DRAGONSWORD

VOLUME 2: Dud of Dragons

Gad Baudino

A Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc. Book

A ROC BOOK

Special thanksto Cherry Weiner, Joe Mendola, Judith Stem, Ledlie Skolnik, and Mary Higgins.

roc

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books USA Inc., 375 Hudson Street,
New York, New York 10014, U.S.A.

Penguin Books Ltd, 27 Wrights Lane,

London W8 5TZ, England

Penguin Books Australia Ltd, Ringwood,

Victoria, Australia

Penguin Books Canada Ltd, 10 Alcorn Avenue, Suite 300
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4V 3B2

Penguin Books (N.Z.) Ltd, 182-190 Wairau Road,
Auckland 10, New Zealand

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England
Published by Roc, an imprint of New American Library, a division of Penguin Books USA Inc.,
First Roc Printing, August, 199110 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Copyright e Byron Preiss Visual Publications, Inc., 1989 All rights reserved
Roc is atrademark of New American Library, a division of Penguin Books USA Inc.
A Byron Preiss Book

PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without

the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

BOOKS ARE AVAILABLE AT QUANTITY DISCOUNTS WHEN USED TO PROMOTE PRODUCTS OR SERVICES. FOR INFORMATION PLEASE WRITE TO PREMIUM

MARKETING DIVISION, PENGUIN BOOKS USA INC., 375 HUDSON STREET, NEW YORK, NEW YORK 10014.

Thisbook is dedicated to Angie Carder,



who was brutally and needledy killed
in her society's ultimate act
of misogyny.
History is a nightmare
fromwhich | amtrying to wake.

—James Joyce
* CHAPTER 1 *

Though the Santa Anawinds that swept in from the east seemed bent on reducing the city to agray

desert, the cemetery remained green and lush, asif in defiance of the heat. The breezesrustled peacefully
through the grass and pines, and the September sky was clear and blue.

Suzanne Hdling pulled her VW through the wrought-iron gates and drove dowly up the winding
dreets. The road she chose siwung north, then around, skirting the edges of a fidd caled Summerland.
When the landmarks |ooked familiar, she parked and shut off the engine.

The slence that flooded into the car unnerved her, for it reminded her too much of the aftermath of a
battle. In Gryylth, the dead had stared up a the sky with sghtless eyes, unmoving, uncaring. Here a least
they were decently buried; but even with the passage of eight months and the acquisition of a new degree
and aminor teaching position, the memory was too raw and gligening to be left comfortably in the past.

Taking agmdl spray of flowers and a sharp knife from the seat beside her, she left the car and Started
up the grassy dope toward a stand of birch trees. Her handbag swung rhythmicdly againg her hip.

A voicethrummed softly. "Dragonmaster.”

"Dont cdl methat," she said doud. Thetitle a times seemed a mockery.

"l am sorry, Suzanne," said Silbakor. "I did not mean to offend.”

She continued up the dope. The sun was hot, and the gravestones danced in the light. The grass and
trees trapped the humidity and sent trickles of sweat wind-ing down her face.

"Suzanne."

"What is it, Silbakor?' The handle of the knife was dippery. She wiped her pam on her jeans and
bettered her grip.

"Where are we?'

Suzanne stopped in the shade of the hirches, dumb-founded. "We're in the cemetery. Can't you tdl?"

"l ..." Silbakor fell silent.

Solomon's stone was at her feet. The grass was trimmed around its borders, but there was no indication
that anyone ever visted it. His family, she knew, had rejected him when he had divorced Helen, and Helen
herself hated him too much to do anything save spit on his grave. Suzanne would not have been sur-prised
had she made a practice of doing just that.

Suzanne had met her briefly at Solomon's funeral, and had wondered faintly why she had shown up.
Per-haps to gloat. It was hard to bdieve that an ordinary, middie-aged woman could have been the key to
the formation of Gryylth, but if worlds were created through rage and ire, there was more than enough of
both in Helen Addams to furnish a solar system.

Once, Suzanne had directed the same depth of anger at Solomon. Up until his final hours as Guardian of
Gryylth, she had hated him with a passion that had more than once made her wish to kill him. He had been
abusive and manipulating, a perfect representa-tive of the forces of money and entrenched power that she
had always blamed for the murder of her class-mates on a May morning in 1970. He had even gloried in
that role.

She had hated him. But no more. She could not agree with him, could not find it in herself to admire him,
but she recognized that, as was the case with
everything—the Establishment, the Vietnam War, even the counterculture and the protests—Solomon had
been a mixture of bad and good. And he had aso been afraid, and degply human.

That did not judtify his actions, but it explained them; and perhaps he had done something toward
re-deeming himsdlf in his findl moments when, in a young body and in the armor of fifth-century Britain, he
had sprung from the back of the Great Dragon and hurled himsdlf against thirty-five tons of granite.

Maybe, in his own way, he had found a kind of balance. Maybe, in the end, he had found some



inti-mation of the Grail that lurked in a nourishing, vivi-fying, and equilibrated glory behind the fabric of
Gryylth and Corrin.

She sat down heavily beside the grave. Balance and the Grail. Her life contained neither. Placing her
flow-ers on the headstone, she held the knife in her [ap. "Hi, prof," she said softly. "It's been a while. | hope
you're OK." She felt dlly and ridiculous for talking to a dead man, and so she stopped.

Silbakor spoke from within her purse, within the paperweight. "Suzanne, | would advise you to leave this
place.”

"Dammit, Silbakor, let me sit for a while and bury him right without you bugging me."

A sound that was something like a high-pitched whine and something like a howl started up, ringing in her
ears. She leaned back and stared up at the sun-light that filtered through the stand of birches. Some-thing
about the world seemed different today, ephemeral, as though it had begun to partake of the half-existence
that had formerly characterized only Gryylth.

Memories, she thought. But she noticed that she felt different, too. A quick flash of fire had spread
through her body, and she was suddenly afraid to look at her-self for fear that she might find herself clad in
leather and bronze, with a familiar sword at her side.

It's the heat, she thought. |'ve never done well with thiskind of heat.

In spite of the disorientation, she picked up the knife in her lgp and rested the keen blade against her left
wrist. There were customs in Gryylth, and Solomon Braithwaite deserved to have them kept for him. This
cemetery would do for a grave, but Suzanne Helling— or maybe Alouzon Dragonmaster—would have to
at-tend to the rite.

Clumsly, she made a shalow cut in her wrist and watched as the red blood welled up. Extending her
hand, she let the drops fall just below the headstone.

"Awake and live again someday," she said. It was no more than the respect tendered to any man of
Gryylth—or woman—who had falen in battle.

But rather than clearing her head, the sharp pain of the cut seemed to do nothing more than intensify the
sense of unredity that grew about her like a clinging vine. What place was this? Whose wrist was bleeding
in bright drops on the grassy earth? Suzanne Helling's? Or Alouzon Dragonmaster's?

"Suzanne."

Dizzy, she pulled the paperweight out of the purse and plunked it down in the grass beside her. The
Dragon looked at her with its yellow eyes.

"L eave this place."

"Why?' She dithered. The whine grew in her ears, and she seemed to hear a distant baying, as of
hounds. "Where's my sword . . . ?'

"Dragonmaster!"

She was not looking at the Dragon. Her attention had been caught by the sight of Solomon Braithwaite's
headstone. Amid the risng humming and a shimmer-ing of the landscape, the stone was moving, rising, the
ground around it buckling as though thrust up from below.

The indtincts of Gryylth were on her, and as she grabbed the paperweight and purse in one hand, she
took the knife in the other and backed away from the grave,
her eyes searching for an opponent. The air about her had turned misty, the heat replaced by a deadly cold.

Then, above the hum, cutting through the approach-ing howls like a razor, Solomon was suddenly
scream-ing. It was not a cry of terror, or of pan: it was rather that of a man who, confronted with
something he hated enough to rend with his bare hands, found himself totally impotent.

Suzanne! Stop him! Suzanne!

The words burned through her head in a shriek of fire. She dropped the paperweight and the knife and
put her hands to her ears. The gravestone was moving, roiling as though it were a film on troubled water.
Light shone from beneath it—dull, red, fevered light: the color of an inflamed wound.

Suzanne! Suzanne! Suzanne! Suzanne!

His screams cut off suddenly, and there was utter silence in the universe as the gravestone was blown
noisdesdy into dust. Lurid red light streamed up into a black sky, licking the air with tongues of blood.
Su-zanne saw hands reaching up from the grave, saw a face that, regardless of decay or desiccation, was
dill recognizable.

Solomon's eyes were pleading, his clenched mouth twisted in despair. He extended a hand to Suzanne,
and she did not need words to understand. Help me. Please.

When she opened her eyes, the sun was bright in a blue sky, and the cemetery lay baking in the heat. She
was propped up againgt one of the birches, and she felt a trickle of water running down her chin.

As she wiped it off, she managed to focus. A groundskeeper was looking into her face, his brown eyes



concerned. He was fanning her with a large straw hat. "You OK? Y ou want me call doctor?"

She glanced quickly at the grave. The stone lay qui-escent and level, as though nothing had happened.
Swallowing the rank fear in her throat, she took an-other sp of water from the cup he held out to her.
"Nah," she said. "I think the heat just got to me."

Last winter, there had been no New Year Feast in Gryylth. The cold season had been too long and
hard, the losses of the great war with Corrin too recent. Food, aso, had been scarce, for the burning of
Corrin's crops had required that Gryylth share that it had, and though not a soul had been logt to hunger,
there had been no excess, and med's had been spartan.

It was perhaps with those past privaionsin mind that Cvinthil, the new king, ordered thet the feast the
following year be marked with especid care and festivities. The war with Corrin was over, and both
lands were dowly heding themsdves of the wounds of a decade of conflict. Cvinthil wanted to show his
people that, in peace aswdl asin war, Gryylth could tri-umph, and that they had reason to look toward
the future with hope.

Cvinthil fetched the people of Kingsbury himsdf, as VVorya had dways done, waking the streets of the
town at dusk with alighted lamp that seemed to burn dl the brighter for the frost in the air, knocking at
doors, and chanting the traditional summonsin his quiet tenor:

''The night is long and dark—

Long and dark is the night:

Come, my people,

Come, my people,

Come, my people, and feast with me!™

And they came, filling the town square with faces reddened with cold and with torchlight, a people
who had found peace, who were moving dowly into an-other age. To be sure, there had been
complaintsin the past months about new customs and new ways, about women who did not know their
place, but to-night the grumbling was put aside.

Cvinthil toasted his people, and was toasted in re-turn; after he had eaten he moved among them as an
equa, sheking their hands and returning the bows of
the women with bows of his own in accordance with the custom he had established. Santhe was at his
dde, and if there was a darker, more somber cast to the councilor's eyes since the war, his tongue and
hiswit were as quick as ever, and he made the townsfolk laugh.

From her place a the high table of the king, Marrget of Crownhark watched as Cvinthil and Santhe
mede their way through the crowd, spreading cheer and compliments. | suppose that | should be with
them. It is time the people knew me again.

But even as she thought the words, she knew that these people would never redly know her. When
they thought of Marrget of Crownhark, they thought of the big man with the square jaw who had led the
Frst Wartroop since Helkyying had died. They could never reconcile this dender woman with their
memories.

"Marrget?' Santhe had returned to the table. He leaned down to her, his blond curls brushing her
cheek. "Are you well, my friend?'

"l amwell enough, Santhe."

He amiled, but his eyes were sad. "Your warriors. | do not see them here.”

"They celebrate in their own way. We keep much to ourselves these days.”

"l undergtand." He offered his hand, and she took it: two warriors, united by |oss.

Yet Marrget knew that she was dill essentidly done. Though her women could turn to one another in
time of weakness or fear, she hersdf, ther leader, was forced to ignore those emations. She had broken
under the grain only once, and none save Alouzon Dragon-master knew of that time.

Sometimes she wondered if it would not be easier to leave Kingsbury, take a new name, and live as a
different person in another part of the country rather than to endure the congtant conflict between the past
and the present. She had cdled hersdf Marrha once, and that was not an uncomey name. Maybe.. . .



The idea sickened her. She was Marrget of Crown-hark. She could be nothing else.

When she came out of her thoughts, she redized that space had been cleared in the center of the
sguare, and that a large man was sanding there. Karthin. The big, blond Corrinian stood head and
shoulders above even the tdlest men of Gryylth, and his hair and mus-tache glowed in the torchlight.

"Karthinisgoingtosing,” sad Santhe.

Karthin's blue eyes were open and hones, his arms thick and strong. Marrget had ridden beside him
for many miles during the autumn after the war, working tirdesdy to bring the women of the land to the
har-vest; and later, when snow was fdling, they had to-gether supervised the just and even didribution of
what sustenance there was to be had.

If she had admired him before as a warrior, her ad-miration had increased a hundredfold in time of
peace, for he had remained in Kingsbury after the food crigs had passed, dedicating himsdf to helping
the people who had fought againg his own country. "He is a brave and honorable man,”" she said, amiling
Softly.

"l am infinitdly sorry that we ever fought againgt Corrin,” Santhe said with a Sgh. "I do not know what
madness was upon us”" He looked at her as though he were trying to read a faint parchment. "I heard
that he brought you flowers after the last bat-tle.”

Marrget shifted uneasly. "That istrue, my friend.”

"A brave man, indeed."

She would have replied, but Karthin was snging, his deep bass voice raling across the square and the
assembled people. Karthin knew as wel as anyone that there were dill hard fedings toward his country,
and he appeared to be doing his best—as he dways did— to demondtrate that Gryylth had no cause to
fear or hate Corrin.

He sang of the seasons, and of work, and of the homdy things that even two peoples who had warred
bitterly for ten years could share. There was peace in
the land at last, and through his music, Karthin sought to spread that peace wide, to soothe old prejudice
and loss with this New Year carol.

He was eloquent, and something of a poet, and though his song was from Corrin, he had recast its chorus
90 as to include both countries. He smiled as he sang, his strong arms swinging wide with expres-sion, and
toward the end of the song, his eye fell on Marrget and stayed there. At the last chorus, he waved a hand
for dl the people of Kingsbury to joinin, but Marrget redized that he was singing to her.

If then the land be wide and wild

It matters not to me;

For come the summer's sunny days
Or come the winter's rain and snow,
| travel free, | travel loved:

I am of Gryylth and Corrin both—
And peace be to you all!

"And peace be to you dl," she murmured. She passed a hand over her face.

The song was done, and the people of Kingsbury, from highest to lowest, from king to beggar, clapped
and cheered as Karthin, blushing in the manner of a warrior who finds himsalf publicly honored, bowed.

Cvinthil rose, lifting his cup. "A toast,” he called, and the people fdl silent.

The king turned to the woman at his side. "Seena," he said quietly, and she smiled, rose, and joined her
hand to his. "A toast," said the king, "to Gryylth and to Corrin, to those who were logt, and to those
who lived. Peace, blessings, and the favor of the Gods upon you dl, and may there never be a repetition of
those dark days in which sword was lifted to sword and spear met shidld." He smiled fondly at his wife.
"Beloved?'

Seena was a queen, but the world outside her house was new to her. "I can only add my voice to that of
my husband," she said. "But | would the Gods be
medful to the women of Gryylth in this time of great change, and grant them peace in ther days, and
wis-dom in ther lives”

Marrget regarded hersdlf, dressed in trews and a tunic that did nothing to disguise her feminine form.
"May it truly be s0," she said, though her voice was drowned in the gpplause and cheers of the assembly.



She looked up. Karthin was amiling broadly, and he bowed to her with menly grace. Marrget fdt
some-thing gtir within her. Puzzled at finding hersdf saring a Karthin with such intensty, she gathered
her wits and looked away.

"The men will do Cotswood Dancing now," said Santhe. "And then dl the people will dance aslong as
they will."

"l will stay for the Cotswood, | think, but then | Shdl leave, Santhe”

Santhe eyed her. "Gods bless, my friend," he said, then bowed and went off to join the men who
would dance.

Aslong as there had been New Y ear Feasts, there had been Cotswood Dancing for luck and a good
year. With bdls tied just below ther knees, the men formed into a set of sx, Cvinthil and Santhe in the
fird po-gtions as befitted their status. The pipers and drum-mers started up a tune that bounced and
jigged such thet it was dl that alistener could do to keep from joining in. Cvinthil caled out "This time!™
and the dance tarted.

Waving white scarves, ther bells jingling merrily, the dancers processed up and down, crossed and
re-crossed within the set, wove through intricate patterns. Cvinthil bounded with kingly presence,
Santhe's grin was magnified, and Karthin showed himsdf as able a dancer as he was a farmer, a snger,
or awarrior. The other men, captains of Gryylth, were a match for ther leaders, capering and legping
with easy grace.

After two dances, they lad aside their scarves and took up long sticks, and now the crack of wood
agang wood resounded across the square, echoing off the
stone houses and the stockade about Hal Kingsoury. Advancing and retreeting, the men clashed ther
gavesin mock battle, and dl the while their bells kept up a steady, joyous rhythm.

Marrget watched them sadly. Once, as a man, she had danced the Cotswood. But that was over now.

When the lagt pair of sticks had clashed, and the last scarf had been waved, and when the dancers had
pro-cessed off into the torch-lit night, Marrget rose, bowed, and dipped away. Her duties this night were
ove.

She had dmogt reached the edge of the square when Karthin's voice, close behind her, made her hdlt.
"My lady Marrget?'

She dill winced alitile a the title, though she knew that, as a Corrinian, he tendered it out of respect. "
Tis|."

"Would it . . ." Karthin seemed unsure. He might have been offering her flowers again, and curdang
him-sdf for being a rude bumpkin. "Would it please you to dance, my friend?'

"I have no place in the people's dance, Karthin. | cannot bear to be passed back and forth as the
women are, and | daresay that no man would want to take my hand.”

In the square, the musdans struck up a tune, and the townsfolk were forming into lines men—boys,
rathe—on one side, women on the other. Smilingly, as though amused that they bowed to griplings and
sons, the women stepped forward and gave the tradi-tional bow of subservience, and the young men
folded their arms and, with an attempt at authority, nodded in return.

Then the tune quickened, and up, down, the lines took hands and turned into stars and weavings,
part-ners changing and ladies passing back and forth.

Karthin was flushed and sweeting from the Cots-wood. His bdls jingled as he shuffled his feet.
Marrget fdt his nearness and his strength, and found that her mouth was suddenly dry.

He had brought her flowers once.

"I know of a man," he said, "who would be will-ing—more than willing—to take your hand for a
dance."

She stared a him, wondering. "I do not know the woman's steps in these dances, Karthin,” she said
softly. "I am unwilling to learn. | will not bow to aman. Y ou know that.”

"l do know that. But we have different customs in Corrin, and perhaps you would be willing to learn
one of our dances. Women in my land are equa to men, and the steps reflect that." He offered his hand.
"You would do me great honor, my lady."

"Sir, | ..." Her wordsfatered and stopped.



He smiled as though astonished by his own temerity. "At the bettle of the Circle, Gryylthan, | swore
that 1 would be your friend. Will you now be mine?'

And, without quite knowing why, save perhaps that she was londy and that Karthin was a friend, she
doffed her cloak and took his hand, and he led her to a clear space a the Sde of the mass dance.

Theindividud steps that he showed her were those that she knew dready, but therr sequence and thar
intent was different. Here there was no intimation of a socia order that had for years relegated women to
children and the home. Corrinian maids and matrons went about fredy, conducted business in their own
name, even bore weapons. The dances of their land told of nothing else. Here there were no bows, no
doof and tacit assumption of awoman's inferiority; only two dancers working together, giving and taking,
cooperating as effectively as any pair of skilled war-riors on the battlefield.

For awhile, Marrget forgot the londiness, and, like Karthin, she abandoned hersdlf to the movements
of the dance, conscious of her body only in that it re-sponded to her wishes and touched his with a
sensa-tion that was akin to yearning. They had fought one another, Karthin and Marrget, and they had
ridden to-gether, and now they danced as friends.

And more than friends. For when the music ended, she found hersalf with her arms about him, and his
about her. She discovered that it felt good to hold, and be held by, another, and she rested her head against
his broad chest and closed her eyes with a sgh, trying to think of nothing save that, for a time, she was not
londly.

Karthin seemed unable to speak. He managed her name, that was dl, and, ignoring the stares, ignoring
everything save themselves, they swayed in their em-brace while about them the dance resumed, the music
bounced and leaped, and the stars spun in their courses across the sky.

But there were shouts suddenly, and the music fal-tered and ceased. Marrget heard the sound of horses
gdloping, and her ingtincts thrust her from Karthin as she groped for a sword that was not at her hip. She
saw Relys and Wyklariding into the square, and with them, mounted on a horse that seemed about to drop
with fatigue, was a thin man in black robes.

His face was smeared with soot and smoke, his dark robes stained with dark blood. When he reined in
be-fore Cvinthil, Relys put out a hand to hold him up.

"Senon of Bandon?' said Marrget. "What?' Her hand unconscioudy found Karthin's as they ran toward
the riders, the people of the town scattering to the edges of the square as though, with the appearance of
this wounded man, dl thoughts of a celebration of peace and plenty had fled.

Senon gasped, and Cvinthil, after regarding him somberly for a moment, put his own cup into his hands.
With a swallow, Senon found his voice. "Ban-don," he said. "Has been attacked."

Marrget felt the eyes of the assembly flick for an instant to Karthin. "By whom?' she said, her clear
voice carrying over the murmur of suspicion and the snorting of the horses. "Did you see?'

"It came in the night," Senon managed. "And fire fell from the air. We saw no men or horses, just lights
in the sky. There was aroaring as of great beasts, and
other sounds that | cannot describe. The houses ex-ploded, and the people in them died." He was
trem-bling vidlently, and the cup dipped from his hands and fdl ringing to the cobblestones.

Cvinthil's eyes had turned haunted. He bent his head for a moment. There had been peace in the land,
but it had fled. "And how fares it with Bandon now?'

Senon shook his head. "Bandon isno more."

* CHAPTER 2 *

SJzanne drove home with the windows down and the radio up, trying to put some distance between

hersdf and the vision in the cemetery. But though fresh air, traffic, and rock and roll could dull the
recollec-tion, they could not banish it, and it remained aweight in the back of her mind, something that
made her clench the whed astightly as she had ever held a svord.

"It wasn't the hesat, wasit?" she said without look-ing at the paperweight.

Silbakor did not reply for some time. The Santa Monica Mountains, gray and sunburned, rolled by.
Los Angeles glittered across the hazy miles. Then: "No, Suzanne. It was not.”



She took the offramp, pulled onto the quiet side Streets of Westwood, and parked in the shade across
from her gpartment building. A mockingbird cdled loudly from the branches above her car and she
flinched. "What was it, then?'

"l ... amnotsure

Asusud, the Dragon would not answer questions that were not asked. Its knowledge might well have
been limitless but it parted with information in a mi-serly fashion, in dribs and drabs, according to the wit
of its interrogeator.

Today, though, Silbakor seemed more reticent than usud, and Suzanne actudly wondered whether it
were
hiding something from her. "Quit dicking around with me, Silbakor. Was that Sol Braithwaite | saw?'

"A patof him."

"Standing up in his grave and screaming? More than apart, | think.”

"I am unacquainted with the afterlife of your spe-cies.”

She blinked at the bald-faced equivocation. Of course Silbakor knew nathing of afterlives. But it knew
about Gryylth; and as surdy as she had seen Solo-mon's rotting corpse rigng from the earth, its eyes
pleading and its suppliant and decaying hands reach-ing out to her, she knew that the redl question—the
one that she had not asked, that she could not think of—was about the land she guarded and protected.

She was about to argue with the Dragon when an-other thought crossed her mind, one that, over the
months, she had been doing her best to suppress. Gryylth was not aone anymore. There was Corrin, to
be sure, but the war was over and the two lands might as well be considered together. But there was
another place, too.

Vaylle She had seen it once. Green, fatile, a broad plain backed up by high mountains, it had
stretched out on the midy horizon where before there had been only empty space. If anything, it had a
greater dam on her than Gryylth itsdf, for she had made it.

What would drag Solomon Braithwaite back from beyond desth? What would he hate and fear so
bedly that his soul would twitch his corpse back into a sem-blance of life and make it plead for ad?
Gryylth was a peace. Corrin too. And that left . . .

She dumped the paperweight into her purse and climbed out of the VW, a sickness raling in the pit of
her somach. She knew the question that she wanted to ask, and now she was afraid to ask it.

At her door, she fumbled for her key, wondering if she had, once again, forgotten it. The strain of her
dud exigence was tdling on her, and, increesngly, she had been forced to compensate for memory
|apses
and momentary panics. Hiding spare keys in the rock garden, ignoring personal horrors that thrust
them-selves on her while she lectured on fifth-century bat-tles, putting her driver's license uppermost in her
wallet so she would know for certain what name she was to be called—these, among others, were the
amdl eva-sions with which she fortified her life.

Before the Guardianship, she had been filled with a dull resentment for the succession of child-men with
whom she had lived, worked, and shared her bed. They had taken everything from her, had given her
nothing, and had left her unfulfilled and empty save for a sin-gle, aborted pregnancy.

But she had not wanted fulfillment, had, in fact, kept herself as empty as was in her power, seeking
always an expiation for the vague and undefined guilt that had eaten at her through the years that followed
the deaths of her classmates.

Now, though, her situation was worse. Now she hdd an entire world in her hands, and her
concerns swarmed about her like a pack of rabid hounds, biting, snapping, worrying at her mind and heart,
filling her with the sickly knowledge that this existence—dichotomous, fatiguing, harried—would never end.

Her dreams now were full of both M-1s and swords, of student faces and warrior faces al painted over
with the Hill cast of death. She remembered too well the dickness of blood on her arms, the cries of battle,
the clang of weapons. Solomon had been Guardian of Gryylth aso, but he had held that title in ignorance.
Suzanne knew her true status, and it was gradually cutting through her stability like a swift river devour-ing
a sandbar.

There was an answer to the rising flood of madness that lapped at her feet. It lay in Vaylle. But though
Suzanne had pledged hersdlf to the Grail, she had made no attempt to seek it out. Months had passed in
Gryylth and in Los Angeles, and Hill she hesitated, fearful, shaking, afraid to dare the land that she had



created, terrified of what she might find there. Gryylth
hed been Solomon Braithwaite's fantasy, his fulfill-ment, and his murderer. What would Vaylle be for
Suzanne Hdling?

She found her key and entered her gpartment, dam-ming the door behind her as though to shut out the
thoughts of vows unfulfilled, of duties left undone.

"I'm going to make a phone cdl, Slbakor," she said. "And then we're going to take a little trip out to
Gryylth."

"Isthat wise, Dragonmaster?'

She winced at theftitle. It seemed an unnecessary reminder. "It's been along time since we've been out
there. Aren't you worried about it?"

"I..." A flash of yelow eyes from the depths of her purse. "I am. But for now | would advise aganst
it."

Again, asense of dissemblance. "Why?"

"ltisunwise"

"Dammit, you keep laying this Dragonmaster trip on me. Treat me like one. Tdl mewhy."

"Itis. .. unwise. There have been occurrences.”

"Like at the cemetery? Look, Silbakor, if there's shit like that coming down in Gryylth, we both owe it
to those people to try to do something about it. | thought you were worried about Gryyith."

"You areGryylth."

She held the paperweight up before her eyes. "And Vaylle, too. Right?'

Silbakor was avoiding her gaze. "That istrue.”

The phone started to ring, and she tossed the pa-perweight onto the sofa. Silbakor flapped its wings to
right itsdf as the glass bdl bounced on the cushions.

The cdler was Brian O'Hara. Solomon's unexpected death had resulted in a period of frantic disorder
inthe archaeology and higtory departments at UCLA. Classes, lectures, grants, and fellowships had to be
hedtily rerouted, and athough Brian's opinion was that history had not redly started until gunpowder had
en-tered the scene, he had wound up as Suzanne's supe-
dor and dissertation advisor. The arrangement was mutually unsatisfactory.

"How come you're not giving your lecture this morning?' he demanded. "You've got papers and tests
that should have been graded.”

"They're graded."

"Well? Don't you think you should pass them back to your students? They've been showing up at the
of-fice asking about you."

She rested her elbow on the kitchen counter and put her face in her hand. Reanimated corpses,
intransigent Dragons, imperiled worlds . . . and Brian O'Hara was worried about her history classes. "I'll
pass them back next class period. Given the grades | saw, at least half of those people should be grateful
for the reprieve. "

"Y ou're five minutes from campus. Y ou could bring them by the office.”

"l wasjust goingto call in. I'm sick.”

He snorted. "I told you at the beginning of the se-mester that | accept no excuses other than death or
dismemberment, traumatic amputation, or through-and-through wounds. | haven't changed my policy.”

Brian had never served in the military, but he had an intense interest in the Vietnam War, and he thought
his policy—culled from military reports of the damage inflicted by high velocity bullets and claymore
mines— extraordinarily clever. Suzanne, having seen death firsthand, thought his affectations tastel ess.

She held her temper. Here she was not Alouzon Dragonmaster. Here she was Suzanne Heling, a
stu-dent of medieval archaeology with a brand-new mas-ter's degree, an aready foundering dissertation,
and a teaching podition that was up for review at the end of November. "I'll bring them this afternoon.”

"Y ou bring them now, Suzanne."

The incongruity thrust itself at her, and she amost laughed. Suzanne. Quiet little Suzanne with the fading
peace button and the long hair that belonged in a pic-ture out of a late 1960s yearbook. It would be infinitely
satisfying, she thought, if she could walk into his of-
fice as Alouzon, sword in hand, and see what he would do with thirty-three inches of magica steel leveled
at his throat.

She shuddered. She was becoming as tasteless as Brian. "All right," she said. "I'll be over in an hour."



"But-"

The strain snapped the fine thread that held back her temper. "Take it or fucking leave it, smp.”

Silence. Suzanne was as stunned as Brian. It was the tension, she reflected. It was getting to her. How
long could she keep this up?

Brian found his voice after a minute. "Uh . . . OK," he said faintly.

She hung up feeling drained. " Silbakor."

"Dragonmaster.”

"Y ou said once that you'd help me."

"I did."

"Wl then, do it. | wasn't cut out to be a damned God, not even a part-time one. We're going to Gryylth.
Now. | care about those people.”

The yelow eyes were unblinking. The phone rang again. Convinced that it was Brian with some puerile
retort, Suzanne almost left it unanswered. But the ringing grated on her nerves and she snatched the
re-ceiver from the cradle and blurted out an angry hello.

But it was not Brian. "Is this Suzanne Heling?' The woman's voice was taut, choked, close to tears.

"Y eah, you got her."

"Thisis Helen Addams. | met you at Sol'sfuneral. | ... uh... was hiswife. | got your number out of
the phone book."

"Yeah ... OK." Suzanne glanced at the Dragon, surprised to see it stiff and attentive. A voice
thrummed softly in her mind. | am listening, Suzanne.

Helen's tone veered abruptly toward hysteria. "I. . . | really don't know why I'm caling you, but you
knew Sol toward the end, and after he was screaming and all . . ."

The cold fog at the cemetery might have invaded her apartment. " Screaming?"

“I .. .I heard him. | saw him. He was standing up in his grave—"

"When?"

"This morning. | was deeping in—I lecture and write . .. so | can. And | was dreaming about him. And
then | heard him screaming.” Helen was nearly screaming herself. "And | saw himin his grave, and he was
moving. Y ou've got to believe me. | heard him. He was cdling your name."

The Dragon was Hill. Its eyes appeared to be look-ing into other worlds. Helen was gasping, and if ever
Suzanne wanted the surety—shallow though it was— of Alouzon, it was now.

"Y ou probably think I'm crazy," said Helen.

"I'...don't think you're crazy."

"You think something's going on with Sol? But he's dead. He's dead!" The hysteria in her voice was
grow-ing.

Suzanne tried to remember what she knew about Helen that might help calm her down, but in addition to
Solomon, hate for Solomon, she could recall only a devotion to feminist palitics that the former house-wife
had embraced with the fanaticism of a convert. "Cam down, sister,” she said. "Are you going to let a man
run your life for you?'

She might have struck the woman with a brick. Hel-en's gasping stopped. "I run my own life."

"Well, then act likeit."

Helen controlled herself creditably. "What's going on with Sol ?"

Suzanne bent her head. Y et another job for Alouzon Dragonmaster. "I'll. . . have to talk to you in person.
How about tonight?"

"Yeah, fine." Helen might have been punching the words out of sheet stedl, but she gave Suzanne her
address and directions.

"Look, it's going to be dl right," Suzanne said, trying to sound soothing. "Just take it easy. Sol can't hurt
you anymore, and—"

"Y ou better believe he can't hurt me, sister.”

"Sure, OK. I'll seeyou tonight.” Suzanne hung up. "Come on, Silbakor. Let'smove.” Therewasno

answer. The Dragon was gone.

Marrget, Karthin, and the Firs Wartroop rode to Bandon the next morning, sarting out even before
the weak sun of winter had risen. The darkness and cold made it along, miserable ride, but the company
was wdl bundled in cloaks, and the urgency of their mis-son made them put aside thoughts of warmth or
com-fort.

Ther speed was such that they arrived well before dusk, cresting a smdl rise to the south of the town



just as the afternoon light was beginning to fade. Marrget lifted a hand to sgnd a hdt, for she was
uwilling to let her warriors ride directly into such devastation.

Senon'swords had been apt. Bandon was no more.

The town had been leveled, its wdls broken into cobble-sized stones, its houses ruined, its once
pros-perous streets filled with wreckage. The blackness of soot and flane was everywhere, and Marrget
won-dered whether, had she examined the town inch by inch, she would have been able to find a Sngle
frag-ment of unburned wood.

The roads showed the same destruction, and long scorch marks streamed across fidds that before had
been patched only with snow. Outbuildings and stead-ings that had been scattered far and wide lay
broken as though trodden on by a giant's foot. In the duggish river, ruined docks and boats bobbed amid
chunks of ice.

"0, you hameless Gods," she whispered.

Karthin was beside her. " Sorcery?'

Marrget's face was blank for a moment. Such out-right and widespread destruction reminded her of
nothing so much as the devastation unleashed by Tireas, the Corrinian sorcerer, when he had killed most
of the army of Gryylth and had, Smultaneoudy, trans-formed the best warriors of the land into—

"l do not know," she said abruptly. "But we have
little light left, and therefore we mugt move quickly. Relys, take the left column toward the mountains and
search for survivors. Karthin and | will take the right and do likewisein the wood to the east. That done,
we will if necessary examine the town itsdlf."

The wartroop fanned out. The winter dusk was com-ing on quickly, and the clouds that were building
above the Camrann Mountains promised snow. Marrget kept her cloak wrapped tight and her sword
loosein its sheath as she rode into the trees. Some fifteen yards off to her left, Wyklas horse snorted in
the cold and was answered by a whinny from Timbrin's mount. Much closer was the sound of Karthin's
bresthing: the big man had, for his own reasons, elected to stay at her side.

His own reasons. She wondered if she, too, had rea-sons of her own for not ordering him to keep the
same distance as the others. Since the night before, she had fet a need for his presence, a deep-seated
hunger that she did not pretend to understand. He had ridden throughout the day by her sde, and she
hed felt com-forted by his nearness. And he, she knew without ask-ing, had fdt the same way.

Ther search proved fruitless. Even the foxes and white-furred hares had fled the forest. And when
Marrget rgoined Relys, she found that the lieutenant's search had been equally unsuccessful.

"Thetown, then," sald Marrget.

"In the darkness, captain?' sad Reys. "Is that wiss?' She done of the wartroop wore her har as
close-cropped as a man's and disdained garments cut for a woman. Her tunic hung in folds on her
dender frame, and her eyes had grown harder.

"We havelittle choice, Relys. A gormiscoming.”

Rdys grunted agreement and posted sentinels. The rest of the wartroop left ther horses outsde the
town and made their way in on foot, swords in hand.

Bandon was a hdl of dill-smoking rubble, pow-dered and burned stone, and blackened timbers that
hed been strewn across the streets like handfuls of
straw. A pungent odor as of tdlow was thick in the back of Marrget's throat as she and Karthin, their
hoods thrown back because of the lingering heat, picked a dow path down the main avenue that led to the
town square.

Surrounded by this burned and shattered parody of Bandon, Marrget found herself thinking of the other
times that she had trodden this street, when, manly and with a heavy step, she had swaggered through the
town, the captain of the First Wartroop, a hero of Gryylth. Here she had been honored by the council-men,
and here dso she had bought the dave gifl who had thereafter kept her house—and sometimes her
bed—until . . .

... until everything had changed.

Marrget stood for a moment amid the rubble, biting her lip, her eyes aching with suppressed tears. As a
man, she had whored and boasted with the best, but now she had neither the body nor the heart for such
empty actions. Too well she had come to understand her slave's humiliations, and when she had returned—



a woman—to Kingsbury, she had freed the girl, send-ing her off with generous gifts and a grant of land
from the king.

And there was another, too, who had been singled out by a combination of fate, perversity, and braggart
lugt. Years before, at the shore of the Long River, a slight, blond, Corrinian girl had struggled and
screamed as her rapist had stripped her and pinned her to the ground, and Marrget could ill fed the now
incongruous sensation of penetration and violent re-lease.

Senon's words would have been as apt for Marrget of Crownhark as they were for Bandon. The smoke
made her cough, and she found that a tear was making its way down her cheek. She did not even know the
girl's name. She wished that she could—

"Marrget?"

She wiped at the tear so that he would not notice. "It is the smoke, Karthin."

In the darkness, the fitful gleam of smoldering fires played with his expresson. "Nay, friend. 1 would
sy that it is more.”

"Am | so foalish, Karthin, that you can read me like a parchment?’

"You have ever worn your fedings openly, Marrget. For which | am grateful.” His deep voice rumbled
soothingly, took away what little sting might have been in hiswords. "I pray | am as open to you."

Reyss voice started up in the distance, hdlooing loudly. "Captain, are you wdl?'

Marrget swallowed her emotion, loosened the knot in her throat. "Well enough, Relys™ she cdled in
return. "Have you anything to report?”

Rdys, Wykla, and Timbrin forced therr way through the wreckage, accompanied by the crunching and
crackling of pulverized stone and charred wood. "Naothing, captain, save bones and burnt bodies. And
the treasury.” Relys amiled without mirth: Bandon had been her home, but she had dways hated the
town. "Cvinthil revoked the town's charter, but the mer-chants seem to have been doing wel enough:
there are sacks and piles of gold." She laughed, agan without emotion. "There are a few hapless
councilmen, too, who were less brave and more practical than Senon.”

"Noreliving?'

"None, friend or foe."

Marrget looked around. "Surely there are some sur-vivors." Tilting her head back, she shouted loudly:
"Ho! People of Bandon! Marrget of Crownhark callgl”

A dirring came from the remains of the town hdl that lay a dozen yards ahead. Marrget bettered her
grip on her sword and braced hersdf for an attack, but the dirring was suddenly replaced with a girl's
tear-choked cry. "Marrget of Crownhark?'

"Who cdls?"

"Gedyya, daughter of Holt."

" Speek to us. Wewill find you."

With Gdyyas voice guiding them, they scrambled forward and worked their way into the hdl, Karthin
lending hisweight and drength as the women shoved timbers and stones out of the way. The wreckage
meade the ruins treacherous. wals collapsed around them more than once, and broken beams and posts
threat-ened to fdll.

Gdyya and three other girls were at the bottom of a deep cdlar as black as a wel. Perching on the
edge and peering down, Marrget congratulated them s-lently for their luck: the cdlar was deep and
protected with thick stone walls, and the heat trapped by the stone had kept them dive.

"Shall | summon the wartroop?' asked Wykla.

"Nay. They may find others, and we five will suffice for this" Marrget looked further and discovered
thet the gairs had fdlen in. "Karthin? Rope?”’

The big man nodded and pulled a cail from his pack. Marrget took off her cloak and put it aside, then
turned to Karthin. For a moment, she recdled how she had turned to him the night before, at the Feadt.
Then, they had danced together. Now, with a thin smile, she took the end of the rope, knotted it into a
ding, and dipped it over her shoulders.

In aminute, Karthin and the women were lowering her into a darkness that was ripe with the unknown
gench that seemed to pervade the entire town. Below, Marrget could make out pae faces.

She reached the floor, and the girls crowded about her. They seemed oddly quiet for baing in 9ght of



rescue, but the captain knew that they were probably dill in shock. Quietly and professondly, with a
cam assurance that she knew would do more than overt emotion, she asked names, ascertained injuries,
and, one by one, sent them up to the surface viathe rope.

Not until she and Gdyya were done did the girl offer anything more than answers to Marrget's
ques-tions. "How . . . how did you find out about us?'

"Senon brought word to Kingsbury," said Marrget.

Gdyya nodded. "The townsfolk thought him a cow-ard because he used to hide behind Kanol's
skirts" She shuddered, sobbed weekly. ' 'But he turned out to
be braver than us dl." Gdyya was the oldest of those in the cdlar, and she had obvioudy taken on
respon-ghility for the others. Now Marrget fdt the girl's strength crumbling: she had sustained the others
a her own expense.

And have | not done the same with the wartroop? She put an am about the girl. "You are very
brave yoursdf," she said softly. "As brave as any warrior of Gryylth. Was it you who brought the others
here?'

"It was" Gedlyyads voice was hoarse with sup-pressed tears. "We were together when we met Alouzon
Dragonmagter, and we thought ourselves a company.” She clutched a Marrget's hand. Her fin-gers
were icy. "Did you . . . did you find my mother? My father? The fire trapped them in our house, and
they told me to run.”

Karthin caled down. "Theropeiscoming.”

"We..." Marrget could seelittle of the girl's ex-pression, but she could wel imagine it. Someone was
going to pay for this outrage. "We have found no one d <"

Gdyya sagged, whimpering. The rope dangled down invisbly, and Marrget fdt it brush across her
ams. "Beready,” she cdled up to the surface. "We two will be coming together.”

"I am glad to hear it Karthin replied. "These stones seem unwilling to hold themsdalves up much
longer. Fear not: there is srength in our arms for two.”

For a minute, she worked in darkness, reknotting the rope about its double load. Among such as
Gdyya had she once walked, disdainful and arrogant. Now she was a womean too, holding the girl and
willing strength into her like a mother. Slently she bent her head and kissed Gelyyas forehead, then
shouted for her comrades to pull. If, somehow, her actions tonight could make up in part for what she
hed done on the shore of the Long River, she would consder hersdf well rewarded.

By the. time Gelyya reached the surface, she was
near hysteria, and Marrget sat her down and hed her. Tears, she knew, were stresking down her own
sooty face, but it was some time before she redlized that wider, stronger arms were wrapped about both
hersdf and the girl of Bandon.

With a gtart, she looked up and found Karthin be-side her, his embrace as gentle as a woman's, as
fiercdy protective as that of any warrior of Gryylth or Corrin.

* CHAPTER 3 *

M arrget and the rescue party spent two weeks combing through the wreckage of the town, working in a

bitter cold that numbed their hands and made them long for a breath of something other than icy air. Slowly
they unearthed other survivors, chil-dren who had found refuge in cellars and pits and cul-de-sacs that had
been protected from the flames by collapsing buildings.

As the days went on, though, and the snow contin-ued to fal, fewer and fewer were found dive, and
Marrget findly caled a halt to what had become fruit-less and despairing work. In the spring, perhaps,
what whole bodies there were could be buried. For now, the First Wartroop had boys and girls, injured and
sound both, who deserved something more than the spartan accommodations of a winter camp.

The weather was breaking when the wartroop re-turned to Kingsbury, and its charges were made wards
of the king and fostered out to relatives and friends and childliess couples who would take the orphans.
Some of the older girls, Gelyya among them, found work with the midwives of the town; but as she was the



eldest of those who had survived the destruction, the red-haired girl was eventualy caled before the king
and questioned.

Cvinthil's brown eyes were sad as he regarded her, for he had children of his own. "I regret paining you,
Gelyya," he said softly. ' "Y our wounds are ill fresh.”

"Fresh enough, my king." She sat before him, holding herself bravely. "But | will do my best.”

"Senon told us as much as he could before he died, but he left the town early on, and therefore he did not
see dl. Pray, tel us what you can."

With Marrget a her side for reassurance, Gelyya recounted the story of the end of Bandon. At first
there had been only sounds in the night, shrill roars and shrieks that had crossed from horizon to horizonin a
matter of a few heartbeats. But the sounds had abruptly come closer, accompanied by bright, smoking
torches that had drifted dowly through the air, shedding a wan parody of daylight on the doomed town.

The fire fel just before midnight, covering the southern wall in a sheet of hillowing flame. More
fol-lowed, ringing the town with an inferno. Moments later, buildings were exploding in showers of stone
and splinters, and townsfolk who attempted to run for the blazing gates were cut down in mid-stride by
something that left their bodies a mess of torn flesh and bloody rags.

Marrget's anger had already been kindled in the cd-lar of the town hdl, but ligening to Gelyyds shy
voice recounting the horror that had befalen Bandon, she found that it was ill growing. The attack had
been swift, ruthless, and completdy effective, and when Gelyyds tae was done, Marrget reported as
much.

"It was an outrage," she finished. "Never have | seen a town so completely destroyed; yet we found
nothing to indicate the presence of any army or band of warriors. In dl my years of battle | have never
seen the like"

One of the King's Guard, a new man who had en-tered the roya service only a month before, was
star-ing at her. Marrget eyed him. Yes, it was strange to hear a woman speak of battle, but he, like many
oth-ers, would have to get used to it. Irritated by his gaze, she folded her arms and examined him as though
pick-ing a place for a sword thrust. The man looked away quickly.

"l once saw something smilar," said Santhe. "In the last days of the war with Corrin."

Karthin shifted uneasily at the words. He had been listening from his customary place near the edge of
the king's dais, his eyes on the floor and the thumbs of his large hands hooked in his belt. Marrget knew that
he was well aware that numerous people in the land were aready blaming Corrin for the atrocity. She
bristled. "Did you wish to make a forma accusation, councilor? | am sure ..." She glared at the new guard,
but he was keeping his gaze firmly fixed on the back of the room. "... that you are not aone in your
suspicions.”

Santhe started at her tone. "There are hasty folk in the land, | know, my friend. But | have no accusation
to make. Forgive me if my words were ill-chosen."

As Gelyyas tae had unfolded, Cvinthil's eyes had turned from sad to murderous. He might have been
envisoning his own children in the fire storm that had razed the town. "Sorcery. It must be sorcery."

"But whose?' said Marrget. "Mernyl and Tireas are both dead, and there is not another sorcerer in either
Gryylth or Corrin."

Karthin himsdf spoke. "There is a sorcerer in Cor-rin."

Silencein Hall Kingsbury.

Cvinthil kept his tone carefully noncommittal. "I did not know that, friend Karthin."

Marrget suddenly felt bleak, and she looked away. There was doubt in the hdl, and, more upsetting, in
her heart too. Another sorcerer? Karthin had never said anything about this before.

""Truly, | cannot say that he is much of a sorcerer,” said the big man. "His name is Helwych. He was
ap-prentice to Tireas, but his studies, so | have heard, were neglected when his master turned his efforts
to-ward the magic of the ..."

He hesitated, flushed, and he looked at Marrget as though he wished that he had kept his mouth shut. But
she forced her doubts aside and nodded at him. Kar-
thin was a friend. He had danced with her, had held her in his arms, had done much to fill a private and
unspoken ache in her heart that, until the New Y ear Feast, she had thought bottomless.

He amiled at her—fondly, she thought—and went on. ". . . before he was overmastered by the Tree. He
commands some few smdl spells.”

"Small spells?' Cvinthil blinked.

"How small, Karthin?' said Santhe.

The Corrinian ruminated. His thumbs worked in his belt. "I suppose that, with effort, he could make a
spade look like a pitchfork."



His farmer origins were showing again, and even Gelyya smiled. There was guile in the world, but there
was none in Karthin. The girl, though, spoke up. "King Cvinthil," she said softly. "If it please you, | saw the
lights depart. They did not turn toward the east.”

All attention was suddenly on the red-haired girl. Cvinthil spoke sowly. "Where did they go, child?'

Her answer was firm. "My king, they went west. They crossed the mountains.”

Marrget nearly shook with relief. Not Corrin, then. Def-initely not Corrin. But on the other side of the
mountains was the coast, and then the sea, and then there was another land.

"Our neighborsin Vaylle" she said, "do not love us."

Cvinthil's hand was on his sword. "Nor do we love them, captain. If this be their greeting to us, we shal
answer smilarly. | heartily wish that Alouzon Dragon-master were with us now, but since she is not, we
must settle matters ourselves.” He thought for a moment, then lifted his head. "Who will take a message to
my brother in Corrin? | would ask him for the loan of a sorcerer, and for what men and arms he can spare.”

The dawn was gray and cold, and Wykla shivered a little as she saddled her horse in the shadow of Hall
Kingsbury. The town was silent, and she worked
quickly, wishing to be awvay before any folk were up and about.

Dogs barked. A cock crew. Shetried to keep her mind on her hands as she fastened harness and tack
and walked the horse out into the street, but she fdt keenly the eyes of the men who stood at the gate in
the paisade. Marrget was shielded from dl but the most abject of fools by her status and her quick
tem-per; but Wykla was neither cgptain nor councilor, and though her membership in the First Wartroop
gave her some prestige, it did nothing to deflect the stares, the laughter, and the snide comments.

She had little trouble with the veterans of the baitle at the Circle, for a camaraderie had grown up
among those who had braved Corrin's assault of magic and men, a fdlowship that persisted ill. Within
it, Wykla—ar any ather wamen d the Fird Wartroop— commanded respect and admiration.

But there were others, men and boys who had come to Kingsboury from the distant corners of the land,
who had been untouched by war or the experiences of the Circle and the Tree. To them, the decrees that
st the women of the land on equa footing with ther brothers seemed outlandish things, indications that
the settle-ment with Corrin had actudly been a capitulation.

And if the decrees seemed drange to them, then the 9ght of a maid who had once been a man was
granger dill. Wykla could never determine whether they were amused or afraid, but regardiess of ther
motives, their actions were unpleasant and panful.

The half-expected cdl drifted from the paisade as she prepared to mount. "Good morning, little girl.
Where is your mother today?'

"No, Kerlsen, sheistoo old for her mother.”

"Indeed! Y our husband then. Does he dlow you to go about like a whore?"

Sniggering. The shapes of the young men were fant in the early morning shadows. But their voices
were loud enough.

Wyklatried to ignore them. She was amessenger.

She had work to do. "If you were within sword's reach,” she murmured, "you would learn some
cour-tesy." As though she had not heard, she continued with her work, checking the fagtenings of the
harness one lagt time, wartroop-style.

"Why isyour hair not braided?"

The jibe stung, and she bent quickly, picked up a hand-sized cobble from the street, and flung it with
kill. The crack of impact was a stiSfying one, the cry of pain more satiSfying gill. She drew hersdf up,
and her amber hair was bright as she pointed a the doubled-over form of her tormentor. "My hair is not
braided because | am unmarried, bumpkin,” she said, her voice clear and her tone sharp. "It is tied back
because | am of the Firs Wartroop. And had you cour-age to match your foul mouth | would gladly
show you what ared warrior can do with a sword."

She swung up into the saddle and rode down the street, trying to keep back her tears.

Having had eighteen months in which to get used to such incidents, she would have thought that she
would be less affected by them. But such time appeared to be insufficdent. She wondered if the rest of her
life might be enough. She would, she supposed, find out.



There were guards at the town gate, too, but they were seasoned men, and they knew her from the
war. They sduted her with the gruff manner of comrades and wished her a safe trip. "Gods bless,

Wykla"

"Godsbless”

"Isit war with Vaylle, then?

She stopped for amoment. "It could wel be. Cvinthil is asking for aid from Corrin."

One of the men laughed. "It will be different fight-ing with the phaanxes rather than againg them.”

"l am not so sure” said the other. "Vaylle lies across the White Sea, and what would the folk there
want with us?’

"What?' sad the fird. "You think that it is Corrin we should fight?'

He seemed bewildered. "1 am of two minds. Kar-
thin is a good man, and | look a him and | say to mysdf, Shame on you, Dyylic, for thinking such
thoughts. But | do not know his countrymen, and so ..." He shrugged. "What do you think, Wykla?'

She shook her head and tried to smile. "I think that | have along ride ahead of me, and ..." She looked
back, listening to the cursing that was drifting from the Hall. "... and | hope that the people of Gryylth will
someday be as kind to me as Karthin of Corrin."

"Wl said." The first guard reached up, clasped her hand, and nodded toward the Hall. "Dyylic and | will
thrash the bumpkin tonight." H6 grinned. ' 'If you have Ieft us anything to thrash."

Wyklds smile turned thin. "There are plenty of oth-ers like him if | did not, friend. Farewell." And she
rode down the hill and into the growing morning.

Gryylth unfolded like a gray and white tapestry as she rode eastward, its hills and valleys thrown into
highlights and shadows by the ever-rising sun, its trees and hedgerows transformed into pied apparitions of
old snow and bare branches.

In this cold season she met few travelers, for there was little business save hers that would cdl for long
journeys. She was glad of that. Better a long road and winter's londliness than the deeper isolaion carried
by the inadvertent companions that summer would bring. The story of the Firsg Wartroop was known
across Gryylth, and there were those who stared and asked rude questions, and there were those who
laughed . . .

Even her fellow warriors—the ones who spoke to her as to an equal—had uttered thoughtless words.
You are a woman now, Wykla. You understand these things. Understand? Understand what? That she
was how the sport of every dolt who believed that no woman, even one with the rank of warrior, was a
match for a man? What is it like to be a woman? What is it like to make love?

She had no idea. She had gone to Kallye, the mid-wife, professing ignorance of herself, asking hating
and embarrassing questions. But though the midwife
could teach her what any woman knew of her body— of breasts and monthly flows, of strengths and
weak-nesses—WYykla was acutely conscious that she had yet to grasp the connotations of her new identity.
She was a woman. What did that really mean? She could not say. And as for making love . . .

A few weeks ago, one fool had tried to give her that experience. Forcibly. He had died of a sword thrust.
Wykla dill shuddered at the memory, Hill wondered if she had done something wrong, something that had
falsaly encouraged him.

Such events made for an uneasy and confusing life, and she wished that Alouzon would return to Gryylth
soon, for the Dragonmaster had always been a source of strength for her, someone she could look to as an
example. If Alouzon could be a woman, calm and sure of herself, then Wykla of Burnwood could be a
war-rior, could eventually understand her own body and her own lonéliness, and perhaps could even hope
that, someday, there might be some lovein her life.

Love. A hard thing to imagine. What man could she ever accept? What woman would have her?

The sun crossed toward the west. Wykla made good speed, eating while she rode and changing horses in
Amesbury and at the site of the old garrisons at the southwestern end of the Great Dike. Afternoon was
well dong when she crossed the border into Corrin, but she expected to make Benardis by dusk, and the
idea that she could deep that night in a town where her dua status of woman and warrior was considered
nothing unusual was an attractive one.

The lands of Corrin looked much like those of Gryylth. But there were differences. The few individ-uas
she saw working in the fields—forking out hay for the cattle and horses, bresking holes in ice-covered
troughs so that the animals could drink— seemed to be women as often as they were men. Regardless of
their sex, though, they waved to her and wished her a good day with cheerful sincerity.



And later, when she was within sight of the capital,
arider appeared on the road ahead, making haste for her. It was a young woman, her yellow hair ruddy in
the streaming sunset and her way with her body easy and confident. She approached at full galop, reined in
a the last moment. ' 'Hail and welcome to Corrin, woman of Gryylth," she said. Her smile was broad, and
her hair, braided to one side, bounced jauntily over her shoulder. "Darham the king sends you greet-ing."

She was tanned and dim, and sat a head taller on her horse than Wykla. Her leathers were close-fitting
and cut to flatter a woman's figure.

Now it was Wykla who stared. A woman, and a warrior, and proud ... "l... | bring messages from
King Cvinthil."

"We saw you coming, and | was sent to be your escort and guide. | am Manda of Dubris, of the King's
Guard."

"Wykla of Burnwood. Of . . . of the First War-troop."

Manda froze, stared at her, examined her face as though to memorize it. "Of the First Wartroop, you
say?’

"Aye, lady." And to show Manda that she was not ashamed of her company or its fate, she tossed her
cloak back over her shoulders to show her personal indgnia and that of the wartroop.

Surprisingly, though, Manda did not seem so much curious as stricken. She examined the escutcheons
ear-nestly, then shook her head and sighed as though with relief. "Come, Wykla" she said. "You are
welcome in my land. Please forgive my discourtesy.”

"It iswell, Manda."

Sill, the Corrinian maid seemed chagrined by her behavior. "Should your duties cause you to stay the
night, my household would be honored to receive you."

But her look had been too searching, and Wykla ill chafed at the morning's encounter. "I . . . | do not
wish pity," she said softly.

"Will you ..." Manda looked off toward Gryylth, pressed her lips together, bent her head. "Will you
accept a friend, then?'

Wykla was puzzled. "Why should you be my friend?"

Manda smiled uncomfortably. "Y ou look as though you could well use one, and it is a custom of Corrin to
offer.” She turned her horse. "Come, night is ap-proaching.” She set off at a brisk trot. Wykla looked after
her for a moment, then followed.

Like the land of which it was the capitd, Benardis was both familiar and foreign. Wykla saw the same
houses of wattle and daub, stone and timber; she rode adong the same dusty streets as were characteristic
of any town of Gryylth. But here there were too many women out of doors, and they conducted themselves
with too much freedom: their gestures broad and quick, their smiles and voices free.

Wykla felt her face color. | am a woman, too. This should please me.

But she had not always been a woman, and Gryylth was Hill inching toward this kind of freedom. She
looked on envioudy as Manda spoke familiarly to a young soldier in the street and sent him running ahead
without apology or hesitation. Manda was in charge of her life, and she was comfortable with it.

She had also obvioudy given the lad a sense of ur-gency, for when they reached the king's lodge in the
center of town, Darham himsdf was waiting for them. He was a tdl, broad man, and what parts of his
face were not covered by an immense golden beard were creased with lines of laughter. But Wykla,
looking closer, noticed the streak of sadness in his otherwise bright blue eyes.

"Welcome, warrior of Gryylth," he said, standing up to greet his guest in the manner of the kings of
Corrin. To either side of him, his personal guards, men and women, nodded formally. One, a young man
with the faintest trace of a mustache, even grinned at her.

She felt suddenly cold, and fumbled with her words for a moment before she could speak. "Hall, King of
Corrin," she said. To her own ears, her voice sounded pale and uncertain in comparison to Barbara's.
"Whykla of Burnwood brings you greetings from the King of Gryylth, who urgently desires your counsel and
ad in the matter of Vaylle, the land across the White Sea."

She dill felt cold, and would not have been at dl surprised if her hands had been shaking, though she
would not look. Darham noticed, though, and he turned to Manda. "Has this woman been offered
re-freshment after her long journey?’

"l requested it, my king," said Manda. "She asked that she see you without delay, and therefore |
in-structed the stewards to bring the food and drink here."

"That is good. Bring a chair for Wykla of Burn-wood."

The young man with the mustache acted before the others, and nearly fell over himsdf as he dragged a
cushioned chair forward. Wykla nodded to him, but she was thankful when her escort stepped up. "l shal



attend to our guest mysdlf," said Manda.

"Asyou wish." The guard sounded disappointed.

Bread, wine, and cheese were brought to Wykla, and though she protested at eating in front of a king,
Darham indsted that she take something before she continued. "Time does not move so fast," he said, "that
we must torment one another more than we a-ready have. But if you fed you must speak, tdl me
something of my friend Karthin. Is he well?*

"He s, King Darham." Wykla nibbled at the food without real appetite, speaking between bites. She told
of Karthin's work during the firgt, hard winter, of his continuing advice to Cvinthil. She even told of his
friendship with Marrget of Crownhark, and was sur-prised that her words made it sound as though
some-thing more than friendship existed between the two captains. Marrget and Karthin? But—

"I am heartily glad to hear this news," said Dar-
ham. ' 'Karthin and | pleaded the cause of peace before Tarwach in the fina hours of the war, and though
at that time my brother did not agree with us, it is pleas-ing to know that peace has brought so much to both
our lands."

Wykla picked at the food without enthusiasm, won-dering how Darham would react when he was told
that Gryylth and Corrin were not through with war, that another seemed to be beginning. At length she
could pretend hunger no more, and she pushed the platter aside.

Darham'’s eyes were on her. "And what news does Cvinthil have for me?"

Wykla would have stood, but Darham shook his head and motioned for her to remain seated. Fedling
much as she supposed Gelyya had in Hal Kingsbury, and with Manda a blond presence at her shoulder,
she re-counted the story of the attack on Bandon, the expe-riences of the First Wartroop, and Gelyyas
testimony.

At the mention of the wartroop, Darham seemed to start, and he looked at Wykla more closdly,
uncon-scioudly covering his right forearm with his left hand. He said nothing, though, until she was finished.

"Helwych," he said.

"Here, my king," said a young man clad in a gray robe. Wykla had not noticed him before, and he now
stepped out of the shadows as though enjoying the ef-fect of his sudden, unexpected appearance.

"Y ou heard?"

"Everything." Helwych regarded Wykla openly, rubbing his beardless chin. His face was neither nar-row
nor round, but seemed to hesitate between the two extremes, unwilling to commit itsalf to a postion. His
hair, the color of a brown mouse, hung lankly to his shoulders. His hands alone seemed definite: thin, findy
detailed. They held his wizard's staff tightly, as though he were afraid that someone would attempt to
snatch it from him.

Darham shifted on his smple stoal. "What do you think?"

"Vaylle indeed seems to be the culprit." Helwych nodded with assurance. "l have . . . given some thought
to that land these last days. | have studied my books and examined the upper spheres, and yet Vaylle is
closed to me. Some working of magic, | think, shrouds the land.”

"That does hot sound good," said Darham.

"Needless to say," said the sorcerer, "it makes me suspicious.”

Darham turned back to Wykla. "And King Cvinthil wishes aid from me? Arms?"

"Arms and soldiers, lord," she said, "and ..." She nodded to Helwych. "... whoever else you
might be willing to send. Bandon was thoroughly leveled. Such an action demands retribution.”

Helwych spoke quickly. "I would be more than happy to go to Gryylth, my king. | am gratified that my
amdl reputation seems to have spread so widely."

But the Corrinian king frowned, and the sad streak in his eyes broadened. "Gryylth was ever disinclined
to leave a blow unrevenged,” he murmured. He lifted his head and spoke more loudly. "Nor can | blame
Cvinthil. My brother did not ignore the burning of our fields, and had | been king then, | would have made
the same decisions as he."

But Darham's face softened into a faint smile. "But we al know where such decisions brought us. Our
fields were burned, true. But Gryylth's were forced to do double duty, and her people worked long and hard
to feed their former enemies. This, maybe, teaches us the value of circumspection.”

Wykla stared at him. Did | carry sword against this man?

Helwych started to speak, but Darham held up a hand for silence. "Vaylle is an unknown,” the king
continued. "I am sure that my brother in Gryylth has given thought to the consequences of his actions, but |
would he consider them further. Our two lands have but recently concluded their treaties, and | am
unwill-ing to part so hagtily with our new-found peace. Ti-
teas—before madness took him—always inssted that, presented with two unsatisfactory choices, one



should seek then another. That is what | shdl do. To attack is but one choice. To ignore is a second. | will
look for athird, Wykla of Burnwood."

"Is this the message | shall take to Cvinthil?' she said.

"Nay, | will give this matter further thought, and | will consult with Helwych."

The sorcerer straightened up and nodded gravely.

Darham regarded him, smiled as though indulging a problem child, turned back to Wykla. "If you would
be willing to remain our guest for some five or six days, we would be honored.”

Manda spoke. "I have offered my household, lord."

"Good. Corrin will never be thought lax in its hos-pitality so long as Manda of Dubris lives."

Darham rose, but he did not leave immediately. Pausing before Wykla, he regarded her kindly. "The First
Wartroop, you say, my lady?'

My lady. Shefelt the cold return. "Aye, lord."

Darham mused. "I remember you." He looked at her directly. ' 'At the Circle. We caled you The Amber
One—for your hair." He lifted his right arm and turned it over, and Wykla saw that its underside was
scarred from wrist to elbow. "You fight well."

She stared at the old wound. "I . . . regret now that | struck that blow."
"We dl bear wounds from that time. Some more comely than others.
Wykla flushed.

Darham stood over her. The great blue eyes of mirth and grief burned down. "Do you have family?*

"l ...do, my lord. In Burnwood."

"You hesitate."

"I ... left them some years ago to join the war-troop.” There was suddenly a lump in her throat, and
she was annoyed at hersalf: by now, this wound should have been as scarred over as Darham's arm. But
her voice was husky as she went on. "After the war, |
returned, looking for comfort. They denied me ..." The room blurred to her eyes, and she gritted her teeth
and bent her head to hide the tears.

Darham considered for a moment and shook his head sadly. "Daughters are not held in high esteem in
Gryylth."

"That istrue, my lord."

"l dsolost a family," he said gently. "And his rejection was bitter enough. Perhaps the Gods will a-low
me to choose my own now." Lifting his scarred arm, he placed his hand on Wykla's head. "This | will say to
you, Wykla of Burnwood, Amber One: should you need someone to call father, call me. The wounds of
the past are deep: let us close them as we can." He smiled wryly as he turned to the assembled guards and
attendants. "And | for one am proud to claim a daughter who can best me in swordwork."

He let his hand remain on her head for a moment, then removed it, stooped, and kissed her brow. "It is
well. Manda, attend to Wykla. | shal send for you both tomorrow." He bowed to his vistor and de-parted.

* CHAPTER 4 *

Hot coffee and a cold shower pulled Suzanne to-gether enough to take the graded papers out to the

archaeology department at the university. She had hoped that Brian would be gone when she arrived, but
she found him in the office he shared with her, wait-ing.

Without comment, she set the two stacks down on the corner of her desk and turned to leave. Brian
looked up. "You don't have to go running off."

"I'm not feeling well. I'm going back to bed."

"Youlook fine."

"l don't have any shrapnel wounds, if that's what you mean." Sure that her temper would be triggered by
the sight of his face, she tried to avoid looking at him, but wound up staring at the poster above his desk: a
life-sized photograph of the cockpit controls of an A-4 Skyhawk. Brian obvioudy thought of the war-plane
in terms of technology and armed might, but for Suzanne the poster brought only visions of napalmed and
machine-gunned villages, incinerated Vietnamese peasants, and children left homeless or dead.

"You know," said Brian, "if you want your career to go anywhere, you're going to have to learn to
con-form.”

"Maybe" she said, dill avoiding his eyes. "And maybe | don't fucking want to."

He blinked. "How do you want me to take that?"



"Takeit any way you want." Turning, she stalked
through the door and down the hall. There was a chance that she would not have a teaching position or a
doctoral program in the morning, but she would al-ways have Gryylth. And Vaylle, too. She supposed that
she could cdll it job security.

In the hot parking lot, she paused beside her car and checked the paperweight for the twentieth time
since Helen's phone cal. No Silbakor. Cursing the Dragon under her breath, she drove back to her
apartment, pulled the blinds in the bedroom shut, and crawled into bed.

In her dreams, she saw the grim closeness of fifth-century warfare juxtaposed with the disinterested
daughter of the twentieth. The towns of Gryylth were napamed and bombed and riddled with
twenty-millimeter bullets, the children of My La and Hanoi and Kingsbury were spitted on swords and
spears, blasted by magic.

She awoke at sunset, trembling, soaked in sweat. The bedroom seemed a furnace, and when she threw
open the window, the searing air of a Los Angeles heat wave offered no relief. Closng her eyes, she
pillowed her head on the dll for a moment. "Oh, you Gods of Gryylth: please make sure that dl stays a
dream.”

Another cold shower, a dinner eaten hagtily and un-tasted, and she drove out to keep her appointment
with Helen Addams.

Helen's directions took Suzanne up into the Santa Monica Mountains, deep into the sinuous rills and
for-ested ridges of the Bel Air district. Filtered by lush leaves, the air was damp and cool, and the lights of
the houses glowed from behind wrought iron fences and high hedges that spoke eoquently of wedlth,
lei-sure, and as much sylvan isolation as could be had within the confines of a sprawling city.

Suzanne parked across the street from the house. The windless night was as quiet as the cemetery had
been that morning, the only movement that of the moths that hovered about the pale streetlamps, a
mocking reminder of her own fascinated obsession with the dusve and ineffeble Grall.

When she had fird returned from Gryylth, she had researched the legends of the Grail with the focused
intengty of a career scholar, but the information she had found was thickly encrusted with successve
layers of belief and dogma, the legacy of smdl minds and the theologica bias of Pagan and Chridtian
dike. There was, though, one legend that had consstently rung the bell of truth: that of Galahad. Pure and
un-stained by earthly concerns, he had looked into the profound and inscrutable depths of the Holy Cup
... and had died.

Some choice. | can give the whole thing up and go crazy, or | can find the Grail and drop dead,

She crossed the street and found a house set back behind a dichondra lawvn and a circular driveway.
Plate-glass windows glowed ydlow from beneath red tile roofs, and the front door was large and carved
like that of amisson. She rang the bell and glanced down at the paperweight in the depths of her purse
while she waited. It was dill empty.

Heen had changed little snce Sol's funerd. She was dill a middle-aged woman who wore feminigt
theory like a badge of honor. The gray in her tightly permed har maiched the sted rims of her glasses,
and the loose, cotton blouse and trousers she wore hid her fig-ure as defiantly as her lack of make-up
bared her face.

She let Suzanne in without a word, bolted the door behind her as though she were afraid of the long
shad-ows in the front yard, and led her guest to a chair in the living room.

"Drink?"

"No. Thanks."

Helen glanced at the sheer drapes that obscured the big front windows. "Well, if you don't mind, I'll
have one mysdf."

The liquor cabinet seemed to be wdl stocked. As Helen measured and poured, Suzanne examined the
room. Pale shag rug, chrome and glass furniture, redl
mahogany panding on the walls. It bore the unmistak-able mark of both exquidte taste and money.

" 'Not bad for an ex-housewife who left her man with no marketable skills, en?' said Helen from the
bar.

"It'sanice place”

"I likeit. The patriarchy doesn't make it easy for a woman on her own, but | turned that around.” She
spoke matter-of-factly, as though daring Suzanne to contradict her. "Sol used me the way men dways



use women, and | struck back just like any woman could. | write about it. | talk about it. | get paid well.
You ever been to one of my seminars?'

"I'm afeminigt, Helen. But I'm not paliticd. 1've got too many other things to worry about.”

"If you don't worry about yoursdf, who will?' Helen settled hersdf on the sofa across the coffee
tarble, legs spread mannidhly. "Y ou're probably a case in point,” she said. "Most women are. They give
ev-erything, get nothing back, and wonder why they fed rotten about themsdves™

Suzanne said nothing. Unwilling though she was to admit it, Hlen had summed up her life

"Tdl me, honey ..." Heden sipped at her drink. "Whet did you think of my prize?'

A branch scraped againg the window. Suzanne looked up in time to see a flagh, as of eyes, glowing
bludy on the other sde of the curtains and the glass. She looked again and saw nothing. "l . . . I'm not
sure | understand.”

Helen's back was to the window, and she had not noticed. "You amog look like you escaped in one
piece”

"Youreloangme"

"I think you understand better than you think." Helen's tone sharpened. "Sol couldn't love anything. He
could own, but he couldn't love. He devoured me for twenty years. You got it for alot less, but there's
no way of deding with a man like Sol without getting hurt.” She examined her guest for a moment. "Did
you deep with him?"'

Suzanne was genuinegly angry. "What kind of ques-tion is that?"

Helen smiled. " Sore point?'

"Actualy, most of the time, | hated his guts, just like you. Yeah, he was a manipulating son of a hitch,
and he thought that dl his male bullshit was just fine. But he had a few good qualities.”

Helen was frowning. "You obvioudy didn't know him well enough. He had nothing but his prick and his
ego. | got out because | redlized that."

"So you tossed him. As hard as you could.”

"He got what was coming to him."

The branch scraped the window again. Suzanne sensed that something was moving in the front yard.
Something big. And her Dragonmaster ingtincts, awakening incongruoudly in her pudgy body, told her that it
was not friendly.,

' 'We have to learn to take care of ourselves,” Helen continued. "If we don't, the men are going to keep
screwing us over just like they always have." She leaned forward, stabbing a finger at Suzanne in time to
her words. "I took everything that Sol did to me and threw it right back at him. He got his nose rubbed in it
real good, honey, and he didn't like it one bit."

The presence outside the window was a palpable oppression. "Look," said Suzanne, by now both an-gry
and frightened, "I agree with you about Sol. He hurt you. He hurt me a lat, too. But you caled me this
morning because he scared the shit out of you. Dammit, quit playing games. You want to hear him
screaming again? Maybe you want to see his body come waltzing in through the front door?"

Fear flooded into Helen's face. "You know some-thing, don't you?"

" 'What happened this morning?"

Helen fidgeted with her drink, her spines suddenly blunted. "I think | said everything when | talked to you.
| keep my own hours, and when | work late, | Sleep in. Thismorning | was dreaming of Sol. The usua. He
used to grab mein the middle of the night
and force me to have sex with him." She shook her head as though to drive the memory away. "It was like
being raped, night after night. It dill is" She gri-maced. "Even after he's dead.”

"Goon. | don't want to hear about Sol. | want to hear about you."

Helen appeared uncertain whether to be flattered or offended. ' '| dreamed that there was a spear beside
the bed, and | grabbed it and gave it to him right in the crotch. He started screaming, and then | was
standing at his grave. Sol got up and started yeling your name. It wasn't any of this far-away stuff: it was
like he was right there in the bedroom with me."

Dragonmaster.

Suzanne gtifled a gasp and checked her purse. Twin sparks of yellow fire flashed up at her. Of all the
god-dam times to putt this shit, Silbakor, you sure pick the best.

Helen was staring into her drink. "He said that you had to stop someone."

Dragonmaster. Thereisterror in Gryylth.

Suzanne felt sick. " Stop who? From doing what?'



Helen shook her head.

A wind whined through the branches outside, and the branch creaked again on the window. Suzanne
looked up into what were unmistakably eyes. They glowed through the curtains in shades of blue and
vi-Olet.

"There was . . . one other thing that happened,” said Helen. "I heard Sol in my dreams a few months
ago, too."

Thewind grew louder. Dragonmaster.

"l saw something that looked like Stonehenge. A bunch of women were trying to pull it down with ropes.
That's when | heard him."

"What ..." The eyes at the window had to be at least twelve inches apart and a good five feet from the
ground. The wind had whipped into a fury, lashing at branches and leaves, battering against the house.
"What did he say?'

"Hedidn't say anything. He was crying.”

Abruptly, a deep-throated howl went up from the front yard, and something thudded on the window.
Su-zanne heard a beating as of greet wings.

Dragonmaster, flee this house.

Helen turned around, saw the eyes, screamed hoarsdy. As the two women watched, the glass took on
apde agua glow, and suddenly, inconceivably, the entire wall began to buckle inward.

"Slbakor!"

"Fee, Dragonmaster. Y ou are being attacked.”

A flash of fire went through her. Alouzon was awak-ening. Without hestation, she picked up the
paper-weight, then grabbed Helen's arm and jerked her off the sofa as the window shattered.

Aqua phosphor poured into the room, gusted by a terrifying wind. "The back door," Suzanne shouted
above the tumulit. "Where's the back door?"

The phosphor was inching toward their feet. Su-zanne looked up to see a glowing paw the sze of a
dinner plate step into the room, and the eyes were not far behind. And beyond that . . .

There was something dse in the front yard, too. Something huge, white, with wings that drove the
branches of the trees as though they were matchsticks.

"The back door, Helen. Go!" Suzanne shoved her in what she hoped was the right direction. Helen
scrambled across the room, and Suzanne followed her down a hdl and through the kitchen to a diding
glass door that opened onto a redwood deck. She heard the front door dam open and splinter againgt
the wall, and then the wall itsdf gave way with aloud crack and arattle of plaster and brick.

"Leave the house, Dragonmadter,” said the Dragon, "and throw the paperweight behind you as you
go."

She pushed Helen out onto the deck as the celing began to come down. The dark kitchen exploded
into light, and something snarled in the halway.

"Run!"

The Dragon itsalf sounded frightened, and Suzanne
plunged across the deck and down the stairs to the lawn, letting the paperweight fdl behind her. Fire was
gpreading through her body, and she felt instincts and senses sharpening, felt a different body and a
different flesh about her.

Alouzon was back.

When she caught up with Helen, the older woman looked at her and nearly screamed. "Who are you?"

Her cry sounded flat and lifeless. The house had vanished, as had the yard, the surrounding hills and the
stars. The grass had been replaced by an endless floor of jet, and Silbakor waited a short distance away,
wings unfurled, eyes burning.

"Wemust leave," it said.

Helen backed away and collapsed, huddied on the floor like a frightened child. Her eyes were wide,
star-ing.

A|01?20n glanced down at herself. She was wearing her leather armor, and the Dragonsword was at her
hip. The tal, bronzed amazon had replaced the hap-less earth-mother. No wonder Helen was terrified.
"Dammit, Silbakor, why did you change me now?"

Howls. Drawing closer. In the blackness of the sky, Alouzon heard the beating of great wings.

"Mount," said the Dragon. "Quickly."



Helen stirred. "What . . . why ..."

Alouzon kndlt beside her. "It's OK. We're not going to hurt you. I'm gill Suzanne. Redly. Just believe
me."

Helen remained where she was, knees drawn up, arms wrapped about her legs. The howls drew nearer.
So did the wings.

Alouzon put a hand on her shoulder, shook her roughly. "Look, sister. You said a while back that you ran
your own life. Well, start doing it. You haven't got a choice."

"Mount," said the Dragon.

Helen gasped, stirred, jerked her head upright. She looked younger of a sudden, her skin smooth and
un-lined, and she got to her feet with movements that had
deeked into feline grace. She stared at Alouzon out of dark eyes.

Alouzon stared back for a moment, but the howls and the wingbeats were drawing closer. Fighting aone
in an impossible corner of the universe was not some-thing she wanted to do, but her preferences had not
mattered in along time, and something large and faintly glowing was running at them.

Alouzon was already moving to defend. Without looking, she shoved Helen toward Silbakor, and she met
open jaws and needle teeth with the edge of the Dragonsword. A howl of pain, and the beast sprang avay.

Alouzon's blade was dripping phosphor, but the beast was closing again. Setting her feet, she leaned into
her strike, and the sword bit deep, dicing the leprous thing nearly in two. It fel, twitching. Ichor spread in a
steaming pool.

"Do something about Helen, Silbakor," she called over her shoulder. "Get her out of here."

A hand suddenly grasped Alouzon's arm, and she was pulled around to face a young woman. "I don't
know what's going on," she said, her dark eyes glit-tering, "but I'm in charge of my own damn life. Don't
forget it. And don't try to protect me."

Alouzon found her voice after amoment. "Just . . . save your ass and get on the Dragon, Helen."

Cadmly, defiantly, the woman went to Silbakor and mounted in a swish of black hair and sable robes.
More howls. Pdlid forms flickered in the endless darkness. Faced with hopeless odds, Alouzon gave up and
ran for the Dragon. Her booted foot found a toehold on one massive tdon, and in a moment she was
aboard.

The black wings spread, and they were lifted.

In the course of the next week, Darham questioned Wykla in ever-greater detail about the particulars of
the destruction she had seen in Bandon, and Wykla sensed that he was searching her answers for the third
choice that he wanted. He seemed well aware that
some action had to be taken, but in contrast to his brother Tarwach's vengeful ire, Darham looked for
peace fird.

"It makes no sense," he said one afternoon.

"Areyou so sure, my king?' Hewych had been ligening with bright, eager eyes. "I think it is obvi-ous.
Bandon was destroyed by what can only be the work of a master sorcerer. Vaylle cloaks itdf in
se-crecy: agan the hand of magic. What further proof do we need?'

"You are hasty, Hewych." Darham did not see the flash of annoyance that crossed the sorcerer's face,
but Wykla did.

At lagt, though, Darham gave Wykla his reply. No arms or men would be forthcoming from Corrin, he
sad, until some clearer idea of the identity and the nature of the enemy was established. He suggested to
Cvinthil that asmdl party be formed to reconnoiter the land of Vayllein secret.

Wykla recognized the wisdom of his words, but she could not help but wonder if his decison would
have been different had a town of Corrin been destroyed. Neverthdess, she bowed deeply to the king
and found suitable words of thanks.

Her stay in Corrin had done much for her. Without constant reminders of her former life, she had found
herdf free to live as she was, and for the moment. Here in Benardis, she was a free woman in a free
land; and as Manda had escorted her about the town, show-ing her the Sghts and introducing her to the
people smply as Wikla, a warrior, and as those same people had nodded courteoudy and accepted
her without question, Wykla had found the old, frightened uncer-tainties fdling from her bit by bit, had
found aso that she was often matching Mandas easy dtride, imitaing her broad gestures, laughing as
openly as the maid of Corrin.



So, when she thanked the king, she hed hersdf straight, looked into the face of the man who had of -
fered his kinship in place of that which she had logt, and smiled.

But Darham was naot finished. "I would not have Cvinthil think me a poor neighbor who sends excuses
instead of bread. Therefore, Manda, you will go with Wykla to Kingsbury as my persond liaison. Tell
Cvin-thil that I commend you to him as one of Corrin's best, and that if he thinks well of my proposal, he
could do no better than to include you in any expedition to Vaylle" He turned. "And, Helwych ... ."

The young sorcerer had been standing off by him-sdf, his face clouded. He had advised a more militant
action against Vaylle, and was plainly unhappy that his sentiments had been ignored. Now he looked up
hope-fully. "My lord?"

"You aso will go to Kingsbury, and to Vaylle. Cvinthil will need advice in matters of magic. | will expect
afull report from you upon your return.”

"As you will, my lord." Helwych seemed caught between pride and fright. Wykla sensed that had he
been sent to Vaylle under the protection of a large army, he would have been more enthusiastic.

She turned to Manda, though, and found that the blond maid's brow was furrowed, though not with fear.
Wykla had noticed that Manda seemed prone to peri-odic bouts of depression: a deep shade would cross
her face when, say, she examined the insignia on Wyk-las armor, or when she watched the girls of the
town carrying the week's washing down to the river. She would grow slent for some minutes, her forehead
would crease, and her sight would seem to be else-where.

Such was the case now, but Manda made an effort, and the shadow passed. "I obey with pleasure, my
king," she said. "I could not go to Kingsbury in war, but at least | will travel there in peace.”

But something about her tone made Wykla wonder which of the two she actually expected to
find in
Gryylth.

* k% %

Wykla, Manda, and Hdwych, travding together, made worse time than had Wykla done. The
garrisons and villages of Gryylth, while kegping mounts ready and waiting for the use of the king's
messengers, did not have enough for three, even if two members of the party had not once been enemies
of the country.

But Wykla doubted that they could have bettered their speed even with a constant supply of fresh
horses, for Helwych, used to sedentary study, found the going difficult. He did not complain, but his
temper sharp-ened as the leagues passed, and when dusk caught the group near the fdlen stones of the
Cirdle, it was plain to his companions that he was through for the day.

Manda looked at the tumbled remains of the great monaliths, then at the dark clouds that were massng
aong the western horizon. "Do you wigh to camp here?’

"I do not," said Wykla "I would rather degp among barrows." But as they watched, the sky to the
west became noticesbly darker, and the sunset turned the color of old blood. The clouds bothered
Wykla, for they raised painful memories of magic and trans-formation.

"We may have no choice" said the Corrinian maid. "The ground here is ralling and open. The stones
will be the best shelter we can find for some digance.” Hewych muttered under his breath, and she
gmiled. "l do not think that our sorcerer isof amind to con-tinue.”

"This place is safe enough,” said Helwych. "The magic was spent months ago: there is not enough
res-ident potency here tofill up afidd mouse.”

A wind from the west started up, turned cold.

"Areyou sure, Hdwych?'

"Of course | am sure” he said peevishly. I am a sorcerer.”

In the fading light, Wykla saw Manda cast her eyes upward. But the wind freshened, and it carried the
scent of frogt. "It seems,” said Wykla, quoting a Cor-
rinian proverb, "that we must eat the med before us whether we like the megt or not.”

Manda grinned a her, and she grinned back. They had grown together in Benardis, and to Wykla
there now seemed little that she could not face with Manda at her sde.

They camped among a tumble of stones thet lay at a little distance from what had been the center of
the monument. Out of the wind, and with a fire and something to eat, Helwych's spirits improved
gregtly, and he even began to joke about spels and other subjects that the warriors found



incomprehensible. But the day's journey had been fatiguing, and he soon nodded and dropped off to
deep in mid-sentence.

"'Clever of him," said Manda, ' 'to thus avoid taking a waich.”

"We could wake him."

"Would you redly trugt his judgment, friend Wykla?"

When they hed fird met, Manda had offered friend-ship, and dthough Wykla had said neither yes nor
no, Manda had dways addressed her as though the offer had been accepted. And Wykla redized that it
hed. Shyly, she held out her hand and grasped Manda's. "Actudly, my friend, | do not. Let us divide the
night between us."

"'FHrat watch!" Manda clamed it with alaugh. ' 'Go to bed, king's daughter.”

Wykla rolled hersdf in her blankets and watched her tdl friend for a minute "Was Darham serious,
Manda? When he offered . . . 7"

"Hewasindeed."

"Why?'

Manda folded her arms and stood amid the fdlen stones as though daring any intruder to approach.
"Heisthat kind of man,” she said. "And he knows you for what you are: a brave woman who is worthy
of honor."

Wykla fdt warm at the words, and she started to reply, but she opened her eyes and found that the
ky
was overcadt, and that Manda was waking her for the second watch. "Not a soul dirring,” said the
Corrinian. "The wesather is cold, but there is no sgn of snow.”

"It islatein the season for snow.”

"Aye, and late in the night for deep." Manda yawned and reached for her blankets. "Gods bless.”

Thewind had died down, and in the quiet darkness Wykla heard Mandas bresthing deepen. The light
of the low fire played softly with the degping woman's face and hair, and she lay with her eyes closed
and her hands drawn up to her chin, looking much as she had in her house in Benardis when Wykla,
awakening one morning with the dawn, had spent the first few min-utes of light watching Manda . . . and
wondering about hersdf.

Had Wykla been a man 4ill, Manda was the kind of woman she would have desired for a mate. That
choice, however, being forever fled from her, she rec-ognized Manda as the kind of woman that she
wanted to be. There was painin Manda's pagt, to be sure, but there was pain in her own, too, and that
shared higory of sorrow did nothing but strengthen Wyklas admiration for her new-found friend.
Whatever her past, Manda of Dubris had, seemingly, transcended it. Wykla of Burnwood could do the
same.

Gently, she kndt over Mandal's ill form and laid a soft hand on the rounding of her hip. If she had il
beenaman. ..

Shesghed and rose.

Clouds had blotted out the stars, but the air was transparent with a cold darity that made the fant
lights of the digtant towns dance like sparks. And as Wykla stood with folded arms, keeping the late
waich, her eye was caught by something that glittered out among the tumbled stones that surrounded the
center of the ruined Circle.

Drawing her sword, she approached carefully. Her boots made hard, brittle sounds on the tongue of
fusad sand that stretched off dong the Avenue, but the glitter
stayed where it was, twinkling like a star and, she fancied, beckoning.

She shivered. Out where the light burned, Memyl and Tireas had died, their bodies incinerated in a
blaze of power. And Dythragor too . . .

Cautioudy, she eased closer, peered over the heaped and shattered monaliths. Before her, thrusting up
out of the earth, was a pde daff that gleamed as though bewound with moonlight. She recognized it:
Mernyl's 9.

Almog unwillingly, she went forward and bent over it. Two thirds of its length was hidden in the earth,
and the sorcerer's initid flared with diamond brilliance inches above the ground. Wykla hesitated; but



then, on an impulse that she did not understand, her hand went around the bright wood, and she pulled.

The gaff resisted, but voices seemed to Sngin her ears, encouraging her, and she closed her eyes, st
her feet and shoulders, and brought the muscles of her back and legs into the work.

The wood seemed to conform to her grip, and when an icy cold arose and began traveing up her
bones, she opened her eyes to find that the saff was no longer a gaff. An arm now protruded from the
earth at her feet, its hand as white and cold as the finet marble. But it was animate, and its fingers held
her firmly in their clasp.

Panic added to her strength, but the hand had locked her in a slent battle in the darkness: humen
agang other-than-human, flesh and blood againg the spectra existence of the undead. Wykla could not
speak, she could not even scream, and the only sound was that of her gasping breaths, hoarse and
hallow in the frogty air.

Dropping her sword, she clasped her free hand about her captive wrigt, closed her eyes again, strained
until her joints cracked and her muscles turned white hot with pain. Head thrown back, mouth set in a
grimace, she pulled.

Thewhite hand gave atrifle.

She looked down again, and was almost unsurprised to find the face of Mernyl gleaming up at her from
the weeds and grass. His wide, staring eyes appeared to see everything and yet nothing, their blankness
both omniscient and blind.

"Mernyl," she whispered, finding her voice at last. "It is|: Wykla of Burnwood. Pray, do not hurt me."

The eyes in the palid face did not change, but the lips struggled as if to speak.

"Mernyl . . . please. | am changed, but you know that. Y ou must recognize me . . . youmust ... "

The face brightened for an instant, she saw the lips form her name, and the hand gave a barely
perceptible squeeze as of encouragement. The voice of the dead sorcerer came to her ears suddenly: "Pull,
Wyklal Pull!"

Yl'he cold racked her lungs, and her body ached such that she was sure she would cry out, but she heaved
mightily against the grip of the dead sorcerer. The hand yielded again. Then more.

Release was a flash of white fire. She had a brief impression that she held, once again, a staff of wood,
and then she fel into darkness.

* CHAPTER 5 *

The cloudsthat had gathered over the mountains to the west of Kingsbury formed a solid mass that

blocked out the late afternoon sunlight, and, as night fell, they encroached upon the rest of the sky,
eclips-ing the stars, bringing acold that reached into the town with hands of ice.

It was with a sense of unease that Marrget regarded them, for they reminded her too strongly of the
dark-ness that once had gathered about the Tree and launched itsdf at the wartroops of Gryylth in a bolt
of daughter and transformation. Here there was no Tree, but the darkness was the same, and something .
.. something had killed Bandon.

Night found her keeping watch a the door of her house as though she might thereby guard the
dumber-ing town. Her sword was at hand, but swords, she knew, would be usdess if Kingsbury had
been targeted for the same kind of devadtation that had overtaken Bandon. Her watch this night,
therefore, was not so much for Kingsbury as for hersdf, a defiant shake of the fig a dl the unknown
powers that could level atown in an evening, destroy an army, or change a man into a woman.

These days, though, she was having increasing dif-ficulty remembering that she had indeed been a man.
She could recdl old images, past thoughts, previous actions, but they dl seemed to her to bedong to
another person: a Marrget of Crownhark who knew only war
and soldiering, who was content with the rough ca-maraderie of arms and men, who thought of little
be-yond honesty and orders.

More clear and immediate was her knowledge of the woman who had taken his place, who had fought
for surviva on a summer night, who had triumphed only to find that the days of easy decisions and shallow
con-tentments were over. That she was a warrior in what was gill a man's land was a sufficient



complication to her existence, but her choice of life over death had been concomitant with a deepening of
emotion that had turned each day into a puzzle to be solved.

And as she watched, deepless, at the door of her house, she turned the most recent piece of the puzzle
over in her mind. Since she had danced with Karthin at the New Y ear Feast, and since he had wrapped his
large arms about her amid the ruins of Bandon, she had found herself wondering how she might arrange
matters so that she could touch him again. Such rum-inations were terrifying, but, unlike warriors, they
would not obey her orders to disperse. Nor did she particularly wish them to. She tolerated their
insub-ordination because they brought into her cold exis-tence a sense of warmth and beonging that she
had thought unattainable.

Were her thoughts and responses, she wondered, those of a woman? Had she changed that much? Or
perhaps she had not changed, and the differences were aresult of her constant immersion in a new milieu,
seeing herself and being seen as female, living in a body that possessed drives and desires that, moment by
moment, day by day, were awakening and growing.

Thunder cracked abruptly across the miles, and a driving wind started up. Marrget reached for her
sword, but she could see nothing that might have re-sponded to the threat of steel. Within minutes, though,
the wind had turned into a gale, and Kingsbury was logt in the darkness and the storm. Marrget withdrew
into her house and shut the door. More thunder. More wind.

She hung her sword on the wdl and threw wood onto the fire. Old memories and new concerns
ban-ished deep, but tears—silent, hidden, lonely—had been with her for along time. As they were now.

That Karthin admired her, she knew well. He had treated her with courtesy since the first day they had
met, apparently taking joy from the smple fact that she had consented to be his friend. But courtesy and
friendship were not what she had come to want from him. They were a beginning, no more, and therefore
she sat on a ool before the growing flames of the fire, put her face in her hands, and yielded to her
con-fusion and her tears.

But there came a pounding on her door loud enough to be heard even over the wind and the thunder.
"Marrget!"

Karthin. She started, not knowing whether to be glad or frightened. "I am here," she replied, but she
knew that her voice would not carry over the storm. Rising, she unbarred the door, brought him insgde, and
shut out the battling elements.

He had obvioudy run dl the way from the town, for he was breathing heavily, and cold sweat glistened
on his forehead. He caught his breath for a moment and pushed his hair out of his face. "I saw firdight
through your shutters."

"I could not dleep.”

He looked much as he had when, after the battle at the Circle, he had stood before her, shy and
uncertain, flowersin hand. "l know. | ... | fetit."

"You did? Have | become so transparent now that you can read me a haf league away?' He stood
inches away from her. An excuse to touch him should have been easy to find, but she could think of none.

"Not transparent, Marrget. Just . . ." He did not seem to know what to do with his hands for a moment
and findly hooked his thumbs in his bdt. ' 'Y ou have been crying."

She dashed a sleeve across her eyes. "A passing thought, Karthin." Gazing at him so as to fathom both
his appearance and his strange comments, she saw that his own eyes were red and swollen. "But so have
you."

"l will not say it was the wind." He laughed sheep-ishly.

Facing one another, they fidgeted, groped for words. "You . . . you miss your people, perhaps?' Marrget
shoved the question out to fill the aching silence. He was so close. But what, exactly, did she want of him?
What did she want of herself? Her thoughts flashed ahead to the consequences of her desires, and her
mouth went dry.

"l miss them sometimes.”

"It must be hard to ... liveaone ..." Her words trailed off, and she caught herself gazing at him as he
was at her. With a gasp, she straightened. "I have become a poor host," she said, taking his arm and guiding
him toward a seat by the fire. "Pray, forgive my discourtesy. | have not had much company in re-cent
months."

Her hand was on his bare skin. Beneath her slender fingers, his farmer muscles were solid and strong.
She felt dizzy.

"l would have gladly filled the lack," he said softly, covering her hand with his own, "had you asked."

He did not sit down. She did not let him. Her hand on his arm, she watched the fire as she had watched
the gathering clouds: wondering what the night would bring. "What brings you to my door, friend?"



"Concern for you. | could see you from the town wall. Y ou stood dl afternoon, and when | tried to deep,
| knew you were ill at your door. Cvinthil once caled you Kingsbury's guardian, and perhaps he is right;
but I worried when | saw that you did not rest ... or even eat. And then when the wind and thunder came
..." He smiled like a shy boy. "It must be hard to live done."

"How elseshould | live?'

He swallowed uncomfortably. "I sometimes think . . . that .. ."

Marrget lifted her eyes to his face. His arm burned beneath her fingers. Please speak, Karthin, else |
shall surely bolt.

He seemed to hear her thoughts. He seemed to hear everything. "... that my being done is a ...
passing thing."

"Surely you will return home someday."

"Someday ..."

"But not soon," she said quickly.

"Nay. Not soon." His hand had tightened over hers. ' 'l would hope that | might find an end to my
condition before | return to Corrin."

Marrget could not think. She doubted that Karthin could either. They groped for one another's meanings
like children in a game of blind-man's-buff. "l wish you well," she managed.

"And | you."

Silence again. The wind battered, the thunder roared. But the shutters and doors held. Karthin and
Marrget were alone together, undisturbed.

"Why ..." Her jaw was trembling, adding a weak-ness to her voice that chagrined her. "Why do you
think it will end?"

He would not meet her eyes. "There is a woman | know."

"Oh."

She let go of his arm and started to turn away, but he detained her with a hand on her shoulder, and then
he was standing behind her, folding her in his arms, burying his face in her hair. "Let me tell you of her,” he
sad, sumbling through the words as though afraid that he would be struck dead for uttering them. "She is
as brave and bright as the noblest warrior of the land, and she wears her loneliness like a badge of honor: as
indeed it is, for it was hard won. Sharp and deadly as a sword, she is nonetheless lovely, and ..."

Marrget was rooted. Is this how it happens ? Oh you Gods of Gryylth, | have changed.

"...and | believe—or at least | hope—that she fedls for me as | do for her."

Thewind blew so that the house shook, and the brilliance of the lightning found its way in through the
amdlest cracks as Marrget grappled with thoughts that did away from her tike fishin a pond.

She could deny her fedings no longer, for to pretend to other emotions was a falsehood that she would
not dlow to sain her honor. Turning within his embrace, she filled her arms with him, dung to him as
though by doing so she could dake a deadly thirst. Teeth clenched, eyes shut tight, she lad her face
agang his broad chest. "A fortunate woman indeed,” she whis-pered hoarsdly.

Hislips were inches from her ear. "But | do not know if she will have me”

Lifting her head, she looked up at him. Her hands clutched at his arms, did up to his throat, his face. |
do not know what to do. What isit that a woman does now? "I ..."

Had Karthin been a Gryylthan man, she would, she knew, have been bedded by now, dragged
between the sheets regardiess of her fedings But Karthin was of Corrin, and his customs were*
different. In dance, in life, in love, women of his country made their own choices.

Perhaps, then, this strange territory through which she wandered was not so unknown after dl. She
draightened, swallowed, took a deep breath. Unac-countably, she found that she was amiling. "I will

have you, friend Karthin. And, if you wish, | will ..." Fright made her tremble, and she wondered that
she had the strength to go on. But Karthin was amiling now aso, and his strong arms seemed to uplift her
inmore than body. " . .. | will have you in my bed.”

And, later, lying beside him, warm and spent and heedless of the storm, she discovered that she ached
dill. But now she ached with a fullness that made londiness seem as digant as those days in which,
swaggering, thoughtless . . . and unloved . . . she had lived another life, with another body, and,
seemingly, another soul.

* * %

The clouds werewrong.



Alouzon knew that they were wrong, knew from fly-ing chegply and on standby into bad weather and
early hours that, no matter how dark and threatening clouds were when seen from below, from above, lit
by the moon, they were invaridbly the purest, etheredl, siver-white. They were not gray like these railing
gouts of darkness that seemed s0 opague that the lightning they contained could manifest as no more than
alurid glow.

She leaned forward toward the Dragon's ear. "What's below us?’

"Gryylth."

"I mean the clouds. They're not regular clouds, are they?"

"l .. .do not know what they are, my lady."

Alouzon glared at the back of its iron-colored head. Silbakor knew, she was sure, and knew wall.
"How am | supposed to do anything in Gryylth if you won't tdl me what the fuck's going on?"

"Thereisterror behind us, Dragonmagter. It is bet-ter for you to be Alouzon for now."

"For now? Until you decide to jerk us back to L.A.?"

Us. She diffened and thought of the woman who sat behind her. Hden Addams was a part of Gryylth
now, a part of everything.

From ahead and below came aflash of white light, and, in an area a mile in diameter, the gray clouds
recoiled and dissipated as though from a concussion. As the Dragon swept over the clearing, Alouzon
looked down and saw the remains of the Circle. Near the cen-ter blazed a flame like that of a newborn
gar.

Banking steeply, Silbakor dropped past the wals of gray confuson so fast that Alouzon's vison
blurred. Not until the great wings flared and the adamantine talons reached for the grass did her dght
return; and then she saw, in the bright, cold light, the body of a woman crumpled againg a fdlen
monalith.

Wykia

She turned around to meet the gaze of black eyesin a pale, aguiline face. "Helen," she said, wondering if
the name 4till applied, "someone's in trouble. | may need you."

As though entranced, the woman nodded dowly. Alouzon leaped from the Dragon's back, broke her
de-scent with arall, and came up running.

Wykla lay like a discarded doll, and in her hand was a staff that burned with stellar radiance. It looked
vaguely familiar, but Alouzon tossed it aside peremp-torily, her attention fixed wholly on the ill form of the
girl. Pushing the amber hair away from the dill face, she looked in vain for signs of life. "Wyklal Wyklal"

No response. No heartbeat. No breathing.

She looked up. The strange woman of sable and sil-ver was watching her. "Do you know CPR?"

Helen's fists went to her temples and she dragged in a breath as though it were the first she had taken in
an hour. "Yes" she said, her voice firm and young. "I do. | took a class a the Women's Building. Any
bro-ken bones? No? Then get her on her back.”

In a moment, Wykla was stretched out, and Alouzon was leaning rhythmicaly on her chest, taking on the
duties that the young woman's traumatized heart had temporarily abandoned. Helen was on her knees, bent
over Wyklas head, supplying breath.

Silbakor was right; there was terror behind her. It had reached into Los Angeles and attempted to kill
Suzanne Helling and Helen Addams, and now, Alou-zon suspected, it had wrapped a dimy paw around
Wykla of Burnwood. As she shoved blood through Wyklas veins, she berated herself for her long
ab-sence. Maybe, if she had not been so much of a cow-ard, if she had returned to Gryylth sooner, if she
had dared Vaylle, if she had looked for the Sacred Cup that promised everything, this would not have
hap-pened.

"Anything, Helen?'

"Nothing." Helen sucked in air and put it into Wykla. "Keep going."

If. If. If. Maybes. Might-have-beens. Alouzon was 4ill living with them.

I'm not letting you go, Wykla. | couldn 't live with myself.

"Push, dammit," Helen snapped.

Tears starting out, Alouzon bore down on Wyklas chest.

A voice, cold and angry, rang in the frosty air. "Who are you, and what are you doing to my friend?"

Alouzon looked up on a backswing. It was a woman of about Wyklas age, her hair yelow, her sword
un-sheathed. She wore the armor and inggnia of Corrin.



Helen's voice was just as cold. "We're trying to save her life" Wyklas body twitched, and the
black-haired woman took a moment to pry one of her eyelids open. "Pupils congricting. | think she may
make it."

Wykla shuddered and then coughed: a sick, racking sound as though she had been touched with a cattle
prod. Helen felt for a pulse and sighed. "Thank God."

"Gods" murmured Alouzon. She sat back on her hedls, wiping sweat from her face, feding her own
heart throw itself against her ribs. Before her, Wykla gasped in labored, raw breaths. She might have been
gagging on the air, but she was breathing, and she was alive.

Alouzon reached out and took one of the small, fine handsin her own. I'm here, Wykla. It's going to be
all right. She looked up a the blond woman who stood over them, sword in hand. "I'm Alouzon
Dragonmaster,” she said, ignoring Helen's bewildered stare. "And you?"

"Manda. Of Dubris." Her eyes had widened.

"Don't worry, Manda. We're friends." Alouzon leaned over Wykla. "Y ou're going to be dl right, lady.”

Helen was cradling Wyklas head. She nodded. "Her pulse is strong, but she's in shock. WEIl need
blan-kets."

Manda sheathed her sword. "I will fetch them."

Wykla became aware of Alouzon, and she reached up and wrapped her arms about .the Dragonmaster's
neck. Alouzon held her, rocking her as though she were a child who had awakened from a long night-mare.

"l found Mernyl's staff,” Wykla said between gasps. "I tried to pull it out. It turned into a hand. Mernyl
was there. He told me to pull."

Helen put a hand on her head. "Easy, honey. There's time to tak when you feel better." Her eyes met
Al-ouzon's. "Dragonmaster? Alouzon?"

"They cal me that here. Your ex was named Dythragor."

"Sol? What the hell does he have to do with this?"

Alouzon waved the question away with a shake of her head and was grateful that Manda returned just
then with the blankets. Together they bundled Wykla up. "1 can build a fire here," said Manda. "Though
there is one a short distance away."

Alouzon was on her knees beside Wykla, holding her hand. "I don't think | want to move her."

The glowing staff lay a few feet away. Manda re-garded it as though it were a serpent. "That bitch's
whelp Helwych said that this place was safe. What does he know of sorcery?”

Helen was stroking Wyklas head. "Maybe little" she said. "Maybe nothing at dl. But this place is safe:
fear not."

Her voice possessed a caring warmth that was at odds with her usual cynicism. And her turn of phrase .
.. "Helen?' said Alouzon.

Helen's tone hardened. "l said it was dl right." She looked up and glanced about her at the tumbled
stones and the burning staff. "What kind of place is this, anyway?'

Despite Wyklas story, there was now no sign of Mernyl, but Manda had positioned herself between
Wykla and the staff, and her manner indicated that further visitants would approach only over her corpse.
She looked up at Helen's question. "Is the lady Kyria a stranger to Gryylth, then?"

Helen looked blank. "Kyria?"'

"So the Dragon cdled you when | gathered the blankets."

Garb, speech, and now her name. Helen Addams was being thoroughly replaced. Alouzon could not
guess for what purpose. "Relax,” she said. "Every-one gets a new name here."

Helen looked at them both, her brow furrowed, then down at herself. She scrutinized her palms, shoved
back her flowing deeves and examined her arms. Plainly frightened, she touched her unfamiliar face and
plucked at her black hair that hung to her waist. ' 'Any-body . . . anybody got a mirror?" She was shaking.

"Manda," said Alouzon, "take care of Wykla." She moved to Helen and took her by the
shoulders. "It's dl right. You're OK."

Helen's eyes were angry and frightened both. "But I'm not me. Who the hel am 17"

"Youre . .." Alouzon let go of her arms and shrugged. She hoped that the Dragon would have some
explanations. "You're the lady Kyria."

"Wonderful." There was ice in Helen's tone. "What is this place?"

"Gryylth."

"Nice name. What did Sol have to do with it?"

Again the question. Alouzon met it head on. "He made it."

Helen sagged as though struck, but she held herself up. She had weathered a marriage to Solomon
Braithwaite, the preternatural destruction of her house, and changes of appearance and name. One more



insanity would trouble her little. " You want to elaborate a lit-tle, honey?"

"You didn't know Sol as well as you thought. When you left him, he tried to kill himsglf.”

The black eyesflickered.

"He didn't make it, but his mind took off and made Gryylth."

Helen laughed abruptly, a violent, derisve expres-son of contempt. "Sol Brathwaite," she said. "God
of Gryylth. Sure.”

"Look, honey," Alouzon snapped, "just bdieveit. I've put alot of blood, sweat, and tears into this
place. | know it'sred.”

Helen blinked at the outburst, looked at hersdf again, and touched one hand with another as though to
confirm that what she saw and fet was indeed her-sdlf. "Yes. . . yes, | guess you do," she sad dowly.
"And when Sol died, you got stuck with this, right?"

"Yougotit."

"Why was| dragged in?'

"l don't know. The Dragon hasits reasons.”

Helen gestured. "The Dragon's gone.”

Alouzon looked. It was true. The fidd was empty. She passed a hand over her face and cursed
Silbakor slently. "It figures™

Thedlver borders of Helen's robes glittered in the light of the glowing steff. "Crazy," she said, plucking
a her har again. "I'm not sure | want amirror.”

But Alouzon had bent over the staff, squinting into the light thet dill poured from the wood. Wykla had
cdled it Mernyl's g&ff, and it did indeed look likeit. Infact . . .

Gritting her teeth, she reached down and picked it up. It burned with a cold hest, and it seemed to
writhe in her grip like a living thing, but her atention was taken by the letter—Mernyl's initid—that
glittered like garlight a third of the way from the top.

Sowly, so dowly that she rubbed her eyes to see whether she were imagining it, the letter was
chang-ing. It blurred, flowed, established new lines. When it solidified, the initid was no longer Mernyl's.

K

She looked over & Helen, who was gently touching her face. She had been given robes of black and
Slver. She looked like a sorceress. But she had no teff.

"Kyria" said Alouzon quickly.

"y e’

Off to the west, lightning flashed, and a dull boom of thunder followed a few seconds later. Cradling the
staff in both hands, Alouzon approached Helen, offer-ing it. Helen stared at it with black eyes. "What are
you giving it to me for?"

"It'sgot your initid onit."

"l. . ." Helen laughed nervoudy, backed away. "I don't think | want to get involved in this. Thanks just
the same."

"You'reaready involved. Takeit."

Helen's anger had been temporarily masked by shock, but now it flared once more. "I'm not letting Sol
control my life."

"Takeit."

"Nor you either."

"Take it. You haven't been in control since -you heard Sol screaming. This might be your only hope of
controlling anything for a while."

Lighting. Thunder.

The light from the staff flickered over Helen's face, touching it with a softness that seemed to quell the
anger in her eyes. She stared at it, wondering, fasci-nated, a child faced with a magica toy on
grandmoth-er's knickknack shelf. . .

Decisively, she reached, grasped it with both hands and swung it into a vertical position. Awe, reluctance,
and willingness flitted over her face as though she were a woman faced with a new lover, and when its
light flared, dimmed, and at last faded, she brought it down and grounded the butt in the earth, her hand
wrapped gracefully about the pale wood.

Kyriaclosed her eyes and sighed. "OK. It's mine."



Out to the west, the clouds were agitated. They swirled and roiled and then, suddenly lowering, they
rushed eastward as though impelled by colossal deto-nations. A cold wind gusted across the ralling land,
and Alouzon sensed that there was nothing natural about the storm.

She was reluctant to move Wykla, who was 4ill shocky and disoriented, but the approaching weather
left her no choice. Together with Manda, she carried the girl back to the camp and nestled her in the
shelter of the fallen monoaliths. Cradling her staff, Kyria fol-lowed as though in a dream.

Manda glared at Helwych. The sorcerer was dill curled up by the fire, adeep. "A fine wizard," she said.
"With dl the magic in the world raging about him, he lies there like a poisoned sheep.”

"Where did he come from?* said Alouzon.

"Corrin. He was Tireas's apprentice. Matters in Gryylth caused Cvinthil to request hisaid."

"What kind of matters?'

"Vaylle"

Alouzon felt sick. It was as she had feared. Dragonmaster: what a farce. She was afraid to ask what
had happened. She would find out soon enough.

The land tonight seemed poised, tense. The clouds had covered the sky like the lid of a coffin. The wind
blew into a gale, then abruptly died.

Two lights flared in the west and drew closer, the clouds rushing after them in splayed fingers of
dark-ness. The lights drew nearer, took on shape and form.

Alouzon cried out.

The firgt light was Silbakor, its black body and wings limned in flaming red, its eyes blazing yellow. The
second, though, was something else. Although shaped like the Great Dragon, it was white, snow white, and
it glowed faintly with a nimbus of blue. Its eyes were blue, a so—black-blue—shading into the violet and
ul-traviolet so as to be more felt than seen.

And, mouth open, teeth bared in an unheard scream, it was closing on Silbakor.

Silbakor turned suddenly and drove for the heart of its antithesis, talons reaching, eyes flaming with
ex-pressionless passion. Folding its wings, it stooped on the pale horror that pursued it and struck with an
in-candescence that split the darkness and knocked Al-ouzon and her companions flat.

Half blinded by the light and concussion, she called: "Wyklal Someone protect Wyklal"

"Sheiswéll," she heerd Manda say.

Hewych started up with a yawp. "My g&f: where ismy saff?"

"Where you dropped it, fool," Manda growled.

Above, the Dragon and the White Worm were cir-cling, looking for openings. White-blue, black-red,
they wound through the air, talons ready, tails thrash-ing, teeth eager.

Light, suddenly, from the ground.

Kyriawas on her feet, the gaff burning fiercdly in her hands. A shimmer grew about her as she swung
it up and amed it a the Worm.

Silbakor's opponent noticed, turned, and dived for the Circle, eyes glaing invisbly. Adamantine claws
reached for Kyria, and the worm bore down on her like a piece of fdling sky. Desperately, Silbakor
pur-sued.

But Kyriawasfadter.

Vioe erupted from the gtaff, flashing out in a shaft of brilliance that struck the Worm squardly in the
face and smashed it back into Silbakor's waiting claws. For an ingtant, they tumbled in free fdl as they
ripped and tore a one another, each seeking alethd advantage.

Silbakor's taons tightened about the Worm's throat. A sound as of far-off screaming stretched through
thear like ataut wire.

Kyriawas ready with her gaff. "Back off and give me another shot, Silbakor!"

The Worm drove awing into Silbakor's eyes and managed to free itsdf, but Kyria's bolt seared the ar
about it as it sruggled to regain dtitude. Spun around by the violet impact, it gave up the attack and
turned back toward the west with heavy wingbests.

Alouzon saw the Dragon gtart to follow. ' 'Let it go, Silbakor!"

The voice that thrummed in her head was possessed of an unearthly cam, as though whatever passion
it contained was beyond the comprehension of mortas. | cannot, my lady. | must destroy it. | have no
choice.

"Slbakor!"



The White Worm was speeding westward, back into the clouds and the lightning, and Silbakor was
follow-ing quickly. They turned into indistinct patches of light, faded with distance, and finaly vanished.

* CHAPTER 6 *

The clouds dissipated quickly, withdrawing toward the west in the wake of the Dragons. The sky was

clear and cold; the stars shone quietly.

Alouzon stood, shaking, wanting nothing so much as to go off to some isolated corner and be sick. Since
she had assumed the Guardianship, Silbakor had been a constant in her life, something that, like the air she
breathed or the ground under her feet, was an axiom of existence, a balance to the land that Solomon
Braithwaite had created.

Silbakor was Gryylth. The White Worm, though . . .

Her knees buckled under her, but she had to face it. She had not gone to Vaylle, and therefore Vaylle
had come to her.

All right. I'll do it. | took Gryylth. So I'll take the rest, too. And I'm gonna find that fucking
Grail, no matter what.

Lifting her head as though to offer her vow to the nameless Gods of the land, she found herself looking at
alank-haired young man who was searching the grass in the light of the dying fire. He tripped over a piece
of firewood and cursed under his breath, but his voice was choked and husky.

"Behind you, Helwych," said Manda. She was 4ill with Wykla—had, in fact, shielded her with her own
body.

Helwych turned, cried out, picked up ablack staff
and clutched it to himsdf. "The wind blew it away," he said.

"Y ou dropped it when you fell adeep.”

"It was the wind." His voice was sharp, edged with hysteria.

Alouzon struggled to her feet. "Manda? Wykla?'

"We are both well," said the Corrinian maid.

"Hang on. I'll be there in a minute." With steps that dragged through the grass, she plodded over to
Kyria. The sorceress was sitting on the ground, staring at the gleaming staff that rested across her knees.

"My God," she said, "I don't know how that hap-pened. It just came over me ... | swear ..."

Alouzon sguatted beside her. "It happens here, Kyria. Try to go with it. Back home, | cut myself on
butter knives. Here, | do fairly well with a sword." She winced at her own words. The student agitators had
done fairly well with dogans and speeches; the National Guard had done fairly well with M-!s; and Alouzon
Dragonmaster did fairly well with a sword. So casua she was about it now!

"AmIl ... am| supposed to be some kind of ma-gician? "

Sickness was dill clawing at Alouzon's belly. "That staff used to belong to a man named Mernyl. That
was what he was. a magician. A sorcerer. He died trying to save the land. | guess he wanted you to have
it

"To do what? Blow Dragons away?"

If the White Worm were anything like Silbakor, even the full energy of the Tree would not have affected
it. But Kyrias blast had wounded it. The potencies that the sorceress controlled, therefore, had to be
com-mensurate with the very forces that created and sus-tained Gryylth. She could indeed blow Dragons
away. She could possibly do much more.

Alouzon shifted uneasily. "Yeah," she said, trying to sound noncommittal. "And with that Worm run-ning
around, I'm kind of glad you can."

Kyriaremained bent over the staff, absently stroking
the pale wood. She did not speak for sometime. Then: "Silbakor's the only way back, right?' 'Asfar as|
know."

'So we're stuck here with the White Worm." 'Y eah.”
'Did Sol make that, too?"
'Kyrig, tonight's the fird I've seen of it." Listen to this double-talk. I'm getting as bad as Slbakor.

The sorceress continued to caress the gaff, and Alouzon could fed her anger as though she stood next

to a hot stove. "I want out of this™ said Kyria "I want out of this so bad that 1'd be willing to dig up Sol's



body and put a stake through his heart just so | could be sure that hed never bother me again." She
gripped the gaff hard, and the wood responded with a flare of rainbow hues. "He took my life, took my
body; and now he wants to take everything else by making me a part of hislitile fary tae”

"Kyria-"

Kyria stared at the gaff and dropped it back into her lap. Its light faded. "I'm sorry you got involved,
Alouzon."

The Dragonmaster looked away. She could not find the courage to tdl Kyria about her own part in this
world. "Dont mention it," she said, the evason rank on her tongue. "It's part of my job."

"What do | have to do to get back? Find the Dragon™?'

"Thatd be a good dart, | guess" The dlittering, black eyes held her in thar gaze, demanded
elaboration. "There's aland across the sea. It's cdled Vaylle. | think well find Silbakor there. And the
White Worm." She thought of the hound-like thing that had leaped at her throat. "And God knows what
dx"

Kyriadid not flinch. "I'll beready."

The ample piece of wood on Kyrids lgp had chan-nded the energy tha made and unmade worlds.
Alouzon shuddered. "Yeah. | guess you will."

In the dlence, she heard footsteps in the grass be-hind her. Helwych stood there, black gaff in hand.
He
hed apparently mastered histerror. "I . . . would not be thought discourteous,” he said, his gaze flickering
invaluntarily to the gaff on Kyrias lap. "I an Helwych, sorcerer to the King of Corrin.”

Alouzon eyed him up and down. Darham, she thought, was obvioudy hard up for magic. Aloud, she
sad: "Pleased to meet you. I'm Alouzon Dragonmaster.” She laughed, softly and ironicaly, and glanced
up a the sky. "Wecome to Gryylth."

"Indeed, | had not thought my arrival would be the cause of so much commotion." He was 4ill looking
a Kyrias geff.

In the distance, Manda cdled out: "Do not smite him, Dragonmaster. He thinks overmuch of himsdf at
times. Itisafaling . . . like scabies.”

Helwych whirled. "One more word out of you, woman, and—"

"And what?' Kyrias soft voice cut the night air like an obsdian blade. She rose, her hand easy on her
gaff, her long hair rustling across her robes. "Le me introduce mysdf, sonny boy. My name is Kyria |
don' like to hear women addressed in that tone of voice"

Helwych froze. He had seen what Kyria could do. "My . .. my apologies, lady."

Her glance was leve, even, unforgiving. "All right.”

"And mine aso, midress sorceress,” sad Manda. "My words were crud and unjudtified.”

"Dont mention it." Kyria looked at Alouzon. "It looks like | get some respect around here. Amezing.
How did Sol ever let that get by?'

"Sol'sdead, Kyria™"

" don't believe that any more. Where do you think little tin gods go when they die?' With a swish of
robes, she crossed the camp to Manda and Wykla. "How is the patient?"

Alouzon blinked. Kyrias tone had doruptly soft-ened. Her voice held nothing but nurture and comfort.

"Weak, my lady," said Wykla. "I fear you think ill of me."

"Peace, child,” said Kyria. "I do not think ill of you."

Alouzon approached as the sorceress knelt and rested her hand on Wykla's forehead. A quiet amber light
glowed at the mesting of flesh and flesh. Kyria's eyes were closed in concentration, but her face looked
relaxed, as though, at the end of a day of hard work, she had dipped into a soft bed.

In a minute, she stood up. Her black eyes were clear, untroubled. "Be changed,” she said to Wykla. "Be
healed. Rise when you wish."

Alouzon was staring, but Kyria regarded her camly. "Did you think that | hated everyone?’

Alouzon had the fedling that she was suddenly fac-ing a different person."Uh. .. no..."

"Good." A flash, as of pain, crossed Kyrias face, and she lifted a hand to her forehead. "I . . ." Her voice
hardened. "I wanted kids. Sol took that away, too."

"Kyria?"



She shook her head violently. "Don't bother me. Just leave me alone. Well go to Vaylle tomorrow,
right?’

"Well stop at Kingsbury first. That's the capital. Cvinthil is the king."

"Sol put the men in charge, as usua.” Kyria dropped her hand, looked at Manda and Wykla, then back to
Alouzon. "I'm surprised he didn't stick the women at home . . . in chains" She started to walk away.

Alouzon reached down a hand. Wykla took it, her grip as firm as ever. "Almos,” murmured the
Dragonmaster. "But not quite.”

Kyria did not seem to hear. She went off by herself, sat down on the ground, and bent over her staff
again. Alouzon could not be sure whether she meditated or wept, but suspected that she did both.

They set off for Kingsbury before dawn, the women doubling up on horses, Helwych riding alone.
Tireas's
apprentice grumbled quietly about the early hours, but Kyria, mounted behind Manda, silenced him with
alook.

He seemed as patheticdly friendly towards the sor-ceress as he was afraid of her. Alternately trying to
make conversation with Manda and Kyria and retreat-ing off by himsdf when he met with nothing but
mon-osyllables and brusgue comments, he seemed amogt gppeasing in his conduct.

"He's a big, overgrown puppy,” Alouzon said to hersdf. If he had possessed a tail, she was sure that
he would have been wagging it at the sorceress.

"My lady?' sad Wykla, stting behind her. Kyrias heding dbilities were as great as her dedtructive
pow-ers. Wykla was wel and strong, and her blue eyes gave no sign of her near encounter with death.

"Helwych. Look a him."

Wykla watched him for a few minutes, then sifled a giggle "Indeed. He seems such.”

For a minute, Alouzon let Vaylle and the White Worm fade into the future. Time for them later. For
now, she was with Wykla. And ahead were Marrget and Cvinthil and San the, the women of the
wartroop . . . Friends. The only friends she truly had.

"So how are you these days, Wykla?"

"By thefavor of the Gods, lady, | anwell."

"Happy?"

She fet Wyklarest her head againg her back. "I cannot say, lady. | am often confused.”

Alouzon had committed hersdlf to the Grail. She would not willingly leave this world without finding it.
And though that inner promise should have left her queasy with the thought of the terrors and hardships
and, yes, killings that lay ahead, 4ill, she fdt hopeful. The Grall glowed warm in the back of her mind,
beck-oning, echoing her own words back to her in golden tones: It's going to be all right.

"Yegh," she said softly to the winter landscape. "Yesh. Maybe it is”

"My lady?”

"One of these days, Wykla, | think you're going to be happy. And maybe someday youll be glad you're a
woman."

She glanced behind. Wykla's blue eyes were thoughtful. "I hope for the best,” she said. "And sometimes
..." Shelooked over at Manda, who sat before Kyria as though riding with a porcupine. "And sometimes,
Dragonmaster, | think | might have reason to hope."

"Call me Alouzon, Wykla. You've earned it."

Wyklagrinned and hugged her.

Darham had been generous with provisions, and there was plenty for five when they stopped for food
and rest. Alouzon chatted with Wykla and Manda and did her best to be polite to Helwych—though the
young man's quirky mix of bravado and uncertainty set her nerves on edge—but Kyria kept her distance,
wander-ing off aone, treading the dead, winter grass with a measured pace, her hood up and her head bent
as though in thought.

The party arrived in Kingsbury amid the early shad-ows of a winter dusk. Unlike Dythragor, Alouzon
es-chewed pomp and display, and hardly any one noticed or recognized them save for the guards at the
edge of town.

But halfway up the street to the Hdl, a dark-haired woman stood waiting, her bright blue mantle a

pleasing contrast to the shades of gray and brown about her. In her arms she held a deeping infant, well
bundled againgt the cold. At her side was athin warrior.



"Greetings, Dragonmaster,” said Seena. "Wel-come home."

Home. The word raised alump in Alouzon's throat. She wished that she had a home. "Hello, Seena. You
look well."

In truth, she did. No longer bound to her house, Cvinthil's wife had blossomed. She stood taler than
Alouzon remembered, and her smile was open, her eyes frank. "l saw you coming,” she said. "Cvinthil
knows dso, and is waiting for you, but | am afrad that busness will leave scant time for proper
wel-comes. So | thought to greet you properly, so as to make up for ..." Her amile turned a little sad,
and she freed a hand and produced a spray of dried flowers from beneath her cloak. " ... for the firg
time we met."

She offered the flowers to Alouzon. "Gods bless, Dragonmagter.” She nodded to the other riders.
"Gods bless, dl of you."

Alouzon took the flowers. "Gods bless, Seena. Thanks." She had thought thet the dender warrior who
accompanied the queen was a young man, but she sud-denly redized that Seends attendant was Relys.
"Rdys" she said, reaching down, "how are you?'

Rdys shook hands, her face harsh in spite of its beauty. "Wdl enough, and cold enough,
Dragonmas-ter. Let me add my welcome to my queen's.”

Alouzon understood: Seena now had a bodyguard. "There's been trouble, then."

"Some of our people have had difficulty accepting Cvinthil's decrees regarding the womenfolk.”
Alou-zon saw Kyrialift her head as Rdlys continued. "There have been . . . incidents.”

"Like?"

Wykla spoke up. "A mean tried to rape me, Alou-zon. He faled. Other women have not been so
fortu-nate.

Manda muttered an oath. Her eyes had narrowed. "Did you kill him?*

Wyklahestated. Then: "I did, Manda."

"Good."

There was an odd savor in Manda's voice, and Rdys eyed her for a moment. "There is resentment
toward the new ways," sad the lieutenant. "And, after Ban-don was destroyed ..."

Alouzon froze. Bandon.

"... theking decided to take precautions.”

She steded hersdlf. "Bandon? Destroyed?”

"Aye. Wiped out in the space of an hour, it seems. Wykla, did you not tdl the Dragonmadter the
news?'

Alouzon shook her head. "I didn't ask, Relys."

"We do not know what happened,” said Wykla. "From the report, it sounded as though sorcery was
involved. Cvinthil sent me to Darham for aid."

Helwych sat draighter on his horse, and he glanced sddong at Kyria. The sorceress, though, had left
her hood up, and her face was no more than a pae blur in the faling light. Only her eyes were didinct:
they were focused on Seena and her child with an expres-son of longing that made Helwych's envies
seem pu-erile.

Alouzon swalowed both her nausea and her won-der. "OK. It looks like you're in good hands,
Seena”

Seena put an arm about Relyss waidt. It was awom-anly gesture, and Relys looked uncomfortable. "I
know that well, Dragonmaster. These times are hard, and fearful, but the women of my land must see that
it is nonetheless good to walk abroad, to meet their brothers as equals, to know that they are respected.
| am mysdf timid, but | am ther queen, and therefore | must be an example to them. Rdys dlows me to
continue to do that." She amiled at her bodyguard. "And sheis dso, in turn, an example to me"

Rdystried to keep the harshnessin her face as Seena turned back to Alouzon. "If you will stay in our
house while you are in Kingsbury," said the queen, "you will honor my husband and mysdf. Ayya wishes
to seeyou again, and ..." She amiled tenderly at the infant she held. "I am sure that Vill will be delighted,
too."

Home, and babies, and dl the common things that went into a lifetime, whether in Gryylth or America



Alouzon fdt the lump rise again. Here she was loved. Here she was accepted. If she had any kind of a
home, she supposed, it was in Gryylth. "I'll be there. Thanks."

Seena bowed. A dight nod of the head, a amile the acknowledgment of an equa. Alouzon was
flattered,
and in pite of the news of Bandon, she watched Seena leave with afeding of warmth and affection. The
land she guarded was changing. And at least some of the changes were good.

Kyria spoke suddenly. "Wheat decrees was she tak-ing about, Alouzon?!

Wykla answered. "My lady Kyria, the women of Gryylth have only recently been given freedom. Until
ayear and ahdf ago, they were ruled by their hus-bands and confined td their houses.”

Kyria looked about hersdf as though she had sud-denly waked into a trap. "What kind of . . ."
Abruptly, she turned, puzzled. "But you don't act like you were ever housebound, Wykla"

Wyklawas slent for amoment. "My lady,” she said Smply, ' 'l was not aways a woman.”

Kyria looked blank, but Alouzon gave her horse a light kick and continued up the street to the Hall,
not-ing, as she rode through the gate, that one of the guards glanced fearfully at Wykla and then quickly
looked away. He sported a black eye and avicious cut on his cheek.

Some of the changes were good. But most were dif-ficult.

Cvinthil was indeed waiting for them, and Santhe was with him. They came forward to embrace
Alou-zon. "My friend, you come intime of need,” said the king.

"Yegh ... | gotthat impresson.”

"Y ou bring others."

"Jug one. Wykla brought the rest. Thisis Kyria, a..." She looked a her companion. Appraisangly,
coally, Kyria was examining the Hdl and the peopleinit.

Kyriareturned her glance. "Go ahead.”

"She's a sorceress,” sad Alouzon. "Mernyl passed his $&ff to her.”

Cvinthil did not comprehend at firg. "Mernyl has been dead these eghteen months™

"Yeah. That'swhat wedl thought.”

Santhe's eyes twinkled. "It seems that, for sorcer-ers, such difficulties are not insurmountable” He
bowed to Kyria "Wedcome to Hal Kingsbury, lady. | trust you will not find us as tedious as the
Dragon-magter did when first she arrived.”

Kyriaamog smiled, and with an uncharacteridtic attempt at dvility, she nodded to him. "Thank you."

WyKlaintroduoed Mandaand Hewydh Mandawes polite but distant. Up until a short time ago, these people
hed been her enemies, and judging from the expressions of some of the newer men of the King's Guard,
many Gryylthans shared her recollections and her caution. Helwych, on the other hand, drew himsdf up
and tried to look confident, but compared with Kyria's easy grace and Manda's assurance, he seemed
foolish.

Alouzon looked for Marrget, but the captain was not in the Hal. "Fear not, Dragonmaster,” Santhe
ex-plained, "sheiscoming." He smiled conspiratoridly. "Sheis, | believe, in bed.”

"Thisearly?'

His smile broadened.

Cvinthil formally welcomed dl his guests, meking specia acknowledgment of Manda and Helwych. "I
anglad," he said to them, "that the people of Corrin fed free now to vigt their neighbor.”

Alouzon could wait no longer. "What happened to Bandon?'

Cvinthil told her, and Wykla added firshand details about the ruined town. Alouzon listened with
growing darm, and a look a Kyria confirmed that she was not adone in drawing certain nightmarish
pardlds and conclusons.

Alouzon did not speak when they were done. Kyria did, though. "It sounds like an ar attack,” she
sad. "Missles, guns, ngpdm, the whole works" She turned to Alouzon. "What kind of place is this,
honey?'

What kind of place? Unfinished. Fragmented. Warped. A world a the mercy of its creators inmogt
terrors. Alouzon passed a hand over her face and stared into Seends flowers as though to reassure
hersdf that there was dill wholeness and sanity in the world. The words she had spoken over Bandon



came back to her: You ought to be burned down. And the ground sown with salt. And if | ever get
those kids out. . .

"Any survivors?' she choked.

"Some of the children, Dragonmaster,” replied Santhe. He kept his voice low.

Alouzon fdt the tears wdling up. She heard Kyria asking: "Are the kids dl right? Are they being taken
care of 7" Cvinthil explained his provisons for the or-phans, and the sorceress svung back to Alouzon.
"So what the hdll's going on?" she demanded. "Who's go-ing around ngpaming kids?'

Alouzon shook her head. She had to lieagain. "I don't know, Kyria"

"Y ou don't know much.”

A murmur went through the hdl a Kyrias words. The sorceress looked up, her expresson icy.
"Pardon me for living, boys."

Cvinthil regarded her with uncertainty. "Dythragor Dragonmaster introduced us to strange companions.
| see that the tradition is being upheld.”

"l didn't ask to get sucked into this”" said Kyria "l got dragged in. I'd just as soon leave, but I'm going
to have to get to Vaylle firg."

At the name, Cvinthil's mouth tightened. ™Y ou will have company, then, midiress sorceress, for it is to
Vayllethat | dso wish to go. With sword and spear.” He turned to Wykla. "What news from Darham?”

Wykla gave an account of her interview with the king of Corrin. She seemed more confident than
Al-ouzon recaled—her voice and manner firm and defi-nite—and she looked Cvinthil in the eye and
repeated Darham's message without a shred of apology or hes-itation.

And Darham's idea did indeed sound good to Al-ouzon. The story of the attack on Bandon had
shoved her face into the lethd potentids of the land she had
created. Inlight of airborne weaponry and the dis-eased creations that she had aready encountered, an
open invason of Vaylle seemed idiotic.

She fdt unclean. Napam, machine guns, missles what kind of scko would unleash such things on
Gryylth? She stole a glance at Kyria, and found hersdlf suddenly glad of the sorceress's powers.

Wykla was 4ill taking when Marrget entered. The captain was wearing a soft, warm robe with a
pattern of flowers embroidered at the collar. Her hair was rumpled, as though she had indeed come from
bed. She nodded to Cvinthil and took her place a hissdein slence.

Karthin had come in, too, and he stood beside her— closer than was redly necessary. Marrget did
not seem to mind, but when she amiled a gregting to Alouzon, she did so with an dmog childlike
embarrassment, as though she had been caught pilfering apples from a neighbor's tree.

"And then Darham said," Wykla finished, "that he would indeed be willing to send arms and men, but
only after it is established that such a course of action is warranted. He desires a clearer idea of the
nature of Vaylle"

Manda touched her gently on the shoulder. "He said more, Wykla"

Wykla colored. "It would be unssemly to mention it, friend.”

Cvinthil was thoughtful. "Darham is a cautious man. Maybe heiswiser than the King of Gryylth."

Santhe shook his head. "There are many kinds of wisdom, my king."

"l think Darham's ideais pretty good,” said Al-ouzon. "I'll go. I'll lead the party.”

"As cowardly as the people of Vaylle have shown themseves, Alouzon, they are unworthy opponents
for such as you."

"No, we don't know tha." She wondered why she was growing so heated. Was it because she was
afrad of what Vaylle might offer? Or was Cvinthil's blanket
condemnation cutting too close to her heart? "A cou-ple years ago, you were saying the same damn thing
about the Corrinians, and you found out you were wrong. | say we take Darham'’s advice."

Marrget spoke. The sted had returned to her eyes. "But we al know that only a vicious and cowardly
people would do such a thing as destroy a town with-out warning."

"Yeah, and you dl knew that the Dremords were murdering bastards.” Marrget and Karthin exchanged

glances. Something that was not quite qguilt, but close to it, passed between them. Alouzon stared, then
found her voice again. "There are two sides to everything. Why don't we find out what's redly going on?"



Marrget moved to rest her hand on her sword hilt, found that she was not armed, shrugged and folded
her arms. "I am sometimes hasty, Alouzon. You know that. | fear that the fate of a smdl band in Vaylle
might be cruel and quick, but | am willing to be swayed by your better judgment. If you wish to explore
Vayllein secret, | will go with you."

"And|," Karthin put in quickly.

Marrget lifted her eyes to his face, smiled. "I would not go without you, my friend.”

Cvinthil seemed chagrined. He was along for peace, not for war, and not only was he clumsy in the role
of beligerent, he obvioudy knew himsdf to be so. "Who else wishes to go to Vaylle with Alouzon
Dragonmaster?"

Wykla raised her hand, followed immediately by Santhe, who added with alaugh: "I am certain that | can
find two men of the Second Wartroop foolhardy enough to join us."

"l am under orders from the King of Corrin,” said Manda. ' 'Unless there is serious objection, | must
ac-company Alouzon Dragonmaster.”

Helwych was slent, uncertain. Manda prodded him. "I . . ." He glanced around, flushed. "Is the
lady Kyria going aso?"

Kyriadid not look at him. "l said that | was."

Helwych squared his shoulders. "Then | shdl go, too.”

Santhe had been counting on his fingers. "Nine" he said. "Alouzon? Will nine . . ."He looked a
Hel-wych and smiled wryly. " ... nine sawart compan-ions please you?'

She nodded and turned to the king. "Cvinthil, it's up to you."

The king was sad, his doe eyes deep and serious. ' 'l wish at times that Vorya were dive," he sad
softly. "He knew war, and he knew peace, t00." He lifted his head. "But he is dead. So be it. | will
provision you, and you will leave as soon as you will. But | will say this aso: should you not return within
two months, then my suspicions regarding Vaylle will be con-firmed, and, with or without Corrin, 1 will
bring an army across the White Sea."

Kyria folded her arms, her pale hand gripping her saff as though, had Solomon Brathwaite stepped
into the room, she would have struck him dead without hestation. Already raw from her own thoughts,
Al-ouzon looked away.

He eyes fdl on Marrget. Shrewd, cdculaing, the cgptan seemed dready to be planning the
exploration of Vaylle, mulling over questions of srategy and tac-tics. But there was a depth to her
expression that said that she was congdering much more than mere sol-diery, and Alouzon noticed that
her hand was held— gently, firmly—in the large, strong hand of Karthin.

* CHAPTER 7 *

Eyeﬁ clenched, hands gripping his staff asthough it were a python, Helwych grunted and strained his

way out of hisbody. There were easier waysto do this, he knew, but Tireass monomaniacal pursuit of
the Tree had |ft his gpprentice with only the most basic of techniques and spells.

As much as he resented the neglect, he resented even more the tacit condescenson he received
because of it. He read it in the eyes of others, heard it in ther voices Ah, well. We all know about
Helwych. Poor lad, he could not change hay into straw to save his life, but that is no fault of his
own.

The patronizing smiles had even followed him to Gryylth. Stalwart companions, indeed! Before the
task was finished, he would wager, most of the stawarts would find themsalves as hopelessy unprepared
as the sorcerer they so mocked.

With a wrench that made his mind spin, his spirit rolled off the couch he had been given in Hal
Kings-bury, and he scrambled amid the astrd currents, keep-ing his eyes firmly away from the inert hegp
of flesh and blood that he normdly inhabited.

Cautioudy, he moved through the Hall. About him, ignorant of his presence, guards watched and dept,
spoke in low mutters. The sorcerer overheard afamil-iar name and drew near to two.

"... and so what does Darham do but send us awoman." The speaker was hardly older than Helwych,



but he bore a black eye and a cut on his cheek as though he had been brawling. "I am tired of woman
games."

"l cannot blame you," said his companion with a smile. "Woman games seem to have done your face no
good."

The first man flinched as though struck. "Damn you, Dryyim. If | could once get that girl aone for the
space it takes to tell a hundred—"

"Mog likdly she would thrash you soundly, Kerlsen. She can take care of herself. And you are drunk."

Kerlsen snorted sullenly. "And now Darham has sent us another.”

"The Corrinian maid looks able enough."

A laugh. "She would look better out of that armor and in my bed.”

If Helwych's spirit had possessed blood, he would have colored. Manda's tart words had more than once
driven him to consider a suitable fate for her. That proud head should be bent now and again for its own
good. He was not sure that he agreed completely with Kerlsen's methodology, but the lad had the right
idea

Helwych fumbled his way into the street. Nothing moved. With a sense of confidence, he brought to his
mind an image of a black-eyed woman whose hair fdl to her waist in a torrent of jet. His vision blurred, and
then he was standing in the king's house, beside Kyria's bed.

The sorceress lay, eyes closed in deep, and Helwych regarded her dmogt fearfully. Was there anything
mat she could teach him? Probably much. Would she, though? A difficult question. He had, he admitted,
al-ready erred several times in his dealings with her; had, in fact, thoroughly antagonized her. He would
have to move carefully about Kyria, and he had resolved to take a few minutes this night to learn how best
he might win her approval.

On the other side of the fire, the Dragonmaster stirred, rolled over, and murmured to herself. She was not
adeep, but that did not matter. A smple warrior would never detect the delicate workings of sorcery.

Settling himsalf on the rush-covered flagstones, Helwych rested his staff across his knees as Tireas had
taught him. In a moment he was mentaly feeling out toward the sorceress, seeking to read as much of her
inner thoughts as his inadequate training would alow.

But as he groped his way toward her unconscious, he found his own thoughts seized suddenly, and he
was pulled away into a realm in which ebony skies weighed down on a floor of jet. Before him, Kyria was
locked in battle with a wiry, gray-haired harpy who quite obvioudy wanted to kill her.

Kyria, though, held the taloned hands away from her throat and spoke gently to her opponent. She did not
even raise her voice. "You have to give it up some-time, Helen. You cannot live like this"

The hag snarled, incapable of words. Her teeth snapped at Kyria's face.

Kyria seemed unperturbed. "Please, Helen. Try to love. It is better that way. You know that." But her
opponent got a hand loose and struck her. Kyriafdl to the floor.

In an instant, Helen was on her, shaking her as a dog might shake a rat. Kyria's face remained cam, but
though she fought to regain her feet, she seemed reluctant to strike a blow.

The sides involved in the conflict seemed obvious, and Helwych was delighted that he could be of service
to the sorceress. Striding forward, he swung his staff at the hag, and she went down with a snarl. But she
was up again dmost immediately, her hands reaching for Helwych's robe.

Kyria had regained her feet, and she seized his arm and put him behind her. "Fy," she said softly. "You
have no power here."

The words might have stung, but her voice was such that he had to accept fact as fact. "Remember that
| tried to help.”

As Helen closed in, Kyria smiled sadly, as though she had a long night ahead of her. "I will," she said.
"Peace to you. May the Goddess protect you."

He goggled, but she thrust him away and turned to meet Helen with arms open as though to embrace
her. Hlwych fdl back, fdt the floor give way beneath him, and then was sprawled on the floor of the
king's house, astrd mouth choked with astral rushes, gaff turned dippery as snal dime.

Spitting out rushes, but unsure of what he had seen, Helwych wandered out through the closed door,
passed the ever-vigilant guards, and made hisway up the street toward the Hdl. He was too disoriented
to think himsef back tohisbody, but once hefound it, he knew, it was a Smple matter to re-enter it. Tireas had
taken the time to teach him that. So nice of the old bastard.

He had found out nothing that was of any hdp, and he had been thoroughly shaken by visons that he

could neither control nor understand. Who was the woman that Kyria fought? And how was it that



Kyria—nor-maly so vicious and harsh—could be the embodiment of such well-nigh divine gentleness?

The redms of soirit were disturbed, confused. Buildings warped and twisted in his 9ght, and eyes
gleamed out of the shadows. He was within Sght of the Hal when he looked into a dark place to find his
gaze met by something that glowed with corpse-light, that opened its mouth to reved a maw of
phosphores-cence set about with gligening fangs.

With afant scream, he turned and ran, feding the beast rise and follow. He had only gone a few steps
when he was knocked flat and rolled face up to stare up the muzze of a massive, grinning parody of a
hound. The jaws opened, the teeth flashed, and his Sght was suddenly blanketed by the railling
incandes-cence of a spectra throat.

When he came to himsdlf, he was back in his cham-ber, his ears ringing with the sounds of shouts and
dams. Men cdled to one another, and he heard the clank of weapons. Eyes unclosed, he lay in the
dark-ness for amoment, feding drained and empty, as though the life had been sucked out of his body,
leav-ing only a hollow shell.

Marrget was dreaming.

She dreamed of war, of a young Corrinian gifl who had been stripped and raped amid a pile of dirty
laun-dry by the shore of the Long River. The sky was clear, thewae wat by likeall. The gi's face wes peined,
her blue eyes outraged, but even as she was violated, she had stared her rgpist in the face as though to
impress on her memory every nuance of his being. She would find him someday, and she would kill him.

Marrget started awake to find hersdf in her own bed, beside Karthin, her head pillowed on his
shoulder and awarmth in her bdly that even a nightmeare had been unable to extinguish.

"Oh...Gods..." Shesat up, covered her face.

Karthin gtirred. "Martha?'

He cdled her that frequently, though he was igno-rant of the associations mat the name had for her. It
was, gpparently, a Corrinian diminutive, and she had not thought to complain. "Here, Karthin."

He touched her arm. "Are you troubled?'

"A dream. No more."

"About . . . before?"

She had never told him of the rape. She would not tdl him now. "Aye."

He sat up beside her, put his hands to her smooth shoulders, and kneaded out the knots of tension.
"And have | brought confusion to your dreedy difficult life, beloved?!

"I it was brought,” she said, "we brought it to-gether: each holding one sde of the bucket.” She
reached back, touched hisface. "But | cannot say that | mind.”

Under his hands, the diffness left her, though the memory of the dream remained. Someday, she
de-cided, she would find that gifl and make reparation. She was not sure what she could do that might
help, but when, inwardly, she had made the vow, swearing it before the Gods whose names she did not
know, she
felt better. Curling up in Karthin's arms, she rested her head on his shoulder while he stroked her.

"Do you want to sleep again?' he said.

For the girl left bleeding and bruised by the river, there had been no love, only violence, and Marrget
burrowed further into Karthin's embrace as though to fide from her thoughts. "I would sooner remain like
this"

The room was cold. Karthin gathered up the furs and covered them both. "I noticed that you did not stay

to speak with the Dragonmaster at the Hal. | know you are friends. | hope that | have not ..." Marrget
felt him shrug.

"You did nothing, O man. | have changed since Alouzon was last in Gryylth, and now | hardly know how
to present mysdlf to her. If | spoke with her, | would have to tell her of mysdf and of my life. | ... do not

know if | am ready to do that."

"Santhe has guessed, | think."

She laughed softly. A woman's laugh, she realized. "Santhe guesses everything. We know one another
too well for me to care. Alouzon, though ..." She squirmed uncomfortably. "Alouzon is like a God. | am
not certain how | might be judged. | am not certain how to judge myself."



He hugged her closdly, nuzzled at the hollow of her shoulder. "Strange customs indeed you have in
Gryylth. Is it unlawful for a woman to take a man to her bed?"

She made a smdl, impatient sound. "l was not al-ways a woman."

"You are now." He ran a hand down her spine, and she stiffened, eyes shut, mouth half open. She
wanted. . .

She found her voice. "It is easy to say that. It is difficult to liveit."

His hand stayed at the smdl of her back. "You were once my enemy. Y ou broke my ribs. But | love you,
and | will help. In any way possible.”

The fire was burning in her again, and she had learned at last that she had no reason to deny it. She
turned and pushed him gently back onto the bed. "You do help,
my love. You have helped me greatly." She pressed hersalf against him, sought his lips. "Help me now."

Suzanne Hdling had grown up in the shadow of Vietnam, and her earliest memories were of dick
mag-azine pages emblazoned with four-color icons of death. Beneath her chubby, pre-adolescent fingers
and her wondering eyes, the images in Life and Time and Newsweek had revealed themselves, a burned
village that smoked in the tropical sun changing with the brush of a hand into a child who screamed as she
ran down a dusty road with legs tattered by shrapnd, her place taken then (another wave of the hand,
another startled glance) by a man, disheveled and sullen, who gri-maced with one eye haf shut as the shock
wave of an impacting bullet swept through his skull.

War seemed to be everywhere, bringing with it its cartloads of bodies and its morning-edition casualty
statistics; and when Suzanne, filled with the horror of a too-early acquaintance with death, had taken her
sentiments to the streets, shouting and screaming that something had to be done to stop the endless
daugh-ter, she had found war waiting for her there, too, brought to life in the concrete verities of tear gas,
nightsticks, and, yes, high-velocity bullets.

If an uneasy and distrustful truce could be caled an end, then Vietnam had ended. But Suzanne knew—
and Alouzon had come to know even better—that wars had no end, not really. To be sure, pieces of paper
had been signed, hands had been shaken, and perhaps even a few backs had been dapped. But in America
and Vietnam and Laos and Cambodia, there were graves, vacant chairs at countless dinner tables, fading
pho-tographs on a million walls. There were lives as empty as an amputee's deeve, as shattered as the
stump left by a claymore mine.

And, elsewhere, there were other artifacts.

Alouzon asked to see Gelyya after the evening meal. The Gryylthans were confronted by unknowns; but
the Dragonmaster and Kyria knew what questions to ask,
and Gelyyds answers, guildess and direct, did noth-ing but bolster their theory that Bandon had been
de-stroyed by modern weapons.

The apprentice midwife told her tale, and Alouzon, staring into the fire, saw again the magazine
photo-graphs of death: ruined village, screaming child, dy-ing man. Snuffling and howling, the war that had
soiled her childhood had tracked her across the universe to another world, for she recognized now that
Vaylle was as much a remnant of Vietnam as the wasted and de-foliated ridges of the Annamese
Cordillera.

"That bastard," Kyria said after Cvinthil and his family had retired upstairs.

"Sol?"

"Yes. He couldn't hack this place, so now he's go-ing to blow it up.”

It would have been convenient to blame Solomon for Bandon and for such diseased creations as the
White Worm and the leprous hound, but Alouzon knew that the responsbility lay with her own unconscious.
"He died trying to save the land, Kyria. Why should he try to destroy it?"

"Because he couldn't have his fun anymore." Kyria s voice was an edged blade that cut with the accents
of Helen Addams. "Sol was like that. You didn't know him."

"l knew him well enough."

"Sure. Come on, honey. He made this place to prove his manhood, but it got the better of him. Ever hear
how an enraged husband kills both his wife and his wife's lover? He can't give it to her with his penis
any-more, so he does it with a bullet. Same damn thing."

"l don't ..." Alouzon could not admit the truth. "I don't think it's Sol."

"'Wdl then, who the hdll isit? Or do you get napam storms out here like the Midwest gets tornadoes?’

Alouzon was silent.

Kyria cursed under her breath and rolled herself in her furs. "I'm going to dleep. Wake me if the world
ends, and I'll try to do something about it." She hefted her daff and tucked it under her arm.



Alouzon lay back on her couch, ligening to the muf-fled crackles and snaps of the banked fire, feding
her tecit lie chew dowly a her heart. Kyria wanted to find Solomon so that she could kill him. Cvinthil
wanted vengeance on Vaylle. But neither Solomon nor Vaylle was the problem.

The fire crackled, and an ember glowed momen-taily, illuminaing the sone wals of the room, the
timbered calling, the shutters closed tightly againgt the cold. Ayyas toy-szed broom leaned againg the
door-frame, and Vill's infant playthings were scattered in the rushes near the hearth. Outside, the men
who stood wetch at the king's door spoke in low voices and stamped their feet to keep warm. A few
feet away, Kyria whimpered softly, the prisoner of some evil dream.

The Grail. She had to find the Gral. Somehow, a woman who had dragged hersdf through the blood
and pain of two worlds had to grasp something that fled from the dightest taint of impurity, and she had
to survive the experience so as to bring heding not only to hersdf, but to the land and the people she
loved.

Il do it. Oh, you Gods of Gryylth, somehow, I'll do it.

Kyria whimpered again, louder. Alouzon recaled her firg night in Gryylth, and her second and third,
and her fourth. Unless Kyria dso had some intimation of the Grail's ineffable and nurturing presence, her
dreams mugt be dark indeed.

The sorceress writhed for a moment, drew her knees up to her chin, cried out softly. Her hands felt her
strange, new face. Alouzon dipped out of her blankets and went to her.

"Kyria"

"Who am 1?"

"Wake up, Kyria. It'sjust adream.”

Kyria shuddered, jerked, sat upright. Her long hair was twined in her figs "Oh God ... no..."

"It was a dream.”

The sorceress broke into tears. "No ... no it's not. I'm not me. He took that, too. Who the hel am 1? |
want my home ... | want. .. | want my babies..."

"Easy." Alouzon hdd her, felt the cool brush of Kyrids staff against her shoulder. "Easy. It's going to be
dl right." She tried to find words, failed, and con-tented herself with holding the weeping woman. Much as
she didiked Kyria, she could not bear to dlow her to suffer. There was enough horror in Gryylth these
days, and probably more in Vaylle. She would not add to it.

Kyria was pulling herself out of her deepy hysteria. "It's not right,” she said. "How can you say it's right?
We don't have our own bodies, towns are getting blown up, women are getting raped, and those kids ..."
She buried her face in her hands for a moment. "How old is Wykla? Manda?'

"l don't know. Eighteen, maybe nineteen."

"They're just kids. They're just goddam kids. They should be off having fun or something. How come
they're carting swords around?'

Alouzon shrugged helplesdy. "That's the way it is here."

That's the way it is here. Later, when Kyria had falen back into an uneasy deep, Alouzon was
think-ing, planning, wondering how she could give the lie to those words.

Guardian of Gryylth. What kind of a Guardian was she? Dythragor, for dl his crotch-hitch and swagger,
had at least kept the warfare comprehensible. It was Alouzon who had created weapons against which her
people had no defense. What was next? Nuclear bombs?

The thought drove her out of bed and into her clothes. Wrapping a warm cloak about herself, she opened
the door and greeted the guards. "Cold, huh?"

"Bitterly, Dragonmaster," said one whom she rec-ognized as a veteran of the Circle. "But it is often this
way before the season warms toward spring. Next week will bring fine weather."

"Hope so. We've got aride ahead of us.”

"So | heard. Gods bless you, Dragonmaster.”

"Y ou too. I'm going to take awalk. That OK?"

The man smiled. "The Dragonmaster persists in asking permission for those things which she could well
order."

"Yeah...wdl ..." She shrugged and went off down the street.

The moonlight was a rain of slver, the shadows like pitch. Her boots made hard, brittle sounds on the
fro-zen streets. Unlike modern cities, Kingsbury slept during the dark hours, and the only inhabitants who
were awake were those who guarded the king, those who guarded the Hall and the fortifications of the hill,



and those who, like Alouzon, guarded the entire land.

Guardian of Gryylth. And what else? Guardian of Vaylle? She wanted desperately to tak to Silbakor, to
pry some further information out of its recalcitrant mouth, but even if the Dragon had been willing to speak,
it was far away from her, locked in an elemen-tal battle of existence with its equal and opposite.

She found herself staring up at the cold, hard stars, worried as much about the Dragon as she was about
the possible appearance of warplanes.

Her steps took her to the edge of the hill, and there she spoke briefly with the guards. One, again, was a
veteran. The other, though, was a green lad who was barely showing his first sprouts of beard. He stared
at Alouzon with a mixture of fear and unease, and she read his thoughts. A woman. And a Dragonmaster,
too. What was the world coming to?

With a nod, she turned back into the town. Oh, she had done such a good job with Gryylth! The whole
country was confused and threatened because of her neglect. But what, redlly, could she do? At times, her
people seemed to consider her some kind of deific be-ing, forgetting that the object of their near-worship
was as human as they. Alouzon's responsibilities were
crushing, but her powers were limited. Dammit, if I'm supposed to be some kind of God, | sure could
use some of the perks.

As she rounded a turning midway to the Hall, she stopped and squinted ahead, her interior complaint
in-terrupted by a flash of motion. Something had dipped into the shadows between two houses. Even in the
clean-edged moonlight, it seemed to glow as with some inner radiance. Like phosphor.

She glanced up at the sky. No lights. No Dragons. No jets. Nothing. Just the stars. It was hard to
con-ceive of anything so Hill as the sky of Gryylth. Not even a satellite marred the changel essness.

With her hand on her sword, she advanced toward the aleyway, draining her ears. At first she was
sur-rounded only by the frosty silence of a fifth-century night, but then, growing louder as she closed on the
dley, she heard a soft davering interspersed with a dow, wet sound, as though a lion were feasting on a
kill.

She stopped just outside the alley, dropped her cloak, and flattened herself against the wall of the house.
Muittering, smacking, immersed in its feed, the thing around the corner did not seem to notice her. Or
maybe it did. Maybe it was just waiting to add fresh Dragonmaster du jour to the evening's menu.

Alouzon eased the Dragonsword from its sheath and, moving dowly, dipped into the aley. Ahead, faintly
glowing, its back to her, was a duplicate of the hound that she had dain in the spaces between the worlds.
Its massive head was bent down, and its great jaws were worrying at a mess of blood and rags that lay in
the cold dust.

She dipped closer. The Dragonsword had killed one of these things. It could kill another. But she nearly
cried out when, in the faint glow that dripped from the hound's needle teeth, she saw Helwych's face, the
scalp stripped back to expose a bloody skull, the flesh sucked away from one cheek. His clothing was in
shreds, and there was little left of his body save aruin of viscera that smoked in the frigid air.

Before she could dtrike, though, an am encircled her throat and she was jerked back. "Were you
look-ing for me, little girl?*

Her cry was choked off, and she toppled back into the man's arms. The hound raised its head.

"I will be scarred to my grave from that stone you threw, girl," said her assailant, his young voice thick
with wine. "Y ou will learn a few things tonight. Y ou will learn to be slent when a man speaks.”

You dumb shit, that thing's gonna eat us alive!

He was now reaching for her sword, trying to disaem her, but she had no more time to waste. Driving
her dbows back, she fdt the crunch of bresking ribs. His grip loosened, and she soun and backhanded
him. He grunted, regled, and crashed out into the street, star-ing up at the full moon with glazed eyes.

The hound was dmaost on her, but she met it with her blade, and its howl of pain was degfening after
the utter slence of the town. "King's Guard! King's Guard!" In the rank stench of the beast's breath, her
words came out in nauseated heaves. "Move your buttd”

Pivating, the hound tumbled her back toward the rear of the dley. She fdl to the ground, looked
indinc-tively for Helwych's body, but saw nothing. While she stared, dumbfounded, the beast charged,
and she bardly had time to get to her knees before it thudded into her and toppled her again.

She rolled. The Dragonsword was bright, gleaming as though it had sucked in the radiance of the stars,
and it cut deep. Phosphor poured from the rent in the hound's Side, and the stench grew.

The hound backed up, and Alouzon scrambled to her feet. Putting aside thoughts of the sorcerer for



the moment, she stalked after the hound. "Come on, guy. Y ou started this. I'm gonnafinish it.”

The hound, wounded, retreated to the street.

Alouzon's anger was burning, and the Dragonsword
took her rage, amplified it, channeled it into her re-flexes and her strength. "Here, doggy. Nice fucking
boy.”

Torchlight. Voices. Her cdl to the Guard had been heard. Beside her, a shutter flew open, and a
house-holder stuck his head out. "What—7"

"Get your ass indde or you'll get eaten,” she snapped.

He looked at her, then at the hound. He ammed the shutter closed.

In the street, the man who had attacked her was struggling to his hands and knees. He coughed, hack-ing
up a spittle of blood that streaked down his chin. Alouzon recognized him as the guard who had looked so
fearfully at Wykla, and redlized that, in the bright but uncertain light of the moon, he had mistaken one
armed woman for another.

It had been a fatal blunder. As Alouzon closed in on the hound, it turned instead on the man. With a
smooth dip of its head, it rolled him onto his back and tore out his throat.

Blood sprayed its grinning face, and it wheeled to face the guards who were just then rounding the
corner. With a howl that shivered the air, it bounded straight at them, knocked several to the ground, tore at
the falen for a moment, and then vanished up the street.

"Let it go," said Alouzon, her voice suddenly weak. The dead man's throat burbled and plashed. "You
can't catch it." Cvinthil was hurrying up, wrapped in a robe and carrying a sword. "Everyone in your house
OK?' Alouzon asked him.

"Wearewdll. How isit with you?'

"I'm fine, but this guy bought it. And Helwych—"

She froze, looked past the king. Coming down the street from the Hdl, staff in hand and sound as ever,
was the Corrinian sorcerer.

She went back into the dley. It was empty. Helwych's body was gone. Not a trace of it remained, not
even a bloodstain or a scrap of tattered cloth.

*CHAPTER 8 *

M uch as Alouzon wanted to start for Vaylle the next day, it was unfeasible. A long and difficult journey

lay ahead of her company, and she spent the morning with Marrget, making arrangements for equi pment
and discussing personnel and travel.

Despite the captain's hurried departure from the Hal the night before, this morning she seemed to be,
for the mogt part, very much her old sdf; but agan and again, Alouzon detected the presence of
something new about her friend, a strange sense of diffidence that colored her usud bluff exterior.

Timeflowed oddly between the worlds, and eght monthsin Los Angdes had, in Gryylth, expanded to
eghteen: along absence on Alouzon's part. Marrget might merdy have become more private and retiring
as the weeks had passed and she had learned to ded with her new life, but Alouzon worried that the
captain might actudly be annoyed with her. Faced with the problems of a land recovering from a long
and dev-agtating conflict and a wartroop fighting for its place in Gryylthan society, Marrget might well
have decided that she had little time to give to such intermittent friendship and support.

Alouzon could not blame her. She could only try to make amends by facing the present Stuation
squarely, without gpology, without hesitation. Stripping off the petty concerns of a graduate student, she
donned once
agan the tasks of a Dragonmeaster. There was much to do before the company could depart.

"Do you have any ideas about how to get horses across the White Sea?" she said while they checked
the available mounts at the stables.

Marrget was examining her own horse. The beast had never been unsure of her identity, even though,
to human eyes, she had changed beyond recognition. "I would advise that we make firg for Quay,” she
sad. "Itis a large town that trades dong the coast. It has boats sufficdent to transport ourselves and the
horses.” She gave her horse another pat, and he nickered softly and nuzzled her. "The man who taught



me the ways of the sword lives there now. His name is Hahle, and, if I am not mistaken, he has become
head of the coun-cil." An expresson more of puzzZlement than sadness crossed her face. "We will see if
my old teacher is as quick to know me asmy horse.”

Alouzon linked arms with her as they went back out into the street. "Has it been that bad for you, then?
I'd kind of hoped that ... wdl . .. maybe youd get used to it."

Marrget did not reply. She was hiting nervoudy a her lip. About them, Kingsoury bustled through its
day. Tradesmen with bundles on their backs shoul-dered their way past carts and knots of people. In the
distance, a smith beat steadily on a piece of hot metal. Two women passed by, chatting animatedly about
chil-dren. They paused to stare a Marrget and Alouzon, then gave them a Gods bless and went on their
way.

"Ah . . . nay, Dragonmadter,” sad Marrget a last. She would not look a Alouzon. "l cannot say
truth-fully thet it has been bad at dl."

Her acute embarrassment was painful to hear. Al-ouzon wondered suddenly whether annoyance were
actudly the cause of it a dl. "Is there something | can do?' she sad gently. The captain paled, and
looked away. "Hey, weve been friends for awhile”

"l ..." Marrget seemed close to tears.

A voicerang out. "Marrhal Dragonmagter! Theking
asks that the company meet with him over the midday meal."

Marrget started guiltily. Ahead, Karthin had come into view. His voice was cheerful, his blue eyes bright,
and he was waving a large hand.

Alouzon stared. "Marrha?'

"It ... itis aname he calls me sometimes," Marrget said iffly. "Asone ... ah... friendto
another." She glanced uneasily at Alouzon. "l hope . . . | hope you do not think ill of me."

No, it was not annoyance at al. Mentaly kicking herself for not redlizing sooner what was going on,
Alouzon hugged her friend. "I don't think ill of you, Marrget," she said. "l think it's great.”

Marrget ill looked worried. "Y ou do not find me diminished? Or dishonored?’

"For taking a lover? Why the hell should you be diminished? Particularly when it's a guy like Karthin.
Y ou've got good taste.”

Marrget passed a hand over her face, shaking with relief. "1 am myself ill uncertain how to accept this."

"Don't worry about it. It happens." Taking her hand, Alouzon led her toward Karthin. Perhaps the
irretiond hope she had felt the previous day was not unfounded after al. "Let's go get your man and have
some lunch.”

Marrget smiled, and to Alouzon's relief it was the easy, bluff smile that had always been so characteristic
of her. Karthin, when he met them, bowed in the man-ner of his people, but he took Marrget's hand for a
moment and looked warmly at her.

Marrget blushed, then laughed nervoudy. "You see, Dragonmaster, to what end has come the proud,
scorn-ful warrior."

"Dammit, lady. | envy you."

Alouzon's words held an edge. In the world she knew, she had become a loner. Once, she had shared
her body and her bed, even though her heart had long before turned in upon itself, but now she shared noth-
ing. She lived aone, she worked aone, Only in Gryylth did she have companionship, but her respon-sibilities
precluded intimacy.

Karthin's blue eyes were on her as though he guessed her thoughts. "I heard of your battle last night,
Dragonmaster,” he said. "Marrha and |—"

Marrget held up ahand. "Karthin . . . please ..."

He colored. "Ach ... | will strangle on my way-ward tongue someday! Would you show us the place,
Dragonmaster?'

Alouzon shrugged. "Sure." She led them up the street.

In the daylight, the dley was smply a shabby, rub-bish-filled cul-de-sac no different from any other in
Kingsbury. Near the back, though, where the refuse was piled up in a heap amogt as tdl as Karthin, dark
stains gleamed iridescently on the cold dirt. It was as though a man-sized snail had crawled across the
ground.

Marrget touched a stain gingerly and sniffed her fin-gers. Wrinkling her nose, she wiped her hand on her
plan tunic. "l have never seen the like"

“"Nor |," said Karthin.



"It was a big thing," said Alouzon, "and it glowed; but it couldn't have been entirely magical, because |
wounded it."

Marrget eyed her. "With the Dragonsword."

"Well . . . yeah."

"Hmmm." Karthin took Marrget's hand suddenly. The dime was blackening her fingers. "You had better
wash that, beloved.”

"Aye'" she said. "Who knows what this might change me into, en?' She broke the crust of ice on arain
barrel with the pomme of her sword and scrubbed the stains off in the cold water. "Thank you, Karthin. It
was dissolving the skin."

"Oh, great." Alouzon looked at the dime. "A bad out-take from Alien."

Marrget blinked. "I do not understand.”

Alouzon shook her head. "L et metell you some-
thing that | don't understand.” She indicated a vacant spot at the base of the rubbish pile. "Right there, |
saw Helwych's body last night. The hound was edting it."

"But Hdwychis"

"Yeah, | know. He'sfine today. Karthin, did you happen to see him at the Hall this morning?'

The big man nodded. "I did. The lad was quiet and thoughtful, and Manda said that that was unusud,
but ..." Hegrinned. "... but welcome. She does not like him."

"There's not much to like. But he's OK, right? No wounds, no blood?!

"None, Dragonmagter.”

Alouzon gestured a the ground again. "'l saw it, though.”

"I do not doubt you, friend." Marrget was on her knees, examining the ground. "1 see no sSgn of a
kill-ing here. Perhaps amagidian could say more" She looked up at Alouzon. "What of the lady Kyria?
Would she be of hdp?'

The sorceress was off by hersdf today, wandering the town as though she were a tourigt, her scowls
turnring asde questions and stares like armor plate. She had not even thanked Alouzon for comforting
her last night, and, in fact, the incident had only intensfied her foul mood.

Alouzon threw up her hands. "I'm dmogt afraid to ask.”

Marrget rose, checked her hands for traces of dime. "She does not love Gryylth?!

"l don't think sheloves anything, Marrget.”

"A grievous fate" Marrget replied, unconscioudy laying a hand on Karthin's arm. " Can we trugt her?”

"InVaylle?'

"Atdl."

Alouzon shrugged. She never seemed to have any choices anymore. "1 think shell be fine aslong as we
want what she wants. So far, that'stheway it is.”

Marrget's eyes, though warmed by love, were as sedy and unforgiving as ever when it came to her
people and her land. "And if that changes?'

Kyria wanted Solomon. Alouzon wanted the Grail. She could not help but think that the two quests
were related. But how long could she keep the sorceress ignorant of Vaylles true nature? "Then we're in
trou-ble. But | think well be dl right for awhile™

The captain picked up a stick and prodded at the dime. The wood smoked &t its touch. "I pray you
areright, Dragonmedter.”

Parl and Birk were the men whom Santhe had brought to fill out the expedition. As quiet and solemn
as Santhe was bright and cheerful, they nonetheess shared with their commander the dark, interior
seri-ousness that had marked those of the Second Wartroop who had witnessed the terrible daughter of
Voryas amy inthe last days of the war with Corrin.

They sat together at the end of the king's table and listened without comment to the plans that were
dis-cussed over lunch. Now and again they nodded in agreement or pursed ther lips in thought, but their
eyes—Part's gray, Birk's brown—changed expresson not at dl. To Alouzon, they appeared to be men
who had seen enough killing that questions of life and death had grown pdtry: they would tend the
wounded or dit throats with equal digpassion.



She found that comforting and disquieting at the same time. Her company would be traveing into
hosile territory, far from supplies and friends and home. Santhe*s men did not seem to be worried, but
the ruth-less efficency their manner implied reminded Alou-zon of the search-and-destroy patrols thet
had, in Vietnam, turned killing into a cadm, emotionless art: the hunting of men instead of beadts.

Manda, Alouzon noticed, shared something of ther focused indifference, for though she was quite
capable of bright amiles and effortless laughter, she dso sat dlently at the table today, her blue eyes
quietly obser-
vant but filled with a sense of incipient violence. But neither Santhe's men nor Darham's representative
con-cerned her as much as Helwych. Abstract, dmost ab-sent, he looked at nothing, seemed to be aware
of everything; and there was an intensity about him that had not existed the day before. Only his habitual
sullenness seemed at dl normal.

Seend's words upon meeting Alouzon had been pro-phetic. there was indeed no time for proper
welcomes. Dinner last night had been hasty and serious. Lunch today was no different. Talk occupied the
participants more than food, and the gravity of the discussion ren-dered the meal tastelessin any case.

But it was difficult for the company to construct a plan of action in any kind of detail, for aside from
certain facts that Alouzon would not revea, Vaylle was an unknown. There had been no communications
from that land, no emissaries, no visitors, not even an ex-ploratory vessel.

In fact, Alouzon found it strange that Cvinthil and his people knew that there was any such thing as
Vaylle at dl. The land was far enough from Gryylth that she had only been able to see it from Silbakor's
back at cruising dtitude, and even then the Dragon had been some distance from the coast. Since there had
been no contact, there should have been no knowledge, and yet everyone in Gryylth—and in Corrin,
too—was aware of aland that had only existed for the last eighteen months.

Alouzon felt queasy at the thought that her mind, in creating Vaylle, had at the same time reached into
the collective memory of Gryylth and Corrin and, much as a computer programmer might add lines to an
ex-tant file, had brazenly typed in the necessary infor-mation. This was something that no human being
ought to be alowed to do. Gods, maybe. Alouzon, no.

But she had done it nonetheless.

Guardian of Gryylth: the title had staggering impli-cations. In Los Angeles, she had become worn and
frayed even from a amplisic conception of her relationship with her world. But faced now with the
plexed intricacies and depth of her role, she wondered that she stayed sane.

It had to be the Grall. Silbakor was a baance to the land, but the Grail was nurturer and dynamo. The
in-tdligence resident within the Sacred Cup would, by necessity, be as passonately committed to the
pres-ervaion of the world as the Dragon. Perhaps more so. By its nature, though, it would be
condrained in its manifesation: mere mortals were unfit to experience its limitless purity and life, and
therefore it had to reman a hazy glory at the borders of consciousness. Bt it had reveded itsdf, and
therefore, paradoxicaly, the Gral was willing, even eager, to be possessed, and so had directed a
fragment of its harrowing but loving sustenance at the frall creature that sought it . .. so as to further the
seeking.

At the end of the medting, Marrget stood. "I believe that dl our preparations will have been made by
night-fal. If Alouzon wishes, we can depart tomorrow morning.”

Alouzon nodded, svimming up from her thoughts as though from the bottom of a shimmering sea.
"Y egh. Sounds good.”

"There is one question, though." Marrget exam-ined her plain tunic. It was streaked where the dime
hed eaten through the fabric. "The beast that Alouzon battled last night seemed to be other then naturd.
My experiences in the Blasted Heath lead me to bdieve that, in many cases, mundane weapons do not
affect megcd beeds Does the lady Kyria have—" Se lrdke off. Helwych was saring at her, his dark eyes
suddenly dive with resentment. Gracefully, she corrected her-self. "Do our magicians have anything to
Say about this?'

Helwych launched immediadly into an involved ex-planation of magicd and mundane weapons. He
seemed to know what he was talking about, but his meanings were obscured by the technicd language he
employed. His conclusons, however, were clear: mundane wegpons would not serve magicd ends, and
meagicd wesgpons took time and energy to make.

"What of the beast itsdlf, Hewych?' said Karthin offhandedly. "Do you know anything of it?"



"Naothing."

Karthin'svoice did not change. "Areyou certain?'

In an ingant, Helwych was on his feet, shouting. "Damn your eyes, nothing! Do you have to keep
pressng me? In the name of the Gods, you are my fdlow countryman!™

In the dlence left behind his outburst, Mandas voice was tight, careful, low. "St down, please,
Helwych, else you will disgrace our country even more than you have aready.”
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Kyriarose, gaff in hand. "She said: sit down.”

Hewych glanced between Kyria and Manda. With a mutter, he took his seat again.

Parl and Birk settled back onto their stools. Alouzon redized that, smoothly, without anyone naticing,
they had hdf risen and drawn knives a Helwych's outburst. Now they replaced them and resumed ther
glent, un-moving watch.

"Lady Kyria?' Marrget nodded to her respectfully.

The sorceress took her seat and shrugged. "If we need something done with the weapons, | can do it.
Itll take a few minutes”

Helwych stared, eyeswide. "But—"

Kyria fixed him with a pointed finger. "'l play by different rules, sonny boy. You want me to ask you
what you were doing inmy dreams lagt night?'

He opened his mouth, considered, and shut it.

"Next time, youll get burned red damn good. Stay out of my way." She looked around & the
assembly. "Actudly, that goes for the rest of you, too. Alouzon and | can handle this whole trip by
oursglves. Any-thing else is just stupid heroics, and will probably just get everyone hurt. This doesn't
concern you, any-wey."

Alouzon saw the insult register on the assembly. "Is that your personal opinion, Kyria? Or professional?'

The sorceress logt patience. ' 'What do you want to do, Suzy? Swagger around like a man and swing
your sword and be macho? Come on, you're playing games. What's worse—you're playing Sol's games."
She turned to the others. "You're dl playing Sol's games. How long are you going to let this little fairy tale

0-"
’ Alouzon moved. Kicking back her stool, she leaped for the sorceress, clapped a hand over her mouith,
and dragged her toward the door. "Excuse us, please," she said through clenched teeth. "Kyria and | have
to have alittle talk."

She had moved too fast for the sorceress to react, but by the time she had dragged her out into the
court-yard, the staff was a coruscating shaft of fire. "Hear me out, Kyrig," she said. "You going to hear me
out?'

"I'm going to fucking kill you, bitch!" Kyria's words were muffled by Alouzon's strong hand, but her tone
made her meaning clear enough.

"Lemme put it to you this way: you can blast me, and probably do yoursdf in, too; or you can ligten for a
second.”

Glaring at the Dragonmaster, Kyria stopped strug-gling. The staff quieted, and Alouzon cautioudy re-
leased her. "OK," said Kyria, settling her robe grimly. "Tak. This better be good."

"Look," said Alouzon, "I know you hate Sol. | know you want to kill him. But these people don't know
about him."

It took a moment for her words to sink in. Kyria's eyes turned wide. "They don't know about this
place?’

"Nope."

For a moment, Kyria stared as though she had been clubbed. Then: "O Chrigt . . . that's horrible" She
grounded the staff as though daring the solidity of the world to justify itself. "Sol Braithwaite: little tin god."
She peered a the ground, at the wooden pdisade that enclosed the courtyard, at the cold sky. "They
redly don't know?"'

Alouzon shook her head.

Kyriasghed. "All right. I'm a bitch. But I'm not so much of a bitch that I'm going to take it out on the
others. They're macho, and they're ridiculous, but you've got some nice kids in that bunch." She stood,
sheking her head. "God. What athing to do. He ought to have been shot.”



The moming was cold, and the thin layer of clouds that had moved in during the night was now
dropping deet and rain. About the hill that hed Kingsbury, the land was cloaked in gray and siver mig.

Alouzon mounted Jia, leaned forward, and lad her head againg the horse's neck. "You ready to go
through the ringer again, fdla? Boy, you don't learn any faster than | do.”

Jawhinnied asif to confirm her statement. Alouzon looked at the guard who stood at the gete to the
road. "'l thought you said the westher was going to get bet-ter."

"Next week, Dragonmagter. Mark me."

She laughed, but she heard her tensgon even if no one ese did. "I will."

Behind her, the members of her company were checking supplies and equipment. Manda was aready
on her gurdy Corrinian mount, and Helwych had wrapped himsdf in sullen thought, his dark eyes
ex-amining the day from within the shadows of his hood.

Kyria eyed her horse warily. The beast seemed re-signed to a cold ride and a colder rider; but with a
curioudy tender hand, Kyria stroked her muzze, then whispered to her for a moment. The horse perked
up, and Kyria swung into the saddle with a swish of black robes.

Cvinthil strode toward them. His bright blue cloak was embroidered with the crest of the kings of
Gryylth, but the colors were muted on this gray day. "Every-
thing is ready,” he said. "By the terms of ther char-ter, the councilmen of Quay will give you what you

Alouzon looked at him and amiled sadly. "I've heard that one before.”

Cvinthil reached up and clasped her hand. ' 'l have no doubts." He put his ring on her finger. "And this
will remove theirs."

"OK." Alouzon examined the heavy cirde of gold. "I'll buy it,"

The king turned serious. ' 'I meant what | said a our firg council. If you do not return within two
months, | will contact Darham and raise an amy. We have few who can bear ams compared to the
days before the Circle, but Vaylle will fed our vengeance nonethe-less.”

"| don't think that'll be necessary, Cvinthil."

"I pray not." He hed to Alouzon's hand, his eyes watering. Alouzon leaned down and embraced him.
"I heartily wish that | were going with you," he said into her ear. "'l will beseech the Gods for your sefety.”

"Thanks, friend."

"Be careful, Alouzon." His voice was a fervent whisper.

She kissed his forehead. She would have to be care-ful, for if she were killed, Gryylth, Corrin, Vaylle .
. . the whole world—good and bad, nightmare and fan-tasy—would dissolve. And yet if she did not
endanger hersdlf, the Grall would never be hers, and the world would dowly tear itsdf to shreds.

Thisis probably the last thing Slbakor wants me to do. But . . . She smiled inwardly, wryly. When
hed she last been given any red choice?

Marrget appeared, armed and in armor. The leatherworkers of Kingsbury were skilled, even & nove
tasks, and her cuirass fitted her woman's form trimly. Her escutcheons glinted in the dull light.

With a nod to Karthin, she rode up to join Alouzon and the king. "I believe we are ready.”

Alouzon sghed as she sraightened up in her saddle. "Everyone's ready except me”

"Alouzon?'

"l fed like sh—" She caught hersdf. She was Al-ouzon Dragonmaster. Despair was something she
could not afford. "I fed like I'd like to go to bed and deep for a week.”

Marrget laughed softly. "A soldier's dream.”

"Yegh. Let'sgo." She took Cvinthil's hand once again. "Give Seenamy love."

"She would have come," he said, "but Vill is being fierce this morning.”

She shrugged, smiled wanly. "It happens.”

And with that, she led her company down the hill and out across the countryside.

The weather was an impediment. The deet chilled them despite thick cloaks and deep hoods, and the
ran turned the surface of the roads into dippery mud. "I sure pick the good days, don't 17" Alouzon
remarked to Marrget.



"Some matters do not wait for far weether,” the captain replied. She grinned at Alouzon. But for her
form, she might have been the same sturdy com-mander with whom Alouzon had traveled toward the
Blasted Heath. Her eyes, though, betrayed a new life, for there was a softness and depth within them that
hed not been present a year and ahdf before,

Alouzon was infinitdy grateful for her presence. This journey made the exploration of the Heeth seem
tame, and was complicated by haf-hidden motivations and half-expressed hodilities within the company.

At leadt, she thought, Karthin and Marrget had no problems, nor did Wykla and Manda. The
Corrinian maiden was prone to bouts of depression, true, but she seemed a sturdy and able warrior. In
dl, she was a blessed counterbalance to the strange young sorcerer that she had brought with her.

Asthey rode, the wesather lifted. A cold sun shone down, drying the roads and adding a bit of cheer to
what had been a bleak day. The company stopped for
rest and food, and Manda started a fire so that they could dry their cloaks and warm themselves.

Helwych stayed within his shell. Kyria came out of hers. The sorceress's ingtinct to protect those she
thought of as children had temporarily overridden her resentments, and she went so far as to smile at some
of her companions and thank them when the scant meal was passed around. "Tell me, honey," she said to
Wykla as the girl handed her a cup of hot broth. "What did you mean the other day when you said that you
weren't dways a woman? | never figured that out."

Wykla stiffened. "My lady Kyria, | did not know that you had not heard of the fate of the First War-
troop."

Kyriasipped at her broth. "So tell me."

Wykla did not seem quite sure how to begin, and she looked to Marrget, who had overheard the
ex-change.

The captain's eyes were frank, proud, unashamed. "Lady, some time ago, we were men," she said. "But
in the war that set Corrin againgt Gryylth, tempers ran high, and a sorcerer struck us with a great working
of magic. Now we are women."

Kyria dropped her cup. The broth smoked on the cold ground.

"Thank you, my captain," said Wykla.

"Carry on, lieutenant.”

Nearby, Manda whistled and shook her head. "Fird, a king's daughter,” she said, though Wykla blushed
and moved to shush her, "and now a lieutenant. | have fallen in with a very fortunate friend. | hope—"

Her sentence might have been cut off with an axe. Even Parl and Birk looked up at the sudden, brutal
termination.

She was gtaring at Marrget, her eyes—wide but fo-cused, startled but seething with a passion that might
have riven mountains—transfixed by the insignia of the First Wartroop . . . and of Marrget of Crownhark.

* CHAPTER 9 *

“What'swith Manda?'
At Kyrias question, Alouzon looked up from her thoughts. "1've been wondering.”

Manda was riding by hersdf, hanging back from the rest of the party in sdf-imposed isolaion. Since
she had broken off in mid-sentence, she had not uttered another word, and now, after hours and miles,
the op-pression that hung about her had become impenetrable. If moods had colors, Mandas was
catanly the deepest shade of black imaginable.

"Shejust dammed up,” said Kyria. "Right after Marrget dropped that . . . that bombshdl ..." She fell
slent, her mouth pursed up in a little frown that reminded Alouzon strongly of the disdain she had once
seen on the faces of proper establishment ladies con-fronted with the hippie riff-raff.

Alouzon sghed. She was bungling this journey from the start. Even the time of year was wrong.
Fifth-century culture waited for warm, dement weather in which to fight wars and battles. And here was
Alouzon Dragonmaster going off into the tall end of winter with haf her company a one another's
throats.

Marrget cantered up. "Night is fdling, Alouzon. Perhaps we had best consider where we shdl camp
for the night.”

Kyria shied away from the captain and pulled her hood close about her face. Marrget noticed and



frowned briefly.

Alouzon noticed, too. "How far are we from Ban-don?' she asked Marrget. "I'm not recognizing
land-marks."

"Two, perhaps three leagues.”

"Shit." They had made worse time than she had thought. There was not even a town nearby. "OK, let's
go on alittle more, and then well cal it quits for the day."

"It iswell. | believe there is shelter ahead." With ancther look at Kyria, Marrget nodded to Alouzon and
dropped back beside Karthin and Santhe.

Kyria sat with her head bowed, letting her horse find her own way. ' 'l suppose that | could ask you the
same question,” said Alouzon.

"What question?' Kyrias voice wastight.

"What's with yew?'

With the sun hidden behind the Camrann Moun-tains, the meager colors of the land had faded. They
were gray riders on a gray road, traveling through a gray country. Even the sky was colorless, featureless.
But Kyria's eyes were gleaming points, as though they drew their light from inner sources. "l take it that
Marrget wasn't speaking figuratively."

"No. She wasn't."

"They were ... | mean. . .thewhole wartroop?'

"Yeah."

Kyria turned around and looked pointedly at Marrget, then at Wykla, as though trying to find,
be-neath their womanhood, some vestige of maleness. But Marrget was riding beside Karthin, her features
soft and lovely but nonetheless prideful; and Wykla ill looked for dl the world like a college coed.

Kyria turned back quickly. "They're . . . they're freaks ..."

Alouzon drew a breath and let it out dowly. "I'll remind you that they're my friends."

"But you just can't go around changing your sex like that!"

Alouzon allowed an edge to creep into her voice. "l
don't think they had much choice in the matter. Y ou got a problem?’

Kyria was muttering angrily. "You're damned right | have a problem. | went adong with this idiocy
be-cause | thought | was dealing with women. | thought that maybe there was some saving grace to this
place. But now | find out that | 'm riding around with a bunch of transsexuals."

"They're women, dammit. They fought good and hard to survive."

"Once aman, aways aman."

"Yeah, sure. And the System isn't the solution; it's the problem. | know slogans too."

"Listen, honey, aren't you the least bit worried about them?"

"Worried about what?"

"Wdl . . . they're men. They don't think like we do."

Alouzon resisted the temptation to backhand her. "Where the fuck do you get this stuff?"

Kyria regarded her evenly. "Experience." Alouzon snorted with derison and made as if to put distance
between them, but Kyria went on. "l got my start in writing doing columns for one of the loca women's
papers. Big Mama Rag, or something like that. It was a strictly volunteer thing, and it showed it, but it gave
us a space where we didn't have to deal with men. Not in the paper, not in the offices. One day, though,
this sex-change showed up.”

Alouzon bristled. Kyria was no longer trying to keep her voice down.

"He thought he could pass as a woman and get his two cents into our paper. He ran around, trying to tell
everyone what to do: typicd male bullshit. Wdll, | told him right where he could get off. It was women-only
space in the editorid offices, and it was going to stay women-only space. Bobbi—I think that's the name he
was using—went off crying, but ..."

She faltered for a moment, a-genuine hesitation, but her face steeled again. "My God, Alouzon! Surely
you don't expect that we're just supposed to welcome people like that with open arms?”

People like that. The same words had been used to describe her classmates at Kent State. Sandy had
been a quiet Jewish girl, more interested in marriage and a future career in speech and hearing therapy than
in pal-itics. Bill had been in ROTC. Jeff had been a boy who was. trying to answer some questions about
life. Allison had been in love with a man and with humanities.

No matter. With their deaths, they became smply people like that, and drugs, lice, dirt, casua sex,
com-munism—anything at odds with the prevailing dispen-sation suddenly characterized them. Martyred
once by bullets, they were murdered again by rumor.

"If that's the way you operate," Alouzon said qui-etly, "I think that your experience isn't worth shit."



Kyria snorted, "You sound just like Sol. Go on, play with the boys. Youll learn."

Alouzon left the sorceress to ride aone and fell in beside Marrget. "Is that shelter anywhere nearby?"

"Ahead, Alouzon. And very close."

"l..." Alouzon groped for words and found none.

"l heard, friend. | have heard worse." Marrget brooded for a moment, then glanced up at Karthin. He
smiled. She amiled, too. "And better."

But she glanced back at Manda uneasily. The Cor-rinian girl had known of the fate of the wartroop al
dong, and she had nonetheless befriended Wykla. Something deeper than mere prejudice, therefore, was
the cause of her dark mood.

Marrget led the company toward the mountains and brought it at last to a dope covered with tumbled
boul-ders, the remnants of an eroded cliff face. The house-sized stones would provide enough shelter to
trap the heat of a fire and keep everyone tolerably warm through the night.

Kyrig, a prisoner of her palitics, did not even deign to speak to Marrget or Wykla. As a result, though, she
found herself generally ostracized, and even Santhe— who took it upon himself to make sure that she had
food and a place to degp—said no more to her than what was absolutely necessary.

Karthin questioned him later, after most of the oth-ers had gone to sleep. "Are you not afraid that she will
snap at you like a rabid dog?”

Santhe seemed immersed in some memory. "I fed heartily sorry for her, Karthin. And even rabid dogs
must eat."

Manda had drawn first watch, and she stood just outside the range of the firdlight. "I suppose they must,"
she said. It was the first she had spoken since the noon meal, and there was a well of bitterness in her
voice that made Karthin glance at Marrget protec-tively. Marrget, though, was aready adeep, her face
quiet, her breathing even.

Alouzon listened to Manda's tone with dismay. Un-like Kyria, Manda had not withdrawn from the
com-pany. She had taken on her share of the chores and had even taken the first watch upon herself so as
to spare those who had been exhausted by the day's ride. But her silence. And then, when she had spoken,
her tone . . .

Could I leave one of these problems in Quay ? It would be a hard decision. Manda, for dl her railing
and unspecified anger, had turned into Wyklas confi-dante, and Wykla had fairly blossomed as a result.
Kyria was the hinge of the entire expedition, and could no more be left behind than the Dragonsword.

And though Helwych was an unknown quantity, he had done nothing that she could cdl negative or evil.
He was merely immature, and resentful.

But that hound in Kingsbury had been eating some-thing.

Dithering in her blankets, she fell asleep. The moon and ars hed moved when she was next aware, and Manda
was shaking her. "Dragonmaster, you are needed.”

Her voice was expressionless. Behind her, Alouzon could make out Karthin, and Santhe and his men.
Marrget appeared next, wearing the armor that she had not taken off, not even to sleep.

I'l bet that's hard on Karthin . . . But she pulled her thoughts into order quickly, for a long, mournful
howl! drifted out of the dark plains to the east.

"Would you wake Kyria, Dragonmaster?' said Santhe. He smiled thinly at Karthin. "l have been told that
| have already risked my fingers this night."

Alouzon crossed the camp and bent over her, but the sorceress was already awake. "Dogs, right?"

"It soundslikeit."

Her staff was aready glowing, but she switched it off with a word. "I was out looking around and ran
into one" she said.

"Out?"

"On the astral. Or dreamland. Or whatever they call it here." Kyria tried to sound offhand, but Alouzon
could sense that she was disturbed about her ahilities. Just another adaptation that made her fit in more
per-fectly with what she saw as her ex-husband's fantasy.

"Is that what Helwych was doing in your dreams?"

Kyria shook her head violently. "Leave it. Just leave it."

When they rgained the graup, everyone was aweke ex-cept for Helwych. No one had been able to rouse him.

"'l have heard that he makes a practice of this," said Santhe, keeping his voice low. Plainly audible now,
the howls were drawing closer.

"'What if we need him?' said Karthin.

"'Need him?' Kyria had turned surly. ' 'l can handle it."

Santhe kept his amile gentle. "I do not doubt that, lady. But | daresay you cannot be dl places at al



times. Pray, do not deprive us of some crumbs of glory."

The sorceress looked him full in the face, found his smile unnerving, and gave up and turned away.
"Crazy . . . just crazy ..."

They spread out, forming a perimeter around the camp. From the sound of the howls, Alouzon esti-mated
that there were at least a half dozen of the beasts. She suddenly recalled that Kyria had not taken the time
to enchant the mundane weapons.

"Kyria-"

"I said I'll handleit." Kyria had climbed to the top of a boulder and was peering into the night. Off in the
distance, distinct in the moonlight, shapes were mov-ing.

With a glance back at Helwych, Alouzon drew sword. Kyria was murmuring to herself, and her staff had
taken on an odd sheen, as though it were glowing in spectra imperceptible to human eyes.

The howling stopped. Fifty yards away, the hounds milled about on the grass.

"Can we cut them with regular blades?" whispered Alouzon.

"Shut up, will you? I'm busy.”

The shapes milled a little more. Then, with a chorus of sharp yelps, they headed directly for the camp.
"Arms, warriors," came Marrget's voice.

But with a sharp crack, Kyrids staff spewed out a shaft of brilliance as blindingly invisible as a burst of
gamma rays. The beasts howls turned to piteous whines as the meadow about them pulsed at the edge of
dght, and their shadowy forms seethed into shape-less blobs. An odor as of fetid pools hung in the air.

Alouzon stared. "Damn ..." Maybe Kyria could indeed handle it al aone.

The night was silent. Kyria sighed. "That wasn't easy. | . . ." She sat down on the rock, hands to her
face. "l could use a bresk."

A soft sniff behind Alouzon made her turn, and she caught her breath at the sight of the single hound that
was huzzling at Helwych's motionless body. She thought fast, recalled the positions of the company. Manda
was closest.

"Mandal Helwych!"

The maid leaped lightly down behind the beast, her sword ready. The hound paid no attention. But rather
than attacking Helwych, it seemed to be entreating the young sorcerer to follow it. Grinning and growling
softly, it seized the hem of his robe and tugged, then retreated a few paces and crouched, whining plain-
lively. The sorcerer was now wide awake, but petrified with fear.

Manda put an end to the game. Bravely, she ad-vanced and cut the hound's hind legs out from under it
with a single swing. With aroar, it turned on her. Her return stroke caught it in the chops, but as the beast
fdl back, phosphor from the wound sprayed her in the face.

She screamed and clawed at her eyes. "l cannot see!”

Santhe and Birk were closing quickly. With the preci-sion of warriors who had fought long in one
another's company, they separated so as to confront the enemy from two sides. Dragging the stumps of its
legs behind it, its muzzle a seething mass of phosphor, the hound turned first toward one, men toward the
other, hesitating.

Helwych got to his feet. His face said that he was ter-rified, but his gaf was buming yelow. Wykia was puling
Manda away. Parl had taken her place. Alouzon backed up Helwych. Karthin and Marrget closed off the
only exit from the camp. Unless the hound could add flight to its ligt of abilities, it was trapped.

As though to prove himsdf, Helwych jumped in and swung wife his staff. The magica wood sank deep
into the beast and crushed its ribs, but though it yelped in pain, it refused to attack him. Instead it made for
Parl, who was armed only with a black knife.

He stood his ground until it was amost upon him, then ducked to the sde, evading its spring, and
si-multaneoudly struck with the razor-sharp blade, alow-ing the hound's own momentum to open its side.
Phosphor was suddenly everywhere, but Parl threw himself clear.

' 'Back off!" Kyria's voice was sharp, but there was a tremor init.

The beast was whedling again. Parl did not hesitate. With alithe grace, he dived behind a boulder just as
a flash of incandescence struck the hound, turned it white, then transparent, then invisble . . . and left
nothing behind save a charred patch in the dead grass.

Marrget's voice was cool and efficient. "Wykla, stay
with Manda. Karthin, Santhe, Birk: circle the camp and look for further hounds. Alouzon, please throw me
the water skin."

Manda's face and throat were black and smoking, and Alouzon doubted that water was going to be of
much help, but she tossed the empty bag to Marrget, who caught it and ran off in the direction of a stream.

"Kyria?' said Alouzon. "Can you help Manda?"'



The sorceress was tottering, and her hand was pressed to her forehead as though her brain was
a-tempting to batter itsway out. "l ... | may beableto ... | know not... | am ... weak ..."

Again, her tone was different. As she made her way blindly toward Manda, she fell into Alouzon's arms,
and her eyes stared up at the sky. Their angry glint was gone. What Alouzon saw was relaxed, tranquil.

"l ..." She seemed to strain inwardly, then gave up. "I am not mysdf, Alouzon."

Boy, I'll say. ""What can | do?"

Kyria considered. "Forgive me."

While Alouzon stared at the stranger in her arms, Marrget returned with a full skin and bathed Manda's
face. The maid held herself soicaly, wincing but not crying out when the stream of water struck
her wounds; but what was left by the dime was aruin of raw tissue and bare bone.

"Oh...Manda..." Wykla bent over her friend, but Manda was hardly recognizable. Only patches of
her golden hair remained, and she did not have enough left of her lipsto form words.

Helwych spread his hands helplesdy. Kyria shud-dered. "I cannot wait." She wrenched herself out of
Alouzon's grasp and, crawling, started toward Manda, but Alouzon and Santhe took her by the arms and
half dragged, haf carried her the rest of the way.

"Child," said the sorceress as she touched Manda's face lightly, "1 would heal you."

The maid's sightless eyes registered nothing but pain, but Kyria did not wait for a reply. Gripping her staff
with a pale hand, she laid her head against Man-
da's and whispered softly, singsonging the syllables of what seemed a children's lullaby. The words hung in
the air like a shimmering vell, and Alouzon had a sud-den vison of Manda as she had been before the
phos-phor had ruined her: her face sound and whole, her hair bright, her eyes deep blue.

Then Kyria was lifting her head, and Alouzon saw that the vison had been made rea. Manda was
healed.

Weeping, Wykla hugged her friend. Manda straight-ened up and passed her hands over her face as
though unbelieving. Her hair hung down in damp ringlets, as though she were a little girl fresh out of her
bath. "Mistress sorceress,” she said. "My thanks ..."

"It is nothing." Kyria got to her feet dowly, her eyes dill full of that curious peace. She turned to
Marrget. "l hope that you will forgive me aso ..."

The captain stood beside Karthin, her arm about his waist and her head resting wearily against his chest.
"Forgive you?'

"For my words. | will say them again, | am sure. But | ask pardon while | can.”

And while Marrget puzzled, Kyria smiled softly and collapsed. Santhe, who had been hovering nearby,
caught her, led her to her blankets, and made her lie down near the fire, away from the smoldering
phosphor that stained the ground like the sins of an impure heart.

Kyria was 4ill dazed and quiet the next morning, but she insisted that the party push on. Santhe took it
upon himsdlf to care for her, and the warrior and the sorceress rode sde by side. Kyrias eyes were
clenched with something that seemed to partake equaly of both pain and pleasure. Santhe was watchful, as
though afraid that his charge might suddenly waver and pitch headlong off her horse.

They reached Bandon by late morning, and when Alouzon entered and examined the blackened ruins,
she found her fears confirmed. The evidence glared at her from every bullet-riddled wall, spoke from every
bomb crater, revealed itsdlf in the smudged and black-
ened crisscrossings of multiple napalm strikes. But for a few peculiarities of architectural style, Bandon
could well have been a burned-out village in the central highlands of Vietnam. Or a city dong the coast.
Quang Tri had looked like this—powdered stone mixed with charred timbers, muddy water pooling in the
craters that dimpled the ground like a smallpox infection— and so had parts of Hanoi.

Kyria had stayed with the party. Addled sill, and touched with uncharacteristic gentleness, she poked
through the ruins, nodding absently at a line of bullet holes, weeping over the burned corpse of a little girl
who had died in the flames halfway up the main street.

Knedling in the ashes and rubble, she held the smdl body to hersdlf, and though she bent her head down
to the withered and charred remnants of a face as though she thought to heal, the time for healing was long
past, the gesture one of hopelessness. Alouzon recaled her hysterical cries in the night: Where are my
babies?

They were not here. There was nothing here. Kyria shook her head dowly, sadly, placed the remains of
the child on the ground and turned away. "Is there ... is there any chance that there are more
survi-vors?' she said, laying a hand on Marrget's shoulder.

The captain shook her head. "We found who we could," she said softly, meeting-both Kyria's distress and



courtesy with cautious acceptance. "The rest..."

"Y ou found the children, didn't you?"

"Some, lady. Gelyya, and others."

"But not all."

"Nay. For many it wastoo late."

The afternoon sky was cold and gray. Kyria passed a hand over her face. "Why isit aways the kids?
The adults do it to themselves, but the kids . . . "

Manda, who had remained within her icy detach-ment, turned away suddenly. Wykla put an arm about
her shoulders, but she might as well have embraced a stone.

"... butthekids. .. thekids never do anything."

Kyria's voice was hardening again. "They just suffer. War, incest, abuse, rape . . . the damned adults drag
them into everything. And then they grow up ... if they have a chance ..." She turned to Alouzon, and
the anger was back in her eyes. "Now you see why | hate him?'

Alouzon turned away, fighting back tears. Solomon Braithwaite had nothing to do with Bandon. The
city— children and adults both—had perished because of Su-zanne Helling.

Marrget was speaking. "l agree with you, lady Kyria" She seemed to look elsewhere for a moment.
"Indeed, there are actions of my own that | would gladly undo.”

Manda stiffened, fists clenched. Wykla took her hands. "Manda, Manda ..." she said softly. "The war is
over."

"Which one?' Alouzon muttered bitterly.

They left Bandon in the early afternoon. Marrget guided them west through a pass in the Camrann
Mountains that led to the coast and to Quay. The high ground was dry, and the roads were good, but night
caught them on the downhill side of the pass, with no shelter except that of scrub oak and scrawny pine.

Alouzon and Marrget set watches, but Kyria shook her head. "We won't be bothered tonight.”

"I'm not going to sleep without watches," said Al-ouzon.

Kyria shrugged. "Suit yoursdlf." She ate quickly, ignoring the camaraderie that the others had offered
since she had healed Manda; and afterward she wrapped herself in her cloak at some distance from the
fire. Her dark garments made her effectively invisible: she wanted to be left alone.

But Alouzon sought her out. "Look, | hate to bother you about this, but | think we're going to need those
weapons enchanted. And soon."

Kyriadid not look up. "Why? The standard issue stuff seems to work dl right."

"Y ou saw what that phosphor did to Manda. | don't
want that happening again, | didn't have that problem with the Dragonsword."

Kyriahdd her staff across her knees, but in the faint light of the risng moon, Alouzon saw her regarding
it dubioudy. "I don't like thisthing," she said abruptly. ' "It runs me just like Sol did."

"What does that have to do with the weapons?"

"Lots. It'sjust like you said: out in L.A., you cut yourself on butter knives. Here you can handle a sword.
WEell, here | do pretty good with a staff, but it costs me." She gestured at the Dragonsword. "You don't like
what that does to you, do you?' She did not wait for an answer. "The staff is the same way. You saw what
happened last night."

It was an improvement, Alouzon wanted to say, but she bit back the words.

"I'm not sure how much help I'm going to be to you anymore,” Kyria continued, "because | don' like the
sde effects.”

"Dammit, Kyria, we could get killed!"

"Yeah, and | could lose my mind."

"So what happens if Manda takes another faceful of phosphor?' A thought struck Alouzon. "And what
happens if it's Marrget or Wykla?'

Kyrias mouth was pursed up like a miser's pouch. "I don't know. I'll have to decide then."

"Y ou told me once that you cared about the kids. Y ou said you'd protect them."

Kyrias eyes flickered uneasily, but her voice was defiant. "I care about myself. | make my own
choices."

Alouzon stood over her, wishing again that she could be rid of the sorceress. But then the party would be
protected only by the dubious talents of Helwych, and with everything from jet fighters to hell-hounds
run-ning loose in Gryylth—not to mention what was wait-ing in Vaylle—that was certain suicide.

But if Kyriasmply refused to help anyway . . . "Then you'd better tel me about Helwych, if that's who
we're going to have to count on."

Silence. Then: "My dreams | keep to myself.', "I'm not asking about that. Y ou saw that hound last night. It



wouldn't attack even when he wounded it." Kyria shrugged. "Sol's cagey. He likesto play. Thisis probably
hisidea of agood laugh. He laughed about that kid who got shot at Berkeley. Some things don't change.”
"Come on, Kyria." The sorceress's hard-boiled personawas patently artificial, amelange of feminist
politics, bull-dyke bravado, and moneyed cynicism. Alouzon was losing patience. "1 saw Helwych getting
eaten in Kingsbury."

Kyria started. "You didn't tell me about that." "How the hdl am | supposed to tell you anything? When |
found that hound in the aleyway, it had its teeth buried in his chest. When it took off, the kid was gone. But
afew minutes later he showed up looking like he always does. Y ou got any ideas?"

Kyria glanced at Helwych. The young man was pre-paring for deep, and he moved with some

assurance, as though the blow he had struck against the hound had vdidated his membership in the
company. "He doesn't seem hurt."
"l know," said Alouzon. "What's going on?" Kyria shrugged impatiently. "I don't know." She held the staff
as though it were a stiff—but very dive-rattlesnake. ' 'I've lost enough of myself in the last day and a half.
I'm not going to lose any more just because of your curiosity. If he gets in the way—my way—I'll handle
him. But I'm not using this thing without a good reason." She stared off at the risng moon, her pale face set.
"Sol would be areal good reason. | can't think of too many others."

* CHAPTER 10 *

Quay was alarge cluster of white houses and build-ings that wrapped round the tip of awide arm of ine

sea as though pale hands cupped the cold, gray water. It was a peaceful Sght, one that wanted only the
skimming sails of fishing and trading boats to com-plete the picture, but as Alouzon's party descended the
dopes down to the foothills, they began to notice dis-turbing details. There were no peoplein the streets:
only the smoke of kitchen firesindicated that the town had not been deserted. Large blocks of houses
and shops had been burnt black. And ringing the main body of dwellings was a deep ditch backed by
defenses of timber and earth. Quay might have been under Sege.

Kyria touched Alouzon's aam and pointed to the northern edge of the town. Where the houses gave
way to smdl steadings and patches of farmland, two fresh craters marred the landscape.

In the late morning, they approached the ditch and the earthworks. "Thisis new," said Marrget. "Unlike
Bandon, Quay was never a wdled town. It had the goodwill of its neighbors and a good remove from
thewar."

"Wl itswalled now," said Alouzon.

The drawbridge was raised, and the road terminated in a twelve-foot drop to the bottom of the ditch.
But before Marrget could cdl out, aman stood up from behind the defenses. He was strong and stocky,
and
hisskin had been browned by the sun and weathered by the sea. He held a great bow in his hands. The
tip of the arrow gleamed with the brightness of sted!.

"Who comes?' His voice was flat, uncompromis-ing.

"Hahle?' said Marrget.

"Who comes?" The arrow was nocked, and Alouzon did not doubt thet he could draw the bow and
send it off within seconds.

The captain hedtated. Hahle had once been her teacher, and she had dready expressed doubt about
this meeting. Karthin made asif to join her, but she waved him back. "Marrget of Crownhark,” she said
to Hahle. "With my companions Alouzon Dragon-master, Santhe of Kingsbury, Karthin of Rutupia, and
others. We bear the king's Sgnet, and ask ad.”

At her name, Hahle had lowered the bow. "Marrget?'

She amiled thinly, and nodded. "The same, mas-ter."

"Then the story wastrue."

"Aye. You have a woman among your students now. | . . ." She lowered her head, shook it dightly,
and sghed.

But Hahle was moationing to others who were hidden behind the earthworks, and the drawbridge



swvung down. "If you are Marrget,” he said, "then that is enough, even without the king's ring.”

"| thank you, master.”

The bridge thumped into place, and Hahle advanced across it with an outstretched hand. "Now |
know you are Marrget. You dill cal me master even though you have bested me a hundred times in
sword practice. Always the polite lad—"

He stopped, coloring under his tan, but Marrget pre-tended not to hear the reference. She took his
hand. "l am pleased to see you again, my teacher. | regret that we seem to have come in tune of oss”

"Aye. .. Marrget. Lossit was"" Hahle peered at her, searching for the gray-eyed boy he had known.
He gave up. "Comein, dl of you. Let us do you what honor we can.”

There were a leadt fifty men behind the earthworks, armed and ready to repulse an attack. Many of
them bore scars, as of acid burns, on ther arams and faces. Severd joined Hahle to lead the traveers up
the street as Marrget performed introductions.

Hahle bowed deeply to Alouzon. "I have heard of your vdor, lady," he said. "You saved our land."

Alouzon wondered. Saved it? Or had she merdly prolonged its existence so as to subject it to a dow,
torturous death? She did not know, could not say any-thing about it. "I had lots of help, Hahle"

Marrget hestated when she came to Manda, for the maid's ssemingly unprovoked anger had, if
anything, increased over time. She would not even look a Marrget, and she acknowledged the
introduction with a curt nod.

And when she reached Kyria, Marrget hesitated again. Kyria had virtudly withdrawn from the
com-pany, and presenting her as a sorceress would only arouse van hopes.

Hahle looked at Kyria, eyebrow lifted. She glared back with hodility.

"Sheisanoble lady of wisdom who travels with us" said Marrget.

Even Kyria blinked. Given the sentiments she had expressed about the First Wartroop, the description
Was over-generous.

"I bid you dl welcome," said Hahle. "Since yes-terday, food is scarce, as are lodgings, but you may
day in my own house until the council can provide for your comfort and aid.”

His eyebrow lifted again, inquiring as to the aid they sought, but Marrget had a question of her own. '
'What happened, master? It 1ooks as though we should be the ones bestowing aid.”

"The last weeks have been difficult.” Hahle's voice was as blunt as the rest of him, and hetold his story
without frills or ornament.

Up until Midwinter, the town's existence had been relatively uneventful. But with the turning of the year
had come nocturna visits from things that had snuffled about the houses at night, bayed in the darkness,
and left behind puddles of corrosive dime. There had been no direct assaults on either people or property,
but a man who had gone out to see what so disturbed the town had been found the next morning without a
face.

Quay had dowly turned into a town under siege from unknown entities, but yesterday had brought an
inde-scribable attack in broad daylight. There had been ex-plosions and fire, and houses had collapsed,
burying their occupants in stone and burning timber.

"There was roaring in the sky, and things that flew like birds, but which were not birds" Hahle said.
"Those within doors died in the faling rubble; those without were covered with fire and torn to pieces by
weapons that | do not understand. Perhaps a sorcerer might have knowledge of such things." He looked at
Helwych, but the lad could only put on a grave face and appear thoughtful.

Kyria shifted uneasily.

They passed a burned-out section, and Hahle indi-cated the shattered ruins. "This was the house of
Nallren, the leatherworker, and his family. Seven children, four of them sons. His daughters were strong
and brave." He nodded to Marrget. "The king would have liked that. But they are dl dead. | tried to rescue
them, but though | could hear them screaming, the flames were too thick."

"Kids..." Kyrialooked bleak.

Again, Alouzon wanted to crawl away and be sick, but she knew that no smple physica release could
cleanse her.

"We buried the dead yesterday,” Hahle continued. "Today was spent in council and in tending the
wounded.”

"You..." Kyriawas staring fixedly, struggling with herself. " ou have wounded?"



"Aye, lady."

"Children?'

"Many."

Despair crossed the sorceress's face. She spoke quickly, as though afraid that the words would flee if
she did not utter them. "I can hedl," she said. "Take me to them.”

Alouzon touched her arm. "Kyria."

"Leave me aone, dammit. I'm screwed up enough by dl of this. | don't need two of you meddling now."

Alouzon did not understand. Two?

"Y ou do us honor, lady," said one of the guards.

"Just take me to them."

Hahle motioned to the man who had spoken. "Show her the way, Myylen."

Kyria dismounted and handed the bridle of her horse to Hahle. "Her name is Grayflank," she said smply.
Myylen set off, and she followed, but she paused at a corner. "Kids," she said to them. "Kids again." She
went off after her guide, then turned once more. ' "Why is it always the goddam kids?" Her voice was
half strangled, and her hand was white on the pale wood of her staff as she followed Myylen around the
corner.

Hahl€e's house was large and rlatively undamaged. Nonetheless, a section of wadl that faced away from
the street was pocked with bullet holes, and the west front showed signs of a desperate struggle to stem a
fire.

"l regret that my home is so comfortless," he said, showing them in. "My wife is tending the wounded,
and lifein genera has turned hard."

"We can fend for ourselves, master," said Marrget. "l lived here when | apprenticed with you. | know
where everything is"

"Aye...aye..." Hahle stared at her again. "You dept up in the loft. Such a strong lad you were."

"A strong woman, now, master."

He seemed sad. "Aye."

Degpite the long journey, Manda and Wykla inssted that they be alowed to help at the infirmaries, and
Hahle—aobvioudy chagrined that guests should con-

Sder themselves forced into even voluntary [abor—sent them off with a guide,

Hewych ingsted that he go aso. Alouzon was re-luctant to let him out of her sght, but Karthin gave
her awink and accompanied him. Santhe and his men left to examine the damage that had been done to
the town, and Marrget went to see to the horses.

Alouzon was stting on alow stool before the fire-less hearth, her face in her hands. She heard her host
approach. "We have a guest room, Dragonmaster. | respectfully offer it to you."

She looked up from thoughts of napalm and twenty-millimeter bullets. "Thanks, Hahle. | appreciate it."

"Thereisno food for thetime. May | offer you drink?'

"Uh...yeah. Cyanide, if you'vegot any."

"My lady, thereis beer.”

She shook her head. "That's OK, Hahle. Thanks just the same."

He watched her for a few moments, as though trying to decipher both her language and her mood,
then bowed dightly and departed.

Weaily, she unfastened her armor and dropped it to the floor, leaned her sword againg the wall. It
was ardief not to fed the weight of either, and she wished that she could put off her guilts as eadlly.

A gep at the door. Marrget entered. "The horses are provided for, Alouzon."

Hahle's words and Manda's manner had both told on Marrget. There was an uneasy ook in her eye,
and she glanced about the house as though afraid that, here on the coast, in a conservative town tha held
itsdf doof from Cvinthil's reforms, the former lot of Gryylthan women might somehow overtake her.

"How areyou doing, Marrget?'

"l amwdl." She noticed Alouzon's armor leaning againgt the wall. "Did you wish to rest, friend?'

"Nah. | wanted to talk to you."

Marrget's brow furrowed. "Of what matter?"

"You and Manda. She's got something against you. What?"

Marrget shook her head, genuinely puzzled. "In truth, Alouzon, I do not know."

"Manda just wouldn't have made something up, Marrget." Alouzon rummaged in the kitchen, found a



barrel of beer, and poured two cups. She handed one to the captain. "Let me put it to you this way. I've got
my hands full with this group. Kyria is bad enough, but Helwych gives me cramps, and this thing with
Manda is one more problem | don't want. If you can think of anything that might explain her, tell me."

Marrget sat down with her beer and pondered the hearth as though contemplating nonexistent flames. "
can think of nothing."

"Whereis Dubris, anyway?'

"It is a town near Whitewood, in Corrin. It lies hard by the Long River."

"You ever been there?"

"Nay. It lay always far away from the battles." A thought struck her. "Once, Dythragor and | rode deep
into that part of Corrinian territory, but we did not enter the—"

She broke off suddenly. As suddenly as had Manda. Alouzon turned around in time to see her
puzzlement change into horror.

"'You Gods of Gryylth ..."

"Marrget?"

Marrget rose and covered her face. She seemed on the verge of running from the room, but Alouzon
took her arm. "Marrget ..."

"OAlouzon... donotpressme..."

"Marrget, I've got to know. This whole expedition is already fdling apart, and you and Manda will be the
last straw. You'd better level with me."

Marrget's pain was a white-hot lance. "I had thought to look for her,” she murmured, "and now she has
cometo me."

Loath as she was to further torment her friend, Al-ouzon pressed. "Tak."

Marrget sat down heavily, dropped her hands. Her eyes though closed, were ful of tears.
"Dragonmester, | ..."

Alouzon kndlt beside her. "Marrget, cut the Dragonmaster bullshit. We're friends. You can tak to me.
Y ou've got to. We're going to be taking those kids through hell, and we've got to resolve thisthing.”

Marrget wept slently. The room was ill, the street quiet. "Do you remember the night in Voryas tent
when Dythragor denied me?"

"Yeah. | remember.”

"I proved my identity by recounting two events. One took place in the Blasted Heath. The other had
oc-curred some years ealier.

"Dythragor and | had ridden far into Corrin. It was a mannish game of foolish bravery, but we did it."
Her eyes were dill closed, as though she wished in vain for the privecy of a confessond. "We passed
near Dubris, and, at the shore of the Long River, we found two girls doing their wash.”

A horrified leanness had returned to her face, as though the recounting of the past had thrust her back
into her first sruggles with her new status. Her hands clutched at her bare knees.

"We..." Theword caught in her throat. "We raped them. The onel chose. . . was Manda."

She covered her" face again. Alouzon stood help-lesdy, unable to form a coherent thought.

"O Gods, | havechanged ..."

A soft voice spoke from behind them. "Indeed you have, captain. Were it not for your escutcheons, |
would never have known you." Manda stood in the doorway, her sword drawn, her face pae.

Alouzon reached to her hip, redized that her sword was leaning againg the wall. Damning hersdf for
thinking so readily of weapons—nice little pacifis!— she searched for words. "Y ou heard, huh?

"Evaything." Manda walked into the room, ill holding the sword.

Marrget lifted her head. Horror was etched deeply
in her face, but pride was there, too. "What would you have of me, Manda of Dubris? If you wish my life, |
would have you know that | will fight."

For some time, Manda did not speak. She looked from Alouzon to Marrget with an expression of
frus-trated anger, of well-nourished despair. "Six years ago," she said, "l was the daughter of a farmer, and
| carried the wash down to the river with my beloved friend, Kasi. | had never done you injury, Marrget of
Crownhark. | did not even bear you mdice, for in my innocence, | thought that perhaps the war would end
someday. And yet. . ." She struggled with the words as she had struggled beneath her rapist: impotent,
mastered. "And yet you took me."

She looked down at the sword in her hand. "When | came here, | intended to kill you. But now ..." Her



voice broke under the weight of her rage. "l ... | find | cannot." She flung her sword to the floor, and it
rang shrilly on the flagstones. "It seems that the man | sought is already dead.”

Alouzon watched a tear trace a path down Marrget's cheek. O Gods, she had changed.

At last, Marrget found her voice. "lIs there—"

"No, captain, there is nothing you can do. Is it within your power to unmake the past?'

Marrget's lips barely moved. "Nay."

Manda advanced until she stood directly before Marrget, her hands balled into fists. "I
cannot . . . forgive you."

Marrget bent her head.

"l will obey your orders, captain, as well as any warrior you could command. But | cannot but wish that,
someday, you might know what | felt that after-noon. Perhaps | can only wait for that justice.”

Marrget did not look up. "I understand, Manda."

Manda picked up her sword and sheathed it. With a dight bow to Alouzon, she left the room.

Alouzon felt as though the space behind her eyes had been blasted out with hot sand. "Marrget.”

"Dragonmaster.”

The title hurt. "No. No Dragonmaster. I'm ill your friend, Marrget."

"What shdl | do, Alouzon?' Marrget's voice was barely audible. "Shdl | say to Manda | am sorry, and
expect that to be the end of it? | am a woman now, and | understand her. | have lain with Karthin in love,
and now | wonder how | have ever been dlowed that intimacy when | mysdlf have . . . have ... "

As she had once seized hold of her emotions and, by dint of sheer will, forced herself to accept her
wom-anhood, Marrget now caught her grief and gifled it with a wrench that Alouzon found painful. Rising,
the captain turned desolate eyes on her friend. ' 'l will sur-vive," she said, but it seemed that this survivd,
unlike that which she had found on a midsummer night, did not alow for the smallest shred of happiness or
joy, but was only a prolongation of a deep and indelible sorrow.

Out beyond the breakers and the foam, sea gulls stitched through the sea, flapping and crying mourn-fully
in the cold air. The water was gray, and fish, it appeared, were scarce, for the gulls had a frustrated,
dissatisfied look about them.

Manda walked dong the shore, head bent, sword sheathed at her side, arms folded across her chest. She
felt like afool. Somehow, despite her knowledge of the fate of the First Wartroop, she had aways thought
that she would eventually find the man who had raped her (if he were Hill aive), and kill him. The bitter
vows that she had made had not allowed for any other outcome.

But Tireas the sorcerer, in working magic that he had thought would both demoralize Gryylth and avenge
a friend, had provided a third option. Marrget of Crownhark was dead . . . and yet dive. Or perhaps
neither. Marrget was as much a different person as it was possible to be without an intervening death and
rebirth.

Manda admitted that she should have been satisfied.

Marrget had been violated by Tireass spdl beyond any concelvable justice—raped, and raped again.
And ¢, it had not been Manda's own hand that had ex-acted the retribution, and so she was left empty
and hollow. When she had faced Marrget, she had fdt no exultant flush of long-awaited vengeance.
Instead, ev-erything upon which she had built her life had, druptly, crumbled like towers of dust.

Warrior? Was she indeed awarrior? Or had she trained and practiced and hardened her body so as to
prepare for the one single action that was now forever beyond her reach?

A breaker approached, toppled, licked up dong the sand and tugged at her boots. She looked out at
the ocean. "Where ismy comfort, O Gods?'

"Mandal Mandal"

Wykla was running after her, amber har streaming. Waiching her, Manda amiled suddenly. She was
sur-prised: she had thought that her amiles were gone for-eve.

Wykla fdl into step beside her. "I missed you," she said. "l looked up from my work, and you were
gone.”

"' had finished whet | could do &t the infirmary. So Heft."

Wykla looked disturbed. "I would you had told me."

"Because ..." Wykla seemed puzzled. "Because | . .. | amyour friend ..."

Friend. The word had an odd sound, as though it did not quite fit.



"... and friends care for one another. Y ou have been unhappy, and | would hdpif | could, if only by
my company.”

Manda reached out a hand, and Wykla took it. They continued dong the shore. "Your company is
wel-come.”

"I would do more, if | could.” Wykla smiled softly, and the breeze from the sea fluffed her har into

curls
and tendrils that had—Manda knew, though Wykla did not—caught the hearts of quite a number of the
men of Gryylth and Corrin.

The thought made Manda suddenly jealous, and she clung to Wykla's hand. "You are kind and generous,
Wykla of Burnwood. When | offered my friendship on the road to Benardis, | had no idea that | would be
s0 handsomely repaid.”

"l could say the same, Manda. But | do not wish to speak in terms of payment.”

"Nor do |." Manda stopped, awash suddenly with emation.

"You aretroubled," said Wykla.

She had never told Wykla of the rape, and she was now terrified that she would indeed tell. What would
the girl think? "l have memories that | would be very willing to forget.”

' 'Would sharing them with another be of help?"

"I ...l do not know."

Wykla pulled gently on her hand, and they started off again. "Perhaps you should try, Manda. | am no
midwife, skilled in counsel and advice. But . . . but | love you."

Manda stiffened. In what sense did Wykla use that word? "Share with me something first, friend," she
sad. "Tdl me of the time when Tireas ..." She did not finish the question. She was surprised that she had
even begun it.

Wykla understood. "I wanted to die," she said. "Everything that | had worked for was suddenly gone. |
had grown up being thought of as womanish and wesk, and | desired to join the First Wartroop so as to
prove otherwise. And then to find mysalf ... " Her voice caught.

"Forgive me, Wykla. Do not go on."

Wykla licked her lips, swallowed. "Nay, friend. | will speak. | remember dtting by the fire with the other
women, thinking that | might will mysdlf to die if | strove mightily enough. But Alouzon came to me, and |
found the strength to endure. And then| metyou . . ."

She bent her head quickly, embarrassed at her words, blushing in spite of cold wind.

"I met you, Manda," she continued. "And | learned to do more than endure. | think now that
per-haps someday | may be proud to be a woman, if | can be a woman like you."

Raped? And angry? And hating Marrget with dl the passion of a blazing star? "You do not know me,
Wykla"

"I could know you better."

"Very wel, then. You shal judge" Without emo-tion, Manda told of the rape. She did not name
Marrget or Dythragor: the violations were anonymous, impersona, as they should have remained.

When she finished, Wykla was silent for some time, and Manda fought a sudden urge to run. But Wykla
looked up at last and dipped an arm about her waist. "I grieve with you, Manda. You are strong: stronger
than I. | do indeed hope someday to be a woman like you."

"Haveyou . . ."It was obscene to ask. But Manda asked. She had to know. "Have you ever lain with a
man, Wykla?'
The girl did not meet her eyes. "Nay. Nor with ..." Her mouth worked for a moment. ' 'Nor with a

woman. Before or after.”
"Nor |," said Manda. "Before. . . or after."
Wykla pulled her to a stop and stood facing her. "The night at the Circle, Manda, when | took the watch
..." She flushed with the admission. "I touched you."
"l feltit."
"If | gave offense, | am sorry."
"Y ou gave no offense. | was flattered."
Wykla's eyes were troubled. "Do you mean that?"
“I'do. | ... | had wished that perhaps you would have remained for a minute more . .. or longer ..."
"Isit. . ." Wyklahit a her lip. "Isit seemly for a woman to do that?"
Manda touched her cheek, her hand shaking. She had
loved Kasi, and fate had parted them forever. Now Wykla . .. "I care little whether it is seemly or not."



They held one another then, and Manda had to bend only a little to bring her lips down to Wyklas. But
the kiss was merely confirmation: it was enough to em-brace, to know that the world was not empty.

Their arms full for the first time, they found that they could not bring themselves to let go, and they stood
for many minutes on the beach—amber hair and gold hair woven together by the wind—trying to reassure
them-selves that, should they find the strength to open their arms, they would not be swept apart.

Manda saw it first. High above and far out across the sea, drawing closer with a rapidity that was fearful
hi itself, something approached that was like and yet un-like a bird.

It screamed as it came, and it was suddenly very close, banking and diving on them, spitting flashes of
light with a sound as of cloth being torn in two. A hundred yards away, sand and foam erupted in a line of
destruction that swept toward them like a scythe.

The women reacted ingtinctively and shoved each other away just as the ground between them exploded,
scouring their arms and legs with hot sand. Blinded by grit, deafened by noise, they fell, groping franticaly
for one another, and when their vison cleared, they saw that the thing had finished with them.

But it was now diving toward Quay.

* CHAPTER 11 *

Thefi rst explosion threw Alouzon into Marrget, and the two women tumbled to the floor asthe front

wall of Hahle's house crashed down in a shower of stone, wood and thatch. Alouzon clawed her way to
her feet more by ingtinct than by intent, terrified a the thought of lying inert and helplessin the face of
such an attack.

She pulled Marrget up beside her, grabbed the Dragonsword, and then they were dimbing over the
rub-ble, splinters and fragments of stone lacerating their hands. When they gained the top of the pile, they
saw that, on the other sde of the narrow street, the build-ings and houses had been leveled. Red flames
were dready oringing up in the hegps of thatch that had did from fdlen roofs, and the dust of stone and
mortar hung in the air like a shroud.

Alouzon buckled her sword over her linen tunic, wishing that she had not doffed her armor, but a
screaming came across the sky, and she knew then that leather would be no more protection than cloth,
for she recognized the unmistakable sound of a turbojet engine.

They gained the street, and Alouzon saw, high up and off to the north, the flicker of white wings as a
McDonnell Douglas Skyhawk banked around for an-other run at the town. Afternoon sunlight flashed on
the cockpit canopy, and dark benegth the fusdlage were the bulges of ngpam pods and bombs.

She grabbed Marrget's hand. "You lived here. Where are the infirmaries?'

The captain seemed fascinated by the Sght of the jet, but with the discipline of a seasoned warrior, she
turned to the task a hand. "I believe the Council Hal would be the likdly choice. It has large rooms, and
isa the center of town."

The Skyhawk was diving again. Sprinting across open ground, the women threw themsdlves into the
shdter of athick stonewdl just as the plane strafed the length of the Street, churning the bare earth into
the consstency of a plowed fidd.

In the wake of the dhriek of the turbojet came screams and cries. People were trapped in houses,
buried under rubble, dying dowly or quickly. The jet circled again.

My fault. Thisisall my fault. Damn the war. Damn all of it. Aloud, Alouzon sad: "It's going to be
napam next, | bet.”

"Napdm?'

"Fire."

Marrget sheathed her sword. "We need Kyria."

Alouzon was dready running toward the center of the town, moving as fast as she could dong the
rubble-choked street, trying to ignore the frantic whimpers and cries of the wounded. Behind her,
Marrget kept pace, cdling out directions with what breath she could spare. The sound of the jet picked
up, Doppler shifting in arigsng whine as it accelerated toward the town once more. It streaked overhead
and flashed into the distance, and Alouzon heard the crump of impacting ngpam pods. Thick orange



flames erupted off to her left. The westering sun was suddenly obscured by black smoke.

They found Kyria standing in the middle of the town square. The wizard's gaff was burning in her
hand, but she looked vacant. She stared at them, then a her-sdlf, then a her gaff, then a the flitting
imege of the Skyhawk that screamed through the sky.

"Kyrial Do something!"

Helwych was standing beside her, his eyes wide and his face gaunt with fear. He shook his head. "She
has been like this since the last heding, Dragonmaster." He could scarcely get the words out. "She is not
her-self."

"Helwych, you got any tricks up your sleeve?"

The lad was driving vaiantly to master himsalf. "I know little, Dragonmaster.” He looked ready to cry. "I
was taught nothing.”

"Hnd something, big guy." Alouzon gave him a gentle shove in the direction of the circling plane.
"Anything. Leave Kyriato me."

Marrget had plunged toward the Council Hal, cal-ing Karthin's name. Alouzon seized Kyria by the
shoulders. "Helen! Kyrial Dammit, come out of it!"

Kyrialooked blank. "Alouzon? Is that you?"

"We need help!"

"Who am 1?"

Perplexed, and damning herself for being so, Al-ouzon tried to decide on the best answer. How deeply
had the identity of Kyria rooted itsalf into Solomon's angry ex-wife? How deeply did she resent it?

Regardless, Helen Addams had only words and spite at her command. It was Kyria who had the power
that Quay needed. Alouzon shook her. "Kyrial You're Kyrial"

Her words were nearly drowned out by the roar of a Pratt and Whitney turbine. Bullets riddled the
Coun-cil Hall, and part of the roof fdl in. The heat of napam fires flickered at her back, and dust and
smoke added a twilight cast to the scene.

Siifling her fears, Alouzon kept at Kyria. "You're a sorceress. Do something. People are getting killed."

"I've. .. I've got to make my own choices."

Another explosion. Alouzon grabbed Kyria and shielded her from the hail of dirt and gravel propelled by
the concussion. Her back stung, and a baseball-sized stone sent blood trickling through her hair. "You
haven't got any more choice than | do," she said. "You want those kids to get killed?'

Kyrialooked hopelesdly at her staff. ' 'Kids again ..."

Nearby, a flash of blue fire sprang up. Helwych was conjuring, sending trails of light toward the speeding
jet. The colors snaked through the sky, but the Sky-hawk flew through them unharmed and began another
run.

The mention of children, though, had galvanized the sorceress. Sucking in a breath, she struck the butt of
her staff on the ground, and blue-white light legpt dong its length. "All right, Sol," she cried. "You want to
play? Come and get me!"

Her staff blazing like a star, she ran out into the square and took aim at the Skyhawk. The plane banked
sharply, dropped another pod of napalm, and came directly for her, twin cannon twinkling with death.

"Comeon..."

The tracers streaked whitely through the smoke, but Kyrias staff eclipsed them with stellar brilliance.
Blue-white shaded now into blue-violet, as though, with the urgency of her need, Kyria was tapping deeper
and deeper into the fundamental powers of the universe.

The bullets were ddmost on her when she let the charge go. Instantly, the Skyhawk was enveloped in a
lethal cloud of seething glory. The cannon cut off as though a switch had been thrown, and, a moment later,
the jet exploded in a massive firebal studded with bits of metal and plastic. A wing pinwheeled off to the
side. The tail section tumbled through the air. Burn-ing, trailing smoke and flame, the wreckage arced over
the town and crashed to the earth some distance out-side the fortifications.

Kyriafdl to her knees, sobbing. "L eave me alone. Just leave me alone. | can't do this..."

Alouzon tried to raise her to her feet, but the sor-ceress was hysterical now, her eyes unseeing, her cries
obvioudy directed not at Solomon, nor at the Sky-hawk, but at something else.

"Go away! | don't want you anymore!" She beat her hands on the cobblestones and seemed ready to
batter her head in a like manner, but Alouzon held
her, pinning her arms to her sides. Kyria wept and screamed. "Stop it!" But again, Alouzon knew that
she was addressing someone—or something—else.

"Kyria. .. please . . . it's going to be dl right." How easly the words came to her lips now! Bandon



was dead, Quay was dying, and the corpses of her friends and companions might well be scattered
throughout the city, their eyes as Sghtless as those of the dead men left behind by the wrath of the Tree;
yet dill sheinggted thet dl would be well.

What prompted such foalish optimisn? The Grail? Was she now offering the promise of the Sacred
Cup to one who would doubtless spit at it?

Kyriawept. "Kids. . . dwaysthekids. . . and metoo now ..."

Would she sit, though? Alouzon found hersdf echoing Kyrias question: who was she? Certainly not
Helen Addams. And yet she was Helen Addams in-deed.

"We are wdl, Alouzon," came Marrget's clear voice, seconded by Karthin's basso.

Sl gruggling with Kyria, Alouzon offered thanks to whatever Gods heard prayers from Gryylth.
"What about the others?'

Karthin answered. "Of our own company, we do not know, Dragonmaster. But those whom Kyria
hedled are now in need of heding again.”

"Kyria ..." The sorceress was sobbing weskly now, exhausted with heding, killing, and druggle
agang hersdf. "Kyria, we need you agan.”

"Cant...cantdoit... | don'tevenknow wholam. . ."
"You're Kyria. You've got the power. you have to useit.”
"It usesme."

"I know. We're dl being used. Come on: one more push.”

Kyria sobbed again and dumped in her ams. "l can't. | can't. | can't.”

Abruptly, in spite of her words, sheralied. Straight-
ening, she opened eyes that were suddenly clear and dashed a deeve across her face to wipe away her
tears. "l will hed," she said, her voice touched with strange inflections. "But | am weak, Alouzon. Pray,
take me where | am needed.”

"Kyrig?'

“Itisl."

Alouzon hestated. "Who are you?'

"Onewho is needed at present. Please, Alouzon. Quickly."

Amid the pungent odor of high explosive, the smoke of burning ngpam, and the crackling of burning
thatch and timber, Alouzon took her toward the Hal as townsfolk—stunned, wounded, bloody—began
trick-ling into the square. Santhe, Parl, and Birk showed up a moment later in the company of Hahle and
the men from the defenses; and after assuring himsdf that hiswife was safe, Hahle began organizing those
who had not been hurt into firefighting and rescue teams, send-ing the injured to gather before the doors
of the Hall.

The Hdl itsdf had been damaged, how heavily no one knew, but Marrget and Karthin plunged back
into the building. With Hwych hdping as best he could, they brought out the survivors and laid them in
the square. Newly-healed limbs had been shattered once again, and wounds that sorcery had closed
minutes before now gaped wide and red.

In the fidds to the north of the town, the jet burned fiercdly, stresking the sky with smoke.

"And what if there's another?' Alouzon mur-mured.

"Therewill be no others . . . for awhile" said Kyria

"You sure?"

"l am. But we must be away by tomorrow morning, for we are but one step ahead of those powers
that seek to destroy us”

The sorceresss black eyes were serious, and their brightness told of a depth that might have contained
worlds. Alouzon nodded, wondering at what she saw. "Yesh. | got that impresson.”

In the smoke-darkened sunlight, Kyrias gaff shown pae ydlow as she went to work, and she moved
quickly from person to person, pausing to touch, to chant, to lay her head againgt that of a terrified girl or
boy as the magic did its work. Chest wounds vanished, bullet holes hedled in moments, ams and legs
that had been mutilated beyond recognition were made whole and reattached.

Marrget and Karthin brought forth the sck, and Kyria hedled them. 1t seemed naturd to her: a smple,



loving gesture of one human being to another, with no conditions, no judgment, no anger or hae or
ven-geance. Boy and girl, woman and man, she I&ft them dl dive and wondering at the hedth that was
now thers.

And when she was done with those from the Hal, she, with Alouzon and Marrget supporting her,
moved into the town. Quay was aruin of smoking buildings and tumbled stones, and some sections were
dill bum-ing fiercely, but those of its inhabitants who had not been killed outright in the attack were, by
sunset, un-harmed.

But the effort sapped her. Whether from the flow of power or from the interior struggle againg hersdf,
Kyria grew visbly paer with each working, and though her gmile and her comfort remaned
undiminished, her eyes were glassy with drain by the time the last hedling was done.

She stood up from smoothing Wyklas sandblasted legs and touched the girl lightly on the head. "I
seem to hed you often, child.”

Wyklawas speechless. She dso had heard Kyrias words the day before.

"Fear not," sad Kyria. "Bewdl. Be ..." She glanced knowingly at Manda. "Be happy.”

Then, with a lurch, she gasped for breath and fdl full-length on the ground.

Heden Addams lurked in the cravling shadows of the world, waiting for a chance to move. Kyria was
hard a work, her white hands lying lightly on the wounds of child and adult dike, bringing heding and
comfort; but soon the hedling would be done and the battle would begin again.

Wesk, dlly little thing! If Kyria was so powerful, why then did she not destroy the woman who was
waiting for an opportunity to strike a killing blow? Why did she ings upon merdy pinning her in place?

An enamy |eft dive was an enemy who could rise up and attack. Solomon had found that out. The
stupid fool should have gotten out of the marriage while he could. Asit was . . . well, his supidity had
cost him, and if he had come back, it would cost him again.

Agan, Heen tested the invisble walls, reeching out taloned hands to fed the flavor of the energies that
washed againg her hide. She was growing increas-ingly desperate, and she cursed the haf-exisence she
was forced to endure while Kyria moved with graceful ease in the physicd world, admired, even loved,
by the very people that Hlen had come to hate.

Kyria finished her work and the wals crumbled. The sorceress had been taxed by her efforts, but as
her assailant leaped at her, she turned, amiling softly, her arms open. "Come" she said. "I will not hurt
you. We mugt do this together."

Helen tried to curse her aloud, but inarticulate screams were dl that she could manage as she bore the
sorceress to the ground and did her hands about her throat.

Immediatdy she amdled the sea dit, the fresh dear ar of a New England morning. The Atlantic was
quiet today, and the hills were as green as the sky was blue.

No...no, not this. . .

It was her eighteenth birthday, and arrayed in her youth, her womanhood gill a new thing that offered
questions and wonder with each day, she had gone from her father's house and descended to the shore.
Solomon had left for Korea the day before, and though
his absence was a hollowness in her heart, she fet paradoxicdly full, as though the very fact that she
would be here, a home, waiting for him to return, could supply both of them with the strength that they
needed to endure the hardships and separation brought by the distant war.

That was, it seemed, her duty: to wait, to support, to nurture through the days and weeks the love that
they had come to share. Solomon had the outer world of battle and mde camaraderie; she hersdf had a
qui-eter universe of more tender emotions. And both, she divined on this rarest of mornings, were good,
and necessary. Through Solomon she could be complete, and thus could he be made whole.

Kyria stared up at Hden with gentle eyes, but Hel-en's hands tightened on her throat. Damn her for
these recollectiond In reaching into her mind and pulling them forth, the sorceress was violaing her just
a urdy as had Solomon when, in the predawn darkness of their bedroom, he had grabbed
her—fatigued, sore, and frightened though she was—and forced her to take his penis.

Raped, and raped again: morning after morning, year after year.



"Come" sad Kyria. "Thisis both of us. We must work together.”

With a howl, Hden struck her in the face. Kyria wept, but more memories came, and, indeed, the
sor-ceress's tears seemed to be more of sorrow than pain.

We must work together . . .

There was no light in the bedroom, and Helen was huddled into the dark corner between the bed and
the wall, wanting nothing so much as to make it darker, to pull the bedspread and blankets off the bed
and cover hersdf, as though there were any refuge black and sllent enough to hold the hel of her.

Mercfully, it had been quick: atrip to the parking lot of a grocery store on the other sde of town, an
automohbile dipping up in the night, an open door. All quick. And then another trip with a blindfold over
her
eyes, the car turning and vibrating and turning again while, up front, the woman in the passenger seat
counted out the sheaf of hundred-dollar hills, quickly, the numbers murmuring off her tongue in a practiced
monotone.

Sol's money. It was fitting that it be Sol's money. After dl, it was his lugt and his wad of sperm that had
started it al. That had been quick, too: a harsh breath as he penetrated her, and fast, rhythmic gasps as he
worked himsdlf to climax. He might have been stab-bing her, thrusting a blade into her body again and
again, whimpering in akilling frenzy that now ended hi the obligatory death.

Quick. Up the back stairs of the warehouse, her blind feet sumbling on the metal steps. Quick again. Out
of her clothes and into the frayed hospital gown. Quicker gill. On her back in the dingy room, her feet in
the tirrups, the doctor's voice (she hoped that he was a doctor) muffled as he asked the nurse for
imple-ments with names so arcane they might have denoted the tools of sorcery.

Quick. Quicker. And then she was home, cramping, bleeding, the house dark and the corner of the
bed-room darker. Maybe in the blackness of this Berkeley evening—just maybe—she could hear the cries
of her lost child, cries that, unuttered, rang nonetheless in her imagination and mixed with the sound of her
own voice as she screamed incoherently into the muffling presence of the down pillow.

Sop. Sop it. Damn you!

And then Sol coming home at lagt, ssumping up the stairs, dropping his briefcase on the bedroom floor.

"Where'sdinner?' he said.

But Helen was crying, wrapped in the blackness of the corners of the universe, Kyrids arms about her
with the warm comfort of infinite nurture. "Helen. . . Helen,” said Kyria. "It is ours. You are not alone. |
love you."

Hgl/ en could not speak, but words were meaning-less. They could convey neither the depth of her loss
nor the violaion perpetrated upon her by intimate flesh and impersona sainless stedl. She wept and she
wailed, asking in her incoherence for the return of her children, the return of her body, the return of her
soul. She could not demand, she could only ask.

Pleasedon't do thattome. . .

"I will not do that again," said Kyria, rocking her back and forth like a child. "I will not. Please do not
try to kill me, though. Bedieve me—please believe me—when | say to you tha | love you. And let me
help."

And what frightened Helen beyond the loss of her voice, beyond the strangeness of the state to which
she had come, beyond even the memories with which the sorceress defended hersdlf with passionate and
yet gentle violence, was the fact that she now could not say for sure who was spegking, for Kyrids voice
was ripe with the repletion of a summer morning in New England, dark with the sorrow of a winter night
in Berkeley, and touched with the words, thoughts and tones of Helen Addams.

"Come, child. Cometo me. | can help.”

Exhaugted, Alouzon dozed at Kyrias bedside. The sorceress had not moved since she had collapsed
from her labors, and, in fact, she hardly seemed to be breathing. But Marrget had examined her and
pro-nounced her living, and Hewych had veified the cap-tain's judgment magicdly, though he had
seemed afraid to do even that; and so Kyria had been brought to one of the few undamaged houses in
Quay to rest in safety.

Alouzon's thoughts drove on reentlesdy in spite of her fatigue. We are but one step ahead of those
powers that seek to destroy us, Kyria had said, and those pow-ers had materidized fuly now, refied



not in the haf-materid presence of spectral hounds, but in the prosaic anachronism of a jet fighter that
might have rolled off an assembly linein Long Beach, Cdifornia,

Half adeep, yet waiching for any sgn that might
indicate that Kyria was returning to consciousness, Al-ouzon shuddered with the recollection of the
explo-gons, the screams, the white faces of the people of Quay as they struggled to understand the reason
for the terror that had been unleashed upon them.

But there was no reason. Or, if there were, it was buried deep within her own unconscious. How, she
wondered, was she supposed to stop the violence when the violence was coming out of her own mind?
How could she end it when she did not even understand its origins?

The Grall remained in the background: as ephem-eral as a dream, as real as the bullets that had swept
through the town that afternoon. Somehow, the Grail was the answer. And as that Sacred Cup had chosen
to dwell within the shadowy unknowns of the land called Vaylle, she would find it there.

Vaylle might well be a hdl, but the only way to the Grail was through the flames.

"But | don't want this," she murmured. "I don't want any of this. | want to go home."

Kyriastirred. "Home ... "

Alouzon came awake. "Kyria?"

"l want to go home." The sorceress echoed Alouzon's sentiments. "l want my house. | want my babies

Helen Addams had borne no children, but Kyrias grief was real. Alouzon began to suspect that there
were events buried in the history of Helen and Solo-mon that, unearthed, would reek as corrosively as the
blood of the hounds of Vaylle.

"Easy, Kyria," said Alouzon, taking her hand gently.

Kyrias eyes flicked open, and widened at the sight of the dark, beamed ceiling and the lap of firelight on
stonewalls. . .

And then she was huddling into a trembling bal, pulling the covers over her head and burying her face in
the pillow as she screamed in a grief so deep that it made Alouzon's sorrows seem petty.

Across the room, Santhe lifted his head. "Dragon-master?*

"Il handleit, Santhe," she said. The councilor did not look convinced, but Alouzon turned back to the
sorceress. "Kyria, come on. It'sme Alouzon. Y ou're having a nightmare.”

"l want my babies. He took my babies. "

"Kyria" Alouzon knelt beside the couch and wrapped her arms about the sorceress. "Come on, were
dl friends here. We dl care about you."

"Leave me alone, Kyria ..."

Alouzon wondered at her words, but held her none-theless. "Wake up, Kyria. Comeon ..."

The sorceress stopped thrashing, though she was shaking uncontrollably. "What's . . . what's going
on?'

Alouzon licked dry lips. "You hedled a bunch of people, and then you blacked out.”

"How long?'

Alouzon shrugged. "I don't have my watch. 1'd say about twelve hours. 1t's dmaost dawn.”

Kyria sat up, dutching the pillow to her ssomach. "I hurt,”" she whispered. "l want to go home."

Alouzon's face was againg her long, black hair. Kyriahad sad it perfectly. | want to go home. Cars,
and soda pop, and her own bed: dl the little comforts that could be summed up in a Sngle word. Right
now she wanted to hear rock and rall so badly that the desire was a physicd need. But this was Gryylth,
and Los Angdles was far away, and even if, by some chance, Silbakor returned this instant and swept her
back to the city, there would 4ill be Vaylle, and hounds, and McDonndl Douglas Skyhawks . . .

... and people would till be dying.

"I'm sorry, Kyrig" she said softly. "I want to go home, too. But we can't. The only way out of thisis
through it. And we can't go home until we're done.”

"That bastard . .. | haven't even got mysdf any-more. And he's killing everyone." Fists denching
suddenly, she closed her eyes and shrieked. "l want out!™

Santhe rose quietly and came to knedl at her bed-side. There was no laughter in him tonight. "Honored
lady," he said softly, "I believe that we dl do. But as you healed the children of Quay this afternoon, so you
may now be able to heal an entire land by coming to Vaylle with us. And | most earnestly ask that you do."

Kyrialistened, her eyes owlish. "You're a pretty decent guy, Santhe," she said, her voice hoarse. "You've



been good to me. How come you're in such a screwed-up world? "

"My lady," he said gently, "the Gods do not bur-den us with more than we can endure. | do not know
their reasons, but reasons there must be."

Alouzon looked away.

"I know one reason," Kyria said. "And I'm going to Vaylle to find him, Santhe. And you can bet that I'm
going to stop dl this shit."

Her outburst had calmed her, but a new note had crept into her tone and manner as though she were
storing up her anger, alowing it to accumulate drop by drop, memory by memory, event by event, holding it
in check until it was needed.

"Alouzon," she said. "When do we leave for Vaylle?'

"Hahle has a boat for us. We can leave as soon as we're ready."

"“Tomorrow."

"Kyrig, it's along crossing. Well have to get ev-erything together, and you've been unconscious.”

"Tomorrow." Kyria found her staff and clutched it tightly. The wood flared. "We're going tomorrow."

* CHAPTER 12 *

Dindrane awoke with her heart pounding and her hand reaching for her healer's staff. She was often

pulled out of deep thisway, the screams of dying and mutilated townsfolk ringing in her earson the
physica plane and, upon the subtler fabric of the spiritud world, the wails of soulsthat had found
themsdves suddenly—terribly—bereft of life cutting her psyche like shards of hot glass.

But no: from the next room came the scrape of wire on wood, and she redized that one of the bronze
drings of Baares's harp must have broken, gartling her out of deep. Even now, Dindrane could hear her
hus-band fumbling through his work-box, measuring and cutting the right length of wire, winding the
lower end about a toggle. He worked methodicaly and slently, but he cursed passonady under his
breath when the new dring dipped from hisfingers and rang againg the others.

Stting up, she covered her face and willed her heart to cease pounding, but she winced a her
husband's temper. Despite frayed nerves and broken deep, this was no time for emotions that could only
add to the somow.

"You are awake, Dindrane?' Baaress voice was soft—chagrined and sorrowful both. "Forgive my
out-burst.”

"Fear nat," she cdled back. "l was awake a-ready."

He pushed back the curtain and entered the bed-room. ™Y ou should deep, my flower."

"l dept alittle" She tried to sound reassuring, but rest had been in short supply these last few months.
With each night bringing new terrors, the healers of Vaylle were frequently summoned from their beds to
restore limbs, close wounds, ease pain. Too often, though, they could be no more than a comfort to the
dying: an embodiment of the Goddess, a feminine touch to help the soul aong the path of the Sacrificed
God.

But tonight there was peace, and Dindrane stretched out a hand and brought her husband to bed. For a
while, they lay together, arms wrapped about one an-other, and then Baares rose, fetched his harp, and sat
by the bed, weaving a deeping spell about her.

Her eyes growing heavy, she watched him as he played, his head bent in concentration, the fingers of his
big hands gtriking and muting strings, making mu-sic and magic that befitted the ill of the king's harper.

And he is angry, and sometimes violent. . . and so, to our shame, are we all. But we can hold to
other ways. And—O my Goddess!—he is mine and | love him.

She drifted off then, and when she awoke, it was morning. "Time to rise, my flower," said Baares.

He must have spent the night playing, wandering hi a world of melody, deriving renewal from the music
he drew from the harpstrings. She wrapped her arms about his neck and pulled his face down to hers.
"What time, husband?'

"The second hour past dawn. You are due to make your magistrate's report to King Pellam.”

Her smile turned pained. "A happier tale | wish that | could tel."

"He wishes to hear it, nonetheless. He is a wise and holy king."

"Hard it isto speak of death when one is a healer. And too much death there is these days.”



Baares sat down beside the bed, holding her hand while he stroked his great mustache thoughtfully,
de-liberatdly. "Sometimes | an wondering, though ..." He paused, ssemingly unwilling to continue.

Dindrane tugged at his hand. "Better spoken than not."

The harper shrugged uncomfortably. "There are dissonances within the harp,” he continued. " "Twas
last night | was thinking of them. Among the concord are pairs of srings that yidd only pain. | sometimes
wonder if they bear alesson for us”

Dindrane stroked his hand.

"Tisangry | am,” he sad softly. "Angry we dl are, | think. Our people are killed, our children are
dragged out of their beds and savaged ..." His eyes were full of tears. "I am too violent for this place.
But the Goddess and the God made the harp so that it can cut the ear, and so | wonder sometimes
whether we might be forgiven the cutting of our enemies”

Dindrane said nothing. They had discussed this question before. Many times. The answer was the same

"'l know | am wrong,” he admitted. " Tis the grace of the Goddess | am wanting. She perhaps can
gveme peace: no one e

"l cannot?'

He bent his head to hers, amiling shyly. "This | will tdl you, my flower: should it ever be my fortune in
life to meet the Goddess face to face, | do not doubt that Her ways would be as yours. Her voice, your
voice. Indeed, | think that a night | hold Her in my arms dready."

Dindrane fdt her face grow warm. "Y ou have a dlib tongue, O harper.”

"I have atruthful tongue, O Great Lady."

She shushed him. "Do not give me Her title.”

He shrugged. "The Goddess knows thet it iswel bestowed, even if Priestess Dindrane does not.”

Sill biushing furioudy at his sacrilege, she arose and dressed, and she and Baares broke ther fast on
the terrace of their house after first offering thanks to the rising sun, Dindrane holding the cup of wine
while Baares conjoined his knife with it, an emblem and re-enactment of the rite that sustained and
nourished the world.

Breakfast was good: dark bread, hot porridge, dried fruit, and the sacred wine of the Great Rite. Below,
Lachrae was awakening, and somewhere nearby a woman and her man were snging a soft duet as they
went about their morning tasks, her voice riding lightly upon his supporting bass: woman and man together,
complementing one another, fulfilling their sacred roles.

A lump rose in Dindrane's throat at the thought that such wholeness gill endured in the face of the
contin-uous attacks from the land across the Cordillera. Any night could bring another vistation from the
howling, ravening dogs, or from the brutal Grayfaces. And just two days ago, in broad
daylight—daylight!—one of the flying things had streaked across the sky, ignoring the city and the kelp
fishermen, making instead for Gryylth.

And what havoc had it raised in that distant land? She did not know. But it had not returned, and that fact
made her uneasy. Was Gryylth in league with the dark land? Or had the people there actualy found it
within their will and their power to . . .

Dindrane paed and set down the cup. The thought was a grievous one. The dogs took life. The
Grayfaces took life. The flying things brought fire and explosion. But what besides such unnatura horrors
could wan-tonly and willfully kill?

The thoughts were ill with her as she made her way toward the King's House along the broad, white
streets of Lachrae, her torque of office about her neck and her long cloak wrapped tight against the
morning cold. Townsfolk greeted her and exchanged hugs and news, but there was a sense of desperation
and fear in their manner that was the product of nightly killings.

Dindranetried to smile reassuringly so asto give
them hope and strength, for as she was chief priestess, she could not but give of herself to sustain the
people that were in her care. Her duty—indeed, the duty of dl the women of Vaylle—was to provide that
link with Divine Nurture that preserved both the people and the land.

But though she bade the townsfolk Goddess bless and good day, folding those she greeted in her arms
in token of the Arms that, invigbly and congtantly, held them al, her manner was somber, and she felt a
despondent chill that could not be aleviated even by the sight of the children playing in the gardens or the
sense of warm life that surrounded passing mothers-to-be. How long could Vaylle survive? For how many
more mornings would that young woman and man, flushed with young love, consummate the Great Rite and



blend their voices together in sweet song?

As though he shared Dindrane's fedings, King Pel-lam was dumped in his throne when she entered the
vaulted hdl of the King's House. His white head was bowed, his old fingers pressed to his forehead. He
looked up as she approached. "Ah, Dindrane. Tis well you look today."

She curtsied before him, her full skirts rustling gracefully across the polished marble floor. "It is
Wednesday, my king. | am here to make my report on Lachrae and Vaylle."

"More tidings than yours we have of Vaylle today." Pellam gestured to a dark man who was dressed in
the rough garments of a herdsman. "This is Orlen, a man of Armaeg. He arrived in the night. Orlen, |
present Dindrane, chief priestess of Vaylle and magistrate of Lachrae."

"The Goddess bless you," said Dindrane.

"And the God, you," said Orlen. He had kept him-sdf wel wrapped in his cloak, but when he
ap-proached to take Dindrane's hand, she saw why: hisright arm was badly scarred and burned, as though
by teeth and acid.

" 'Tis bad in Armaeg then?" Dindrane kept her
voice low, trying to indill into it the essence of com-fort. But her heart was as cold as the morning.

Orlen shrugged and covered up hisarm. " 'Tis bad everywhere. We live as we can." There was a quiet
despair in his voice that, coupled with his maimed arm, lent him an air of one who continued to live only
because his body refused to die. Dindrane was shaken when she looked into his dark eyes and saw nothing
save bitter resignation.

We are dl dying, she thought. Whether by the hounds and the Grayfaces, or by our own broken hearts,
we are dying.

Pellam spoke politely. ' 'l would first hear of Lachrae, and then of Armaeg. Dindrane?' He gestured for
an attendant to bring her a chair, but she shook her head and gave her report standing.

Stll shaken, she began with mundane affairs. com-merce, the conduct of the marketplace, the decisions
of the clan chiefs regarding disputes and agreements. Children had been born and fostered, strangers who
had arrived from distant parts of the country had been adopted by loca clans, peasant farmers had applied
for landholder status.

Life went on in Lachrae. But there was another part of her report, one which, less happy and more
grave, had grown steadily over the weeks and months.

"Last night brought no new damage," she said, "and that is a blessed relief."

"Could it be that our tormentors have wearied of their sport?' said Pellam.

" Tis doubtful, my king." She went on to describe the attacks of the previous week. A household in the
western part of the city had been breached in the night, the family dragged from their beds. Their bodies
had been found the next morning, their skulls shattered by the weapons of the Grayfaces. The women of
the fam-ily had been raped repeatedly.

The night before, hounds had broken through the shuttered and bolted window of the magistrate of the
north precincts. Her husband had been killed, her
children wounded. Her mother, though untouched, had retreated into a state of numb shock from which
even Dindrane had been unable to rouse her.

And on and on. Dindrane had to fight to keep her voice from bregking as she recounted the tolls.
Pdlam dumped further in his throne, and severd of his atten-dants turned away in an effort to compose
themsdlves. Even Orlen, who seemed resigned to everything, seemed affected.

"This cannot continue,” said Pdlam when she had finished. "Therefore | have given orders that
earth-works and palisades be erected, encirding the city from north coast to south.”

Orlen spoke. "My king," he said dully, "Armeaeg did that thing months ago, to no avail.”

"Speak, then, gr," said Pdlam. "The hounds and Grayfaces have made news of the distant parts of my
land hard to come by. | am shamed by my ignorance of what passes in my redm." But he set his face as
though preparing for a tde worse than that which had gone before.

Orlen's voice was a monotone. Faced with ditches and fences, he explained, those who besieged
Armaeg had taken to the air. Burnings and explosions were now a common occurrence each night, and
the last state of Armaeg was far worse than the fird.

"Only the hardiest now look for the bodies of the dain" said the dark man, "for they are a terrible
sght. Some of the women the Grayfaces take for sport, and they cry out through the night. Our
megidrate and heder areill from overwork, but thereislittle thet they can do. | have come to ask for ad,
if there isany ad that can be given, but | perceive that those of the greet cities are as hdplessas ..." He



broke off, despair overwheming him.

Hepless. Surdly, thought Dindrane, Orlen spoke ac-curately. Bit by bit, Vaylle was being devoured by
an implacable enemy who knew nothing of reason or mercy. And even if the people of Vaylle could bring
themsalves to gtrike a blow in return, what good would
it do? At present, desth would at least bring the God-dess and the God, and rest in the Far Lands, and
re-birth. Killing would end even that, and the forces of Brocdiande, the land beyond the Cordillera,
would triumph in a wasteland that would be a once physicd and spiritud.

Footsteps in the outer court: light, quick. A young girl wearing the tunic and trews of a boy ran into the
hall, her blond braids dancing. "Father! Father! A kelp fisher from Dadlin is here! He says that there is a
boat coming from pryylth!”

Hard behind her was the man: tdl, lanky, his hair bleached amost white by the sun. At the sght of the
king and the great hdl, he stopped, pulled his cap from his head, and found himsdf speechless.

"Thisisso?' Pdlam saidto him.

The man bowed deeply and bobbed his head.

Dindrane's heart caught. From Gryylth. And the fly-ing thing had not returned. Evil news ether way.

The gifl ran to Pdlam and legped into his lap. "He told me dl about it, father. The boat is dill some
leagues offshore, but there is a strong wind, and it will arrive by afternoon.”

"And what of the sallorsin this boat, Sr?' said Pdlam to the fisher. "Come they in peace?"

The man found hisvoice & last. "My king . .. | saw swords. . . and amor ..."

Dindrane went to him and embraced him solemnly. "Our thanks for this news, friend." But when she
turned back, her face was as drawn as that of the man of Armaeg. "My king," she said, "l know my duty.
| will go with Baares and meet these people, be they good or ill."

Pdlam shook his head, his arms wrapped about his daughter as though to shidd her. "They might kill
you both.”

"Then the blood is on thelr hands, not ours,” she said. "Should they come to attack Vaylle, though, they
can do no better than to kill me fird, for | am Vaylle. Should they desire to break our spirits, why then
they
should start with Baares, for he is the soul of my flesh, and the spirit of the land. Should they come as
friends, well ..."

She shrugged. Swords. And armor. What kind of friends could they be?

"Take with you aso the wise, the learned, and the skilled," said Pellam. "I would have the Gryylthans see
us as we are. They might slaughter us, true, but they will know who it is that they saughter, and per-haps
by our deaths we might bring to them some knowledge of the sanctity of life. So the God teaches us so we
will, in return, teach others.”

"My king is wise," said Dindrane softly. "It shall be done." She turned to the fisherman. "The Goddess
bless you, sir. Will you take now the role of the God and guide us into the dark lands?'

The fisherman nodded and set off as though glad to be away from such frightful grandeur as that of the
King's House. Clutching her staff, Dindrane followed.

The vessdl that Hahle provided was more a barge than a boat, and though it was capable of holding ten
people and their horses, it was not designed for sea travel. Nonetheless, Kyria was now as driven by the
prospect of finding Solomon as Alouzon was by the Grail, and she inssted upon an immediate departure.

It was a long crossing. Up the coast first, skirting the rocky shores of western Gryylth, and then out
across the open ocean. The weather was fair—Kyria saw to that—and Helwych knew enough magic to
keep a fresh breeze in the sails; but darkness found the party floating midway between land and land, and in
this indeterminate condition they spent the night, holding a course to the northwest and soothing the nervous
horses in shifts.

Kyria kept to herself, using just enough magic to keep the sea calm and the sky clear. Still, her spines had
been somewhat blunted over the last few days, and she spoke civilly to Marrget and Wykla, and even
found it in hersdf to thank them for their hdp and effortsin the aftermath of the attack on Quay.

Marrget, though, had no such luck with Manda. In-deed, the Corrinian hardly spoke to her. Alouzon
hed to admit that Manda's rage, though futile, was judti-fied, and even Marrget seemed to agree, for the
cap-tain had withdrawn into contemplétive solitude, eschewing &t times even Karthin's company.



On the second day, Vaylle was a winter-pale pres-ence lying across the western horizon. The party
members saw farmland and the faint tracks of stone walls and roads. Farther inland were mountains that
looked as though they surdly must touch the sky—difin pinnacles and craggy peaks and diffs—but on the
coast were towns and dities and the obvious handiwork of men and women.

"It doesn't look that bad," said Alouzon.

Kyriagrimaced. "Sol didn't look that bad."

The barge drove onward, forging through the waves. Swift sails appeared in the distance, tacked for a
better view, then fled back toward the coast. "'So much for secrecy,” said Alouzon.

"I can handleit,” said Kyria bluntly. "They try anything, I'll blast them like | did that jet.”

His strong hand on the rudder, Parl tipped his head back and checked the postion of the sun. "It will
be afternoon before we land,” he said Smply.

"They've seen us, Parl."

"Trug" he sad quietly, "and we have seen them." With his free hand, he pulled his long knife and
checked its edge.

Alouzon would have preferred an isolated landing, but towns and villages spotted the Vayllen coast.
Parl and Birk piloted the barge some distance northward, but they found nothing better than a short
gretch of beach that lay within the lee of a rocky promontory. "If we continue, night will find us ill on the
water," observed Santhe. "And the wind may push us ashore.

Alouzon cocked a thumb over her shoulder. "How are the horses?’

Santhe grinned. "As nervous as their riders, Dragonmaster."

She nodded. "Then let's go for it. Battle stations, everyone. Parl, Birk: take usin."

As they approached, Alouzon was again struck by Vaylle's apparent innocence. White sand gave way to
thick grass, and then trees and bushes rose up, spar-kling with the buds of early spring. Crocuses and
op-timigtic hyacinths and daffodils unfurled at the base of gray and brown trunks, and the sea breeze
fluttered blossomsin a shimmer of color and movement.

This was Vaylle, her own land. Regardless of the horrors that might lurk in its depths, Alouzon found
herself responding ingtinctively to the beauty and tran-quillity of what she had created. Perhaps, then, she
had not done such a bad job after al. Perhaps there was hope.

Within the promontory the bay was quiet, the waves rolling in smooth as ail. Parl and Birk heaved on the
rudder together, asking for changes of sal in mono-syllables. The barge turned clumsly toward the shore,
picked up speed, and then crunched to a stop on the gently shelving beach.

Santhe nodded, and his men let go of the rudder and hit the sand with swords unsheathed and ready. In
mo-ments, they had vanished into the tree ling, and there came the sound of a shrill whistle.

Santhe lifted his head. The whistle was repeated. "That is Birk," said the councilor. "There are people
coming."

Staff in hand, Kyria dropped off the bow of the boat and, holding her skirts up, waded to shore. Manda
and Wykla were not far behind. Escorted by the warriors, the sorceress crossed the beach, her staff a shaft
of violet. If violence were offered, Kyria would strike the first—and final—blow.

Marrget, Karthin, and Helwych were struggling with
the horses and packs, and Santhe and Alouzon ran to help them. "Can we depend on Kyria?' said Santhe.

Alouzon grabbed Jias halter and led him down the ramp. "She's scared of that staff. But | think she
means business."

Her land: her people. What would they be like? Al-ouzon suddenly felt fiercely protective toward beings
she had never met, and the thought of battle was an icy hand on her heart.

She brought Grayflank off the boat. There was no sign of the warriors or the sorceress. "How long do
we have?'

Another whistle, shriller than before, repeated more quickly. "Long enough to saddle the horses, | think,"
said Santhe. His eyes were bright, but his humor was edging dowly toward calculation. Alouzon had seen it
before: for dl his laughter, Santhe was a deadly pres-ence in afight.

Alouzon was reaching out to Jia and Grayflank soothingly, reassuring the beasts that dry land was once
again beneath their hooves, but the thought of the hair-trigger lethality of her companions made her queasy.
"Santhe," she said quickly. "We won't attack unless it's necessary. It's got to be that way."

The councilor looked mildly shocked. "My lady Alouzon, we are warriors. We do not act without rea-
son."

"Just wait for alittle better reason than usual, OK?"



Santhe furrowed his brow. "As you wish, Dragon-master."

Manda, Wykla, and Kyria appeared then, running back to the barge. "About fifty," caled Wykla. "On
horses."

Marrget gestured for Wykla to saddle her horse and handed Manda her harness without comment.
"Armed?"

"l did not see arms, my captain. But a woman among them carries a staff."

To Wykla, Alouzon redlized, a staff could be any-
thing from adry stick to an M-16 automatic rifle. "Kyria?"

The sorceress shrugged. "It looked like a g&ff. I'm not taking any chances, though. If the bitch moves,
she's dead.”

"Kyria, please be careful.”

"Honey, | intend to survive this welcoming com-mittee.”

Her somach twisting, Alouzon mounted Ja, waited for the others to ready themsdves, and then gave
the Sgnd to move out.

They did not have far to go. Despite the deserted appearance that the area presented from shore,
there was a road just on the other side of the line of trees, and a short distance away, whitewashed huts
and houses gleamed in the afternoon sun. The village folk were keeping indoors, though, and the only
people to be seen were those in the party that had been sghted by Santhe's men.

The Vayllens advanced cautioudy down the road. Most were blond and fair, but there was a sorinkling
of redheads and brunettes, and the party was made up equdly of men and women arrayed in slks and
linens of many colors, ther dothing and persons ornamented with jewdry that Alouzon recognized as
being of fifth-century Cdtic design. The woman who hdd a daff was riding in the lead, her head
uncovered and her har shining in the sun. She was amdl, pretty, even winsome; but she carried hersdf
with an arr of au-thority, and there was a torque of gold about her neck.

No one looked paticularly threatening. The large man beside the staff-bearer, in fact, carried a harp.

Alouzon and Kyria brought their horses to a stop and waited sde by dde. Loath as she was to
contem-plate violence, Alouzon moved her hand to cover the Dragonsword. Kyrias daff was a lethd,
violet glow.

Marrget trotted forward with Karthin and positioned hersdf next to Alouzon. Her gray eyes were
narrowed. She examined the Vayllen party with suspicion.

"What do you make of it, Marrget?' said Alouzon.

"No arms, no armor,” Marrget mused. "And harp-ers and—I would guess—poets, and learned men and
wise women. Cvinthil might greet Darham in such a fashion, but to meet strangers whose purpose is
un-known without any display of strength seems to me to be the action of afool."

"Blondie there has a staff," said Kyria

"Aye. | do not understand this."

""It's atrap,” said the sorceress. She let her staff tip forward until it was leveled at the Vayllens.

"No, Kyria" said Alouzon, quickly. "Don'. It's too easy. Any place with jet fighters doesn't have to
worry about traps."

The sorceress did not ook convinced. Her staff shaded into the ultraviolet sheen that Alouzon had seen
before. "Just try it, bitch," she muttered.

"Dammit, Kyria ..."

"Alouzon," said Marrget softly, "we do not know them, and Gryylth has suffered mightily."

The blond woman gestured for her party to halt, then rode forward alone. Twenty feet from Alouzon, she
reined in and, drawing herself up, nodded gracefully to the Gryylthans. "In the name of King Pellam," she
sad, her voice high and clear, "I greet you. | am Dindrane, magistrate of Lachrae and chief priestess of
Vaylle. Come you in friendship, or in enmity?"

Alouzon looked at Kyria. "Will you quit playing Dirty Harry with that staff? She's a woman, a
magis-trate, and a priestess to boot. What more do you want?"

Kyria tightened her grip. "I got fooled before. | want to see what she redly is”

Dindrane was waiting patiently. The man with the harp rode up to join her, but Dindrane shook her head.
"Do not, Baares," she said softly. "Flesh feels the blow first.” He nodded unwillingly and remained a
half-length behind her. She met Alouzon's gaze. " 'Tis the favor of a reply | would beg of you. Are you
friends, or enemies?’



"That ... uh ... depends. .. ."Alouzon was
taken aback. These were not monsters or savages. they were people. Her own people. In fact, regardless
of her caution, she felt her loyalties shifting rapidly to-ward them.

Dindrane waited patiently. Her staff was of white wood, but it did not glow like Kyrias. It might have
been a symbol of rank and no more. Alouzon hoped that that was indeed the case: Kyria was a frightened
child with an atomic bomb.

Marrget spoke. "It depends upon your intentions toward us, my lady. Should you offer us welcome, you
will find us the fastest of friends. But if you attempt to harm us, you will fal to our swords."

The captain's words were no more and no less than the greeting of a cautious emissary, but Dindrane
paled and glanced to the sky. "O Great Lady,” she said. "That friendship and swords should be presented as
one." With an effort, she forced herself to nod to Marrget. "We mean you no harm, lady." She sud-denly
looked more carefully at the captain and seemed faintly horrified. "Forgive me, mother,” she stam-mered.
"The Goddess . . . the Goddess bless your time."

Marrget looked puzzled. Alouzon put a hand on Kyrias shoulder. "I think they're OK."

"Y ou're nuts. When do the jets get here?'

"l don't think these people have anything to do with the jets."

"Whose goddam side are you on, anyway?' The staff's light shifted further into invishility as its power
grew.

"Our sde," Alouzon said urgently. She nudged Jia forward. "I'm Alouzon Dragonmaster, the leader of
this expedition. | believe you."

Dindrane examined her for a moment. ' 'I wish that | could be reassured by your words, my lady," she
said. "But your weapons speak as loudly as you."

"We're from Gryylth. Things are different there. | have to say I'm surprised that ..." Alouzon swept the
Vayllens with her eyes. Not a sword, not a spear,
hardly a knife wasin evidence. ... that you're un-armed. "

Dindrane looked stricken. ' 'What kind of people are you?'

Much as she indinctively loved these people, Alouzon found impatience cregping into her voice.
"Dindrane, Gryylth has been attacked. The Sgns point to Vaylle. What do you expect from us?'

Dindrane met her gaze with blue eyes that did not flinch or fater. "Something other than desath,
Dragon-master. But so be it." Proudly, dmos disdanfully, she lifted her g&ff. "In the name of the
Goddess and—"

Alouzon heard Kyrids voice behind her. It hissed like a knife diding from a shegth. "Nice try, litle girl.”

Energy crackled suddenly, and Alouzon whirled to see the daff's discharge legping dong its length,
driv-ing sraight for Dindrane and her company. Desperate to protect, heedless of the consequences of
the action, Alouzon threw up an am and caught the tip of the staff, flinging it skyward jugt as the bolt of
energy roared out in a torrent of death.

For an ingtant, Alouzon saw nathing but violet and darkness, the reified incandescence of the forces
that made and unmade worlds. Her arm seemed immersed in a pool of molten sted that tipped suddenly
and inundated her with white fire.

"'Alouzon!" Marrget threw hersdf at Alouzon so as to pull her away from the blast, but Alouzon was
hardly aware of it. She fdt hersdf fdling, and she was only mildy surprised when the ground opened up
and swd-lowed her in a darkness so profound that it did not dlow for such meaningless questions as
those of iden-tity . . . or of consciousness.

* CHAPTER 13 *

Sars The chime of harpstrings played by an expert hand. Cool wind.

Alouzon turned away from dl three and trudged dowly back into the safer redms of darkness into
which she had fdlen. Here in the shadows, the battles were dl finished. Here there was peace—and a
free-dom that had eluded her in the course of alife of forced decisions.

"Alouzon Dragonmagter.” The voice of awomean: soft, gentle, an embodiment of dl that was feminine
Alouzon did not recognizeit, and in any case, it cdled to her from the lands of life She did not want life



anymore. Much better to follow this path on down into the shadows. There was rest ahead.

Alouzon turned away from the voice and continued. Ahead, a glimmer of light manifested and grew.

"Alouzon."

"Leavemedone.”

Thelight expanded, shining in green and gold. Al-ouzon found hersdlf dressed in Levi's and a peasant
blouse. Her sneskers trod the sunlit grass a the sde of Taylor Hdl, and above, on the terrace, Vorya
and Memyl leaned on the balustrade, nodding thought-fuly.

Everyone was waiting for her. The Guardsmen stood near the pagoda at the southwest corner of the
hall, rifles ready, shuffling their feet in the manner of young men who are ill-at-ease and impaient. The
photogra:
pher readied his camera. Off in the parking lot, Alli-son's jacket flapped in the breeze as she waved.
Sandy began waking toward her classroom. Bill was pon-dering. Jeff glowed in what he thought was a
triumph of students over militia

Alouzon took her position near the metd sculpture. It would be but a small matter now: afew inches, a
minor correction of history, awilling sacrifice of a not-particularly-spotless vicim who had lived too long
on time that rightfully belonged to someone ese. The Guardsmen brought up their weapons, and the one
who had haunted her dreams leveled hisrifle & her head for the last time, squinted carefully dong his
dghts, and squeezed off a round in the prescribed manner.

Other bullets sped off toward the parking lot. Al-ouzon, though, was only concerned about the one
that approached her, that swam out of the barrel of the M-I, phase shifting like abal bearing ralling down
asewer pipe. The photographer behind her snapped a picture and threw himsdf to the ground.

Alouzon waited for the bullet. Only afew inches. ..

Harpstrings. And soft hands. And a g&ff that glowed with the purity of moonlight. Again the strange
voice "Alouzon."

"Leavemedone”

"Y ou have friends herewho will grieve."

She stopped. The bullet drifted closer. Yes, friends. And, for that matter, a whole world.

She was creator and guardian. The ending of her life would end the lives of many others: friends and
ene-mies and people who had never met her, who did not even know that she existed. Her choices had
been forced, true, but that fact did not dter her commit-ments.

The bullet, promising freedom, passed by. Alouzon sat down on the grass and wept, regretting dl the
love she had ever been offered, the love thet tied her to life

Dindrane's face was a study in the soft light of early evening when Alouzon opened her eyes. Nearby,
someone was dill playing a harp, the sound of the
metd strings at once antique and timeless. "Do you hear my voice, child?' said the priestess.

Child. After years of responshility and burden, the word had a refreshing sound. But she could no more
be a child than a God. "Yeah. | hear. Thanks." It was paltry gratitude, but it was al she could manage.

She sat up. There was a fire burning nearby, but most of her companions were gathered about her, their
faces mirroring concern. Wykla was weeping with re-lief, Manda's strong arms wrapped about her, and at
Alouzon's first word, Marrget had sagged against Kar-thin, who himsalf looked worn and frayed.

With an ingtinct born of battle, Alouzon knew who was missing. "Santhe?' she said. "Parl? Birk?"

"Fear not: they are well," said Dindrane. "They keep watch over your companion, the one you call
Kyria" The harp fel silent. "You saved our lives."

"Our thanks," came a deep voice, and Alouzon looked over her shoulder. The harper was a big man,
amog the size of Karthin. In the firdight, his eyes gleamed like the bronze strings of his instrument.
"Though your manner is strange, we perceive that you are indeed a friend.”

"Alouzon," said Dindrane, "this is Baares, the king's harper and my husband, | add my thanks to his."

"What was | supposed to do? L et you fry?"

"I might have thought that you would do that thing,” said Dindrane. She shook back her blond hair. She
was as feminine as her voice; and her gestures, her language, even the set of her shoulders were soft and
yidding. "You are very much unlike us, Alouzon Dragonmaster. You, a woman, bear arms, and you think
of violence and death. And yet you would sac-rifice yourself for usin a manner worthy of the God."

"It's part of the job," Alouzon mumbled. She passed her hands over her face, surprised that she



dill had a right arm. The last she remembered, it felt as' though it had been incinerated. She examined it in
the firelight. There was not a mark on it.

"She healed you, Dragonmaster,” said Helwych, keeping his distance. "I have never seen the like be-
fore. She . . ."

Dindrane examined the lad curioudy. " 'Tis a healer | am. All priestesses are. With the power of a man's
gpirit behind me, | can sometimes reform flesh and blood."

Alouzon flexed her fingers. "Where's Kyria?"

Santhe's voice came to her from a short distance away. "She is here by the fire, Dragonmaster.
Uncon-scious.”

"She is unharmed,” said Dindrane. "She merely sleeps. She seems to bear us ill will, and therefore |
thought it best not to disturb her."

Marrget spoke, her voice angry and flat. "Dindrane and Baares returned good for ill, and yet Kyria would
have daughtered them without hesitation. | would she did somewhat other than deep." Wykla murmured
as-sent, as did Manda and the others.

"Enough, mother," said Dindrane. "You offered us violence, we offer you peace. 'Tis not as a friend that
| hold Kyria, but | will not have her death contem-plated here" Her mouth tightened. "There is enough
death in thisland already."

Alouzon understood. "The dogs, the jets. you don't have anything to do with them, do you?'

"Nothing. We suffer from them ourselves."

"Where do they come from?"

"They come from across the Cordillera, from the land we call Broceliande.”

Alouzon almost laughed, but she stopped hersdlf: it would have been too bitter a sound. Broceliande. In
the Grail legends, it was a forest of nightmare and dream, where knights found guidance, adventure, and a
spiritud fire that cleansed and harrowed their souls, readying them for the ultimate secret: the Grail itself.
Here, the name might have been a signpost pointing her along her journey with an implacable finger.

"We need to go there, Dindrane,” she said. "We've got things to do."

The priestess |ooked disturbed, and she exchanged
fiances with her husband. Alouzon rose and went to er companions.

Wykladung to her. "Alouzon . . . your amwasgone. .. itwas...gone..."

"I'm OK, Wykla. Dindrane fixed it. | think we've got some good people here in Vaylle" She pulled
Mandain beside Wykla, put her arms about them both, and fet the depth of the bond that had grown
between the maid of Corrin and the girl of Gryylth. "I'm glad you two found each other."

"Indeed, Dragonmaster,” sad Manda, her sted fa-cade cracking for amoment. "Wykla is a great help
tome But ..." Her eyes, hard and sorrowful both, met Alouzon's, and she shook her head.

Marrget came lagt, and she embraced Alouzon for-mdly. "There is another matter we must settle now,
friend." She indicated the dill form of the uncon-scious sorceress. "I do not trust this woman.”

"No one trusts her,” said Karthin. He wrapped a protective arm about Marrget. "The blagt threatened
you, Alouzon, and might have killed my beloved, d<o."

His outspoken declaration of his reationship to Marrget made Manda blink and turn away, her
fantarses of revenge suddenly complicated even more than they dready were. Dindrane spoke softly.
"An action doubly grievous for the life she bears within her."

A sudden thought struck Marrget, and her hand moved as though to rest on her bely. Catching hersdlf,
she ingtead grasped the hilt of her sword. "What is to be done, then, Alouzon?"

"I wish to hdl | knew, Marrget.” Alouzon looked around. "Where are the rest of your people,
Din-drane?'

"Baares thought it best to send them home, and | yidded to his wisdom. Keeping them here would
have needlesdy exposed them to the nocturnd evils that stalk the land.”

Kyriawas gtirring, aprisoner once again of the
dreams that followed hard upon her expenditures of power. "Where ..."

Alouzon stood over her. "Parl, Birk," she said without looking up, "secure the area." The two men drew
knives and moved out among the trees, but Santhe seemed reluctant to leave Kyrias side. "I'll handle this,
councilor."

"I will tend to her, Dragonmaster,” he offered.

"Sheld just as likely take your hand off."



Chagrined, he turned to Karthin. "It seems, my friend, that others share your view of her."

"Can you blame them, Santhe?' said the big Cor-rinian.

"Nay. But sick dogs might be cured. And perhaps friendship is the physic that Kyria needs.”

Karthin's eyebrows lifted. "Be careful, Santhe. | spoke in a similar fashion once, but | harvested love. |
do not know what might lie amid your wheat."

The councilor shrugged-, unsheathed his sword, and vanished after his men.

Kyria was gtruggling in the grass, whimpering. Her staff lay on the ground several feet away. Eyes
steely, Marrget planted herself before it.

"Weke up, Kyria" Alouzon stood over her. "Don't give me any more gas." The thought that Dindrane
and her company might have been reduced to so much dag had kindled her anger, and she was not gentle
as she prodded Kyria with a foot.

Kyria came up screaming. "Leave me alone, Kyrial My God ..." Her voice cut off suddenly. She
re-garded those about her like a trapped fox. "What the hell's going on?"

"Think about it," said Alouzon. "Y ou might re-member. "

Kyrialooked at Dindrane. The priestess folded her arms gracefully, but Kyria did not back down. "You
can never be sure. If Sal taught me anything, he taught me that."

Alouzon wanted to strike her. "You nearly killed my people, bitch."

Dindrane spoke, her voice gentle and conciliatory. "Do not violate yoursdf by denigrating her
woman-hood. |—" A look from Alouzon made her fdl glent, ssemingly surprised & her own
acquiescence.

Kyria caught sght of her gaff and, ill too unsteady to walk, crawled toward it, her long hair trailing in
the dirt. "Get out of my way," she said to Marrget.

Marrget did not answer. Her sword rang as she drew it,

Kyria stared. Then, her anger taking control, she came on. "Get out of my way, little boy."

Marrget paled, but the gleam in her eye turned mur-derous.

Alouzon caught hold of Kyrias arm, dragged her to her feet, shook her like a puppy. "Look, little girl,
you ligen now, and you ligen good. You nearly killed a bunch of people because you were scared
shitless Why don't you just admit it? Dammit, do you want to get out of here?'

"Y ou know what | want." Kyria's voicewasahiss.

"So what are you going to do? Kill everyone you meet urtil you find Sol? Nice fucking job. How
meany kids are you going to knock off in the meantime?'

Alouzon might as wel have struck Kyria, for the sorceress went white. "How dare you—"

"Dont give me that nose-in-the-air New England crap. Were dl in this together, you don't know jack
shit about this place, and if you want to get anywhere, you're going to have to play bal."

"You act just like agoddam man!"

"If you'rethe dternative, then | thank the Gods!"

Alouzon and Kyria had been shouting, faces inches from one another. Now each struggled for words
to convey the anger she fdt, but in the slence came an-other sound, one as strange and yet familiar as
thet of jet turbines.

. . . pok-pok-pok-pok . . .

Everyone looked skyward. " Chopper,” said Alou-zon.

A ghill whigle came from one of the sentries. "People are coming,” said Karthin.

Dindrane put a hand to her mouth. " Grayfaces."

"Who?'

Baares spoke. "They comein the night, and they kill." His eyes had turned troubled, and he looked at

the Gryylthans wespons with something that seemed very like envy.
The rotors of the hdlicopter changed pitch as the craft dowed, turned, and began to approach. "I'll bet
it'slooking for us"" said Alouzon. "The chopper will cdl in an airgtrike, unlessit's got rockets of its own."

Karthin did not understand the terminology, but he was dready smothering the fire. With a srained
look a Dindrane, Baares moved to help, scooping earth with his large hands. The flames sputtered and
smoked and refused to go out easlly. If the helicopter had in-frared detectors, Alouzon knew, even the
resdud heat would be enough to draw its attention.



If? Vaylle was her land. She had created it. The very fact that she thought of infrared detectors at dl
prac-ticaly guaranteed that the helicopter possessed them.

Helwych ran to the protesting fire and lifted his gaff. "Allow me" The flames died indantly, and 4l
traces of heat vanished.

With a roar, the helicopter sped directly over the camp, a dark shape that sent a flesting moon shadow
across the bare branches of the trees. The fire had been extinguished judt in time, but another whistle
from Santhe and his men told of the proximity of the intruders.

Alouzon had no idea what the Grayfaces were, did not want to find out, was going to anyway. "Kyria,
will you help?"

"Will you give me my saff?"

Alouzon was stuck. Helwych's spells were severdly restricted, and armor and swords were as nothing
agang the weapons of the twentieth century. She needed magic. "Damn.”

To her surprise, Kyriadid not gloat. "Just give me
the goddam gaff and let me screw mysdf over again,” she said resignedly. ' 'l promise | won't blow
anyone up unless | absolutdy have to.”

"l am not reassured,” said Marrget. She picked up the gaff and offered it to Kyria "Here, mistress
sor-ceress. | pray you: use it well."

Dindrane spoke up. "l pray you: do not kill." Even in the face of multiple thregts to her life she
main-tained her quiet dignity and surety of purpose.

The helicopter made another pass. Once in Kyrias hands, the saff sprang into lambent life "L ook,
honey," she sad, "I don't particularly want to die out here"

"Nor do |," returned the priestess. "But if | am to be led into the Far Lands, | would prefer to meet my
God with clean hands."

The helicopter closed on them. Perhaps it could pick up body heat. Curang hersdf for the thought,
Alouzon considered having the party spread out, then re-called the Grayfaces. "Kyria, we're fucked.”

The sorceress was scaning the sky. "Creaming the chopper won't do anything, will it?!

"It might bring inthe B-52s"

"That'swhat | thought.”

A series of gill whigtles, the sudden crack of arifle In the distance, wood splintered with the impact
of asmdl-cdiber, high-veocaity bullet. Kyria reacted by griking her g&ff on the ground. In the darkness,
adeeper darkness began to gather. "This should make you happy, Dindrane," she said. Then, lifting her
voice, she cried: "Santhe! Parl! Birk! Get in here! Bring the horses!”

She had just advertised the location of the party to every being within earshot, but she seemed
confident of her powers. Given the demise of the Skyhawk and the battering of the White Worm,
Alouzon reflected, perhaps she had reason to be.

Branches crashed as Santhe and his men plunged back toward the camp, each leading severd horses.
"Where's Ja?' said Alouzon.

Santhe looked over his shoulder and counted noses. "O Gods."

Alouzon did not wait: she gestured for Santhe to go on and hersdf made for the stand of trees where
the mounts had been tethered, pausing only long enough to shove Baares toward Kyrids gathering
darkness. The Vayllen man had been garing at the weapons about him, but he shook himsdf out of his
thoughts and fol-lowed his wife into the gloom.

About Kyrias gaff had grown up an impenetrable blackness, and in a moment, sorcerers, warriors,
and Vayllens had vanished as though a curtain of night had been drawn over them. "Get in here, Allie"
shouted Kyria

Alouzon winced a the diminutive, but did not reply. She heard the sound of Jias breething a short
distance ahead, and heard a0, to her l€ft, the fant crunch of boots on grass and dry moss. Gray faces.

The footsteps were suddenly dmost on her, and she plastered hersdf againg the trunk of a great oak,
will-ing her heart to beat slently, holding her breath. A figure passed in the night, so close that she might
have reached out and touched it, and fantly—uvery fantly— she saw the moonlight gleam dully on arifle
barrdl.



M-16. Fascinated in spite of the danger, she stared as the man, for it was indeed a man, moved dowly
by, his hands ready and easy on his camouflaged rifle His head swvung carefully from one sde to
another, searching, ligening. Alouzon caught a glimpse of gog-gling lenses where his eyes should have
been, and was very nearly sick before she redized that the travesty of a face she was seeing was, in
redity, a gas mask.

He seemed of no particular nationdity and no ob-vious dlegiance, for his uniform seemed to partake
equaly of dl times and places, and the mask hid his features. He could have been anyone, of any race,
and might have come from any modern battlefidd . . . or from Kent State.

The universal soldier. She was shaking so badly that she thought he must surdly hear. My universal
soldier.

Ancther passed, then another, their garb and masks identically nondescript. One carried a machine
gun— an M-60—on his back; the rest were armed like the fird. Picking their way dong the path, they
glided a-most slently through the trees, their weapons ready.

Then they were gone, moving away, the sounds of their passage fading into the background chatter of
the helicopter. Ja was on the other side of the path they had traced, and had hdd himsdf in utter slence.
Alouzon hoped that he would stay that way: she did not want to have to fight.

Easng away from the tree, she stepped carefully across the track and did through a dry thicket without
a sound. Barely ten feet behind her, she knew, were her friends, but they might as wel have been on
an-other planet for dl the help they could offer.

She found Jia more by touch than by sght or sound, for the thicket hid the moon, and the helicopter
was returning, moving dowly over the tree tops, rhythmi-cdly guging the branches. "Come on, guy," she
whispered. ™Y ou've gotten me out of some bad shit, and now I'm gonna do you."

A flare blossomed suddenly above her head, and she heard the squawk of aradio. ' '‘Delta-nine, this
istwo actual. | have movement in the trees twenty yards to the southwest. . ."

She was dready swinging up onto Ja's back. "C'mon boy, let's move. Find that road.”

A bullet made a sucking noise through the branches above her head, followed immediatdy by the
crack of the discharge. Ja needed no more urging. He legped a fdlen log and detoured around to the
right. When his hooves hit the road, he wasin full galop.

Within seconds, though, Alouzon saw lights burn-ing ahead. Darkness and fright had thoroughly
mud-dled her, and she was leading the Grayface patrol sraight toward the defenseless village she had
seen when her party had firg encountered the Vayllens. "Ja, no!" She had no bridle, but she tugged at his
mane and forced him to dow, stop, and reverse direc-tion.

The helicopter whedled, dropped another flare, and turned to follow the fleaing rider.

What next? Grenades? Mortars? . . .

Tracers—orange, blurring with speed—punched holes in the forest and whipped by her head. The
Gray-faces were dosing on the road, moving to cut off her escape. She sent Ja into the tree line and
wove among the trunks. Once again she was playing a lethd game of hide and seek.

What kind of place had she created that could in-clude such disparate entities as pacifis heders and
search-and-destroy patrols? Vaylle was a sudy in nightmare contradictions, and as she rode Ja through
the dark, bullet-haunted fores—Dblundering into low hanging branches, darting in fear a puddles of
moon-light (uncertain and fitful guides in this blackness!)— she knew that it could only have arisen from
the me-lange of violence and victimization, frantic hope and fierce hate, that had characterized her life.

| did it to them. I'm going to have to fix it.

The moon rose toward the zenith, laving the forest in slver. Alouzon saw moation ahead, but a moment
before she turned Ja away into the deeper parts of the forest, it took on shape and form and turned into
Marrget and Karthin.

They beckoned urgently. Alouzon rode straight for them, the hdlicopter dmogt directly behind her, the
downwash from its rotors shredding branches and buds. "Come on, Ja Ancther flare, and it's gonna be
curtains”

The ground was clear, dmogt a meadow. Marrget and Karthin pointed to a blackness that lay behind
them, and Alouzon sent Jalegping into it.



She could see nothing. She might have been blind. Ja stopped short and whinnied franticaly, but Kyria
spoke nearby. "Easy, boy. Easy. You're sife here"

The white hand of the sorceress gleamed in the en-
veoping pitch and descended on the forehead of the beast. Ja calmed.

Alouzon was dill graining her eyes. "Wheream | ?'

"At the camp. Keep it down, will you? I'm not sure how good the aurd shidds are.”

The sound of the hdlicopter was muffled, distant. It drew nearer, then faded. Panting, sweating in spite
of the cold, Alouzon bent her head down to Jials neck and sobbed. She had findly redlized how terrified
she was. "Dindrane?’ she choked.

"I am here, Dragonmagter.”

"Thisis..." She indinctivdly looked for the priestess, but Kyrias shidds were impenetrable. "This is
what you've been living with?'

"For thelast Sx months. Surely.”

Tears were sregking her face. I'm gonna do it. Not for me. For them. "How the hdl do you
manage?’

"We live and we die" said the priestess. Her voice was proud and unshaken. "We move from one
border of the Far Lands to the other, leaving and returning. We are not afraid of death.”

Marrget and Kathin had entered the camp imme-diady after Alouzon. "Do you not defend
your-sglves?' sad the big man.

"Defed?What aauiauswey you heved uisng thet word. To take up arms and kill seems to me to be more
an attack than a defense.”

Marrget was shocked. "Y ou do nothing!"

As though in response came the muffled sound of gunfire and explosions. Dindrane sighed, and
Alouzon guessed that she had hung her head. "That is Dadlin being destroyed. The Grayfaces turn on the
less for-tunate.”

"Then," sad Marrget, "let us go and offer what assstance we can, even if we mug die fighting.”

"Surdy not!" Baaress cry was one of shock and horror. "Of dl those who should not take life, you
should be foremost among them.”

"You will let go of my arm, O man." Marrget's voice was cold.

"Baares!" Dindrane said sharply. "Do not touch her so. She bears life"

"Aye'" said Marrget, "and death too. Alouzon? Karthin? Santhe? Kyria? Will you come with me?"

Alouzon could have fet the Vayllens shock through a brick wall. "Dindrane," said Baares, "can we not
stop them?”

The priestess was aready groping through the murk. "Marrget, child, do not do this to yourself. That you
bear arms is evil enough, but to kill others when your soul is so inextricably bound up with creation is an
obscenity.”

Anot;yer explosion. Faint screams. The automatic fire of the machine gun was a sound as of the distant
tearing of paper. Daglin was obvioudy being leveled, but though Alouzon sympathized with Marrget's
sen-timents, she wondered what help fifth-century weap-ons could offer.

"My lady," Marrget was saying, "do not speak to me of obscenities. To stand idle while your people are
killed is the basest kind of cowardice. For what reason should | stay my hand?"

Dindrane's reply was framed by two colossal deto-nations that seemed absurdly out of proportion with
the size of the tiny village. "For the sake of the God-dess and the God, woman! Are you so unfeding that
you do not know?"

"Know?" Alouzon heard a frightened suspicion dawning in Marrget's voice. "Know what?'

"Child," said Dindrane, "you are pregnant.”

* CHAPTER 14 *

M arrget'sinnate courage had sustained her through the weeks and months of her womanhood, and it
did not desert her now. She allowed Karthin to fold her in hisarms, but even in the darknessit was



obvious that the captain was holding hersaf as Straight as ever, her proud head unbent.

"Marrha" Karthin was saying softly, "Marrha | love you. | am here”

"So are we dl here" sad Santhe as he groped his way toward Marrget. “Dear friend, give me your

Marrget did not speak for amoment. Then: "You haveit, Santhe" she said, her voice husky. "But | am
afrad that thisisafar cry from Voryas tent. | know not whether to weep or laugh.”

"A woman would know, perhaps. | confess| do not."

Marrget chuckled. "Well, | suppose that | shdll tdl you when | find out." There was effort in her voice,
and she changed subjects with an dmogt physicd jerk. "But we have obligations. Bandon has yet to be
avenged. Quay, also. Our common enemies are de-stroying another town. What say you? Shdl we show
themin what currency Gryylth repays its debts?"

"Child," said Dindrane, "l implore you: give up this madness."

Dadlin continued to diein adistant melange of blood
and detonation. Marrget drew her sword. "I know not what you mean by madness, Magistrate Dindrane.
To do otherwise than follow the dictates of my conscience seems to me to be true madness.” She snorted.
"Or would you have me bent over the cooking fire, or scrubbing pots?’

" 'Tis among the honored of any people that you should find your place” said the priestess. "Bearing
children is a holy thing."

"l have only to give up my sword and my free-dom," said Marrget ironicaly. "Am | correct?”'

"You ..." Dindrane floundered in incomprehen-sion. "Y ou cannot take life and bear it too."

Santhe and Karthin muttered angrily.

"l can, and | will, lady," said Marrget. "I will do what | must. | have done so before, in spite of afflic-
tion."

Alouzon did from Jia's back and stumbled through the murk. "Marrget? Can | help?’

Marrget drew a deep breath. "I said before that | would live. | know who | am, and | will not disgrace
mysdf, whether in battle or in childbirth.” She squeezed Alouzon's hand. "You will not need to beat me this
time, friend.”

The gunfire and explosions died suddenly, the heli-copter made a fina pass, the radio squawked one last
time. Daglin was gone. Alouzon's senses, sharpened by danger and the Dragonsword, told her that the
Grayfaces had faded back into the forest. At her word, Kyria dismissed the darkness.

Moonlight flooded the clearing. Leaning heavily on her staff, the sorceress nodded to Marrget. "Don't let
them give you any shit, girl. You just do what you have to." She dumped suddenly. Tears were streaking
her face. "Just don't ask me for anything more right now," she choked. "I'm through. Santhe? Put me to
bed, will you? I'm making an ass of myself."

The councilor embraced Marrget, then went to Kyria and silently led her to her blankets. She leaned on
him, her head heavy againg his chest. His arm was about her shoulders.

Manda was ganding off by hersdf, shaking, eyes downcast. If Marrget's pregnancy had further
entan-gled the snare of emotions in which she was caught, she sad nothing of it. Solemnly, she
approached Marrget and saluted her in the manner of a common soldier. Marrget examined her from
within Karthin's arms—face drawn, eyes uneasy—as though she ex-pected a sudden attack.

"Inmy land," said Manda, "women are honored as maids and mothers both. Therefore | wish you
wdl. May ..." She fought with her tongue. "May your time be easy." Her mouth tightened, and she
turned to Wykla "Friend and beloved, will you stand watch with me?*

Wykla had been waiching, and there was a fant sus-picion in her eyes that she thrust away of a
sudden as though it were a serpent. "l will," she said, and she kissed Manda. Dindrane and Baares
exchanged looks, but appeared resigned to whatever further horrors Alouzon's company could offer.

The forest was slent and the air was dill. From the sea came the odor of sdt; from Dadlin, the pungent
scent of high explosive and burning wood. Santhe and his men made a cautious foray into the village so
as to look for survivors, and Dindrane and Baares in-Ssted upon accompanying them. But the five
returned quickly, and Alouzon saw from the quiet sadness of Santhe's eyes that no inhabitant of Dadin
remained dive



"Thereis hardly anything left that | would cdl atown,” said the councilor. ' 'l have never seen the like .
.. Save a Bandon."

"It is dways this way," said Dindrane. Her voice was firm, but her face was pasty white. Closing her
eyes, she murmured to hersdf, gpparently in prayer.

Baares muttered under his breath. His dark eyes were angry, and he clutched at his harp as though he
would have liked to use it as a club. Dindrane put a hand on his shoulder, but he turned away from her
and sat off by himsdf, softly plucking the gtrings of his ingtrument, his music discordant. He did not deep
thet night.

When the sun rose over the ocean, Dindrane and Baares led the party toward Lachrae through a
heather-colored land that was just beginning to show the onset of spring. Early crocuses lined the broad,
draight roads, and the dense forest—wide oaks and shdtering beeches and dender birches—seemed to
beckon the observer into solemn and druidic mysteries. Colors were pastd, the ar transparent.

They rode on throughout the morning. The way was easy, and dong the coast there were many sl
vil-lages, clugters of whitewashed houses and cottages as neat as Dadlin had been. But Alouzon noticed
that Dindrane was careful to take turnings that did not lead through any of them. The expedition might
wdl have been under a polite, unobtrusive, but very effective quarantine.

"Arewethat bad?' she said to Dindrane.

The priestess blinked. "Bad?"

"Come on, Dindrane, 'fess up. Y ou're keeping us away from the villages, right?'

Dindrane kept her eyes on the road. " Tis obser-vant you are, Dragonmaster.”

"So what's the problem? Afrad well give everyone cooties?!

Dindrane was amd| and soft, dmost girlish, but her eyes were clear and blue and penetrating. "My land
isdeeply troubled,” she said. "The hounds come and kill. The Gray faces come and kill. The flying things
come and kill." She glanced levely a Alouzon. "And now you and your people aso come. . . and kill."

Alouzon met her gaze. ' 'We haven't killed anyone.”

"Not yet. But had you not risked your life, Dragon-master, there would have been desth gplenty. |
know
your sympathies now, and some of your customs. Truly, | wish | did not. But my people aready grieve at
the depredations of Broceliande. Some spend their days in sorrow, others live in numb shock. Shdl | a-low
you to add to this?'

Alouzon felt as though she had been dapped by her own child. "I think you judge us pretty harshly,” she
managed.

I—?gow am | to judge you, then?' Dindrane's voice was sharp. "Armed and armored, you come to my land,
questioning our motives, denying life" She fought for words for a moment. "Your women deny their own
bodies, risk the unborn in combat, take . . . take one another in love—"

Kyria had been brooding, but she lifted her head. "Hang on there, honey," she said, a catch in her
voice. "I'm sorry | screwed up. You can go ahead and be pissed at me, but don't give us guff about our
women." The strident tones were missing from her voice: she spoke angrily, but with evenness. "Marrget's
got herself in ahdl of afix because she hasn't even figured out the ground rules yet and now she's going to
have a kid. And as for Manda and Wykla if that man of yours is as good for you as they are for each
other, you're doing pretty damned well."

Dindrane paled. "Mother Goddess ..." She dropped her eyes. "You do not understand, do you?"'

"No, | don't." Kyrias voice had turned ugly. "And | don't think you understand, either. So quit judging us.
If you're so big on men, how come Baares isn't saying anything?"'

Baares spoke without looking up. "Dindrane is the land, and | am the spirit behind her. My time is not yet
come."

"And do you have atime to kill, too?" Kyria snapped. "I saw you drooling over our swords.”

Mouth clenched, Baares looked away as though caught in some pernicious and solitary vice.

"That's enough, Kyria," said Alouzon.

The sorceress had become enraged. "I'm trying to help! Whose side are you on?"

"Ours" Alouzon found that she was regarding the sorceress dmog affectionately. She reached out
and patted her shoulder. "Simmer down. We need dl the friends we can get.”



"Some friends." But Kyriafdl dlent and went back to her brooding.

Alouzon wondered again at Kyrias question. Whose side are you on? A week ago, she would have
an-swered without hestation: Gryylth's. But her ale-giance had shifted. Vaylle was her land, her people,
her unconscious. She did not like much of what she had found in it, but she loved it nonetheless, and it
seemed to her now that, if she had to choose a Sde, then she had to be on everyone's side, whether they
were Gryylthan, Corrinian, Vayllen . . .

Kyria was muttering under her breath. Alouzon touched her shoulder again. "Hey, thanks."

"Thanksfor what?'

"For gicking up for Marrget.”

"What the hell am | supposed to do? Hate her?”

"That's what it sounded like a couple days ago.”

"So | waswrong. Shut up and leave me done."

... or Cdifornian. Alouzon felt a stab of guilt when she considered that, Since the sorceress had come
to thisworld, she had been fed only a steady diet of lies and deceptions.

She shifted uneedily on her horse. "I think, Dindrane," she said, "that we might surprise you."

The priestess looked sad. "Y ou have surprised me dready.”

The road took them over ahill and into avaley. There, beside alarge bay of the sea, Lachrae glittered
in the sunlight as though sculpted of alabaster.

Thiswas no recongtruction of a fifth-century town, with muddy streets snaking through a collection of
rude huts tha seemed not so much planned as cobbled hadlily together. The capitd of Vaylle was
ordered and
purposeful, its stone buildings flanking broad tho-roughfares that radiated from a centrad plaza like
sun-beams. The King's House was a grand presence of doping roofs and curving eaves, and next to it
were the precincts of the temple: gardens and wide lawns in which stood a ring of standing stones that
rivded the Circle in beauty and strength.

Alouzon stared, wondering. In cregting Vaylle, she had, it seemed, not merdy davisly continued
Sol-omon Braithwaite's theme of ancient Britain, but had instead reached even further into the realms of
fancy to erect shining cities of glory and peace.

Her companions were moved by the sght, and in Slence they rode toward the eastern gate. It was no
more than an archway over the road, and was large and white and constructed of fine marble that had
been thickly carved with Cdtic matifs and meanders.

Dindrane 9gnded a hdt and faced the company. ' 'l will take you to King Pdlam," she said, "but | beg
you: leave your swords in ther sheaths, your knives in their scabbards, and let your staves of magic be
ide These days, Lachrae is a place of sorrow. Do not add to our woes by showing weapons.”

"We are guests,” said Marrget. "To do other than the will of our hosts would be a grave discourtesy.”

Dindrane looked at her. "I will never understand you," she said softly. "Noble and barbaric both, you
shame yoursdf with your actions, and yet you shame us with your words."

Shaking her head, she led them into the city. Baares rode on her right, Alouzon on her left, and Santhe
and Parl and Birk followed after, ther swords shesthed but their hands nonetheless close to the hilts
Behind them came Kyria and Helwych, the one with lowered head and suspicious eyes, the other erect
and eager to make a good appearance.

Marrget and Karthin rode hand in hand, Marrget's face a once contemplative and tender, fearful and
defiant. She might have entered this aity as she en-
tered her own sense of womanhood, passng an im-ponderable door tha led into both mysery and
glory, gripping the hand of one who was afriend and alover.

Under the guise of providing arear guard, Manda had stayed far behind the column. Wykla was with
her, and the two women were open with ther affection. But though Wyklas eyes shone with wonder a
the marves that opened before her, Mandals were shadowed and grim.

Lachrae was lovely. The streets were paved with stone, and the white buildings might have been freshly
scrubbed that morning. Banners hung from poles and spires, and fountains bloomed in the squares and
com-mons, filling the ar with the sound of water. Though the people of the city looked a Alouzon and



her party with amazement and perhaps a little fear, they greeted the strangers with bows and polite
words; and children ran up to stare and then followed &fter, laughing.

All was peace and friendship in Lachrae, and Al-ouzon fdt unclean for intruding into such a place with
weapons of war and thoughts of violence. But, looking carefully, she saw that the Vayllens tranquillity
was muted. If the townspeople looked fearfully at their weapons, it was because they had come to the
knowl-edge of what wespons could do. And though Dindrane took a course through the dty that
bypassed the worst Sgns of destruction, Alouzon caught glimpses of dam-aged and shuttered houses,
and of doors hung with black garlands of mourning.

And they won't fight. . .

It was perfect pacifiam, the idediam of the 1960s brought to life, the jeans and t-shirts gilded with a
more dignified and ancient rament, the storefronts and chegp sudent apartments clad in marble,
chacedony, and bronze. Peace, it had once been beieved, would triumph; but that sentiment had
flowered in the sum-mer of love, borne bitter fruit in the Days of Rage, and rotted on a May morning at
Kent State.

Give peace a chance. Suzanne Hdling had said that hersdf. But peace was a fragile thing, essly
crushed by the threat of endavement on a summer night in Bandon, rent by bullets, or corroded by tear
gas. And even a Gandhi would meet defeat a the hands of an enemy who did not blench a mass
daughter.

King Pdlam had no need of guards, but his state demanded attendants, and when Dindrane led
Alou-zon's party into the courtyard before the King's House, they were met by severa men and women
who were dressed in arich livery of white and gold, with the king's emblem on thelr tunics.

Alouzon stared as she dismounted, not only because Dindrane and Baares embraced each of the
attendants as though they were family, but because the indgnia they bore depicted a cup and a knife,
conjoined, sur-rounded by thorns of red and black. The correspon-dence to the symbolism of the Grall
legends was too close to be a coincidence, and she suddenly wondered if, impossibly, the Holy Cup
were actudly here, in Lachrae.

The horses were led away, and Dindrane and Baares stood before the tal bronze door of the House
and turned to the members of the expedition. "Enter in," said the king's harper. "Here we have |€ft the
land, and come to another place. Therefore, as spirit of the redm, | greet you and ask you to put asde
your weap-ons.”

Kyrids eyes narrowed. "Thanks, but no thanks."

"Wed like to go dong with your wishes, Baares" said Alouzon, "but I'm afraid that we can't. We
agreed to keep the swords sheathed. We're not putting them aside.”

"Y ou may not enter this sacred ground armed.”

"Come on, Baares. You know we won't hurt you or your king. Weve been nice up until now. Please
don't drain our courtesy."

Baares stood firm. "Thisis the heart of Vaylle. To enter in with amsisaviolation."

But Alouzon sensed that hiswords were hollow. He
had looked on the swords with envy, and had scowled at the destruction of Daglin as if he would, with
suf-ficient provocation, renounce his vows of peace and lash out with whatever weapon was closest to
hand.

But though his eyes were uneasy, Baares was shak-ing his head. "I cannot let you pass.”

Dindrane stood beside him. "I will add my voice to my husband's."

Alouzon was haf of a mind to cdl up the fading hippie within her and st down on the floor of the
courtyard until the Vayllens saw reason. But the hippie would never have protested Baares's demand, and
in any case her place had long ago been taken by some-one who knew the value of a sword, who knew
that there was atime for battle as well as for peace, who had gained the profound and uneasy knowledge
brought by deliberate homicide.

Several minutes went by. Kyria was raging, though to her credit she was saying nothing. The warriors
seemed inclined to trust Alouon with the matter, but Helwych seemed acutely embarrassed.

But then, noisdesdly, the thick bronze door cracked open, and a young girl stuck her head out. Fair haired
and blue eyed, she was dressed like a boy, and her hands were dirty, as though she had been playing in the



street. "My father says that you should comein,” she said gravely.

"They bear weapons,” said Baares.

Halting footsteps approached the half-open door. "So do the Gray faces," said another voice, "and the
hounds have teeth, and the flying things bring their own death.”

The door swung open to reveal King Pellam, white-haired and solemn. He examined the expedition
fear-lessly. "Come," he said after a moment. "Come into my house, dl of you. Bring what you will: if what
isVaylleis so tender that it will not withstand the tread of a booted foot, then we are al logt indeed.”

For his looks and his voice, he might have been
Vorya come back again in different robes, and for a moment Alouzon wondered if that were not the case.
But Pellam was lame, and she again recalled the leg-ends of the Grail. No, this was not a simulacrum
dredged up out of recent memory. This man came from deeper sources. This was Pellam, the Fisher King,
who kept the Holy Cup, who waited for the asking of a single question so that both his body and his land
could be healed.

Broceliande, and now Pellam himsdf, surrounded by attendants whose livery bore the conjoined cup and
knife. How close was the Grail?

Leaning on the arm of his hoydenish daughter, Pel-lam led the party into the hall. Vaulting soared up in
peaks and ribs, and stained-glass windows rose from floor to celing, spilling their colors across the inlad
floor, drenching the room in their multicolored hues. Here was blue. And red the color of blood. Here was a
springtime green, a sun-struck yellow, a pain-llled indigo as deep as the evening sky.

Pellam laborioudy climbed the three steps to his throne and sat down. He smiled at his daughter. She
amiled back and scampered away to a side door.

Though large, the hdl was dl but deserted; but the aura of sanctity and authority that hung about the
King's House was not dependent upon large numbers of peo-ple or the ostentatious display of wedth or
arms. It was, ingtead, a presence in itsdf, one that would have remained even if the building had been
leveled; and Alouzon wondered from what depths of her soul had come something so holy and peaceful.

It's the Grail, It wants me. Maybe I'm doing some-thing right after all.

Baares and Dindrane presented each member of the company by name, and Pellam fixed them one by
one with hisold, gray eyes, as though he were examining a palimpsest. "My magistrate and my harper went
to Dadlin to find you," he said at last, his voice dry and tired. "And you came to Vaylle, | think, to find us.
Here we are. What do you wish?'

Sowly, respectfully, Alouzon told him of Bandon, and of the hounds that prowled in the night. She
re-counted the decisions of the council held at Kingsbury and described the purpose of her expedition.

Pellam listened, unmoving, his eyes flickering dowly in the changing colors from the windows. "You are
caled Dragonmaster, Alouzon,” he said. "Why is this?’

"I ... uh..." Where was the Dragon? In what part of the universe was it locked in perfect and
un-resolvable conflict with its antithesis? She had no idea. She had not even attempted to summon it for
fear that she would distract it and so give the White Worm a momentary and lethal advantage.

"Lord king," said Marrget, "upon occasion, Al-ouzon rides on the Great Dragon called Silbakor."

Dindrane and Baares exchanged glances. worried, silent.

"And where isthis beast?'

"We do not know, King Pellam."

" 'Tis yet another quest you have before you, it seems” said Pellam. He looked at Marrget carefully,
nodding his white head. "Honor to you, mother."

Marrget flushed. She acknowledged his words with a stiff bow.

"You have met us, Alouzon," said Pellam. "Are you satisfied that the troubles that afflict your lands also
aflict ours?"

"If | had any doubts," she said, "Daelin got rid of them."

"Daelin?' The king looked grave.

Dindrane spoke. "My king, the Grayfaces de-stroyed Dadlin last night."

Pellam bent his head. "May the God take them into the lands of the Goddess,” he said softly. "May they
find peace in Her arms.” For a minute, he was dlent. Findly: "The horrors that you seek come from
Bro-celiande. What will you do now, Alouzon? What do you want?'

It was tempting to believe that the answer to Pel-lam's question lay among the bright cities of Vaylle, or
sheltered in its deep forests, or enshrined among its sweet meadows. And it was true that, in the legends,
Pdlain himsdf guarded the Cup. But legends were one thing, and freshly created worlds and
search-and-destroy patrols were another: the Grail could never be an ag-gressor but, constrained by its own
divine being, nei-ther could it could ever be so passive as to dlow its ineffable presence to be so often



violated.

The answer and the Grail lay farther on. Beyond the Cordillera. In Broceliande.

Knowing that they would understand her unspoken question, Alouzon looked to her companions. Marrget
and Karthin nodded, as did Santhe; and Parl and Birk merely looked ready for whatever was asked of
them. Kyria was as defiant as ever: she would follow her ex-husband's footsteps over the edge of the
world for a chance at revenge. The loydty of Manda and Wykla was perfect.

Helwych done seemed distressed at the prospect. His fear might have been painted on his face.
"Drag-onmagter,” he said, "we have fulfilled our task. The enemy is not Vaylle. We should return before

" He searched for aplausible reason. " ... before we bring more harm to this place."

"What harm have we brought?' said Marrget sud-denly. "We have responsihilities. To turn back now
would mean ..." She faltered for a moment, regard-ing her body as though it had suddenly turned into an
dien presence. "It would mean . . . weakness." Her eyes turned hollow, and Karthin and Santhe put their
arms about her shoulders.

"Helwych," said Alouzon, "you can stay here if you want—if the Vayllens will have you—but we're
going on to Broceliande." Helwych looked angry and indignant both, but Alouzon bowed to Pellam. "If the
king will permit us."

Pellam considered. "Y ou are armed. Y our customs
are strange. But the Goddess and the God teach us that we are dl perfectly suited for our purposes in
life, baing given nather too much nor too little for the accomplishment of our tasks™ His gaze turned to
Dindrane, piercing and leve. "Is that not true, priest-ess?"

" Tistrue, my king." Her voice was a whisper in the gillness of the hdl.

Pdlam nodded dowly. "Hesh knows what spirit knows. But its knowledge is indinctud. That of the
Spirit is conscious.”

Baares spoke. "Are we therefore reprimanded, lord?”

"You are not. Wisdom isa dow growth." The king's eyes were deep. "We live for peace, but even so,
tis only imperfectly that we understand that idedl.” He lifted a hand, and a sunbeam conspired with the
daned glass to turn it the color of blood. "Peace may wel be of as many hues as these win-dows. Even
the Goddess bears a sword.”

He turned to Alouzon. "I perceive, Dragonmaster ..." And when he spoke the title, his eyes
searched her face as though reading, line by line, the amost-effaced history of the war-protesting hippie.
"... that your accouterments may indeed be in per-fect harmony with what might lie across the
Cordil-lera. Therefore | give you these permissons to come and go as you please, to have the hdp and
succor of dl who dwel within my realm, and to defend your lives as may be necessary." He stood up and
rased his hand in the manner of a priest bestowing a bene-diction. "All this do | grant in the name of the
God who is called Solomon, and the Goddess who is known as Suzanne.”

The names struck Alouzon like a club, and she was dill reding when Pdlam bowed to them and
departed, limping, his hand bracing his weak thigh and his white head flickering through the rain of colors
that flooded the grest hl with living light.

Dindrane approached Alouzon, her face concerned. "Are you not wel, Dragonmaster?"

"I'm... I'mjusttired,” she managed.
She should have redized it before, falt like a fool because she had not. Guardian she was. Guardian . . .
... and God.

* CHAPTER 15 *

When the interview with Pellam was over, the at-tendants regppeared and led the members of the

expedition to the guest rooms of the King's House. There they found hot water for baths, and soft beds;
and though the food offered was entirely meatless— the Vayllens adhering to their principles of
nonvio-lence even in matters of diet—everything was provided with smiles and courteous speech.

For Marrget, though, the Vayllens reserved ther kindest words. They addressed her as mother,
wished her hedlth and an easy hirth, but seemed uncompre-hending when Marrget, firg gently, and then
with arigng sense of urgency, requested that they cal her captain.



Since she had fird picked up a sword, her life had been alife of action and of deeds. She could be
proud of her behavior in battle. She could count the number of enemies that she had dan. But the
Vayllens cared nothing for her battles or the lives she had taken. Con-cerned only with her capacity for
bringing forth life, they honored her not for something that she did, but for something that she was. A
woman. A mother.

Shock findly flooded into her like a soring tide; and that night she dumped before the hearth in the
room that she shared with Karthin. The fire crackled and snapped, and Karthin rocked her like a child,
hum-ming a Corrinian harvest song under his bregth.

"Areyou frightened, Marrha?' hesaid at last.

"Thereis a great dlence within me, my love. And a storm, too."

"In me ds0." Putting his hand beneath her chin, he lifted her head until he could look into her eyes.
"When | told you of my love, | had not intended to burden you.”

"'When | took you to my bed, | had not intended to burden mysdf." She forced a amile. "Save with
youBu..." Lifing her hends shetouched har body. Soon, very soon, it would be unfamiliar once more.

"Do you wish you were aman again?' he said siftly.

Marrget flushed. "Had you asked me the firs day or the firs year, | would have said yes. Now ..."
Her mouth worked. "Now | cannot say that. It seems you have made awoman of me"" Her voice broke.
"And amather." She refused to weep. Tears were a weakness.

Karthin cradled her. "The Vayllens think hignly of that."

"l do not know what to think."

"In my land, as Manda said, women are honored both as maids and as mothers. We do not chan
them to the cooking pots.”

"Then ..." There was her fear: ripe with the odor of femde musk, dick with a woman's melt, loud with
the cries of children. Regardless of her deeds, regard-less of her vaor, her very being pointed toward a
fu-ture of subservience as unmigtakably as her breasts (were they growing tender now?) filled the front of
her tunic. "Then we mugt livein Corrin forever," she said. "For | will not submit.”

"l do not ask you to."

"Mandas revenge seems—" She caught hersdf and stared. Her tongue had tripped her.

"Marrha?'

"I ..." Oh, Gods, he had given her love and re-spect, had hed her as she had learned the ecstasy of
her body. She could not keep it from him any more.

"Thereis something between you, | know."

She nodded, rose, and went to the fire. "There is a grave something between us" She spoke with her
eyes on the flames; and as she told Karthin of the rape, she saw it as if through Mandas eyes. Her man's
face was broad and strong, and it hovered above her, eyes clenched, mouth set in a grimace, bobbing
rhythmi-cally with each thrust.

And then the rape—and her tale—was over, and the man's eyes opened to show, briefly, an incongruous
trace of fear. The vidlation, though directed outward, had turned inward and branded an otherwise spotless
life with a blazon of impurity.

Womanhood, and now motherhood. Manda's re-venge had been working its will on her from the
be-ginning.

Marrget turned around. Karthin had not moved. The thumbs of his big hands were hooked in the soft belt
of the Vayllen robe he wore, and his eyes were down-cast. "The war was an evil thing," he said softly.
"There was grief on both sides.”

"l am not speaking of the war, Karthin. | speak of myself and of Manda."

"There was grief on both sides" he said again. He sighed. "I was a farmer for a long time, but the war
findly drove me from my plow. There were too many towns burned, too many men and women killed, too
many rapes ..."

"The Corrinians did not rape."

"I will not say that we did. But Manda's tale can be repeated a hundred times over, in a hundred different
voices."

Marrget was shocked. "Are you so unfedling that you can dismiss the rape of a countrywoman with
gen-erdities? Have you no loyalty?"



Karthin blinked at her outburst. His eyes showed hurt. "I am loyd to those | love."

"Do you love Manda?'

"1 do."

"Then...how canyou ..." Marrget bent her head, forced the tears back. Weakness. Everything her
body did suddenly seemed weak. Bellies full of chil-dren, and spreading her legs to a man's hot presence,
and tears . . . ' 'Manda's hate is just, and o is her wish for revenge. And you deny it?"

"I deny nothing."

"Then how can you st there and not wish her as-sailant dead?' She was speaking against hersdlf,
chal-lenging him to hate her.

Karthin sat, pondering the matter before him as a farmer might ponder the imminence of rain; examin-ing
the dry fields, the clouds, the bleached and with-ering crops. "I think that | would indeed wish him dead,"
he said at last. He rose and went to her, touched her face, ran his fingers back through her long hair.
"But as far as | can tell, my beloved, the man who raped Manda is indeed dead. Long dead."

Thetears welled up, persistent and weak.

Karthin laid a hand on her belly. "Dead and buried long ago. | never knew him. | know only you. | do not
believe that there is a Marrget of Crownhark any-more: | speak to one caled Marrha."

Sobhing, she tried to turn away from him, but he caught her and held her, and she did not resist. Her cries
racked her body, and her tears soaked the front of his robe as he folded her in a gentle embrace.

"I ...l want to die ..." she whispered at |last.

"I do not believe you."

"That is well," she said, "for | am afool."

Karthin stroked her hair. "Cometo bed."

"How can | come to bed after what | have done?"

He shushed her. "Cometo bed, little girl."

She shuddered as he led her across the room. At the side of the bed, she stripped off her tunic roughly.
"Hurt me, Karthin," she said. "Hurt me as once | hurt Manda."

"Never." He shook his head and kissed her. "Never."

Dindrane heard Marrget sobbing as she went down the corridor toward Alouzon's rocom. The grief was
red, she sensed: a combination of fear, guilt, and the unnamed things that could rise up in the middle of
the night and reduce even the mogt taciturn to tears and regrets.

They are not heartless, then. They weep.

Violence had seemed s0 easy for the people from Gryylth, but now, sanding slent in the dim corridor,
Dindrane heard the depth of emotion in the captain's cries, heard dso the strange juxtgposition of joy and
sorrow that manifested as—amid tears and kisses both—Marrget and Karthin made tender love in the
darkness of their room.

The priestess was moved. The gentle strength in Karthin's voice and the yidding softness in Marrget's
were as pure a manifeation of the Divine as anything that she hersdf shared with Baares. There was no
vi-olence or begtidity here: only an absolute affection, one that knew how to cherish, how to give

Stepping softly, she went on down the corridor, her thoughts suddenly turning dong unfamiliar paths.

And what of Manda and Wykla? They loved as openly and passonately as Marrget and Karthin, and
Dindrane had seen the glow on ther faces as they had walked, hand in hand, through the gardens of the
King's House, their light hair warmed by the colors of the setting sun, their steps guided dong the path by
bright clusters of early-blooming crocuses.

Ther love was wrong, and yet they were happy. Dindrane shook her head, puzzled. Joy and love and
happiness were gifts of the Goddess and the God. What did it mean?

The deep thrum of mae voices drifted into the cor-ridor from the room occupied by Santhe and his
men. ". . .| think, then, that we should avoid drawing sted if at dl possble” Santhe was saying. "Ther
ways are not ours. Fascinated as the children might be, let them be fascinated at a distance. Dindrane is
right: there is enough death in thisland.”

"And if we are attacked?"' said acool, efficient
voice. Dindrane had a vison of light hair and gray eyes. Parl.

"We will do what we can. But we will respect our hogts."

Dindrane went on. So polite. Yet so different.



And Alouzon Dragonmaster would cross the breadth of Vaylle and climb the jagged dopes of the
Cordil-lera. It was a violent action, but Dindrane sensed that Alouzon was motivated by more than a desire
for bloodshed. Nonetheless, the thought of an armed party traveling through the soft landscapes of Vaylle
made Dindrane contemplate her own responshilities, and she knocked on Alouzon's door with her mind
aready made up.

"Comeonin."

Alouzon was gitting on the edge of her bed, her el-bows on her knees and her chin in her hands, but her
weariness seemed not quite that of a soldier or a war-rior, or even of a councilor or a diplomat.

She gestured Dindrane to a chair. "l've been ex-pecting you."

"Indeed?"

Alouzon shrugged. "You didn't ask haf your ques-tions on the way to the city, so | figured you'd save
them up for after dinner. Fire away."

Violent she was, and yet subtle and intuitive. Din-drane perched on the chair, settled her skirts about her,
and laid her hedler's staff across her knees. " 'Tis to Broceliande you want to go."

Tiredly, Alouzon stared into the fire. Her sheathed sword lay beside her, a cold and unyidding bedmate.
"Yeah."

Dindrane eyed the weapon. "Pdlam is a wise king. He would not have given you permission to travel in
his realm unless he was quite sure of your intentions. | confess | do not share his confidence.”

Alouzon nodded. "We're a pretty scruffy bunch." She picked up the sword and rested the tip of the
sheath on the ground between her feet. The hilt was in the form of two intertwined dragons, one white, one
black,
and Alouzon ran her hand along them with an expres-sion that might have been of fear.

Hardly a reassuring weapon, then, even for one who was cdled Dragonmaster.

"What ..." Dindrane watched Alouzon's smooth brown hands for a moment. Womanflesh, like her own.
And yet not. Alouzon had killed, and killed often. "What do you hope to accomplish?"

"Gryylth got hit a couple times," said Alouzon without looking up from the hilt. "I want to find out who did
it."

"But you know that now."

"I've got aname. That'sal."

"And what will you do when you find out what Bro-celiande is? "

Alouzon seemed to have no answer. Or maybe her answer was a part of the motivation that lay behind
her outward actions. a restless, shadowy horror covered by athin throw of words and gestures.

Dindrane pressed. "Will you go home then?"

"Probably."

"And then return with armies? And battle the Gray-faces?"
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"And what of Vaylle?'

Alouzon sighed, tossed the sword behind her, and shook her bronze mane out of her face. She would,
Dindrane thought, look a home in neither a man's trews nor a woman's skirts. She was Alouzon:
indis-solubly wedded to tunic and armor and sword. Where did such a one as this come from?

"Let metdl you a story." Alouzon folded her hands and examined them for a moment as though she read
the text of her tale in the twining of her fingers. "Where | come from, there was a country called Viet-nam.
It was full of people like you and me. All kinds. They lived their lives the way they wanted to. The problem
was that no one would leave them alone.”

Dindrane started to speak, but Alouzon shook her head. "Hear me out. Other countries wanted things
that Vietnam had, and they decided to fight over them. The folks in Vietnam didn't want any part of it,
but no one listened, and dl of a sudden they had foreign armies on ther land, and battles being fought,
and people—including their own—getting killed. By the time the war was finished, there wasn't much of
the place left.”

"And is it to keep me from deep that you tdl me such nightmares?' Dindran€s voice was thin:
Alou-zon had uttered her deepest fears.

"No. | just want you to know that | don't intend to let that happen to Vaylle"

Dindrane's mouth tightened. The arrogance of the woman! "I am glad that you have so ordained." Her
voice might have etched glass.

But Alouzon lodked up, and the priestess Was deken by the tenderness that she saw in her brown eyes. "I



care" sad Alouzon, and if the Goddess Hersdlf had spoken, She could not have put more sincerity and
feding into the words. "I . . .I love you dl. I'm not going to let that happen.”

Kyrids bolt might have daughtered dl the learned men and women of Lachrae, but Alouzon had risked
her life to save them. And here again her stated com-mitment carried an impliait offer of sdf-sacrifice.
Din-drane's mouth went dry. "Who . . . who are you, Alouzon?'

Alouzon laughed wryly. "Sometimes | wish to hdl | knew, Dindrane”

"What isit that you want?'

Alouzon looked & her as a mother might look upon a firstborn child: hdf in awe, hdf in fear. "Il tdl
you this there's something in Brocdliande besides death, and I'm going to find it. And when | do, itll
mean that you won't have to worry about what hap-pened to Vietnam. I'm not saying that itll be easy for
any of us, but it won't be horrible, ether.”

"Shdl we learn violence then?" But though Din-drane tried to find a blossom of righteousness within
her, the flowers had withered. Her words fel flat.

Alouzon's motives were a shadow in the darkness behind her. "It might come to that," she said.
"Maybe not."

Dindrane rose. She had thought that she had under-stood Alouzon, that her vigt tonight would merey
daify certain points and establish certain boundaries. But it was as though she had peered through the
ice of a winter lake to confront the immeasurable and unset-tling depths below. "Baares and | will
accompany you to Brocdiande," she said. "You will need guides, and our people will need protection.”

"Afraid well scare the horses?

"Afrad, rather, that you will terrify the people,” Dindrane replied tartly as she turned for the door. But
her hand had not even found the pull when, plainly audible through the shuttered window, a distant
scream cut the night air like a sharp sword.

The White Worm offered itsdf in terms that were dmogt sexud, and Helwych, prowling through the
darkened corridors of the King's House, saw itsindigo eyes and its blue nimbus everywhere: flashing out
of Sght around a corner, peering a him through an arch-way, flitting down the length of a hdl.

Is this not what you want, my little man? Have you not lusted after me since the day Tireas
declared that he had other matters than you to attend to? | am knowledge. | am power. Tell me
now. am| not every-thing you desire?

The Worm was right. He had left his room so as to discover whatever mysteries of magic and
knowledge might liein the King's House and the temple grounds, searching, as aways, for something to
fill the lack of learning that had dogged him throughout his days of wizady.

But the corridors had led hm nowhere. He was lost now in a maze of passages and windows, of
locked doors and forced turns. All the halways looked the same, and what rooms he entered were
empty save for the congtant, intrusve presence of the White Worm.

Come. Give me.. . . everything. And | will give you everything in return.

"Go away," he mumbled. He turned away and pushed through a side door that led into the gardens.
When he turned around, the door had disappeared, but in the middle of the blank wal a face took on
form and substance. It was a man's face, and though, like the Worm's, its eyes were the no-color of
empty space, they possessed the hypnotic gaze of a specter.

Thelips moved soundlesdy. | will be everything to you.

Hewych shoved hirsif avay framthewdl and ren into the gardens. The night sky with its million stars hung
like aweight above him, pressing his thoughts to the ground, and the voice pursued him.

All things are possible for me.. . .

As he ran through a thicket of thorn bushes, a hand— a man's hand—reached out and tumbled him to
the ground. In a moment, Helwych's arms were pinned beside him and the face he had seen was inches
away from his own.

"Dindrane! Alouzon! Help!"

"They can't hear you, little man," said the Specter. Though somewhat above middle age, its har gray,
its face lined, Helwych's assallant was unaccountably strong, and nothing the boy could do had any effect



onitsgrip.

"They will hear," Helwych ingsted, "for we are in the garden of the King's House. Someone will hear.”

The Specter shook its head and laughed dryly. "We're along way from the garden, sonny. Farther than
if you were in bed in Corrin.” It spat. "Corrin! Dremord territory, if you ask me™

"'Let me go!" Helwych struggled, but he might have been fettered iniron.

"Let you go?' The Specter laughed again, bent over and fixed Helwych's gaze with its own. "Isnt this
what you want? Isn't thiswhat you've dways wanted?"

Helwych's vison filled with the blackness of the Specter's eyes. Scrgping together what
s f-confidence
was left to him, he spoke dowly and ddiberatdly, us-ing the formula that was one of the lagt things that
Tireas had taught him. "Y ou cannot have my soul,” he said. "I will not yidd it."

"Yidd it?' said the Specter. "I'm not asking you to yied anything. How the hdl can you yidd what you
havent got?"

"My soul-"

"Has been mine since Kingsbury." The Specter's gaze sank deeply into Helwych. "Don't worry: you
haven't redly been feding anything since my hound took you, anyway."

Faintly, with his last shreds of identity, Helwych heard someone screaming, and then the sharp crack of
adetonation.

The attendants had shown Manda and Wykla to sep-arate rooms, but they dept in the same bed
anyway, for they would not willingly give up what they had found in one another's touch since they had
declared their love.

In the flickering light of alow-burning fire, Wyklas skin was the color of pae roses, and when, amiling,
ghe stretched her arms up to Manda, there was accep-tance and love in her eyes, not only for the maid
of Corrin, but for hersdf as wdl. It was as if—with each night, each caress, each passage of pleasure
from hand to body and back agan—the gifl rooted hersdf more firmly and more joyfully into the
woman's form that had once seemed so dien to her that she would rather have died than endured it.

Manda's maidenhood had been torn from her, and Wyklas had been forced upon her; but in the union
of body and spirit to which they abandoned themsdves each night, the two women found themsdves
pos-sessed of that which they had thought they had logt forever: themsdves. And it seemed to both that
such a queenly possession, long desired and long fought for, could only be truly clasped in the giving of it
to another.

And they gave, ungintingly. Here was a release of sorrow, here a forgetting of the past. In the warmth
of their common bed, they had only the present, and joy, and the fathfulness of souls that had grown
together.

But what, Manda wondered as the fire flickered into low embers and fluttering ash, did Marrget fed
to-night? She, too, had found love, and now she was with child. How digtant, redly, was the past?

The man who had raped Manda could know nothing of a woman's passion, or of the flutter of life
within her bdly. His quilt had been his own. Sdfish, sdf-centered, conceited, he had taken his
pleasure—and his blood—and had gone away again.

But the woman: there had been fear in her eyes when Dindrane had spoken of her unborn child. And
the contempl ative bleakness that was now a constant pres-ence on her face was nothing that aman could
ever understand.

Was he gone then, Mandas quest for justice dl ended? Manda did not know. She curled hersdf
agang Wyklas soft, degping body and, pondering, tried to find in her lover's steedy bresthing some
reassurance that the past was dead. But just as she was dropping off, she heard a sudden cry, and a
sharp detonation, and &t the other end of the corridor, a door was flung open with a crash.

Alouzon's voice rang out. "Everybody up! Weve got trouble!”

Kyriadid not wander the corridors of the King's House to look for magic or secrets. If she had put her
desre into words, she would have sad that she searched for an end to the persgent sense of



entrap-ment that had shackled her snce she had come to Gryylth.

Y ears ago, she had fought Solomon, and she had vowed that his kind would never possess her again.
But she could not fight this utter transformation that had turned her body into that of a young woman and
caused her to answer indinctivey to a different name.

Her mind was, in fact, so profoundly aien that at times she had difficulty acknowledging it as her own.

But was it, in fact, so dien? Kyria—the real Kyria, the one who smiled softly at her out of her inward
darkness—was by no means an intruder. Rather, she was a rebirth of old wants and needs, a reviva of an
age of innocence, of atime before forced abortion and wrathful divorce had tamped the last spadeful of soil
down on the coffin of love and holiness.

Heen Addams looked out through Kyrias eyes now, fighting passionately against the very sense of
whole-ness that she had once embraced. Day by day she was fdling back into the patterns that had once
led her into powerlessness, and yet everything that she saw and did told her that she was not at dl
powerless, that the strengths that lay within her grasp were real. And against her will she was beginning to
believeit.

The corridors of the King's House were as straight as the streets of the city, and without difficulty she
found her way into the gardens that surrounded the temple precincts. The rose bushes were bare this early
in the year, but the crocuses and hyacinths were up, and tulips seemed imminent.

The moon had not yet risen, but the darkness was dleviated by the multitude of stars and by the torches
set aong the colonnade that skirted the gardens. In the firdight, the flowers sparkled with early dew, and
Kyria bent to touch a bloom, surprised that there could be such beauty and gentleness in land created by
Sol-omon Braithwaite.

"Lady Kyria?' An attendant approached her, the golden threads of his livery glinting. "May | be of help?’

She had straightened ingdtinctively at the name, and she cursed slently for her self-treachery. Kyria was
not her name. It belonged to that gently smiling face within her. Her name was Helen: why should she
an-swer to Kyria? "I'm just . . . nervous tonight,”" she said.

He nodded.” 'Tis welcome you are to Lachrae, and to
the King's gardens. Please wander as you wish." Soft-spoken, polite, strong and gentle both, he appeared to embody
dl the desirable qualities of manhood.

And they drop like flies when the Gray faces come. . .

The attendant bowed and turned to depart. "Wait a minute," Kyria said suddenly, and he stopped. "Are you
watching me because you're afraid?"

"Afraid?" He was puzzled.

"I mean, after dl, | nearly ..." Her action outside Daglin had shamed her: she would not speak the words willingly.
She shrugged and shook her head.

He understood. "Errors are a part of growth—so the Goddess teaches us. Those who are wise have said that the
Goddess herself has made mistakes, though we as men and women cannot ourselves perceive them as such.
Nevertheless, She sorrows over them.”

"Even Gods have to grow?"

"Indeed. Surely."

She fdlt like crying. Everything that she had ever wanted was here, but Solomon had created it only to destroy it, bit
by bit, before her eyes. And she was too stubborn and too, cynica to save it. "Am | alowed to see the temple?' she
said abruptly.

"Willing feet are never denied.” He offered his hand and, after a moment, she took it. This was Vaylle. She was safe.

Accustomed to places of worship that possessed four walls and a roof, Kyria was at first taken aback when she was
led to a ring of roughly dressed monoliths that reared up more than twenty feet from the thick grass. But her senses
had been sharpened by sorcery, and she felt the sanctity of the place.

If there was Divinity in the universe, it had taken up residence here in Lachrae, and Kyria had to
con-sciously shield hersdf from the energy that swirled invisibly about the stones, that reached out to her with gentle
but omnipotent presence, threatening to sweep her into ecstasy, or oblivion, or both.

The attendant spoke in awhisper. "The temple. Sheis here. And so is He."

The Goddess and the God. That afternoon, Pdlam had cdled them Suzanne and Solomon, and
Alouzon had nearly fainted on the spot.

Like a miser bresking open a new rall of pennies, Kyria examined her suspicions. The God was
Solo-mon. That was nothing that surprised her. Her ex-hus-band had obvioudy set himsdf up in what he
consdered to be his rightful place. But Suzanne? Su-zanne Hdling was as much a vidim of Sol's
arrogance as Hden Addams.

Or was she?



At the entrance to the ring of monoliths were two smdler stones that rose up to the height of a tal man.
At such a distance from the colonnade, the light was faint and uncertain, but Kyria could see that the par
were carved with the life-5zed figures of aman and a women

She sent the attendant away and, done, she contem-plated the images. Solomon, thin and lined, but
with dignity in his face; Suzanne, plump and noble both, a sword in her hands.

Suzanne. . .

Victim? Or just another exploiter?

A scream broke through the holy slence as though a glass had been shattered, and a wave of light
sud-denly eclipsed the stars. A moment later came an ex-plosion, and, horribly, the sound of a machine
oun.
Kyriaturned and ran for the colonnade, her saff searing the ar with violet intengty. Sol, you bastard!

* CHAPTER 16 *

The King's House and the templ e precincts occu-pied alow hill a the center of the city, and the sounds

of explosives and automatic weapons fire car-ried clearly to them. So did the screams of the families
who lived at the west edge of town.

Alouzon pounded down the corridor, carrying her leathers and sword in one hand, dragging Dindrane
after her with the other. ' 'How do we get outside?"

"Andisit fighting you want?'

"Hell, yed"

Dindrane dug in her hedls at the firg turning and brought Alouzon up short. "Why should | show you,
then?'

Alouzon fdt like dgpping her. "Because your peo-ple are getting daughtered out there, bitch.”

The company had quickly assembled behind them. Manda was pulling the straps of Wyklas cuirass
tight asthe girl tied her hair back. Karthin was sruggling into his armor, asssted by Marrget. Santhe and
his men appeared never to have disarmed.

Alouzn glanoed back. Hewyd? Kyrig? The sounds of modern warfare that carried across the dity told her
that a defense without magic would be suiciddl.

Dindrane read her thoughts. "Can you do any better than we, Dragonmaster?”

A door opened at the end of the hdl, and Hewych staggered out of his room, rubbing deep from his
eyes and gaping.

"Look," said Alouzon, "let us do what we can." Dindrane met her gaze levely, her eyes showing not a
trace of fear. "Come on: move!"

Reluctantly, the priestess led them down the corri-dor and through several rooms. At last she paused
be-fore a door of oak. "Thisis the western portal of the House," she said. "Straight across the plaza is the
West Road. The Grayfaces—"

She stopped. Mixed into the tumult from the edge of the city, clearly audible through the wood and
ma-sonry, was the demented howling of a pack of hounds.

Alouzon jerked the door open. The night air spilled in. The howling and shots grew louder. ' 'Are you
coming?'

Dingrane shook her head. "I will keep safe those whom | can. And | will find Baares, for there will be
hedling needed tonight." She looked them over for an instant, and her face turned pained when her eyes
rested on Marrget. "Much hedling. Go. Go if you must." She turned and, staff in hand, fled back into the
House.

"WhereisKyria?' said Marrget.

"Dunno,” said Alouzon. She fumbled with the buckles of her leathers. "Well have to do without her.”

Helwych drew himsdlf up. In the torchlight, his dark eyes seemed filled with nothing save the emptiness
of the night sky. "She will not be needed.”

Alouzon found his inflections disturbing. "1 hope you 're right, kiddo."

They ran. Their boots clattered on the pavement and echoed off the stone buildings. The moon sent their



shadows racing ahead of them like streaks of black oil. The streets were deserted: breached yet again,
Lach-rae had turned in upon itself—doors barred, windows shuttered—Iike a wounded anima curling up to
deep . .. or die.

When the flashes of tracers and exploding grenades came into view, Alouzon signaled a hat. Ahead, the
screams continued, the hoarse, despairing cries of many voices blending into a hellish counterpoint of
pain that was answered by the chatter of the guns and the baying of hounds.

"0, you nameless Gods," said Karthin softly.

Gods. Alouzon supposed that the term included her now. She grimaced.

"l suggest an indirect approach, Alouzon,” said Marrget.

She floundered out of her thoughts. "Uh . . . yeah. Good. Helwych: canyou ..." She examined him for
amoment. Different. Quite different. And that hound south of Bandon had been playing with him. "Can
you handle the hounds?’

"l can, indeed.” He sounded amost smug.

After aminute's conference, the party broke into three teams. Alouzon, Manda, and Wyklawould take
a gde street and work ther way westward. Santhe and his men would cirde to the north. Marrget,
Karthin, and Hewych would do the same from the south. "I'll warn you dl," said Alouzon. "The hounds
may be the least of our problems. Remember what happened in Quay? The Grayfaces have weapons
like that."

"We remember,” sad Santhe. He amiled thinly. Battle—and maybe desth—lay ahead of him, but his
humor flickered through nonetheless. "But we re-member the Tree, too, and the Circle”

"Gods bless" sad Alouzon. She fdt drange utter-ing the words. Bettering her grip on the
Dragonsword, she moved off into a narrow dley that pardlded the man thoroughfare. Manda and
Wykla hugged for an ingant, then followed.

Although the dley was unpaved, there was no rub-bish or squdor: the Vayllens taste for order and
clean-liness extended even to their back streets. Barrels and boxes were stacked tightly together without
any strays or legks, and the three women made their way aong the passage slently.

In aldl in the gunfire, Alouzon looked up at a bright window that splashed the dley with candldight. A
man's voice was murmuring:

"Suzanne, bewithus. . ."

Alouzon sagged against the marble wal, the Dra-gonsword heavy in her hand. "I'm just a dumb girl," she
whispered. "Don't do thisto me."

"... fold usin Your comforting embrace that, should this be the hour of our death, we may be led to
Y our lands by the hand of the God ..."

She could not afford hysteria now. Dragging a breath, she pushed on, fixing her eyes and her thoughts on
what lay ahead.

The outlying sections of the city presented an in-creasingly rural appearance. As Alouzon, Manda, and
Wykla continued on, the dley began opening out on one side or the other to reveal gardens and broad,
grassy plazas. It findly terminated in a field dotted with trees and stands of high bushes.

Fifty yards away was a cluster of manor houses, their style reminiscent of the Romano-British villas that
had once dotted southern England. To the eyes of Suzanne Hdling, the student, they were a study in
archaeology come to life, fifth-century timber and thatch modified only dightly to embrace marble and date.
To the eyes of the former war protester, they were a horror of anachronistic warfare, with tracer bullets
pouring through shuttered windows and ricocheting off stone walls.

But to Alouzon Dragonmaster, they were a problem to be solved, a battle to be fought.

An embankment ringed the manors, its top surmounted by a hedge of crab apple and elder. There the
Grayfaces had taken up their pogtion, and the light of the waning moon santed down on the gas-masked
soldiers and on the hound-pack that swirled across the surrounding fied in a surging mass of diseased
phosphorescence.

A flash of violet burst out suddenly from a cluster of trees at the southern end of the fidd, sweeping
to-ward the hounds like a searchlight beam. They wheeled away, but one was sdow. The violet finger
caught it squarely, transfixed it, and melted it into a steaming puddle as its howling turned first to whining
and then to a full-throated animal scream of pain.

Detonations. One. Two. Three. Light burst from within the embankment, and a wal of the nearest
manor crumbled. Roof dates tumbled to the ground, rooms were left gaping, floors collapsed, and those



occupants who were not pitched to the ground were riddled by the spray of bullets from the M-60.

Forgetting the violet energy, hungry for food—or for souls—the hound pack yelped and dived over the
em-bankment.

Crump. Crump.

Alouzon started. Mortars. The sound had come not from the Grayfaces nearest her, but from a part of
the embankment farther to the south. How many enemies were they dealing with?

Helwych's lance of energy left the ground and darted skyward. The mortar rounds exploded harmlesdy
in the air. The young sorcerer was defending admirably, but if he were tied up with mortars, he could do
noth-ing against the dogs.

Kyria, where the hell are you ?

Alouzon turned to the other women. "The dogs are busy for now," she said quickly. "It looks like there's
enough cover to make it across the clearing to the bunch on this side. Our only hope is to grab one of those
guns.”

Manda glanced at Wykla, who shrugged. "We do not know the use of them, Dragonmaster,” she said.

"l can figure it out." Alouzon started across the field. "I hope."

Trees and bushes provided concealment, but the moonlight was abominably clear and bright. As they
dashed from cover to cover, Alouzon kept expecting a sudden burst of fire, tracers stresking like orange
sparks, a cry from Wyklaor Manda. . .

Another wall of the manor collapsed, and the hounds' baying turned into a frenzied davering. Above the
tumult rose the cry of awoman. "Please . . . please ..."

Alouzon rushed again, dived for a cluster of bushes, and found herself confronted with a Grayface soldier
who had been saring off toward the south, fascinated by the play of Helwych's energy.

"Mercy ... please. .. O Goddess, save mel"

The eyes benind the ges mesk narrowed and the M-16 came up, but the Dragonsword was faster. Alouzon
opened the man from bdly to throat and grabbed his gun as hefdll.

She looked up intime to see, to the south, Marrget dashing toward a ditch. Marrget was followed by
Kar-thin, who was, in turn, followed by aline of tracers. At the las moment, Marrget threw hersdf into
the ditch, reached up, and dragged Karthin in after her. The tracers streaked by, whipping the grass and
S0l into a pulverized cloud.

With Manda and Wykla beside her, Alouzon shesthed the Dragonsword and scrutinized the M-16.
She assumed that the safety was off and that she had only to pull the trigger to fire it. She assumed. She
hed no idea what to do if that were not the case.

Anocther soldier ran toward them from the embank-ment, but Manda moved quickly. By the time he
re-dlized that conditions within the thicket had changed dragticaly, he was dead.

But Marrget and Karthin were pinned down in the ditch, and more mortar rounds were hurtling in
Hel-wych's direction.

" Dragonmeder? Manda wes hdding the ather M-16 as though it were a snake. "This does not please me

"Nor me, Manda. Do you want to try that thing?"

"Nay, lady. | am not such afool.”

"OK." Alouzon took it from her and fumbled with the ammunition dip until it did into her hand. She
thrugt it into her belt and tossed the extrarifle asde. "We're gaing in. There are some trees about twenty
feet thissde of the Grayfaces. Well work our way across to them. When we go over the rim to hit the
mechine gun, well have to move fagt.”

Her companions did not hesitate to follow her. Al-ouzon wished heartily that she was as confident, but
with the Dragonsword guiding her and the greasy, Fi-berglas stock of the M-16 under her arm, she
assumed that she had bettered their odds at least alittle.

The sky lit up as Helwych detonated another mortar round.

In two rushes, Alouzon and her companions had a-most reached the last clump of trees, but then the
ma-chine gun roared into action, and the three found the ground at their feet peppered with 7.62 millimeter
bul-lets. Without breaking stride, Manda pivoted on the spot and threw herself into Wykla, knocking her
free of the kill zone. Alouzon back-pedaled furioudy and tumbled beside them, behind the lip of a
depression.

Manda's head was pressed against Wyklas. "What kind of monsters are these?"



Alouzon suppressed a sudden wave of nausea. "I. . . | haven't the faintest idea," she lied.

Manda knew she lied. The glance she gave the Dragonmaster was level, accepting, but surprised.

The M-60 tracked back across the ground, raking the edge of the depression. In alull, Alouzon risked a
peek at the Grayface podtion, but she saw muzzle flashes the moment her head cleared the lip. She
dropped flat again. The waning moon glared down, and she cursed its light, for it made them a perfect
target.

But the moonlight cut off suddenly, and Alouzon looked up to find that a whirling cloud of darkness had
blanketed the sky above the area. Even the stars had vanished. Kyrias voice, faint but clear, called out:

"Everyone move!"
As one, Alouzon, Manda, and Wykla rolled out of the depression and, swinging well out to either side,
headed for the Grayfaces.

Mere yards now. Alouzon saw a muffled flash that was directed upward and guessed that a flare was
about to burst. Off to her |eft, grenades exploded in the ditch, and she hoped that Marrge't and Karthin had
gotten out in time. To her right, another M-60 opened fire, doubtless in response to an approach on the part
of Santhe and his men.

The flare burst in a shower of magnesium light just as Alouzon reached the gun emplacement. Bushes,
trees, grass: dl shone as though graven in silver.

Gasmasked figures tumed toward her, but she soueszed the trigger of the M-16, and it bucked lightly in her hands
as she emptied the ammunition clip into the men before her. The high-velocity bullets were designed to
tumble upon impact: clothing and flesh shredded as one, blood flowed black in the blue white light, bits of
bone scattered palely across the gleaming grass.

Manda and Wyklg, their swords silver and lethal, fell on those who scrambled away from the volley of
death, and the fight was over in seconds.

For a moment they rested, panting, listening to the davering hounds on the far side of the bank. Alouzon
crawled up to the hedge, peered through carefully, and was nearly sick at the sight of the scattered and
gnawed lirnbs and bodies. The woman's cry 4ill rang in her ears. O Goddess, save me!

The flare spent itsdlf, and darkness returned. Scat-tered fire erupted from the north, and grenades
pocked the night with scarlet concussions. Kyrias vell was holding, but unless she was willing to risk
dipping into her aternate persondity, she was as fully occu-pied with the moonlight as Helwych was with
the mor-tar rounds that continued to arc southward with irritating regularity.

"We're going to have to free up one of the sorcer-ers," said Alouzon. "If Kyria drops that cloud, we lose
our cover. It looks like Helwych's the best bet."

Manda examined as much of the scene as was re-vealed by the intermittent bursts of light. "I had no idea
that Helwych commanded such potencies.”

"Neither did I."

The maid swung back to Alouzon. "To my knowl-edge—to anyone's knowledge—he did not when we
left Benardis. Where did he learn these things?'

Alouzon shook her head as she changed ammunition clips, recdling again the playful hound. "You got
me.

He's taking care of the mortars, and he can take care of the hounds. For now, that'sdl | care about.”

"Asyou will, Dragonmedter.”

"Let's go. South. When we hit the emplacement, keep moving and stay close to them: don't give them
achance to use thar guns™

They crept dong the edge of the embankment. The grass cushioned their footfals, but as they crept to
within yards of the Grayface position, Alouzon heard the scrape of an M-60 bipod as the wegpon was
shifted toward them.

She legped, kicking the barrel of the machine gun to the side, sending the firgt spray of bullets into the
ground. Swung with the strength of a Dragonmaster, the butt of her M-16 found the gunner's temple, and
herolled to the side, his skull shattered.

Alouzon looked up. In the faint soill of light, ten or twelve Grayfaces confronted her, thar features
indistinguishable behind the gray plastic and goggle lenses of ther gas masks. One was barking orders,
hisvoice flat, muffled, dmost detached, and weapons were be-ing trained on her.

She leveled her rifle, but the mechaniam had jammed. She threw it a one of the men and dived into
another. The bullets intended for her went by harm-lesdy, but she saw the gleam of bayonets.

Risng, she drew her sword, knocked the firg blade aside, and shoved the man back. Wykla was just



entering the fight, and her blade dropped him a moment before she drove in on two others. Alouzon
was a-ready deding with severd more.

Alouzon let her sword have its way with her, hewing through the flesh and blood about her with broad
strokes, pivoting and ducking a the weapon's bidding so as to avoid the thrust of a bayonet or the swing
of arifle butt. But only two of her opponents lay dead on the ground when she looked up and saw that
Wykla hed fdlen.

The girl's head was bleeding, and her sword lay sev-eral feet from her limp hand. Manda had been
backed
away from her lover, and was hdpless to do anything about the Grayface that stood over the girl, his
bayonet lifted for the thrust.

Alouzon lunged, but she was knocked back. She tripped over the inert M-60 and fdl full length on the
ground, her head cracking againg the canteen of a corpse. The scene blurred for a moment, and when
her vison cleared, she saw a Grayface ganding above her, pigtol in hand. It was a clear shot, a close
range, & an unmoving target.

"Ea death, cunt," he said, but his vacant tone was curioudy a odds with his words.

But a woman as dender as Wykla had appeared be-hind the Grayface with the bayonet, and a sword
hissed. The Grayface dropped, lifdess, and Marrget threw hersdf on the soldier who was about to shoot
Alouzon as Karthin legped into the battle to settle the last of those who besieged Manda.

On the far Sde of the bank, the cries of the hound pack redoubled. Ther appetites whetted, the dogs
were looking for more flesh, and they were beginning to shuffle and whine.

Manda and Marrget were dready tending to Wykla Alouzon sumbled to the edge of the
emplacement and shouted across the fidd. "Hewych!™

No answer. Cowardice? Mortar round?

The hounds surged about the bases of the manor houses, siffing and howling. But then, as though their
atention had been drawn by the lack of gunfire from the south emplacement, they whedled as one. In a
mo-ment, awave of glowing beasts was heading sraight for Alouzon and her companions.

Alouzon had a sudden memory of Manda's face dissolving beneath a rain of corrosive phosphor:
Kyria had never enchanted the weapons of the expedition. "Hewych!"

Sill no answer. And Kyria was dill busy with the darkness, providing cover for Santhe and his men.

As the hounds approached, Alouzon bent, seized the M-60, hitched the heavy weapon under her am
and, staggering, climbed the bank, the ammunition belt trailing behind. Grenades detonated to the north,
but the first wave of the beasts was dmost upon her, eyesflickering lambently, teeth gleaming.

She pressed the trigger. The kick nearly threw her back down the dope, but Karthin braced her with
his large frame. As she gained control of the weapon, the line of tracers dropped into the ravening
hounds and tracked back and forth across the pack.

As she had hoped, the impossible beasts were cut to pieces by the equdly impossble machine gun.
Sev-erd amply disintegrated, puddling the grass with phosphor and flesh. Others fragmented messily,
sev-ered legs spasming beside headless torsos, disembod-ied jaws snapping even in death, spines
twiding and writhing like worms.

The last of the ammunition belt fed through the breech. The gun fdl slent. The darkness had lifted, the
dogs were gone, and the sounds of battle to the north had died away; but in the slence that was broken
only by Wyklas pain-racked gasps and the fant cries of the Vayllens that were ill dive within the
houses, Alouzon heard the roar of jet engines.

Airdrike,

Her legsfdt as though they mug, at any moment, collapse benegth her, and her aams were numb with
the vibrations of the M-60. She forced hersdf to turn around and found her voice. "Weve got to get out
of here. How is Wykla?'

Manda looked up. "Alive, Dragonmaedter,” she said. "Thanks to Marrget." She nodded to the
cap-tain, and a look went between them that came nowhere near reconciliation, but it was a beginning.
"More than that we cannot say."

Alouzon tossed thegun away. "Wl gt Dindrane or Kyriattofix her up. For now, yaull have to cary her. Thisplace is



gaing to be an inferno in another minute”

The jets were coming closer. Together, carrying Wykla between them, Manda and Marrget headed
for the city. Alouzon and Karthin ran for the manor
houses, picking their way through a mucous swamp of phosphor, legping over the hegped and mutilated
bod-ies of the dogs until they stood at the door of the near-est house.

Vayllen congtruction was solid. The door had held, and the walls of the structure had fdlen only after a
prolonged bombardment. Still, dthough Alouzon and Karthin hammered on the door and shouted, no
one responded.

"Therés got to be someone divein there. | heard them.”

"Indeed, Dragonmaster,” said Karthin. "I saw them a the windows."

Frustrated and angry, Alouzon kicked &t the door, ydling up at the blank windows. "Dammit, get your
asses out of there! Y ou're going to get blown to bitd"

No answer. The jets roared. Karthin put a hand on Alouzon's shoulder, and she turned to find his face
sad and thoughtful. "I think | understand.”

"Undergand?'

"They cannot didinguish between us and the Gray-faces," he said somberly. "How should they?'

"But were—" She stopped short. For the Vayllens, violence was violence. She looked up a the
windows and the gaping rooms, her throat condricting. "Please" she choked. "Please come out.”

The warplanes were dready dresking overhead. Karthin pulled Alouzon away from the houses.
"Come, Dragonmaster. We can do no more.”

"But there are people in there . . ." Alouzon clawed her way free and hammered on the door once
agan. "I'm not going to hurt you," she cdled, but with two jets sweeping around and lining up on the
houses, Kar-thin picked her up bodily and ran for cover. He had bardly crossed the embankment when
the firg bombs fdl, ripping the manors open like ripe fruit, tearing through the slent Grayface postions,
pitching him and his burden headlong across the bloody grass.

The planes swept out and around. "1 would Kyria were here)" said the big man.

"She was here awhile ago,” said Alouzon. "Who knows where sheisnow. Or who ..."

"Shdl werun?'

She shook her head wearily. "Wed just give them an obvious target. Stay down.”

The manors were in ruins, their occupants dead. The bodies and weapons of the Grayfaces were
man-gled beyond recognition or use, and the stench of high explosive and phosphor hung over the
ground in a choking cloud. But as the planes banked and began another run, a bolt of violet spat up at
them from the edge of the city. The jets were immediaidy sur-rounded by a glowing nimbus. A moment
later they firebaled and disntegrated, the wreckage oinning through the dark sky.

"Kyria She came through." But the thought of what the effort might have cost the sorceress drove
Alouzon to her feet and sent her sumbling off toward the city.

She found Kyria huddled on the ground at the mouth of an dley, her hands to her face, her Saff cast
adde. She waswhining softly. "I. . . didn't want to do that. | . . . just hed to. Those poor kids ..."

Alouzon waved Karthin on. "Go find Marrget and Manda" She crouched beside Kyria. "Come on,
lady," she said, laying a hand on her shoulder. "Youll be dl right.”

"She'singdemy head," said Kyria. "I'm not me. | just want to be me”

Alouzon was bleak. Behind her, smoke from the ru-ined manors dimbed into the sky. "You might just
have to let go."

Kyrias head snapped up, and her eyes were ven-omous. "You'd like that, wouldn't you, bitch?' Her
face contorted with the ferocity of her inner sruggle. "It's not just Sal, is it? You'e in this up to your
damned eyebdls, aren't you?'

Alouzon stared. Whether because of Pellam's words in the great hdl or some other revdation, Kyria
knew. And what would she do now?

"Sol made hispart,” the sorceress continued, trem-
bling. "And you made yours. Y ou want to tel me why you had to drag me into your personal fairy tale?"

"It wasn't my idea."



"Go on. Next thing you know, you'll be tdling me the Dragon planned it al."

The screams of the dying pierced her memory. "I don't know, Kyria."

The orceress shivered & the name ' 'Donit call me that!” Lunging, she grabbed for her gaff. "You want to see what
happens to fairy tales? I'll damn well show you—"

Her words were cut short by an explosion that, a-though it was some distance away, shook the earth and
crumbled the buildings around them. Alouzon dragged Kyria out of the way just as rubble showered down
and buried the dley severa feet deep.

Another detonation, and another. The bombs cut a swath through the city, demolishing buildings, tearing
up streets, heaving paving blocks through the air. The air was filled with a continuous concussion that
Al-ouzon thought must surely pumme her body into the ground. "What the . . . ?"

"B-52s" murmured Kyria. Despair was in her voice. "The Grayfaces must have gotten off a radio call
for more than the jets.”

"Kyria, can you—"

The sorceress was sobbing. "Can | what? Can | bail you out again? What the hdl are you doing to this
place, Alouzon?'

The roar of thousand-pound bombs was tremen-dous, dedgehammering at them invisbly, buffeting them
as though with fists of steel. "I can't helpit!"

"Dammit, what do you mean by that?"

"Stop them!™

"Tell me!"

Alouzon was watching her people die, not by the swords of invading armies, nor even from such
com-paratively intimate weapons as machine guns and gre-nades. This death fell from miles above, like the
wrathful thunderbolts of a demented immortal. "Kyria, do something. There are kids out there ..."
How much had Solomon Braithwaite manipulated Hden? How much did Silbakor manipulate Alouzon?
She had no idea. But she knew wdl how passionately Alouzon was willing to pull Kyrias heartstrings to
save those she loved.

Kyriaknew aso. "If | let go now, itll be along tune before I'm back. Don't do thisto me!”

Alouzon grabbed her robe, sat her upright, and put her gaff in her hands. "You're so hot on power.
Wedl, use some of it. Save those kids. Give them a chance to know tha they've got some of it
themsdves."

"They'red| abunch of pacifigs.”

"That'sgoing to change. It hasto.”

Kyria dapped her, and Alouzon fdt a trickle of blood start down her cheek. Funny, she thought: she
hed braved the Grayfaces without a scratch; it took the dender hand of the sorceress to wound her.

"Dont tdl meitll change" Kyria was snarling. "Nathing ever changes. Sol didn't change.”

With aroar, ablock of buildings near the center of the dity collagpsed. Fire legped up from the rubble,
spreading quickly. The bombs continued to fal.

Kyriagot to her feet, gaff in hand. Her initid blazed out of the wood with gdlar brilliance. She pointed
a Alouzon. "Just remember this, honey: Kyria can't be around forever. When | get back, I'm going to
take you apart. You and Sol both.”

With a murmured incantation, she lifted the gtaff. For a moment, an oppresson as of a thousand
thun-derstorms hung in the air, sretching the fabric of the world as taut as a cry of pan. Then the sky
was sud-denly filled with the starbursts of flaming bombers.

Kyria had time for one last hate-filled look a Al-ouzon before she went down, her carefully nurtured
anger giving way at last under the ondaught of some-thing mat was a once tender and indomitable,
gentle and inexorable, meek and wel-nigh omnipotent.

* CHAPTER 17 *

“Murderers.”
Dindrane's voice was flat, without a shred of emotion. Even outright anger, Alouzon thought, would
have been preferable to the dull resgnation that filled the word like a dab of lead.
The morning light in the great hdl was pae and colorless, for the stained-glass windows had been



shat-tered by the saturation bombing that had demolished hdf of Lachrae. Pdlam dumped in his throne
as though his infirmity had been increased by the wound-ing of his city, and, beside him, Dindrane and
Baares were bowed under the weight of fatigue that had ac-cumulated from three days without deep or
rest. The harper's fingers were raw and bleeding, and his wife's face was drawn.

Alouzon's companions looked no better. They had labored dongsde Dindrane and Baares and the
citi-zens of Lachrae, fighting fires, dlearing rubble so as to reach those who were trapped, carying the
injured to the nearest heder. In the light of ther efforts, the priestesss judgment seemed heartless and
unjust, d-most cruel, but Dindrane shook her head and repeated the accusation.

"Murderers.”

"We did the best we could,” said Alouzon quietly, knowing that even their best had not been good
enough. She gestured at Santhe, who wore the face of a commander who had seen a good man die, and
a
Birk, who looked as broken as if he had lost a lover. "We lost one of our own, too."

"Smdl comfort that is, Dragonmaster. Have you looked at our city recently?'

"Weve seen alot of your city. It's a miracle that the rest of us didn't get smeared. Dammit, we tried."
Alouzon's words sounded hollow even to her own ears, for she was defending actions of which she herself
was uncertain. Dindrane called her people murderers: once, Suzanne Heling had flung the same word at
the soldiers returning from Vietnam. They had tried, too.

"Enough,” said Pellam softly. "What would you do, priestess?"

Dindrane gripped her healer's staff as though to steady herself. "I would send them back to Gryylth.
Their boat lies beached near the ruins ..." She glared at Alouzon accusingly. " ... the ruins of Daglin.
They could be away by nightfdl."

"I am not saisfied," said the king, "that Lachrae would have survived unscathed even if the
Dragon-master and her people had not acted. Such knowledge lies within the mind of the Goddess and the

Alouzon kept her eyes on the floor.

Helwych spoke. He done of Alouzon's company seemed little affected by lack of deep, though he had
worked as hard as anyone. At first, Alouzon had put it down to his youth. But no: Manda and Wykla were
supporting one another like half-toppled columns while the sorcerer stood straight and fresh-faced.

"I mean no disrespect to the King of Vaylle" he said, his courtesy as unnerving as his endurance. "Bt |
think that it would be better for my people to with-draw."

Helwych, you son of a bitch . . .

He glanced at Alouzon as though reading her mind, but he went on. "We have caused enough trouble
here dready, and this only confirms my belief that we can-not fight the incursons from Broceliande
directly."

Marrget turned on him, seething. "What would you have us do? Wait in our homes for the end of dl?'

Helwych examined her ironicaly, his face betraying his opinion that the best place for Marrget was, in-
deed, at home. "Lachrae has been decimated, mother."

Marrget went white. Alouzon lashed out. "It wouldn't have been if you'd blasted those planes
before they hit" The company murmured agreement. Only Kyria, who stood a little apart from the
rest—eyes downcast, white hand upon pale staff— refrained.

"You forget, Dragonmaster.” Helwych's eyes were no less ironic when he faced Alouzon, and she
won-dered whether this smug complacency was supposed to be an improvement over his sullen fits of
temper. "1 am but an apprentice. | did what | could.”

"You slew the hounds," said Manda. "Y ou could not do that before."

"l may improve mysdlf at times, little maid. But you must be aware of my limitationsas | am aware . . ."
He smiled, glanced at Wykla. ". . . of your infirmi-ties."

The light in Manda's eyes flared. Fatigue had short-ened tempers, and only Wykla's gentle hand kept
Manda from griding forward and knocking the lad to the ground.

Helwych paid no attention. "We should go home."

Dindrane nodded. " 'Tis glad | am to see sense among you."

Pdllam looked uneasy, as though his priestess had decided to walk barefoot across a floor strewn with
vipers.

"If it please the king and my company ..." Al-though she had worked beside the healers of Lachrae the
last three days, Kyria's voice was soft and sweet, and when she lifted her head and shook back her hair,



her face was cam, tranquil.

She had come to her senses quickly after her col-lapse, but the woman who had opened her eyes and
reached for her staff had born little resemblance to the one who, raging and cursing, had stopped the
destruc-tion of Lachrae. Her alternate personality seemed now
firmly entrenched, but though her every word and ac-tion bespoke gentleness and nurture, each sight of her
was a new pang of guilt for Alouzon, for Kyria had not chosen the persona freely.

When | get back, she had said, I'm going to take you apart.

Now Kyria stepped forward softly. ' "We erred griev-oudy," she said. "There is nothing that we can do
that will rebuild Lachrae, or restore the dead to life. But if we can, through our actions, end the ceaseless
attacks that have turned Vaylle into a hell, then | might think that adequate recompense.”

"There is nothing that can be done," said Helwych.

"There is much." Kyria smiled at him. "But per-haps a mere apprentice should not be expected to know
such things."

Alouzon blinked. Sweet though Kyria was, she had teeth.

"And what do you expect to do?' said Baares. His tone was uneasy: hdf horrified at the potentia for
vi-olence, half eager for a chance to do his part. Alouzon had seen him at work these last days, bending his
mind and music to aid his healer wife, his entire being taut and focused on the work at hand. But he had
aso, when he thought no one was looking, shaken his fist at the mountains of the Cordillera, his face
declaring the earnestness of the gesture.

Kyria regarded him understandingly. "We have business in Broceliande. | trust Alouzon, and | am willing
to follow her."

Alouzon found herself wishing that this alternate Kyria could be her companion forever, but felt didoya
for the desire. Who was Kyria? What did she have to do with Helen Addams?

But Marrget was seconding the sorceress, and Karthin and the rest were not far behind. Only Helwych
shook his head. "Fools. You have no idea what she wants, and yet you are willing to throw your lives
away."

"And is your action any more honorable?' said Karthin.

"Are you caling me a coward, hayseed?"

The big man flushed. "One who was greater than you caled me that once, stripling. He was mad, and he
died of his madness."

Alouzon stepped forward. "That's enough, both of you. What the hell do you want, Helwych? Are you
going home, or are you going to wait in Lachrae?"

He considered, but Alouzon sensed that he had a-ready made up his mind and was only enjoying the
dtention directed a him. "I will stay here in Lach-rae,” he said at last. "Should you not return from
Broceliande, | will then journey to Kingsbury and make my report.”

Manda muttered softly: "And a self-congratulatory report it will be, t0o."

Helwych pretended not to hear.

"King Pellam,” said Alouzon, "will you il let us travel in Vaylle?"

Pellam's wise eyes narrowed in as much of a smile as the circumstances would alow. The Fisher King,
crippled and holy, his wounded body an emblem of the land he ruled: Alouzon wondered at her temerity.
"And if | revoked my permissions,”" said Pdllam, "would my word bind you?"

Alouzon was silent. She was not following the rules of the Grail legends. But she did not want to, could
not afford to, and she hoped that Pellam understood that.

Pellam nodded at last. "So be it. Go your ways to Broceliande. Leave as quickly as you may." He turned
to Dindrane and Baares. "Chief Priestess and King's Harper: if you are gill willing, | ask that you
accom-pany them as far as the mountains. But | ask also that you consummate a Great Rite tomorrow
morning, that the Goddess and the God may look with favor upon our ventures."

Dindrane's lips were tight for a moment. "The tem-ple, my king."

"Mogt of the stones 4ill stand. And the Goddess will understand our draits, | am sure™”

Oh, She understands air right, thought Alouzon. More than She redly wants to. "Well get some deep
and be out of your har by tomorrow afternoon, then. Thanks"

Pdlam nodded to her, rose, and left the room. Dindrane took Baaress han