mouth ful of rens” As they stood, she pulled the sword from its scabbard and swung it
exparimentdly just as Tdat turned his head to snap a afly on his shoulder, and the sword tangled itsdf in
the reinstill Talat could not straighten his neck again, but remained with his head bent around and one
reproachful dark eye fixed on hisrider, and the blunt blade snuggled dong his cheek.

“Ah, hdls” she said, and yanked the sword free. One rein parted. Tdat stood, ether wating for
directions or afraid to move; the short end of the cut rein dangled a few inches beneath his chin, and he
ducked his head and grabbed it, and chewed it thoughtfully.

“We did jud fine without,” she said furioudy, dismounted, tore the bridle off and dumped it on the
ground, holding her unwiddy sword in the other hand like a marauding bandit. She remounted and dug
her legsinto Tdat's Sdes—harder than she meant for the saddle skirts muddled her. Tdat, delighted, set
off on hisfirs gallop snce the day he was wounded; and Aerin had wrought better than she knew, for he
hed the strength and stamina now to galop quite a distance.

He tore across his pasture. Aerin falling to collect ether her wits or her somach, which seemed to be
lying back on the ground with the bridle; and then she discovered that just as the saddle had made her
migudge how hard to squeeze, so now its bulk made it very easy for Tdat to ignore her as she tried to
tdl him to stop by gtting heavily on his back. The fence loomed up before them; “Oh no,” moaned Aerin,
dropped her sword, and grabbed two handfuls of mane; and they were up and over. The take-off was a
lurch, but they came down lightly, and Aerin discovered that while her ex-convaescent was ill
disndined to stop, he was willing to listen to her legs again; and eventudly the circles got smdler, and the
gdlop more like a canter, and findly when she sat back he came down docildly to awalk.

But his head and tall were dill up, and he reared suddenly, and Aerin franticdly clutched him around
the neck. He neighed, and struck out with his forelegs. Aerin had seen him do this years before, when her
father rode him, for war-horses were trained to do battle as wel as to carry their riders into it; and she
hed seen them and others of the cavdry on the practice fidds, and at the laprun trids. But it was a lot
different, she found, when one was on the horse performing.

“Shh,” she said. “If someone notices we' re out here, there will be trouble.” Taa bounced Hiff-legged
once or twice and subsided. “And how am | supposed to get you back into your pasture agan, dimwit?’
she addressed him, and his ears flicked back for her voice. “The gate is right under anyone's eyes
watching from the barn; and there's dways someone in the barn.” His ears twitched. “No, we will not
jump back in.” She was shaking dl over; shefdt that her legs were daitering againg Taat's Sdes.

She turned him back toward the far side of the pasture again, feding that anything was better than
being seen; and they made their way to the place where Tda had made his legp. Aerin dismounted.
“You gstay right here or I’'ll chop your other three legs,” she told him. He stood ill, watching her, as she
clambered cautioudy up the low rock wal and the wooden ralls above it. She cast around a few minutes,



and found her discarded sword; came back to the fence and began banging the end of the top rall with
the hilt till it did protestingly out of the post and fdl to the ground. The other followed. Aerin examined
her blisters grimly, and wiped her swesting face. Tda was dill watching her intently, and had not stirred a
hoof. Aerin grinned suddenly. “Y our war-horse training is no joke, hey? Only the best carries the king.”
He wrinkled his nose a her in a glent whicker. “Or even athird-rate firgt sol, now and then.”

She stepped back from the fence. “Now, you. Come here” She beckoned him as if he were one of
the king's hunting dogs. He bunched his feet together and sprang over the low stones, the dirrups
danging againg his Sdes. She ground the rails back into the post holes again, picked up the sword, and
with Taat following—she felt she'd had enough of riding for one day—they walked back to the pool and
the mounting stone, and the heap of bridle and scabbard.

Tda was very lame the next day, and Aerin chased him on foot for three days to make him trot and
work the soreness out before mounting him again. She reverted to riding him without saddle or bridle, but
she took her sword with her, and dashed a dangling leaves and cobwebs—and fdl off occasondly
when a particularly wicked swing overbalanced her—and learned to hang on with her legs when Tda
reared. They dso cantered endledy to the left to strengthen the weak leg, dthough some days she had
to ydl and thump on his shoulders and flanks to make him pick up theleft lead at dl.

She asked Tor, idly, what cues the war horses knew for ther legps and plunges, and Tor, who did
not know about Tdat and feared what she might be doing, warily told her. Tdat nearly unseated her the
fird time she asked him these things, and didn’t settle down again for days, hoping for more Sgnds to do
what he loved best, going off in corvettes when she only wanted him to trot.

The bridle she did not return to her wardrobe, but instead only threw it under her bed out of sght.
(Teka, who had rearranged the wardrobe to dlow for saddle ail, wondered about this new arrangement,
but on the whole found it preferable, Snce court dresses were not kept under the bed.) She pulled the
dirrups off the saddle and began to wrench the stitching out of its bottom, pulled most of the suffing out,
and sewed what remained back together again.

She put the resulting wreck on Tdat's back, sat on it, said hdls, took it off, pulled it entirdy to bits,
and began paindakingly to redesign it to follow exactly the contours of Tdat's back and her legs, which
meant that for severa weeks she was putting it on him and dimbing into it maybe hdf a dozen times in an
afternoon, and Tdat was a hit cross about it. She adso had to borrow lesther-working tools from
Hornmar. Her heart was in her mouth for the questions Hornmar had never asked her but might yet
someday; but he gave her the tools dlently and willingly.

Her saddle was finished at last. She had Ieft the breastplate links on it so that Taat could ill wear
the roya indgniaz and when she put the saddle and breastplate on him she was surprised a how
handsome it looked.

“| did a good job on this” she said, garing a her handiwork; and she blushed, but only Tdat was
there to see.

Meanwhile the long-awaited wedding of Gaanna and Perlith findly occurred, with Tor performing
the functions of firs companion to Perlith with a blank and sober face, and Gaanna dmost transcendent
with graified vanity, for the eyes of the entire country were upon her. She was as beautiful as summer
dawn, in rose and gold and turquoise, her black harr bound only with flowers, pink and white and pae
blue; but she made up for this uncommon sdf-restraint by weering rings on every finger and two on each
thumb, so that when she made the ritud gestures her hands seemed on fire as the gems caught the
unlight.

But it was dso at this wedding that a new and troubling rumor about the king's daughter began, a
rumor that Gdanna did not have to start, for more eyes than hers observed and drew conclusons Smilar
to hers without the spur of wounded pride and jedousy. The king's daughter, Aerin-sol, stood at her
father’ s left hand, as was proper; she wore green, along dress, the skirts nearly as full as Gaanna's, but
this was only to show her cousin proper respect. The lace of her bodice was modest, and she wore but
two rings, one of the house of the king, and one her father had given her on her twdfth birthday; her har
was bound primly to the back of her neck, and she carried only a amdl ydlow-and-white posy of
ringding flowers. Aerin would not have wished to outshine Gaanna even if she could, and had argued



with Teka over every ditch of the dress and every brad of her bound har, and tried to get out of
carying flowers a dl.

The king and his daughter stood to the right of the wedding pair, and the fird companions stood
across from them; and it was obvious to many pairs of eyes that Perlith’s fird companion’s gaze rested
not on the bride but on the king's daughter; and the irony was tha had he not been danding firg
companion he would have been on the king's right hand, where he could not look a Aerin-sol whether
he wished to or not, and so his secret might have been kept alittle longer.

The rumor began that day, for the people at the wedding feast passed it among themsalves, and took
it home with them afterward, that the firg sola was in love with the king's daughter; and that the witch's
daughter would entrap the next king of Damar as her mother had entrapped her father; and a little breath
of fear was reawakened—for Aerin’'s Giftlessness had been reassuring—and accompanied the rumor.

Gdanna, who had hoped to make Tor just alittle sorry after dl that he had not married her, had her
day of glory dmog ruined when a lagt she noticed where her new husband's firsg companion’s eyes
were tending; but anger became her, so long as she kept her tongue between her lips. It was dmost
worth it, for a few days later one of her dumber but most wel-meaning ladies mentioned, worriedly, to
her that someone had said that Tor was faling under the spdl of the witch woman's daughter, and that
higory was to repeat itsdf. “I don't quite know what she meant, do you?’ sad the lady, frowning.
“Aerin-sol’s mother was queen; it would be a most suitable match,”

Gdanna laughed her mogt light-hearted laugh. “You are so young,” she said caressingly. “It was a
terrible scandal when Arlbeth married Aerin’s mother. Didn't you know that Aerin’s mother was from
the North?’

The lady, who had grown up in asmdl town to the south, did not know, and her eyes opened wide;
Gdanna could read her eagerness to have an interesting fresh dice of gossip to dip into the conversation
the next time she and her friends gathered together. “Oh, Arlbeth certainly married her,” Gdanna sad
gently, “but she wasn't exactly queen.” She made it sound as if Arlbeth’s only excuse for such aliason
was misguided passion and, blinded by that passion, perhaps he hadn’t quite married her a dl. She let
this Snk in a moment—the lady was very stupid, and had to be played carefully—and then, seeing
dawning comprehension in the lady’ s eyes, sent her gently and kindly, that the comprehension would not
be joggled loose again, about her business.

Adin hersdf bore up under the wedding and the feast afterward as best she could, but as this meant
that she withstood them stoicdly as a martyr might withstand torture, she did not notice ether Tor's eyes
or Gaanna's fury—she was only too accustomed to ignoring Galanna whenever possible; the one thing
she did observe about the bride was the tweve rings, which were hard to miss—nor did she notice any
more than usud diffness in the courtesy that those around her offered her. And Tor, who was ether
viewed as dangeroudy enamored and therefore to be treated with caution, or as pitiably misguided and
thus to be protected—or, as a few implausbly smple souls believed, capable of deciding his own
fate—did not know till much later dl that he had betrayed.

Adin peded out of her fancy clothes and fancy manners and pelted off to the barns at the firg
opportunity, and thought no more about weddings.

She had taken some time away from her leather-working to begin experimenting with the fire
ointment. Most of the ingredients she found eeslly, for they were common things and a fird sol’s
education included a little basic herb-lore—which Aerin had learned glady as an escape from
deportment and history. One or two things she asked Hornmar for, from his stock of horse cures, and
he, thinking she wished perhaps to try some sort of poultice on Taat's weak leg, granted her the run of
his medicines as he had histool chest, and again asked no questions. She was aware of the great boon he
offered her, and thistime she couldn’t help but look a him a little wonderingly.

He amiled a her. “I love Tdat too, you know,” he said mildly. “If | can ad you, you need only to

Teka and the redroot were alittle more difficult.

“Teka, what is redroot?’ Aerin asked one afternoon as she gpplied an uneven patch to a skirt she
hed dways detested, and glowered at the result.



“If you spent a quarter of the time about your mending that you have over that old saddle, you would
be better turned out than Gdanng,” said Teka with asperity. “Rip that out and do it again.”

Aerin sghed, and began to pick at the irregular stitches. 1 suppose there's no point in mentioning
thet | have no desire to be better turned out than Galanna” She picked a moment in slence and added,
“For that matter, Galanna never wears anything that has a patch or atear.”

Teka grinned. “No. She takes out a great gash and puts in a whole new pand of different cloth, and
itsanew dress”

“I would like to make a new floor mop out of thisthing,” replied Aerin.

Teka lifted it out of Aerin’s hands and squinted &t it. “The color has not worn well,” she explained,
“but the doth is sound. We could re-dye it.” Aerin did not show any marked access of enthusasm for
this plan. “Blue perhaps, or red. Don’'t overwhem me with your gladness, child. Y ou're dways wanting
to wear red, in spite of your flaming hair—"

“Orange,” murmured Aerin.

“You could do quite wdl with this skirt in red, and a golden tunic over—Aerin!”

“It would 4ill have to be patched,” Aerin pointed out.

Teka sghed heavily. *You would try the patience of Gholotat hersdf. If you will do something useful
with that wretched bridle that has been lying under the bed for the last fortnight, | will re-dye your poor
skirt, and put a patch on it that not even Gaannawill notice—asiif you cared.”

Aein reached out to hug Teka, and Teka made a noise that so sounded like “Hmmph.” Aerin fdl off
the window seat and made her way over to the bed on her hands and knees and began to scrabble under
it. She re-emerged only dightly dusty, for the hafor were dutiful floor-sweepers, hed the bridle at am’s
length and looked at it with distaste. “Now what do | do with it?" she inquired.

“Put it on ahorse” Teka suggested in a much-tried tone.

Adin laughed. “Teka, | am inventing anew way to ride. | don't use a bridle”

Teka, who dill occasondly watched Aerin and Aerin’s white gdlion in secret to reassure hersdf that
Tda would do her beloved child no harm, shuddered. It was the luck of the gods that Teka had not
been watching the day Tdat had jumped the fence. “I don’t want to hear about it.”

“Someday,” Aerin went on with a bold sweep of her empty hand, “I shdl be famous in legend and
sory—" She stopped, embarrassed to say such things even to Teka.

Teka, halding the skirt to the light as she made deft invishle stitches around the patch, said quietly, “I
have never doubted it, my dear.”

Aerin sat down on the edge of the bed with the bridle in her Iap and looked at the fringe on the bed
curtains, which were the long golden manes of the embroidered horseheads on the narrow canopy
border, and thought of her mother, who had died in despair when she found she had borne a daughter
instead of a son.

“What is redroot?’ she asked again.

Teka frowned. “Redroot. That's—um—astzoran. Red-root’ s the old term for it—they used to think
it was good for some things”

“What things?’

Teka glanced at her and Aerin bit her lip. “Why do you want to know?’

“|l—oh—I read alot in the old books in the library while | wasn't ... feding quite wel. There was
some herb-lore, and they mentioned redroot.”

Teka considered, and some of her thoughts were Smilar to Tor’s when Aerin had asked him to teach
her swordplay. Teka had never thought about whether Aerin’s fate had more to do with what Aerin was
or what Damar was, or for reasons beyond ether; Teka merdy observed that Aerin's fate was unique.
But she knew, knew better even than the cousn who loved her, that Aerin would never be a court lady;
not like Gaanna, who was a beautiful termagant, but nether like Arlbeth’'s firg wife, Tatoria, whom
everyone had loved. None of the traditions of Arlbeth’s court could help the king's daughter discover her
fate but Teka, unlike Aerin hersdf, had faith that the destiny was somewhere to be found. She hesitated,
but she could remember nothing dangerous about the no longer vaued redroot.

“Adzoran doesn't grow around here” sad Teka; “it is a low weedy plant that prefers open



meadows. It spreads by throwing out runners, and where the runner touches the earth along dender root
drikes down. That is the redroot.” Teka pretended great concentration upon her patch. “I might take a
few days to ride into the meadows beyond the City and into the Hills | am reminded that there are herbs
| need, and | prefer to gather my own. If you wish to come, | will show you some astzoran.”

Teka asked no questions when Aerin rolled up asmdl herb bundle of her own and tied it to Kisha's
saddle during their journey, a bundle that included severa long thready roots of astzoran, and if any of the
outriders noticed (for Teka only rode a dl under duress, and even on her dow, deepy, dderly pony she
fdt much safer with severa other people around), they said nothing ether.

The ointment recipe, Aerin found, was not as exact as it might be. She made one mixture, spread
some of it on one finger, and thrust the finger into a candle flame—and snatched it out again with a yep.
Three more mixtures gained her three more burnt fingers—and aterrific lecture from Teka, who was not,
of course, informed as to the details of why Aerin seemed intent on burning her fingers off. After that she
used hits of wood to smear her trid blends on; when they smoked and charred, she knew she had not
yet got it right.

After thefird few tries she sghed and began to keep careful notes of how each sample was made. It
was not an exercise naturd to her, and after she'd filled severd sheets of parchment with her tiny exact
figures—parchment was expensve duff, even for kings daughters—she began to lose heart. She
thought: If this mess redly worked, everyone would know of it; they would dl use it for dragon-hunting,
and-would have been usng it dl aong, and dragons would no longer be a risk—and that book would be
gudied and not Ieft to gather dugt. It is fodlish to think | might have discovered something everyone
before me had overlooked. She bowed her head over her burnt twig, and severa hot tears dipped down
her face onto her page of caculaions.

Chapter 7

ON HER EIGHTEENTH BIRTHDAY there was a banquet for the firs sol, despite dl she could do
to prevent it. Gaanna shot her glances like poisoned arrows and dung curioudy near Tor's sde for
someone else's wife of so few seasons. Perlith made witty remarks a Aerin’'s expense in his soft light
tenor that dways sounded kind, whatever he might be saying. The king her father toasted her, and the
faces around the tablesin the great hdl glittered with amiles; but Aerin looked a them sadly and saw only
the baring of teeth.

Tor watched her: she was wearing a golden tunic over a long red skirt; the tunic had embroidered
flowers wound round its hem, and petals of many colors stitched drifting down the full deeves, she wore
the same two rings she had at Gadanna s wedding. Her flame-colored hair was twisted around her head,
and agolden circlet was set upon it, and over her forehead three golden birds hed green stones in thar
beaks. He saw her wince away from the courtiers amiles, and he shook Galanna's hand from his am
impatiently, and then Galanna no longer even pretended to amile.

Aerin did not natice this, for she never looked at Gdanna if she could help it, and if Gaanna were
near Tor she didn’t look at Tor either. But Arlbeth noticed. He knew what it was that he saw, for better
or for worse, and it was not often that he did not know what was best done about the things he saw; but
in this case he did not know. What he read in Tor’s face tore at his heart, for it would be his heart's
fondest wish that these two might wed, and yet he knew his people had never loved the daughter of his
second wife, and he feared tharr mistrust, and he had reason to fear it. Aerin fdt her father’'s am around
her shoulders, and turned to amile up a him.

After the banquet she went to St in her window seat, Saring into the dark courtyard; the torches
around its perimeter |eft great pools of shadow near the castle wadls. Her bedroom was dark as well, and
Teka had not yet come to be sure she had hung her good clothes up as she should instead of leaving
them on the floor where she would step on them. There was a light knock on the door. She turned and
sad, “Comein,” with surprise; if she had thought about it, she would have been dlent and let the vistor
leave without finding her. She wished to be done after the hal full of food and talk and bright amiles.

It was Tor. She could see him outlined in the light from the hdl, and she had been dtting in the dark



long enough to see dearly. But he blinked and looked around, for her figure was only a part of the heavy
curtains that hung around the deep window acove. She stirred, and he saw the flicker of her red sKirt.

“Why do you gt in the dark?’

“There was too much light in the hall tonight.”

Tor was dlent. After amoment she Sghed, and reached for a candle and flint. It seemed to Tor that
the shadows it cast upon her face made her briefly old: a woman with grandchildren, for dl her brilliant
hair. Then she st the candle on asmdl table and amiled a him, and she was eighteen again.

She saw that he carried something in his ams a long narrow something, wrapped in dark cloth. “I
have brought you your birthday present—privately, as | thought you might prefer.” And so that | need
nat do any explaining, he thought.

She knew a once what it was a sword. She watched with rigng excitement as he unrdlled the
wrappings, and from them, gleaming, came her sword, her very own sword. She reached for it eagerly,
and did it out of its scabbard. It was plain but for some work on the hilt to make the grip sure; but she
fdt it light and true and perfect in her hand, and her hand trembled with the pride of it.

“Thank you,” she said, her eyes dill fixed on the sword, so she did not see the look of hope and pity
on Tor's face as he watched her.

“At dawn you shdl try it out,” said Tor, and the tone of his voice shook her out of her reverie, and
sheraised her eyesto his. “I will meet you at our usud place,” he said, and tried to speak asif thiswere a
lesson like any other lesson; and if he failed, Aerin il did not guess why he failed.

“Thisis ever so much better than another dressing gown,” she said lightly, and was pleased to see
hmamile

“It was a very beautiful dressng gown.”

“If it had been less beautiful, | would not have didiked it so much. You were as bad as Teka, trying
to keep mein bed, or tralling about my roomsin a dressing gown forever.”

“And alot of good it did us, despite the fact that you could not stand on your feet without ether
fanting or fdling over.”

“It was concentrating on my lessons with you that findly swested the last of the surka out of me”
Adin said, waving her birthday present gently under his nose.

“I dmogt believe you,” he replied sadly.

So they were stlanding, looking a each other, with the naked blade upheld between them, when Teka
come through the open door behind them. “Gholotat protect us” said Teka, and closed the door behind
her.

“Is my birthday present not beautiful?” said Aerin, and turned the blade back and forth quickly so
that it winked at her old nurse as she stood by the door. Teka looked at her face and then a Tor's, and
then back at Aerin’s, and said nothing.

“I will bid you good night,” said Tor, and because Teka was there he dared reach out his hands to
Aerin, and put them on her shoulders, as she did her sword into its scabbard, and kiss Her cheek as a
cousn might; which he would not have dared had they been aone. He bowed to Teka, and left them.

Perhaps it was having a red sword of one's own. Perhaps it was being eighteen—or that eighteen
years practice of being stubborn was findly paying off. If she dill sumbled over the corners of rugs or
bumped into doorways while she was thinking about other things, she no longer bothered looking around
awxioudy to find out if anyone had seen her: ather they had or they hadn't, and she had other things on
her mind; she reveled in those other things. They meant that she did not blush autometicaly when she
caught sght of Perlith, knowing that he would have thought of something to say to her since the ladt time
she had failed to avoid him, and that hislittle haf amile beneath haf-lidded eyes would make whatever he
sad worse. She walked through the hdls of the casile and the sireets of the City the mogt direct way
ingteed of the way she would meet the fewest people; and she avoided the surka in the roya garden, but
only that it might not make her sick again. She did not cringe from the thought of its presence, or from the
shame that she had to avoid it in the firg place; nor did she any longer fed that bresthing the garden air
was synonymous with breathing Galanna s mdice.

She had discovered how to make the dragonfire ointment.



It was, she knew, sheer obstinacy that had kept her at it-over two years of making fractiond changes
in her mixtures, learning how to find and prepare dl the ingredients for the mixtures, for she could not
continue raiding Hornmar's and Teka' s supplies; finding smal apothecary shopsin the City that might sdl
the odder ones, and riding out on the rductant Kisha for the herbs that grew nearby.

At firgt she had wondered if anyone would try to stop her, and her fird vidts to shopkeepers, and
beyond the City gates, gave her somachaches of dread. But the shopkeepers attended her respectfully
and even hdpfully, and dowly the vists stopped seeming so awful. There was no sense in trying to
disguise hersdf; she was the only person in the City with orange hair, and any Damarian who had never in
fact seen her would know ingantly who she was. She had tried the effect of a scarf over the give-away
hair, but as soon as she looked in a mirror she redized this wouldn't work: the scarf was obvioudy there
to hide her hair, and she dill had orange eyebrows. There was suff Galanna used to blacken her brown
lashes, but Aerin had no idea how to get hold of it, and thought that while Teka seemed willing to let her
and her peculiar errands done a present, she would probably throw a fit and spoil everything if she
caught her royd charge creeping around with her hair hidden and her brows blackened. And as she
waan't stopped, her confidence grew, and she swept into the shops she frequented with her head high as
afirg sol should, and made her purchases, and swept out again. She fdt tremendoudy grand, but the
shopmen and women found her charmingly unpretentious, being accustomed to the Perliths and Galannas
who never looked anyone in the eye and were never satidfied (it was widdy held that the woman who
supplied Galanna with her brow-darkener more than earned the fancy price she charged), and who
aways had lackeys to handle the money and the purchases themsdves while they fingered their jewes
and looked into the distance. Arlbeth would have been pleased to hear the smdl new thread of gossp
that began to circulate in the City about the witchwoman's daughter, and how the daughter (like the
mother, a few folk now recdled) had a amile for everyone; and this view of the king's daughter dmost
eased the fear of her that had begun with the rumor that she was enspdling the firgt sola. A few of her
new supporters decided that Tor, as fird sola and king to be, understandably wanted a quiet family life
and the king's daughter, of dl those court ladies, looked the likdiegt to giveit to him.

There were even those, especidly among the older folk, who shook ther heads and said that they
shouldn’'t keep the young firgt sol mewed up in that castle the way they did; it'd be better if she were let
out to mingle with her people. If Aerin could have heard, she would have laughed.

And the things she bought were such harmless things, even if some of them were odd, and even
though, as the months passed, she did buy quite a quantity of them. Nothing there that could cause any ...
mischief. Hornmar had mentioned, very quietly, to one or two of his particular friends the firg sol’s
miraculous cure of old Tdat; and somehow that tae got around too, and as the witchwoman's easy amile
was remembered, so did some folk aso begin to remember her way with animals.

It was a few months before her nineteenth birthday that she put a bit of yelowish grease on a fresh hit
of dry wood, held it with iron pincers, and thrugt it into the smdl candle flame a the corner of her work
table—and nothing happened. She had been performing this particular set of motions—measuring, noting
down, mixing, applying and watching the wood burn—for so long that her movements were deft and
exact with long practice even while her brain tended to go off on its own and contemplate her next
mesting of swords with Tor, or the negging Teka was sure to begin within the next day or two for her to
darn her stockings since they dl had holes in them and latdly she had perforce dways to wear boots
when she attended the court in the great hdl so tha the holes wouldn’'t show. She was thinking that the
green stockings probably had the smalest and most mendable holes, and she had to have dinner in the
hdll tonight. Since she'd turned eighteen she'd been expected to take part in the dancing occasondly,
and there was sure to be dancing tonight ance the dinner was in honor of Thorped and his son, who were
here from the south; one of Thorped's daughters was one of Gaanna's ladies. It was difficult dancing in
boots and she needed dl the help she could get. At this point she redized that her am was getting
tired—and that the hit of yelow-dick wood was peacefully ignoring the fire that burned around it, and
that the iron tongs were getting hot in her hand.

She jJumped, and knocked over the candlestick and dropped the hot tongs, and the greasy hit of
wood skittered over the dusty, woodchip-littered floor, picking up shreds and shavingstill it looked like a



new sort of pomander. She had set up shop in a deserted stone shed near Tdat's pasture that had once
hed kindiing and things like old axe handles and sticks of wood that might make new axe handles, and
she had never gotten around to sweeping the floor. Her hands were sheking so badly that she dropped
the candle again when she tried to pick it up, and missed when she went to stamp out the thread of
smoke that rose from the floor where the candle had fdlen.

She sat down on a pile of axe handles and took afew deep breaths, and thought fixedly about green
gtockings. Then she stood up, lit the candle again, and set it quietly back in its holder. She'd learned in
the long months past not to waste her time and the apothecaries wares by making more than atiny trid
bit of each mixture, and the marble bowl where the find mashing and mixing went on before the
experiment with the candle flame was no bigger than an eggcup. There was just enough in the bottom of
the cup now to grease one fingertip. She chose the Ieft index finger, which had been the one to get burnt
with the result of her very firg fire-ointment attempt, what seemed centuries ago. She hdld the fingertip
deadily in the flame, and watched it; the pointed blue-and-yellow ovd of the fire parted smoothly around
her finger and rgjoined above it to prick the shadows of the stone calling. She fet nothing. She withdrew
the finger and stared at it with awe—touched it with another finger. Skin-heat, no more; and while it had
remained gickily apparent on the surface of the wood, the ointment was not greasy on her finger. Kenet.
It existed.

She checked her notes to be sure she could read what she had written about the proportions of this
particular attempt; then blew out the candle and went off in a daze to darn stockings.

Teka asked her twice, sharply, what was the matter with her, as she tried to help her dress for the
court dinner. Aerin’s darns were worse than usua—uwhich was saying a good ded, and Teka had sad
even more when she saw them, but as much out of worry for her sol’s extraordinary vagueness as from
graightforward exasperation at yet another smply homely task done ill. Usudly, big court dinners made
Aein dumsy and rather desperately here-and-now. Teka findly tied ribbons around both of Aerin's
ankles to hide the miserable lumps of mending and was even more gppalled when Aerin did not object.
Ankle ribbons were dl the fashion among the higher-born young ladies this year; when this first became
apparent Teka had had a difficult time convincing Aerin not to lengthen dl her skirts eght inches, that they
might drag on the floor and render dl questions of ankle adornment academic; and Teka was farly sure
the only reason she' d won the argument was that Aerin couldn’t face the thought of dl the sewing such a
project would entall.

Tekahung atassd a the front of one ankle, to fdl gracefully over the high arch of Aerin’s long foot
(not that it would stay there; Galanna and the others had developed a coy little hitch and skip to their
walk, to make ther tasselsfdl forward as they should), and pinned asmdl siver brooch bearing the royd
crest on the other, and Aerin didn't even fidget. She was dreamily daring into space; she was even
wearing adight smile. Could she have fdlen in love? Teka wondered. Who? Thorped' s son—what was
his name? Surely not. He was hdf a head shorter than she and wispy.

Teka 9ghed and stood up. “Aerin—are you sure you're not ill?” she said.

Adin came back to hersdf with avisble jerk and said, “Dear Teka, I'm fine Truly | am.” Then she
looked down with a scowl and wiggled her ankles. “Ugh,”

“They hide your—dare | cdl them—darns” Teka said severdly.

“There sthat,” said Aerin, and smiled again, and Teka thought, What ails the girl? | will look for Tor
tonight; his face will tdl me something.

Chapter 8

TOR THOUGHT that night she looked radiant and wished, widtfully, that it had something to do with
him, while he was only too certain it did not. When, daring greetly, he told her as they soun through the
figures of the dance that she was beatiful, she laughed a him. Truly she has grown up, he thought; even
ax months ago she would have blushed scarlet and turned to wood in my arms. “It's the ribbons round
my ankles” she said. “My darning surpassed itsdf in atrocity today, and Teka sad it was this or going
barefoot.”



“l am not looking a your feet,” said Tor, looking into her green eyes, and she said without flinching:
“Then you should be, dearest cousin, for you have never seen me thus bedecked previoudy, nor likdy
are ever to see me s0 agan.”

Thorped' s wispy son could barely take his eyes off her. He remarked to his father that Aerin-sol was
s0 splendidly large. Thorped, who liked a woman of the Sze to throw over a shoulder and run lightly off
with—not that the opportunity had ever presented itsdf, but it was an gppeding standard of
measurement—said ah, hmm. Galanna, who didn’t like wispy men, was dill furious that anyone should
wadte time looking a Aerin, and shuggled relentlesdy with Perlith. She was about resigned to being
married to him; Tor was truly hopeless. If only Perlith would play up a bit more; a litle mock despair
over her being the center of atention a every gathering (well, nearly); a little jedlousy when beautiful
young men wrote her poems, as she was able occasondly to persuade them to do. But he had the
infuriding attitude that his carefully chosen offer for her hand had conferred upon her a favor. By the
godd She was a good match, after dl.

But then so was he. Neither of them would ever forget it for a moment.

Agdin floated through the evening. Since she was firg sol, she never had the embarrassment (or the
relief) of being able to St out. She wasn't particularly aware that—most unusudly—she had stepped on
no one's feet that night; and she was accustomed to the polite protests, at the end of each set when
partners were exchanged, of what a pleasure it was to dance with her, and her thoughts were so far awvay
that she faled to catch the unusud ring of truth in her dancing partners voices. She didn't even mind
dancing three figures with Thorped's son (what was his name again?), for while his height did not distress
her, his chinlessness, on another occasion, would have.

She did notice when she danced with Perlith that there was an unwonted depth of maignance in his
light remarks, and wondered in passng what was hiting him. Does the color of my gown make his skin
look sallow? But Perlith too had noticed Thorped's son’s admiration of the king's only daughter, and it
irritated him dmogt as much as it irritated Galanna. Perlith knew quite well that when Gaanna had
stopped playing hard to get back in the days when he was punctilioudy courting her it was because she
hed decided to make a virtue of necessity after it became apparent that a second sola was the best she
was going to get. But a second sola was an important personage, and Perlith wanted everyone to envy
hm his victory to the congderable extent that his blue blood and irresstible charm—and of course
Gdannd s perfect beauty-deserved. How dare this common runt admire the wrong woman?

Bang Perlith, he had, of course, timed his courtship to coincide with the moment that Gaanna
admitted defeat on the score of future queenship; but he'd never been able to bring himsdf to flirt with
Aerin. He had as much right to the king's daughter as anyone—what a pity she had to have orange har
and enormous feet—and while he would never have married her, king's daughter or no, with tha
commoner for a mother, it might have been amusng to make her fdl in love with him. In his conscious
mind he preferred to think that he hadn’t made her fdl in love with him by choice; in a bleaker moment it
hed occurred to him that Aerin probably wouldn't like being flirted with, and that his notorious charm of
manner (when he cared to use it) might have had no effect on her whatsoever. He had banished the
thought immediatdly, and his well-trained self-esteem had buried it forever.

He could admit that she looked better than usud tonight; he'd never seen her in the fashioneble
ribbons before, and she had nice trim ankles, in spite of the feet. This redization did not soften his
dtitude he glared at his dancing partner, and Aerin could fed the glare, though she knew that if she
looked into his face his expresson would be one of lazy pleasure, with only a deep dint in his
heavy-lidded eyes to tdl her what he was thinking. At a pause in the dance he plucked severd golden
specks out of the ar that were suddenly there for him when he reached for them. He closed his fingers
around them, smiled, and opened his hand again, and a posy of yelow and white ringding flowers—the
flowers Aerin had carried at his wedding—sprang up between his thumb and firgt finger.

“For the loveliest lady here tonight,” he said, with a bow, to Aerin.

Adin turned white and backed up a step, her hands behind her. She bumped into the next couple as
they waited for the musc for the next figure to begin, and they turned, mildy irritated, to see what was
heppening; and suddenly the entire hdl was watching. The musdans in the gdlery lad down their



indruments when they should have played ther firg notes; it didn’'t occur to them to do anything dse.
Perlith, especidly when he was feding thwarted, was formidably Gifted.

A little space cleared around Perlith and Aerin, and the focd point of the vast hal was allittle bouquet
of ydlow and white flowers. Tor muttered something, and dropped his partner’s hand, much to tha
lady’ s annoyance (she would fed resentful of the orange-haired sol for weeks &fter); but he was on the
far dde of the hdl from Aerin and Perlith, and it was as though the company were frozen where they
stood, for he had difficulty threading his way through them, and no one tried to make room. Aerin knew if
she touched the magic flowers they would turn to frogs, or burst in an exploson that anyone who might
not have noticed the frogs couldn’t help but notice; or, worst of al, make her Sck on the floor at Perlith's
feet. Pelith knew it too. Magic had made her queasy snce early adolescence, when her Gift should have
been assarting itsdf and wasn't; and since her illness her reaction to anything to do with other royd Gifts
was much more violent. She stood helpless and could think of no words to say; even if she asked him to
return the flowers to dust motes, the whiff of magic aout his hands and face would remain, and she
dared not dance with him again immediatdly.

Perlith stood, amiling gently at her, hisarm gracefully raised and his hand curled around his posy; the
dintin his eye was very bright.

And then the flowers legped from his fingers and grew wings, and became ydlow and white birds
which sang “Aerin, Aerin’ as sweetly as golden harps, and as they disappeared into the darkness of the
cdling the musdans began playing again, and Tor’'s ams were around her, and Perlith was left to make
hisway out of the circle of dancers. Aerin stepped on Tor's feet severd times as he helped her off the
dancing-floor, for the magic was strong in her nogtrils, and though what Tor had done had been done a a
distance, it dill dung to him too. He held her up by main forcefill she said, allittle shekily, “Let go, cousin,
you're tearing the waistband right out of my skirt.”

He released her a once, and she put a hand out—to a chair, not to his outstretched arm. He let the
am drop. “My pardon, please. | an dumsy tonight.”

“You are never dumsy,” she said with bitterness, and Tor was slent, for he was wishing that she
would lean on him ingtead of on the chair, and did not notice that mogt of the bitterness was for Perlith,
who had hoped to embarrass her before the entire court, and a little for hersdlf, and none at dl for him.
She told im he might leave her, tha she was quite dl right. Two years ago he would have sad,
“Nonsense, you are dill pale, and | will not leave you”; but it was't two years ago, and he said merdly,
“Asyou wish,” and left her to find his deserted partner and make his excuses.

Perlith came to Aerin as she sat in the chair she had been leaning on, Spping from a glass of water a
womean of the hafor had brought her. “I beg most humbly for forgiveness,” he said, dodng his eyes till
only the merest glitter showed beneath his long lashes. “I forgot that you—ah—do not care for
such—ah—tokens.”

Agin looked a him levely. “1 know perfectly wel what you were about this evening. | accept your
gpology for precisdy what it isworth.”

Perlith blinked at this unexpected intranggence and was, very briefly, a a loss for a reply. “If you
accept my apology for what it isworth,” he said smoathly, “then | know | need have no fear that you will
bear me a grudge for my hapless indiscretion.”

Adin laughed, which surprised her as much as it surprised him. “No indeed, cousin; | shdl bear you
no grudge for this evening’s entertainment. Our many years of familiar relaionship render us far beyond
grudges” She curtsied hadtily and Ieft the hdl, for fear that he would think of something else to say to her;
Perlith never logt verba skirmishes, and she wanted to keep as long as she could the extraordinary
sensation of having scored points againgt him.

Later, in the darkness of her bedroom, she reconsidered the entire evening, and amiled; but it was
half a grimace, and she found she could not deep. It had been too long a day, and she was too tired; her
head aways spun from an evening spent on display in the greet hall, and tonight as soon as she deflected
her thoughts from Perlith and Tor and yelow birds they immediatdy turned to the topic of the dragon fire
ointment.

She considered cregping back to her laboratory, but someone would see a light where only axe



handles should be. She had never mentioned that she had taken over the old shed, but she doubted
anyone would care so long as lights didn’t start showing at peculiar hours—and how would she explan
whet she was doing?

At lagt she dimbed wearily out of bed and wrapped hersdf in the dressng gown Tor had given her,
and made her way through back hdlways and seldom-used dairs to the highest balcony in her father's
cadtle. It looked out to the rear of the courtyard; beyond were the stables, beyond them the pastures,
and beyond them dl the sharp rise of the Hills From where she stood, the wide plateau where the
pastures and training grounds were laid out stretched directly in front of her; but to her Ieft the Hills crept
close to the cagtle wadlls, so that the ground and firg-floor rooms on that Sde got very little sunlight, and
the courtyard wal was carved out of the Hills themsdlves.

The cadtle was the highest point in the City, though the walls around its courtyard prevented anyone
ganding at ground levd within them from seeing the City spread out on the lower dopes. But from the
third—and fourth-story windows and ba conies overlooking the front of the castle the higher roofs of the
City could be seen, grey stone and black stone and dull red stone, in dabs and thin shingle-chips, and
chimneysrisng above dl. From fifth—and sixth-story windows one could see the king's way, the paved
road which fdl draight from the castle gates to the City gates, dmog to its end in a flat-stamped earth
dearing cornered by monaliths, a short way beyond the City walls.

But from any point in the castle or the City one might look up and see the Hills that cradled them;
even the break in the jagged outline caused by the City gates was narrow enough not to be eesly
recognizable as such. The pass between Vasth and Kar, two peaks of the tdler Hills that surrounded the
low ralling forested land that lay before the City and circled round to meet the Hills behind the castle, was
not visble at al. Aerin loved the Hills, they were green in spring and summer, rust and brown and ydlow
inthe fdl, and white in the winter with the snow they sheltered the City from; and they never told her that
she was a nuisance and a disgppointment and a hdf blood.

She paced around the balcony and looked at the stars, and the gleam of the moonlight on the glassy
amooth courtyard. Somehow the evening she'd just endured had quenched much of her joy in her
discovery of the moming. That a bit of ydlow grease could protect a finger from a candle flamne said
nothing about its preventive properties in dedings with dragons, she'd heard the hunters home from the
hunt say that dragon fire was bitter suff, and burned like no hearthfire.

On her third trip around the balcony she found Tor lurking in the shadow of one of the battlemented
peaks. “You wdk very quigtly,” he said.

“Barefeet,” she said succinctly.

“If Teka should catch you so and the night ar so chill, she would scold.”

“She would; but Teka deeps the deep of the just, and it islong past midnight.”

“Soitis” Tor sghed, and rubbed his forehead with one hand.

“I'm surprised you' ve escaped o early; the dancing often goes on till dawn.”

In spite of the dimness of the light she could see Tor make a face. “The dancing may often go on till
dawn, but | rardy lagt hdf so long—as you would know if you ever bothered to stay and keep me
company.”

“Hmmph.”

“Hmmph threefold. Has it ever occurred to you, Aerin-sol, that | am not a particularly good dancer
ather? It's probably just as wdl we don't dance together often or we would do ourselves a serious
injury. Nobody dares mention it, of course, because | am fird sola—"

“And aman of known immoderate temper.”

“Hattery will get you nowhere. But | leave the dance floor as soon as I ve tramped around once with
every lady who will fed dightedif | don't.”

His light-heartedness seemed forced. “What's wrong?’ she said.

Tor gave a snhort of laughter. “Having exposed one of my most embarrassing shortcomings in an
attempt to deflect you, you refuse to be deflected.”

Aerin waited.

Tor 9ghed again, and wandered out of the shadows to lean his ebows againg the low stone wal



surrounding the bacony. The moonlight made his face look pale, his profile noble and serene, and his
black har the quff of absolute darkness. Aerin rather liked the effect, but he spoiled it by rubbing one
hand through his hair and turning the corners of his mouth down, whereupon he reverted to being tired
and confused and human. “ There was a meeting, of sorts, this afternoon, before the banquet.” He paused
agan, but Aerin did not move, expecting more; he glanced a her and went on. “Thorped wanted to talk
about the Hero's Crown.”

“Oh.” Aeinjoined him, leaning her elbows on the wdl next to his, and he put an am around her. She
discovered that she was cold and that she was rather glad of the aam and the warmth of his sde. “What
did he want to know about it?’

“Wha does anybody ever want to know about it? He wants to know whereit is”

“So do wedl.”

“Yes. Sorry. | mean he wants to know if we're looking for it now and if not why not and if so by
what means and what progress we ve made. And if we know how important it is, and on and on.”

“| see that you spent a less than diverting afternoon.”

“How does he think we're supposed to look for it? By the Seven Gods and Aerinha's foundry!
Every stone in Damar has been turned over at least twice looking for it, and there was a fashion there for
awhile to uproot trees and look for it underneath. We' ve had every seer who ever went off in a fit or
brewed alove potion that didn’t work try to bring up avison of its whereabouts for us”

Induding my mother? thought Aerin.

“Nothing. Just alot of dead trees and misplaced rocks.”

Gdanna had told her once that there was a Crown that kept mischief away from Damar, and that if
Arlbeth had had it when he met Aerin’'s mother he would never have married her, and if he had found it
any time since Aerin was born Galanna would no longer have to put up with having her eyelashes cut off;
exactly how the Crown performed its warding functions she did not describe. Aerin dso knew that the
more srongly Gifted roydty were expected to chew a surka ledf at least once and try to cast their minds
toward a 9ghting of the Crown. She assumed Tor had done so, though it was not something he would
have told her about. And dl her higtory lessons had told her was that the current sovereigns of Damar
hed gone crownless for many generations, in honor of a Crown that was logt long ago.

Aein sad dowly, “I've heard of it, of course, but I'm not entirdy sure what the Crown is, or is
supposed to do.”

There was a dlence. “Neither am |,” said Tor. “It's been logt ... along time. | used to think it was
only alegend, but old Councilor Zanc mentioned it a few weeks ago—that’s when Arlbeth told me that
when he was a boy they were looking under trees for it. Zanc's father's father used to tdl the story of
how it was lost. Zanc thinks the increase of the Border raids is somehow due to its absence; that
Northern ... mischief ... did not trouble us when the Hero's Crown lay in the City. And Thorped
goparently agrees with him, athough he’ s not quite so outspoken about it.”

He shrugged, and then settled her more securely in the curve of his arm. “The Hero's Crown holds
much of what Damar is, or at least much of what her king needs to hold his people together and free of
mischief. Aerinha was supposed to have done the forging of it. Here we get into the legend, so maybe
you know this bit. Damar's strength, or whatever it is about this land that makes it Damar and us
Damarians, was thought to be better held, more strongly held, in a Crown, which could be handed from
overeign to sovereign, Snce some rulers are inevitably better or wiser in themsdves than others. Of
course this system runs the risk of the Crown’s beng logt, and the drength with it, which is wha
eventudly happened. Zanc's story isthat it was stolen by a black mage, and that he rode east, not north,
or the Northerners would have fdlen on uslong since. Arlbeth thinks ...” His voice trailed away.

-

“Arlbeth thinksit has come into the hands of the Northerners at last.” He paused a moment before he
sad dowly, “Arlbeth at least believesin its existence. So mud |, therefore.”

Adin asked no more. It was the heaviest time of the night; dawn was nearer than midnight, but the
sky seemed to hold themin adosing hand. Then suddenly through the weaght of the sky and of her new
knowledge, she remembered her dragon ointment, and somehow neither the missng Crown nor Perlith’'s



madlice, the reason she had come up to stare a the sky in the middle of the night, mattered quite so much;
for, after dl, she could do nothing about either Perlith or the Crown, and the recipe for kenet was hers. If
she got no deep, she'd botch making a big trid mixture tomorrow. “1 mugt go to bed,” she said, and
Sraightened up.

“l too,” sad Tor. “It will be very embarrassng to the dignity of the royd houseif the firs sola fdls off
his horse tomorrow. Lady, that’s a very handsome dressing gown.”

“Itis, ign't it? It was given me by a friend with excdlent taste” She amiled up at him, and without
thinking he bent his head and kissed her. But she only hugged him absently in return, because she was
dready worrying whether or not she had enough of one particular herb, for it would spail the whole
morning if she had to fetch more and she' d be mad with impatience and would botch the job after dl. “A
quiet deep to you,” she said. “And to you,” said Tor from the shadows.

Chapter 9

SHE HAD ALMOST enough of the herb she had been worrying about. After dithering awhile and
muttering to hersdf she decided to go ahead and make as much ointment as she had ingredients for, and
fetch more tomorrow. It was a messy business, and her mind would keep jumping away from the
necessary meticulousness, and she knocked over a pile of axe handles and was too impatient to pile them
up again and so spent severa hours tripping over them and stubbing her toes and usng language she had
picked up while ligening to the sofor, and the thotor, who were even more colorful. Once she was
hopping around on one foot and ydling epithets when her other foot was knocked out from under her as
wel by a treacherous rear assault from a fresh brigade of ralling lumber, and she fdl and bit her tongue.
This chastened her aufficiently that she finished her task without further incident.

She stared at the greasy unpleasant-looking mess in the shdlow trough before her and thought, Well,
s0 what do | do now? Build afire and jump in? The only fireplaces big enough are dl in heavily used
rooms of the castle. Maybe a bonfire isn't such a bad idea after dl; but it will have to be far enough away
that no one will come looking for the source of the smoke.

Meanwhile she did have enough of the kenet to fireproof both hands, and she made asmdl fire in the
middle of the shed floor (out of broken axe handles) and held both hands, trembling dightly, in its
heart—and nothing happened. The next day she went to fetch more herbs.

She decided a once that she would have to leave the City to try her bonfire; and she decided just as
quickly that she had to take Taat. Kisha would be worse than a nuisance under such circumstances, at
vary least she would find the bonfire excuse enough to break ether her hdter rope or her neck in a
declared panic attempt to bolt back toward the City.

Teka, however, did not like this plan at dl. Teka was willing to accept that Aerin was a good rider,
and might be permitted to leave the City done for a few hours on her pony; but that she should want to
go done, overnight, with that vicous gdlion—such an idea she was not willing to entertain. First she
declared that Taat was too lame to go on such a journey; and when Aerin, annoyed, tried to convince
her otherwise, Teka changed her ground and said that he was dangerous and Aerin couldn’t be certain of
her ability to control him. Aerin was ready to weep with rage, and after severd weeks of this (she having
meanwhile made vast quantities of her kenet and dmost set her hair on fire trying to test its effectiveness
on various amdl bits of her anatomy), Teka had to redize that there was more to this than whim.

“Youmay goif your father says you may,” she said at last, heavily. “Tdat isdill his horse, and he has
aright to decide what his future should be. I—I think he will be proud of what you’ ve done with him.”

Aerin knew how much it cost Teka to say so, and her anger ebbed away and she fdt ashamed of
hersdf.

“The journey itsdf—I do noat like it. It is not proper”—and here a smile touched the corners of
Teka s sad mouth—"but you will dways be unusud, as your mother was, and she traveled aone as she
chose, nor did your father ever try to hinder her. Y ou are awoman grown, and past needing a nursemaid
to judge your plans. If your father says you may go—wel, then.”



Aeain went off and began to worry about how best to approach her father. She had known she
would have to ask his permisson a some point, but she had wanted to get Teka on her sde fird, and
hed migudged how darming the horse-shy Teka would find a war-gdlion like Tdat, even an dderly,
rehabilitated, and good-natured war-gdlion. Aerin’'s own attitude toward Tdat hadn’t been rationd for
years.

She brooded for days after Teka had withdrawn from the field of combat; but she brooded not only
about how to tackle her father, but dso about what, precisdly, she was seting out to do. Test the
fire-repelent properties of her discovery. Toward killing dragons. Did she redty want to kill dragons?
Y es. Why? Pause. To be doing something. To be doing something better than anyone ese was doing it.

She caught her father one day a breskfast, between ministers with tectica problems and councilors
with srategic ones. His face lit up when he saw her, and she made an embarrassed mental note to seek
him out more often; he was not a man who had ever been able to enter into a child's games, but she
might have noticed before this how widfully he looked at her. But for perhaps the firg time she was
recognizing that wigtfulness for whét it was, the awkwardness of a father’s love for a daughter he doesn't
know how to talk to, not shame for what Aerin was, or could or could not do.

She smiled a him, and he gave her a cup of maak, and pushed the bun tray and the saha jam toward
her. “Father,” she said through crumbs, “do you know | have been riding Tda?’

He looked at her thoughtfully. Hornmar had brought him this information some months back, adding
that Taa had looked like pining away and dying before Aerin took him over. Arlbeth had wished that
she might bring him the story hersdlf; the sort of fears Teka had did not occur to him.

“Yes” he sad. “And | would have guessed something was up sooner or later when you stopped
negging me to get rid of Kisha and find you ared horse”

Agin had the grace to blush. “It's been ... quite a while. | didn’t think about whet | was doing a
firg”

Arlbeth was amiling. “I should like to see you ride him.”

Aein swalowed. “You ... would?’

“l would.”

“Er—soon?’

“Asit pleases you, Aerin-sol,” he said gravely.

She nodded wordlesdly.

“Tomorrow, then.”

She nodded again, picked up a second bun and looked &t it.

“l have guessed that there is some purpose to your joining me a breskfast,” Arlbeth said, as she
showed no dgn of bresking the slence, “a purpose beyond tdling me of something that has been going
on for years without your troubling mewith it. It has perhaps to do further with Taat?

She looked up, startled.

“We kings do develop a certain ahility to recognize objects under our noses. Wdl?’

“l should like to ride Taat out of the City. A day’s ride out—deep overnight, outsde. Come back
the next day.” She was sorry about the bun, now; it made her mouth dry.

“Ah. | recommend you go east and south—you might follow the Tsa, which will provide you with
water as wdl as preventing you from getting logt.”

“Theriver? Yes. |I'd thought—I’d dready thought of that.” Her fingers were crumbling the rest of the
bun to tiny bits.

“Good for you. | assume you planned to go soon?’

“Il—yes. You mean you'll let me?’

“Let you? Of course. There' slittle within a day’ s ride of the City that will harm you.” Momentarily his
face hardened. Time had once been, before the loss of the Crown, that any sword drawn in anger within
many miles of the City would rebound on the air, twist out of its wielder’s hands, and fdl to the earth.
“Tdat will take care of you. He took excdllent care of me”

“Yes Yes, he will.” She stood up, looked at the mess on (and around) her plate, looked a her
father. “Thank you.”



He amiled. “I will see you tomorrow. Mid-afternoon.”

She nodded, gave im a stricken amile, and fled. One of the hafor appeared to remove her plate and
brush the crumbs away.

Adin was early a Tdat's pasture the next morning. She groomed him till her arms ached, and he
loved every minute of it; he preferred being fussed over even to edting.

Maybe she should hang a bridle on him. She’'d mended the cut rein on his old bridle the night before,
and brought it with her today. But when she offered the bit to him—he who had so eagerly seized it two
years before, knowing that it meant he would be redly ridden again—he looked at it and then at her with
obvious bewilderment, and hurt fedings. He suffered her to lift the bar into his mouth and pull the straps
over his ears, but he stood with his head drooping unhappily.

“All right” she said, and ripped the thing off him again, and dropped it on the ground, and picked up
the little piece of padded dloth that passed for a saddle and dropped it on his back. He twisted his head
around and nibbled the hem of her tunic, ralling his eye a her to see if she was redly angry. When she
didn't knock his face away he was reassured, and waited patiently while she arranged and rearranged the
royd breastplate to her liking.

Arlbeth came before she expected him. Tdat had fdt the tension in her as soon as she mounted, but
he had cheered her into a good mood again by being himsdf, and they were weaving nonchdantly around
severd tdl young trees a a canter when she noticed Arlbeth ganding on the far Sde of the stream tha
ran through the meadow. They forded the water and then halted, and Arlbeth gave them the sdute of a
soldier to his sovereign, and she blushed.

He nodded at Tdat's bare head. “I'm not sure this would be such a good idea with another horse,
but with him ...” He paused and looked thoughtful, and Aerin held her breeth for fear he would ask her
how it had begun, for she hadn’t decided what to tel him. He said only: “It could be useful to have no
reins to handle; but I'm not sure even our best horses are up to such alevd of training.” His eyes then
dropped to Aerin’sfeet. “That’'s a very pretty way to ride, with your legs wrapped around his bely, but
the firg pike that came aong would knock you right out of the saddle.”

“You're not in battle most of thetime” Aerin said boldly, “and you could build a specid war saddle
with a high pomme and cantle”

Arlbeth laughed, and Aerin decided that they had passed ther test. “I can see he likes your new
way.”

Agin grinned. “Pick up the bridle and show it to him.”

Arlbeth did, and Tdat lad back his ears and turned his head away. But when Arlbeth dropped it,
Tdat turned back and thrust his nose into the breast of his old master, and Arlbeth stroked him and
murmured something Aerin could not hear.

Tdat did not like the fire ointment at dl. He pranced and sdled and dithered out of reach and flared
his nogtrils and snorted, little ralling huff-huff-huffs, when she tried to rub it on him. “It smdlls like herbs!”
she said, exasperated; “And it will probably do your coat good; it's just like the ol Hornmar put on you
to make you gleam.”

He continued to sdle, and Aerin said through clenched teeth: “I'll tie you up if you're not good.” But
Tda, after severa days of being chased, step by step and sdle by sdle, around his pasture, decided that
his new master was in earnest; and the next time Aerin ran him up againg the fence, instead of duding her
agan, he stood 4ill and let his doom overtake him.

They went on their overnight journey a fortnight after Arlbeth had watched them work together, by
whichtime Tda had permitted Aerin—sometimes with more grace than other times—to rub her ydlow
grease dl over him. Aerin hoped it would be a warm night since most of what looked like a roll of
blankets hung behind her saddle was a sausage-shaped skin of kenet.

They started before dawn had turned to day, and Aerin pushed Tda dong farly briskly, that they
might gill have severa hours of daylight left when they made camp. There was a trall beside the little
river, wide enough for a horse but too narrow for wagons, and this they followed; Aerin wished to be
close to a large quantity of water when she tried her experiment; and not getting lost was an added
benefit.



She made camp not long after noon. She unrolled the bundle that had 1ooked like bedding and first
removed the leather tunic and leggings she'd made for hersdf and let soak in a shdlow basn of the
ydlow ointment for the last severa weeks. She'd tried seting fire to her suit yesterday, and the fire,
however vigorous it was as a torch, had gone out ingantly when it touched a greasy deeve. The suit
wasn't very comfortable to wear; it was too doppy and doshy, and as she bound up her har and suffed
it into a greasy hemet she thought with dread of washing the Suff off hersdf afterward.

She huilt up abig bonfire, and then smeared kenet over her face, and last pulled on her gauntlets. She
stood by the flames, now legping up over her head, and listened to her heart beeting too quickly. She
crept into the fire like a rluctant svimmer into cold water; firgt a hand, then afoot. Then she took a deep
breath, hoped that her eydashes were greasy enough, and stepped directly into the flame.

Tda came up to the edge of the fire and snorted anxioudy. The fire was pleasantly
warm—pleasantly. It tapped at her face and hands with cheerful friendliness and the best of good will; it
murmured and snapped in her ears; it wrapped its flames around her like the arms of alover.

She legped out of the fire and gasped for breath.

She turned back again and looked at the fire. Yes, it was a red fire it burned on, unconcerned,
athough her booted feet had disarranged it somewnhat.

Tda thrust a worried nose into her neck. “Your turn,” she said. “Little do you know.”

Little did he know indeed, and this was the part that worried her the most. Tda was not going to
wak into a bonfire and stand there till she told him to come out again. She'd dready figured out thet for
her future dragon-daying purposes, snce dragons were pretty smdl, Taat could get away with just his
chest and legs and bdly protected. But she would prefer to find out now—and to let him know—that the
ydlow guff he objected to did have an important use.

She reached up to fed her eydashes and was rdieved to discover that they were dill there. Tdat was
blowing & her awioudy—she redized, light-heededly, that in some odd way she now smdted of
fire—and when she swept up a handful of kenet he duded her so postively that for a bad moment she
thought she might have to wak home. But he let her gpproach him findly and, after most of his front half
was ydlowish and shiny, permitted her to lead him back to thefire

And he stood unmoving when she picked up a flaning branch and waked toward him. And il
stood when she held the branch low before him and Iet little flameslick at his knees.

Kenet worked on horses too.

Chapter 10

SHE RODE HOME in amerry mood. The time and the soap (fortunately she had thought to bring a
great chunk of the harsh floor-scrubbing soap with her) it had taken to get the yelow quff out of her hair
could not dampen her spirits, any more than had the cold night, and she with only one thin blanket.

Even another dreadful court affar, with an endless diplomatic dinner after it, could not completely
qudl her happiness, and when the third person in hdf an hour asked her about her new perfume—there
was a dightly herby, and a dightly charred, amdll that continued to ding to her—she couldn’'t help but
laugh out loud. The lady, who had been trying to make conversation, amiled a diff smile and moved
away, for she resented being laughed at by someone she was supposed to pity and be kind to.

Agin sghed, for she understood the iff amile, and wondered if she were going to amdl of herbs and
burning—and dightly of clean floors—forever.

There was an unnaturd activity a her father's court at present; Thorped had been only the precursor
of a swdling profusion of offida vigtors, each more nervous then the last, and a few indined to be
belligerent. The increesing activity on Damar’s northern Border worried everyone who knew enough, or
cared to pay atention; there was more traveling among the villages and towns and the king's City than
there had been for as long as Aerin could remember, and the court dinners, aways tense with protocal,
were now stretched to bresking point with something like fear.

Aerin, after the morning her father had given her permission to take Tdat out aone, had begun to vist
the king a his breakfast now and then, and aways he looked glad to see her. Sometimes Tor ate with the



king as wdl, and if Arlbeth noticed that Tor joined him a breskfast more often now that there was a
chance he would see Aerin as well, he said nathing. Tor was home most of the time now, for Arlbeth had
need of him near.

Agin persised in beng unaware of the way Tor watched her, but was acutdy aware tha
conversation between them was awkward a best these days, a new congraint seemed to have come
between them since the night Tor had told his cousin of the Hero's Crown. Aerin decided the new
awkwardness probably had something to do with his having findly begged off crossng swords with her.
She had perfectly understood that with the current workload he had had to, so she tried to be palite to
show she didn’'t mind. When this didn’'t seem to help, she ignored him and talked to her father. It did
seem odd that Tor should take it so serioudy—surdly he gave her credit for some understanding of what
thefirg sola s life was like?—but if he wanted to be Hiff and formd, that was his problem.

So it was the three of them lingering over third cups of maak one morning when the first petitioner of
the day came to spesk to the king.

The petitioner reported a dragon, destroying crops and killing chickens. It had aso badly burned a
child who had accidentdly discovered its lar, dthough the child had been rescued intime to save itslife

Arlbeth sghed and rubbed his face with his hand. “Very well. We will send someone to ded with it.”

The man bowed and left.

“There will be more of them now, with the trouble at the Border,” said Tor. “That sort of vermin
seems to breed faster when the North wind blows.”

“| fear you areright,” Arlbeth replied. “And we canill spare anyone just now.”

“I'll go,” said Tor.

“Don't be afool,” snapped the king, and then immediatdy said, “I'm sorry. | can spare you least of
al—as you know. Dragons don't kill people very often any more, but dragon-dayers rarly come back
without a few uncomfortable burns.”

“Someday,” said Tor with awry amile, “when we have nothing better to do, we must think up a more
effident way to cope with dragons. It's hard to take them serioudy—but they are a serious nuisance.”

Adin sat very dill.

“Yes” Arlbeth frowned into his maak. “I'll ask tomorrow for haf a dozen volunteers to go take care
of this. And pray it'san old dow one.”

Adin dso prayed it was an old dow one as she dipped off. She had only a day’s grace, so she
needed to leave a once; fortunatdy she had visted the village in question once on a State journey with
her father, SO she knew more or less how to get there. It was only afew hours' ride.

Her hands shook as she saddled Taat and tied the bundles of dragon-proof auit, kenet, sword, and a
gpear—which shewasn't at dl sure she could use, Snce, barring a few lessons from Tor when she was
gght or nine years old, she was entirdy sdf-taught—to the saddle. Then she had to negotiate her way
past the stable, the castle, and down the king's way and out of the City without anyone trying to stop her;
and the sword and spear, in spite of the long cloak she had casudly lad over them, were a bit difficult to
digguise,

Her luck—or something—was good. She was worrying so anxioudy about what she would say if
stopped that she gave hersdf a headache; but as she rode, everyone seemed to be looking not quite in
her direction—amogt as if they couldn’'t quite see her, she thought. It made her fed alittle creepy. But
she got out of the City unchalenged.

The eerie feding, and the headache, lifted at once when she and Tdat set off through the forest below
the City. The sun was shining, and the birds seemed to be Snging just for her. Tdat lifted into a canter,
and she let him run for a while, the wind dipping through her hair, the shank of the spear tgpping
discreetly at her leg, reminding her that she was on her way to accomplish something useful.

She stopped a a little distance from the dragon-infested village to put on her suit—which was no
longer quite SO greasy; it had reached its saturation point, perhaps—and then adapted, as well-oiled
boots adapt to the feet that wear them. Her auit ill quenched torches, but it had grown as soft and
supple as cdoth, and dmod as easy to wear. She rubbed ointment on her face and her horse, and pulled
on her long gloves. Shining rather in the sunlight then and reeking of pungent herbs, Aerin rode into the



village

Tda was unmigekably a war-horse, even to anyone who had never seen one before, and her red
har immediatdy identified her as the fird sol. A little boy stood up from his doorstep and shouted:
“They’re here for the dragon!” and then there were a dozen, two dozen falk in the street, looking at her,
and then looking in puzzZlement for the five or 9x others that should have been riding with her.

“l am done,” sad Aerin; she would have liked to explain, not that she was here without her father’'s
knowledge but that she was aone because she was dragon-proof (she hoped) and didn’t need any help.
But her courage rather faled her, and she didn’t. In fact what the villagers saw as royd pride worked
very wdl, and they fdl over themsalves to stop appearing to believe that a fird sol (even a hdf-foreign
one) couldn’'t handle a dragon by hersdf (and if her mother redly was a witch, maybe there was some
good in her being hdf a foreigner after dl), and severd spoke at once, offering to show the way to where
the dragon had made itslair, dl of them careful not to look again down the road behind her.

She was wondering how she could tel them delicately that she didn’t want them hanging around to
watch, snce shewasn't a dl sure how graceful (or effective) her fird encounter with a rea dragon was
likdy to be. But the villagers who accompanied her to show her the way had no intention of getting
anywhere near the scene of the battle; a cornered dragon was not going to care what non-combatant
bystanders it happened to catch with an ill-aimed lash of fire. They pointed the way, and then returned to
their village to wait on events.

Aerin hung her sword round her walst, settled the spear into the crook of her arm. Tadat walked with
his ears sharply forward, and when he snorted she smdled it too: fire, and something ese. It was a new
ardl, and it was the smell of a creature that did not care if the mest it ate was fresh or not, and was not
tidy with the bones afterward. It was the amdl of dragon.

Tda, after his warning snort, paced onward carefully. They came soon to a little dearing with a
hummock of rock at its edge. The hummock had a hole in it, the upper edge of which was rimed with
greasy smoke. The litter of past dragon medls was scattered across the once green meadow, and it
occurred to Aein that the footing would be worse for a horse's hard hoofs than a dragon’s sSnewy
claws

Tdat hdted, and they stood, Aerin gazing into the black holein the hill. A minute or two went by and
she wondered, suddenly, how one got the dragon to pay atention to one in the firg place. Did she have
to wake it up? YdI? Throw water into the cave at it?

Jugt as her spear point sagged with doubt, the dragon hurtled out of its den and dtraight at them: and
it opened its mouth and blasted them with its fire—except that Taat had never doubted, and was ready
to step nimbly out of its way as Aerin scrabbled with her spear and grabbed a Tdat’s mane to keep
from fdling off onto the dragon’s back. It spun round-it was about the height of Tadat's knees, big for a
dragon, and dreadfully quick on its yelow-clawved fest—and sprayed fire a them again. This time,
dthough Tdat got them out of the worgt of it, it licked over her arm. She saw the fire wash over the spear
hendle and glance off her ebow, but she did not fed it; and the knowledge that her ointment did
accomplish what it was meant to do gave her srength and cleared her mind. She steadied the spear-butt
and nudged Tdat with one ankle; as he sidestepped and as the dragon whirled round at them again, she
threw her spear.

It wouldn't have been a very good cast for a member of the thotor, or for a seasoned dragon-hunter,
but it served her purpose. It stuck in the dragon’s neck, in the soft place between neck and shoulder
where the scales were thin, and it dowed the dragon down. It twitched and lashed its tail and roared at
her, but she knew she hadn’t given it a mortd wound; if she let it skulk off to its lair, it would eventualy
hed and re-emerge, nadtier than ever.

It bent itsdf around the wounded shoulder and tried to grip the spear in its teeth, which were long
and thin and sharp and not wel suited for catching hold of anything so smooth and hard and narrow as a
spear shaft. Aerin dismounted and pulled out her sword, and approached it warily. It ignored her, or
appeared to, till she was quite close; and then it snapped its long narrow head around at her again and
gpat fire. It caught her squardly; and dragon fire had none of the friendliness of a wood fire burning by the
gde of ariver. The dragonfire pulled at her, seeking her life; it clawed a her pae shining skin, and at the



supple leather she wore; and while the heat of it did not distress her, the heat of its mdice did; and as the
fire passed over her and disappeared she stood ill in shock, and stared draight ahead of her, and did
not move.

The dragon knew it had killed her. 1t was an old dragon, and had killed one or two human beings,
and knew that it had caught this one well and thoroughly. 1t had been a bit puzzled that she did not
scream when it burned her arm, and that she did not scream now and fdl down writhing on the earth; but
this did not matter. She would not trouble it further, and it could attend to its sore shoulder.

Aerin took hdf a dozen Hiff steps forward, grasped the end of the spear and forced the dragon to the
ground, swung her sword up and down, and cut off the dragon’s head.

Then there was an angry scream from Tdat, and she whirled, the heat of the dead dragon’s
freshrspilled blood rigng as steam and douding her vison: but she saw dragonfire, and she saw Tda rear
and gtrike with his forefeet.

She ran toward them and thought, Gods, help me, it had a mate; | forgot, often there are two of
them; and she chopped at the second dragon’ s tail, and missed. It swung around, bregthing fire, and she
fdt the heat of it across her throat, and then Tdat struck at it again. It lashed her with its tall when it
whirled to face the horse again, and Aerin tripped and fdl, and the dragon was on top of her a once, the
claws scrabbling at her leather tunic and the long teeth fumbling for her throat. The smoke from its nogtrils
hurt her eyes. She ydled, franticdly, and squirmed under the dragon’s weight; and she heard something
tear, and she knew if she was caught in dragonfire again she would be burned.

Then Tdat thumped into the dragon’s sde with both hind feet, and the force of the blow lifted them
both—for the dragon’s claws were tangled in leather laces—and dropped them heavily. The dragon
coughed, but there was no fire; and Aerin had falen haf on top of the thing. It raked her with its spiked
tail, and something ese tore; and its teeth snapped together inches from her face. Her sword was too
long; she could not get it close enough for stabbing, and her shoulder was tiring. She dropped the sword
and struggled to reach her right boot top, where she had a short dagger, but the dragon rolled, and she
could not reach it.

Then Tdat was there again, and he bit the dragon above its smdl red eye, where the ear hole was;
and the dragon twisted its neck to spout fire a him, but it was dill dazed by its fdl, and only alittle fire
came out of its mouth. Taat plunged his own face into the trickle of smoke and seized the dragon by the
nodrils and dragged its head back; and dill farther back. Its forefeet and breast came clear of the
ground, and as the dragon thrashed, Aerin’sleg came free, and she pulled the dagger from her boot and
thrugt it into the dragon’s scaleless breast. The dragon shrieked, the noise muffled by Tdat's grip on its
nose, and Aerin sumbled away to pick up her sword.

Tda swung the dying dragon back and forth, and dashed a its body with one forefoot, and the
musdes of his heavy gdlion’s neck ran with sweat and smudges of ash. Aerin lifted up the sword and
diced the dragon’s belly open, and it convulsed once, shuddered, and died. Taat dropped the body and
stood with his head down, shivering, and Aerin redlized what she had done, and how little she had known
about what it would involve, and how near she had come to falure and her somach rebelled, and she
logt what remained of her breakfast over the smoking mutilated corpse of the second dragon.

She walked afew steps away till she cameto a tree, and with her hands on its bole she fet her way
to the ground, and sat with her knees drawn up and her head between them for a few minutes. Her head
began to clear, and her bresthing dowed, and as she looked up and blinked vagudy at the leaves
overhead, she heard Tdat's hoofbeats behind her. She put out a hand, and he put his bloody nose into it,
and so they remained for severd heartbeats more, and then Aerin sighed and stood up. “Even dragons
need water. Let's look for a stream.”

Agan they were lucky, for there was one close a hand. Aein carefully washed Tdat's face, and
discovered that mogt of the blood was dragon’s, dthough his forelock was snged hdf away. “And to
think | dmogt didn't bother to put any kenet on your head,” she murmured. “1 thought it was going to be
0 easy.” She pulled Tdat's saddle off to give him a proper bath, after which he dimbed the bank and
found a nice scratchy bit of dirt and rolled vigoroudy, and stood up agan mud-colored. “Oh dear,” sad
Aerin. She splashed water on her face and hands and then abruptly pulled off dl her dragon-tainted



dothing and submerged. She came up again when she needed to breathe, chased Tdat back into the
water to wash the mud off, and then brushed and rubbed him hard till she was warm and dry with the
work and he was at least no more than damp.

She dressed dowly and with reluctance, and they returned to the battlefied. She tried to remember
what else she ought to have thought of about dragons. Eggs? Wdll, if there were eggs, they'd dig, for
new-hatched dragons depended on their parents for severa months. And if there were young dragons,
surdy we' d have seen them—?

With much greater reluctance she tied together some dry brush and set fire to it from her tinder box,
and approached the dark foul-smdling hole in the rock. She had to stoop to get insde the cave a dl, and
her torch guttered and tried to go out. She had an impression of a shdlow cave with irregular walls of
rock and dirt, and a pebbly floor; but she could not bear the amdl, or the knowledge that the gridy
creatures she had just killed had lived here, and she jerked back outside into the sunlight again, and
dropped her torch, and stamped out the fire. She didn’t think there were any eggs, or dragon kits. She'd
have to hope there weren't.

She thought: | have to take the heads with me. The hunters dways bring the heads—and it does
prove it without a lot of talking about it. | don't think | can talk about it. So she picked up her sword
again and whacked off the second dragon’s head, and then washed her sword and dagger in the stream,
re-sheathed them, and tied her spear behind the saddle. The dragons looked samdl now, motionless and
headless, little bigger and no more dangerous than rabhits, and the ugly heads, with the long noses and
sharp teeth, looked fase, like masks in a mongter-play for the children during one of the City holidays,
where part of the funisto be frightened—but not very much. Who could be frightened of a dragon?

| could, she thought.

She tied the heads in the heavy doth she'd carried her leather it in, and mounted Taat, and they
went dowly back to the village

The villagers were dl waiting, over a hundred of them, gathered at the edge of town; the fidds
beyond the village were empty, and men and women in ther working clothes, looking odd in thar
idleness, dl stood watching the path Aerin and Taat had disappeared down only an hour ago. A murmur
arose as the front rank caught sght of them, and Tdat raised his head and arched his neck, for he
remembered how it should be, coming home from battle and bearing news of victory. The people
pressed forward, and as Tda came out of the trees they surrounded him, looking up a Aein: Just the
one girl and her fine horse, surdy they have not faced the dragon, for they are uninjured; and they were
embarrassed to hope for a sol’s burns, but they wished so sorely for the end of the dragon.

“Lady?’ one man said hesitantly. “Did you meet the dragon?’

Aerin redized tha ther dlence was uncertainty; she had suddenly feared that they would not accept
even the gift of dragon-daying from the daughter of a witchwoman, and she amiled in rdief, and the
villagers amiled back a her, wonderingly. “Yes, | met your dragon; and its mate” She reached behind
her and pulled at the cloth that held the heads, and the heads fdl to the ground; one rolled, and the
villagers scattered before it as if it dill had some power to do them harm. Then they laughed a little
sheepighly at themsdves, and then everyone turned as the boy who had announced Aerin’s arrival said,
“Look!”

Seven horsemen were riding into the village as Aerin had ridden in. “You weren't supposed to get
heretill tomorrow,” she murmured, for she recognized Gebeth and Mik and Orin, who were cousins of
hers afew times removed and members of her father’s court, and four of their men. Gebeth and Orin had
been on many dragon hunts before; they were loyd and reliable, and did not consder dragon-hunting
beneath them, for it was a thing that needed to be done, and a service they could do for ther king.

“Aerin-sol,” said Gebeth; his voice was surprised, respectful—for her father’s sake, not hers—and
disapproving. He would not scold her in front of the villagers, but he would certainly give Arlbeth a highly
colored tale later on.

“Gebeth,” she said. She watched with a certain ironic pleasure as he tried to think of a way to ask
her wha she was doing here; and then Orin, behind him, said something, and pointed to the ground
where the smdl dragons’ heads lay in the dust. Gebeth dropped his gaze from the unwelcome sght of his



sovereign’ s young daughter rigged out like a soldier boy

, Who has seen better days, redized what he was looking at, and yanked his eyes up agan to Sare
disbdievingly at red-hatred Aerinin her torn leather suit.

“|—er—I’ve gotten rid of the dragons dreedy, if that’s what you mean,” said Aerin.

Gebeth dismounted, dowly, and dowly stooped down to __ stare at her trophies. The jaws of one
were open, and the sharp teeth showed. Gebeth was not a rapid nor an origind thinker, and he remained
squatting on his heds and garing a the gridy heads long after he needed only to verify the dragonness of
them. As dowly as he had stooped he straightened up again and bowed, iffly, to Aerin, saying, “Lady, |
sdute you.” Hisfingersflicked out in some ritud recognition or other, but Aerin couldn’t tdl which sdlute
he was offering her, and rather doubted he knew which one he wanted to give “Thank you,” she sad
gravely.

Gebeth turned and caught the eye of one of his men, who dismounted and wrapped the heads up
agan; and then, as Gebeth gave no further hint, hesitated, and findly approached Tdat to tie the bundle
behind Aerin’s saddle.

“May we escort you home, lady?” Gebeth said, rasing his eyes to stare @ Tadat's pricked and
brididess ears, but carefully avoiding Aerin’s face.

“Thank you,” she said again, and Gebeth mounted his horse, and turned it back toward the City, and
waited, that Aerin might lead; and Tdat, who knew about the heads of columns, strode out without any
hint from his rider.

The villagers, not entirdly sure what they had witnessed, tried a faint cheer as Tdat stepped off; and
the boy who announced arivas suddenly ran forward to pat Tdat's shoulder, and Tdat dropped his
nose in acknowledgment and permitted the familiarity. A gil only afew years older than the boy stepped
up to catch Aerin’s eye, and said dearly, “We thank you.”

Aerin amiled and said, “The honor ismine”

Thegirl grew to adulthood remembering the firs sol’s amile, and her seat on her proud white horse,

Chapter 11

IT WAS A SILENT journey back, and seemed to take forever. When they findly entered the City
gates it was dill daylignt, dthough Aerin was sure it was the daylight of a week snce hearing the
villagersl petition to her father for dragon-daying. The City streets were thronged, and while the sght of
seven of the king’s menin war gear and carrying dragon spears was not strange, the Sght of the firg sol
riding among them and looking rather the worse for wear was, and their little company was the subject of
meany long curious looks. They can see me jud fine coming home again, Aerin thought grimly. Whatever
shadow it was that | rode away in, | wish | knew where it had gone.

Hornmar himsdf appeared at her elbow to take Tdat off to the stables when they arrived in the royd
courtyard. Her escort seemed to her to dismount awkwardly, with a great banging of stirrups and creak
of girths She pulled down the bundles from behind Tdat's saddle and squared her shoulders. She
couldn’'t help looking widfully after the untroubled Taat, who readily followed Hornmar in the direction
he was sure meant oats; but she jerked her atention back to hersdf and found Gebeth daring at her,
frozen-faced, so she led the way into the castle.

Even Arlbeth looked startled when they dl appeared before him. He wasin one of the antechambers
of the main recalving hall, and sat surrounded by papers, scrolls, seding wax, and emissaries. He looked
tired. Not aword had passed between Aerin and her unwilling escort since they had left the village, but
Adin fdt that she was being herded and had not tried to .escape. Gebeth would have reported to the
king immediatdy upon his return, and so she mug; it was perhaps just as wel that she had so many
sheepdogs to her one saf-conscious sheep, because she might have been tempted to put off the
reckoning had she ridden back done.

“Sr,” she said. Arlbeth looked at Aerin, then at Gebeth and Gebeth's frozen face, then back at
Adin.

“Have you something to report?’ he said, and the kindnessin his voice was for both his daughter and



hisloyd, if scandalized, servant.

Gebeth remained bridling with Slence, so Aerin sad: “1 rode out done this morning, and went to the
village of Ktha, to ... engage ther dragon. Or—um—dragons.”

What was the proper form for a dragon-killing report? She might have paid a little more atention to
such thingsif she'd thought a little further ahead. She'd never particularly considered the after of killing
dragons, the fact that she'd done it was supposed to be enough. But now she fdt like a child caught out
in mishehavior. Which at least in Gebeth's eyes she was. She unwrapped the bundle she carried under
her arm, and laid the battered dragon heads on the floor before her father's table. Arlbeth stood up and
came round the edge of the table, and stood saring down a them with a look on his face not unlike
Gebeth’ s when he firgt recognized what was lying in the dust at his horse' s feet.

“We arrived a the village ... after,” said Gebeth, who chose not to look at Aerin's ugly tokens of
victory again, “and | offered our escort for Aerin-sol’s return.”

At “offered our escort” a flicker of a amile crossed Arlbeth's face, but he sad very serioudy, “I
would speak to Aerin-sol done.” Everyone disappeared like mice into the wals, except they closed the
doors behind them. Gebeth, his dignity dill outraged, would say nothing, but no one else who had been in
the room when Aerin told the king she had just dain two dragons could wait to start spreading the tale.

Arlbeth said, “Wel?’ in o colorless a tone that Aerin was arad that, despite the amile, he must be
terribly angry with her. She did not know where to begin her story, and as she looked back over the last
years and reminded hersdlf that he had set no barriers to her work with Tdat, had trusted her judgment,
she was ashamed of her secret; but the first words that came to her were: 1 thought if | told you firgt, you
would not let me go.”

Arlbeth was slent for along time. “Thisis probably s0,” he said at last. “And can you tdl me why |
should not have prevented you?’

Aein exhded along breath. “Have you read Astythet’s History?’

Arlbeth frowned a moment in recollection. “I ... believe | did, when | was a boy. | do not remember
it well.” He fixed her with a king's glare, which is much fiercer than an ordinary mortd’s. “I seem to
remember that the author devotes a good ded of time and space to dragon lore, much of it more
legendary than practica.”

“Yes” sad Aein. “I read it, awhile ago, when | was ... ill. There's a recipe of sorts for an ointment
caled kenet, proof againg dragonfire, in the back of it—"

Arlbeth’s frown returned and settled. “A bit of superdtitious nonsense.”

“No,” Aerin sad firmly. “It is not nonsensg; it is merdy unspecific.” She permitted hersdf a grimace
a her choice of understatement. “1’ve spent much of the last three years experimenting with that haf a
recipe. A few months ago | findly found out ... what works.” Arlbeth’s frown had lightened, but it was
dill visble “Look.” Aerin undung the heavy cloth rall she'd hung over her shoulder and pulled out the
soft pouch of her cintment. She smeared it on one hand, then the other, noticing as she did so that both
hands were trembling. Quickly, that he might not stop her, she went to the fireplace and seized a burning
branch from it, held it a arm’s length in one greasy yelow hand, and thrust her other hand directly into
the flame that billowed out around it.

Arlbeth’s frown had disappeared. “Y ou’'ve made your point; now put the fire back into the hearth,
for that is not a comfortable thing to watch.” He went back behind his table and sat down; the weary
lines showed againin hisface.

Aerin came to the other side of his table, wiping her ashy hands on her leather leggings “Sit,” said her
father, looking up a her; and leaving charcod fingerprints on a scroll she tried ddicaidy to move, she
cleared the nearest chair and sat down. Her father eyed her, and then looked at the ragged gashes in her
tunic. “Wasit easy, then, killing dragons when they could not burn you?’

She spread her dirty fingers on her knees and stared at them. “No,” she said quidly. “1 did not think
beyond the fire. It was not essy.”

Arlbeth sighed. “Y ou have learned something, then.”

“I have learned something.” She looked up at her father with sudden hope.

Arlbeth snorted, or chuckled. “Don’t look a melike that. You have the beseeching look of a puppy



that thinks it may yet get out of a deserved thrashing. Think you that you deserve your thrashing?’

Aerin said nothing.

“That's not meant Solely as arhetorical question. What sort of thrashing are you digible for? You're
ahit old to be sent to your room without any supper, and | believe | rather gave you your autonomy from
Tekd' s dictates when | let you and Tdat ride out done” He paused. “I suppose you needed to get far
enough away from the City to build a fire big enough to test your discovery thoroughly.” Aerin dill said
nothing. “I can’t forbid you Tdat, for he's your horse now, and | love him too wel to deny him his
madter.”

He paused again. “Y ou seem to be rather a military problem, but as you have no rank | cannot grip
you of it, and as you do not bear a sword from the king's hands he can’t take it away from you and hit
you with theflat of it.” His eyes lingered for a moment on Aerin’'s eighteenth-birthday present hanging by
her Sde, but he did not mention it.

Thistime the pause was along one. “Will you teach the making of the fire ointment if | ask it?“

Adin raised her head. He could command her to explain it, and knew tha she knew he could so
command her. “1 would gladly teach any who ... gladly would learn it,” and as she recognized that he did
not command her, he recognized that she said gladly would learn from me, the witchwoman's daughter;
for he knew, for dl that it had never been spoken in his ears, what his second wife had been called.

“I would learn.” He reached for the sack of ointment that Aerin had Ieft lying on his table, took a little
of the ydlow grease on his fingertips, and rubbed thumb and forefinger together. He sniffed. 1 suppose
thisexplains the tales of the firg sol’s suddenly frequent vidts to the apothecaries.”

Aerin gulped and nodded. “1 would—would be honored to show you the making of the kenet, Sr.”

Arlbeth stood up and came over to hug his daughter, and left his arm around her shoulders, mindiess
of the deek fur of his deeve and the condition of her leather tunic. “Look, you slly young fool. |
understand why you have behaved as you have done, and | sympathize, and | am dso tremendoudy
proud of you. But kindly don’t go around risking your life to prove any more points, will you? Come tak
to me about it firdt at leadt.

“Now go away, and let me get back to what | was doing. | had along afternoon’s work dill ahead of
me before you interrupted.”

Aeinfled.

A week later, when she findly dared face her father at breskfast again, which meant Stting down a
the table and risking such conversationad gambits as he might choose to begin, Arlbeth said, “I was
beginning to fed ogreish. I'm glad you've crept out of hiding.” Tor, who was there too, laughed, and so
Adin learned that Tor knew the dragon story as wel. She blushed hatly; but as the fird rush of
embarrassment subsided she had to admit to hersdf that there was probably no one in the City who did
not know the story by now.

Breskfast was got through without any further uncomfortable moments, but as Aerin rose to dink
away—she dill wasn't recovered quite enough for the recaiving-hdl, and had been spending her days
mending her gear and riding Tdat—Arlbeth said, “Wait just a moment. | have some things for you, but |
gave up bringing them to breakfast severa days ago.”

Tor got up and disappeared from the room, and Arlbeth ddliberately poured himsdf another cup of
maak. Tor returned swiftly, athough the moments were long for Aerin, and he was carrying two spears
and her amdl plain sword, which he mugt have gone to her room to fetch from its peg on the wal by her
bed. Tor formdly offered them to the king, knedling, his body bowed so that the outstretched arms that
held the weapons were as high as his head; and Aerin shivered, for the firg sola should give such honor
to nobody. Arlbeth seemed to agree, for he said, “Enough, Tor, we dready know how you fed about it,”
and Tor sraightened up with a trace of asmile on hisface.

Arlbeth stood up and turned to Aerin, who stood up too, wide-eyed. “Firg, | give you your sword,”
and he hdd it out to her with his hands one just below the hilt and one two-thirds down the scabbarded
blade, and she cupped her hands around his. He dropped the sword into her hands, and then cupped his
fingers around her closed fingers. “Thus you receive your firg sword from your king,” he said, and let go;
and Aein dropped her arams dowly to her sides, the sword pressing againg her thighs. She carried the



sword of the king now; and so the king could cal upon it and her whenever he had need—to do, or not
to do, a hishidding. The color came and went in her face, and she swalowed.

“And now,” Arlbeth said cheerfully, “as you have received your sword offigaly by my hand | can
offiadly reprimand you with it.” He reached for the hilt as Aerin stood dumbly holding it by the scabbard,
and pulled the blade clear. He whipped it through the ar, and it looked amdl in his hands; then he
brought the blade to a hdt just before Aerin’'s nose. “Thus”, he said, and dapped her cheek hard with
theflat of it, “and thus,” and he dapped her other cheek with the opposite flat, and Aerin blinked, for the
blows brought tears to her eyes. Arlbeth stood looking at her till her vison cleared, and said gravely, “I
am taking this very serioudy, my dear, and if | catch you riding off again without spesking to me firg, |
may treat you as atrator.”

Aerin nodded.

“But snce you are offiddly a sword-bearer and since we take pride in officidly prasing your recently
demonstrated dragon-daying kills” he said, and turned and picked up the spears Tor 4ill held, “these
are yours,” Aerin hed out her arms, the scabbard strap hitched up hedtily to dangle from one shoulder.
“These are from my days as a dragon-hunter,” Arlbeth said. Aerin looked up sharply. “Yes; | hunted
dragons when | was barely older than you are now, and | have a few scars to prove it” He smiled
reminiscently. “But heirs to the throne are quickly discouraged from doing anything so dangerous and
unadmirable as dragon-hunting, so | only used these a few times before | had to lay them aside for good.
It's sheer stubbornness that I’ ve kept them so long.” Aerin smiled down at her aamful.

“l can tdl you at leadt that they are tough and strong and fly straight from the hand.

“l can dso tdl you that there' s another report of a dragon come in—yesterday morning it was. | told
the man I'd have his answer by this morning; he's coming to the morning court. Will you go back with
him?’

Aerin and her father looked at each other. For the firg time she had officdd pogtion in his court; she
hed not merdly been permitted her place, as she had grudgingly been permitted her undeniable place at
his Sde as his daughter, but she had won it. She carried the king's sword, and thus was, however
irregularly, a member of hisarmies and hisloya sworn servant as wel as his daughter. She had a place of
her own—nboth taken and granted. Aerin clutched the spears to her breast, panfully banging her knee
with the sword scabbard in the process. She nodded.

“Good. If you had remained hidden, | would have sent Gebeth again—and think of the honor you
would have logt.”

Aerin, who seemed to have lost her voice instead, nodded again.

“Ancther lesson for you, my dear. Royaty isn't dlowed to hide—at least not once it has declared
itsdf.”

A little of her power of speech came back to her, and she croaked, “I have hidden dl my life”

Something like a amile glimmered in Arlbeth’s eyes. “Do | not know this? | have thought more and
more often of what | must do if you did not stand forth of your own accord. But you have—if not quite in
the manner | might have wished—and | shdl take every advantage of it.”

The second dragon-daying went better than had the firgt. Perhaps it was her father’s spears, which
flew truer to their marks than she thought her am and arm deserved; perhaps it was Tdat's eagerness,
and the quickness with which he caught on to what he was to do. There was aso only one dragon.

This second village was farther from the City than the firg had been, so she stayed the night. She
washed dragon blood from her dothing and skin—it left litle red rashy spots where it had touched
her—in the commund bathhouse, from which everyone had been debarred that the sol might have her
privacy, and degping in the headman’s house while he and hiswife dept in the second headman’'s house.
She wondered if the second headman then dept in the third's, and if this meant eventualy that someone
dept in the stable or in a back garden, but she thought that to ask would only embarrass them further.
They had been embarrassed enough when she had protested driving the headman out of his own home.
“We do you the honor fitting your father’s daughter and the dayer of our demon,” he said.

She did naot like the use of the word demon; she remembered Tor saying tha the increase of the
North's mischief would increase the incidence of amdl but nesty problems like dragons. She aso



wondered if the heedman did not wish himsdf or his pregnant wife to spend a night under the same roof
as the witchwoman's daughter, or if they would get a priest in—the village was too smdl to have its own
priest—to bless the house after she left. But she did not ask, and she dept atone in the headman’s house.

Thefifth dragon was the firg one that marked her. She was careless, and it was her own fault. 1t was
the smdlest dragon she had yet faced, and the quickest, and perhaps the brightest; for when she had
pinned it to the ground with one of her good . spears and came up to it to chop off its head, it did not
flane a her, as dragons usudly did. It had flamed at her before, with depressingly little result, from the
dragon’s point of view. When she approached it, it spun around despite the spear that held it, and buried
itsteeth in her arm.

Her sword fdl from her hand, and she hissed her indrawn breath, for she discovered that she was too
proud to scream. But not screaming took nearly al her strength, and she looked, appdled, into the
dragon’s amd| red eye as she knelt weekly beside it. Awkwardly she picked up her sword with her other
hand, and awkwardly svung it; but the dragon was dying dready, the amdl eye gazing over, its last fury
gpent in doding its jaws on her arm. 1t had no strength to avoid even a dow and dumsy blow, and as the
sword edge struck its neck it gave a last gasp, and its jaws loosened, and it died, and the blood poured
out of Aerin’sarm and mixed on the ground with the darker, thicker blood of the dragon.

Fortunately that village was large enough to have a hedler, ‘and he bound her arm, and offered her a
degping draught which she did not swallow, for she could smdl a little red magic on hm and was afrad
of what he might mix in his draughts. At least the poultice on her aam did her good and no harm, even if
she got no deep that night for the sharp ache of the wound.

At home, pride of place and Arlbeth’s encouragement brought her to attend more of the courts and
coundls that administered the country that Arlbeth ruled. “Don't let the title midead you,” Arlbeth told
her. “The king issmply the visble one. I'm so vishle, in fact, that most of the important work has to be
done by other people.”

“Nonsense” sad Tor.

Arlbeth chuckled. “Y our loyaty does you honor, but you' re in the process of becoming too visble to
be effective yoursdf, so what do you know about it?’

The most important thing that Aerin learned was that a king needed people he could trugt, and who
trusted him. And so she learned dl over again that she lacked the most important aspect of her heritage,
for she could not trust her father's people, because they would not trust her. It was not a lesson she
learned gratefully. But she had come out of hiding, and just as she could not scream when the dragon bit
her, so she could not go back to her former life.

And the reports of dragons did increase, and thus she was oftener not a home, and so her excuse for
duding royd appearances was often the excdlent one of absence, or of exhausion upon too recent
return. And she grew swifter and defter in digpatching the smal dangerous vermin, and lost no more than
alock of har that escaped her kenet-treated hdmet to the viciousness of the creatures she faced. And
the amd| villages came to love her, and they cdled her Aerin Fire-hair, and were kind to her, and not
only respectful; and even she, wary as she was of dl kindness, stopped bdieving that the headmen asked
priests to drive out the aura of the witch-woman's daughter after she left them.

But killing dragons did her no good with her father’s court; the soft-skinned ministers who worked in
words and traveled by litter and could not hold a sword ill mistrusted her, and privady fdt that there
was something rather shameful about a sol killing dragons a dl, even a hdf-blood sol. Ther increasing
fear of the North only increased their mistrust of her, whose mother had come from the North; and her
dragon-daying, especidly when the only wound she bore from a task that often killed horses and
crippled men was a smple flesh wound, began to make them fear her; and the tory of the fird sold's
infatuation, which had begun to fade as nothing more came of it, was brought up again, and those who
wished to said tha the king's daughter played a waiting game. They knew the story of the kenet, knew
that anyone might learn the making of the uff who wished to learn it; but why was it Aerin-sol who had
found it out?

No one but Arlbeth and Tor asked her to teach them.

Perlith one night, after a great ded of wine had been drunk, amused the company by Snging a new



bdlad that, he sad, he had recently heard from a mingrd snging in one of the smdler dingier
marketplacesin the City. She had been a rather smdl and dingy mindrd as well, he added, amiling, and
she had been traveling through some of the smdler dingier villages of the Hills of late, which is where the
balad came from.

The balad told of Aerin Fire-hair, whose har blazed brighter than dragonfire, and thus she stew them
without hurt to hersdlf, for the dragons were ashamed when they saw her, and could not resst her. Perlith
hed a sweet light tenor voice, and the balad was not so very badly composed, and the tune was an old
and venerable one that many generations had enjoyed. But Perlith mocked her with it by the mogt
delicate inflections, the gentlest ironies, and her knuckles were white around her wine goblet as she
lisened.

When Pelith finished, Galanna gave one of her bright little laughs. “How charming,” she said. “To
think—we are living with a legend. Do you suppose that anyone will make up songs about any of the rest
of us, a least while we are dive to enjoy them?’

“Let us hope that a least any songs made in our honor do not expose us so terribly,” Pelith sad
slkily, “as this one explans why our Aerin kills her dragons so eedly.”

Aein knew she mug st dill but she could not, and she left the hall, and heard Gaanna's laugh again,
drifting down the corridor after her.

It was aweek after Perlith sang his song that the news of Nyrlol came in. Aerin had been out killing
another dragon the day the messenger arrived, and had not returned to the City till the afternoon of the
next day. She had had not only a pair of adult dragons this time, but a litter of four kits, and the fourth
one had been nearly impossible to catch, for it was amdl enough il to hide eadly, and enough brighter
then its shlings to do so. But the kits were old enough that they might forage for themselves, and so she
did not dare leave the last one undain. She would not have found it at dl but for its dragon pride that
mede it send out asmd| thread of flame a her. It was grim thankless work to kill something so amdl; the
kit wasn't even old enough to scorch human skin with its tiny pae fires. But Aerin concentrated on the
fact that it would grow up into anasty creature capable of eating children, and dug it out of its hole, and
killed it.

The town the dragons had been preying upon was large enough to put on a feast with jugglers and
mindresin her honor, and so she had spent the evening, and the next morning had dept late. She could
fed the nervous excitement in the City as she rode through it that day, and it made Tdat fidgety.

“What has happened?’ she asked Hornmar.

He shook his head. “ Trouble—Nyrlol is making trouble.”

“Nyrlal,” Aerin said. She knew of Nyrlol, and of Nyrlol’s temperament, from her council meetings.

Sx days later Aerin faced her father in the great hdl with the sword she had received at his hands
hanging at her side, to ask him to let her ride with him; and watched his face as he came back a long long
way to be kind to her; and discovered, what the place she had earned in his court was worth. Aerin
Dragon-Killer. King's daughter.

Part Two

Chapter 12

TEKA BROUGHT HER THE MESSAGE from Tor three days later. He had tried to see her
severd times, but she had refused to talk to him, and Teka could not sway her; and from the glitter in her
eye Teka did not dare suggest to Tor that he amply announce himsdf. His note read: “We ride out
tomorrow at dawn. Will you see us off?’

She wanted to burn the note, or rip it to bits, or et it, or burst into tears. She spent the night gtting in
her window acove, wrapped in a fur rug; she dozed occasondly, but mosly she watched the stars
moving across the sky. She did not want to stand in the cold grey dawn and watch the army ride away,
but she would do it, for she knew it had hurt her father to deny her what she asked—because she was
too young; too inexperienced; because he could not afford even the smdlest uncertainty in his company’s



faith when they went to face Nyrlol, and because her presence would cause that uncertainty. Because she
was the daughter of a woman who came from the North, they could at least part with love. It was like
Tor to make the gesture; her father, for dl his kindness, was too proud—or too much a king; and she
was too proud, or too hitter, or too young.

And s0 she stood heavy-eyed in the castle courtyard as the cavary officers and courtiers mounted
their horses and awaited the king and the firg sola. The army waited in the wide clearing hewn out of the
forest beyond the gates of the City; Aerin imagined that she could hear the samp of hoofs, the jingle of
bits, see the long shadows of the trees lying across the horses' flanks and the men's faces.

Hornmar emerged round the looming bulk of the castle, leading Kethtaz, who tiptoed delicately, ears
hard forward and tall high. Hornmar saw her and wordlesdy brought Kethtaz to her, and gave his bridle
into her hand. Thefirg sola's equerry waited impassvely, holding Dgeth. Hornmar turned away to mount
his own horse, for he was riding with the army; but meanwhile he was giving the king's daughter the
honor of holding the king's tirrup. This was not a smdl thing: holding the king's stirrup conferred luck
upon the holder, and often in times past the queen had demanded the honor hersdf. But often too the
king ordered one who was considered lucky—a victorious generd, or afirg son, or even a firs sola—to
hold his stirrup for him, epecidly when the king rode to war, or to a tricky diplomatic campaign thet
might suddenly turn to war.

No one sad anything, but Aerin could fed a mentd chill pass across the courtyard as some of the
mounted men wondered if the witchwoman's daughter began ther misson with a bad omen, and she
wondered if Hornmar had done her afavor. If the army rode out expecting the worst, they were likdy to
find it.

Aein hdd Kethtaz's reins grimly, but Kethtaz did not like grimness, and prodded her with his nose
ill she amiled involuntarily and petted him. She looked up when she heard the king's footsteps, and when
she met her father's eyes she was glad she had yidded to Tor's request. Arlbeth kissed her forehead,
and cupped her chin in his hands, and looked at her for a long moment; then he turned to Kethtaz, and
Aerin grasped the stirrup and turned it for Arlbeth’s foot.

At that moment there was a smdl commoation at the courtyard gate, and a man on a tired horse
stepped onto the glassy stone. The horse stopped, swaying on wide-spaced legs, for it was too weary to
wak trustingly on the smooth surface; and the man dismounted and dropped the reins, and ran to where
the king stood. Arlbeth turned, his hand gill on Aerin’s shoulder, as the man came up to them.

“Magedy,” he said.

Arlbeth indined his head asif he werein his great hal and this man only the first of along morning’'s
supplicants. “Mgesty,” the man said again, asif he could not remember his message, or dared not give it.
The man's gaze flicked to Aerin's face as she stood, her hand ill holding the tirrup for mounting, and
she was startled to see the gleam of hope in the man's eyes as he looked &t her.

“The Black Dragon has come,” he sad at last. “Maur, who has not been seen for generations, the
lat of the great dragons, great as a mountain. Maur has avakened.”

Sweat ran down the man's face, and his horse gave a gasping shuddering bregath that meant its wind
was broken, so hard had it been ridden. “I beg you for ... hep. My village even now may be no more.
Other villages will soon follow.” The man’s voice rose in panic. “In a year—in a season Damar may dl
be black with the dragon’s breath.”

“This is mischief from across the Border,” Tor said, and Arlbeth nodded. There was slence for a
long, sad, grim moment, and when Arlbeth spoke again, his voice was heavy. “As Tor says, the Black
Dragon’s awakening is mischief sent us, and sent us crucidly at just this moment when we dare not heed
it.” The messenger’s shoulders dumped, and he put his hands over hisface.

Arlbeth went on, so quietly that none but Aerin and Tor and the man might hear. “We go now to
meet a trouble that may be even deadlier than dragons, for it is human and Damarian and spurred by
mischief. Damar may yet face the dragon; a Damar broken to bits would be nothing, even though the
dragon lay dead.” He turned to Kethtaz again, set his foot in the stirrup, and mounted. Aerin stepped
back as Kethtaz pranced, for he cared nothing for dragons and much for bearing the king at the head of a
procession.



“We shdl return as soon as we may, and go to meet your Black Dragon. Rest, and take a fresh
horse, and go back to your village All those who wigh it may come to our City and await us in its
shdter.” Heraised his arm, and his company rustled like leaves, wating the order to march; and one of
the sofor led the messenger’s wind-broken horse to one side, and the king's procession passed the
courtyard gate, and went down the king's way and beyond the City wdls to where the amy awaited
them.

Agin had meant to dimb to the top of the castle and watch the glitter of their going till it disappeared
into the trees beyond the City; but instead she waited, sanding beside the messenger, whose hands were
dill over hisface. When the last sound of the king's company’s going faded he dropped his hands, as if
till then he had been hoping for some reprieve; and he sghed. “Almost | missed them entirdy,” he
murmured, Saring into the empty ar. “And it was to no purpose. Better | had missed them, and not used
my poor Lmoth soiill,” and his eyes turned to the horse he had ridden.

“Lmoth will be cared for wdl in our stables” sad Aerin, “and | will take you now to find food and a
bed for yoursdf.”

The man's eyes turned dowly toward her, and again she saw the dim flicker of hope. “I mug return
as soon as | may, a least with the message of the king's charity for those of my folk left homeess or
fearful.”

Aein sad, “Food fird. It's along weary way you have come.” . He nodded, but his eyes did not
leave her face.

Agin said softly: “1 will come with you when you ride home; but you know that aready, don’t you?’

The hopeful gleam was now reflected in a amile, but a amile so faint that she would not have seen it a
dl if she had not, in her turn, hoped for it.

“Thank you, Aerin-sol, Dragon-Killer,” he said.

They rode out together that afternoon. Taat was fresh, and inclined to bounce; he did not heed the
dragon spears attached to his saddle because he believed he knew everything he needed to know about
dragons. It was a Slent journey. They went as quickly as they dared push the horses—a little less quickly
then the messenger liked, but Aerin knew she and Taat had a dragon before them, and Tda was old;
and if he did not wish to remember it, then it was dl the more important that Aerin remember it for him.

Thar course was dmost due north, but the mountains were steepest in that direction, so they went
out of their way to take the easier path, and moved the swifter for it. At dawn on the third day a black
cloud hung before them, near the horizon that the mountains made, athough the sky overhead was clear;
and by afternoon they were breathing arr that had an acrid edge to it. The messenger’s head had sunk
between his shoulders, and he did not raise his eyes from the path after they first saw the black cloud.

Tda picked hisway carefully in the other horse's wake. He was better-mannered now than he had
been when he was young and the king's war-horse; then the idea of following any other horse would
have made him fret and sulk. Aerin It it to him, for she looked only at the cloud. When the messenger
turned off to the Ieft, while the cloud Hill hung before them, she said, “Wait.”

The man paused and looked back. His expresson was dazed, as if hearing the word “Wait” had
cdled him back along distance.

“The dragon lies ahead; it is his Sgnature we seein the sky. | go that way.”

The man opened his mouth, and the dazed expresson cleared a little; but he closed his mouth again
without saying anything.

“Go to your people and give them the king's message,” Aerin said gently. “I will come to you later,
as | can—or not.”

The man nodded, but ill he sat, turned in his saddle to look at the king's daughter, till Aerin edged
Tda past him and down the path the man had |eft, sraight toward the cloud.

She made camp that night by a stream black with ash; to boil water for maak she had fird to srainit,
and drain it again, through a corner of her blanket, for this was not a contingency she had planned for.
“Although | suppose | should have” she said to Tdat, hanging the soggy bedding over a frame of
branches by the fire in the hope that it might dry before she had to wrap hersdf in it. She'd had to drain
water for Tda too, for he'd refused to drink the ashy Suff in the running stream, snorting and pawing at



it, and tossing an offended head with flattened ears.

The campfire was less comfort then it should have been; the light glared, and hurt the eyes, and it
seemed to smoke more than asmdl campfire should, and the smoke hung low to the ground and would
not drift away, but dung to the throat and lungs. Aerin rolled hersdf in the dill damp blanket and tried to
deep; but her dreams woke her, for she heard the dragon breathing, and it seemed to her that the earth
beneath her thudded with the dragon’s heartbeat. Tda was restless too, and turned his head often to
gare into the darkness, and shivered his skin asif he fdt ash flakes brushing him.

Dawn came, and Aerin lay wide awake, watching the light broaden, and 4ill she fdt the earth tremble
with the dragon’s pulse; and the light did not grow as bright as it should, but remained grey as twilight.
She rolled her blanket, and left it and her cooking gear inthe lee of arock; and she rubbed Tdat dl over
with kenet, and hersdf as well, and donned her greasy leather auit; and then she rubbed hersdf and her
horse with kenet dl over again, and even Tdat was subdued by the grey light and the trembling ground
and did not protest this deviation from the proper schedule. Aerin rubbed her spears with kenet, and
checked that the rough suede grips were looped firmly in place; and she checked the clasp of her
swordbet and the lie of the short knife she carried in her right boot. Lastly she pulled on her gauntlets; the
fingers fet as Hiff as daggers.

Maur was waiting for them. They had spent the night separated from the dragon by no more than a
knob of rock a little taller than Tdat; and it was in the direction the dragon lay that Tdat had so often
looked during the dark hours. Or perhaps Maur had approached them from where it had lan yesterday
and it was the weght of its footsteps Aerin had fdt as its heartbeat as she lay awake by the smoky camp
fire

Perhaps the dragon was not so large as a mountain; but the heavy black coud that dung around it
made it larger than a mountain, and when it first caught sight of them it lifted its wings, briefly, and the sun
disappeared, and a wind like a sorm wind howled around them. Then it bowed its long neck to the
ground, its nose pointed toward them, and its haf-lidded red eyes stared sraight at them.

Tda stopped as they rounded the protective sone shoulder, and threw up his head. Aerin was ready
to dismount hedtily if Maur was too much even for Tda's courage, for he had not had the warning she
hed had, and at leadt till the night before he mugt have believed that they went to fight a dragon like other
dragons. But he stood, feet planted, and stared back at the dragon, and Maur’'s red eyes opened a little
wider, and it began to grin a bit, and smoke seeped out between its teeth, which were as long as Tdat's
legs The smoke crawled dong the ground toward them, and curled around Tdat’s white ankles, and
Tda stamped and shivered but did not move, and the dragon grinned a little more.

They were in a smdl cup of vdley; or what remained of the vdley with the dragon in it was amal.
There had been treesin the vdley, and on the steep dopes around them, but there were no trees now. It
was hard to see anything. The smoke was risng around them, and the valey was blackened; when a low
rocky hillock moved toward them, Aerin redized suddenly that it was some of the dragon’s tail. Dragons
sometimes stunned their prey with ther talls when they did not care to expend the energy that breathing
fire required, or didn’t fed the prey was worth it.

She loosened a dragon spear inits place, and drove Tda forward with her legs. He was only a little
dow to respond. She lifted the spear and hurled it with dl her srength a the dragon’s nearer eye.

Maur raised its head with a snap, and the spear bounced harmlesdy off the horny ridge beneeth its
eye and Tdat lurched out of the way of the driking tall. The dragon’s head snaked around as Tda
evaded the tall, and Taat dodged again, and fire sang past Aerin's ear, fire like nothing ether Tdat or
Adin had ever seen before, any more than this dragon was like any other dragon they had seen. The fire
was nearly white, like lightning, and it smelted hard and metdlic; it amdled like the desart a noon, it
andled like aforest fire; and the blast of ar that sheathed it was hotter than any Damarian forge.

Tda's eye showed white as he glared back over his shoulder at the dragon; Maur was stting hdf
crouched now, but it was grinning again, and it made no further move toward them.

Adin was shivering in the saddle, the long convulsve shudders of panic. She loosened the second
spear, and rductantly she turned Tdat to face the dragon once more; she wanted desperately to run
away and hide, and had her throat not been dry with terror she would have sobbed. Her shoulder



creaked as she lifted the spear. She urged Tda forward, and he moved diff-legged, tal lashing
axioudy; she put iminto atrot asif they were going to pass the dragon by on therr Ieft side; dl the time
she was horribly aware of Maur's ditted eyes waiching them. She coughed on the risng smoke, and
amogt logt her grip on the spear; and as they were dmogt past the dragon’s farther shoulder she kneed
Tda abruptly around, sverving in under the dragon’s breast as it crouched, and flung the spear a the
soft spot under the jaw.

Maur svung away from them faster than anything so large should have been able to move; the wind
of its movement knocked Tdat off his stride, and he stumbled. Maur threw up its head with a roar that
sounded like mountains faling, and yelow-white fire spouted into the sky. Aerin dung weekly to Tda's
mane as he swerved away from the dragon’s raking foreclaw, and saw that her spear had found its mark;
it dangled under the dragon’s chin, looking as frail as a blade of grass, and Aerin knew it was no good.
Had her throw been true, Maur would have fdlen a once in its death agonies, not lashed its head down
toward them again and spat another long white-hot gout of fire a them.

Tda swerved again, and the fire only nicked them in passng. Maur shook its head vidlently and
Aerin's spear came free and whipped away like aleef on agde; the dragon’s eyes were wide open now,
and they heard the hiss of its bresth, and it sent more fire & them, and Tda spun desperately aside once
agan. There was swesat on his neck, and swest ringing his dark eyes; and Aerin could do nothing but
ding dumbly to the saddle; her brain refused to function. Her spears were gone, and there was nothing
usful to be done with her sword. Tdat legped aside once more, nearly unsegting her; she cowered
miserably and wondered why Tdat did not turn tal and run, but continued to face the mongter, waiting
for her to do ... something.

Ancther blast of fire, and thistime, as Tdat reared back on his hocks and spun franticdly to the right,
the weak hind leg gave way. He screamed, with fear or shame, as the leg buckled and he fdl; and Aerin
fl with him, for her reflexes were too numb to pitch her free. And so she was a little above him as they
fdl together, and the dragonfire caught her, briefly, and she fdl through it.

One arm was flung up, or left behind, as she fdl, and the fire burned the kenet-rich leather to ash
ingantly, and scorched the arm within; and the hedmet on her head blackened and fdl away, and mogt of
her hair vanished, and her kenet-smeared face was on fire. She opened her mouth to scream, and she
was dmogt past the band of fire then, or she would have died a once; but il alittle of the outermost
edge of the dragonfire, no hotter, perhaps, than the fire used to temper the king's swords, did between
her lips and down her throat and into her lungs, and then she had nothing left to scream with.

Then she was below the fire lash, and lying on the ground, and one foot was caught under Tda's
body, and Tdat lay Hill. The pain of her scorched throat and lungs was so great she dmogt forgot the
pan of her am and her head; but she found, somewhere, enough consciousness left to be surprised,
when she saw a great shadow shifting toward them and looming over them, that she could dill see, and
out of both her eyes. I'm dill dive, she thought, and blinked; her unburnt cheek was pressed againg the
ground, which fdt as cold asice. That's the dragon leening over us, she thought; it will kill us for sure this
time. There was a red haze hanging before her eyes, or maybe her eyes were only sore from the smoke
and ash; but she could not see clearly. She mugt have imagined that she saw the dragon’s jaws opening,
for had she seen it, there would have been no time left. As it was she had time to think, cdmly and
cearly, I've killed Tda because he wouldn't tumn and run; he's a war-horse. Well, perhaps | can run
forward, not back too, now thet it's too late.

She hadn't had time to figure out how serioudy hurt she was, so she picked hersdlf up and flung
herdf a the dragon’s nose as it bowed its head to nuzze them, or swalow them, or whatever it had
planned; and she found out too late that the ankle that had been caught under Tdat was broken, and her
left arm so withered by the fire that it could not obey her; but somehow 4ill she had grabbed Maur's
nogtrils, and asit yanked its head up she held on grimly with one hand and one foot, and perhaps with her
teeth. Thisis for Tdat, she thought, but dmly now. There's dill a knife in my boot, but | have only one
hand; | can’t hold on and pull it out both.

But Maur reared up as it raised its head, and the weight of the air held her flat upon its nose for a
moment, and amost she laughed, and worked her good hand down to her boot top and pulled the knife



free. The dragon finished rearing, and clawed at its nose with one front leg; but its eyes were set too low
and far back on its head to see her where she lay, and its skin was too thick for it to fed her location
accurately, and the swipe missed. She thought, A few steps, only afew, it doesn’t matter that my ankle's
broken; and she hdf stood up and ran the length of the dragon’s head, flung hersdf down flat again, and
plunged her knife into Maur’ sright eye.

The force of the blow had dl her weight behind it, for dl that she had little strength left, and her
weight carried the knife deep into the dragon’s eye, and on into its brain, and as her gauntleted fingers
were clutched convulsvely around the knifé's hilt, her am followed, its passage shoulder deep. The
dragon’ s fiery blood fountained out and covered her, and she fainted.

Chapter 13

WHEN SHE CAME to hersdf she was screaming, or she would have been screaming had her
ravaged throat been capable of it. It hurt to bresthe. She lay on the ground, a little distance from where
the dragon lay crumpled up againg the mountainside, its head and tal outflung and motionless. She
thought, | mugt have killed it after dl; but the thought did not please her particularly. She hurt too much.
Water was her next thought. There was a stream ... . The thought of water made her wounds burn the
more fiercdy, and she fainted again.

Somehow during that long afternoon she crawled to the stream; it was not until twilight that she findly
put out her hand—her right hand, caked with dragon gore—and fdt water running over it. She had been
afrad that she had, in her desperate need, imagined the sound and smdl of running water, and her
periods of unconsciousness were ful of dreams that told her she was crawling in the wrong direction.
Two or three tears crept down her blackened face, and she pulled hersdlf up on her right elbow again,
and dragged hersdf forward, and fdl full length into the water. It was shdlow where she lay, and she
fesdly propped hersdlf againgt a moderate-sized boulder where the water could run fredy over her left
am and the left Sde of her face and yet |et her breathe.

She spent at least that night in the cool stream, moving only to drink, and then tuming her face up
agan agand the rock in that she might go on breething; dthough she wondered, occasondly, as she
wandered in and out of consciousness, why she cared. Dawn came; or perhaps it was the second dawn
sance she had pulled hersdf into the water; or the twefth. She watched the sun rise and it occurred to her
that she seemed to be spending more time conscious, and she was sorry for this. It would have been
smpler if sometime during the night when she had wandered off, leaving her crippled body in the cold
running water, she had not returned. But instead she found hersdf blinking at the light of morning, and
then garing at a vagudy familiar pale hulk at the shore of the stream. Talat.

“Tda,” she croaked, and discovered tha her voice was not entirdly gone after dl. Tda raised his
drooping head and looked at her; he had not recognized the thing in the stream as his beloved Aerin, and
he whinnied eagerly but uncertainly.

“If you're dill around,” Aerin whispered, “then perhaps I’ d better stay too,” and she hunched hersdf
panfully into a Stting position.

Tda backed a step or two away from the thing in the stream as it rose up a him, but it croaked
“Tdat” at him again and he paused. The voice did not sound the way Aerin’s voice should sound, but he
was quite sure it had something to do with his Aerin, and so he waited. Aerin found out that Stting up
was as far as she could go inthat direction, so she lay down again, rolled over on her bely, and hitched
her way dowly up onto the shore of the stream, Tdat lowered his head anxioudy and blew, and the
touch of his breath on her face made her grunt with pain. She worked her right hand out of its sodden
gauntlet, and raised her good hand to her horse, and he lipped her fingers and then gave a greaet Sgh—of
reief, she thought; but she turned her face away from hiswarm breath, “A lot you know,” she whispered,
but for the firg time since they had fdlen together before the dragon it occurred to her that she might not
die

Her burns and her broken ankle throbbed more harshly once she was out of the water, and she
thought, | could spend the rest of my life lying in streams. A very smdl thought added, That may be no



very long time anyway. Then she thought: | have to find away at least to stand up and get Tdat's saddle
off before it gdlshim. Well, | ill have one am and one leg.

It was very awkward, and Tdat was unhappy at the way she pulled hersdf up his left foreeg till she
could grab the girth and pitch her shoulders across the saddle and prop hersdlf up that way; but he stood
as dill as the dead dragon, and only the giffness of his neck and back told her he was worried. “I'm
worried too, my friend,” she murmured. She managed to unbuckle the girth and et the saddle dide to the
ground; there was a pink, dmogt raw spot behind his elbow where the swesaty girth had rubbed him for
too long. There were dso two long angry red wedls, one across his croup and one other down his flank.
Dragonfire.

She dithered back to the ground again, landing on the saddle. She found hersdf saring at the buckles
that had held the saddlebags. Food. Where did | leave my gear? It was near the stream here somewhere.
Behind a rock. She looked around, but her sght was blurry, and she could not tdl which smdler humps
were rocks and which might be saddlebags. Her mouth and throat throbbed. | probably can't eat
anything but mush, she thought, and grimaced, but wrinkling her face for the grimace was so panful that
she could think of nothing for a few minutes.

It was Taat who found her saddlebags. He ambled away from her, swiffling dong the ground by the
edge of the stream; and he paused by one particular group of samdl dm hummocks and bumped them
with his nose; and Aerin knew by the noise that they were not rocks. He moved away from them again,
and one hoof in passng glanced off them, and again the noise was a fant rugtle instead of the tunk of hoof
agang stone.

It was another long afternoon before she dragged hersdf within reach of her saddlebags, for she had
often to dimb back into the water and soothe her burns and her throbbing ankle. She lay with one hand
on thelr smooth leather, and then thought: A fire. If | could boil something to a pulp till | could swdlow it
... She fumbled one of the flaps open; there was dill bread, and she put it in her hand and held her hand
inthe water till she fdt it begin to disntegrate, and then lapped it up dowly.

She did build a fire; she found a way to wedge her tinder between stones so that she could drike it
with her good hand; and fortunately there was plenty of fud by the shores of the stream. Trees dill grew
here, for they were alittle protected from the dragon’s valey by the long stone shoulder that had hidden
Maur from Aerin's campdite. She found the remains of her campfire, and it looked old and wesathered,
and she thought to notice that the stream was running clear again, and she wondered again how long she
hed lain in the stream. She found aflat rock for alid, and began the long process of bailing dried mest in
her tintill it was soft enough for her to eat. She didn’'t dare make the fire very large, for she could not go
far to fetch wood for it; nor could she bear the hest of it.

She dept, or fanted again, often, drifting back and forth across the boundary of sdfhood; it was no
longer only oblivion that those periods of blank ness brought her, but the beginning of heding. She pried
the boot off her right foot, gingerly fdt the ankle, wrapped it in strips made from spare dothing, tying
knots with one hand and her teeth; and hoped she was doing something useful. The wrappings reminded
her, if they did no other good, to keep the foot quiet, and the ache of it ebbed away to a dull mutter.

She had looked only once at her left arm, and had fdt so sick at the sght that she did not look again.
But not looking reminded her the same way as bandaging her foot reminded her; and the pan of the
burns had subsided but little, and she had often to crawl back to the stream and soak hersdf init. And
how long before | get Sck from the cold? she thought, shivering; for now that her body was trying to fight
back it recognized that lying in cold water for long periods of timeis not generdly a good thing to do, and
the unhurt bits of it shivered. She sneezed, and sneezed again. Great, she thought dully, and her eyes fdl
again on the saddlebags. It was hard to think because of the pain.

Kenet, she thought. Kenet. It can't hurt to try.

Hope rose up and blocked her aching throat. She crept to the saddiebags and unrolled the long
wadllet that held the kenet; and twitched her left arm forward and It it liein the thick ydlow ointment. She
closed her eyes, trying not to hope so desperately; she feared the pain might drive her mad soon, and she
could not spare the strength to withstand too great a disgppointment. But as she grappled with hersdf the
pain in her am dwindled and ebbed and findly died away to a vague queasy discomfort. I'm imagining



this, she thought, holding perfectly ill so as not to disrupt the beautiful unexpected dream of peace. She
opened her eyes. Her am was dill black and horrible-looking. She lay down, very, very dowly, til her
left cheek was cradled as wdl in the dragonfire ointment; and dowly her face, too, hurt less and lesstill it
did not hurt a dl. Shefdl into deep, red deep, thefird red deep she had had since the evening she had
read Tor's note.

She dreamed that she woke up, lying with her left am curled around her head, and her left cheek
pressed to the ground. She rose up on both elbows and noticed without finding it remarkable that both
ams were whole and strong. She sat up, hands faling easly and languoroudy into her 1ap. She rubbed
her pams together and thought uncomfortably that she had had a most unpleasant dream about a very
large dragon .... As she bent her head forward her har fdl forward too, and she noticed two things firg,
thet her hair was short, barely chin length. This disturbed her, for she knew that she would never cut her
hair; Teka was adamant about this, and Aerin was secretly alittle proud of the fact that her hair was even
longer than Galanna's, fdling unbound amost to her ankles, the weaght of it sretching the curls into long
ripples. It was dso nearly sraight now; and when she was younger and her har shorter, it had been
mercledy curly. But, worgt of dl, it was the wrong color. It was il red, but it was the darker color of
flaing embers, not the paler shade of the legping flames. Panic saized her; she was not hersdf; she had
died; or, worse, she, Aerin dill existed, but the dream of the dragon had not been adream at dl, but red,
and the red Aein 4ill lay somewhere with a burned face and a blackened arm and a broken ankle, and
this hedlthy painless body she presently inhabited belonged to someone else; she would not be permitted
to tay.

“I'will help you if | can,” said a voice; but she was dreaming, and could not be sure if the words were
spoken aloud. She looked up from where she sat huddled on the ground; a tdl blond man stood near
her. He kndlt beside her; his eyes were blue, and kind, and anxious. “Aerin-sol,” he said. “Remember
me you have need of me, and | will help you if I can.” A flicker came and went in the blue eyes. “And
you shdll again aid Damar, for | will tel you how.”

“No,” she sad, for she remembered Maur, and knew Maur was red, whether or not she was
dreaming now; “no, | cannot. | cannot. Let me stay here,” she begged. “Don’'t send me back.”

A line formed between the blue eyes, he reached one hand toward her, but hesitated and did not
touch her. “1 cannot help it. | can barely keep you here for the space of a dream; you are being pulled
back even now.”

It was true. The amdl of kenet was in her nodtrils again, and the sound of running water in her ears.
“But how will | find you?" she asked desperately; and then she was awake. Sowly she opened her eyes,
but she lay where she was for along time.

Eventudly she began waking again, leaning heavily on a thick branch she had found and laborioudy
trimmed to the proper length. She had to walk very dowly, not only for the sake of her ankle, but that her
left arm not be shaken too gravely; and she dill had trouble breething. Even when she breathed in tiny
shdlow gasps it hurt, and when she forgot and sucked in too much ar she coughed; and when she
coughed, she coughed blood. But her face and arm were heding.

She had dso discovered that the hair on the left side of her head was gone, burnt by the same blast
of dragonfire that had scarred her cheek. So she took her hunting knife, the same ill-used blade that had
been forced to chop her a cane, and sawed off the rest of her hair till none of it was longer than hand's
width. Her neck fdt rubbery with the sudden weightlessness, and the wind seemed to whidtle in her ears
and down her collar more then it used to. She might have wept alittle for her hair, but she fdt too old and
gim and worn.

She avoided wondering what her face looked like under her chopped-off hair. She thought fixedly of
other things when she rubbed kenet into her cheek, and when she dressed and rebound her arm. She did
not think at dl about being willing to face other people again, except to cringe mentdly away from the
idea. She was not vain as Gaanna was van, but she who had aways didiked being noticed was
automaticaly conspicuous as the only pae-skinned redhead in a country of cinnamon-skinned brunettes,
she could not bear that her wounds now should make her grotesque as well. It took strength to ded with
people, strength to acknowledge hersdlf as firg sol, strength to be the public figure she could not help



being; and she had no drength to spare. She tried to tdl hersdf that her hurts were honorably won; even
that she should be proud of them, that she had successfully done something heroic; but it did no good.
Her indinct was to hide.

She had briefly thought with terror that the villagers had sent the messenger to the king that moming
30 long ago might send another messenger to find out what had become of either sol or dragon; but then
ghe redized that they would do no such thing. If the sol had killed the dragon (unlikdly), she would
doubtless come and tdl them about it. If she didn’t, the dragon could be presumed to have killed her, and
they would Stay as far away as possible.

At lagt she grew restless. “Perhaps we should go home,” she said to Tdat. She wondered how it had
gone with Arlbeth and Tor and the army; it could dl be over now, or Damar could be at war, or—amost
anything. She didn’t know how long she' d been in the dragon’ s vdley, and she began to want urgently to
know what was happening outside. But she did not yet have the courage to venture out of Maur's black
grave-out where she would have to face people agan.

Meanwhile she walked a little farther and a little farther each day: and one day she findly left the
seamn bank, and hobbled around the high rock that separated the stream from the black valey where
Maur lay. As the sound of the stream receded she kept her eyes on her feet; one booted and one
wrapped in heavy tattered and grimy rags, and one of them stepping farther than the other. She watched
thelr uneven progress till she passed the rock wal by, and alittle gust of burnt-smelling breeze pressed
her cheek, and the sound of her footsteps became the dide-crunch, dide-crunch of waking on ash and
cinders. She looked up.

Carrion beasts had not gotten far with the dead dragon. Its eyes were gone, but the heavy hide of the
creature was too much for ordinary teeth and claws. Maur looked smdler to her, though; withered and
shrunken, the thick skin more crumpled. Sowly she limped nearer, and the amdl breeze whipped around
and stroked her other cheek. There was no smel of rotting flesh in the amal valey, dthough the sun best
down overhead and made her cheek, despite the kenet on it, throb with the heat. The valley reeked, but
of smoke and ash; samdl black flakes dill hung in the ar, and when the breeze struck her full in the face
the cinders caught in her throat and she coughed. She coughed, and bent over her waking stick, and
gasped, and coughed again; and then Taat, who had not wanted to follow her into the dragon’s valey
but didn't want to let her out of his 9ght either, blew down the back of her bare neck and touched his
nose to her shoulder. She turned toward him and threw her right arm over his withers and pressed the
sde of her face into his neck, breething through the fine hairs of his mane till the coughing eased and she
could stand by hersdlf again.

The dragon’s snaky neck lay stretched out aong the ground, the long black snout looking like a ridge
of black rock. Ash lay more heavily around the dragon than in the rest of the amdl valey, in spite of the
breeze; but around the dragon the breeze lifted a cloud that eddied and lifted and swelled and diminished
90 that it was hard to tel—as it had been when she and Tda had fird ridden to confront the
monster—where Maur ended and the earth began. As she watched, another amdl brisk vagrant breeze
swept down the body of the dragon, scouring its length from shoulder hump to the heavy tal; a great
black wave of ash reared up in the breeze' s wake and crested, and misted out to drift over the rest of the
valey. Aerin hid her facein Tdat’s mane again.

When she looked up she stared a Maur, waiting to think something, fed something at the sght of the
thing that she had killed, that had so nearly killed her; but her mind was blank, and she had no hatred or
bitterness nor any sense of victory left in her heart; it had al been burned away by the pain. Maur was
only a great ugly black lump. As she stared, another smdl breeze kicked up a windspout, a amdl ashy
cyclone, just beyond the end of the dragon’s nose. Something glittered there on the ground. Something
red.

She blinked. The wind-spout died away, and the ash fdl into new ribs and whorls, but Aerin thought
ghe could 4ill see a smdl hummock in the ash, a amal hummock that dimly gleamed red. She limped
toward it, and Tadt, his ears hdf back to show his disgpprova, followed.

She stood on one foot and dug with her stick; and she struck the smdl red thing, which with the
impulgon of the blow sprang free of the black cinders, made a amd| fiery arc through the ar, and fel to



the earth again, and the ash spun upward in the ar draught it made and fdl in ripples around it, like a
stone thrown into a pond.

Aein had some trouble kneding down, but Taat, who had adjusted to his lady’s new dow ways,
came and stood beside her and let her clutch her way one-handed down a fordleg. She picked the red
thing up; it was hard and dlittering and a deep tranducent red, like ajewd. “Wdl,” she whispered. | can't
take the head away as atrophy thistime so | will take this. Whatever it is”

She tucked it into the front of her tunic, where her bound arm made a cradle for it, and pulled hersdf
back up Tda's fordeg again. He had gotten so good at being an invaid's assstant that she could lean
her gtick againg him and he would not move till she took it back in her hand, that she need not have to
pick it up from the ground.

A few days after she found the red dragon stone she looked around for something high enough to let
her dimb up onto Tdat's back, and low enough that she could dimb up onto it in the firg place. This
took some doing. She findly persuaded him—he was willing to be persuaded once he could figure out
what drange thing she next wanted of him—to stand in the stream while she edged out, baanced
precarioudy on her buttocks and one hand, down a long heavy overhanging branch from a tree growing
near the shdlow bank; and lowered hersdf as dowly as possible onto his bare back. He gave a little
whicker of pleasure to have her there again, and took steps as smooth as slk when he carried her; and
she sat up a little Sraighter than she could stand on her own feet, and fdt a tiny bit more like a king's
daughter than she had for a long time. She rode him up and down the bank of the stream that day, just
for the pleasure of a motion that didn’t hurt her right ankle; and the next day she saddled him and tried it
agan, and the day after that she saddled him and tied the remains of her beongings dumsly behind the
saddle, and they Ieft the siream and Maur’ s valley forever. The red stone knocked gently against her ribs
as her body swung back and forth in rhythm to Tdat’s long gentle stride.

Chapter 14

IT TOOK THEM three days of Tdat's careful waking to come to the crossroads where they had
parted with their guide to go on and face the dragon; three days complicated by the fact that Aerin didn't
dare dismount till she found something near a campsite that would let her remount in the morning.

She was deadly tired each evening; her ankle throbbed from hanging verticd so long; and she
relized how much weaker she was even than she had thought. It was hard to make hersdf eat; she was
never hungry, and egting hurt, and she ate dutifully because eating was something one did; but she got
more pleasure out of watching Tda graze. He had eaten everything edible dong the banks of their
stream, induding some of the bark off the trees, and he tore with great enthusasm into the fresh grass
they now camped beside.

Not infrequently during the day she would come to hersdlf again and look around and redize that she
hed drifted away. Sometimes it would take her a minute or two just to recognize the trees around her,
common Damarian trees whose shapes and ledf patterns had been familiar to her snce childhood.
Occasondly she woke up and found hersdf collapsed forward on Tdat's neck. But he would not let her
fdl off, and she didn’'t. He carried her steadily, his ears pricked and cautious;, and he seemed to fed no
hestation about ther direction.

“Wdl, my friend, you know what you are doing,” she whispered to Tda, his ears cocked back to
ligen, when &t last they reached the crossroads. “It wasn't | that got us here”

When they set out from the crossroads again the next morning, the way opened up. She had not
remembered that the narrow path became a amdl roadway so soon; but that had been when she dill had
her har and the use of dl her limbs, and open spaces had held no terrors for her. The mountains climbed
geeply to their left, but on ther right she looked through hedgerows to planted fields, crops waving green
and gold in the sunlight. She tried to make hersdf fed better by thinking that had she not killed
Maur—whatever it may have cost her persondly—the crops would have been black by now, and the
farmers, dragon’s meset. But the comfort was cold, and she could not fed it; she was too deep in dread
for what was to come.



She was drifting in and out of awareness again that afternoon, her good hand wrapped in Tdat's
mane that she might not fal forward and hurt her burnt arm, when Tda suddenly came to a hdt and
diffened—and neighed. Aerin shook hersdf awake with the sound; and he neighed again, and trembled,
and she knew he would have reared to cry gredting and chdlenge as the Damarian warhorses were
taught, but he did not for her sake, and she closed her eyes briefly on tears of exhaustion and sdf-pity.

She could not see who approached; Tdat told her thet it was not merey someone, but someone that
he knew, and thus it was necessarily someone from the City. But her vison had never quite cleared since
ghe had fdlen through the dragon-fire, and her Ieft eye burned and leaked tears as she squinted and tried
to look down the road. The effort made her dizzy, and the road legped and heaved under her eyes. But
she then saw that it was not the road that heaved, but riders on the road who galoped toward her; and
when Tda neighed again, someone answered, and she saw the lead horse's head toss upward as he
neighed, and findly she recognized him: Kethtaz. And Tor’s mare, Dgeth, galloped beside.

Aerin threw her own head up .in panic, and the scabs on her face pulled and protested. Her right
hend scrabbled at the collar of her tunic, and pulled afold of her cloak up over her head for a hood; and
her fingers briefly touched the left Sde of her head where a determined stubble grew.

Her father and her cousin and the riders with them were upon her dmost a once, and Arlbeth cdled
out to her, but she did not answer, for her croaking voice could not have been heard above the sound of
the hoofbeats; and then Tor rode up beside her and said anxioudy, “Aerin, it is you?’ but she deayed
ansvering him till he reached over and saized her—by her left forearm. She screamed, except that she
could not scream, but she made a hoarse avful sound, and Tor dropped his hand and said something she
did not hear, for her scream made her cough, and she coughed and could not stop, and the blesding
began, and flecks of her blood dripped down Taat's neck, and her body shook, and the cloak fdl away
from her and onto the ground, and Tor and Arlbeth sat frozen on their horses, hdplesdy watching.

She remembered little of the rest of the journey. They tried to rig a ding for her, that she might travel
lying down, but while she lay down obediently there was no comfort in it, and a the fird stop she
sruggled out of her litter and went grimly to Tdat, who had been hovering nearby wondering what he
hed done that hislady had been taken away from him. She hung an arm over his neck and hid her face in
his mane, ignoring the fed of it wisoing againg her left cheek. Tor followed her a once. “Aein—" His
voice was full of unshed tears, and her fingerstightened in Tdat's mane, dear chearful Tda who fdt that
30 long as she was riding him there was nothing too serious wrong. She spoke into his neck: “There's no
easein bang carried. | would rather ride” And s0 she rode, and the company dl went a Taat's gentlest
waking pace, and it was along time before they reached the City.

When at last the stone City rose up before them from the forest, she fdt for her cloak, and pulled it
forward to shadow her face again, and her father, who rode at her Sde, watched her. She looked a him,
and let the cloak dip back whereit had lain, and straightened hersdlf in the saddle; and she remembered
the description of Gorthold's death in Astythet’s History, and how he was carried, bleeding from many
morta wounds, into the City, where dl folk saluted him as their savior; and he died in the castle of the
king, who was his cousin; and dl Damar grieved for his degath.

A grim sort of amile touched Arlbeth’s mouth. “You're riding into the City a hero, you know; word
of your victory has gone before you, and the messenger who firgt brought the tale of the Black Dragon’s
awakening is there with mogt of his village, and they are dl vying among themsdves to describe how
great and wicked Maur was.”

“How did they know?’

Arlbeth sighed. “1 didn't ask. Severd of them met us as we rode east toward the City, and we didn't
wait for details. Look between Taa's ears; he knows dl about this sort of thing; dl you have to do is St
up. We're just your honor guard.”

“But—" she began, but Arlbeth turned away and, indeed, as they neared the great gates, he and Tor
dropped back, and Tdat pretended to prance, but only pretended, so as not to joggle his rider. She did
as her father told her, gtting sraight and ill in the saddle, and looking not quite between Tdat's ears
where she might see something, but a them, and at his poll, where his fordlock grew and lifted in the
breeze when he tossed his head. The streets were quiet, but many people watched them as they rode by;



and from the corners of her eyes she could see many of their audience touching the backs of ther hands
to their foreheads and flicking out the fingersin the Damarian sdute to their sovereign but Arlbeth rode at
his daughter's hed. A breeze wandered among them and riffled Aerin’s ruined har, and the sunlight
shone pitilesdy on her scarred face; but the audience was ill slent, and motionless but for the right
hands and the flicking fingers.

When they came to the courtyard of the castle-, rows and rows of the king's amy stood in a
three-sided square, leaving a space large enough for the honor guard to file in behind the king's daughter
when Tdat came to a hdt. Before them on the ground lay Maur’'s head, and around the head more ash
fdl and collected in little pools. She blinked at the trophy someone ese had brought home for her. The
skull around the empty eye sockets was now burnished bare and cdean; and the bone was black. Her
eyestraled dowly down the long nasal bones and the ridged jaw, and she redized that much of the bone
was showing; shreds only of the tough skin remained, and as the wind sidled dong the head and flicked
bits of it loose, they fdl to the ground as ash. The parted jaws with their black grin leered at her.

She hed to Tdat’s mane with her right hand, and dipped dowly down his side, her left foot touching
the ground firgt. Then Arlbeth was beside her, and he led her past Maur’s grinning skull, and the soldiers
parted in a slent whiplash, a drill maneuver, and they came to the castle door; and then he turned to her
and picked her up inhisarms and carried her down the long corridors and up the gairs to her room, and
to Teka

There were hedersin plenty who visted her after that; but none of them could do better for her burns
then the kenet, and her ankle was hedling of its own, and they could do nathing for her cough, nor for her
trouble breathing. She spent her timein bed, or in the deep window seat that overlooked the rear of the
courtyard, toward the stables. Hornmar led Tala under her window occasondly, and while she could
not cal down to him, it comforted her to see him. She tried to eat for Teka's sake; she hadn't redized
before that there was no flavor to her food since she had tasted dragonfire, but she learned it now. And
she took the dragon stone from the pocket she had made from a knot of cloth, and laid it on the table
near her bed; it seemed as though when she stared at it, it grew brighter, and red fire shivered deep inade
it.

At lagt she grew restless, as she had in the dragon’s valey, and she began to creep about the castle,
and vigt Tda in the stables. He had his old gl back, and Arlbeth’'s young Kethtaz had actudly been
moved one gdl down to give his predecessor pride of place. Tdat was very conscious of eminence
regained. She investigated his croup carefully with her fingers the weds from the dragonfire had
disappeared, dthough she could dill see them, for the hair had grown back lying in the opposite direction
from the hair around them.

Her own hair was growing in vigoroudy if unevenly, and Teka one day combed it out from a center
gpot at the top of her skull and cut in a neat arch around her face, for it was no longer curly. Aerin looked
a hersdf in the mirror and laughed. “I look like a boy.”

“No,” sad Teka, sweeping up the trimmings “You look like agirl with a boy’s haircut.”

Adin stared at hersdf. She had avoided mirrors as she had avoided everyone but Tor and Teka and
her father, and the heders they sent, who could not be got rid of; and now that shefindly dared hersdf to
look in a mirror she was surprised & what she saw. The shiny scars across her |eft cheek—and a few
flecks, like freckles, on the other sde of her face, where the hot dragon blood had splashed her—were
vigble but not didfiguring. Her scap was 4ill tender on the left, and she had to use her harbrush
tentatively; but her hair was coming back as thick as before, dthough it was severd shades darker and
amog draight. But her face was drawn and pae, except for two spots of red high on her cheekbones,
and there were lines on her face that had not been there before, and her eyeslooked as old as Arlbeth’s,
“l look alot more like my mother now, don't 17 she said.

Teka paused with the doth she'd used to gather the hair dippings dangling from her hand. “Yes” she
sad.

Thefirg morning she came to breakfast with her father again. Tor was there too, and was not able to
stop himsdf from jumping out of his chair and hugging her. He was so glad to see her waking, and with
her hair grown out and combed smoothly around her face, that he dmost managed not to think about



how little there was of her to hug, how frall she fdt; how each breath she took seemed to shake her, like
awind through a sgpling. She amiled up a him, and he saw the red spots on her cheekbones, but he
looked only at her amile.

She asked about Nyrlol, and Arlbeth said that he had been humble—no, craven—in a way Arlbeth
hed didiked even more than Nyrlol’s usua overbearing bluster; it was as if the threat of secesson had
never happened. Nyrlol had seemed nervous, looking behind himsdf too frequently, Starting at sounds no
one dse heard. He apologized, and daimed that he was not degping wdl; that there was too much
raiding on his borders and he seemed able to do too little about it. Arlbeth, with the army &t his back, had
mede the correct noises, and after avist of the shortest possible length consistent with courtesy, headed
for home, leaving a divison of his amy behind to help watch the Border near Nyrlol’'s land for him.
Nyrlol had seemed honedtly grateful, and that made Arlbeth even more uneasy; but there was nathing
more he could do.

“I have no doubt that we were lured away from the City just then for a purpose,” sad Arlbeth, “and
the best | could do then was return as quickly as the horses could run. | had amost forgotten Maur.”

“I hadn’t,” murmured Tor, and his eyes flicked up to Aerin’s face and away again, and she knew that
he had guessed she would ride back with the messenger and face the Black Dragon done.

Arlbeth frowned into his cup. “Buit if the only purpose was to set the Black Dragon upon us, why
then does the feding of a dark fate dill ding around us? For it does.”

“Yes” sad Tor.

There was a slence, and Arlbeth said at lagt: “We can only hope that Aerin-sol has so disturbed their
plans’—and by their his auditors knew he meant the Northerners—"that we will have time enough to
prepare, and strength enough in reserve.”

Nether Arlbeth nor Tor ever told her what they had thought when they firs saw her, bent and burnt
and coughing blood onto Talat's white neck; and Aerin did not ask. All ese that was said on the subject
occurred that same morning: “1 owe you a punishment for carrying the king's sword without the king's
wishes, Aerin-sol,” her father said gravely.

She had been thinking much of this hersdlf lately, and she nodded. “1 await your command.”

Tor made anoise, and Arlbeth waved him to silence. “The punishment is that you remain prisoned in
the City and not carry your sword for two seasons, hdf a year, and not less. Maur has taken care of that
for me”

She bowed her head; and then a woman of the hafor brought fresh maak and hot ralls, and they
bused themsdves with passing and pouring, and that was the end of it. She put milk in her maak now, to
codl it before she drank it, so that she would not have to wait so obvioudy for it to grow tepid by
itsdf—along process at the king's castle, where it was served in huge heavy earthenware cups with wide
thick bases and narrow tapered rims. She didn't like the flavor so well—maak was supposed to hite,
and the milk gentled it—but there were worse compromises she had to make.

Arlbeth asked her when they might hold the banquet in her honor, and she blinked supidly at him,
thinking. My birthday is't till—?

“Maur,” he said gently. “We wish to honor you for your daying of Maur.”

Tor and Arlbeth both knew she wanted nothing of the sort, but she said grimly, “1 thank you. Name
the day.”

The hush tha fdl on the great hdf that evening when she entered it was worse even than what she
hed imagined. It should have been little different than it ever had been, for her father's court had never
been easy in the presence of his daughter; but it was different nonetheless. Her head buzzed with the
dlence, and her dim vison dimmed further, till the people around her were no more than vague hulks
draped in the bright colors of their court dothing. She wore a long brown dress, high in the collar, and
with deeves that fdl past her wrigts; and while there was much embroidery on it, the threads were black
and darker brown, and she went bareheaded, and wore only one ring, on her right hand. She looked
around, and the hulks turned dowly away from her, and she took her place a her father's Sde. The tak
started up again, but she did not hear the words of it; she heard the broken flickering fear benesath it, and
camly she thought: It is| that they are afraid of.



Maur’'s ugly black skull had been hung high on one wal of the great hal, whose celings were three
doriestal. It had been placed there by some other direction, for she had had nothing to do with it, nor
would have wanted it there had she been asked. Evenin the greet hdll it was huge; she looked at it, and it
she could see dearly, and it leered at her. | am the shape of their fear, it said, for you dared to day me. |
am the shape of their fear, the thing said.

But | am lame and crippled from our meeting, she replied; | am humen like them, for | was sorely
wounded.

The thing laughed; the laugh came as aripple of heavy slence that muffled the uncertain conversation
in the hdl; but only Aerin heard. Ah, but you lived, and you dew me tha is enough, and more than
enough, for | was as big as a mountain and might have swalowed dl of Damar at last. The villagers who
saw me before you came—the man who guided you to me—al say that when | reared up, my head
touched the gtars; that nothing human could have stood againg me. They say it who saw me, with awe
and gratitude for their ddiverance; but that is not how the story travels.

She heard the rhythm of the voices around her; the broken rhythm of syllables under the words they
sad doud. Witch, they said. Witchwoman's daughter.

But | saved them, she said desperately. | saved them.

The head howled: Better you had not! Better that they lay now inmy bely’s pit!

See how the firg sola dill 1ooks at the witchwoman's daughter, for dl that her face is haggard and
scarred; see how he looks at her, asif he does not wish to look at anything else.

Asif he cannot look at anything else. The old ones among them said: Remember how the king looked
a the witch, how she spelled him to Sire her a child that she might be born again with greater strength, for
the blood of Damar would run in the child's veins with her own witch's wickedness!

Witch woman's daughter. Nothing human could have killed Maur. She will svalow Damar as the
Black Dragon never could have; for we could have hidden in deep cavestill it dept again.

Shdl we let her spdll the fird sola?

We remember the old tales of Maur. We remember.

Witchwoman's daughter.

And the words spoken doud: The North. The raiders from the North, they come oftener, stronger.
Why is Nyrlol afrad of his own shadow? He, who was never known for wisdom, was never known
ether for lack of courage. Mischief.

Witchwoman's daughter.

You had done better to let me eat you! the thing on the wall shrieked.

It was only luck thet | dew you! she cried. | only dared because | knew | was aready dead!

Thething laughed.

Witchwoman's daughter.

It was only luck!

Weasit? sad Maur's head. Wasiit?

Adin stood up abruptly and said, “You must excuse me” She turned and walked, dowly, for she ill
limped alittle, toward the gaping door that would let her out of the hdt. Tor was a her elbow. “Aerin?’

“Let me bel” she cried. “Go talk to your guestst Don't come near mel” She began to cough, and 4ill
she ran from him, staggering, not caring that she limped in the sight of the entire hall, through the door and

away.

Chapter 15

SHE COULD NOT SLEEP, and she coughed, and blood spotted her pillow; and the fever that
came and went, and would not leave her done even as her burns hedled and her hair grew, came again
that night, and light-heededly she rdlived the scene in the hdl; and she heard the thing laugh, and heard the
court say, Witchwoman's daughter.

Near dawn she dreamed of the tdl blond man she had seen once before, while she dept in the
dragon’s valey. He did not speak to her, not did he seem to know she watched him. Perhaps heisonly a



dream, her dreaming sdf thought; but she looked at the way his blond eyelashes caught the sunlight, a
the freckles on the backs of his hands, a the way the little fingers curled under the base of the cup he
held, at the steam that rose from the cup. He blinked when it wafted into his eyes.

Where? her dreaming sdf thought. If he exigts, where?

She woke, coughing.

He had said he would help her. How could he hdp her? He had said he would tdl her how she could
ad Damar. Damar didn’t seem to like her ading it. She turned onto her back and stretched till her throat
and chest lay flat and straight; sometimes that eased the coughing. She listened to the gurgling rasp of her
breething; no matter how shdlowly she breathed, dill the ar rustled in her lungs She thought
digpassonately, This cough will kill me before too long, and Maur will have dain me after dl.

Perhaps the man in my dream could cure my cough.

If she could find him. If he existed. She was <0 tired; she could not imagine what it was like not to be
tired. She fdl adeep again, ligening to her breeth rattlein her chest like dead leaves, and woke tired. She
stared into the canopy over her head for severa minutes, her eyes tracing the graceful embroidered forms
of the gdloping horses and their super-naturdly long manes and talls, the manes dmog like wings, the
grass underfoot dmogt like clouds.

The fever would not let her go. She could not get out of bed that day, nor the next. Tor came to see
her, and she would not speak to him; but he came again, and she remembered she had one thing she
needed to say to him. “What happened?’ he asked her over and over agan.

At lagt she said, “I grew dizzy,” but would not say more; and Tor fdl slent, holding her hand in a
hand amogt as feverish as hers.

It was only luck, she had pleaded with Maur. Was it? Maur's head had answered her.

“Agin.” Tor's voice. What was it she needed to say to him?

“Will you ... take Maur's head off the wdl ... and put it ... somewhere far away ... that no one may
eeit?

“Of course,” he said axioudy. “Of course. It shdl be done today.”

She remembered litile dearly after thet; she saw Teka's face bent over hers, and Tor's, and her
father's, and others' whom she dimly remembered as the hedlers who had done her o little good before.
She did not know how many days or weeks she spent this way; and then one night she woke again from
an especidly vivid dream of the blond man.

“Y ou stupid woman—dimb off your deathbed while you dill can, and come to me”

The words dill rang in her ears. She sat up dowly. She drew on her boots, and her leggings and
tunic; she picked up the red stone on the table by her bed, and thrust it into the breast of her shirt. She
looked at her sword—the king's sword—hanging over her bed, and did not touch it, she fumbled for a
cloak, and drew it over her shoulders. She had to St down on the edge of her bed again and catch her
breath. | mug tdl them where | am going, she thought. But | don’t know where | am going.

She stood up again, and made her way dowly into her Stting-room, to the desk there. The ink was
dry; she had to carry a glass from her bed table, filled with water from the pitcher there, into her
gtting-room, to wet it; her hand shook, and she spilled most of it on the desk, and the ink would not mix,
but stayed pae and uneven. It would have to do. There was nothing to write on. She sat a the desk,
daing at its blank top, asif paper or parchment would appear if she waited for it. She did not seem able
to collect her thoughts, but her hand reached out of its own accord, and groped in the rear of the smdl
desk cabinet, and drew something out. It was the note Tor had written her, long ago, asking her to see
the king' s army off the next morning.

She turned it over, and took up a pen; the ink dripped and ran on the page. “Tor,” she wrote. “I have
dreamed of someone who might help me, and | go to look for him. | will come back as | may.”

Sedthily she made her way to the ground floor and outside. The inner corridors were pitch dark, but
she found she could see her way; there was a soft Slvery light around her—she was glowing, she redized
suddenly; and for the firg time since Maur's head had spoken to her she fdt a gimmer of hope, and the
hope warmed her alittle, and steadied her footsteps.

Someone should have seen her as she crossed the open courtyard, particularly as she persisted in



dowing like foxfirein arotting tree; but no one came. She dragged Tdat's amdl light saddle from its peg
opposite his gdl, but left the trappings of the king's breastplate as she had left her sword. Tdat's pde
head thrust over the gdl haf-door at her. His nodtrils moved in a slent whicker of welcome, but from his
campagning days he could recognize secrecy when he saw it. She had to wrestle the saddle onto his
back, for she was too weak to lift it; but it was on at last, and Tdat stepped after his lady as softly and
caefully as alover going to his beloved's bed.

She was surprised to find that it was high summer, for she had logt dl sense of the passing of time
within the wals of her illness. “Although lucky for me” she whispered into Tdat's pointed ears. She ate
the fruit from the trees, when she remembered to eat, and a night she dept leaning againg Taa's Sde, as
he rested his nose on the earth near his folded knees. Sometimes he flicked his tall in his deep, after flies,
red or imaginary, and Aerin would come hdf awake—she was never profoundly adeep in the firs
place—and fed the slky hairs dip down her face like raindrops.

They traveled west a firdt, then north, with the mountains on ther right and the heavy Airdthmar
forests on therr left, forests that had never been completely explored, that held creatures no one had ever
named. When times were peaceful the kings of Damar had set up expeditions to drive deeper into the
forest, for it stood in the way of their kingdom's free trade and concourse from one town to the next; but
the Airdthmar was not kind to the folk who tried to chart it and lay roads through it. Arlbeth daimed to
be fond of it. “It is quiet, it causes no courteous passer-by any trouble, it keeps its own counsdl,” he said.
“Would thet dl the quarters of the Damarian compass were so dvilized.”

Adin gazed into the trees as she rode, but she saw only blackness looking back at her. She had
thought to go west origindly because the Airdthmar seemed like the obvious place to look for a
mysterious mage who visted dreams; but as they cleared the foothills Taat shied avay and veered north,
and Aerin hdf permitted, haf agreed with him.

There was no trall for them to follow; they wove their way back into the foathills again, away from
the smooth way that Arlbeth and his army had gone to meet with Nyrlol, or that any folk with legitimate
busness took around the eastern edge of the Airdthmar; Aerin did not want to meet anyone who might
take word of her back to the City, nor be overtaken by any party sent in pursuit.

They came a last to a pocket vdley in the hills, a amdl undisinguished valey like many others, wdl
furnished by the thick purple color grass, which did not grow in the City, and with a few trees. The sun
was siting as they paused, and Aerin, seeing arock that would do for amounting block, thought thet this
would be a good place to stop for the night; but she made no move to dismount, and Tda remained
danding, ears pricked, uninterested in the lush lolor, which generdly he preferred to anything ese. As the
aun disappeared it seemed to Aerin that the light never quite faded; but that might have been the glitter of
her fever.

Tdat looked back over his shoulder at her, and Aerin’s knee asif of its own valition bent him toward
the mountains behind the foothills—east again; and Tda a once found the hidden trail that began at the
edge of the pocket vdley.

The way was soon S0 steep that Aerin worried about Tdat's weak leg; but when she tried to dip off
his back and wak beside him for awhile he sidled dl around and rubbed her againgt the trees that grew
close around them, and she a last gave it up. He was right; dimbing uphill would make her cough. He
went dowly, and dl four feet hit the ground evenly, and Aerin concentrated on hanging on to the front of
the saddle with both hands. And breathing. It had seemed to her latdy that she had to remember to
breathe, that her lungs would prefer to be ill.

By dawn she was light-headed with fever and dtitude and exhaugtion, for even though she dept little,
lying quietly on the earth was an easier way to pass the time than dinging to a heaving saddle. Still Taat
toiled on, the sweat running down his shoulders, though the ar was cool. Aerin let go the saddle and
wound her cold fingersin his mane to warm them.

The ground leveled abruptly. Taat paused disbdievingly, dl four feet braced; then he went on again,
and the trees gave way before them, and the secret track Taat had followed so trudingly was a plain trail
before them, and at the end of a short way was aamdl bare courtyard, set round with pillars, and a great
grey stone building. Tdat waked into the courtyard and stopped. Aerin unwound her hands from his



mane and stared down past his wet shoulder to the ground, and thought about dismounting; and then a
tdl blond men was sanding beside her. She wished to fed dam, for she had not seen or heard his
approach; but Taa was not disturbed, and she recognized the man's face from her dreams. He lifted her
bodily from the saddle, and as his ams took her weight, fear crossed his face “May dl the gods
ligen—there' s nothing left of you.”

He carried her into the stone hall, and she leaned her head againg his chest, and thought of nothing.
His boots were soft-soled and his footsteps slent; but the rustle of her bresthing echoed through the hall
like the wings of a flock of amdl birds. He set her in a high-backed charr at the far end of the hdl, and
picked up a goblet from aamdl table, glared at it, muttered over it, said, “Thiswill have to do,” and gave
it to her. She hdd it, dreamily, but even with both hands around it, it swayed and began to sag, and the
men, with a muffled exclamation, leaned over her and grasped the sem of the goblet around her two
hands. His hand was warm, like Tdat’s mane, and the goblet was cool. “Who are you?’ she asked,
looking into the frowning face bending over her.

“l am Luthe” he said. “Drink.”

She took the firg sip, obediently, as she had drunk Teka s draughts when she was young and had
fevers. She did not remember a second sip.

She awoke, pressed down with blankets, in a narrow curtain-less bed. The bed was one of many,
st 9de by sde down a long narrow corridor; the heads were pushed up agangt one wal where dit
windows high above shed sunlight on their feet; and beyond the beds was a narrow passage and then the
far wdl, tdler than the window wall, the roof danting up sharply from the one to the other. She blinked
drowsly at the far wall; it was blank grey stone, like the rest of Luthe's hdl. Or not blank: Aerin sat up,
shedding blankets, and frowned; etched into the grey stone were fant rdief pictures, but she could not
quite decide what they depicted: men with antlers, women with wings, trees with eyes that watched. She
blinked again; her vison hadn’t been trusworthy in along time,

Her fever was gone. She fdt as weak as when she had fird dragged hersdf to the stream after
Maur’'s degath, but she fdt happy, with a senseless transparent happiness like that of a very young child.
She wrestled chearfully with the enshrouding blankets, got feghly to her feet, and began to make her way
down the row of beds by dinging to the foot of each in tum—al of them empty, and dl but hers neatly
made up with coarse dark blankets, and pillows wrapped in smooth dark cloth. She came to an arch of
doorway and looked through; the thickness of the wadl it pierced made the entrance dark, but beyond it
the great hdl was bright with daylight. There were windows cut high into the two lengthwise wadls of the
great chamber, the walls themsdlves high enough that the windows looked out over the roofs of the
degping corridors; and yet far above them all the calling was invisblein darkness.

Luthe saw her and frowned. “Y ou should have dept longer.”

“No, | shouldn't. | have dept just the right amount; | fed dazzingly’—she ran out of breath, and
leaned againg the threshold—"hungry. | haven't fdt hungry in along time.”

“I will daim that as my consolation; but evidently | gill have not learned to get Smple degping
draughts right. Lily would be ashamed of me. Come eat, then.” He watched her drift toward him; it
seemed to be along way from the deeping-chamber door to the table before the hearth, where he was.
His hands closed over the high back of the chair he stood behind as he watched her, but he did not offer
to hep her. She fetched up againd the table at lagt; it was a amdl ddicate table, but she was little more
than awraith, and when she flattened both hands on the top of it to steady hersdf it hed her dight weight
eadly.

She looked up a him and amiled: a lover's amile, sweet and brilliant, but it was not directed a him;
her eyes looked a something invisble that she hersdlf did not recognize, and yet his heart stirred in a way
he did not like. He returned her amile with a deeper frown, and she chuckled—a little tapping sound, like
mouse feet on a stone floor. “I am not blind, gr, though | do seem to see light where there is only
darkness and strange pictures on a blank wall; and | am quite sure that | see you scowling furioudy a
me, like atutor a a student who persistsin misbehaving. Pray tdl me what | have done.”

“Y ou have waited too long to come here.”

Her amile ebbed away. 1 have not been thinking clearly for long ... | had so many srange dreams.”



She thought of Maur’'s head spesking to her from awadl in her father's castle, and a gpasm crossed her
face, and she raised one hand from the table to cover it., “It was easy,” she said through her fingers, “not
to believe there was any usein them.”

There was slence between them; Aerin stirred, and dropped her hand, but her face was 4ill sad.
“Tdat?" she asked.

“ ... isedting his head off in a meadow among my caitle. Y ou need have no fear for him.”

“l have none.” Abruptly she asked: “Am | dying?’

“Ves”

“Can you cure me?’

Luthe 9ghed. “I'm not sure. | think so. Had not ...”

“Had | not listened to Maur’s head, | would have come here long since,” Aerin said dreamily. “Had it
not told me that | could not win againg the Black Dragon, for no one could, | might have believed that
there was enough left of my life to be worth heding; but | am Dragon-Killer, the least of my family, and if
| have done a greet thing, then | mugt die of it.” Her words floated on the air, hdf visble, like spider Slk.

“You are not the least of your family,” Luthe said violently; “your mother was worth seven of her
husband, and you' ve the courage she had, or she'd not have borne you, and you would not be standing
here now after what Maur has done to you—and does to you yet.”

Aerin stared a him. “Does to me yet? ... They hung its skull in the greet hdl, and it spoke to me. |
was stronger for awhile till | saw it there, and it spoke to me”

“Spoke—? How could anyone, even a hundred generations later, be so stupid as to bring back the
Black Dragon’s head as a trophy and hang it on awal for folk to gape a? Surdy—"

“| asked them to take it away—where no one might look at it again.”

Luthe paced twice around the table before he said anything. “Dragon-Killer indeed. They do not
know how lucky they are to have had you. To have had you & dl. And | am fool enough to want to give
you back to them.”

Witchwoman's daughter, Aerin thought. But | told Tor | would come back if | could.

Luthe sat wearily down. “I have sat up here too long; it is so pleasant, not meddling. Perhaps after a
hundred generations it is possible to forget.”

“You knew my mother?’

“Ves”

It was not an answer, nor a tone of voice, to encourage further questions. She looked down, and
noticed that there was bread and fruit on the table she leaned on, and she picked up a handful of cora
berries and began to eat them one a atime.

“She was like you, but amdler,” Luthe said after she finished the last berry and had begun on a piece
of bread. “The burden she carried was different from yours, and it had worn on her for many years.
When | knew her she had forgotten joy, dthough | believe Arlbeth gave her alittle back again.”

Aerin’slow rough voice seemed to come from the high grey wdls and not from the thin figure bowed
over the table before him: “It is said in the City that she died of despair when she found she had had a
daughter and not a son.”

“It is probably true” Luthe said, his voice levd. “She had courage enough, but little imegination; or
she would not have forgotten joy, whatever the weight on her, and heavy enough it truly was.”

“Isit aweight a son might have lifted from her?’

“Itisaweght any of her blood and courage may lift. Damn you,” he said, his voice rigng. “Couldn’t
you tdl the difference between a true dream and dragon poison?’

“Evidently not,” she replied, and looked draight a him, dthough she 4ill leaned on the table. “If it
was so important, and the Black Dragon, even in death, so insdious, why did you not come and feich
me?”

There was alittle pause, and Luthe smiled faintly. “I shan't try to bully you again.”

“You have not answered my question.”

“l don’t wigh to answer it

She could not help hersdlf, and she laughed: he sounded so much like a sulky child. And her laugh



rang out, clear and free, asit had not done since she had firg heard the name of Maur.

Luthe looked at her in wonder. “Yes, | believe | can cure you. | cannot believe that | will be let fal.”

“l am glad to hear that,” she said, and found hersdf surprised that she spoke the truth, and her mouth
curled inawry amile “l an glad.”

Luthe, watching her, knew both the truth of her words and the surprise they had caused her. She
wandered around the little table till she came to another chair, and settled lightly into it; and with the amile
dill on her lips, her eydids drooped, and she fdl into the light doze of the chronic invaid, and sagged
agandg the sde of her chair, and Luthe watched over her deep as Tor often had, and ther thoughts were
very smilar. But Luthe had a choice to make, and a choice that he did not like and it was a choice that
must be made soon. Even as he thought of this choice, he knew the decision had dready been made. But
he wasin no hurry that Aerin wake again, and he do what he must.

Chapter 16

SHE COULD NOT THINK where she was when she awoke. She was dtting in a tal wooden
chair, and a fire burned in a hearth not far from her outstretched feet; and she was in a hdl so vast she
could not see the calling. It was not until Luthe walked between her and the hearth, to lay another log on
the fire, that she remembered dl that had passed; and she Sghed.

He turned to her a once, his face dill solemn and frowning. “Tda?’ she said, asif he was dways the
firg thing on her mind. Luthe, exasperated, sad: “If you have <o little faith in my &bility to look after one
fa, dderly, sdf-centered gdlion, then | will show you proof.” He leaned over her again and picked her
up, and strode out of the greet grey hdl.

“I can wak,” said Aerin, with dignity.

“No, you can't,” said Luthe over the top of her head, “dthough a some date in the near future you
will have the opportunity to relearn.”

He set her down, findly, on her own fedt, a the edge of a wide unfenced meadow; severa brown
cows grazed init, and at its farthest edge she saw one or two deer raise ther heads and look toward her;
but they did not seem aarmed.

Then she heard Tdat’s great ringing neigh, and he galoped up to them, coming to a diding hdt at the
last minute (Luthe muttered something that sounded like “ Show-off”), and dobbered green and purple
down her shirt. “Horses,” said Luthe with disgust; but she took a step away from his steadying hand to
wrgp an am over Taat's non-existent withers.

“Here, then,” said Luthe. “You can be of some use” He boosted her onto Tdat’s well-rounded back
and walked off. “Thisway,” he said over his shoulder, and Tdat pricked his ears and followed docildly.
But Luthe' slong legs covered the ground at a good pace, and Tdat had to stretch himsdlf to keep up, for
he would lose hisdignity if he broke into atrot; and so his ears eased hdf back in disapprova of so rude
a speed. Agin laughed her smdl hdf-laugh, that she would not cough.

They came soon to the edge of a wide slver lake. Aerin blinked her dm eyes, for it was hard to
determine where the land ended and the water began; the stones of the shore were a barely flatter, duller
grey than the water’ s gleaming surface. Tda stopped when his hoofs crunched on pebbles; it was the
worst sort of footing for a horse with an unreligble leg. Luthe continued to the very edge of the water, and
as he stopped just before he got his feet wet, the water gave a sudden little gloop and ripple, and a amdl
outthrug finger of water reached out and splashed his toes. Luthe muttered something under his breath
and the water replied by hunching itsdf up into ridges, and severd tiny wave-edges crept humbly up the
shoreline, but none quite touched his feet. “Here” cdled Luthe.

She did off Tda's back, but found within two steps that Luthe had been right, she redly couldn’t
wak. She sank down where she had been sanding, and Tdat crunched up beside her and lowered his
nose for her hand, his ears saying anxioudy, “It's dl my fault— don’t redly mind these wretched smdl
stones—do please stand up again and I'll carry you.”

Then Luthe was kneding beside her, and he lifted her in his ams again; his hands were wet to the
elbows. He st her down, carefully, by the lake's edge, and the water shouldered up in smdl ripples



agan, and flung itsdf up the stones toward her as if curious; but it did not quite touch her. Luthe dipped
his hands into the water again, and held the leaky cup to her lips.

“Drink,” he said.

“Isthis another deegping draught?’ she said, trying to amile; but he only looked sad and grim.

“No,” he said. The water dripped on her leg, and its touch through the cloth was somehow persond,
soothing like the hand of a friend.

She drank awkwardly, over his thumb, and the water was dlver, dmost white, even againg Luthe's
pde skin; and it was faintly sweet, and cold, and wild, somehow, wild with a wildness she could not put a
name to beyond just that: wild. It seemed to course down her throat of its own valition, and foam up in
her somach. She looked up and met Luthe's blue frowning gaze as he bowed over her and his cupped
hands. She said, “What is—? Not water,” and then he and the lake and the taste of the water on her
tongue disappeared; but just before her mind spirded away after them she fdt hands clamp on her
shoulders, wet hands, for she could fed the damp through her deeves, and these hands dragged her to
her feet, “Aerin,” came avoice from very far away, and then she no longer had feet, or ears ether. Aerin.

Her lungs were on fire like a svimmer’s too far underwater, and she clawed her way toward the
surface, and toward the voice that dill cdled her name; and it seemed that her face broke the surface of
the water which held her, and for amoment she lay gasping. The voice again. Aerin.

She opened her eyes, and she was not on the shores of a slver lake, though a tdl man stood before
her, cdling her name, and offering her a goblet. Drink, he said.

She reached to take the goblet; reached out to take it with her left hand, and noticed with mild
aurprise that the arm was unscarred and strong. Ah, she thought wisdy, | am dreaming again; but she
paused before she took the goblet, and looked around her. She stood in a wide chamber that at firg she
thought was round, till she redized the wals were sraight, but that there were five of them. She looked
up, and there was a heavy weight of bound hair on her head, and this preoccupied her, so she did not
examine the strange clawed creatures that writhed, black and red and ydlow, againg that celing. She
lowered her head agan, puzzled, for she had never been in this room before, and yet its red walls
seemed familiar to her.

Drink, said the man again, and his voice was impatient. Drink. The goblet in his outstretched hand
trembled very dightly, and she wondered why he was so eager for her to take the cup.

Shetried to look up into his face, but he wore a cloak with a hood, a red cloak, so bright that it hurt
the eyes, and the hood was s0 deep she could not see the face within it. Drink, he said, hdf mad with
impatience, and it occurred to her & last that this was not Luthe she stood before.

Drink.

Then she looked again at her left hand and arm, and she thought calmly. That is not my hand; this one
issmdler, and the fingers are more delicate than ever mine were. She withdrew the hand, and puit it to
her head, and pulled a wisp of her harr free, and held it before her eyes. It was the color it had used to
be, before Maur burned it; but the hairs of it were finer.

Aein, sad the red man; you shdl take this, and drink it.

Inavoice not hers she replied: No. But the voice despaired and the red man heard the despair, and
thrugt the goblet at her the more eagerly, knowing that he would succeed. Drink.

Sowly, hopelesdy, her left hand reached out again, and took the goblet, and hed it to her lips, but
ghe did not taste what was within it, for she heard her name again, and paused.

Aerin.

This was not the red man's voice, but another one, familiar to her. Aerin. The voice was Luthe's
voice, and frantic.

The red man heard it too, and whirled around; the cloak spun on his shoulders, but dill she saw
nothing of hisface. Luthel he cried. You shdl not have her!

Luthe' s voice laughed weskly. No, | won't; but | shdl have the other one; you shdl not have them
both.

Then there was aroaring around her, and it seemed thet the red wdls of the five-sded chamber were
angry red mouths; but then the red faded to grayness, and yet dill the roaring went on; and suddenly the



grayness was the grayness of stone walls, not the pale stone of Luthe'shdl, but the grey and darker grey
and dull red and black of her City; but before itswdlslay a desert plan, empty and barren, and three of
the four monaliths that marked the City gates lay on their sides, and she saw no folk anywhere. She
opened her mouth to scream, but her mouth filled with slver water, and she choked, and struck out with
her hands, and felt sunlight on her face. Next she redized that she had a giff neck; and then found she
was diff dl over, fromlying on ... rocks.

No wonder she hurt. The dreams faded under the ondaught of the physica discomfort. She bent an
elbow to prop hersdf up on, and then thought to open her eyes fird. Trees, blue sky. Stones. She pulled
hersdf up on the elbow. Stones, trees, blue sky. Lake. Luthe.

He sat up beside her. “Ack,” he said, and stretched cautioudy. He was soaking wet; it occurred to
her then that she was too, dthough they were some distance from the water’s edge—nearer, in fact, to
the trees. Then there was afamiliar somp and whiffle behind her, and she reached up without looking to
encounter Talat's glky cheek.

Luthe was getting to his feet; he looked as diff as she fdt. He waiched her inscrutably as she
staggered to her feet and stood beside him. The lake's surface was smooth as glass. It was srangdy
glent where they stood; she heard nothing but the distant chirp of a bird and the occasond whisk of
Tdat' stal.

Nothing.

“l can breathe,” she whispered.

“Ah” sad Luthe. “Yes, | hoped for that.”

Then the cacophony of her dreams rushed back. The red man she discarded, but—"“My City—"

Luthe' sinscrutable look settled over hisface asif it was there for life “Later.”

“Later? The end of my land, my City, my people? Later? My land, a far-off thought said to her
mockingly. My City. My people.

“Yes, later,” he sad gruffly. “1t hasn't happened yet, and your destiny lies elsewhere.”

She stood rooted to the ground, garing a him. “My destiny lies elsewhere,” she said in a high voice.
“My dedtiny has dwayslan ... dsewhere”

His face softened. “Yes, that’'s true, but not quite the way you think. Come. I'll tdl you what |
can—of what you need to know. WE Il have to hope it's enough.”

“It will have to be enough,” she said fiercely, and as he looked into her eyes they were golden from
the flames of her dreams; and he feared then for what he had done. “I had no choice,” he murmured to
himsdlf, but Aerin, Hill fiercein her fear, said, “I can’'t hear you. What are you saying?’

Luthe shook his head. “Nothing that will do you any service to hear. Come, then. What has
happened to you is not dl bad.”

Chapter 17

HER VISION HAD CLEARED with her lungs, and just as she amiled involuntarily every time she
took a deep breath, she was dso fascinated by the Sght of things like leaves on trees, or the way the
musdles moved under Tdat's skin when he went tearing across his meadow, bucking and kicking like a
colt. She went for long directionless walks through the forests of Luthe' s high valey, or strolled dong the
edge of the slver lake, watching tiny rainbows reflect off the water. If she was absent too long, Luthe
came to fetch her; he dways seemed able to find her without trouble, however far she’'d wandered.
Occasondly he came with her when she st out.

She had paused, garing at a tree like many other trees, but the leaves of it were waving & her; each
tiny, ddlicate, sharp-edged green ovd shivered just for her when the breeze touched it; turned that she
might admire its either Sde, the miniature tracery of green veins, the graceful way the stem fitted to the
twig, and the twig to the branch, and the branch set so splendidly into the bole. A green vine dung round
the tree, and its leaves too stirred in the wind.

Luthe idy snapped asmdl twig from the vine and handed it to her. She took it without thinking and
then saw what it was—surka—and al her pleasure was gone, and her breath caught in her throat; her



fingers were too numb even to drop what they held.

“Hold it,” snapped Luthe. “Clutch it asif it were a nettle”

Her frantic fingers squeezed together till the sem broke, and the pale green sap crept across her
pam. Its touch was faintly warm and tickly, and she opened her hand in surprise, and a large furry spider
walked onto her wrigt and paused, waving its front pair of legs a her.

“Ugh,” she said, and her wrig shook, and the spider fdl to the ground and ambled dowly away.
There was no sgn of the broken surka twig.

Luthe snorted with laughter, tried to turn it into a cough, inhded at the wrong moment, and then redly
did cough. “Truly,” he said at least, “the poor surka can be a useful tool. You cannot blame it for the
misfortunes of your childhood. If you try to breathe water, you will not turn into a fish, you will drown;
but water isill good to drink.”

“Ha” sad Aenin, dill shaken and waiting for the nausea or the dizziness, or something; she hadn’t
hdd it long, but long enough for something nasty to result. “The taste of water doesn’'t kill people who
aen't royd.”

“Mmm. If the truth be known, the touch of the sap of the surka doesn’t kill people who aren’t royd
@ther, dthough edting it will certainly make them very sick, and the roya plant makes a good story. It's
the kelar in your blood that brings the surkals more curious properties out—athough poor old Merth
killed himsdf just as surdly with it. As you would have killed yoursdlf were it not for your mother’s blood
inyour veins—and serve you right for being so stupid about that Galooney woman. Anything powerful is
aso dangerous, and worth more respect than a slly child strick like that.”

“Gdanna”

“Whatever. All she uses her Gift for is self-aggrandizement, with a little unguided mdice thrown in.
Tor doesn't redize how narrowly he escaped; a flicker more of the Gift in her and lessin him and he'd
have married her, willy-nilly, and wondered for the rest of his life why he was so miserable” Luthe did
not sound as though the prospect caused him any sorrow. “But you have no excuse for fdling into her
snares”

“Whet iskdar?’

Luthe pulled a handful of leaves off the surka and began to weave them together. “It's what your
family cdls the Gift. They haven’'t much of it left to cdl anything. You're siff with it—be quiet. I'm not
finished—for dl you tried to choke me off by an overdose of surka.” He eyed her. “Probably you will
adways be alittle sengtive to it, because of that; but | gill believe you can learn to control it.”

“l was fifteen when | ate the surka and—"

“The gronger the Gift, the later it shows up, only your purblind family has forgotten dl that, not
having had a strong Gift to ded within avery long time. Your mother’s was late. And your uncl€'s” He
frowned at the wreath in his hands.

“My mother.”

“Mog of your kelar is her legecy.”

“My mother was from the North,” Aerin said dowly. “Was she then a witch—a demon—as they
ay?

“She was no demon,” Luthe said firmly. “A witch? Mmph. Your village eders, who sl poultices to
take off warts, are witches.”

“Was she human?’

Luthe didn’'t answer immediatdy. “That depends on what you mean by human.”

Adin stared at him, dl the tales of her childhood filling her eyes with shadows.

Luthe was wearing his inscrutable look again, dthough he bent it only on the surka wresth. “Time
was, you know, there were a goodly number of folk not human who walked this earth. Time was—not
50 long ago. Those who were human, however, never liked the idea, and ignored those not human when
they met them, and now they ...” The inscrutable look faded, and he looked up from his hands and into
the trees, and Aerin remembered the creatures on the wals of her deeping-hdl.

“I'mnoat,” he sad carefully, “the best one to ask questions about things like humanity. I'm not entirely
humean mysdf.” He glanced at her. “Time | fed you again.”



She shook her head, but her ssomach roared at her; it had been dmost ceasdessy hungry since she
had svumin the siver lake. Luthe seemed to take a curious ironic pleasure in pouring food into her; he
was an excdlent cook, but it didn't seem to have much to do with culinary pride. It was more as if a
mage s business did not often extend to the overseeing of convalescents, and the interest he took in his
humble role of provider ought to be benesth his dignity, and he was a little shegpish to discover that it
waan't.

“Aein.” She looked up, but the shadows of her childhood were il in her eyes. He amiled as if it
hurt im and said, “Never mind” And threw the surka wregth over her heed. It settled around her
shoulders and then rippled into long Slver folds thet fdl to her feet, and shivered like garlight when she
moved.

“You look like aqueen,” Luthe said,

“Don’'t,” she said hitterly, trying to find a clasp to unfasten the bright cloak. “Please don't.”

“I'm sorry,” said Luthe, and the cloak fdl away, and she hed only slver ashes in her hands. She let
her handsfdl to her sdes, and she fdt ashamed. “I’'m sorry too. Forgive me”

“It matters nothing,” Luthe said, but she reached out and hestantly put a hand on his am, and he
covered it with one of his. “There may have been a better way than the Meddtar’ s to save your life” he
sad. “But it was the only way | knew; and you left meno time. ... | was not trained as a heder.” He shut
his eyes, but his hand stayed on hers. “No mages are, usudly. It's not glamorous enough, | suppose; and
we're a pretty van lot.” He opened his eyes again and tried to amile.

“Meddtar is the Water of Sight, and its soring runs into the lake here, the Lake of Dreams. We
live—here—very near the Meddtar stream, but the lake aso touches other shores and drinks other
sorings—I do not know dl their names. | told you I’'m not aheder ... and . . , when you gaot here, findly,
| could dmogt see the sunlight through you. If it weren't for Tdat, | might have thought you were a ghost.
The Meddtar suggested | give you a taste of the lake water—the Water of Sight itsdf would only have
ripped your spirit from what was left of your body.

“But the lake—even | don't understand everything that happens in that lake” He fdl dlent, and
dropped his hand from hers, but his breath stirred the hair thet fdl over her forehead. At last hesad: “I'm
afraid you are no longer quite .. .morta.”

She stared up a him, and the shadows of her childhood ebbed away to be replaced by the shadows
of many unknown futures.

“If it' sany comfort, I’'m not quite morta ether. One does learn to cope; but within a fairly short span
one finds onesdlf longing for an empty valey, or amountain top. I've been here ...”

“Long enough to remember the Black Dragon.”

“Yes. Long enough to remember the Black Dragon.”

“Areyou sure?’ she whispered.

“Oneis never sure of anything,” he snapped; but she had learned that his anger was not directed at
her, but a his own fears, and she waited. He closed his eyes again, thinking. She's being patient with me.
Gods, what has happened to me? I’ ve been a master mage since old Goriolo put the mark on me, and he
could dmaost remember when the moon was firgt hung in the sky. And this child with her red hair looks a
me once with those smoky feverish eyes and | panic and dunk her in the lake. Wha is the matter with
me?

He opened his eyes again and looked down at her. Her eyes were 4ill smoky, green and hazd, il
geaming with the occasional amber flame, but they were no longer feverish, and their cddm shook him
now amog as badly as ther dying glitter had done. “I followed you, you know, when you went under.
|—I had to make arather bad bargain to bring you back again. It was not a bargain | was expecting to
have to make.” He paused. “I’'m pretty sure”

The eyes wavered and dropped. She looked at her one hand tucked over Luthe's arm, and brought
the other up to join it; and gently, as if she might like his comfort no better than she had liked his gift, he
put his other arm around her; and she leaned dowly forward and rested her head againg his shoulder.
“I'm sorry,” he sad.

She laughed the whisper of a laugh. “I was not ready to die yet; very wdl, | shdl live longer than |



wished.”

She dirred, and moved away from him, and her ams dropped; but when he took one of her hands
she did not try to withdraw it. The wind rustled lightly in the leaves. “You promised me food,” she said
lightly.

“l did. Come dong, then.”

The way back to Luthe' s hal was narrow, and as they walked sde by sde, for Luthe would not
reinquish her hand, they had to walk very near each other. Aerin was glad when she saw the grey stone
of the hdll rear up before her, and at the edge of the smdl courtyard she broke away from the man beside
her, and ran up the low steps and into the huge high room; and by the time he rejoined her she was busly
engaged in pretending to warm her hands at the hearth. But she had no need of the firé's warmth, for her
blood was srangdly stirred, and the flush on her face was from more than the firé s red light.

Over supper she sad, “I have not heard anyone ese cdl it kelar. Just the Gift, or the royd blood.”

He was grateful that she chose to break the slence and answered quickly: “Yes, that's true enough,
dthough your family made themsdlves roydty on the strength of it, not the other way round. 1t came from
the North origindly.” He amiled a her stricken look. “Yes, it did; you and the demon-kind share an
ancestor, and you have both lived to bear kdlar through many generations. You need that common
ancestor; without the unphysicad strength the kelar grants you, you could not fight the demonkind, and
Damar would not exig.”

She laughed her whispered laugh again, and said, “One in the eye for those who like to throw up to
memy satus as a haf-blood.”

“Indeed,” said Luthe, and the flicker of temper she had grown accustomed to seeing whenever they
discussed her father’s court flashed across his face. “Ther ignorance is so greet they are terrified by a
hint of the truth; a hint such as you are in yoursdf.”

“You overrate me” Aerin said. “I may be dl you say of me now, but | have been nothing—nothing
but an inconvenient nuisance; inconvenient particularly because | had theill grace to get born to the king,
where | could not be ignored as | deserved.”

“Ignored,” said Luthe. “You should be queen after your father. The sober responsible Tor is no
better than a usurper.”

“No,” she replied, sung. “Tor is sober and responsible and he will make a far better king than |
would a queen. Whichisjust as wdl, snce he'sfor it and I'm not.”

“Why not?’ said Luthe. “It isyou who is Arlbeth’s child.”

“By his second marriage” said Aerin. “If Queen Tatoria had borne a child, of course it would have
ruled after Arlbeth—or it would certainly have ruled if it were a son. But she didn’'t. She died. Kings
aren't supposed to remarry anyway, but they may under extreme duress, like childless widower-hood;
but they can't marry unknown foreigners of questionable blood. I'm sure it was a great rdief to dl
concerned when the unknown foreigner’s pregnancy resulted in a girl—they usudly manage not to let
even firgtborn girls of impeccable breeding inherit, so shunting me aside was as easy as swearing by the
Seven Perfect Gods.

“Gdanna prefers to think I'm a bastard, but I've seen the record book, and | am down as
legitimate—but not as a legitimate heir. The priests chose to cdl my fathe’s second marriage
morganatic—my mother wasn't even permitted to be Honored Wife. Just in case she had a boy.”

Aein's sense of the passage of time had been uncertain snce she met Maur; and as her hedth
returned in Luthe's mountain valey, she yet had difficulty in beieving that days and weeks had any
meaning. When it occurred to her that one season had passed and another was passing, and that these
were things she should take note of, she backed away from that knowledge again, for it was then that
what Luthe had told her about the price she had paid to regain her life rose up and mocked her.
Immortdity was far more terrible a price than any she might have imagined.

Asthear grew colder and the grass in the meadow turned brown and dull violet and as the flowers
stopped blooming she pretended to notice these things only as isolated phenomena. Luthe watched her,
and knew much of what she thinking, but had no comfort for her; dl he could offer was his knowledge, of
meagic, of history, of Damar; of the worlds he had traveled, and the wonders he brought back. He taught



her eagerly, and eagerly she learned, each of them digtracting the other from something each could not
yet face. Snow fdl, and Tadat and the cattle and sheep spent their days in the low open barn at the edge
of their meadow; and sometimes a few deer joined them at ther hay and oats, but the deer came modtly
for the company—and the oats—because winter never fdl harshly where Luthe was, nor did ice ever
rime even the shores of the Lake of Dreams.

Sometimes what she learned frightened her, or perhaps it was that she could learn such things from a
mege that frightened her; and one day, dmogt involuntarily she asked: “Why do you tdl me ... so much?’

Luthe considered her. “I tdl you ... some you need to know, and some you have earned the right to
know, and some it won't hurt you to know—" He stopped.

“And some?’ He raised his hands and his eyebrows; amiled fantly. The pae winter sun gleamed on
hisydlow har and glinted in his blue eyes. There were no linesin hisface, and his narrow shoulders were
draight and square; but dill he looked old to her, old as the mountains, older than the greet grey hdl he
inhabited, that looked as though it had stood there since the sun firgt found the dlver lake. “Some things |
tdl you only because | wish to tdl them to you.”

Aerin's lessons grew longer and longer, for her brain’s capacity seemed to increase as the srength of
her body did; and she began to love the learning for its own sake, and not merdy for the fact that there
was kdlar in her blood, and that the house of the king of Damar need not be ashamed to dam her; and
then she could not learn enough.

“l shdl have to give you the mage mark soon,” Luthe said, smiling, one grey afternoon as the snow
fdl softly outside.

Aerin stood up and paced restlesdy, twice the length of the hdl to the open door and back to the
hearth and the table where Luthe sat. It was awonderful hdl for pacing, for it took severd minutes, even
for the fidgetie, to get from one end of it to the other and back again. The door stood open al year
long, for the cold somehow stayed outside, and the only draughts were warm ones from the fire. Aerin
stared at the glinting white courtyard for a moment before returning to Luthe and the table before the fire,

“I came here firg for heding and second for knowledge—but by the gods and ther hdls | do not
know if | can bear ether. And yet | have no choice. And yet | do not know even what | wished to
know.”

Luthe stood up, but came only afew steps nearer the fireplace. “I tdl you dl that | may.”

“May,” sad Aein fiercdy. “What can you tdl me that you may not? What am |, now that | am
neither human—which | understand | never was—nor mortd, which | used to be? Why did you hed me?
Why did you cdl me here at dl? Why do you teach me now so much that you threaten me with the mage
mark, that dl who look upon me may know to fear me? That will be splendid fun a home, you know;
I’'m s0 popular dready. Why? Why don't you tdl me to go away?’ She stopped and looked down at her
feat. “Why don't | just leave?’

Luthe sghed. “I'm sorry. Again. | thought that perhaps it would be easier if you firs had some idea
of your own strength.”

She was dill garing at her shoes, and he stepped toward her, and hestantly touched one shoulder.
The shoulder hunched itsdf up and the face turned away from him. Her hair was amost shoulder length
now, and it fdl across her face like a curtain. Luthe wanted to tdl her the reasons she ought to
stay—good honest Damarian reasons, reasons she would understand and acknowledge; reasons tha
were born with her as the king's daughter, however outcast her people made her; reasons that he had to
tdl her soon anyway. But he wanted ... “Do you wish o desperately to leave?’ he said dmost widfully.

“It matters little” said alow voice from behind the hair. “I am not missed.”

“Tor,” sad Luthe darkly.

“Oh, Tor,” sad the voice, and it unexpectedly gave a choke of laughter, and then she raised her
hands and parted the curtain, rubbing her cheeks hadtily with her pams as she did so. Her eyes were il
alittle too bright. “Yes, Tor, and Arlbeth too, and | do fed badly for Teka; but | would guess they live
hopefully, and guess to see me again. | do not mind saying here ... alittle longer. | don’t much care to
trave in winter anyway.”

“Thank you,” Luthe said dryly. “By spring | shdl be ready ... to send you on your way again.”



Adin sad lightly, “And what shdl that way be?’

“To Agsded,” Luthe said. “He who holds Damar’ s futurein his hands.”

“Agded?” Aeinsad. “I do not know the name.”

“Heit is who sends the mischief across your borders; heitis who stirred Nyrlol to rebellion just long
enough to distract and disturb Arlbeth, and he who awoke your Maur, and who even now harries your
City with his minions, whose army will march south in the spring. Agsded, dthough none know his name
now, and the Northern generds believe they band together through no impulse but their mutud hatred of
Damar.

“Aggded is a wizard—a master mage, a master of masters. The mark on him is so bright it could
blind any ample folk who look upon it, though they knew not what they saw. Agsded | knew long
ago—he was another of Goriolo's pupils, he was the best of dl of us, and he knew it; but even Goriolo
did not see how deep his pride went.—. . Goriolo had another pupil of Agsded's family: his sster. She
feared her brother; she had dways feared him; it was fear of what his pride might do that led her to
Goriolo with him, but it was on her own merit that Goriolo took her.

“And I—I mugt send you into the dragon’s den again, having bardly hedled you, and that a great
cost, from your encounter with the Black Dragon. Maur isto your little dragons what Agsded is to Mavr.
| teach you what | may because it is the only shidd | may—cat—give you. | cannot face Agsded
mysdf—I cannot. By the gods and hells you have never heard of,” Luthe broke out, “do you think | like
sending a child to a doom like this, one | know | cannot mysdf face? With nothing to guard her but hdf a
year's sudy of the apprentice bits of magery?

“I know by my own blood that | cannot defeat him; though by some of thet blood | have held him off
these many years longer, that the chosen hero, the hero of his blood, might grow up to face him; for only
one of his blood may defeat him.” Luthe closed his eyes. “It is true your mother wanted a son; she
believed that as only one of his blood might defeat him, so only one of his own sex might, for to such she
ascribed her own falure. She fdt that it was because she was a woman that she could not kill her own
brother.”

“Brother?” whispered Aerin.

Luthe opened his eyes. “Had she tried, she might yet have falled,” he went on as though he had not
heard her, “but she could not bear to try; until Agsded, who knew the prophecy even as she did, from
long before there was apparent need to know it, sought to bring her under hiswill or to destroy her.

“He could not do the former; dmog he did the latter, and in the end she died of the poison he gave
her.” Luthe looked at her, and she remembered the hand that was not her own holding a goblet, and a
voice that was not Luthe' s saying “Drink.”

“But she had meanwhile fled south, and found a man with kdlar in his blood, and been got with child
by him. She had only the strength left to bear that child before she died.”

Luthefdl slent, and Aerin could think of nothing to say. Agsded best in her brain; a moment ago she
hed told Luthe she did not know the name, and yet now she was ready to swear that it had haunted al
the shadows since before her birth; that her mother had whispered it to her in the womb; that the despair
she had died of was the taste of it on her tongue. Agsded, who was to Maur what Maur had been to her
fird dragon; and the firgt dragon might have killed her—and Maur had killed her, for the time she lived
now was not her own. Agsded, of her own blood; her mother’ s brother.

She fdt numb; even the new sengtivities that had awoken in her snce her dive into the Lake of
Dreams and Luthe's tesching—al were numb, and she hung suspended in a great nothingness,
imprisoned there by the name of Agsded.

After a pause Luthe said, asif talking to himsdf: “I did not think your kelar would so hide itsdf from
you. Perhaps it was the hurt you did yoursdf and your Gift by egting the surka. Perhaps your mother was
not able entirdly to protect the child she carried from the death so close to her. | believed that you had to
know &t least something of the truth—I believed it until 1 saw you face Maur with litle more than smple
human courage and a foolhardy faith in the efficacy of a third-rate heder’s potion like kenet againg the
Black Dragon. And | knew then not only that | was wrong about you, but thet | was too late to save you
from the pain your Smplicity would cause you; and | feared that without your kelar to draw upon, you



would not survive that meeting. And | was terribly near right.

“I have been much occupied while you were growing up, and | do not mark the years as you do; and
| have not watched over you as | should have. As | promised your mother | would. Again | am sorry. |
have been often sorry, with you, and there is o little | can do about any of it.

“l believed that you would grow up knowing some destiny awaited you; | thought what ran in your
vans could not help but tel you so much. | thought you would know the true dreams | sent you as such. |
thought many things that were wrong.”

“The kdlar may have tried to tdl me” Aerin sad dully; “but the message did get a little confused
somehow. Certainly | was left in no doubt that my destiny was different than Arlbeth’s daughter’s should
have been, but that was a reading anyone could have done.”

Luthe looked at her, and saw her uncl€ s name like a brand on her face. “If you wish,” he sad lightly,
“l shdl go persondly to your City and knock together the heads of Perlith and Galooney.”

Agin tried to amile “I shdl remember that offer.”

“Pease do. And remember dso that | never leave my mountain any more, so believe how gpologetic
| mugt be feding to makeit in the firg place.”

Aerin'samile disappeared. “Am | truly just as my mother was?’ she asked, as she had asked Teka
long ago.

Luthe looked at her again, and again many things crowded into his mind that he might say. “You are
vay like her,” he sad a last. “But you are to be preferred.”

Chapter 18

AFTER THIS, suddenly the winter was too short, despite the nightmares of a man with eyes brighter
than a dragon’s, who wore a red cloak. The snow mdted too soon, and too soon the firg tight buds
knuckled out from the trees, and the first vivid purple shoots parted the last year’s dry grass. There was a
heavy rich amdl in the air, and Aerin kept seeing thingsin the shadows just beyond the edge of sght, and
hearing far high laughter she could not be sure she did not imagine. Sometimes when she saw or heard
such somethings she would whip around to look at Luthe, who, as often as not, would be saring into the
middle distance with a vague slly amile on his face.

“You aren't redly done up here a dl, are you?' she said, and was surprised to fed something she
suspected was jedousy.

Luthe refocused hiseyesto look at her gravely. “No. But my ... friends ... are very shy. Worse than |

“I'll be leaving soon anyway,” Aerin said. “They’ll come back to you soon enough.”

Luthe did not answer immediatdy. “Y es. Soon enough,”

She got out Tdat's saddle and gear and cleaned everything, and oiled the leather; and upon request
Luthe provided her with some heavy canvas and narrow bits of leather, and she rigged a plan
breastplate, for Taat had insufficent wither to carry a saddle rdiably draight. She dso made a little
leether pouch to carry the red dragon stone, which had been living under a corner of her mattress, and
hung it around her neck on a thong. Then she spent hours currying Tda while the winter hair rose in
clouds around them and Tada made hideous faces of ecstasy and gretification.

She came dripping into the grey hdl at twilight one evening, having shed a greet ded of white hair and
dust in the bathhouse, and found Luthe pulling the wragppings off a sword. The doth was black and
brittle, as if with greet age, but the scabbard gleamed slver-white and the greet blue gem st in the hilt
was bright as fire. “Oh,” breathed Aerin, coming up behind him.

He turned and amiled at her, and, holding the scabbard in a shred of ragged black cloth, offered her
the hilt. She grasped it without hesitation, and the fed of it was as smooth as glass, and the grips seemed
to mold to her hand. She pulled the blade free, and it flashed momentarily with a light that cut the farthest
shadows of Luthe's ever shadowed hdl, and there seemed to be an echo of some great clap of sound
that deafened both the red-haired woman and the tdl blond man; yet neither heard anything. And then it
was merdy a sword, glinting faintly in the firdight, with a great blue gem set at the peak of the hilt.



“Yes, | rather thought she was for you,” Luthe said. “Goriolo said | would know when the time
came. Funny | did not think of her sooner; there can be no better dly againgt Agsded.”

“What—who is she?’ Aerin said, holding the tip upright so the firdight would run like water down the
length of the blade. “She is Gonturan,” Luthe said. “l—er—found her, long ago, on my travels in
the—er—East. Before | settled here. Although | think it probable that she called me; there was no good
reason for me to have been possessed of a desire to go haing off on a long journey East. | have never
been atraveler by nature.”

“Cdled you?' sad Aerin, dthough she had no difficulty in believing that this particular sword could
do anything—jump over the moon, turn hersdf into a juggernaut, speak riddles that might be prophecy.
“Itsalong gory,” sad Luthe. Aerin took her eyes off the sword long enough to flash him an exasperated
look.

“I'll tll you dl of it someday,” Luthe said, but his voice carried no conviction.

Aerin sad quietly, “1 leave a the next new moon.”

“Yes,” sad Luthe, so softly she did not hear him but knew only that he must agree; and Gonturan did
like slk into her scabbard. They stood not looking a anything, and at last Aerin sad lightly, “It is as wdl
to have a sword; and | left minein the City, for it is sworn to the king and the king's business; dthough if
Arlbeth knew of Agsded he mugt admit that Agsded isking's business”

Luthe said, “He would; but he would never admit that it was your business, even if he knew dl the
gtory. Arlbeth is a worthy man but, um, traditiona. But Gonturan goes with you, and Gonturan is better
then a platoon of Damarian cavary.”

“And essier to feed,” said Aernin.

“North you must go,” said Luthe. “North and east, | think you will find the way.”

Tda stood dill while Aerin tied the last bundles behind his saddle, but his ears spoke of his
impatience. It's been a pleasant sojourn, they said, and we would be happy to return someday; but it's
high time we were off now.

Aerin gave afind tug on a strap and then turned to Luthe. He stood next to one of the pillars before
hishdl. She stared fixedly at the open neck of histunic so she need not see how the young spring sunlight
danced in his hair; but she found hersdf watching a rapid little pulse begting in the hollow of his throat,
and so she shifted her atention to hisleft shoulder. “Good-bye,” she said. “Thanks. Um.”

The am attached to the shoulder she was daing a reached out toward her, and she was 0
absorbed in not thinking about anything that its hand had seized her chin before she thought to flinch
away. The hand exerted upward force and her neck rductantly bent back, but her eyes stuck on his chin
and dayed there.

“Hey,” sad Luthe. “Thisis me, remember? You aren't dlowed to pretend | don't exigt until after you
leave my mountain.”

Sheraised her eyes and met his; blue eyes amiled into veiled green ones. He dropped his hand and
sad lightly, “Very wel, haveit your way. | don't exig.”

She had dready turned away, but she turned back at that, and his ams closed around her, and so
they stood, while the sun shone down on their two mationless figures and one impatient salion.

Agin broke free a last, and heaved hersdf bely down over the saddle, and swung her leg hedtily
behind, thumping a bundle with her boot in the process. Tdat grunted.

“Come back to me” said Luthe behind her.

“I'will,” she said to Tdat’s ears, and then Tdat was trotting briskly down the trall. The last Luthe saw
of them was a stray blue gleam from the hilt of a sword.

Soring seemed to burst everywhere around them as they went, as though Taat’s smdl round hoofs
gruck greenness from the earth; asif the last white hairs of hiswinter coat conveyed a charm to the earth
they touched. When they dept, they dept in amdl glades of trees where leaves had just begun to show;
but in the mornings, somehow, the leaves were uncurled and heavy with sap; even the grass Aerin lay on
hed thickened during the night hours. Taat seemed to grow younger with every day, his shining whiteness
brilliant in the sunlight, tirdesdy jogging mile after long mile and the birds followed them, as the leaves
opened for them, and the flowers cast their perfumes around them. Aerin saw, and wondered, and



thought she was imeagining things, and then thought again that perhaps she was't; but the sun told her that
they went seadily north, and the hard fed of Gonturan in her hand reminded her of why they went.

They had first descended to the forest plain when they left Luthe, and turned right, or north, in the
foothills and here the grass grew to Tdat's knees, and he had to wade through it, with a rushing sound
like a ship’'s prow through the sea. Before them the grass was thinner; behind them, when she turned to
look, the grass was deepest where their trail had been, and waves of grass rippled out from it in wide
curving swells. Aerin laughed. 1 believe we go in company after ail, though the company chooses to be
glent.” Taat cocked his ears back to ligen.

But soon they dimbed into the mountains again, and there spring had more trouble following them,
dthough she continued to try. Aerin was not conscious of guiding Tdat, any more than she had been
when they sought for Luthe; they both knew where they were going, and it drew them on; and behind
them soring urged them forward. Higher they went, as the sun rose over them and set dmost behind
them, and the ground underfoot was no longer turf, but rock, and Taat’'s hoofs rang when they struck.

When they firs came to the stony ground, his hoofbesats struck a hard warning sound; they seemed to
thunder of doom and loss and falure, and Tdat shied away from his own feet. “Nonsense,” said Aerin,
and dismounted, taking Gonturan with her; and she svung her up over her head and down, and thrust her
into the trail before her, which was not rock at dl, but earth; and as she drew the blade out again, there
were some gmndl crushed grass stems growing from the hole that she had made. Aerin kndlt, and picked
up a handful of dirt and pebbles from the tiny hit of broken earth before her; and threw her handful down
the rocky way before them, as far as her am could hurl; and as the handful disintegrated, the bits
twinkled. She threw another handful after the first; and when she threw this into the air it smdted of the
crushed leaves of the surka, and as she looked ahead she saw, asif her eyes had merdy overlooked it
the firg time, a dender grey sapling bearing green leaves, and in its topmost branches there appeared a
bird, and the bird sang; and around the tree’ s foot there grew a budding surka plant, which explained the
heavy pungent amdl in the air.

“Wha a pleasant place thisis” sad Aein dryly, but it seemed that her words were sucked away
from her, and echoed in some narrow place that was not the place where she stood. Her hand tightened
alittle on Gonturan’s hilt, but she raised her chin, asif someone might be watching, and remounted Talat.
Now his hoofs rang out merrily, like hoofbeats on the stony ways of the City; and there was grass
growing in tufts among the stones, and a few wildflowers dinging to crevices over their heads.

Thefeding of being watched increased as they went on, though she saw no one, except, perhaps, a
night, when there seemed to be more ruslings than there had been when they were 4ill below on the
plan, and more quick glints that might have been eyes. The fifth night since she had plunged Gonturan
into the earth, and the twefth snce she had left Luthe, she stood up from her firesde and sad into the
darkness, “Come, then, and tdl me what you want.” Her own voice frightened her, for it sounded as if it
knew what it was doing, and she was quite sure she did not; and s0 she staggered and dmost fdl when
after a few moments something did come, and pressed up againg her, agang the backs of her thighs
She did not move; and before her she saw the glints of many pairs of eyes, moving nearer, at about the
right levd for creatures the Sze of the thing that leaned againgt her legs. She had her arms crossed over
her breast; now with infinite reluctance she unbent her right elbow and let the hand dangle down behind
her leg, and she fdt the creature’s breath. She closed her eyes, and then opened them again with an
involuntary yelp as a very rough tongue dragged over the back of her hand. The weight againgt her legs
shifted allittle, and then around skull pressed into her pam.

She looked down over her shoulder with dread, and the gresat cat thing, one of the wild folsza of the
mountains, which could carry off awhole sheep or bring down a horse, began to purr. “Pleased to make
your acquaintance,” Aerin said shakily. “1 think.”

Her eyes had grown more accustomed to the darkness, and in the shadows now she could see more
o the foldza ten, a dozen, sxteen, twenty; they roved restlesdy through the undergrowth as they
approached, for, like cats of any Sze, they did not wish to admit that they approached; dl but the one
who warmed Aerin's right thigh and shivered her with its purring. At lagt the foldza sat before her in a
semicirde, blinking with green or gold or brown eyes, or looking off into space asif they couldn’t imagine



how they found themsdlves there. Some sat nestly, tals curled around four paws, some sprawled like
kittens. One or two had ther backs to her. They were dl szes, from younglings who hadn’t grown into
the length of their legs and the Sze of ther feet, to some that were grey-muzzled with age.

“Wdl,” sad Aein. “I'm sure | am—er—grateful for your companionship. If Agsded troubles you
too, I’'m sure you could be of usein our—er—mesting.”

Asif thiswere asgnd, the cats stood up and wandered toward the amdl campfire, where Tdat lad
his ears back flat to his skull and rolled his eyes till the whites showed. “No,” said Aerin bemusedly; “I
rather think these are our friends?’ and she looked down at the thing that now twined itsdf between her
legs (it had to scrunch down dightly to accomplish this) and rubbed its head affectionately againg her hip.

It was the biggest of the lot of them. The rest were aranging themsdaves around the fire, some of
them in hegps, some of them inindividud curls and whorls. The one that now sat and stared up a Aerin
was black, with ydlow eyes, and short sharp ears with a fringe of fine long black hairs around each; and
down his neck and back were cloudy grey splotches that dripped over his shoulders and haunches. She
saw the flicker in his eyes and braced hersdf just in time as he sprang up on his hind legs and put his
forepaws on her shoulders. His bresth was soft againgt her face, and the ends of his whiskers tickled her
cheeks. He looked fantly disappointed as she stood her ground and stared back at him; and he dropped
to dl fours again and padded slently over to her bedding, lying unrolled and ready near the fire. He
batted it with a forepaw till he'd disarranged it to his liking, and then lay down full length upon it, and
amiled at her.

Adin looked a him. She looked around; the other cats were watching intently through ditted eyes,
for dl ther languor; none of them had their backs to her now. She looked at Taat, who had backed up
till his rump and flattened tall were pressed againg a tree, and whose ears were dill flat to his skull. She
looked longingly at Gonturan, hanging from a tree on the far side of the fire, where she had set her when
fird making camp. Gonturan glittered in the firdight, but Aerin thought she mocked her even as the big
ca did, and knew there was no help there.

“Even dlies must know ther place” Aein sad doud, and was agan dtartled a how decisve her
voice sounded. She stalked over to her blanket and the cat on it, seized the hem of the blanket, and
yanked. The cat rolled a complete circumference and came up again looking startled, but Aerin did not
stop to watch. She wrapped her blanket around her shoulders, picked up the bundle she used as a
pillow, and rearranged hersdf to deep at the foot of the tree on the far Sde of the fire, with Gonturan's
hilt in easy reach. She lay down with her back to the fire, and stared wide-eyed at the writhe of tree root
before her.

Nothing happened.

The slence was broken only by the smdl snaps of the fire, and even these, a last, subsided, and red
darkness fdll. | should keep the fire going. Aerin thought; who knows what dseis out there waiting? Who
knows ... But her nightmares dlamed her, and she fdl adeep; and again she was suspended in nowhere,
but nowhere was lit with a smoky red light, and a voice was cdling her name; or she thought it was her
nameit called, but perhaps the word was “unde”

She awoke at dawn with a cramp in her side, for a heavy black-furred head was resting in the hollow
between her lagt rib and her pelvis. As she stirred he began to purr. She sat up anyway, and glared a
him. “You are horrible” she said, and he gave her the same deepy amile as when he had attempted to
usurp her bedding.

Tda was dozing uneesily, il leaning againgt his tree, and was indined to be cross when she went to
put his saddle on; but perhaps that was because of the four-footed grey-edged shadow she brought with
her. She rode off without looking behind her; but she fdlt, if she could not hear, the fluid motion fallowing,
and the black cat trotted dong beside them as he could, occasondly legping into the rocks above them
asthe trail narrowed. Once he jumped over them, from a rock face on one hand to an evergreen tree on
the other, showering them with smal sharp needles and seedpods; and when he rgoined them Tdat
whirled and snapped at him, but he only glided out of the way. He was amiling again. “Don’t let him tease
you,” Aerin murmured. Taat's ears stayed back dl that day, and he was alittle short on the weak leg, for
he could not relax.



On the next day the yerigs joined them, the shaggy wild dogs with their great ruffs and slky feethery
legs and long curling talls. They were a little less daming than the folstza only because Aerin was
accustomed to the king's hounds, which were only hdf the Sze of the yerigs The royd barn cats who
caught the mice that tried to invade the grain bins were bardly atenth the sze of the foltsza

The yerig leader had only one eye, and a torn ear. She touched Aerin’'s knee gently with her nose
and then raised her head to stare fiercdy into Aerin's face. “I welcome you,” Aerin sad to her; and the
dogs with her ranged themselves on one side of the campfire while the cats, pretending that the dogs did
not exig, dill somehow dl found themsdlves on the opposite Sde of the campfire; and that night Aerin
dept very warm, for there was a cat to one side of her and a dog on the other.

Sill they traveled north and east, and ill the sun rose before them and sank behind them, but it
seemed to Aerin, leading her quiet army, that it rose more duggishly and sank sooner each day; and while
the trees dill shook out young leaves for her, there were fewer trees, and the solitary sound of Tdat's
shod hoofs rang duller and duller. Occasondly she thought widfully of the Lake of Dreams, and of a
grey stone hdll that stood neer it; but she struck these thoughts from her mind as soon as she recognized
them.

And then the day came when dawn was barely alessening of shadow, and the clouds hung so low it
took an effort of will to stand up sraight and not bow beneath their weight. “Soon,” Aerin said to those
that followed her; and soon came back to her in arumble of many throats.

Tdat stepped out that moming asif dl his joints ached, and Aerin was willing enough to go dowly;
she heard little gibbering voices snarling and snivding at the edges of her mind, and there seemed to be a
red fog over her eyes, asif the nothingness that haunted her nights would find her out in the days, and she
murmured a word that Luthe had taught her, and the voices stopped, and the fog lifted. But she was not
long alowed the pleasure of this amdl victory, for now a single voice murmured to her, and its murmurs
reminded her of her Northern blood, her demon blood ... . “No!” she cried, and bent forward to press
her face in Tdat’s mane, and then she fdt the pressure of a heavy paw on her shoulder, and whiskers
tickled her cheek, and she opened her eyes to see two ydlow eyesin a black face that did not amile and
Tdat stood perfectly 4ill, his head bowed, as the black cat’s other forepaw pressed into his crest.

She sat up again, and the cat dropped to the ground, and Tdat turned his head to look at the cat, and
the cat turned his head to look back. Tdat's ears, hdf back, eased a little, and one rductantly came
forward and pointed toward the cat, and the cat walked up to him and put up his nose. Tdat's other ear
came forward and pricked, and he lowered his nose, and the two breathed gently into each other’s faces.
Then they went on.

The mountains opened suddenly into an ugly uneven plain; the footing was bad, crumbly and ful of
amdl hidden crevasses, and there were no trees a dl. Aerin's amy stepped and glided and shambled
out of the shadows of the rocks and the last leaves, and hillowed up around her till she and Tdat were
the hub of awhed; and dl looked around them. “We are no longer in Damar,” she said camly, and Tdat
heaved a great Sgh. Aerin undung Gonturan from her saddle, and carried the blade in her hand, for the
comfort of her only, for there was nothing for a sword to do in the wide blesk brooding space before
them, where no spring could come.

The slence hammered at her, and she heard the little gibbering voices again, but indifferently thistime,
asif she heard them from behind a locked door whose strength she did not doubt. “Come dong, then,”
dhe sad, and Tda waked forward, yerig and folsza making way for them and then faling in beside
them. There was nothing to see but the heavy grey sky and the bleak grey landscape. Mountains again
there must be on the far sde of this flat grey space; but the clouds ringed them in, and there was no
horizon. Her beasts followed her because she led them, but they could not see what she led them to.

Nether could she see aught that was useful; but the smdl nasty voices in her mind seemed to push
harder on one sde of her skull than another; and so she went toward them.

And before them suddenly was a black mountain, or crag, or tower, or dl three; for it was the gze of
amountain, but of the looming impossible shape of a crag that will be ripped into an avdanche in the next
great sorm; and yet it was aso a worked shape, however improbable, asif ahand had built it—surdly in
its peak was the glint of windows?—but the hand must have belonged to a madman. Around it twined a



vad vine of the surka, and Aerin’s sscomach turned over and fdl back in her bdly like a stone, and the
gibbering voices could be heard to laugh.

She dismounted and walked dowly forward. She raised Gonturan, and Gonturan blazed blue, and
the black tower suddenly glowed red, fire red, and the peak of the tower lifted and turned toward her,
and the dlint of windows was a dragon’s red eyes, and the black shadow that bent toward her was a
dragon’s black head, and it opened its mouth to breathe flame a her. Her left am went suddenly dead,
and then the pain of old burns bit deeply into it, new and fresh; and she smelled her own flesh burning.
“No!” she screamed, and dropped Gonturan, and threw up her right arm againg the glare of flames, her
left arm hanging limp beside her. She turned to run, but something was in her way; something deek and
black tripped her, and she fdl againg Tdat's flank, and her mind cleared, and she no longer smdled
scorched flesh. She turned back fearfully, for her Ieft am dill throbbed with memory, but there was no
fire, and no dragon; only the black monstrous shape twisted round with leaves.

She bent and picked up her sword; but the blue fire had gone out, and the blade was as dull as the
grey plan around them. She looked again to the dlint that might be windows, for she knew now that she
hed come to the place she looked for, knew that Agsded was here. And she knew a0 that there was no
way in, for the way that Gonturan might have won her was lost to her now.

Sowly she circled the great tower, but there were no doors, and now it looked like a mountain after
dl, and nothing that should have had a door, it was fodlish to have supposed otherwise; and her quest
was afalure for if not here then she knew not where. She crawled over the rocks below the surka that
wrapped itsdf around the black crag, for she would not touch the surka if she could hdp it, this surka
that the eye of Agsded mug have touched, that his bresth might have stirred; but she went aone, for
Tda and the foldza and yerig waited where she had chalenged the tower with Gonturan's flame and
then logt it.

She came round the full cirdle and knew hersdlf defeated, and she went up to Tdat and put her ams
around his neck and her face in his mane, as she had done so often before for little hurts and dismays,
and now in this great hurt she had no other recourse. He tucked his chin againgt her arm, but it was no
comfort, and she stepped away from him again—and he bolted forward, and reared, and neighed, a
war-horse going to battle. She stared a him open-mouthed, the hilt of her dull sword prodding her
elbow.

Tda scrambled up the rocks before them, and neighed again; and plunged into the twining surka,
which dowed him little. Aerin watching fdt thet the leaves pulled at him and hindered his passage as best
they might; but he surged through them and did not care. He neighed again as he reached the foot of the
smoother wals of the tower itsdf; he was above the vines now, and Aerin could see stresks of their sap
on him. He shook his head, and reared again, and struck the wadls with his front feet; and sparks flew,
and there was asmdl as of burning, but of the burning of unclean things. He came to dl fours, and then
reared and struck again; and then the folstza and the yerig were flowing up over the rocks and through
the dinging surka to join him, and the yerig queen flung hersdf a a high outthrust knob of rock, and
scrabbled at it.

“It won't work,” Aerin whispered, and Tda reared and struck again, and the amdl of burning was
stronger.

Thefolstza were dawing great ropes of vine from the base of the tower, and flinging them down, and
the tower seemed to quiver in her 9ght. The sharp little elbow of rock that the yerig queen dung to gave
way suddenly, dumping her at Taat's feet; but whereit had been there was a crack in the black wal; and
when Tdat struck at the crack afinerain of stone powder pattered down.

The torn vines thrashed like wild things when they touched the sandy grey ground. Aerin reached to
touch one of the dark leaves, and it turned into a amdl banded snake with venomous eyes;, but she
picked it up anyway, and it was only aledf. She stood saring as her army sought better purchase on the
black rock face; digantly she heard the patter of stone chips, and she picked up another leaf, and wove it
through the stem of the firgt; and another, and then another, and when, suddenly, there was a crash and a
roar and she looked up, what she hdd in her hands was a thick heavy green wreath of surka; and her
hands were gticky with the sap.



A great face of the crag had fdlen, and within, Aerin saw gairs winding up into the black mountain,
red with torchlight; and her army turned its eyes on her, and panted, and many of ther mouths dripped
pink foam, and many of ther feet had torn and bleeding pads. Tdat was grey with sweat. With the
wregth in her hands, and Gonturan banging lifdesdy a her side, she stepped carefully through the rubble,
and through the ranks of her army, many of whom touched her lightly with their noses as she passed
them, and st her foot on the firg Sair.

Chapter 19

THE STAIRSWENT UP and up inalong dow spira, and Aerin followed, turning round and round
till it ssemed to her she must be dimbing the wdl of the sky and at the end of the staircase she would step
onto the moon's cold surface and look down, far away, upon the green earth. For a little while she could
hear her friends, who waited restlesdy at the foot of the sair; once she heard the thinnest thread of a
whine, but that was al. None tried to follow her. Then she could no longer hear anything but the soft
sound of her footsteps and the occasiona dow stutter of a guttering flame. Her legs ached with dimbing,
and her back ached with tenson, and her neck ached with keeping her head tipped up to look at the
endless saircase; and her mind ached with thoughts she dared not think. Daylight had disappeared long
since, had gone with the last sounds of her beasts; the light in her eyes was red. In the edges of her vison
she saw gaping black doors that led into chambers she would not imagine, let done turn her gaze to see;
and sometimes the soft noise of her footsteps echoed strangely on a gair that opened into such aroom.

The slence weighed her down; the air grew heavier with every step up. She recognized the weight,
though she had never fdt it thus before: evil. Maur's breath had stunk of evil, and its words had set evil
tracksin her mind; but she had faced Maur on the earth and under the sky, not in a dark endless arless
tower. She sruggled on. With each step she fdt her ankles and shinbones jar againg the floor, and
tendons grate across her kneecaps, the heavy thigh muscles twist and curl, her hips grind in ther sockets.
Her right ankle began to ache.

She was dill carrying the surka wregth, and as she thought of Maur she remembered the red stone
ghe had taken with her from its ashes, and remembered that she carried the stone even now. She had a
moment’s cold dread, wondering if she were carrying her own betrayd into Agsded's lair; but she put
her hand into the breast of her tunic, and drew out the little soft pouch where the stone lay. The stone
was hot to the touch when she let it fdl into her pdm from the pouch, and it seemed to writhe in her
fingers she dmogt dropped it, but she thought of spiders and surka leaves, and hdd on; then shook it
back into its pouch, and curled her fingers around it._

Still she climbed, but she no longer fdt done. Evil was with her; red evil shone in her eyes, rode on
her shoulders, harried her heds; waited in the dark doorways where she would not ook, fdl like ash and
rose like smoke from the torches. Evil was dl around her, and it watched her, eyelesdy, watched for her
fird sumble. Stll the stairs rose before her, and gill her weary legs carried her up; she wondered how
many days she had spent dimbing stairs, and if her amy had disbanded by now, and she worried about
Tda, who was wearing his saddle and gear. She should have remembered to drip it off before she
entered the dark tower.

The red light throbbed in time to her own pulse; she panted in a rhythm begun by its fluctuations, the
swedt that ran into her eyes was red, and it burned. And now she had something ese to worry about, for
where she had touched the tender skin of her throat with her surka-sticky fingers when she pulled at the
thong that held the dragon stone’s pouch, it burned too. Bt its throb had nothing to do with the tower. It
throbbed angrily and sdlf-conscioudy, and her mind was distracted enough to think, This is typicd. On
my way to gods know what unspeskable doom, and | break out in arash. But it lightened the evil a little
she did not notice this as such, only that she toiled on in a dightly better spirit. 1dly she pulled one end of
her collar loose and pressed it againg the surka rash, which didn’t help at all.

Up. And 4ill up. Everything ached; it was impossble to tdl the leg cramps from the headache any
more; the only thing about her that dill bore any individudity was the surka rash on her chest, which was
goreading. Up. She had been dimbing forever; she would be dimbing forever. She would be a new god:



the God That Climbs. It was no more improbable than some of the other gods: the God That Isn't There,
for example (more often known as the God That Follows or the God That Goes Before), which was the
shadow-god a midday. The rash had aso begun to itch, and she had to curl her surka-stained fingers
into figs to stop hersdf from scratching the too sendgtive skin on her neck and chest. And ill she
climbed. The hest in the red stone now beat a one hand even through the pouch; and the crisp leaves of
the surka pinched the fingers of the other hand.

When she came to the top she did not believe it. She stood dumbly, looking at the black hdlway
before her, opening from a black doorway like dl the other doorways she had draitly passed on her long
spird ascent; but now the stairs were ended, and she mugt cross this threshold or turn around and go
back. There were no torches lighting this hdl; the last of them threw their shadows a her from hdf a
dozen steps below. And suddenly those shadows flickered, though there was no draught, and she knew
there was something on the stairs behind her, and she plunged forward into the darkness.

She would have said she had no strength left for running, but she did run. Gonturan banging panfully
agang her ankle, dthough her feet were numb with dimbing. Then she saw that the hdl was quite short,
for the blackness before her was that of double doors, ther frames edged with the thinnest line of red
light; and she stopped abruptly afew strides from them, her muscles quivering and her knees threstening
to dump her full length on the floor for the thing coming up the stairs to find.

She leaned againg the outer edge of one door, her back to the narrow wal where it joined the
corridor wall; her breasth whined in her throat. Thank Luthe for the thoroughness of my cure, she thought
as she fdt the thick air surging into the bottom of her chest, being hurled out again, and a fresh lungful
captured. The rash on her chest throbbed with extra enthusaam as she panted, and the skin above her
ribcage had to heave and subside more quickly. Well, thorough about the important thing, she amended.

Luthe. She had not thought of him, had not quite said his name even in the dimmest, mog private
recesses of her mind, since she had Ieft him. She had said she would come back to him. Her bregthing
eased; even the evil ar seemed to taste less foul. Luthe. She looked down the hdlway, but saw nothing
coming toward her. Perhaps it is Nothing, she thought. Perhaps thet is what follows here. She looked
down at her hands. She could not open the doors behind her—supposing they opened in the usud
fashion—with both hands full. She kndt down, kicking the tip of Gonturan to one Side so she jammed up
into a corner and gave Aerin’s armpit a sharp poke with her hilt, and put the hidden stone and the green
wregth on the stone floor. Sowly she upended the leather bag, and the hot red stone spilled out, burning
inits own light, long red tongues of that light snaking down the corridor and up the walls. 1t made her
dizzy. She prodded the wreeth and made asmdl hollow in the twined stems, hedtily picked up the stone
asit tried to scorch her fingers, and dropped it in. It Szzled and hissed, but the surka seemed to quench
it, and the red light subsided. Aerin pulled the leaves back over it again, shook the wreeth to be sure it
could not fdl out, and stood up.

By the wings of the mother of dl horses, her rash would drive her mad soon. She rubbed it
helplesdy, the hed of her hand chefing it againgt the indde of her shirt, and it responded glegfully by
feding asif it had caught fire; but as she dropped her hand again and then tried to bow her shoulders so
that her shirt and tunic would fal awvay from the infected skin, she stopped thinking about what might be
cregping up the gtairs behind her. Bowing her shoulders did no good ather. Irritably she turned to face
the door, her free hand pressed flat againgt her chest again with shirt and tunic between; and pushed at
the doors with the hand that held the surka. The leaves rasped againg the indde edge of the doors, and
the doors exploded.

There was aroar like dl the thunder gods came down off their mountain to howl smultaneoudy in her
ears, and winds soun around her like endless spiral staircases, bruisng her with their edges. There was
torn redness before her eyes, rent with blackness, clawed with white and yellow; she fdt that her eyes
would be hammered out of their sockets. She staggered forward, ill dutching the wreath, the hand that
held it outstretched. She could not see floor nor walls nor cailing, nor anything; only the shards of color,
like mad rags of doth streaming past. Her other hand fdl to Gonturan’s hilt, though she knew she hadn’t
achance of drawing her inthis vortex of storm; dill it gave comfort to dutch a her.

The wind lifted her entirely off her feet for a moment and dropped her again and she sumbled and



amod fdl, and so the wind seized her yet again and threw her to one side, and only luck let her fdl feet
firg the second time. Thiswill not do, she thought, and braced hersdf as best she could. I'll probably
lose her—and with awild heave she pulled Gonturan free of her scabbard.

Blue fire blazed up and whirled around her, and the winds and thunders backed off. Aerin gave
Gonturan an experimentd swoop, and she sang, a dill grim note, and the shards of red and black and
claws of ydlow and white disappeared into shadows and became a floor and five red walls and a caling
overhead with things painted on it, fdl things of red and black, with fangs and ydlow claws.

And a the far end of the chamber stood a man dressed in white, with a red sword girt a his Sde,
and she knew him at once, for she had seen his face often enough in her mirror.

She opened her mouth, but no words came out. He laughed, her own laugh, but greater, deeper, with
terrible echoes that made tangled harmonies, and those harmonies found the places in her own mind that
she had never looked into, that by their existence had long frightened her; that she had hoped aways to
be able to ignore. The ar reeled over her in thick waves, and Gonturan’s blue fire dimmed and flickered
as her hand trembled.

“Wdl met, sgter’s daughter,” he said. His voice was low and soft and courteous; a thoughtful,
philosophica, wise, and kindly voice, a voice anyone might trust; a voice nothing like Aerin’s own.

“Not wdl met,” Aerin said at lagt in a strangled voice, which seemed to cut ugly holes in the ar
currents between them, which destroyed the harmonies that dill hummed in her mind; but by the sound of
her own voice she fdt she had lost something treasured and beautiful that might have forever been hers.
“Not wel met. You killed my mother and you would kill my people and my country.”

He raised his shoulders, and his white robe rippled and fdl in long graceful folds that glinted softly,
like the petds of soring flowers. His hazd eyes blinked gently a her; her own eyes, but larger and set
more deeply beneath a higher brow. “And why, my dear, should you care? You never met your mother,
S0 you cannot miss her. | may have done you a favor; many daughters would be glad to have escaped
the tender minigrations of their mothers.

“And when has your land ever cared for you?' His voice sank lower yet, purring, and he smiled
Aerin's own amile. “They cdl you witch's daughter—and so you are, and more, for your mother might
have been given the mage mark had she not fled too soon—and they should revere you for it. But in ther
gamdl vicous way they choose to revile you.

“Your father is kind—why should he not be? You have never been any trouble—you have never
demanded your rightful place as his daughter and his only child; and latdly you have been of some sl
use, daying dragons, so that he need not send out his vauable men on o inglorious a task. You have
kept to the shadows, and he has let you stay there, and has done nothing to deny his peopl€e’s voices
when they whisper, witchwoman's daughter.

“And Tor?” He chuckled. “Honest Tor. He loves you, you know. You know that. So does
everyone. They dl say that you are your mother’s daughter—I think even the worthy Arlbeth wonders
just alittle, sometimes—and your mother was a witch; never forget that. Tor himsdf is, of course, notina
position to do much thinking about this. And as you are your mother’s daughter, even when you do not
remember it ... ” He amiled her amile a her again, but it seemed very full of teeth.

“No,” sad Aein; it was dmogt a shriek. Gonturan wavered in her hand.

“But yes. And think of who accompanied you to this fateful meeting. Do you come with your father’s
finest cavary? Do you come at least with a troop of wel-meaning if inexperienced men? Why, no—you
come without even the lowlies Damarian foot soldier, without even a ragged village brat to shine your
boots. You come at dl only because you escaped, like a prisoner, from the City which ought to be yours
to command. Y ou come draggle-tailed, with wild beasts of the hills, riding an old lame horse who should
have been merdfully killed years ago.” He seemed to have some trouble saying the word “merafuly’: it
was asif histeeth got in hisway.

Aerin shook her head dumbly. His words buzzed in her ears like insects waiting to ging her; and the
terrible harmonies of his laugh bit deeper into her each time she moved. If only her chest didn't itch so; it
was hard to concentrate on anything through the itching; it was worse even than the headache. He was
talking about Talat, poor patient Talat, waiting for her while his saddle gdled him; grey horses often hed



oversengtive skin. If she had been born a horse she would undoubtedly have been grey. Her chest fdt
likeit no longer had skin onit at dl; perhaps it was being torn by those red-and-black creatures with the
claws. The low murmuring buzzing voice went on.

“And Luthe” The voice paused a moment. “1 knew Luthe very wdl once.” Even through the gentle
gracious melody of that voice she heard the mdice behind it when it spoke Luthe' s name; she was only
too wel aware of mdice, for it was eating a hole in her breastbone now. Furthermore, it was her own
voice she listened to, for dl its beauty, and she knew, when it roughened, where the roughness came
from. “Luthe, who doesn't dare leave his mountain any more. Little Luthe, never one of Goriolo's
favorite pupils, for he was dways a little dow—athough he sometimes disguised this rather cleverly, |
must admit, with his own unique style of obstinacy.”

Do you think | like sending a child to a doom like this, one | know | cannot mysdf face? It was as
though she were hearing the words for the firg time, so loudly did they crash in her ears; Luthe's voice
was not mdlifluous like her red-haired uncd€'s, Luthe' s voice was raw and angry, like the spot on her
chest.

“Luthe, and his games with children, for children’s games were as much as he was capable—"

“Now that,” Aerin said quite dearly and cdmly, “is nonsense. If you can do no better than cheap
inaults, then the prophecy over-estimates you. | shdl tdl Luthe that he could have met you himsdf.”

“The prophecy!” howled Agsded; and he seemed to grow till he towered over her, his robes
billowing, hishair red asfire; and dimly Aerin thought. His hair is the color mine used to be before Maur
burned mogt of it off. My hair isn't that color any more.

Agsded reached for his sword, and Aerin raised Gonturan again and shook her, and blue fire ran
down her edge and over Aein's hand and wrigt, and onto the floor; and where it touched, cracks
appeared, and ranintiny raysindl directions. “You may be right about Tor and my father,” Aerin went
on conversationdly. “Y ou may even be right about me. But you are wrong about Luthe”

The red sword whipped out of its scabbard and flew a her, but Gonturan flashed to stop it, and
where the blades crashed together more blue fire dripped and splashed, and there was another series of
gmdl star-shaped cracksin the floor.

“Fooal,” boomed Agsded’s voice, and it was velvety no longer. “Fool. The prophecy sad that only
one of my blood may face me, and so you have come this far; but your Damarian blood cannot stand
agang the one who wears the Hero’'s Crown.”

Adin raised her eyes to his forehead, and where she had not seen it before, the dull grey circlet that
was Damar’ s dearest prize and treasure was bound closaly to his brows. She could not help the shudder
that ran through her, for what he said was true. Luthe, she thought, you should have come with me; you
could have been the un-Damarian hdlf.

The red sword bit a her again, and again Gonturan pulled her am into placein time to deflect it. Yet
even as death awaited her so near she could see its red jaws opening, her clearest thought was ill a
desperate desre to find away to make her chest stop itching. | wonder if one can 4ill itch if one is dead,
she thought; and her arm jerked once more as Gonturan parried another dash. But the red sword amost
broke through her guard, and her arm seemed suddenly weak; and she did not know if it was the fact of
her opponent’ s wearing the Crown, or only her knowledge of the fact; and her eyes were drawn up again
to his forehead. But she could not bear to look at that face for long, her own face, with wide mad green
eyes, and har red as fire. ... My har is not that color any more, she told hersdf, and my eyes are not
those eyes, and | am not the man before me. | am nat he, she thought; my mother fled him as | now face
him, for what he is and we are not. And yet she was grateful that she could not look often into the face
which was not hers, for she mugt watch the flicker of the red sword.

“Who taught you swordplay?’ thundered Agsded. “No mortd can best me” And the red sword
looked like saven swords as it swooped down on her again; and yet Gonturan was seven swords in
return, and struck them dl away. I'm afraid you are no longer quite mortal—morta, Aerin thought. She
laughed, and the red blade wavered when she laughed; perhaps the laugh of his sster’s daughter echoed
in Agsded's brain as horribly as his did in Aerin's. And as the red blade hesitated, Gonturan struck
Agsded' s shoulder. An inhuman scream went up, from the red mage or from the blue sword, Aerin could



not tel; and then Agsded's sword came for her again, more swiftly than before, and Aerin could not even
falow with her eyes as the two swords caught at each other, thrust and dammed and were hurled apart.
“My Damarian blood,” she panted, “uncle, isnot so cursed as you think; for | have svum in the Lake of
Dreams, and |—am—no—Ilonger—quite—mortd.”

“It will aval you naught,” he cried, and legped back, and threw up his hands, and fire legped up dl
around him. Fire. Red fire red and orange, with hot thick smoke, and bright terrible arms that reached
out for her. Aerin quailed, and there was no black cat nor white horse to help her. This fire was no mage
illuson; she could amdl it, and the heet of it beat againgt her face; and again Gonturan's blue fire flickered
and dulled in her hand.

Agsded laughed; and within the ring of fire he thrust his sword back into his belt and crossed his
ams. “WdI? Fire may dill burn those who are—no—Ilonger—quite—mortd.” He laughed again, and
Agin flinched from his voice even as from the licking flames; and the grey Crown was red in the firdight.

Someday, she thought tiredly, | must learn to go forward of my own free will. If only my horrible
chest would let me think dearly. She raised Gonturan, and the blue fire cascaded over her; it was cool
agang her face. She closed her eyes—closing my eyesis stupid, she thought—and jumped into the fire.

It hissed and roared around her, but she ran forward and opened her eyes, and her unde was just a
little late pulling his sword free again, and Gonturan rose for a dash a his neck, the cut she had missed
the last time. Thistime the blade ran true, and struck him squarely.

And bounced off with a harsh ugly sound, and with a nick in her edge; and the recoil was such that
she twisted out of Aerin’s grasp and fdl to thefiery floor, and Aerin fdl with her.

“l am not precisaly mortd either,” said Agsded, and grinned his grin again; and Aerin, looking up at
the red sword that was about to snk into her, thought, 1 imagine I'll be morta enough when struck
through the heart; | wonder what mage trick it is he uses—or perhaps it's because he's wearing the
Crown. And because she had nothing ese left to do, and because she was ill holding the wregth in her
other hand, she threw it at him.

He screamed. It was a scream that cut across dl the senses, Sght and touch and taste and amdl as
wel as hearing; it was a scream sharper than any sword and as hitter as hatred, as fierce as a hunting
foldza and as implacable as winter. Aerin had only the dimmest recollection, through the scream, of the
surka wreath touching his face, fdling over his head to ring his shoulders; of the dragon stone shining as
brilliantly red as Agsded's sword had been, but which now turned to the dull rusted color of old blood;
of a samdler fire within the ring of fire, risng around Agsded higher and higher till he disappeared from
view, as the fire he had thrown between himsdf and Aerin sank and darkened and died; and 4ill the
scream went on. Aerin staggered to her feet, and found that she was dutching Gonturan with both hands;
and that the padm of one was wet with her own blood where she had seized unwaily at Gonturan’'s edge;
and that her hands and arms glowed blue, and as she bent her head the hair that fdl forward around her
face was ds0 blue, and when she looked down, her boots were blue, and there was a pool of blue
Soreading around them, and as the blue widened so did the tiny hairline cracks in the floor, which spread
and crackled and sputtered as she looked, with Agsded's scream 4ill beeting a her. Then the scream
and the short sharp sounds the floor was making rose together in a tumultuous roar, and the stones on
which Aerin stood gave way, and she fdl, and saw the wadls toppling in on her. It would be pleasant to
fant a this point, she thought, but she didn’t, and she continued to clutch Gonturan, but she shifted the
bloody hand to join the other on the hilt. When | land, she thought, | will fal over and cut mysdf in hdf on
my own sword; but the fdl may dready have killed me. The sound of the mountain tower faling was so
loud she could no longer make room for her thoughts, and so she gave up thinking and blackness hurtled
past her, and heavy fragments of that blackness fdl with her but did not touch her, and she wondered if
she might fal forever, as she had climbed, and thus perhaps become the God That Fdls, or perhaps the
God That Climbs and Fdls.

Then there was a shock, but to her feet or her skull or only her mind she did not know; whatever part
of her was struck staggered, and she shook hersdf, and discovered that it was her head she was shaking,
and then she blinked her eyes and looked up, and redized that she saw sunlight leeking through cracks as
though through the ruined walls of an ancient building. At the same time that her confused eyes and brain



figured out the sunlight she dso redized tha her feet were sanding on something, that she hadn’t
chopped hersdf in two by landing on Gonturan, and that she was no longer faling.

She took a hestant step, for she could see very little, and amdl pieces of rubble crunched and
scattered under her feet. The pile of fragments teetered and threatened to spill her into the bottomless
blackness again. Thereisno senseinteking my luck for granted, she told hersdf sternly, and resheathed
Gonturan, gave an absent rub at her chest, and then stood 4ill, blinking, till her eyes began to readjust to
ample things like daylight, and stone walswith cracks in them.

Chapter 20

SHE WAS ON THE FLAT TOP of agmdl mountain of rubble; and off to her right, at its foot, was
abreak in the surrounding circular wall wide enough that she thought she could probably squeeze hersdlf
through it. She made her way dowly and cautioudy down the dope toward the broken place in the wall,
but the suff underfoot shifted and dithered, and she came to the bottom stting back on her hedls, with
the unwounded hand holding Gonturan up by the scabbard so she wouldn't drag. She stood up and went
toward the crack and, indeed, she could push through, dthough it was a tight fit; and then the sunlight
dazzled her, and her abused legs turned abruptly to jely, and she sat down quickly and put her head
between her knees. Staring at the ground, she thought, | wonder how long it's been since I've eaten.
Food might help. The mundane thought made her fed better a once, and hungry as well. She raised her
head. She ill fdt shaky, and when she had clambered back to her feet—ungracefully usng Gonturan as
aprop—her knees were indined to tremble, but she dmost chearfully put it down to lack of food.

She looked around. Where was she? The black tower had risen from a plan where nothing grew;
now dl around her she saw jungle, trees with vast dimbing vines (though none of surka that she could
see), and heavy brush between the trees. The sunlight fdl on the ruined tower and the little bramble
-covered clearing it made for itsdlf, but the light could not make much headway through the thick leaves.
Ugh. It would not be a pleasant journey out. And where might she find Talat? She set out to walk around
what remained of the tower.

Nothing but tumbled rock and encroaching forest. Nothing else. No sgn of anything se ever having
been here either—but where was she? Was the ruined tower she was sumbling around now the same
thet she and Taa and her wild beasts had faced? She tipped her head back to look up a the remaining
wadls They didn't look nearly big enough; the falen rock was not enough to have been built into such
vastness as she remembered. She sighed, and rubbed a hand over her face—and pulled it away again as
she remembered that it was the wrong hand. But the cut had dready hedled; there was nothing on her
padm but a narrow white scar. She dtared at it, puzzled; but there were more important things to be
puzzled abouit.

So what now? She was alone—somewhere—she was hungry, and the sun was getting low. She did
not look forward to anight done in this place—athough it certainly didn’'t look as if anything big enough
to trouble her much could get through that forest, there were dways, well, spiders, for example. As she
thought of spiders it occurred to her that her chest was only barely itching, dmogt idly, asif once it had
gotten the way of it it didn’t particularly want to stop, even though it didn’t have much reason |eft. That's
something, | guess, she thought; and glanced again at her scarred pam.

She sat down, closed her eyes, organized one or two of the smpler things Luthe had taught her, and
thought about the air. She followed invisble eddies and tiny currents as they strayed over her and back
among the trees again; and eventudly she found one that fdt damp, and she followed that until it sank to
the ground, and there she found a spring. It looked dl right; it felt like water.

She opened her eyes and stood up. The spring, when she reached it, dill looked like water and
andled tike water; and she Sghed, because she had no choice. She ducked her head, and then threw her
wet hair back, and then drank deep. She sat back on her heds and scowled into the underbrush. The tiny
goring was only afew paces from the edge of the clearing, and yet it had taken her some expense of time
and energy to hew her way even thisfar. How was she going to get out?

Onething a atime. Remembering something ese Luthe had taught her, she gathered a few dry twigs



and a heap of dead leaves together, and set them on fire by glaing at them—though the effort gave her a
fierce headache and she couldn’'t focus her eyes for a long time afterward, and the fire was sullen and
inclined to smoke. She wandered around gathering more twigs, and saw at least two for each, and two
hands reaching for them, and generdly migudged which hand and which twig were the red ones; but ill
she gathered enough & last to keep the fire going dl night. She hoped. And the fire was beginning to burn
alittle better.

She had hot water for supper, by filling the pouch that had held the dragon stone with water and
henging it over thefire; it leaked very little. She'd try to figure out food tomorrow; she was weary enough
with hunger, but weary too with everything ese, and the sun had set, and twilight would soon be
darkness. She lay down, making an uncomfortable pillow of a rock, with a piece of her tunic pulled up to
protect her ear. She lay as dill as the stones she rested againgt, without even the energy to try to scrabble
for a more easy spot; but dill her thoughts prowled a the ruin of the black mountain, picking at the
rubble. Some of it, perhaps, Luthe could explain to he—but she shied away from the thought of seeing
him again, of asking him. The forest troubled her, for she needed to find a way through it; its existence
was far more than a philosophica dilemma—as was her solitude. Where was Tda? She could bdieve
thet her other dlies had melted away as they had come; she had never understood why they joined her in
thefirg place. But Taat would not have left. At least not of his own free will.

Then the worst thought of dl hit her: Agsded isgone, or a least he seems to be gone; but | have yet
faled, for the Hero's Crown is gone aso.

Sherolled over and stared at the sky. There was no moon, but the stars shone fiercely down on her.
She redized suddenly that Agsded himsdf had never been quite red to her; her terror had been red
enough, and her sck horror at the face he wore; and she had known that she went to a baitle she had
less chance of winning than she had had even when she faced Maur, But the thing that had held her, the
dream that had drawn her on, was the Hero's Crown. It had nothing to do with her own blood and
birthright as her mother’ s daughter, nothing of persona vengeance; it was the idea of bringing the Crown
back to her City, of presenting it to Arlbeth and Tor. She had been sure, for dl that she had never
conscioudy thought of it, that as Damar’s doom lay with Agsded, so mugt the missng Crown. No one
knew of Agsded; no one would believe her even if she told the story, and she could not tdl it, for what
could she say of the prophecy, of the kinship that made her the only possible champion? What would she
sy of her uncle?

But who Agsded was did not matter, or mattered only to her. The Crown mattered, and the story of
it she might have told: that she had wrested it away from him who hdld it, to bring it back to her City, to
lay it before her king. Asit was, for dl that she had done, she had done nathing. If she went to the City
now—if she went home—it would be as a runaway dog might go home, tall between legs, its highest
hope only for forgiveness.

Her eyes closed, and she dept the numbed deep of falure but soon after midnight even this was
disturbed. The earth seemed to shiver under her, and she heard low rumblings like rocks fdling far away;
but perhaps she was only dreaming. Later she knew she dreamed, for she saw faces she had never met
in her waking life.

A sad-faced girl sat by a pool. The white wals around her were so high there seemed to be clouds
resing on their heads, low steps behind her led to an open door, and a room beyond it. There were no
doorsin the other wdls, and the flat earth around the pool was covered with squares of white stone. The
gir’slong black hair fdl forward as she stared into the calm water, and her look of sadness deepened.

Then Aerin, in her dream, saw another walled garden, but the water here played in a fountain, and
the walls were blue mosaic; and in the garden stood a tdl young woman with ydlow hair, tdler by a
hand's breadth than Aerin hersdf, and a her Sde a green-eyed foldza stood. And then she saw three
men standing on the side of amountain, on alittle ridge of rock, facing a crack or aholein the face of the
mountain. A burly man with thinning black hair was staring at the crack with a set stubborn expression,
and his fair-haired companion was saying, “Don’t be a fool. Tommy. Ligen to me” The third man was
young and brown-skinned and dightly built, and he looked amused, but he said, “Leo, you should know
better by now than to argue with him.”



Ther voices seemed to bring Aerin hdf awake, for her dreams became more confused, and she saw
faces without being sure if she recognized them or not, and she fdt the rocky bed beneath her again, and
it seemed asif the ground pressed up unevenly, againg a shoulder, a hip—then a lurch, and a stone she
was sure had not been there before dug panfully into the smdl of her back. Stll she could not
awaken—and then, with a gasp, she opened her eyes and sat up; and it was morning, and her fire was
out; not only out, but scattered, asif someone with fireproof hands had picked it up and tossed bits of it
indl directions; or asif the earth had heaved up under it.

And the forest was gone.

She blinked, but it stayed gone. She was in the middle of the plateau she had crossed to come to the
black tower, dthough the ground doped gently but definitdy from where she sat into the distance, toward
the endrding mountains, and she had not gone uphill to reach Agsded's crag. It was a fine blue day, the
sky high and cloudless, and she could see the width of the plateau in dl directions; the Damarian Hills
were alittle farther away than the unnamed Northern mountains on the opposite side. In sudden fear she
jolted to her feet, turned and looked over her shoulder—but the black mountain was ill a ruin; she did
not have to face dl those stairs again, nor the meeting with a mage who bore her own face.

She had gone but a few steps in no particular direction when along low black object dammed into
her and knocked her flat. She had only just begun franticaly to grope for Gonturan when she recognized
him it was the black king cat, and he, it would appear, was ddighted to see her. His forepaws were
tucked over her shoulders and he was rubbing her face with his own bristles-and-velvet face, and purring
loudly enough, she thought, to bring what remained of the tower down on top of them.

He permitted her, eventudly, to St up, dthough he remained twined around her. She gingerly fdt the
places she had fdlen on, and looked a him severely. “I had bruises enough before,” she said aoud, and
was rewarded by Tdat's ear-shattering whinny, and Tda himsdf appeared around the edge of the
tower. He trotted up and nosed her eagerly, and she stroked his chest and tumbled the cat off her lgp
that she might stand up, and Tdat heaved a dgh of rdief after he had done so. The lagt time he had
rediscovered her after battle it had not been a merry meeting. He whiffled down her shirt and she pulled
his ears, and the black cat twined among her legs and Tda's fordegs both, and Aerin said, “ Something
has come of my absence: you two have made friends” Whereupon the cat |eft off a once and stalked
away. Aerin laughed.

She and Tdat followed him and came shortly to where the rest of the great cats were, and the wild
dogs were there as wdl, and while the two camps dill held mostly to their own, Aerin had a strong sense
thet there was a rdlidble peace, if not exactly friendship, between them.

The folsza and yerig were curled up among mounds of rubble nearly under the shadow of the last
ganding wdls, yet Aerin knew she had gone completely around the remains of the black mountain the
day before, and had seen no Sgn of her friends. She ascended the dope toward them, and the dog queen
came up to her, with the barest wave of her long tal. Aerin tentatively held out her hand and the dog
(ueen tentatively took it between her jaws. Aerin stood quite Hill, and one narrow blue eye looked up a
her, and she looked back. Thetal waved again, and then she dropped Aerin’s hand and trotted off, and
some invishble command she gave to her folk, for they dl followed her; and they rounded the edge of the
mountain of rubble, going away from her, and disappeared.

Adin fdt a little forsaken. Had they only waited to—to see who won? Would they have known if
Agsded had killed her, and run off then to spread the evil news to others of thar kind, perhaps to dl who
lived wild in ther forests and mountains? She had not known why the animds firs came to her, but,
knowing a little too much about the wrong kind of solitude, she had been glad of their company; and had
been smply happy to find them here again after she fdl adeep last night done and comfortless, without
thinking beyond the fact that they were her friends and she had missed them. But the cats showed no sgn
of leaving; and dways there was Taat.

She pulled his saddle off, and was glad to see that he had no garting sores undernesth; and then she
esgerly opened the saddlebags and chewed a little of the end of the tough dried meat she had brought
with her. Her somach was grateful but it rumbled for more. She looked around her again, leaning into the
solid redlity of Taat's shoulder. The bare lands met her eye just as they had before. Her gaze dropped to



the tumbled remains of her fire. Beyond just what she had laid her hands on lagt night there was no wood
in Sght nearer than the green verge of the boundary Hills of Damar. “Wdl,” she said doud to whoever
was ligening. “At least we can see where to go, to get back now.”

As she spoke, a yerig trotted around the edge of the tower and into view again, and two or three
others followed. She tried to suppress the little bubble of happiness that popped up in her throat when
she saw them coming back to her; but then the yerig queen came into sght as wel, and swvung her head
around at once to catch Aerin's eye, and Aerin couldn’'t help amiling. The queen hedd something in her
mouth, and the young brown dog beside her dso was carrying something. The queen dropped back a
little, and her companion reached Aerin first; he had afine fierce ruff and copper-colored eyes, and far
less dignity than his leader, for he wagged his tal enthusagticaly and flattened his ears as he came near.
He dropped what he held on the ground &t her fedt: it was a charred circlet of surka leaves. So black and
withered it was she would not have recognized it but for the red glint it showed: the dragon stone, ill
woven securely inits place. She stooped to pick it up as the one-eyed queen dropped what she hdd: it
was the Hero's Crown.

Chapter 21

THEY STARTED BACK toward the mountains before the sun had risen much higher. Aerin had
buried the ashes of the fire, out of habit, for there was certainly nothing around that might burn; and she
reverently wrapped the surka wregth and its stone, and the Crown, and stowed them in one of Tdat's
saddlebags. There was nothing ese l€ft to do.

Her entourage strung out behind her, cats on one flank, dogs on the other. Only once did she look
back, when they were dready wel across the plain and the sun was beginning to drop toward evening.
Theway did dope down from the dark mountain, and she was sure that this one thing had changed, even
if there had been a disappearing forest between. Buit if this was the worst of what remained, she thought,
they were getting off very lightly.

Theruins of the black tower were amdl in the distance, and they seemed to leer a her, but it was a
gmdl nadty, usdess legr, like a tyrant on the scaffold as the rope is placed around his neck. This plain
would not be a hedthy or attractive place for many years to come, but it would not be a dangerous one
ather. She went on with alighter heart.

She was eager to reach the edge of her beloved Damarian Hills by nightfall, that she might camp in
their shadow and drink from their clean waters, and so kept on into the beginning twilight. She wanted to
ang when she caught the firgt breath of the evening breeze from the kindly trees; but her voice had never
adapted itdf to carrying atune, so she didn’'t. Her army dl seemed to be glad to be under familiar leaves
again, and the dogs wagged ther talls and made chearful playful snaps a one another, and the cats
knocked each other with clawless feet, and rolled on the ground. Tdat pranced. And so they came
marily to a turn in the path they followed, paying atention to nothing but their own pleasure; and then
Aerin caught a sudden whiff of smoke as from a amdl fire, and then the amdl of cooking. She sat down
hard, but Taat's ears flicked back a her. What do you mean stop here? and went on. And there was a
grdl campfire, tucked in the curve of the trall where there was a little dearing and a stream curving
around the other sde of it.

“Good day to you,” said Luthe.

Tda whickered a greeting, and Aerin did off him and he went forward aone to nose Luthe' s hands
and browsein his hair. “1 thought you never Ieft your hdl and your lake,” said Aerin.

“Rardy,” sad Luthe. “In fact, increesingly exceedingly rarely. But | can be prodded by extraordinary
circumstances”

Aain amiled fantly. “You have had plenty to choose from here recently.”

“Yes”

“May | ask which particular circumstance was sufficdently extraordinary in this case?’

“Aein—" Luthe paused, and then his voice took on its bantering tone again. “I thought you might like
to be dragged back to the present, that you might arrive intime to give Tor his Crown and end the dege;



and of course now ingtead of afew hundred years hence thereisno jungle to be compelled to claw your
way through. I’ ve no doubt you could have done it, but it would have put you in a foul temper, and you
would have been in a fouler one by the time you came back to the Lake of Dreams—assuming you
would have had the sense to make your way there, not in your case something one can count on. You
would have needed my assistance to regain your own time—if lighting a little fire made you see double,
charging about in time without assstance would have blinded you for good—and the longer you're out of
it, the harder it would have been to get you back in. So | came to meet you.”

Agin stared at the fire, for she couldn’t think at al when she looked at Luthe. “I redly was a long
time dimbing, then,” she said.

“Yes” sad Luthe. “A very long time”

“And avery long timefdling.”

“And a very long timefdling”

Aerin said nothing more while she pulled Tdat’'s saddle off and dropped it by the fire, and rubbed his
back dry, and checked his feet for amdl stones. “I suppose | should forgive you, then, for meking me
other than mortd,” she said.

“You might. | would appreciateit if you did.” He sghed. “It would be nice to dam that | knew this
was going to happen dl dong, knew that your only chance of success in regaining your Crown was to do
as| did. But | didn't. Sheer blind luck, I'm afraid.”

He handed her a cup of maak, geaming hot, which she drank greedily; then stew on a thin meta
plate, but she ate it so fast it had no time to burn her fingers, and then she had seconds and thirds. When
she wasfinished a lagt, Luthe gave wha remained to the king cat and queen dog, in carefully measured
halves, on separate plates. Aerin heard his footsteps behind her as he returned from setting those two
plates out, and she said, “Thank you.”

The footsteps paused just behind her, and she fdt him bend over her, and then his hands rested on
her shoulders. She put her own hands up, and drew his down, till he was kneding behind her, and he
bowed his head to press his cheek to her face. She turned in his ams, and put her own arms around his
neck and raised her face and kissed him.

They remained near the fire far into the night, feeding it with twigs so that it would keep burning; the
animds were dl long snce adeep, and even Tdat was relaxed enough to lie down and doze. Luthe
sprawled on his back with his head in Aerin’s Iap, and she stroked his hair through her fingers, waiching
the thick curls wind around her fingers, stretch to their fullest length, and spring back again. “Is it 0
amusng?’ sad Luthe.

“Yes” sad Aein, “dthough | should like it just as wel if it were sraight and green, or if you were
bald as an egg and painted your head slver.”

She had not told him much of her meeting with her uncle, nor had she asked him any questions about
him; but she could not say how much he guessed—or knew, in the same way he knew of her
fireegarting—and she ligened eagerly when he began to tak of Agsded, and of ther school days
together. The chill of hating someone with her own face eased as she listened, and eased Hill more at the
sght of Luthe amiling up into her face as he talked; and at last she told him, hdtingly, a little of what had
passed between them.

Luthe looked wry, and was dlent for a time, and they heard the soft contented moan of a dog
dretching in its deep. “Agsded was not entirdy wrong about me” he sad at last. “I was stubborn, and
no, frankly, I was not one of Goriolo’'s mog hrilliant and promisng pupils. But | survived on that
stubbornness and stayed with my master long enough to learn more than mogt of the ones who had
greater gifts to begin with and then went off and got themsalves killed or became sheep farmers because
amage slifeis such agrim and thankless one.

“l was adso dways at my worst when Agsded was around, for he was one of those glittering people
whose every gesture looks like a miracle, whose every word sounds like a new philosophy. You've a bit
of that yoursdlf, vdiantly as you seek to hideiit.

“But | don't know that he and | are so unequd in the end; for as | made mistakes in ignorance, or
obgtinacy, he made mistakesin pride ... .”



“You haven't asked me how I—how helost and | won,” said Aerin, after another pause.

“I have no intention of asking. Y ou may tdl me or not as you wish, now or laer.”

“Thereis something at least | wish to ask you.”

“Ak avay.”

“It requires you move; | need to reach my saddlebags.”

Luthe groaned. “Isit worth it?’

Agin didn’'t mean to laugh, but she did anyway, and Luthe smiled languoroudy, but he did St up and
free her. “This” she said, and handed him the charred wreath and its red stone.

“The gods wept,” said Luthe, and no longer looked deepy. “I should have thought you might have
this | am the earth’s most careless teacher and Goriolo would have my heed if he were around to collect
it.” He parted the dry vines and spilled the red stone into his hand. It gleamed in the firdight; he rolled it
gently from one hand to the other. “This makes your Hero's Crown ook like a cheap family heirloom.”

“What isit?’ Aerin asked, nervoudy.

“Maur's bloodstone. The last drop of blood from its heart—the fad one” Luthe replied. “All
dragons who die by bloodletting spill one of these at the last; but you'd need a hawk’s eyes to find that
last curdled drop from asmdll dragon.”

Agin shuddered. “Then you keep it,” she said. “I’'m grateful for its wizard-defeeting properties, and
if I have the great misfortune ever to need to defeat another wizard, | shdl borrow it from you. But |
don’'t want it around.”

Luthe looked at her thoughtfully, cradling it in his hand. “If you bound it into your Damarian Crown, it
would make whoever wore it invincble”

Aein shook her head vidlently. “And be forever indebted to the memory of Maur? Damar can do
without.”

“You don’'t know what you're saying. A dragon’s bloodstone is not for good or wickedness; it just
is. And it isathing of great power, for it isits dragon’s desth—unlike its skull, which your folk treated
like a harmless artifact. The bloodstone is the red trophy, the prize worth the winning; worth dmost any
winning. Y ou're letting your own experience color your answer.”

“Yes, | am letting my own experience color my answer, which is what experience is for. A dragon’s
heartstone may not be goodness or evil from your vantage point, but | was born a ample morta not that
long ago and | remember a lot more about the smple morta viewpoint than maybe you ever knew. A
bloodstone is not a safe sort of emblem to hand over to any of us—them—even to the royd family of
Damar.” She grimaced, thinking of Perlith. “Or even the sovereigns of Damar only. Even if it were used
wisdy, it cannot be wel enough protected; for there will be others, like you, who know what it
is—others with fewer mortd limits than Damarian kings. Look at the amount of harm Agsded did with
the Crown done”

She paused and then added dowly, “I'm not even sure | believe you about its being a power of
neither good nor evil. Our stories say that the dragons fird came from the North. Almogt dl the evil that
has ever troubled our land has come from there, nor hasiit often happened that something from there was
not evil. You said once tha Damarian royaty—any of us with the Gift, with klar have a common
ancestor with the Northerners. So why have they and their land turned out their way and we ours?

“No. I'll not take the thing with me. You keep it, or I'll bury it here before we go.”

Luthe blinked severd times. “I’ ve grown accustomed to being right—most of the time. Right dl of the
timein arguments with those who were born smple mortas not that long ago. | think—perhgps—in this
case tha you are right. How unexpected.” He smiled bemusedly. “Very wel. | shdl keep it. And you will
know where to find it if ever you have the need.”

“I will know,” said Aerin. “But gods preserve me from needing that knowledge ever again.”

Luthe looked at her, a amdl frown beginning. “That's not a good sort of vow to make, at least not
aoud, where things may be ligening.”

Adain sghed. “You are indeed a tarribly careless teacher. You never warned me about vow-making
ather.” The frown cleared, and Luthe laughed, and it turned into a yawvn hafway.

“Agin” he said. “I'm wearied to death from dragging you backward through the centuries by the



hed, and | mus deep, but it would comfort my rest to hold you in my arms and know | did succeed.”

“Yes” sad Aein. “It was not a comfortable time | spent being so dragged, and | would be glad to
know that | do not spend thisnight dlone as | did that one.”

In the morning Aerin said abruptly, as she fixed Tadat's saddle in place. “Here—how do you travel?
Do you float like amist and waft upon the breeze?’

“Presumably | would then have to order mysdf a breeze to waft me in the right direction. No,
dearheart, | walk. It's surpriangly effective”

“You waked here from your mountain?

“l did indeed,” he said, shouldering his pack. “And | will now wak back. | should, however, be
grateful for your company as far as the foot of my mountain. Our ways lie together till then.”

Adin stared a him blankly.

“l can move quite as fadt as that antiquated beast you prefer as trangportation,” he said irritably. “To
begin with, my legs are longer, even if fewer, and, secondly, | carry a great ded less baggage. Stop
daing at me like that.”

“Mm,” said Aerin, and mounted. Luthe was right, however; they covered just as much ground as
Aein and Tda and their amy would have on ther own—athough it could not be sad they traveled
together. Luthe walked somewhat less fagt than Tda cantered, but a greet ded faster than Tdat walked,
and they played a kind of legpfrog dl day, Luthe cdling directions as needed for the smoother and
quicker route as Tdat's heds passed him, and Tdat pinning his ears back and snorting when Luthe had
the temerity to pass them.

None of them saw much of the folsza and yerig that day, but a evening, when they camped, Aerin's
four-legged amy re-formed around them. “You know, my friends” she said to the rows of gleaming
eyes, “I'm going south—far farther south than your homes and territories. Y ou might want to think about
that before you travel many more days with me”

The one-eyed queen’stal stirred by a quarter-inch; the black king ignored her words entirely.

“It never hurts to have afew more friends at your back,” said Luthe, tending the pot over the fire

“They’re gaying only for your cooking,” said Aerin, who had gotten very tired of the usud Damarian
tral fare on her way north.

Luthe looked at her from haf-shut eyes. 1 will take advantage wherever | can,” he said mildly.

Adin put her ams around him, and the arm that was not holding the spoon crept around her wais.
“You may give up cooking a once, and paint your bald head slver,” she said.

“Mm,” he replied. “My love, | fed it only far to warn you that | am feding quite dert and strong
tonight, and if you choose to deegp with me again, it is not deep you will be getting.”

“Then | look forward to no deep whatsoever,” Aerin sad contentedly, and Luthe laughed and
dropped his spoon.

The next few days went dl too quickly; Aerin had to remind hersdf thet it had been a fortnight she
and Tdat had spent on thair way from the Lake of Dreams to Agsded's grey plain, for the way toward
home seemed far shorter. On the fifth night Aerin drew Gonturan, and showed Luthe her edge, and the
sharp knick broken out of it; the Sght hurt her dmogt as much as the sght of the lamed Taat sanding
liglesdy in his pasture once had. It must have shown on her face, for Luthe said, “Don’t ook so stricken.
| can dedl with this and | don't have the worry about her mortdity to get in my way ether.” Aerin amiled
agmdl smile, and Luthe touched her cheek with hisfingers. She aded him as he asked her, and the next
morning Aerin resheathed a shining flawless blade; but she and Luthe dept heavily and long for the next
two nights after.

Soring had come thoroughly to the lands they traveled through; the grass was lush everywhere, and
the summer fruits were beginning to push through the last petals on the trees and bushes, and Luthe and
Adin saw everything as ther friends, and the folstza and yerig were as polite to Luthe as they were to
Aerin.

But Luthe and Aerin knew without spesking of it when ther last night came, and Aerin was grateful
for amoonless night, that she might weep and Luthe not see. He dept a last, curled up againg her, her
am tucked under his and drawn over his ribs, her hand held to his breast and cradled with both of his



She stayed awake, ligening to Luthe's breathing and the sound of the sky turning overhead; and when
near dawn he 9ghed and dtirred, she gently drew her hand from his and crept free of the blanket. She
paced up and down some few minutes, and then stood by the ashes of last night's camp fire to look a
Luthein the growing light.

The blanket had dipped down; his chest lay bare nearly to the waist, and one long hand was flung
out. His skin where the sun never touched was as white as milk, dmost blue, like skimmed milk, athough
his face was ruddied and roughened by sun and weather. She looked down at her own arms and hands;
she was rose and gold next to him, dthough she looked as colorless as wax againg full-blooded
Damarians. She wondered where Luthe came from; wondered if she'd ever know; wondered what he
would say if she asked. And knew that, on this morning, this last morning, she would not ask; and that in
the last few days, when she might have, she had not thought to. And this gave her her firg conscious pang
of parting.

She knew too that it would be years before they met again, and so she stared a him, memarizing
him, that she might draw out his likeness in her mind a any time during those years, and then she
remembered with a little shiver that she was no longer quite mortd, and the shiver was not for the
knowledge but for the pleasure it now gave her, the firs pleasure it had ever given her, that she might
look forward to seeing Luthe again someday. And that pleasure frightened her, for she was the daughter
of the king of Damar, and she was bringing the Hero's Crown home to the king and to the firg sola, who
would be king after, and whom she would marry.

She wondered if she had ever truly not known that Tor loved her, if it were only that she had dways
feared to love im in return. She was afraid no longer, and the irony of it was that Luthe had taught her
not to be afraid, and that it was her love for Luthe that made her recognize her love for Tor. She had
killed the Black Dragon, she carried an enchanted sword, and now she brought the Hero's Crown back
to the land that had lot it, having won it in far fight from him who had held it againg her and againgt
Damar. She could declare that she would no longer be afraid—of her heritage, of her place in the royd
house of Damar, of her father’s people; and so she could dso, now, marry Tor, for such was her duty to
her country, whether her country approved of the idea or not. And Tor would be glad to see her back;
she had written a letter to him that night that she might have died; dmost everything else had receded to
fog and memory, but she had remembered Tor, and remembered to leave him word that she would come
back to him.

She had once promised to return to Luthe aso. She sat down near where he lay 4ill desping and
gazed a the white white skin and blue-tinted hollows. She thought, They say that everyone looks young
when adeep, like the child each used to be. Luthe looks only like Luthe, deeping; and her eyes filled with
tears. She blinked, and when she could see dearly again, Luthe' s eyes were open, and he reached up to
draw her down to kiss her, and she saw, when she drew her head back a moment after the kiss, that
when he closed his eyes again, two tears spilled from ther corners and ran down his temples, dlinting in
the morning sunlight.

This morning they were careful, for the firg time since they had met at the edge of Agsded's plain,
that each should wrap only his or her own possessionsin each bundle. They spoke little. Even Tdat was
subdued, looking anxioudy over his shoulder a Aerin as she strapped the saddle in place, rather than
doing his usud morning imitation of a war-horse scenting his enemy just over the next hill.

Shedid not mount a once but turned back to Luthe, and he held out his arms, and she rushed into
them. He sghed, and her own breast rose and fdl againg his. “I have put you on a horse—that same
horse—and watched you ride away from me before. | thought | should never get over it that fird time. |
think | followed you for that; not for any noble desire to help you save Damar; only to pick up whatever
pieces Agsded might have left of you ... | know | shall never get over it thistime. If you do it, someday,
athird time, it will probably kill me” Aerin tried to smile, but Luthe stopped her with a kiss. “Go now. A
quick death isthe best | blieve”

“You can't scare me” Aerin said, dmost succeeding in keeping her voice levd. “You told me long
ago that you aren’'t morta.”

“I never said | can't be killed,” replied Luthe. “If you wish to chop logic with me, my dearest love,



you must make sure of your premises.”

“I shdl practice them—while—I shdl practice, that | may dazzle you when next we meet.”

There was alittle Slence, and Luthe said, “You need not try to dazzle me”

“I must go,” Aerin said hopelesdy, and flung hersdlf at Tdat just as she had done once before. “I will
See you agan.”

Luthe nodded.

She dmogt could not say the words: “But it will be along time—long and long.”

Luthe nodded again.

“But we shdl meet.”

Luthe nodded a third time.

“Gods of dl the worlds, say something,” she cried, and Tdat sartled beneath her.

“I loveyou,” said Luthe. “1 will love you till the stars crumble, which is a less idle threat than is usud
to lovers on parting. Go quickly, for truly | cannot bear this”

She closed her legs vidently around the nervous Tdat, and he legped into a gdlop. Long after Aerin
was out of sght, Luthe lay full length upon the ground, and pressed his ear to it, and ligened to Tdat's
hoofbegts carrying Aerin farther and farther away.

Chapter 22

SHE RODE IN A DAZE of misery, unconscious of the yerig and folstza who pressed closdly around
Tda'slegs and looked anxioudy up into her face; and she stopped, numbly, at nightfal. She might have
gone on till she dropped in her tracks, were she on foot; but she was not, and so at nightfdl she stopped,
and gtripped her horse, and rubbed him down with a dry cloth. Tdat was a little sore; that sudden gdlop
to begin along day had done his weak leg no good, and so she unwrapped some ointment that would
warm the stiffness, and massaged it in vigoroudy, and even amiled allittle at the usud grimaces of pleasure
Tda made.

When she lay down by the fire she sprang up again dmog a once, and paced back and forth. She
was dizzy with exhaustion and stupid with unhappiness, and she was riding to the gods knew whét at the
City; and as she remembered that, she remembered a0 flashes of what she had seen, deep in the Lake
of Dreams. But that brought her back to Luthe again, and the tears ran down her face, and, sanding
before the campfire, she bowed her face in her hands and sobbed.

Thiswould not do. She had the Crown, and she carried an enchanted sword; she was coming home
awarior victorious—and a firg sol worthy of respect. She fdt like dead leaves, dry and brown and
brittle, dthough leaves were probably not miserable; they were just quietly buried by snow and burned
by sun and harried by rain till they peacefully disntegrated into the earth .... She found hersdf garing a
the earth under her feet. She had to get some deep.

She turned despairingly back to her blanket and found two furry bodies dready there. The dog
queen smiled a her and moved her feathery tal an inch a least; the cat king flattened his ears and
half-lidded his eyes. Neither paid the least attention to the other.

She laughed, a cracked laugh, hdf a choke. “Thank you,” she said. “Perhaps | shdl deep after dl,”
She pillowed her head on a cat flank, and a dog head lay in the curve between her ribs and pevis and a
dog tal curled over her feet. She dept a once, and heavily; and she woke in the morning hugging the
queen’'s neck with her face buried in her ruff, and the big yerig had a look of great patience and
forbearance on her face that no doubt she wore when bearing with a new litter of puppies.

Agin dso woke with a sense of urgency; urgency so greet that it broke through the numbness.
“Soon,” she said doud to Tdat, and he cocked his ear a her and grunted only alittle at the indignity of
having his girth tightened. “They need us soon.”

He was giff thismorning as well, but Aerin paid attention and was careful, and he worked out of it.
Before the darkness came upon them a second time they had nearly passed the Airdthmar on ther right
hand; and by the third evening Aerin could see the fault in the top line of the Hills that was the pass to the
forested plan before the City, for her way home was short when she knew where she was going.



Tomorrow, perhaps, they would stand in that pass.

Her friends dept with her again that night, but they had a less peaceful time of it, for her dreams were
bad, full of battle and shouting, and the groans of the wounded, and the fdl ghasily sound of the language
of thefalk of the North. She woke often and swesting, her fig clenched and her nerves jumping. In the
last dream she had before dawn she heard Arlbeth's voice, weary and hopeess “If only we had the
Crown. Wemight yet ... "

“If we had had the Crown,” another voice, higher pitched: Perlith. “If we had had the Crown, we
would not be so badly off in the first place.”

“At lead,” sad Gdannain avoice so low that Arlbeth would not hear her, “we do not have our little
bad-luck token with us. Thank the gods for that much.”

Thank the gods ... thank the gods she's not here ... not here ... the Crown, plesse the gods, we need
the Crown, it isnot here ....

She woke up. Dawn was just cregping above the mountains crests. She did not want to be awake
yet, for today she would come in sght of her City, and she was afraid of what she would find; afraid that
she came too late; afrad that even the Crown was not enough. Afraid that they would not accept the
Crown from her hands. Afraid that they would read in her face whom she had wrested the Crown from.

Afrad that they would read in her face that she knew, now, .that she did not beong to Damar. She
would loveit dl her life, and that life was likdly to be along one; and she had a duty to it that she might
fufill some part of, if she tried as hard as she could.

She told hersdlf that she did not think of Luthe.

Her amy flowed up on her ether flank; a sea of furry backs, black and grey and brindled, golden
and ruddy; there was no playfulness in them today. Their ears pointed in the direction they were going,
and their talls were low. She had unwrapped the Crown, and at first she carried it before her balanced on
the pommd, and then she thought of stowing it away again, but she wanted it close, where she could
touch it and it touch her. She dungit at last up over her am to her shoulder, and it warmed, riding there,
till when she reached to touch it with her fingersit was the same temperature as her own skin.

As they rode into the morning the wind sang in her ears, but it carried strange sounds within it, and
she smdled strange odors. It was Taat's restlessness, at ladt, that told her what was happening; for these
were the sounds and amdls of bettle.

They wound their way up the smooth broad track that led between Vasth and Kar to the low
forested hills before the City. As they reached the top of the pass Tdat snorted and shied away, and
Aerin dung to the saddle, not bdieving the glimpse she had had of the scene below them. Grimly she
kneed Tda around, and rductantly he obeyed her, but dill he tried to sdle sideways, to turn and bolt.
Even Maur had not been so bad as what lay before them.

The trees were gone; even, it seemed, the gentle hills were flattened, and where there had been the
greens and browns and deep blue shadows of leaves and trees there was the gridy heave and thrust of
battle. The Northerners were there, between her and her City. She could see sandl humen bands, the
largest near the City gates, fighting desperately; but they were outnumbered, and they fought defensively,
because their honor demanded it, and because fear of being captured dive by the Northerners drove
them on; not because they had any hope left. And the Northerners knew this.

Adin stared numbly at the ragged scarred landscape, and listened to the terrible cries and the heavy
sound of blows, and the fumes of the fighting choked her, and made her eyes water. It was as though the
forest she had daily seen from the highest towers of her father’s castle had never been; it was as if, when
Luthe dragged her back to her own time, he had miscaculated and she was some other Aerin on some
other world. She waited for panic to take her. Tdat quieted and stood, ears forward, tense, but awaiting
her orders; and her amy surrounded her, and made a huge pool behind her that splashed like surf up the
rock sides of the pass.

“Wdl,” she said doud, and the camness of her own voice frightened her. “Maybe not being quite
mortal any more is going to count for less than | thought.” She settled the Crown more firmly on her
shoulder, and drew Gonturan, who gleamed blue dong her edge; the blue rippled up, over the hilt and
orip, and flowed over Aerin’s hand. There was an odd subtle tingle a the touch of the blue shimmer, but



it was not unpleasant; Aerin put it down to the twitching of her own nerves,

“I hope, my friends, that you will help me now: escort me—there” she said, and pointed with her
sword; and from Gonturan’s tip a blue spark jumped, and fdl 9zding to the ground, and the cat king
paced gravely over to examine the spot where it had fdlen.

Then Aerin thought that perhaps it wasn't her nerves after dl.

She shook the sword, and the blue light brightened fill it lit the air around her, and the pit below her
shimmered with it, and the cat king's eyes glinted with it as he looked up a her; and the light made it
easer, somehow, to see, for just beyond where Gonturan's tip pointed she saw Kethtaz quite clearly,
and Arlbeth on his back; and the blue light seemed to settle around him too, across the eerie ground so
far away. It outlined Tor as well, not far from his king; and she wondered where the standard-bearer
was, for it was this lack that had made her unsure that she had seen her father aright; but she had no time
to think about it now.

“Ligen,” she said, and many pairs of bright eyes turned to her. “The Crown mug fdl only into the
hands of Arlbeth or Tor. No one ese. | will give it to one of them if | can”—she swalowed—"and if |
fal, then you mugt; or if neither should leave this battle dive, then you mugt carry it far from here—far
from here, far from Damar; as far as your feet can bear you.” Her voice echoed oddly, as if the blue light
reflected it or focused it, or hed it together; and she had no doubt, suddenly, of her army, and a great
sense of rdief came to her, and dmogt a sort of joy.

“Come on, then,” she said. “I"d redlly best prefer to ddiver it mysdf.”

She raised Gonturan, and Tdat legped forward, and the yerig and folsza fanned out around her; and
the firs Northerner to fed the teeth of Aerin’'s amy fdl benegth the dog queen, and the second was
beheaded by Gonturan, and the third was pulled down by the tal black cat.

The Northerners had no scouts looking back over the mountains, for they had no reason to think a
watch was necessary; they had the best strength of Damar bottled up in the City before them, and what
few folk there were it scattered in amdl towns and mountain villages had been sufficiently terrorized by
marauding bands of Northerners that they could be relied on to stay shivering a home. Furthermore, the
Northern leaders could hear ther enemies from afar, and could tdl from whence they came, jus as
Perlith could turn a handful of nothing into a bouquet of flowers at a court ball.

Or 0 they had been able to do. They had had no foreknowledge of Aerin's approach, and the
Northerners, while no cowards, knew much of magic and perhaps more of kdlar than the Damarians did;
and the unexpectedness of this feat frightened them far more than the smple fact of Aerin’s presence.
And so they did not rdly a once, as they should have, for, had they done so, they might have cut her
down and won the day for themselves, and won Damar forever. But they did not. They wheded their
riding beasts, some of them nearly horses but most of them nothing like horses a dl, and tried more to
get out of her way than to engage her and test her strength.

The common soldiery of the North was more frightened yet. They saw that ther leaders did not like
this blue flame that dazzled their eyes and, if it came too near, parted ther queerly jointed limbs from ther
thick bodies, and so they scrambled to be free of the thing, whatever it was, and the blue light only
rippled farther and farther out from its center, and spread dl around them. Frequently it fdt like teeth a
ther throats, and ther brown-and-purple blood soon tinged the ethered blue a darker shade; and
sometimesiit fdl from above them, like the lashing hoofs of a war-horse; and their own dying cries were
inther ears, and a high Snging note as wel that they had never heard before, dthough in it were dso the
sharp snarls of the wild mountain cats, and the dangerous baying of a yerig pack, and the dill screams of
afighting gdlion.

The blue dazzled Aerin’'s eyes too, but it was a ussful sort of dazzlement because it seemed to break
the Northerners dumsy movements into arcs whose sweep she could judge so precisdy that as they
tried to escape her she knew just where to let Gonturan fdl across them. She did not think of how many
shekilled or maimed; she thought of them only as obstacles that must be overcome that she might rgjoin
her own people. Merdy to let them part before Tdat's trampling hoofs, as they showed a great
willingness to do, was not enough, for they might then close in again behind her; and so Gonturan fell, and
rose and fdl again, and Aerin’s blue-brightened eyes watched and followed, and looked ahead to where



the Damarians were making their last stand. She had one landmark to guide her, one of the tal standing
stones that marked the last uphill stretch of the king's way into the City; the one of the four stones that
did gill stand. But she could no longer see Tor or Arlbeth. Nor did she often dare raise her eyes to look;
for there were those who stood to oppose her, who as they tried to step out of her way ill showed the
dint of metd, to dissmbowd Tdat if they could, or hurl a poisoned throwing knife a her from behind; she
could not spare her vigilance. Her army kept pace with her; a swathe they were cutting through the
Northerners, occasondly she saw, from the corners of her eyes, a cat body, or alean dog shape, fling
itsdf on the twisted hdm or misshgpen body of a Northerner; but then a once she had to am Gonturan
for another blow. There was a high-pitched hum in her ears, though she could 4ill hear the hoarse shouts
of the Northerners, and the harsh ugly sound of the words of thar language in those shouts.

And across the battlefidd, near the City, the beleaguered Damarians looked up to see what was
suddenly causing such congternation in the ranks of their enemies. Looked up: and strained their eyes, for
what they saw was a blue sea rushing toward them, a white crest at its peak where it reared to break.
But the blue surface rippled more like furry backs than like water, and the rearing white crest was a
war-horse, and a sword blazed blue in his rider’ s hand; he carried no shield and wore no armor, but he
seemed not to need it, for the Northerners fled before him, and only his sword's quickness stayed their
flight, and dew them as they sought to escape.

The white horse neighed with war fury, and the yerig bayed, and the folsza cried their harsh hunting
cries, and nearer and nearer the rushing blue amy came; and the Damarians, some of them, found
themselves fearing this unlooked-for succor, and wondered what the white rider planned for them when
he had cut hisway so far; for there was no doubt that he drew near them, asif thair City’s gates were his
destination; nor was there any doubt that he would succeed in arriving there.

But there was a muffled exclamation from Tor. “To mel Quickly!” He urged his tired Dgeth forward,
and his excitement gave her new strength. “Follow mel It's Aerin!”

Only afew followed him; but whether this was for weariness or deafness, or fear of the blue thing, or
fear that the blue thing was or was not Aerin-sol, it was impossible to say; but one of those who followed
close on Dgeth’'s hed's was the messenger who had once brought news of Maur's terrible waking to the
king.

Aein knew her arm was tired, but it did not seem to matter; Gonturan found the necks and vitas of
the Northerners with her own keen edge and merdy drew Aerin’'s am with her. Then Aerin heard her
name caled, and she shook her head, for she wasimeagining things, but she heard it again. It occurred to
her that it sounded like Tor’'s voice, and that perhaps she was not imagining things, and she looked up,
and there was Tor indeed. Heavy ranks of Northerners separated them yet, and even as their eyes met, a
riding beast, mottled yelow and with forked hoofs and the ears of a cat, reared up between them, and
Aerin saw the one-eyed queen hanging from its throat, and two of her followers legping for purchase at
its flanks. Hamstrung, it fdl kicking, and the queen pulled the rider down, and Aerin watched no further;
and then Taa kicked and legped sdeways, and there was work for Gonturan again; and for a moment
shelog Tor.

She cdled his name, thistime, and & last she heard him answer; he was to one side of her now, but
when she turned Tdat that way the battle sesemed only to drag him farther away. Then the Crown, which
hed dung to her shoulder dl this time as if by its own valition, shook loose and ran down her am, and
struck Gonturan's hilt with aclang.

“Tor!” she cried again; and as his face turned to her, she tossed the Crown over the hilt, to the tip of
the sword, swept the blade upright, and—flung the Hero's Crown across the evil sea that churned
between them.

Gonturan blazed up like afdling star as the Crown ran her length, and as it whedled into the air it in
its turn burgt into flame, red as the sun a noon, red as a mage's hair; and Tor, dumbly, raised his own
sword as if in sdute, and the Crown caught its edge, siwung, hissng, round the tip, and fdl to circle his
wris. Any Northerner might have killed him then, for he dropped his shield, and his sword am was
sretched out immobile as he stared at the glowing red thing hanging from his am. But the Northerners
were afraid of it too; they had seen enough of strange Lights, and the blue one they dready knew to be



fad. And the white rider had thrown this thing from the wicked Blue Sword.

Aerin shrieked: “It'sthe Crown, can’t you see? PUT IT ON!”

Tor looked up again; Aerin was quite near now, and then she was beside him, banging her cdf
panfully againg his stirrup as Tdat pranced and pretended to be taler. She yanked his am down, pried
his fingers loose from his sword hilt, shook the Crown free; pulled his head down toward her and
jammed the Crown over histemples.

Chapter 23

AFTER THAT THE DAY belonged to the Damarians, for between the White Rider and the Scarlet
there was no hope for the Northerners. But it was nonethdess a long and bitter day for the victors, and
they lost many more of their people before it was over, induding many smple folk who had never held
weapons in ther lives before, but who preferred the deadly risk of the battlefied to the terrible passive
waiting to hear the find news. The Northerners, too, were dow to acknowledge defesat, even after they
knew there was no chance left of their winning. In this war no captives were taken, for a captive demon
is a danger to hisjaller. It was not till evening drew near, and Tda was limping heavily with weariness,
and Aerin hdd on to her saddle with her shiddiess hand, that the remaining Damarians began to be adle
to gather at the foot of the king's way before the City gates, and lay down ther arms, and think about
rest. The Northerners were fleaing a lagt, fleaing as best they might, on three legs, or four, or five some
crawled. What Damarians had yet the dtrength pursued the dowest and gave them the last blow of
mercy, but as darkness fdl they I€ft ther treacherous enemies to the shadows, and crowded around the
fire that had been built near the last standing monalith.

There was little rgoicing, for dl were weary, bone-weary, death-weary; and they had had <o little
hope that morning that now in the evening they had not yet truly begun to believe they had won after dl.
And there were the wounded to attend to; and dl those dill left on ther legs helped, for there were few
enough of them. Many of them were children, for even the heders had taken sword or knife by the end
and gone into battle. But the youngest children could at least carry bandages, and collect sticks for the
fire, and carry amdl skins of water tofill the great pot hung over the fire; and as there was no child who
had not logt a father or mother or elder brother or sigter, the work was the best comfort the weary
remaning Damarians could give them.

Agin and Tor were among those dill whole, and they helped as they could. No one noticed
particularly at the time, but later it was remembered that most of those who had fdt the hands of the firg
s0l, her blue sword dill hanging a her sde, or of the firgd sola, the Hero's Crown 4ill set over his
forehead, its dull grey gill shadowed with red, recovered, however grave ther wounds. At the time dl
those fortunate enough to fed those hands noticed was that ther touch brought unexpected surcease of
pan; and at the time that was dl any could think of or appreciate.

Perlith had died on the battlefidd. He had led his company of cavary tirdesdy through the last
endless weeks, and his men had followed him loyaly, with respect if not with love; for they trusted his
coolness in battle, and learned to trust his courage; and because even as he grew worn and haggard as
the Sege progressed, histongue never logt its cleverness or its cutting edge. He died on the very last day,
having come unscathed so far, and his horse came back without him after darkness had fdlen, and the
saddle il onits back was bloody.

Gdanna was holding a bowl of water for a heder when Perlith’s horse came back, and someone
whispered the news to her where she knelt. She looked up at the messenger, who was too weary himsdf
to have any gentleness Ieft for the bresking of bad news, and said only, “Thank you for tdling me” She
lowered her eyesto the pink-tinted water again and did not move. The heder, who had known her wel
in better days, looked a her anxioudy, but she showed no Sgn of distress or of temper; and the heder
too was weary beyond gentleness, and thought no more about it. Galanna was conscious that her har
needed washing, that her gown was torn and soiled—that her hands would be trembling were it not for
the weight of the bowl she carried; that someone had just told her that Perlith was dead, that his horse
hed returned with a blood-stained saddle. Shetried to think about this, but her mind would revert to her



hair, for her scalp itched; and then she thought, 1 will not see my husband again, it does not matter if my
hair is clean or not. | do not care if my hair is ever clean again. And she stared dry-eyed into the bowl
e hdd.

But the second sola was not the worst of their losses. Kethtaz had fdlen in battle too, and everyone
had logt 9ght of Arlbeth for a time—jugt at the time when Aerin and Tor met and Aerin forced the
Hero's Crown over Tor's head. They two looked for hm anxioudy, and it was Aerin who found him,
fighting on foot, a long grim wound in his thigh, so that he could not move around much, but could only
meet those who came to him. But his sword arm rose and fdl as though it were a machine that knew no
pan or weariness.

“Up behind me” said Aerin; “I will carry you back to the gates, and they will find you another
horse”’; but Arlbeth shook his head. “Come,” Aerin said feveridhly.

“l cannot,” said Arlbeth, and turned that his daughter might see the blood that matted his tunic and
breeches to hisright leg. “I cannot scramble up behind you with only one leg—in your saddle without
dirrups.”

“Gods,” said Aerin, and flung hersdf out of the saddle, and kndt down before her father. “Get up,
then.” Arlbeth, with horrible downess, clambered to Aerin’s shoulders, while she bit her lips over the
dumsy crud weight of him, and while her folstza and yerig kept a little space cleared around the three of
them, and he got into Tdat's saddle, and dumped forward on hisold horse’ s neck.

“Gods,” sad Aerin again, and her voice broke. “Wdl, go on, then,” she sad to Tdat; “take him
home” But Tdat only stood, and looked bewildered, and shivered; and she thumped him on the flank
with her closed fig. “Go on! How long can they hold them off for us? Go!” But Tdat only swerved away
from her and came back, and would not leave, and Arlbeth sank lower and lower across his withers.

“Hep me” whispered Aerin, but there was no one to hear; Tor and the rest of them were hard
pressed and too far away; and so she raised Gonturan again, and ran forward on foot, and speared the
fird Northerner she found beyond the little ring of wild dog and cat; and Tdat followed her, humbly
carying his burden and keeping close on hislady’s heds. And so they brought Arlbeth to the gates of his
City, and two old men too crippled to fight helped his daughter pull im down from Taat's saddle. He
seemed to come alittle awake then, and he amiled a Aerin.

“Can you wdk alittle?” she said, the tears pouring down her face. “A little” he whispered, and she
pulled hisarm around her shoulders, and staggered off with him; and the two old men sumbled on before
her, and shouted for blankets, and three children came from the shadows, and looked a their bloody
king and his daughter with wide panicky eyes. But they brought blankets and cloaks, and Arlbeth was
lad down on them by the shadow of one of the fdlen monadliths at his City’s gates.

“Go on,” murmured Arlbeth. “There€ s no good you can do me” But Aerin stayed by him, weeping,
and hdd his hands in her own; and from her touch a little warmth strayed into the king's cold hands, and
the warmth penetrated to his brain. He opened his eyes a little wider. He muttered something she could
not hear, and as she bent lower over im he jerked his hands out of hers and said, “Don’'t waste it on me;
I'm too old and too tired. Save Damar for yoursdf and for Tor. Save Damar.” His eyes closed, and
Agin cried, “Father! Father—I brought the Crown back with me” Arlbeth amiled a little, she thought,
but did not open his eyes again.

Adin stood up and ran downhill to where Tdat waited, and scrambled onto him and surged back
into the battle, and the battle heat took her over a last, and she need think no more, but was become
only an extenson of a blue sword that she held in her hand; and so she went on, till the battle was over.

Arlbeth was dead when she returned to him. Tor was there aready, crouched down beside him, tear
marks making muddy stains on his face. And there, facing each other over the king's body, they taked a
little, for the firg time since Aerin had ridden off in the night to seek Luthe, and her life

“We've been beseged bardy a month,” Tor said; “but it seems centuries. But we've been
fighting—aways retresting, aways coming back to the City, riding out again less far; dways bringing a
few more survivors from more burnt-out villages here for sheter—aways fighting, for dmost a year. It
began ... shortly after you left.”

Aerin shivered.



Tor said, and he sounded bewildered, “Even S0, it has not been so very long; wars have lasted years,
generations. But this time, somehow, we fdt defeated before we began. Always we were weary and
discouraged; we never rode out in hope that we could see victory.” He paused a minute, and stared
down at the shadowed peaceful face of thar king. “It's actudly been a hit better these last weeks,
perhaps we only adjusted findly to despair.”

Later they spoke in snatches as they tended their horses and helped esawhere as they could. Aerin,
numb with shock and sorrow, did not think of her father’s last words to her, and did not think there might
be specid heding in her hands, or in the hands of hm who wore the Hero's Crown; for that was
something ese that Luthe had forgotten to teach her. And so she went merdly where there was a cry for
an extra pair of hands. But somehow she and Tor managed to stay near each other, and the presence of
the other was to each a comfort.

Agrin thought of a black tower fdling as she tucked blankets, of the Hero's Crown no longer on the
head of one who worked to do Damar evil as she pinned bandages; and as she crouched for a moment
near the great campfire that threw wild shadows on the wdls of her City, she thought of words spoken
by another fire How could anyone be so stupid as to bring back the Black Dragon’s head as a trophy
and hang it on awdl for folk to gape at?

Abruptly she turned to Tor and said; “Whereis Maur’'s head?’

Tor stared a her; he was dazed with grief and exhaustion even as she was, and he could not think
who Maur was.

“Before| eft, | asked that Maur's head be put somewhere that | need not look at it. Do you know
where it was taken?’ There was urgency in her question, suddenly, dthough she hersdf did not know
why; but the urgency penetrated the fogin Tor's mind.

“In—in the treasure hdl, | believe” Tor said uncertainly. “I'm not sure.”

Aerin reded to her feet, and a plush-furred black head was at once benegth her hand, propping her
up. “I mugt go there”

“Now?” Tor sad unhappily, looking around. “Then I'll go too .... WEIl have to wak; there ian't a
fresh horseindl the City.”

It was a brutdly long walk, dmost dl uphill, for the king's cagtle stood at the City’'s peak, a lower
Hat-topped shoulder within the endirding mountains. Severa of Aerin's amy came with them, and the
talest ones slently supported Tor, and he wonderingly stroked the heads and backs he found beneath his
fingers. “A long story you have to tdl me” Tor said; it was not a question.

Aerin smiled as much of a amile as her weariness dlowed. “A very long story.” She was much too
tired to weep any more, but she sghed, and perhaps Tor heard something in that sgh, for he edged a
yerig out of the way and put an am around her, and they toiled up together, leaning on each other.

The castle was deserted. Tomorrow meany of the sck and wounded would be brought here; for this
night they would stay by the fire at the foot of the king's way, for even the hde and whole had no strength
left, and there had been no one in the City during the lagt days' fighting; dl had been below, doing what
they could.

Tor found candles, and by some wonder he dill carried hisflint. The castle was eerie inits slence and
solitude and darkness; and Aerin’s tiredness drew little dancing designs & the corners of her sght and
pulled the shadows closer in around the candldight. She found she had to follow Tor blindly; she had
spent dmogt her whole lifein these hdls, and yet in but a few months she had forgotten her way through
them; and then harribly she remembered dimbing centuries of dars in a darkness very like this, and she
shivered vidlently, and her breath hissed through her teeth. Tor glanced a her and held out his free hand,
and she took it gratefully for she had been dl done on those other sairs.

“Herewe are, | bdieve” Tor said. She dropped hishand so that he could attend to the lock, one of
the amdl magics she had never been able to learn. He muttered a moment, touched the door in five
places, and the door did open.

A blast of grief, of the deaths of children, of crippling diseases that took beauty a once but withheld
death; of unconsummeated love; of love logt or twisted and grown to hate; of noble deeds that proved
usdess, that broke the hearts of their doers; of betraya without reason, of guilt without penance, of dl the



human miseries that have ever occurred; dl this struck them, like the breath of a daughterhouse, or the
blow of a murderer. Tor fdl to his knees and covered his face with his hands, and the beasts cringed
back, moaning. Aerin put out her hand, leaned againg the doorframe; judt this she had feared, had hdf
expected; yet the redity was much worse than what her tired mind had been able to prepare her for.

Greetings, said Maur’'s head. | did not think to have the pleasure of seeing you again.

It is you, responded Aerin. She opened her mouth to gasp, and despair rushed in, bitter as aoes.
Tearsfilled her eyes, but she pushed hersdf away from the threshold and bent dowly and carefully to
pick up the candle Tor had set down before he opened the door. She shook her head to clear her vison,
held the candle doft, and stepped indde the high vaulted room, despite the Slent keening of the air. |
know despair, she said. Thereis nothing more that you can show me.

Oh?

The keening changed tone and madness edged it, drifted across her skin, fluttered in her har like
bats wings she ducked, and the candle guttered and dmost went out. Maur laughed. She remembered
that slent hollow laugh.

Angry, she said: Nothing!

“Aein,” a voice sad hoarsdy behind her: Tor. “Light my way—I cannot—see you.” The words
dragged out of him as he dragged himsdf to his feet. “This—is why—weve been—so—tired—al
dong.”

“Yes” The ghilant hissed in the slence like adders tongues, but Aerin’'s anger made a smdl clear
space around her, and her beasts crept to her feet and breathed it gratefully, and Tor staggered to her
like aman crossing a narrow bridge to freedom, and put an arm around her again, but this time it was for
his own comfort.

“Tor,” she sad cdmly, “we mugt get rid of Maur’'s head. Get it out of the City.”

Tor shook his head dowly; not in refusal but confuson. “How? It is too huge; we cannot lift it. We
mud wait ....”

Wait, snickered Maur’s head.

“No.” Aein looked around wildly. The reek of despair dilt tingled in her nogtrils and in her brain, and
her anger was ebbing. She had to think. How?

“Wecanrdl it,” she sad at lagt. “It's roundish. We can rall it downgtairs, and then downhill—out of
the City gates.” She thrugt the candle a him. “Hold this”

She waked purposgfully up to the low platform where Maur’'s skull lay; the shadows in the eye
sockets glinted. Her beasts came after her, dinging to her shadow; and Tor came behind them, just
clear-headed enough to hold the light high, and to watch Aerin.

She st her shoulder in one of the ridged hollows at the base of the skull and heaved. Nothing
happened but that Maur laughed louder; its laughter crashed in her head like thunder, and her vison was
gtained red. Then Tor found a niche for the candle and came to help her; they heaved, and heaved again,
and bardly the massve skull rocked on its base. Then her beasts came, and clawed a the thing, and
chipped therr teeth on it; their lady’s anger and their own fear gave them a wild frenzy, and the skull
shuddered where it lay, but they could ir it no further, and Aerin cried a last, “Peace!” and lad her
hands on her loyd friends. They camed under her touch, but they panted where they sat, even the cats,
the curved white fangs glinting in the dim light. The candle was burning low.

“Itsno use” sad Tor heavily. He was ill leaning againg the skull, pressed up agand it as if he
loved the touch of it; Aerin grabbed him by the shoulder and yanked him away, and he staggered. He
blinked at her, and alittle more of Tor crept back into his eyes, and he dmost amiled, and with his deeve
he rubbed his face whereit had lain againgt the skull.

Are you finished yet? inquired Maur’s head.

No, sad Aerin fiercdly.

I'm glad. This is the finest amusement I've had since you fled the banqueting-hal. Thank you for
opening the door, by the way. Y our folk by the City gates should taste me quite dearly by now.

You dhdl not bully me again! Aerin said, and, dmost not knowing what she did, pulled Gonturan free
of her scabbard and dapped the flat of her across the base of Maur's head where once the backbone



hed joined. Blue fire legped up in sharp tongues that lit the entire vault, with its many shelves and
cupboards and niches, and doors into further strongrooms. It was a ghostly unhedlthy color, but the skull
dhrieked, and there was a crack like a mountain splitting, and the skull fdl off its pedestal to the floor.

Adin hurled hersdf a it asit was dill moving, and grudgingly it rolled another hdf turn; but as it fell,
the thickness of the despair pressng around them weakened suddenly, and with something like hope
agan Tor and the beasts shoved too, each as they could; and it moved another hdf circumference. The
moon was high by the time they reached the courtyard, for they could not take the mogt direct way—the
gze of the skull precluded dl but the widest corridors. The night wind was cold, for they were swegting
hard with their labor; and the moon became two moons as Aerin’s tired eyes refused to focus. Tor had
found rope, and they had tried to drag the thing, but that had worked even lesswel than ralling it, so they
went back to the ralling. It was not nearly round, and it progressed in lumbering hdf-circle flops, and
each flop jarred Tor's and Aerin’s muscles panfully; and they had been painfully tired before they began.

“We mud rest,” murmured Tor.

“Food, “sad Aein.

Tor roused himsdf. “Bring some. Wait.”

The dightly moldy dry bread and more than dightly moldy dry cheese he found gave them more
grength than they would have thought possible. “Second wind,” said Tor, standing up and dretching
dowly till his spine cracked.

“Fourth or fifth wind,” said Aerin grimly, feeding the end of her cheese to her beasts, “and the
grength of panic.”

“Yes” sad Tor, and they put tharr shoulders to the work again, the grim echoes of bone againgt rock
ringing terribly in the dark empty City. Depresson dill gnawed at them, but in a curious way their
weariness worked to ther advantage, for depression often went with weariness, and so they could ignore
the one as a Imple unfearsome result of the other. Maur had logt its ascendance once Gonturan had
gruck it, and while the skull dill stank, it seemed dmogt an organic stench now, under the open sky; no
more than the faint rotting amdl of ancient carrion.

It was a little easier once they reached the king's way; each heave grew allittle less, the fal-over a
little hadtier, and the crash a little more forceful. Then it began dmog to rall; for each cirde it lurched
serioudy twice, but it did not quite come to a complete hdt each time Tor and Aerin needed only to
push with their hands. Both Aerin's shoulders were raw beneath her tunic, and there was a long shdlow
cut dong her jaw where one of the dragon’s ear spines had caught her briefly; and the old cut on her
palm from Gonturan’s edge throbbed dimly.

Then, just above the City gates, the vast head broke away from them. It was not merdy the incline,
which was little greater now than it had been down most of the dope behind them; it was Maur’s find
moment, and Aerin heard its last scream of glesful malevolence asiit plunged down the road.

“Scatter!” shouted Aerin, just as Tor' bellowed, “”Ware!”

Thefolk before the gates had indeed amdled Maur’' s foul miasma after the door of the treasure house
was opened, and most of them lay or crouched wherever they had been when that dreadful wind had first
blown over them. It had lifted a little Snce, but the days past had been too much, and once undiluted
despair had touched them they found it hard to shake themsdves free. They shifted a little now, at the
voices, and the desperate urgency in them, and looked up.

The fire had burned down, for no one had had the srength of purpose to feed it snce the
treasure-house door opened. Maur's skull struck the firé's center, and the gill smoldering branches flew
indl directions, and the embers splashed like water; and while a few people cried out with sudden pain,
there was too little fire to do much harm. The skull crashed into one of the fdlen monoliths, which
shattered, and then the black skull disappeared into the night, and there was a rumbling and an echo, like
an avdanche, and the people, shaken out of ther lethargy, looked around fearfully and wondered which
way to run; but no mountains fdl. The rumbling grew louder, till people put their hands over ther ears,
and Aerin and Tor knelt down in the roadway with their arms around each other. The rumbling became a
roar, and then there was a sudden storm of wind from the battlefield, laden with the amdl of death; but
the death amd| passed them and in its place came a hot, dry, harsh smdl like nothing the green Hills of



eastern Damar had ever known; but Tor raised his head from Aerin’'s shoulder and said, “Desert. That's
the amd| of the western desert.” And on the wind were smdl gritty particles, like sand.

Then the wind died, and the people murmured to one another; but though there was a hdf moon it
shed no light through the thick shadows that hung over the battlefield. They built up the fire again, but not
vay large, for no one wanted to venture far to look for fud; and they tended to each other’s burns,
which dl proved dight; and rounded up the horses again, who had been too tired to run far, even in
terror.

Aein and Tor stood up dowly and came into the firdight, and the rest of Aerin's beasts came
joyfully up to greet them, those that were 4ill dive, for many of them had not left the battlefied. She
blinked up at Tor for amoment and sad: “What have you done with the Crown?’

Tor looked blank, then sheepish. “I left it in the treasure hal. Not such a bad place for it; it will be
poending mogt of itstime there anyway.”

Aein fdt a curious tickling sensation a the back of her throat. When she opened her mouth she
discovered it was alaugh.

Chapter 24

AERIN WOKE TWO DAYS later in her own bed in her father's castle—Tor's castle now. It was
turning over that woke her; her muscles were so sore and 4iff that her weariness was findly less than her
aches and pains, and as she rolled onto her right shoulder she woke with a groan.

There was an immediate rustle from somewhere just beyond the bed curtains, and the curtains
themsalves were pushed back and daylight flooded in. Aerin couldn’'t imagine where she was for a
moment; her firg thoughts were that wherever it was it was doubtless dangerous, and she groped vagudy
for Gonturan’s hilt; instead her fingers buried themsdvesin a heavy fur ruff, and a long tongue licked her
hand. She tried to gt up, and a voice, attached to the hands that had just parted the curtains, sad
brokenly, “Oh, my lady.” Aerin recognized Teka firdt, and then redized where she was, and then Teka
bent down and buried her face in the bedclothes and sobbed.

“Teka” Aerin said, horrified by her tears.

“My lady, | thought | should never see you again,” Teka muttered without lifting her face, but when
Aein tentatively patted a shoulder and smoothed the deek black-and-grey head, Teka sat back on her
heds, sniffed, and said, “Wall, | am seeing you again, and have been seeing you again now for two and a
hdf days, and | am very sorry to have been so slly. You'll want food and a bath.”

“Two and ahdf days?’ Aerin repeated.

“Two and ahdf days. Tor-solais not awake yet.”

Aerin amiled. “And, of course, you've been dtting in that chair’—she nodded a a high-backed
wooden chair with a pillow propped up for the waiter's back and neck, and a cushioned footrest, and a
gmdl table with sewing parapherndiatidily arranged on it—"“the whole time.”

Teka opened her eyes wide in the old way that had o terrorized the very young Aerin caught out at
some misbehavior. “Of course. Bath or amed fird?

Agin considered. Even the muscles that made her tongue move and her jaw open and shut to speak
and her lipsamile hurt. “Maak, very hot, and a very hot bath firgt, and then food.” There was a thrashing
behind her and along pointed face poked over her shoulder. “And food for this one, too. Shell skip the
bath. Where are the rest of them?’

Teka scowled. “Wherever it pleases them to lay themsdves. | did manage to herd them dl into your
rooms, lady, and the back hdl; they terrify dl the staff and most of the court. But they won't leave—and,
wadl, | for one am capable of acknowledging that we owe them a debt, and loydty is very admirable even
in mute beasts, but,” she said in a tone of suppressed rage. “I do not approve of animds sharing their
s0l’s bed.” The yerig queen yawned widdy, and then a long piece of black shadow stood up from the
dill curtained foot of the bed, stretched himsdlf, and flowed off the bed to the floor. He leaned againg the
backs of Teka' s legs and began to purr and, to Aerin’s ddight, a dow flush crept up Teka's throat and
fece.



“I'm glad not everyone in my father’s house isterrified by my friends,” said Aerin.

“No, my lady,” Tekasadinalow voice. The king cat poked his head around Teka s waid to amile
gnugly a Aein, and Aein said, “You know, my wild friends, if you are planning to move in with me
permanently, you will have to have names. If you live in a house, you are domesticated, and if you are
domesticated, you must be named.” The yerig Stting beside her licked her ear.

Adin began the long excruciaing process of getting out of bed; she fdt that she would never move
eedly agan. “I'll hdp you, my lady,” sad Teka, as Aerin touched her feet to the floor and hissed
involuntarily. Teka was thinner than she had been when Aerin saw her lagt, and as Teka put out ahand to
help her, Aerin saw along bandage wrapped around her forearm under her deeve. She jerked her eyes
away and looked up at Teka's face agan. “Mug you cdl me lady?’ she sad crosdy. “You never did
before”

Teka looked a her oddly. “I know that perfectly wel,” she said. “If you're up. I'll look to your
bath.”

The hot water helped the deeper aches but just about killed the blisters, and Aerin hersdf with them.
She padded the back of the bath with two or three towels so that she could at least lie softly; and after
three cups of very srong malak she dared dimb out of the bath. Teka laid her down on a cushioned
bench and rubbed a little more of the soreness out with the help of some astringent solution (that smelted,
of course, very strongly of herbs) that was even worse than the hot water on blisters; Aerin shrieked.

“Quigt,” said Teka remorsdlesdy. She finished by smoothing on a dlky pae ointment that dmost
made up for the adringent, as Aerin told her. “Your adventures have made you no more polite,
Aerin-s0l,” Teka sad with asperity.

“You could not passibly have hoped for so much,” Aerin responded as she eased into the undershift
Teka had lad out for her.

“No,” Teka admitted, and turned down the corners of her mouth, which meant she was suppressing
agmile

Aerin turned to pick up the tunic. “Why am | getting dl dressed up to eat breskfast?’ she inquired.
The tunic was new to her, blue and heavy, with alot of gold thread worked into it.

“It's mid-afternoon,” Teka said repressively. “The honor of your company for an early dinner has
been requested by Tor-sola”

Adin grunted, and put the tunic on—and grunted again. “He woke up, then.”

“So it would appear. There is nothing that can be done with your hair.”

Aerin grinned and shook her head so that the fine not-quite-shoulder-length tips swung across her
cheeks. “Nothing at dl. It doesn’t seem to want to grow.”

Tor looked haggard but convaescent, as Aein fdt she probably looked as wdl. She'd worn
Gonturan as away of acknowledging the formdity of the occasion, but the swordbelt only reminded her
more intensdy of certain of her bligters, and she was glad to hang it on the tdl back of her chair. Tor
cameto her a once and put his arms around her, and they stood, leaning againgt each other, for along
time

He put her away from him only an am’s length then and looked down at her. “I—" He broke off,
and dropped his arms, and paced around the room once. He turned back like a man nerving himsdf for a
vaorous deed, and said, “I'm to be made king tomorrow. They seem to think | aready am, you know,
but there' s a ceremony ...” His voice trailed off.

“Yes | know,” Aein said gently. “Of course you're king. It's what my—what Arlbeth wanted. We
both know that. And,” she said with only alittle more difficulty, “it's what the people want as wel.”

Tor stared at her fiercdy. “You should be queen. We both know it. You brought the Crown back;
you've won the right to wear it so. They can't doubt you now. Arlbeth would agree. You won the war
for them.” Aerin shook her head. “The gods give me patience. You did. Stop being stubborn.”

“Tor—cadm down. Yes, | know | helped get the Northerners off our doorstep. It doesn't redly
matter. Come to that, I’d rather you were king.” Tor shook his head. Aerin amiled sadly. “It' s true”

“It shouldn’t be.”

Aein shrugged. “I thought you invited me here to feed me. I'm much too hungry to want to stand



around and argue.”

“Mary me” sad Tor. “Then you'll be queen.” Aerin looked up, startled at the suddenness of it. “I
mean, I'll marry you as queen, none of this Honored Wife nonsense. Please I—I need you.” He looked
a her and bit his lip. “You can’t mean that you didn't know that | would ask. I’ve known for years.
Arlbeth knew, too. He hoped for it. “It's the easy way out, | know,” he said, hope and hurt both in his
eyes. “I would have asked you evenif you hadn’t brought the Crown back—believe me. If you'd never
killed a dragon, if you broke dl the dishes in the cagtle. If you were the daughter of a farmer. I've loved
you—I've loved you, to know it, Snce your eighteenth birthday, but 1 think I've loved you dl my life. |
will marry no oneif you'll not have me”

Aerin swalowed hard. “Yes, of course” she said, and found she couldn’t say anything dse. It had
not been only her doom and her duty that had brought her back to the City, and to Tor, for she loved
Damar, and she loved its new king, and a part of her that belonged to nothing and no one e'se belonged
to him. She had misunderstood what her fate truly was afew days ago, as she rode to the City to ddiver
up the Crown into the king's hands; it was not that she left what she loved to go where she mugt, but that
her detiny, like her love, like her heritage, was double. And so the choice at last was an easy one, for
Tor could not wait, and the other part of her—the not quite mortd part, the part that owed no loyaty to
her father’ s land—might deep peacefully for many long years. She amiled.

“Y es-of-course wha?’ said Tor in anguish.

“Y es-of-course-I’lI-marry-you,” said Aerin, and when he caught her up in his ams to kiss her she
didn’t even notice the ghrill pain of burst bligters.

It was a long story she told him after that, for dl thet there was much of it that she left out; yet she
thought that Tor probably guessed some of the more bitter things, for he asked her many questions, yet
none that she might not have been able to answer, like what face Agsded had worn, or what her second
parting from Luthe had been.

They ate at length and in great quantity, and ther privacy was disturbed only by the occasond
soft-footed hafor bearing fresh plates of food; yet somehow by the end of the med the shadows on the
floor, especidly those near Aerin's chair, had grown unusudly thick, and some of those shadows had
ears and talls.

Tor looked thoughtfully at the yerig queen, who looked thoughtfully back at him. “ Something must be
done for—or with—your army, Aerin.”

“l know,” Aein said, embarrassed. “Teka's been feeding them only bread and milk these lagt two
days, 9nce she says she refuses to have the rooms smdling like a butcher’s shop, and fortunately there's
that back stair nobody uses—the way | used to sneak off and see Tdat. But | never knew why they
camneto meinthefirg place, and so | don't know how long they plan to stay, or—or how to get rid of
them.” She gulped, and found hersdf saring into two steady yelow eyes, the folstza king's tall twitched.
“Nor, indeed, do | wish to be rid of them, dthough | know they aren’'t particularly welcome here. |
would be lonesome without them.” She remembered how they had huddled around her the night after she
hed left Luthe, and stopped spesking abruptly; the ydlow eyes blinked dowly, and Tor became very
busy refilling their goblets. She picked hers up and looked into it, and saw not Luthe, but the long yearsin
her father’ s house of not being particularly welcome; and she thought that perhaps she would enjoy filling
the castle with not particularly welcome vigitors that were too many and too darming to be ignored.

“They shdl stay here just as long as they wish,” Tor said. “Damar owes you any price you fed like
asking, and,” he sad dryly, “I don't think it will hurt anyone to find you and your amy jus a little
fear-ingpiring.” Aerin grinned.

He told then of what had come to them during her absence; much of it she knew or guessed aready.
Nyrlol had rebelled for once and for dl soon after she had ridden into Luthe's mountains and
immediatdy the loca sols and villages near im had ether gone over to him or been razed. The divison of
hisarmy Arlbeth had I€ft to help Nyrlol patrol the Border had been caught in a Northern trap; less than
half of their number survived to rgoin ther king. Arlbeth had ridden out there in haste, leaving Tor in the
City to prepare for what they now knew was to come; and it had come. It had come dready, for when
Arlbeth met Nyrlal in battle, the man’s face had been Hiff with fear, but with the fear of what rode behind



him, not what he faced; and when Arlbeth killed him, the fear, in his last moments of life, did away, and a
look of exhausted peace closed his eyes forever.

“Arlbeth wasn't surprised, though,” Tor said. “We had known we were fighting a lost war snce
Maur firs awoke.”

“l didn't know,” said Aerin.

“Arlbeth saw no reason tha you should,” sad Tor. “We—we both knew you were dying.” He
swdlowed, and tapped his fingers on the tabletop. “I thought you would not likdly live to see usfal, so
why further shadow whet time remained to you?

“When you léft | fdt hope for the firg time. That note you left me—it wasn't the words, it was just
the feding of the scrap of paper in my hands. | took it out often, just to touch it, and dways | fdt that
hope again.” He smiled fantly. “| infected both Arlbeth and Teka with hope” He paused, sghed, and
went on. “I even chewed a leef of surka, and asked to dream of you; and | saw you by the shore of a
great slver lake, with atal blond man beside you, and you were amiling out across the water, and you
looked wdl and strong.” He looked up at her. “Any price is worth paying to have you here again, and
cured of that which would have killed you long since. Any price .... Neither Arlbeth nor Teka was sure,
as| was. | knew you would come back.”

“l hope at least the Crown was a surprise,” said Aerin.

Tor laughed. “The Crown was a surprise,”

The lifing of Maur's evil influence was as important a rdief to the beleaguered City as the
unexpected find victory in the war; but there was gill much heding to be done, and little time for
merrymaking. Arlbeth was buried with quiet state. Tor and Aerin stood together a the funerd, as they
hed been dmog dways together snce Aerin had ridden across the batlefied to give Tor the Crown; as
the two of them had never publicly been together before. But the people, now, seemed to accept it, and
they amply gave Aein the same quiet undemondrative respect that the first sola had received since the
battle; it was asif they did not even differentiate between the two.

Everyone dill fdt more than a little grey, and perhaps in the aftermath of the Northerners a witch
woman's daughter whom they had, after dl, grown used to seeing for over twenty years past seemed a
gmdl thing to worry about; and she was, dfter dl, their Arlbeth’s daughter too, and Arlbeth they sincerdy
mourned, and they read in her face that she mourned too. She stood a Tor's Sde while Arlbeth’s find
bonfire burned up wildly as the incense and spices were thrown on it, and the tears streamed down her
face; and her tears did more good for her in her peoplé€'s eyes than the Crown did, for few of them redly
understood about the Crown. But she wept not only for Arlbeth, but for Tor and for hersdlf, and for their
fatd ignorance; the wound that had killed the king had not been so serious a one, had he had any strength
left. Maur' s weght on the king of the country it oppressed had been the heaviest, and the king had been
old.

When Tor was proclaimed king in the long Damarian ceremony of sovereignty officaly bestowed, it
was the firg time in many generations that a Damarian king wore a crown, the Hero's Crown, for it hed
been tradition that the kings went bare-headed in memory of that Crown that was the heart of Damar’s
grength and unity, and had been logt. After the ceremony the Crown was placed carefully back in the
treasure hall.

When Aerin and Tor had gone to look for it three days after they hurled Maur's skull out of the City,
they had found it lying on the low vast pedesta where the head had lain. They had looked at it, and at
eech other, and had left it there. It was a amdll, flat, dull-grey object, and there was no reason to leave it
on alow platform, little more than knee high, and wide enough for several horses to stand on; but they
did. And when the treasure keeper, a courtier with a very high opinion of his own artistic integrity, tried to
open the subject of a more suitable keeping-place, Aerin protested before the words were dl out of his
mouth, athough they had been directed at Tor.

Tor amply forbade that the Crown be moved, and that was the end of it; and the treasure keeper,
offended, bowed low to each of themin turn, and left. He might not have wished to be quite so polite to
the witchwoman's daughter, for the courtiers were indined to take a more gringent view of such things
then the rest of Damar. But any lack of courtesy that survived the highborn Damarians knowledge that



Aerin-sol had fought fiercdy in the last battle againgt the Northerners (dthough of course since she'd
shown up only on the last day she' d had more energy |eft to spend), and the indterable fact that thar new
king was planning to marry her, tended to back down in the face of the baeful glare of her four-legged
henchmen. Not that they ever did anything but glare. But the treasure keeper’s vist had been watched
with interest by nine quite large hairy beasts disposed about Aerin’'s feet and various corners of the
audience chamber.

Chapter 25

TOR HAD WANTED to mary her as pat of the celebraion of his kingship, and have her
acknowledged queen as he was acknowledged king, but Aerin ingsted they wait.

“One might dmogt think you didn’'t want to be queen,” Tor said glumly.

“One might dmogt be right,” replied Aerin. “But it's more that | don’'t want anybody to have the
opportunity to say that | dipped in the back door. That | was assuming everyone would be so
preoccupied with you that no one would notice | was being declared officid queen by the way.”

“Mm,” sad Tor.

“It was Arlbeth who told me that once royaty commitsitsdf it can't go back into hiding,” Aerin said.

Tor nodded his head dowly. “Very wel. But | think you're doing your people an injustice”

“Ha” sad Aerin.

But Tor was right, athough not for the reasons he would have preferred; it had little to do with her
fighting in the lagt battle, and amog nothing to do with the Crown. By the time the three months
betrothd that Aerin demanded was up and the marriage was performed, thirteen weeks after what had
come myderioudy to be cdled Maur's battle, most Damarians (dl but a few hidebound courtiers)
seemed to have more or less forgotten that they had ever hed the last king's daughter in so livdy an
antipathy; and affectionately they caled her Fire-hair, and Dragon-Killer. They even seemed to enjoy the
prospect of Aerin as ther new queen; certainly the wedding was a livdier meding than Tor's crowning
had been, and the crowd cheered when Tor declared Aerin his queen, which startled them both. But
many things that had happened before the day Maur's head had been dragged into the City had faded
from peopl€’ s memory, and at the wedding they said comfortably to one another that it was true that the
firg sol’s mother had been a commoner from some outlandish village in the North, and that Aerin-sol had
aways been an odd sort of child; but she had grown into her rank quite stisfactorily, and she had
catanly helped turn the Northern tide with that funny foreign sword of hers and those wild animds that
were s0 fond of her (there are worse spdlls than those that make wild animds tame).

Besides, while Tor had remained obstinately sngle, dl the other sols of his generation had gotten
themsalves married off; and Aerin was, whatever her faults, afirs sol.

And when Aerin understood at last what had happened, she laughed. So Maur did me a good turn
after dl, she thought. That's the finest victory of dl.

It was cdled Maur’ s battle perhaps because it had been fought on what was now known as Maur's
plan. While much else had been forgotten, or at least become a little blurry, of the events before the
seasons the City had borne with Maur’s head held in the king's castle like an enormous jewe, everyone
wdl remembered thet at the end of the battle the siretch of earth at the foot of the king's way was a
destroyed forest, and tha bodies of people and beasts, and of haf-beasts and hdf-people, lay
everywhere, with broken bits of war gear mixed with the broken landscape. And they remembered
Maur's skull rushing down on them—flaming, they said, like a living dragon, its jaws open to spew
fire—and gpinning past them in the darkness.

And in the morning, when they awoke, instead of low ralling hills despoiled by war, they found a
plan, flat as a table, sretching from the burnt-out fire where the survivors had dept huddled together to
the feet of Vasth and Kar and the pass where Aerin had paused and seen what awaited her and gathered
hersdf and her army together. It was a desert plain, and it remained a desert; nothing grew there, nor
would grow, but a little low scrub. Desert creatures came to live there, and a new sort of hunting dog
was bred to run by sght, and the City dwellers came to love the wild sweet song of the britti, the desert



lark. They took to holding horse races on the plain after the firg few years of saring a it nervoudy had
worn off, and the uncanniness was logt in familiaity; and then various games of kill were pursued there,
mock battles and sword-play, and it became a much better practice ground than the old cramped space
behind the castle and the royd stables at the peak of the City. It was a handy spot for the drilling of
cavdry, and Tor pad much atention to the rebuilding of his cavdry, for he, like his wife, if perhaps no
one dsein the City, remembered very dearly what had happened in the months preceding Maur’'s battle.
The Laprun trids therefore grew in size and importance, which was dl to the good; what was less good
was the growing popularity of the churakak, the dud of honor, fought by those a little too proud of their
ability to fight.

Thefird year's harvest after the battle was a scanty one, but Arlbeth had grain set aside for just such
an occurrence, and as there were fewer Damarians to be fed than when he had built his warehouses, the
winter was no harder than a winter after a good harvest, dthough everyone was thoroughly sick of
porridge by the time soring came.

But soring did come, and people stirred themsalves, and many of them fdt quite like their old salves,
and went out to dig in the ground or refurbish their shops or look to their stock and their holdings with
good heart. Those who had remained in the City over the winter, to nurse their wounds and regain their
grength, went home to ther villages and began the long process of rebuilding, and most of the rebuilding
went on chearfully. Tor and Aein sent ad where they could, and some of the new villages were
handsomer (and better drained) than the old ones had been.

It was during the firgt winter that Aerin, wandering vagudly one day in the center-court garden of the
cadtle, fdt that there was something at the gate she had entered by. She frowned & it till she remembered
whet it was: the great ol green surka vine was gone. She stared round at dl the gates to be sure she had
not mistaken it, but it was not there; and she went in search of Tor, and asked what had happened to it.

Tor shook his head. “There ian't any surka any more—anywhere. One day—a fortnight, maybe,
before Maur's battle, they dl went. | saw this one; the smoke came from nowhere, but when it cleared,
the surka was a charred skeleton. It was such aweird sort of thing, and everyone was preoccupied with
weird sorts of things that dways turned out to be unpleasant, that the remains were rooted out and
buried.

“Arlbeth said it was a 9gn too clear to be ignored, even if we didn’'t know whét it meant, and so we
carried no standard during the find days of the sege of the City.” He frowned. “The surka seems to be
something | want to remind people of; we' re probably better off without it. No more Merths.” He amiled
a her.

“And no more Aerins” said Aerin fedingly.

Some who had lost too much stayed on in the City when spring came; Katah had lost her husband,
and she and her 9x children asked to stay on in the king's castle, where she had grown up. Tor and
Adin were glad to say yes, for the castle was a little too empty; not only Perlith was gone, but Thurny
and Gebeth and Orin, and many others. And Aerin found the religble and practical Katah invauable in
sorting out which petitions and complaints to bend her roya judgment on, and which to ignore. “I have
found my cdling,” said poor Katah, who missed her husband: “I was meant to be aroyd secretary.”

“You were meant to be the power behind the throne” said Aerin. “I sl cover you with a velvet
drape and you can whisper to me what to tdl the people as they come” Katah laughed, as she was
Supposed to.

Katah was not the only one that the passing of time did not hed. Galanna s hair had gone grey during
that firg winter, and was white by the time the second spring after the battle came. She was quieter, and
dower, and while she looked with no love upon Damar’s new queen, she caused, and wished to cause,
no more trouble,

As Katah was a hard and honest worker, Aerin could contrive to ded a little time to chase
dragons—whaose numbers had gregtly fdlen off since the Northerners defest—and to teach a suddenly
considerable number of interested young men and women what she knew about dragon-hunting. Among
other things, she found out what she had known dl dong, that she had a superior horse. No horse liked
wearing kenet, and mogt of them were much nadtier about it than Taat had ever been; and then there was



the fact that Aerin had no ideawhat to tdl her sudents to do with their reins while they were trying to pin
a dragon with their spears. Somehow or other Aerin's dragon-hunting lessons began to sill into
horsemanship lessons, and she taught her pupils firgt about riding without stirrups, and later without reins.
By trid and error she trained a few young horses to go as Tdat had gone for her—to prove to hersdf as
much as to anyone dse that it could be done with other horses—and she learned to have an eye for the
horses who could learn what she wished to teach them, and those who could not. Soon the queen of
Damar was rumored to be an uncanny judge of horseflesh, and her opinion on this colt or that mare was
frequently sought.

Hornmar had taken a bad wound in his side, and he was older than the king he had served, and
Arlbeth’s death weakened hm dmogt as much as his own hurt. He had to retire from his post as the head
of the sofor; but he lived in the castle ill, and at his request he was permitted to have the care of his old
friend Tdat. Aerin was forced to be graeful for this for she had too much work, now, to be adle to
atend to Tdat as frequently as she had been accustomed to do, and was yet jedous of who tended him
in her place. She would not have wished to leave him to any ordinary groom, however skilled and
worthy.

Tda himsdf was as van and chearful as ever after a few weeks holiday, and had as bottomless a
hunger for mik-bars, but he was beginning to fed hisage a last, and Aerin or Hornmar had to chase him
around with a stick to make him exercise his weak leg on the days Aein did not have time to ride. But
the leg was drong enough that when a few mares were cautioudy introduced to him in his pasture,
desirable results were born deven months later. His fods were dl bright-eyed and bouncy from ther firg
breath, and Hornmar and Aerin were very careful about who had the handling of them; and dl of them
grew up to go bridldesslike ther sire, and many of them had his courage.

Theroyd kennels were expanded, and the yerig and folstza who chose to stay near ther lady were
gven thar own quarters, dthough the door to the back dairs thet led to Aerin's old rooms was dways
left open. It was observed, though the thotor kennd-masters were a fird too timid to do any
crossbreeding deliberatdly, that some of the royd bitches gave hirth to taler and harier puppies than any
officd royd bloodlines could explain; and it was from these crosses that the long-legged desert dogs
eventudly came. And after afew generations of kittens grew up and had more kittens, the folsza began
to accept more human magters than Aerin, and to hunt on command, at least mogily. Even tamed cats
have minds of their own.

Having her own quarters did not stop the yerig queen, now Kala, from bearing her firg City litter in
the middle of Aerin and Tor's bed. “Oh, gods,” sad Aerin, who found her, or them: five excdlent
puppies, and a very proud Kaa. “Teka will flay you dive” Teka, so far from flaying anyone dive,
adopted one of the puppies, named it Ursha after a amdl pink wild flower, and it grew up to be a great
hulking beast, bigger than its mother, with a sngularly wicked look, and a digposition as gentle as a
featherbed.

Tor had been king less than three years when he was fird cdled the Jugt, for the even-handedness of
hiswisdom; a wisdom, they said, that was never cold, and that sat strangely in the eyes of a man not yet
forty. Aerin knew where some of that old wisdom came from, for she had firg seen it the afternoon that
he had told her she should be queen, had asked her to marry him; the same afternoon that he had not
asked her about Luthe. She hoped that she might never be careless of Tor’s fedings Tor, who had been
her best friend dl her life, and sometimes her only friend. Perhaps the memory of the reek of Maur's
despair made her a little forgetful too, for she began to think of the wide slver lake as a place she had
visted only in dreams, and of the tal blond man she had once known as a creature of those dreams; for
the not quite mortd part of her did deep, that she might love her country and her husband.



