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To
the Glory of God
andto
MarthaNewman Morris Ewing
and
Sarah Alice Morris Gramley
TheMarvelousMorris Girls
My mother, Martha, so desperately missed,
s0 dearly loved,
evenif wedid fight like cats and dogs
for quiteafew years.
so far away in death, and as near as my mirror
where | sometimes catch a heart-stopping glimpse of you—
the achein my heart that never forgetsthat you are gone,
the joy that remembersdl that you were
and the indomitable warrior spirit inyou
to fight for those who could not fight for themselves
My dear Aunt Sarah, whose love and affection have upheld me
in the good times, the bad times, and the dry, hard times—
whose strength and tenacity and sheer zest for life
have inspired me for many years,
whose faith in me has braced aflagging heart,
and whose truth-speaking is asrare and precious a gift
astheloving heart that prompts it—
to you, who have become my second mother
| dedicate thiswork

Prologue

Maran Vena

Boneto iron, blood to flame— hammer, anvil, tongs, cod, water, air, fire, hammer— thusthe
blacksmith's soul.

At lagt. Nearly there. | can find the way from here, and have finaly been able to release the Silent
Service guide who hasled methusfar. I've afeding | should arrive on my own.

| have been ninning after my daughter these last Sx months, across half of Kolmar. Wretched girl. When |
saw her return from the Dragon Id e with that man who was no man, when | saw my dear friend Rella
stabbed the moment she stepped off the boat, | knew the time was come when | would have to face my
childat lest.

| have had to watch my daughter dl her life from adistance. From her first step to her first kiss| have
been with her half aworld away and she has known nothing of me. She passed through al of childhood's



more dreadful moments well enough, asfar as| could tell, but when she came up against a demon-master
| redlised | could dwell in shadows no longer. What worse could happen, after al?

| can hear you. Already you have decided who and what | am. Y ou think me evil, or & the very least
unfeding and unnatural. Y ou are wrong. Listen with amind open to wider possibilitiesand you may learn
something.

Or perhapsthereis some justice to your point of view. To be honest, | wonder about it mysdf in thelong
nights. It's not an easy question, and there's no smple answer that | can find. Life'slike that—messy and
mixed, heroes and cowardsin the one skin. It'sonly in the bard's tales that good and evil are so cleanly
di-vided.

Or in peoplelike my daughter.

When | was young and just coming of age | was desperate to leave my home to see the wider
workl—not unlike Lanen, asit happens. My mother loved me well enough, but it suited her that | should
go awandering, for | was not to her taste as a child. My blacksmith father Heithrek loved me best of dl
his children and feared for me out in the world done. | have never been afool and understood the
dangerswell enough, so | waited, but each day the waiting grew harder.

Working beside my father madeit at least bearable. When | first grew taler than my brothers, he laughed
and put meto work intheforge. As| stayed and learned the beginnings of the craft, he would have me
tend theironin thefire, pumping away &t the leather bellows until the sparks and the colour of the meta
told him the iron was ready to work. | loved the fire, the warm dark-ness of the forge, the music of my
father's hammer againgt the anvil, the air of mystery and cresation that blew through the glow-ing coals as
he transformed stubborn iron into well-behaved tools. The forge called me unto itself as some are called
to serve the Goddess, and | answered gladly.

My father was pleased with me, but the whole idea of afe-male blacksmith unsettled my mother who
soon asked him to dissuade me from such astrange pursuit. Heithrek did his best. He put me to drawing
down the pig iron, hoping that the sheer weight of the stuff and the dullness of the work involved would
put me off, but | found it a challenge and laughed with delight the first time | managed to draw down half
apig inaday without having to stop and re<t.

Each of my three brothers had cometo the forgeto try if they were true smiths. Each one | eft after a
short season when he found it was not in him. The eldest has become a scholar, the sec-ond afarmer,
the third a shaper of wood rather than iron. My two younger and more delicate sisters, Hildr and Hervor,
samply thought | wasinsane, and told me so when they were old enough and brave enough.

"Maran, youll never find aman if you spend every waking mo-ment with fireand iron,” Hildr told me.
"The only time the lads ever see you iswhen you're soot-black from the forge." She had a point, but
there again, given theladsin our village, | didn't redly care. It wasn't those puny lads| wanted to know
more of, but the world that lay about me, enticing, so wide and so unknown. Welived in Beskin, on the
edge of the Trollingwood within sight of the great East Mountain range. | grew up in the sght of
moun-itainsthat reached halfway to the sky, and my heart longed for them as other maidenslonged for a
man.

The wanderlust grew asthe years passed, as | worked beside my father and grew to my full height and
strength. | had known for yearsthat the village lads would never be amatch for me m any sense. Truth
betold, | wasal but ready to set out into the wide world doneif there was no other way, but asluck
would have it there came through our village, just in time, amercenary looking for work. Hewas
well-enough looking, built small but wiry, and there was that about his eyesthat intrigued me—a
strangeness, as of pain long borne; an otherness that spoke of dis-tant lands; adepth in him that | could
not fully understand, but that spoke of wisdom hard-gained and worth the knowing.

In any case he was obvioudy aman well able to keep himsdf. He came looking for work, and said hed
be willing to act as bodyguard—well, my father knew that | would leave soon in any case, and Jamie was
agood compromise.

Jamie. Theman | have loved best in dl the world, though my best love has been shoddy enough. Not
Lanen'sfather, though he should have been. Jameth of Arinoc. My Jamie.



Rdlas Jamie now, damnit.
| can hardly grudge them their happiness. | left him doneto raise my daughter, and Rellahas known me
and been my faithful

friend these twenty years gone. | should have known this would happen were they to meet.

| knew they travelled together with my daughter, some three moons past now. When | saw Jamie every
day as| watched Lanen, | tried to convince myself that the long years had loosed Jamie's hold on me, but
whenfindly | redised that Jamie and Rellawere become lovers| fdt apain sharp asaknifein my breest.
Part of me cries even now, like aspoiled child, but he was mine!

Aye. If hewasmine, | should have been with him.

Why wasn't | with him, aneat near-family with Lanen as our daughter, and mayhap other childer for our
own?

Ah. It never was meant. And it'sdl the fault of Marik and that Hells-be-damned Farseer.

Jamie and | had travelled together some three years, and we had been lovers much of that time. He
asked meto wed him, sev-era times, but | was young and did not want to betied to the first man | had
ever known. Foal that | was, too stupid to realise how fortune had favoured me! He taught me to defend
myself, and though | never took to the blade properly, | learned enough to keep my head on my
shoulders. We roamed the length and breadth of Kolmar together—oh, thetaes | could tell!'—until, upon
aday in early autumn, in Illaraduring the Great Fair, | met Marik of Gundar.

A kind of madnesstook me. For the first and last timein my life | was stricken as by ablow by the sheer
presence of aman, and | desired him with al my being. I've never done nor felt such athing before or
snce, and | havelong wondered if even then he was practicing demon-craft.

Alas, | fear he was not.

Marik and | were of aheight, which was unusua enough, and although he was easy to look at—his hair
was golden red, his eyesthe yellow-green of the first grass of spring, and his nose bent like afine
hawk's—it was not his appearance adone that swayed me, nor even the fact that there was a scent about
him that made my kneeswesk. No, thetruthiis, | heard him speak only once and | waslost. Dear Shia.
Hisvoice. Goddess preserve us, it was pure

seduction. Light, clear as crystd, with the soft accent of the East Mountains, and bis every word sang to
some part of methat had nothing to do with words. Or with thought, come to that.

| fobbed Jamie off with some stupid excuse, which he recog-nised for what it was, but he was older in
the ways of theworld than 1.1 can only think that Jamie assumed | would enjoy anight's pleasure with
this stranger and come back to seek him out again the next day, ashamed but with this madness out of my
heart. Would that | had been so wise.

Marik and | wereloversthat very first night, and many nights after. For two months we—well, never
mind. At theend of it | learned, purely by chance, that he was dedling with a demon-master name of
Berysto gain power for bis Merchant House. Be-tween them, Marik and Berys created the Farseer,
sacrificing an innocent babe in the making, and promising further the life of Marik's firstborn to the
demonsthat madeit. The Farseer itself Jamie and | took with us, to keep its power from the benighted
soulsthat created it. | haveit yet, an innocent-looking smoky glass globe about the Size of asmall melon.
Marik knew no morethan | did that Lanen lay under my heart dready. He meant to rise to power
through the stupid thing, to make away for demonsto enter Kolmar under his control, for his own profit
and power, with never athought of the evil that would come down upon usdl. Jamie and | Solethe
Farseer from him the instant it was made and took it with us when we ran. We es-caped, but only by the
width of ahair, from Beryssrevenge. Jamie and | kept running, far to the north and west, where | met
Hadron of I1sa, ahorse-breeder in an obscure comer of Kolmar. Hefell head over heelsfor meand |
wed him.

Well, what would you?

Of course | should have wed Jamie, of course | knew it, but Jamie—oh, Hells. | hate this.

Stll, I have sworn to mysdlf to write the truth here, lest | for-get it amid dl thelies| have told mysdlf and



others over the years.
| feared that the demons would find Jamie and me, find us and rend us and send us screaming down into
darkness. And if they

were going to take my husband, | could lose Hadron well enough, but if Jamie came to harm through me
| would have gone mad. If | had told Jamie as much held have married me anyway, and | couldn't let that
be. Instead | told my dearest love that | needed somewhere stable and safe for the growing babe, and
that Hadron would do.

Jamie stayed with me and | will never know why. Surely no man could love anyone so deeply?

Y ou know, it'samazing, you get in the habit of lying to every-one and in the end you lie to yoursdf. I've
aways been adamn good liar. Conies of being honest most of thetime. When | lie, hardly anyone can
tell. Even | losetrack on occasion.

| knew fine that Jamieloved metruly and | took ruthless ad—vantage of it. And when Lanen was born, |
could seein hiseyesthat he yet had some hope that shewas his. | never told him she wasn't. Truth be
told, | wasn't absolutely certain who her father was. | prayed it was him, but deep inside | suspected she
was Marik's.

| lived with Hadron for nearly ayear after she was born, my shining girl, and | honoured him with my
work and my body asbest | could. Jami€e's every ook, every movement, burned in my eyesand in my
heart, but for his sake | never spoke word or et him see my own desperation. | would not, for my own
comfort, give him hope, shame Hadron, and then leave them both. That would have been too great an
evil evenfor me.

To say truth, before shewasborn | tried to hate my babe be~causeit was very likely the child of Marik
of Gundar. Before she was born | had some idea of abandoning the child to Hadron's tender mercies and
leaving with Jamie, because | was going to hateit, of course | was.

Yes, yes, | know, | wasanidiot. I've known it for many, many years, so you can keep your thoughtsto
yoursdf.

Flesh of my flesh, whom my father would have adored had he lived to see her—tiny, helpless, this
stranger who had shared my body for nine moons now aive, bregthing for herself, shaking theair in her
demandsfor food—how could | do anything but love

her? It was not her fault that her father was such aman. From the moment she first drew breath | thought
her theloveliest, most in—credible child in dl creation. What mother does not know thisto be so? Her
eyes, the smell of her hair, thefed of her a my breast, the wonder | knew as| watched her first steps: at
least | have had these memoriesto keep me company through the long londly years.

And yet | |€ft her, for the demons came.

They pursued me dwaysin dreams, from thetime | arrived in l1sa, and then oneterrible day during alate
winter sorm one camein truth. Likeanidiot | fought it with my knife—they can't be killed that way,
though they don't like being cut—until | started thinking and put my free hand to the silver Ladyster |
wore on achain. | prayed then, aoud, for help, and the next time my blade touched the thing it
disappeared. | went straight to a Servant of the Lady that | knew of thereabouts and had mysalf shriven
and my wounds dressed in secret. | asked the Servant if she knew how to deal with demons, but she
seemed to think | had brought it on myself by summoning demons, no matter how often | denied I'd done
any such thing. | couldn't tell her about the Farseer, of course, but | knew 1'd been standing next to it
when the creature had appeared.

| took the short sword that Jamie had taught me to use, found my way into the forge a night, and
managed to grave the sign of the Lady, the Goddess Shia, Mother of us All, on both sides of the blade. It
worked much better the next time, and the next— but then they started coming once every seennight.
Theworst wasthe time | was feeding Lanen when one arrived, and it scratched her. She screamed to
shatter the sky as | fought it, and | was scarce able to breathe for terror by thetime | had dispelledit. |
washed the scratch with water tinged with honey and she stopped crying. | did not. | knew that Marik
had promised the life of hisfirstborn child in payment for the Farseer, though held had no idea then that



shewas dready growing in my womb. Lanen wastheir prey, | was sure of it, and | was convinced that
they sought her through the damned Farseer and through me.

| 1eft that night, taking the Farseer with me. | released Hadron from hisvows to me, that he might pursue
any chance of happi—ness|eft to him without hindrance. Hadron | never worried about, Goddess forgive
me, my cold heart, but Jamie—Jamie | left without aword, and Shiaknows | have cursed myself
roundly for that for many ayear. | prayed he would stay and watch over my Lanen, and he did.

| know not what fate awaits us dl after we die, but, dear God—dess, if thereisajudgement awaiting al
souls | dread it to my bones. So unspeakable atrick, to abandon them al three to—gether. | knew | was
doingill, but dl I could seein my heart was avision of Lanen torn from my arms and sundered by
cackling demons. | killed al the love left to mein theworld that day and | would have done so ten times
over to keep my daughter and my best-bel oved safe.

What life have | had? A very quiet one. | came home, to Be-skin in eastern Eynhallow, to my fathers
forge, long cold. | had learned at his shoulder the working of iron, and in time | made adecent blacksmith
for the villagesround. It has kept me here, un—remarkable save for my profession—for even hereinthe
North Kingdom, where women are vastly more independent than in any of the other kingdoms, | know
of no other femae smiths. | have remained safe and largely unnoticed, while | have studied the ser-vice
of the Lady and used the Farseer to watch over my daughter Lanen.

Why did | not destroy the Farseer? | have been tempted, athousand times. But | learned in that dark
hour when Jamie and | saw it made that there can only be onein theworld at atime. If | smashed the
thing, Marik could make another and al my sacri—fices would have been in vain. He would have found us
in an in~stant, and Lanen, Jamie, and | would surely be dead in moments.

Yes, yes, of course | wasafool. How could | know then what | have learned since? It has taken me
yearsto discover that the Farseer hasits own defences as part of its making. Jamie and | es~caped with
the thing nearly the moment it was made and its mak—ers spent vast resourcestrying to find it. The results
of nearly dl

of Marik'sfortune and Berys s power at that time were those few Rikti that found me and attacked mein
Hadronsstead. The Farseer isinvisible to the Rakshasa, those few that found it and me must have been a
few out of thousands sent al over Kolmar, discovering by chance aneedlein ahay field. Berys has not
given up the hunt, over the years, but | have studied and spent agreat dedl of timein prayer to the
Goddess, and | have learned that if | invoke Her name and bless the thing when | useit, and have
my-sdf shriven afterwards, the stink of it is dispelled and the demons can't find me.

| had owned it for sixteen winters before | learned that. | could have gone back then, when Lanen was
fifteen, | suppose— but by then she was at one of the hardest times of life, and | didn't want to—oh,
Hdlls. It isso much easier to lie, and I'd sound so much more like the person | wish that | were.

| didn't dare face Lanen and her anger—Jamie's anger— Hadron—I told you | was a coward. Had it
been Lanen in my place, sheld have doneit. The girl fears nothing. But it wasn't La—nen, it wasme, and |
couldn't bear it. | had abandoned her as an infant, for the love | bore her and for her safety, and | was
con-vinced that shewould never believe me. Or forgive me.

Y ou may think that love from adistance is easy, and in some waysyou are right. But every time she was
in danger, as she lived through childhood's diseases, when pain and sadness visited her, | watched for
hours and hours despite the cost to my soul. Jamie and my Lanen have been dearest in the world to me,
despite the years and the distance, despite my daughter not knowing | lived. Or cared.

| could not bear the thought of seeing hatred in her eyes, or in his.

| met Rellaabout ayear after | first returned to Beskin. She was aways coming and going, but in the end
it was she who even-tually helped melearn how to protect myself from the dark influ-ence of the
Farseer. When her daughter Thyris died—Goddess, may | never see such a parting again—I sought to
hire the Silent Serviceto help mefind out how to use the damned thing in safety.

| was astounded when Rellawas assigned, | had no idea she was a part of that guild, but she told me she



had asked to work with me, and that it was time there was truth between us.

Then haf ayear ago, | looked in on Lanen and found that she had I eft the safe haven of Hadronsstead
and struck out on her own. Even Jamie only managed to go asfar aslllarawith her. | begged
Rela—truth to tell, | paid her—to go after Lanen and guard her for me, and she went with agood will.
And of course, my daughter was not content even with al the lands of Kolmar, oh no, she had to take
ship away west and seek the Dragon Ide, where grow the lansip trees whose leaves are the most
powerful heddl in theworld, and where dwell the True Dragons of legends—great winged, clawed
creatures the size of ahouse, able to speak and reason. In die ballads they are clever and powerful, but
al the songs agree that they |left Kolmar long ages since. Thereis one ballad, the Song of the Winged
Ones, that tells of them in their new home and touches briefly on their leav- ing, but even that tale has no
more than ahint of why they left Kolmar. Something to do with demons, it seems, but the words are
vague. Intruth | had thought the True Dragons no more than myth, but Lanen—ah, Lanen not only found
them, shefell inlovewith one.

Just goesto show she'struly my daughter. Mad child. Asbest | could tell, though, that greet silver dragon
who caught her heart cameto love her aswell. What happened then I'm not entirely certain, for there
weretimesin that crowded few dayswhen she was gathering lansp and losing her heart to adragon,
when | could keep my eyes open no longer—but when the dust settled there was no more silver dragon
and Lanen was helping aman with purest slver hair learn how to walk. They returned to Kol-mar and
were wed this Midwinter Festival past. That waswhen | redlised that | had to find her mysdlf, to tell her
of the greater danger that awaited her and those she loved. | |eft my home just after midwinter and have
been travelling the three moons since. It has been ahideousjourney and cold as dl the Hells most of the
time. Thank the Goddess for the river, diough | could not ride its

broad back at firss—the Kai istoo rough and rocky where it springs from the earth to support a boat.
Not for many along league of waking could | hope for rest. Still, | finaly reached the great crossroads of
Kolmar, the city of Sorun where the Ka and the Kelsun mest. | have been moving swiftly south ever
snce, on theriver when | could, towards the hills north of Verfaren, the city of the Mages.

Theworst of itisthat | don't know what has happened. Lanen is no longer with them. | watched in awe
as she and those who travel with her helped bring about a new race of creatures, the lit-tle dragonswho
now bear the same great gems astheir larger cousins, but | am only human. | fell adeep, and when |
woke and demanded of the Farseer to show me Lanen, | saw her lying in a crumpled hegp on thefloor in
some cramped stone room. | know not how she has come there, or why sheisaone. When | spoke
Relasname, | saw her in solemn conference with the others, and glimpsed Jami€'s face |ooking—dear
Goddess—looking like alost soul bent on damnation.

| can only guess that Lanen has been stolen away and that the others seek her. | might be ableto help
them find her. | have learned that what | seein the Farseer is only the vaguest of direc-tionsif | cannot
recognise the place | am shown, but from al | cantell | should meet up with Rella, Jamie, and the others
inthe next few days. Thereis one of the True Dragons with them now aswell, though why in dl the green
world it has come hither | cannot imagine. Indeed, it seemsthat the green world is changing profoundly
even as| stand here, and my daughter isin the midst of it

Dear Goddess. | hope livethroughit. | fully expect her to do her very best to break my jaw when finaly
we meet. Or my arm. | would, in her place. | don't intend to let her have things al her own way, mind
you. At the very least | am bright enough to keep out of arm's reach until her temper cools.

Oh—and thereisthe onelast thing | have learned about the Farseer. It corrupts the soul. It was made
with the help of demons, after dl, and that darkness inhabitsit and taints any who

dareto useit. | have resisted that taint for more than twenty years, paying in the coin of prayers and
devotionsto Mother Shig, and in having to live with the Raksha-stink when | could not be shriven
immediatdly. It isnt asmell, redly, more a deegp sense of gut-sickness. | have borneit for avery long
time, and | fear that dl the shriving in the world will never cleanse me of this pro-longed contact with
demons.



But if that isthe price of watching over my daughter, | will bear it until | break.
i TheReturn

Shikrar

Thejoy of our homecoming was too soon over. None had the strength |eft to stay aoft for long, and we
all soon drifted, weary but grateful, to the ground. My heart was pulled in adozen direc-tions at once.
My joy at seeing my people come safe again to their ancient home, after an exile lasting full five thousand
years, was uppermost. The Kantri, we whom the Gedri—no, Shikrar, in their tongue they are called
humans—we whom the humans cal True Dragons, were come home a lagt, to share thisvast land with
the only other creatures who speak and reason. | knew fear also, of course. In this place where we were
largely forgotten asliving creatures, where we were become little more than tales to frighten children, we
had no way to know what our welcome might be. Behind and through al, however, was deep
heart's-sorrow for Varien, my soulfriend Akhor, whose beloved wife La-nen had been stolen away mere
days before.

| had not the leisure to give any of these fedlings the attention they deserved, for | was bound to go and
welcome my peopleto aland | had only known for the last four days. It was enough,

| think, for most of them to see me here before them—Eldest, Keeper of Souls, guardian of our peoplein
the place of their transformed King, Varien.

Most of the Kantri lay exhausted where they had landed. We dl had flown, with only one brief rest, for
many days on the back of the Winds. Our home for so many years, thelde of Exile that tle humans name
the Dragon Ide, was gone. The earthshakes that had plagued us these last years had grown worse and
worse, and at the last the fire mountains had erupted, spewing molten rock over our home. It was gone
forever. We had had no choice. Kolmar was the home of our ancestors, after dl, and it surely must be
clear to the Gedri that neither caprice nor passing fancy drove usto dare the crossing of the Great Sea.
The Winds had de~cided for usthat it wastime we returned. Our oldest teaching was clear: "First isthe
Wind of Change, second is Shaping, third isthe Unknown, and lagt isthe Word."

| could only hope that the Gedri would see it the same way.

There were anumber of our folk ranged along the edge of the field, where ashdlow little stream danced
over sones, drinking thirdtily. | wandered among the weary souls, scattering praise and encouragement
where | thought it would be accepted.

Asl| passed, | noted that the great sealed golden cask contain-ing the soulgems of the Lost was safe,
resting now between the forelegs of my son's beloved mate Mirazhe. The Lost! The cursed legecy of the
great evil that was the Demonlord, the reason the Kantri |eft Kolmar so long ago. Born achild of the
Gedri, the De-monlord sold his name and his soul for aterrible power over us. In the dreadful fina battle
fully half the Kantri divein thosetimes, two hundred of our people, had their soulgemsripped from them
by demons. They fell from the sky, reduced to the size of mere younglings, and the powers of speech and
reason were taken from them; it was that day upon which they werefirst called the Lesser Kindred. The
Demonlord was eventualy destroyed— but he died laughing. It iswidely believed even now that he will
return to trouble us one day. In the norma way of things, when one of the Kantri dies, the soulgem
ghrinksto aquarter of itssize

and resembles alarge faceted gemstone. Every soulgem is re-tained reverently, for they are the means
by which, through the Kin-Summoning, we may bespesk the Ancestors when need arises. When the
soulgems of the Lost were gathered up, how-ever, it was seen that they nickered with some unknown
inner fire. From that day to thiswe have tried to contact them, but nei-ther the Kin-Summoning nor
truespeech nor heartfelt prayersto the Winds have made any difference.

Mirazhe managed anod to me, and lifted one wing dightly to show the deeping form of her youngling
Sherok. | breathed again. Strange, isit not? | knew that Sherok must be well, but it was not until | saw
him safely adeep with hismother curled round him that my heart believed it. A little beyond Mirazhe,



piled carefully on the ground, were the lansp trees we had brought with us, the only remembrance of our
old home. The Gedri prized landp, leaf and fruit, beyond al imagining. For thousands of yearsit had
grown only on the Dragon Idethat lay now below the sea. | fore-saw athriving tradein afew years, if
we managed to plant the trees quite soon. If they would grow here. The poor creatures who had borne
them hither also dept, even moretired than therest.

Their weariness was not to be wondered &, for they had flown high and far for the best part of three
days and nights, without cease and without hope of rest—and before that, two full days of flight to reach
thetiny idewherewe had rested and drunk from asmall, brackish pool. None had eaten since the fires
of the earth had taken our idand home from us, and athough we do not nor-maly require large amounts
of food, we were dl in desperate need of sustenance.

Here, however, came one in whom pride was stronger than exhaustion—Idai, weary but unbowed,
sriding towards me from the eastern side of the field. She it was who, following me, had led the Kantri
through the everlasting Storms and across the wide expanse of the sea. | walked to meet her and bowed
for-mdly, in the mingled Attitudes of Joy and Praise, in acknowl-edgement of dl that she had
accomplished.

"Iderrisai! My heart rgjoicesto seethee safe” | said adoud,

adding in truespeech, " Safe and well, and with dl our people. It isagreat thing that you have done, Idai.
Y ou will be remembered among the Kantri forever.”

"| thank you, Hadreshikrar," she said gravely, aoud. She re-mained silent otherwise. | turned to follow
her gaze—ah. Y es, she would not bespeak me on seeing him, lest truespeech betray her deeper
thoughts. The Gedri—no, human, | must remember—the human caled Varien approached us swiftly
from the edge of asmall stand of treesin the west. Varien, the Changed One. Hewho had lived a
thousand years as Akhor, the Lord of the Kantri-shakrim, soulfriend and dear as a son to me, and who
for most of hislife had been dearly loved by Idai. Poor Idai. Akhor had never returned her love or
encouraged her regard: but even among the Kantri we cannot choose whom we will love. It waslessthan
afull year past that he had been changed, through akind of deeth and rebirth, impossbly, from histrue
form to acreature with the form of the Gedri children, but with his soul and his mind asthey had ever
been.

| glanced again a Idai and knew the pain in her heart, though shetried to hide it. Truespeech does not
aways require words, af-ter dl. She had loved Akhor for most of her life, knowing full well that he did
not return that love but unable to deny her own heart. For her to see him now wasllittle lessthan agony. It
was ameasure of her greatness of soul that she did not hate Lanen, who had caught Akhor's heart
between one breath and another while yet he was of the Kantri. She and Lanen had made their peace:
but now Lanen was stolen away by greet evil, and al Akhor'sthought and al hismind and al hissoul
were focussed, waking and deeping, on getting her back. A lesser creature would have rgjoiced inwardly
at Lanen'smisfortune. Idai hasagreat soul.

I had known Akhor from his birth, a thousand and some win-ters past; he was soulfriend to me, and
gpart from my son wasthe only soul on live who knew my full true name. He had possessed the form of
ahuman for lessthan six moons. It was till very hard for usal to accept, this strange being who was
undeniably Akhor in hissoul but witha so very different. So smal, so fragile! | prayed to the Winds that
he would not be so short-lived asthe children of the Gedrishakrim usualy were. By dl rights he should
live yet another thousand years, in the common way of our people.

Varien hurried over to meet us. Idai bowed her head low, and without thinking he leant over and
stretched out hisneck asif to greet her in the Kantri manner. The very fed of it must have stricken him
wrongly, though, for he swiftly stood upright. Instead, he reached out with his hand and placed it, oh, so
gently, upon her cheek, where the solid faceplates of my people curve back to pro-tect the great veinin
the neck. She trembled alittle a the contact.

"ldai! Oh, welcome and welcome, my namefast friend, my heart soars at sight of thee," he said. He dared
to gently stroke her dark copper faceplate, gazing into her steel-grey eyes. "When we parted | feared |
would not see you for many long years, and lo, even in thisdark hour, the Winds have sent you asa



flame to brighten my soul's darkness. It isgood to see you, Iderrisai.” He smiled then, and his
soulgem—no longer part of him, as nature meant it, but wornin acirclet of gold that held the stone
againg hisforehead—burned for that moment bright and clear. "1 see you were not content to let mine be
the only great tale of thesetimes! Y ou and Hadreshikrar have between you accomplished awork that
will be remembered aslong as our people live and memory lasts. Y ou have brought usdl home." He
leaned forward and touched his soulgem briefly to Idai's facepl ate, a deeply per—sona gesture used only
between the nearest of friends.

| was grateful that Idai closed her eyesin that moment, for Vnrien's sake. He could not seethe
years-long sorrow rise in them, pain and weary londinessthat struck my own heart in theingtant. | had to
close my eyes againg the depth of it. By the time Varien pulled back from the contact, though, Ida was
in control of hersdlf again.

"You arewdl, then, Ak—Varien?" she asked. Her voice wavered only dightly. Varien might well put it
down to her weariness.

"| rgjoice to seethee and my people safe at last, but intruth, | toll thee | have seldom beenworse, Idai,”
he said, and as his voice degpened | heard the anger in it rising. If he had been in his old shape hiswings
would have begun to rattle. In thisbody, his hands curled in upon themselves and the skin of them began
to turn white. "Hath Shikrar told thee of the greet ill that hath befalen us, Lady? That ademon-master
hath stolen away my beloved from my very side, and | helplessto stop him?" A tremor in hisvoice
betrayed the depth of hisfedling. "And that | know not where she bides, or whether sheisquick or
dead?

Even | was shaken. Varien in hisfury was using the style of Gedri speech he had learned hundreds of
yearsbefore. 'l havetold her, Varien," | said doud, adding silently, "Y our speech be- i trays your anger.
Y ou must not fail now, Akhor. We are here and our strength isyours. Do not let your heart's wound
blind you. We cannot fly in force and destroy this Berys at once—he is a demon-master and we know
not the extent of his strength. Remember the Demonlord, who destroyed the half of our Kindred upon a
singleday! | do not counsel cowardice, my friend, only prudence. And such a battle, such awar, would
not be kind to those innocents around about. We are new-come to thisland. Would you arrive asa
destroyer?”

"I would arrive as one bent on saving the life of my beloved!" he cried.

"Wewill find Lanen, by my soul | sweer it," | answered solemnly aoud, "but we must go softly at fird,
lest we break al hope of living herein peace with the Gedri, or break ourselves Jlike fools upon the
power of this demon-master.”

"Oh, I expect you'll have agood chance of living in peace here," ji said acam voice from near the
ground. The Lady Rellastepped 1 forward and bowed briefly to Idai. "Welcome—you'rethe Lady Ida,
aren't you?' Idai nodded once, and Rellagrinned. "I remem-ber you from the Dragon Ide. | don't think
we ever exchanged names, but Lanen told me about you. Well-met, Lady, and wel-come to your new
home. | for one am delighted to see you."

Idai hissed her amusement. "Rrrellla, the strong arm that kept Llanen safe from her own kind. Yess, |
recall you. Well-met, and | thank you for the welcome, but | do not know if it will outlast my first
request.” Sheturned to me. "Have you eaten, Hadreshikrar?'

| ingtantly wished she had not said that, for of asudden | was aware of my empty belly and araging
hunger surged through me. "No," | replied shortly, and both Rellaand Idai 1aughed asanoisy rumble
from my interior nearly drowned out my answer. "No, | have not eaten, gpart from amorsdl hereand
there since | ar-rived. The prospect of fighting a Raksfaa has sustained my spirit, but my belly longs for
"Asdoes mine. We have none of us eaten since we | eft the Dragon I e sinking into the sea below us, and
we have en—-dured many days of desperate toil. We are hungry and we are weary, Shikrar, and wethirst.
Whither shall we go now to find sustenance?"

"Thisiswherel comein useful,”" said aquiet voice, and aman with golden hair and light blue eyes
stepped forth. He bowed to Idai, his eyestaking in the host of the Kantri behind us. | wasim-pressed



that he managed to contain his astonishment as he spoke. "'I'm Willem of Rowanbeck, but only my
mother cdls meWillem, I'm Will. | live near here, and | know of afarmer not ten miles away with aherd
of good cettle. If you have anything to trade for them, | suspect Timeth wouldn't mind being thefirst in
Kolmar to have dedings with d—uwith you."

Idai stood in Concern. "We have brought the lansip trees, Shikrar, they are safe, but they must be
planted soon and cared for. When once they are established the leaves and the fruits will serve usfor
trade—but what we shdl do in the meantime | can—not imagine. What ese have we to offer the Gedri?*
"Thereiskhaadish, Idal," said Varien, a the sametime that Rellasaid, ™Y ou have gold, don't you?'
"Khaadish?' asked Idai. Concern flowed into Confusion. "What might be done with khaadish?'
"Evenavery litde of it can do agreat ded, Ida," said Varien. "It ispeculiar, | know, but the Gedri vaue
khaadish grestly. A smdl quantity, enough only to fit in my hand, will purchasefood and aplaceto rest
for usdl." Heturned to Will. "Would that suf—fice for your friend?"

Will raised one eyebrow, and | marvelled again at the mobility

of Gedri faces. "'l expect helll faint dead away. | don't think he's ever seen gold before. But hisfarmiis
two long days distant, in the steep hillsto the north—"

A hiss of amusement from behind me took me unawares, and Kedra, coming up beside me, laughed.
"Ah, my father, it isgood to know | can still surpriseyou!" he said. We touched soulgems by way of
greeting, as only parent and child ever do. "Y ou are not known to me, friend, but as you stand with Lord
Varien and the Lady Rellal trust that you aire agood soul. | am called Kedra, the son of Shikrar.”
"Willem of Rowanbeck," said Will, bowing. "I am glad to meet you, Kedra, and | don't want to be rude,
but we were talking about finding away to get you and your friends something to egt.”

"That iswhy | arrived so swiftly to offer my services" Kedrasaid, hiseyesdight. "I heard your
objection. A two-day walk up-hill for one of the Gedri isavery, very short way to fly, | suspect. Will
you come with me in token of our good faith, and treat with your friend on our behaf? For | have
khaadish with me." He opened his hand, and there between the great clawswasasmall lump of
khaadish, gleaming and pretty enough but usdlessfor most purposes. Why the Gedri valueit | will never
know.

Will, however, choked. "Sweet Lady! Here, Kedra, Timeth isafriend of mine, but even | won't fiefor
him so far!" He bared histeeth in the Gedri expression of friendship. That would be riches beyond his
wildest dreams. Half of it would be very gener-ous payment indeed for his kine and a sure guarantee of a
place to rest for the next few months, while he gets his breeding stock back to work. Thereisagood
stream on hisland aswell. But for pity's sake don't offer him that dirty great lump of gold! His heart
would stop at the sight of it."

Kedrabowed, his eyes aight with amusement. "Are you of the kindred of Lady Lanen?' he asked. "Tour
words remind me of hers. Very well." He carefully cut the lump of khaadish in haf and dropped it in
Will's outstretched hand.

That'smorelikeit," sad Will.

"And now, Magter Willem, will you trust meto bear you?"

asked Kedra. "I have flown thus before, carrying one of you Gedri.”

"Aye, and you managed well enough then," said Rella, her voicelight. "Y ou never dropped me once."
"MidressRellal" cried Kedra, bowing to her. "It gives mejoy to seeyou.”

"Same here, my lad. Welcome. Y ou can trust him, | reckon, Will."

Kedra hissed hisamusement. "I thank you for the recommen—dation. Come, Master Will. Shal we go
swiftly? Be assured, | know how to counterbal ance with aweight in my hands—and my young sonis

very, very hungry.”

Will
| couldn't helpiit. | knew it wasrude, but | hesitated. No mat-ter what Rellasaid those claws were



bloody huge. This one wasn't nearly the size of Shikrar, thank the Lady, but it was till im-mense. And
it—he—wanted to carry mein those—Hells, it would be like travelling in a cage of swords.

Hmmm. It had carved gold like butter with asingle claw.

A cage of sharp swords, wielded by agiant.

Kedradidn't rush me, though; he just watched and waited. | had cometo like hisfather, Shikrar, over the
few days| had known him. For dl his overwhelming size and power, | was be~ginning to seein Shikrar
smply another soul. Different, having lived a different lifein avery different body, but for dl thet there
were Smilarities. He had destroyed the Raksha that attacked us up on the High Field in the hills, aswe
would have if we had had the power; he treated all of us poor weak humans with respect, when clearly
he had no need to do so; and it was obvious that he was worried sick about hisfriend Varien, and about
Lanen.

Besides, | had raised my dragon-daughter Sderafrom her earli-est youth, when | found her dam dying in
the woods and she so lost and done. | had fed her and raised her until she had grown to her full stature
and left me, but | knew her and loved her as she did me. She trusted Shikrar absolutely. Surdly | could
trust hisson?

And the idea of flying—ah, now. All those dreams of soaring made redl. That was temptation.

| swallowed my fear. "Very well, Master Kedra. 1'd be pleased to come with you and show you the
way."

Kedranodded, and it looked very like approva. "It iswell. Come agpart with me, then, and tell mewhere
thisfam lies”

"Right now? | mean—I|—don't you need to recover abit first?" | asked nervoudy. For now it was come
to the point, my pamswere moist with swest.

‘The need of my son for food is greater than my own need to rest, though | thank you," said Kedra. |
wondered if that was amusement | heard in hisvoice. "Come, let usgo alittle gpart. | will need room to
take to the sky. And perhaps | should warn you, it may be alittle violent at first."

"Aye, well, birds aways seem to have to flap harder when they're taking off, | supposeit makes sense,"” |
sad, only reahsing that that might come across as an insult after I'd said it—but no, it was much, much
worse than an insult. Hewas curious.

"Flgp?' asked Kedra. "What means 'flap'? | do not know the word."

"It means to—to—you know, move your wingsfast," | sput-tered, gesturing uselesdly, trying to avoid
what | knew was com-ing, but Kedrawas nonethewiser. | sighed. "Likethis," | said, and | swear to
you, therein front of al those noble people and ancient dragons | started flapping my arms, asyou do
with childer, pretending to be abird.

Great peds of laughter rang out from away behind me, and | swear that wretch Ard's was the loudest,
but Kedra gave agreat hiss and nodded. Thank the Lady I'd learned that hissing isthe way dragons
laugh or I'd have run aleague. Hdllstake t, histeeth were huge.

"Itisagood word. Yes. | shdl haveto flap harder to leave the ground,” said Kedra. " Shdl we go?'
"Aye" | sad. The sniggers coming from the direction of my friends stiffened my backbone aswe walked
abit gpart from the

rest and | pointed out the direction Timeth'sfarm lay in and tried to describe the way there. The memory
of looking like an idiot helped me stedd mysdlf to step on to the palm of Kedras hand. His other came
around to protect me, and with asudden leap and a series of wrenching jerkswewereintheair.
Blessed Lady aid me, I'm for it now, | thought as | fought to keep my stomach under control. I'm going
to have to come back with him, too.

Marik

| went to vigt her, the day before it shattered. It would be my last chance. | wanted to gloat.

It wasn't asif | had known her. Hells, | only met her the autumn before, as agrown woman, and | only
had the word of Beryss de-mon informers that she was my child. Asfar as| was concerned, she was
the price to be paid to end my pain and no more.

Don't ask mewhy | went down there. Hells knew sheld caused me enough trouble. | think | was



just—curious. | expected to find her proud independencelaid low by hel plessness, and | was look-ing
forward to seeing that. However, as| am not afoal, | took with me one of the large armed guards that
Berys had infested the place with. In case she made trouble. | had just enough experience of my daughter
to know that she might well try something stupid.

Wewere, after dl, till inthe College of Mages at Verfaren, where Berys was the respected Archimage.
Hedid not wish to re-ved himsdlf until all was prepared, so he kept Lanen in bespelled silence that she
might not cry out and alert some passerby, or use Farspeech to call for aid from the damned dragon that
was some-where up in the hillsafew milesaway. | persuaded Berysto change the nature of her silence
at midday, that | might speak with her in private. For that brief hour her voice would work as norma
within her cdll, but nothing she said in Farspeech could get beyond thewalls. He didn't like doing it, but
he owed me that much.

| even took her food and drink. Berys didn't want meto do that, either. He was till nursing agrudge and
asorethroat from

when shetried to strangle him, but | findly convinced him | needed her dive and hedlthy to pay off the
demons later that night. The College cook was most generous when | requested atray of hot food to
take away to my chambers. The woman seemed pleased that | wasfinaly hungry. | hadn't been hungry
for months. | think | had someidea of alast meal for acon—-demned prisoner.

| remembered just in time to wear the amulet that Berys gave meto ward off the Rikti He had set to
attack anyone who opened the door. The guard took up his station just outside. | |eft the door alittle
gar, in case | needed him: out on the Dragon 19 e she had knocked me unconscious with one blow. |
didn't caretorisk that j again.

The cel was smdl and smple, originaly meant for solitary study. Moving the locks from the insde of the
cdll to the outside had been &l that was required to make a serviceable dungeon. Thick ssonewallsin
good order, atiny window for light and air, a heavy old wooden door bound with iron. It was enough.
Shewas adeep. Beryss spell was set to change only when | en- | tered her cell, so she never heard the
door being unlocked. I made no sound. The scent of the food must have roused her, or the changein
light—in any case, she rose swiftly to her feet, and dmost as swiftly staggered back.

| had forgotten until the moment | saw her astonishment that the last she had seen of mewaswhen | was
out of my mind. Helpless, in fact. Perhaps there was some symmetry there.

She stood and stared at me, openmouthed, as| put the tray down on the desk where she had been
desping.

"Marik?' shewhispered, and flinched in shock.

At the noise, asit happens.

"Sound—what—VARIEN! VARIEN, TO ME!" she screamed, staring wildly around the room asif she
expected to see someone e se hidden in the shadows.

"Saveyour breath," | sneered, quite pleased at her despera-tion. ™Y our voice won't go beyond these
walls. And neither will your thoughts." She shut up then, staring with wide eyes. "Oh,

yes, we know about your Farspeech. Or to be more exact, | know about it." | grinned at her. "Do you
know, your dragon friends did me a great service when they broke open my mind. | can hear them, just
likeyou." I didn't bother to tell her that | only heard two of them clearly and could not respond. Only
enough infor-mation to make her worry harder. "Not that | thank them for it," | added sourly. "They
never damnwell shut up.”

She gazed at mefor amoment in silence, completely unread-able. It was annoying.

"What?' | snapped.

"I havethat problem too. Or | did, before Berys cut me off from sound.” She stood and began to pace.
"Goddess above, but it's good to hear something.”

"Keeping you quiet isno more than asengble precaution,” | replied, trying to ignore aflash of
memory—the vison of ahead larger than my body, jaws agape, coming for me. | shuddered in my turn.



"I remember that big silver bastard, the one | haf killed, coming through thewall. I'd rather not have that
happen here"

Whenfirgt | tried to honour my bargain with the demons, out on the Dragon Ide, | nearly managed it.
Beryss apprentice, (laderan, had summoned the demon in question, Lanen was given up toiit, and |
thought al was accomplished—when that bloody great damned slver dragon came through the flimsy
wooden wall of the cabin, destroyed the demon, and stole away my sacrifice. Caderan and | ran for
safety, but that moment has haunted my nightmares ever since.

"You areright to fear it," she said, camly. | wasimpressed de~spite mysdlf. "I don't think you'd live
through the experience a second time.”

| laughed in her face. "Forgive meif I'm not impressed by your threats, girl,” | said. "Besides, why are
you wasting your timetalking?Y our supper is getting cold.”

"Do you redly think I'm going to eat anything you've brought me?

"ldiot. Why should I bother with drugs or poison? Berys has spdllsfor that.”

"True enough,” shesaid grudgingly.

"It'sjust food. | thought you'd be hungry.”

She frowned her suspicion a me, but | expect the smell rising from the tray soon made up her mind for
her. Cutlets of pork in amushroom gravy. Berys must not have fed her since he captured her two days
snce, she ate like one starving. It gave me astrange sense of satisfaction to watch her edt. Like feeding
the goose you know will soon grace your table at Midwinter Fest.

When she had mopped up the last of the gravy with the last of the bread, and finished the jug of watered
wine, she sat back and gazed at me asif waiting for something. After amoment she said, ™Y ou know, |
find it hard to believe you've had arush of fatherly feding, Marik," she said. "Why are you here?’

"Why not?" | replied. "I'm bored, girl." To my own surprise, it gppeared to be true. With Maikel gone, |
had no oneto talk to apart from Berys, and he was as boring as last week's soup when he wasn't
indulging in his degp-laid schemes. | didn't care to spend more time in his company than was necessary.
At the best of times Berys made my flesh crawl. Still, he was useful. | would soon berid of my pain a
last! Yes, thisgirl was going to be of useto mein many ways. | promised the soul of my firstborn to
demons before | knew she existed, long years since, when Berysand | created the Farseer. | had been
suffering for it ever snce. Demons don't like debtors.

"And s0 you cometo me. Goddess help usdl." She stared at me, shaking her head. "How did you
manage to get your mind back? Last time| saw you, you were drooling.”

"Thanksto your scaly friends," | snapped. "Berys helped me out of that particular hell.”

"Not Makd?'

"Heleft me" | said shortly.

"Wiseman," shesaid. "l suspect everyone you have ever known hasleft you. I'm just surprised he stuck
around for so long. He was agood man." She looked straight into my eyes. "And he seemed to be
genuindy atached to you." When | did

not respond, she shrugged. "Ah, well. Therésawaysoneidiot in every crowd.”

| stared back at her and said angrily, "Y ou fool. Have you for-gotten that | have been in constant pain
since your mother stole that Farseer? | promised my firstborn to the demons asthe price of its making,
and in afew hoursyou will pay with your soul.” | felt anasty grin spread dowly across my face. There's
abit of doggerd verse Berys keeps quoting: ‘Marik of Gundar's blood and bone shal rule dl four in one
alone.' You're quite useful, re-aly. Y our soul to demonsto ease my pain, your body to wed Berys so the
prophecy isfulfilled and he ruleswith you. Soinsult medl you like. I win. Y ou and your harlot mother
loe"

| should have known, | had been expecting something of the sort, but | still didn't seeit coming. She
stood al in amoment and struck me across the face as hard as she could, which given her height and her
strength was impressive. | cried out but was too taken aback to react instantly and she had time for
another blow. | redled, but somehow managed to grab her wrists and stop her before she could land a



third. We were both furious, but before | could repay her in kind she arrested my gaze with her own. Her
eyeswere blazing.

"Isthat it, Father?' she asked, her voice alow snarl. "Isthat what you wanted? Penance for your evil?
Punishment for the blackness of your soul, that would murder an innocent babe with-out a second
thought and ddliver thelife of your only child to demons? And al as payment for athing of no useinthe
world save to make you richer!" She fought to free hersalf, but | had been battered enough and held her
gill. "How dare you cdl my mother harlot, you bastard!" She kicked my shin. The pain made meyell,
and the guard opened the door.

"Sr?' hesad.

"Will you leave off?" | asked her.

"I won't touch you more," she said, and wrenched free of my loosened grasp. She went asfar away from
me as possible, to thefar side of thelittle cell, and leaned againgt the stone wall, her arms wrapped
around hersalf. ™Y ou can send your tame bear away."

| nodded to the guard. He backed out of the room and pulled the door nearly closed.

"They told me you never even knew your mother,” | said. Even as| spoke | wondered why in al the
Hdls| didn't leave. What was | doing there? What possible reason could | have to spesk to thiswoman?
Curiosity, | thought. Pure and smple. She's your daughter, un-itil they take her soul away inafew hours.
Thisisyour last chanceto find out what she'slike, before you regjoice that she's gone.

Lanen

What in the name of sense was he doing? | couldn't fathom it. Even now, yearslater, | have no ideawhat
inal theworld he was after that morning. Perhaps he didn't know elther. Perhapsthere is a connection of
blood and bone that cannot be entirely denied even by the most soul-dead.

Or maybe he just wanted to taunt me one last time.

And to be honest, | wasless concerned with his reasons than with my own anger. | had not pulled my
puncheswhen | hit him. | should have been afraid of killing him, but to say truth | wanted to kill him.
Therewas a part of me that was annoyed that | hadn't even managed to knock him out thistime. By
fortune, by chance, by thefact that I'm terrible with asword, | had never killed any-thing on two legs
that didn't lso have wings, but thefirein my heart blazed at full fury and | would gladly have murdered
him then and thereif | had the chance.

For the moment | did what | could to answer his questions.

"Whoever 'they' are, they'reright. | don't remember her. She left when | was no more than ayear old and
never came back."

Then why such aspirited defence?" he asked.

"Good question,” | replied. | stood up again and started to pace, rubbing my sore knuckles, trying not to
let Marik seethat | was shaking with anger, lest hetakeit for trembling in fear. "I'm not certain mysdlf.
Perhgps | cannot imagine that anything she

did twenty-four years ago could be as dark an evil asthat which you plan for me. Perhaps1'd defend the
Lord of the Seventh Hell himsdlf if you cried out againgt him." Then, without thinking, | added, "Perhaps
it'sbecause I'm—Helstakeit—" | forced my—sdf to stare him straight in the eye. "'Y ou can't wed meto
Berys, I'm married dready. | was bloody well going to have children one day, you bastard, and of their
two grandparents | know which one | would have let them meet.”

Goddess help me, I'd dmost let dip the one piece of informa-tion | didn't want Marik and Berysto
know. | dways say too much when I'm redly angry.

"Oh, that'sa small problem. Whoever your husbhand is, he surely won't be that hard to kill. Take heart,
Daughter,” he mocked, falsaly cheerful. ™Y ou might yet bear children, though to be honest I've never
thought of Berys as oneto indulgein so— normal an activity." He smirked. "In any case, whatever of you
isleftisunlikely to enjoy it much.”

"Curseyouto dl theHdls" | snarled, "and take Berys with you for good measure.”

"Too late, inhiscase" he said lightly, and caled for the guard to come get the tray. When the guard
opened the door, the in—stant he stepped in, | cried out in truespeech asloudly as| could. "Varien



bel oved Berys holds me captive, I'm here I'm hereto me my love swiftly, they steal my soul thisnight
come succour your childer swiftly to meto me!”

Marik dammed the door behind the guard and whirled to face me, hiseyesblazing. "Y ou tricksy bitch!
'What might have beerv indeed—you are with child even now!" Hisgrin had a certain mad edgeto it.
"And Berysand | are neither of us such foolsasto let you yell for help. The guard and | are the only ones
will have heard your shout, and the spell against Farspeech encloses the room no matter if the door is
open or shut." He laughed. "Beryswill be ddighted. Hells, I've never heard you before!™

| strode the two paces across the room to strike him down, but he danced away from me and called out
for the guard. Nothing happened.

| felt aterrible grin distort my face, the match of Marik's. "He can't hear you. Y ou shut the door, idiot.
And you can't get to the door save through me."

He swore and tried to get around me, but | never moved. "My soul to the Lady, you're a dead man,
Marik," | said. My voice sur-prised me. It was quite alot higher than my norma speaking voice, very
strange indeed. But very clear. " Shrive yourself, for by dl | hold sacred | swear, | am going to kill you
with my bare hands."

At least he didn't waste time saying something stupid like™"Y ou wouldn't dare.” | suspect it was quite
clear that | bloody well would dare, and then some. "The guard will be back any moment now, | was
right behind him," he squeaked, dancing away from me as best he could in that small space.

"Then | don't havevery long," | said, and lunged. | caught an edge of histunic and hauled him towards
me with al my strength. He was no weakling himself, but somehow al the help-lessness, the fury of being
aprisoner, and now my desperate fears for my unborn babes, combined to give me a strength | had
never known. | tripped him up so that he measured his length on the floor and fell heavily on top of him,
knesling on his chest with my hands about histhroat. | squeezed with al my strength. He turned red, then
purple, awfully quickly. | never let up, not for an ingtant.

Not much longer now, surdly. My arms were starring to shake. | thought of my children sacrificed on
Beryss obscene dtar and squeezed harder.

To my astonishment, he stopped fighting to get my hands away—he was reaching for something—
With asnap as of bresking crockery and a hisslike an angry snake, the room was suddenly full of Rikti
and they were attack-ing me.

| couldn't doit. | couldn't keep my hands around Marik's throat. The ingtinct to surviveistoo strong. |
struck out at them asbest | could, but they were dll around me, biting and clawing at my back, my arms,
my face. | got up off of Marik and ran to put

my back against a corner. | was bleeding in adozen places. One dove directly at my eyes, itsclaws
extended. | turned my head away and threw up my arm to protect mysdlf, and though it clawed my arm,
it didn't get any further. | dared to look again.

Marik was gone, the door just closing behind him. There didn't seem to be nearly as many demonsas
there had been, and the half dozen that remained didn't seem to bein ahurry to at-tack me. What in the
world?

| waited. The nearest seemed to make up its mind and flew at me swiftly with extended claws. | grabbed
for itsleg, meaning to smash it againgt thewall, but | missed. It didn't. | felt the claws bite deep, cried out
with the pain, saw the stream of red as my blood flowed from the dash—

And then the damned thing burst into flame and disappeared.

The others cried, "Kantrishakrim!" and winked out of exis-tence as swiftly asthey had arrived.

| tried, with teeth and shaking hands, to tear bits off the bot-tom edge of my tunic to use as bandages. It
wasthe only time| cursed at the quality of my clothing, because | couldn't do it, the cloth wastoo strong.
At least it kept my mind off of thingsfor thetime it took to make the attempt. The bleeding eventualy
stopped on its own, but my wounds burned and stung as though I'd scrubbed them with nettles.

And | wasleft done with my thoughts, tumbling one after an—other like atorrent down afdl. It wasto be
tonight. It was already past noon. Marik knew | was pregnant. | was exhausted, shaking from the effort,



and badly wounded by the demons. | crouched in acorner, full of fury unspent, angry a mysdf for not
finishing the job—and deep ingde there was aterrible quivering in my belly as| began truly to despair for
the life of my babes. | feared | had only hoursleft to five.

It wasn't until much later that | realised what the Rikti had said. Kantrishakrim. 1t was Old Speech for
"the Wise People," the Greater Kindred.

Seems| had changed rather more thoroughly than | had thought.

Idai

AsKedraleft, Varien and Bella begged my pardon and re-turned to the other two Gedri who waited till
at thefield's edge, near asmall wood not far away. | took the chance to look about me. Shikrar waswell
enough, despite afew injuriesthat plagued Mm yet. When al had been resolved, he would surely fdl into
the Weh deep for afew years and dl would be well when he woke. It would be difficult, for being
new-come to this place we had as yet no knowledge of where we might establish our Weh chambers.
We are desperately vulnerable during the Weh deep: it comes upon us whether we will or no when we
are badly injured, and every fifty years or so in any case, for we continue to grow throughout our lives.
Whileinitsthrall we deegp and cannot be wakened, and our armour bums off to alow the new armour,
yet soft, to grow. We cannot even guard one another during the Weh, for the guard will be taken by the
Weh aswell. Now that we were back among the Gedri, it was vitd that we find a safe haven.

Shikrar had explained it to me, but | till could not compre-hend the bizarre Gedri liking for khaadish,
which was the root of the trouble. Where we deep, we turn the ground to khaadish af-ter some
years—it issmply what happens. Khaadish is pretty to look at, shiny and yellow and very soft for a
metd, but there are only so many usesfor it. The Gedri covet it insanely. We of the Kantri do not forget,
and the story isyet told among us of one evil night long ages since, when ahd pless child of the Kantri
was murdered by marauding Gedri during the Weh deep for no more than the khaadi sh she dept upon.
From that time, we have sought out hidden Weh chambers, both for our safety and that the Gedri might
not be tempted.

| breathed deep in the clear morning. It would not be a hard-ship to fly over these lands seeking hidden
chambers. Kolmar waslush and inviting, wheat little | had yet seen of it. | would enjoy that particular task.
K edra bespoke us then—they had aready found Will's friend, and had sent Will on ahead. Will,
seemingly, had talked him out of Smply appearing at the farmer's door. | snorted. Kedrawasim-pulsive
asever, and the flight across the sea had not improved his sense of humour.

Akhor, though—V arien—a as, he was changed yet again. | gazed after him. The joy that had filled him
when heleft our old home with his beloved was gone. That joy that had sustained me, knowing that he
had found his soulmate &t last, though al my years of hopelesslovefdl like dead leaves around my heart.
He could bardly speak for hisanger and he was wild with helplessness.

| could look at Varien no longer and wandered about, trying to distract mysdlf. Rellawas rummaging in
her pack for something. Beside her stood two other humans, solemn and unmoving, but some creature
was joining them from the shelter of the trees. It stood besi de them—what—

"Shikrar!" | cried. "Whatever isthat bright creature that waits with the Gedri children? It—isit—by the
first Wind thet ever blew, it looks like—"

"Come, Idal," he said, amusement in hiseyes. "Come, | would introduce you to my friend, the Lady
Sdea”

Shy asabird the bright one stood as | came near, raw courage holding her unmoving in the face of awe.

| lowered my head dowly to look closer—oh, shewas of our Kindred, that was cer-tain. She appeared
to be no more than the merest youngling. And gleaming in her shining copper faceplate were eyesblue as
asum-mer sky, and asoulgem the same—col our—a soulgem. A soulgem.

"Hadreshikmr, | will beat you for keeping thisfrom me," | sworein truespeech. "Name of dl the Winds
that ever were. A soulgem. The creature has a soulgem. How hasthis come to be?"

| could not stop staring, but to my relief it was mutual. Shikrar took refuge in speech.

"ldal, thisis Sdlera, thefirst of the Lesser Kindred to comeinto her own,” he said, and hisown wry



amusement was trans-muted now to akind of awe. " She and her—Kindred—are younger than the
moon. They were brought into the light of rea~son but three days since.” His voice danced withit.
"New-come to the world, new-come to speech and reason. It isagreat wonder.”

| could barely spesk mysdlf. "How, Shikrar?" | asked, never taking my eyes off thelitding.

"I was not there, Idal," hereplied gendy. "Why do you not ask Sdlera?’

| shook myself and bowed to her. "Y our pardon, Salera. | amthe Lady Idai. Little one, you area
wonder and amystery. Of your kindness, will you tell me how you come to be here, asyou now are?'
"It wasthe Siver King Varien and his Lady Lanen who opened our minds," said Sdleracamly. "Weal
were called by some deep song in our hearts, we met dl together in the High Field, and— the Lord and
the Lady wakened us." She bowed her head briefly, that we might see her faceplate more clearly. It
touched my heart, for it was the same gesture every youngling of the Kantri makes for atime after their
soulgem isfindly reveded. "Where before was darkness, now our soulgems gleam as bright as yours.
The Silver King opened our minds to speech that day, and the Lady Lanen guarded the narrow way, that
we might pass over in sfety.”

Even Shikrar looked surprised. "1 have not heard thisversion, Ida," he told mein truespeech. "What did
she guard you from, Sdera? What threatened you?"

"Fear," replied Sdera. She gazed at the two of us steadily. "We could barely understand what Lord
Varien offered us, but we knew deep within that it was change beyond measure, and that it could not be
undone onceit wasdone. It was... frightening.”" She fluttered her wingsin remembered agitation.
"Frightening istoo easy aword. Fear, and fear, and fear beyond that. Even | re~sisted, and | knew that
my father was on the other sde of that change. But Lanen—she showed us her heart, we saw that she
too was Changed and become more than she had been, and the great joy she had in her new life. Her gift
was to awaken our courage. It was agrest gift indeed.”

She bowed dighdy then, asif it were a strange movement to her, and said, "If you are answered, Lady,
can you now tdl mewhereis my father gone?

| blinked. "Y our father, littling?" | asked, confused, but Shikrar interrupted, "He is gone with my son
Kedrato find food for the Kantri. Hewill return swifdy, | have no doubt.”

Sherdaxed vishly—

"Name of the Winds, Shikrar, they use Attitudes but ataon's breadth removed from our ownl™ | cried in
truespeech.

—and continued, "It iswell." She saw that | stood in Astonish-ment and laughed. "L ady, forgive, you
cannot know—Will raised mefrom akitling, heisthe only family | have ever known." Her peech wasa
little dow, alittle sumbling, and she sometimes managed the more difficult human sounds and sometimes
did not. Without thinking | addressed her in truespeech.

"Solera, might | bespeak you? Human speech is difficult, and | know not if you have yet learned our own
language.”

She sat bolt upright, in the absolute image of Astonishment, and stared wide-eyed at me. Her speech
ingtantly became dl but incomprehensible. "How iss thiss done? Hwat iss this hyou ssay? | hear hyourr
voiceyet you haff not spoken!”

"Hadreshikrar, do you mean to say you have not bespoken this child?' | said, turning to Shikrar in
amazement. Y ou, who arethefirst aways to introduce younglings to truespeech!”

To my ddight, he could not answer at fird. It is not easy to sur-prise Shikrar, the Eldest of our Kindred,
and it dways pleased me when | was able to do so. "|—before she, before they were—oh, Idai, | have
not even tried to bespeak her since she and her peo—ple awakened!" He turned to her, tenderly, and
spoke quietly us-ing the broadest kind of truespeech. "Lady Solera, | beg your pardon. My friend
Akhor—V arien—told me that you could not hear him, but that was before you came into your own."
"Hwat iss thiss bespppeakking?' she asked him, her wings flut-tering in her agitation.

"Cdmyoursdf, littleone," | said, trying to beasgentleas | could. "It isnaturd for our people. Thisisthe
Language of Truth, the language of the mind. With it, we may speak to one another when we are far



gpart, or when we are aoft and the wind will not carry sound between us."

"How isssit done?'

"It isdone with thought, littling," said Shikrar cdmly, and doud. "Where most thought is scattered
abroad, like cloudsin the sky, traespeech ismore like to asingle ssar—focussed.” He con-tinued in
traespeech. "Thiskind of speech, which we start with, may be heard by &l who caretolisten. Itisthe
first kind we learn and the easiest to magter. Thereis another kind, whereby we may spesk only to one
particular soul a atime." He paused amo—-ment. "That usually takes some yearsto master, but you are
not as young as you appear, | would guess. Y ou might achieve that level of concentration much faster
thanisusud."

"How shdll | do thiss?' she demanded.

"L et usbegin dowly, and with awarning,” said Shikrar, still speaking broadly. | managed not to laugh. |
recognised the very words. It was the same speech he had given to every youngling he had ever taught.
Teacher-Shikrar indeed!

"Thoughts are truth, and traespeech will revea your inner thoughts, whether you want it to or no, until you
have become ac~customed to it. It isimpossibleto liein this speech, for the liewill burn like abeacon,
and in any case your underthought will give you away."

"Hwat issto lie?' Sderaasked, in al innocence.

Shikrar bowed. "It isto say that which isnot so, little one," he said doud. "Forgive me. | suspect it isnot
withinyou.”

Sheglanced a him shrewdly, for al her youth. "I suspect it iswithin meif it iswithin you, Master Shikrar.
Though perhaps not yet." She gazed back a me. "I hwill try thistraespeech. | cannot sshape my tongue
around words sso weD ass you." She bowed her head and closed her eyesin concentration.

| heard nothing.

Shikrar, however, had taught younglings for many, many years. "Littling, | cannot hear you." He stood in
Patience. "Will you try agan?'

"Can you not hear me call my father? He does not answer. Said you not that distance is no bar to this
peech?"

"Ah, littling, forgive me!" replied Shikrar. "I never thought to tell you. The Gedri do not have truespeech,
asarule. Only the Lady Lanenin al of history isso blessed. | fear you will not be able to bespeak
Willem."

"The Slver One, Hfarian, he cannot spesk so?”'

"Varienisasegparae casg littling," sad Shikrar. "Heis— different.”

"And so my father isdifferent,” answered Sdlera. "I have learned histongue, can he not learn this one?’
"Alas, | fear he cannot,” said Shikrar, sadly. "Lord Varienis of our own blood, and has the soulgem he
has borne for athou—sand winters. The Lady Lanen has been blessed by the Winds and the Lady. You
must not hope for this, Salera. It will not cometo be."

Sderahissad her frudration, her tail whipping round her. "That is—that is darknessin daylight! Why
should thisbe? 1t isnot hwel "

"Mas, you areright, littling, it isnot well; but in dl thelives of our peopleswe have found nothing that may
be doneto changeit.”

And she surprised us again. Still, perhaps | was the more taken off guard; Shikrar at least maintained the
appearance of cam.

Clearly and angrily she bespoke us both, as she gave agreat legp into the clear morning sky. "What use
then isthis speech, when | cannot useit with theone | love best?| goto find him."

We both stood silent for sometime, and Shikrar sighed. "Idai, my friend, | grow old,” he said wesrily.
"What world isthis we have come to? That youngling just managed her first words of truespeech most
beautifully—"

"I heard her, Shikrar. | expect everyone esedid aswell,” | said wryly. Y ounglings were not known for
subtlety, and Saeras peo—ple were gpparently no different.

| had managed to raise the shadow from off him for aningtant. "Truly," said Shikrar, amused. "Sheisa



delight, that one. And yet, alongside the gift of truespeech that should be so great ajoy, she knowsnow a
sorrow that did not afflict her but momentssince." He sighed again. "Idai, my friend, what isthis place,
where Gedri

and Kantri are so oddly joined, even for the best of reasons, that the differences between usbecome a
source of pain rather than of ddight?”

"Perhapsit has ever been so, Shikrar," said Varien, who had now drawn near with the other Gedri.
"And still, my friend," answered Shikrar, curioudy sad, "it leaves me wondering what we have cometoin
thisgreenland.”

"life, Shikrar," said Varien quietly, hiseyes steady. "Life and change. It iswell. Perhapsit will be our task
to add something un—changing to this mixture, but we oursalves arosein this place. Surdly, in ages padt,
Kantri and Gedri have formed friendships, and the Kantri have grieved for the brief lives of those
compan-ions. Should we then seek to avoid the company of our fellow creatures?”

"Her first use of truespeech, Varien. It isamoment for greet rgoicing, astep towards adeeper life, and it
has brought her only frugtration.”

"Shikrar, Shikrar," said Varien, managing afighter tone. "It has been too long since you have taught so
young akit! Shewill come around to joy soon enough, | promiseyou. Sheisvery, very young yet." He
managed the turning up of the corners of his mouth that the Gedri name asmile. It looked well on him.
"But | seeyou are up to your old ways. Name of the Winds, Hadreshikrar, could you not wait even an
hour to ingtruct Sdera?"

Shikrar glanced at me, and | was glad to seea hint of hisusua sdif returning. "Thisonce | cannot clam
the honour, Akhor. Idai it waswho first bespoke the youngling.”

Varien bowed to me. "It waswell done, Lady. | never thought to—I have been—"

"Y ou have had your own troubles, my friend. And Shikrar says you tried before and found no response.”
"True enough. Saeraand her people are ajoy and awonder,” said Varien lightly enough, but | heard his
voicefal back into sor-row as he added, "but they are not the Lost, my friends. Still our duty to those
trapped souls liesunfulfilled. Salera's people, the Lesser Kindred, descendants through five thousand
winters of the beasts|eft when the Demonlord ravaged our people, were my great hope for restoring the
Lost. | dreamed that somehow we might reunite the creatures with the soulgems of the Lost—I never
thought that they would be developing on their own. They are agreet blessing, but al my hopefor the
Lost isnow found-ered." He shook his head and muttered, "Asis so much ese.”

"Y ou never let up, do you?' said the Gedri femae besde him. "Lifeisshort, Varien, or whatever your
nameis. | know your heart aches, but can you not spare amoment to regjoice in the good when it comes
your way?' She bent in haf before me. The Gedri bow so awkwardly. "Forgive me, Lady—Idai, isit?|
am Ara of Benin, acity far to the east of here." She smiled. "Varien would probably introduce usin a
few weeks, but | don't think we have that long.”

| gazed now more closdly at the two Gedri who stood with Varien. Y oung as he looked, they looked
younger gill. Mere children.

Until you saw their eyes.

Thegirl-child, Ard, had about her akindly air, and astrange familiarity that | could not explain, but that
spoke well of her— indeed, something about her atogether spoke of the Kantri and it Inclined meto
favour her, but it was the youth beside her who shook me from my complacency. For al hislack of
years, for dl that | knew so little of Gedri faces, when our gazes|ocked he seemed for an instant to vie
with me. Perhaps he sought to test me in some way, as younglings do on occasion, but for that brief
moment he was unguarded, and | drew back. In that instant | had seen araging torment behind his eyes,
asof asearing flame, and a deep sense of power that surprised me. | sniffed, but there was not the least
Rakshartrace upon him. This one would need to be watched, though not by me. A thought arosein my
deepest heart. Let hisenemies beware.

"You shameme, Mistress Aral," said Shikrar. "Y our pardon. | urn not yet accustomed to the swiftness of
your kind. Mistress Ard, Master Vilkas, thisisthe Lady Idai, known among us for her wisdom. Idai,
these two have taught me not to judge by appear—ances, for they are great Hedlersin thisland.”



"Heding isamost noble use of power," | sad, gazing full a Vilkas. "I confessto astonishment, however,
Master Vilkas, that you two are so at your ease among us.”

"Weve had practice,” said Ara, while Vilkas returned my re-gard. "We chanced upon Lanen and the
rest of them—L ady, wasit only aweek gone? We were escaping from Berys and his damned Rikti, and
when we stopped for food and shelter there they al were, and shein dreadful need of healing.” Ara
bared her teeth. "We've barely stopped for breath since, but we were there when the Lesser Kindred
were awakened." She stood tdler. "We helped hed their soulgems.™

| listened to her, but | did not look away from Vilkas. "Thereisagreat work behind your eyes, Heder," |
sad. "Itisnot unseemly to take ajust pride in accomplishment. And unless| am deeply mistaken, it has
to do with Varien'sbeloved.”

"How the Hells did you know that?" he asked, but his gaze did not waver either.

| hissed gently. "I am She who Knowswithout Knowing, lit-tling. That isthe meaning of part of my
name”

He drew himself up, the very image of the Attitude of Prideif he had had wings. | envied the Gedri their
mobile faces, but found it interesting that they used Attitudes much like oursto convey emotions. "Lanen
wasdying," hesaid smply. "Her babes are haf Kantri, haf Gedri. Her body could not support them, so |
changed her blood to match theirs. Sheis atogether changed now, for you cannot change only the blood.
Therest hasto match.”

| dropped my jaw in astonishment and heard Shikrar draw in his breath sharply. "Do you tell methat
Lanenisdso hdf Kantri now?" | breathed. " Surely that isnot possible!™

"Itisdone” said Vilkas. "Whether | should have doneit or no, | have." One corner of his mouth turned
up. "At least now they'll match."

"Name of the Winds, Varien, you never told methat!" ex—claimed Shikrar. His eyeswere wide.

"|—to be honest, my friend, | cannot say it has been

uppermost in my thoughts,” replied Varien. " So much has hap-pened since, I—"

He broke off, for Shikrar had moved hiswingsinto the Atti-tude of Surprise, with atouch of Accusation,
and the movement had caused him pain. | glanced more keenly at Shikrar, for | had findly realised what
it wasthat had so dtered him in so short atime, aside from the taking of Lanen. "If these Hedlersare so
great asdl that, Shikrar, why have they not hedled you?' | replied.

Vilkas—it ishard to explain—he seemed to sharpen, asif something had broken through the mist he kept
about himsdlf. "We did not know he wasill or injured. Have | your permission, | .ord Shikrar, to seeif |
may learn what isamisswith you?'

"Itisnothing,” said Shikrar swiftly, "I amwell enough, I..."

"Hisright wing is damaged, in thefirgt joint, and the wound he received in hiseft shoulder last autumn has
not had thetimeto hed asit should,” | said, annoyed. "Don't be afool, Shikrar. Per—haps they can help.”
"In all thelong ages when our people dwelt together, even the strongest Gedri Hedlers could do very little
for the Kantri," replied Shikrar indignantly. | judged that was better than dwelling on pain.

"Ah, but we have done better snce," said Aral, her smile broadening. "When Sdlerds people
were—becoming themselves, we heded every one of them. Mind you, there wasn't much to do, but it
didwork." She gazed up fearlesdly into Shikrar's eyes. "May we have your permission to help? Or would
you rather be brave and in pain abit longer?

Shikrar threw his head back and aflicker of flame shot sky-ward. All of the Gedri but Varien stepped
back, shocked. Well, perhaps they had never seen ared laugh before.

"Come, then, heal mean yemay," he said, his eyes dancing. "Name of the Winds, these Gedri have no
fear!"

"Say no sense, rather, and you'll be closer,” said Aral, who had moved some distance away from

Shikrar. "What wasthat dl about?"

Varien smiled, banishing just for an instant the deep well of sorrow behind hiseyes. "It wasalaugh, Ard,
no more. Lanen"— ah, and it was back—"1 surprised Lanen so, thefirst time. It is nothing to fear.”



"Oh, | don't know, | think I'm safe enough in fearing that," said Vilkas dryly. ™Y ou may not burn readily,
Varien, but | do." Turning to Shikrar, he continued. "'If you would be so kind as not to be amused while
wetrest you, Master Shikrar, | would be grestly obliged.”

His eyes gleamed, but Shikrar answered, ™Y ou have my word, Master Vilkas."

"Do you want any help, Vil?' asked Ard.

"Y es, come on, we both need to learn this," replied Vilkas, al-ready distracted.

It was fascinating to watch him. He who had been dl shifting mit, hidden even from himself ashe strove
to hide hisinner saf from others, became dl in amoment a soul sharp and gleaming, edged and poised
for uselike asword. It was extraordinary to be-hold. "It'sal new to metoo, the more eyes here the
better."

"I will leave you to their tender mercies, my friend,” said Varien, and the ghost of asmileflitted acrosshis
face. "I expect to find you vastly improved when | return.” He bowed and wan—dered off to speak with
Rellaand they were soon deep in talk.

Vilkas and Ard began what looked like aswift set of ritua passesthrough theair. A gentle bluelight
surrounded them both, until they joined hands. The gentleness was till there, but the light was much
stronger.

Vilkes

Ara and | sent our power towards Shikrar. It would be the largest of them we'd begin on, | thought.
Why start by halves? | had no ideawhat we might find. Human anatomy we had learned. Dragon
anatomy was a complete mystery.

Until now.

| was pleased to learn that injury was injury no matter what the vessal. Dragon blood and bone were not
the same asin humans,

but for dl that they were ill blood and bone. The wing joint was badly inflamed, and the shoulder was
still badly damaged for dl that | could seeit had been worse. With Ara's help, | had along look at
Shikrar's hedlthy shoulder, and then we got permission from Idai to examine her, to be certain of what
healthy tissue looked like.

"Remember, Vil," said Ard, aswith the Heder's degp sight we gazed into the tissues of unwounded Idal,
"dl of these creatures are completely exhausted. Y ou can seeit in Shikrar, but at least he'shad afew
days rest. Thislady and al the rest of them have just pushed themsalvesto the very limit to
survive—look at the buildup of the waste products in the muscles. At least"—and her voice faltered
dightly—"it looks like something that shouldn't be there. Drat." She Sghed. "I'm not sure we could find a
norma ex-ample anywherejus a the moment.”

"Mmmm, that's the problem, of course. I'm with you, that par-ticulate in the muscle looks like fatigue
poison of some kind. It's clear enough, in any case."

"Y es. Thewing muscles are the worst, of course. I'd guess the leg muscles are probably the nearest to
their norma state—not the ones that have been holding the legs close to the body, the other ones,
between the two farthest joints.”

| started to move, without thinking, and awing appeared be-fore me. The muscles at the edge are not so
badly affected, | thought stupidly, before | looked up, blinking avay my Heder's sight. Idai's face was
before me, and | glimpsed the covering of amazingly tough hide and the blood vessels beneath, stretched
over the heavy bone of the mask, before my norma sight returned.

"Areyou aways o heedless of those whom you hed 7' she said, and | was briefly surprised by the fact
that | could hear the annoy-ance in adragon's voice as clearly as| would in anyone.

"Tour pardon, Lady," | said, nodding to her. "I—when we are so degp in the Heder'ssight, it is difficult
to remember that there is a person—and with you, there is so much to learn—"

Ara appeared by my sde and interrupted. "Lady Idai, please

Forgive my colleague. He concentrates harder than any three peo-ple | know. I've seen him get so
immersed in what he's doing he forgetsto eat for days on end. And yes, he getsabit heedless of his
patients, but that's what he needs mefor.” She jabbed her el-bow, surprisingly subtly, into my ribs. "May



we have your permis-~son to examine your—er—back legs?'

Ida obligingly extended aleg, glancing keenly a Ard. "l see. | have known others so lose themselvesin
their work. Somehow it does not surprise me that males of both our Kindreds have thisin common,” she
said. Ara grinned up at her before getting back to work.

It was clear in amoment when we saw the healthy muscle— we had to look deep, but thereis something
unmistakable about bodies that are working as they should. The deep tissue of the un—used muscles il
had that silver glow of health about it, though the bloodstream was carrying the fatigue poisons
throughout the body.

"Well, Vil, | can seewhat needsdone,” said Ara shortly. "You?'

"Yes. It looks easy enough.”

| felt another jab of Ara'sebow, but I'm not stupid. | was just about to speak in any case.

"Our thanks, Lady. With your assistance, | think we can help Shikrar."

Idai dipped her head and a sinuous wave followed down her long neck. Very odd indeed, but she
seemed happy enough.

Ard isright. | dotend to losetrack of the socia graces when I'm working.

We moved back to Shikrar'sside. "Well doit asusual, eh?' | said. "Y ou compress and provide the pain
relief, I'll shift theinflammeation.”

| looked up at the vast form now above me. Truly, things could be easier.

"My lord Shikrar," | said, not knowing if they used such titles. Better than nothing. "Will it please you to
comecloser?’

His head was suddenly very, very closeto mineand | couldn't

help but flinch. Goddess, he was huge. "Have you any hape, truly, of healing me?”

| amost laughed. Honestly. Everyone dways thought they were different. The Lady's power hedsal, my
lord, rich and poor dike. | cannot think why it should not hed you.”

"But we do not worship the Lady of the Gedri," he said.

"Maybeyou should start,” said Ard, grinning. "Have we your permisson to try, Shikrar?"

Helay right down then, putting hiswing gingerly upon the ground. It was still going to be hard to reach
that affected shoul-der, but—first thingsfirs.

"You may try, Ardishaan,” hesaid kindly.

Ard

We moved together to the wing joint, getting it clear before our eyes, seeing exactly what needed to be
done. We joined hands and sent our power forth.

At least, wetried to. | felt Vil increase his own strength until he glowed even in broad daylight, but it
wasn't going anywhere. Our power went no farther than the ends of our fingers.

Shikrar, watching closaly, closed hiseyes. "Alas. | feared it might be so. In dl our history, there have
been few of the Gedri who could help usto heal." He sighed. "Perhaps it was too much to hope that the
two of you might have been among them.”

"Don't move!" | yelled angrily to Shikrar. "Don't give up yet, Vil! We hedled Saeras people, | know we
can—wait—wait, of course!”

| had felt adight burning for the last few minutes, where the pouch around my neck touched my che<t,
and it had finally oc—curred to me that when we had hedled Sadleraand her kin, | had held the gemin my
hand. Perhaps that would do it.

| let go Vil'sleft hand and fumbled with the pouch and finaly managed to get out the large gem. | hed it
tight inmy hand.

| wish someone had told me. That kind of thing shouldn't hap—pen to the unprepared.

Shikrar
The Kin-Summoning isaritua among our people, requiring



days of fasting and preparation and the burning of specia herbs

and leaves. Asapart of our choice at the dawn of Time, we were

given away to remember al that has gone before. The soulgems

of our ancestors alow us, when necessary, to speak to those who

have died.

Or so it had ever been before;. Though on those occasions, it has dway's been the Keeper of Soulswho
gave way to the Ances-tor being summoned.

Ard, with her Hedler's power about her, drew forth the soul-gem she had in her keeping. | spared a
moment's thought to com-mend that unknown Ancestor to the Winds, and to pledge silently that | would
soon rescue her from this Gedri child who held her dl unwitting, when Ard suddenly stood straighter and
looked into my eyes. The Healer's glow about her was reduced to aflicker.

"What are you caled, my kitling?" she asked, and her voice was as near to the voice of aLady of our
Kindred as a human could manageit.

| could think of nothing to say, though my mind began to race. Kitling, indeed! | wasthe Eldest of the
Kantri dive a that time.

"Come, come, what are you called? | hight Loriavaitriakeris, daughter of Kai the Old and my dear
mother Tethrik. Y ou may cal me Loriakeris." Ara smiled. "So you see, thereis no need to be rude.
What isyour use-name?’

"I hight Shikrar," | said, entranced. "Lady, | know of you. My soulfriend Akhor is of your lineage,
but—but we thought you lost these many ages past!”

"Not logt, young Shikrar, no, no, not lost. Just... spending my timewith the Gedri." Ard's smile softened.
"Thisisnot thetimefor thisdiscussion. | believe that with my help, these Hedlers can do their work. Do
you permit?"

"Yes" | sammered, and in theinstant Ara was back, with her Hedler's aura deep blue about her, and
the soulgem in her hand glowing brilliant ruby.

"Hédlls teeth, what wasthat?' she cried.

"Later, Ard," sad Vilkas, hisvoice sony, hisgaze till locked degp inmy injuries. "Areyou well?'
"How should | be well’? Some dead dragon just took over my body, how in al the Hells could | be wdll!"
sheydled.

Vilkas wrenched himsdf away from studying me and took Ara by the shoulders. "Ard, not now. We
need to work. Areyou injured?'

"No," shesaid sullenly, shaking off hisgrasp. "Just angry.”

"Then help me. | need you, and we need that—L oria-whats-her-name. Now."

"I'll dowhat | can, but don't ask me to work, I'm far too angry.”

"That'sfinefor now," said Vilkas, turning back to stare into my wing. "'Just you open that door and let me
in.."

Ard, mumbling, laid her left hand on his shoulder. Her right still held Loriakeriss soulgem—andin the
moment, | felt awave of power, and blessedly, there was no more pain. "Y ou've dam—aged this
ligament," muttered Vilkas as he worked, "shouldn't take long to—there, that's it—now the inflammation
It was fascinating, the link that was forged. Not that he could hear truespeech, or that | could hear him
precisaly, but there was most certainly a connection. | wondered if other Gedri were aware of it when
they were being healed.

And then, as| was concentrating on the fink between us, | no-ticed for thefirst time astrange
undercurrent to my thought. There was something of truespeech in it, but there did not seem to be many
words. It was more like a distant murmuring. | won—-dered briefly if Salerawasteaching dl her people
about true-speech, but that did not seem right—as | have said, younglings cannot normally keep their
early truespeech under such control. However, a swift sharp pain, like atiff muscle unlocking, brought
my thought suddenly back to those who were working to assist me.

ThisVilkas, | noted, was amost extraordinary soul. | had never heard of such aman. For al hisusua



reserve, for al that he fought the very essence of himsalf with every breeth, he could yet give of his gifts
without stint and without restraint to accom-plish thisheding. A gift indeed. It was over in mere minutes,
but in those minutes, what achange! By the time he had finished, Vilkas was swesting and breathing like
prey running from a hunter. He was moving towards my shoulder, but | stretched out my forearm and
stopped him. "Enough for now, Magter Vilkas," | said quietly.

"No, that's just the easy part, | need to—"

| did not let him move. "It isenough for now. Y ou will exhaust yoursdlf, and that will serve no one."
Vilkas opened his mouth to argue, but Ara interrupted. "Quite right. Thank you, Shikrar," she responded
loudly. Then she quietly muttered something to Vilkasthat | could not hear. It must have been a powerful
argument, for he reeased his hedling power and sat heavily on the ground.

| was concerned for him, but as | opened my mouth to speak to him agrest noise arose from behind me.
Name of the Winds, does this day hold no peace?

And there, in the back of my mind, alittle louder now but till faint, that distant murmuring, like waveson
ashingle shore.

u
The Wind of Change
Idai

It wasjust aswell that VVarien had gone apart with Rella, for | had to protect the Gedri with my body
from those who sought to harm her and | could not have protected him aswell. | had barely glimpsed the
cresture before | had to saveitslife.

"It reeks of the Rakshasal"

"Moveaway, lda. Itisevil!"

Great flutterings of wings, great agitation, exhaustion, frustra-tion, and very little thought. Shikrar and |
had long feared this moment and spoken of what we should do. | waslearning, yet again, that plansare
never complete enough to deal with life. I could smell the demon-trace around this woman aswell asany,
but Shikrar and | had made oath to each other that we would not harm nor allow harm to cometo any
who cameto usin peace no matter what they reeked of. It would take a great ded to make metrust this
Gedri, but first | must keep her dive.

"Thisisnot yet our home!" | shouted, trying by sheer volumeto break through the anger of my people.
"On the Idand of Exile we were aone and accountable only to ourselves. Here we must learn to bear
with the Gedri; we must learn to live among them whatever they may reek of. They were given Choice by
the great Powerd" | summoned cam and let as much concern as | could find show in my voice. "That gift
of Choiceiswith them until they die. Would you stedl this soul from the Win—from the Lady of the
Gedri, before it has a chance to repent?”

Thiswon at least amoment of silence. The Kantri are fire-hearted, and the reek of the Rakshasafansthe
flameterribly, but we are not stupid.

A muffled voice came from the region of my chest. "For good-ness sake, my soul tothe Lady, | amin
Her sarvice! It's not methey're reacting to, it's this thrice-damned Farseer. If you'd just givemea
moment to speak..."

| opened my talons, looked down, and there found that which would in dl likelihood make metrust her,
for looking up & me wasthe very image of Lanen, if you added enough years and lines and turned half
her hair to grey. "My thanks," she said, nodding to me. She bore alarge pack on her back and | till held
her close. "l sugpect | owe you my life. May | ask your name?"

"I am called Idai. Y ou are the mother of Lanen,” | said. It was not aquestion. | bespoke Shikrar and
Varien as| gazed down at her. "My friends, there is someone here whom you must meet. Come quickly.
| feel the need of your counsd.”

The Gedri's eyes, clear and relieved before, clouded. "Y es. | am Maran of Beskin." She stood
sraighter—for courage, | thought— and something of desperation came into her gaze. "Have you found
her?



"No," | sad quietly. "Haveyou?'

"| think s0," shereplied, never glancing away.

Shikrar

| hurried to answer Idai's summons, till weary from the curi—ous aftereffects of my hedling and leaving
Vilkasand Ard wherethey stood. | found Ida surrounded by many of our folk, nearly al of whom stood
in the Attitudes of Anger or Frustration. Moreworrying, | felt dso an undercurrent of Fire, that flame that
arisesin usin the presence of our life-enemies the Rakshasa. Varien arrived about the sametimel did.
Before | could speak, though, Rinshir cried out, "The Gedri that Idai defends reeks of the Rakshasa,
Eldest!" Hetoo stood in Anger, but hiswas moving swiftly towards something stronger. " Are we cometo
this, that we should protect the Raksha-touched?"

"We are new-come here, Rinshir. Would you then destroy this child of the Gedri, in its own land, with no
thought of itslife or itslaws, without even troubling to ask why it has come among us?' | resisted my own
anger and the temptation to shame Rinshir fur-ther. Y ou are weary, my friend, weary and hungry and
unsure of what lies ahead, asarewe al. Let usnot begin our lives herein our ancient home by murdering
an innocent.”

"Hardly innocent, Master," interrupted the Gedri from Idai's shelter. | could have cheerfully swatted it
myself. Stupid creature! Just like Lanen, | thought, no sense of when to hold its peace. Are dl the Gedri
so foolish, | wonder?

"Shall welet dl the demon-touched pass unharmed, then, that they may murder us at their ease?' snarled
Rinshir. "l do not like your reasoning, Hadreshikrar.”

"l do not appedl to reason, Rinshir," | replied ascamly as| could, "but to mercy, and to patience.
Remember, Rakshartrace can linger where the soul has been attacked aswell aswhen it has had traffic
with the creatures themsdves.”

"If you would just bloody well listento me, | could explain!” cried the Gedri, its voice muffled by the
protective cage of Idai's hands. "1 am not ademon-caler! Name of the Lady, I've spent half my life
fighting the damned things. It'sthe Farseer you fed, | swear it on my lifel”

And finally, | heard the voice that uttered those words, even though | could not see her face, and my
resolve sharpened. "I will have your word, Rinshir, that you will not harm this daughter of the Gedri, that
you will keep slence and let her spesk in safety,” | said quietly. "1 will take it upon my own soul to vow
that shewill not cal the Rakshasa down upon us.”

Varien had reached us then, and came to stand near Idai. He glanced at the Gedri in her hands and drew
inhisbreath in sur—-prise.

Rinshir moved away dightly, his Attitude of Concern warring with that of Anger. "Shikrar, don't be
absurd. Y our souls pledge for a demon-tainted Gedri? What could make you do such ath ..." Hedrew
back, standing in Amazement, but only for amo-ment. Then hiseyeswidened in redisation, and he
moved in the ingtant from Amazement to Fury. " Surely she bends your will even now, Eldest!" he cried,
and faster than thought he drew in a breath to flame the evil whereit sood.

| could do no more than stare at Rinshir, astounded at such ha-tred, entirely unprepared. Idai, blessedly,
was ready for him. When he arched his neck and aimed at the creature |dai was pro-tecting, she
knocked his head back with her own, so that his flame scorched only air. | was most impressed; | had
never seen ldai move so swiftly. While he was recovering from that blow, she knocked hiswings aside
with her own, loosed the Gedri woman, and wrapped her right hand around histhroat, just under the jaw
where we are most vulnerable,

| kept well out of it. If anything, I'd have asssted Idai.

"You fool, Rinshir," she hissed, her talons poised at the great vein in histhroat. "How do you dare to
attack that which | guard?’

"It isdemon-gained, Idai!" he yelped in his own defence. His voice was none too clear.

"Thricefool and blind," she snapped, her teeth worryingly closeto histhroat. | began to fear alittle for
Rinshir'slife, but there, defying Idai wasthe act of onewho cared littlefor lifein any case. "And did you
not see this other Gedri standing here, who would aso have died in your flame?"

Rinshir looked down, but he did not recognise what he saw.



"Good morrow, Rinshir," said Varien quietly. "I had hoped that your travels might have stretched your
mind aswell asyour wings, but das, | see no evidence of it."
Rinshir flinched at that voice, distorted asit wasthrough

Gedri throat and tongue. Varien, for dl the changes that had be—set him, was sill our King and held our
fedty.

"I have lived eight hundred winterslonger than you, fool of adhraisek,” hissed Ida. " Are you then grown
S0 very wisein o very short atime that you can see that which ishidden from me, whileit liesyet
between my talons?' Her eyes glittered and her wingsrattled with her anger. | was glad to see that
Rinshir had yet some sensel€ft, for hefindly tried to move away from her. He did not get far, asshedid
not loosen her grip on histhroat.

"Do not think to chalenge me, Rinshir," she hissed, keeping her body between Rinshir and Varien. "There
isavery old and very smple reason why we of the Kantrishakrim respect our eld-ers. | am twice your
sze, and by dl the Windsthat ever blew, | will fight you if you do not heed me." Without apparent effort
she overbaanced him and bore him to the ground, her talons till around histhroat and her face ablink
away from him. "And know this, fool," she snarled in hisear. "If ever you bring even theleast harm to
Lord Akhor, to Varien, by my name| swear | will haveit out of your hide."

| had never seen |dal so angry, and in that moment | was sin—cerdly grateful that | had followed my own
deepest ingtincts and had kept on her good Side ever since she was the merest youngling. To spesk truly
| do not know what would have hap—pened had not Varien walked up to put his hand on her forearm.
"ldai, my friend, it isenough,” he said gently. "Let him go. We are unharmed, dl iswell. Let him go."

Ida

Varien svoice shook me out of my self-indulgent anger. | stood back and et go of Rinshir. | don't think |
have ever seen him move so quickry. | turned to Shikrar, who stood beside me, and winked. Just aswell
he should never know how near | had come to mur—-dering Rinshir for even thinking of putting Akhor in
danger.

"A moment, if you please," said avoice from near the ground. The Gedri woman, who had very sensibly
moved away whilel

wasingtructing Rinshir, had returned, and now she laid her hand on my forearm asVarien had. "'l have
you to thank for my life," she said smply. "I am deeply in your debt."

Varien stepped forward and stood beside her. "Asam |, Idai. Asever. Agan."

| hissed my amusement. "It was worth it to see Rinshir's Atti-tude change. From fury to absolute terror in
asingle moment. Mogt satisfying.” | glanced down at the Gedri woman, thento Varien as| said, "And
now, if ybu please, Maran of Besskin, you will tell uswhat it is about you that so reeks of our
life-enemies”

"I've been using the Farseer to keep up with Lanen," she said amply. "Whenever | useit the stink wears
off on me. | must be overdue to make my devotionsto the Lady. | never meant to set everyone off.
Seemsyou folk are alot more sengtiveto it than we are.” She scrubbed at her face with both hands.
"The damned things barely worth the bother of keeping, when dl'sdone,” she said wearily, "but aslong as
| haveit, Berys can't bloody well make another one. That'sthe only reason | didn't smash it twenty years
ago—though I'd never have found you intimeif | had." She paused for amoment. "Do you havethefirst
ideawhere Lanenis?'

"No," said Varien cautioudy, "though one of our number has gone to seek her in Verfaren.”

"Thank the Goddess," she said, and unfamiliar as| was with Gedri faces, even | could recognise the relief
in her voice. "It's Jamie, isn'tit? It wasn't aquestion.

"Yes," said Rella, speaking quietly as she gppeared behind Maran. "Well-met, my friend," she said,
nodding to the new-comer. "Jamie's gone after her."

"Blessed Mother Shia, we might have achance yet," Maran replied, but before she could say more |



heard Kedra's voice call-ing out to us al. At least he sounded pleased.

Shikrar

Kedraand Will returned at just that moment and provided amuch-needed distraction. The sounds at the
edge of hearing

were growing noticeably louder. | could nearly make out words. And it seemed to be coming from
somewhere near a hand.

While hewas gtill high up and alittle way distant, Kedracalled doud to usal on the ground, "All iswell!
We have food, my friends, and water in abundance, and aplaceto rest aslong aswe need it!" Kedra
landed awkwardly, alowing Will to drop just the little distance from his hands as he backwinged
frantically. AsWill picked himsdlf up and brushed the earth from his clothing, | be~spoke my son.
"Kedra, how fareyou?Isit well, truly?

"Itisvery well, my father," he replied aloud, though his eyeswere troubled. "I must speak with you soon,
Father," he said in tightly focussed truespeech, then continued doud, "Farmer Timeth is presendy
recovering from the acquisition of sudden wedlth, but hiskine are hedthy, hiswater isgood, and hisfarm
backs up to ahigh rock wall to the north, under the shelter of which thereisroom for usall.”

"Blessed bethe Winds" | murmured. "Good news at last.”

Mirazhe cameto join usthen, her tiny youngling Sher6k awake now and riding between her wings. He
looked so terribly small and fragile. When | frowned alitde at Mirazhe and opened my mouth, she hissed
alaugh and said, "Fear not, Hadreshikrar. Y our son's son is perfectly safe, and the soulgems of the Lost
arein Gyrentikh's keeping."

| shut my mouth with a snap and turned my head away briefly in embarrassment as Kedraand Mirazhe
laughed. "Am | so trans-parent, my daughter?”

Shereplied, her eyesdancing, "Y ou are, my father. But none the less valued for that.”

Sherok, for his part, was delighted with the view despite the hunger that he was broadcasting in waves.
Kedragreeted his son by touching his soulgem to the raised spot on Sherok's faceplate where his
soulgem would eventually bresk through, and Sherok's thoughts turned from hunger to joy in theingtant.
The wash of his pleasure at seeing hisfather again was as the dawning of a second sun to my weary soul,
and | stood and called to the

Kantri, doud and in truespeech, telling them Kedra's news.

"Itisnearby, dear heart,” muttered K6drato Mirazhe. "1 have not eaten, but it will not be long now."
Indeed, most of the Kantri were preparing to depart when Vilkas came running up to me.

"Lord Shikrar, please, you must not let them eat right away!" he cried, alittle out of breath. "Will told me
what you were doing, but you must listen. Don't et them est at first! Start by drinking. And when you kil
the catde, start by drinking the blood.”

| stared at him. " Surely how we eat is ho concern of yours," | said, annoyed at histone of command.
"Please, | beg you, listen to me. Y our bodies are very smilar to ours, | saw the results of fatigue in your
blood and muscle. Just exactly like us. And | tell you, if you eat meat too quickly after such desperate
exhaustion and hunger, you could die of it. Even water is not the best. Blood has salt and enough sugar to
help you back to enough strength to eat. Drink the blood, | pray you, and wait an hour until you are
recovered. Then drink water, dowly, and very smal amounts of food at firss—that isthe most
impor-tant. Eat much lessthan you want, lest your hearts siop from the shock.”

"We have managed to five so long without your assistance, Magter Vilkas," | said dryly. "'l thank you for
your concern, but—"

"Shikrar, didn't you tell me once that some of the Ancestors died when they reached the Ide of Exile?’
asked Varien quietly.

"Y es, the greedy ones who gorged themselves on the few large crestures who lived on theidand, and left
the rest to—oh.”

| closed my eyes and sighed. When | opened them again, | bowed to Vilkas, to his great surprise.
"Madter Vilkas, forgive my foolishness. Wewill do asyou have asked."



Vilkas nodded to me, an attenuated bow, and strode back to where Mistress Ara spoke with Will. |
caled out in truespeech to dl the Kantri, who, groaning and complaining, nevertheless be-ganto riseand
flex stiff wings. | took amoment to bespeak Kedra.

"What did you need to say to me, my son?" | asked, but he did not answer immediately.

| wasjust asglad, for the murmur in my head was growing now

with every breath. | listened again—nothing distinct yet—and shook my head to clear it. And watched
my son do precisdy the samething.

"Kedra, do you hear thiswhispering?' | asked urgently.

"Nearly shouting now," hereplied, frustrated. "But | can't make out the words. Have you the faintest idea
what it isor whereit iscomingfrom?"

"Not the least” | began, but | was interrupted by aloud mind-voice under very poor control.

"The Hollow Ones haverisen! Be'ware, my eders, the Hollow Onesfollow me close!”

Weall, every Kantri on live, looked up into the western sky. Salerawas flying on the Winds wings,
desperately powering ahead of agreat cloud of ... of ...

Of the Lesser Kindred. But asthey drew nearer, | could see that these were the Lesser Kindred aswe
had known them of old, as our Ancestors spoke of them: no soulgems, no sign of intellect, no spark a
all. They gppeared to be mobbing Saeraas crows will mob a hawk, but when she flew past at speed
and just as| was preparing to fly to her aid, they al cameto land. There must have been nearly two
hundred of them, dl dark of huelike rusted iron, faling clumsily to earth in agreat crowd. The Kantri,
now fully roused, surrounded them—but even so | was not prepared.

Gyrentikh let out agreat shout. "Shikrar! Shikrar, quickly, herel”

| legpt into the air, blessing thework of Vilkasand Ara as| climbed just afew tens of feet that | might
see Gyrentikh. | might have saved mysdlf the effort. He was at the center of acir—cle of the strange
creatures. None came closer than one of their own body lengths, but every pair of dull eyeswas
focussed un-blinking on—Gyrentikh?

No. On that which he guarded.

| backwinged in shock, fool that | was, stalled, and fell to the ground. | hadn't done that since before
had seen seventy winters.

"Shikrar!" cried Varien. " Shikrar, what—"

"The Logt. The soulgemsof the Lost!" | shouted, climbing to my feet. "That'swhy they're here." | stood
now beside Gyrentikh, facing dl those desperately intent beasts, and | shook to my bones. "Name of the
Winds, Akhor. What are we to do?'

| found that | was shouting, for the whispering was turned now to yells, and it was coming from the
golden cask over which Gyrentikh till bravely stood guard.

| could hear words now. Cursing, screaming, wordless shouts, and one cry repeated over and over.
"LET USOUT! LET USOUT! LET USOUT!"

Vaien

| hadn't the faintest ideawhat was going on. | was about to try to push my way into the midst of that
unnatura crowd when Sadera came running up, Will trailing behind her.

"Lord, these are the Hollow Ones!" cried Sdera, terribly dis-tressed. "They have our shape but they are
beasts. They know neither speech nor reason. Beware, they have killed our kind before!™

"Whence camethey? | asked. "Quickly, Sderal”

"I wasfollowing Lord Kedrawhen severa of my people halled me" she said rgpidly. "1 had only begun
to speak to them of true-speech when we al became aware of aterrible darkness below. We have had
to fly from the Hollow Ones before, but only ever in ones and twos. This—thisisvery wrong." She
shivered. "We dl chose different directions and scattered, but the Hollow Onesfol-lowed me. | thought
my death had chosen me. What isit they seek, Lord? What has called them here?

"The soulgems of the Logt, it seems. Why, | haveno idea.”

Maran strode up, her pack on her back, Rella, ViL and Ara be-hind her. Maran's eyes were fixed on



the dark agitated crowd of the Hollow Ones. There was now agreat fluttering of wings among them, that
inthe Kantri denotesrisng anger.
"What in dl the Hellsisthis about?' asked Maran quietly.

| opened my mind to bespeak Shikrar and staggered from the noise.

"LET USOUT!"

Shikrar

| could bear the shouting in my mind no longer. | could think of nothing elseto do, so | picked up the
golden cask that con-tained the soulgems of the Logt. Ingtantly there was silence, from the beastsand in
my head.

"Go, Gyrentikh," I commanded him quietly. They are not comefor you." Hewaked dowly through the
beasts, who ignored him, while | tried desperately to think.

When one of the Kantri dies, the soulgem remains. It shrinksto haf itssizein lifeand is preserved with all
honour in the Chamber of Souls, in appearance like agreat gem. These gems are dark until the Keeper
of Souls has cause to summon an An—-cestor. At such times, the soulgem of the particular Ancestor will
glow gently asit didinlife, until the Summoning isover.

When last the Kantri lived in Kolmar, five thousand years be-fore, a great and nameless Demonlord had
arisen. In theterrible battle that ended in his death, we found to our despair that he had learned how to
destroy us. A singleword, asingle gesture from the Nameless One, and one of the Kantri would fal from
the sky: they dwindled to the Size of younglings and their soulgems were ripped from them. Even after the
Demonlord was dead, we could find no way to restore those who had been defiled. They were become
as beasts, and their soulgems never turned dull as with degtli—ever they flickered, neither alive nor dead.
We cameto cdl them, our family, our dear friends now taken, the Lost. That we might not take our
revenge from the innocent Gedri who remained, we flew west, to the Ide of Exile, taking with usthe
soulgems. None now lived, or had for three and a haf thousand years, who had known any of the Lot in
life. Since the day it happened we had tried to restore the Logt, to no avalil.

| had no ideawhat was happening now or why, but in the silence of my heart | was forced to admit that
there was nothing to lose.

| lifted the cask high and with onetalon incised acircle in the top of the golden cask in which we had
carried the soulgems with us across the Great Sea. | gently removed the circle and dropped it in the
grass.

The soulgems of the Lost were not flickering, asthey had for so many centuries. They were blazing.
The soulless creatures surged towards me. Had we been of asize, | had surely been overwhelmed, but |
am the Eldest and thusthe largest of the Kantri. They werelike so many younglings.

| was uncertain of what to do next when acry of pain drew my attention.

It was Maran.

Maran

| had ignored the rising heat at my back until that big dragon opened that damned golden egg. Inthe
ingtant | felt asif my back wereon fire. | threw my pack from my back and turned to stare at it.

The leather was burning. Inacircle.

In moments the Farseer was revealed, aglobe of smoky glass about the size of asmdl melon. | gingerly
moved my hand to-wardsit, expecting extreme heat—Dbut there was nothing. | touched it, picked it up:
no heet at dl.

When | looked up, the Farseer in both hands, | was con-fronted by a sea of blank faces. Thelittle dull
dragons, though they stayed in acircle around the big dragon—uwas he caled Shikar, something like
that>—they were staring at me now.

"Hells teeth, what'sin that dirty great golden bowl?" | asked anyone who would listen.

And there a my elbow, with several other people, was the silver-haired man my Lanen had married,
telling me swiftly about those he called the Logt.

Ashe spoke, as | forced mysdlf to listen and to ignore the fact



that | ftill didn't know his name, something chimed in my mem-ory. | had sudied the disciplines of the
Lady—at onetime | thought I'd have to become a Servant to escape the demons—but | couldn't
remember. Something about baance.

Asif heread my mind, thetall young lad with the slly beard stepped forward. "By the Goddess, it just
might be," he said, hiseyesdight with posshility. "The Lost were dragons transformed by the
Demonlord, aman who sold histrue name and his very soul to demons. It took al three races together to
cregte the Lost. Perhaps..."

"Perhapsit will take dl three to restore them,” said the silver one, his glorious voice degp and resonant
and full of awild hope. His eyes were gleaming and he was shaking with excitement, and | have to admit

| caught some of it. "Come, Maran, perhaps your Rakshartaint will serve us after dl!" he cried, pulling me
with himinto the middle of that uncanny circle of creatures. ™Y ou aswell, Vilkas," he cried, and thetall
lad followed.

As| came closeto Shikrar the beasts started fluttering their wings again, adry rattle that sent a shiver
down my back.

Vaien

"Shikrar, put them down," | said quietly. "Vilkas thinks—it might be—we may be ableto do it, Shikrar,
at last. Restorethe Lost."

"What must | do, Akhor?" he asked softly, laying the cask on the grass a hisfeet. His control was
extraordinary. Hisvoice hardly trembled at dl.

"Lift out asingle soulgem,” | said, my eyes never leaving the beast-eyesthat sared intently at the three of
us. Shikrar rever—ently picked up ablazing violet gem. A single creature stepped forward—it happened
to be the nearest—and lowered its head. There in the faceplate was a shalow depression. | took the
soul-gem from Shikrar and, shaking, placed it in the hollow.

Nothing. The creature did not move.

"All three, Varien," said Vilkas quietly. "All three."

| took Maran's hand and Shikrar's talon and brought them to—-gether to touch the gem.

Nothing.

"I may stink of thethings, but I'm not area demon,” said Maran quietly. "Thiswas made by them." She
lifted the Farseer to touch the soulgem, but she had overbalanced. It dipped from her fingers. All three of
us—Shikrar, Maran, and I—moved to catch it at once, and were dl touching it at the sametime.

Upon theingtant agresat blaze of light streamed from the Farseer, dazzling even in daylight. | tried to let
go of it and could not, and neither could the others. When | thought to look, | re-alised that the Hollow
One dill stood before us, unmoving, soul-gem in place.

What was there to |0se?

"Together, then. Touch the Farseer to the soulgem,” | said. It took but atiny movement from usal—a
little farther—contact.

The soulgem caught a portion of the Farseer's blaze. There was agrotesque sizzlelikefat in afire, and
the creature stepped back. 1ts eyes were wide, surprise warring with furiousjoy for just an instant—and
it changed. | had never understood why that Sm—ple word was so important in the tale of the Demonlord
until | saw it happen.

Inreverse.

Inaningant.

Light and colour spread out from the soulgem, flowing swift as flame over the creature, first changing that
rusty black face-plate to one of bright iron, then extending the full length of the beast—which was agreat
ded more length than it had before. In moments, impossibly, there stood before us afull-grown adult of
the Kantrishakrim, dazed, blinking in the daylight, astounded.

Shikrar, eyes wide, somehow managed to croak, "Welcome, Lady. | hight Shikrar of theline of Issdra.
Who art thou?'



"Treshak. | hight Treshak," she managed, and cried out in agony.

Idai hurried up to her. "Lady, what ailsyou? What may be done for you?'

"Not me," she moaned. "Help them. Therest of them. Free them, quickly, in the name of the Windd"
And so wedid. Asthethree of uswere yet bound to the Farseer, Vilkas drew forth the soulgems and
held them in place while we touched the Farseer to each in turn.

| had dreamed of this moment for many long years. Our peo—ple had striven to restore the Lost since
they had been torn from life by the Demonlord. In the thousands of years since, there had been endless
debate about the flicker of the soulgems. Werethe Lost in someway ill dive and avare? Were they
tormented by demons? Would any of them ill be saneif we did manage to bring them back after long
ages of whatever imprisonment they endured?

It seemed in the end to depend on the individud.

Many, blessedly, were largely undamaged. Their imprison-ment had seemed Httle more than along,
unessy Weh deep, and they smply awoke in their new bodies with little sense of the pas-~sage of time.
Some had been aware for part of thetime, crying out, feding trapped in some desperate place. They said
that they had drifted in and out of consciousness. They thought perhaps severd tens of years had passed
while they were ensorcelled. Somehow they had managed to cling to hope, but they were furioudy angry.
Thefirst of these to be released saw Gedri standing before it and drew in abreath of Fire. | cried out to
Shikrar, who man-aged to deflect the blast upwards. We did not condemn him— the last thing he
recaled clearly was atreacherous Gedri, the Demonlord, who had stolen hislife from him. He was taken
away by the Kantri to apart of the field far from the Gedri, where he was told as gendy as possble what
had happened in the intervening time.

Vilkastook amoment to warn Rella, Will, and the Hedlersto move out of sight until al could be
explained to the confused

souls. They disappeared in the direction of the Dragons Heaed, aninn hard by thefield.

There were afew, though, who wrung our heartsfrom us. A score of souls found themsalvesin the green
world, cried out in agony, and threw themsalvesinto death.

Itisrarethat achild of the Kantri will willingly choose death, but we can do soif the pain of lifeistoo
gredt. It isvery smple. Thereisa—asomething in the base of the throat. The nearest that humans can
understand would be aflint. It would be asif you filled aroom with oil-soaked straw, threw in alighted
match, and closed the door.

When wedie, in the natura course of things, the fire within isreleased from our control and we burn to
ash very quickly. Thiswas even fagter. Thefirst of the Lost who chose degth passed to the Windsin less
timethan it had taken for its new form to gp-pear. Shikrar, hisvoice trembling, asked Vilkasto collect
the soul-gem and bring it to him: when he saw it clearly, he heaved adeep sigh of reli€f. It was smdl and
dull. The poor trapped soul was re-leased to death at last, and could rest.

It took nearly five hoursto restore them all. We were ex-hausted by the end, but we had no choice—the
Farseer clung, blazing, to our hands, until the last of the Lost was restored. The moment al was
accomplished, the thing dropped to the grass, dark and lifeless.

Shikrar, Maran and | followed in much the samefashion.

Berys

What afine chance! | had only just sent dong aRikti spy to re-port on what the damned dragons were
doing, and behold, what piece of newsit has brought me! If | understand it aright, it ap-pears that those
whom the Demonlord had thought destroyed have been restored. How very resourceful of them.

S0, the number of my enemiesis doubled. And these new creatures were created by the Demonlord,
whose imminent ar—riva will doubtless rouse them to fury and to the foolishness of acting in anger.

How interesting. It will be useful to see how he dealswith them.
Onthewnhole, | beievethat | am pleased. What fun would dl thisbeif it were too smple?
Marik has confirmed the Rikti's report. How kind of him to keep meinformed, and how charming that



the damage the drag—ons inflicted upon him has dlowed him to hear the thoughts of those two crestures.
Shikrar and Akor. Altogether ddightful.

| was uncertain asto when | would unleash dl those lovely heders of Mariks. Therethey Sit, so demure
in House of Gundar trade establishments throughout the four Kingdoms of Kolmar, no sign of their
dightly suspect dlegiance. And | never coerced one; they have cometo us of their own free will. Ah,
how easily the lust for power corrupts.

It isastounding how many folk are unhappy with the power they have, and how willing they areto take
part in something they know to be wrong. Just alittle corruption at first, afortnight to try out the new
power available to them before they must choose. Nearly dl, having become accustomed to the greater
level of power inthosefew days of thetrial, are seduced by the good they can do.

They are under no illusons. Even the most ignorant village Healer knows perfectly well that power is
ether the gift of the Lady or the price of the Rakshi. Barely onein ahundred has had the mora courage
toresst. Bardly onein ten of those hasrefused entirely. After dl, itissuch alittle price. A lock of hair.
Not much to ask. Hair grows back.

And now they aretherein their hundreds, dl over Kolmar, ready to my hand. When | activate the link,
those who have sub-mitted to thiswill be, swiftly and smply, taken over by ademon. They will retain
half their natural power for the demons to make use of—and demons are very good at making use of
power—and haf the power of every single Hedler who has made this pact will flow into my hands, to do
with as| will. Oncel set them in mo-tion, with the simplest of rituds, they will go forth and take the
darkness with them. Slaying patients, destroying crops, burning homes—whatever the demon fancies.

If I send them out before the Demonlord arrives, they will cause extrachaos. anice distraction. If after,
they will give my foes yet more to worry about, piled upon aready burdened hearts and minds. Both are
atractive—hmmm.

Chaos, | think. | should just have timefor theritua this eve-ning before my trest.

Asfor the Demonlord himsaf—that Black Dragon isdamnably dow. | fed every beet of itswingsand it
isexhausting. Just aswdll that | have the body of ayoung man now; | do not believe that my old slf
would have had the pure strength to beer it.

| have already accomplished theimpossible, of course. Thefools | am surrounded by should bow down
and worship a my feet. They have no idea—but ah, they will learn. Very, very soon.

|, Berys—no. No, | need hide no longer. I, Mdior, only living Demon-Master of the Sixth Hell, have
performed the greatest work of my life but these few days padt. It has taken me many long years, much
learning, much sacrifice, and quite abit of blood— some of it even mine—buit &t last | have summoned
the Demon-lord, he who gave up hisnamefor al timein exchange for power. Five thousand years ago,
before he faced the great dragonsin bat-tle, he performed the spell of the Distant Heart. His own begating
heart was removed from his chest, placed safely in abox of gold, silver, and lead, and taken by the
Rakshasato afar distant place where none would ever find it and he would live forever.

Hewas no fool. When he sarted destroying the True Drag-ons, thusfulfilling the deepest desire of his
soul, they fought back. The spells and demon-protections he had established kept him dive for somelittle
while, and haf the dragons died that day, they say. However, they finaly managed to exact vengeance by
destroying hisbody. It iswritten that he laughed even as his body was burnt to a cinder, and no one
knew why.

| know why. Because he knew through his arts that one day, a demon-master possessed of great power
would create for him anew body, untouchable thistime by fire, and that he would live again, thistime
forever.

Ah, lifeisswest.

For | have found it, not two moons since. The Demonlord's Distant Heart. Every demon-summoner dive
would murder cheerfully for the knowledge | now possess.

A few days past | summoned the Lord of the Fifth Hell, who told me that the Demonlord could only be
destroyed by a creature that bleeds both dragon and human blood when cut. Such athing must exist for



the spdll of the Distant Heart requires a counterspell to be effective, but | could waste years searching for
it and still never find it. After dl, demonsare not truly aware of time aswe know it. This creature might
have died out centuries ago, or not been born yet.

| knew that before | summoned the Demonlord, knew thet | could neither banish nor destroy him
immedi ately—but there are ways and ways to deal with demons. The binding spellsthat hold him can be
renewed easily enough, for aslong as| like. Perhaps my artswill, intime, allow meto fabricate such a
cregture. It is not be-yond possibility—and after al, | will soon have awifel Given suffi-cient
preparation, surdly | can create a child that would answer that need. And in the meantime, | will havethe
means of my eventua success at hand. For what would be the good of finding the creature of mixed
blood if | had not the Distant Heart in my possession?

And | havefound it by pure chance.

This autumn past, poor deluded Marik of Gundar, who has re-lied on me to bolster his power for many
years, took the risk of travelling to the Dragon Ideto gather langp, that marvellous leaf that grew only in
that one placein dl theworld. Hedldl, good for everything from headache to heart s-ease, and when
taken in suf=ficient quantity, able to reverse the effects of timeitsalf. All inal, | suppose | should be
grateful for Marik'sdelusion: it has given me back half acentury of life, and it drew my attention to the
Dragon Ide. | has prudently avoided that place for many years, for the Kantri, the True Dragonswho
lived on that idand so far to the west, have anatura power over the Rakshasawho serve me. However,
as | began to search some months ago for the proper material out of which to create a body for the
Demonlord to in=habit, adl suddenly came clear.

A body untouchable by fire must be made of fire, or of stone. A

body of fireisunworkable, for fire—even demonfire—must have something to burn upon, however
small, and that would soon be exhausted. | could have fashioned him abody of granite, but it would take
years and years, and | have no wish to wait so long. It isaso the case that hard stone is unforgiving, and
it can be shattered given sufficient strength. No, the Dragon Ide held the answer. It wasvolcanicin
nature; fire and stone a once, fluid and ready to be shaped to my will, and vastly lighter than solid rock. |
had only to cal forth the molten stone from the heart of theidand.

When | began thework | meant only to shape abody that would hold the Demonlord—I intended the
shapeto be afigure of dread to the dragons, that they might fed that one of their own had become their
destroyer. However, | had barely begun the making when | felt suddenly, even at that great remove, the
presence of something burning with afire hotter even than molten stone. | turned my mindtoiit, | probed
with my thought and with al the power nature had granted me, and lo, there it lay, open to my thought,
and just whereit would be of most use.

The making of the Black Dragon took al the power | possess. | had to goad the quiescent voice of the
idand from arumbleinto violent activity, then to raise the casket containing the heart into the midst of the
material | used to create the body of the beast. Once the shaping was done, though, it was—it is—a
perfect cre-ation. It houses the Demonlord, bound to meinextricably by blood and bone, and it bears
withinitself its own destruction. That pleases me. And when | offer to ensoul it a lagt, giveit life
again—wsdll, the other main dricture of the spell of the Distant Heart isthat body, soul, and the Heart
cannot ever be combined again in the one creature. If that were to happen, the spell would be broken
and the Heart would become mere flesh again.

Itistruly said that if you put dl your energiesinto asingletask, al of life comestogether to aid you.
However, the wise man does not put dl histrust in so insubgtantia athing aslife.

Since provided Marik with numerous demonic artefacts, among them a means of keeping off the
dragons, | received hdf of thelansp harvest for my pains. | have used dmost dl of it a-

ready, bar afew boxes | have retained to control those demonswho craveit: but the distilled essence of
lansp has proven the legends true. No more the protesting joints, no more the weak-ness, the thousand
small ills, the dimmed eyesight, the fading hearing—no more the tread of death behind me or its shadow
inthe glass before my eyes.

| have conquered timeitsdlf. Behold, | now have that which al men desire—amind honed by seventy



years of study and nearly ninety years of living, and a body no more than thirty years old to carry out the
demands | make of it. | had forgotten the power of thisage! Every nervetingles with strength and youth.
By dl theHdls, itisawonder.

Of course, | do missmy hand.

| had to cut it off to bind the Demonlord to my will. The sacri-fice will be well worth it—it was only my
left hand, after all—but the place where my hand once was itches constantly. It is of mi-nor interest. |
sugpect theilluson will end intime. Perhgps| can find asmith to creste amechanica replacement. Itis
damned awkward getting dressed. Still, that iswhat servants arefor.

Itirks methat | have been so weak these last severd days, but even | must needs recover from such
great works as the binding of the Nameless One and the making of the Black Dragon. | labour even as|
res, to keep the creaturein the air asit fliesto Kolmar from the distant west. And | have had araspin
my throat from the choking I had off that witch-daughter of Marik's when she attacked. | have ensured
that she has nor food nor fuel. The weaker her body, the easier it will be to dominate her will.

| know that one of the True Dragons, the Kantrishakrim asthey are called, is here—it nearly stopped me
from capturing the girl. The rest will not be far behind. Marik has done so much good, at least: | know
the Kantri are coming. Truly, that surprised me. It seemsthat in the making of the Black Dragon the
idand was over-whelmed infire. | had not planned that. However, it isal moot.

If the Black Dragon arrivesfirt, dl well and good, for it houses the soul of the Demonlord, and will be
the desth of the Kantri. | do not hopefor this, for the thing isa golem, living sone

despite the half-demon soul that animatesiit. | must support its every wingbesat, and even | grow weary on
occason. | shdl have to make another sacrifice of blood—not mine, of coursel—this night before| face
the Mages. It isproving agreat ded harder to support the creature than | had anticipated, though | am
well 3qudl to the task.

If the Kantri should arrive firs—waell, | have ademonline ready and waiting, and in abreath | can be
hundreds of leagues distant and the way closed behind me, and they with no way of knowing where |
might be. And the Black Dragon, the Demon-lord incarnate, will arrive eventudly. In that moment the
fate of the Kantrishakrim will be sealed.

| am thankful now for the foresight | showed in etablishing this cantrip which records my thoughtsin this
book even as| think them. It isvastly easier than sitting and writing for hours. | have one operating on
Marik aswell. It has helped meto check that he istelling methetruth. The poor idiot istoo Supid to lie,
it seems. Itiswell. And for mysdlf, when | comeinto my own, it isgood that there will be atrue record of
my coming to power, that the daves may know how they cameto their davery. Despair istruly the most
satisfying sauce.

The next step takes place thisvery night. | have commanded an assembly of the College after the evening
medl and they will dl attend. After dl, why should they not answer the summons of their beloved
Archimage? | have hidden my true sdlf, the power of my arts, for many long years. | have cultivated the
goodwill of my fellow Mages even while despising them, for it has taken so very long to prepare
myself—but tonight, kind, caring Archimage Beryswill die, and in the place of that weekling | will stand
re-veded to them at last, in my true salf. | will offer the choice to my College, tojoinmeor to die. |
expect most of the foolswill choose desth, but | may perhaps gain afew willing souls from among the
students. There are many who desire more power than has been given them by the Lady.

Andif al dsefails, they will make splendid demon fodder.

il
TheWind of Shaping

Vaien
| woke to the sound of Idai's voice in truespeech. "Come, Akhor, itisnot like you to missamed,” she



said, her voicelight in my thoughts. | sat up, disoriented, rubbed my face, and opened my eyesto find
mysdf littlethe wiser. It was|ate afternoon. The sun wasfdling behind the western hills, and achill wind
was be-ginning to swirl around us, asif it were not certain which direc-tion to come from. Wrapped in a
cloak | had not been wearing, adeep beside Shikrar and Maran in the middle of afield—but
where—oh.

"ldai, where are the Kantri? Where are the Lost? How do they fare?

"Peace, my friend,” shesaid quietly. "All iswell." | rose and walked with her, alittle awvay from the
others, leaving them to deep. "All of our people have followed Kedrato that farmersfield, to eat and
drink and rest. The Logt—ah, it islong and long since they were trapped. Imagineif you went into the
Weh deep and woke five kellslater! Thereisagreat deal for them to learn. We must not expect it to
happen overnight.” She sighed. "Oh, my

friend. Think of al the Kantri who have worked towards this day—three full generations, birth unto
ending—so many who dreamed of ajoyous release for those trapped souls. | am such afoal. Inal my
hopes, | never imagined that the restoration of the Lost would be so heart-searing.” She closed her eyes
for amoment. "Akhor, the last thing that most of them recall is throwing them-selves at atreacherous
Gedri who had killed their mates, their par—ents, their children; | do not know if thereis enough time or
reason in the world to overcome their hatred.”

"If time and reason are not enough, we shall have to see what compassion may do,” | said resolutely. For
al my exhaugtion, | felt now braver and brighter than | had for days. "Come, Idai, throw off thisgloom! |
too longed for aday of glory for the Lost—but | will forego that pleasure for the wonder of their
restoration, how—ever painful."

"Ah, yes. Y ou remind me. Treshak has said that they now wish to be known as the Restored, Dhrenagan
in the Old Speech, not the Lost any longer. We have taken to referring to them so0.” She sighed once
more, then drew hersdlf up, into the Attitude of Re-solve. "Y ou have theright of it, as ever, Akhor. We
will surely be able to help them. Damaged they are, certainly, and confused, but timeisour greeat dly.
Timewill hed the heart's wounds and show the restored mind the way of reason.”

| could not help it, | laughed doud. "So it will, Iderrisai, therefore be not afeared of giving them timeto
cometo redlise that they are free! That must be a shock nearly as great as find-ing themsaves
imprisoned.” | smiled, though | somehow felt atraitor to Lanen a doing so. "Idal, think of it. The Lost are
re-stored to us. At last they are free, after dl this dreadful march of years! Bless every Wind that ever
blew! Whether they are yet able to rgoice surdly isof less moment than their return.” | let out adeep
sgh. "And | will a last be able to deep peacefully, without the memory of those flickering soulgemsto
haunt my dreams. However it has come about, whatever the conse-quences, thisisawonder." |
dropped into truespeech. "Even for those who chose the swift fire of death, my friend. We have done

them the greatest service of dl. At last, after so many kells of torment, they may rest.”

"Y ou havetheright of it,” she said, dropping down again from the forma Attitude. "Name of the Winds,
Akhor! Thishastruly been aday of wonders, but | would give agreat dedl for it to be over. | am weary
as | never thought I could be, weary in heart and wing and soul. | could deep for afull moon. Can it
possibly bethat we only arrived here with the dawn?' She hissed her amuse-ment. "My word on it,
Akhor. | never valued peace and quiet nearly enough.”

"Perhaps none of usdid,” | replied with asmile. We moved back to the others and Idai woke Shikrar.
She spoke with himin alow voice, doubtlesstelling him what she had just told me, as she waked him
dowly over to the little stream, where clear water and half a cow awaited him. | sat down beside Maran,
too weary yet even to walk to theinn. She still dept—and in every line of her, | saw my beloved Lanen.
My throat began to tighten, and though | knew it to be useless, | could not stop myself sending out to her
in truespeech. "Lanen, beloved, can you hear me? My heart declares that you yet live, for it beats ill,
but my lifeis airless darkness without you. "Where are you, dearling? Kadreshi, beloved, where are
you?" A sudden thought occurred to me—perhaps she could hear but not respond? " Lanen, beloved, we
are searchingfor you! 1 will not cease, | will not rest until 1 find you, and by my soul | swear | will come



for you though al the Hells should lie between us."

No answer but silence.

| bowed my head, sorrow and a deep emptiness round me, un—til a short while later aglorious scent,
entirely out of place in an open field, came wafting past me: bread and mest. And wasthat chelan? |
turned—and there, preceded only by the scent of what he bore, was Will arrived like the wind of heaven,
bearing food and drink. He put down histray and woke Maran gently. She sat up, moaned, and reached
for the chelan. | was astounded at the reaction of thisbody. As one of the Kantri, | would not even
con~sider eating when sorrow wrapped my soul, but this Gedri body craved fudl and | reached out for it.

"Aye, you're as bad asthe Hedlers," he said, shaking his head. "They need to eat like horses when
they've been working. Get this down you." He handed us both trenchers of fresh bread, spread with
butter, softened with gravy, and with shoes of roasted beef draped over dl. | had never tasted food more
clearly, or needed it more. Though there was something—

"Will, whereis Sdera? | said, between mouthfuls.

"She's gone with the Kantri," he said, and smiled. "They were al so taken with her, and sheisfascinated
by them. She said sheld come find mein the morning.” He shook himself. "Asfor you two, there's plenty
more away back a theinn, but I'm blessed if I'm going to bring it to you. Up you get."

"Blessed indeed, lad,” said Maran, gulping down the last of her chelan. "I've seen you often enough in the
stone, Goddess knows, along with that tall lad and the fine lass, but what are you called?

"Willem of Rowanbeck, Midress," he said, grinning. ‘Thetall Heder isVilkas, theyoung woman isArd.
Y ou're Lanen's mam?

T amthat,” she said, grinning back, "and it's not making my life any easier, | can tell you. I'm Maran of
Beskin. And you!" she cried, turning to me. | had risen, and now reached down to give her ahand up.
When she stood, we were of aheight, and her gaze locked on mine. It wasthe first time I'd looked at her
closdly. Name of the Winds, she appeared so like my beloved Lanen that my heart ached withiit. "I've
seen you nearly every day since Lanen found you, but I've no ideawhat your nameis.”

T amcalled Varien, Lady,” | said.

"Varien," she repeated softly. "It'sagood name. And you can cdl me Maran, lad,” she said, grinning.
"I'm ablacksmith, not alady. Goddess, what avoice you have on you." She stared a me, frowning, her
gaze suddenly gone quite serious and her voice very low. "And you—I must know. UnlessI'm mad, or
unlessthat damned thing deceived me, you're no man. Y ou're a dragon; transformed, somehow, but a
dragon—that greeat silver one who watched over Lanen out on the Dragon Ide.”

"What!" | cried, taken aback. "Don't waste time being coy, man! Isit true?"

"Y ou are neither mad nor deceived. | am both dragon and hu—man,” | answered. Not for thefirst time, |
wished that my mind might be more under my control when faced with the unex-pected. The Kantri are
seldom surprised. The Gedri, it seemed, were seldom otherwise,

She paed. "Bloody hellsfire. Thenit'strue. A transformation of kind. It's started.” She grasped me by my
shoulders. "Do you have any idea how thiswas done, or who did it? How you were transformed?”’

In my astonishment | answered without thinking. "1 have no idea. Lanen and | thought it was—all we
could imaginewas that it was the Winds and the Lady."

"Oh, save usal,” she said, sounding much like Jamie in abad mood. "It probably was exacdy that. Now
al we haveto do isfind out who or what on the other side has undergone the same trans-formation.”
She began cursing under her breeth and strode off towards the inn, leaving me amoment or two for
thought.

That thiswoman was Lanen's mother | never doubted for an ingtant, though how Lanen could have
grown so Smilar to one she had never known was awonder. The same headlong rush into action without
thought of the cost to hersdlf, or indeed to anyone ese; the same wildly focussed intensity and
determination about her. And the Winds bear me up, the same eyesin aface so achingly familiar.

| stopped and blinked.

If sheknew | had begun my life as one of the Kantri, what e se might she have learned?

| ran after her. | was better at running these days. Timewas, if | were lagging behind, | would have falen



by ingtinct onto my "forefeet” that | might fly to catch up. My hands and knees had not been that badly
scraped for some months now. | was still far, far too dow to suit mysdlf, but at least | remained upright.
Will trotted easily beside me, tray in one hand, mugsin the other.

Vilkas and Ard awaited us outside, Rellabeside them. Ard watched Maran suspicioudy, and | could not
blame he—whatever

else might be said of her, she till reeked of the Rakshasa. Aswe approached | noted that Ard had
begun to summon her power, just in case. Vilkas, however, smply stared.

Aswell he might. For the moment she was near enough, shetook his right hand in hers and went down
on one knee before him, bringing his hand to her lips. She might have been agreat queen kneding to
honour a subject who had served her well, for there was nothing of servility about her, knedling therein
the twi-light before him.

"I beg you to accept amothers blessing for saving the life of her daughter,” she said.

"Lady, arise, | pray you," said Vilkas gruffly. | tried hard not to smile. Vilkaswas, after dl, avery young
man. "'l did what was re-quired. | only wish | had been able to keep your daughter from the clutches of
that bastard Berys." Between his clenched teeth, he added, "We don't even know where sheis."

Maran rose and grinned, and for amoment | saw her as one of the Kantri—for thiswas not delight. This
was baring her teeth, and woe betide him who was its object.

"Ah. There| can help you. Did anyone think to bring my pack?"

Rdla

"Asever, Maran, | have looked after you," | said, pretending weariness. We grinned at each other as|
handed over her pack. I'd begged a double handspan of thick lesther and sewn it, with double stitches,
over the gaping bum hole, so that it was as good as before.

We had been friends for nearly twenty years. | knew she would have done the same for me, twice over.
It il hurt. Likeit or not, Jamie stood between us now like aburning brand. It ap-peared that we were
both going to ignore that particular raging fire until we were forced to ded withiit.

She grinned, looking over the patch. ™Y ou do finework. | never knew you were so good with aneedle”
Shedrew out the

Farseer once more, and | saw her flinch when she touched it. Time she found a Servant of the Lady and
got hersdf shriven, | thought. She's getting twitchy.

"Thisisthe Farseer that Marik and Berys created ere Lanen was born,” she said, handling it asthough it
burned her fingers. "I have used it for years, but when Lanen left Hadronsstead, I— well, you may
assumethat | have arough ideaof what has taken place.”

Varien stood beside me, and | could practically hear his heart pounding. "Do you know where Lanenis
now?"'

Sheturned to him, her eyes bleak. "I'm not certain, but | know she'sin Beryss power. Where heis, there
wewill find her."

"Can you hot see where Berysis, that we may be certain where to look for her?* asked Vilkas.
"He'swherever he has been living these ten years past,” said Maran shortly. "I've never seenthe placein
person, | don't recogniseit to give it aname. It'sastone building with alarge walled and cobbled
courtyard closed by two wooden doors. There's aguard on the doors, there are usually lots of people
around—"

"It'sVefaenright enough,” said Ard flatly. "It'sjust over three leagues distant from here.”

"Then in the Name of the Winds and the Lady," Varien cried, "let us be goneto Verfaren!™

"Patience, Magter Varien, itisn't that smple” | said, hating to have to quench hisresolve. "For onething,
these three"'—I pointed to Will, Ara, and Vilkas—"are accused of murder in Verfaren, and I'd rather not
haveto fight off King Sufis of Eli-mar's Patrols unless and until I'm forced to. For another thing, you must
remember that whatever we may know about him, to the rest of the world Magter Berysisstill the head
of the Col-lege of Mages, very highly respected and virtualy untouchable. The College more or less
ownsthetown. In effect we'd be storming al of Verfaren, and we don't redlly have enough troops for



thet."

Vaien

| could not restrain the wild frustration that was sweeping through me. "Even afew of the Kantri could
easly overwhelm a Gedri town," | said urgently.

"Master Varien, | hear what your heart is saying, but Rellasright, it'sabad ides," said Will,
unexpectedly. Hisvoice was, to my ear, maddeningly calm. "I know you'd risk anything for your lady: but
| had a chat with young Kedraearlier, and | don't think you want your peopl€sfirst act in their new
home to be one of violence."

"And don't forget that Jamieisthere now," said Rella. "HEll not be Sitting on his hands." Shelooked up.
"Come, we'redl here now. Let usgo in and talk over food. Wewon't get Lanen back any the faster for
garving to deeth.”

"How can you think of food?" | cried. "Lanen—"

"Varien, you're human now, and you were rather busy earlier,” she said sharply. "That body needs food.
Y ou're pale as midwinter snow. Eat before you faint." She grasped my arm and towed meinto theinn.

| wanted to object, but she wasright. | was ravenous. The first course that Will had brought us had
bardly taken the edge off my hunger, and it seemed that the othersfelt the same. Rellahad or-dered a
good spread and for once we dl ate our fill: there was acold roast ham, the rest of the hot roast beef
with athick gravy, carrot and parsnip, fresh bread and dripping from the roast, and roasted apples and
honeycakes. The beer was nut-brown and cold.

When | had eaten my fill | stood up. The fire was warm and the excellent food tempted me to stay longer
than | must, but ever | thought of Lanen. Truth betold, | could think of nothing gpart from a burning need
to rush in and rescue Lanen as swifdy as| might. Alas, | had not the power of my old form, or | could
haveflownin and—

"And what?" interrupted the neglected part of my mind that was the voice of reason. " Saughter innocents
who got between me and Berys? Destroy buildings looking for her? Make the Kantri appear as monsters
to be dreaded? Where is the wisdom in that? No. Wait. Think. Remember the Logt, five kells ago. If
they had stopped to plan, they might not have been so devastated by the Demonlord.”

"Varien," said agruff voice. Maran had cometo Sit beside me. She was smiting. "Just So you'rein no
doubt, that was my daugh-ter you married at midwinter, young—well, young as aman you certainly are.”
She turned away suddenly, avoiding my glance. " She looked—she was absolutdly beautiful, wasn't she?'
It took amoment before | could trust myself to speak. "I had never imagined that such a creature as
Lanen could exist," | said quietly, just for her ears. " Such beauty of soul, such strength of heart and limb,
and agloriousfearlessnessthat | am learning israrein any race. Y es, sheisaso beautiful, but compared
to thetruth of her soul, | think her beauty is not important.” Maran still looked away. "Sheisawonder,
your daughter Lanen,” | said.

Maran did not answer straightaway, but when she did, she managed to look into my eyes. "I'm glad you
know it, Varien. Sheisindeed." She looked away again, and spoke as quietly as| had. "And in case you
wanted to know, | wishwith al my soul that | had never |eft her. | have wished that every day and every
night since | went away. | thought... my soul to the Lady, Varien, | thought | was saving her life by
drawing danger to mysdf."

"| hear the truth in your words, Lady Maran,” | said softly. "But | am not the one you need to speak them
to."

To my surprise she looked back a me and smiled wryly. "I know. | thought I'd try a practice run before
it'stimefor thered thing."

Suddenly | liked her, thiswoman so like my beloved in spirit and in form. | drew her to me and kissed
her cheek. "Do not fear it, daughter. She has alarge heart. 1t will take time, asit will take the Restored
timeto adjust to aworld forever changed. Trust her. | know shetakes pridein you, for she calls hersdlf
Lanen Marans-datter."

"Does she now?"' she said, her eyes strangely vulnerable, alittle



half smile passing across her lips. "Well, well. Therés hopein that, certain sure.”

| was about to respond when | had the strangest feeling in my gut. | wondered briefly if | had eaten too
much too quickly, but it was not that kind of fegling—more an urgency. It pulled meto my feet. | had
gathered my cloak and my pack and was nearly to the door before | had a coherent thought.

"Whither away, Magter Varien? cdled Rella

"l can wait no longer," | said, desperate to be gone. "1 have played my part; | have welcomed the Kantri,
| have helped to re-store the Lost. What is there now to keep me here, when Lanen is so near? None
spoke. "l goto Verfaren,” | said. "L et any who wish to join mefollow after.”

| strode out into the dark night, down the road to the south, where my dearest love was held by onewho
wished her nothing but ill.

Jamie

| did not waste those two days of early spring walking down from the Sulkith HIEs. | spoke at grest
length with Willem of Rowanbeck, who had lived and worked at the College of Magesfor many years. |
teased from his memory every corridor of the place, every room, every turn, every scrap of information |
could glean, like agreedy harvester picking through the chaff lest asin—gle grain of whesat be lost. When
he could recall no more | turned to the young Hedlers, Vilkas and Aral. They reinforced the map | had
built in my head and added afew details that might serve me. Serve Lanen.

It kept my mind off the achein my knees, and the chill in my bones, and the deep winter in my heart.

For dl | knew, the exercise might have been in vain, for we knew not where Berys held her captive; but if
there was the dightest chance that I might need to know how to move through that place thiswas my
best chanceto learn.

And it kept me from running mad with inaction as we hurried to the plain to meet the other dragons.

| did not wait. | saw them arrive from adistance: aye, | was there when the dragons came. A part of me
knew | was watching theworld change, and in truth it was agoodly sight, but | could not fed it asVarien
and the others did.

| could hardly fed anything.

| swiftly bade farewell to my comrades and took thefittest of our horses, al of whom were complaining.
Relatook my arm as| made to mount. Y ou ingst on this till, do you?' Her voice was cam, but her
eyeswere troubled in the bright morning.

"I will not stay whilethereisthe smalest chancel can find her," | replied. My own voice surprised me.
When had it gone so cold?

"Then keep to our plan. We will meet outside die gates of the College a the morrows dawn.”

"Or | will leave word with your friend—Hygel, wasit? Y our contact &t that inn?

She managed asmal smile. "The Brewer's Arms. Try the baker's stdl at the mercat squareif you get
there early and can't find him, helll be the one buying bread by the basket |oad. Other-wise, take your
midday medl at The Brewer's Arms, but mind you look sharp or you'll miss him. He's very, very good at
not being noticed.” She frowned then and gripped my arm tight. "Mind you do the same. Berysisa
bastard, but he's no fool. Don't make us have to rescue you."

Onetiny corner of my mouth lifted, amost againgt my will. "I may be getting alittle old, Rellamy desr,
but I'm not so far goneyet." | laid my hand on her cheek for a moment, then mounted my poor horse
despiteits objections. "If you can manageit, why don't you bring a dragon or two when you come, eh?'
Her browslifted. "What afineidea. Only two?'

"I shouldn't think any morewould fit," | said. | tried, | did, to lighten my voice, to respond to her, but
therewas no lightnessin

me. "Bewdl, heart," | said, and turning away from the gleaming dragonsin that greet field, headed
southward. Towards Verfaren.

| sat back in my chair, glancing around me, taking a deep draught of chelan. | could fed it hit as|
swallowed, fed the bor-rowed wakefulness shiver through me. Goddess knows | needed it. We had dl



of uswalked dl day and asfar into night as a safe de~scent would alow, deeping aslittle aswe could,
on theway down fromthehills.

The early afternoon sun fought itsway through the small win—~dows of the pub. Rdllahad told methe
unlikely oneto go to, where the members of the Silent Service met to exchange information— "Though
you'd never know it," she had warned me. "Itsaquiet place, and Hygel himself will be the one your eye
passes over mogt essily.”

| hadn't asked miracles of my poor weary horse, I'd ridden as gently as| could, but Verfaren was agood
ten milesfrom the field where the dragons had landed and | had need of speed. The crea-ture was too
tired even to complain when we had findly reached the gates of the town at midday. I'd found The
Brewer's Armswithout difficulty, and the stabling was good enough to satisfy me. | |eft the bay covered
in adecent stall, with agood warm mash and a promise of rest.

Lucky creature. | couldn't see any rest for mysdif.

I'd not been in the common room long ere | began to see what Rella meant. The conversations around
me were held in norma voices, and the speakers might as well have been discussing the wesether. | tried
to concentrate on one pair near me, but when | finally managed to distinguish their speech from the
others, it made no sense at dl.

So, the Silent Service had its own cant. | should have known.

Thelandlord came up and refilled my mug, then made to turn away.

"Hygd?' | asked quietly.

He glanced down a me, disinterested. "Hygd's not here."

"Shame. I've newsfor him."

One comer of the man's mouth turned up. "Y ou and al theworld. Y ou tell me, then, and I'll passit on
when he gets back.”

"Sorry, friend, can't do that. Rellawould skin me.”

"Rdla, isit?| know aRdla Tal lass, red hair, sassy walk."

| wondered if | redlly looked that much of anidiot. "Hellsmend you for aliar, friend,” | said, gulping more
chelan. "Hard to walk sassy with her back, truly, and if you think she'stall you must be walking on gtilts.”
| glanced at him. "'I'll not spesk to the hair, though. Alchemists have nothing on awoman who'stired of
her looks."

The man put hisjug on the table and sat down. "Isshewel|?

"Sheis. My name's Jamie. I've come on business.”

Heleaned hisarms on the table. "What business?’ He lifted an eyebrow. "Y ou're not in the Service, that's
plan.”

| replied in mercenary cant. "No, I'm on my own. But alittle co-operation could be profitable for both
sdes, if yourewho | think you are.”

"Enough of that," he replied in common speech. "I'll admit you're not just someidiot walked into the
wrong place." His seeming-casud gaze wastaking in every detail of my appearance. Y ou don't get eyes
likethat being alandlord.

"Kind of you to say so, Master Hygdl," | muttered.

"Yes, yes, fing" hesad, brushing at the air with one hand asif to shoo away al such nonessentialsashis
name. "I'm Hygd. What are you after?’

"Not what, who. I'm after him they call the master of the Col-lege here. He's taken something from me
and | want it back.”

Hyge let out ashort bark of laughter. "Ha! That one!" He sat back in his chair, crossng hisarms and
gazing a me through nar-rowed eyes. "Old son, let me give you aword or two of advice, and because
youre afriend of Relas| won't even charge you for it. First, don't say hisright name this closeto the
place, because helll bloody well hear you. And second—whatever it isyou want to do, don't try. Don't
even think about it. Y ou might aswell cal

yoursalf agoose and pick a spit, because sure aslife you're roasted before you start.”



| shot out an arm, grabbed his shirtfront, and pulled his face close to mine before he could react. "He's
got my daughter, you bastard,” | growled. "Do not dare to laugh."”

| could fed the silence behind me, likely barbed or at least pointed, in the sense of severd silent blades
drawn and aimed. | ignored it—though truth to tell, there was a part of me that was howling a my own
reaction. | shoved Hygel away and stood up. "She'sjust agirl,” | snarled. "I thought we might exchange
infor-mation, for | surely to al the Hells know things you don't, and | need to know how to get in there
and find her. Fagt. Before any-thing worse happens.”

Hygd stared at me. | stared back, my fury at Berys beeting time with my pulse.

He gestured, and | felt the pressure behind my back melt away. "Sit down, friend Jamie," he said quietly.
"Perhaps we need to talk after dl.”

| took my sest again.

"You firgt, and makeit good," he said, very quietly. "What you need to know is worth a by-our-Lady
fortune”

"Would it surprise you to learn that there are dragons here?' | said, lowering my own voice asmuch as|
could and il be heard. "Not thelittle ones. The redl ones.”

Hygel snorted. "I heard that one two days ago. A True Dragon, one of the big ones. I'd ways thought
they were legend, and | wouldn't have believed it if my best local man hadn't told me. Seemsit went into
the Sulkith Hills and hasn't been seen since.”

"Oh, yes, that one did,” | replied, Sitting back alittle. "Though it's come down again, not ten milesfrom
here as we speak. Bt it's the other hundred and eighty-some you need to know about.”

Give him credit, he never changed his expression, and he sworeimpressively in acam voice no different
from hisnormal speech. Finally he camed down enough to say, "Hells teeth and Shiadstoenails, where
did you hear that? And do you trust the source?"

"l saw them land. | wasthere. Dawn thismorning.”" | smiled

crookedly. "And don't blaspheme the Goddesss toenails, we're going to need dl the help we can get."
"Isit conquest, then?' he asked, il in atone of voice that you'd use to discuss the westher. "Do we
need to get away?"

"I doubt it, from what I've seen. Though surely the world is changed forever. They are hereto stay,
Master Hygdl, but they are reasonable creatures, and from what I've heard they truly want to livein
peace. Wdll, most of them do. Assuming we let them," | added. "And | don't care what you've heard, or
who told you— they're bigger than that."

"Well, light my toesand cadl meamatch,” he said, staring at melong and hard. "That's news and no
migake."

"News enough for you to tell me how to get to the Archim-age?" | asked quietly.

"| told you dready, it can't be done," he said crosdy. "Him over thereisno fool, moresthe pity. He's
been right cagey with hiswrongdoing. There'sthose at the College know he's corrupt— Magister Rikard
for astart—but until they have proof there's damn all they can do about it." He snorted. "Rikard's been
look=ing for years, but Be—Himsdf has kept hishead down. If you can prove he's taken your daughter
againg her will, Rikard will have him deed to rights and thank you for it." Hygel grinned briefly. "And
likely thank me aswell." He shook his head and leaned forward, dropping hisvoice. "Problem is, that
one's got demons protecting him, has had for years, and it's got agreat deal worsein the last few days.”
Hetook adraught from my mug of chelan. "Like astirred ants nest that place has been, thislast
sgennight. Word hasit two of the students went rogue and mur—dered two of the Magistri.”

"Damn fine students, then, if they could overcome those who taught them,” | said dryly.

"Right enough. But the placeis closed in on itsdlf. The main gateislocked, asit hasn't been sincel can
recadl. Even All Com-ersisclosed. That's never happened in al my years here." Hygd lifted an eyebrow.
"If you can tel me what's happened, | can surely get you insgde. Undetected, if you're careful.”

"I know those students,” | said carefully. "They've done naught but save lives since | met them. Onewho
knows them better hastold methefull tale, that they had caught Ber—his eye, and he had his excuseto



destroy four of them at the once. Magistra Erthik and Magister Caillin, found dead outside the students
door—»but found there first by the students as they were leaving. They never touched the Magigtri." He
looked doubtful, and | added, "Given that they went on to save the life of my daughter, without even
promise of payment, I'm naturdly inclined to believe them.”

"Mmm. That squareswith what I'd heard,” muttered Hygd. "Perhgps| might trust you after dl.” A ghost
of asmileflitted across hismouth. "Asfar as| can throw you, at least. What do you know aready of the
place?

"I need to know where he might keep her—where he keeps  his prisoners. I've afair idea of the layout,
but | need to know how to passif I'm found.” A great coldness washed over my heart. "Hells teeth. Are
they dl corrupt, there? Could he keep her openly imprisoned and none to question?

"No," said Hygd ingantly. "There are bad applesin any barrdl, but there are fewer at the Collegethanin
most places. HEd have to keep her somewhere that none could happen by, and there's precious few
gpotslike that. Thereisno dungeon, only the celswhere—" Hygel swore. "Aye, that'll beit, it must be."
"Tdl me"

"Detention cdlls, partly below ground level, where they keep the drunks who show up hurt and get rowdy
once their wounds are seen to. Stone cells, with thick oaken doors and naught but tiny gratingsin the
outer wall to letinair and light. There are four of them but one has crumbled on itsef—no no, long since,
be at ease—s0 there are only three where she might be held. The grat-ings dl open on to the centrd
courtyard, just beyond the main gates: four gratingsin arow, it'sthethird dong from theright that's
ruined. If she had cried out, a passing sudent might have heard her. If—"

Hygel sighed and swore quiedy. "If Rellaever hears|'ve let this out without extracting aprice, | svear,
shéll spit down my neck after she's taken my heed off."

"If what, man?" | hissed.

"If her captor hasn't cast asilence on her. It'sademon spell. HeE's known to be fond of it. The victim can't
be heard no matter how they shout. And those windows are too high up to reach from inside.”

| knew asif 1'd been there that shewas held in that spell, €l se she'd have shouted the place down. My
Lanen had never been oneto suffer in silence.

"I'd been told of those cells. My informer said they'd not been used in years.”

"Maybe. And maybe they have been but your informer knew nothing of it. | tel you, anything could have
happened thislast week."

"The centra courtyard, you say?' | frowned at thetable. "And All Comersis closed? Damn, I'd been
counting on that asaway in."

"Shut tight and likely locked,” said Hygel thoughtfully, stroking bis chin. "But now | think oniit, thereisa
way in." A dow smile crossed hisface. "Magister Rikard owes me quite afavour.” Hygel sat back, asif
he had cometo adecison. "I do believe I'll collect onit. He can get you in as anew servant—seemingly
there have been quite afew leaving the place of late.” Hyged looked me over. "But not this very moment.
Y ou're dead to the world, man." Hefished out akey from a pocket and handed it to me. "Top of the
dairs, second on the left. Two coppersfor the room and I'll throw in supper. Get some deep.” | started
to protest but he cut me off. "Don't be anidiot. Y ou'll need al your wits about you, and Rikard comes
herefor hisevening med every day of theworld. I'll intro-duce you tonight."

| took the key and stood up. Goddess aid me, | was swaying on my feet from weariness. Still—"If you
have betrayed me, the Seventh Hdll itsalf won't be degp enough to hide you,” | growled.

"Strictly business,” he replied, undaunted. "Y our newsisworth afair bit to me, I'd not cheat you. No
profitinit.” He

grinned. "And truth be told, Master, | wouldn't object to losing that particular neighbour myself. He's bad
for busness”

| nodded and staggered up the stairs, found the room, and fell acrossthe bed. | had thought my anger
would sustain me, but | was adeep before | landed.



\Y,
Father and Daughter
Lanen

Mother? Mother, where are you?
| woke, groggy, from my half dream, my wits scattered to the four winds, deeply unsure of time or place.
Who wasthat caling for her mother? What did she mean, | wasn't there ... no, shewasn't... it wasn't me

| was dumped into a corner in astone room. Why wasn't | in my bed? Thiswas Hadronsstead, wasn't it?
A flicker of thought told me Hadron was dead, | must be in the tent on the Dragon 1de—but that wasn't
stone—thetiny Silent Service hut we—no, we all dept on the floor but it wasn't stone either—some
drangeinn?

Memory rushed back as| blinked and stood up. It wasn't easy, | was cold and stiff &l over, and my
wounds burned. Probably in-fected by the Rikti. | couldn't imagine how | had falen adeep at dl, but |
suppose thereisaprice to be paid for the land of mad strength 1'd had. | hoped Marik's every breath
burned histhroat.

Unfortunately, | now remembered only too well where | was, and what lay before me. Berys's dungeon.
Hell blast and bugger it.

Asbest | could tdll that first moment of waking, it was mid-afternoon, but | didn't havetimeto pay much
attention asthere were two of Beryss bloody huge guards looming over me. The larger of the two pulled
meto my feet and closed my wristsin manacles, heavy iron bracelets with ashort chain between the two.
| noted, still groggy, thet it was very peculiar to seethisal happening but to hear nothing. It was
desperately unredl, asif it were hgppening to someone else.

The larger of the bears attached a second length of chain to the first, then bolted my leashto aring set in
the stones of the wall. It allowed me very little movement, which presumably was the intention. What
worried me was why they were taking this precaution now—and there he was, Berys, waiting in the open
doorway with asmug grin on hisface.

Suddenly | was very awakeindeed. | threw my weight against the chain and succeeded only in battering
my wrigts. | soon gaveit up, but my heart was thumping horribly in my chest. Goddess, thisisit, he's
going to sacrifice me right now, | thought desper—ately. Mother Shia, help me and my babes! | cried out
intrue-speech with dl the strength | could muster. Nothing. It was like shouting into apillow.

| tried to speak to Berys, but his spdll was ill in force and | made no sound. He seemed amused by my
attempt, so much so that he raised one corner of his mouth in adisturbing smile and waved hisright hand.
"Tou gill haven't learned, have you? Fed free to exhaust yoursdlf fighting iron chain. It amuses me.”

"The only thing that would amuse me would be your violent degth, sooner rather than later,” | snarled,
and was surprised to hear mysalf speak. Ingtantly | turned to the bear on my right. "He will bresk faith
with you, you know. It's only amatter of time un-til he needs another sacrifice and you're the only one
around,” | said. The guard didn't even look a me.

"Just because | can hear you, don't assume anyone ese can,” said Berys smugly. "I'm redlly quite good at
selective deafness. Asyou may have noticed.”

But | had my voice back now, for ablessed moment. And at that instant, even Beryss voice was better
than nothing. Though | expected nothing soon enough.

"Hello again," said acheerful voice from the door, and there was Marik bearing atorch and smiling
broadly. His hair was wet and he smelled as though he had just had a bath, the bastard. | felt like | hadn't
bathed in ayear. "Oh, dear, looks like the Rikti had fun playing with you," he said, grinning. It was quite
repel-lent and | wished held stop, but he didn't.

"Why are you so damned cheerful ? | growled.



His smile broadened. "Why do you think, girl? Thisday | am free of the pain that has afflicted me since
before you were born. Do you have any ideawhat | have been going through?'

"Hideoustorment, | hope," | replied.

"Knives," he hissed, al hislightness gonein the instant. He leaned towards me and | swear | could fed his
hatred begting against my skin. "'l have lived with knives stabbing into my leg, deeping and waking, for
more than twenty years. Pain at rest, pain in movement, pain in every step | have taken every day of the
world, since | paid for the Farseer | never got to use, thanksto your dear mother. Yes," he said,
draightening up, the manic edge coming back into hisvoice and manner, "you will do nicdly."

"Stop wittering and help me," commanded Berys. Marik went to help him set up what looked like an
atar on the hard bed, put-ting candlesin holders, lighting the codsin asmal brazier. My heart dropped
likeastoneand | struggled desperately against the manacles. | might aswell have saved my strength.
Berys started so chant, quietly, and Marik wandered back to me. He came right up to me, fascinated by
something. Far too close for comfort in any case.

Hiseyesnever left mine ashe said, "Do you know, Berys, | have been learning thingsagain. | do believe
you will find my lat-est information interesting.”

"| don't give adamn what you've learned,” snapped Berys. "Not now! Draw back her deeve, | need a
sample”

Marik, stung by Beryss scorn, sneered and muttered, "Then | shal save my newsuntil it pleasesmeto
tl you."

Dear Goddess, he hasn't told Berys yet that I'm pregnant. | sent awordless prayer of thanks winging to
Mother Shiafor that strange mercy. It could not last long, surely, but every moment of my tormentor's
ignorance was precious.

Turning to the guards, Marik snapped, "Hold her fast." He pulled back the deeve of my grubby tunic and
the dingy linen shirt undernesth—and suddenly aknife appeared in Marik's hand and he diced my arm
open. | cried out, in pain and shock, while he told the guards to hold me still as he collected in abrass
cup the blood that flowed fregly from the deep wound.

"Youfool," said Beryscrosdy. "We only needed asmall sam—ple." He gestured again with hisright hand,
asif he were throw-ing something at me—abolt of dark blue Hedlers power, shot through with black,
struck my arm. For thefirst second it felt like Healer's power, but the instant it began to work | started
scream-ing in earnest. The pain of the wound was nothing to the pain of this"heding"—it was asif he
had applied a poultice of concen-trated stinging nettle to my open wound. My blood flowed even more
fredy, asif to wash off Beryssattempt at healing, and somehow that helped. Berys frowned and
gestured to Marik, who againgt hisinclination wrapped my arm tightly. The bright blood bloomed through
severd thicknesses of bandage, but eventudly it dowed enough to content Berys.

"What in the name of the Goddess do you need that for, any-way?" | asked through gritted teeth, trying
toignorethe painin my arm.

"l do nothing in the name of the Goddess, but if you must know, girl, | am preparing agrest work,"
replied Berys. He seemed to have picked up something of Marik's mood and added chearfully, "I smply
need to know that al will go smoothly. Y ou are going to be part of history. Y ou should be honoured.”

"Y ou should rot in the deepest Hell, but that isn't happening ether,” | snarled. Beryslaughed and turned
away, sarting to chant again.

And now Marik stood directly before me, still staring. He seemed to be looking for something in my
eyes. | was determined

that he would find only disdain and anger. Never fear. Never despair.

"Proud of yourself, areyou, Marik?' | sneered. "So, I'm findly to be given to the demons. So impressive.
It's only taken you, what, twenty-four yearsto find me? And now you have me, chained and helpless,
one woman againgt you and your pet demon-measter, and your—trained bears." The guard till didn't
move amuscle, damnit. "Very brave. Well done. What will you do for your next astound-ing feat? And
do you honestly think Berysisgoing to let you live long enough to manageit?”



Berys gtarted moving his hand and his ssump to make figuresin the air above the dtar. Marik leaned
closer to me and spoke quietly. "Oh, you have no idea, girl. In afew hoursthe Headlersin every outpost
of the House of Gundar, throughout the Four Kingdoms, will turn the world on its head. Every city, every
town with enough folk to make it worth my while, will soon be full of peoplein congtant fear of what evil
anasty Hedler might do. Even those we didn't manage to influence will be shunned, asthereis no way of
knowing the difference.” He grinned, awild, unbaanced grin, no more than one step from insanity.
"When brave King Marik comesto rid them of thisterrible demonic op—pression they will hail him as
their new master. With delight. | shall come to the throne of the Four Kingdoms on awave of
acclamation.”

Hewas very near now, rdishing his power over me, and float-ing into my mind came Jami€esvoice, clear
asif he sood beside me, from those midnight sessions where he taught me to defend mysalf without a
weapon. If there'saman you need to drop fast, Lanen...

"You'll cometo the throne bloody well limping,” | growled. My armswere bound and held, but my legs
werefree. | lifted my knee as hard and fast as | could. He doubled over and fell to the ground, turning his
back to me. Amazing. Just what Jamie said would happen. | aimed my kick just to one side of his
backbone, between the hips and the ribs, and by luck managed to hit the place Jamie had told me about.
It was wonderful. He gppeared to be in agony, which suited me just fine.

The guards, blessthem, were dow to react, but they findly thought to drag Marik away. Berys, turning,
didn't seemin the least concerned. "Put him in the far corner, she can't reach him there," he said,
disgusted. 'Then leave us™"

They laid Marik gently on the stone floor and covered him  with the blanket. He was gasping with
pain, but his great friend Berysturned to look at him, said, "Y oull live," and turned back to hisdtar.
Whatever he was doing, it appeared to be working. He threw afew lansip leaves on thelittlefire, and for
an ingtant there was amost incredible scent in that horrible place, the very smell of the Dragon Ideitself. |
closed my eyesand inhded. Just intime, asit happens, for the next moment aterrible reek and agreat
cloud of smoke arose from hislittle brazier, and the figure of ademon gp-peared. This one had huge
eyesto go with its outsized mouth. It also appeared to be wrapped in achain.

"Tremble, mortd, for | am—" began the demon, but Berystugged at the chain and the thing screamed.
"You arein my power. Don't be stupid. Y ou have the smplest of tasks. Tastethisblood and let me
know if it will be acceptableto—" Here he said something that | thought might be aname, but | couldn't
understand it.

"Will it be offered infull or in part?" the thing asked, gazing hungrily at the cup in Beryss hand.

"In part, a fird," sad Berys.

"Give," the demon demanded, and yelped again asBerys  twisted the chain around it.

"Y ou obey mefor the price," he said, and the thing bowed. "Take," he commanded, and offered it the
brass cup full of my blood.

The demon took it and drank it al down a once, whereupon it screamed far louder and more
convincingly than it had a Beryss hands. It didn't stop screaming, and asit didn't seem to need to
breathe, the noise was gppaling. It was obvioudy in agony. | couldn't tell, exactly, but it looked as though
itwastryingtorid

itself of the blood but couldntt. It finally managed to say the words "broken" and "contract,” and Berys
yelped. He sent what |ooked like black fire towards the thing—akind of reversed Hedler'slight—and a
stream of blood, presumably mine, flowed out of its mouth onto the stonefloor. It finaly stopped
screaming.

"What in al the Seven Hells happened? cried Berys. "It isonly blood, thereis nothing in it that could—"
"Kantrissshakrim!" the demon hissed. ™Y ou fed me blood of the Kantrissshakrrrim! | will dessstroy you!”
Berys stood till as degth, staring in utter astonishment. The demon tried to get at him, but the binding
held. Berys shook him—-sdf and said, "Only your death would break the contract. All isdone, you are
released.”



"Payment!" it cried.

"Y ou were paid with lansp when | summoned you. Y ou have not done as | demanded, you are owed
nothing. Go!"

The demon hissed like acauldron full of snakes and disap-peared with aloud bang and areek of rotten
€gas.

Berysturned to me, frowning in frantic calculation, his eyes narrowing as he started to pace back and
forthinfront of my cdl, muttering to himsdf. "How isit possible? Y ou are human, | know it, your father
liesthere and your mother was but a vessel made use of. Human born of human. Y ou cannot be other,
but you are." He glanced for an ingtant at the smoke still hovering above the brazier. "Demongtrably.”
Then hisfrown disappeared and his eyes opened so wide | could see white dl around. And | thought he
looked insane before.

"Kantri and Gedri blood. Can it be? How in the—no, forget how. Y ou! Speak truth!" he cried, and cast
acloud of that dark—-ness at me. | took a deep breath and held it before the cloud reached me. " Speak!
Y our blood is Kantri and Gedri mixed?"' he demanded.

"Go to the deepest Hell and rot there," | said with the last of my air, when | knew | could hold my bregath
no longer. | was

forced to breathe in that blackness—but | could not. It was like trying to breathe soil. | had choked
nearly to death when he diss—pated it. | knelt, desperately gasping sweset air into my burning chest, ashe
stared. And then he started to laugh.

That was worse than hearing the demon scream.

Beryslaughed loud and long, and eventualy came closeto me. | shrank asfar back as| could.

"I do not know what has changed you, or how, or why," he said, exhilarated, "but as of this moment, you
arethe most precious creaturein al theworld to me."

Marik stirred at this. His breathing was returning to normal and he sat up, wincing. "I don't see what's so
wonderful about her," he said, hisvoice rough. "In any case, I'm sureit will ill be wonderful when her
soul isgoneto pay off my demons.”

"Hmm—true enough, | suppose. Though it'sabother | didn't need thisnight,” sighed Berys, peeved.
"However, | don't need her soul for anything in particular, and she will surely be easier to transport if her
will isgone. | will perform the sacrifice this very night before we leave, if only to shut you up about it.”
"About damn time," growled Marik, climbing dowly to hisfeet. He sood before me, just out of reach, his
face digtorted by the mixture of triumph and hatred. "These are your last hours, girl," he growled, adding
inavoiceonly | could hear, "al of you." Then, louder, "Suffer as| have suffered, surein the knowledge
that before midnight your soul will beinthrall forever to aLord of Hell." He laughed then, a soul-chilling
laugh because it sounded so normd. Asif he laughed at adight witticism rather than rgjoicing in the
hideous fate he planned for me.

| stood up straight, summoned what defiance | could muster, and responded, "1 am done and unarmed.
What you say may in~deed cometo pass.” | forced mysdlf to attempt asmile, anything to plant some
seed of doubt in Marik's mind. "But you are, of your own free will, actively sacrificing your only child to
the pow-ers of darkness. How do you hope to escape the same fate | shal suffer?”

Hesmiled. "Aslong asyou gofirst, | don't redly care.” Heturned and left, whistling. Berys, once his
bears had cleared away the trappings of his altar, stopped and grinned at me. "Soon," he said, ashe
summoned his Hedler's power and gestured at me.

"Seep," hesad.

| knew no more.

Will

Wéll, | admired Varien's dedication, but you'd not get me run-ning down that road in the dark so soon
after adecent medl. I'd get astitch in my sdein no time, and | expected he would too. But there, he was
following hislove.



Well, sowas|.

| glanced over at Ard, dmost unconscioudy Stting beside Vilkas as she spoke with Maran. Asthough it
were her natural place. She chose not to notice that Vil, close as a brother to her, had never indicated
that he felt anything other than that for her. | noticed. He had never said... we had never spoken of her in
that way, but after these two years | knew them both weD enough. That churning soul, never a rest even
indeep: hedid not long for Aral as| did, asaman longs for awoman, but he needed her des-perately.
It was that she sensed. It can be a powerful attraction for ayoung woman, knowing that you make a
genuine differencein aman'slife, that you are truly needed. It is not enough, of itself, to make anything
other than friendship, but Ara was very young. | knew sheloved him and that he did not return it, and
when we had dl three been cast by Berysto float on the tides of the world, | had resolved to be with her
when she came to need me, for that day would surely come.

| wasinterrupted by Gair, the landlord and afriend of mine. ‘Lo, Willem," he said, cheerily. "You are
right welcome, you and your friendswho pay good slver in good time!™

| grinned. "Wél, if you can't make your hints any broader than that, I'll not pay you until | see you next."
To 4ill hisspluttering protests | drew forth asmal handful of silver and paid the shot 1'd run up over the
last few months,

Gair took it with thanks, and said with some amusement, "Y ou'll never credit it, but | heard some of the
old lads talking about dragons this afternoon! Can you imagine? Dragond”

| raised my eyebrows and stared a him. "Y ou amaze me."

"Sure aslife. They sat out there'—he gestured to the common room—"and said they'd seen
dragons—not the little ones, the big ones! Likein the children'staes!" He laughed. "Perhaps 1'd best cut
the dewith more water next time!”

"Gair, where have you been thisday long?' | asked, asinno-cently as| could. Goddess, it was hard to
keep adtraight face.

"Cooking al day, since before dawn," he said. "Thisismy bak-ing day. Y ou're lucky, | made extra
bread and those honeycakes on awhim. Mind you, | expected that roast to last me al week. I'll have to
gtart another tomorrow.” He looked around. "Y ou don't think all thisfood just appears from nowhere, do
you? It'staken me most of the day, starting when late turnsto early. Why, what's been happening?’
"Have you never looked out your door, man?' | asked, stunned.

"Only to look away south and wonder what was keeping the trade away."

| took him by the shoulders and drew him back into hiskitchen, trying not to laugh. "Gair, my friend—the
old men were right. There are dragons here. Now. Not just the little ones, the Lesser Kindred—though
they are comeinto their own. They can speak and reason now, Gair, the little dragons. They are
intdli-gent."

"Never!" he cried, eyeswide. "Impossible! I've seen the crea-turesin the woods for years, they're no
brighter than cattle!™

"Beieve me. Awake and aware and capable of speech.” | sarted to smile, watching hisface. "And,
Gair—Dbreathe, man, life has changed but dl'swell enough—the True Dragons are here aswell. They
arrived thismorning."

He went from astounded to annoyed in the instant. "Non-sense!" he scoffed. "It can't be. They're not
red, man!"

"Then I've been talking with tales al the day long, aye, and for somedayssince,” | said, trying not to
laugh.

"But—but in the tales they're huge, they couldn't come and— not be—seen—Will, you bastard, you've
seen them!”

"Gair, you idiot, they only bloody well landed in your fidd!" | said, laughing openly now. "Damn near two
hundred of them, not half amile away—oh, no—I supposeit's nearer four hundred now."

"What!" | could seethewhiteall around his eyes.

"Oh, don't worry, they're not breeding that fast," | said, snort-ing. "No, no. It was quite ashow, but one
of the big ones and two of thefolk out there managed to—oh, never mind, it'stoo long atae. But be



told. They are here, they're as big as legend makes them, they're brighter than you or | will ever be, and
they're— they're good folk, Gair. Aslong asyou tdll them the truth. They can spot a he aleague off."
Gair didn't spesk. | don't think he could. | was casting about for some way to reassure him when Rella
cameto the door. "Have you run out of ae, landlord?' she asked brightly.

"D-d-d-dragong!” Gair ydlled. "Dragond It'sthe end of the world!"

"Don't be stupid, man. It'sanew start, and you're one of the first to know about it,” she said. That
seemed to get through, alit-tle. At least he was breathing again.

"A new—anew gart?' he asked. "How? How can we fight something like that?"

"Goddess, man, there's no need to fight them! They're crea-tures of Order. Trade with them! They are
new-come to this place, they have no food, no shdlter." She grinned then, moved closeto him, and
murmured congpiratorialy, ™Y ou do know what they say about dragons, don't you? Think, man! What
do they degp on, hmmm?"

At least he knew his children'stades. "Every fool knowsthey

deep on beds of go—" The transformation was nearly magica. Where amoment before horror had
reigned, now greed opened his eyeswider and brought amad smileto hisface. I'd seen that smile earlier
inthe day, when | told Timeth of hisgreat good for-tune. Rellagrinned. "Good lad,” she said cheerily. |
nodded to him and took the ale to where the others sat.

Jamie

| woke suddenly in darkness and was just starting to curse Hygel for aliar when there came aknock at
the door.

"Magter, are you waked?' said ayoung voice. "Therésaman to seeyou i' the common room. Will ye
come?!

"Aye. Come and light my candle, lad, | can't even find the door latch it'sthat dark in here)" | replied. The
voice proved to belong to ayoung lad of maybe ten years, who wandered in, lit the candle by the door
from the candle he carried, and disappeared. | went to the basin and splashed my face with cold water,
for | was dtill muzzy from deep. It heped abit.

The common room was it by several lamps aswell as by thefire, but despite that—or perhaps because
of it—there was a gen—erous hel ping of shadowy corners. Hygel came over to me, shook his head, and
muttering something about what the cat dragged in, led meto adimly fit a cove where sat aman of about
my own age. He looked nothing specid, short dark hair well salted with grey, atrim beard with more
grey than dark, anondescript cloak thrown around his shoulders against the cold nights of early pring.
When he stood, though, his eyes gleamed in thefirdight, and | saw the mind behind them awake and on
guard.

"Magigter Rikard, thisistheman | told you of." Hygel glanced at me, muttered, "Good luck," and left us
toit.

"| don't blievein wasting time, Sir," said Rikard, swiftly seat-ing himsdf. All his movements were quick
and precise like his speech, and his eyes were sharp and bright. "1 have known Hygel for years, and if he
vouchesfor you, | am willing to at least begin with you, but he says you have impugned the

Archimage. How do you dare to speak ill of so good aman?

"I've known him longer than you, if not aswell,” | replied cau-tioudy. "Though to say truth, | would not
so corrupt the word 'good' asto spesk it in the same breath.”

"I have had concerns mysdlf," he said, equaly cautious. "If you have acomplaint to make againgt the
Archimage, | pray you, tell me. He surely would not be pleased to know that there were those who felt
ill-used by him."

| said nothing.

"Wel? What'swrong?" he snapped.

"I don't know you, Magister. | barely know Hygel, and neither of you knows me from Fanner Jon's off
ox. And none of us can af—ford to bewrong."

"Goddess knows, that's true enough,” he said. "Though alegit-imate complaint would haveto be



investigated. We hedlers are not ruled by the Archimage, but led by him. Even heis answer-ableto the
Council of Mages assembled.”

"Would theword of one man, unknown to any of you, have any weight in that Council?' | asked wearily.
"It might, if you have proof, or another witness," he replied. "Have you?'

"The proof of my own eyes and those of half a dozen others, of spiriting a'—I took a deep breath, and
pitched my voicelow that it might not crack—"of spiriting my daughter away from me and from her
husband some four days since. But | don't know where heis. | need help.”

To my surprise Rikard closed hiseyes, asif in pain. " Shiakeep you, Master Jamie," he said, wincing.
When he looked up again, those sharp eyes were more gentle. "I really am aHealer, you know," he said
quietly. "I've been doing thisfor forty years, | don't need to summon power to see your pain. The merest
glance— very well. Let us start again. | an Magister Rikard, of the College of Mages. How may | help
save your daughter? Issheill?!

"No. She'sin the power of the bastard you serve, and | fear with every bregth | take that helll murder her
soon if he hasn't ready.”

Rikard caught his breath, and his eyeswidened. "Why has he taken her?' he asked urgently.

"I have noideg, though | think it might beto put her in the power of Marik of Gundar.” Her father, asit
happens, but you don't need to know that. "What | don't know iswhere he hastaken her. IsBerys here
at the College?’

"I spoke with him not haf an hour gone."

| felt agreat weight lift from off my shoulders. "Blessed be Shia. If he'shere, sheshere \

"How can you be certain?' asked Rikard quietly.

"l cant, not entirely,” | said quietly. "He might have murdered her by now; but if shelives hell have her
close. Likely in one of those old detention cells, if you don't know different. I know not what he needs
her for, but certain sure hel's not stolen her away for her hedth.”

"May the Goddess blessyou forever, Master Jamie," said Rikard, hiseyesgleaming inthedim light. "I've
been trying to get hard evidence againgt him for years." Suddenly he drew back. "Though | warn you, if
you are lying, Healer or no I'll haveit out of your hide."

"Heredly isatwisty bastard, isn't he?' | chuckled. "Goddess. If you're looking for treachery
everywhere—no wonder he's grown so strong.”

Rikard sat back. "It'strue. Though | have no readl reason to trust you." His gaze never |eft mine, and after
awhile he added wearily, "Right now, | don't even care. I'm sick unto death of it al. If you're working for
him, so beit. I'd rather have an open fight than creep about suspicious of everyonefor the rest of my life."
His eyesbegan to gleam again in thefirdight. "And if you speak truth—Goddess, I've been looking for
proof againg him for years now."

"Y ou haven't been looking in theright places,” | snorted. "Hells, | saw him murder apoor babe near
twenty-five years gone, making a Farseer. He was a demon-master then. Lady Shiaonly knowswhat he
ISsnow."

"Will you denounce himin public?' asked Rikard. The changein him was amazing—he looked now likea
drawn sword ready to strike. "Will you dare repeat such things to the assembled Coun-cil of Mages?'
"I'll cry it inthetown squareif you like, but first"—I grabbed afistful of hisrobe and pulled him closeto
me—"first | get my daughter out of hishands."

"Agreed," hesaid camly. "Let go of me, please, and listen carefully. The passwords you will need are
vey smple”

"M'name's Gerander," | said, sweeping off my recently ac—quired cap. "I'm Magister Rikard's new man,
cometodgnin.”

"Leftit abit late, haven't you, Gerander?' asked the man at the gate, suspicioudy. Aswel he might be. |
had been living rough for sometime, | had put on my grubbiest clothes, and | had to admit that | looked
more than abit suspect. That wastheidea. Let him see the clothing, not the man, and | could pass easily
enough later without being recognised. "And you've chosen the wrong nameto cal, Magister Rikard
Is—"



"Ishere, Norris, thank you," said Rikard briskly. "1 know, he's not very prepossessing, but there's agood
man under al that grime. I'll have him wash and get him a set of server's gear so he won't offend you. Or
me," he said, with awink a Norris. We both passed through the gates, | under intense inspection, and
into the courtyard. It was not brightly lit, but the lantern | carried shed enough light that | could seethe
smdl gratings off to my right, where Rikard said she was most likely being held. | contrived to walk to the
right of the Magister, somping my feet alittle that | might get an idea of the echo and the sound.

Asl| passed the third dong | thought the echo sounded alittle dull. That wasthe ruined one, I'd been
told—but | didn't believe more than half of what 1'd heard. Oh, surdly those who spoke thought they
spoke true, but they weren't nearly suspicious enough of Berys. I'd lay money Lanen wasthere, in that
"ruined” cdl. My heart beat faster—she was s0 close—if | had adragon's strength | could havetorn a
holein the sonewall and dragged

her out, if I left now and rode like fury | could get Shikrar or one of the other really big ones—

No. No time. Rikard had said Berys had called on al the Col-lege to gather after they had eaten. That
meant about now. | hur-ried to catch up with Rikard, who walked quite camly until he was out of sight
of the guard at the gate. Then he grabbed my deeve and we both ran. His chambers were nearby and he
locked the door behind us.

As| wasthrowing off my worst garments and swiftly darken-ing my face and hands with soot from the
little grate, | begged a scrap of parchment and the use of pen and ink. | scribbled abrief note as Rikard
went over the directions we had rehearsed.

"Back out into the corridor, turn left, take the first corridor to your right and then thelittle stairs down to
theleft. It'snot very far dong, mind or you'll missitin the dark.” | folded the little scrap of parchment and
tucked it in my scrip. Rikard handed me the dark lantern he had lit from his own lamp, and asmall key.
"Once you've got her out, bring her back here to my chambers. That's the spare key to these rooms, so
she can lock hersdlf in here. Then you keep the rest of your bargain—keep straight along the corridor in
front of thisroom, along to the end, then right, it's the fourth door on the right, a big double door of old
oak. You ligten carefully outside that to see how the wind's blow-ing. If you hear alot of shouting, come
in and be ready to defend yourself."

"I'll do my best. And Magister—" | caught hiseye. "Thank you."

"Get her out, son, and then you can help me bring down that devil,”" he growled. "With Shiasblessng,
well have done afine night'swork between us."

| nodded to him and dipped out into the corridor, dark lantern in my hand, keeping to the shadows and
moving asfast as| dared.

Magiger Rikard

| strode towards the meeting chamber. My heart beeat faster, knowing that | finally might have away to
depose Berys. Hard proof, after al theseyears! | sent ablessing on Jamie's errand, wondering briefly if |
should have asked him to bring the girl be-fore the assembly as further proof. No matter, if shewas
wanted she could be fetched once he had her safe in my quarters.

The doorsto the chamber stood open, but unusually there were guards at the door. | didn't recognise
ether of them, and they were roughly twice my size.

And very heavily armed.

If I had not chanced to meet with Jamie that evening, | truly believe | would not have noticed. Perhapsit
wasthat little touch of fear, of his being discovered, that had me on the dert. The presence of two such
large and well-appointed strangers a such atime was very peculiar indeed. | glanced into the chamber
with-out going in. It was areedy full.

Infact it was brimming over. Every Magise—wall, nearly every one, afew came aong behind meand
wandered in, chatting of nothing much—every student wasthere. Even the paid servers.

It was so very, very wrong.

And in the moment, there flashed before my eyesthe sight of my old friends, Magisira Erthik and
Magigter Caillin, dead out-side the door of the student Vilkas. | knew Vilkas, | had worked with him,
and Erthik had known him even better. She had been tutoring him along with hisinseparable friend, Ard.
Those two young souls could no more have murdered Magistra Erthik than they could—



—than they could have withstood Berysif held caught them. He had called an assembly to denounce
them for trafficking with demons even before the murders were discovered. | had never believed it for a
moment.

| took a step back from the door. The guard on the right gazed at me. "What's wrong, Magister? The
Archimageiswaiting, you arethe last to arrive." He reached out to grasp my arm.

| flooded his system with deep and did the same to the other. They dropped between one breath and
another. A second pair of like men were striding down the central aide towardsthe doors, and | drew in
abresth and made mysdf invisble.

Not trueinvighility, you understand, that'simpossible, but any who sought me would not see me unless
they were as powerful asl. Their eyeswould latch on to anything else, anything at al, that was not me. |
moved swiftly and assilently as | could, lest the other guards should have better abilitiesthan | feared.
One, in—deed, went to the place | had been, but the confusion took him and he could see only his
deeping comrades. He bent over and began shaking them.

| backed down the corridor, going as quickly as | could with—-out making noise. The few scuffs of my
shoes on the stone floor were covered by the commotion that swiftly surrounded the deeping guards.
When | was out of their line of sight, | ran, down the corridors and out into the courtyard, asfar as|
could go.

And if you must know, yes. No day goes by, no night have | spent since untroubled by my memory of
that terrible, terrifying cowardice. | knew as certainly asif | had seen it happen that mogt, or al, of the
peoplein that room were going to be dead be-fore morning. | aso knew—or felt—or feared—that |
could do nothing for them by bravely dying with them. It wastoo late for warnings.

Perhapsif | had shouted to them, before the armed guards killed me, more might have escaped.
Perhaps I'd have just been killed with them, and even greater evil would have blighted al of Kolmar.

L et you take some comfort, then, in the fact that the name of "coward" from others does not affect mein
the dightest. For it can never have the force from other mouths that it has from my own soul, red with
spilled blood and black with leaden guilt, every day of my life.

Despair and Hope

Lanen

| woke, groggy, with no ideawnhat timeit might be. There was no hint of moonlight, though whether that
meant she was yet to rise or had passed me by, | didn't know.

| cursed to mysdlf as | sat hunched on the hard bed, staring into the darkness and wondering with akind
of detached dread what Berys might have done while | dept. | felt no different, and to be honest, |
suspected therewas not athing | could do about whatever it was at this stage. | ignored the possibilities
asbest | could, and quietly blessed my ignorance of demon matters. If something awful was going to
happen that | couldn't do anything about, 1'd rather not know.

| found, as my eyes adjusted to the low light, that there was atray on the floor with food on it—bread,
cheese, cold soup, and water. | was starving and ate every scrap. | knew absolutely that it wasn't
poisoned. Berys would never be so kind.

For dl that, | only just managed to keep it down. Thank the Lady, it wasn't the deadly sickness Vilkas
had healed me of— sweet heaven, wasit only aweek past? alittle less?—just the norma sickness most
women have to put up with in pregnancy. It was quite a ded |ess bothersome today than it had been the
last few days. | didn't know if that was because something was hap—pening with my babes, or because
after days of enforced fasting I'd had two medlsthisday, or if it wasjust the natural time for that kind of
illnessto end. | tried to remember what | knew of childbearing, but thelittle | could recall wasthat there
seemed to be us ninny different reactions as there were women.

"Damn," | said out loud—at least, my lips and tongue moved, and my throat shaped the sounds, and air
rushed through, but nothing came out.

Aloneindlence Agan. Stll.



At least now | knew how Berys had discovered that | could speak with the True Dragons, the
Kantrishakrim, in their Lan-guage of Truth. Bloody Marik must havetold him.

O blessed Shia | turned cold in an instant, head to toe. Marik,

who knew | was pregnant, and was only waiting for the advanta-

geous moment to tell Berys. O Mother of usAll, | begged, blessed

Mother, as one to another | beseech you, protect my babes. Let

there be no good time for my unnatural father Marik to tell Berys

what he has learned. Let Berys curse Marik six waysin asgen-

night if it will kegp my babesfrom the evil one.

1 couldn't even hear my prayer mysdlf. Beryss spdl was strong

and solid—I had tested it day and night ever since | had been

taken, but asfar as| could tell | was till held slent on all levels.

| cannot imagine how he managed to silence the Language of Truth. Until afew monthspast I'd only ever
heard of it in legends, and now | missed it as1'd have missed alost arm. There on the Dragon Ide where
| first heard my beloved's voice in my head, and replied without thinking, Varien had told metheat | was
the only human he had ever known who could useit.

At least until now. | had shouted in truespeech and Marik had heard me, curse him.

What adamnable twist of fate. Shikrar and Akor, attacking Marik's mind, had opened it to truespeech.
Which had been  taken from mejust when it would have been bloody useful.

Something caught in my throat and | coughed, silent till. Hellstake it. Somehow thefact that | couldn't
even hear mysdlf cough made mefurious. | screamed aoud, just because | had to, for the sheer
frudration of it.

Nothing.

| managed to stop myself thistime, before | yelled my throat raw. I'd done that the first day of my
captivity, after Berys had left with the marks of my hands on his misbegotten neck. Noth-ing had
worked, and eventualy | had grown weary of the effort. Anger isawonderful tonic, but even anger could
not let mefor-get that | was dive only through Berys s distraction with other matters, and only until he
got around to accomplishing my damnation. At best it would only be a matter of hours.

And what in al the merry Hells had he meant by saying | was become precious to him? Obvioudy
because of my changed blood, though what it might mean to him | could not imagine. Kantri and Gedri
mixed—yes, that waswhat | had agreed to when Vilkas saved my life. My babes had been killing me,
for their blood was Kantri and Gedri blended and they al unwitting fought for their lives nearly at the cost
of my own. | would surely have died if not for Vilkas, that tdl, dark, reserved lad with so great awell of
kindnessin him. Vilkas and his comrade Ara put forth more power than | knew existed, and with my
consent changed meinto acreature neither truly human nor truly dragon. | yet reded from that deep
change; | yet knew not what it might mean for me in the march of time; but to my heart it mattered not a
whit. My babes were safe, my body was able to support them, and that would do for now.

| tried to breathe deep, tried to relax, but it was no use. My heart began to race, my breathing
quickened, asif | could hear the tramp of the guard through the thick blanket of silence that covered me.
| think what bothered me most wasthat | could not rest. Every ingtant | expected the door to fly open,
every mo-ment that passed | waited for Berysto return and accomplish my damnation. Whatever that
would fed like. Surdly | would no longer be mysdlf. A body without asoul, like abregthing doll, no

valition, no intelligence... | shuddered again, from fear, from cold. Thefirst gleam of moonlight had stolen
through the high grating, reminding me of passing time. It couldn't belong now.

| forced mysdlf to cam down and drew in adeep, shuddering bregth. If | stopped to think about Berys
and what was surely go-ing to happen, | wouldn't have the courageto breethe at al.

Start smdll, Lanen. You're dtill dive, don't give up yet.

| had no idea how Berys had brought me to this place, but it had happened in the blink of an eye. Asfar
as| could tell I had been imprisoned two, maybe three days. Maybe four. My beloved husband Varien



and |, and the Hedlers Vilkas and Ard, had all been exhausted after we brought the Lesser Kindred to
their new life. Wedl could barely stand from weariness and had taken a moment after that day and night
of work to rest, when suddenly the air had turned thick with demons. | had been torn from Varien'sside
to be dropped at the feet of aman I'd never seen be-fore, but whom I guessed from his association with
demons must have been Berys. | had heard of him and knew that he was older than my mother, but this
man looked barely older than me. He had grabbed me, stepped onto asmall platform made of rock, and
suddenly we were here.

It al seemed agreat ded of troubleto go to. And why in the Hells was my peculiar blood so useful to
Berys?

Back to that again, around and around my thoughts trudged like adog turning a spit.

| shook mysdlf, therein the cold darkness. Think of something else, girl!

Oh, yes. Something else. What will it be like to be abody walk-ing about without a soul, once mineis
stolen away. Wherewould | be? Tormented by demonsfor al time? Or somehow aware of my empty
shell being put through its paces by Berysthe Damned?

| shivered harder in the gathering cold. Goddess help me. Ei-ther one sounded terrible beyond belief.
Marik must hate me desperately, to hand me over to Berys.

Well, it was mutua now, and dl the Hells mend him because

| surely wouldn't. He knew about my babes, and he would surely tell Berys eventudly if he had not
aready. For that done | would kill Marik if | had the chance. It occurred to methat | should fedl some
kind of guilt a having tried to murder my father, but to spesk truth | felt only anger a myself for having
faled.

| had spent most of my life blessedly ignorant of dl of this. | had known nothing of my true father and had
been abandoned by my mother after little more than ayear. My dear friend and heart's father Jamie had
raised me as best he could, but it seems that even he could not keep my fate from finding me. For
reasons best known to himself, Marik had chosen last autumn to make good his promise to the
Rakshasa, and had hounded me across the western seato the Dragon Ide.

There he had received his due reward. The Kantri—the True Dragons, the great creatures of legend that
can speak and reason— had broken hismind. Thelast time | had seen him ere this, he had not been able
to walk unassisted and he could not speak. HisHeder, Maikel, had held out no hope of Marik's ever
being able to regain the power of conscious thought.

| shuddered to my bones. Perhaps that would be my fate, af—terwards. At least | won't be there to know
about it, | thought grimly.

Then, even more grimly, Probably.

Enough, girl, | told mysdlf sternly. Think. The door was opened once. Maybe there will be another
chance. When they come for you, perhaps?

It would help if I'd had any faint idea of where | was. Nothing looked even dightly familiar. Thewalls
werethick and stone-built, but that could be anywhere. | shivered, mostly from the cold, and began to
pace the tiny room—no more than two steps fromwall towall, but it kept me from freezing.

The most maddening thing wasthat | kept gazing, will | or nill 1, at thelittle barred window high up on the
wall. It faced towards the south so that | never saw direct light of sun or moon, only the scattered glow of
either but sometimes| could catch aglimpse— | went to drag the chair over, but the chain pulled me up
ghort.

Though perhaps—I stood on the chair where it was, stlanding on tiptoe—yes, there shewas! Therising
moon. Shewas just past the full, the Ancient Lady of the Moon, and she smiled at me, fair and
comforting even in thisdark and desperate place. | gazed aslong as| could, but | could only perch like
that for avery short , time. Eventually awave of dizziness swept over meand | sat down, hard. | wasin
such ahurry to get down that my backside clipped the edge of the chair and | fell into a muddied heap,
heedless now J of the cold, my anger gone and with it my strength. With my legs drawn up to my chest
and my manacled arms wrapped around my legs, | rocked myself back and forth, small movements, asif
| wereterrified even to admit to mysalf how frightened | was. | closed my eyes and tried to imagine Jamie



rocking mewhen | was achild, disturbed by anill dream, but thinking of Jamie made thingsworse.

And what did not?

The unnatural silencerattled me. All that | did happened in a compl ete absence of sound, bar those few
moments with my tor-mentors. It made everything fed like adream. No, anightmare. A nightmare that
never ended, that on waking was as hopeess asin the depths of deep. All | could look forward to wasa
painful desth—or worse yet, ashort lifein agony, if there was anything left to fed agony after the soul
had gone to the deepest Hells. Left in this cage, without hope, without sound, with nothing to comfort me
and dl | loved taken from me.

My body began to protest the compressonand | let go my legs. | felt my belly quavering, apeculiar
movement, and it struck , me—wasthat the first movement of my babes? Or only my ssom-ach
protesting the food I'd esten?

Goddess, Mother, aid me, | thought, my heart pounding in my ears. | can't even be sure I've felt my poor
babes move. | can't even take my own life and protect my children from Berys by killing them.

Damn Berys. Damn and blast him to all the Seven Hells, i demonstake hisliver and feet it to the dogs ...
My whole body was shaking now, fear and rage together leaving

me unmanned, for | was furiouswith myself even as| trembled in every limb. Every timel tried to think
my way out of thishole | cameto this place of fear, of gut-tightening, muscle-cramping, uncontrollable
terror. Dear Goddess, what evil have | doneto merit thisend?1 cried in the depths of my soul, longing
beyond reason for the ability to shout or scream if only to relieve my anger. And my poor children, my
unborn babes—I had fought for them, poor little souls, fought aready for dl of our lives nearly at the cost
of my own. | had consented to be changed to a creature not entirely human that they—that we—might
live, and now my empty sacrifice mocked meto my bones. At thetime| had blessed the Hedlersfor
saving my life. Now | wished | had smply died, and my littlingswith me. At least then we might walk
together in the High Fidlds of the Ladly.

By now, whenever now was, Berys surely knew that | waswith child. | drew my kneesin again, gently,
and wrapped my arms around my middle. It wasthe nearest | could come to embracing my poor childer.
| pray now only that wewill al go down to desth together, my sweetings, and | will protect you with dl
thefire of my soul until the Lady comesto gather Her innocentsto Her breast.

| had no doubt that their lives would end in as much pain as possible once Beryslearned of them.

| bowed my head as black despair washed over my soul, for | could see no escape even in death for us
al three.

| redlised asit crashed over methat | had never faced true de—~spair before that moment. Sorrow,
weariness, anger, fear—all of these are the common lot of humanity, but dways before there had been
hope somewhere behind al. Hope, for me, had dwayslain behind my days. Alwaystherewasa
prospect of abrighter future, of atimewhen thisill would be past or that obstacle would be overcome:
but now | could see the future, clear and sharp before me, and it held only pain and fear and horrific
ending, and al too soon.

Thewise say that it is only when hope deserts you that you find the underlying truth of your soul. Some
find only avast weariness

that pullsthem swiftly down to their ending: some admirable few discover true courage in some hidden
corner of the saf. At that moment, in that desert of the soul, in despair more profound than | had ever
imagined, | was brought face-to-face with my own imminent death. In that cold dark place of stone my
heart was asalump of lead in my chest. | could barely force mysdlf to bregthe, asif my body wished to
make an end to life onits own terms. | closed my eyes and longed for even the release of tears, but | tell
you now, true despair isdry asthe dust of ages.

And then, with my eyestight closed, | saw inmy mind avision of atiny flamefar off, years distant from
me but present. The faintest hint of fire, aswhen asingle spark lands on dry tinder and sitsfor abrief
ingtant, glowing red in the darkness.

Even as| sat therel drew in abresth, carefully, and bresthed out dowly and gently, asthough | blew in



truth on atiny physical spark to encourageit.

In my mind it glowed alittle before it subsided.

| drew another bresth in the slent darkness, and in that till- nessfelt something within meflutter. My
garving belly, poor thing, | thought, and physicaly blew again on that tiny menta spark. It glowed alittle
morethistime, and when | next drew breath it did not fade. Again, and it grew aslargeasmy little
fin-gernail, and it seemed to have the shape of awoman.

My belly moved again and thistime my eyesflew open. That was not hunger. | moved my handsto sit
over the small roundness of my belly.

Butterfly movements from within. Barely noticegble, savethat | had sat so ill.

Sweet Goddess, it must be.

My babes were moving.

For one breathless moment | thought nothing, felt nothing, gpart from amead, ddliriousjoy that they lived
and thrived even now.

And the next moment | laughed harshly into the silence. In that ingtant, to my astonishment, thetiny flame
within had grown from distant star to brilliant sun, and it raged now within me,

al-consuming. | did not recogniseit but | surely welcomed it, for that fire was strength and home and
loveand dl, it warmed my body and set my soul ablaze. | did not need hope. | had nowhere elseto turn,
and turning inward | found—mysdif afire. All those | loved were there, within me—my beloved Varien,
our babes so tiny but dive and growing despite dl, my heart'sfather Jamie, were the nearest, but there
were others: soulfriend Shikrar, his son Kedra, Mirazhe, their tiny son Sherok gazing newborn into my
eyes, Idal in despite of her pain astrength and a companion.

The only way to be certain that you will loseisto surrender.

Determination without hope. It isadry and strange placein the soul, and | do not recommend it, but it is
full of power.

| stood then, breathing deep into my gut where my littlingslay. It was a strange fire indeed that | had
found. | was ready to fight or flee, ready for battlein abare cell, but there was nothing to do but watch
the dow departure of the moon's gleam as the Ancient Mother's stately dance took even the reflection of
her light fromme.

| needed to act, to do something that would force an action, that would get me out of this
Hells-be-damned cell.

| had never spent much timein the service of the Lady, not in the way of those dedicated to Her. They
beseech Her on their kneesfor al sorts and lands of things—but somehow it dways seemed to me that
knedling was unnecessary. It might be that, having no mother around me, | took the Mother of us All into
my heart more completely than most. Greatest need brings greatest faith, they say. | stood, braced, and
spoke my invocation, though not even | could hear it.

"Ancient Lady of the moon, rising in the east, who hast brought light to this dark place; Mother of the
earth beneath my feet, in the very stonesthat surround me, whose firerageth in my heart; Laughing
Girl"—I faltered for amoment there, for laughter and water seemed both too distant from
me—ah—"Laughing Girl of the Waters, who surrounds my babes within me—aboon | beg of thee,
blessed Goddess! Do not leave mein this cold place of death.” | began to shiver, whether from the

deepening cold or

from anger | could not tell. "Come fire, come battle, come rage to warm me! Shia, Goddess, in the name
of dl that is preciousto you, do not leave me herel™

If there were poetry in life, my words would have echoed from the stone walls and given me heart—and
perhaps been heard by a passing soul who might have been of some useto me. Asit was, my throat was
raw from shouting and neither | nor any other creature in the world had heard athing.

| stood motionless, waiting, firein my heart yet trapped in cold silence, for death to come and claim me
and mine, when alight spilled into the room. But it was not the moon.

Thelight came from under the door.



Jamie

| found the stair swiftly, and the four identical oaken doors. | was delighted, in astrange way, to aso find
ahuge guard pacing the corridor in the pitch-black dark.

He was sharp and well armed and he came for me the instant he saw me. Good eyes, | thought as|
avoided hisfirst blow. With some difficulty, it must be said. It sbloody dark down here. Well, well, well,
and | just happened to have alighted dark lantern in my hands.

| threw open the pand of the dark lantern and shone the light straight in his eyes. He swore and backed
off. And dropped his guard.

| had no wish to murder him, the poor sod, but I had no choice. | could not rely on adeep wound, not
herein the midst of the enemy. | despatched him as painlesdy as| could, and when he stopped twitching
| dragged him aong the corridor out of my way. | searched the body for keys. No such luck.

| took acloser look at the doors. They were not particularly close-fitting, for they had been made chiefly
to keep drunken louts out of the way for anight. Still, if you've nothing but your fingernails and you can't
be heard, adoor of thick oak will do aswell as one of iron. No light shone under any of them.

She can't hear you. Y ou can't hear her.

There was no one anywhere near; obvioudy Berys had trusted in that poor bastard I'd had to kill. | lifted
the catch again and opened the dark lantern. Light blazed in that dark corridor. | stood beforethe first
door, keeping the lantern on the ground that as much light as possible might shine underneath. | knelt
there only afew moments, hoping with al my soul that she was awake, or that the unaccustomed light
would waken her, but | didn't dare wait too long a any one door. Every nervein my body jangled like
shaken harp strings, out of tune, wrong. | desperately wanted to call out to her, if only for therelief of
some kind of sound, but Rikard had warned me. The corridor would not appear unusua, sounds would
behave as norma—they would just stop at the door. She could be no more than the thickness of oaken
planks from me and I'd never know it.

| called to her in the sllence of my heart, asyou do to loved onesin peril—do you live, my daughter? Are
you here, so near | might touch you? Was the guard a distraction, and are you a thou—sand leagues
hence in some dread prison? Does your body lie rot-ting aready in ashalow grave, my soul's child, my
bright Lanen?

| held back a sob and mentally shook myself. Cold, cold as re-venge, cold asthe depths of evil, lest
your fears unman you.

There was no response. Time was rushing past like agae, bearing al my hopesinto bleak darkness.
The next door. | was acutely aware that every moment made discovery more likely. | waited, my light
gleaming unnoticed into slent darkness, where only dust wasillumined, where she dept unheeding or
crouched wounded, where she was held chained to the far wall being driven mad with needing to get to
the door.

Then the next door. The one Hygdl had said led to the cdll ru-ined long since. The door waslike dl the
others. Blessed Lady, | prayed in the depths of my cold heart, Ancient One, riding serene above usall in
your pale chariot, 1 beg you, if she degpswaken her.

| had never prayed haf so fervently, for | had never before been so unable to do anything of use mysdlf.

Let her seethelight, let her notice, let it be that she can move so far—Il et him not have blinded her. Lady,
Goddess, Mother of usAll, I an helplessand | hateit and | cannot changeit. Don't let her diein Slent
darkness, Shia, Have mercy on your daughter. On my daughter. On the only child | will ever have.
Somehow | managed to spill alittle of the oil onto my foot, which made melook down. At thefresh
bloodstains on the stone outside this particular door.

My heart was a degp drum, pounding out the seconds. | lifted the lantern and shone the light onto the
keyhole. My hands were shaking as | drew out the lockpicks I'd borrowed from Hygel. My short sword
waslooseinitssheath, for | fully expected to have to dea with as many demons as Berys could spare. |
knew fine that Berys wastoo bright to leave her protected only by asingle guard, apatry spell, and an
oaken door, and | was prepared for every-ithing | could think of.



| was certainly not ready for nothing.

Berys

Behold the advantages of long-term planning. Marik and | have been preparing for years, building up a
legion of our own particular Hedlers. In exchange for adoubling of their inherent abilities, they have
alowed usto link them to aspell. Oh, of courseit would only be used in event of an emergency, of
course. And mogt of them have been told that the purpose of the link would be to summon vast power
from every corner of Kolmar to protect us al from some great evil.

Hal If | could find away to do that, | would not need the De-monlord to rid myself of the dragons!
The beauty of it isthat dl thework of activation, gpart from thefind ritua, has been done long since.
Though | redlly must arrange to replace Durgtan, it is awkward getting dressed with one hand. It has been
easy enough to draw the double circle on the floor in my hidden chamber, and scribing the symbolsis
smple—but preparing the cauldron takestwice aslong asit did.

| have only just finished crushing the leaves and pouring in the oil. Now to light the candles around the
altar, so; tie my rope wards about my waist, damn, it'stricky, | really must replace Durstan. Now let me
ensure—yes, | did remember to put the globe insde the circle. Check the wards one last time—ah, yes,
renew that smudged one, my robes must havetrailed over it—all isdone.

"Come, yesarvants," | said, fighting the oil-soaked fire under the cauldron where it Ststo one sde of the
central dtar. It burstsinto flame even asthree of the Rikti appesar.

"Tremble, morta!" the largest hisses.

"Foolishimp,” | said, twigting the binding and making it writhe. "Do not waste my time. Y ou are bound to
me aready, if you refuse I'll have your soul for ayear and aday, and | am aMaster of the Sixth Circle. |
caninflict the True Death on you if | choose."

They dl hissed, but were silent.

"Good," | said, and pointed at the largest. "Y ou, go find the Demonlord who ensouls the Black Dragon.
It flies over the Great Seatowards Kolmar. Bring me back word of when it will arrive here.”

Thefirg vanished.

"Y ou, where are the Kantri and what are they doing?"

"Masster, need more help,” it said, not moving. "Too many places, too many dragonsfor thisone. You
want old ones, found ones, little ones, what? All scattered.”

"Find the largest group of them and watch for an hour, then come and tell me what they are doing and
wherethey are. Go now," | commanded. It too disappeared.

"You," | saidtothesmallest. "A smpletask. lift that globe," | said, pointing, "and hold it above the
cauldron.”

The globe was made of glass, alarge round vessd twice the size of my head, with asmal opening in the
top stopped with acork. It was nearly full now of little locks of human hair, black to brown to red to
gold to grey, dl jumbled together. A few nail clip—pingsfrom the bald ones.

TheRikti held the globe high above the cauldron. | raised my hand and my left arm, moving the sumpin
apattern to match my whole hand, reciting the words. | have had so much practice with the major
demons, these minor deeds hardly chalenge me at al anymore. The demonsinvolved yelled and tried to
distract me, asever, but | can ignore them easily now. When the last word was spoken, the oil in the
cauldron burgt into flame.

"Dropit!" | shouted, and the Rikti let go of the glass globe, hissed and disappeared. The glass shattered
inthe cauldron, while the hair and nails crigoed in the flaming oil. The air was rank with the stench of
burning hair and | fdt diversof glassin my hand. No matter.

| spoke thefinad word of the spell. As befitsthe fina word of agreat making, it had many syllablesand
grew harder to pronounce. The familiar sensation of athick tongue—I ignored it, knowing it for
distraction, pronouncing each syllable carefully—now, here, the last—

The spectre of the Demonlord appeared in the smoke, grin—ning hugely. "Boo."

| am not aMagter of the Sixth Hell by accident. If | could not ignore such things | would have died long
snce. | spokethefinal syllable, loud and strong, and the flaming oil was quenched as| spoke. The stench



of burnt hair filled the room now but | barely noticed it. | started to shake, then to laugh, as the power of
hun-dreds of Heders flowed through my veins. | fairly crackled with it, Hedler blue shot with purest
black.

| turned to the apparition, which to my surprise had persisted. "What do you want?" | asked, grinning
back at it.

"Y ou wanted areport. | will pass over the western shore of the South Kingdom in lessthan aday. |
cannot tell more exactly than that."

"Itisnear enough. And | have agift dl prepared for you when you arrive, my servant.”

"Y ou keep thinking I'm ademon. I'm not," it said. ™Y ou are bound to me as surely as| to you. But no
matter. What ismy gift?If | likeit | may try tofly faster.”

"TheKantri," | replied, smug. "Y ou recal those whom you turned into beasts? Y ou will be pleased to
learn that they have

suffered ever since, but this very day before sunset they were re-stored.”

The thing spat an obscenity. "And you give me the gift of hav-ing to do the work over again, do you? It
cost memy lifelast time!" It blinked. "Well, nearly."

"Ah," | said, "behold the beauty of the pattern. The body you wear is made of molten rock, ash, and
sulphur. Y ou are living stone and the best weapon they possessisfire. How should they kill you now?"
And the Demonlord smiled and saw that it was good, and departed.

How gtrange. | am shaking as | don my robes for the assembly. Not theinspid blue robes of the
Archimage: that timeis past. My name as ademon-master | must keep secret from others, as would any
who did not desire death from any number of curses, but at the least | will appear before my erstwhile
companions asaMader of the Sixth Hell. The black and silver robes of my achievement fit well on my
young-again shoulders. It isgood.

Fear? No, | fedl nofear at al. Anticipation, yes, and excite-ment from the power pulsing through me.
And desire. Oh, yes, desire. To see so many faces pass through shock and disbelief, to despair before
they die—ah, | shdl savour thisevening. If dl goesas| plan, | should have enough bodies dead by my
hand, the souls shocked and betrayed at the end, to feed even the Lord of the Fifth Hell to burgting point.
Just aswell, for | shal summon it to assst me—it will, | doubt not, make short work of my fellow
Magigtri, and give them something to think about apart from mewhen | decideto leave. It will bea
mutual work, | think: food and exercise for one of the most powerful Lords of the Hells, the end of this
weary Collegefor me.

Underlying al, of course, thereisthe undeniable pleasurein knowing | have Marik of Gundar's blood and
bonein my grasp. With the power now at my disposdl, | do not need her to fulfill some foolish prophecy.
| will still grant her soul to the Rakshasa, if only to shut Marik up, but her body | shal keep for another
purpose. | need her blood, after al.

| do not yet understand what forces cluster around her, this strange cresture. | have had any number of
incredible reports, chief among which isthat the Kantri have taken to her. They flew her out to the
Merchant ship after it had |eft the Dragon Ide. They talk with her constantly if Marik isto be believed.
The very firg of them to arrivein Kolmar, weary and wounded, neverthe-less cameimmediately to her
assistance. It will be useful to have her in my power when | leave this place, lest the dragons are too
cowardly to deal with my Black Dragon without encouragement.

Of course, | now have no further need for Marik himself.

| do not plan to use him thisnight. No, he will be worth agreat ded to me when the Demonlord comes.
Betrayal, despair, per—haps even fury; atasty banquet for whatever it isthat inhabits the Black Dragon. |
will enjoy putting an end to hiswhining and his endless requests for assstance—Ilet him live pain-free for
one night. His despair will be al the more ddlightful when it comes.

Ah, but enough of such pleasant musing. I go now to claim my birthright. And when the Demonlord
arrivesand dl the Kantri are dead, and with the help of the fool King Gorlak of the East Mountains and
hisarmies, | have control of al of Kolmar, | will giveto the Rekshasaahomefor themsdlvesin this



world, that they may serve me more readily.

The time gpproaches. After | have released the Lord of the Fifth Hell to feed on my erstwhile colleagues
and any students he can catch, | shdl take Marik with meto collect his daughter. Let Marik fed himself
fully heeled for aday or so before | sacrifice him. He will have so much moreto regret that way.

Ah, lifeisswest.

Jamie

It had been too long since I'd had to use lockpicks, and | was as rusty asthelock. It didn't help that
every ingant | was antici—pating the sharp claws of the Rikti in my back. I must have been there afull
minute—it felt like forever—when | flt thelock go and | pulled open the door, shining the lantern into
the darkness. Lanen stood there, eyes blazing, manacled and chained to the wall. For al that, she stood
holding achair by its back, the legs aimed at whoever was coming in. | was proud of her, being
pre-pared for an enemy despite everything. She caught sight of my face and threw the chair from her. |
winced, waiting for the clat-ter, but of courseit made no noise at al.

| wasingde in amoment, lantern in hand, setting the delicate lockpicks againgt those rough manaclesto
release her from her chains. Therel

And suddenly shewasfree and in my arms, my girl, my own Lanen. | stole enough time from our peril to
hold her to mefor abreath—forever—then | took her arm and pulled her with me. Every bonein my
body was screaming a meto run.

Vaien

The moment | reached theroad | called out in truespeech. " Shikrar, my friend,” | cried, striding as swiftly
as| might towards Verfaren, holding my fist to the titch in my side. "How fare you?”'

"I have eaten alittle, and rested,” hereplied. "I am ill hun—gry, but that may be addressed in time.”
"Thereisno time, Shikrar, do you hear me ? 1 am filled with the most terrible foreboding. | beseech you,
my friend—my wings are gone forever, | must needs borrow yours. When will you be ableto

fly?'

My head ached instantly from using truespeech, my sidewasworse, and | noticed as | walked that the
wind was rising. From the south, of course. | was headed directly into it.

There was the merest hint of asigh from Shikrar. "1 am at your service, my friend. | have eaten but little, |
amyet wing-light."

"Then comenow!" | cried, bresking into arun for amoment, despite the pain, ere | wasforced to walk
again. My heart pounded in my chest like agrest river over rapids, and of asud-den | found | was
terrified. | could not stop shaking, and | feared in my marrow that Lanen's death was near her. "Come
swiftly, soulfriend, find me on the road. | will not stop to wait for you.”

Even as| bespoke him, | felt thefear of death enter me. " Shikrar, swiftly, to me!”

Lanen

The moment we stepped outside the cell severa things hap—pened at once.

Firgt and most obvioudy, we sprang Berys strap, for more of the Rikti appeared and began attacking
us—though they seemed to concentrate on Jamie. | fought them off as best | could.

The second thing that happened was that, to my infinite de-light, | could hear again, and | could spesk.
"Varien!" | cried, asloudly as| could in truespeech. " Come swiftly, my heart!” Then | redised—I had no
ideawhere | was.

"Wherethe devil arewe, Jamie?" | asked, beating off Rikti as| spoke.

" Verfaren, where e se would you find half the Hellsin the cor-ridors,” he grunted, between dashes at the
Rikti and swervesto avoid being injured. "Come on, the farther away we can get the better. Run!”
We pelted down the corridor and | called out to Varien as we ran—

"WeJamieand | arein Verfaren the College of Mages at-tacked by Rikti but | am free..."
—and met Berys and Marik turning the corner not five feet in front of it.

"Oft, Hels, it'sBeryd!"

| heard only "We come Lanen! Shik—" before Beryswaved his hand and the beloved voicein my mind



was slenced yet again.

| was getting truly sick of that trick of his.

Berys

| felt the activation of the Rikti on the prison door and hurried Marik down with me, dong with two of my
favoured guards who bore lanterns and the makings of the small dtar that was needed to work the
demonline. Therewas very little reason for either of usto stay in the Great Hall any longer, after dl. The
Lord of the Fifth Hell was doing afinejob on itsown.

| was tempted to linger. The pleasure of seeing those colleagues | had despised for so many years dying
in pain, confounded by a powerful demon—for they had never truly considered the possibil-ity of such a
battle, leaving such studiesto me—ah, it was bam to my soul. Deeply satisfying. Still, there was no more
for meto do, and | did not wish to lose my new treasure.

| expected to find the hunchbacked woman or possibly the proud student Vilkasin afoolhardy raid being
savaged by Rikti; instead we ran full into the prisoner hersdlf barely at arm'slength, with some servant
behind her and the Rikti nowhere to be seen. | threw up abarrier and just managed to stop them
barrelling into us and escaping; they were held motionless. It was aswell | was so powerful at that
moment, for they struggled wildly, but my will was implacable and my power ascendant. | grinned and
with a gesture stopped her from using Farspeech aswell.

"How very kind," | said lightly. "Now | have two sacrifices, and you have even unlocked the door for me.
Very condderate.”

The guards handed off their lanternsto Marik and bore the prisoners unceremonioudy into the cell they
hed just | eft.

Vaien

In the event, Shikrar was nearly upon mewhen at last | heard my beloveds mindvoice.

"Shikrar, | have heard her! Sheisin Verfaren and faces Berys—in the name of the Winds, come
quickly!

"I am doft. Where are you, Akhorr" asked Shikrar. His mind's serene voice restored in me atiny
measure of calm, at least enough to answer.

"On the road heading south of the field where we welcomed our people,” | shouted, running asfast as|
could. | told him whet little she had said even as | ran, and heard his distant roar through the darkness. It
was balm to my heart, aswas the sound of his

wings above me. | cried out to him in truespeech and saw him looking back and forth.

"| can't see, drat these clouds—grace of the Winds, there is the moonlight—and there you are, al of you.
| come!™

All of us?

| turned around. The wind had been in my face, | had not heard the others behind me. Aral and Vilkas
were on foot, Rella, Will, and Maran were mounted. Just for an instant | blushed in the darkness. At least
someone had thought of horses.

Although | was proved the shrewder in the event.

The poor creatures had objected strongly to Salerawhen she had first arrived at the Dragons
Head—wasit ten, twelve days since? It seemed alifetime—and even more strongly to Shikrar when he
joined us up on the High Fied, in the mountains. They were till not at ease around him, but they hadn't
bolted. Or they hadn't bolted when Shikrar was walking sedately alongside them aswe dl came down
the mountain. When he gppeared suddenly from the night sky and landed with athump right in front of
them they did aspinbolt and disappeared into the windy darkness, leaving Rdlla, Will, and Maranto rise
up and brush the dust from their clothes.

"Wel, itwasaniceides," said Rella, grimacing.

"| cannot stay,” | told them, as Shikrar gathered mein hishands. "1 will seeyou in Verfaren.”

"Don't leave me herel” cried Rdlla "Please—Jamie—"

"I have bespoken Kedra, he comesfor you," said Shikrar, and took to the wild sky. We were barely
aoft when helet forth ahuge hiss of purefury, stretched hiswings, and flew at the ut-most of his



srength. | could fed it even as he held me, | knew that bone-deep change between flight that isimportant
and flight on which life depends.

"Rakshal" Shikrar cried in truespeech as he flew. Thewind wasfierce againgt us. "Akhor, itisaLord of
one of the Deep Hells, some kairtach has summoned amgjor demon!”

Thewind might have come directly from the Hells that night. It blew in huge gusts, catching him on the

upswing, throwing me

backwards as he tumbled. The gale fought him, swiped at him, d-most seemed to be trying to knock him
out of the sky, but he laughed fiercely at the chalenge and rode the tempest.

My heart soared. No matter that we rode on the treacherous wings of storm—it was Hadreshikrar who
held me safe, who for more than my lifetime had taught every youngling of the Kantri how to fly. Hewas
not the teacher of flight because he enjoyed the company of younglings, or because he had endless
patience with them, although those were truths as well—no, he had earned his position. Every year. Only
the best flyer, the one with the most experience and the greatest proven skills, was alowed to teach. He
had been the best longer than | had been dive. | fet it when he caught the fed of the winds, felt him begin
to move with them, anticipating the gusts by some wesather-sense | envied des—perately even asthe
blankness at my back ached for what was not there.

And suddenly there below was Verfaren. Ten mileswas not so far on those great wings, thank the Winds
and the Lady. Thelightsin the town shone on winding streets, and lightsin the win—-dows gleamed in the
darkness, but the College on the hill was dark as degth.

i
The Fdl of the College of Mages

Vaien

Shikrar landed hard outsde what | assumed was the College of Mages—it wasthe largest set of
buildings and had its own walled courtyard—and he didn't SO much release me asthrow meto the
ground. | roseto find him facing the gates. A large Gedri, heavily armed, took onelook at Shikrar and
ran dlently and with great concentration into the night and away from anything he might have been
guarding. Shikrar ignored him.

The gates of the College of Mages were astoundingly strong, asit proved. They withstood ablow from
the Eldest of the Kantri without bresking, which was one blow more than | had thought it would take.
When Shikrar hit them again—harder—the entire frame came away from the sonewalls and the
dtill-locked gatesfell to the ground with agresat crash.

Therewas asingle human figurein the courtyard, bardly vis—blein the dimness. He called out, " Jameth of
Arinoc!" and ran to-wards me, thereby striking me as being very clever.

Shikrar rushed into the courtyard and looked around franticaly,

echoing my desperation. "Where, Akhor?' he cried. His voice boomed and echoed in the cobbled
quare.

| ran up to the shaking man and caught him by the shoulders. "Where is Jamie? Whereis LanenP"

"I don't know," he said, and even in that darknesslit only by fitful glimpses of the moon | could see that
his eyeswere wide and staring. "Most likely there, you see those grates?”

He pointed to arow of smal gratingsto the right of the court-yard, maybe five feet above ground level.
Light gleamed in one of them aswe spoke.

"Shikrar! There, wherethe light shines, sheiswithin!”

Jamie

| struggled furioudy againgt the holding spdll, but | might aswell havetried to dig awell with afork.
Lanen, away to my |eft, was swearing at the guards, who ignored her. When we were dl insdethe cell,
Berys had his guards shut and lock the door while he cast asilence around us. "Don't bother yelling,” said
Marik smugly. "No sound can passthose barriers. In either direction.”



Berys busied himsdf directing the guards, who drew stones from their packs and started building
something while he sarted drawing things on thefloor. | couldn't yet tell what it was going to be, but |
was certain to my marrow that it held my desth. They might want Lanen for something particular but |
wasof nousetothemat all.

| had nothing to lose. Might aswell enjoy mysdif.

"Bloody Marik of bloody Gundar,” | spat. At least | might en—joy alitde Marik-baiting, if | could do
nothing ese. "Last | heard you were mindless and drooling.”

"No change there, then," put in Lanen. Her face was white and drained, but her voice was steady asa
rock.

Marik ignored her and came near to me, staring intently. "Who the devil are you to giveadamn?' he
asked, lifting alantern and peering at me.

| glared back at him, unable to fight, unable to move amuscle. "I could have killed you stone dead back
then,” | spat. " Should have finished thejob." A defiant smiletouched my lips. "Though | hear you've been
limping ever since. Some good comes of everything, seemingly.”

"Whoin dl the Hdlsareyou?' he asked again. "I don't re-member you! No human gave methislimp, it
was the demons when we made the—"

"Oh, no," | interrupted. "We gave you that limp right enough. Indirectly. And at the least, Maran broke a
few of your ribsfor you. | heard them go."

His eyeswidened. "Y ou bastard! Y ou were the one who took on Berys while she knocked me out! Y ou
and that whore Maran ruined my lifel” Marik cursed, throwing down hislantern. He grabbed the front of
my tunic to steady himsdlf and threw a punch a mewith dl his sirength. | saw it coming and managed to
turn my face away enough tp save my nose, but my jaw hurt like hell—and | could do nothing but wait
for the next one.

"Y our courage astounds me, Father," drawled Lanen sarcasti—cally as Marik drew back for aworse
blow. " Striking ahelpless man. Such daring.”

He stepped over to where she was held and dapped her, hard. "Mock while you can, Daughter,” he
snarled, turning the last word into a curse. ™Y ou're demon fodder."

"Leave off, Marik, | need that one," murmured Berys. "Come, it'stime. You," he called to one of the
guards, "bring her to the a—tar." It was only afew steps. No!

"Damnyou, let her done!™ | shouted, stupidly.

Lanen

It was come, then. My ending, or the start of somefoul half-life | dared not even think on. | was till held
by Beryss spdll, which | could do nothing about. Terror gripped me, gut-wrenching, breath-steding
terror.

That waswhat did it, | think.

| have always gone straight from fear to anger, and the greater the fear, the deeper the anger. But what
took me over was not anger, or not only anger. It was—it was most like that moment when you first
become aware and leave childhood behind for—ever; or when you first had to dedl with death and you
redised thet lifeisadwaystoo short. | felt the changein my breath, in my blood, in the very beating of my
heart, and it happened between one instant and the next. My very vision changed—it was the dif-ference
between looking at rain through thick glass and stepping out into athunderstorm, when you can not only
see but fed and hear the downpour and smell every drop. And it was not vision only that was affected. |
had always known Beryswas evil but now | could seeit, and worseyet | could smell it. Hereeked, a
gtench like rotten mesat but much worse, coming off him in waves. | was hard put to it not to retch. He
was my death and he stood there smiling.

And the soul's-fire | had discovered in that dry hopeless place exploded like a newborn star.

| threw back my head and cried adoud, words | didn't under—stand, and a great pulse of power blazed
from me. The guard screamed and let go, Marik staggered backwards and fell, and | could fed Beryss
will shatter and saw him regling from the shock. | could move.



| often wonder what would have happened next if the wall hadn't disappeared.

Marik

| wastrying still to master mysdlf in the face of whatever the Hellsthe girl had donewhen | feltiit, a
rumble deeper than sound that shook my feet—there was no more warning than that, thanksto Berys's
brilliant ideato keep usdl from being dis-tracted by sounds from outsde—and my nightmare rose
howling before me.

| could neither move nor act, | could not think, | could only stare and scream. | had dreamed this so
many times, dreading it both mad and sane, seen it again and again—but thiswas not in some distant
place, haf legend, where dragons dwelt and any-thing might happen. Thiswas not some light timber
framewall being torn away. Thewalls of the College were of shaped stone, three feet thick and centuries
old, and that monster pulled down fifteen feet of wall a once. It wastwice the Sze of the silver one, its
head bardly fit within the room, its vast bronze jaws agape and roaring, tearing down more of the wall to
geta me.

| felt someone take me by the arm to throw metoit. | fought with al my strength, but that grip wasiron.
A brilliant fight flared before my eyes and | wastossed into it, whether | would or no.

A moment of nothing, amoment in which nor bresth nor light existed, and | sumbled out onto ahigh
platform under quiet sars. There were high mountains around about me with snow on their sharp
summits, ghostly in the pale moonlight. It was peace-ful, agood place, it dmost looked familia—so long
ago—faint memories of yearslong past, coming to the top of thistower asachild, wrapped in abear
skin to keep warm, gazing with delight on the mountainsin winter . .. bloody Hells.

| was home. Castle Gundar. Halfway across the world] Those were the East Mountains around my
home. | knew them dl by name, I'd spent years clambering among them—OId Woman, Cloud Catcher,
Demons Tooth, the Needle, the Three Sisters— only—how the Hellswas | come here?

| took a step, tripped over aloose stone, and fell against some-thing—someone—

It was Berys, at my side. Looking pleased with himsdif.

Lanen

As soon as Berys and Marik disappeared, Shikrar drew his head back out of the room—just aswdll, he
didnt redly fit. Jamie and | scrambled over the rubble of the wall. Shikrar for al hissize was hard to see
in thefitful moonlight, but there by hisfegt—atiny figure—

Oh, dear Goddess.

Varien. Varien. Varien.

| ran towards him and we met with athump, arms wrapped round one another, and held on as though we
would never let go. | was swearing a him—"Damn you, Varien, where have you been, | couldn't hear
you, | thought that bastard had killed you'—but | am not certain that he heard me. He was muittering
much the same nonsensg, after dl, and we kept interrupting our—salves as we kissed franticaly.

Of coursg, it couldn't last. He had just managed to control himsalf so far asto lean back within my arms
and look at me, when with the loudest noise | had ever heard agreat light burst into the dark sky, flames
legping high againgt the stars, and bits of masonry began to rain down upon us.

The College was burning.

Jamie

"NO!" cried Rikard, sprinting towards the doors. | managed to catch him and haul him back justintime,
for Shikrar would have trampled him as he hurried towards thefire. | only just noticed Kedralanding
outsde the Collegewadlls.

| had only seen Shikrar briefly inthefight in the High Field, burning off thelittle demons: | had been
dedling with my own distractions when he took on the big Raksha. After that, despite his great Size, he
had impressed me mainly as being wise and calm as we spoke together on the way down from the
mountains. True enough, his sheer sze was athrest, but it was hard to know what kind of real power he
could widld. | had just watched him tear gpart stone walls with no apparent effort, but | still wasn't ready.
He moved across the courtyard like a snake through water.

"For Shids sake, let me go!" shouted Rikard, wrenching him-sdlf free. He ran like aman demented and



began pounding use-lesdly at the doors of the burning building, unlocked but unmoving. "Thereare
people trapped in there!™

Shikrar stood before the doors. " Stand away, Gedri," he said, that vast ancient voice degp and resonant
in the courtyard.

| hadn't thought Rikard could move that fast. Just aswell | waswrong.

Shikrar tore open the doorslike a child tearing aleaf of grass, and flung them to the stones. Severd
dozen people rushed out, fire behind them, terror in their eyes. Some were shouting, Some were
screaming, some were wide-eyed and staring and looked as if they would never speak again. Vilkas and
Ard, borne hither by Kedra, ran to help their comrades.

Magigter Rikard did well then, drawing them all away to thefar Sde of the courtyard, asking, listening,
caming. In moments he returned and began to spesk, hisvoiceimpossibly steady.

"Berys has murdered the Magistri with the hel p of a huge Rak-shaand ahorde of the Rikti—and when
the Magistri were gone, he set them loose on the students and left.”" Rikards voice cracked. "From what
some of them said, he was dared to call on one of the Lords of Hell. These'—he gestured back at the
little group hud—dled by the shattered gates—"only got out because the demons took Berys's guards
along with everyone else. These folk were closer to the doors and they had the presence of mind to run.
They—we—Shiasave us," he shuddered, hisvoice cracking at last. "We are dl that is|eft.”

A huge voice laughed on the wind, alaugh that racked my body with one great shudder, so heavy it was
with evil. We al turned to see the vast figure that rose up, surrounded by the flames that consumed the
College, seeming to enjoy their heat. It wasthe size of Shikrar but more nearly human in form, though
horned and fanged in a hideous mockery of the Kantri. " Soon not even you, little wizard," it cackled, and
gpat a Rikard. A ball of poisonous green fire burned towards where Rikard stood staring aghast. He
raised the best shield of hisHeder saurathat he could muster, but it looked pae and weak in the light of
that obscenefire. | wastoo far away to help, too far away to do anything but watch him die—when the
bal efire was batted out of the air by adark wing, striking the ground with aloud hiss and smoking
poi-sonoudy on the cobbles.

Vaien

Shikrar flew high, foulness spurning.

Fury fudled him, fanned hisanger,

drove himupwards. urgent hisdesire,

swiftly toded degth to the demon.

Words cannot do him justice. | had never seen him fly so bril-liantly, never in al our long livestogether.
Lanen and | held each other and watched in awe. He spiraled high on the updraft from the flames,
keeping out of hisenemy's reach, gaming height, watching the demon's every move keenly.

Therein the midst of burning stone, grown vast on its ob—scene feast of flesh, wasthe Lord of the Fifth
Héll, ahuge Rak-sha. It grew initswrath, trying to make itself aslarge as Shikrar, but it was trapped—it
seems even Berys had some sense | eft, and had not loosed it to rampage where it would. The thing was
bound, likely to the building: if the building were destroyed, it might find itself untrammelled.

Theflames, fanned by the wild wind, bothered it no more than they did Shikrar, but it seemed to takea
passing pleasurein the destruction the fire was causing. It started to lean over towards us, but Shikrar
swooped down and breathed Fire upon it as he passed—not the puny flames that humans know, but the
true Firethat is part of our being. The distraction worked, though the de-mon managed to move out of
the way of the flame. For the most part. We dl saw the scorch mark on its upper arm.

It laughed. | knew about the Lords of Hell and was prepared, but severa of the students were violently
sck at the sound. So would Desth itself laugh to see aworld dying of plague.

"S0, the great Kantri are reduced to this? A little firebrand to tickle me. Eat stone, dragon!™ it cried, and
wrenching off agreat lump of stone, threw it at Shikrar.

With the merest flick of hiswings Shikrar avoided the missile.



This seemed to amuse the creature, for it tore off larger and larger sections of wall to throw a him. None
of them came very close, for Shikrar watched the Rakshas every move. When it stooped for amoment
to break off more stone, he darted in and struck with fangs and claws, tearing agreat holein its shoulder,
ripping gashesin itsflesh as he passed swifdy out of reach again, away from thelong arms and poisonous
claws. He wasforced to swerve again and again asthe thing grabbed at him, but it was soon clear that he
waswearing it down, flying in, biting and away before he could be touched, tearing holesin the foul flesh,
darting away out of reach asits clawstried to score hisarmour and failed to find purchase.

At last, though, his boldnesswas his downfal. The Raksha, in real pain now, grabbed for him as he shot
past alittletoo close. It caught thetip of histall, throwing him off balancein the air be-fore the edged
scales cut deep into the demon's hand. 1t cried out but held on. Shikrar beat hiswings furioudy but he
could not get free.

Vilkes

| was glad | had not eaten, for when my stomach heaved when the thing laughed, there was nothing to
come up. Being so near to so evil a creature sickened me to my bones. Aral held my arm when | doubled
over, and | swear | could fedl her thought travel through her hand.

"l cantfight it, Ara!" | cried, shaking her off. "It'stoo big!"

"What does physical sze have to do with anything in the realm of the soul?' she asked, far too reasonably
for my liking. "Evenif you can just didiract it from Shikrar, that would be something!”

| grabbed her arm and drew her to me, so that our facesdl but touched. "Damn it, woman, don't you
understand? | snarled, barely above awhisper. "It'sal | can do not to fal to my knees. I'm shaking so
badly | can barely stand. I'm afraid, Ard. | am by damn petrified and | can't do a sodding thing about it!"
She shook me off, her anger matching mine. "If you could direct just afraction of that anger towards the
right object, wed

be adamned sight better off." She turned towardsthe battle. | could see her auraglowing around her,
bright and strong, but then she stopped. Swiftly she drew out of her tunic the pouch that hung around her
neck. "Please, Lady," she said as she drew out the great ruby and held it to her heart with her |eft hand.
"Hear me. Y our kinsman has need of your aid."

Suddenly her aurawas twice as bright, and within the blue there shone a corona of red light clear asthe
noonday sun through finest ained glass.

The demon had hold of Shikrar'stail and was drawing him nearer, despite Shikrars desperate effort to
get away. Ard lifted her right hand in afist and sent her power to surround the Rak-sha s hand. Her arm
shook, then her whole body—and her fingers began to open.

So did the demon's.

Thered light from the soulgem twined around Ara's sending, pulsing, and the Raksha shook to that pulse
asit fought. It reached across, trying to grip Shikrarstail with its other hand, claws grasping—Ard stood
shaking as she used every ounce of her strength to hold the thing till, just for amoment.

It worked. Just for amoment, but it was enough. The demon, furious, could not move. Shikrar turned
back and, using hisrear claws, dashed deeply at the wrist of the hand that held him. Aral’'s strength failed
and her aurawinked out. The Raksha, suddenly able to move again, watched the sharp scales on
Shikrarstail dice through the remains of itsruined hand. It screamed and spat baefire at Shikrar ashe
climbed. The green fire landed on Shikrar's back, searing, and it was Shikrarsturn to cry out.

The Raksha's cry had been music to my heart. Shikrar's pain, | swear, screamed along my own back.
Vaien

Shikrar, moving awkwardly now but out of reach, flamed hisfangs and claws clean as he climbed. His
fire gppeared dimin-ished, and he was favouring hisinjured shoulder.

He spoke then, and | truly feared for hirn: he sounded desper—ately weary, in pain and out of bresth. "Be
warned, creature. | am the Eldest of the Kantrishakrim. Quit this place and return to the Fifth Hell, or by
my soul | swear you will know the True Death." And till he climbed.

It laughed again, despiteits mangled hand. "Asif you could dedl it to me! | have been loosed among men,



| have feasted on souls and flesh and fear thisnight. | will have ataste of dragon to season all, as none of
my kind have known thislong age past!"

Itisvery difficult to judge distances at night, especidly if you are looking straight up. Shikrar had been
beating hiswingsless and less often. When the creature began its speech, he seemed to reach the end of
his strength and seemed to be fadling. The de-mon laughed and opened its armsto crush and rend him.
But thiswas Teacher-Shikrar, who had instructed every Kantri youngling for thelast thousand yearsin
the art of flight, who had often boasted even to me that he had not taught us everything he knew. It is
true, hewasfdling. Directly at the demon. Very, very fast.

The Rakshareached out with both arms; its ruined hand hang-ing loose, ready to grapple with Shikrar a
last. The rows and rows of teeth in that distorted mouth gleamed in the light of the danc-ing fire. Shikrar
was dropping like astone, arrowing directly at itsface, claws and wings held close asif he did not dare
to attack— asif he were protecting himse f—but—he held his furled wings close by his sides, not tucked
over his back.

What in the name of senseisthis, my friend? | wondered, but did not dare to use truespeech lest |
digract him.

—and at the last instant he swerved and pulled up at what seemed an impossible angle, using just the
tiniest bit of wingtip, arcing backwards and up and rolling as he went, dong the line of his descent. He
seemed to miss the demon entirely, except for histail—which he struck deeply and embedded in the
thing's torso as he passed. His momentum threw him around it at in- credible speed, but at abizarre angle
that it didn't seem able to anticipate. Shikrar's long supple body quickly wrapped around

the Raksha, but it managed to get one arm free and raised it to strike.

Its ruined hand dangled useless from the raised arm, mocking it, as Shikrar sfull length was thrown
around the creature storso faster and faster. His razor-sharp foreclaws diced around itsthroat as he
whipped around, and he used the last of hiswild mo-mentum to dam his upper fangs againgt its
armoured head.

By thetime the Lord of the Fifth Hell realised what was hap-pening it was aready dead.

Shikrar had managed to lock hisforeclaws about its spurting throat and—he closed hishands. The
deadly claws diced that hideous flesh like so many swords, and at the last the sound of bone snapping
was sharp in the night air. The thing collgpsed. Shikrar unwrapped himsdlf fromiit, threw it off him, and
drew in adeep breath. | drew my own with him, nearly choking as| tried to force my human throat to
breathe Fire. He seared the head firgt, to ashes; then the body, scorching the surrounding stones clean of
every drop of Rakshablood, every trace of balefire.

Thewild winds had died about the same time asthe Lord of the Fifth Hell, but the fire that had destroyed
the College burned on. As Rikard began to organise the survivorsto put out the blaze, | moved near to
my old friend.

"Shikrar, my friend, | owe you everything," | said. "Life, love, and dl. And to think | used to consider
mysdlf adecent flyer! Never will | say that again, my word to the Winds, while yet you live."

"If I'd flown alittle better the damned thing would have missed me dtogether,” he said, hiswings
drooping in the Attitude of Pain and hisvoice strained.

"So you are not yet without flaw? Even after al thistime?' | chided him gendy.

It raised atiny hiss of amusement. "It ssemsnot,” hereplied, and hisvoice quavered alittle,

"Shock, | expect,” said a deep voice behind me, and the Hedler Vilkas strode forward, paleinthe
firdight that still flared in the ruins of the College. "Or reaction. Or loss of blood. Most

likely al three. Do you permit, Lord Shikrar?' asked Vilkas, draw-ing his power to him.

"As swiftly asyou may, Mage Vilkas" said Shikrar, hisvoice shaking plainly now with pain and
exhaudtion.

"Ard?' sad Vilkas softly. That lovely young woman moved to join him, the soulgem il clutched in her
left hand, but before she could summon her auraonce again Shikrar swiftly moved his huge head very
closeto her. | was proud of her, for she hardly flinched at all.



"Lady Ard," he said softly, "I had lost that fight ere | had well begun, wereit not for your aid. | anin
your debt."

She did not speak, but reached out her right hand, tentatively, and touched his mask. He bowed to her
touch. | turned my face away.

Vilkaswas glowing brightly. Heled Ara around to thewound | on Shikrar sback and right flank.

| would not have believed it if | had not seen it. Perhapsit was the strength of the soulgem, perhapsit
was the response of Ara's soul to Shikrar's kindness, and perhapsit was smply that Vilkas, frustrated at
being of no servicein the struggle, wasintent on proving hisworth. They did not cover over the wound,
as we would have done with khaadish. They hedled it from theinside | out: Raksha-trace washed away
with Hedler's fire, bone-scorch soothed and burnt muscle renewed, blistered flesh eased, torn and melted
scale made whole before my eyes. It took them the 1 better part of an hour, but they healed Shikrar as
wewatched. 1 When their task was done, the only indication that he had been wounded was the outline
of new scale, lighter than the rest, where that terrible burn had been.

Maran

"Y ou who have not flown before, be warned,” Kedra had said, flexing hiswings aswe climbed into his
hands. "Itisawild night for flying. Thear isfull of sudden dropsand cross-currentsthisnight. It will be
rough aoft."

That waswhen | learned that dragons are liars. It wasn't rough aoft, it was bloody terrifying doft. Still,
K6dragot usthere dive, so | wasinclined to forgive him. | did wish at the time that it hadn't been so
dark, or so frightening, because | didn't expect to have the chanceto fly again.

Helanded outside thewall just as Shikrar released the sur-vivors from the Great Hall. Vil and Ara went
tojoin their friends; the rest of us milled about, hel pless, but not willing to leave.

My eyewas drawn first to apair of observers—actudly, they stood so close together it was hard to
make out that they were two people. Asit should be.

Once | knew that Lanen wasfree and safe in her husband'sarms, | found a quiet corner from which to
watch the proceed-ings. It was obvious that greater folk than | were needed, and they all roseto the
challenge. When the students were taken to The Brewer's Arms | followed, and managed to get aroom
to my-sdf. To behonest, | didn't want anyone around who might smell Raksha-trace on me and
overreact.

Maran, you'reat it again.

To be honest, | wanted to be by mysdf to think things over. | had seen Lanen in thewild firdight. Truth
to tell, my eyes had not |eft her. She had stood, her arms around Varien, dl through the battle. If she'd
been in pain, injured, tortured, she could not have done so. In fact she hardly let go her husband dll
through the battle, al through the aftermath—and he held her every bit astight.

What did she need mefor? What would she gain by seeing me? At this stage, surely | would only remind
her of unhappiness. | could leave tomorrow, while the rest of them were busy making whatever plans
were to be made. Just dip away, unnoticed. No one would missme, least of dl the daughter I'd never
known.

Aye, Maran. Y ou've been saying the same thing for the last twenty years, but you're here now. Y ou've
come the width of Kol-mar to get here and got the blistersto proveit. Goddess, you're a coward.

| shuddered. Truth isawful. | am acoward. That night, at that

moment, | could no morewalk up to my daughter and greet her than flap my arms and fly.

Weariness saved me, in the end. | was too damned tired to wake early and leave. As| laid my head on
the pillow, my last co-herent thought was, Perhapsit will ook different in the morning. Goddess be my
ad, let it look different in the morning.

Jamie

VRikard turned to me in amazement when Vilkas and Aral set to work. "Sweet Lady Shial I'd no idea
we could heal those crestures!”

"I'm not sure anyone else could,” | said. | waswell impressed. "I know young Vilkasis capable of



astounding work with people, but this..."

"Do you have any food for them?" asked Rikard suddenly. "Healing a human is hard enough on the body.
They're going to be garving.”

"Hells. No," | said. I'd forgotten that Healers need food and drink and agreat deal of rest after working.
Asdo ther patients.

"I'll arrange something, for all of them,” said Rikard. He turned to go, then paused and turned back.
"Ah—do you know what— er—dragons eat?

| blinked. "1 haven't the faintest notion. Cattle, perhaps?"' | considered the creatures teeth. ™Y ou'd think
they'd need agreat dedl of whatever it is. Fresh meat surely never hurt anything with teeth like that.”
Rikard went off muttering, but in the end he was saved the ef—fort. Rella had more sense than the rest of
us. She had held back during the fight—or at least, | hadn't seen her—but she appeared now, leading a
cow with arope, while Rikard was il trying to gather those students who were capable of movement.
Behind her came Hygel, bearing bread and ale and a promise of beds, or at least aroof and a blanket,
for those who required them.

Rikard very kindly obliged by looking after the rest of us— Lanensinfected demon wounds, my aching
jaw and demon scratches. Asfor the others, when the last scale was restored,

when they at |last released their combined power, Vilkas and Ara drew a deep breath, drank each afull
pint of ale without pause, and proceeded to eat enough for four men between them, along with another
pint each. When at |ast they were replete, Rella, Will, and | helped them stagger after Rikard and the
meegre rem-nants of the College of Mages towards The Brewer's Arms. They just about managed to
stay awake long enough to fall into their beds. Rellaand | |ft them there.

Shikrar and the one | learned was his son spoke at length, Ke-drahaving agood long look at hisfather's
now-healed wound. He did not linger once hisfather started to eat, but took off again, fly-ing northward.
Shikrar finished egting, gave agreat Sgh, laid his head on hisforearmstherein the courtyard of the ruined
Col-lege, bade us good night, and dept.

Varien and Lanen were nowhere to be seen.

| was weary aswdll, but my heart and head churned too much to allow for deep just then. | had arted
pacing and thinking when | heard asmall sigh. Lifting my heed, | found Rellaleaning against the wreck of
awadll, watching me. Her face had aglow about it that at first | put down to being too near the remains of
thefire; then | blinked and redlised that it wasthefirgt hint of morning.

The opening of another day, thisone more full of hope than | had dared trust to since that terrible
morning Lanen was stolen away. She was safe now—I had found her and got her out of that ghastly
place—though truth to tell, | wanted very much to know what in dl the Hells that was that happened
when sheydled a Berys. | think that wasthefirst timeit truly struck me that we might not have found her
intime. That she might have died at Berys s hands before we could reach her. | hadn't let myself even
congder that before, not for amoment.

Rellacame up to me and silently put her hands on my shoul-ders. | closed my eyes and clasped her to
me with al my strength, like adrowning man clutching at hislast hope of ar. "Goddess, Rella," | choked,
my lipsagaing her hair, my voicefighting itsway past athroat closing, supidly, at the thought of what
might have been.

"Not yet, heart, but I'mworking onit,” shesaid lightly.

"Rella, she could have died. What if he had murdered her, eh? What if | had been too late? It was near
asatoucher, my girl," | said, starting to tremble. "Berys had us. He had me, Rella, and | couldn't do a
damnthing.

Her armstightened around me, strong but gentle. "I know, heart. | know."

"Thisisstupid!" | cried, evoking awhiffle from the degping Shikrar. "Sheis safe now, weareal il dive,
al iswdl—"

"Jamie—"

"Goddess, Rdlla," | said, my voice barely awhisper, "I nearly lost her!”



| wept then, at lagt, bitterly, loosing the tearsthat | had locked away to make my anger serve me. Rella
held me until the storm passed, then stood alittle back and smoothed my hair from my eyes. "What
happened?’ she asked.

| told her and found that the telling eased my heart. Rellas staunch sense steadied me, kept meto the
point, until | cameto the last of thetale. When | told her of Lanen's outburs—"And | swear, Rella, she
glowed like afire for amoment there’—and what it had done to Berys, though, Relladrew in asharp
breath and made me go over everything in great detail.

"Y ou have no ideawhat she said?' she asked, her eyes piercing.

"I'vetold you, | didn't even recognise the language.”

And once again, Rellaastounded me.

"Did it sound like this?' she asked, and proceeded to say the same thing Lanen had come out with, as
best | could tell. Thistime, though, there was no pulse of light, no shattering of some-thing | couldn't see,
no yelling demon-master. Thank the Lady.

"Hellstakeit, Rellal" | breathed. "That'sit, or near it asdamnit. What in al the world?"

Relashivered and looked away. "Goddess, Jamie. That's—I thought only Her Servants ever did that.”
Shefdl slent until | prodded, "Did what? Rella, what did she do?"

Stll staring a nothing, shereplied, " Servants of the Lady for

yearsand years, dear to Her, deep in Her Service, are sometimes known to overcome some dreadful
peril through the gift of the Voice of the Goddess."

"Whichis?'

"Itswhat it saysitis, Jamie" she sad, findly looking into my eyes. "Mother Shiablessesthose
individuas, just for amoment, an instant, and says those words through them. Nobody knows what they
mean, but nothing can stand againgt them.”

"That | canwell believe," | said, frowning. "Beryswas thrown and no mistake.”

Rella shook her head. "It's not that easy, Jamie," she Sghed. "The balance, remember? The great Powers
adwaysfind baance"

"And what form does that balance take?' | asked solemnly.

"Degth, usudly. Oh, not the Servant, unlessthey are very old," she said quickly, "but—Jamie, every
sngle time someone has been granted the VV oice of the Lady, someone close to the Ser-vant, someone
they value dearly, has died within a seennight.”

Her eyes brimmed with tears—she, my rock, who was strong and held herself distant from such displays,
had tearsin her eyes.

| took her by both shoulders and gazed into her eyes. "Rella, what will happen will happen. Sheis safe.
Lanen my daughter is safe. I'm not worried about what happensto me now."

"Damn you," she snarled, shaking my hands off and dashing the tearsfrom her eyes, "I am! Don't you
dare die on me now, Jamefh of Arinoc, I'll never forgive you!"

| reached out again and drew her to me, held her so close | could fedl her heart besting against mine. We
stood there, com~forting one another in silence, until false dawn gave way at last to true and a shaft of
brilliant sunlight suddenly blazed across us both. | shivered.

She drew away from me gently and shook her head. "Besides, that girl seemsto break al therules.
Maybe shelll break thisoneaswell," she said quietly, blinking in the brightness of dawn. "And you've
never asked what happened while you were being ahero herein Verfaren. Y ou missed alot by leaving
therest of usearly.”

"l saw themland," | said, smiling.

"Morethan that, Jamie. Beyond belief more than that.”

| waited.

"The Lost have been restored,” she said quietly. "It was amaz-ing, remind meto tell you al about it when
I'm awake. That'swhy we took so long to get here. There were nearly two hundred of them. It was
Shikrar who did it, and Varien, and"—her voice fell to amost nothing—"and Maran."



"What!" | cried.

"Yes, shéshere," shesad, her voice ill calm and soft. "And with her, by chance or Fate or the
Goddess Hersdlf, has come our best hope of finding Berysagain, if you're still determined to do so now
Lanen issafe. Theré'sagood chance we can learn where heisthisvery day.”

Oh. Of course. "Maran's brought that Hells-be-damned Farseer, hasn't she?' | growled.

Rellasighed. "Yes. Still, I'm not disposed to object too strongly. Demon-made asit is, we can make it
sarve us. Infact it dready has, that's how the Lost were restored. All three of them touching the Farseer.”
Sheturned her head away for amoment. "It wasn't like the little ones, the Lesser Kindred. There was
precious littlejoy in any of them, and—Goddess—some of them had been aware the wholetime. Five
thousand years." She shuddered and looked back to me. "Those were the ones that killed themsalves."
"Hdls" | muttered. "What of the rest?"

"They seem to be doing well enough, for now. | don't think well redly know how they are until they've dl
had food and deep. They al went away to aquiet place afriend of Will'sispro-viding. For a
consderation,” she said, managing asmile. " Saleraswith them for now aswell, though | don't think shelll
stay away from Will for long. Or leave Varien and Lanen unattended. She and al her people practicaly
think those two are gods, after al." She snorted. "The Lo—oh, no, they want to be called the
Re-stored—they could bardly stand to look at either Varien or Maran, despite what they'd done, and
they studioudy ignored the rest of us." Rellasighed. "I think that was the best they could do. Then-hatred
of humansrunsawfully deep.”

"Maran," | said, shaking my head, which was now filled with the most amazing visons, and smiling
despite mysdlf. "Helping dragons restore the Lost. And before today 1'd wager my life she'd never seen
one before. Took them in her stride, did she?”

Relanodded, her own smile more strained now.

"How in dl the Hells did she end up here, anyway?' | asked. "Unless she was—ah." | faded to ahalt.

" She came looking for Lanen, didn't she?"

Rellanodded.

| turned away, amad mixture of relief, delight, anger, and hope fighting for first placein my heart. "Why
now, after dl thistime?' | muttered, mostly to mysdlf, but Rellas hearing is excellent.

"Seems she saw what was happening to us al and decided she had to—I don't know—make her peace.
Help her daughter. Do something.” Rellastone of voice was decidedly dry. "Just don't ask mewhy she
didn't damn weD do thisyears ago. I've tried to persuade her to it since | met her."

"She's not an easy one to persuade into doing anything, as I'm sure you've discovered,” | said wryly,
evoking amuffled "hal" of agreement. | turned back to face Rella. The sunrise had brought a flush of
youth to her face, mantling her cheeksfor that brief moment with the gentle rose of dawn—but the marks
of old pain and ahard life were etched in her skin. They gave her asingular character, showed a deep
inner strength that smple youth could never hold acandleto. Y ou look well in the light, you know," |
said, reaching out to stroke her cheek.

She moved away from my touch. ™Y ou know that Maran hasloved no one but you al her life," she said,
locking her gaze on me. "It'svery powerful, that kind of thing." Shelifted her chin. "Seductive." When |
didn't rise to the bait, she sighed and just looked at me. "What are you going to tell her, Jamie?'

"What isit you fear, my heart?" | asked, quietly. "That | will race back into her arms and forget al about
you?' | frowned. Thiswasn't smplejedousy, which | might have expected. | should have known, nothing
about Rella has ever been smple. It had the sametang to it, indeed, but it was something else.

Relahdd her head high. "Lanen'sthe very image of her, Jamie. The years have been kind. She'stdl and
strong yet, she hardly looks her age—"

"Rella, what isthis?' | interrupted.

Sheignored me. "And her back is straight, and she'sagood soul, and | have never seen anything but
sheer adoration in her eyes when she speaks of you."

Rdla, you wonderful idiot, I've got you now, | thought, for | realised now exactly what was troubling her.
Goddess, | wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't seenit. "And she doesn't have your sharp edges, and
redlly any man with eyes could only make one choice, isthat it?' | said sharply, challenging her. Redlla,



risen to prominence in the demanding ranks of the Silent Service, awar-rior with abrilliant mind and
enough character for any three peo—ple, had no confidence at dl in herself asawoman.

"That'sit," she sad diffly.

| stared at her for amoment. "The dawn light redlly islovely on your skin, you know," | said, touching her
cheek gently. She sobbed and made to turn away, but | drew her to me and held her close with al my
strength. "Do you think I'd let you go now I'vefound you?' | muttered into her hair. "And here | thought
you Jwere meant to be bright.”

"Bright enough to know when troubl€'s coming,” she said softly.

"No, my heart. At least, there's no trouble coming between the three of us.” | loosed her enough to look
into her eyesagain. "I'm yours, Rella, aslong asyou want me," | said. "l won't pretend Maran isn't dear
to me, of course sheis. Lanen ismy daughter in every way that matters, and Maran is her mother. | can't
escape that connection, nor would | want to.” | kissed her gently. "Maran walked out of my life more
than twenty years gone without aword of farewell. It took me yearsto forgive her, but you may take my
word upon it that | do not harbour any visons of lost lovefor her.” | smiled. "At least | don't want to
punch her anymore." Rellaanswered my smile with arather more mischievous one. "The honest truthis
that you fill my heart, Rella. Thereisroom therefor friendship, thereisroom for Lanen, but asfor my
heart's own—that room is taken by you aone.”

After arather longer and moreintensekiss, | sighed.

"What now, dear?' she asked, comfortablein my arms.

"It has occurred to me that | may well have to introduce Maran to her daughter.”

"Ow," said Rdlla, wincing.

"Indeed. | don't expect it to be a particularly loving mesting.”

Relagrinned wickedly. "I do admire your capacity for under-statement. | expect they'll hear themin
Hima."

| grinned back at her. "Well, in the end it's their headache, not ours. Still, it strikes me as strange. She
must have left Beskin months ago. How could she know what was going to happen?”

Rellagazed & me. "It'snot so very odd. | know Maran well, Jamie, better in some ways than you, now."
She drew back, her arms till around my waist. " She has adamned strange way of showing it, but she
has dways loved her daughter fiercdy.”

"Just aswell. Lanen deservesit,” | said. "And ‘fierce' isagood quality to have just now. | was so damned
helpless, Rdlla | thought | could fight any man or woman in the world, but Berysis pouring out hisown
power like water and using demons like amad gen—era uses conscripts—throwing them heedlesdy into
the front of any battle to disrupt the enemy. Us."

"We don't haveto go after him, you know," she said. "He's got—ten away..."

"Y es, that'sthe problem,” | growled. "He'sjust killed who knows how many Magistri, and nearly the
whole of the next generation of young Hedlers, and hel's gotten away. Again. If | can track him down, |
will, but I'll need help.”

Shegrinned. "Y ou know Vilkaswas out for his blood before. This night won't have soothed hisfedlings
at al. The good newsis, weve got some damned fine help on our side. And by the God-dess, weve got
the demons natura enemies aswell—three full by-our-Lady races of them! Well just have to think of a
way to work together.”

| held her close again, not speaking. | had forgotten how much

smple human comfort there wasin the touch of one you love. And Rella, who knew mefar too well even
then, said into my ear, "Lanen's safe and well, Jamie, and if it means so much to you, well find that
bastard and make him pay. | swear it by my back.”

| straightened, moved alittle away to look at her. Tour back?'

"It'sthe onered, truething | can count oninthisworld," she said, one sde of her mouth raised in awry
smile. "It may be crooked and it may not work overwell, but when | hear the creaks and fed the pains
fromit | never have any illusions about what's true and what isn't.”

"I'vegiven up my illusons” | said, holding her tight.



"Good, my heart,”" she whispered. "Truth is aways better.”

Vi
The Cam and the Storm

Lanen

| woke late that morning, safein my husband's arms, to sun-shine blazing through the windowpanes. |
kept my eyes closed againgt thelight for | knew, somehow | knew deep in my bonesthat | wasright to
treasure the night, and that the day was not my dly. | stirred, holding him closer, putting my head on his
broad shoulder. His arms tightened around me and he turned to kiss my forehead, and | heard his
blessed voice in my mind, pouring balm on my heart. There were no words. What words could possibly
encompass al that we felt? There was smply love, sung strong as the mountains, deep asthe seq,
boundless as the sky, pouring be-tween ustangible aslight.

It was not until he touched my rounded belly that | began to weep. Gently at first, afew soft tears, then to
my own amazement | was taken with uncontrollable sobs from the gut, shaking my body violently as|
hung on to him for very life. "Beloved, beloved,” he murmured, holding mein agrip of iron. It wasjust
what | needed, fedling his strong arms about me, but still 1| sobbed without knowing why—when of a
sudden | was minded of Jamie, as he spoke of the time my mother Maran bade farewell to her father.

"I tell you, Lanen, | hope never to see another such farewell in thisworld. Both she and her father wept
bitter tears asthey em-braced. It was their last Sight of each other. Somehow they both knew."

| gave acry and drew away from him, rising to my knees on the bed the better to gaze into hiseyes asif |
feared to see his death therein. My newfound vision was with me ill, it seemed, for | saw far more than
love and concern in his emerald-green eyes. Death did not haunt him, blessed be the Winds, but | was
shaken from my own sorrow by the depth of grief that | sensed in him. In that unguarded moment |
touched the dark, till 1ake of it, degp as my own, heavy and cold, taking unto itself al hope and light. |
reached out gently to my beloved, tracing the line of hisbrow, his cheek, histhroat.

"Varien, love, what sorrow isthisthat lies so deep and cold?’ | whispered. He opened his mouth to
speak—I saw him swallow the easy response as he remembered our oaths aways to speak truth to one
another. He said nothing, he did not bespeak me, only returned my gaze. | reached out and took his
handsin mine. "Speak to me, love," | begged, swallowing againgt alump in my throat. "For my heartis
shadowed and | cannat liftit. | know the day is bright and we are safe, and reason tells me to rejoice that
| am with you again, but—oh, love, my fool heart mournsasif you were struck dead before my eyes.”
"The Winds take your words and make them false, Lanen!" he cried, rising dl inamoment and holding
meto him sotight | felt my bones cresk. | did not care.

"Sweet Winds of morning forbid such athing—oh, my Lanen—uwould that | might laugh at you, but my
own heart sngsthat same song of unreason,” he whispered. We held one another without speaking, until
| could fed his heart beating against my own. That very smple, very red thing steadied me. | managed to
let him go alittle. Enough to stop my musclesfrom cramping, at any rate.

"Do you know, kadreshi, | believeitisajust grief," said Varien quietly.

"How should it be just? How reasonable?’ | objected, moving back alittle but still in the circle of his
arms. | swear, sometimes that Kantri calm voice of reason made me furious. And anger was vastly more
comfortable than the desperate grief.

"Beloved, when you were taken from me, | called to you with al my soul.” He shuddered. "Never will |
forget that day, knedling on the grass, dead to al ese, pouring al that | am into truespeech as| strained
to hear your lightest whisper upon the Winds. There was—nothing." He shuddered. "l was—my heart, |
have shed barely asingle tear snce you were taken. | could not hear you, in mind or heart, anywherein
al theworld. | did not dare to weep lest | could never stop. | feared"—that glorious voice faltered, and
hisarms around me trembled—"| feared you were taken en-tirely from life, | feared | never would see
you again or hold you in my arms, and with your life minewas come aso to itsend. Beloved.” He
breathed roughly, drawing me to him once more, his strong body my rock in aswirling sea. "My heart is
full of sor-row deep astime, that | did not dare to speak before, lest it de~stroy me and take away al



my resolve while gill there was something to be done. Now that you are with me—oh, beloved, now |
am grown brave enough to weep." And so he did, for | felt histearsraining upon my cheeks even aswe
kissed and clung to one another, and my tearsfell upon hisface, and mingling they washed away our
sorrow for that time.

And suddenly to my own surprise my sobs began to turn to watery laughter. | had been struck by the
foolishness of it dl. The pair of us standing there crying bitterly because we were no longer parted!
Varien gazed upon me, and like the sun emerging from a cloudbank, the great weight of weary sorrow
fell away from us both and we grinned like idiots, even asthe tears dried upon our cheeks.

| could not help being distracted; the late morning light picked out al the contours of hisbody, turned bis
eyesto living emerad, and set hislong slver hair to gleaming like meta new-forged. That strange spicy
scent that reminded me of the Kantri tickled my nose. My husband. Impossible, that so splendid avision
was my own heart's other sdif.

| wondered if my sight had changed forever, or if thiswasthe last shred of that strange gift from the Lady
held over from the night before. Watching him, | saw the moment when he looked deeper into my heart. |
had never noticed the difference before. There was so much | had never noticed before. There was
around Varien ashimmering slver aurathat | certainly had never seen. What it might mean | had no idea.
It wasfull of movement, surely. | wondered for amoment if there might be atree outside the window,
casting moving shadows, but my eyeswidened when | redlised that the bright movement behind him
came not from without. It was—sweet Goddess, | was looking &t the moving shadows of the wings he
hed lost.

Vaien

| stared and stared, hardly daring to believe what | saw, until she reached out and touched my face. "I
didn't know you still had wings, my dearest,” she said softly. "Even thus, even as shadows, they are
glorious”

"Lanen, what sight isupon you?' | cried, joy risng in me as| had not dared to dream it ever would again.
"Y ou see me—your eyes—" | sared hard at her, and it was unmistakable. "By my name, Lanen Kaglar,
you havethe eyes of the Kantrishakrim!"

Of course she could not |et that pass. "Wdl, I'm not going to give them back,” she said, grinning a me.
"What in the world do you mean, you daft dragon?’

For answer | leaned closeinto her and breathed deep. "By the Winds!" | cried, reeling as wonder took
me. "Lanen!”

"Still here," she said as one corner of her mouth lifted in half asmile. "What are you on about, love?"
"You are changed in truth!™ | laughed. "I thought Vilkas changed your blood and nothing ese, but dl is
connected—you cannot change the blood without changing al €lse aswell—Lanen,

my heart, you are become as much a child of the Kantri as| am!”

| could read her truly, moretruly than ever before. | could see dl the layers of thought and deep emotion,
| could see the won—der that began to fill her heart, and glory to the Winds and the Lady, when | glanced
down | could see our babes asthey grew beneath her heart. They were as yet no more than ashining in
the region of her womb, but already | could see two separate gleams. | took her by the arms and danced
about the room like afool, the pair of us stark naked and laughing.

We sedled our joy with loving then, passionate, joyous, urgent with our need to give and to receive. As
welay in each othersarms afterward, Lanen said camly, "Wed best enjoy thiswhile we till can. It's not
going to be so easy when I'm out to here with twins." She held her arms an improbable distance from her
body and | laughed. "Aye, wdll, laugh while you can,” she said, contented, teasing me. "Y ou've never
seen apregnant Gedri, have you? I'm not kidding. It looks completely silly and I'm told it isawkward in
al kinds of ways. And you can't seeyour fegt." | laughed as she continued. " And women near their time
al say the samethings. T wish the babe would put its mind to the job and get it over with, and 'I'm never
doing thisagain, and 'Goddess, but my feet hurt!™

| wasfilled with aquiet delight to hear her so calm and so—so norma about her pregnancy. She had
gone through seven Hells and nearly died with it; | had feared she might resent the babes, but no, not she,



not my Lanen.

By good fortune we were up and dressing by the time Hygel knocked on the door. Why he bothered |
don't know for he opened it even as he pounded. "Come quick," he said urgently. "There€s ariot about to
gtart and that bloody great dragon isin the middle of it."

Marik

| had forgotten. | haven't been here, my father's homein the East Mountains, for twenty-five years. I'd
forgotten the smell of the place in spring. When we arrived an hour past it washed over

me. Theres dwaysthetang of the evergreens, but thistime of year there's some shrub that growslow on
thefoothillsthat has thousands of little yellow flowers and smellslike—like paradise. Better than langip.
I'd forgotten.

| dwaysthought Beryswasalittle crazy, but now | know it. | saw the result of that madnesslast night, in
Verfaren. Before my eyes, hislegions of demons destroyed the most powerful men and women in the
world, the Mages of Verfaren, in moments, and there was precious little they could do about it. Oh,
some of them knew how to shield againgt the little demons, but when the big one arrived, that Berys
cdledaLord of Hell, they could do noth-ing. | don't pretend that | felt much at their passing, those
people have made my life difficult for years, but Berys enjoyed it. Not their deaths, | don't think. Before.
When they redlised that they were going to die. He is even more depraved than | had thought.

Depraved but powerful. Don't forget that, Marik my lad. And he's only on your Side aslong as you're of
useto him. | wonder more and more how long that islikely to be.

| must say, though, I'm impressed at the way he keeps his head. We waked out of the Great Hall quite
camly, and later, when— when—when the dragon came | saw my death and could not move, but he
had opened the porta and threw meinto it. The next moment we're here at my ancestral home, this
fortified bastion in the mountains by the shores of Lake Gand. Acrossthewidth of Kolmar. It'sa
thousand leaguesif it'sastep. He cdlsit "travelling the demonlines’ and says they take forever to set up
and are only good for one trip. Damn shame. It beats horses hollow.

The painisback again thismorning, worse this time than it has been for many amoon, and with no hope
of relief now that La-nen has escaped my grasp. | should have inssted that Berys sacri—fice her the
moment he captured her, curse him! He was the one who wanted to wait, he never has thought my
constant pain worth bothering about. He is less and less amenable to reason these days, and | am half
mead that say it

Damnthegirl for escaping. Damn Berysfor letting her. Damnit al to the Hellsand back again. | hate
being in pain. These days

| can't even count on Berysto relieveit, astemporary asthat a-waysis. Of late he often clamsthat heis
weary and needsto rest. Not now, surely, that he has activated the Healers.

Heh. | wonder what kind of havoc that iswreaking across the three Kingdoms this day? Only the three,
of course. Gorlak has ever been a support to our plans, so we have not touched any of the Hedersfrom
his Kingdom of the East Mountains. | wonder if Berys has had word of how Gorlak isdoing in his
battles? Last | heard he had taken the North Kingdom and was within abresth of victory in llsa. That
would suit uswdll. If thereisyet an "'us'— though Berys did save me from that monster just now,
perhaps he ill sees my worth in his schemes. Without me he has no legiti-macy in this Kingdom, where
my family isvery near to the throne. Only Gorlak and hisfool of ason, Ulrik, truly stand between me and
my rightful place. If you look at the lineage a certain way.

It occurs to me to wonder, more and more, what will happen when al the Kantri are dead? Beryswas
going to wed what was | eft of my daughter, for his own devious reasons—I never redly cared much why.
At leadt, that was what he told me when hewas his natura age. It would give metimeto father ason
where| would. But nov—Heéllstake it, helooks younger than | am! Mind you, | can't see him interested
inawoman, or giving adamn about having a child to establish adynasty. Giving adamn about anything
other than himsdlf, in fact.

| must watch him more closely. Never trust ademon-master, even when heisin your pay, for he has



fewer scruples than aweasel and only stays bought as long asyou are useful. However, | am secure
enough here. True, Berysis more powerful than ever, but heisin my home now. | may have been gone
for afew years, but | still know and am known by most of thefolk here. They have worked for my family
and been well paid for it for many years, first by my father and, for some time now, by me. Surdly that is
worth something.

| have seen Mistress Kiri aready; she roused and came to meet me the instant word had time to spread.
Sheisgreyer, but otherwise much the same. She seemed pleased to see me despite

the hour. My own mother died young; Mistress Kiri was mother to me most of my life. | think she may
dill have some affection for me, and at the least she and her family owe metheir allegiance. My father,
second only to King Gorlak, was more and more in the court from the moment my mother died, and he
never saw me from one year's end to another. Hisinfluence and the power of the House of Gundar grew
and spread as he worked through the years, and | was proud of him, knowing that al he achieved would
be mine one day. | waswell content that my father should never seek me out, for it meant | could do as|
pleased.

The sunrisesearlier herethan in Verfaren by some hours, but it can damn well rise without me today. |
have pulled the heavy shutters closed. | will deep late, | think. | shdl tell Beryswhat | have discovered
about Lanen s pregnancy sometime soon, but tonight | am weary. It will keep.

Berys

| have accomplished the second great work of my riseto power. Thefirst wastheraising of the
Demonlord; now the College of Magesisno more, and most of the Mages are dust and bone. | have
sent one of the Rikti to discover what became of the Lord of the Fifth Hell. It did not survive. | had
hoped it would be set free when the building was destroyed, to create havoc to its hearts content. Alas, it
was not to be. Sent down to the True Desth in a senseless battle by the dragon that stole away my prize.
However, Marik tels me that thisis the one called Shikrar, whose full true name Marik taught me some
time past. That knowledge gives me agreat power over it. If | invokeitstrue nameinits hearing, | will
have absol ute power over it. What alovely thought.

| regret the passing of that particular demon: dl that power, al that focussed will so well controlled, now
lost to my hand. | will haveto think of a suitable return for that death.

Itiscurious. | did not redlise that | would be so weary. | was not this spent when last | summoned the
Lord of the Fifth Hell—though | suppose, last time, it wasn't killed either. Ah, well, such are the fortunes
of war. And | have discovered that in dl the activity | have left my book of Marik'sthoughtsin Verfaren.
It isannoying, truly, but of no great consegquence, as| have the book of my own thoughtswith me. | trust
him ashetrustsme, that is, not a dl, but heis shaky in his sanity and hisimagination has ever been
greater than bis capacity for action. He does not seem to have no-ticed anything amiss. If | werehe, |
would have demanded the sac—rifice of the girl the instant she was captured, but he accepted my plea of
weariness and other more important tasks to hand.

| must remind mysdlf from time to time that heisnot afoal. It istoo easy to discount Marik. At least now
that he needs meto keep hispain at bay, he will not easily rise against me. He does not seem to have his
old ambition since | returned him from mad—-ness. Perhaps he fears me? That would be pleasant.

The Demonlord has sent one bit of good newsaswell. It saysit can smell land. It should reach the
Kolmar coast in lessthan aday, likdly by early afternoon, Verfaren time.

Thereis so much to do tomorrow. | cannot hope that the De-monlord will arrive herein the East by
nightfal: it will dmost cer-tainly takeit at least another full day to fly the distance, possibly more, and the
power | have provided it will run out at midday to-morrow. | must cast the spell yet again, send it my
own energy yet again. Golemsaredraining. Itisaswell that | have the power of our tame Hedlersat my
bidding. However, | do not wish to squan—der it. | believel shdl haveto take up my dternate
arrangement. If | understand the ancient scrolls of Persthe Hermit correctly, thereisaway to ensoul a
golem, asoulless congtruct, which will giveit continued power and movement without further invest—-ment
of time or energy from me. Thetrick isthat the Demonlord gave up his soul many thousands of years
snce, so | will need an—other soul to endave the golem that isthe Black Dragon. Pers never thought of



two mindsin the one place, but extragpolating from hiswork, | think | will be ableto arrange for the mind
of the sacrifice to be superseded by that of the Demonlord. | suspect thisal will make the sacrifice quite
mad, but the man | havein mind isonly avery short distance from madness a the best of

times. No grest loss. | have only ever promised to end his pain. Thereislittle pain in madness, asarule.

| will confess, | look forward to watching Marik's face when heredisesthat | have brought him along as
avictim. His daughter would have been most useful, it istrue, but sheislost to us for the moment.
Favoured of the Goddess, pah! But the Holy Bitch iswanton and seldom bestows her favoursfor long.
Those who spesak with the Voice are often | eft bereft very soon after. | will seek out the girl again soon,
for sheismy link to Marik of Gun-dar's blood and bone, aswell as holding the dominance of the
De-monlord in her veins. Far too valuable to leave wandering theworld. All | need doislet the
Demonlord loose to work hiswill and destroy the Kantri, and she will have no more protectors.

Asit happens, | have dready thought of this. When | sent her into deep againgt her will, | linked oneend
of ademonlineto her boots. If | redly need her before the Demonlord has got rid of them dl, I will be
ableto reach her in the blink of an eye, no mat-ter how many dragons cluster round her.

Asto the more mundane side of things, King Gorlak of the East Mountainsis consolidating the Four
Kingdoms for me by conquest. He took the North Kingdom swiftly, and reports | re-ceived just before |
left Verfaren would seem to indicate that 11sawas about to fall. I'm only surprised it hastaken himthis
long, everyone knows ancient King Tershet is childless and senile. Though perhaps he has good generds.
Had good generds. Gorlak saysIIsawill be hisin amatter of weeks, possibly days. He may not realise
that the plague of Hedler-demons | have unleashed will work in hisfavour. At the very leas, it will
digtract hisfoes.

"Marik of Gundar's blood and bone shdl rule al four in oneadone." That was the prophecy made more
than ahundred years gone by a great seer of the demon-masters, before Marik's fa-ther's father was
even thought of. | have studied long, and | am certain that it meansthat Marik's only child, thisLanen, is
des-tined to rule the Four Kingdoms of Kolmar, and so shewill. At my side. Or under my foot.
Depending on how you look &t it. Theline before that is"When the lost ones from the past live and more
infight of the sun"—I am certain that that line refersto the restoring of those the Demonlord created
nearly five thousand years since. That has cometo pass, entirely without my assistance, but two days
since. The prophecy istaking shape, and | will do dl | may to help it comeinto truth, aslong as Marik's
blood and bone is bent to my will.

And with the Kantri gone and the Demonlord bound to her bidding and she to mine—well, it was never
said how long she would reign. Accidents do happen.

Maran

| shared alate breskfast with Will of Rowanbeck. Nice lad. He told me what Lanen and her other half
had done up in the High Field afew days since. I'd seen part of it in the Farseer, but I'd had no way of
knowing what the true effect had been on the little dragons. The Lesser Kindred, he called them. Hetold
me about raising Salerafrom akit, and how he had loved her asachild even before she had been
transformed. It was dl intriguing, to say the least of it. | was looking forward to speaking with this
cregture.

Will didn't know when Salerawould rgjoin him, but said she had told him it would be this day sometime.
He headed off to speak with Shikrar and Kedra. Dragon mad, that one. | excused myself and said |
would join them | ater.

Once hewas gone | sought out the nearest Servants of the Lady. It wasn't easy to find them; it seems
that al the activity the night before had spooked nearly everyone. This pair, a husband and wife, were
only alittle better than usaless. | wasworried that such people could not truly pass on Mother Shias
forgiveness, but Sheis merciful and consdersthe intent rather than the messen—ger. | felt the usua
deep-seated pain and then the release as the Rakshartrace was removed. | had never found anyone who
could tell mewhy it hurt so much, despite making me fed agreat ded better at adifferent leve. | had
begun to wonder if it were possi—ble to—if perhaps| waslosing abit of my soul whenever | used the
Farseer. It wouldn't surprise me anymore. | |eft adonation, said afervent prayer, and went off to look for



the others.

They weren't hard to find. They were in the centre of acircle of folk standing around a bloody great
dragon sat in the ruins of what had been the College of Mages.

Wedll, whatever € se happened, this was going to be worth seeing.

Rdla

| keep hoping that people are going to surprise me. | don't know why | bother. Lanen isthe only onein
years who has man-aged to do so. Oh, and Jamie once or twice.

| had had afew hours deep, no more, when Hygel chapped at my door. "Mistress Relleda, you need to
come. Now," he said quietly.

| knew that tone of voice, and in any case I'd dept in my clothes. When | opened the door and saw his
expression | started moving. "Rouse Jamieif he's not wakened yet. Where do | need to be?'

"The College," replied Hygd. "I'll follow as soon as| may."

"Bring chelan!" | caled as| headed out the door.

| ran down the deserted streetsto find alarge crowd gathering around Shikrar. Kedrawas gone—-just
aswdll, really. | wished yet again that the damn great things had facia expressions; those faceplates of
theirs looked like concealing masks. On some, like young Salera, they were beautiful. On Shikrar, who
was the colour of old bronze, it just looked—impassive. Unconcerned. Other-worldly. Other.

| fought my way through ahaf circle, severa deep, of the cu-rious and the disbelieving, giving way & the
front to the angry.

Oh, Hells.

"By my namel giveyou my oath, | did aslittle damage as| could, but there wasthe Lord of the Fifth
Hell tofight,” said Shikrar, hisvoice cam and reasonable. Helay, seemingly at ease, amid the ruin of the
courtyard, with no one to stand beside him. Wherein dl the Hells were Lanen and Varien?

"What was ademon doing here?" shouted an old woman. "Thisisablessed place, or it was until you got
herel"

"Daughter, | did not summon the creature,” said Shikrar gen-tly. | shivered. Hisvoice at least was much
in hisfavour, so musi-cd, o expressive. The Rakshasaare our life-enemies, there is ahatred between
usthat goes deep in the blood. | fought and de-feated it. Why do you aim your anger at me?"

"Goddess help us, the Collegeisin ruinsand al the Mages dead! Do you say that one demon did all that,
with no help from you?" cried alarge man at the front of the—well, yes, might aswell call it amob.

"They have not al perished,” replied Shikrar. "One of the Magidtri lives, and some score of younglings
escaped aswell."

"So where are they then? If you saved them, shouldn't they be here defending you?”

| had opened my mouth to speak when aloud voice behind me called out, "If you will seek them out at
The Brewers Arms, | ex—pect you'l find them fast adeep.” Jamie strode through the crowd. "It was near
dawn when dl was done. If you will only hear truth from one of your own then seek out Magister Rikard.
The only innkeeper with the courage not to bolt his doors was Hygd, and hetook usal inlast night. Or
this morning, depending on how you look at it."

"Who are you, then?' asked avoice from the crowd.

"Nobody," Jamie replied, grinning like awalf. It wasn't acom-forting sight. "1 just happened to be there
when dl the fighting was going on last night." He bared afew more teeth. "Oddly enough, | don't recall
seeing any of you."

Jamie, you idiot, that's not going to help, | thought, wincing as alow growl seemed to wander of itsown
accord among the crowd.

"That damned dragon killed the Magisiri and destroyed the College, and thereit Sitsin the midst of its
handiwork!" cried one, pointing at Shikrar. At those words, amurmur of assent ran through the mob, and
it began to surge forward. What they

thought they were going to do to adragon | can't imagine, but when you get that many angry people
together, good senseisthefirst thing to leave.



"Foolishness," said Shikrar, sounding dightly amused and seem-ing to ignore the movement towards him.
Hewas ill lying down. Well done, Shikrar, | thought, redlisng that he had chosen his position carefully.
Y ou'reatouch lessintimidating like that, and you look relaxed. Good thinking. "At least dlow meto be
bright enough to fly away, having caused such destruction, lest the good folk of the town comein the
morning to avenge my evil deeds upon my hide."

"Nonsense!" cried aloud voice from the back, and "Make way for Magister Rikard!" This sparked a
swift-rushing murmur of "It'saMagigter, one of them survived, it's Rikard, hell tel usthetruth.”

Ah, Hygel, you old fox, | thought. Small wonder you're one of my best agents. Good man, excellent man,
as Shiahears me I'll see you promoted for this.

The crowd parted and a double column of bleary-eyed stu~dent mages marched towards Shikrar,
Magister Rikard at the rear. When they reached the open space before the crowd, the little group
divided itsdlf, one column to either Sde, Magister Rikard remaining in the centre.

"It cheers my heart to see so many of you come to offer your thanksto our preserver,” he said asloudly
as he could. "Wereit not for the dragon Shikrar here, we would be in even worse case this morning than
weae."

"What happened, Magister?' called avoice, and al the others chimed in asking the same.

"It was Archimage Berys," said Rikard loudly, a which slencefell like aleaden blanket.
"Hewaskilled?' cried the voice, dangeroudy angry now.

"No, moresthe pity," said Rikard. "He was the cause of the destruction.”

"Y ou've dways hated Berys," accused the same voice as ashort powerful man with grey-shot brown hair
stepped forward. He continued. "Weve dl known it for years. Why should we believe you?'
"Becauseit's bloody true!" shouted one of the students. He wastal and gangling in the way of young
men, his close-clipped red hair blazing in the morning sun. He strode towards the loud objector, until
Rikard motioned him to stop short. "Who are you, then?' asked the lad aggressively. "I didn't seeyou
here last night, when we were damn nigh killed.”

Oh, lad, don't take your lessonsin tact from Jamie, | thought, cringing. Y ou'll never make afriend again.
"I'm Tolmas, stonemason and builder,” replied the man hotly, "and I've afamily, young man. | kept them
safelast night. Fight-ing demonsisyour work, not mine."

"Fighting demonsiswork for al of us, Master Tolmas," said Shikrar quietly.

"Except for Berys," snapped Rickard. "He'sthe one that called that abomination down on us.”

"How do you know?" replied Tolmas, undeterred. "And how did you escape and dl? We thought al the
Magidiri werekilled."

"l anthelast," said Rickard, hisface stony. "To answer your question, Tolmas, | escaped because | was
suspicious, and when | saw the armed guards at the doors, ere ever the Archimage ar-rived, | ran. | am
arank coward but I live. Are you answered?"

| winced for him. He was astraight arrow, sure enough, but | didn't see the need for truth that stark.
Maybe| could give him lying lessons.

"Then how do you know thiswas al Beryssdoing?" snarled Tolmas, speaking il for the crowd.
"Hedoesnt. | do," said thetall lad.

"Aye, and who in dl the Hdlls are you anyroad?' demanded Tolmas.

| heard rather than saw a dight movement at the back of the crowd. Will, Vilkas, and Ard had arrived,
and behind them Varien and Lanen were moving swiftly towards us.

"M'name's Chalmik," said thelad sullenly. | couldn't blame him. Never mind sullen, I'd have been furious
if someloudmouth

had been annoying me after 1'd fought for my life, but I think he was too weary for it. "I've been at the
Collegefor four years. | wasto take my warrant exams next month. Wasn't doing too badly ei-ther." He
glanced behind him and said laconicdly, "Not too many warrants going to come out of there, now, are
there?'

"Wasit redly Berys?' asked anew voice. "Did you see him?' Thiswas an older woman. Her voice
trembled, poor soul. They had al trusted him.



"Yes, it wasredly Berys, him that was the Archimage." Chalmik's voice rose and he pitched it to carry to
the back of the crowd. | was impressed. ""He showed up wearing robes with de-mon symbolson 'em,
asked us students if we wanted to side with him and the demons, and when we refused he called up his
little pets and threw them a us while helaughed,” said Chamik. "I've never seen such coldhearted evil in
my life. Oh, it was Berysa-right, in theflesh and twice asugly. And if | ever seehim again, by the
Lady'shand | swear I'll kill him."

Jamiemurmured, "Get inling, lad,” but very, very quietly.

"What did the dragon have to do with it?' someone cried. Oh, well, yes, it might have been me. Caught
up in the moment. Asit were.

The corner of Chamik's eye shivered, but he never did so crassathing aswink. "Wewere dl gathered in
the main hall, try-ing to get through doors that had been locked with sorcery. We were about to choose
whether we'd rather be cooked in the fire or eaten raw by the demon when some voicethe size of a
mountain cals out to stand away and we saw this huge claw come through the wood like it was so much
paper.” He grinned back at Shikrar. 'We thought it was another demon at first, but it pulled the doors off
and let usout. If wed been in there another minute, weld al have died. My word to the Lady on it. He
saved us"

A middle-aged woman moved out of the main crowd then. She was short and stout, but with abright eye
and akind, wor-ried, very pdeface. It didn't take a Hedler to redlise that she wasin shock. Ignoring
Magigter Rikard, she walked straight up to Chamik and laid her hand on hisarm. "My daughter isa
student.

She'sdoneredly well in her Hedlerswork. Magistra Erthik said she'd be a fine worker with women and
babes." The woman glanced a ong the scant faces of the score of students, her eyes seeking desperately
what her heart knew was not there. I don't see her. Her name's Elishbet. Please—please—where are
the others? Whereis my daughter?”

Chamik, that great gawk of an awkward young man, leaned down and took the woman'shandsin his,
camly. "She's gone to the Goddess, Mother," he said, gazing straight into her desolate eyes. "I'm so
terribly sorry." Hisvoice shook then, but only for an ingtant. " Elishbet was afriend of mine. Y ou should
be proud of her. Shewasadamn fine Heder."

The woman nodded once to him, siood motionless for amo—ment, then went over to Shikrar. Chalmik
followed, at adiscreet distance. So didweall.

Shikrar regarded her gravely. She stared at him. "Y ou killed the demon, did you?"

"l did, Lady,” hesaid smply.

"Y ou're not even scratched.”

"l was badly wounded," he answered, hearing the accusation under the statement. "Two of the students
honoured me and hedled melast night. If you careto look, you will find the new scale on my back and
my right flank. Itislighter in colour than therest.”

He shifted himself so that she could see. She went right up to him and touched the new scale, noting the
extent of it. It covered haf hisback, but at that moment it was her bravery that wrung my heart. "That'sa
right bad wound, sure enough. But perhaps you don't fed pain likewe do.”

"Despitethe hedling | fed it even now, Lady, | assureyou,” he said, keeping hisvoicelevd. "If the
students had not been so kind to me | would be in agony for many moonsto come, at the very best.”
Shestared up a him. "They had to hedl you so you could kill the thing?*

"No. | killed it firgt."

"But you didn't kill it beforeit killed dl the other Mages," she said, anger risng with every word. Y ou
didntkill it before it murdered my daughter, damn you!" She balled up her fistsand struck out at him as
hard as she could, again and again, putting her back into it, beating out her pain on that dark bronze hide.
Y ou could seethat he bardly fdlt it.

The crowd shivered but Shikrar ignored them. He lowered his great head to the level of her eyes, dowly,
s0 as not to frighten her, and he spoke as gently as he might and still be heard.

"Lady, my only child still lives, so | cannot know your pain: but | sivear on my soul that | destroyed the



Rakshatheingant | could. | am not agod.” At that she stopped striking him and looked up, into those
huge eyes s0 near her own. Shikrar's red soulgem blazed in the morning light. "I am not some beast out of
legend, with magical powersto change the way thingsare. | am acreature of thisworld, likeyou, flesh
and blood. | canfalil, likeyou. | did what | could. If | could turn back time and save every single soul
who died last night, | would do it, wereit to cost my own life— but | cannot, and such words are empty.
| grievefor your loss, Lady, as| do for al those whose loved ones are gone to the Winds, but | am not
responsiblefor it. Y ou must ook to Berysfor that."

She stared at him ill, not even seeming to notice that she was starting to shake. Chamik moved up to
stand beside her. "M other, come, let me help you, you're in shock—"

"I'm not your mother,” she snapped. "My child isdead.” Her anger gave her just enough strength to turn
away from Shikrar, but a her first step her knees gave way. Chalmik caught her asif he had been
expecting it and haf led, hdf carried her gently away.

That was the turning point. It was asif astring had been cut, or aspell released. The crowd let out its
collective breath. Those who had no oneto look for drifted away. Of the rest, some few went to speak
with Magigter Rikard, but most moved forlornly towards the ruins of the College and arted to shift the
rubble.

It is such ahuman thing. Even when wethink al hopeis gone we still 1ook, not able to understand such
devastation and degth, not willing to let such aterrible disaster bered al at once. Welook, just in case
there might be someone trapped, someone

escaped by some miracle, who still needs our help, every dightest noise shattering through us as hope
triesto return in the face of terrible tragedy, aswe listen for what we know will not come— but we
cannot help it. It isin our bones. Move stone. Shift rubble. Dig down to ground level. Look for survivors.
Look for bodies.

Shikrar, watching three men trying to shift alarge lump of wall, rose with asigh and went to help.

We had dl been willing to do our part, but Shikrar did most of thework. Vil and Ard were gone, with
Will aswitness, to make their peace with their former comrades and Magister Rikard. Therest of us
took alittletimeto rest and speak together. Jamie came over to join Varien, Lanen, and me, and Lanen
stepped for-ward into Jami€s waiting arms.

Lanen

"Jamie," | whigpered in his ear aswe held each other tight.

"Lanen, my girl," rasped Jamie, stretching up to kissmy cheek. "Don't you ever do that again!™

| laughed, as he knew | would, my arms about him. "I swear, I'll avoid demon-mastersin future!”

"Just you do that, foal child," he said, moving back alittle and feigning a cuff a my head. He kept hold of
one of my hands, though. "I thought 1'd taught you better than that.”

"l wasfighting magic, after dl," | saidin mock self-defence. "But it'strue. | oweyou my fifeagain.” My
hand gripped his and found an answering pressure the equa of mine. "Goddess, Jamie," | said, shivering,
"| was sure we were dead—"

"Now, my girl, no need to go over it," he said. "It'sdone. Y ou're safe.” We embraced once more, and |
whispered, "Thank you, my father,” before let him go.

Varien cameto my side and without warning went down on one knee before Jamie and bowed his head.
| ignored Bella's unladylike snort.

"l am more deep in your debt than ever | might repay,” he said

solemnly. "'l wastoo far distant last night to help my beloved when her need was greatest. If ever | or
mine may serveyou, only let " your desire be known and it will be done.”

"| thought you owed me one anyway, for letting you marry Lanen,” said Jamie, grinning.

Varien rose and returned the grin. Then the score stands at two."

"I'm glad that's settled. Now if you two are finished posturing, thereis still work to be done,” said Rella
pointedly.

Jamie had been watching the workers and shook his head. "No need, my girl." He nodded at Shikrar.



"He's better than ten horses and two score men,” he said quietly. "I just wish to the Goddess they had
something worth looking for."

"They won't find adl the bodies, you know," muttered Chamik asVil, Ard, and Will rgoined us. That fire
wasn't natural. 1t burned hotter than redl fire, that's what set the stones ablaze. And the demon—I saw it
pick some of them up and—and—" He stopped and turned away .

"And what, boy? said Jamie sharply. "Say it!"

Stung, Chalmik whipped around and shouted, "It ate them!” far too loudly. "It ate them, right? It didn't
even kill themfirg, they weredl screaming until it bit—"

And Chalmik ran around a corner. The sound of aperson be-ing violently sick isunmistakable. My own
belly heaved in sympa-ithy. Takeit easy, little ones, | thought to my babes. All iswell.

Vilkas began to draw in his power, but Jamie put ahand on hisarm. "No, lad, leave him be," he said.
"He needsto get it out of hissystem. Hell be the better for it." Jamie glanced a Rella, who nodded.

"l remember what it waslike, seeing violent degth for thefirst time," she murmured. "VVomiting isthe least
of it. The nightmaresthat will come, if they haven't dready—those are thewors.”

| shuddered. Perhaps | hadn't been so badly off, therein my silent cell.

Chalmik returned. He looked rather greener than | prefer to see people, but he seemed to be alittle
better.

It'sashame, redlly, that Salerachose that moment to land more or less directly in front of him.

He cried out and stumbled backwards, but as no one else seemed to be bothering to panic he gathered
his scattered dignity about him and stood firm. Amazed, but firm.

Will was a her sdein amoment, grinning. "Welcome back, lass. I've missed you.”

"And | you, Father," she said.

There was athump from Chalmik's direction, which we al charitably ignored.

"Though | have spent my time well," she added. | noted with some pleasure that her speech was
improving, though she sill poke dowly and carefully as her mouth grew accustomed to the shape of
gpeech. "My people and | have made oursalves known to the Kantri and to the Dhrenagan, the
Restored.” Sdleras eyeswere gleaming, blue as asummer sky. "Welivein atime of wonders! We are
sso0 many, Hwill, and dl so different! | never dreamed of this bounty ere we Awakened." Her wingswere
fluttering in her excitement. " So many minds, so many soulsto see the world and learn from one another.”
"Have they taken to your people, then?" asked Will, anxioudy.

She lowered her head and touched his forehead with hers, just for an instant, to reassure him, for al the
world asif she were ahuge, bright copper cat. "Do not fear for us, my father. We dl are the same
Kindred. My people and |, the Aida, the Awakened, to—~gether with the Dhrenagan and the Kantri—we
are facets of the same soulgem. The Kantri"—and here she sighed—"the Kantri cannot help themselves,
asyet. We appear to be younglingsin their eyes, and in truth we are new-cometo our true lives, but we
arenot nearly o young asthey think. Still, al isnew, dl ischanged. They will surdly learnto seeusin
time"

Varien stepped forward. Instantly Sadera bowed, the sinuous bow of the dragon-kind. He reached out to
touch her jaw, agreet-ing, abrief caress. "Littling, | beg you, have patience with us," he said gendy. "For
thousands of winters we have sat round firesin our chambers, telling over the old tales to passthe long
nights

For five thousand winters, Salera, we have told the Tae of the Demonlord and tried to find someway to
communicate with the Lesser Kindred. In dl our dreams of restoring the Lost, we never imagined that
you were growing into adifferent people! Name of the Winds, it isyet less than a seennight sSince you
and your people changed, and not even afull day since the Lost have been restored!” He grinned. "The
Kantri cometo Kolmar, the Lost restored—it isawinter'stale cometo life, awonder as great as your
own Awakening. Bear with us, | pray you."

"We do not bear with you, Lord,” replied Sdera. "Wergoicein you. The wider world is yet so new to
us, and we have much to learn.” Her eyestwinkled. "We al have much to learn. The Kantri do not know



thisland, and there we may assist them. The Dhre-nagan remember it, but not asit is. Much has changed
over thelong ages. They will haveto learn again, an old song transformed, or anew one with echoes of
the old. It will bedifficult a firgt, but surdy wewill Sng together intime.”

"Bloody hellsfire," muttered avoice from near the ground. Chamik hadn't bothered to stand up again,
which | suspect wasjust aswdll. "What isthis?'

Sderagretched her long neck around Will to gaze at Chalmik s seated figure. "'l am not awhat, Master
Gedri, | anawho. | hight Salera, of the Aida. What are you called?'

"Mik," hereplied, staring wide-eyed. "How—youre—talking!"

"It isthe way of areasoning creature to use speech, isit not?" she asked.

"But—but | always thought—I've seen you in the forest, | thought you were. .. just.. ." Heground to a
halt under her un- blinking gaze.

"Beadts," finished Salera. Mik nodded. "We were, but the Wind of Change has blown upon usal. |
believe you are the first Gedri | have met who was not present at our Awakening." Sud-denly she
glanced back a Will. "Father—there are words for afirst meeting among Gedri, | can fed the shape of
them in my mind, but | do not know what | must say."

Will could hardly keep from laughing and Varien was no

better. Men! | replied calmly, "'Tou have achoice, Salera. Y ou can say ‘well-met,' or 'good day/ or you
can giveyour use-name.”

"I have donethat," she said, worried, "but the shape of the wordsis not what it should be."

Mik stood up, brushing off his robes. He approached Salera dowly but without fear. Good lad. "Good
morrow to you, Mistress—uh—Sa—"

"Sdera" | whigpered loudly.

"Migtress Sdera. | am honoured to know you." He put out his hand asif to shake hers.

She stared at it for amoment and looked back at me.

"We shake hands, one Gedri to another,” | said. "Will, come here, put out your hand.”

Grinning like anidiot, Will obliged me and we shook hands. Sderasighed and extended her hand, twice
the 9ze of Mik's, each finger tipped with along sharp talon.

"l cannot,” shesaid sadly. "'l would harm him."

For oncein my lifeinspiration struck at the right moment. "Here, lass, you hold up your hand, but open it
asmuch asyou can." Shedid, and the talons spread wide, leaving the tough skin of her palm exposed.
"Here, Mik," | said. Tou raise your hand too, and touch palms.”

Mik touched Sderas pam briefly and said, smply, "Welcome, Sdera”

"Wel-met, Mik," shereplied.

| couldn't help but smile at the odd solemnity of it, but withal | found myself moved. Asit happens, Mik,
al unsuspecting, wasthefirg to use the gesture of greeting between Aiaakantri and Gedri that isnow
commonplace.

It's a shame the moment couldn't have lasted a bit longer. Ah, well.

Shikrar

| had been crouched over moving stone for some time. My new-healed back began to ache, so | paused,
Sretched my wings

on high and reached out with my head and neck, easing the giff- ness. | had not considered the effect of
my full height on the nearby Gedri—I heard some cursing and, glancing down, saw that most of them had
moved swiftly away from me. | am ashamed to admit that my chief thought wasthet, dl indl, it would not
be a bad thing for the Gedri to remain alittle fearful of usfor atime. There were so few of us, so many of
them; and | was certain that the mob that had come casting accusations would not be the last to blame dl
their troubles on the Kantri, and others might throw more than accusations. It occurred to me aswell that
indl thislong time, perhapsthey had invented some weapon that would do us harm.

In the midst of my musing, my eye was drawn to arobed fig—ure riding towards the town. | paid no



attention until Salerashot into the air not awingspan from me.

My mindvoice was echoed by Varien saswe both cried out to her in truespeech.

"Raksssshi!" she hissed, and launched hersdlf &t the rider on the road.

| could not get airborne nearly as quickly as she, | had to run instead. Out the ruined gates of the College
and swiftly north to where therider sat in the road, his horselong gone, gaping up a Sderaas she
gathered the breath of Fire. | just managed to shel-ter him from her Fire with my wing.

"Rakssshi! Evil!" she cried, trying to maneuver around mefor aclear shot. | had never seen her fly like
this. Shewasamazingly agileintheair, turning on awingtip.

"We do not judge the Gedri, Sdleral” | cried, struggling to pro-tect the creature. "Others of itskind must
punishitif punishment isdue. For al our sakes, control yourself!"

She screamed her frustration and whedled away, breathing her Fire to the Windsin protest.

"You arewise, Old One," said the creature under my wing. The stench of the Rakshasarising from it al
but choked me. The moment Salera had given up her attack, | folded my wings away. It laughed, and the
eyes of the Rakshi gazed back at mefrom

that human face. | pat Fire, carefully missing it by only atalon'swidth.

"Take no comfort from my restraint,” | growled. "1 would sooner destroy you than not, and | would be
lessforgiving than the little one—but you wear the guise of achild of the Gedri."

"An excdlent shield, isit not?" the thing mocked quiedy. "And so hard for their useless eyesto see past.”
"Goddess, it'sHealer Dond!" cried avoice. Magister Rikard came running up.

"Perhgpsit wasHeder Dond," said |, cold fury in my voice. "It isnow the shell around ademon.”

"l wasjudt riding down the road when those things attacked me!" false Dond cried, as more of the Gedri
crowded round. They are ever curious, as arace. The students came along close behind Rikard. Vilkass
dark head rose above the others, at hisside, asever, kind Mistress Aral, and behind her the Lady Rella.
Jamie

"Friend, if either one of them had attacked you, we'd be look-ing at apile of cinders," drawled Rella.
Her voice waslight but her eyeswereflint.

"The big one didn't want to be seen to kill ahuman!” cried false Dond loudly, trying to back into the
crowd. "It said so!"

"Y ou poor man," said anew voice, with nothing of pity about it. I had not seen Maran approach but
there she stood, at the side of the demon-caught Hedler. "Here, this should give you com-fort." She took
something from around her neck and pressed her palm to false Dond sforehead.

He screamed and tried to fight her off, but she held him in agrip that regularly bent iron to her will.
Eventudly severd men managed to remove her hand from hisforehead, but still he screamed. There, as
though it had been graven in hisflesh, was ashape | remembered well. A star with many pointsaround a
cen-tral circle, the pointsin groups of three.

"What have you doneto him!" cried one of the students, who

was drawing in his power to help the afflicted one. False Dondl tried fegbly to fight him off.

"Nothing that would hurt atrue Hedler," said Maran, scowl-ing. "It'smy Ladystar,” she said, holding it up
for ingpection. "I had it blessed thismorning. Just aswell.”

The student laid his hands on false Dona and sent his power into the creature. The Gedri stopped
screaming and growled, agrating, hideous noise from ahuman throat. "L eave off!" it snarled, knocking
over the Healer and standing up. "Gah!" It rubbed the black shape on its forehead.

Magister Rikard made hisway through the gathered folk. Hisface was grim and he glowed aclear blue,
far brighter than the hapless student. "Donal, in the Lady's name, what has happened to you?!

Thething started to curse. Rikard's eyes widened. " True names—perhaps—I call you, Dond of Ker
Torrin, Dond of the East Mountains, Dond ta-Wylark, speak to me!"

The man shuddered violently, closed his eyes, and collapsed. When next he opened them, they were no
longer the eyes of the Rakshi. A plain human stared back at usal. Shaken, revulsed, ter-rified, but
humen.



"Save me, Rikard!" he cried. "It isnot banished, it lurks and waits its chance to take me over once more."
He began to weep, suddenly, shockingly. "Shias heart, Rikard, | beg you, kill me, don't let that thing
come back!"

"How did this happen?' asked Rikard. His voice struck even me as being overly harsh in the face of such
desperation. "Demonsfollow laws. How could they take over aman—a Heder!'—if he did not invite
themin?'

"l did, | confessit!" cried Dond. "For thelove of Shia, | beg you, shrive me, kill me, | cannot bear it!"
"How did you fal?' demanded Rikard.

"Power," said Dond. Hewastrembling in the mild air asthough helay naked in winter. "They gave usal
power, power to hed, so much more than the Lady granted! And dl for so small aprice, that might never
need be paid." Hiswhole body shook now,

hisvoicethick with revulson. "But they have called in our debt. | was drowning until you called meforth,
Rikard. | know not how long | will lagt, | fight it with every bresth asitis”

"How may it be banished?" asked Lanen swiftly. "What have we to do to hel p?*

"It depends. Did you sign in blood?' asked a cold voice, and suddenly Vilkas stood over the wretch.
"No, no, it wasjust alock of hair, that's al they took from any of us." Dond's eyes grew wild. " Save me,
Rikard, it returns. | beg you, take my life before | am lost forever!™

"Y ou poor fool," muttered Vilkas. "From such acompact the only way out isthe death of the
demon-master who made the agreement with you."

"Who did you compact with?' demanded Maran, pushing her way forward. " Quickly, man, aname!"
"Marik of Gundar and Archimage Berys,” Dond replied, pant-ing, as one who hasrun along race. "It
returns—in Shiasname, | beg you, strike to the heart while yet my soul has hope of para-dise!”

Maran went to draw her sword, Rella pulled out adagger, but they were too dow. | went for my own
weapon, but | wastoo late.

"Now!" screamed Donal, his face amask of terror.

Shikrar'staons pierced his chest, four talons sharp as swords. The Raksha, forced outside the body now
that it was dead, barely had time to scream its frustration before Sderaand Shikrar flamed it into
oblivion.

Shikrar

With hislast breath, the poor Gedri sghed "Thank you" to bright Saleraand to me, and Ieft thislifeto
deep onthe Winds.

| bowed and sent a benison after the departing soul, and be-gan to speak aoud the ancient prayer for
the dead. | had never known it to be used for achild of the Gedri, but the Wind of Change blew stark
acrossusal. Perhapsit wastime for the Wind of Shaping to speak while the world shifted around us.

"May the Winds bear you, Dond ta-Wylark, to where the sun is ever warm and bright. May your soul
find rest in the heart of light. May you join your voice to the Grest Song of Tune, and may those you love
who have flown before meet you and welcome you into the Star Home, the Wind's Home, where dl is
well, and dl isjoy, and dl isclear at last.”

The words were meant to give comfort, but | felt none. | had killed a Gedri Healer in full view of a
hundred witnesses. No mat-ter that | had done so to grant him rel ease from bondage—no matter that he
had begged for that mercy—it wasanill way to be~gin, and | did not like it as an omen.

Lanen

Varien had not flinched, even when Shikrar solved the prob-lem of who was going to rel ease that poor
soul, but | couldn't bear to look at the mangled body. | turned away, deeply regretting my
breakfast—and there she stood. We had been near the back of the crowd when | heard some woman
saying something about a Ladystar, but | hadn't seen who it was.

Maran, my mother, stood at my left shoulder, gazing at Jamie and Rellaas though her heart would bresk.

viii



Heding and Heders

Rdla

"Marik and Berysl He named them before witnesses!” | turned to Jamie, laughing with savage delight,
and saw that his eyes burned with the same fire as mine. "Those bastards seduced that poor fool of a
Heder into selling his soul to demons. They are now outlawsin every Kingdom in Kolmar. Fair game at
lest!"

| had been waiting yearsfor this. The Slent Service had known for some time that Marik had been
building up the House of Gundar, raising smal branch Houses throughout the Four Kingdoms, each with
itsown supply of men and arms, and—rumour had it—its own sorcerer. | had thought that last an
exaggeration.

"They have caled in our debt,” Dond had said. And "They gave us power."

Hdls

| grabbed Rikard from the frantic melee around Dond's corpse. "Where was he quartered, Rikard?
Where did he serve?!

"He worked in alittle branch of the House of Gundar some leagues north of here, towards Elimar,” said
Rikard, still gazing a the body. Rikard's voice wasflat, though with anger or with shock | knew not, nor
cared in that moment. | dragged Jamie alittle gpart.

"Hdlls teeth,” | whispered to Jamie, "that'sit. The House of Gundar. We wereright, damnit, the Healers
areal sold to Marik and Berysthe Bastard.”

"Every one? In dl the Four Kingdoms?' Jamie swore. "Hells, there must be hundreds!”

"And Dond said the debt had been cdled in. If that's an example—"

"Lady save us," muttered Jamie, and I'd swear he turned pale under histanned leather skin. "Hundreds
like him?Walking demons?' He shuddered. "What chance would anyone have againgt them if there were
no dragons by?

"Littleto none," | growled. "But Vilkas said there was another way. The death of the demon-master who
made the pact.” And | felt mysaf smile horribly. Theideaof Beryss death had aways appeded to me.
"The sooner the better.” Jamie's sudden grin frankly blazed. “I'm first inline!™ he cried.

"Only onetiny problem,” | said ruefully. "We don't know where heis."

"Ah," said Jamie, suddenly quiet. "Itisjust aswdl then, isnt it, that we've aFarseer to hand?'

And with that he strode over to face Maran, who stood, head high, waiting for him. | would have greeted
her but she was too busy staring at Jamie, who was giving as good as he got.

They were both closed and armoured, hearts locked securely away. At least, | knew Maran well enough
to see that'swhat she thought she was doing, the poor innocent. Y ou're a blacksmith at heart, my girl, |
thought, wrapping my own fragile heart in stone. Y ou've had no practice. Y ou can't lieto iron.

Jamie, now, hewas alot better at it, but when he saw her like that, so much older, so much like Lanen,
and trying so hard to pretend that she didn't love him with every bonein her body— well, | had known it
was coming, no matter what Jamie said. | was

desperate to turn away. | forced myself to wait and watch.

"Jamie," she said, nodding to him, not trusting herself with more. | swear the sun could have turned green
just then and she'd not have noticed.

"Maran," he said, nodding back.

Lanen, who stood astounded, watching, could wait no more. "Maran!" she cried. Lanen's eyes were
huge with the shock, and | could practicaly hear the clang when her gaze locked with her mothers. They
both just stared for ages, then | swear, with asin—gle breath they both said exactly the same thing, with
exactly the sameinflection.

"Hells tegth!"

| led the retrest. | think Jamie would have stayed, if only to ensure afair fight, but | grabbed bisdeeve
and hauled. | made sure Rikard came too.

The poor souls. It was going to be hard enough without an audience.



Lanen

For thelongest time | just stood there, staring at her. To befair, she was returning the favour. Neither of
us said anything af-ter that first outburst. Everyone else must still have been there— | know Varien was
somewhere near—but | saw no one but her.

Shewas my height or alittle more, though she looked to have twice my strength: her thick linen shirt
covered shoulders wider than mine, and could not hide the impressive lines of her arms beneath. Her hair,
light brown like mine but with a generous coating of silver, was braided and wrapped round her head like
acrown. Her eyes ... ah, her eyes. | knew them. They were the same as those that stared out of my
mirror. And hers were crin-kling at the edges.

"Hullo, lass," she said, grinning suddenly. Her joy was mixed with ameasure of panic, to be sure, but for
al that it was over-whelming. "By my soul, Lanen, but it's good to see you in the flesh.”

"MaanVena," | replied quietly, my mind reehng, my belly

fluttering. Nervous, frightened, angry, floating on asea of wonder and of fury and of longing that
threatened to undo me. "Maran. Mother."

No, it wasn't yet real. Impossible, she was on the other side of Kolmar—"Wheat in the name of sense are
you doing here?’

"I do il have the Farseer, you know," she said, her grin fad-ing to awry smile, her self-control taking
hold again. "I |eft Be-skin while you were on the Dragon Ide. When it became obvious that Marik had
recognised you and knew you for his. By the time you had started back with that new-minted husband of
yours, | waswell on my way. I'd swear it was chance that brought usto meet here," she said, her eyes
narrowing, "but theworld is astrange place at the moment. I'm not so sure | believe in chance just now."”
| suppose | should have been shocked that she knew about Varien but, to be honest, in the face of her
presenceit seemed aminor point. A thousand questions, a thousand blessings and curses and demands
coursed through me. Why did you leave? Why have you not returned until this moment? Was| so
terrible? Did you hate me? Did you love me?

"Why did you want to talk to me?' | managed to choke out. Ah, well, it wasn't the most pressing
question, but it was a start.

She sghed. Thereismuch | need to tell you."

"Isthere, by dl the Hells" | snarled. | hadn't meant to be an—gry with her. | could see her caling on every
ounce of courage she possessed not to fly from me—but | swear, | felt possessed. The words that burst
from me didn't even seem to be mine, at first. "Then why hasit taken you twenty-four yearsto bloody
well come out and say it! Goddess, Maran, was | so terrible you couldn't bear me even for ayear?' And
then it came out, the one thing behind dl my bluster, the one thing every abandoned child needsto know
with al her heart, no matter how grest the fear of the answer.

"Why?" | demanded, my voice high and thin and not my own. "Why did you leave me?* Oddly, | seemed
to be shaking, and my eyes stung. "Why didn't you ever come back?’

My mother lifted her chin, her eyeswintry, her face like car-ven stone. "Lanen, | swear to you, my soul
tothe Lady, | left you because | believed you to bein peril of your life."

"Andwas|?' | asked.

She shook her head, unable to speak, and finaly whispered, "No. | waswrong. | didn't know it for
years." She cleared her throat and managed to reclaim her voice, or most of it. "And even when | knew
you were safe | didn't dare come back.”

"Why not?" | demanded.

She smiled a me then, one corner of her mouth tilted up. "I wastoo bloody scared, what do you think? |
know how I'd fedl if I'd been abandoned.”

"No you don't!" | shouted, my fists clenched. "No you bloody well don'tl”

| didn't know whether to laugh or be sick. It felt asthough adozen mice were quarrdling in my belly. |
had longed for this day from the moment | had understood, asasmall child, that | didn't have amother
like everyone else. Jamie had done what he could and | adored him, but—every girl needs her mother. |



had mourned for her, longed for a mother's touch, been desperate for the wisdom of an older woman, so
many, many times—and now here she was. Now, when | had faced death not once but several times,
now | had grown strong and been wed and had children growing below my heart. | didn't know whether
| wanted to throw mysdf in her arms or punch her in the nose, though if | am truthful the latter wasthe
stronger impulse.

She nodded. "No, you'reright. | don't.”

"Itsterrible!” | shouted passionately, shaking my fistsin her face, my whole body shaking with theterrible
release. "Unloved, unwanted, abandoned—with only Jamieto look after me, and Hadron who hated me
left to bring me up. How could you just walk away from your daughter?!

"Because | was young and stupid and | thought | was saving your life," shereplied sternly. "Lanen, | can't
change what has been or deny that | have been afool and a coward—but | was hoping we might start
agan."

"You'retoo damned late!" | shouted, my voice soaring as years of hurt tore through me. Here | thought
I'd got it out of my soul long Since, the morefool 1. "Y ou're twenty yearstoo late! Where wereyou?
Why didn't you come before now?' | demanded. "Why did you leave me there, my whole life there at
Hadronsstead, with that man? It wasterrible! | thought Hadron was my fatherl He hated me, and for
years| thought | was evil and twisted because | couldn't bear him ether.”

"Lanen—" she began, but | wasfairly started now and | couldn't stop.

"He kept saying | wastoo tall and too like aman and not fit for anything or anyone!" | watched as my
words struck her like so many daggers. Y ears upon years of that terrible loneliness poured over me
afresh, and dl the bitterness, dl the years of desolation, came pouring out in an agonized flood—and she
stood there like arock in astream and boreit. "'l believed him. There was atimewhen | even thought of
killing mysdf to get away,"

Damnation. I'd never admitted that to anyone. I'd barely ad-mitted it to myself.

"If it hadn't been for Jamie I'd have gone mad years ago. God-dess, Maran, how could you leave Jamie
to look after me? Did you ever love him as heloved you? Did you ever even think about him?' My throat
caught, then, as | stood a handspan before her and shouted past the tightness. | wanted her to shout
back, cry, rage, anything, but she just stood there and listened. "Eh, Maran? Did you ever think about
me? Did you ever love me?"'

She never moved.

"Damnyou!" | screamed, and without thought | drew back and struck her ashard as| could across the
face.

She took the blow without flinching. A distant, cool part of my mind took careful note that, whatever else
she may be, shewas bloody strong. "I deserved that, Lanen," she said. Her cmness was infuriating. |
went to strike her again, anything to get areac- tion, but thistime she stepped in and caught my wristina
grip of iron. And held it.

"Listen to me, Daughter,” she said, keegping her voice low and as steady as she could. Her eyeswerethe
hopeless grey of awin-ter sky, but they were sharp and focussed entirely on me. "1 don't expect you to
understand or approve or forgive what | did, but you will hear me." She was breathless, suddenly, and
had to stop and just bresthe. | wrenched my arm, trying to pull away. | might have been achild for al
that her grip loosened.

"When | left you | was sure | was saving your life" she said fi-naly. She closed her eyesjust for an
instant, swallowed, contin-ued. "The demons had found me. Found us. | didn't learn that | waswrong for
Sxteen years"

"Demons?’ | repeated, suddenly shaken. A memory from be-fore memory came to me then: abright
room, dark fear with red eyes, aflash of silvery metd.

"Demons," said Maran, |etting go my wrist. "Have you never wondered why you have that scar on your
right shoulder?' She reached out and touched the exact spot. How in the Hells did she know that?

| shivered. "Jamiesaid | hurt myself when | was—tiny—" | said dowly.

"It'sademon scar, Lanen,” she said, her face unreadable. "Y ou weren't even ayear old. They camefor
me. | had learned how to get rid of them, but that time—that time there were more of them, and they hurt



you aswdll." For thefirgt time her gaze left mine as shelived that moment again. | wondered, in aquiet
part of my mind, how many times she had lived it over the years. "It was such atiny scratch, but you
cried so hard. | had to fight you even to cleanseit. By thetime | was done | was shaking so badly | had
to put you down lest | drop you."

| waited.

"l was younger than you are now, Lanen. | knew solittle of life," she said, and for thefirst time shelet her
guard down alittle. " | knew it waswrong to treat Jamie so, but—"

"Why did you, then?' | demanded.

She gared into my eyes, challenging me. "Lifeis not aways black and white, Daughter. Sometimeswe
just haveto find the shade of grey that we can live with. The sooner you learn that, the better." She
frowned and looked away. "I thought the demons would take you and any who cared for you. My own
lifel never feared to risk, but | could not bear that they should hurt either of you, whom I"—she stopped
and wrapped her arms about herself— "either of you, whom | loved.”

"l see. Youloved us," | mocked. ™Y ou loved us so much you abandoned us for twenty-four years."
Maran sighed, and in that moment her whole armour of sdlf-control dropped away, leaving only a
middle-aged woman with aweary heart. "Bloody stupid, isn't it? Hells, Lanen. | know I'mtoo late," she
sghed. "I know I've done damn near everything wrong, but"—she caught my gaze again and said very
quietly—"my soul to the Lady, Daughter, | loved you and Jamie so much that | mur—dered my own heart
and left you. | could not bear to be your death.”

| shivered again, blinking back tears—and my new deeper vi-sion shocked into me againgt my will. | had
been fighting it, not looking deep into her eyes, not wanting to know, for now | could see the truth of her:
the desperate fear, the courage it had taken to dare this meeting, the resolve that held her to her coursein
the face of such pain, risking dl in the name of hope.

"That'sit, and dl thetruth of it," she said. "I found out about eight years ago that | need not have left you.
The Farseer didn't work theway | thought it did." She managed awry smile. "Beryswasjust being
enthusiagtic. By then, though, | feared—well, this" She shrugged, her hands turned pams up and openin
sur-render. " Should have faced this the moment | learned the truth, shouldn't I? Got it wrong again.
That'sno great surprise.”

She stood there, waiting. When | said nothing—how could | spesk in the face of thisrevelation, with
twenty-four years of thoughts and fedings till fighting to get out?—she nodded, and those broad
shoulders dumped even as her chin rose. "Asyou will, Daughter," she said, and turned to go.

| was ready to curse my new sight, for | could see pain scoring her soul like terrible weals from awhip.
Odd, | thought. That'show | fedl.

Wl yes, idiot. That'sthe point, isn't it?

"Mother?" | whispered after her.

She stopped and turned back to me dowly, hardly daring to believe what she had heard.

"Mother, please, |—oh, Hells, don't bloody leave again!” | cried. She was back in a moment, and we
findly dared an em-brace.

What ever happened to the strength of lonely despair? | asked mysalf mockingly, even as| felt my
mother's arms around mefor thefirst time, even as| clung to her. | thought that was what made us
srong?

No, | corrected mysdf. That was what helped us survive. Knowing that love had not deserted us, even
when we couldn't fed it—-Jamie and Varien, our babes unborn, now perhaps Maran/Mother—that's
what has aways made us strong.

Wedid not hold each other for long, and we both knew as we drew apart that thiswas only the
beginning, but—I cannot speak for her, but | felt something very smdll, very deep insde me, change. As
if awound deep within had stopped bleeding &t last; asif aloose brick deep in awell had been mended
and the clear water could beginto find itstruelevd.

We were not given long to consider our meeting, for a that moment Jamie and Rellacame striding up to
us



"Thank Shiayou two have findly stopped shouting,” growled Rdlla. "I'm sorry, but thereis no moretime
for this. We need your help now, Maran."

She grabbed each of us by an arm and drew us away, past where Rikard and his students were laying
out the body of poor Dond. There was quite acrowd of the townsfolk starting to gather.

Varien appeared again a my sde. | took great comfort from his presence, though | still felt—detached
from mysdlf. Every-thing seemed so unred.

Relawas busy explaining to Maran about the corrupt Hedlers, and why she and Jamie needed the
Farseer. "Can you find him?" she demanded. "1 never have understood the limits of that thing."

"Oh, I canfind him, certain sure," said Maran, frowning. She seemed to be having as much trouble as |
was, trying to wrench her mind back to the matter a hand. "The dragons aren't going to like the smell of
me doing it, though."

"| fed certain that Shikrar will forgiveitsusein so worthy acase," said Varien, acrooked smileon his
face.

Maran shrugged off her pack and carefully withdrew the Farseer. | remember thinking it had no business
looking so nor-mal. Just abig glassbal. "Thereisadifficulty, however. | may well not recognise what
I'm seeing.” Sheturned to Rella "Thisiswhere you get to work for your information, my friend. | gave up
wandering twenty years ago.”

My mother—how strange, to say that!—my mother knelt down, putting the smoky glass globe on the
ground before her knees, and we al gathered round. Will had wandered over to see what we were
doing. Jamie and Rellawere nearest, asthey had travelled most.

| think | was expecting some kind of ritual. Far fromit. She put her hands on either side of it and said
clearly, "Show me Berys" and ingantly an image formed in the globe. It was him, sureenough, inan airy,
well-lit room, adeep in the middle of the day on aluxurious bed. | thought of degping on the stone bench
in my bare cdll and wished him seven kinds of ill.

"It could be anywhere," said Jamie, fidgeting in bis frustration, trying to see around the edges of the
image. "Can you—does the thing move?"

"What do you mean?"

"Getting alook out that window would be agood start,” said Rella, shivering. | looked up. The morning
was gtarting to cloud over and anasty cold wind was gleefully searching out every loose seam and
unmended tear in my old clothing.

"I'll try," said Maran doubtfully, turning back to the Farseer. | noticed she had to be touching it for it to
work. "Show methe view out of the window there."

| blinked. Beryswas gone, and in his place there rose up high, snowcapped mountains, ridge upon ridge
dretching away into the distance, the bright sun gleaming full on the white peaks. Away below and to the
left was alarge placid lake, thefar shorelost in ahaze. In the center of the lake asmal hillock, anidand
ringed with trees, boasted a high and ancient oak in its centre. That wooden monarch stood tall and
leaflessyet, only ahaze of green about it showing that spring was well under way.

Jamie cursed, roundly and cregtively. It helped alittle, but not enough. "He'sin the East Mountain
Kingdom," he spat. "Hells teeth! And damn meif | don't even know the place. It's only bloody Castle
bloody Gundar! Where else? Marik's ancestral home." He rose to hisfeet and stamped about, beating
his frus-tration upon the ground as he paced. "Curseit! If I'd had haf abrain I'd have guessed they'd go
there, but how in the name of the Lady did they get that far away that fast?'

"Demonlines, of course," said Vilkas quietly, and | wasn't the only one who jumped. He, Will, and Ard
had joined us slently, while we were absolutely focussed on the Farseer. Vilkas sounded grim. "Berys
must have set this one up along time ago. Y ou need to trave the distance in the red world to set the
thingsup in thefirst place. He must have been planning thisfor years.”

Jamie gazed up at Vilkas, hiseyesaight again for amoment. "Just remember, lad, I'mfirginline" He
swore. "If we manageto get to himin our lifetimes. 1t's on the other sde of Kolmar, hun—dreds of long
leagues from here. How in al the Hells are we go-ing to get there this Sde of winter?”

"I'd have thought that part was reasonably obvious," said Varien dryly. | shared a glance with him and
amiled. Varien raised his chin in the direction of the mournful little group around Dond'sremains, and



there stood Shikrar, dl thelovely size of him, hisgreat wings folded negtly over his back.

"Oh," sad Jamie. Then | swear, for thefirg timein my life, | saw himblush. "I redly am anidiot," he
murmured, grinning.

"Shikrar cannot carry usall, of course" began Varien.

"Truly," interrupted Vilkas. "It seems clear who must go. Jamieand I...."

"We aretherefore fortunate," continued Varien more loudly, "that there are ahundred and eighty-six
others nearby from whom we may request assistance. | would not ask it of the Aiada, though some of the
Dhrenagan may wish to be of assistance." He grinned. "It will give them something to do.”

Will, who was watching Sderaand paying more attention than the rest of us, said, "That crowd's getting
bloody noisy for mourners.”

Weturned as one. There were quite afew raised voices. | ex—changed a glance with Varien and we
hurried over to where Shikrar stood.

Shikrar

It did not surprise methat they took the Hedler's death ill. Those who had been there—Rikard, the
sudents, afew of the townsfolk who were sifting the ruins of the College—knew the truth. The rest of
those gathered knew only that a Healer had been killed by adragon. | had cleaned my talons of his blood
asbest | could, but there was no water nearby. Dark stains re-mained, testimony that could not be
denied.

To my surprise| noted that many of them bore small weapons—tiny blades, or dightly larger onesthat
must surely be swords. | had heard of swords but never seen one closeto. The largest was not the length
of my least talon, and it was thin and weak beyond belief. Some carried what looked to be thick tree
branches, others had long sticks with many-pronged heads. | breathed asigh to the Winds that they
might not descend to an attack. It would dishearten them so.

Rikard explained again and again, but there were somein the growing crowd that would not believe him.
"Heisinthral to thedragon!" someidiot cried out. "Rikard is corrupted!”

"Rikard isone of thefew who isn't,”" retorted Lanen, loudly. She and Varien led the others, asthey dll
cameto stand by my side. Rikard let out his breath. | think he had been growing anxious.

"Haven't you been listening?" asked Lanen, her voice laden with scorn. | was most impressed at the sheer
volume she man-aged to achieve. It was—arresting, and that was what was needed, amoment to stop
and reflect.

"Most of you weren't here. | was. | saw the demon using Dond's body," said Lanen, only the dightest
quiver in her voice showing her remembered revulsion. "When Magister Rikard ban—ished it and Dondl
returned for abrief moment—my soul to the Lady, he begged desperately for death ere the demon could
take him over once more." Sheraised her head, frowning, her arms straight down at her sdesand her
hands curled tight. "I have been a the mercy of demons. It isaterrible thing—and | was not taken over
as Dond was. For aHedler to be in the same body as some-thing so obscene, so opposed to everything
in the soul of the Lady's chosen ones, and to know of no end and no way out... | can well understand
that death would be welcome. Even desirable.”

There was amoment of silence. Perhaps she has touched them, | thought in wonder. Sheisa
truth-speaker, Lanen, and such truths can be very powerful—but then a strident voice from somewhere
inthe crowd called out, "Is the dragon to get clean away with it, then? It killed aHeder! Dond's blood
yet gainsitsclaws, and it would talk itsway out of paying for murder!"

To my surprise, Salera bespoke me. Quite clearly, too. Aside even from her words, | could not restrain a
surge of pridein her ability, so newly won and aready so well controlled.

"Lord Shikrar, do you focus their attention on you. The Rakshasmell is strong now, whereit was not
before. | go to find its source. Digtract them!™

Very wdl. | would distract them.

| rose up on my back legs, spreading my wingswide, in the Attitude of Defiance. Not appropriate,



perhaps, but it most cer-tainly caught their attention.

"What would you of me?' | cried loudly. Some raised their handsto their ears. Ha, | thought, let you
ignorethat. For sheer volume, we of the Kantri are difficult to surpass. "1 and my peo-ple arethe
life-enemies of the Rakshasa: you may have forgotten that, but it is as true now asit was thousands of
winters past.

Heder Dond confessed his corruption, he admitted before wit-nesses that he had sold his soul to Berys
the demon-master and Marik of the House of Gundar." Quickly, Solera, I can only blus-ter for solong
no matter what Akhor says. "The Lady Lanen hastheright of it, helonged for—"

Towards the back of the crowd, aman cried out as Salerawrapped her tail about hiswaist. "Thississs
anotherrr,” she hissed, her voice diding out of the difficult Gedri speech, her wings rattling with anger, her
deep blue eyes blazing. "Rakshadakh!"

The people round about her scuttled away. Just aswell, perhaps.

"Don't hurt him, Sdleral” cried Varien. Vilkas and Ara werefighting their way through the crowd, aswas
Rikard. Rikard reached them first.

The man, held helplessin the coils of Sdlerastail, was very young even to my eyes, but he bared histeeth
inasnarl a Rikard. "Will you destroy me aswell, then?" he spat. ™Y ou and your pet dragons! Who have
you sold your soul to, Rikard?"

"No one, Rathen,” Rikard sighed. "Which ismore than you can say." Rikard raised his power about him
and sent a shaft of purest blue to surround the man, who cried out. " Rathen of Eli-mar, Rathen of the
South Kingdom, Rathen ta-Seren, speak to me, in the name of the Lady!" said Rikard. His power
blazed. Ra~then gave agreat shuddering cry and wilted.

"Let him down gently please, Sdlera," said Ard assheand Vilkas arrived. They caught Rathen as Sdera
loosed him from her tail, and lowered him carefully to the ground. "Rathen?’ called Ardl.

There was no response, though the body twitched. “"Come on, man, fight it!" urged Aral.

Rathen moaned, opened hiseyes, and sat up. "Mistress Ard?' he said, frowning. "Rikard? Name of the
Lady, wheream 17"

Vilkes

"YoureinVefaren," sad Rikard harshly. "And | know you have made pact with Berys. Have you not
even realised that you have been worn by ademon?’

Rathen went white. "No," he whispered. "Mother Shig, | thought that a nightmare.”

"Itistruth. | have caled you back but | do not know how long the creature may be banished.”

"Save me!" cried Rathen, grasping at Rikard'srobes. "'l swear, Rikard, | only ever used the power when
| was desperate. | used it to hedl, in the Lady's name! Surely that is not so terrible?”

No, | thought. Theterrible part isthat | know you, Rathen. Y ou only got your warrant last year, asa
Heder of thefirst rank. A low leve, to be sure, the lowest warrant thereis, but sufficient for most ills. |
never knew you were so desperate for greater power. "Rathen, was mention ever made of what you
might do should you wish to break the pact?' | asked.

"No," hereplied miserably. He started to shake aswith an ague and gazed up at me, imploring. "Vil,
you've studied demons, | know it. What can | do?' He began to weep. "Vil, how shall | ever escape?’

"Y ou can begin by renouncing the power you havereceived,” | said sternly, and without much rea hope.
At lesst it would be atart.

"I do! | renounce, in the name of Mother Shia, the power granted me by this pact!" he cried doud. For a
moment helooked alittle better. For amoment.

Then, horribly, he began to shrivel. Before our eyes he grew weak and starveling, his eyes sunken, asif
he had not eatenin ayear. "Vilkas" he screamed, his suddenly bony hand clutching desperately a my
robes. "Help me!™

| summoned my power and poured it into him. Thedrain, and his need, wereterrible. It was asif every
act of hedling he had performed in the last year, each of which had its own cost in strength of body and
will, were being taken out of him again, dl at once. | sustained him asbest | might, but | had never known



s0 arduous atask. | had always been proud of my inherent power. In my yearsat Verfaren | had never
truly been taxed by any effort re-quired by my studies.
Thiswas exhausting. No matter how much | gave, it was not enough. Like pouring water through asieve.

Ah!

| used my Sight to look deep into Rathen, and there it was. A wound in hissoul, alink, sustaining
something. The demon? No, there it was, fighting to regain the mastery over him, nothing to do with that
wound. No, thelink went elsewhere ...

Berys.

Without stopping to think | cried out, "Blessed Mother, Shia, Goddess, sever this bond and deliver your
srvant!”

The bond was broken. Rathen screamed once and fell to the ground. The demon also screamed,
frustrated to find defiance where it had expected nothing but ease, and disappeared in agout of
well-aimed Firefrom Shikrar.

With the Sight upon me | saw the flame of Rathen'slife re-duced in that moment to atiny spark, barely
present, flaring its hopel ess defiance againgt the endless darkness that surrounded it.

Stll I let my strength flow into him, protecting that flame, en—couraging it to lifeagain ...

| was not expecting Ard's dap in the face. My concentration was broken abruptly and | shuddered at the
sudden withdrawal from deep hedling. She hit me again, and | redised that she had been shouting & me
for sometime. "Stop, Vilkas Stop it, you'll kill yoursef!”

| glanced down at Rathen. He wasterrifyingly thin, but he breathed yet.

"Good, he'sdive" | said, and fainted into Ara'sarms.

Ard

"Fetch food and drink for them both," commanded Rikard sharply, and | saw severa hurry to obey as|
lowered my beloved Vilkasto the ground. It struck mein passing that | had never had him inmy arms
before and might never again. | desperately desired to hold him to mejust alittle longer—raining kisses
on hisface occurred to me aswell—but | knew that he would recover best if hishead waslevel with his
heart. | banished my

ill-timed longing. Vilkaswas pale as desth. | started trembling.

No, no, don't be stupid, hell befine, | sopped himintime. Just.

"That waswdl done, young Ard," said Magister Rikard as he kndlt to help me make Vil comfortable.
"He's dways been a stub—born so-and-so. At least he had the good senseto listen to you.”

"He's going to be furious with me when hewakes up,” | said, trying to make my voicelight. I'm not at al
sure | managed it.

"Then heisan even greater fool than | thought,” muttered Rikard, "and | shall be happy totdl him soiif
you o wish."

| grinned. "Thank you, Magister, but I'd rather deal with him on my own."

Vil, with hisusua riming, managed to rouse just asthe food ar-rived. Rathen we had to restrain from
eating too much, lest he overburden his newly frail body, but Vilkas ate as though he hadn't seen amorsdl
in weeks and was al the better for it.

And as he began to recover from hiswork, | locked my heart avay again, hidden, safe, unknown. | did
not dare ligen to its stri-dent voice. | knew Vilkastoo well, knew that he felt nothing of the sort for me;
but | still could not give over my stupid longing, hoping—dreaming—that perhaps, one day, he might
recognise hisfolly.

Magister Rikard stood, brushed down his robes, and ad—-dressed the crowd. "They will both live, though
Heder Rathen will take sometimeto recover.” He frowned at those nearest him. "I trust that this has
brought you dl to your senses. Blaming the dragons, forsooth! They are creatures of Order. Our oldest
wis-dom preservesthat at least.”



"But, Magigter,” said Tolmas the stonemason, stepping for-ward, "what now?" He gestured to tekein dl
the ruin of the Col-lege. "What are we to do? The town has dways |ooked to the Archimage for
guidance."

"I will meet with any who wish to look to the future in an hour'stime, Tolmas," said Rikard firmly. "Until
then, let each help asthey may." He Sghed. "Thereis surdly enough for usdl to do.”

Rdla

| haveto say, if | had tried to stage that revelation | couldn't have pulled it off nearly so well. Inthe
generd milling about | hauled Hygd off to aquiet corner and told him rapidly what | suspected about all
the House of Gundar Healers. "Get the word out fast. | don't know how to fight them, so best to tell
everyone to keep out of their way."

"And what are you going to be doing, hey?' he asked.

| dlowed mysdf thefaintest smile. "Ah, now. Privilege of rank, you see. I'm going with this crowd to get
Berys™"

"You cheat. I've dways said 0," he said chearfully. "I live astone's throw from that rat bastard for six
years and you get to take him. It'snot fair.”

"Never mind," | said. "There's every chance well end up as de-mon fodder. If that happens, I'm counting
onyou."

Hyge snorted. "Hal With yon bloody great beastie on your side?' He gestured a Shikrar, who was even
then taking to the air on some errand. "Even Berys can't stand againgt that, surely!”

"| truly hopenot,” | said. " Spread the word, my friend. | think you'll have your handsfull here asitis.”

IX
TheBlack Dragon

Shikrar

"Go where you will, Shikrar, go even with my blessing, but go. | am weary beyond measure,”" moaned
Rinshir. | ghed. The petu-lancein hisvoice was annoying me. "Has the world not changed sufficiently
for you? We dl need rest before we undertake another such journey.”

"l do not demand your presence particularly, Rinshir," | replied ascamly as| could. "Only afew are
needed—the rest may surely remain and recover their strength.”

Those around him had the good grace to be embarrassed a Rinshir'swhinging. | saw severa looking at
my newly hedled wound. No matter, the scaleswould darken with time.

"I do not ask you to cross the Great Seaagain,” | added loudly, addressing the Kantri. The Dhrenagan
listened, but I would no more ask such athing of them than ask my grandson Sherok to fly to the bright
fields of the sun. They had so much to encompass— so much time passed, so much lifelogt, the world so
changed—I would not dream of chalenging them further by asking them to assst the Gedri. "True, there
isnoway of knowing how far there

isto fly, for we have only the Gedri's knowledge of the distance. We go east, towards the far mountains.”
Still there was silence. "I need only two moreto assist me," | repeated, "asthe Lady Idai has offered to
comefor the adventure.”

"Can it not wait, Teacher Shikrar?' asked Trizhe wearily. | knew him for agood soul, but | could tell that
he was genuinely exhausted. He could barely lift his head off the ground to speak. "Give us but afortnight
and you will haveusal & your service."

"Weleaveinabare hour, Trizhemy friend," | said. "But | would not take you even if you offered. You
have nothing | eft to give beyond your goodwill."

"Then let me hdp you," said aquiet voice. It was Dhretan, the youngest of us, aside from my son's son
Sherok who had not yet seen sx moons. Hiswillingness touched me but there was scant time for tact.
"Dhretan, | thank you from my heart, but | fear you could not keep pace with us, especidly burdened,” |
said askindly as| could. However, hiswasthe last voice that spoke. | sighed. So much for volunteers.
"Gyrentikh?' | called softly in truespeech, bespesking him only.



"I was hoping you wouldn't think of me," he said wryly, doud. "I wouldn't mind being lazy, and | sweer |
could deegp afull moon round; but yes, Hadreshikrar, | will come with you," he said. 'Wereit not for you
| might never have wakened from my last Weh degp when the lde of Exilewasdying.” Despite his
words, he did not ook or sound as worn-out as many of the others. "In any case, | do not believe the
Gedri will be much of aburden,” he added with an amused hiss. "They aretoo smdll.”

"Two of them together are perhaps a quarter the weight of abullock,” | said, keeping my voicelight.
"There are few of uswho could not manage o little weight without effort, even over along journey."
"Father, let me comewith you," said Kedraagain. "I am rested enough, | am strong—"

"And you will be the Keeper of Soulswhen | go to the Winds, my son. Our people cannot do without
you. | cannot do without you. Stay here and be for me the voice of Reason with our people, and with the
Dhrenagan,” | replied to him done. Aloud | said only, "No, Kedra. Y ou must stay and look after your
young son. He has much to learn and he needs hisfather.”

"Very wdl then. If no onedsewill hepyou, I'll come dong,” said adisgruntled voice, and to my
agtonishment | realised it was Alikirikh who had spoken. | did not know her overwell, but | knew her
history. She was among the older of us. Her mate Lirh had been agood, kind soul, but he had goneto
the Winds soon after the last of his younglings was born. She had turned bitter at bis passing and for
many a hundred winters now had kept her own counsd and company, seeing only her children and
shunning therest of us. She wasthe last creature | would have thought would volunteer for such atask,
but | wasin no position to argue.

"Blessings upon thee, Alikirikh. Of your kindness, my friends, prepare yoursel ves now, for we must go to
Verfaren to collect the Gedri and be on our way as swiftly asmay be." Turning to the others, | said, "As
for the rest of you, O my people, and ye Dhrenagan, ye Restored, whose presence is such balm to our
hearts, rest well and recover yourselves. | would beg you dl to have patience with the Gedri, should you
have dedlings with them while we are gone, for they are intensay curious and will amost certainly seek
you out. Remember of your courtesy that, here and now, however foolish it may seem, we are legendsin
this place. Mogt of those who see us are likely to beterrified first and angry after. Try to think of them as
younglings, and re-member that we are new-arrived in their land. | will seeyou al when | return.”

| et Varien know who was coming. "Alikirikh? Shikrar, are you certain?'

"l am as surprised asyou, my friend," | said. "Perhaps our voyage here has reminded her that theworld is
full of new experi—ences, and that there are many kinds of good in the world.”

Lanen

We snatched some food, for it was now long past midday, then joined Vilkas, Ara and Will, Jamie and
Rella, and my mother Maran. Jamie, Rella, and the Healers were dl desperate to get away, to get to
Berysas swiftly as possible to stop him. | could understand it but | can't say | was convinced.

My heart misgave meferocioudy. Only by the grace of the Lady, Jamie, and Shikrar was| diveat dl. |
could not forget that Berys had said | was the most precious thing in the world to him when he learned of
my mingled blood. | couldn't help but fed that the most sengible thing for meto do wasto stay asfar
away from him as humanly possble. | took Varien asde for amoment and put it to him.

"| cannot argue with you, dearling,” he said solemnly, "and | would not place you in danger for dl the
world. Perhaps we could remain with the Kantri until the others return?

"What, you mean rest?" | teased. 'Together? In safety? Surely not.” | grinned a him. "If thiswerea
proper bard's tale we'd be going along with the others, intent on revenge to the exclusion of everything
else, including good sense.”

Helaughed. "Ha! Let us confound the ballad-makers, then, and take our ease.”" He kissed me lightly.
"We have surely deserved it. Very well. Let usgo and tell our comrades of our decision.”

They were dl assembled in the shdlter of the one corner of the College that ill stood: therewas at least a
portion of roof to keep off the rain that threatened, and there was room enough for Saleraand Shikrar,
though Idai, Gyrentikh, and Alikirikh had to wait outwith the crumbling walls. Tolmas the sonemason and
severa dozen others from the town were there aswell, to hear what Rikard might say about their future,
that for so many years had depended on the College of Mages. The assembled Gedri—I shook myself—



people stared a Shikrar in astonishment, and at Sderain disbelief.

Rikard took a deep breath and began. "There are two chief matters before us,” he said. "First and most
obvioudy, | have much to tell you of the destruction of the College and our hopes

to rebuild, but that will have to wait, for there are those here who must leave as soon as may be." He
nodded to us. "Thereis newsthat will be hard to hear, but hear it we must. Ignorance would belolly.
Pray you, hearken to Mistress Rdlla.”

"Those of you who were around earlier saw what happened, with the Healers Dond and Rathen,” said
Rella, and speaking quickly, shetold them of the demon-haunted Healers. Over the shocked swearing
she continued. "We know beyond doubt that Magister Berys, he who was Archimage, has been the
source of their temptation and the one who must bear the blame for this ob—scenity.” She drew adeep
breath. "What this meansisthat you cannot trust any Hedler, apart from Rikard and those students whom
you see before you, not to be the victim of demonic posses—sion.” Now that brought a hiss of indrawn
breath. "Berys has taken even that fundamental surety away. Those who serve the House of Gundar are
amost certainly tainted. For the rest, we cannot tell, but the dangers are too grest to take chances. The
best we can do isto recommend that you only trust Healers who wear a Ladystar in contact with their
skin. The demons cannot bear the touch of that symbol of Her power."

"We cannot livethusfor long, surdy!" cried Tolmas, the others echoing hiswords. "And evenif we are
so fortunate as to have Rikard and the others, what may be done for those who live dse-where? His
brow was deeply furrowed. "My sisters son dwellsin Elimar, and bisyoung lad isnot well. What ishe to
do?How will he know who to trust? And how shall we dedl with any of the tainted ones who approach
us?' Helowered hisvoice. "Surely we need not kill them?'

"We leave this very hour to seek out Berys and destroy him," said Jamie stoudy. " The desth of the
demon-master breaks the spell. They will be free."

"Aye, well, if you manageit, al well and good," countered Tol-mas. "But the Archimage aswas, hé'sa
powerful man. He may not be so easy to kill, and in the meantime how are we to protect our—selves?
Demonswalking in the shapes of men. Shiapreserve us," he muttered.

"Wewill keep watch, day and night,” replied Rikard heavily. He opened the top of his clasped robeto
reved the new Ladystar that hung above his heart from adlver chain. "It will take more than one of usto
restrain them, so we will movein groups of three. We are very few, das, and | fear..."

"Magiger," said Sdera, raisng her voice only enough to be heard clearly. "I hight Salera, of the
Aidakantri. My people and | have spoken of this, and we believe there is a better solution.”

Those who had not heard Salera before stared, dack-jawed, at thisimpossibility. Surely that was one of
thelittle dragons, spegking!

"There are not full five hands of the true Hedlerswho yet live," she continued. "If one or two of you are
able to subdue these crea-tures, rather than three, it would leave more free to watch and ward, perhaps
to go abroad in the world to seek them out if that is needed; | have found'—here she paused to
concentrate—"three hands of my fellow Aidawho have said they will assst. If we work together, surely
weadl will benefit."

Rikard's eyes were nearly as wide as those of the townsfolk and he obvioudy could not spesk, so | did.
"Salera, you are most generous, and | know the Hedlers appre-ciate your offer. Areyou certain that this
isbest for you?' | added in truespeech, for Varien had told me that she could heer it, "Dear Sdera, thisis
agreat work and agreat danger you under—take. What so moves you to generosity towards the Gedri?
It will be hard, and not al will accept you for the reasoning creatures that you are. If you seek to do this
as akindnessto my people, for my sake and Varien's, know that it is not necessary."

"I know that well, Lady Lanen/Mother" shereplied, her mindvoice calm and clear. "It is because they do
not yet know usthat it must be done. For our own protection, the sooner we are able to assist the Gedri,
to spesk with them for longer than a brief moment, the sooner will they come to see usfor who we now
are" | could hear the determination in her thoughts. "There is aso an undeniable pleasure in knowing that
wewill bework-ing againgt our life-enemies. Fear not, Lady/Mother. Thisis not misplaced gratitude. |
have spoken with my people at some length, and it has been decided.”



Aloud shereplied only, "It isdecided. If the Gedri will accept our offer, we will work together against the
Rakshasa™

Rikard had mastered himsdlf and said solemnly, Tour offer isablessing beyond hope, Sdera of the
Aida We accept gratefully.”

"The blessng of the Winds and the Lady go with you then, Salera,”" said Varien, hisgloriousvoice bam
and benison. "The Wind of Change has blown roughly acrossusal of late. | rgjoice that you and the
Aidaare cdled to be the Wind of Shaping. Good fortune attend you," he said, and in broadcast
truespeech he added, "Remember that truespeech is not limited by distance, and that the Kantri for the
most part will be near. Lanen and | will be among them. If ever you have need of us, you have only to
cal upon us”

She stared at him in surprise and responded in the same broadcast truespeech he had used. "L ord
Varien, have you not seen? Y ou and the Kantri, al save afew, journey east thisvery day with the whole
people of the Dhrenagan.”

| dea responded while the rest of us stood speechless. She hur-ried into the courtyard, pushing Shikrar
asdein her haste. "What say you, youngling?' she demanded, agitation rattling her voice. "That wasthe
truevoice of vison, | know it. Whence comesthisP

Sderaseemed confused. "Lady, it is—itisknowing. It istrue. It lies ahead as surely asthe sunset. Why
do you question?' Faced by our blank expressions, redisation dawned on Sdera. She blinked in
aurprise. "Do you tell methat this Sight is not known to the Kantri?

"Weliveinignorance of our future, Sdera,” replied Varien, masking his astonishment as best he could. "l
gather from your words that you do not."

She was projecting confusion and uncertainty. "We thought—I thought—L ady Lanen, surely you of the
Gedri can see aswe do?'

"Not even dightly," | replied, trying to keep my voice light. Salera appeared to be deeply disturbed &t this
revelation. "l wouldn't mind abit of warning, but we can't see ahead.” | smiled at her. "To be honest,
most of us have trouble enough seeing where we are, much lesswhere we are going to be."

"This requires thought,” she said, dowly. "We have made as~sumptions that do not appear to be true."
"Then think on it while we are gone,” interjected Jamie rudely. Tour pardon, Mistress Sdlera, but thislot
would talk the sun down. We must go."

" i

"We arelosing the daylight, Lanen,” he said impatiently. He was practicaly dancing to be gone—and |
had to admit hewas right. "Did | hear that you're staying here?" he asked quietly.

"It seemsthe most sengiblething to do,” | replied. "Varienwill  bewith me"

"Thank the Goddess!" he responded fervently, hugging re. "A battlefied is no place for you, with your
babesto protect.” He re-leased me, and therewas acurious ook in hiseyes. "Though | have never
known you to be so sensible before. Y ou're not grow-ing wise, are you, my Lanen?"

"Surdly not," | replied, smiling. "Perhaps I'm simply being forced to grow up, eh? 1t would be niceto
think that I'm balanc-ing the fact that I'm being forced to grow out aswell.”

Jamie grinned and turned to go. | caught him, hugged him again, and kissed his cheek. "Go you safe,
Father, and keep you safe, and come safe hometo me," | said softly, our traditional words of farewell.
"So | will, my girl," he said, and hurried off to join Shikrar.

Will

| stood beside Sadlerawhile the Heders made their plans. We had begged the time from the dragons who
had offered to carry us. | knew in my bonesthat | had to be with Ardl, that she would need me soon, but
oh! After al those years of missing her, | wasloath to bid Salerafarewd | so soon. Evento leave her Sde
was hard.

" tell you, we can manage with one just one Hedler with each of thelittle dragons” indsted Mile—he
aways hated being caled Chadmik—to Vil and Ard as Jamie and Lanen were bidding each other
farewdl. Trust me, we dl paid attention in Magister Pos-rik's classes. That's how we survived the first



attack in the Great Hall." Hisvoice grew lower and grimmer. 'Think of it asatest. Those of usill dive
can dedl with demons.”

"And what about the timeswhen you can't?' replied Vilkas sternly. "Not al the Rikti respond to the same
restraints. And | am hereto tell you that the creature that dwelt in Rathen was one of the Rakshasa. They
are adifferent problem atogether, and we know not how many like him there may be."

"How would you know?" said Mik, stung by the implied criti-cism. "I'm sure yourewd| up on theory,
Vil, and you did well enough today once the actua demon was gone'—Vilkas started to protest volubly,
which Mik ignored—"but | haven't forgotten athing about Posrik's classes,” said Mik, sneering. "You
turned white as a sheet the one time we dedlt with areal demon. Damn near fainted.”

| would have smiled if | dared. Mik and Vilkas dways put on agreat show of not being able to stand the
other's presence. Idiots. And at such atime! Still, it made akind of sense. The world they had known
wasliterdly lying in ruins a their feet. Ther old ri-vary wasfamiliar, safe. Known.

Ah, and here came Ard, eyes snapping, to puncture the rau~cous pride of the young men'sdisplay. |
was proud of her.

"Oh, for goodness sake, can't you two giveit arest even now?" said Aral, exasperated, turning to Vilkas
and frowning. "Vil, you know Mik'sright, demons make you lose your reason. Don't snarl a Mik just
because you—because you weren't thinking straight last night. He survived. That took skill." Then she
turned to Chamik, who was beginning to look rather smug.

Ai, | thought, cringing. Mik, youre anidiot. For Shias sake, don't smileat Vil's discomfort! Y ou ought to
know Ara better than that.

"And don't you bloody well pick on Vilkas," she said, rounding on Mik and looking for al theworld asif
for two pins sheld dap hisfacefor him. | swear, you'd never believe such concentrated defensive fury
could exist in so smdl aframe.

"Leaveit, Ard. | don't need your help,” growled Vilkas. Sheig-nored him.

"He's dedt with more demonsin the last week than you've ever seeninyour life, including last night.
Weve been working without cease since Berys murdered Magistra Erthik. Vil's done things people are
going to write books about, if any of us get out dive. Back off." The two young lads exchanged a
speaking look over her head, male commiseration over the peculiar habits of the female, but she reached
out and took each of them by the arm. "No more classes, lads," she said, her voice low and solemn. "No
more stupid rivary. That world isgone. It'sal too bloody real now. We need to stick together.”

"It'snot enough, Ara," replied Mik, more subdued now that she had forced him to let go his mask of
scorn. "Vil'sright. | know | can manage thelittle ones, but—I'm till learning to be aHedler. I'm not gifted
likeyou two, I'm just one of the crowd. | learned last night that | can hold off demons, and I'vea
reasonable idea of how | managed it, but what if | have to face a Heder with twice my strength?”

"There are only two waysto get rid of ademon,” said Vilkas, starting to grin. He could see over Mik's
shoulder, of course. "Run or have adragon handy.”

"I can't run very bloody fast,” grunted Mik.

"Then let us not depend on the strength of your legs, Master Chamik," said a clear voice from close
behind the young Hedler. He jJumped afoot, and Ara howled with laughter as Salera stepped forward.
"Forgive me, Magter Chalmik," Sdlerasaid. "Magister Rikard said that | should spesk with you regarding
the partnerships we seek to create.” She gazed into his eyes, her soulgem bright in the late afternoon sun.
"He suggested that | should work with you, setting up teams, planning our—our strategy.” She sounded
proud, though whether that ssemmed from remembering the word or being able to pronounceit, | was
not certain. "1 amwill-ing if you are.”

Mik blinked. Knowing him, he was too touched to spesk. | knew only alittle of his history, but from
what | could recall there was preciouslittle of kindnessin it, and less respect. Y ou've caught him on the
hop, Salera, you clever soul, | thought. Well done, lass!

"She'sthe leader of her people, Mik. Y ou won't get a better of-fer thisyear," said Ard, gently teasing.
"I've afeding you may beright, Ard," declared Mik, finaly al-lowing adow grinto crosshisface. "I'd
be honoured, Mistress Sdera. Though | till think we need another Hedler. I'm damned new at this."

"I have seen your heart, Chamik of Durrum,” she replied, "and others have told me of your kindness.



Y ou are not nearly so limited as you chooseto beieve.”

Mik'sgrin widened. "Very wdl, then," he said, raising his hand, palm out. Saleratouched her pdmwith
his. "Aslong asyou stop caling me Chalmik. That's my dad's name, it soundslike you'retalking to my
father. I'm just Mik."

"Very wdl, Chustmik," replied Saleraas she let out agreat hiss. Mik jumped back severd feet.

"It means she'samused, lad,” | reassured him as he caught his breath and |et his heart dow back to
normd.

Mik turned to me, annoyed. "And that's another thing. How in dl the Hells do you know what that
means?'

| ignored him, for the others were preparing to leave. The time was come.

"Sdlera, my lass," | began, but she was aready moving towards me. Despite the lack of expression on
her bright face, the young Healers al turned away. Sderadid not spesk at first and nor did I, we smply
gazed at one another for amoment—and then she bowed her head, like any daughter wanting the kiss of
benison from her father at parting. | leaned in and touched my lips briefly to her brilliant blue soulgem,
then threw my arms about her great long neck.

"It1l dl comeright, littling,” | said, trying to keep my voice steady, the strange, spicy smdll of her hide
awakening ahundred memories from when she was a kitling. "Weve found each other after al thistime,
haven't we? Well manageit again when thisisover.” Shedid not reply, just rested her head against my
back for amoment. "Y our lifeisal before you, and agreat work awaits. | know you will do al things
well," | said softly. "I trus—I know al will be—" | fdtered for amoment, then moved alittle away and
gazed deep into her eyes. "Sadera, my heart's daughter. | am so very proud of you."

There was amoment of utter stillness between us, when we did not breathe and I'd swear our hearts
didn't besat, and for that timeless moment there were only the two of usin dl theworld.

But time till flows, and we stood back from one another—and the dratted creature got in the last word.
""She does not know, my father, but have patience," shewhispered to me. "Ard isvery clever. Shewill
seeyouintime”

She dropped her jaw and grinned at me, then turned to walk dowly away with Chamik.

It wastimeto go.

Shikrar

Before | could question Salera further about this astounding ability the Lesser Kindred seemed to
possess, Idai glanced up and said, " Shikrar, behold, one comes from the west." She sounded puzzled.
"But it fliesin from the sea. Surdy we are dl here? It cannot be Nikis!"

"I cannot tell from—thisrange—" | replied as my words began to fdter. | fet acold wind rising. That
distant form cast a shadow over my heart.

"May al the Winds preserve us," whispered Idai. | felt the shiver that trembled through her. " Shikrar, it
cannot be!”

The shape wasright for one of us, but this creature was too high up and too far off and moved—oddly. It
flew stupidly, im—possibly, vast black wings flapping like a crow even at that height, where it should soar
on the kindly winds. It looked to be twice my size and black as night, and when it passed between me
and thelowering sun | shivered from hornsto talons, and for that moment | felt asthough my heart were
turned to stone and would never beat again. In that desolate silence one of the oldest legends of our
people whispered through my heart like the hiss of faling snow.

"When the Black Dragon comes, when the Eldest of the Kantri fallsfrom the sky, then will comethe
ending of theworld."

"May al the Winds preserve us," repeated |dail, shuddering, asthe thing flew eastward out of sght. "This
isanevil day."

"Shikrar!" cried two hundred voicesin my mind.

| was about to reply when awave of sheer hatred crashed over my mind, followed by acry from voices|



did not yet know. A sin~gleword, shouted in fury by hundreds of minds and throats, as amere ten miles
away the great cloud of the Restored rose into the air to give chase.
Demonlord!

Kedra

A terrible shudder rippled across every soul there in Timeths field when that vast black shape passed
over. We had logt the only home we had ever known, we had flown across the Great Seafor our very
surviva, beyond hope the Lost were restored to them—selves and to life the very day we returned—and
now when even we, even the Kantrishakrim, required rest and time to think, the shadow of our ending
swept over our heads a bare day after we had arrived in Kolmar.

| saw Treshak look up when the shadow passed over; saw her flick in an ingtant from the Attitude of
Cam, which had finally graced her after many long hours of talk and food and rest, into Fury. | watched
in amazement as she went in asingle fluid move-ment from being & rest to being airborne.
"Demonlord!" she screamed, aloud and in truespeech, and a second and worse shudder took us al—but
we who had returned from the Ide of Exile watched in amazement asall the Dhrena-gan echoed that cry
and, risng up in agreet cloud, flew after Treshak towards the distant black figure.

And behind them, but gaining fast, my father Shikrar.

Shikrar

Treshak wasinsane. She it was whose name was most remem-bered of the Logt, for she wasthefirst to
be changed by the De-monlord. Her fury, like afurnace when he murdered her mate Aidrishaan, had
made her firg in the attack. This had happened five thousand winters and more ago.

To Treshak, it was araw wound made but two days since.

Her grief, her fury, were unabated, and she flew on her new-made wings straight towards Desth. |
shouted to her, sending truespeech that could be heard hafway around the world, but she would not
ligten. | cried out then to the rest of the Restored, commanding that none should take away Treshak's
honour of thefirst attack. | knew my thoughts were full of my fear of her desth and | did nothing to
conced it. Perhaps that would convince them where mere sense had no sway. It seemed to work, for
they broke off the pursuit and circled high, agreat columnrisinginaspira, al eyesfixed below on
Treshak.

As| bespoke them, | used every advantage of size and strength | possessed to try to catch up with
Treshak, but there was not enough time. The Black Dragon was too near to her and | too far away. | had
barely passed the great mass of the Restored when she had come level with the thing and dove at it from
on high, scream~ing wordless defiance, talons outstretched and mouth agape, to rend, to kill withasingle
drike.

It heard and turned its head over its shoulder. It opened its jaws and a terrible sound came out, short
unconnected bursts of noise, as Treshak fdll upon it. Just before she could strike, it changed itsflight
angle, rolling and pulling up to face her, and spoke asingle word asit rose. The sound was sckening, and
it was clearly in the language of the Rakshasa. Dread took me. If thiswasin truth the Demonlord, had it
just uttered the word that cre-ated the Lost in the first place?

Were we al doomed?

Treshak flinched but was otherwise unaffected, and hit the Black Dragon a an angle.

It al happened so quickly.

Because it had changed its orientation, her trgjectory took her straight at its underbelly. When she hit, she
sank her front talons and her upper fangsinto itswing, striving to tear the membrane, and let her
momentum carry her back clawsinto what, on us, would be the soft flesh just in front of the back legs.
Then she started to scream.

She could not free hersdf from it. Her front talons and her fangs were embedded in the black wing, but it
was not flesh. Where her tlonstore frantically at the surface, | saw awhite-hot seething mass, just
before her forelegs disappeared into the crea-ture. It wasterrible. Her screams redoubled, ringing
hideoudy in my ears. It seemed that the thing had caught hold of her body and was actively pulling her



into itself asthey fell earthwards. It was plain that she could not get away, and | watched in sick horror as
she began to burn—but she denied it thefind victory. She chose of her own will the Swift Deeth, and
cleansing Firetook her ingtantly from within.

The Black Dragon cried out briefly in pain then, as pure Fire, sacred to the Kantri, took Treshak to deep
on the Windswith her lost Aidrishaan. | saw something smal drop to the earth and marked whereiit fell.
The great black thing pulled out of its dive, and flapping clumsily but otherwise unconcerned, it returned
to its eastward course as if nothing had happened. It ignored me. It ignored the great mass of the
Restored, flying high above and watching in agony.

"Back. Go back. Thiswill not be overcome by fury, my peo-ple,” | said sternly. "Let usgo back and
think how we may defeet this creature, lest we al be taken down into darkness."

"Wewill not let it go, Shikrarl" cried Naikenna, the Eldest of the Restored after Treshak.

"l do not ask it of you, Naikenna. Follow at adistance and mark whereit flies" | said sadly. "And
bespesk us, aswe will you. We will follow soon. | pray you, use what restraint you may and do not
attack the creature again as Treshak did.” | could not con—ceal the deep grief that weighed down my
heart. "We have longed for your Restoration for many lives of our people. | pray you, do not desert us
for the sake of vengeance. We will find another way to destroy the creature, we will al bend our minds
to it—I beg you, practice what Disciplines you may, Restraint and Cam if you can bear them,
Forbearanceif dl esefails, but | beg you, do not go down into death for no purpose.”

"Wewill do what we may," said Naikenna coldly. "Follow soon.” And she closed her mind to me.

| turned back sadly and flew low, coming to land where | had marked the fal of Treshaks soulgem. It
took me only alittletimeto discover it whereit lay at the Sde of afied, haf buried in mud. | wiped it
clean on the grass and gazed into the depths dreading what | might find.

Clear. It was clear.

| bresthed again. There was no flicker, she was not trapped again, it waslike al the soulgems of those
who have gone before. | gave slent thanks to the Winds from the depths of my heart, clutched it to my
chest, and flew back to Timeth'sfield and my own people. | bespoke dl of the Kantri and told them what
had happened, in every detail. We needed to know what we faced.

It wasin my heart to speak with Sderaaswell. She was proven disastroudly correct in the vision she had
revealed to us. If she knew aught of the creature we faced, or could assist usin any way, | would beg it
from her before we | ft.

Kedra

My father's words were meant to help us understand, and they did, but we dl work differendy. Some at
least there were who be~came desperately afraid. | could understand, for we al felt horri—bly exposed,
resting as we werein the northern end of Farmer

Timeth'sfield. Nearly thirty souls rose up when Hadreshikrar de-scribed Treshak's passing, their
wesariness forgotten, scattering in al directions astheir fear took them, seeking shelter in hills, in caverns,
in the heart of whatever forest they might find. I could not blame them. If | had had neither mate nor
youngling, | might have even made one of their number.

My father returned soon with Treshak's soulgem and rever—ently made room for it in one of the casks
that contained al the others of our people who dept on the Winds.

The rest of ustook what courage we could muster and did what small tasks there were to do before we
departed, clearing away the remains of our feeding, taking along drink ere we set off after the Dhrenagan
and whatever dark destiny awaited us.

It wasin this hour that my mate Mirazhe proved the usefulness of forethought. She had spent the morning
arranging for the lan-sip trees and seedlings, which had been carried at such great cost of weariness
acrossthe Great Sea, to be planted in alarge corner of Timeth'sfield. We watered them in by the
mouthful, carried from the nearby stream. By the time we needed to leave, the lan-sp was aswell cared
for as we could manage. It was an important task for many reasons, the practical among them, but to me
at that moment it was a powerful expression of faith in our future. Lan-sip, Lanen had taught me, was



worth moreto the Gedri than itsweight in slver; with it, we might have some useful coinin which to treat
with those who must see our arriva asakind of invasion.

Thetrick with lansip is, of course, that it cannot flourish ex—cept in the presence of the Kantri. | do not
wish to be crude, but it had astounded me over the centuries that those Gedri who had come to our
idand and taken seedlings or saplings back with them, againgt al experience (for the young trees dways
died), had never considered the matter of—fertilizer.

Farmer Timeth, however, had summoned his courage and come out to ask what we were doing to his
land. He did not ob—ject, especialy when wetold him what kind of treesthey were. He watched
carefully and said held do dl he could to look after them, but as| had learned from Lanen how vauable
landp leaves

wereto the Gedri, | would not follow our fate eastwards without making certain that the trees would be
protected. Some of our number would have to stay, and one choice at |east was obvious. The youngest
of us, and hismother, must remain behind.

My parting from my beloved Mirazhe and our young son Sherok was the darkest and most desperate
moment of my Me, and | will not dwell upon it. Her spirit showed itstrue coloursin that evil time, for |
knew well that she would have come with usin amoment had it not been for Sherok, and because he
was there she would not leave his side. He had barely seen six full moons, and aready he had crossed
the Great Sea. He should have been running on grass and diving in shallow pools for many years, not
having to hide from death and danger. My beloved swore to keep herself and him safe and far from
harm. A few others aso decided to stay, for they were kind and would not leave Mirazhe and Sherok
done.

| was dso intent on making certain that Dhretan agreed to re-main behind. He was the youngest apart
from my son, and al-though he had come of age he was yet very young in spirit. | wasforced to take him
aside and ask him to protect my beloved Mi-razhe before | could make him stay. | warned her that | had
con—vinced him so, and | ddighted to hear her mindvoice lilt with ddlight as she assured me shewould do
her best to appear help-lessfor Dhretan's sake. At least for afew hours.

My father rose up and flew the short milesto Verfaren, there to collect the Kantri and Gedri who sought
the demon-master Berys. It seemed that, at least for the moment, our paths lay to~gether, but | did not
doubt that we would be parted erelong. | wished them good fortune, but in the face of the dark evil that
threatened to overwhem us dl | am ashamed to admit that al my care wasfor the Kantri. A single Gedri
life, even that of so dark asoul as Berys, suddenly seemed to weigh littlein the balance.

When al was done that might be done, | again bespoke Naikenna, who gave me the best directions she
could, and as the sun rode down into the west, we rose and followed our destiny eastwardsinto the
risng dark.

Even at thetime | thought of it asthe Last Hight of the Kantrishakrim. Only a hundred and fifty of ustook
to theair, snging awordless song of battle and determination and courage.

The legend of the Black Dragon was simple and terrible. From our earliest times, it had been said that the
Doom of the Kantri would rise up, in shape and form as one of us, pure black in hue, but with killing fire
initsveins. A great battle would rage in the sides above terrible mountains like talons of our enemies, but
it would last no more than asingle day, sunrise to sunset— and when it was done, when the Eldest of the
Kantri fel from the sky, then would come our doom and the ending of theworld.

Lanen

To say that | wastorn barely touches the surface. My heart was raging, now in one direction, now in
another. | knew that safety lay with Mirazhe and those few of the Kantri who were going to remainin the
west. That delightful vision of peaceful rest among the gardens of Elimar had seduced me, in my heart of
hearts | waswilling Shikrar and the othersto get on and leave, and then that damned Black Dragon
showed up.



| heard them, of course. The Bestored had yelled "Demon-lord” so loud I'm surprised Rikard hadn't
heard it. And then they all took off after it—sweet Shia, only bloody dragonswould fly asfast asthey
could towards their greatest enemy! Anyone with sensewould run the other way. | was ready to do just
that, with asong in my heart, but then | hit the stcone wall that was my hus-band.

He had turned to me, his harrowed soul in hiseyes, and said, "1 must go, Lanen.”

"What?' | said, confused. "Go where?’

"It isthelegend. When the Black Dragon rises, filled with killing Fire, agreat battle will come—the great
battle—and with it our doom.” He bowed his head and added quietly, "Our doom, and the ending of the
world."

"Don't beridiculous!" | snapped. "'l don't care how powerful itis, it can't bloody well bring the world to
anend." | spat, dis~gusted. "L egendsindeed! Legends are no more than stories, and they grow with
every tdling. If thereisagrain of truth in your legend, it'smore than | expect.”

"Natheless, kadreshi, | must go with them," he replied, ab—stracted. "A moment. Shikrar bespeaks me.
Even now Treshak fliesto do battle with—no!™

| winced. | heard that aswell, saw asif | flew with him the dreadful imagesthat Shikrar was sending.
Treshak burdting into flame, unable to escape, choosing the Swift Desth after surviv-ing so many long
agestrapped and Lost. It wasterrible, it was heartrending, and it set Varien's resolve as nothing else
could have done. "Surely you seeit, Lanen?' he said, trying to sound reasonable. "Would you have me
wait with you, safe and a our ease, while those | love face death?

That wasit. Here | was, shaking with terror, and he wanted to play the hero. Asusud, | turned fear into
anger. Anger is so much easier to ded with.

"And what will you do, whilethey arefighting?" | asked, sud—denly furious. "What can you do against the
Black Dragon that they cannot? Where are your wings, to fly againgt it as your peo-plewill?" | cringed
even as| saidthat. It wasacrue thing to throw in hisface, but just at that moment I'd use any wespon |
could reach. "Has it occurred to you that the nearer we come to Berys, the nearer | cometo death?” |
cried. "Why put Shikrar and Jamie to the bother of saving meif we are going to go back into the teeth of
that evil? Will you throw even our children on the pyre of your loyalty to the Kantri?'

"Enough,” Varien growled.

"No, it'snot enough,” | snarled in return. "We said we'd spesk truth to each other, Varien, no matter
what," | reminded him. "The Kantri fivetoo long! Y ou, even you losetrack of how fleeting lifecanbe.” |
could no longer control my voice, it shook so that | could barely speak. "I fear Berysto my bones, Akor.
Hewants mefor asacrifice. He said he'd take my soul, wed whatever is left— though | suppose hed
have to murder you fird&—and use my

blood for Goddess knows what. By now Marik has surely told him of my pregnancy.” | was shaking
head to foot now, my arms wrapped about me as they had been in that terrible call. "God-dess, how can
you ask it of me?"

"I ask nothing of you," he said, hisvoice utterly cam, his gaze cold now and shuttered. "Wait herein
safety. | will bespeak you when thereisnews, and if | survivel will return as swiftly as| may."
"Damnyou!" | screamed. "Did you hear aword | said?"

"Of course. If you fear Berys, you need not be anywhere near him. Mirazhe will be glad of your
company, aswill young Sherok."

| reached out with my mind, but hiswas closed to me. | could not reach him. Oh Hdlls. Ishelost to me,
50 suddenly? | was shak-ing, whether with fear or anger | couldn't be certain. Just like that, to have him
turn from me?

"Y ou must do asyour heart tellsyou,” he said quietly. "So must I."

Thank the Goddess, just then he reached out to touch my cheek, and his hand trembled aswell. "There
are somethingsin thisworld, Lanen, that must take precedence even over the truest love that ever was.
For dl that | have theform of achild of the Gedri, | am yet the Lord of the Kantrishakrim, the King of
my people. | have been so for more than seven hundred winters. How then? Shall | turn my back on my
peoplein their hour of need? Evenif | cannot fly into battle, yet | know them. | know their hearts. If | am
with them, | may not make any redl differ-ence to the battle, but, Lanen"—he reached out for my hand



and held it between histwo as gently asif it werearose—"if | am athousand leagues from them and they
facing the worst evil our race has ever known, how shall they have the heart for battle? The Kantri
choose their King in each generation. Itisasacred | rust. | cannot breek it, kadreshi," he said, and his
voice shook just alittle, "even if kegping faith with my people breaks my own heart and yours.”

For afleeting moment as | reached my own decison, | wished with al my soul that we had been willing
just thisonceto stick to comforting lies; that just this once we might have done what we wished rather
than what wasright.

"Oh, Hdlls teeth," | muttered, swearing rather more than that. "Come on, then, we have to catch

Shikrar."

"But—" hesad.
"Dont be stupid,” | said. "I'm not letting you out of my sight. Shiaonly knowswhat you might get up to if
| 1eft you to your own devices."

"And what of Berys?' he asked quietly.

| lifted my chin and stared intently into his emerald-green eyes, so full of hurt and sorrow.

"Just don't bloody well lose."

Shikrar

When | landed in Verfaren | found the others ready to depart on my word. Of al of them, it was Aral
alone who came forward to meet me, her eyesfull of sorrow. "Varien told us, Shikrar," she said, reaching
out to touch me. | took astrange comfort from the gesture, though | could not fedl it. "1 am so sorry to
hear of Treshak's death. May the Winds and the Lady preserve usdl. Thisisaterrible day."

"All hath goneill thisday, truly," | replied sadly. "L et us hope that our fortuneswill improve.”

"At least the Hedlers and the Lesser Kindred have made their peace,” she said, doing her best to speak
something of hopeto me.

| nodded. "So much good at least is done. And you remind me, | would speak with Salerabefore we
leave. Forgive me.”

Ara nodded and hurried off to join Gyrentikh. The Hedler Vilkas awaited her.

| bespoke Sdlera. Sheflew swiftly to meet me, showing me gleefully Mik's surprise at her abrupt
departure doft. She landed negtly before me. "How may | serve you, Eldest?' she asked.

"Lady, forgivethat | am so abrupt, but time presses. Have you any knowledge of what lies before us
away east?' | asked.

She bowed and closed her eyes. "It is desperately hard to tell,

Eldest," she said apologetically, speaking with her eyes closed. "There are so many images, so many
possible ways that the future might go. But afew things are surely to come. The battle will take place on
abright day, with clouds of smoke. Vilkasrises, but whether Sun God or Desgth of the World | cannot
say, for he knows not. Lanen crushes that which was stone.” She opened her eyes, and | fdlt aterrible
sorrow pouring from her. "Many of uswill never return, Eldest,”" she said, her voice suddenly rough. "Far
too many. Forgive me. | have seen no more.”

| bowed to her, my heart weighed down as with great stones. "It is enough, Lady. Thank you."

Lanen and Varien stood together outside the ruined wall of the College, their arms about one another,
waiting for me. From adistance | could not be certain where the one ended and the other began, and it
struck me as agood thing. The moment Saeraleft, they hurried up to me.

"Do you cometo bid mefarewdl, my friends?"' | asked, sur—prised.

"No, Shikrar. We come to beg you, of your kindness, to bear us eastwards,” said Lanen.

"Lady, | thought you both meant to remain here," | began.

"How could we disappoint the ballad-singers?' said Lanen lightheartedly, but | had known her longer
than any other Gedri, and | could see the dread that wrapped her round.

"Shikrar, how should | wait here when the Black Dragon iscome?' said Varien, hiswordsfull of resolve,
his heart awash with fear and sorrow. "1t cannot be. | will not abandon my people.”

"Andif you think I'm going to let him leave me here," said La—nen asthey climbed into the shelter of my
hands, "think again. We've been gpart long enough. What if Berys should have ade-monline ready to



return here? No. Together. It'sthe only way." | noticed that she carefully did not meet my eyes, or use
true-speech.

"Itiswdll, then, my friends. Together,” | said, crouching. | spread my wings and legpt into the sky. 1dai,
Gyrenrikh, and Alikirikh with their charges followed close behind.

Thewindswere behind us, for ablessing, blowing light rain away east. The moment | reached soaring
height | let out the breath | had not realised | was holding. | could not redlly fed those| carried, asthey
were so Ught, but their minds were far more open to me than | think they realised.

Varien/Akhor felt ameasure of joy to be aoft once more, rid-ing the spring wind, studying the land asit
passed below him— but that joy was tainted with fear for Lanen, fear that he should have tried harder to
persuade her to stay behind, fear lest we should lose and Berys rise triumphant.

Lanen sthoughts were harder to read, but | caught them when they were wrapped about her babes. She,
too, feared Berysto the depths of her soul and wasterribly upset and unsure of her deci—sion. She knew
that she had made it based on sheer emotion, but even asweflew | felt her resolve strengthen. Shewas
with her hushand. Whatever e se might happen they would not be parted again, and that was good.

| kept to mysdlf the visons that Salera had spoken of. It was her sorrow that most moved me, and | had
the very strong im-pression that she had lied when she declared she had seen no more. | haveto say that
| did not envy the Aidathat very strange ability. | would far rather go into battle with aheart full of hope.
| found an obscure source of comfort in the fact that | wasig—norant of my own future as| rode the sky,
with thewind and the sun behind me, eastwards.

Following the Black Dragon.

X

A Brief Respite

Shikrar

| soon outdistanced the other three. | could not help but smile, and bespoke Gyrentikh with asmall jest
regarding the fly-ing lessons | had given him so long ago. He laughed and sug—gested that perhapsthe
fact that | was haf again his size with near twice hiswingspan might have something to do with the matter.
True enough, he did have apoint.

The sun was nearly gone down in the west when my compan-ionsand | saw in the distance agreat mass
of the Kantrishakrim, flying dowly and wearily. | bespoke Kedra and learned they were seeking a place
to land for the night, and indeed they began to de-scend even aswe spoke. | caught alate updraft and
whedled, ris-ing, asthey al began to land upon avast grassy plain.

"We are dl desperately weary in body and in spirit, my father," Kedrasaid to me privately. "The strength
of the Dhrenagan we cannot yet fathom—indeed, | am not certain that they yet know it themsalves—but
it seemsthat for thisnight at least they are will-ing to rest with us."

"Whereisthe creature?’ | asked, resolutely ignoring the wash of sorrow that swept over me. Poor
Treshak.

"Not far ahead. It looks neither |eft nor right, it hasignored us entirely. Eastwards, ever eastwards, in
unbroken line. Forgive me, my father, | can do no more," he said, and | watched asthe last of the small
figures below went to land. The ground so far below wasfaling into shadow as| sped on. | sought
greater height, that | might not come upon the thing in the darkness by accident. Twi-light did not last so
long here as on our vanished home, and the moon would not rise for many hours yet—wait! there!
Varien, Lanen, and | watched it, flying low to the ground, flap-ping stupidly—I wondered again that it
could remain airborne. It flew like the veriest youngling, expending vastly more energy than it needed to.
Atthesze, | had thought it must exhaust itself soon with such wild exertion—but no. We watched it asit
flew and flew, in agtraight line, working ten times as hard as it needed but showing no signs of weariness.
| fell off afew points north, that I might not fly directly over thething. The Raksha-stink wasterrible, even
so highup as| was, and | could not answer for my ingtinctsif | cameany closer. So | flew far around it,
going some way north then turning back east. Now that | was not trying to keep it in aght, | fdll into my
normal rhythm. It was vasily easier than having to hang back at the pace of the evil thing. It was soon far



behind us.

That initself wasablessng.

"Itisnot alive, Shikrar, it cannot be," said Varien a last. "Nothing that bresthes could fly like that. It
would fal fromthe sky. Itisagolem, it must be.”

"Y our thoughts echo mine. Animated by the Demonlord, given the energy to continue by who knows
what obscene arrangement with Berys." Asweariness overtook me | could not keep the plaintive note
out of my mindvoice. "Akhor, what isthereto do? It is made of molten rock! | cannot think how to
defeet it."

| heard hismindvoicelaugh alittle. "Isthismy old friend Hadreshikrar, come to despair so soon?|
cannot believeit. We have only known of its existence for afew hours, my friend."

"It isno laughing matter, Akhor. Y ou know yoursdlf that timeis short. It fliestowards something with a
sngleness of purpose, and | expect that something is Berys. | cannot imagine what is go-ing to happen to
it when it finds him, my friend, but I would warger that things are only going to get worsefor usal.”

"| fear you have theright of it, Shikrar. But though it may be inanimate, you are not. How fare you?"

"l amweary, | must confess,” | replied, though that was not the entire truth. | was exhausted.

"Then let ustake our ease and go to land,” he said. " The mor-row will be time enough to pursue.”
"Surely the best strategy isto get wherever it isgoing beforeit does?’ | said, trying to sound asif | had
the strength to fly dl the night through.

He snorted. "Don't be an idiot, Shikrar. Y ou need rest, and by al accountsit isavery long way to the
East Mountains." More solemnly he added, "Lanen and | are weary aswell, my friend, and it would be
useful to spend sometimein careful congdera-tion. We must find some way to fight so fierce &fire,
where our own strength availsnot.”

| began to look for alanding site and discovered that there was a Sizeable river below us, running
northwest-southeast. | began to spiral downwards, faster than | would have liked, but the air here was
very dill and it was hard to keep dtitude. | fear that my friends had a bit of arough landing, but when
they found their breath again they assured me that they were not injured.

We had cameto ground in what appeared to be an uninhab-ited stretch of land beside atributary of the
greet river that di-videsthe north of Kolmar from the south. There was asmal wood nearby from which
Lanen and Varien gathered fud for alargefire, and the river gracioudy provided both drink and food.
The fish were much smaller than | was used to, but there were enough for al.

"Idal and Gyrentikh are together,” | told Lanen and Varien. | lay curled around thefire, they sat together
on the other sde and ate. "ldai bespeaks me. They have not seen our blaze yet. | will buildit alittle
higher, that it may be more readily seen from doft. Alikfrikh comes aso, but she despairs of finding us
before dawn because of—oh!" | was pleased to find that even at such atime, | could still find amusement
inthelittlethings.

"What has delayed her?' asked Varien grimly.

"No, no, thereis nothing amiss—it isonly that she has had to dea with Will," | said, starting to hisswith
amusement. "It seemsthat Will—well, Alikfrikh reportsthat heisatypica usdess Gedri, and that he
hates flying." | rgjoiced to see ared smile cross Varien'sface. "The poor soul grew ill and demanded to
return to land after thefirst hour. | gather that after herid himself of hislast med hefdt alittle better.”
Blessad be the Winds, they both laughed. " Poor Will!" said Varien. "Is he still so convinced that he must
comewith us?"

"Heis," | replied. "Though | cannot fathom his reasons.”

"Can you not, Eldest?' asked Lanen quietly. "It ssems clear enoughto me." Varien and | stared a her
blankly and she sighed. "Man or Kantri, it obvioudy doesn't matter, you are both blind as moles at noon.
Have you not seen the way Will gazes a Ara when she's not looking?”

"| confess| had not noticed,” | said, intrigued.

"It breaks my heart,” she said sadly. "He'sagood man. If only she could see past Vilkas. She desiresto
be warmed by that fur-nace that burnsin her friend, and she will not turn and see the home fire and
welcoming hearth that await her lightest word.” She yawned then, hugdly, and smiled up & me. "Forgive



me, El-dest. | am weary beyond belief." She moved nearer Varien and rested her head on his shoulder.
"Alikfrikh saysthat Rellahas mocked Will unmercifully,” | re-ported, spesking quietly so asnot to
disturb Lanen. " Strangdly, it seemsto have given him comfort.”

"Good for Rella," replied Varien, grinning. "Thank the Windsthat she at least can keep her sense of
perspective.”

"I will confessthat | am finding that difficult,”" | ssid dowly. "Thelegend..."

‘The legend of the Black Dragon indeed!" Varien snorted.

"A gory to frighten younglingsinto behaving. | am not agreat be-liever in legends, Shikrar, and now that
| have seen it—wel, there may be agrain of truth in the centre of every old tale, but | do not think that
our world isgoing to end.”

| looked up, stretching my wings and my neck, working out the knotsin the long muscles. "Perhapsyou
areright, and legend is ... exaggerated.” | Sghed. "Theair hereis sweeter than at home," | said wistfully.
"Have you smelled the flowers on the night breeze, Akhor? Even so early inthe year. They are
intoxi—cating." | breathed deep, savouring the heavy scent of the blos—soms, the clean smell of theriver,
the sparkling glory of the brilliant star field above usin the degp sky. "The water isgood, theland is
good, and | rgoice with al my soul to see you and your beloved together again.”

"Asdo |, Hadreshikrar, asdo |," hereplied, kissng her hair lightly. She dept.

"| believe thereis much of good in most of the Gedri, and much that may be done between our two races
for the better-ment of both." Another sigh escaped me. "Truth be told, Akhor-ishaan, | would prefer not
todiejust now."

"Surely you cannot believe that old nonsense?" he scoffed.

" Perhaps not—but my thoughts have been much concerned with degth, of late.” | could not stop mysdlf
from shuddering. "Y ou did not seeit, Akhor. Our home died in flames. That green gem of anidand was
covered in fire and molten rock, there was no hint of green left—it was black from sideto sde before it
sank below the waves. Thereisapart of methat died withiit, | fear. | cannot tell you how that image has
burned into my heart."

Varien bowed his head for amoment, in deep thought, when | ,anen et out a snore. He grinned and
gendy lowered her to the ground, covering her with his cloak and resting her head on his pack. | was
faindy distracted by the shifting gleams of thefire-light on hislong silver hair, so different from hisscaes
yet 30 "smilar, and on his brilliant soulgem gleaming in the golden circlet | had made for it when hewas
new-made a man—>but when he looked up from tending to hiswife he astounded me, for there in Gedri
eyeswas shining the warrior soul of Akhor, my soulfriend of nearly athousand winters.

"Do not let them win, Shikrar," he said, rising, his voice degp and powerful, defiance in every line of him.
"Y ou know what the Rakshasa use when force is not enough. Despair istheir greatest wegpon and our
find defeat. Theworld, our lives, are changed, not over!" He stood and, moving away from Lanen,
began to pace before the fire. Tou areright, you know. Thisisagood land, and surely with goodwill and
alittle assistance from those Gedri who know us, we will make anew homeland for ourselves” He
glanced over towards his beloved, fast adeep, and lowered hisvoice. "I am aready bound to thisland by
tiesof marriage and blood, and | rgjoicein it, but what future awaits my childer if they have not
Grandfather Shikrar to teach them? And what of your own Sherok, our cherished youngest? Will you so
easly desert your grandson, so new-come to thisworld?

"Of coursenot,” | snorted. Tou know me of old. | will fight with the last breath of my body and the last
beat of my heart to protect my family and our people. But sometimes courage is not enough, old friend.” |
shivered, snout to tail-tip, and not from the cold. "My word on it, Akhor, that great black thing has
shaken meto my core. My soul ismore bleak than | have ever known it, and | beginto think of Yrais
more and more."

Varien did not spesk, but he walked around the fire and stood next to me. | lowered my head to hislevel
to see him better, and for the only timein al our years of friendship, he leaned for-ward and touched my
soulgem with his. | was shocked, for it isaddicate intimacy, more normal between amother and child. |
had not known such a contact, asde from Kedra, snce my beloved mate Yrais|eft thislifeto degp on



the Winds, but at that moment, somehow, it was entirely appropriate. At the touch of his soulgem, the
torrentid river of hisloving concern came pouring over my parched soul. True friendship, born of long
knowledge, born of knowing all the faults and accepting them as part of the whole— such athingisrare
and precious, and that was the gift he gave methat night; the full knowledge of the depth of hislovefor
me, as mentor, asfriend, asfather to him since his own went to degp on the Winds.

For the most part, we are areserved people, as befits those who can speak from mind to mind. | was
staggered, and honoured beyond words.

He stepped back and stroked my faceplate with his soft Gedri hand, just once. "And so, Hadreshikrar,"
he said, smiling upon me, and his smile like his eyeswas athousand years old. "L et the Black Dragon
shakethat. | dareit.”

"What Black Dragon? | replied, my soul risng on wings of joy. "Akhor—I—"

"Itiswdl, my friend,” hesaid, amiling. "Y ou have dwaysknownit in any case.”

"Yes" | sad, blinking a him in thefirelight. "But sometimesit iswell to be reminded. May the Winds
bear you wherever you—I mean—"

He started laughing. "If the Winds bear me wherever | wish to fare, | hope you will be there to catch me
when they let go!"

It wasthefire of my laughter that guided the othersto us.

Vilkes

Ard didn't so much sit down on the ground beside me as plop. Then she threw hersalf full onto her back
with agreat sigh and gazed up at the starsin aclear sky. | too looked up from our roar-ing fire into the
deeps of the night. The brighter stars shone like candles on adistant hillside, beckoning weary travellers
to warmth and rest. The fainter oneswerelittle children, pegping shyly into the night sky, asif making
surethat al was safe ere they came out to dance.

Astoundingly, Gyrentikh and Idai had found Shikrar and the others and we were told that Alikirikh was
near. We were camped beside agood-sized river with arocky shore and alittle wood on the near side.
Idai had gone upstream to look for fish or whatever el se might appear. Gyrentikh, who had borne Jamie
and me, had started a separate fire for us before disappearing into the wood, declaring that he sought
"something larger than fish." | hoped he would be willing to share whatever he found. | was ravenous.
However, both Aral and | needed deep even more than food and the others were likely to be awake for
sometime, so we stayed by thissmaller fire. | was il thinking, stupidly, of offering to help Gyrentikh
when | redised that he and Idai were already gone. To be honest, despite being so hungry, | wasn't
exaggerat-ing. | needed rest desperately. | felt like | hadn't stopped running for afortnight. When |
thought about it, Aral and | redlly had done an insane amount of work in thelast few days. Healing
Shikrar'swing, then amere few hourslater treating that terrible demon gash, and Goddess help us all,
rescuing Rathen nearly killed me. Going but alittle further back, | realise that mere days before we first
helped Shikrar we had been up al night sedling the L esser Kindred's soulgems; afew nights before thet, |
had done something that | <till could not fully believe. | had changed awoman's blood, Lanen's blood, to
maich that of the babes be-nesth her heart. Half human, half dragon.

Goddess preserve us, | thought. In the mad rush | had dmost forgotten. What in al thewideworld is
going to come of that?

And what kind of power dwellswithin methat | could do such athing?

| had been running from my own power most of my life, for avery good reason. Sincel first manifested
asaHeder, very early, | have had recurring dreams. In them |—I fight my way to the top of amountain
and | can touch the sky. Redlly touch the sky, reach out and fed the soft blueness of it. | am theruler of
theworld.

After that, the dream can go one of two ways. In some | become akind of Sky God, or a Sun God, like
the one 'tissaid is worshipped by the tribes of the Far South. In these dreams | use my power to its
fullest extent, theland is blessed and | help make the world aglorious place.

In the other dream | aso use my full power, but | become the Death of the World. | am fighting a demon,
and when it gabsme | do not die—instead | become a demon mysdlf, athousand times worse than the
onel fought. | destroy it with aflick of my power,



for I am grown strong as worlds, and then—I kill every living thing, joyfully, and at the last | reach out
and crush the sun in my hand, and the world ends.

And | laugh. Every time. Sky God or Degath of the World, | laugh. Because either way, it fee swonderful.
The use of my full power isthe ultimate release, complete fulfillment and complete slf-indulgence—and it
ismy fate, inexorable as night following day. And | have been running from that fate ever snce |l was
come to manhood. The single exception was that night when | saved Lanen. It was change her blood or
let her die, and Ara challenged me, and I—well, it was hard, yes, but once | had started, |—I felt asif |
had entered my dream. It was so obvious what had to be done. | did not think about it, | smply did it.
My memories of that night are very strange and blurred, dmost asif | were drunk at thetime.

Or asif | had cdled at last on the power that lieswithin me, churning, roiling like Hellsfire, that it takes dl
my control to re~gtrain. Every moment of every day.

| did manage to contral it that onetime | used it, because Ard wasthere to keep meinline. I don't know
if I canrestrain it with—out her. She keeps urging me to accept my power, even though | havetold her the
risk. She believesin me utterly. That isvery ... seductive.

| often fedl guilty about Ard. Sheisdearer to me than anyone, now that my family isgone, but | know
shewants more. Damnit.

Sheisinlovewith me. I've seenit in her eyes. I've never done athing to encourage that, but Hells, | don't
know much about women, maybe she has just misunderstood. Of course | love her, if you want to use
the word that way. But | am not in love with her. | vaue her friendship beyond words, beyond
understanding, but it's friendship rather than anything ese. | fed no unrequited longing, as| fear—as|
know—she does.

Sometimes | think | should say something. In fact, before al of this madness broke out, | was on the
point of telling her—but life has been moving at adead run since we and Will barely es-caped from
Verfaren with our lives, and | redly don't think she

needs to hear thisnow. And to be honest, | don't think | want to dedl with it right now either.

Mind you, thereisalot | don't want to dedl with right now.

"Blessed Lady," said Ard eventudly, still gazing at the night sky. "Did you ever, in your wildest dreams,
think that you'd fly like that?"

"Inmy dreams, | fly dl thetime," | replied truthfully. "But no," | said, to her quiet hal "No, | never
imagined | would do itinred life. It was—"

"It was bloody terrifying, that'swhat it was," she interrupted, earnestly. "And horribly uncomfortable. And
cold. And I've never been so scared as| wasin those first few minutes.”

"Right enough,” | said, smiling. "No argument there. But the rest of it was more exhilarating than anything

| have ever done, waking or deeping—and that, my girl, is saying something.” 1 held my hands before the
fire, rubbing them together, in the earnest hope that | would soon be ableto fed my fingersagain. "'l wish
they had warned us how bloody freezing it was going to be up there,” | added.

"Idai didwarn us," she said, surprised. "Didn't Gy—Gy-what's-his-nametell you?"

"Gyrentikh, and no, | just told you he didn't.”

"Mmm, sorry,”" she said, not redly paying atention. "Anyway, it wouldn't have made much difference. All
we could do was keep our hands under our cloaks. Idai wasredly nice about it, though, she held usright
up againgt her chest, when she thought of it. It was alot warmer that way."

"Who were you with?" | asked. "It was dl such a scramble when wel€ft, | didn't even notice.”
"Lanen'smother, Maran," shereplied.

"Did you get achanceto talk?"

"Not realy. Wetried yelling back and forth afew times, but the wind was so loud it wasn't worth it. We
ended up pointing alot." She gave agrunt and heaved hersdf with agreat effort back into asitting
position. "Besides," she said rather more quiedy, "I'm not the one she wanted to talk to." She nodded in
the direction of



the riverbank, where two dark figures, some distance away, stood together in the moonlight.

| glanced a Ard. "I'm surprised you're not trying to helar that,” | said quietly. "I know you're working on
learning more about how people think and fed. I'd have thought that would be amaster class, one way
and another."

She gazed at me across her shoulder. Thefirelight flashed in her eyes. ™Y ou forget, Vil. You'rethe one
with the good shidds." She dropped her face into her hands for amoment, mumbling, "I don't need to
hear whet they're saying. | canfed it from here, Shiasave usdl." Sheinched nearer thefire, pulled up her
hood, and wrapped her cloak more closely about her.

"Ard?' | asked. "Areyou dright?"

"Oh, Vil," shewhispered, her voice catching in her throat. "Oh, Goddess. | can't bear it. Tak to me,
please, now, about anything. Quick."

"Y ou never could shield worth atin ferthing,” | sneered. "Honedtly, dl thetime Magister Rikard spent
with you, he might just aswell have been teaching the desk."

"Ha, O Great Mage Vilkas," she shot back, rising to the chal-lenge and desperately cheerful. "And
you'rejust the samein the other direction.”" She did adecent imitation of Magister Rikard's dightly nasa
voice. "No, Vilkas, you must fed the power, not just useit. Let it touch you asit passesthrough. That's
what makes us hyooo-mn\"

We both managed abit of alaugh, though it wasfairly pa-thetic. "At least Rikard is il dive," shesad.
"Thanksfor reminding me,” | said, feigning asnarl. "Have you any more gloom?1'll haveit aswell, aslong
asyou're passing it around."

"Oh, Hdlls, Vil, I'm sorry," she said, ingtantly contrite. "I know. | can't bear to think about it, not in detail.”
To my astonishment she snorted. "But Stone Mik, of al people, to get out in one piece!”

| had to laugh. "Aye. Chalmik, indeed! Never heard hisforma name. Poor bastard.”

Ard grinned. "That and al. Can you bdieveit? And everybody

who didn't cal him Mik caled him Stoneface. Some folk just can't enjoy themsdlves. | dwaysthought he
hed aterrible time dealing with real people. | have to admit, | was amazed this morn-ing. He handled that
poor woman so well."

Wefdl slent again, just for amoment, then Ara piped up, "Did you see that town at the bend inthe Kai?
It was along way down, but it looked huge! Wasit Kaibar, do you think?"

"Must have been. It certainly looked like there was another river joining just there, and the Arlen meets
the Kai at Kaibar, doesn't it?"

We spoke frantically about our trip, about flying—anything that would keep us from dwelling on the
thought of our friends and colleagues, dead at the demons hands—but we could not sustain it for long.
Silencefdl again, and for awhile neither of us could think of away to lift it. Trust Ard, though, when she
spoke she found a subject that would get me as rattled as she was.

"So, Great Mage Vilkas," shesaid, lightly mocking, "what are you going to do when the moment comes?"
'What moment?"' | asked, because that was one of the chief things | didn't want to think about.

"Vil, I know they're following that bloody great black thing, but the truth is that these dragons are taking
usasfast asthey can fly towards Berys. He's ademon-master. Hells, he's probably the next best thing to
the Demonlord himsalf, now. Whom he seemsto have summoned, Goddess help usdl, intheform of a
Black Dragon, and don't you want to know how he did that."

"Not redlly, no," | replied sharply.

"Vil, you know what | mean," she said gently. "I know you fear demons. .."

"I don't damn wdll fear them," | snarled. Unfeigned thistime.

"Eh?" she said, astounded. "But you can't fight them. | know you can't. | thought you said ..."

"| don't fear them, Ard. | hatethem,” | replied fervently, rising swiftly to my feet. "Being anywhere near
any of them makes my skin crawl and my eyesitch." | was breathing hard, and my heart hammered in my
chest as| spoke out the redl truth at last. "1 told

you | feared them because the truth is so much worse. | hate them so hard it makes my gorgerise up and



my throat close. | want to kill them al, Ard," | purred evilly, kneding right beside her and drop-ping my
voice to whisper the dark truth, findly, to her startled face. "Every one of them. Slowly. Squeezing,
choking, crushing, making sure it suffers agonies before | grant it the mercy of death.”

Ard used aword | didn't know she knew and stared up at me wide-eyed. "Damnation, Vilkas," she said
at lagt, her voice shak-ing. "That'ssick."”

"l know," | snarled, risng and turning away. "Why do you think | hold back?1f | kill onel'd fed the need
tokill them all, and by Shiastoenails, | probably could.”

Goddess. My own words were making my stomach chum.

"That doesn't change the fact that were going to be facing them soon,” she said flatly, getting to her feet
and brushing off her clothes. "Day after tomorrow, if Shikrar isright.”

"Damnit, Ard, don't you think | know that!" | shouted &t the top of my voice.

"And what are you going to do when Berys summonsaLord of Hell, or we haveto ded with the
Demonlord?' she asked, her voice now harsh and unrelenting. "1 don't care how loud you yell, Vilkas
ta-Geryn. It's not going to go away. Tomorrow or the day after were going to have to ded with Berys,
and he's going to have emptied haf the Hellsto protect his precious skin. We need to think what to do.
Y ou need to think what to do."

| started to shake and swiftly crossed my armsto hideit.

She must have been weary, rattled, for she saw me tremble and against al sense she reached out to me
asif to take mein her asamsfor comfort. | shrank from her proffered embrace asfrom hot iron. At that
moment it would have been aswelcome.

She closed arms and heart and mind and dl, in the ingtant, for which | was profoundly grateful. " Just
remember, Vil," she said, her voice cam and reassuringly normd. "Dreams are just dreams, no matter
how powerful. They're not predictions.”

| did not reply. | could not, | was still shaking, and it would have shown in my voice.

She reached up and laid ahand on my arm. That was bearable, though reveding. | could fed her shaking
too. "I know you. I've watched you for two years, I've worked with you at a depth even you are hardly
awareof." | looked a her then, and saw in the dim firelight that she was smiling, abeit rather crookedly.
"Sweet Shig, I've opened my spirit-salf to you more timesthan | can count. | know you can be trusted.”
In amoment of wild daring, in spite of thergection | had thrown at her only moments before, sheraised
her fingertips swiftly to her lips, kissed them, and touched my cheek softly asabutterfly. "Maybeit'stime
you |learned to trust yoursdlf.”

| could hear her voice shaking with emotion. | had told her long ago that | didn't like to be touched
casudly. Even putting her hand on my arm was grestly daring. Planting a once-removed kisson my
cheek was practicaly an invitation to share her bed.

| knew perfectly well that now would be agood time to take her in my armsfor comfort's sake, to give
her what she needed because | knew she needed it. We might both be dead soon, and dear Goddess,
who was| to refuse her?

She didn't give me the chance. She felt me flinch from her hand on my face and turned away, to put afew
more sticks on thefire and Sit closeto it, her arms about her knees. No matter what her heart was
shouting at her, she was too good afriend to blame me for her own fedlings. She had offered what |
could not accept, and she knew it, and she closed in once again.

In the sllence we could still hear the soft murmur of the voices by theriver. Jamie and Maran.
"Damnation,” sighed Aral from the heart, resting her head on her knees. "Idal, Lady, be quick, | beg you.
I'm bloody starving and bloody exhausted and those two are breaking my heart.”

Jamie

I'd just started filling my waterskin at the river's edge when | heard someone on the shore behind me. Old
habits die hard, don't they? | had my belt knife ready to throw when she spoke.

"It'sjust me, Jamie"
| put the knife away, but to be honest | wasn't any the less shaken. Worse, if anything. | knew what to do



with afoe,

"Maran," | sad, by way of greeting.

It was getting dark, but | could see her grin. "Aye, well, at least you remember my name.”

| said nothing, and she sighed. "I see. Y ou remember other thingsaswell. Sodo I." When | didn't reply,
shesghed again. "Ay me, herewe go. Yes, it was my fault. No, | never sent word to you or to Lanen.
And | never—" She stopped hersdlf, and after amo-ment went on, more gently, "By dl the leaves of
spring, Jamie, did you ever indl your daysthink wed meet again like this?'

"l never thought we'd meet again at dl," | said. | hadn't meant my voice to be that harsh. I'd forgotten that
rogue vein of poetry in her. It came out a the damnedest times, and it summoned our past together as
nothing e se could have done.

| heard the faintest grunt, asthough shewerein pain. "Aye, well, that'sfair. Neither did |," she said. "I've
had the easier part. I've been able to watch you both over the years. | wish the damned thing had sound
aswdl assght, I'd have given alot to have heard some of those arguments,” she said, ahint of lightness
in her voice. It went warm and gentle again when she added, "I saw you teach her to use asword, Jamie,
in the middle of the night when Hadron couldn't see. | watched you when you held her as she cried. | saw
thelook in her eyes when she was learning how to ride and went over her first jump—and it wasn't
Hadron she looked to with al the pride of her soul, it was you.”

"Sheisnot the child of my body," | growled. My heart was aching as though someone held it in their fist
and was squeezing. If it had been daylight, perhaps | could have kept up my guard, but in the starlit
darkness there was only Maran and me, and twenty years of pain.

"I only knew for certain when | saw Marik capture her on the Dragon Ide," shereplied quietly. " She must
be hisfirstborn. And mine." Her voice caught. "I swear, Jamie, | thought shewasyours" shesaid. "l

begged the Lady—"

"Sheismine!" | cried, throwing down the waterskin. "Damn it, Maran! Y ou think afew weeks dalliance
makes a difference to who her father is? Never!" | paced away from her, and swiftly back to stand
before her. "He may have made her with you, the heartless bastard, but I'm her father!”

"I know," she said, her voice steady. The distant firelight gleamed on the tracks down her cheeks. "And
never aday passesbut | thank the Goddess that she had such afather asyou.”

" She needed amother aswell,” | snarled. ™Y ou should have been there, Maran. What inthe Hellsis
wrong with you? Why didn't you come back?' | grabbed her shoulders and shook her. " She needed you,
damnit!"

| needed you, damnit!

Shejugt stood there, gazing down at me. | couldn't bear it, | turned and walked away before | was
tempted to violence. | didn't get far, though. Her voice stopped me.

"Jamie. Jamie," she cdled softiy, asalover cals her beloved, dl her heart in her voice. "I know. My soul
to Mother Shia, | know. | needed her too, and | needed you. Dear Lady. | needed you as adrowning
man needsair." And she was starting to gasp alittle, for air, to keep her voice under control. She
stopped and just breathed—when she spoke again her voice was calm and steady and asinexorable as
the water flowing down beside us, and my heart pounded to every word. "'l thought the Farseer attracted
demons, Jamie. Thefirst ones camefor me, and | fought them off, but then one hurt Lanen"—her voice
fatered for an instant—"I couldn't take the chance."

"You never told me" | said, turning to her, shaken. "Maran, you never said there were demons come
after you."

"I must admit, | wasn't exactly thinking clearly,” she said. "'l didn't know how to hold off demonsthen. I'm
better at it now. But | sworethat if the things were going to take whoever stood near that damned
Farseer—then by the Lady, they weren't going to get either of you.” Her voice grew thicker as she
spoke, now, and her pauses for breath stopped my very heart within me. Her throat was so closed it
seemed near to choking her. "I married

Hadron so that... that if they took my husband they wouldn't take you. When | left and for Sixteen years



after, | feared | would draw down desath upon us al, Jamie, so | stayed ... | Stayed asfar away from you
...as| could."

Every part of melonged to go to her, to take her in my arms, theidiot, to make dl our pain go away, to
make those years disap—pear and make her mine again—but | stood where | was, and | knew it was
right.

"Y ou are the best man | have ever known, Jamie," she said, her voice forcing itsway through her tight
throat. "I know—I know you and Rella are together now, and I'm glad of it. She'safine woman, and a
good friend." She coughed, and turned it into ator-tured laugh. "But if she ever loses her mind and tells
you she's done with you, I'll be by your sidein your next breath, and by every star that ever shone, |
swear I'll never leaveyou again.”

My head was swimming, my body shaking with a hundred memories. | could bear it no more, al my best
intentionsmelted into air, | swear | could hear her heart beating with mine. "Maran—" | began, moving
towards her.

"No!" shecried, and swiftly backed away. Her voice was shak-ing now, aong with the rest of her, |
guessed. "Goddess, no—" Her voice dropped to awhisper in the darkness. "If you touch me | am lost.
Please, | beg you. | am holding true by athread asit is."

"Come, Maran," | said, trying to speak lightly. "Do you tel methe menin Beskin aredl blind? 1 cannot
believeit. Surely you have someone to wak beside you, to kegp you company in thelong nights of the
northern winter?'

Therewas amoment's sllence, and she answered, "1 have never loved another man, Jamie. Ever. Indl
my life, gpart from that madnesswith Marik. By my life | swear it. And thereisonly onein al theworld |
love more than you, and she lies adeep by that fire yonder."

"Goddess, Maran—" | croaked, my heart wrung. All those years aone beat upon me worsethan figts. |
at least had known the love of my heart's daughter. She had had nothing.

"So now you know how | fed, and | won't say anything else about it again,” she said, her voice growing
gronger. Thefirdight wasdying alittle, | could see nothing but her shapein the sarlight. "L et us meet
only asfriends, Jamie, working together with these othersto finish Berys. Goddess knows, it'stime the
world wasrid of him. | have done so many stupid thingsin my life," she said quietly. "Together let usdo
this one good thing. For Lanen. For you and Rella.”

"And what of Maran?' | asked gently, but she had turned away and was drawing near to the large fire the
dragons had built.

| stood in the darkness by theriver, listening to the echoes of her voicein my heart, knowing that she was
right and there was nothing else to do. | picked up my waterskin, knelt by the side of the water, leaned
over andfilled it, and wondered idly as| corked it if it would taste even dightly of sdt.

| spent some years as an assassin. | learned long ago how to weep silently in the generous darkness.

Idai

| brought back the carcasses of the two deer | had found. Gyrentikh and | had a gracious plenty to eat,
and there was easly enough | eft for the Gedri. They dl came, some roused from deep and yawning, and
carved stesksfor themsalves and for the absent ones. That Htill |eft most of the mest for us.

"Where isthe other dr—the other Kantri?' asked Jamie. "I thought he had only falen behind alittle. It's
been more than an hour aready.”

"Alikfrikh has seen our fire, they will be here soon,” | said. "Will did not take easily to flight, and he has
delayed them.”

"IsRdlawith him?' Jamie asked.

"Alikirikhisalady," | corrected gently. "And yes, Relaiswith her. Sheiswdl and hearty, and laughing
loudly a Will, as1 un—derstand it.” | explained Will's difficulties with flight, and Jamie also laughed.
"Oncethey do arrive, | assumewe're to have a council of war?' said Maran.

"Surely that can wait for themorning,” said Vilkas, yawning.



"No, Mage Vilkas, it cannot,” said Varien emphaticdly. "The Black Dragon appears to need neither food
nor rest. It flieslike nothing | have ever seen—Ilike a creature that has seen flight but never learned how it
isdone—but for dl that, it will arrive & its destination al the sooner.” Hisvoice grew heavier. "The
Winds done know what madnessis brewing in the East Mountains, but my life on it, as soon asit arrives
at its dedtination we will be theworsefor it."

"Y our pardon, Master Varien," said Aral meekly. "No disre-spect to you, but can we not deep until the
others—arrive—oh," she ended quietly, as Alikirikh and her charges cameto land.

Relaand Will were offered food, which she accepted and he did not at first. A brief blue healing glow
from Ard, sent gently to Will, repaired his appetite.

Once wewere dl assembled, round aroaring firein the deep night, we held the first Great Council of the
new world. True enough, we never thought of it in those terms at the time, but that iswhat it was. A
meseting of Kantri and Gedri together, to solve troubles that afflicted both. For al that we accomplished
lit=tle, for al the awkwardness of it on both sides, there was a sense of rightnessaswell. It was at least
an effort to plan, to work to—gether to overcome athreat that faced usdl. | believe we al found comfort
init, even Alikirikh. | had never been so long in her presence before without hearing asingle complaint.

| was most pleased to see Shikrar come back to himself. | had been worried about him, and though | had
tried to bespeak him, he would not hear me all day aswe flew. | do not know what he and Akhor had
spoken of whilel sought food, but when | re-turned al awkwardness was past and Shikrar was himsdlf
once more. That yawning darkness that had been growing in his soul was healed now, by whatever
means, and | was grateful for it.

We dways assumethat lifewill smply continue asit is. | have seen this same assumption among the
Gedri, but for usit isworse, for we live so very long, and life for us can flow aong un—changed for long
yearstogether. | did not believe that the coming of the Black Dragon was truly the end of the world, but |
was ab-solutely convinced that it was the end of the world aswe knew it, and that al the careful plans
Shikrar and | had made for our peo-ple in Kolmar were going to have been so much wasted breath. My
use-name means " She who knows without knowing." Sometimes| wish | didn't. | understand that
ignorance can be agreat comfort on occasion.

Shikrar

"The part | can't understand, Shikrar, iswhy you have to fight the Black Dragon? It goes againgt all
reason,” said Rella. "If it'sthat dangerous, why not just run? Scatter to the four winds! Y ou can dl talk to
one another, distance isn't aproblem. Go in ahun—-dred different directions, make it do the work to seek
you out while you think of away to defeet it."

"Itisthe Demonlord,” | said Smply. "Even if we cared only for our own hides, even if wewerewilling to
choose cowardice and let the Demonlord murder countless numbers of the Gedri while we sought only
safety, we would only buy ourselves alittle time. Perhaps your people do not remember, but we do. The
De-monlord took grest delight in death. He murdered hundreds of his own people before ever he killed
Aidrishaan, and he could not be touched by our Fire, astrue demons can."

"If that isindeed what animatesthat creature,” muttered Rella. "'l can well believe it ademon, but how did
Treshak know? She could only seeit pass overhead, at adistance. Surely—"

"Treshak wasright," | said firmly. "Evenif | had only her in—gtinct to believe, | would trust that; but | have
proof.”

Varien looked up sharply. "What proof?*

"The Demonlord began life asachild of the Gedri,” | said heavily. "He was human. | heard the Black
Dragon today, when it looked up and saw Treshak diving towardsit. The soundsit made—I think it was
trying to laugh. As humansdo. And | would swear on my soul that it said the word that created the Logt,
but for some reason the spell did not work thistime. My soul to the Winds, my friends. Treshak was
right. It isthe Demonlord re-turned, in the body of agolem of fire."

Perhaps we were all too weary, perhaps too much had hap—pened that day, but not one of us could
think how we might de-fegt a cresture whose body was the fire of the earth itself. We all vowed to



consder it while we were flying the next day, and the others went apart to deep. The Gedri composed
themsalves around the two fires.

| watched, greeting the moon whenit finally rose, singing in my heart with the sarsthat dowly wheded
overhead, making sure that no danger came nigh them.

Rdla

Jamie and | spread our bedralls, and he let me fie nearer the fire. What a gentleman.

Welay close and kept our voices low, that we might not disturb the others. There was agreat dedl to
talk about, but in the end we were both too weary to say much about anything aside from the obvious. |
wasangry a myself, ignoring matters of great moment to dedl with matters of the heart, until | realised
that up until that time | had never had a matter of the heart that was so desperately important to me.

"I know you've spoken with her," | said, doing al in my power to keep my voice neutrd.

"Yes, | have" hereplied, hisfree arm about me. "And you wereright. That kind of loveishugely
flattering. Dear Goddess, Rella. | never dreamed that she was so true to mein her heart.”

My own heart dropped like astone. | must have stiffened, for Jamie leaned forward alittle and kissed the
back of my neck. "I said it was seductive, my lass, not that | was seduced.”

| breathed again.

"l swear toyou, Rella" hesaid, in that voice of utter truth that undoes me every time he usesit, "if | had
been in any doubt about the two of us, if | loved you onewhit lessthan | do, I'd have goneto her. Shia
knows, | pity her with al my heart, and— well, you know | have never stopped caring for her."

"Then why are you here with me?" | asked. Of course| knew, | knew fine. | just had to hear it from him.
"Because you are my match, Rellamy girl," he muttered into my ear. "1 swear | can al but hear your
thoughts. Y ou complete me somehow." | smiled as his arm tightened around me. "My soul to the Ladly, |
never knew there was such an empty placein my heart until you came dong andfilled it." Hesat upa
little, leaned over, and kissed me deepily. "I loveyou, Rdla™

"Thank you for that, heart,” | said, leaning back against hiswarmth. After afew moments| added, "I love
you too. Can we go to deep now."

For answer | heard his near-silent snorein my ear.

Good enough.

Maran

| thought | had pitched my bedroll far enough away not to hear them, but even around so large afire
there was only so much room.

| knew how it was. | had known before ever | caught up with them, and in my more rational moments|
was happy for them both.

But, dear Lady, to hear his voice again, speaking such wordsto her! No dagger could be as sharp, or
anywhere near as painful.

He asked meto wed him, al those years ago. Several times.

That wasthe worst of it, that fife could have been so different for me—for us. | curled up physicaly, asif
around awound, and | remained so for some time, when at last a quiet thought cameto me.

If I had wed him, Lanen would never have cometo be.

And that wasit, findly. | had known for years, in my heart of hearts, that | could never truly reclaim the
love Jamie and | had shared so long ago. Seeing him again had been so much agony— but | could not
wish Lanen unmade. She was the best part of me,

however that might have come about, and somehow that was enough to soothe my heart. | sghed one
last time, for lovelong since logt, turned over, and fell deep into blessedly dreamless deep.



Lanen

My little deep before supper had left me far more wakeful than | should have been. Varien lay beside
me, but he couldn't deep either. | heard Rellaand Jamietaking quietly. Will and the Hedlers had their
own smdller fire, leaving thefive of usto take what comfort we could from the larger one. Maran was
reslessaswdl, but even she eventudly lay ill.

| found that the other two silent members of the party were aso apparendy awake. There was nothing so
obvious as akick, the movements were far more subde. Hardly more than aflutter, but | felt it and
gasped. Varien asked meif | waswell and for answer | put his hand on my rounding belly. After a
moment or two he sighed. "Alas, it istoo soon for one so far removed to fed any-thing, even with Gedri
hands," he sad, alittle sadly. "And yet, there are other ways." | felt his soft touch in my mind, and then—
it was amost curious sensation. Asif he were searching for other minds within me—which, | suspect, he
was. After amoment he gave up and grinned at me. "Perhapsit is atouch too soon for that aswell,” he
admitted.

"They're not even big enough to kick, you idiot dragon,” | murmured. " Though whether | should expect to
be kicked by four legsor eight, | haven't yet decided,” | added ruefully.

"Lanent”

| lay back, trying to find some comfortable place on the hard ground. "Well, don't you worry about that?"
| drew my blanket about my shoulders and mourned, briefly, for the real bed we'd dept in the night
before. | could have used the comfort of it. | wasin amost peculiar mood, | remember—able to speak
lightly of things that were desperately important to me. It was very odd.

"Dear one, doesthat fear haunt you, truly?' asked Varien, con~cerned a the genuine note of worry in my
voice. Damn.

"Of courseit bloody well hauntsme," | said, exasperated. "Varien, even women married to norma men
worry about their unborn babes. Will they be healthy? Will they grow strong in my womb, or do they
wither within me? Will they have just the one head, and the two arms and two legs?’ | snorted, torn
between amusement and more than adrop of genuine horror. " Of course, in our case, Goddess only
knowswhat growsin there. Hells, Varien, are they going to be born with wings?' Despite myself |
shud-dered. "Poor little scraps. Half Kantri, haf Gedri. Alonein dl theworld.”

Varien sat up and took my face gently between his hands. "'La-nen, kadreshi, think. When Vilkas
changed you, remember? He said then that they are perfectly human creatures. Human, and hedlthy.” He
smiled. Two arms, two legs, one head each, and not awing in sght.”

"But that was so long ago!" | moaned. Foolish, | know, but what would you? Pregnancy does awful
things to awoman's fed -ings. Mine seemed to be changing with every breeth.

Varien grinned and stroked my hair. "Kadreshi, it was but a sgennight since. It may fed asthough an age
of the world hath come and gone, but my word upon it, no more than seven days have passed.”

"A sgennight! Areyou certain?"

"Certain sure, as Jamie would say. My word upon it."

"Nonsense,” | snorted. "1 don't believeit. Y ou'relying. It's been afull moon sincethen, at least.”

"Asyou say, then," he responded placidly. Tour word islaw, my wife." | giggled. "But you must not be
surprised, dearling, if the moon hath foolishly lost track of time and thinks that only aquarter of her cycle
has come and gone.”

"Y ou're humouring me. Stop it," | said, pleased at the banter.

"Asyou will," he said, bowing while seated, which isquite atrick. | batted a him, but he caught my hand
and kissed it, and was suddenly more serious. "Lanen, | do most deeply apologisethat | could
not—humour you thismorning." He sghed. "We are creatures of habit, we of the Kantri. | have reacted
inacertain way for avery long time, and | can forget that old responses are not of necessity the correct
ones." Hesighed. "I heard your fears, my dear one, but | reacted as though | had never changed, as
though | wereyet Akor, and Akor done." He forced himsdlf to ook into my eyes. "'l very much fear that
you were right—are right—and that by taking you within a thousand leagues of Berys| am puitting at risk
not only your life but the lives of our childer."

Ah, damniit. In my weary heart | had been hoping that we could just let this one go, but no. We had



aready sworn to spesk only truth to each other, however spiky and unwelcomeit might be.

"Yes, you are putting us al a risk. | told you that in Verfaren, and | wish to goodness we'd had more
timeto think about it. But Varien—I don't seem to recal you having to drag me kicking and howling
away from Verfaren, or forcing me at knife point to go with Shikrar."

He looked confused. Poor dear. He was till abit dow when it came to understanding heavy sarcasm.
"Love, it'strue, you gave me very little choice," | said. "Buit that is not the same as'no choice!’ | could
have decided to let you chase this damned Black Dragon with the rest of the Kantri and stayed safe and
warminarea bedin Verfaren. | didn't. I, of my own free will, chose to come with you. So both of us
must bear the consequences.”

Herelaxed abit at that.

"That doesn't mean that I'm not annoyed at you for putting your people before your family, by theway,” |
added, turning onto my side with my face to the fire and wrapping mysdf in my blanket. "I can
understand it, and I'm here because in this one particular instance | agree with you, but it's not a habit of
mine I'd care to encourage.”

"Asyou say, kadreshi," hereplied. He lay down alongside me and put hisarm around me. Even on the
cold hard ground, even in that lonely place, his presence was comfort and safety to me.

| lay wakeful only alittletime, until the weight of Varien'sarm as-sured me he dept, and | matched the
rhythm of his even bresth-ing until | too fell into deep'skind embrace.

Sdea

| heard my elder brother sing up the moon. | lay, as he, beside afire, watching over achild of the Gedri,
and | joined my heart'svoiceto his. | would have sung doud, but | had aready learned that the Gedri
require far more deep than do we of the Aida. There was alittle breeze, afight soring wind, with the
promise of warmth even in the night. The sgp wasrising al about us, pound-ing up the trunks of trees,
whispering in the growing grass. Great changes coming, great changes dl around us with every spring, but
surely never before so many asin this spring that was chang-ing the world.

There was much to ponder in the quiet of the night, benesth the shelter of afew trees. | till wasteaching
my heart that no others among the Kantri or the Gedri could sense the future ris-ing before them. That
Lord Shikrar had been so astounded at so smple avision. That he could be facing that future and not
have a least the shape of it to guide him surprised me.

Clearsight isnot agift of our Awakening. Even while we yet lived our hdf-lives before, | and others knew
of thisability. We do not dl have it—or perhapsit ismore true to say that we have it to greater and
lesser extents. | am not among the most gifted of us; Erliandr sees furthest and deepest, and there are
many otherswhose Sight is clearer than mine. Still, like most | can see best when my own futureformsa
part of the vison. | knew | would not remain here in the west much longer, but | had yet onetask to
accomplish erel might leave with the rest of my Kindred who were not partnered to Healers.

| would miss Mik. Heand | had spoken long with Magister Rikard, and by sunset there were three
hands—no, what were the words Mik taught me—five and ten—yes, fifteen pairs of Aialaand Gedri
gone out to chalenge the corrupted Hedlers. He had

not objected when | asked him to accompany me, but he did seem confused when | asked that we leave
immediately, ere the sun should set, and that we should go north as severd otherswere planning to do. |
had been forced to ask him to trust me.

That waswhen | realised that there was one aspect of clear-sight that | had brought forward with me,
through my Awaken-ing, and that it was right. | knew, degp down, that | must not spesk of particularsto
theindividua soul. | had not told Lord Shikrar the full truth of what | had seen of hisfuture, and | had not
told Mik ether. True, | waswith him, and that might change things—I trusted that it would—but | must
not speak of what | had seen.

Thefutureisawaysin motion, like aflowing river or abranch-ing path. The dightest thing can direct the
flow or choose the branch a person takes. Speaking of specific events can—it is diffi—cult to express
this—can stop theriver, freezeit likeice, into the one particular version that has been spoken of.



Speaking the fu-ture can lead asoul down aparticular path, even if that is not the best one for them to
take, or the one they would have taken if nothing had been said.

The night was moving towards dawn before it came. | waslost in contemplation when | heard an
incautious footstep, far too near.

Fndly.

"Mik, you must waken," | said quietly. He did not stir. Too quiet, perhaps.

"Mik!" | shouted.

He was on hisfeet in asingle movement, crying out, "What, what isit?' Helooked around. There was
nothing to see apart from me.

"What isit?" he asked. "What happened? Did you see some-thing? Hear something?

"Both," | said. " 'Ware, Mik. Something comes.”

And so it did. An arrow flying towards Mik through the dark—ness, as| had seen in my vision. | batted it
out of theair with my faceplate.

"Come," | hissed, and sped towards the source. It cursed when it saw me coming, which helped me find
it. The creature tried to fire another arrow, but | moved quickly to theleft, out of its path, and pulled my
right wing closein. Then | wasuponit.

My ingtincts told meto kill it, but that was not S0 easy asit once was. Instead | wrapped mysalf about it,
holding it unmoving until Mik ran up, panting.

"What in al the Hells are you playing &, you idiot? Who the Hells are you, anyway, and why are you
shooting arrows at— damn it! Gerthayn!" he cried.

"Y ou know thisman?"' | asked.

"Of course | know him. Hewasin the year above me," said Mik, clearly confused. "He left at Midwinter
Fest last year," he said, dowly. "Said held got himsdlf afine post.” Suddenly Mik cursed. "Gerth, tell me
you didn't take on with the House of Gundar.”

"Gerth issn't here," hissed the creature.

"Damnit!" shouted Mik. He summoned his power to him, aclear blue glow, and sent it to cover his
erstwhile friend. The crea-ture writhed in my grip. Mik called histrue namethrice, as Rikard had done,
but the cresture only laughed.

"| told you, heisn't here" thething said. "His spirit ran awvay when | cameto five here. I'm just as
pleased.”

Mik looked to me, pleading. "Salera, what can | do?' he asked softly.

"Cal your friend once more,” | suggested, but | held out little hope. The creature in my coils smelt purely
of the Rakshasa, bardly human at dl, save for the shell it wore. Mik's summons was answered by amore
determined writhing, but it changed not at dll.

"| fear meyour friend istruly fled," | said, asgently as| could. "Hewill not return.”

Mik couldn't help hisingtincts. He sent his power to cover the Raksha, trying to let the Lady's hedling
drivethething out. Cer—tainly he madeitslife hard for the Raksha, but Mik swiftiy began to fail. He had
not the vast resourcesthat Vilkas possessed.

| sighed. "Forgive me, Mik," | said, "but | cannot alow you to throw yourself into death for one who has
aready departed.”

And with that, | broke the Raksha's neck. It cried out and dis~appeared, leaving only the two of usin the
company of the body of one who had been afriend to my companion.

Mik raged. He struck at me with hisfists, he kicked me and shouted at me and cursed me. | let him do
s0. Had | been in his position, | would have been as hurt and angry at knowing that nothing else could be
donefor onel had cared for. When hefi-ndly stopped from sheer weariness, the sky was lighter than it
had been.

"Forgiveme, Mik," | said. "'l share your sorrow that the Rak-sha have claimed your friend, but | could
not alow you to destroy yourself to no purpose. Y our friend died when the Rakshatook over his
body—I would guessthat he fought it and perished in the attempt.”



"Knowing Gerthayn, that's very likely," croaked Mik, hisvoice hoarse from yelling at me.

"Then honour hisdeed, and mourn him. And," | added dryly, "give thanksthat you do not follow him."

He looked up & me, and in the growing light | could see clearly the deep pain that he bore. "Maybe it
wouldn't have been so bad," he replied. "Damnation! It'sal gone so wrong. So many dead, so many
poor souls corrupted, just for being weak. Damnit. It'snot fair. It'snot fair!™

| could not help but hiss my sympathy. "Truly, we are not so different, your people and mine. | agree, itis
not fair, but it isthe truth.” | reached out carefully and touched his jaw, making him look a me. "All that is
left to us, Mik, istheway in which we de-cide to react to that truth.”

He stared at me, pain and anger till raging.

"Throwing alife after alifeisnot the path of reason,” | said gently. "Rgoicein thelife that was, mourniits
passing, honour the memory and live. Lifeisthe grestest gift of the Winds, Mik. Do not dareto cast it
away for no better reason than an excess of sorrow.”

Hesworeagain. "Damnit, Sdera," he said, hisvoice unsteady now. "Gerth was agood man. He didn't
deservethis”

"Berys has much to answer for," | agreed. "But | would have you take note: you did not summon your
power instantly when you woke. If you had, you could have shielded yourself, and | would not have had
to deflect the arrow. Next time such a thing threat—ens, do not hesitate to call upon your power. 1t will
saveyour life

"I'll remember,” he said groggily.

"Do s, for | will not be hereto remind you," | said. False dawn was swiftly giving way to true sunrise,
and | heard the wings of the Aidaasthey gathered upon the Winds. My own wings flut-tered in
sympathy, amost againgt my will. "1 am caled away east, Mik. | did not know it before, but | must go.
The others who part-ner the Gedri will remain with them, but the rest of us must join the greet battle. Not
amile away west of here you will find Er-liandr of the Aialaand Ferdik of the College of Mages. Go you
safe and keep you safe,” | said.

"Damn. | waslooking forward to talking with you some more,” said Mik, haf asmileon hisface.
"Therewill belong and long to talk, after al isdone,” | replied.

"Gowell!" he shouted as | took to the air. "And kick the bas-tards twice for me!"

It was as good a benison as any. | met the rest of my Kindred, spiraling up on the Winds, and we struck
out away west. We could not fly nearly as swiftly asthe Kantri, but we would arrive when we were
needed.

Of that | was certain.

Xl
The Eve of Battle

Berys

| am till exhausted. The Black Dragon seems to need more sheer strength over land than it did to fly
across the ocean, even more than | had planned for. | was summoned by aminor demon soon after |
woke. It seemsthe Demonlord was angry thet its body was going stiff and would need much more
power lest it fal from the sky. "Not that those mouldy dragons can hurt me, but | thought you wanted me
there swiftly, little demon-spit.”

"I do. Y ou have fought them, haven't you?' | asked. | meant only to buy time, and was alittle surprised
by the answer.

"It was good practice,” it replied smugly. "One of them at-tacked me. | had to do alittle more than fly in
adraight line. Its not so easy as you might think."

"Fool!" | snarled. "Every besat of your wingsis held up by my hand. Do not waste your strength.”

"Why, little demon-spit, do you grow weary?" it purred. "If you are so weak, why do you waste your
time with me? Release me from the bond, | will find strength enough on my owntofly asl like."



The threat was dways there with demons. One moments weakness, true or perceived, and they pounced
onit. | laughed.

"Weak? | have defeated nearly every Mage alive, | have brought agolem of stone and fire acrossthe
Great Seato do my bidding, and | have you bound to me as my dave. | have strength in me yet to
conquer worlds, witless creature. Here, befilled.” So saying, | lifted my arms and sent of my own native
power to the thing. It absorbed al | sent and sucked a me, demanding more. | closed the stream and
denied it. "Y ou must make do with that, for now," | said. "When you get here, | shall provide you with all
you will ever need. In the meantime, fly straight, don't go too high, don't damn well fight the Kantri, and
hurry.”

"Yes, O great one," the Demonlord sneered. "1 come.” It cut the connection.

Oncel was cartain it was gone | collapsed. It had absorbed every drop of my strength. | had not
counted on that. | managed to summon a servant to bring me food and wine, and told them that | was not
well and to let me deep. One of them asked me amoment ago where Master Marik was, and | quite
truthfully re~sponded that he was resting and was not to be disturbed. No need for him to be put into a
cdl and arousethelocals, after dl. | have arranged for the guards who came with usto look after him
and to report to me what he says and does, until | require more of him.

It isannoying that the book of Marik's thoughts lies buried in the rabble of the College of Mages. | will
haveto get him to tel me what he knows before the Demonlord arrivesand | giveit hissoul.

| really must rest and make my preparations.

Tomorrow isthe turning point.

Lanen

| wokein panic from adream of war to find myself aone, though | didn't have far to look. Most of them
were gathered around the fire having ahurried breakfast. | packed my bedding

and went to join them. Travd rationsagain, | thought, Sighing just alittle. Never mind, at least the water
wasfresh.

Vilkasand Ara ill dept. The sunwas not long risen, and the tail end of the dawn chorus of noisy little
birdsfell like sweet re-freshing rain from the eaves of thewood as | hurried to join the others.

"Varien, Shikrar, I'm afool," | began. Everyone laughed at this announcement and | had to raise my
voice. "Thereismuch | should havetold you yesterday, it'simportant, especidly for you two."

"Yes, love?' asked Varien gently in truespeech.

"Dont!" | cried. Helooked startled. "That's the problem. Y ou and Shikrar must not use truespeech if you
can possibly avoid it."

"Why, Lady?' rumbled Shikrar. Damn, he looked huge in the morning light. "What do you know?'
"Marik can hear you. Anything you say, ether of you, he's been listening for months now.” | explained
swiftly how Marik had come to have truespeech.

Jamie cursed. "That's one of our greatest advantages gone,” he said bitterly.

"Not entirely,” replied Shikrar, sounding thoughtful. "Akor and | may not useit, but there is nothing to
stop the rest of us, or Lanen, from bespeaking one another."

"I may not be safe either,” | responded miserably. "He heard me too, when | wasin that prison. He said
he hadn't before. | don't know if it was because | was shouting or because | was barely ten feet from
him, or if he's getting better.” | turned to Varien and clasped hisforearmsin mine, wanting an anchor,
wanting him to have one. | fdt digtinctly light-headed. "Varien, love, he dso learned that I'm pregnant.
Berysdidn't know before, but I'd wager anything he doesnow,” | said grimly. "I'm so sorry, love. | cried
out to you in truespeech and he heard.” | looked up to Shikrar. "But asfar as| know, that'sal. Y ou, me,
Vaien. Everyonedseissafe”

"We cannot so assume,” said Varien.

"I was hoping to plan our strategy against the Black Dragon aswe flew thisday," said Shikrar.

"And so we shall, Teacher Shikrar,” said Idai. She turned to me. "Know you if Marik can hear what we



tel Shikrar?'

| thought about it. "He said he could hear you two, he re-ported what you said,” | answered. "He didn't
mention anything about hearing what you heard. Although,” | admitted glumly, "that doesn't mean much.
Marik lies as easlly as he breathes.”

Vaien

"Indeed.” Idai hissed her amusement. "Perhapsit would be best if we assumed that he can hear, and will
report, anything that you hear or say, Shikrar. Very well—then let you consider the most tedious subject
you can think of, in great detail and at length, and spesk to Marik of it &l theday long."

"Lady Idal, | liketheway you think," gpproved Rella

Idai continued. "The rest of uswill consider how to defeat the Black Dragon.” She glanced at Lanen and
winked. "I know that we have not your years, that we are the merest younglings, but we must needs
struggle aong this once on our own. No doubt we shall falter without your guidance, O Sage of the
Kantri, but think of usin our hardship and have pity . .."

Shikrar laughed, a bright tongue of Firein the broadening day. "Enough!™ he cried. "It isdl quitetrue, of
course, and no doubt it will be aterrible struggle for you to manage so trivid atask without my
assistance, but you must take courage and remain hopeful. If life and the Winds are merciful, you may
one day a-tain to my years and my wisdom—though my natura modesty forbids my ever saying such a
thing doud.”

"Y our natural modesty would fit nestly in Lady Lanen's palm with room to spare,” said Gyrentikh merrily.
Shikrar snorted. "Very well. | abjure pride from this moment. Y ou kitlings come up with agrand plan to
defeat our Doom and | will obey blindly!"

"Hal" barked Rella, finishing her chelan, shaking the last drops from her cup onto the ground. "Even |
know you better than that, Shikrar."

Varien laughed loudly. "Poor Shikrar! Even the Gedri tease you now!"

Shikrar's eyes gleamed in the morning light. "Alas, dl my se-crets are known, my character discovered,
my faults made public, and | have not been here afortnight! Where shdl | hide from such infamy?"
"Please, Lord-Shikrar," growled adeep voice, "have mercy. Waking to the hissing of laughing dragonsis
bad enough. | beg you, speak lower." Vilkas, groggy and bleary-eyed, poured himsdlf acup of chelan
and drained it a once. Ard, behind him, grinned and drank her chelan more dowly as hewasinhding his
second.

"Intruth, Idai," continued Shikrar, more quietly out of mercy for Vilkas, "if welook to be drawn into
battle before day's end, | think we must chance Marik overhearing what is said.”

"Of course, Shikrar," shereplied. Looking to Rellaand Jamie, she said, "Have elther of you any idea of
how much farther thereisto go?"

"Quitealong way," Rellasaid, and Jamie nodded. "I think | have arough idea of wherewe are. Castle
Gundar is hundreds of leagues northeast of here, through Mara's Pass—though if you are flying high
enough, perhaps you won't need to worry about the pass. But | shouldn't think you could reach Castle
Gundar be-fore tomorrow in any case.”

"Ah, but, Mistress Rella, you have not seen us at our best,” said Alikirikh unexpectedly. It did my heart
good to see her taking part in this. "We are till weary, but anight'srest will make avast difference.”
Thenlet usbeat it,” said Shikrar. "Idai, will you wait for these heroesto bresk their fast? Y ou have the
best chance of catching meup.”

T will," shereplied, "though | recommend they bresk it quickly.”

Ara and Vilkas ate faster.

"Then let usbe gone" he said to Lanen and me. Gyrentikh gathered up Jamie and Rella, Alikirikh took
Will and Maran—and we were d oft.

Will
That day was yearslong. The morning was decent enough, clear westher and warmed by the sun, but



clouds dark with rain rose before us ere noon. We stopped briefly just before therain came on, to take
some food and let the Lady Alikirikh catch her breath. | took the chance to take my blanket out of my
pack and wrap it around me. For al that spring was now well along, it was bloody cold up there.

After we went back up, it rained dmost congtantly. Of course, Alikirikh sheltered us from much of it, but
there was no escaping it al. After an hour we were soaked. When she remembered, she held us near
her, and we warmed up and dried off alittle—but it seemed not to be a natural position for any of them,
and she often forgot.

Northeast, Rellahad said. | didn't know if it was chance, but we seemed to be following theriver. It had
to betheKal. | stared, delighted. | had dways wanted to see the Kai, though | had to smile. I'd planned
to be rather closer toit.

It would have cheered my heart to have passed the time with Maran, heard her story, maybe found out
what she and Lanen had been yelling about, but the constant sound of thewind in our earswas dl but
deafening, and speech dl but impossible.

Northeast. How any creature could tell directionsin that downpour | know not, though of coursethe
river lay below. And eastwards it must surely have been, for the hills rose steadily higher before us.
Shikrar

| sought the Black Dragon from the moment | took to the Winds that morning. We soon, to my sorrow,
came upon it and the Dhrenagan together. Even as| approached, two of the Dhre-nagan broke off from
the rest and flew straight towards the Black Dragon. | could see their comrades trying to dissuade them,
but to no avail, and as | watched the Demonlord laughed and caught them, burned them until al they
could do was to choose the Swift Desth, cheating him of their souls but throwing their lives away to no
purpose. | could not beer it. | did not careif Marik heard every word.

"Naikenna, can you do nothing?*

Her mindvoice was disconsolate. "And how would you stop one of your own who was determined on
death, Shikrar?' she asked, soul-weary, heartsick. "They are the seventh and eighth of our peopleto
choose their deethsin thisfashion. Eachisasoul | have known for many long winters, each wasalink to
apast that iselselost forever. By my soul, | assure you, | would stop themif | could.”

"Can they not even await our Council thisnight?”

"Most can," shereplied. "Those of uswho dept can wait. Those of us who waked, even in part—ah, you
cannot know. To taste blessed freedom at last, to breathe, to ride again on the Winds! Thusfar wearein
paradise, after long ages of torment undeserved. To see the founder of that torment so near, ina
trav—-esty of our own shape, and know that we cannot even now extract revenge—it is more than some
"I hear you, Lady," | answered sadly. ""Can you at least con—vince them to keep out of itssight? Let it not
know where we are or what we do."

"1 will try, Shikrar," shereplied. | thought she had closed her mind to me, but—well, perhaps she was
not shielding astightly as she might. "Alasfor Hyrishli and Orgden,” she mourned. "Hyr-ishli, soulfriend,
heart's-sister, what darkness so overshadowed your soul? We are dive again, we are free, released from
our tor-ment at last. Waslife so frightening after al these years? O Hyr-ishlianardli, my sister, degp on
the Winds, deep soft and gentle where you are gone." Her mindvoice dropped to the merest whis-per.
"Hyrish, dear one, why could you not let me say farewel|?'

| could not keep silence. Quietly, | bespoke her with the only words | had.

"May the Winds bear them up, where the sunisever warm

and bright.

Wefinished the Blessing for the Dead together. If Marik heard, much comfort may he take of it.

May their soulsfind rest in the heart of light.

| bespoke Kedra, for my heart ached for the sound of hisvoice. "Where are you, my son?"

"Far ahead and higher up,” hereplied shortly. "Fear not, my father.”

It was enough.

Weflew on. | would fain have joined Kedra and the others, but we four had to stay low for the sake of



those we carried. We swiftly passed both Black Dragon and Dhrenagan and settled into a steady rhythm,
following theriver far below.

It came on to rain just after noon, and soon after we reached that place the Gedri call Maras Pass. It is
an excdlent landmark for flight. It isnot truly apass, for the hillsto the north and south fal away to flat
ground for some leagues, but it isthe only sensi-ble place to crossthat range of mountainsif you cannot
fly above.

| became more and more unsettled as we approached it. It looked—familiar. | could swear | knew the
place, even to the ex-tent of knowing that there were better updrafts on the northern side. | rose swiftly
on thethermd, anticipating the jog to the left that | knew lay before me just past the highest point of the
sur-rounding hills. | swooped away |eft, caught the rising air asthough | had lived there dl my life, and
nearly dropped Lanen and Varien when | saw the vistabefore me. Their criesin my mind brought me
back to mysdlf, but al was changed.

Therein the distance were the true East Mountains, of which these hillswere mere outliers. They stood,
snow-topped and menacing under the dark sky, looming at the edge of sight like athreat, and | realised
between one breath and the next how | knew this place.

My Weh dreams.

Dreamsthat occur in the hedling Weh deep are important. The Weh deep is our time of regeneration: the
longer we live, the larger we become, and it isimpossible to grow surrounded by armour. Thus, about
every fifty winters the Weh comes upon us,

with little or no notice—perhaps a day, perhaps afew hours—and we have no choice but to find a safe
place and go to deep. It isthe only time that we are vulnerable to the Gedri, when our old ar—-mour
becomes brittle and falls away and the new armour under-neath has not yet had time to harden. It can
take up to six moonsfor one my age to rouse from the Weh deep. In most cases we do not dream, or
do not remember it if we do, but sometimes a dream will come to haunt us. If it comes more than once,
we con—gder it worth paying attention to.

| had dreamed of this place four times, over the space of three hundred and fifty winters. | knew the way
to Castle Gundar from here, | knew what it would look like and what surrounded it.

And | knew now, to my sorrow, that my destiny awaited me there.

Idai

Therain lightened and gave way to clear skiesjust before the sun began to set. The high mountains
before us began to glow in the golden light as we drew nearer, and the wind changed, blowing now from
those distant heights. The air was cold and clear and bracing. | took abreath like afaceful of snow and
was revived.

"Kedra, how fare you?' | asked.

"Wearewell, Idai, and we are here!" He sounded quite pleased. "The castle rises above a huge lake
right at the edge of the mountains. If you veer north-by-west when the lake appearsthe size of a
soulgem, fly adouble hand of heartbeets then roll aquarter right, you will find yourself above along
curving valey between two ridges. At theend of the valey isagrassy field, d-most like the Summer
Main. Thereisawaterfdl to the south and alittle stream runningfromiit.”

"Have you spied out the land around the castle?’ | asked.

"I conddered it, Lady," Kedrareplied, "but itisstill light. Surdly it isbest if we are not seen?”

"True. Ah, well," | Sghed. "Themoon iswith us, at least, she nearsthe full. We must trust that it will be

enough.”

"Shall welight afireto guide you, Lady?" he asked. "1 would not hazard our discovery on such athing, for
al the comfort it would bring."

"If our enemy can see afire through amountain range, we . surely are doomed in any case," | replied
dryly, and Kedralaughed.

"Very well, then. Cometo thefire, and bring my poor father as swiftly asyou may. He will be suffering
agonies a this enforced slence!”



| sent aswift thought to Shikrar, no more than "al iswell," and shut my mind to him. Our plans, such as
they were, would not take long to communicate to him once we cameto land.

It seemed likely that al would be over and done by the mor-rows sunset. | shuddered, making Ara and
Vilkas cling moretightly to my foreclaws, the poor souls. | longed to turn from this path, fly on powerful
wingsin any direction that did not take usto our fate.

| could no more turn away than fly on my back. Our path was determined when the first Kantri who ever
breathed chose order over chaos. thus we balance the Rakshasa, our life-enemies, who chose the path of
chaos. The poor doomed Trelli chose not to choose, and they have vanished from the world. The Gedri
aone among the Four Peoples from the dawn of life had chosen choice itsef—each individual soul was
freeto decideif it would follow order or chaos.

The Kantri could no more abandon the Dhrenagan to their fate than walk on water. We are bound, by
blood, by honour, by our very nature, to stand by them.

| took some comfort in the knowledge that for al the suffer-ing the Lost had endured, for al those
endlessyears of captivity, the balance that isin al things decreed that there was aterrible price yet to be
paid. | for one intended to make sure that the Demonlord and that Rakshadakh Berys paid it as painfully
aspossible.

It did occur to me that the battle that loomed before us could be a blessing from the Winds, in astrange
way. Asif wewere

being given the chance to undo the grest evil that had created the Lost al those long ages ago.

It eased my heart to think tht, at least.

Berys

| have dept nearly afull day. The sun was setting when at last | opened my eyes, fully rested and ready to
welcome the Demon-lord. | sent aRikti to find out when hewould arrive. The usdless creature said that
he could see the East Mountains only asamigt in the distance, and that it was not possible that he should
arive before the morning.

"What delaysyou?' | demanded sharply. "Areyou lost? Have you fought the Kantri again though |
forbade you?'

"I haven't fought them, but what should | do when the damn things throw themselves at me?* he
complained. "There have been at least half adozen of them that couldn't resst the urgeto kill themselves
today." | could hear the pleasure in hisvoice. "I have let this body do most of the work. They do burn
nicdy."

"Areall the Kantri closeto you?' | asked. "Do they follow you or precede you or fly by your sde?!
"Damned if | know," he said, snorting. "1've been flying through mist and rain and cloud most of the day.
Until thelast half hour | have only seen the ones who attack. The rest could be anywhere.”

"The skiesare clearer now?" | asked.

"Y es, enough at least to know | can't see atrace of adragon, but clouds still obscure the moon. Even
now | can barely seetofly.”

"| care not for your excuses. Keegp coming. On the whole, | would rather you got here before the
Kantri."

"I don't know why you are concerned about them," hereplied. "They are just as stupid now asthey ever
were. They are doing now exactly asthey did then, throwing their little lives away in atemper." He
laughed briefly.

"Areyou entirely stupid, or have you forgotten how to count?" | snarled. "Only six of them! Thereare
hundreds more | eft.”

"Therewould not beif you would let me engage them.”

"Patience, foolish one. Y ou are not yet at haf the strength | have prepared for you. Get you here as
swiftly asyou may. This castle is vulnerable without you to serve as my guard.”

"Guard! Little demon-spit, you have much to learn,” he hissed. "I come because you promise methe
Kantri, al together, dl a my mercy.”



"You boreme," | said, yawning. "Boasting is so tedious. Y ou come because you are bound to my
sarvice, whatever your pride might wish were the case. Come swiftly and be ready to destroy the Kantri.
If they are not here before you, they will not be far behind.”

"I have been ready to destroy the Kantri for thousands of years," he snarled. "L et them come when they
will. I will throw them from the sky, each and every, until they fal upon the earth like drops of rain. | will
tear their soulsfrom them and take them back with me to the deepest Hell, there to feast upon that rich
harvest down the long ages."

| had never asked, and | was curious. "Y ou were man, you are now demon for the most part—how long
do you expect to live?"

Inalow, drawn-out voice, it replied, "Forever."

Lanen

| haveto say, it's quite handy travelling with the Kantri. True, wewere dl till damp and cold from the
morningsrain, but if you ever want to get warm fast, talk to adragon. Gyrentikh, who seemed to be
enjoying the adventure, brought ayoung mast for firewood, broke it up, and lit it aswell. Dragonfire
bums hotter than norma fire, so the wood was consumed swiftly until it settled down to being normal
flames, but that first blast of heat was more than welcome. Still, 1'd have given agreat dedl for ahot bath.
While the Kantri were making their preparations, we humans all sat around the fire and tried to come up
with someway of tak-ing Berys out of action. Maran used the Farseer to check on him, and theimage
wasthelast one any of uswanted to see. He stood

before amakeshift dtar, obvioudy preparing something impor-tant, and dl around him fluttered asmal
army of Rikti and afew Rakshi fetching and carrying. Jamie cursed and Rellashook her head. "That's
work for the Kantri," she said. "I'd happily carve Berysinto steaks, but | couldn't get anywhere near him
likethat."

Wedl looked to the Hedlers. Will and Ara looked to Vilkas, who sat very still indeed. It was€eft to
Variento ask, "What say you to that, Mage Vilkas?' His voice he kept carefully neutrd. " Can you do
aught to dispel those creatures?!

Hetook along timeto answer. "Yes, | can,” he said, "but whether | will be able to do so on demand
tomorrow is another question.” He frowned. "I cannot in al conscience let you make any plans depending
onmy abilities™ hesaid camly. "I cannot give you my assurancethat | will be ableto do anything at all
about Beryss demons.”

Aral opened her mouth to protest, but Will put his hand on her arm and she held her peace.

Varien nodded. "It isaswell we know this now, Mage Vilkas. | appreciate your honesty." He glanced
around the circle. 'The Kantri have said that they will bear usto ahill near the Side of the lake tomorrow
morning, that we may see with our own eyes everything that occurs. We should keep well away from the
wanter'sedge.”

"Damn it, man, do you mean that we are to do nothing tomor-row?" cried Jamie. "If Berysisleft to work
unchallenged we will dl be theworsefor it. Surely thereis some way, between the eight of us, that we
can defeat enough demonsto &t least distract Berys."

Aral began to protest, as did Rella. Vilkas scowled at everyone.

The most peculiar idea occurred to me.

"What if Beryswere attacked by ademon?' | asked loudly.

Wéll, it got their attention, but not asoul there looked pleased at theidea. Vilkas glared at me and said
gernly, "Mistress Lanen, do you tell methat you are versed in the summoning of the crea-tures? | would
be surprised to hear it."

"Of coursenot,” | snapped. "Only Healers can call thethings, surdly. | thought that perhaps you—I
mean—uh—"

Vilkassand Ard's brows were two black thunderclouds, and | was hugely relieved that it was Ara who
spokefirgt.

"No, Lanen. Anyone can call them." Her eyeswere hard as stone. "All it takesisablood oath in which



you revilethe Lady and regject Her utterly. I'd rather not, thanks. Are you volunteering?

My mother stood, dowly, and opened her mouith.

Jamie, not seaing her, said, "Lanen, it isan entrancing idea, to burn him with hisown fire, but there are
some ways closed to us. Would you rid akingdom of adespot by torturing his subjectsinto rebellion?
We cannot so debase oursalves as to use demons. We would be no better than Berys."

Maran turned and wandered off, asif to stretch her legs, but | knew perfectly well that she had meant to
offer hersalf and risk her soul asademon-caller. | wasn't certain whether | was proud of her courage or
worried that she had so low an opinion of her own worth.

A few moreidiotic ideas were put forward and demolished, until finaly Will spoke up. "Thetruthis" he
said practicaly, "that none of us wantsto admit that werre usdessin this" He stood and paced alittle.
"Believe me, | find this as maddening as you do, Master Jamie, but—I at least admit that | am completely
out of my depth.”

Maran, composed again, returned to the circle of firdight. Will continued. "'I'm a decent hand with a
longgtaff and not a bad shot with bow and arrow, but | don't have either, and in any case a bit of wood
isn't going to bother ademon. And | shouldn't think Beryswould leave himsdf vulnerable to physica
attack."

"He hasbefore" said Jamie.

"When?" asked Vilkas, quick and sharp.

Jamie sighed and then grinned up at Will. "Twenty-five years ago, | supposeit was. Y ou don't reckon
he'slearned anything in the meantime, do you?'

"Evenif he hasn't, wed haveto get to himfirst," said Rellapracticaly. "I suppose one of the Kantri could
drop usfairly near

the castle, if we had any idea of being useful, but I'd hate to give the bastard a chance of taking any of us
prisoner again." She sighed. "I'm afraid were just going to have to wait tomorrow. Wait and watch.”
Jamie began to protest, but she sllenced him. "I don't like it any better than you do! But unlessyou can
think of something we can be sure of accomplishing, we will best serve our cause by keeping out of the
way. | shal keep my sword loosein its sheath and my wits sharp about me, but to throw oursalvesinto
Beryss path unprepared is surdly theworst kind of folly."

"l wish you werewrong," said Maran heavily, "but | know bet-ter. Goddess, to come so far and be so
heplessl”

"Do not despair, Lady Maran,” said Varien, smiling grimly. "The day lies before us, and nothing in this
world is certain before it happens. It may be that we will all have something to do before the end.”

With that we dl had to be content. The rest settled down to deep for what wasleft of the night. Varien
and | walked dong to the little waterfal arm in arm, taking our timein the sarlight, walking in silence. The
water sang amerry tune asit fell, heedless alike of demons and dragons, and it comforted me. Varien
walked besde me, sllent ill, but | siwear | could fed something rising inhissoul. | just couldn't tell what
it was.

"Varien, love, how fareyou?' | asked him, finaly. "Funny how | have grown so dependent on truespeech
S0 quickly. I would be-spesk you if | thought Marik wouldn't hear, but—"

"Tothe Hellswith Marik," said Varien roughly, taking mein hisarms. He kissed me passionately,
desperatdy, and | could fed hismind singing in mine, a counterpoint to the whispered en—-dearments so
wild and intensethat | grew giddy. "Lanen, kadreshi, beloved, beloved." He dl but sang the words.
"Come, my dearling, come, hold me, let mefed your dear arms about me. Bear me up this night,
beloved, of your gentle mercy, for my heart isweary unto death with care and thou art my only rest.”
We kissed and clung to one another and the world went away, just for those few moments. Alasthat
such digtractions could not last.

Varien suddenly broke away and started walking, asif he would walk away from the dread in hissoul. |
kept pace with him, trying not to fed hurt that my love and care were not enough. "My heart tells me that
this could bethe last night that there are Kantri in the world, Lanen,” he said bitterly. "On thelde of Exile



| often worried that there were so few born to us. It seemed to methat in severa generations, perhaps as
long again asit has been since the last coming of the Demonlord, we might be no more, and that wasa
dark evil." Hisvoice waslike awhip, but it was himsalf hewaslashing. "And behold! | fall inlovewith
you, | choose change rather than death, the world seems brighter than it ever has been—and now al my
peopl e face death on the mor-row. All of us, even the Logt, Restored for a patry few daysand lost
again forever because of me!”

| grabbed his arm and stopped him. He sought to tear himself loose but before he could | dapped his
cheek. Not hard, just enough to shake him out of himself.

"Don't be so damned full of yourself,” | sngpped angrily. Bloody dragon. "If we had never met, if |
languished till in Hadronsstead, do you think your idand would somehow yet be above the waves?
Nonsense. The Kantri would still be herein Kolmar, Beryswould still have summoned that damned
Black Dragon, and here you would be, dl of you, just aswearenow.” | let go hisarm. "The only real
differences would be that the Lost would still belogt, the Lesser Kindred would still be adeep on the
borders of reason, and—I wouldn't be carrying your children.”

"And you would not be here, in terrible danger, carrying our children,” he echoed, dl contrition. He
wrapped me againin hisarms. "Oh, Lanen, how do you bear it?' he murmured into my ear.

"One breath a atime, my love," | said, holding on to anger that | might not weep. "One breath at atime.”
Wewaked dowly back to the fire. The Kantri had begun to re-turn by that time, and | felt safe enough
to rest. Welay near the

firebesdeldai. | had no ideawhat lay ahead, though | dreaded it—but for that moment | was content to
deep beside my husband, held closein each others arms. One breath at atime.

Kedra

We did not even seek to rest until the moon began to sink, weary, towards the mountains. Our plans
werelaid, our prepara-tions, such asthey were, completed. We would fight fire with earth, air, and
water. | think that none of ustruly believed we could prevall, yet still we worked deep into the night,
flying by moonlight, piling the largest boulderswe could lift into acairn on theflat top of alow hill beside
Lake Gand. Idai and | found asmall wood that would serve our purpose, and made certain that as many
knew of itslocation as possible.

A few of the Dhrenagan yet kept pace with the Black Dragon, still severa hundred leagues away and not
likely to arrive before morning, but for the most part they joined usthat night. Nearly.

Naikenna it was who thought to use smoke to our advantage. She was saddened by the deaths of her
people, but the Dhrena—gan as awhole had given themsalves up to the single purpose of destroying the
Demonlord.

| found it both frightening and deeply distressing. They would not be swayed by reason. | had never seen
that in our people be-fore. They would not keep close company with us that night ei-ther, because of
the Gedri among us. | saw the hatred in some minds, the barely controlled longing to destroy any human
merely for the crime of being of the same race as the Demonlord had been. It did not bode well for our
futurein this place. | spoketo Lanen, and we ensured that al of the Gedri dept within the pro-tection of
at least one of the Kantri, lest any of the Dhrenagan be moved to seek revenge in the night.

When at lagt dl was done that could be done, | joined my fa-ther and Idai, Gyrentikh and Alikirikh. The
four of them watched

over the Gedri most dear to me—Varien and his Lady, Lanen Kadlar, who had saved my beloved and
my son. The humans had talked long into the night, but now they al dept near thefire. Therewas Vilkas
Fire-soul and Ara the Vahant, who together had saved my father; there the Lady Rellaand her dear one,
Lanen's Jamie; and there alittle gpart, Maran Irongrip and Will the Golden.

The night was growing old. The starsin their ordered dance whedled steadily above us, to the music of
the nearby waterfal. Therewas abird that sang aswell that night, al the night long. | had never heard a
night bird or itslovdy, liquid song before, but it soothed my spirit as much as anything could. Therewas
no moreto be done but wait until the morning. Gyrentikh and Alikfrikh were obvioudy using truespeech



S0 as not to wake die Gedri.

My father, though, was restless. He could not settle after the work was done. | knew how hefelt. The
morrow held battle, something only the Dhrenagan had known. The prospect of se-vereinjury, of degth,
of maiming, was very much in my mind no matter what | did to ignoreit.

Findly he stood and left the circle of firdlight. | followed him, alittleway down the vdley. The sky was
dtill bright with moon-light, though shewould st very soon.

"Will it ease your heart to speak, my father?' | asked quiedy.

"Ah, Kedra" hereplied wearily. Thisnight isaslong asyears." He stiood in Sorrow, and his eyes were
solemn. He did not say more but, to my astonishment, came near to me and gendy twined his neck with
mine

Itisafamily gesture, parent to child. He had not touched me so since my mother Yraiswent to deep on
the Winds. | was deeply moved. The gesture brought back a hundred memories, of the time when my
mother still lived, of atime when my great—est concern was how soon he would teach meto fly. A
hundred Midwinter fires blazed in my heart, when in the way of our peo-ple we sang togedier a song of
home and family, of alove degper than time that would never fail, love stronger than deeth.

It was at that moment | knew. He was saying good-bye.

"No, Father!" | cried, pulling away. "No, you can't believe alegend! It'sfoolishness." | tried to keep my
wings from rattling with my agitation. "Why should you not prevail with dl of us, Kantri and Dhrenagan,
to fight besde you?'

"Kedra" he said softly, "this has nought to do with the leg-end.” His Attitude softened. "Asit happens, |
think it very likely that we may prevail tomorrow, if the Winds are blowing our way, and the Gedri may
well prove the turning point. Akhor'sfally, that brought us Lanen and those around her, may prove our
sdva-tion." Hesighed. "Alas, my son, | have seen this placein my Weh dreams.”

"No," | breathed, stricken.

"Time and again, Kedra. Four times, and each endsin much the sameway. | know what avaits me."
My heart dropped like astone. | could only shake my head. No no no no no.

"I do not know al that will happen tomorrow, and by al the Winds| will fight with every drop of my
srength, but"—he gazed then upon me with such naked lovein hisglance that | could hardly bear it—"it
isin my heart, my dear son, youwhom | lovemost in al theworld, that | am going to die tomorrow. |
would not leave without saying farewel."

| could hardly bresthe. | knew somehow, deep in my heart | knew that he spoke bitter truth. | tried to
deny it, | longed to deny it, but the words would not come.

"Y ou know that you have been the light of my soul since the day you were born, Kedra," he said gently.
‘That has never changed, nor the fight ever dimmed. Know that, remember it, and know that no matter
what happensto me, afatherslove never dies. | smply go before you to deegp on the Winds, and when
after long years your time hereisdone | will be thereto greet you in the Star Home, the Wind's Home,
the place of dl Songs, with your mother a my side.”

"Father," | choked out, through athroat painfully tight. "Must thisbe?"

"It will be" he said gravely. "I know not precisaly how it will come to pass, but—it is battle. | may not be
able to peak with you when the time comes."

And at last his calm resolve cracked, and he bowed his head, and | saw that he was weeping.

We are creatures of fire. Tears are agony to us. We only weep when our hearts are wrung beyond
bearing.

In amoment helooked up again, gazing into my eyes, hisvoice bardy awhisper. "l say farewell to you
now, my dearest son. | pray you, give me your farewel in return, that | may know you have heard the
truth | tdll you."

| could not, just then. My heart wastoo full. "Not yet," | whis-pered. "Not yet, | beg you, while night
coversus.”

He nodded. "Until dawn, then."



While darknesslasted we lay close together, my father curled around me for comfort, asaround a
youngling. We spoke of so many things. of memories, of hopes, of sorrow and of delight. Of fifeand
death. Time seemed to spin around us, unheeding, as my heart begged it to dow, to stop, just for one
more moment.

At last, away to the east, fight began to creep silently into the darkness. It spread like water, dowly
washing away the night, un-itil false dawn filled the sky. For thefirst and only timein my life, | cursed the
dawn.

We both fell silent, and my father looked to me. Waiting.

| would have given my wingsto deny the truth of what he had said. | longed for him to be mistaken, for
him to live long years yet with me—but | knew that my father was the truest creature | had ever known.
To deny histruth wasto deny him, and that | could not do.

"Farewell, my father,” | whispered, barely able to speak. "May the Winds bear you up.”

He touched his soulgem to mine and we stood thus in com-munion for along moment while day grew
broad about us. Then he drew back, nodded to me, and turned to rejoin the others, who were rousing
with the dawn.

That moment has remained with me dl the days of my life.

Even now, as| stand here removed by so many years, | can fed his soulgem against mine, abenison
beyond words. These mo-ments shape our lives.

| am glad | had the chance to say good-bye.

Ard

"Vil?'

"Mmm?'

"Vil, you can't ignoreit. Tomorrow."

"Oh, yes| can," hereplied, both eyes till tight shut.

"What will you do, Vilkas?' | asked, keeping my voice neutrd. "When the demons come?”

"I'll be able to decide then, because | will have had some deep,” he growled. "Not much, but some.
Please, do shut up.”

| said no more and he feigned deep for ages, until at last ex=haugtion claimed him.

| would not have had his dreamsfor dl theworld.

The Wind of the Unknown

Berys

Marik arrived just after dawn, nicely annoyed.

"What the Hells do you think you're doing, sending for me at thistime of day!" he yelled as he sirode
through the door of my rooms. | smiled.

"Good morning, Marik. | thought you would like to join me for breskfast,”" | said. "'l thought we might
venture to celebrate thismorning.”

"Thisismy home, Berys. In future please assume that | will seek you out if | want to talk to you, and |
bloody well won't at thistime of day." He threw himsdlf into achair and helped himsdlf to food. He made
quite agood med of it. Very appropriate, | thought, considering.

"Have the dragons said anything of interest?" | enquired.

"Not adamn thing they couldn't have said doud.” He grinned, wolfishly. "Though one of them at least is
nicely miserable. Weary at heart, it seems, poor bastard that heis." He took a savage bite of bread and
butter. "' So, what news of your flying friend?"

"The Demonlord is nearly upon us, | am delighted to say. He

reported this morning that he neared the mountains. | expect him here within the hour.”

"Well, better latethan not at dl,” Marik said eadily. "Tdl me, ishe going to start killing the Kantri right
away, or do we haveto feed him firg?"

"Hemust befed,” | said.



"What does a creature like that eat?' he asked, draining his cup of chelan.

"People, for preference,” | replied. " Specificaly—you."

Marik stared at me for amoment and then laughed.

"Hells, Berys, | thought you bloody meant it!" he crowed. | amiled a him.

"Come on then, tell me," he said, brushing the crumbs from hislap. "What doesit redlly egt?If | need to
send for acow or six, it will takealittletime.”

"No, Marik," | said cheerfully. "1 meant what | said. It's going to eat you. Oh, perhaps not physicaly, that
depends on what it fedds like, but you are going to feed it."

"What, yet more blood?" he asked, annoyed, and entirely inca-pable of believing what | said to him. It
was ddightful. "Thisgrowsold. I'm amazed you have anything a dl in your veins.

"Comeinto the courtyard,” | replied, rising, and caling over my shoulder as| Ieft, "1 will await you."
Marik

| waited for Berysto go, waited amoment longer lest he be lis-tening outside the door, and shpped out
through the hidden door in his bedchamber.

I'm not acompletefooal. | grew up here, | know every foot of this casde, and I'd had him put in these
roomsfor avery good rea~son. It's one of only three that connect to the concealed passage-ways
between thewalls. Y ou can go practicaly anywhere in the place, including out. | was soon scrambling
out the little con—ceded door and up into the mountains. Hells teeth, he was going to feed meto that
damn thing without ancther thought! Mée!

Bastard. Held pay for that in time, but first | had to get avery long way away.

A voicerangin my head.

"It comes! Riseup, my people!”

| cursed and hurried on. Stop bloody posturing and get on withiit, | thought wildly. Bloody dragons! If
you'd just damn wdll kill thething | may live to see another day.

"Bloody hellfire! Marik?"

What the—somebody heard me?

Lanen

Werose just after dawn, not that anyone dept much, and broke our fast together. Shikrar and Idai took
wing to seethat all was prepared, and Maran announced that she was going over to the waterfall to have
aquick word with the Lady and if anyone wanted to join her they'd be welcome. Vilkasand Arad
wandered aong, and after amoment sodid I.

Wesad little, each in the privacy of our own minds addressing the Goddess. Being so near awaterfall, of
course, the Laughing Girl of the Waters was uppermost in my mind. It seemed odd, ad—dressing so
weighty a subject as battle to the lightness of Mother Shia, but somehow it cheered me. If the Mother of
usAll had sent usthe Laughing Girl, perhapsit wasto remind us of hope. That'show | choseto think of
it, inany case.

Aral was deeply moved, knedling, her hands cradling the leather bag around her throat that held the
soulgem of somelost Kantri, and her corona surrounded her for amoment as she prayed. To my
surprise, her power was no longer plain blue; it was still bright and clear, but there was a depth of colour
that sug—~gested purple. | had seen corrupted Hedler's power. This seemed the opposite.

My mother Maran seemed to have avery rough and ready ap-proach—she didn't knedl, she didn't even
stop moving, just kept walking back and forth in front of the little waterfdl, muttering, gesturing, asif she
were addressing someone who stood beside

her. An impulse took me—I'm sure it was because of the danger we all faced, rather than akick from the
Goddess, but | went up to Maran, stopped her for amoment, and kissed her cheek. Just like a daughter.
Tears sprang into her eyes, sudden as a spring shower, and she wrapped her arms about me. "Oh,
Lanen," shesad, just for amo—-ment holding me close. "Blessyou for that."

Our devotions were soon done, and as we walked back to re-join the others | happened to glance at



Vilkas. | never meant to look at him with my new depth of vison, but soit was. | shud—-dered. | had
once watched atraveling slveramith ply histrade, and | swear that under the surface Vilkaswaslike
nothing on earth more than molten meta burning off impurities, white-hot and boiling, dangerous,
beautiful, and waiting to be shaped by the hand of the maker. How he could bear it | will never know.
And suddenly aclarion cdl ringing in my mind.

"It comes!” cried Shikrar. "Rise up, my people!”

We started running when to my amazement | heard another voice.

Stop bloody posturing and get on with it. Bloody dragond If you'd just damn well kill thething | may live
to see another day.

A voicel had heard before, but never with my mind. "Bloody hellsfire! Marik?!

"My name somebody heard me Hellswhat isthis?'

His mindvoice was shrill with panic. Varien waited beside Idai, who was to bear usto asafe place onthe
far sde of the moun-tains. | took Varien s hand and opened my mind to his.

"It'sLanen, Marik. Y ou said you could only hear."

"It was true up to this moment where are you how can you hear me?"

"Can you hear him? | asked Varien aswe scrambled with Vil and Ard into Idai'simpatient hands. The
ingtant we were al to-gether Idai launched hersdf skyward, throwing usdl off balance.

"Hear who?' shouted Varien, struggling to keep hisfooting.

"Marik!" | yelled.

Varien obvioudy couldn't hear what | was saying: it wasn't

worth trying to talk. Idai and Gyrentikh were flying asfast asthey could, but because there are no
thermals 0 early in the day they were having to fly to the end of the mountain ridge, south and along way
west of where they wanted to be, then back around east and north to Lake Gand. It was sheer hard
work. It didn't help that they were aso burdened with the eight of us.

However, it did mean that we saw the arriva of the Black Dragon. It headed straight for the castle
nesded up against the mountains roots. Casde Gundar. My father's home.

It was not done. Behind it, aboveit, flew many of die Dhrena- gankantri. They watched closdly asit
aimed itsdlf direcdy at the casde, then held back. They al knew the basics of the plan of at-tack, and
praise Shiathere didn't seem to be any more of them who desired desth so strongly that they must needs
pursueit.

We came to ground on a hilltop, near the shore of Lake Gand. Idai dropped us as gendy as she could as
shecameto land. She did not rest, but launched hersdf immediately off the edge and aloft again.
Gyrentikh did the same before joining the gathering cloud of Kantri.

Idai swooped past then, returning with the last and largest boulder to lay on top of acairn of sonesthat
she and many oth-ers had carried from the mountains feet by moonlight in the smal hours. Many of the
Dhrenagan and the Kantri took thisfleeting moment of quiet to fly into the mountains, searching, tak-ing
thisbrief chanceto learn thelay of the land in daylight.

We dll watched as the black thing circled and landed behind the high walls of the courtyard. It barely fit.
Even aswe prepared, insofar as we could, we could see itswing joints above the walls.

"The Windsand the Lady help usall,” | muttered.

Varien sood a my sde and put hisarm around my shoulders. "They will, surdly," he said.

"I'm glad you think s0," murmured Rdlla. "In my experiencetbey tend to stay well out of such things.”
Varien gazed unblinking & the distant creature. "'The Wind of Change has blown over us, the Wind of
Shaping we have been part of," he said quietly. "Thisisthe Unknown, kadreshi. It isthe hardest to bear.”
"Y ou Gedri keep away from the lake," said Idai's mindvoicein our heads. "It begins. Keep well back.
Wewill fight the better for not having you to worry over."

Speaking of worrying. "Varien, before ldal brought us, did you hear—" | began.

Then | heard him again, Marik, my father. His thoughts spilled into my mind. | tried to shut him out, but
no matter what | did his voice wasthere. Goddess, it wasterrible.

Bays



When Marik didn't follow me, | raised the darm. His castle, after dl, hispeople. "Y our master ismissing.
Hismind is not a-ble, he has not been well, help mefind him, there are dragons out there!™

The presence of the dragons had not escaped the denizens of Castle Gundar. They were petrified, and
only Marik's reassurance stood between them and panic. They were desperate to get him back.

| was serioudy annoyed with Marik. Of dl timesto develop an independent mind! No, | was not amused
at dl. Fortunately one of hisold family retainers came forward—one Mistress Kiri—and told me that as
achild he used to befond of the hills, and when he went missing they would dwaysfind himinacertain
place.

| wasimpatient. Waiting in the main courtyard of the castle, | called up aMessenger Rikti and sent to the
Demonlord.

"Tour future has escaped into the mountains,” | said without preamble.

"My future lieswhere | choose, demon-spit. What are you on about?"

"I have asoul here, ready to join with you and make you less dependent on my power," | said. "But the
current owner has escaped.”

"Why are you telling methis, fool ? To expose your weakness before | have achanceto find it out
mysdf?

"Don't waste time. Legend calls you Demonlord, with power over every Raksha ever spawned.”

"Only the Lord of the Last Hell does not owe me homage," it said smugly.

"Then send me awinged Rakshato fetch me your soul car-rier,” | demanded.

"Why should | use my power to assst you, little demon-spit?” it asked haughtily.

"I will waste no moretimein debate,” | growled. With athought | wasin the realm of the spirit, where
Heders see dl thingsin metaphor. There soared the Demonlord like avast high—flying hawk. A tethered
hawk. Thelinewaswoven of dl the bind-ing spells | had cast about him: it was interwoven with cruel
spikes, poised upon his back to cut him to the bone should he dis~obey me, and the line led to my hand.
| had made the binding tight and true: he could not shake it off, try though he might. | grasped my hand
about the tether and pulled. Hard.

The spikes of the bargain he had agreed to were driven into bisflesh. He screamed, and with my redl
ears | heard adistant dragon roar. It was good.

"Bound to me, in bonds unbreakable. Do as| bid you or suffer more,” | commanded.

"l am not ademon, fool!" it cried.

| pulled the binding leash again.

"l don't give adamn what you think you are. Do my bidding as was agreed, or suffer the True Degth.”

It laughed, eveninitspan. "Y ou cannot threaten me with that! My lifeisas sefe asever it was"

"Your lifeisin your heart, which you bear even now within your form."

It laughed again. "Fool! Do you think the power of the Distant Heart isin its physical location? Thereis
only one creaturein al the world and time that can inflict the True Death upon me. It isthe dricture to the
spell, and you know it not."

| smiled as| pulled the binding tighter. "Foal, thrice fool and damned! | know exactly what is required,
and | have her un-der my hand: she who, when cut, bleeds both Kantri and Gedri blood.”

The Demonlord redled, in the realm of the spirit. Luckily my mind was closed to him, at least enough that
he could not see that | did not physically have her by me. Enough that | knew the stric-ture and had a
demonlineto her. | knew | could take her when | needed her, and that isal he would seein my mind.
"If you are done with your posturing, send me a Rakshato bear to me my prey,” | growled at him. He
cursed and spat and writhed in the bindings, prophesying my sudden demise—and sent me a Raksha.
"Fetch Marik," | told it. "Hewill bein these hills. A man, run—ning away from this place.”

"Too many Kantri!" it cried. I'd never seen a Rakshaterrified. Interesting, but | had no timefor this.
"Thenfly low and find him swiftly," | retorted. "Go!™

It flapped up to the wall, looked about, and took off towards the southeast.

| stood alone in the courtyard, drew my poniard, and waited.



Marik

Height. Must get higher, so | can see and not be seen. | can't shake thefedling that Lanen isright behind
me, but I've looked back ten times and sheis not there. My mind is playing tricks.

My mind. How did | get to this place? | was steadily gaining wedlth, | was doing well as a merchant, then
Berys came dong and | made that damned Farseer and my life was ruined. I'd never have been asrich as
| am, but who knows, Marik, you might have lived longer, en?

Thereisno pursuit. Hells! I'm not asyoung as| was, | can't run up the side of amountain without
catching my bresth. Damn— but I've come along way up, helll have ajob finding me—wheat's that over
the castle—oh, Hells.

It's the sodding dragon. It'stoo big to be dive, nothing that big should be able to move. It'scircling to
land, it's—

Damn it what'sthat something sgot hold of me

itsademon NO NO Let me go damn you let go of me oh Hellswere flying!

It'staking me back. | just came all that way | got away | was nearly away it's taking me BACK—to
Berys, Berysis standing there in my courtyard smiling, and the dragon iswaiting.

I'm struggling against the demon but | can't get away, the sec-ond it drops me one of Beryss own guards
holdsme, | kick | fight to get free but it's done—

Oh, shit.

A second of pain, adeep thrust with aknife like aterrible nee-dle—the sight of it sticking out of my
chest issurprising, my heart sumbles and stops—thought flies away, it's like adream my mind isloosed
my body dropsaway I'mfreeét last...

Gahhhh!

| was dead. | know it. Dead, just now. A terrible, eternal, burn-ing moment of pain, and then freedom.
No more agony, no mad-ness, no fear. No sdlf. It was—comforting.

But Berys has dragged me back, haf heded. Hells, the agony! | cannot breathe, my chest is on fire—and
Berysiscaling my name. | ignore him, but am forced to open my eyes. Heis stand-ing above me,
amiling.

"Ah, Marik, welcome back," he says happily. | struggle, | long to legp up and throttle him, but | cannot
move. "Jugt in time. Hereisyour soul mate. | hopeyou like him."

Something huge has fallen to earth behind me, with agreat commotion and agust of hot air. The Black
Dragon. The Demon-lord. It isso near | can seeitseyes, but | cannot focus for more than an instant, the
painiseverywhere. | cry out with it but noth-ing happens. | force mysdlf to look at the cresture, take my
mind off the searing agony in my body.

Closetolikethis, it seemsto be no more than athin shell over something that flows horribly benegth the
surface, ever changing. And it ishot, ahazerisesfromiit, it bleeds heeat like a hundred days of summer
violendy crushed into one, scorching heat streams from it, merciless, more cruel than desth.
Berysischanting. Why isn't he healing me, the bastard? The thing seemsto nod in reply to Berys, while|
lie herein agony, dying again asthey go through some stupid ritual. And &t last, here againis Berys. Heis
Speaking to me,

"Y ou are chosen, Marik of Gundar. Y our soul will blend with the Demonlord, you will fly with him, you
can kill every dragon ever spawned. Do you consent?' he asks, as unconcerned asif he asked about the
wegther.

"Let medie, you bastard!" | scream.

"No, no, we must have consent,”" says Berysevenly, asif he cor-rected an errant child. "That isthe way
to end the pain, Marik."

Pain pulses through me, endless, agonizing. | half open one eye—he's keegping me alive, bastard, | can
see the thin stream of healing—not enough to do any more than keep me on thisrack. "Bastard,” | croak.
"Let mego!"

"Consent, Marik," he says, "or you will live forever."

| can barely hear him. What is he saving? Consent. Forever. The prospect of living another ingtant is



torture upon torture,

Hewants meto say | consent to something. What was it?

| don't know. | don't care. | will say anything that will end this torment.

"l consent, | consent, damn you forever let me die\" | scream, my voice thin—buit it is enough.

A voice unimaginably deep rumbles through the courtyard, shaking through me. 'Y our wish, brother, is
my command,” saysthe great black beast.

Not

It reachesfor me, | am lifted from the ground, | can smdll the burning and hear the szzle of my flesh
whereits skin touchesmine.

| turn my face away, towards the cool blue sky, and close my eyes on my last glimpse of the world of
life, as| am pulled

through that thin shell and into the body of the beast. AAhhhh, it burns, it burns—but what...?
Marik/The Black Dragon

And behold, we are one. I-Demonlord I-Marik, we are in one body, powerful, free of pain. Aswe are
joined, I-Demonlord find amind not unlike my own—wesaker, unstable, but not so very dif-ferent in
kind, and rather than send that half screaming down into madness| listen to it and we both learn. We are
one, and we have asoul again.

[-Demonlord redise immediately that this poses a problem. The Distant Heart spell requiresthat the heart
cannot inhabit a body that has a soul. If that should come to pass, the heart would become mortal once
more.

Swifdy I-Demonlord reach into my chest and remove the Dis-tant Heart from the molten rock of my
being. It shinesin my claws, an unlovely thing the shape and size of ahuman heart turned to silver-black
stone. It remains unchanged: | have acted in time. Berysseyesdlitter. Ah, yes, hewould seethisasa
desir-able object.

| legp into the sky. The mountains here are high and perilous and the range extends over ahuge area. |
can drop the heart somewherein the trackless heightsfor now. | will find it asafer resting place later.

For the second timein thishour, | fed theforce of Beryssbinding spell like spikes driven deep into my
soul. Thisbody can—not fed pain, but heisnot working in the redm of the physical.

He'saclever bastard.

Berys

"Back you come," | declare, pulling the binding tether. It rages, it spitsfire at methat dides off the shield |
haveraised againgt it, it screams defiance.

"For one reputed to be so wise, you are an arrant fool,” | say.

"Whatever your pride may make of things, you are bound tome." | fed atriumphant grin stedling onto
my face. "And by the power of that binding, | tell you that | will not release you to the plea—sure of
destroying the Kantri unlessyou leave that ugly slver-black lump of stone with me.”

It hisseslike ten thousand serpents. ™Y ou cannot force meto thigl” it cries.

"Fool, I tdl you | can,” | respond. | jerk on the binding, driv-ing the spikes of the spell ever degper into
the tender flesh of the bound soul. ™Y ou required my living hand for the binding spell, Demonlord. Blood
and bone binds deep.” | dropped my calm mask and growled, "Give to me your Distant Heart,
Demonlord, or | will tiethe binding &t its sharpest and leave it there forever."

It screams. It curses me athousand times, it writhes, it flails about—Dbut it knowsthat | have spoken
truth. At lagt, the agony wins over its defiance. It flingsthe Distant Heart at my feet.

"Thank you," | say toiit, secreting the thing in adeep inner pocket of my garments. "1 was certain that you
would see reason. Fear not,” | add. "1 will put it somewhere very safe indeed when time allows."

It triesto tear me with itsteeth. | shrug it off.

Ah, lifeisswest.



Marik/Demonlord

I will kill him. 1 will find away, for he must degp sometime.

For now, I-Demonlord must admit defeat. However, I-Marik know that Berys did indeed have benesth
his hand the only crea-turein dl of time who can control me, that sheis our daughter, and that Berys has
no ideawhere sheis. I-Marik have redlised that for al our new strength we are yet bound to Berys and
for the most part controlled by him. I-Demonlord learn from my brother that we do not know wherethe
Lanenis, but shewill not be far from the Kantri, and once they are dead she is defenceless. I-Marik
remember that | could hear two of the Kantri, but when we listen, thereis nothing. I-Marik am truly
changed.

The best we can do in the present moment isto turn to Berysand say, "Y ou are dead, demon-spit.”

"Y ou are bound to me, beast. You serve me," hereplies.

"Fool! | keep telling you that | am not ademon,” 1-Demonlord reply. 'Y our liesare made plain. Sheis
gone out of your hands! And when sheisdead, | owe you only enough alegiance not to destroy you."
Welaugh. "Perhaps | will leave enough of the Kantri diveto do that for me, for once sheisdead | will
have dl thetimein the world in which to destroy thefew | will leave dive."

The Kantri. There, in the sky above us. If they are here, she must be as well—but for now, they stand
between us and our prey. We will have to fight them. It is good. We are strong, we share thought and
will, we share hatred.

We rise with athunderclap, beating vast wings that do not grow weary, and fly straight toward the largest
assembly we can see. We breathe fire upon them, and three are stricken at once. Our fireisthick and
viscous, it clingsto them and sears them to the bone. The three fal from the sky screaming and burn to
pow-der before they strike the ground.

We dance on the wind with ddlight, just for amoment, then we scan the ground for humans—but there
aretoo many dragonsforcing usinto batde. They are many, and the spell we once used works no longer
to tear them from the sky. We will have to fight them—but ah, Berys never knew. We have asoul again,
we are the Demonlord once more. A price once paid to demonsis paid until death, and I-Demonlord
have never truly died.

| can cdl upon six of the Seven Princes of the Hellsto aid me.

Lanen

| heard every word, every thought, felt everything that Marik went through. | fell to my knees, retching,
when Berys stabbed him to the heart, when Beryswould not let him die and fed him to the Demonlord.
Asdeeply as| hated my cursed father, surely no one deserved such afate.

Blessedly, when he merged with the Demonlord, hisvoice in my mind was slenced. My mother Maran
was a my sde, full of concern, Ara right behind her.

"Can| help?' asked Ara quickly.

"I'mdright,” | said shakily. The others had gathered round. Varien gave me hishand and | pulled mysdlf
to my feet. "It's Marik. He's dead, but he's not—oh, Hells!" | cried. My gut was wracked with spasms.
"Thereispart of him that'sill dive, and it'sin that great black beast. His mind has merged with the
Demon-lord's, it knows everything he knows or ever knew—Goddess!" | shuddered from head to toe.
"Therearetwo of them in therel”

Vaien

Do not believe the songs: they were made many years later, by those who were not there.

The battle was nor glorious, nor smple, nor swift. It was hideous. It began when the Black Dragon first
took to the sky, murdering three of the Dhrenagan, dancing with delight and then turning to destroy
wherever it could.

Watching my people and the Restored fighting for their lives against something that bresthed deeth, and
againg which our natural weapons were usaless, wrung my heart and my gut until | could barely draw
breath. Lanen, at my side, was hardly in a better case.

Our grategy—the strategy of all the Kantrishakrim—had been decided. The question was smple
enough. How do you fight the fires of the earth? That is what the thing seemed to be made of, to our



sorrow. We had never defeated the molten stone on our own Idand of Exile, despite thousands of years
of trying. We had often tried to drown the advance of flowing rock, but we could not carry enough water
swiftly enough.

Thusthe basis of our strategy for this battle. Lake Gand was degp and its waters cold, Rellahad told us.
Perhaps the sudden cooling of being dashed into the water would render the crea-ture immobile. Idai
had another thought, about using the Black

Dragon's poor powers of flight combined with ascreen of smokein the mountains, but that depended
even more upon swift pursuit of one or more of us. We could only hope.

Shikrar

From the moment the Black Dragon rose from the castle courtyard, it was plain that it had changed.
Most noticeable, das, wasthat it flew agreat ded better, asthough it were no longer un—der the control
of aspell that compdlled it to fly only inagtraight line. It ssemed more aive, lesslike agolem—Dbut it was
gill plain that it was not anaturd flying creature. That was one of our few advantages.

"All keep well gpart,” | said yet again, gazing down &t it. The dead weight of the stonein my clawswas
reminding me more and more of Nikis. "Do not present atarget. Naikenna, seeto your peo—ple!” |
cried, for three of the Restored had begun flying together.

It only took an instant. The Black Dragon arrowed towards them, breathed its unholy Fire onto them all
three, and danced on the wind to see their degths. | too watched, and saw the Swift Death take them all
erethey could bekilled by that solid fire.

Three too many, and they were only thefirgt.

| dove at the thing, dropped my great rock onto its back, and was rewarded by seeing it lose height
swiftly. However, | had managed to get its attention. "Ready, as many as may, above the north end of the
lake" | cried, riding up on the momentum of my dive and whesling around towards the water. | was
pursued rgpidly; the thing was fadt, with those huge wings, but it flew stu—pidly, tryingto gain heightina
graight line regardiess of the air currents. | rolled away left and into ashalow dive, risng up again after
two swift wingbeats, and felt the hest of its attack pass be-hind me as| gained height. When | glanced
back it was dowing down—its great size and weight worked againgt it while climbing, despiteits
wingspan. Still, it was coming directly towards me. In astraight line. Over the water.

Surely it was not that stupid?

There again, | would take any advantage | could get.

| went into another dive, much steeper thistime, straight at the surface of the lake—and pulled up, for the
Black Dragon was no longer behind me. | had hoped that it would pursue me, that its obvious
unfamiliarity with flight would betray it to Smple ma-noeuvres, but no, it had turned away towardsthe
northwestern shore, towards where Varien and his company of Gedri stood.

It also became apparent that even Naikenna had not taken complete account of the bone-deep hatred of
the Dhrenagan for the Demonlord. Some, it istrue, had barely noted the passage of time, but afew now
come back to the world yet remembered being trapped, voiceess and alone, al down the long centuries.
The degth of their three comrades struck deep, and for al that counsal and reason might urge, our
inginctsincline usto physicd battle,

The moment it was clear that the Black Dragon was not blindly pursuing me, alarge group massed above
it and al loosed their burden of stone a once. Some missed, but many struck their target, and it was
forced down nearly to the surface of the water. So near, SO near—

Then, of asudden, | saw that six of the Restored were not leaving thisto chance. They fdl on the beast,
all of them, from agreat height, and like Treshak were trapped. Also like Treshak, they forced the
creature down by their sheer weight. The mo-ment those of my Kindred touched the thing, they began to
burn, but they did not choose the Swift Desth until the whole mass of them fdll into the cold waters of the
lakewith agreat hissand acloud of steam. The waters closed over them al, and boiled at the spot
wherethey had falen. | felt in my deep heart the Sghs of the Restored, as they welcomed the Swift Degth
oncetheir task was done.



Someoneis going to have to diveinto that Iake to recover their soulgemswhen dl isover, | thought
stupidly asthe steam cloud roiled below me. Those who had fallen upon the Black Dragon had done so
in full knowledge of the priceto be paid. | bowed my head and vowed in my aching heart to honour their
courage and their sacrifice moreformaly, if | lived.

The thing was huge and made of molten ssone—it must be vastly heavy, and surely only kept doft by
demonic power. It could not possibly swim. Did it need to breathe? Would it drown? Would the cold
water freezeitslimbsforever?

Then the steam cloud rising from the |ake began to move to-wards the shore.

There was work yet to do. | had feared it would not be so easy. As| dove and plucked the topmost
boulder from the great cairn of them we had created, | bespoke Idal.

"Itistimefor your plan, my friend. Set your Fire whereit will do the most good, that our enemy rising
from the water may be confused.”

"Y our words fly to the Winds and become truth,” replied Idai as sheled anumber of the Kantri inalong
fine, swooping low be-hind the nearer hills and sending Fireinto the heart of the wood they had marked
by moonlight. The wood grew at the foot of agrest fiat cliff face that rose high above the trees. There
would be an impressive updraft there on asunny day, even before we did anything about it. In avery
short time the wood was dight, a cloud of thick smoke risng into the clear air like aburnt offering for the
dead. It shrouded the cliff face very effectivey. If you were new-cometo flight and knew not what you
were doing in that maglstrom of air currents, it would be quite a hazard. With luck and the blessing of the
Winds.

Thewater boiled in agtraight line, more vigoroudy now, and the creature's head rose from the lake. By
the time the whole creature was out of the water | soared high on the rising air, watching to see the result
of our efforts and the sacrifice of our Kindred.

The Black Dragon was covered al over with strange black ex-trusons, some very large indeed,
especidly whereitslimbs met itsbody. Asit waked, steaming gently, onto the shore, | saw great lumps
of black stone fall away and shatter on the ground.

It was decidedly smaller. Who knew what masses of the fabric

of that body had had to be discarded, gone cold and dead in con-tact with the water, that it might move
agan?

Before | could even begin to rgjoice, however, before | could think what we should do next or cal off
those of the Restored who dove at it and hurled stone, | heard itsvoice. It spoke with grest difficulty, as
if it were not used to the shape of its mouth, but the words were clear enough, as was the malice with
which it spoke.

"By the price that was paid, by my mastery, | summon thee, Ur-kathon, Prince of the Sixth Hell! Take
unto thee the woman Lanen and wrap her in hellfire until her bones be ash and her heart blows away on
thewind!"

Hadretikantishikrar

Lanen

Wewere dl ranged adong the edge of the hilltop when we heard the Black Dragon scream out its
summons, damning me, and | learned then how much | had changed. Fear had no more power over me.
| had faced hopel ess despair and found fire in my soul, sacred Fire, like the Kantri whose blood | now
shared. | drew the dagger Rellahad provided me with, useless though it would be against even aminor
demon, that | might at least face my enemy armed.

| did not stand alone. Varien's sword rang asit flew from its scabbard, making a bright harmony with
Rellas and Jamie's swords as they were drawn. Vilkas and Ard stood surrounded by the blue glow of
their power, and as | watched they stroveto cover usal in akind of shield. Varien, considering, nicked
hisarm dightly and let his blood flow onto his sword blade. Good point, | thought, and did the samefor
my dagger. Seems we both bled Kantri, at least in part. That seemed to work on the Rikti. It d—-most
certainly wouldn't kill ademon prince, but if it banished the Rikti at least it might give the creature abad



taste in itsmouth. There came a deep rattle of metal on meta and | turned to find my mother, Maran,
standing like the others with her long heavy sword at the ready. Againgt all sense shegrinned at me, a
wild delight in her eyes. "Wdll, girl, welll likely lose" she said, her eyesfixed fondly on me, "but Hells
teeth, won't it make agood ballad!”

Even there, even then, we laughed—grim laughter, but laugh-ter—and lo, al was changed. | knew degth
stalked me close, but for that moment | was surrounded by those | loved, in the free air, on aglorious
morning in pring.

| reached out with truespeech.

"Varien, kadreshl naLanen," | whispered.

"Kadreshi naVarien," hereplied smply, reaching out to take my hand. Hislove, red and sohd and
unchanging, washed over me like clear water.

It was agood day to be dive.

Suddenly on the hillsde there came adisturbance in the air, as though asmall storm cloud were forming
before our eyes. 1t grew swiftly until it was adark upright ova, three timesthe height of aman—and from
that darkness emerged a gigantic figure, the size of the portd, to stand on the very summiit of the hill.

My stomach churned. It was an obscene mixture of dragon and human. It stood on two legs but fromits
back sprouted large leathery wings, like those of a bat. Its face was covered by amockery of aKantri
mask—what in the Greater Kindred looked like worked metal armour, beautiful and unchanging, was
here at—tenuated and become a threatening deformity. Great fangs pro-truded from its jaws, long talons
tipped its hands, and it reached out for me, getting through Vilkass barrier with no trouble at al. Vilkas
cursed and dissipated it.

Jamie's sword struck the thing just after Rella's thrown dagger bounced off of it. It spat a Jamie, who
had to dodge balefire.

"Nicetry, Jamie," said Ard firmly, "but thisonesours.”

Behind her | could see the Black Dragon leap into the sky once more, assailed by our people with every
wingbest, breathing death among the Kantri. Another fell even as| watched.

Aral, concentrating, sent astream of blue flame to encompass the creature. The demon barely shrugged
and Ard's flame winked out. Vilkas shuddered.

"Vil, hdpmel" cried Ara, reaching out again with her Hedler's power. Thething tried to move but Ard's
will opposed it, and for amoment or two it was held in place, but | watched the colour drain from her
facein aheartbest. "1 can't hold it!" she cried, even as the demon prince shook itsdlf free of her web,
flapped its batlike wings, and was beside her faster than eye could follow. 1t wrapped one great hand
around her and started to lift her towards its mouth. Will, horror-stricken, tried to hold on to her and was
lifted high in theair, clinging to Ard'swaist. The demon prince took only enough notice of him to tosshim
asde. Hecried out as hefell. He struck the ground with a sickening thump and lay ill.

Ard screamed asWillem fell, her voice risng unbearably at the end. "Vilkaaas!"

Vilkes

There was no more time for soul-searching or hesitation or fear. | watched the demon lift Ard to its
mouth and | knew that what would follow even | could never hedl.

| had to stop it. Now.

Time dowed to aterrible crawl, and | redlised that dl those dreams, dl those nightmares of stepping into
my full power were come upon me. | had to choose. Would | et fear decide my fate and Ard's, or
would | legp into the unknown and hope for the best?

| am not well endowed with hope. It seemsto elude me, for the most part.

| decided to go with love ingtead. | might not love Ard asaman loves awoman, but by the Lady, | knew
perfectly well that shewas part of my soul, and | loved her as| loved air.

It wasn't adifficult decision, on the face of it; but the next time you decide to change your lifeat acrucid
moment, truly changeit

at afundamental level, no matter how obvious the need, you will learn just how hard it isto leave what



you have known. Even if what you have known is pain and anguish, it isfamiliar pain and anguish. | fdta
thousand demons of doubt and fear rise up within me, what if you destroy your friendswhat if you fall
how many will die at your handswhat if you cannot control this power once you accept it Desth of the
Worid what if-don't-what if-dontt.

| fought the redl battle then, in that timeless moment, though it took lessthan haf abreath. All those years
of sdf-control, dl theterror of that which dwelt within me, dl the wildfire passon in my soul screaming to
get out, burning within me now in truth as before only in dreams—

| held out my arms and chose to be whole, and for thefirst timein my life | raised my full power about
me

The high thick walls| had built so carefully, to protect both myself and the world, the armour so thick |
could barely livewithinit, dl, dl were gone as smoke in ahigh wind, leaving only the searing blaze of the
power that | had run from since | came of age. | was dizzy with the change, shaking at the terrible sense
of nakedness as my true salf settled into my body at last.

It wasasif | had spent my life wandering blind, sumbling, crashing into the unseen on every sde, and |
had magically been given sight. It waslike diving into deep cold water on asummer's day. The Lady's gift
coursed through my body from head to foot, light and life and power, oh, yes, power, and | knew that
thiswaswhat | was born for.

It took amoment to adjust.

It took years.

It was now, and Ard was nearer death, her terrified voice still caught on my name.

With athought | immobilised the demon long enough to re-lease Ard from its grasp and bring her safely
back to solid ground. It struggled—I could fedl thelash of its powerful will, and was surprised—hbut |
was adamant.

Once she was safe, the true battle began.

Berys

Damnation! | wasn't expecting the Demonlord to do that. Still, those who protect her will dmost certainly
be ableto prevail againgt that prince long enough for meto stedl her away while they are engaged
elsawhere,

Drawing out the amulet that holds the near end of the de-monline, | draw my power to me and throw the
amulet on the ground. Grind it with my foot. My eyes are darkened for an in—gtant, and then the
demonlineisthere before me, shimmering in air, connected directly to Lanen.

| step through.

Lanen

1 had to turn away from Vilkas, for he was become the sun and | risked being blinded.

Just aswell, for | saw Varien swinging his sword at—

"Berys!" | cried. He stood beside me and reached out to grab my arm. | aimed akick at him but | was
beaten to it by Jamie, who knocked me out of the way. He didn't even stop to consider, he just stepped
in, whirled, and dashed a Berys.

Berysraised ahand. Jamie's sword bounced off the shield of Beryss power and Jamie howled with
frudration.

Varien, who had missed hisfirg stroke, strode up to Berys shouting, "He's mine!" Jamie cleared off and
Varien swung back his sword and struck ahorizonta blow with al his strength. Berysdidn't eventry to
get out of theway.

| nearly fainted. | saw that huge heavy sword, driven by Varien'sterrifying strength, go through the barrier
as the demon prince had gone through Vilkass. Without dowing in the dight-est, Varien's sword svept
right through Beryss body like abread knife through aloaf. My husband cut Berysin half. He should
have bled like a butchered cow and landed in two pieces.

Berysseyesflew wide with shock, just for an ingtant, but even as | watched the wound was gone. The
only trace of it was athin line of blood aong the line of the cut, dl around historso.

"Have you forgotten that I'm the best Hedler in dl the world?' he asked chearfully. "Y ou redly are stupid.



Y ou can't touch me, any of you. Y ou might aswell give methe girl. She'snot much to look at, it'strue,
but I can make use of her." Helooked directly at me, so deep in his own madness that he looked
absolutely normal. ™Y ou don't even know what you can do, you poor fool."

For al that the demon and the Black Dragon had frightened me, this mad immortality shook meto my
bones. Staggering back from the thing that had once been Berys, | called in shaky true-speech, " Shikrar,
Idai, we need your help! Can the battle spare you?'

"l come, Lanen,” said Shikrar ingtantly.

Despite Beryss protection, he didn't seem inclined to throw himsalf on the collective swords of Jamie,
Rela, Maran, and Varien to get past them to me. He frowned dightly at me. Y ou're going to call for help
any moment now, aren't you?' he said, an-noyed. Then adow grin spread acrosshisface and | swear
hiseyestwinkled.

Tel youwhat. I'll gofirg, shal 17?7

Heraised hisarmsand cried out in aterrible voice, "Come unto me, ye legions of darkness! Come, |
command thee! By my power, by my name, |, Mdior, Master of the Sixth Circle, do sum-mon to my
sarvicedl ye of the degp Hellsto my aid. Come swiftly!"

Ontheingant, the air was black with legions of the Rakshasa. | could barely see the Kantri for al the
demons. There must have been twenty to every one of the Kantrishakrim.

These were not the Rikti, who could be dispelled by the touch of the Kantri's breath of Fire: these were
the Rakshasa, the mir-ror image of the Kantri in creation, shaped roughly like winged Gedri and only
dightly larger than humans. Although Kantri fire can wound them, they are much harder to kill, and
athough they are much smaller and do not fly as swiftly asthe Kantri, they are more manoeuvrable. The
Rakshasa breathe ba efire aswell, the only fire aside from molten stone that can wound the Kantri.

There were so many of them, and the Kantri so few.

For dl that they were beset on every side, however, agood quarter of the Kantrishakrim would not leave
off harrying the Demonlord. They flamed and fought the Rakshasa even as they pursued or enticed the
Black Dragon, flying like mad thingsto avoid its deadly fire, those who il had them throwing those grest
stones at it whenever they could to try to force it to ground, or better yet to douse it once morein the
deep waters of the lake.

| saw in that brief time more carnage than | could bear. The Kantri, those wise, ancient creatures,
attacked from al directions by evil incarnate, fighting back with tooth and claw and the Firethat is sacred
to them. So many wounded, so much of blood and agony on both sides. | have never heard that the
Rakshasa ever wanted, truly, to take over the world, except in old legends. | think they wereforced to it
by Berys. If that wasthe case, every drop of blood, Rakshi and Kantri, was on his soul.

And suddenly there was a great shout and a second deep splash and boom, a second great cloud of
steam. The Restored, ted by Naikenna, had managed even in the midst of battle so to harry and anger
the Demonlord that it had flown out over the lake once more. | saw intheinstant | turned to look that
somefive or six of the Kantri had thrown themselves on the thing and forced it down. | could hear their
agony, but there was triumph there also, and afleeting sense of peace when they chose the Swift Degath
once the beast was under the surface of thelake.

Berys cdled out something in asibilant speech, and agroup of the Raksha came for me.

"Shikrar, swiftly!" | cried, in truespeech—and doud. Would to heaven | had held my tongue. Would to
heaven my tongue had withered in my mouth ere | had spoken.

Shikrar arrived, covered in wounds, and with fang and talon he bit and crashed the Rakshasawho
threatened us, ignoring the fresh cuts they inflicted on him. He spat, when he was done, and turning to
Varien sad, "It tastes worse even than you remember.” Varien grinned up at him.

Then to my astonishment, Berys spoke. He had been watching

the battle with delight, distracted perhaps, or perhaps smply keeping out of theway of Varien, Jamie,
and Rella That kind of healing must wear him out eventudly, and they al three would cheerfully kill him
again and again until it worked.



"You are Shikrar?' he said, looking desperately pleased with himself.

"I am, Rakshadakh," growled Shikrar, drawing back his head to strike.

"No," said Berys smugly. 'Thetrue nameis binding, knowing the true nameis power over the named,
truth in essence holds the soul and thus | bind you to my will. Y ou are Hadretikantishikrar, and you will
be dill!" Beryscried.

Shikrar froze. He was screaming in truespeech, he was fight-ing with his entire being, but for oncein his
life Berys spoke truth. The true name is the essence of the soul. He who knows the true name has a
terrible power over the named. True names are kept secret, told only to a soulfriend or aloved one.
Marik had overheard Shikrar's true name when Varien be~spoke Shikrar in the Language of Truth. If
Shikrar and Akor had not forced open Marik's mind out on the Dragon I1de, Marik would not have been
ableto hear their truespeech to report to Berys. If Marik had not been trying to kill them both, they
would never have done such athing. If, if, if...

Berysgrinned. "How delightful,” he said, seeing hisfoeimmo-bile. With acasud gesture, hecdled a
hundred of his demons down to him and threw them a Shikrar.

Varien screamed, "NO!" and ran towards Berys, but there were too many demonsin theway. Varien,
my beloved, fought like amadman, but he made little headway. Too many demons. Not enough time.
"IDAI! KEDRA! SHIKRAR NEEDS Y OU NOW!" | screamed in truespeech, kicking mysdlf that | had
not called before, putting al my horror into my mind's voice, and even | could hear the un-derthought that
ran through my call. "Help help help he'sheld by histrue name Berys has him quickly quickly they'll kill
him hep hdp hdp!”

They flew, desperate, fury and terror driving every siroke of their wings. Time seemed to dow asl
watched them approaching from two different directions. Too far away. Too dow.

Toolate.

My breath stopped as | looked upon Shikrar held helpless. No, it can't be—Goddess, help us—O ye
Winds, blow that word back into Beryss mouth and let him choke onit, let it not have been spoken, oh
no,oh no...

The demonstore Shikrar's flesh with their teeth and with their claws and he could not fight back. He
could not even cry out in pain. When they broke hiswings, laughing, | heard his mind's scream, a sound
that shook my bonesto the marrow and drew an answering scream from my own throat. | Swear that
sound will haunt me every day of my life.

At thelast ingtant, just before Idai and Keclra arrived, they broke hisneck | heard it go. My kneeswould
no longer hold me up, and | landed hard on broken stone, gasping for air, asif | could breathe for
Shikrar. My throat ached asif some great hand choked me.

Shikrar collapsed. Berys and the demons cackled, and then Berys said, "Enough of pleasure. Bring me
thegirl."

Vilkes

It was harder than | thought.

| reached out in al my pride and power to destroy the Prince of the Sixth Hell and found myself
somewhere dse entirely. | was thirteen years old and it was summer. My friend Jon and | were wrestling,
aswas our wont. | had himin alock and had started to squeeze.

"Ow, Vil, tootight!" he cried. "L et go!™

"Y ou're such ababy, Jon." | laughed, squeezing tighter. He started to choke. Suddenly | redlised that |
was grown furious with his weakness and had et go of my self-control. To my hor-ror, | was on the very
point of killing him before | forced mysdlf to release him. " Jon, no, I'm sorry," | began, and the world
shifted again. The demon prince laughed.

"Ssauch afool you are," it hissed.
| threw my power at it again and found my hands clasped around Ara's throat. She was besting at my



arms and kicking my legs. | squeezed tighter, and suddenly found mysdlf unableto move. My handswere
forced apart and Aral dropped back, her hands protecting her neck. She released me.

"Damnit, Vil!" shecried. "What'swrong with you!"

"Where are you from, Aral?" | shouted, convinced that she was some phantom of the demon's. "Where
were you born?'

"Berun, youidiot," she snapped. "What in dl the Hdllsisup with you? Y ou let it go and went for me!l"”
She pointed up to the demon prince, who was laughing again. Or ill.

Oncemore| sent fireto envelop it, and thistime there was agreet fight. | closed my eyesand turned
away that | might not be blinded, but when next | opened my eyes, | lay in bed. Clean, crisp linen shests,
gentle sunlight at the window filtering through the young spring leaves of arowan tree,

"Welcome back, Vilkas. You had usworried,” said Magistra Erthik. She smiled, the crooked smile she
saved for those mo-ments when she was feding most maternd. "I am glad you have come back to us.
I'd rather not lose my best pupil just yet."

| sat upinthebed. | wasintheinfirmary at Verfaren. Magisira Erthik was dive.

"Magistra?' | asked, quietly. My throat began to close but | fought it. "What happened? Whereisthe
demon prince?"

"Gone with your waking, young man, and not before time. Y ou've been feverish for nearly amonth.” She
reached out and touched my forehead. "It hastruly broken at last. Thank the Goddess.”

"A dream, wasit?' | asked suspicioudy. "What of Ara?'

"Was that someone elsein your dream?' Magistra Erthik asked, politely curious.

"Stupid,” | said. | called on the Goddess and sent my coronato cover Magistra Erthik, who screamed
and vanished. | was back on the hillside above Lake Gand, with the demon prince d most near enough to
touch. | backed away.

"Vil, what'swrong?' asked Ard frantically. "1 thought—I felt you change, | know you aren't restricted any
longer. What are you waiting for?'

"It'splaying with my mind, Ard," | said quietly. "Changing time, changing appearances. Itsillusonsare
horribly real. How shal | know truth when | seeit?'

"Asyou ever have, Vilkas" she said, and her voice had taken on the strange cadence it sometimes did
when she was speaking not entirely for hersdlf. Trust those who love you. Here. She wantsto help. We
both do.”

And with that, Ara put the soulgem of Lorigkerisinto my right hand.

It was astounding. No wonder the Kantri are so good against the demons. | could see the demon prince
twigting redity, chang-ing shape, trying to govern my mind and make me drop my guard or injure mysdlf
or Ard. Thetouch of that ancient mind, Loria-keris of the Kantri, granted mefor that brief timethe
vison of the Kantri and acted asatalisman of truth.

Or perhapsit was the touch of Ara's hand and soul.

| bowed my head briefly, committing myself to the Lady, and lifted my hand. Blue flame mixed with red
surrounded the demon prince and swiftly constricted about it. Its screams, | am ashamed to say, were
music to me. | squeezed harder. | kept expecting it to dissipate, but Berys must have performed quite a
gpell. It died the True Degth.

In my defence, once | realised that it was not going to disgp-pear back toitsHell | killed it swiftly. Even
demons require some mercy, after al. It istheir nature to bargain and they are forced to obey their
master's commands.

It is people who deserve no mercy. They can choose, after all.

| turned to find Berys advancing swiftly on Lanen, acompany of Rakshasawith bloody claws before him.
A dght that would have moved meto frustrated terror such a short time ago. | raised my hand and Lanen
was shielded from their attack.

"Takehimfirgt!" cried Berys, gesturing, and a score of demons flew at me, roaring, fanged mouths agape,
talons raised to rake and rend.

| blessed them in the Lady's name and destroyed them dl with Her power, flowing from me aslight from
the sun. It was—trivid. Beryslooked on impassively, asif hewerejudging me.



"Berys," | said quietly, saluting one about to die.

"You'rethat pup Vilkas" he said camly, drawing his power around him. The blue of the Hedler'saura
was gone entirdly; that which surrounded him now was a black cloud, through which he could barely be
seen. "Y ou should have taken the horses. Y ou could have been imprisoned and died with al your friends
back in Verfaren."

"l have sworn myself your enemy,” | said. Inthefull flow of my power, looking a him waslike looking &
apatch of red-shot darkness distorting the world. "For al the evil you have loosed upon the world, for al
the murders, for dl the corruption of that which wasworthy, death istoo smal aprice.”

"Then you can pay it," he said, and sent the full brunt of his malice againgt me, to sear my soul and rend
my body.

| was surprised at his strength, but not nearly as surprised as he was at mine.

For that first moment it was a battle of raw power against raw power. The battle of abully grown proud,
believing that he pos—sesses the greatest strength, striking at one he knows cannot fight back. The battle
of acoward. He expected meto fall before him, helpless. He expected meto die.

‘Tour pride has ever been your weakness," | said quietly, as| deflected his strike. It was harder to do
than | had thought. Per=haps my own power was not infinite.

Aslong asit was greater than his, | was not concerned.

Vaien

| joined my mind to Shikrar's from the moment histrue name was used againgt him. There were no words
|eft to say between

us, but | wasthere with him for every bresth. He was never alone.

| fought beside Maran, Rella, and Jamie to keep Berys away from Lanen as|dai arrived, flaming
Rakshasa as she came, to land beside the broken body of Shikrar. Kedrawas behind her by only a
wingtip. Their arrival worried Berys enough that, for the mo-ment, he backed off. He left his Rakshasato
continue thefight; Idai swiftly despatched a score or more of them while Kedramoved carefully to stand
besde hisfather.

Jamie and Rdllawere having trouble with the demons. Maran was much better at fighting them, but Lanen
had smeared her dagger with her half-Kantri blood and was doing best of dl, espe-cially as Ara was
now at her sde. Vilkas seemed to be well in command of the Lord of the Sixth Hell. | trusted them dll to
the Winds and the Lady and turned back to my dying soulfriend.

Shikrar's mind began to relax, asthe pain left him and he re-alised that histime was come. "Kedra, my
son," he said, his mind-voice soft but clear.

"I am here, my father," said Kedracamly. "Be a ease.

"Farewd|, my dearest son. The Winds blow ever kindly on you and thoseyou love."

Kedras eyes never |eft hisfathers. His strength humbled me. "I love you, my father," hereplied, his
mindvoice cadm and clear. "Rest upon the Winds, and know that you will live dwaysin our memory,
Hadretikantishikrar.”

| bresthed again. It was well that the last time Shikrar heard histrue name, it was spoken with love. | was
grateful that he could not see any longer, for the great hissing tears wrung in agony from Kedras eyes
would break aheart of stone.

"AkhorPlda?" Shikrar called weakly. We who had known him longest, through dl the years.

"Here, my friend,” | replied quietly, and "Here, Shikrar,” she said. | knew that oceans of grief awaited

me, athousand years deep and broad as all time yawning to swallow me up, but asyet | sood on the
shore.

"Fight on,” hesaid, and died.

| could not speak aloud, so in truespeech | sang, " Sleep on the

Winds, Hadretikantishikrar,” honouring him with histrue name as he passed from us. Leaning forward,
my hands on hisfaceplate, | closed my eyes and gendy went to touch his soulgem with my own one last
time, in token of the depth of our lifelong friendship.



To my horror | felt his soulgem move under mine. My eyes snapped open, my bones turned to water,
and | saw the brilliant ruby fal to the earth. | could not stop the movement | had begun, and my own
soulgem touched the place where Shikrar's had been.

And | fdl, and fell, and fell forever.

Lanen

That happened which could not happen.

| saw Varien lean forward to touch Shikrar's soulgem, saw Shikrar's red gem come loose and fall to
earth, saw bright emer-ald touch the hollow where it had lain—and saw Varien fal into Shikrar's body,
asaman falsinto agrave, and be swalowed up. The great body that lay before us shuddered along its
length, once, then lay ill.

What in the name of &l heaven was happening?

"Varien!" | screamed idioticaly, turning my back on Berys. "Goddess! Varien! Varien!”

Then the green soulgem, resting in the hollow where a soulgem should be, began to glow. From atiny
gleam in the depths, asalight risng through deep water, it brightened and flowed until it filled al the
gpace in Shikrar's faceplate. The light grew brighter yet, green as clear emerald, green asleavesin deep
summer, bathing al that vast body in itsradiance. The dark bronze of Shikrar's face did not look so dark
asit had. Under the green light, just around the blaz-ing soulgem, it seemed much lighter—amost—
Siver.

| laboured to breathe as| watched, for miracles, good or ill, are not easy to bear. Starting from the dight
slver stain around his soulgem, the dark bronze of Shikrar's hide was washed in a coating of slver,
sweeping ever more swiftly from noseto tail. Where the green and silver touched the great wounds
Shikrar had

borne, light flared as flesh and blood and bone were healed. The terrible broken wings blazed green and
slver and were made whole. The neck bone cameto itsright place with asnap very lit-tlelessterrible
than that which had broken it.

It al took little more than the blink of an eye, and when all was done—Akor lay before us, but not Akor.
Hewasthe sze of Shikrar, and dl his body glowed yet fire-bright with emerald radi-ance.

Then he opened hiseyes.

Varien/Khordeshkhistriakhor

| woke asfrom along deep, ingtantly aware, myself again after some dream of another life. | stood and
stumbled, as one who has not moved for sometime. | flexed my wings, glad to find that they were not as
stiff as| had feared. Only then did | look about me.

My beloved Lanen stood staring up a me, her eyes huge, her mouth dack. She—she looked terrified.
Astounded.

Desolate.

"Akhor?' said avoice, quietly, behind me. | turned to see ldai gazing up a me, her eyeslike Lanen'sfull
of fear and wonder.

Wait—Ida gazing up?

| reared onto my back legs and stared down at Idai, and far, far down at my own Lanen. Her lips
moved, but it was not the voice of the body | heard. It wasthe voice of her mind, soft and dry as death,
in motionless agony, and so terribly done.

"Akor. You are Kordeshkistriakor once more. Sweet Shia, no!”

And then she cried out in her desolation, a scream of pain torn from her as though her heart had been
wrenched from her breast. Shefell to her knees and hid her face from me.

We were parted once more, as| had never thought to be parted from her againin life. Parted forever.
Sorrow fell beforefury.

| never wanted this.

Wrath rose in me then, fire unquenchable, and | looked up to where the battle raged. | did not try to
understand. There was no time to mourn Shikrar, to mourn anything. With aheart blazing with death and
fury, | legpt into the Sky and trumpeted a challenge to the Black Dragon, not nearly so huge now asit had



seemed. | flew twice asfast asever | had flown before, | flew as one gone mad, and | felt light asabirds
feather. | swear the Winds blew solely to bear me up.

Marik/The Black Dragon

| dragged myself out of that damned |ake once more to find that Ur-kathon was no more. The sun had
turned blue, it seemed, and cometo rest on that hilltop. For the moment, the girl was be-yond my reach.
Stll, 1-Demonlord had faced any number of Magesin my day. Eventudly they grew weary, as| would
not in the body of this golem of fire and ash. The largest of the Kantri, the big bronze one, lay dead on
that hilltop aswell, which gave mejoy. | rose with agreat legp into the sky and began pursuing the
others, one by one. The big one had been alesson in flight; the smaller ones were good, but they were
not the match of their dead leader. | danced on the air and destroyed some thirty or forty, one after the
other, glancing back to that hilltop after each one died, waiting for that Mage s glow to die down, or at
least to withdraw from the figure of the girl.

There! He was busy with something else—of course! Berys! Excellent! | wished that Mage all success,
as| dove straight as an arrow for the key to my death/my daughter/Lanen, who stood now unprotected
and unaware. | drew breath and sent alance of flame to scorch her to bare earth—and awind blew up
from nowhere. The molten stone of my fire was blown back at me, | was thrown nearly onto my back by
the fiercewind. Recovering, | stared in amazement.

Their leader was dead, the big bronze one. I'd seen it lying till as stone with a broken neck—but here it
wasrisgng before me, glowing green and shining siiver.

[-Marik remember. It's that damned great dragon that came through the wall, | thought it was dead what
isit doing heredive again noit's coming for me!

I-Demonlord fight to retain control of thisbody. I-Marik is taken with soul-deep panic, for amoment
[-Marik amin control and | fly asfast as| can away from the creature.

But I-Demonlord look deeper into my other half and find the hatred below thefear. | faniit, | encourage
him to remember what has been done to him and what this body can do to the beast. I-Marik dow,
thinking, and when I-Demonlord show him an image of the silver one dead I-Marik ped away right and
return theway | came. I-Marik gladly let my other salf take control.

The silver one sees us coming and takes fright, turnsto escape.

We pursue with alight heart.

A\
The Word of the Winds

Lanen

Jamie, Rella, Maran, and | took advantage of a brief pausein the fighting to catch our bresth. Most of the
Rakshathat had been harrying us had been dashed on the rock of Vilkas's power and destroyed. Others
would no doubt replace them soon. Ara was knedling by Will, her power bright around her. Even as|
glanced at them, he sat up, hishand to hishead. "Hold ill, you idiot, I'm gtill working,” shetold him.
Helet himsdf betold. It wasaswell Aral waslooking at his wounds and not his eyes. Even now, |
thought, the greater wound isthere. He gazed a her the way Varien—Akor—no, | can't bear it...

"You'l keep now," she said briskly, risng, and she returned to us, swiftly cleansing and sedling the worst
of our wounds.

| longed for more Rakshato fight. Anything that would not let me stop and think.

Kedra stayed for only abrief moment after—after—"Lady Lanen, | pray you, assist me here."

| hurried over. Hereverently lifted hisfather's soulgem and placed it in my hand. "Keep it safe, Lady. |
cannot ay."

"Asmy own life, Kedra," | replied.

He leapt into the bright morning to join the othersin the aerid battle. | put Shikrar's soulgem in my scrip



and turned back to find the others watching me. Behind themm more demons approached— ' | cried out
and pointed. We dl prepared, and | drew my dagger across my arm yet again, letting the blood fal onto
my blade. | welcomed the pain. Anything that kept me from thinking.

Vilkes

| had never been so happy, or so free, or so completedy mysdlf indl my life. There |l stood, fighting for
my life againgt the powers of darkness, and | wasfilled with ajoy so vast | could barely con-tainit. Only
the smdlest part of me remembered that in my dreams| laughed as | destroyed the world.

Beryswas more powerful than | would ever have believed, certainly far stronger than he had ever
revealed himsdlf to be. He screamed and cursed and sent dark flame like daggersto pierce meto the
bone. Mot | deflected, but those that got through and injured me | healed at once.

Atfirgt | let him do dl the work, restricting myself to defence while | tested the extent of my own powers.
Before | welcomed them, afew minutes and an age of the world before, | would have been terrified.
Now—ah, now | felt the Lady's power flowing into me through my feet, through the top of my head,
through my very skin. | formed it into ashield that soon deflected everything he flung a me.

Berysturned from smug to angry very quickly. ™Y ou foolish boy, you cannot hope to equa my power!"
he cried. "Bow before your master!"”

"I have dready made my devotionsto the Lady thismorning,” | replied, turning away the forest of knives
he had conjured to throw a me.

"Thisissometrick!" he screamed. He paused to draw a deep

breath, moved his hands into a semblance of aclaw, and reached for my heart. | had never seen such a
thing, hisarm grew impos-sibly long and his fingertips appeared to touch my skin. | battered against the
claw, moving away fromit; it followed me, and sud-denly | felt something tap my abdomen. | looked
down.

If he'd had two hands | might have been done for, but even Berys could not make a claw from astump.
| laughed and poured the hedling light of the Lady into the very substance of his extended arms. He cried
out in pain and re-leased the spell before it could travel up hisarms. In panic, to buy himsdf time, he sent
acloud of choking blacknessto cover me. | summoned awind to blow from behind me, returning the
cloud to its maker, who had to disperse it as swiftly ashe had caled it into being.

| seemed to have the defensive part worked out.

Berysglared at me, wild-eyed, desperately summoning yet more strength for some new attack.

"My turn, | think," | said, and grinned. | relaxed and breathed deep, feding asif | were sustained by a
brilliant beam of light shooting through me from the very heart of theworld. | drew power from the very
ar asalamp drawsoil through awick, ig—nited it at the raging bonfirein my soul, and sent it forth to
batter down the thick defensive walls around Beryss soul. He fought me, beating away my initid foray. |
leaned into him, sending my power deeper. He did not laugh anymore, he was focussed ab—solutely, but
he turned aside my attack.

How could thisbe?

| sent again, concentrating harder, thinking to tear his shieldsfrom him.

He remained unharmed.

Stop we cannot win we must not lose control hold back do not attack do not let go

Old voices chattered their old song in my mind, ingstent.

Strange. | had thought they were answered.

| concentrated, astounded that there was yet some vestige of that in me—and yes, there, for al my new
freedom, | was dtill holding back. Thick wallsyet surrounded my very core, wherelay the deep roiling
center of theflame.

But that is our secret heart! cried my soul interror. That isthefire, that isthe searing flame that protects
and that we protect. It rages ever in control. That is our power. That isour truth. We cannot et that be
touched or known, we cannot |et down the bar-riers, once that isloose we may never call it back.
Beryswasfighting with al hisstrength as | threw at him every-thing | could think of, but he did not seem
to be more than— inconvenienced. If | did nothing more he could surdly fight me off forever.



No thisisterrifying we cannot show who wetruly areit will hurt we will be overcome wewill be derided
itwill fal wewiUfal wewill do something terrible wewill kill again and again and againl

| had never paid any attention to that poor frightened part of my soul. The voice was my voice, yes, but
asasmall scared child, the one who had so horribly killed the first demon-victim he had treated, the one
who had been having nightmares about it ever since and been terrified of the power that could boil blood
inliv-ing veins.

Who wasthiswho said "we'?

Berys, sensing that my attention was turned from him, gath-ered himself to attack once more. With a
thought I held him mo-tionless. It was hard work, he cursed and fought back, but | could sustainit for a
short timewhilel investigated thislast barrier.

| turned my Hedler'svison on mysdlf, moving into the reslm of the mind where al is metaphor and
outside time stands nearly gtill—and there he stood. A skinny ten-year-old boy who had made a horrific
mistake and had been running from himsalf ever snce.

Me. Ten yearsold, though | looked younger, shaking, white-faced with terror and self-loathing.

| stopped before him and looked down, and found mysalf moved by deep pity.

"Vil, lad," 1 told him gently, "it wasn't your fault.”

"I killed her!" he shrieked, begating a me. "WeKkilled her, remember!”

| knelt down, that | might not loom over him. "'l remember, Vilkas. But it was aterrible accident. Our
mentor Sandrish should have realised that we could not control a power we barely under-stood. He
should never havelet achild, however powerful, take over so difficult acase.”

"Hedidnt kill her, we did!" shouted the boy.

| held out my hand to him. He hesitated, but took it, and findly looked into my eyes. | think we both took
comfort from that.

In the back of my mind, Berys began to work free from my binding. | didn't have long.

"Yes, Vilkas" | admitted heavily, his hand clagped gently in mine, that he might withdraw it a any time.
"We killed that poor woman. Y ou areright.”

He burst out weeping and grasped my hand inapainful grip. "I'm sorry I'm sorry | didn't mean to it must
have hurt her horri-bly | can still hear her screaming oh please let me not havekilled her. .."

"Vilkas, we made amistake," | said, putting my free hand on the boy's shoulder. "The one we trusted
alowed us afreedom he never should have alowed. We made a mistake and we have been devastated
for ten years and more because of it—but, Vil, it isdone. Sheis dead. We cannot bring her back, no
matter how sorry we are for causing her death. But we can honour her by putting that wild power to its
proper use. | am older—we are older now. | understand control, | have worked hard to learn it ever
sncethat day. And now we need the wildfirewithin us" | showed young Vilkasthe gresat legions of
demons harrying the Kantri; 1 showed him the Demonlord; and lastly, | pointed to Berysin the ream of
the spirit, ademon struggling out of anet and beginning to bresk free.

"I know him, he tried to kill us he killed so many of our friends Magistira Erthik heisbad!™ my younger
sf cried.

"Yes Vil," | said quietly. "And we arefighting him now. Thisisour chance to right the baance, to honour
the woman we killed. Let usrelease that power to its proper use.”

"I'm scared I'm scared we can't make it do what we wart..."

| was profoundly moved by thelad'sfear. "It'saright, Vilkas," | said, and putting my long arms around
hisskinny body, | held him close. Thefirst ingtant it was like hugging a plank of wood, but after thet first
shock the lad relented and clung to me. "I can con-trol it. Truly."

He drew back, staring frightened into my eyes. "But what if we kill someone else?" he whispered.

"I promise | will not ever use our power to kill anything except demons,” | sworeto him. "Ever."

| felt his gaze sear dong my mind, down into my deepest heart, as he searched out the truth of what |
sad. It was there. Something began to dawn in hiseyes, so brilliant blue, so large in that young face. He
reached out, and tentatively he put hislight little arms around my neck. "Y ou promise?' he whispered.

"l promise," | whispered back.



"Then what are you waiting for?" he demanded, shoving me away with vigour. "L ook, he's getting loose!”
| stood and grinned down a my young soul. "Shal we stop him, Vil?

Thelad grew to meet my height, changing swiftly into the self | knew from the mirror. Hisidentica grin
began to meld with mine.

"Oh, yes," he said, hisvoice no longer its boyish treble but my own.

And we were one.

A sharp pain ripped me back to the real world. Beryswas free, shooting black power like swordsinto
me asfast as he could. His eyes were bloodshot with fury but he was laughing.

"Poor littlelad, killed someone did he? And you impotent be-~cause of it ever since. How wonderful!™

| felt young Vilkas grow to fill my skin, and the cage around the core of my true power grew thinner,
thinner, like reeds, like gossamer—gone.

| averted Beryss attack with a contemptuous flicker of thought.

He drew back his hand and started to chant something hideous, hisface amirror for the words.

"Oh, do shut up,” | said, suddenly tired of the sound of hisvoice. | sent sllence around him, as he had
kept Lanen slent. He struggled to get away. | found it surprisingly easy to hold him till.

| gazed into his soul with my Hedlers sight. It was revolting. In among the swirls of bloodred and
poisonous bile green and pus yelow there was a centre of solid black—no, asilvery black—oh! That
wasn't him, it was something he carried. | ignored it and forced mysalf to look deeper. There! There
werethe shields, like overlapping armour wrapped around him. Like the layers of an onion gone soft and
ginking.

| began to remove them. | worked dowly and carefully, for | did not know how closely these touched
him and | was deter-mined not to harm him with my power.

| had promised.

Khordeshkhistriakhor

Sacred Firerose within me as| flew from the Black Dragon, drawing it after me. | went to breathe my
Fire onto the Winds, that this act might be consecrated—but when | opened my mouth no flame came
forth. | felt the air currents change, a sudden head-wind—no, my head was forced back. | tried turning
my head to the | eft and breathed flame—a sudden gust forced meto theright.

My thoughtsredled. | lived in abody that could not be. Shikrar, turned to Akhor al in amoment—no
flame, though | am a creature of fire, but the power of the Winds at my command.

7 never wanted this,

Thereagain, | didn't recall anyone asking what | wanted. The Wind of the Unknown blows hardest of all,
itissad.

| turned to face the thing behind me, breathed the Winds at it, and flew faster. | felt its contempt, heard its
unnatural laughter asit pursued mein my terrified attempt to escape. | heard it start to roar and swerved
left. The edge of its solid flame caught my tail-tip and | screamed in agony.

Well, perhapsit didn't hurt quite that much, but it pleased the Black Dragon and stopped it thinking.

| veered right, it followed me close. It was flying much better than before, but it was till clumsy intheair,
and so huge. So huge, so intimidating, so very... heavy.

Shikrar—oh, my soulfriend Shikra—had made us dl learn to fly carrying weights when we were young,
that we might come to understand the changes that we would need to deal with aswe grew older. We
learned swiftly that with greater weight, we could achieve far greater speed; indeed, that wasthefirst half
of hislesson.

The second hdlf isthat with dl that momentum it is very, very difficult to manoeuvre, and even harder to
stop.

| put on aburst of speed, rgjoicing in the midst of my fury at the fedl of the Winds bearing me up, &t the
strength in these great wings, speeding me onward towards that great cloud of smoke. Some careless
flame must have st fire to those trees. Oh dear, oh dear.

| concentrated, focussed my voice, and sent a sudden loud note to ring in that spot in my faceplate where



it would resonate just... so... there.

The echo told me | was upon it. Heart racing, | flew into the cloud and instantly folded the greeter part of
my wingsin close and, using just thetips, pulled up at the sharpest angle my body would bear, praying to
the Winds that my speed and the updraft would alow meto change direction. | scraped the cliff with my
belly and legs, and bashed my poor tail, but | did it. Flying straight up for a brief moment, then flipping
over and rolling away left—I was right way up and heading back theway | had come when | heard the
Black Dragon fly into the cliff a speed. It barely had time to scream before there was aterrible thump
and a hiss, and black smoke made athicker screen than the white.

| rode the updraft, spirdling into clear ar. Always gain height, the advantage is dwaysin height—I could
hear Shikrar's voicein my head even after al these years. | was oddly untroubled by Rakshasaas| rode
the winds, trying to see through the billowing smoke and learn what damage Idai and | had wrought.

A smdler thump, the sound of one taking to the skies—and the Black Dragon emerged.

It was hdf the Size it had been. No, less—it had lost much of itself initstwo dunkings, and only haf of
what was | eft now flew.

Straight towards Lanen.

Jamie

We fought on, Maran and Rella, Lanen and |, beating away at the demonsthat beset us, aD the while
watching Vilkas out of the corners of our eyes. Ara protected us as she could against the demons. At
least she dowed them down to manageable numbers. We fought with al our strength, dl of us, and the
dragons did what they could, but there were just too many. Maran fought like a madwoman, her sword
flashing in the sun, the graven runes upon it at least as deadly to the Raksha as the blade. Lanen kept
cutting her arm and blooding her dagger—Goddess only knows what that was about, but it seemed to
work. It was Rellaand | who fared worgt, for al our skills. Raksha are hard to kill.

Vilkes

The layers of enchantments surrounding Berys came off dowly, dmost physicd in thar intendty of evil.
Some made him writhe, some made him scream—but none made him wesker.

| stopped to think. He saw this as weakness and struck out at me, snarling now like an animal. It wasa
very powerful attack, asthough he were the stronger for losing the enchantments | had re-moved. | had
towork alittle harder to fend it off, and it drew blood.

Thefoal. | wasin the midst of my Hedlersvision even as he at-tacked. Perhgps| did not defend mysdlf
aswdl as| might, but now | could see where much of his power was coming from. The shape of it, the
flow of it, jogged my memory—where had | seen that? | sought that shape, that particular spell, hidden
asit was among the others, woven around with misdirection. He attacked more vi—cioudy, managing to
stand, but | paid only passing attention to what he was doing. Where wasit now, aflow, dmogt likea
funne—asoul's memory of the smdl of burning hair—got it!

Rathen. It was the other end of the flow of power that had been draining Rathen, that had so devastated
him when | closed it from the wrong end. Closeit from thisend, though, and al the other Rathenswould
befree.

Berysfought me, furious now, swesting heavily, drawing every drop of power he could pull into himsdlf.
He gestured and acloud of Rikti surrounded me. | dispelled them with awave of my hand. His mouth
moved, still caught in silence, and even then a dozen of the Rakshasa converged on me. | drew adeep
breath and felt the Lady's power flow through me, from the great Mother earth, from the Crone now
hidden in daylight, from the Laughing Girl—asudden flash of that morning by the waterfal—fanning the
white-hot fires of my soul let free at last. | gestured and bathed the Rakshasain Her power. Screaming,
they disappeared back to the Hells, where by rights they belong.

But | was being distracted. | held Berys still—it took more strength to do that than | had hoped—but il
| could search through the stinking morass of his soul—wait. Something blue flashed in my vison. Was
that some vestige of Beryss, own native power? Some particle of soul still uncorrupted? Surely not...

| looked deeper. Ah. No, it wasn't Berys. It wasforeign to him: the funnd that supplied him with the
reserves he needed to com-mand so many of the Rakshasa. Rathen had escaped at his end by



renouncing the pact. | could see no way of closing that source. | tried dl the obviousways, but nothing
touched that vast river of strength. | could not closeit or stop it supplying him with ever-renewed power.
| released Berys, dlowing him to move. Instantly he drew out ademonline I had not seen and opened it.
"No," | said, and reaching out, crushed it.

It closed. They can only be used once. It disappeared.

Berys screamed and threw himself at me physicaly. | had not considered that, and it was not atrivia
attack—he had the body of aman in his prime, and he easily outweighed metwo to one. It

might even have succeeded if he had had two hands. Asit was, | was able to wrest his dagger from him
and throw it over the Sde of the hill.

That was enough of that. Ruthlessly | stripped away hisre-maining armour, dl in amoment, until al that
remained to him wasthat source of power. He shook as he stood there, trying to say something.

| removed the sillence. | was shaking mysalf. The power that raged in mefelt asif it would tear me gpart.
| promised | would not kill him. I sworeit, | must not kill him with this power.

The regtraint threstened to unman me.

"Let melive" hesaid ingtantly, going down on hisknees.

| sighed. Honestly, how stupid doeshethink | am?

"| can give you more power even than you have now," he said. Thereisaspdl—I can giveyou dl my
own power, | will go through the world blind and wesk, but let melivel"

"Foal," | said, and my own voice surprised me—it was degper and more resonant, it was grown huge. |
fdt asif | were growing physicaly, asif my body could not possbly containit dl. "Are you even now so
blind? Behold,” | said, and let him See me. The flamethat | had held caged those long years roared now,
searing what it touched, blending with the Lady's healing power and rein=forcing it. A lick of blueflame
snapped out, of its own accord, and struck Beryslike aphysicd blow. Hefdl back, measuring bislength
on the ground.

"Madter," hesaid, asif inawe. "Y ou are the greatest Mage that has ever lived. Let me serveyou!" He
scrabbled to hisknees. "I have ways of learning that which is hidden, | can help you to your heart's
desire, | can give you that which no other knows of..."

"Bedlent!" | commanded, angry with mysdlf that | could still not stop the flow of the corrupted Hedlers
power to him. ™Y ou could have nothing that | would ever desire.”

He smiled and reached inside his robes. "Indeed? What of this?

He drew out—Goddess, it was a human heart! No, no, it was only shaped like a heart, made of that
sonethejewdlerscal

bloodstone, that seemsto bleed red when it is cut. It was incredi-bly detailed, for acarven stone ...
Berysseyes gleamed when he saw my curiosity. | realised full well that he was regaining his strength as
he played for time, but | wasintrigued. | did not fear anything that Berys could do to me.

"The Digant Heart," he whispered. "It isthe Distant Heart of the Demonlord. Say you will spare me and
itisyours.

Jamie

Beryswas down. He had been down before, screaming even though Vilkas didn't touch him physicaly,
but he'd gotten up again and gone to stab the lad. He failed at that, too.

| thought at first | was seeing acrud stresk in Vilkas, playing with Beryslikethat, but in the midst of
trying to keep out of the reach of demons, and as Vilkas dragged things out, | redised— he's barely
twenty. He doesn't know what to do now he's got Berysin his power. And he'saHeder, they can't kill
intentionaly with—out corrupting themsalvesforever.

I, on the other hand, owed Berys recompense for hdf alifetime of wrongs. | owed him for teaching
Maran what fear was; | owed him for the demons he sent that chased her away from my side and kept
her from knowing her daughter; | owed him for dl theillsthat had beset my Lanen thislast year, and
findly, least but greatest, | owed him revenge for the life of the innocent, nameless babe he and Marik
had sacrificed to make the Farseer, without athought to its parents, without a care for itswasted life, a



quarter of acentury ago. To afiend like Berys, lifewas agame, and it did not matter who was murdered
or trampled underfoot, so long as he won.

Beryswas on his knees now, but I'd seen Varien's sword cut him in two with no effect. There had to be

someway to get to him—oh. Oh, that might work.

| reached over to Lanen, who wasfighting still but growing weary even as| watched. | must be quick.

| diced open her scrip and caught the soulgem Kedra had given her asit fell out. She didn't havetimeto

notice.

Somehow | didn't think old Shikrar would mind helping one moretime.

It was harder than it sounds to stab Berysto the heart and push the gleaming red soulgem into the wound
beforeit could hed, but | managed it.

At firg Vilkas cried out nearly asloud as Berys, the difference being that Berys kept on screaming.

| have never in dl my years before or sincetaken joy in ending alife, but by dl that's holy, | did that day.
The edges of the wound began to turn black and shrivel. Beryswas il dive, ill screaming, as he began
to smoke: Suddenly Shikrar's soulgem was surrounded by flame.

Beryswas burning. He had enough strength to try to heal him-sdlf for quite sometime, but there was
never any question what the outcome would be. He was too terrified to redlise that he was prolonging his
own agony.

| was rather surprised when Maran stepped forward and struck his head off.

But then, she dways did have a soft heart.

| collected the head and put it on the body, where the flames burned most fiercely. No sense taking
chances.

Marik/Demonlord

Freel We are free from the bindings put upon us, free to loose the legions of Hell on that cursed slver
dragon that has so diminished us. I-Demonlord feed my old powers return with ashock, and we know
that Berysisno more. | scream thewordsinto theair, | Sng them, | takejoy in the chaos that will rule
when dl the Kantri are gone down into death and demons rule the world.

I-Marik red. | did not agreeto this. Kill the girl, kill the drag—ons, yes, but not demonsto rule the world.
Where would be the gain for me?1 fight for control.

[-Demonlord effortlesdy thrust that mind away and take the body for myself. At lagt, | can do that which
| have longed to do,

al down the centuries of darkness. Berys had summoned many of the Rakshasa. Timeto bring in the
res.

"L et the gates of dl the Hells be flung open! Come ye great Lords of Hell, come great and small, Raksha
and Rikti, come feast on your life-enemies—behold, I, the Demonlord, summon you al hereto me!™
Therewas asoundless clap. The air shook, for al 1 know the ground shook, and dl in amoment the sky,
the ground, the very waters of the lake, werefull of the screaming hordes of al the Seven Hells. The
noise wasimmense, the numbers uncountable. | laughed with ddlight.

The Kantri fight, desperately, outnumbered a hundred to one. And there upon that little hill hard by,
about to die among a clus-ter of her companions, stands the one creature | need most des—perately to
kill.

| start to fly towards her—sheis so closel—when that huge sil-ver beast rises before me. It triesto
scorch me, fool, but it has no flame. Just then agreat gust of wind throws me nearly on my back in
midair. | haveto fal away and glide for amoment before | re-cover. The slver one follows me, choking
out its hatred from adry belly, spitting nothing at me—and before | can make any head-way towardsthe
girl thewind turns againg me again, blowing agae from my left forward quarter. | yel my frugtration,
flying ashard as| can againgt the wind. | am battered by gustsfrom al sides, forcing me ever down. |
cannot react quickly enough to re-cover, | happen to look up—

—and seethe slver dragon circling above me, its mouth wide, spitting nothing a me but hot air. Air,
winds, air, the damn thing is controlling the winds with its breeth!



"That one!" | cry to the nearest demons. "Kill methat silver onel”

Nothing happens. The Rakshasado not move. | look around— none of them are moving. Damnation!

I ignoredl ese, | must reach that hill. The silver dragon flies better than | do, it gets ahead of me, the
wind dams me back and down, again and again. | am moving forward, but so dowly, so horribly dowly.
| roar my frudtration. It is exhausting, and severd times| nearly fdl out of the sky—but she was not that
far away to begin with.

| am near enough to the hill.

| draw in adeep breath, ready to pour the molten stone in my gullet over the bowed and bloodied girl,
for her death is my free-dom forever.

Wait—no—NO!

Lanen

The sky turned black. For an ingtant | thought a sudden storm was come up out of nowhere, but then it
began to spread out. The Kantri were going frantic, fighting—oh, dear Ladly.

For dl that | had been through up until that moment, | give you my word, | was never so certain that |
was going to die as a that moment. The Rakshasafilled the air like aplague of insects, biting and clawing
the Kantri and the Dhrenagan, who fought back with vast courage in the face of impossible odds.

It seemed to be raining blood.

And there was alarge contingent of Rakshasacoming our way. | drew my dagger lightly over my arm
onelast time, committed my soul to the Lady, and waited for death to claim me. | had cut mysalf so often
there was blood al over my hands, but | swear | didn't fed it.

They never reached us.

It was Vilkas, of course. | had watched in amazement as he brushed off alegion of Rikti, adozen of the
Rakshasa—but when Jamie had stepped forward and killed Berys, Vilkas seemed to go into akind of
shock. Ard tried to help him, but then the Demon-lord unleashed the Hells and he snapped back into
focus, after afashion. He put up abarrier between us and the demons just be-fore they reached us.
And hedid nothing more.

Outside the barrier, the Kantri began to fall from the sky, bloodied, dying, mobbed by demons.

| did not know which would bresk first, my heart or my mind. "Vilkas, do something!" | shouted. "Y ou
cannot leave the Kantri to dielike that!" Every musclein my body was tense as a bowstring. "Goddess,
you're the only one who can help them!™

"You don't understand, if | start—" he began.

"They will dl die!" | screamed, my heart in my throat. "In the name of the Lady, sop them!”

Herased hiseyebrows and smiled. "Very wdl," he said. He raised hisarms above his head and made a
gesture as of throwing something away—

And every demon stopped moving, apart from the Demonlord. It was madly fighting Akor to reach us,
that was clear enough.

But why?

"What do you think that damn thing wants?' asked Rella. Her voice was ragged with weariness, and
when | glanced at her | re-alised that her voice was likely the strongest thing about her.

Maran was—eh?

Maran had put down her sword and taken off her pack, and now she was drawing out the Farseer. Her
movements were care-ful but swift. | think we all knew there was not much time.

What in the world does she want that thing for now? | won—dered.

She knelt, the globe before her on the ground, and said clearly, " Show me what the Demonlord fears.”
Damn my mother was abright woman.

Shelooked up a me. "Everyone, here, comelook," she snapped. We all hurried over.

Therein the murky globe was a picture of me holding some-thing in my hand. But what the Hells—
"Ah," said Vilkas. He was trembling as he reached into his scrip and drew forth ashiny black stone.
"Youll bewanting this, then."

"What in al the Hells?' | wondered aoud. "It lookslike...."



"It isthe Demonlords heart,” said Vilkas. "The Distant Heart. The reason hedidn't die al those centuries
ago when the dragons burned him to acinder.”

Therewas aroar from the skies. | looked up. The Black

Dragon, for dl that Akor was throwing it about the skies, was nearly upon us.

| took the Distant Heart from Vilkas. The blood on my hands, from all the shalow cutson my arms,
began to smoke when | touched the thing, agreat cloud of acrid smoke that | batted away with my free
hand. There was something happening—

| swore loudly and profandly and nearly dropped the thing.

It was beating.

No longer stone, no longer dead now but flesh and blood, it beat steadily in my pam, amost like abird
fluttering.

The Black Dragon, near enough now that | could seeits blaz-ing sulphur-yellow eyes, cried out, a great
NQO! that rang in the mountains.

| raised my hand, that it might see better.

"Die, you bastard,” | snarled, and crushed the heart to a pulp.

The Black Dragon fell from the sky and landed in a hesp. True, amoment later it was aloft again—but
thistimeit wasflying away.

Vilkes

| spoketo dl the demons at once. The creature that called you hereisgone,” | cried. "Return to that
place granted you by the Powersand | will alow you to go in peace.”

| was trembling harder now. Every part of me, heart, body, and soul, longed to destroy them all. | held
mysdf back with ater-rible effort. Ard, Aral, you cannot know, | have let |loose the fire and it threatens
to burn theworld.. .

"Stupid mortal!" cried one of the greater demons. A lesser prince, perhaps Lord of the Second Hell?
"Wearefreehere at last, with no stricturesto bind us! Tremble and die!”

It threw itself at me. | brushed it away. | longed to swat it to the ground like an annoying wasp, crushiit,
hear it scream ...

T giveyou dl onefind warning,” | said, my voice shaking with the effort of restraint. "If you stay here, |
give you my word, by the Lady's grace, | will destroy every living soul among you. Go now. | cannot
hold back forever."

"Wefear nomortd!" came achorus of voices. "Thisworld isours, we are cometo kill and then to rule!”
That wasit. | cared no morethat | might do agreat wrong. | knew only that | was all that stood between
the demons and the desth of the world of men. Not much of adecision.

| let go. Of everything. All restraint, dl self-control, burned away like straw as | became the flame that
raged within me.

| struck out at the princesfirst. They were dust and ashesin that first moment. Then | began with the ones
that harried the Kantri. | burned them in swathes, like scything afidld, brushing them off the falen Kantri
likeflies. They died in their tens, in their hundreds, and it was good.

No. | lie

It was wonderful.

It was better than cool water in the desert. It was better than deep to the exhausted. It was better than
food to one dying of hunger, better than sex, better than the dawn—my body, my mind, my heart and
soul, dl working together seamlesdy, dl using the vast power that had been forced into hiding al my life,
findly set free

| have never known such incredible, transcendent joy.

| killed hundreds. Thousands. | was not banishing them back to their place in the Hells. No. It wasthe
True Degth. 1 wasthe True Degth.

| laughed as| beheld my dream cometrue.



Eventudly they redlised what was happening and many fled back to the Hells. They were the clever ones.
| would pursue them later. For now, | daughtered those that were stupid enough not to run away. |
laughed again as| dew them, | rgjoiced in their desths. | was Degth, and it was good.

Marik

| wake as from deep, find mysdf on the ground, legp doft and try to fly away. The Demonlord has
forced meinto darkness. | have no ideawhat has happened since he and his servants declared war on
the world—except that the world seems il to be here, the Demonlord is gone and the demons are dying
indroves. | am now in sole possession of this body.

| wonder if thereisany chance of me getting my old one back? Especidly sincel don't know how long
thisoneis going to last without demon-strength to support it. Already it beginsto coal, to siffen, around
the edges.

Desgth soon, then. Redl death thistime. Release &t last.

| shdl fly into the mountains. They do look beautiful, so wel-coming, so cam. There aren't very many of
those big dragons around to stop me, either—except for that damned silver one. Again!

| flap harder, trying desperately to get away.

Lanen

| threw the horrible thing from me. It burst into searing flame the ingtant it left my hand, and was dust
beforeit could fal to the ground. My hand was scorched. It wasasmal priceto pay.

| looked around. Vilkas was yelling something, briefly, but | think the demons proved how stupid they
were and defied him. In any case, they weren't bothering us anymore. | think they were too busy dying.
And the Black Dragon, 4till alive somehow, wasflying away. Akor flew in pursuit of the creature, but |
did not fear for him.

Goddess. It was over.

By dl the Hells, my poor battered heart ached asif its pain would never cease.

Hewas adragon again. My love. My husband. The father of my children.

A detached part of my mind watched his graceful flight. Hewas a glorious creature, gleaming silver inthe
late afternoon sun—how had it come to be so late?—and he seemed to be borne doft likealeaf ina
breeze. He was s0 huge. Shikrar's sze. Akor would have grown that large in the fullness of time, asone
of the Kantri, but not for hundreds of years yet. He was—he was—

| ignored the rage, ignored the despair that pressed against my heart. Ignored my lonely future, though a
scurrying thought danced past the vision of that vast dragon faced with children half the length of one of
histaons. He was himsdf dways, no matter hisform. Varien kadreshi na-Lanen. My beloved. With a
strength that came from | knew not where, | drew mysalf up and began to sing. Aloud.

| sasng—very badly—the wordless song of love that we had made between us on the Dragon Ide. | sang
to remind him, to re-mind me, of that love that does not change save to grow deeper and stronger with
the passing of the years, no matter what €l se might happen. | let the music echo in my mind asweil, and
felt it when the bond of truespeech locked between us. The song had changed yet again and was awash
with sorrow, but it held the truth of love aswell.

Akor managed to get in front of the Black Dragon and turn it, or the Winds were blowing it back in this
direction. When he turned to me, | realised Akor was singing too. He joined mein the song of our
making, adding to it the Tdle of Lanen and Akor that he had composed for our wedding as my bride-gift.
As| watched, those of both houses of the Kantri who still could fly joined himin the air, melding their
voiceswith his, weaving harmonies around and about the song. It grew wilder, deeper, higher, until there
was a sudden shift—from one moment to the next it changed, from awild symphony built around a story
of two loversinto the pain and truth and deep joy of loveitsdf, and the sheer power of the music thrust
meto my knees.

The music took on alife of its own then. There were yet echoes of the Tale of Lanen and Akor but other
voices wove awondrous tapestry of sound about it now. | heard the jangling chords of the Logt, rattling
againg the music, until in ablazing chord they were resolved. Restored. And they joined in the vast
sound, so many-layered it was hard to make out the mel ody— but—Dbut it still wasn't right. Something



was missing, somevitd part of thetale untold.
The Black Dragon tried to escape the music, charging Akor

time and again, but Akor floated light as abird's feather and danced away from it on the air with barely
theflick of awingtip. They al moved with Akor, the Restored singing now their lives re-discovered, their
suffering redeemed with the death of the De-monlord. It was wondrous, but it lacked
something—something—

Away in thefar distance a sound arose, so faint asto seem more like amemory. It came from the west,
where the sun sank dowly towards the distant sea—for amoment, it dmost seemed as though the Sun
itsdlf were adding hisvoice to themusic. | squinted, trying to see around the edges of the blazing light.
Wasthat aflock of crowsflying swiftly towards us?2—no, it must be ea~gles surely, moving so swiftly—
Ah. No. Not eagles. Brighter than eagles, gleaming in the light, copper and stedl and bronze and golden,
their soulgems scattering light of ruby and emerald and sgpphire as the sun caught them.

The Aiaakantri. The Lesser Kindred.

They soared in, Singing, joining the complex pattern of flight as though they were joining adance; and the
music grew, made full, made bright and sparkling with the higher voices of the smaller creatures.
Madewhole.

| probably should have stopped singing, but | could not. They were now most truly my people aswell.
My voice could not be heard by any save Akor, but | sang with &l the peoples of the Kantri inawild
rgoicing.

The Black Dragon was confused by the music, stiffening even as| watched, trying to find athermd to
rise upon, trying to find away out—but the music grew and grew, until the very stones echoed with it,
until the mountains joined in the song and the Kantri wove even the echoesinto the full glory of that
sound. My throat closed in the face of more beauty than | could bear. | fell slent asthe great mass of
dragons, dl three Kindreds united, sur-rounded the Black Dragon in an ever-moving spird. Their
un-earthly music, so full and triumphant, woven of voices sllent for long ages of the world and voices
new-cometo life, danced until it came to asingle chord, complex beyond imagining—and there it

locked, shining, dl but visble. | heard notesthat not even the Kantri could possibly sing ringing inthe air,
right a the edge of hearing, and in the lowest range | finally heard the voice | knew to be Akor's adding
the degpest note of dll. | felt it through the soles of my feet, | felt my babesresonatetoit in my bely, | felt
it in my deepest heart. That chord shook the earth. That chord the creator sang when the world was
brought into being replete with joy.

And as| watched, the Black Dragon, caught up in that unimaginable music, caged, surrounded by music,
began to shake. Every separate mote of the creature, every bit of ash and speck of sulphur, every drop
of molten stone, quivered in the grip of that sound until, between one bresth and another, it gave one last
cry that faded upon the instant to aterrible shilant hissasit disintegrated. A great cloud of dust rained
softly down upon the earth, and it was gone.

All that remained was the music.

| am not sure when the Kantri stopped singing, for to speak sooth that chord has never left my heart,
down al the years. | be-came astruck bell, resonating forever to the truth of it. No matter what else may
digtract me, what life may throw my way—in my deegpest being, that living glory of music rings ever within
my soul to remind me of beauty and creation and the fundamental won-der of life.

Therewas only one distraction, as the sound echoed is the mountains, dancing between hillsadive with
joy. I would swear that in the sllence behind the music, | heard my father Marik's mindvoice one last
time. It was less than awhisper in my mind, the merest ghost of a breath.

"Thank you," it said, and disappeared.

And the Kantri, rising in avast spiral, opened thair throats again and began their [ament for the dead. |
should have redlized that they would sing their first farewe | to him whaose loss they most would fed. The
musi ¢ was solemn, composed of equa parts of sorrow and hope inextricably entwined. It would break
your heart even if you knew not for whom they sang. And it was Kedras voice that led them, with



Akor'sin the second line.

"May the Winds bear you up, Hadretikantishikrar, Keeper of Souls, Eldest, soulfriend, Father, to where
the sun gleams ever warm and bright. May your soul find itsrest in the heart of light. May you join your
voiceto the Great Song of Time, and may those you love, who have flown before, meet you and
welcome you into the Star Home, the Wind Home, the Place of All Songs, wheredl iswdl, and dl is
joy,and dl isclear at last."

Hehasfound hisYraisagain at last, | thought, and bowed my head, and wegpt.

Ard

| watched Vil as he changed. Sweet Shia. | know | urged him to use hisfull power, but—heaven keep
us, it wasterrifying. He had dealt with ademon prince, then held Berys at bay and stripped hisworks
from him (I reminded myself to thank Jamie from the bot-tom of my heart). But now... now hewas
killing without let or hindrance, and the expression on hisface wasterrible to behold.

Hewasinbliss.

| had heard his exchange with the demons and given thanks then for his strength, that wildfire that raged
in him—but now— now he was pursuing the demons that fled. He was even stopping those that tried to
return to the Hdlls. It waswrong.

Never mind that they were demons. Thiswas genocide.

Damn.

| strodeto hisside. "Vilkas!"

He never twitched.

"Vilkas, damnit, man, you have to stop!"

He laughed. Goddess, what a horrible sound.

"Vilkas, you listen to me, you have to stop right now! Thisisnt right!"

Heturned to face me, hiseyesblazing that incredible blue, hisraven hair blowing inawind | didn't fed.
"Ard, you wereright! | should have donethislong since! Look, they cannot stand against me!" He
gestured again, and another score of demons died screaming.

"They aretrying to get avay, Vil, you haveto stopl”

"Stop? Why should | stop?'Y ou were the one who said | needed to et go." Another gesture. More
screaming, more death, and the smile on his face was becoming aterriblerictus.

| shook him. "Stop, Vil! Listen to me! Y ou're not killing them to protect anything now, you're killing them
for thejoy of it!"

"Yes, isnt it wonderful 7' He grinned.

| struck him across the face, once, hard. "Vilkas, stop it!"”

He turned to face me then, holding me motionless dong with al those demons, gazing at me asthough
he'd never seen me be-fore. The power running through him made my hair stand on end even from two
feet away. "Why?Why should | stop? They are demons, they don't deserveto live”

"Vilkasta-Geryn," | said quietly, "you listen to me. They de-serve life as much aswe do, aslong asthey
gtay intheir own world. They'retrying to get back there. Let them go.”

Helooked at me for amoment, considering. "No," he said, dropping me to the ground and turning back
to the demons. More screaming.

| raised my power about me, stood directly in front of him, and put my hands on his shoulders. He did
not react. Damnit.

| reached up and grabbed his hair, tugging it down hard, forc-ing him to look a me. He was taken by
surprise and actualy looked into my eyes. | let go hishair, | barely knew what | said. | would have said
anything to stop him.

"By the Lady, Vilkas, | charge you—by the friendship between us, by the power of the Goddess that
rageswithin you, | beg you to stop this daughter. Y ou are not dreaming thistime, Vilkas. Thisisred. If
you kill dl the demonsyou will be the Deeth of the World in truth. Remember the balance! If dl the
demonsdie at your hand, what will cometo take their place? Baancein al things, Vil! Y ou have used



your power to save usdl, thewhole world owesyou itslife. Thusfar you are the Sky God, Vil." |
seemed to be weeping. "Do not do this. Stop with the Sky God." A mad giggle fought to escape me.

"Y ou can be the Death of the World some other time."

Therewasafaint flicker, | could seeit degp insgde him. A mo-ment of hesitation, amoment of hisred
of.

Oh, Hells. Oh, Goddess. | had no choice.

| threw dl restraint aside and spoke the words | had sworn | would never say, knowing as| did so what
it would do. To both of us.

| conjure you, by Mother Shia, by al we have been to each other, by every moment of friendship—oh,
Vilkas—oh, Hells—" | had to push so hard to say thewords doud that | practicaly shouted it. "I love
you, Vilkasta-Geryn. | love you with al my heart and soul, | dwayswill. And now, here, this moment,
by the endlesslove | bear you that you cannot return, by that pain | must bear every day of my lifefor
love of you, | require you. Stop this. Now."

It was like stabbing him with so many daggers. | watched him wince, watched his mind regppear in his
eyes. Watched as that unutterable joy drained out of him and left him desolate.

He turned to the demons and growled, "Return to the Hells that spawned you or die the True Degth.” He
gestured them free, and in the instant every single one disappeared back to their own rightful place.

He turned back to me. Oh, Hells, hereit comes, and | bloody deserveit...

"1 do not love you. | have never loved you and you know it, but it's not my fault." He shuddered. "Damn
you. Y ou had no right to do that. How could you throw that in my face?| trusted you, Ard!"

He cameright closeto me, hetook my chinin hishand, hisface athundercloud. Goddess, what ishe
doing?| wondered, even asastupid, traitor part of methat had nothing to do with my mind prayed that
he was about to kissme.

Far from it. He was returning the favour. He forced meto look at his eyes, and as both of uswere dtill in
the depths of our heal-ing power, | saw him.

No. No, you don't understand. | saw him. We merged as we a-ways did when we were working
together, and | fdt it: fet for an instant that incredible ddlight, that transcendent bliss that had been hisfor
0 fleeting amoment, fdt it tear through melike

ahundred swords, so sharp wasthe joy—and then | felt it stop. Ten thousand swords, ail poisoned,
ripping me gpart. Ten thou~sand thousand demons wrenching me from that pinnacle and throwing me
down, twisted and broken, mourning, into adark pit.

| was sobbing so hard | couldn't see his face when he turned away, but | heard him.

"Y ou have only ever been second-best and you know it. | could never love you. Y ou have used me,
used our friendship, and | have paid the price. Why should | ever spesk to you again?

Someone put their arms around me and held me as | mourned. | think it must have been Will.

Lanen

That was my mistake, of course. | wept. Not tears seeping out for the beauty of the dragon-song, but
true weeping, for Shikrar's passing, for Varien lost forever—for too many things. The only problem was
that | couldn't stop.

Akor, the Lord of the Kantri now again in truth, came spi-raling down to land as soon asthe lament for
Shikrar was done, but | could not ook at him. The others sang for their own dead. | heard them, but |
heard nothing, | felt nothing beyond mysdaf My world encompassed only my own body, and my own
pain, and asorrow beyond words. Beyond living. Even then some part of me, some last rationd voice,
reminded me that he was changed, not dead, but at that moment | could see no difference. | knelt there
on the cold ground, my arms wrapped around my chest, rocking back and forth in avain search for
comfort, my body forcing meto breathe, great ragged breeths rattling painfully into my chest.

Gone, gone, knelled my ravaged heart. Heis gone beyond any hope of returning. | will never hold himin
my arms again, our children will be dien to him forever. Heislost to meforever. Un—bound our vows,
unbound our future, the pain | have borne, the children yet in my womb fatherless.

| amtold that | screamed. | must believeit, for my throat wasraw.



And as suddenly | found mysdlf on my feet, and it wasn't only my throat that was sore. My right cheek
blazed pain at me. My eyesflew open, and there before me, her right fist closed about athick fold of my
tunic, her eyeslocked on my face, her left arm drawing back to strike again, stood my mother Maran
Vena

| threw up my right arm to stop her hand. Sheloosed meingtantly.

| shouted and threw a punch back at her. She avoided it neatly and caught my hand. Damn she wasfast,
and strong asiron. "What in al the Hellsare you doing?' | screeched. "Leave medone!™

"No, | think you've had long enough,” she said, letting go my hand as she camly looked me over and
obvioudy found me want-ing. "1've seen this sort of thing before. If | let you indulge your—-sdlf it will only
get worse."

"Damnyou!" | cried, furious. "My future just disappeared be-fore my eyes” | wrapped my arms around
myself again, cold at the thought, and my anger left dl in theingtant. "He's gone, Maran. He'sgone.
Mother. He's gone from me forever,” | said, my eyes stinging with yet more tears.

She took me by the shoulders and shook me. "How dare you?' she said, her eyeslighting with anger.
"Heishere, idiot child! He stands before you, whole and unhurt,” she said, gesturing towards Akor, who
stood yet some way off, hisface turned away from me. "Unhurt save for your words, thet are like to kill
him more surely than any demon ever spawned,” she added. She put her hands on either sde of my face
and forced meto mest her gaze.

"L anen, since the moment you took your first breath | have known your warrior soul,” she said sternly.
"Y ou have been my shining daughter al these years, you have borne more than | could ever have done,
Do not fail now, here at the bitter test.” Her eyes blazed. "Goddess knows, | havefailed in every kind of
love, but you are better than that."

"l am weary of being better, Maran!" | cried, and in my ex-treme of passion | let dip the childish cry of
my heart. "It'snot fair] I've been donedl my life, with none but Jamieto careif | lived or died, until | met
Akor. | nearly died adozen times on that idand, and then he changed, and—I thought we would have
our whole livestogether!" | wasweeping again. "It hasn't been the half of ayear! Isthat dl the happiness
| am to know in life? One haf of one year? Goddess, what have | doneto deserve so little?!

"Lifeisnot fair, Lanen," she said quietly. "That isno argument for awoman grown. Did you expect life, or
love, to be perfect? Or easy? In my experienceit is seldom either. Only in bards tales does anyonelive
happily ever after. Y ou have had awhole six moons of happiness. Some never even know that much.”
"Hells, even you and Jamie had three years!" | cried.

"That isenough, Lanen," said Maran. She stood square before me, her anger plain. Think you that you
arethe only onewhose heart isriven by this? Listen to him!" she said, pointing to Akor. "Hédlls, girl, |
don't have truespeech and even | can hear his heart bresking.”

"Soismine damnit!" | cried.

"Y ou cannot give up now," she said, implacable. "Broken or no, your heart must yet begt. Y ou bear his
children under your heart. They need you. Y ou cannot fail them. Y ou must not.”

And suddenly she stepped in and held metight, her arms strong about me, her words softer than |
expected inmy ear. "La-nen, for dl that you have done, you must yet do one more thing. Onelast thing,
dear one, dear daughter, and dl isdone.” She held me again at arm'slength. ™Y ou must forgive him."

| burgt into sobs, my whole body shaking, out of my control. T can't! | can't bear it, | can't facehim, |
beg you, no ..."

"Y ou can and you will," she said firmly, and dragged me bodily to the place where Akor lay upon the
ground. He till faced away from me, hishead held at its naturd leve, far, far above my own.

"Turn around, damn you!" shouted Maran, making afist and striking as hard as she could at the nearest
bit of him she could reach.

Akor ignored her and kept hisface firmly turned from me.

"Y ou Hells-be-damned coward, you will face the mother of your children or you'll answer to me!” cried
Maran, asloud as she could.

He turned then and looked down. He still did not speak, but his eyes, deep asthe sea, old astime and



wild with dl regret, werelocked on mine.

Maran left ustoit.

His soulgem gleamed alittlein thelast rays of the dying sun, and hisvast silver faceplate shone with tears.
Tears. From acregture of fire.

It was asif ahuman were to weep blood.

The sight shook me as nothing el se could have. Gready daring, | attempted truespeech.

"Akor?' | sad, tentatively. No response. "Akor my heart?' | said. Nothing.

Aloud, then.

"AkorP | said, my traitor voice cracking.

"I am here, little Sgter,”" he answered, finaly. His own voice shook me. It was much deeper than it had
been when last hewore his natura shape, and with my new perception | heard far more than hiswords.
By speaking at dl helaid his heart naked before me, and | saw init al that roiled in my own—nhurt,
anger, weary sorrow, longing. Despair. And over and around dl, through the pain and behind it, love.
Little sgter. So he had called me when first we met on the Dragon Ide.

"And il you leak seawater,” he said, bringing his great head down to my level. His soulgem was dark,
now, and somehow that touched me more than ahnost anything. "1 wished long ago that al your tears
might betears of joy. Alas, that | have been the means—" And thelast of his control broke, and he
bowed his head. "'Lanen, kadreshi, my own heart, | am as confounded as you. | know not how this has
happened. Some cruel trick of the Winds, some price perhaps required for the death of that terrible
beast—L anen, by my soul, it was never my wish that this might happen, but | know not how I might undo
what has been done. | hear your anger, | shareit, but | can do nothing—" And then, the true cry from his
heart, "l beg you, Lanen, my wife, do not turn from me." He lifted his grest eyes again and | fdlt the touch
of hissoul, my hushand, my lover, and felt his despair sweep through to meet mine. "My only soulfriend
inall theworld isgoneto deep on the Windsthisday, my Lanen, and | am severed from your arms
forever. Do not leave me aone herein thisdesert, lest | run mad, or die of sereloneliness and sorrow.”
Maran was wrong. Forgiveness was not enough.

| could not think how to answer him for amoment, when the words of our marriage vows rose up in my
mind. | take you as my husband and my mate for aslong aslife endures. Well, life still en-dured in us
both. He had not broken faith with me. He was changed, it istrue—and, Lanen, what if he had been
merdly hu-man, and returned from some terrible bettle dive but unable to move without help? Would
you leave him then? Abandon him to hisfate because he could not hold your children?

Goddess, | cannot bear this! | cried silently. | looked away, closed my eyesto shut out the vision of him
just for amoment, and at last paid attention to what € se was happening around about me.

The earth trembled yet, resonating to the glory of the music of the Kantri. The great Mother Shiawho
bore us upon al Her broad back was shaken with wonder. Glancing below thelip of the hill, | saw the
Laughing Girl of the Waterswhispering up to usin amigt, risng from the lake into the twilight. | glanced
be-hind me—and yes, there, just rising over the mountains, rode the Crone, the full moonin ail her glory.
Thefirg raysof her loving light bathed us both in brilliance and struck gleams from Akor's soulgem. The
Goddessin al Her aspects breathed in me, | wasfilled with Her presence, and | heard again—in my
mind?in my soul ?in my memory?—thewords | had heard when Akor and | sought to understand why
we had been so drawn to one another against all reason.

Daughter, have no fear. Let not this strangeness concern you. All will bewdl. All will bewell. Follow
your heart and dl will bewell.

No word of "hewill be changed.” No word of "you will know hislove for only six moons, then be parted
forever." No. All will bewdll.

All will bewdl.

Akor spoke again, his own eyes closed, his voice now soft with grief. "LanenP

| reached out to him, the same gesture | had used hdf alife and sx moons ago, and touched hiswarm
faceplate. His eyesflew open, wild with hope, and | swear | could hear his heart beating as though he
had run arace. "The Winds and the Lady aid me, Akor. | am lost asyou arelost,” | said. Thewords,



too, were an echo, and to my astonishment atiny smile touched my lips. "We might aswell be lost
together, eh, my love?'

| stroked the smooth bone below his soulgem. "Damn and blast them dl, my love. Were caught in this
together. Shiaforbid | should leave you now, when things are darkest.” | stretched up and embraced as
much of hisneck, at the thin point behind the faceplate, as| could manage.

With that touch he opened his mind to me, unleashed agresat flood. | could hear histhoughts as though a
multitude spoke, athousand voices at once, athousand thoughts but each of them barely audible, as
though he were shouting through astone wall.

Lansen, | never meant this| my heart is broken even asyours| | fed your heart in my own breast its
beating isdl that keeps me on live | beloved, those who sought our death are defeated beyond recall |
the Black Dragon isdust and ashes and the Kantri till livel Shikrar, Shikrar, soulfriend, my lifeis
changed forever with your passing, deep on the Winds, O friend of my heart/ beloved, for dl that has
passed we yet live, our babes yet livel our future will not be what we expected but at least we are both
here to have afuture/ was | not this shape when wefirst pledged ourselves to one another?/1 will never
hold our babes O ye Winds, have pity, have mercy/ my heart breaks anew/ Lanen Kaglar, Lanen,
kadreshi, can you bear it? Can | bear it? By every Wind that ever blew, how in al theworld areweto
aurvivethisparting?| for dl that is, for dl that will be, you are my love.

At that last, he drew back and fought for control of hisvoice. It took him amoment, for which | was
deeply grateful, as| fought for speech aswell.

"Lanen," he said, hisvoicefar degper than it had ever been, ""Lanen, how shal we bear it?'

"Oneday at atime, kadreshi,” | replied. Perhapsit wasthe Lady, perhaps | had touched again that
strength of firel had found when | believed | faced death in my cell in Verfaren. "If necessary, one breath
at atime. It will not be easy, but—one bresth at atime, | can do thisthing.”

He raised one great hand and wrapped it around my shoul-ders, as gently as he could manage. "One
breath at atime, then. It iswell." And then the great idiot added, "At the least, you know that | am not
changed towardsyou."

Damned dragon. How could he say that with a straight face?

| felt one corner of my mouth turn up, then the other, then | snorted, and then | let loose with agreat
laugh, right from my toes. | fdt his shock at my reaction, felt him hear the wild inanity of his own words,
and watched as a column of flame shot into the darkening sky. A dragon's belly laugh. Goddess help us
dl.

By thetime findly wiped my eyes and he had regained some measure of composure, the worst of our
souls darkness had passed, at least for that time. | grinned at him. "Well, we did promise each other the
spiky truth, didntwe?' | said. "Damnit, Akor, | didn't mean it literaly!"

He hissed his gende amusement, but was soon solemn again. He gazed into my eyes, far camer now,
thank the Lady. "I blessyou for your loydty, kadreshi. One breath a atimeit is" He sghed. "Name of
the Winds, Lanen Kadlar. What have we done that we must ever be faced with such ungentle choices?"
"Shiadone knows, and shesnot telling,” | said, Sghing. "True enough, we have neither of us chosen the
essy pahinthislife”

He cocked his head at an angle. 'Thereis an easy path? he asked.

"So| hear," | replied dryly. "1 hope for their sakes our childer are blessed with better fortune. Or possibly
better sense.”

He hissed alittle. "Hear us, ye Winds, and protect our babes from our ill fortuner

"l hopethey'relistening,” | said, my voice trembling. | was

garting to shiver, for now the sun was down it was growing cold. Away on the far sde of the hill asmal
fire began to gleam. "'I'm getting bloody cold, Akor," | added. "And I'm tired and hungry and | could
drink that lake dry, | think."

He hissed. " Some things have not changed. It iswell. Shdl we go to join the others? | believe many of
our companions have moved down to the shore.”



"Not al of us," said avoice, and my mother Maran cameto join usin the moonlight. "Theres afire closer
thanthat."

"Have you been herethe wholetime?' | asked, suddenly an—gry, afraid that she had overheard dl we
sad.

"Not near enough to hear anything, Daughter," she said, "so you can save your anger for those who need
it. Though I'm glad you're up to anger,” she said wryly. "It'san improvement.”

Sheturned to Akor, asif to learn how he fared. He raised up his head enough to look down at her.
"Lady Maran, | seem to recall—did you threaten me just now?" he asked.

| didn't think Maran would hear the dight teasing note under his scold, but she did.

"Don't be absurd,” she said, her smile gleaming in the moon-light. "1 may be daft, but I'm not stupid
enough to threaten any-one whose head islarger than | am.”

"Of course not. How foolish of me," he replied.

"Andif | ever doit again, you'd best listen," she muttered, shrugging her pack from her back.

"Ligten to what?" asked Akor innocently.

"Good lad," she said, pulling out afamiliar cloth-covered shape. "'l do have one request to make of you, if
you have amoment.”

"Of course, Lady," he replied with alittle bow.

| couldn't resist. "Goddess, you're stuffy now you're back in that shape,” | said out of the corner of my
mouth, pleased and surprised to find that | had yet some remnant of humour within me,

"Silence, Gedri. Y ou will show the proper respect for the Lord of the Kantri," he teased, mock-solemn,
until Maran unwrapped

the Farseer. "What would you of me, Lady?" he asked cautioudy. "1 wish to have aslittle to do with that
globe aspossble.”

"I couldn't agree more,” she said, holding it out. "It'sakind-ness, redly. | thought I'd give you the honour
of doing what I'velonged to do for years." She amiled. "Destroy thisfor me, will you, my son?"

Akor took the Farseer, which looked absurdly small in hisgreat claws, and tried to crushit. | thought it
would ingtantly be pow-der, but it wastoo small.

Helooked about at the green sward on which we stood and handed the globe back to her. "Come," he
said, and flowed over to alarge outcropping of rock. He moved astoundingly fast for something so huge.
Wefollowed. Maran handed the Farseer to him once again and we stood back. He drew himsdlf to his
proper height, lifted hisarm high, and brought the demon-haunted thing down with dl his strength against
the native stone of the mountains. It shat-tered with asplintering crash.

Maran gave agreat Sigh, as of onewho hastoiled long and hard come at last to rest, and fell sensdessto
the ground.

XV
The Hedling of Wounds

Will

I'd seen it coming for more than ayear now, but that didn't makeit any easier when it came. Aral clung to
melike adrowning man dingsto anything that will kegp him ahve without noticingwhat it is. | held her
close, | breathed in the sheer perfume of her like aguilty pleasure, and let my shirt and then my skin grow
damp from her tears as she sobbed.

| was growing angrier by the minute. Good thing Vilkas had made himself scarce. I'd have felled him for a
tin ferthing and | et you keep the fee, no matter what he did to me after.

Relawaited until Aral had settled down to plain crying, then she brought over awaterskin and some
bandages and ointment and sat down with Ara and managed to get her to take adrink. | wandered
about and found just about enough sticksto get afire going, though my hands shook alittle with the flint
and tinder. Thelittle firewouldn't last long, but it was better than nothing. | took the waterskin off of Bella
and drank deep. That water was purest nectar.



Withasgh, | sat down with Rellaslittle pot of ointment and

afew bandages. I'd barely begun when Aral croaked, "Here, Will, let me help." The poor soul, her eyes
swollen with crying, her nose bright red, till managed to call up her power and clean the wordt of the
cuts for me and speed their healing. She soon re-aised that Rellawas in worse casethan | and inssted
on treating her aswell. When Rellawas patched up, Ard went dong to Jamie and did the same. Then
shelooked around.

"Wheré's Maran?"' she asked.

Jamie and Rellalooked around as though they expected her to appear from the darkness.

Asit happens, shedid. After afashion. Akor joined us, Lanen a hisside, Maran draped gently across
his neck, unconscious. He lowered hishead and | helped Lanen lower her mother carefully to the ground
in front of thefire.

Ard

"What'swrong with her?' asked Lanen. | was strangely glad to hear norma concernin her voice.
Goddess knew they had along way to go, these two, but at least they'd made some kind of start. With
al she had been through, Lanen ill found it in her heart to be worried about this mother she barely
knew. Sheisagreat soul, Lanen.

Drawing my power to me, | gazed swiftly at Maran'slimp body. Exhaustion, weariness of soul, demon
claw, dl of these were obvi—-ous, but there was something else, something | could not see prop—erly. |
treated the Raksha bites and gougesfirgt, cleansing and healing. She breathed easier, but ill she did not
move.

It isso hard, with those who have withdrawn. Still, | owed it to her totry.

| drew in adeep breath and focussed my sight, traversing dl the systems of the body in turn. Wait, what
was—there—afaint shadow, elusive, moving, but there.

Normally I'd have asked Maran hersdlf if | could go so deep, but she was not there to permit. | put one
hand on either Sde of her face, my pamsto her temples, and went within. The land-scape of her mind
rose round about me, where dl is symbol made manifest.

| wasin adark place, but there was alarge fire and the smell of hot metal—oh, of course. A smithy.
Maran, clad in thick leather shirt, trews, and apron, stood at the forge, shaping metal on the anvil. |
watched as a L adystar magically took shape under her hammer. When it was complete, she picked it up
with apair of tongs and thrust it into the water barrel, where it made the water boil. A great cloud of
steam arose, shaping itself into asmall smoky globe. She sighed, lifted it out, and thrust it back in, but the
same thing happened. A smoky globe of steam above, the Ladystar glowing an angry red in boil-ing
water, refusing to be quenched. "1 was afraid of that. Too hot for water,” she said, and camly turning the
tongs around, she pressed the hot iron into her flesh.

The shape of the Ladystar fell into her chest. It did not cause her pain of itself, but she began to thrash as
it went deeper into her soul. "No, it'sgone, | swear it'sgone, I'll never useit more!™ she cried. "l never
used it for gain, never!"

Smoky globe. Of course. Staying deep, | spoke aoud. "What has become of the Farseer?"

"| destroyed it, as she bade me," said the voice of the dragon.

| saw it then, dll clear before me. A demon artefact, used on and off for years by agood soul for what
she perceived as good reasons, would yet forge an unseen bond with the user's soul. If we did not act
swiftly, shewould follow the damned thing into oblivion.

| withdrew from her mind, shaking myself, back in the real world. "Will, find morewood for thefire.
Maybe Vari—maybe you could help him," | said, looking up at the dragon. The two of them hurried off
down the dope, towards a nearby stand of trees.

"I'll go with them,” said Jamie, but | stopped him.

"No. | need youto cdl to her," | said. " Sheis—the country folk would cal it efshot. Away with the
faries. In her case—shewas



connected to the Farseer, and when it was destroyed something in her gave up.” They dl three stood
about, dack-jawed. "She'slost part of her soul with the Farseer, damniit,” | yelled, resisting the urge to
dap dl of them. "More than anything right now, she needsto hear the voices of those who give adamn
about her. Tak to her." | sank down, weary beyond belief. "Give her somereason to stay."

Rellaspoke up fird, taking Maran's hand. Y ou get back here, Maran Vena," she scolded, as only good
friends can scold one an-other. "Don't tell me you'd come all thisway and live through the battle just to
give up now? Hells, woman, you're free of that damned Farseer at last! Would you leave iron half shaped
after you had done al the work to draw it down? To my astonishment, Rellalifted Maran's hand and
lightly kissed it. | don't have so many friends | can afford to lose one, you stubborn blacksmith,” she said.
"Get back here"

"Maran," said Jamie. | could only admire him for managing to get any words at dl past that lumpin his
throat. "Maran, I've so much to tell you yet. Don't go, heart'sfriend. Don't go before | can speak to you
of our daughter s childhood.”

Maran twitched alittle, and a small moan escaped her hps.

"Oh, bugger it," said Lanen. She elbowed the other two aside, knelt beside her mother, lifted her under
the shoulders, and clasped her mother'slimp form to her heart. "I'm here, Maran,” she said. "Thank Shia
you've cometo find me. | need you. I've d-ways needed you, but more than ever now. | can't look after
these babes all on my own, and Varien won't be able to help. Please, Maran. Stay to help me. Stay to
know your grandchildren.” Lanen sighed. "I know it's early days yet between us, but—please, Maran.
Mother. Stay and let melearn to love you."

The soul can be healed as swiftly asthe body. Sometimes. Maran rose to consciousness and tightened
her arms about Lanen. Then, asif only then realisng she no longer dreamed, she released her and sat up.
"Lanen?| was dresming—I thought—did you say... 7"

"l surdy did," said Lanen, rising to her feet and giving her mother ahand up.

Maran stood and gazed at her. "Lanen..."

"And I'll say it again later, but only after I've eaten something,” said Lanen. She managed to find agrin.
"Come on, Mother dear. | don't know about you, but I'm starving."

Maran returned the grin. "1 could eat abear, clawsand dl," she said aswe dl started down for the lake.
"I'dfight you for it,”" | chimed in. "Wait, shouldn't wetdll Will—"

"They'll meet us by the shore," replied Lanen, sounding just atouch smug. Truespeech isawonderful
thing."”

Thank you—and that reminds me, | must help you heal up after I've had some food, Lanen. Y ou've had
ahadtimeof it."

"I'll not object, Migtress Ard," shereplied. Aswe walked, she suddenly started looking around, asif
seeking something or someone. "Ardl, | thank you for al your kindness, but why do you labour alone?
WhereisMage Vilkcas?'

| didn't know whether to curse or weep. "Mage bloody Vilkas was last seen heading for Castle Gundar,”
| replied. "1 hope he thought to ask them to send us afew blankets and a bite to eat.”

Then something occurred to me. | stopped dead, blinked, and looked at Lanen. "Wait. Y ou are Marik's
daughter, areyou not?"

She stopped and turned to me. "Yes, alas. | am."

| grinned. "Then it'syour castle. It was his, he was your father, he's dead, it's yours. Right?"
Lanen'seyes grew widein the bright moonlight. "Now that isan interesting ides,” she said.

We stumped on down the hill.

Idai

After al was done, after we had sung our dead onto the Winds and the sun was sinking rapidly into the
west, | glided down to the shore and drank sparingly of the water of the lake. It was fouled

but it was not poisoned, and | was desperate. Then, as Eldest, | began the terrible accounting.



The Lesser Kindred—no, the Aidakantri now, | must remem-ber—were the only ones unhurt. Of the
Restored, the precious Lost now cometo themsalves again after al the long centuries, eighty-eight
remained dive out of two hundred, most with dread-ful injuries. Twenty of those dead were those who
had chosen the Swift Death upon their Restoration, but to my mind they were but the first casuaties of
thisbattle.

Of the Kantri, so lately arrived on these green shores one hun—dred and eighty-seven strong, just one
hundred and twenty-six yet lived, including those who guarded the lansip trees with Mi-razhe and
ShertSk in the east and Kretissh and Nikis on the Halfway Idand. Here on the battlefield, one hundred
and ten lay exhausted and in pain.

A hundred and seventy-three of us had fallen in battle, includ-ing one whom | could |least bear to lose.
For that moment, | envied the dead. They dept on the Winds—O Shikrar, my friend, may the Winds
bear you up—and we were | €eft to go on, to live, to Sart again in this new world full of those who would
not understand us. My heart was weary and my soul wrung beyond bearing. | came again to land and
sprawled by the side of the lake, wounded and exhausted and weary nigh unto desth at heart. There
were no others by me, and | had only my thoughts for cold company.

Ah, Shikrar, you dways did say we didn't fly enough to keep our strength at itsfullest, | thought, sending
my foolish true-gpeech to follow wherever he might have led. Now that al was over and therewastime
for thought, Shikrar and Akhor filled my mind. | lacked only acent and ahdf of Shikrar'sage, | had
known him since we were younglings together, and now al those cen-turies rose up before merich with
memory. He and Akhor had been the dearest creaturesin all the world to me. | cannot say the depth of
al that wasin my heart when | saw Akhor rise up from where Shikrar had fallen, but | fear that old
foolishness sent up fresh shootsin the very instant. He cannot be husband to Lanen

thus, heishimsdf again, perhaps now, perhapsthistime....

Asl say, foolishness. | wastoo weary then to discipline my heart, and it was soon forgotten in the battle
that followed, but when that incredible music began to echo in the mountains, singing of love and the
wonder of our three Kindreds reunited, | could not help but notice the tiny flame of hope deep, deep
within, that even | hardly dared to recognise.

When, alittlelater, Akhor and dl of the Gedri came down from the hill, | wasthefirst soul they cameto.
For Akhor's sake | roseto my feet. | could not meet this wonder lying down.

"Akhor," | said, bowing. It was most strange, to look up to him. Akhor was younger than |, and so
should have been smaller. Does he wear Shikrar's body? | wondered, horribly, but no—there was no
mistaking that gleaming silver hide that scattered the moon-light.

"Lady, | rgjoiceto see you among theliving," he replied. His voice was degper, but it was hisvoice. My
heart legpt even as| sternly begt it down. "Idai, my friend,” he continued, "forgive that | intrude upon your
grief. Know that mineisno less deep, but Shikrar would surely want usto help the living ere we mourn
the dead.”

"Y ou spesk truly, Akhor," | replied sadly. "Though | know not what may be done. Thereisaterribletoll
among us, Lord,” | said. "Many of our people arein pain, somein dreadful case, and al are wounded.
What of the Hedlers?' | asked, raisng my voice and looking to the young Gedri Ard. "Areyou willing to
assg?

"Il dowhat | can, Lady Idai, and welcome,” said Ard, her voice so soft | could barely hear it. "It's
Vilkas you want, though, and hes—I don't think helll work with me anymore.”

"For goodness sake, why not?' asked Lanen. Then, gazing more closely at Ara'sface, she asked, "Ard,
why have you been crying?'

"It'salong story, Lanen,” said Will the Golden, who had ap—-peared with Akhor. Helay hishand on
Ara's shoulder. " She'sright, though. He'sin no mood to be helpful, especialy if it meansworking with
Ard."

For dl that | was pleased at last to see him in better case with Ara, the anger in hisvoice was plain.
"What's got into Vilkas?' asked Lanen, her own anger rising palpably. "Goddess, the man practicaly



saved the world, what could possibly be bothering him? I'd have thought he'd be damned proud of
himsdf."

"He nearly destroyed the Rakshasa, Lanen,” said Ard wesarily.

"Shame he stopped too soon,” Lanen responded fervently.

Ard shook her head. "It's—it's not that Smple, Lanen. I—he'sangry at me, with good reason.”

"l see" Lanen said. "And people who need his help can go hang, can they, while he goes off in ahuff?’
"Lanen, it'snot that smple," said Ard quickly, but Lanen was aready hurrying down the hill after Vilkas.
Akhor went with her. Maran started after them aswell, but Jamie caught her deeve and held her back.
"Wait," he said. Evento my eyes, hissmilewas peculiar. " Give her achance. Sheé'squite alass, our girl
Lanen," hetold Maran. "Let s see what she can do." He looked around. "And in the mean-time, |
recommend we start afire or Six. It'sgoing to get cold when the sun goes down, and | would happily
maim for acup of chelan.”

Vilkes

| had no ideawhere| was going, aslong asit was away from Aral. | found mysdlf striding at speed along
the north edge of the lakeshore, the calm water on my right, swearing a her under my bresath.

| knew how shefelt, of course| knew, I'm not blind deaf and dumb, but it wasn't my fault. How could
shethrow that in my face?| had trusted her with my deepest fedingsas| have never trusted another soul.
Sheknew | felt guilty, evenif | never said 0. To use our friendship asa—asahalter, asa
weapon—damn the girl. | would never speak to her again.

Vilkas

Firgt she had nagged at me, nagged for more than ayear, that | should let go the strong restraints | had
placed around my power, and theingtant | do so sheloses her nerve and...

Vilkas, you idiot, you know shewasright.

She had no right to say that!

No, that's true, but she had to shock you. Y ou were too far gone to hear anything eke.

She abused our friendship. She used emotiona blackmail!

Y es. But no one eke could get through to you at al. She was the only one who cared enough to try.
Cared enough to betray my trust?

And adeeper voice, awiser voice from my secret heart, said, She cared enough to rip her own heart out
and throw it a your feet, man. To stop you from destroying yourself and haf the world with you. I'd call
that true friendship.

"She stopped me!” | cried doud, asthough | could win thisin-terna argument by sheer volume. "'l was
freefor thefirst timein my life, | was happy, and she stopped me!" | clutched a my heart even as|
walked. "l wasin paradise. | will never know that bliss again. Shetook it from me."

She saved your life.

| would rather have died!

And would you rather have taken every last demon soul with you?

Yed

That'swhy she stopped you.

| trudged on, stubbornly ignoring the fact that I'd lost the ar—-gument with my own conscience, when a
vagudy familiar dragon landed alittleway in front of me. It let off a human passenger and left. Anger
swept through me. | didn't carewho it was, | was spoiling for afight.

It was Lanen.

She waited for meto cometo her. Truth to tell, she didn't look very well.

| didn't care.

"Mage Vilkas," she began. There are many yet who..."

"I'm only human, Mistress Lanen,” | growled, sounding petu-lant even to mysdf. “I'm too tired to help
anyoneesetonight.”
"There are many who wish to expresstheir gratitude to you," she said evenly. "Y ou have done a great



work thisday."

| said nothing but plodded on. The ground was heavy going just there.

"Thereisagreater work yet that awaitsyou," she said, striding by my side. The woman was afool.
Hadn't | just told her?

"I am exhausted, Lanen, didn't you hear me? | snarled at her.

"Pah! Don't be stupid. Y ou and Ara have quarrelled and you're angry at her. Fine, be angry, be bloody
furious, | don't give adamn. But there are Kantri out there in mortal agony. | can do nothing to help them.
You can."

| kept walking, but my anger wasrising.

She hurried around and stood before me. | started to go around her and she reached out and stopped
me by the smple expedient of planting her hands on my shoulders.

"Donttouchme” | said haughtily.

"Why not?' she asked, not moving.

"Because| said not to," | replied, trying to throw her off. Damn, she was strong. | couldn't shift her,
which of course made me angrier.

"Vilkas, you must listen," she said, but | had cometo the end of my tether.

"l don't haveto listen to anyone!” | cried. | summoned my power and threw her off easily. She staggered
back and landed with athump. "Y ou have no ideawhat | have suffered thisday,” | hissed & her. "I have
been threatened by every demon in every Hell thereis. | have saved Ard twice, by Mother Shial have
saved every living soul in theworld this day, and for thanks the only person | have ever trusted betrays
me. | am sick unto death of helping people. | don't careif the Kantri rot."

| should have left then, | wanted to walk off and leave her there, but there was something about the
woman that made me wait. Or something within me that knew she spoke truth, and stayed to heer it.
"Vilkas, you live," she said, rising to her feet. She walked to-wards me dowly, her hands outstretched to
mein supplication thistime, her honest face full of heartfdt pain. "Hundreds of them do not. Hundreds of
them have died—O Shikrar—" She bowed her head for amoment, then looked full into my eyes.
"Vilkas, their numbers were dwindling before. Thismay betheir ending as apeople. | beg you, of your
mercy—surely there has been enough of death thisday. Y ou have been given power be-yond measure.
Useitto hed. They arein such terrible pain." She went down on one knee before me. "Please. | beg
you."

It isaway to atone, my conscience said. Traitor that it was, sd-ing with her. Y ou have done aterrible
thing. It isaway to redeem yoursdif.

| sighed. "Damn.” | looked at Lanen out of the corner of my eye. ™Y ou sure you're not aMage? | had no
intention of helping you."

"l wastested years ago,” she said, grinning up a me. She was nearly pretty when she smiled like that.
"Not atrace of power anywhere."

"Oh, get up," | said, giving her ahand and helping her back to her feet. "Very well. Where shdl | sart?"
"A moment,” she said. Her gaze lost focus. | was beginning to recognise that as an indication that she was
using Farspeech.

"Idai comes," she said, even as|dai landed heavily ahundred paces away. She hurried to meet us,
despite her injuries. | could not help mysalf, my power rose up in the face of pain, and | reached out to
hedl.

Nothing happened.

| tapped into that fire within, now banked alittle, but there when | needed it. Nothing.

| poured my strength into her like ariver, even a creature her sze should have been restored from head
to foot with that much assstance. | would have done better with aroll of bandages.

"Damnit," | muttered. "l cant doit.”

"Areyouwdl, Mage Vilkas?' asked Idai. She was concerned for me. | was beginning to fed alittle
ashamed.

'Y our pardon, Lady, | can do nothing for you by myself,” | ad-mitted. It galled me, but | couldn't get
away from the truth. Damn, blast and damn. "'l need Ara."



Truespeech is an astounding thing. In moments Gyrentikh was doft—I think it was he—and avery short
while after, he landed by the [akewith Ard.

She walked towards me tentatively, as though she trod bare-foot on broken glass. When she came near
enough inthefailing light, I could seethat her eyes were dtill red and swollen. She must have been
weeping agan.

Or 4ill. You are not the only one who has lost something be-yond measure this day.

She could not look at me. Ard, who had soundly berated me any number of timesfor any number of
reasons, whose cheerful abuse had kept me from getting too full of myself for two years, could not raise
her eyesto meet my glance.

"Have you treated yoursdlf for shock yet, woman?' | asked, aiming for the tone of banter we had been
used to use. It sounded brittle and angry. Ah, well.

"Didn't bloody well do any good,” shereplied. | could tell from her breathing that she was holding back
tears. She knew | hated seeing women cry.

| have dways enjoyed surprising Ara. | stepped up to her, took her by the shoulders, and kissed her
forehead. "Vilkas, don't," she began, but | immediately et her go. She stared at me, uncompre=hending.
"Now isnot thetime, Ard," | said gently. "We can address other things later. Y ou wereright. | wasright.
We were both very, very wrong. Come on. Thereisan awful lot of suffering going on that we can stop. |
can't do it without you."

She nodded. We both turned to Idai, and Aral drew out the soulgem of Loriakeris. Thistime, though, she
sad quiedy aoud, "Lady Lorigkeris, will it please you to assst us?"

For answer the soulgem blazed once, briefly, in the darkness. Ard turned to me and grinned. I'll take that
asa'yes," she said. Holding the soulgem in one hand, calling her Hedler's strength to her, she gingerly
placed her other hand in mine. | gathered my Power about me, dlowing the stream of that inner firetofill
me, grasped Ara’s hand firmly, and sent the focus through the soulgem.

Wefound out later that we made quite avison, Ard and Lori-akerisand |. The evening star, turned blue
and cometo rest.

Idai's physical wounds were hedled in minutes. Even | was as—tonished. It would take time, of course,
for the new tissue to strengthen its bonds with the old, but she was hedled.

"Don't get in any more fights for afew days, will you, Lady?' | said, and was rewarded by a blessedly
wamhiss.

We went to treat Kedranext, but he refused. "There are others who need you more," he said.
"Takeustotheworst,” | replied. | kept hold of Aral's hand aswe were borne through the air, in token of
friendship, of gpology. Of trust. We might never be able to rebuild that which had been, that first absolute
trust, but there again, perhaps the new friend-ship would be based rather more strongly on truth.

We worked through the night. At first we were borne by Kedraor Idai to the worst injured, and we
worked by the light of bon-fires hagtily provided by our escorts. Despite our best efforts an—other three
of the Restored died, and another of the Kantri, but we saved ten who had been on the brink. We ate
what we could in between.

When thosein danger of imminent desth had been seen to, when we were near dropping with hunger and
weariness, Kedrawhisked us away to alevel field on the northwest shore of Lake Gand. Some blessedly
practica soul had built arough shelter, no more than alean-to of branches but better than nothing, with a
fire beforeit and alittle more substantial food and drink laid out for us—fresh bread and butter, a
gorgeous collop of venison stewed in wine, with cheese and dried fruit after. And some blessed soul had
thought to send along both chelan and sweet wa-ter to wash it down. Wefell on it as though we hadn't
eaten in ahundred years.

Just aswe were drinking the last of the chelan, Lanen stepped

into the firelight and went down on one knee before us. "How fare you both?" she asked. Her voice was
cam, but her eyes werefilled with concern.

"I think well live, Mistress Lanen, thank you," said Ard. "Blessyou for the food.”

"Have you strength now to continue, or do you require rest?" she asked.



So that was it. She was afraid we had stopped for the night.

| rose on weary legs and clapped her on the shoulder. "' Fear not, Lady. We have supped and drunk.” |
looked to Ard. "Can you go on?"

She stood dowly, brushing off crumbs, saying, "1 could deep for aweek, to tell the truth, but not until
werefinished.” She smiled. "Comethen, Lanen, call Idai and take usto the next.”

Tomy surprise, Lanen rose and grinned. "We are better or—ganised than that." Sheraised her chin and
cdled out, "Now!"

In the ingtant the nighttime landscape changed. We beheld afield ringed with bonfires, set alight by the
Kantri we had hedled, who then wandered around the circle lighting yet more. At last we could see what
wewere doing, and | wasn't going to complain about the warmth either. Our next patient lay wearily in
thefire-fight, Jamie besideit.

"Who has donethis?' | asked, dl astonishment, as we reached the bright centre of thefield.
Jamiegrinned. "It was Bellasidea. Y ou're not the only ones who've been busy, you know. Lanen has
even had the Kantri working away, bringing enough wood and ferrying her back and forth from the
cadle"

"The cadtle?’ said Ard inwonder. Then her expression changed. "Bloody hdllsfirel That's where the food
camefrom!"

Jamiesgrin grew wider. "Indeed. Seemsthere's awoman there who knew Marik as achild and can see
the resemblance in bis daughter.” He laughed. "Of course, the fact that she arrived in the courtyard in the
hands of abloody great dragon amost cer—tainly helped her case dong.”

We treated one after another, barely stopping save to admit

the next to the circle of fire. Lanen stayed with usto trandate, for many of the Kantri had no human
gpeech. The Dhrenagan, to my astonishment, spoke more fluently even than had Shikrar, though their
speech wasterribly archaic,—I learned later that in their day, Gedri and Kantri lived together in peace. It
struck methat their experience in this might be desperately needed soon.

Shadowy figures kept the bonfires burning bright, and Will and Maran, Rellaand Jamie, kept us supplied
with food and drink. Towards the end of the night, when we could no longer stand, they watched over us
aswe rested for the half of an hour here, afew minutesthere.

| had thought, at the height of my glorious madness, that my power wasinfinite. Now | began to learn the
merely human limitsthat surrounded it. Asdawn grew paeinthe east, Ara and | werefinally forced to
stop. Our joined Healers strength was hardly di-minished, which was astounding, but we were entirely
exhausted. We saw the last of the dragons whose wounds might kill them and findly called ahdt. | sank
to my knees and was prepared to deep on the bare ground, but Maran lifted mein her powerful aams as
though | were a child and carried meto our lean-to. | had no strength to protest. Goddess, but that
woman isimpressvel

There were two piles of heather, covered with blankets, and afeather pillow each. | redlised thiswhen |
woke, you understand. | was adeep theinstant Maran set me down.

| think Will carried Ardl.

Lanen

| woke in the |ate afternoon, groggy and confused. It took me a moment to remember what and where
thisroom was.

The guest chamber at Castle Gundar.

My father's people had taken usin the night before, given us ample food for ourselves and the Hedlers,
and when we returned at dawn they led us each to decent rooms and let us deep. | don't recall whether
MistressKiri redly believed that | was Marik's daughter at that point or not, but she was kindnessitself.
Given the near presence of the True Dragons of legend, and the fact that Akor spoke to thelady in so
courtly afashion, | suppose her generosity was not surprising.

We had all danced attendance on the Mages until daybreak. | was still weary beyond belief, but | forced



myself out of bed. | wandered down to where | thought the kitchens must be and found a mai dservant
who pointed meto the bathing chamber, O blessed civilisation! A long deep bath stood there, and two
young lasses helped mefill it with steaming water and provided soap and drying cloths. | nearly wept
when | lowered mysdlf into clean wa-ter for thefirst timein what felt like years. My hair was shocking
and my clotheswere worse, and it was only when | had scrubbed off the grime that | realised just how
filthy I had been. | went to scrub my clothing in the bathwater, but the little maidservant took away my
horrible shirt, tunic, and trews and brought me along gown. It was a good handspan too short, but there
was enough room in the shoulders. The maid assured me that my own garmentswould be ready for me
by morning.

Clean and warm at lagt, | followed my nose and found Jamie wandering about not far ahead of me. |
hailed him, and he led me confidently towards the Great Hall.

"How fare you thismorning?' | asked, yawning.

Jamie laughed. Goddess, it was good to see him laugh again. "It lacks but an hour of sunset, my girl.
Morning, indeed!" He yawned along with me. "1 am wedll, Lanen. Exhausted, but well. Nothing that
another day or soin area bed won't cure.” He stopped in the corridor and faced me. "And before we
meet the rest of them— how are you?

"I anwell enough,” | replied solemnry. | didn't bother to tell him that | had wakened weeping. We were
none of us un-wounded. "And dl three of uswill be consderably better once | get somefood ingde me!™
The Great Hall boasted along oaken table and individua chairs rather than benches. The table waswell
laden with food, though by the look of thingsit had groaned even louder before. Maran and Rellasat a
one end, talking at speed. Jamiejoined

them, and | could only admire Rellas restraint. She sat back, for the most part, and let Maran and Jamie
catch up on the last twenty-odd years. | caught her eye, and was satisfied with the calm smile and the
nod she sent my way. All waswell with her, then, too.

| joined Will, who was sitting alone at the other end. "Good morrow, Willem," | said cheerfully, oncel
had devoured alittle bread and meat. "I pray you, forgive my lack of manners, but | seem to spend my
days perpetudly ravenous.”

Helaughed. "Tisusua for apregnant woman, Mistress La-nen," he said. "'l remember my sster with her
first. Her husband told me he was convinced she would bear him three sons a once, for she ate
practicaly without ceasing for afull two months."

| grinned in sympethetic horror. "Three at the one time!"

He smiled again and shook his head. "No, no, it just seemed that way. In the end there was only the one!
To befair, thelad was big even at birth, but within three months my sister was back to being tiny. We sill
don't know what she did with al that food."

We ate and drank and talked, at peace for that time. Vilkas and Ard arrived, barely able to speak, just
after sunset. They had ex—actly enough strength to nod to us al before they began to feed their ravening
hunger. "Y ou must understand, Lanen,” said Ard, between mouthfuls. "In the norma way of things, we
would heal asingleindividua of whatever ailed them, and then spend the next day or so deeping and
edting to restore our strength.” Shetook along swallow of good wine and sighed with pleasure. "1 have
no idea how many we hedled yesterday, but, dear Goddess, | could deep the full moon round.”

On the heds of her words ayoung servant lad came rushing in, crying, "Dragons! The dragonsare
circling, they'll kill usdl! Save ud" Hethrew himsdf at my feet. "Please, Midtress, we've treated you well,
don' let them take us!"

| grinned and reassured him that not a Sngle marauding dragon would come for him aswe dl hurried out
into the court-yard. In thefailing light of the westering sun the air was sparkling with dragons. Where
yesterday even their rgjoicing held the edge

of darkness asthey sang their loved dead onto the Winds, now they wove a sky-dance of sheer delight,
to lift the heart and hed the spirit.
My eyeswere drawn instantly to the great silver form that was the centre of the pattern. | opened my



heart to him, sending no words, |etting him know only the joy thet | felt a the Sght. In re=turn | heard the
great song, too distant for the ears of the body but full and wondrousin the mind. The high, light voices of
the Aialasang asong of sheer joy in life; the darker voices of the Dhrenagan sang of their redemption and
of peace made with the Gedri through the healing of the Dragon Mages, Vilkas and Aral (God-dess, just
walit until they hear that); and blended through al, the strong voices of the Travellers, the Kantri, twining
al into asingle glorious music that rang in the heart and echoed down the years. | heard Akor now and
again as he struck the lowest notes, the foun-dation of the music, as though the mountains had grown
wings and sang with the Kantri onelast time.

| let the music wash over my weary heart. The sheer beauty of the dance was ablessing. Themusic,
reinforcing the pattern of their flight, sooke of hope for the future of Kantri and Gedri.

MI will bewell.

The sun set. The three Houses of the Kantri glided gracefully through the twilight, coming to ground
beyond the lake, and we saw light spring up on Shikrar shill as bonfireswerelit.

Weadll returned to the Great Hall, warm and welcoming, and as fresh chelan was passed around | told
everyone of the song of the Kantri. Vilkas sat astounded and utterly delighted that they had mentioned
him by name, and Ara grinned. "Amazing," she said, laughing. "Dragon Mage, en? Therésanew one. |
predict my mother will faint when | tell her. Pass me those parsnips, will you, Maran?

When the two of them finished gorging, they rose separately, bowed to us, made their gpologies, and
disappeared back to their several chambers to degp once more.

After they l€eft, | wandered down to the other end of the table and sat beside Maran.

"Welcome, child,” she said, in great good humour. She looked ten years younger since she had been
talking with Rellaand Jamie. "I've just been finding out the worst of the tales Jamie hasto tell on you."
"Oh, no!" | cried, in mock dismay. "Oh, Jamie, you didn't!"

Helooked up and grinned, and my heart near stopped. | had never seen him so happy inal my life. "l
did, and then some," he said smugly.

"You'll bewanting to leave again soon, then?' | said jestingly to Maran.

She laughed. "What, and miss the chance of seeing you lose your temper? 1 couldn't.”

| smiled. " Shiasave us, what has he been telling you? I'm a sweet, patient soul, gentle asthe day islong.
Y ou'd go far to find anyone more softly spoken and even-tempered than I!"

| don't think anyone heard those last few words. Jamie, for one, was laughing too hard.

By the time we had &l eaten, most of us were ready for more deep. Aral never had helped heal my
wounds, and they ached. The good folk at the castle had helped me clean and bind them the night before,
and | knew no more than time and rest were needed to put them right.

| bade the company good night and wandered, replete, into the torch-lit courtyard of the castle, with
some vague thought of aquiet walk before bed. To my surprise| found Kedrathere. "Good even, my
friend,” | greeted him.

"Good even, Lady," hereplied. "How fare you?'

"I'm well enough, thank you, Kedra," | said. "We saw you al dancing on the Winds. It
was—extraordinary.”

"And for us" said Kedra. "The first sky-dance of the Three Branches of the Kantri was a dance to end
thelife of the Evil One. The second we danced for our own dead. Tonight, without aword being spoken,
wedl rose up aoft for adance of lifeand re-joicing. Itiswell.”

"It wasawonder,” | said. "Though that word is alame horse with much to bear.” | smiled. "However, |
cannot believe that you

have come here only to be complimented on your music.” | com-posed mysdf and asked, quite camly,
"Whereis Akor?' Why ishe not here, Kedra, instead of you?

Kedrabowed, ashort bob of his head followed by alittle rip-ple of hislong neck. "Y ou have the right of
it, Lady. Lord Akhor begged meto await you here, for answer to that very question. He bids me tell you
that heistending to hispeople.” Keclrasighed. "We are dl weary and wounded in body and spirit,



Lanen Kadlar," he said. "Lord Akhor moves among us speaking reassurance, soothing wounded hearts,
and letting dll seethat thereisorder yet to cling to. He sends his greetings by me, and begs that you will
forgive himfor not spending time with you thisday." Kedras voice was quite dry. "Truth to tell, Lanen,
heisgreatly weary him—sdlf, and | believe you would do him akindness not to bespeak fatd until the
morrow." To my surprise, Keclradropped hisjaw and hissed his amusement. | welcomed the warmth on
my cold ankles. "Indeed, he has by now told the tale of histransformation to each individua soul, |
believe, and thereby has accomplished the most important task of al. We now have something to think
about."

"What, exactly?" | asked, faintly amused. "Whether hestruly adragon or no? Whether having given up
the Kingship he can now reclamit?’

Keclrasnorted. "Far smpler than that, Lady. The great ques-tion is, who is Eldest?'

"ldai, surely," | said, confused. " She was next after—oh!"

Yes, you seeit,” hesaid. "Akhor isnot in the body he was born to, but neither does heinhabit my father's
remains, athough his present form isthe size my father'swas. Idai haslived longer, of course—but we
none of us are certain what to make of Lord Akhor anymore.”

| barked alaugh. "Hal Y ou're in good company. Goddess knows | haven't the faintest idea”
Kedrahissed. "'l think perhaps he does not know either, Lanen. He appears to be—stunned, by his new
shape." Hesghed. "At the leadt, let us be thankful that heis obvioudy Akhor,

the Silver King, and not some dreadful hybrid of himself and my father."

| shuddered. "Kedra, I—I am so sorry..."

"Do not fear to speak of Shikrar," said Kedrakindly. He gazed at me. "He took me aside the night
before the batde, Lanen. He told me of his Weh dreams, and that he believed that histime was come to
deep upon the Winds."

"Oh, Kedral" | said softly. "I am so sorry that your dear father was taken from us. | knew him so very
short atime, but he was al-waysjust and dwayskind to me, and | will misshim."

"Itiscongdered agreat gift among us, Lanen Kaglar, to know when your lifeis about to end,” said
Kedra, and hisvoice and his heart were cdm, if sad. "My father lived along and worthy life. His
use-name was Hadreshikrar, Teacher-Shikrar, for he taught nearly every one of the Kantri now dive
how to fly." Kedra paused a moment, and stood in what | eventually learned was the Attitude of
Recollection. "I am told that he was awild spirit in hisyounger days, dwaysintheair, trying new and
different waysto fly, to manoeuvre, to test hisown skillsin flight, and to try them against those of his
companions who dared try to match him." His Attitude shifted alittle, to include el ements of Pride. "None
ever did, not after bis second kell. He served as Eldest of the Kantri-shakrim for nearly three kells, as
Keeper of Soulsfor seven, and in hislast days heled usin our grest return, flying home acrossthe Great
Seato Kolmar." Kedras voice quavered alittle, then. "He was ridiculoudy proud of me, you know. |
found it embar-rassing, but that iswho he was. And he was st fair to be even worse about his
grandson.”

Kedralooked into my eyesthen. "1 know not what happens to the Gedri soul after death, but we believe
that the departing spirit is met by those who have died before, to wel come the trav—eller home. My father
Shikrar"—he had to clear histhroat, and | felt my own tighten in response—"my father Shikrar loved my
mother Yraiswith alove exceeding deep. She was taken from him so early. | barely remember her, only
asasoft loving voice and a dear presence.” He bowed his head for amoment, and when he looked up
therewas apeacein hiseyesthat | envied. "I mourn him, Lanen. | loved him dearly and | will misshim as
long as| breathe, but | know in my deepest heart, as surely as| know that the sun will rise on the
morrow, that he and my mother are to~gether again in joy, where no pain or sorrow can touch them. Itis
well, Lanen Kadlar."

"Itiswell, Kedra," | responded. My heart could rest now, though | too would miss Shikrar's great soul.

| bade K6dra good night and returned to my chambers, with but a single thought before me that followed
meinto deep.

Akor, Akor, my dearling. We have survived the most dreadful test of our marriage, short of desth—Dbut



now that the light of day shines upon our lives, now that the dread of battle and its af-termath are
over—what isto become of us, my husband? What-ever in al the world isto become of us?

XVi
Ta-Vaien

Lanen

There was much to be done and decided before we dl left Castle Gundar.

The matter of my patrimony was eventua ly established on a more solid foundation. Mistress Kiri, who
had known my father since he was a child, began by being terrified of the dragons and deeply suspicious
of meand my clam. After she spent haf aday closeted with Maran, discussing Goddess only knows
what, she was forced to admit that | wasindeed the only known child of Marik of Gundar. It seemed that
he had told her once, in his cups, that he had a daughter, but she had never managed to learn any further
details. Maran, seemingly, supplied sufficient details of her own to content Mistress Kiri, who then
became my staunch dly and introduced me to the entire household as theright and legd heir.

It was very peculiar indeed to redlise that these people, some of whom had been kind and considerate
even when they believed our company to be complete strangers, had known of my existence for severa
years, while| had lived in complete ignorance of theirs.

Migtress Kiri, to my astonishment, even went so far as to con-vince the steward to give me accessto
Marik'sfortune. | tried to object. Mistress Kiri, looking at me rather more shrewdly than | would have
expected, said, "Did your father, in hisentirelife, ever give you one single thing?'

"No," | replied smply, realisng that she might not want to hear the true answer, which would be Wdll, he
gave meto ade-mon, or tried to. Doesthat count?

"Then he can make up for quite along stretch of neglect,” she declared, handing me the key to Marik's
treasure room.

| had along talk with the steward, Kesh, who was harmless enough if you didn't expect much in the way
of generogity. Marik had hired him for his grasping nature. I made him swear on his soul and in front of
quite afew witnesses, including Mistress Kiri, to pay everyonein the place a better wage, thanked him
for look-ing after the lands so well, told him to get in more cattle as we might expect any number of
winged vigtorsin the near future, and left himto it.

| suppose | could havetried to live there, but it never even oc—curred to me. Spending more time than
absolutely necessary in a place where Marik was honoured? No. | would presume far enough to provide
mysdlf and my friendswith food and shelter for aweek, and the staff with adecent living from my father's
ill-got gains, but more than that | could not do. | did leave the staff with the impression that | might return
at any time. Just for morde.

| saw but little of Akor in that time. He spent his days among the three Houses of the Kantri, teaching,
learning, ligtening, and avoiding me as surely as| was avoiding him. We were coming to termswith our
new life, but it was hard, Goddess it was hard, and there was so much elseto do. Wefound a
compromise, findly. Akor had taken to lighting afire on Shikrar'shill in the evenings, and | joined him
there, to talk alittle, to consider what had hap—pened to us both, to speak alittle of our future, but for
the most part Ssmply to be in each other's company. It grew easier, over even those few nights. He could
dill make melaugh.

A full seven days after the battle, when even Vilkas and Aral had recovered much of their strength, we
held alast council inthe Greet Hall a noon. Its generous windows were flung open, and the light and air
that flowed into the room were extraordinary. Spring came late to the mountains, but it seemed to be
trying to make up for lost time. The orchards were heavy with delicate ap—ple blossom, and there was
some plant that growsin those hills that had the most wonderful scent | have ever known. If the High
Felds of the Lady are worth achieving, they must smell like tht.



We were graced with Saleras presence aswell, thanksin large part to those windows. Akor, too, could
come near enough to see and hear. We had put it off for atime, while wounds were heded and talestold
al round, but we al knew that the time had come to go our own ways.

Jamie and Rellaannounced that they were leaving on the mor-row. "Where are you going?' | asked.
Thislast week had been a blessing, having the pleasure of their company without asingle deedly threat in
sght. | knew fine that Jamie would not stay in the House of Gundar eveniif | did.

"Somewhere warm and green and quiet,” said Rella. "Where they have red beds with feather pillows.

Y ou have spoiled me, girl," she said, grinning a me. "Thisweek of living at ease has got into my bones. |
could bear to livelike this™

"We're going back to Hadronsstead first though, Lanen," said Jamie, smiling. "'l shudder to think what
that idiot Walther may have been doing to the farm. He's aborn horse-breeder, but | wouldn't et him
within smelling distance of the Great Fair at |1-lara”" He put hisarm around Rella. "lIsais green and quiet,
and | daresay we will manage to make enough warmth between usto be getting on with."

Maran smiled, and only the dightest shadow darkened her eyes.

Astothat," put in Akor from thewindow, "I am to tell you that Kedra offersto fly you asfar as Elimar.
Hereturnsto hisfamnily tomorrow. He has asked me to say that he would be honoured to bear with him
any who wish to journey so far.”

"Oh, excdllent Kedral" cried Rella, and Jamie went so far asto stand and bow to Akor. "We accept with
deep and abiding grati—tude, Lord Akor. Kedraisvery kind."

| turned to the Hedlers. "And what of you, O Dragon Mages?' | asked, teasing. Vilkaswinced and Ara
laughed. "I don't think our serviceswill be needed herefor atime,” said Aral. "'l was go-ing to go home
for abit. Benin'safair sep, but | haven't seen my family for nearly three years.”

"Midgress Ard, might | have aword with you? said Salera. Ardl, taken by surprise, rose and joined her
inaquiet corner of the room. They appeared to be discussing something quite solemn that was obviousy
important to Sdera

Vilkasreturned my gaze evenly. "1 think that where | go will depend gresatly on where you go, Lanen
Kadar." Henodded at my belly; I was now growing more obvioudy pregnant, practicdly by theday. "
suspect that al will bewell for sometime yet, but if you can bear my company | would rather be nearby.
Especidly in thelast two months," he added wryly, "lest | outstay my welcome before.” He pinned me
with that brilliant blue gaze, smiling for achange, and for the first time | had aglimpse of what Ard saw in
him. | suppose he was rather good-looking, &t that.

"I think Ard'sideaisthe best, for me,” | said, turning to Maran. "Timeto go home."

She nodded, resigned. "'l suppose you'll want to be in Hadronsstead, somewhere familiar, now that—"
"No, no, | didn't meanthat,” | said hurriedly. "Not at al." | barked ashort laugh. "Jamie, you know | love
you like afather, but | cannot bear the walls of Hadronsstead. Maran, | know | haven't asked, and
Goddess knows there will be quite sometrain of usif you'll have us, but—Mother, | would very much
liketo go back with you to Beskin." | grinned. "I expect I'll betied down for some time over the next few
years, and I've never seen the Trollingwood. Jamie tells meit's quite something.”

Why it should have given me so much pleasureto seejoy in Maran'sface, | don't know. We gtill hardly
knew each other, though surviving the death of the Demonlord had brought us

sharply together. Perhaps now we would have the chance to put right what had gone wrong. Given
enoughtime.

"What say you, Maran?' asked Akor gently. "Isthereroom in Beskin for adragon? Can you take us
both, and Mage Vilkas, and put up with two squalling babes when the time comes?’ He hissed alittle.
‘Though perhaps your home istoo smal for two babesand Lanen ... 7

Maran laughed. "It held me and dl my brothers and sisters, it can surely hold my daughter and her family.
Oh, come and wel-come!" she said, taking mein her arms briefly. "Though you, dragon, are dmost
certainly going to be aproblem.”

"Hmmm," said Vilkascamly. "l appear to be going to Beskin, near the Trollingwood.” He grinned. "1



awayswanted to travel "

Ard

The moment | was near enough to hear her quiet voice, Saleraspoke.

"MigressArd, | have said no word, but thetimeis come. What isin your heart for my father Will?*

"I beg your pardon?' | asked, taken aback.

She gazed a me. "My speech is much better than it was, | am certain that you can understand me.”

| was going to feign surprise, but | could not, not in the face of that open soul. "1 don't know, Salera,” |
replied honestly. "I can only guess at what hefeds, and | don't like guessing. He has never said asingle
word to me about his own heart."

"Father," said Sdlera. Her voice was not loud, but he heard and wandered over. | tried to read him as he
approached, but he was just Will, just there, big and calm and golden-haired, agood friend.

Goddess save us dl, Sderaredly didn't know about human delicacy, for she greeted him with, "My
father, why have you not spoken to Mistress Aral of what isin your heart?" Will spluttered. Sheignored
him and went on, "1 know the depth of your fedlingsfor her, but how can you expect to win her if you say
nothing?" She turned back to me, leaving Will blushing furioudy, and said in aconspiratoria tone, "It
appearsto beamaletrait. My own suitor has waited afull year before speaking.”

"A suitor?' said Will, amazed. "But—you've only been awake such ashort time.. " Hisvoicefaded ashe
redlised the obvious.

"| was awake before, my father, and | remember Tchaeros well. Now that we have speech, heismore
courtly”"—and she hissed alittle with amusement—"but it has taken him avery long timeto ask metojoin
withhim."

"Do you love him?" asked Will, frowning like any father at be-ing informed so of adaughter'slover.

"1 do, my father," said Sdera, her wingsfluttering. | could only guessthat it waswith pleasure. "'l agreed
to join with him this morning as the sun brightened. We will celebrate our—betrothd, isit called?—this
very night, and | would that you might be there." She turned back to me. "'l would see you there aswell,
MigressArd, if your heart dlows.”

She brushed past Will as sheleft, and | heard her whisper, " Speak your heart, Father. Sheiswise. She
will hear."

"Aral, |—drat that child, she doesn't understand—"

| put my hand on hisarm. He froze.

"| think she understands rather better than you or 1," | said quietly. | was suddenly shy, but | managed to
mutter, "Will, please—l—please, just gpeak truth to me. Is Sderaright?’

Hetook my hand from hisarm. "Aradl, I'm agood few years older than you," he began.

"Not that much,” | said, smiling. "Look & Varien and Lanen!”

He grinned back. "Right enough, | suppose. I—I've never said word these last two years, Ard, because
| know fine how you fed about Vilkas™

| nodded. "I know how | fed about him too. Go on.” | felt one corner of my mouth go up. "Y ou haven't
actudly said anything yet."

| practically felt him crack. He stepped closer to me asif he would have svept meinto hisarmsthat very
moment; | could see him tremble with the effort of not doing so0, and | was suddenly very awvare of him as
aman rather than asafriend.

And there he stood, thistall, handsome man, not daring to touch me, but telling me all his heart, spesking
such words of loveto meas| had only ever dreamed of.

| had dreamed of hearing them from Vilkas, of course, though my rational mind had redlised that would
never happen. No, he was not Vilkas, tormented, wildly powerful, terrified of life and of love. Hewas
Will. Strong, cam, reliable, capable Will, who had loved me for two solid years now and said nothing
until this mo—-ment becauise he knew | cared for another.

| never meant to do it, but in moments of high emaotion | seem to call my coronato me without thinking. |



swear, | could see hislove, flowing between us strong as ariver from ahigh mountain, and gtill he did not
touch me.

"I knew the time would come when you'd bring Vilkasto the point,” he said, finaly, when dl esewas
sad. "l feared it might happen when you were far from me, and | couldn't bear that. | let mysdlf be
carried by those great beasts because | would not abandon you when you needed me." He stopped and
let himsdlf smile. "Though | won't pretend it was for your sake done. | damn well intended to bethereto
cach you."

"And soyou did," | replied. | would never forget hisarms holding me up when Vilkas cast me from him.
Vil and I had cometo aworking truce, but in that awful moment it was Will who had held me close and
supported me until 1 could stand again.

Hefindly let himsdlf go so far asto take my right hand in both of his. "By my word, Ard, | will not dieif
you do nat, or if you cannot love me." His eyes were dight, he seemed more dive than | had ever seen
him. "But | tdl you true, | would far rather live my dayswith you than without you."

No matter what sentiment might say, | owed him the truth. | spoke quietly, for the others were not
gpeaking much just at that moment and | did not wish to be overheard.

"Will, I won't pretend | feel morethan | do,” | said. "Y ou know | carefor you, you've been awonderful
friend to me ever sncel met you. But—" | glanced at Vilkas, smiling now and chatting with the others.
Hishold on my heart waslessthan it had been,

but not by much. ™Y ou know aso that my heart haslong been his. | found out for certain that he doesn't
want it, but—it will al teketime."

| paused. | had been going to tell him that he should not hope, but as | was about to form the words, |
found to my surprise that there might indeed be room in my heart for another. He stood, strong and true,
his heart open and undefended, for me to wound or to heal. A curious thought occurred to me.

"Come with me out into the corridor, Will, | have something particular to tell you," | said, and went
before him out of the range of other eyes.

The corridor was deserted. He closed the door behind us.

"Kissme" | said.

For all hisardour, he was taken aback. "What?"

"Kissmelikeyoumeanit,” | said, chalenging him.

Gracious Lady. | got morethan | had bargained for.

When we came up for air, he redled as one drunk. | suspect | did too.

"Comewith me, Will," | said quietly. "Come with meto Berlin and meet my family. | do not promise
anything, and | do not yet have awhole heart to offer you. | would not offer you less."

"l have waited two years, Ardl," he said, hisvoicelovely and deep. "I can wait alittlelonger.” He grinned
wildly. "I've dwaysthought | should seethe rest of the South Kingdom," he said, smiling and drawing me
out into the broad spring day. "Tell me about Benin.”

If that's how you dwayskiss, my lad, you may not have al that long to wait, | thought, and casualy took
his hand as we waked out into the sunlight.

Khordeshkhistriakhor

The next morning, al farewells said, the company of friends scattered to the Winds for that time.

| was not yet accustomed to my new strength and had some concerns about carrying Lanen, Maran, and
Mage Vilkasdl theway to Beskin, but | barely noticed them once | was airborne. | remember thinking
that | had had no ideathat Shikrar was so as-toundingly powerful. | flew high, smiling as| heard hisvoice
in my memory. High air is the best—Ieast work, longest flight. Hiswords were a part of me, they had
been for many ahundred win-ter and would stay with me aslong as| drew bresth. The thought gave me
comfort. Slegp easy on the Winds, my soulfriend Shikrar. Y our words yet ring in my heart.

| was not prepared, however, for the sheer joy of flight. | had flown afew times near Castle Gundar,
mostly short hops, and the great Celebration of the Three Branches—but that was a dance, not flight for



the sake of it. This—thiswas freedom, thiswaslifeand dl, and it filled me with unaloyed ddight. I did
not dare to bespeak Lanen, lest shefed my joy and gain aterrible under-standing of what | had missed.
| felt she had enough terrible understanding to be getting on with.

In the meanwhile, | took intense pleasure from the fed of the wind bearing me up, the strengthening sun
of spring on my face, the sheer power of these immense wings, and anew land below mefull of promise
and the unknown. | sang my joy to the Winds, and heard Lanen's mindvoice echoing the song.

We had spoken together severd timesin the kindly darkness of evening, up on Sblkrar's HiD (it is called
that to thisday). There was atruce just then between my lady wife and me. Welived aswe had said we
would, one breath at atime, but so often still those breaths were bought with heart's pain.

It did not hel p matters that Lanen was even more passionate in her nature than usual. Vilkas had told me
that thiswas normal for awoman carrying achild, but it widened the gap between us even more, for |
found mysdlf inclining in the other direction. The body shapes the mind in many ways. At rest, my heart
now besat at atenth the pace of Lanen's, and | took far deegper and far fewer breaths. How could my
mind not be affected by thisincredible change?

| do not say that my love was lessened, for it was not and never has been—but the expression of it was
changed perforce, and that threatened to tear my heart in two. Lanen was the same, | know shewas. |
heard her thoughts while she dept, saw her dreams, knew her fears. From dreams of winged and clawed
monsters she would wake with racing heart, calling out to mein fear, and the only answer | could make
was to spesk to her mind to mind, say her name gendy, reassure her that al waswell and that she had
only been dreaming, bespeak her until her heartbeat dowed. She had had to wake the maidservants at
Castle Gundar to bring her awarm cup of chelan. | knew not what we could do when we reached
Beskin.

Beskin should have been three days flight, but it took usfull five daysto find it. Maran, the only one of us
who knew whereit was, did die best she could, but as she reminded me, nothing |ooks the same from the
ar. Shewas quiteright. Findly shelaughed and said perhaps we should try walking for afew hours, in
the hope of finding someone to ask our way from. After four days had passed, that is precisely what we
did, though | decided to keep alittle distance away lest | terrify any poor souls diat should hap—pen upon
us. The great forest of the Trollingwood stretched track-less away to our I€eft, but | needed more precise
directionsthan "just keep going until you're near the mountains, then turn back alittle.”

In the end, Maran wandered into alitde town and came back shamefaced. We were much too far south
and west, it seemed. | gathered up my charges and rose up doft, bearing north and east. | took pleasure
inthe smell of the treesrising to meet me, in hav-ing so vast aland to fly over. Our old idand took less
than three hours flying, end to end. There was so much to see here!

Lanen and | began to congider, smply as an exercise, the pos—shility of somekind of harnessthat |
might wear, whereby she might in future accompany mein more comfort. We whiled away quite afew
idle hours on possible designs.

In the midaftemoon of the fifth day, Lanen bespoke meto say that Maran had recognised a great stone
house not far from Beskin. We cameto land at the edge of alargefield. The cattle

galloped away, which suited me well. Maran led us—swiftly by her sandards, at a snail's pace by
mine—along theroad for afew miles, and up. Beskin liesin acosy vdley, protected by haf aring of hills
at itsback, looking out over rich farmland, and behind the bare hills around Beskin liesan arm of the
Trollingwood, the vast northern forest that sprawls over most of the width of Kolmar. Maran assured the
othersthat the Trollingwood wasjust far enough away for the villagers of Beskin to be safefrom
maraud-ing wolves and bears. Mogt of thetime.

| walked with the three of them to the door of Maran's house. The village seemed deserted, but Maran
laughed and told me that everyone was hiding. "WEell have the chance to sort it out later, Akor, never
fear," she said. She seemed curioudy pleased to be invading the village at the feet of aterrible marauding
dragon. That'swhat they'll think you are, a least,” said Maran, her grey eyesdight. "1 think I'll let you
talk them out of it."

Her homewas built on two levelswith severd roomsin each. | found Gedri buildings astounding and
gtared into each window in turn, but the little stone courtyard around the smithy was far too smdl for me.



| could only stand there coiled about mysdlf, with my wingstight furled and my tail firmly tucked out of
theway. ft would beliketryingtolivein atiny cage.

Lanen, redlising for thefirst time that | must dwell entirely gpart from her, turned stricken eyes up to me.
"Akor, what— damn, | thought you'd be nearby at least—" Her eyesfilled with tears, which she dashed
impatiendy away. Her raging emotions, over which she had no control, made her furious.

"Do not be concerned, my heart,” | replied. "We are but new-come here. There will be plenty of time for
change." | grinned. "And possibly for building. Lady Maran, have you thought of aplace nearby wherel
might rest, or shdl | seek shelter in the Trollingwood?!

Maran met my gaze and replied, sadly, "For now, Akor, | fear it must be the Trollingwood. | have
ploughed my brainsfor days, and | can think of nowhere large enough for you to Say. Forgive me."

"Thereisnothing to forgive," | replied, doing my best to keep the sorrow from my voice. "1 will see what
may be done. Y ou are certain that none claim land in the Trollingwood?'

"Certain sure," said Maran, grinning. "It's said to be far too dangerousin there."

"How clear-sighted of people, to know in advance that | was coming to dwell therein,” | said lightly. |
leaned down and came within Lanen'sreach. 'l am ever here, dearling,” | said in true-speech asshelaid
her hand gently upon my faceplate. "No more than athought away. And if it may be done, perhapswe
will make the smithy courtyard more worthy of the Kantri." Aloud | added, "If you al will meet me a the
edge of the wood tomorrow at dawn, 1 will guide you to whatever chambers | have been ableto find."
By the next morning, | was pleased to show them my new dwelling. It was but ashort distance from the
eaves of thewood. | had found a cave nearly large enough to fit into, and there was agood clear stream
not far away. With some effort on my part, it would be acomfortable enough place to dwell. | also asked
Maran, who said that no other owned the land round about her house, and | was welcometo enlarge her
courtyard to my heart's content if | would do the work of laying the stone floors and building walls.

| took it asachdlenge.

Lanen

It was the oddest fedling | have ever known, walking into Be-skin. | had never been there before,
but—how shdl | explain it? It began with the scent of the Trollingwood, whose western edge lay near my
oldhomeinllsa | knew that smedll and it was the same here, only wilder somehow. The air was fresh and
sharp with the scents of pine and balsam, the ground wasrich, the hillsfdt like old friends. | walked into
Beskin and felt that | had come home, to aplace | had never seen. It was very strange, but oddly
reassuring.

Maran's house was huge. Her grandfather had built il with 1lls sons, and there was room and to spare for
al of us. Theroomswere sparsdly furnished, the furniture well made and lovely inits sm—plicity. One of
Maran's brothers, Harald—Goddess, how odd, to have uncles and auntsl—Uncle Hardld isa
woodworker, and made al the furnishingsin the house himsdlf.

Maran gave me aroom to myself on the upper floor, alarge airy room looking to the hills, with plenty of
gpace for the chil-dren when they came. She dept acrossthe hall, near enough for ahail but far enough
for privacy. Vilkas had the third bedroom on that floor to himsdlf.

Maran and | settled in quickly enough, but Vilkas was like abutterfly that could not light upon asingle
bloom. After afew days, when he was certain that | was well enough and would keep, he went off on his
own into the country round, atravelling Hedler. During our first three months there, as spring gave way
gradudly to summer, he would disappear for weeks at atime, turning up suddenly of amorning with a
scrip full of slver, looking alittle more weather-beaten each time and alittle more at peace with himsdlf.
He would give me relaxing herbs, examine me closely, make sure the babes were thriving, exhort meto
eat more mesat, and disappear again.

| managed to St about the house resting, as ordered, for al of aweek. The next morning | was up before
Maran, making the porridge and starting the bread. She scowled a mefor not fol-lowing Vilkass orders
for exacdy three breaths, then she grinned a me. "Bored, are you?' she asked.

"Put metowork," | begged. "Quick, before | get too big to do anything at al.”



She laughed and led me to the forge, where she provided me with an ancient, scarred leather apron and a
thick leather jerkin. | started like the rawest apprentice, working the bellows, but over the daysand
weeks she taught me how to stoke the fire, the smell and look and sound of iron when it isreedy for the
hammer, and one memorable day she handed me her second-best hammer and let me get on with trying
to shape metd.

| have never known anything likeit. I'd never done the like before, but | had watched Maran close for
sometime by then, and the movementsjust seemed—naturd. The hammer seemed to fit my hand, the
iron turned sweetly for me. My mothers eyes gleamed with pride. "By the Goddess, my girl, you'vethe
making of afinesmithinyou!" she declared.

"Oh, isthat what they are?' | said, looking down at my bulgein surprise. She had agrand laugh, my
mother, onethat started at her toes and took her over entire when she was really amused. Im-possible to
ress.

When | came near to the start of the seventh month of my pregnancy, however, Vilkas returned and
declared that his wan—dering was over for now.

"I've dmost two months yet before anything exciting is due to happen, surely?' | said, panting alittle. |
wasfinding it harder to breathe, and Maran had banned me from the forge the week be-fore, for her
own safety aswell asmine.

"Y ou never know with twins," replied Vilkas, trying to keep asraight face but failing miserably.

"And how many twins have you delivered, O Great Dragon Mage?' | asked, teasing.

"Only one s&t, and that was a Verfaren,” he replied, suddenly serious. "'Lanen, now that you mentionit, |
would like your per-mission to bring in acolleague to assst me. Her experience with midwifery ismuch
greater than mine." He grinned alittle rue-fully. "Sheisdso lesslikdy to terrify an expectant mother,
though I'd hope you would be used to me by now."

| took advantage of my state to surprise young Vilkas and hugged him tight. "Y ou deer idiot,” | said,
rdeasing him. "I'm married to the largest dragon in al theworld, and you think 1'd be afraid of you?"
Helaughed rather well, dl indl. "Still, 1 would liketo cal her infor the birth,” he said, "and perhaps afew
weeks before. Twins can come early.” Helooked about him. "I your mother wouldn't mind, | expect
sheld gppreciate aplace to stay aswell.”

| laughed. "What's one more in this barn? Do what you need to, Vil. | trust you," | said.

| should have known, redlly. Idai arrived aweek later, bearing Ard and Will and followed closely by
Sdera. Vil had goneto Akor, asked him to bespeak Idai and beg her to find Aral. Therewasagrand
reunion, and the house wasfull.

| was quietly ddlighted that Will had come with Ard asamat-ter of course. They had progressed so far
asto occasiondly hold hands publicly. It was clear to dl the rest of usthat it only amat-ter of time. Ara
was more contented than | had seen her, and Will stood at |east a handspan taller, bless his good soul.
When the new arrivals sought their beds, | stepped out into the long twilight of the northern summer to
walk Akor back to his chambers. He had been labouring on Maran's courtyard, but it was dow work,
and not kind to the clumsy handsthat attempted it. Aswe passed the latest disaster of astonewall |
smiled. "Per-haps we can find a tonemason who will trade his skill for raw lift=ing power," | suggested.
It made Akor hisswith amusement, and for that | was grateful.

| was becoming grateful for anything that helped usto be to~gether. We had begun to live disparate fives,
and it worried me. When we were apart, we bespoke one another and we were knit as close as ever.
Our souls have ever been the two haves of one whole. In truespeech we shared heart, mind, and spirit,
and al was very wdll. It was only when we were in one another's presence that we could not ignore the
eterna distance between us. Now and ever, Kantri and Gedri, between whom there could be only a
mesting of the minds—except in our babes.

| waddled aong the rough path, feeling better for the exercise but not able to keep it up very long. We
came to an open space where there was a convenient stoneto sit on, and | made use of it.

"Arethey not yet prepared for theworld?' asked Akor lightly, staring fascinated at my awkward body.



"Surely you cannot stretch any farther!”
| laughed despite mysdlf. " Alasthat we cannot cdll to them and

suggest that now would be afinetimeto be born! The Lady knows| am ready for it." | Sghed. "Right
now, I'd settlefor being able to see my feet.”

| expected Akor to hiss, but he turned away with a moan.

"Dear heart, what isit?" | asked, adding dryly, "I mean, what isit more than we have borne these three
months past?"

"Nothing more, Lanen, but—nothing less" he said. He could not look a me. "Thetimeis nearly come.
Our children areready to be born. And | will never—I cannot—damnation!" He cried out, awordless
shout into the darkling sky. "Lanen, | can bear it no longer!™ he groaned. Hiswings were starting to flutter
in his agitation. "Here you are, more beautiful than ever, full of new life we have made between us—and |
who have longed for young-lings for athousand yearswill never be able to hold my own babes." He
began to pace up and down, as much as so large a creature could in the space. "It will be many years ere
| dare even to touch them, lest acardless talon should rip through tender skin. | could murder them by
mistakel"

"Please, Akor," | said, trying to compose myself. "Love, don't break now. | need you more with every
passing day.”

"I know it, | know it, but Lanen—Lanen, | cannot bear it! | am cometo the end of mysdlf." He roared,
sending Fireinto the night sky, and | redlised that hewas furious. "Y etraitor Winddl" he cried out. "'l
have given mysdlf, body and soul and life and dl, to my people, as you demanded. | never knew love
until | knew her. Why have you given usto each other only to tear us gpart?' His voice grew even louder.
"I cannot bear it!" He was practicaly dancing on the spot, so desperate was he to be gone from me. |
knew exactly what he wasfedling, and | couldn't blame himin the least, and | blamed him with every
word he said. He turned to me again, agony in hisvoice. "Lanen, | cannot bear it!"

Thengo," | sad, stonily. "Y ou have wings. Y ou can go wher—ever in theworld you wish." | stood tall,
my belly prominent. "I an held down to earth.”

| had sworn to myself that | wouldn't bespeak him, | knew it

would be the last burden on aweakened back, but my anger rose to meet his. "Y our childer, Akor.
Ourchilder. Donot turn coward on me now, damn you. | need you."

He screamed then, asoul pushed to the limit of endurance. He rose with athunderclap into the darkening
sky, and hismind voice sang its agony and its contrition as he flew away north, degper into the great
forest.

"Lanenforgive, forgive, | cannot bear it, | cannot bear it any longer. Lanen, my heart, you know that |
love you beyond words, to be separate forever from you and from my only younglings, it destroys me, |
cannot beer it, forgive, forgive..."

| felt asthough | should weep, but there were no tears. Curious. | think | would have been more angry
with himif | had not been so relieved He was not the only one who could not stand it any longer. It was
not hisfault, nor mine. | bowed my head for amo—-ment, my eyes closed. Ah, Lady Mother Skia, |
whispered. | heard the bards talesbut | did not understand. The love that istoo wild and strong destroys
thelovers every time, doesn't tt? | don't think | could have stood his presence amoment longer was
agony to see him, agony to have him so close and so infinitely far away. | gazed up where he had gone.
Fy well, my heart, | thought, carefully not bespeaking him. Thank you for leaving. Y our suffering made
mine worse too. If you ever come back, I'M apologise properly.

| walked dowly back to my mother'shouse. | got in just beforethe rain came.

The next evening | went into labour.

Khordeshkhistriakhor

| flew low, ashamed to be doft yet as unable to stay with La-nen asto turn back time.

| had never thought of mysalf asa coward before, but | could not escape the evidence. The bravest thing
| did was dare to be-speak my wife as| left. My heart burned within me asthough it weretruly aflame. |



flew to escape my skin, to escape the torture

of being S0 near to happiness yet forever separated fromiit.

| did not fly far. My strength seemed to drain away from theingtant | left Lanen. | just managed to glide
to apatch of open ground before | fell from the sky. | was confused and dizzy and my eyesdidn't seem
to beworking very well. | felt rain begin to beat upon me, lightly at first, then harder and harder asthe
clouds opened. | was soon soaked, and | had the curious fedling that | was shrinking with every raindrop.
Perhaps the Winds have heard my pleaand have sent thisrain to dissolve me, | thought, oddly cheerful.
Eyes closed, shaking with fever, | imagined that | grew smaller and smaller. Perhgps Lanen will have
room in her womb for me, | thought, but that was a very peculiar thought and | didn't likeit. | decided
not to think any longer. That was good. And after another little time, just beforethe end, | redlised that |
could no longer move my limbsor fed my wings.

It isover then, | thought, tolerably content for it to be so. Farewell, my dearest Lanen. Even as| deep on
the Winds| will love you. Now awaken, Shikrar! | come! | sang with my last thought, and my mind
floated away into darkness.

Lanen

Vilkas and Ara managed to stop my body from continuing with the birthimmediately, but a most they
could delay it for afortnight. Still, as Vilkas said, at that stage even three days would be useful.

Idai scoured the land round about, shocked and angry, but Akor was nowhere to be found.

| began labour in earnest ten days later. | was sufficiently terri=fied to be going on with, but—as Vilkas
reminded me forcefully, severd times—I had in attendance the two best Hedlersin dl of Kolmar. Will
spelled them a my bedside, letting first one then the other get somerest.

They kept the worst of the pain at bay, and they never left me alone, Goddess bless them. After full
twelve hours of it, I'm told—the Goddessis kind, | have no memory of how long it took—my son and
daughter were born within minutes of each other. She came out firgt, followed after avery few moments
by her brother.

My mother helped Aral clean them while Vilkas|ooked doop into their tiny bodies, making certain that all
waswdl with thorn. He nodded, smiling, and they laid my childrenin my arms. | wept with relief. | wasn't
theonly one.

"They're beautiful, Lanen. They'rejust beautiful," said Maran, grinning madly. "All their fingers, dl their
toes, one head each. Well done, my girl." And then she said, more than alittle stunned, "Grandchildren.
Goddess save us, | have grandchildren.” She burst out laughing. "Oh, very well done, Lanen!™

"Arethey meant to bethissmall?' | asked. | was exhausted, thrilled, worried about them, missing Akor
desperately, and ut-terly enchanted by these two tiny people | held.

Everyone laughed. "They've been born amoon and ahalf early, Lanen,” said Ard. "Y es, they are meant
to betiny. They'refine, believe me, they'll grow soon enough. And Vil and | will stay with you for awhile
yet to be certain that al iswdl with them." She grinned. "Have you and Akor chosen names for them?"
"Yes," | said, choking back asob. "Heis Trezhan, and sheislrian. They areto be called Ta-Varien, to
remind them always of their father'slove." My throat closed on the words. Thankfully, just then there was
aknock at the door. Maran, muttering some-thing about Will being alax door warden, went to answer
it. Weall waited to hear the voice of the visitor, but whoever it was said nothing but came directly up the
dars. Maran was slent aswell. That was unusud, certainly.

Wewere, therefore, al staring curioudy at the doorway when Varien walked throughit.

He strode to my bedside, leaned over, and kissed me—I didn't kiss him back, | was barely able to
breathe | et done kiss him back—it was—he was human—V arien, caressing our children—

I'm afraid | blagphemed rather thoroughly before | fainted.

Vilkes
"Ara!" | shouted, catching up the baby nearest me. She was watchful and gathered up the other before
Lanen dropped it.



| was tempted to bring Lanen back to consciousness immedi-ately, but judged that she had been through
enough and let her recover in her own time. In the meanwhile | dragged Varien— Goddess, it was
Varien, wasn't it2—downstairs and more or lessthrew him into a chair. Ara stayed with Lanen, but
Maran wisdly brought down the other babe. In moments he held one in each arm, gazing at them in turn,
lost in wonder and ddlight.

Hewas not aone. Looking around the room, | decided that a quick treatment for shock would not go
amiss. | sent my Power out from mein asoft cloud, parting it around the newborns that it might not so
much as brush againgt them. We dl were locked solid in amazement, though, until Maran managed to
speak. With difficulty. After clearing her throat.

"Vaien, lad?'

Helooked up at her, bemused. "Y es, Mother Maran?”'

"Would you careto tell usjust how in dl the Hellsyou cometo be here like this?' she asked. With
admirableregtraint, | thought.

Before he answered, helooked to me. "Laneniswell, Mage Vilkas?'

"Asde from an unexpected shock at a ddlicate moment, yes, she'sfing" | said. "How in al theworld did
you manageit?'

He began to answer, but his daughter drew a deep breath and tried out her new lungs.

Good lungs.

Varien darted violently.

"Take them back upgtairs, you idiot," | said, restraining arogue smile, as her brother took up the refrain.
"They are hungry, and you're not equipped.”

He grinned and started back up the stairs. Lanen's voice greeted him hafway up.

"Varien Kantriakor, you bastard, get back up here NOW and bring the children!™

Intheface of al temptation, | held Martin back and called Ard to cometo me. "What, Vil?* she asked,
worried. "Lanen'sd-right, isn't she? Her coloursgood..."

| smiled. At last, oneup on Ard inthefied of humanity.

"Her colour'sfine. But | expect they have afew thingsto say to each other. A little privacy for the new
family, en?"

Ara had the grace to blush.

"Blast your ddicacy, boy," said Maran grumpily. "1 want to know how in the Hells he did that!"

Lanen

| had athousand questions, a thousand demands, athousand kicks and kisses to administer, but truth be
told | could pay atten-ition to nothing € se once the babes began to suckle, and | fell adeep instantly
afterward. When | woke again, only alittle timelater, it wasto find mother Maran sat by my bedside.
She answered my expression before | could speak. "It wasn't adream, he's downstairs having amedl. I'll
send himup.”

"What did he...?"

"He'srefused to tal usathing,” she pouted. "And I'm sure he'sright, you should hear it firg, but by every
blade of grassthat ever grew, I'm thisfar from threatening hislifeif he doesn't start talk-ing."

When Varien was seated beside me, the babes adeep in our arms and the rest of the company waiting
patientiy and not so pa-tiently below, hetold methetae of the night he lft.

"l honesdy thought | wasdying, Lanen," he said earnestly. "1 felt mysdlf shrink, then | couldn't fed my
wings, then | lost consciousness—and | wokein that spot some few hours later, cold and wet and
humen.”

Fighting past the wonder, | managed to say, "Wheat think you, love? How could it happen? Did the
Winds and the Lady have pity on you? On usP | laughed. "Goddess, do you think they ac-tualy did
something for us?'

Looking alittle self-conscious, my husband said, "Not precisdly.

At leadt, not in the way you mean." He thought for amoment, choosing his wordswith greet care. Y ou



know how deeply you were changed when Vilkas saved your life?!

"Of course."

"Well—I appear to have undergone something of the sort when—when Shikrar and | changed places.”

| stared at him, waiting. "Well? What? How are you changed?'

"The Gedri chose choiceitsdlf, did they not, my heart?' he asked in truespeech. His eyes blazed, now
that hewas cometoit. "I am of the Gedri aswell, now, but for me, | am changed to— change itsdlf ."
Bloody dragon.

"Would you kindly stop blethering and tell me exactly what you mean before the children are old enough
towak? | said, ex-asperated.

He grinned like amaniac. "I'd prefer to show you, but thereisn't room in here," he said. He was
practically glowing. "Lanen— | can change. At will. Entirely at will." He laughed with the won—der of it.
"I did not believe it when | woke. | wasterribly confused, and conscioudy thought, | should bear the
shape of the Kantri. Within the quarter of the hour, | was changed back. | have done it severd times
snce, to make sure. Kantri or Gedri, whichever | like, when | like" He barked another little laugh. "I'm
my old size, too, not as vast as Shikrar. Name of the Winds, how he ever managed to move on the
ground I'll never know."

| had finaly managed to find my voice.

"Bloody hdldfire™

| think | yelled that atouch louder than | meant to, because there was a brief thunder on the stairsand
Will, Maran, Ard, and Vilkas dl piled into the room, the Hedlers with their coronas blaz-ing, Maran with
ahammer in her hand, Goddess only knew where she kept that hidden.

"All'swdl, dl'swell, my friends," said Varien, grinning like anidiot. "Therés nothing to see. Not just now.
Though | will give ademonstration later for those who are interested.”

Hetold them then, in so many words, what had happened.

| will never forget the stunned amazement on dl of their faces. Vilkas was the best. | never thought to see
that salf-contained soul so lose his composure, he was an absolute picture.

"Varien, youre not serious” | said finaly. "Y ou—I mesan, it's not possble—"

And Varien laughed, agreat hearty laugh from hisbelly that woke the babies.

"Lanen Kadlar, you never cease to amaze me. Of dl that has happened to usin the last year, how much
isevenfantly possble?’

| smiled dowly. "Very, very little, to be sure," | said, kissing Irian, who yawned and went back to deep.
"Quiteright," hereplied, far more softly. He gently rocked Trezhan until our son fell adeep again.

"Sweet Lady, Varien," | swore quietly. "What in al the world and time are you meant to do with that
gt

"l have no idea," he said, hisface transformed by utter joy. "But it will surely be agreat adventureto find
Thereis so much yet to say about those times. The world and everything in it was changing around us,
faster than we could keep up with it. It took avery long timeto truly understand al that had happened.
The twins were born when the harvest was ripe and the light was warm and golden, alittle more than a
moon before my own birth-day at the Autumn Balance-day.

Despite al my fearsthey did not have either wings or soul-gems, but they did each have atiny bumpin
the centre of their foreheads where a soulgem would have been. Believe me, | thought long and hard
about that over the next few years. And | only ever told Varien about this, but—afew weeks after they
were born, when we al were sitting outdoors and it began to be alittle chilly, | was sent what Mirazhe
cdls"apicture of their thoughts," in this case a sudden fedling of cold and fear, from the children. Just like
young Sherok'sfirg efforts. Perhaps heisnot grictly the youngest of the Kantri anymore, | thought very
quietly to mysdf.

The news from dl quarterswas good. Kedra, away in the

Sukkith Hillswith his dear Mirazhe and Sherok and that contin—gent of the Kantri that choseto remain
with them, bespoke us one day with the newsthat Kretissh and Nikis had arrived. We laughed heartily,



though | felt sorry for poor Nikis. It was not her fault that she had been caught in the Weh deep when the
rest of the Kantri had flown the Great Seal Still, Nikis the Weary she was and remains. The others have
found chambers near the sea, and have tended the lansip trees on behaf of our whole people. Farmer
Timeth takeslansp leavesfor hisrent, playswith Sherok, and bidsfair to become quite disgustingly
wedlthy in afew years, when the trees have grown alittle more.

Idai left Beskin soon after the twins arrived. She and a contin—gent of the Aialakantri have been working
amost congtantly since the day of Shikrar's death, seeking out the soulgems of those who died in and
around Lake Gand. It took them three years, but they eventually found every last one. Thefirg, of
course, was Shikrar's, lifted from the midst of Beryss cold ashes and cleansed with dragon fire. It gleams
now abrilliant, untroubled red. His soul rests upon the Winds, and hardly a day passes even now that
Varienand | do not misshim.

Varien has been much involved with the resettlement of the Kantri throughout Kolmar. Idai consultshim
regularly, and from time to time she comesto visit. When she arrived with Will and Ara and stayed until
the babes had been born, she of course wished usjoy of our younglings, and told us some of the best
newsyet. A number of the Kantri and the Dhrenagan had taken matesin the last few months, and there
were dready severa younglings on the way. "We have even found ahot spring in the mountains above
Castle Gundar,” she said happily, "and are dig-ging out abirthing pool. The high mountainsareriddled
with caves perfect for Weh chambers for those who require them, and there are many who do. All is
well. Oh, Akhor, dl iswell at last!"

"Itisindeed,” he had said, smiling up at her. | remember that daft grin of his. He had barery looked away
from thetwinssincetheir birth, | practically had to tear them from hisarmsto let

them deep in those first weeks. | recall being heartily grateful to Idai, who at least forced hiseyesto
focus on something more distant.

Before she left, though, she reminded him that no matter what his shape, he was il their King. "Do not
think that you are released from your service just because the Winds have given you this astounding gift,"
she said, pretending to aseverity she did not fed intheleast. "Y ou are till our Lord and King, by
acclamation, and you will not dip out of your duties so easily.”

"You are Eldest, Idal," hesaid. "Thisisfoolish. Let you cdl afull Council of our people and choose a
new leader from among you." He grinned up at her. "Perhapsit istime that we had Queen Idai to turn to,
rather than King Akhor."

Shehissed. "Very well, Lord, if you so command. A full Coun-cil must be attended by two-thirds of the
Kantri then on live. | suspect that enough will have wakened from their Weh deep in, oh, perhaps twenty
or thirty winters. | will do my best to remem—ber your wishes at that time."

Things had changed by then, of course—Dbuit that is another story. Ever since the Kantri came to Kolmar
they haveinssted on calling Varien their King. When the bards came to hear thetale of the wild
adventures of that time, they soon heard that part of the story, and the idiots assumed that that must mean
that | should be Queen Lanen. Hal Never trust the bards, for they will dways change the truth to make a
good tale.

One other thing did take me by surprise. When the twinswere afew years old, Varien spoke long with
one of the bards and bought the man's second-best harp from him. In the years between, he has worked
hard to learn the old tales and has cre-ated any number of new ones. My Varieniswell on hisway to
becoming an extraordinary bard, but then he has an unfair ad-vantage to begin with. After dl, the Kantri
arethe best singersintheworld.

Trezhan and Irian ta-Varien grew and flourished as children will, though of course they were the most
glorious children who have ever lived. Varien saysthat Shikrar dways said that about Kedra, from the
moment of hishirth.

| think | understand Shikrar alittle better now.

Thisisthetruetale of the Redeeming of the Lost and the Second
Degth of the Demonlord.



Thereismoreto tell, but then there awaysis.
True stories never redly end.
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GLOSSARY

Aiadakantri—OS for the Awakened Kantri, who were the Lesser

Kindred. Cest—OS, athousand years. Chelan—name of aplant and the brew made fromit. It isdrunk
asadimulant. Wewould say it tastesrather like mate with a

hint of cinnamon. Dhrenagankantri—OS for the Restored Kantri, who for five

thousand years were the Lost. Ferrinshadik—the longing felt by (esp.) the Greater Kindred to

joinin fellowship with the Gedri, though it is described more

generally asthe desire to speak with other races. Gedrishakrim—humans. Usually shortened to Gedri.
OS, "the

slent people" Kadreshi na—"beoved of" isthe nearest trandation in English.

An endearment between lovers. Kairtach—a curse that isalso an intengfier. | refuseto trandate.



The Kantri would not be pleased if | did, and it would not re~flect well on them. Kantriasarikh—the OS
word for the language of the Kantri-

shakrim.,

Kantrishakrim—the Greater Kindred of Dragons (origindly al dragons). OS "the wise people.” Usualy
shortened to Kantri.

Kel—OS, ahundred yesars.

K haadish—OS word for gold.

Language of Truth—the telepathy natural to the Kantri. It lso has el ements of empathic avareness. The
Gedri cdll it Far-gpeech.

Lansp—name of atree and the brews made fromit. It grows only where dragons dwell, dl attempts at
transplanting to solely human regions have failed. Madeinto teait isatonic and generd remedy for minor
alments, from headache to heart's sorrow; taken in quantity, it isan eixir of youth. Lan fruit, the precious
and rarefruit of thelangp tree, is a sover-eign remedy, and when eaten fresh will hedl nearly anything
short of degth.

L esikrithic—a cripple among the Kantri, one who haslost alimb or sustained awound that cannot be
healed by Weh deep and yet lives.

Old Speech—(OS) the name in the common tongue for the lan-guage created by the Kantri and used by
all the peoples before the Choice. Since that timeit has developed into distinctly separate languages.
Rakshadakh—demon droppings (that isthe polite trandation). It isthe ultimate insult asfar as the Kantri
are concerned, and generally refersto a demon master or one who istainted by the Rakshasa.
Rakshasa—(obs. form Rakshi) demons. Singular, Raksha (greater demon) or Rikti (lesser demon). OS:
"people of chaos.” Thisisplura because, a the time of the Choice, the Rakshasawere aready
differentiated into two distinct peoples.
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