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ODE
We are the music-makers,
And we are the dreamers of dreams,
Wandering by lone sea-breakers,
And sitting by desolate streams;
World-losers and world-for sakers,
On whom the pale moon gleams:
Yet we are the movers and shakers
Of the world for ever, it seems.
With wonderful deathless ditties
We build up the world's great cities,
And out of a fabulous story
We fashion an empire'sglory:
One man with a dream, at pleasure,
Shall go forth and conquer a crown;
And three with a new song's measure
Can trample an empire down.
We, inthe ageslying
In the buried past of the earth,
Built Nineveh with our sighing,
And Babel itself with our mirth;
And o'erthrew them with prophesying
To the old of the new world's worth;
For each ageisa dreamthat is dying,

Or onethat is coming to birth.
—Arthur O'Shaughnessy

THE POEM OF SEVEN
Seven Gifts of the Creator,
Seven colors of light,
Seven seas in the wide world,
Seven days in a sennight,
Seven months of fallow,
Seven continents trod, weave
Seven eras of history
In the eye of God.

SONG OF THE KXY LOOM
Oh, our Mother the Earth;
Oh, our Father the Sky,
Your children are we,
With tired backs.
We bring you the gifts you love.
Then weave for us a garment of brightness-----

May the warp be the white light of morning, May the weft be the red light of evening,
May the fringes be the fallen rain, May the border be the standing rainbow.
Thus weave for us a garment of brightness
That we may walk fittingly where birds sing;

That we may walk fittingly where the grassis green.

Oh, our Mother Earth;

Oh, our Father Sky.
— Traditional, Tewa

THE WEAVER SLAMENT



Time, it isa tapestry
Threads that weave it number three
These be known, fromfirst to last,
Future, Present, and the Past.
Present, Future, weft-thread be
Fleeting in inconstancy
Yet the colors they do add
Serve to make the heart be glad.
Past, the warp-thread that it be,
Sets the path of history Every moment 'neath the sun
Every battle, lost or won,
Findsits place within the lee
Of Time's enduring memory.
Fate, the weaver of the bands,
Holds these threads within Her hands,
Plaitsaropethat in itsuse
Can be a lifeline, net—or noose









Western seacoast, Avonderre

Onamorning of unsurpassed fineness, the sun rose over an incandescent seg, rippling with light so bright
asto be painful initsradiance. The winter wind dancing over the gleaming waves, fresh with the sweet
hint of agpring coming far away in the southlands, carried with it the scent of blood. Rath cursed and
lowered hishead to his chest, pulling bis brown hood farther down over his stinging eyes. He waited for
the water beneath his tranducent eydlidsto clear, then blinked several times and looked up again at the
shoreline. The seawas so calm that the edge of theland barely wavered in the distance. Rath clutched
the oar in his sinewy hands and put his back into rowing for the beach. With each stroke, each pull, each
screech of wood against the oarlock of his smal boat, he canted hislist of targets, every one of their
names engraved permanently on hismemory'. Hrarfa, Fraax, Sistha, Hnaf, Ficken, he whispered in the
odd, buzzlike language of hisancient race, the one form of speech that wasinaudible to the wind. Rath
was dways careful not to put information on the wind, especialy the seawind, where it would blow
recklesdy about the wide world, to be heard by any ear that knew how to listen. Rath was well aware of
the loose tongue of the wind; he had been born of that ephemera element. He gritted histeeth ashe
rowed, mentally curaing the waves over which he traveled. Water had long blocked his Seeking vibration
and kept him from his quarry. Each stroke moved him closer to being free of it, but thet did littleto calm
hisgrowing ire. Until he was away from the sea and the cacophony of thick vibrationsthat it generated,
he would be unable to hunt. So he concentrated, as dways, on hislist. Hrarfa, Fraax, Sistha, Hnéf,
Ficken. Once through the roster of would-be victims that had been his agendafor aslong as he could
recdl, he slently intoned one last name that had been recently added.

Y k. It was not aname in the language of the others, but rather one that had been conferred on its owner
by an ignorant species, ademi-human race that barely formed words at al. Y sk was the Firbolg word for
spittle, for the regurgitation of something foul. That monsters had given someone such atitle could only
convey the deepest disgust, contempt that had no limit.

It was perhaps the worst name that Rath had ever heard. It was a so a dead name, a name whose power
had been broken more than amillennium before, whose history lay at the bottom of the sea on the other
sdeof theworld. A namedl but forgotten, indeed, completely erased from the wind and from memory,
except for the recollection of Rath and hiskind.

It wasthelast name on hisligt, but the first one he would actively seek upon landing.

When the beach was finally close enough that rowing was disproportionate effort, Rath climbed out of
the boat and left it drifting in the tide. He had sighted hislanding carefully so asto be able to come ashore
unnoticed in asmdl, rocky acove be-tween two fishing villages. His luck was holding; there was no one
insight for asfar up and down the beach as he could see. He turned away from the seawind with one
last glance over his shoulder; thelittle boat was dowly backing away in agrace ess dance, spinning
amlesdy in the current. Rath waded to shore, ignoring the pebbles and seaweed that coated the sand
beneeth hisfeet. His soles had no nervesin them anyway, the calluses from millennia of waking through
firewere dmost as thick as a boot would have been. Once on the beach, he hurried forward until the
scrambling froth of the waves was no longer able to reach him, then stopped in the cold, dry sand, pulled



back his hood, and tilted his head to the southwest, listening to the wind. He waited for the span of a
hundred heartbests, but no voices akin to his own could be heard; none of hisfelow hunters had anything
to report, aswas the case most of thetime. Asit had been for centuriesinto millennia. Rath lingered a
moment longer, then turned his back to the west, away from the crashing of the waves and the rustling of
the foam. He took a breeth of the salt wind, inhaing over the four openings of hiswindpipe, clenched his
teeth, and loosed hiskirai, the Seeking vibration by which his race sought then-prey. The buzzing sound
cameforth from the degpest opening in histhroat, avibration heard only by him. Then he opened his
mouth, alowing the air that was rising from within hislungsto pass over the top opening in histhroet,
forming words again. Hrarfa, Fraax, Sistha, Hnaf, Ficken. One by one he canted the names of the demon
spirits hewas hunting, feding the dight variation in tone as he changed from one name to another. If the
kiral matched any of those namesto avibration it detected in the air, histhroat would burn asif with
caudtic fire; he would taste the beast's blood in his mouth, fed its heartbeat in his own chest. He could
lock on to that rhythm and follow it.

But, asaways, there was no taste of any of the names on the wind. Finaly, he intoned the last name.

Y k. Thisname, of course, was different. Unlike the others, it was the dead name of aliving being, a
name once given, in another lifetime, to aman with asoul. However tainted that soul might be by the
ravages of time and persond failure, it could never be as acidly evil asthe essence of the demonic beings
Rath and hisfellow demon hunters regularly pursued. And however dead the name might be, Rath had
reason to believeits origind owner was, in fact, dtill aive, though hisvibrationa sgnature had changed
adong with hisname.

And not long before, he had heard the dead name, spoken aoud, on the nattering wind. He hoped to get
ataste of it once more, now that he had crossed the sea and finally come ashore in the place to which he
had tracked the name, the place it seemed to have been last spoken.

Heinhaed, letting the wind pass over histongue, then canted the name. Y sk. There was aremnant of it
gtill on the wind coming from the southeest, though faint and hollow; perhapsit had been years sinceit
had been voiced. Still, this continent, this place known in old lore as the Wyrmlands, was the place where
the name had |ast been sounded. Rath could taste that much. Satisfied, he stripped his pack from beneath
his cloak, opening it carefully on the sandy ground as the wind whipped off the seg, buffeting the skin of
his naked head. He quickly checked his provisions and the minima tools of histrade, aswell asthe
dagger heworein acaf sheath. The wegpon was little more than a child's knife, meant only for the
meanest of self-defense againgt any beast or man that he might not be able to otherwise avoid. No one
who observed him would consider him armed. Rath carried his deadliest weaponsin his head.
Determining hiswater supply to be sufficient, he quickly repacked his provisions and dung the pack
benesth his flowing brown cloak. Then he glanced at the seaone last time; the little boat was no longer in
sght, lost in the blazing glare of therising sun. A moment later, to any eye other than hisown, so was
Rath.



L - d
Theforest of Gwynwood, north of the Tar'afdl River

The same sunlight sparkling on the sea thirty score miles away wasilluminating the frosty dew that
lingered inthe air of the forest, bathing the wood in hoary radiance. Shafts of dusty gold illuminated the
bare trunks and limbs of the white trees, making them gleam even more starkly against the neighboring
evergreens, patchy with frozen snow. No winterbird broke the morning stillness with song, no rustling in
the branches or undergrowth signaled the presence of any of the forest residents that traditionaly braved
the cold months or felt the beginnings of Second Thaw that had been evident for afull turn of the moon.
This place, dways dive with wild music, emitted no sound, not the fluttering of needled boughs, nor the
cracking of icy burdensin the diffuse sun. Even thewind itsdlf, acustomary singer thet rattled the empty
branches and whispered through the laden great beasts, who believed that they were without souls, who
acknowledged that the Afterlife held no place for them, longed, as each sentient creature longed, for
some vestige of immortdity. To End wasto conscioudy give up any chance of thet forever. More
terribly, it left aholein the shield of power by which the race of dragons protected the Earth. With the
loss of each member of the ancient race came the loss of the control, of the stewardship, by which they
kept the forces of chaotic destruction that were imprisoned within the very earth from destroying it.
Findly the harsh voice of Sinjaf, the vaporous dragon steward of the great poison swamps and
everglades of the eastern idand chains, crackled through the silent glen. "L Iauron was not wyrm, but
wyrmkin," he said curtly, hisfear transmitting like a headache to the assemblage. "He was bom aman,
with dragon'sblood in hisveins, true, but not really one of us. Hisloss, whiletragic, hardly affectsthe
shield—." "Llauron served to guard the Great White Tree of earth, just as the Daughters guard the three
other remaining trees," interjected Taasynos, a Daughter hersaf and protector of Eu-cos, the tree of
living air. "From the time he was achild he has tended it, loved it as we Daughters love the World Trees.
When my sigter Elynsynos gave up her corporeal form to es-cape her pain, he, as her grandson, took on
her stewardship. Had he not, the tree would have been destroyed, as so much of the Wyrmlands were
destroyed, in thewars of men. Histrans-formation to dragonkind was complete; he gave up his humanity
tojoin our service. Do not fool yoursdf, Sinjaf; thislossis as great asit would have been should
Elynsynos herself have Ended.” Thelast of her words echoed hollowly through the glen. Findly, Mikanic
gave voiceto what they al were thinking. "Whereis Elynsynos?' The great wyrmsfocused their eyes,
then their other, deeper senses, on the question, seeking her vibrationsin this place ovver which she had
held dominion since birth. They scanned the horizon, sought her within the running sap of the trees,
beneath the surface of the ground, tasted the air around her for atrace of her ethereal form, listened for
any whisper of her on thewind. Not asingle echo of her could be felt. The horror of the Ending surged
within the assemblage into even gregter fear.

"Surely she cannot be dead,” came the insistent voice of Chao, a sparkling creature from the bright lands
of therisgng sun; frail and nervous, he was the most evanescent of the kin. "We would havefelt it aswe



did the death of Marisynos, who guarded Sagia, when the Idand of Serendair was consumed in
cataclysm." "Perhgpswe did fed it," said Sdusdarkly. "The reverberations from Llauron's Ending were
vast enough to draw al of us here; mayhap Elynsynos's desth was masked within them. Clearly her
dominion is broken; these lands of hers are without protection, vulnerable. Can you not fed the loss of
her magic?'

"There are so many holesin the shield dready,” murmured Vaecynos. "We have lost so many of our
kind—look at us. Only afew hundred remain of what was once the greatest of the Firstborn races; how
can we guard the Earth with but afew of us? Without a Guardian for the last of the World Trees?'

"We can but concentrate on what isbelow,” said Witheragh, "and leave the rest to the races of man.”
"The races of man are the root of thewoe!" exclamed Dyansynos. "Y ou may coexist happily with the
Nain, Witheragh, but most of uslivein conflict with the other races, maintain an unessy truce, or avoid
them atogether by keeping to the depths, hiding in the bowels of the Earth. It istheir folly that invitesthe
Unspokenin; it isthelr bodies to which the demons crave to cling, being without form themselves. Itis
through man that the Fdor propagate, through man they accomplish their destructive will." "Men must
fend for themsalves now,” said Mikanic. "There is naught we can do for them. While Elynsynos was here,
she held these lands completely under her dominion, more so than any of the rest of us has managed
since the beginning of the world. Her folly, her association with aman of aFirstborn race, led to the
downfall of that, to the war that followed. It isfoolhardy for usto try to save any of them now. We must
do the best we can in holding afragile world together, to guard againgt the evil onesin the Vault of the
Underworld, and those that walk the upworld. Whatever befals the races of man is of no consequence.
And to that end, we should bless our brother and be gone from this place, back to our own lands, lest
we leave them vulnerable”

Amid slent assent, the dragons turned once more toward the stone corpse of one of their own kind.
"What was he doing, when he Ended?’ Chao asked nervoudy. "Why is he crouched, yet hishead is
erect, hiseyes open?' The dark evergreensrustled loudly asthe wind blew Through the greenwood
again. "He must have been sheltering something,” said Talasynos. 'Whatever it was, he must have
consdered it worth theloss of not only hislife, but hislegacy, and dl of hislore” "We can return at least
some of that to himin blessing," said Vaecynos. She closed her incandescent eyes and began to chant
without sound, without words, joined amoment later by the others. Llauron's stone shell was suddenly
engulfed in flames, clear, pure dementa fire with no trace of ash or cinder, the kind that burned brightly
deep within the heart of the Earth. The streaks of ash that had once marred him now purged by the
flames, the chant changed, summoning cold rain from the clear morning sky. Once the body was
cleansed, the wyrms a-tered their chant again, summoning the wind, which dried the droplets of rain asa
mother driesthe tears of achild. Findly, when the body had been blessed by those three elements, the
very earth below it opened gently to receive LIauron, forming agrave deep within theforest he had loved
inlife. When dl the dements of the natural world had anointed the place where he had Ended, the
dragonsfdl slent. They remained in the greenwood, standing vigil, until the night came and ether, inthe
form of starlight, cameto rest on the grave. The oldest of the five elements, ether was consdered the
magic that tied their race to the rest of the universe. "May it bring you peace, and whatever immortdity
you can attain, Llauron,” intoned Vaecynos. And may whatever you sacrificed yoursdlf for have been
worth the price you paid, she thought. Asthe wind picked up again, the immense serpentine bodies
loosed their tiesto the corpored flesh of earth. Tranducent, gleaming etheredlly, they caught thewind as
gossamer does, or burrowed back within the ground and returned to their lands.

Trembling with fear.
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Deep within the Hintervold

At least one of the race of dragons did not attend the bless-ing of Llauron's body. Her absence did not
mean that she had not witnessed the results of the Ending, however. She had been the cause of it. That
Llauron had been her son was only afragmented awarenessfor her; she had lainin agrave of coa ash
and soot for dmost three years, blasted from the skieswith ethered fire, and as aresult, her memory was
not what it used to be. In fact, she had only afew lingering recollections, and none of her children
inhabited any of them. She had long forgotten the primal rae of wyrmdom, that no dragon would ever
consder killing another dragon, since the loss of even one made for aterrible holein the shield of
protection they maintained in the world. If she had known, she would not have cared. She knew little
more than that she had recently awakened in the earth, in pain and confusion, and that giving vent to her
pain through destructive wrath eased her agony alittle. She dso knew, as shelay in her empty palace of
ice and frozen stone, that she was dying. The dragon Anwyn had only been in wyrm form for areatively
minuscule period of time, afew years out of the millennium and ahalf that she had lived. She had only
assumed the form afew times over her life, dways as ameansto achieve an evil end, and had been
caught unawares by the blast of sarfire that had crippled her wing and consigned her to a deathlike state
in her black coa grave. She had no ideawhat had caused her to awaken. She only could recall pieces of
memories, images that she often did not understand, and how satisfying hatred felt when it was trandated
into destruction. And one clear memory: the lingering hate for awoman with golden hair, the woman who
had put her into the prison of her grave. All of that had receded into the recesses of her mind now as she
straggled for breath on the stone floor of her keep in the frozen mountains. Within her chest cavity apiece
of metal was embedded, jagged of edge, round, thin, and razor-sharp. It had been cold-fired inits
manufacture and made from atype of metal that expanded greatly when it came in contact with heat, but
of course she did not know that, either. She only knew that until she had made her way back here, to this
place of endlesswinter, it wastearing a the muscle of her chest, growing bigger asthe heat of her body
made it expand, dicing nearer and nearer to her three-chambered heart. Now she waslying as still as she
could, trying to keep her mind clear and hersdf from panicking, struggling through the ruins of her
fragmented brain, searching for amemory that could help her. Hedling, she thought desperately, breathing
as shdiowly as she could, watching her spittle pool on the floor, tainted pink with blood. | must find
hedling. But in her life, Anwyn had cared little for the healing arts, and so had little idea of whereto find
them. Near awindow that looked out into the mountains she could hear ahumming sound louder than the
ever-present north wind howling outside her palace; amoment later she redlized that she heard it not in
her ears, but in her blood. Slowly she turned her head, wincing in agony, and attempted to focus her gaze
on whatever was cdling to her. Atop an dtar of heavily carved wood lay atarnished spyglass.

Like adtrike of lightning, redlization came to her. The spyglass had been thetool of her trade for most of
her life, an instrumentality that had once belonged to her sailor father, but rather than looking at objects
far away at sea, Anwyn had employed it in her capacity asthe Seer of the Past. She did not remember
any of that, but had asensethat if she could reach the spyglass, it might be able to show her what to do
to save hersdlf. So, as she had straggled to bring hersdlf to this place, she now put the last of her energy



into dragging her body, enormous of heft and grievoudy injured, to the dtar. The wind beyond the
ice-dicked panes of glass screamed in triumph as the dragon'simage, mirrored in the window, came
nearer. She could fed her damaged heart beating wildly as she made her way acrossthefloor, leaving a
trail of dark blood behind her. With great care she reached ataloned claw up over the wood and felt
carefully around where she had sensed the vibration; when she could fed the cool meta beneath her claw
shefought against grasping it too eagerly. With the last of her energy, she did to the ice-covered
windows overlooking the vast chasm below her, lifted the glass to her enormous serpentine eye, and
peered through as best she could. She had forgotten that the spyglass could only show her thingsfrom
the Pagt, but that didn't matter. The image that formed as she peered through the lensrang aclear chime
in her memory. It wasthe picture of aplace of historic and mysterious heding properties, adesert citadd
where hot springs flowed, healing gardens bloomed with herbs to soothe the mind, body, and spirit,
where the warmth of the sun coupled with the medicind attributes of the claylike sand could draw even
the deepest infection from the body, or the most damag-

ing memory from the soul, leaving nothing but sweet clarity and peace. That this haven for the suffering
had dipped into the sands of the desert before her father had even set foot on this continent fifteen
hundred years before, and that she had never even seen the place, let aone experienced its healing
power, was a so something she did not understand. She only knew that she could see, in thetiny lens of
the spyglass, exactly what she was|ooking for.

Thelog city of Kurimah Milani. Gasping for breath, the dragon began to laugh raggedly.

Haguefort, Navarne

By inexplicable happenchance, at the moment Rath came ashore, the man who had once carried the
reviled name that the hunter was seeking was within afew score miles. That man was Saring in silent
contempt at the rosy brown stone edifice of asmall keep known as Haguefort, observing areunion that
made him unconscioudy desire to expectorate in the same disgust as was conveyed by what used to be
hisname. Y sk. Since the time when that name had been contemptuously conferred upon him, the man
had borne severd other titlesaswell. Inlong-ago days he had been cleansed of Y sk by awise and highly
skilled Namer, aman trained in the science of vibration and its manipulation. The Namer had called him
sm-ply the Brother, for Y sk was, he said, brother to all, but akin to none. It was anamethat gave him
power by which he could have cometo be agreat heder, but instead he chose the oppo-

dte sdeof the coin, passing histimein the trade of a solitary assassin.

A less-killed practitioner of that same science had re- | named him decades later, and now that he ruled



over amountainous kingdom of Firbolg, the same race of monstrous beings that had long ago given him
thetitle Y sk, he was known by many dreaded and silly appellations. The Glowering Eye, The Earth
Swallower, The Merciless, The Night Man. He had narrowly escaped becoming the owner of the most
respected traditiond title given to chieftains and warlords among the Bolg tribes, which trand ated roughly
as The Supremely Flatulent, by virtue of the fact that he could not be described as such, or by any other
title tied to the senses. In the dark caverns and tunnels of Ylorc, he was never seen or heard, and
certainly never smelt, unless he wished to be. Now, at this point in his history, he was known as Achmed
the Snake, king of the Firbolg. The name given to him &t birth had vanished from history, and from al but
the degpest vaults of hismemory. He had only given voiceto it oncein dmost two thousand years, and
had spoken it softly, in the depths of the Earth, to the Namer who had given him his current appellation.
He watched that woman now being led up the steps of the rosy brown keep, shaky from recent childbirth
and the gting of the late-winter wind, and exhaled deeply. He turned to his Sergeant-Mgjor, an enormous
half-breed who had been his constant companion for most of hislife. "No oneiswatching. If we leave
now, they won't know werre missing until we're aready home." The Sergeant-Magjor shook his head,
hiding asmile. "Nope, sir, ‘twouldn't beright," he said, trying to sound serious. "OF Ashe asked usto
wait 'ere SO we could brief 'im on what happened in the forest. We ain't supposed tatalk about it | 'til we
meet in council to keep the mem'ries fresh." He pointed in the direction of two young people, the Duke
and Duchess of Navarne, who were holding asqualling bundle. "But if weretadkin' fresh, Oi say we'ave
abitetaeat whilewerewaitin'. Sound good tayou?'

Achmed amiled dightly. "Y ou're suggesting we est Rhapsody's baby?*

"Y eah. Why not?' The Firbolg king's smile faded as the guards from the keep arrived to take him to his
solitary chamber. "Because there's not enough to share,” he said within plain earshot of the soldiers.
"You'reright, asaways, sir,” Grunthor called out amiably as Achmed was led away." 'Ow about you just
let me bite off the 'ead, an' you can ‘ave the rest?

The Firbolg king shook his head. "No," he said without turning around. "It'srelated to Ashe, so it
probably tastes like mutton. Y ou know how much | hate mutton.” The chambermaid who had taken the
baby from the children let out alittle gasp of horror and scurried away from the two monstrous men. The
young duke, his nine-year-old sister, and the keep's guards, long accustomed to the two of them,
however, didn't raise an eyebrow. When the Lord Cymrian had first commanded that all present be
ushered to separate rooms and kept in silence until their meeting, most of the others had scowled. Each
of the people who would be summoned in what Lord Gwydion had promised would be a short time
hence had urgent businessto discuss, terrible findingsto report, and al were frustrated at the delay. All,
that is, except for Sergeant-Magjor Grunthor, the giant Bolg commander, who nodded acceptance at the
order and quietly followed the nervous human servant to his room. Once the door was closed, the
Sergeant quickly surveyed the surroundings and, finding them to be acceptable, set about the task of
cleaning his persond arsend. In much the same way that some men collected drinking flagons or hunting
trophies or concubines, Grunthor collected bladed weapons. He was, in fact, even more enamored of his
assortment of blades than most other collectors, as each was the center of an interesting story, a memory
of bloody conquest made sweeter in the reflection of sted. When his schedule allowed him the time, the
giant Bolg commander, half Firbolg, haf Bengard, and seven and ahaf feet of muscle benesth skinthe
color of old bruises, would shrug off the bandolier he always wore across his back and spread the
wegpons he had chosen to garner out on atable or his bunk, where he would polish them lovingly, often
humming a battle cadence, off-key, under his breath as he did. He had taken the time to name each of
them, and therefore felt apersona affinity with it, mementoes of the old world where life had been
ampler, if not easier. He was humming to himsalf now as he unstrapped the massive bandolier, the cresk
of leather and sted fittings a nice percussve accent to the tune, a pleasantly gory folk song he had learned
from his Bengard mother about the pillaging of a desert town. The first blade he pulled forth was both the
longest and shortest weapon he owned, the tip of apolearm he had affectionately named Sal, short for
Sdutations. Sal was double-sided, atraditiona spear point with ahatchet head on one side, missing the
wooden shaft. Grunthor held thetip up to the light of the hearth firein his chamber, enjoying theway it
illuminated the long-dried blood in the channeled grooves chisdled into the wegpon by time and wear. "



‘Alio, litlefella" he murmured fondly. "Gotta get yaaaew pole soon—sorry to ‘aveleft it go solong.”
The next blade to receive his attention was The Old Bitch, a spiny, serrated short sword named for a
hairy-legged harlot he had been fond of in the old world. "Now, now, darlin', no bitin'," he murmured,
carefully ailing the vicioudy sharp edges. "Usta say the same thing tayer namesake, dl them years ago.
Course, shedidn't have no teeth, unlike yersdlf.” With infinite care he tended to the needs of each blade,
repairing the leether bindings, polishing the sted, speaking in alow and gentle voice as he babied the
weapon, dmogt asif he were speaking to ayoung child. Had the sight of him sharpening the edges of
swords, filing the points of awls, or adjusting the metal scourges of his bullwhip not been so innately
threatening, it would have made an amusing tableau to anyone brave or foolish enough to interrupt him.
One by one, each itemin his collection was patiently restored to its best possible shape, the Sergeant
taking equal satisfaction in the task and me review of the memories. Findlly he cameto one last wespon,
something he had been told by aFirst Generation Cymrian was cdled atriatine. It was atriple blade
composed of three thin sides, smelted together at the core, each edge razor-sharp. It was clear to
Grunthor that in addition to working well as a dashing weapon, one with length and sharpness enough to
maintain distance from an opponent, it also could serve to remove amgor core of flesh and muscle
should it be applied, triangular tip first, with enough force, even moreif twisted properly. Thiswasthe last
weapon to be added to his collection in the old world, one that Achmed had removed from a dead
soldier pursuing Rhapsody, and the only weapon he owned mat he had never used. Cleaning and tending
to hisweapons hel ped Grunthor organize his thoughts. He had been unable to find amoment in the
course of hisjourney to Haguefort from the forest of Gwyn-wood in which he could spesk to hisking
and best friend done. Achmed had been utterly sllent al the way home in the carriage that bore them,
along with Rhapsody, her husband and newborn son, to this keep of rosy brown stone that was the
duchy seat of Navarne. This place had been the first in which the three of them, minus Ashe, had found a
true and unencumbered welcomein this new world, the Wyrmlands, this place to which they had run
from the other sde of Time.

It was very clear to Grunthor that war was brewing. Whether with traditiond forces, or those beyond the
realm of his experience, or both, he was ready, eager, in fact, to see combat, to test hiss mettle again,
after so long of being out of practice as afield commander. Unlike Rhapsody, who longed for peace
when it w as unredidtic, and Achmed, who never believed in the possibility of peace, Grunthor found
peace to be a nuisance, atime when weagpons got rusty or not kept at the ready, when soldiers et their
guard down, or trained without fear as an incentive. His mother's Bengard race had |ong ago accepted
the concept of constant war, invented and internal if necessary, asthe best possible state of existence,
because it meant a heightened sense of awareness, a sense of shared sacrifice. And, of course, fun. Ashe
oiled thelittle short sword he had named L ucy, acrooked grin came over his swarthy face, alowing a
meticuloudy polished tusk to protrude from below his bulbouslip. Lucy was the sword he had given to
Rhapsody so that he could teach her, centuries ago, to handle a blade. She had become a credit to him
as aningructor, and wielded a historic weapon of her own now, but the image that was till dearest to his
heart was of her, shorter than himsdf by the length of hisarm and only possessing athird of his mass,
holding back from attacking him with too much forcein their earliest training sessons. He could have
crushed her like acricket without dirtying his boot much, but instead he had come to respect her, to
gppreciate her and her talents, if never realy understand her. His grin faded as he remembered the more
recent Sght of her, paeand gray from loss of blood and the interna ravages of bearing awyrmkin child a
few days ago, the offspring of her husband, a man who had dragon's blood running in hisveins. She and
Achmed had emerged from the ossified corpse of her father-in-law, Llauron, amanipulative man
Grunthor had never trusted when he was in human form, and whose transformeation into the ethereal
existence of the dragon state had done nothing to change that opinion. Even Llauron's desth, which
Achmed had indicated had saved them both from the rampage of the dragon Anwyn, was, asfar asthe
Sergeant-M g or was concerned, not atragedy. It was the least the old man could do. Seeing her in the
forest, wan and bloodless, as she disappeared into her husband's carriage, from which she did not
emerge except to enter the keep of Haguefort, had left him feding unsettled, a state to which he was not
accustomed. With avicious snap of aleather bandolier binding, Grunthor resolved to make certain he



had a moment to assess her condition and speak with her before they parted again. He was putting away
his wegpons when aknock came at the door. True to hisword, Ashe had kept the waiting brief.
Grunthor placed the bandolier over his shoulder and made hisway down the hal behind the guardsto
what he hoped would be afruitful planning for amassive military adventure. He found it impossible to
repress humming a cheerful tune at the prospect.

While Grunthor was cleaning his weapons, the Bolg king was instead usng histimein wait to observe a
small flock of castle swallows, winterbirds that nested year round in the crags and crevices of Haguefort's
high walls, and to muse over old losses. The chirping of the birds seemed brighter in tone asthey wafted
higher on the wind, their callsto one another tickling the senditive nerve endingsin Achmed's scalp. That
inand of itsdf was not unusud; virtualy anything that lived or moved registered its vibrations somewhere
inthe Bolg king's skin. The web of veins and nervesthat scored every inch of hisbody surface wasthe
major factor in his ability to sense prey when he was hunting, and to beirritated by everything € se when
he was not. But what Achmed was noticing as he listened to the birdcallswas that one particular musical
interva, ahigh trill that was repested every eight heartbests, seemed to nullify their-ritation of dl the
other birdsong againgt his skin, drowning the pinpricksin asoothing buzz that actualy felt dmost
pleasur-able. He recognized the sensation.

It was the same fedling he experienced most of the time when he was around Rhapsody.

Achmed exhded dowly. There was the irony; though he was consstently perturbed at the choicesthe
Lady Cymrian had made over the millennium and ahaf he had known her, asirritating as her
openhearted, empty-headed idedlism wasto him. there was an innate musical vibration about her that
soothed the constant torment that life visited upon his every waking and degping moment. As soon asthe
thought came into his head, the door opened, Rhapsody cameinto the room; Achmed knew without
looking because the ache in his skin was suddenly abated, quelled by the musical vibration she brought
with her wherever she wernt.

He did not turn even as she came to the window. "Where's the screaming thing?" he asked, watching the
swalowsfly in formation over the bacony railing, banking on the warm updrafts. "I thought it had been
cemented permanently to your breast.”

Rhapsody chuckled. "Hisfather hashim," she said, coming dongside him to follow his gaze asthe birds
flew over the keep's tower again and out of sight. "And redlly, for anewborn. he'svery quiet. But
perhapsyour raceisquieter in itsinfancy, asin dl other stages of life. Don't Dhracian babies ever cry
when they are hungry or cold? Or do they just communicate their needs silently, the way an entire colony
of adults can? Achmed shrugged. "I'venoidea," he said flatly. "1 wasraised by Bolg, not Dhracians, if
you recdl. | have no more knowledge of Dhracian infants than you do." Hefindly turned to look at her
and winced at what he saw. One of the fairest aspects of her face had always been the color paette; her
rosy skin set off the emerald-green of her eyes, framed by golden hair that caught the light in aroom.
Achmed, who had known her before her transformation from spirited street trollop to serene lady of the
Alliance, knew that while some of her famous beauty wasingtilled in her by the power of the e ementd
fire she had once absorbed, much of it had been in her al dong, even in the bad old days on the
long-dead Idand of Serendair half aworld awvay. Now, as he looked at her, he saw avery different
woman. Rhapsody's normally sun-kissed skin was pale as porcelain, her eyes adimmer shade of green,
like spring grassinstead of the normal verdant hue of aforest in summer. Her glistening hair had lost a
little of its shine, and the tips of her fingernails and the whites of her eyes seemed bloodless. She looked
tired and spent, a reasonabl e gppearance for someone who had just survived adifficult childbirth and the
near-death experience that followed it. "I thought your husband requested us al to remain silent,” he said,
turning back to the window. "He did." Rhapsody came closer and did her smal hand into his. "And | will
respect that request after | thank you, once again, for saving my life, and that of my child. We can speak
more later, but | cannot let another moment pass with-out telling you how grateful | am that you are my
friend, in spite of whatever hateful things | may have said to you in the past. | hope you will forgive mefor
them.” Achmed did not look at her, but merely nodded and continued to stare out the window.
Rhapsody watched him in slence, but he never met her glance again, just followed the patterns of the
swallows on the warm winter wind. Finally, when the silence became heavy, she squeezed his hand and



|eft the room, taking the comforting music of the vibrations she emitted with her, aong with what was |l ft
of Achmed's modestly good mood. When he could no longer hear the distant echo of her foot-steps on
the polished marble floor of the hallway beyond his door, he gave voice to what, in another lifetime, he
would have said doud to her. "I can fed the very world unraveling.”

Near the border of the b_rovi noes of Navarne and Bethany

The soldiers had been following Vet the fruit monger on the road for along time before he noticed them.
Vet normdly considered himsdlf afairly observant man but the late-winter wind had been stinging his
eyesmost of the day, and the roadway's of eastern Navarne were hilly, winding through and around
frozen haystacks and the hummocks that sculpted the wide, empty fields of this sparsely populated
farmland. Hedid not redlly ook behind him until he was out on the straight, flat stretch of thoroughfare
past the village of Byrony, and by the time he did, he waswell beyond any place where he could hide or
make an excuse to pause in hisjourney. So when he noticed the dark mass approaching in the dis-tance
he clicked to his horse and dowed his pace, preparing to move off into the grassif necessary when they
passed. Beads of swest broke out on hiswrinkled forehead that had been cool and dry in the
late-morning sun; Vet did not know why, but suddenly he was nervous, more anxious to be home than
he had been amoment before. Calm yoursdlf, idiot, he thought to himsdlf. Y ou have noth-ing to fear from
the soldiers of Roland. Y ou've done nothing wrong. And yet the hair on the back of his neck was il
standing on end, asif he were about to be caught smuggling stolen jew-elsrather than transporting the
load of winter apples he had been fortunate to obtain in Kyli€'s Folly, afarming settlement in southern
Bethany. Asthe ground benesth hiswagon began to tremble, trans-mitting its vibrations through the
buckboard on which he sat, Vet suddenly redlized why he was nervous. Merchants had for the last
severa years been encouraged by the crown to join the routes of the guarded mail caravansthat plied the
trans-Orlandan thoroughfare, the roadway built in Cymrian times bisecting Roland from the western
seacoast to the edge of the Manteids, the mountain range aso known asthe Teeth, in the east. Whileit
was not illegd to have taken the shortcut Vet had chosen, he suspected he might bein for adressing
down by the gpproaching soldiers. He stole a glance over his shoulder and sighed miserably. The blue
and slver colors of their regaliawere visble now,

confirming their alegianceto the Lord Cymrian. Vet willed himsdf to be calm and prepared for a
tongue-lashing. It was not forthcoming. The crossbow bolt hit him squardly in the spine between his
shoulder blades, just abovetherib cage. At first Vet could not comprehend what had happened; he only
knew that as he concentrated on keeping the horses steady he felt thewind go out of him, followed a
second later by anumbnessin hislegs. Then there was nothing, no sensation in hislower body. Hetried
to turn, tried to twist, but succeeded only in throwing himsdf off balance and out of the wagon, narrowly
missing becoming ensnared in the tack. In contrast to the loss of feding in hislower extremities, the fruit



monger could fed every pebblein the roadway that wasimpressed into hisface, absorbed the shock,
then the nausea as his nose was smashed to the ground below hislimp body. He struggled to breathe as
the roadway shook, his stunned miind ajumble of questions, but one overriding ingtinct warning him to
remain gill and feign death. He could hear the soldiers approach aswell, agreat thud-ding sound that
mixed with the terrified pounding of his heart. He kept his eyes closed and tried not to move asthe
horsemen came nearer. It did not occur to him to beg sanctuary in the name of the Lord Cymrian, or to
protest to aregiment that served a peaceable ruler for attacking afruit merchant who was minding his
own business. Vet was too much in shock to w onder anything but why this was happening to him. He
continued to breathe shalowly, inhaing snowy dirt, as the cohort came upon him. Vet prayed that
whatever end was about to come would be quick. By happenchance he had been at the Navarne winter
carniva four years before and had survived agridy assault by the soldiers of Sorbold on that festival, had
hidden with hiswife and children behind the keep's wall while the carnage ensued over what seemed like
hours. When it was over, he had joined those giving ad to the bloody victimslying in the pink snow, and
witnessed many long agonies that ended in shuddering death. From that moment on Vet had prayed for a
quick end when the time came.

It gppeared that time was upon him. He gritted histeeth as the horses hooves spattered him with gravel.
He waited for them to stop, but the soldiers rode on asif obliviousto him.

Finaly, asthe thunderous noise began to dim, Vet grew brave and opened one eye acrack. The cohort
was almost out of sight, but he could see that the horses were gray mountain horses, rather than the
standard bays and chestnuts most often seen in this part of the lowlands, or the roans preferred by the
Lirin to the west. Freezing as his body was, Vet's heart was suddenly colder. The last time he had seen
such horsesthey were under the soldiers of Sorbold who were assaulting the winter carniva. The
extremities of hisbody were going numb, and Velt's mind was following. Asthefog closed in, helooked
up at the wagon looming above him. Could ‘ve at least taken the apples, he thought before the darkness
took him. They'll be withered and frozen by the time anyone findsthem. Aswill I.

Haguefort, Navarne

Gwydion Navarne was pacing the thick carpet outside the Great Hall, awaiting histurn to be caled into
the room. That thiswas hisfirst council since becoming fully invested as duke on his seventeenth birthday
afew months before weighed heavily on his mind as he strode up and down upon the heavy fiberswoven
into atapestry that told the history of hisfamily. With each step he unconscioudy traced the lineage of
the tuatha Navarne, from its Cymrian progenitor, a First-Generationer named Hague who had been Lord
Gwylliam the Visonary's best friend, to the ascendancy of his own late father. Stephen Navarne, whoin
his youth had been the best friend of Ashe, the current Lord Cymrian, Gwydion'sown

namesake, godfather, and guardian. Therich colors of the plaite threads—forest-green and crimson,
deep blue, royd purrple and gold—told a melancholy story that wasfitting in its mood. Over and over as
hewalked in circles he silently repeated what he had seen in the harbors and outposts of Sorbold, the
great nation of threatening mountains and windswept deserts to the south of Roland, struggling to keep



the facts and figures straight in hismind.

Seventy-five three-masted cutters, he thought to himsdf running down hislist again in anticipation of the
discussion that would sooner or later come about. Sixty three-masted schooners, at least four score
heavy barges, adl in the south-western port of Ghant, dl in the course of one day'stime. All carrying
daves, thousands of them, perhaps the contents of ten or more entire villages, probably bound for the salt
mines of Nicos or the sweltering ironworks of Keltar. Gwydion had been unableto fully quell theracing
of his heart since the moment he had witnessed the unloading of the human cargo afew weeks before.
Compassion and outrage at the sight had quickly been joined by fear; alittle degpy harbor town teeming
with soldiers and longshoremen, mountain guards and human chattel, had been enough to convince his
companion that the war for which Sorbold was preparing would be greater in scope than anything the
Known World had ever seen. Given that his companion at that moment had been Anborn ap Gwylliam,
the Lord Marshad of the first Cymrian empire and perhaps the greatest military mind that had ever existed
on the Middle Continent, Gwydion had been quickly and nau-seatingly convinced, especiadly since
Anborn had engineered the previous war to be described as such. The heavy carpet benesth hisfeet
bulged up into aridge from where he had unconscioudy worn agroove. Gwydion smoothed it down with
hisfeet, pushing the bump to the edges, arriving at the fringe at the same moment that the doorsto the
Great Hal banged open with urgency.

Standing in the door frame was his father's long-trusted chamberlain, Gerdd Owen, an elderly Cymrian
who had served Gwydion's father and grandfather, and perhaps afew ancestors before him. The old man
stepped back in surprise, then opened the door wider for the young duke. "Findly," Gwydion muttered
as he entered the Hall. "I've been waiting aweek to talk to him." "He's aware of that, sir,” Gerald Owen
said smoothly, closing the door behind him. "The Lord Cymrian needed to see that the Lady Cymrian
and the baby were attended to before the meeting. She was in a grave state when she returned.”
Gwydion stopped and turned back quickly. "And is she better now?" he asked anxioudy. Rhapsody had
adopted him and his sster Mdisande four years before as honorary grandchildren, though in many ways
she had been more like a second mother. "Will she be missing the council?' "Y es, and no," cameawarm
baritone voice from behind him. Gwydion looked over his shoulder to see his godfather standing in the
center of the feeder hdlway leading into the central meeting place of the keep. Ashe, asthe Lord
Cymrian was cdled by hisintimates, was aman in possession of the blue eye color most often associated
with Cymrian roya lineage, but whose face and body bore the lines of the mixed races of human and
Lirin, with draconic vertica pupils scoring his eyes and copper-colored hair that appeared amost metallic
inits sheen, sgnsof the wyrm blood that ran in hisveins aswell. " She has been tended to, and will be
gtting in on the council meeting. We would be sordly lacking in wisdom were she not to attend.”
"Agreed," said Gwydion, looking askance a the empty room. "But whereis she? To that end, whereis
everyone? | saw Anborn comein earlier, and Achmed and Grunthor both a moment ago—wheredid
they go?' Hiseyesfdl upon the metal walking machine, abandoned in the corner of the room, amarve of
engineering provided by Anborn's brother, the Sea Mage Edwyn Griffyth, to help the lame Lord Marsha
regain the ability to walk upright. "What is going on here, Ashe?’ Outside the enormous windows of the
Great Hall anicy wind howled, drowning the silence, buffeting the glass until it rattled. The Lord Cymrian
eyed him serioudy, then turned and walked over to a heavy wal tapestry depicting the voyage of the
Cymrian flegtsfrom thelost idand of Serendair. He drew the drape aside and pressed his hand into the
stone of the wall; darkness appeared as a hidden passageway opened.

"Do you remember this place?' he asked. Gwydion'sthroat felt suddenly dry. "Yes" hesad. "Gerdd
Owen hid Mély and me there during the daughter at the Winter Carnival four years ago.” Ashe nodded.
"It's not a perfect place to meet in secret, but being underground and away from the wind, and any ears
that might be listening, it's the best we can do for now." The vertica pupils of his cerulean blue eyes
caught the light from the windows and contracted visibly; Gwydion wondered if the change was from
more than the light. "Make haste, Gwydion; we are about to convene the most dire discusson
undertaken in the history of the continent.” The young duke nodded and stepped into the dark
passageway, followed amoment later by the Lord Cymrian, who closed the doorway as he entered,
plunging them both into empty blackness. A moment later hefdt acracklein thear around him, and the



earthen walls of the dark passageway began to glow with awarmth that held no red light, but rather the
radiance of heet. The dim illumination gave Gwydion enough vision to make out the rough-hewn gairs
that twisted down into the blackness below, where he knew a small room was concealed, little more than
aroot cdlar, behind arock wal. The Lord Cymrian chuckled. "Thank you, Arig," he caled into the
darkness below.

"My pleasure, Sam,” came Rhapsody'svoicein return. "Mind your step, Gwydion."

"Well, it'sgood to know that at least sheiswell enough to make use of her firelore and to till order me
around like achild," Gwydion murmured to his godfather asthey dowly descended the sairsinto the
gloom. " 'Sam'—I've never asked you this—why does she cdl you that, anyway?' The Lord Cymrian
smiled but said nothing, following the turning staircase down into the subterranean repository. Gwydion
shuddered involuntarily & the memory of being

thirteen in this place, left in charge of hisfive-year-old Sster and a handful of sobbing children he did not
know, waiting to hear if any of their parents survived the assault of the soldiers of Sorbold on the winter
carniva wherethey had dl been celebrating afew moments before. Hisfather had lived; Gwydion tried
to blot out the memory of the sounds that had risen from those whose parents had not been so fortunate.
At the bottom of the stairsin the darkness Rhapsody was waiting for them; Gwydion thought perhaps
heat had caught in her golden hair, making it shine even in the lightless gloom, but amoment later recalled
that her title asthe bearer of Daystar Clarion, the ancient sword of elementd ether and fire, was
[liachenvaar, trandated from the old tongue as meaning one who brought light into adark place, or from
one. His"grandmother" certainly had that ability; seeing her now, even in the gloom after al her months of
absence, somehow gave the dank air a sudden freshness of hope. Or perhaps, rather than Rhapsody
hersdlf, it was the presence of the tiny deeping infant that she cradled in her arms. Asherested his hand
on her waist and brushed akiss on her cheek. "Y ou didn't wish to remain within?* he asked. "I didn't like
the way Achmed and Grunthor werelooking at Meridion," shereplied mildly, drawing the baby closer.
"They kept dropping broad hints about missing breskfast.” Ashe smiled dightly and opened the stone
door hidden within the rough granitewal. An dmost blinding light spilled into the dark stairway from the
room beyond. Crouched within it around a small wooden table on which alarge parchment scroll was
lying were the two Firbolg, Achmed and Grunthor; Anborn, looking testy as he usudly did; and aLirin
man Gwydion recognized after amoment as Rid, Rhapsody's viceroy in theforest of Tyrian where she
reigned astherr titular queen. Rid's presence made Gwydion's hands tremble unconscioudy; if the Lirin
elder statesman had traveled al the way from the sacred forest to he southwest of Roland, the scent of
blood in the air must be unmistakable. "Hurry up and get insde, al of you,” Anborn growled. Ashe
stepped aside to alow Rhapsody to enter first; Rial rose and bowed respectfully as she entered, but the
other three men remained seated, Anborn because he had no other choice, and the Firbolg because they
had no intention of doing otherwise. As she passed into the small hidden room Gwydion leaned discreetly
toward Ashe and murmured in hisear. "How did Anborn get down here without the walking machine or
alitter?' Ashe cleared histhroat to cover hisreply. "He dlowed the only other Kinsman who was ableto
carry him," he replied under his breath. Gwydion nodded and bowed to Grunthor, knowing that it wasto
him Ashe referred. The order of the Kinsmen was sacred to soldiers, a brotherhood deeper than that of
blood, achieved over alifetime of soldiering or agreat deed of self-sacrifice, chosen by thewind itsdlf.
Rhapsody, Grunthor, and Anborn were the only Kinsmen Gwydion knew of in the world, though his
"grandmother" had assured him there were others. The Lord Cymrian pulled the stone door shut behind
him. In thelight of the lanterns Gwydion caught a better look at hisface, and those around him. In spite of
the appearance of cam, there was a tightness about Rhapsody'slips, afloridity to Anborn'sface, a
tensenessin Ashe's shoulders which belied that cam. Gwydion shuddered; he had believed his own news
would be the most painful to share with the council. Clearly he was not aonein bringing bad tidings.

A humming benegth the table caught his attention, and Gwydion looked down. There on the floor wasa
partial hexagonal ring of swords, laid tip totip, hilt to hilt. He recognized three of them immediately. The
first was Daystar Clarion. Flameslicked up its blade, and after afew seconds Gwydion realized it was
the weapon that was providing the light in the room rather than the lanterns. It was crossed with a
battered, namel ess blade he hac seen many times before in the hand of Anbom, awespon Gwydion had



received numerous sparring blows from in the course of histraining with the Lord Marshd. Seeing it now,
itstip againgt the historic blade, made him wince from the memory. Daystar Clarion's hilt abutted that of a
Lirin longsword with aredwood handle; Gwydion knew this must be the weapon of Rid, the Lirin
viceroy, whose duty was the protection of the forest of Tyrian. Gwydion had seen up close some of the
Lirin defenses, and knew that however humble the blade appeared, when wielded in union with the tens
of thousandsidentica toit, this sword was part of one of the greastest and most secret military machines
on the continent. The hilt of Anborn's sword abutted that of another legendary blade, Kirsdarke, the
weapon of elementa water that his godfather carried, a bastard sword that was inscribed with gleaming
blue runes on the blade and hilt. The sword gppeared to be fashioned of silver sted asit lay on thefloor,
but in the hand of its bearer, known in the ancient tongue as the Kirsdarkenvar, the blade took on the
appearance of living wa-ter and froth that ran in waves from the tang to the tip. It was crossed with a
strange weapon, something Grunthor had once shown him called atriatine, which Gwydion knew from
his history lessons had only been used more than amillennium before on the lost idand of Serendair and
nowhere el sein the Known World. Between Grunthor's weapon and Rid's was an empty space.
Gwydion could fed the eyes of the othersin the room on his back.

Unconscioudy his hand went to the hilt of the sword in the scabbard at his own side. Theimport of the
space that had been |eft for his wegpon was not lost on him. He had attended many of Ashe's councils
before asthe heir to the duchy of Navarne, but now he was being included for another reason, asthe
bearer of an demental sword. Only five such weapons had ever been forged, and asfar as anyone knew,
only three  now existed. All of which were present in the room. Gwydion Navarne glanced nervoudy
over & Achmed, who was watching him, his mismatched eyesintent, hisal but lip-less mouth twisted in
the hint of asmile. Gwydion thought back to the day, not that |ong ago, when the Bolg king had
presented him with the sword. Thisis an ancient wegpon, the elementa sword of air known as Tysterisk.
Though you cannot seeitstang or shaft, be well advised that the blade is there, comprised of pure and
unforgiving wind. It isas sharp asany forged of metal, and far more deadly. Its strength flows through its
bearer; until ashort time ago it wasin the hands of the creature that took Rhapsody hostage, part man,
part demon, now dead, or so it seemsat least. In that time it was tainted with the dark fire of the Fdor,
but now it has been cleansed in the wind at the top of Grivven Peak, the tallest of the western Teeth. |
claimed it after the battle that ended the life of itsformer bearer, but that was only because | wanted to
giveit to you myself. Both Asheand | agree that you should have it—probably the only thing we have
ever agreed on, cometo think of it. Anborn coughed impatiently. Quickly Gwydion drew forth the air
sword from its scabbard. Tysterisk, when not being used in combat, appeared as little more than a hilt
carved with swirling symbols that seemed to move and dance when in his hand. In the humming presence
of the other two dementa weapons the dightest outline of ablade could now be seen. The young duke
hadtily placed it on thefloor, its hilt abutting Grunthor'striatine, its ephemeral blade crossed with Rid's
solid one, completing the circle.

Anborn gestured to the chair beside him, and Gwydion took a seat, noting that the swords beneath the
table had been arranged with common weapons interposed between each of the elementa ones. He
recognized the wisdom of keeping the immense power of those swords separated, but also recalled
something € se Achmed had told him when the king had presented him with Tysterisk. / haven't done
anything to be worthy of such awegpon, Gwydion had said haltingly. The Bolg king had snorted with
contempt. That'safallacy long perpetuated by sdlf-important fools. Y ou cannot be "worthy" of aweapon
before you begin to useIt'sin the use of it that your worthinessis assessed. It isan emental sword—no
oneisworthy of it. In truth weapons of thiskind of ancient power do choose their bearers, and make
them, inaway.

Gwydion watched as Rhapsody bent down, still cradling her infant son, and brought her hand to rest over
the circle of swords. She was agood example of what the Bolg king had said, Gwydion knew. While he
had been told little of Rhapsody's life, one detail she had shared with him was that she was of humble
birth, the youngest child of afarming family. Her transformation into the Lady Cymrian, and Lirin queen,
might have been attributable to many things, but certainly she would not have become the warrior that she
was known to be without the aid of Daystar Clarion. Perhaps he would have a chance to prove himsglf



more than just aboy duke aswell. His musings were shattered as she began to sing, asoft note from the
back of her throat that resonated at the same pitch as the hum of the el emental weapons. Gwydion
listened, enchanted, as she began to weave the swords names, along with words he didn't understand,
into her song. Though he knew little of music, and nothing of the Lirin science of Naming, he thought he
recognized achangein themusica vibration of each sword, until the three of them, dong with
Rhapsody's voice, were making a perfect chord.

When the music seemed to be holding steady, Rhapsody took Daystar Clarion by the hilt. Asher hand
made contact, thefiery blade legpt to life, itsflamesroaring in brilliant col-ors that stung Gwydion's eyes.
Maintaining her song, she passed the sword over the ring of wegpons, asif picking up in-visible threads.
A circle of sparkling light gppeared, hovering below the table, then expanded as she waved it away to the
earthen cell-ing of the hidden room, where it remained, pulsating and sill ringing with the chord, asshe
put her weapon back in the hexagonal ring. It continued to hum, softer, back to its original monotonal
pitch, as she ceased her wordless song and fell silent. She listened for amoment, then nodded to hersdif,
smiled at her husband, and prepared to be seated. Ashe held Rhapsody's chair for her as she settled in
with the baby, then took his seet at the table. He unrolled the large scrall, revealing a map of the continent
that highlighted in green the lands of the Cymrian Alliance, comprised of Tyrian. the southwestern coastal
Lirin ream, the six centra provinces of Roland, aswell asthe Firbolg mountains known asthe Teeth at
the easternmost border. The northwestern forest of Gwynwood and the small city-state of Sepulvarta,
both religious stronghol ds of the continent's two major sects, were depicted in white but dotted in green,
indicating their alegiance to the Alliance aswell astheir independence. Sepulvarta, sometimes cdled the
City of Reason, wasthe seat of the Patriarch, the head of the church known generdly asthe Patrician
faith, while Gwynwood was the holy forest of the Filids, nature priests who tended to the Great White
Tree of earth. AsLord Cymrian, Ashe wasthetitular head of both sects, but only ceremonidly; he had
continued to recognize the independence of both orders upon the formation of the Cymrian Alliance,
sponsoring discussions between the two sects that had been adversaries during most of the fourteen
centuries Snce the Cymrian refugeesfirst came to the Wyrmlands. " Thank you for your forbearance,”
Ashesaid. "I know that each of you bringsterrible news, asdo 1.1 have asked you to retain it in silence
before sharing it, so that the impact of your words will be as pure and accurate as possible.”

His voice resonated inside the hovering circle of light, the sound remaining trapped within it. The Lord
Cymrian reached into his pocket, removed a coin minted with his own aspect and tossed it on the earthen
floor outside the protective spinning light. It landed without sound; satisfied, he continued his address.
"We know we are facing war—what is at question isthe scae of it, and who is dlied againgt us. Each of
us holds apiece of that answer, and it iscritica that we have as much of the puzzle as we can know
before we put our defensesin place. We must ascertain whether what is coming isawar of conquest,
driven by the greed of men, or if it is something far darker, more ancient, which has waysloomed in the
dis-tance. Rhapsody, Namer that sheis, has the power to not only record the words for posterity, but to
help derive additionad meaning from them oncethey arelaid out for her. She has canted acircle of
protection to keep our words secret from any ear that could hear them, hiding us al from any eye that
could see within our council chamber. She will now remain silent, concentrating on each of our stories. |
will spesk firgt." Heturned dightly toward Anborn.

"My father, your brother Llauron, isdead, Uncle," he said softly, hisvoice emotionless. "Worse, he has
Ended, forsaking al of hisdraconic lore asthe Progenitor did, in afinal act of protection of Rhapsody
and our child, hisgrandson." He waited, allowing the import of hiswordsto sink in. Anborn stared at him
for the span of seventy heartbests.

"The shidd of theworldiscompromised,” hesad findly. "Thisisgrave newsindeed."

Gwydion Navarne blinked but said nothing. It never failed to amaze him how passionlessdy the members
of the royd Cymrian dynasty were able to absorb tidings about the deaths of their family members,
especidly given the history of athousand years or more that they shared. It might have caused him to
believe that as humans with dragon blood, or wyrmkin, they were incgpable of emotion, except that he
himself had witnessed their desolation in theloss of others. He had seen firsthand the grief of Ashe when
Rhapsody was missing or away, and the agony Anborn underwent following the desth of his



man-at-arms and friend, Shrike, alowly soldier. It was a puzzle he not only could not decipher, but one
whose very pieces were invisble to him. Then again, he mused, maybe it was more amatter of the
deceptions they had perpetrated on each other over the centuries. Both Ashe and Llauron had been
forced, or chosen, to feign their own deaths, to remain hidden from the sight of the living world for years.
Perhapsthislack of losswasthe price of that. "Additiondly, | was unable to find my great-grandmother,
Elynsynos, who would most certainly have been thereif shewere able,” Ashe continued. He looked
askance at Rhapsody, whose eyes glistened with tears, but whose face remained stoic otherwise. "My
own ahility to discern her presenceislimited to arange of gpproximatdly five miles, but thereissuch a
patent lack of ethereal energy inthe air, such aloss of lore from the forest ground, that | fear the worst.”
Anborn's face whitened noticeably. Gwydion felt the ar in the room become suddenly drier, more
caudtic. "Gods," he whispered. "If that be true, then with her deeth and that of LIauron, the Great White
Treeis now unguarded, and the lands that once were her domain—most of the western continent, even
unto Tyrian in the south—are no longer under draconic protection.” His hand shook dightly as hetraced
the area. "For dl that humans do not even discern that wyrms protect the very ground on which they
walk, theloss of both of them will leave agood dedl of the Alliance vulnerable, should there be Fdor
about." Ashe nodded, his jaw clenched. Then he turned to Achmed and Grunthor.

"Tell us, please, what you experienced in the forest of Gwynwood. Rhapsody wastooill to talk about it
ontheway homeinthe carriage.” The Bolg king's mismatched eyes gleamed in the flickering light. "Wll,

| supposeif you are counting the number of dragons left in the world and bemoaning the loss of those
two, you can gain cheer from this," he said archly. "One we had thought dead is actualy dive—your
bloody grandmother, Ashe.”

The Lord Cymrian'sface went rigid, and the draconic pupilsin his eyes expanded.

"Anwyn?" he asked in achoked voice. "Anwyn isaive?' He looked from the Bolg king to Grunthor, who
remained a attention, as he aways did in Achmed's presence, then finally to his own wife. "How can that
be? The three of you killed her, locked her in agrave of scorched earth within the Moot before the eyes
of dmost everyonein thisroom. The sword Daystar Clarion took her from the skies with aflash of
darfirethat ignited the grassal around for miles—how can thisbe?' "Bloody dragons,”" Grunthor
muttered. "Onceis never enough with 'em; yagottakill ‘em at least twice, maybe more.”

"If anyone should know that it would be you, Ashe," said Achmed. "I've been trying with you for the last
four years, and yet hereyou are.” Theair around him bristled, and Gwydion Navarne winced
involuntarily. He knew the Bolg king's words were black hu-mor. but there was enough truth in them to
st off the dragon in Ashe's blood, and possibly Anborn's aswell.

"Careful then, Achmed, lest your reputation as arenowned n be seen as mere puffery,” Ashe said
camly, smoothing out the map. "Where did you see her?' The Bolg king lowered the vells that
traditionally shielded his hideous face from both the gaze of the world and the vibrations of ordinary life
that irritated the sengitive nerve end-ings and traceries of veinsthat scored his skin, halmarks of his
Dhracian heritage. " She chased Rhapsody, your brat, and me through a good ded of the forest outside of
Elynsynosslair,” hesaid. "Thelast | saw of her was at the place where your father's ossified carcass now
stands." Rhapsody glanced at him reproachfully but did not spesk, till concentrating on the accounts.
"She was dive when he interposed himself between you, enveloped you?' Ashe asked, hisjaw rigid but
hiseyes clear, "When he Ended, with the three of you insde him?' The Bolg king exhaed. "Shetook a
shot from my cwellan, abladed disk of cold-fired rysin-sted that expands jaggedly in heat | think | hit her
in the chest area or midsection—it's hard to tell on adragon. That disk should continue to expand for a
‘while, ripping into the muscle and sinew, until it finaly shat-ers, whereupon the pieces should maketheir
way to the heart. Those disks are called dragonkillers. Ironic—your own grandfather, her hated husband
Gwylliam, was the one who produced the design for the manufacturing process four hun-dred or so years
ago before Anwyn had him assass nated. Seems he was bent on finding aweapon that could rip apart
dragonsaswell." Hiseyeswent to Anborn. ™Y our parents were charming people. Family dinnersin your
house must have been joyous.” "Why do you think each of us had a persond food taster? Anborn
replied testily. " Shall we return to the matter at hand?

"She was after Rhapsody,” Achmed said. " She seemed ob-sessed, and unaware, of everything else



around her. She did not threaten me, or call out after anyone else—she screamed Rhapsody's name over
and over again, using the wind, the rumbling of the earth, anything she could draw power from, to
threaten her." "Sorry Oi didn't come sooner,” Grunthor muttered, his polished tusks protruding from
behind bulbouslips. "Oi'd ‘ave made 'er scream somethin' else.” Rhapsody glanced a him and smiled
dightly; the Sergeant smiled in return, understanding the ungpoken thanksin her eyes.

"It'sdifficult to know whether or not she died of those wounds," Ashe said, sudying the map. "Like
Anborn, and myself, and any other of Elynsynoss descendants, sheis not atrue dragon but wyrmkin; if
she were true wyrm, she woud never have been able or willing to try to kill my father, or Meridion. No
truewyrm would ever kill another, not even in adispute over territory, which istheir grestest point of
contention. She has none of the compunction and none of the collective conscience of her mother's
race—and therefore she will stop at nothing to vent her hatred. If she survived you cwellan shot, she will
continue to appear randomly, whenever sheisleast expected, until she gets what she wants—and it
ap-pearswhat she wantsisto kill you, Rhapsody." The Lady Cymrian nodded, still concentrating on the
re-port.

"I sugpect that she will ultimately die of the wound, Achmed said. "There is no person to whom she can
turn to have the shards removed, so sooner or later they will rend her enough inside to cause her to bleed
to desth—one of my dl time favorite aspects of those disks. | suspect Rhapsody haslittleto fear in the
long term.”

"Whether she does or not, dear as you areto me, m'lady, | fear that's the least of our concerns,” Anborn
sad. "While An-wyn may pose athreet by the sheer chaos of her actions and intent, it isunlikely that she
isdlied with any of our enemies. If the Bolg king has finished hisreport, we should move onto what is
looming on our borders" Rhapsody nodded again sently, il listening intently. "Indeed,” said Rid; the
leathery skin of hisface darkened as he spoke. "I came, uninvited, to bring you the winter report, m'lady.
The southern and western border watchers have compiled very disturbing information that pointsto a
massive buildup of Sorbold military presence at the outskirts of our lands, particularly of the élite soldiers
of their mountain guard. Never have we seen mountain guard aong any of our borders; this be disturbing
enough, but that news be coupled with an increase of blood sport in the arenas of Jakar, which abuts our
southeastern border. " 'Tistrue that Sorbold has aways allowed the practice of gladiatoria arenafighting,
though it was discouraged, at least :officidly, by the late Dowager Empress. But now that this new
emperor, Taquigt, be awaiting the end of hisregency year, the human traffic through our landsto the
arenas has swollen like ariver in spring. The crowds making their way to Jakar'sid be enormous and
violent, drank with spirits and bloodlust. The forest fringe has been set dlight severd times, and the
border guards have engaged in the repelling of quite afew raids, seemingly incited without reason, just
from the uglinessthat is building to the south. Additiondly, the guardians of our western coastline have
noted asubstantid increasein ships sailing north.”

"North?" demanded Anborn. "Gwydion and | saw amass-ing of them in the south—speak up, lad,
report.” Gwydion cleared histhroat. "In the harbor of Ghant, Anborn and | witnessed seventy-five
three-masted cutters, sixty three-masted schooners, and at |east four score heavy barges arrive and
unload in port, dl in the course of one day. That ri-vasthetraffic of Port Fallon in Avonderre, the busiest
segport in Roland.” "And dwarfsthat of Port Tallono, Tyrian'slargest,” added Rid. "Not even Argai,
half aworld away, trafficsthat many shipsdaily. Only Kesel Ta on theidand of Gaematria has greater
seatrade than that," said Ashe, indicating the solitary land massin the midst of the Wide Centra Seato
the west "Or at least they did; the Sea Mages have been limiting their contact with the outside world of
late. The shipbuilding scheduleis dramaticaly behind, the vessalsI've ordered are arriving afew weeks
late consstently. Has Edwyn Griffyth indicated why to you, Uncle?' Anborn snorted contemptuoudly.
"Asif my brother communicates anything to me, and asif | would be interested in anything he says. Over
the centuries the Sea Mages have been less and |lessinterested in commerce with the outside world
preferring to passthear daysin thefolderol of magical research, invention, and the science of tidal studies,
or some such rot. They have been fairly usdessfor centuries now; they were famoudy absent in the
Great War, and have been ever lessinterested in our plight ever since.” Hisazure eyesgleamed asa
thought occurred, and he turned to Achmed "Except for that idiot ambassador my brother sent with the



walking machinelast autumn; he seemed quite intent on con-tacting you." The Bolg king'sforbidding
countenance soured even more " Oh, he did, rest assured,” hesaid. "I let him livein spite of it That's your
fault again, Rhapsody." The Lady Cymrian kissed her new son's downy blond hair ignoring him,
maintaining her silence. "The ships were laden with human cargo,” Gwydion con-tinued. "Slaves, or
would-be daves, it seemed, captives from entire villages, being transported in wagons like chatte. Men,
women, children; the distribution seemed very efficient. They were split up a the docks and dispatched in
many different directions.”

"So Sorbold has been building up itsinternd capabilitie for war, itsarmy and nava forces, a an extreme
rateinlessthan ayear,” Ashe said, noting hisunclesrisng anger at the discussion of the davery. "Anborn
has always had his suspicions, but how did the speed of this escape our notice? Taquist isn't even
emperor yet; he choseto take only thetitle of regent for ayear. All the ambassadoria meetings between
the Alliance and the new Sorbold diplomatic mission have been cordid. There have been no hodtilitiesin
the time since the degth of the Dowager Empress. There have been no raidsthat | have heard of in
Roland, Tyrian, or the Nonaligned States except for the drunken thuggery during times of blood sport
you just mentioned, Rial—and certainly none where captives were taken. And had there suddenly been
ordersfor more ships by the crown of Sorbold placed in Manosse or Gaematria, surely the
harbormasters and the Sea Mages would have derted me.”

"Onewould hope so, given that Manosse is one of your late mother's holdings, and Gaematriaisa
member of the Al-liance," agreed Anbom. " So where are these ships and daves coming from?* Asthe
words left Ashe's mouth, he sat up suddenly asif shot by an arrow in the back.

Gerdd Owen iscoming down the stairs," he said softly. "1 gave specific orders not to be disturbed.”
Gwydion Navamefdt an old fear well up insde him, adusty and atrophied panic |eft over from the
daughter a the Winter Carniva, causing the sdivain his mouth to taste of metal and cinders. His
guardian's dragonsense, et off by the action in the Great Hall above, |ft a cracking drynessin the dank
air. Asherose and strode out of the glittering circle to the hid-den door. He opened it and stepped into
the dark antechamber beneath the rough-hewn staircase, "What isit, Owen?' he demanded. The old
man's reply was soft. "A visitor ishereto seeyou, mlord,” he said. "Thisman knew you were meeting;
he ingtructed me to beg an audience of you—when asked his name, he said merely that you and he had
traveled the road as strangers and companions four year ago on the way to the Cymrian Council.” The
Lord Cymrian stood silent for amoment, then looked back into the lamplit chamber where his councilors
were waiting. " Perhaps the answers to some of these questions have just arrived,” he said. He turned
back to Gerald Owen. "Send him down."

6

The occupants of the hidden room looked at one another in amazement as footfals could be heard
descending the stone Ishe mad?' Anborn said in alow voice. "It was his bloody demand that this
mesting take place in secret; why in the name of every wench I've ever bedded would he be bresking the
sed of this placeto dlow aninterloper? Y our hushand isafool, Rhapsody.”

"Won't get an argument from us on that,” Granthor said. The Lady Cymrian rose, still weak, and stepped
over to the doorway. From the darkness at the bottom of the staircase a figure emerged, cloaked and
hooded. The man came immediately to Ashe and spoke afew soft wordsin alow tone, then followed
him into the hidden chamber. The Lord Cymrian closed the door behind him. Even benesth the plain
broadcloth cloak it was clear that he wastal and wide of shoulder, taler than any of the men present
except for Grunthor. He did not bow, but turned in the direction of Rhapsody and the infant for a
moment, then reached out alarge hand, one sheathed in alambskin glove, and rested it gently on the
baby's head. Gwydion Navarne watched the odd spectacle unfold in silence. With the other hand the
man reached up and took down his hood reveding hair streaked gray and slver with age, though there
was gtill enough white-blond hueto it to hint of hat it must have looked likein hisyouth. His beard was
long, curled dightly at the ends, and his eyeswere clear and blue as the cloudless summer sky, reflecting
the flickering light of the lantern. Constantin, the Patriarch of Sepulvarta. For along moment after he



knew he should be knedling, Gwydion remained frozen in place, finaly rising long enough to sink to one
knee. Hisfather, Stephen Navarne, had been at. adherent of the Patrician religion, though hewasdso a
good friend of Llauron the Invoker, the former head of the Filidic order of nature priests, and had been
conversant in and respectful of the religious practices of both sects. Stephen's attitude, unique asit wasin
the polarized world of faith, was unsurprising given both the geography of hisduchy and his

accepting nature. Navarne was located at the crux of the northern forest of Gwynwood, the eastern
border of the neighboring duchy of Avonderre, and the northern fringe of Tyrian, making it the
crossroads of the continent'sfaiths. So the magnitude of the Patriarch's appearance in hisfam-ily'shome
was not lost on Gwydion Navarne. The Patriarch only |eft the Basilicaof the Star, Liantaar, in Sepulvarta
for occasions of state, such asroyd funerads, marriages, or coro-nations, or in the direst of emergencies.
Asfar as Gwydion knew, no one royal was being buried, married, or crowned. The Patriarch'swhite
brows drew together, and gestured impatiently a Gwydion. "Get up,” he said tersdly. "It'sfar too
crowded in here to be doing that, and ingppropriate for aman who has been invested as duke of an
Orlandan province. Rise from your knees and st down.” Gwydion complied, abashed. "What brings you
here at thistime, Y our Grace?' asked quickly, offering the Patriarch achair. The holy man's body, while
elderly, ill borethe sgnsof great strength from his youth; he waved ahand dismissively at thechair. "'l
can't remain herelong, lest it be discovered that | am

gone from Liantaar,” Congtantin replied. "l bring disturbing news-but by the ook of things, | am not
doneinthat." "Step within the circle, then. Rid, Anbom, and Gwydion were reporting on the
preparations Sorbold is making for war." said Ashe, sitting down beside Rhapsody. He ran a hand gently
over hisson's head. "It would appear mat Roland, and perhaps the other members of the Alliance, are
the targets of

"Eventudly," the Patriarch agreed, coming within the pro-tective light. Some will fal before you, others
after, if Tanquist hashisway. The silencein the room thickened until it was palpable. Tell uswhat you
mean, Your Grace," Ashe said findly. The old man's searing blue eyes caught and held the lanternlight,
reflecting and intensfying it. "Thefirgt place Taquist will attack is Sepulvarta. Histroops are massing
even now on the mountain rims and in the foothills to our south. The holy city-state isthe doorstep of
Roland and the Middle Continent; Talquist will wipe hisfeet upon us as he crosses the threshold into your
lands. | have no doubt of this." "The holy city?" Gwydion said, hiswords dow with shock. "How isthat
possible? Sorbold is an adherent to the Patrician faith! One of the five eementa basilicasiswithin their
domain. Even in the most ferocious of battlesin the Cymrian War, when dl else waseft in desolation,
Sepulvartawas spared. It would be an affront to the All-God—" Wasit not an affront to the All-God, or
the One-God, asthe Lirin call Him, when the Third Fleet sacked the holy forest of Gwynwood a
thousand years ago? We burned the Outer Circle, and even attacked the Great White Treg," Anborn
sad bitterly. "1—Elynsynos's own grandson—|ed those attacks. In war, nothing is held sacred. That
Sepulvarta has remained unscathed until now is purely acoincidence—amiracle” "The Lord Marshd
gpeaksthetruth,” Congtantin affirmed. War is coming to usfirgt; it has dready begun. It isone of tree
things | have traveled here, in secret, to warn you about, Lord Cymrian. | have also cometo tell you that
Nielash Mousa, the Blesser of Sorbold and one of my chief benisons, isdead or dying. He has given his
lifein the defense and pro-tection of Terreanfor, the basilicaof Living Stone, in Jer-nasd.” "Therewas
an assault on Terreanfor?' Achmed asked as Anborn started to become agitated. "Why would Talquist
at-tack the only one of the five basilicas within hisown nation?' " The attack was not from without, but
fromwithin," said the Petriarch. Terreanfor, being the sacred basilica of e e-mentd earth, isthe greatest
known repogitory of Living Stone on the continent. Talquist has been secretly harvesting that precious
commodity of the basilicafor his own purposes. The man who told me of histreachery witnessed it
persondly; partook init, unwillingly. Thisblessed dement, this gift of die Earth-Mother, has been made
use of in the unholiest of ways—I suspect the nation of the Dowager Empress and the Crown
Prince Vyshlawasthefirst of these events, but | have no ideahow Living Stone could have caused that
to happen.” "The Dowager Empress was awithered crone well past her deserved timeto live," said
Anborn. "And her fat bump of ason could hardly rise from his own chair without assstance. What makes
you think their deaths were not of natural causes? It is gravely important that we not attribute to malice



that which should rightly be explained otherwise; we will be-~comelost in what threat isred and what is
"True," said the Patriarch. "But while | cannot prove their sudden and mutual desthsto beregicide, | do
know that Talquist rigged the Weighing on the Scaes of JernaTa to have himself anointed emperor. All
the modesty and the hum—ble choice to remain regent for ayear was an act; Taquist has been planning
hisascenson for along time." The searing blue eyes narrowed. "1 have known thisman, and his crudty,
for many years." The smdl earthen room fel silent, even to the flickering lantern. Not much was
commonly known about the origins of the Patriarch; he had appeared from seemingly nowhere at the first
Cymrian Council of the new age, mixed in among the Diaspora of descendants of the exodus from the
lost idand of Serendair. Ashe and Rhapsody exchanged aglance with the two Bolg; they dl knew his
story, but had never reveded it. "Y ou needn't expound further, Your Grace," said Ashe. The Patriarch
shook hishead. "If these men are your most trusted councilors, they deserveto know," he said, eyeing
An-born, Ria, and Gwydion. "A war is brewing that has the po-tentid to lay waste to much of the
Known World. Any secrets of my past are inggnificant now—it is better that al hidden things be known,
so that we can hope to stave off at least part of the destruction that isto come. It isasthe All-God would
want it." "Asyou wish," Ashe demurred. "No man hereislikdy to judge you." "The Lord Cymrian
speaksthetruth,” said Rid. "All of us are lessthan perfect in the One-God's eyes. Go on, Y our Grace."
"In my youth, | wasadavein the gladiatorid arenas of the borough of Nikkid'sar, in the city-state of
Jakar in Sorbold,” the dderly man said. "And while | am an aged man, since that time of my bondage
only afew years have gone by in the sight of the world. Being bom of demon blood—a mishegotten
off~spring of the last known Fdor to bedevil thisland—I wasabruta killer, knowing no remorse, only
bloodlust.” He paused as Gwydion, Anborn, and Ria blinked in astonishment. "It was the Lady Cymrian
who saved me—and you, Lord Mar-shd, when you rescued both of usin the process, though you
undoubtedly do not recognize me."

"| certainly do not,” said Anborn. "And if | had had my way, the gladiator that Rhapsody pulled from the
arenain Sorbold would have died by my own hand. Had she not stayed that hand, your tainted soul
would be roasting in the Vault of the Underworld now, if you are that wretch, that spawn of the demon.”
The Patriarch nodded, no offense visiblein his expression. "I am the same man who, four years ago,
Rhapsody took be-hind the Vel of Hoen, to the mystical domain of the Lord and Lady Rowan, that
place on the doorstep of death, where the near-dying find healing of one kind or another, either passing
through the Gate of Lifeto the Afterlife, or being restored to hedlth, to return for a greater purpose in the
material world." Hisgazefell on Ashe. "l believe you know thisreslm." The Lord Cymrian smiled dightly.
"l do." " So, having been healed there yoursdlf, you know the weight of the respongbility that comeswith
that second chance at life. When that which was demon was removed from my blood in that drowsy
place of hedling between theworlds, I had littleleft of me; al | had known was violence and murder. So
remained there in study, alowing much of my life to passin absorbing the hedling arts and the wisdom of
the Rowans. My excessive longevity—bequesathed to me by the Cymrian mother | never knew—allowed
me to spend centuries on that side of the Vel without dying there. When | findly returned to thisside, |
was old, had lived the equivaent of six hundred years, but only ashort time had passed in the eyes of the
world. For this reason, no one recognized me. The name of Constantin had been associated only with the
young, haekiller of the Sorbold arena. | made no attempt to shield myself, have not dtered that by which
| was called, but no one has made the association—not even Taquist, who owned mewhen | wasa
gladiator.” "It does not surprise meto know that Talquist engaged in the promotion and propagation of
bloodsport before he as-cended the throne," said Rid. "But how has he come by so much power so
quickly, without even being officidly crowned?' The Patriarch looked down at the Ring of Wisdom on
his hand; it was asimplering, with aclear, smooth stone set in aplain platinum setting. Inside the stone,
asthough internaly inscribed, were two symbols on opposite sides of the oval gemstone, resembling the
symbolsfor positive and negative, the signs of balance between Life and Void, the two grest con—stants
of the universe. "Before he rigged the Weighing and stole the throne of Sor—bold, Talquist wasa
merchant,” he said quietly. "While the roydty, the nobility, and even the military tend to view the merchant
classaslower, inferior, in truth they have dways had the greatest base of power, because they control



the trade, and the contact with the outside world, of anation. Talquist haslong had accessto dliesin
foreign lands that the Dowager barely maintained diplomatic relaions with. He has afleet of merchant
vesselsthat have been plying the seasfor years, keeping abreast of dl that isgoing on in the Known
World. | suspect heisan dly of the Magnate of Marincaer and the Baron of Argaut, both of whom aso
own large shipping con—cerns on the other side of the Central Seaand the world. He has been trafficking
the goods of the mines and linen factories of Sorbold for decades; | suspect heisafar richer and
well-connected man than anyone knew. Now that he has the Sor-bold navy under his command aswell,
he raes the seafrom the southern tip of Tyrian dl theway to Golgarn in the east. And probably beyond.”
"But where are the daves coming from?" Ashe asked. "Merchant ships are not equipped to assault
coadtd villages, and Sorbold nava vessds are not attacking the coastline of the Alliance. If the Sorbold
navy had sailed across the Central Seato Manosse, or some far-flung land away from the conti—nent,
Taquist would be vulnerable a home. This does not make sense—somethingismissing.” "Agreed,” said
the Patriarch. "Much is missing—much more than you can even imagine.” Something in the sound of the
holy man's voice made Gwydion's blood chill suddenly. The council had been trading information of
terrible consequence and unfathomable grief with efficiency and detachment; it was asif in the face of
im~pending invasion and awar that would bring about the desths of thousands, only the coldest logic
could remain. But now, there was something deeper in Constantin's words, something otherworldly. A
quick glancetold him that the others had heard the ominous warning as well; Rhapsody's eyeswere
glittering, her facefrozen. "Tell us," said Ashefindly. The Patriarch's eyes went to each personin
attendance. Finally he averted them, asif to keep them from boring through the others. "Many thingsare
missing, but | will begin with the one closest to your own family. Rhonwyn, your aunt, Lord Mar—-shd,
your great-aunt, Lord Cymrian, the Seer of the Present, has been taken from the Abbey of the Sunin
Sepulvarta.” The members of the assemblage looked blankly at each other. Rhonwyn, like her two
ggers, wasaliving relic, with the vison of Fate. Though, unlike her ssters, Rhonwyn was gentle and frail,
most of the population that knew of their ex-istence was too intimidated or frightened to even meet their
gazes. A few intrepid souls occasionaly worked up the courage to approach them long enough to seek a
prophecy, of—ten leaving in terror before it wasfinished. "Define 'taken," said Ashe quickly. "Though the
abbess did not see it occur, she believes that the Seer was abducted,” said the Patriarch. "I eft
Sepulvarta upon hearing this news, though | had aready determined to come to you with other tidings.
When the abbess climbed the staircase to the Seer's tower to bring her the morning meal eleven days
ago, she was gone. Rhonwyn has not |eft that abbey in ahundred years, save to atend the Cymrian
Council that invested you both, m'lord and lady. Sheisincapable of it—incapable of independent
aurviva." Achmed and Rhapsody exchanged asilent glance. Severd years prior they had climbed that
same staircase together to vidt the frail Seer, one of the triplet daughters born to the dragon Elynsynos
and Merithyn, the Ancient Seren explorer who had been her lover. Thethree sisters, known in the
lan-guage of the Cymrians as the Manteids, had each been born with asurpassing gift of sight, and all
wereimpelled to speak only the truth about what they saw, though what was true was not always the
same as what was accurate. Each of the sisters was thought to be, at least on someleve, insane. Anwyn,
the Seer of the Past, was the least so—the Past was a more concrete realm than either the evanescent
Present or the uncertain Future—and she had been known to connivein the use of her gift of sght,
hoarding the knowledge it gave to her and dispensing it in waysto be interpreted as she wished it to be.
Manwyn, the Seer of the Future, was both the most unbal-anced and most sought after, because being
able to see what had not yet come to pass gave many desperate pilgrimsthe be-lief that her aid might
help them achieve or prevent what they could not otherwise be able to achieve or prevent. Most left her
crumbling temple disappointed or del uded, because the propheci es the madwoman chanted at them often
had many interpretations. Rhonwyn, the most fragile of the Ssters, actualy had the clearest grip on redity.
The difficulty wasthat it was momen-tary; as seconds passed, the Present turned into the Past, and she
could not recall from moment to moment what had been asked of her, or even what she had said. Few
had the patience or the ingght to tolerate speaking with her for more than afew minutes, and most
generdly gave up in frugration, leaving her done and unsought after in her decaying abbey, smiling to
hersaf and staring up with blind eyesthat had no irisesinto the sky above her. "For aweek or more



before the Seer disappeared, she had been visited regularly by a priest from the manse of Sorbold within
the city of Sepulvarta,” the Patriarch continued gravely. "Each day the man would come to the abbey with
two acolytes, climb the courtyard stairs, and pose a single ques-tion. Then heleft, returning at the same
time the next day." "Did the abbess conveniently overhear the question?' Achmed asked. "After afew of
the daily visits, she made it a point to be working in the outer garden beneath Rhonwyn's tower at the
timetheclergy arrived,” said Congtantin. "' She tells me that the same question was asked on two

occas ons—the last two days before the Seer disappeared.” "And what wasit?' Anborn demanded. The
Patriarch glanced a Rhapsody. " The question the priest asked was this—Whereisthe Child of Time?
On the two occasions that she overheard, the Seer was silent, then said only that there was no Child of
Time. It would seem that on the last day the priest received a different answer. By my estimate, that
would have been on Y ule, the Turmng Day of the new year." His voice became softer. "When was your
son born, m'lady?' The Lady Cymrian's face went white; Achmed and Ashe exchanged aglance. "New
Year'sDay," Ashesad findly, "asthe night passed from one day to the next, from one year to the next.
But why was a priest of Sorbold seeking this child—our child, if he bethis so-cdled Child of Time?'
"Because his emperor has been searching for that child ceasdesdy,” said the Patriarch darkly. "I have
heard it in his prayers, and in those of the remaining priests of Sorbold.” He eyed Gwydion Navarne, the
only adherent of hisreligion in the council. "In our faith, unlike that of the Filidic order of Gwynwood,
prayers are not offered directly to the Creator, but through channels, to the pastor of each congregant's
loca temple, who offers up those prayers and the others of the lo—~cality to central abbots, who pass
them aong to the benison of their area, who present them, in prayer, to me. | offer them to the All-God in
supplication through the great spire of Liantaar. At each step the worship becomes more powerful, more
pure, becauseit isjoined by so many other offerings of praise and thanksgiving. | do not normaly discern
what is be-ing asked for—it isonly my responsibility to add my own en-treaties for the All-God's grace
and make the offering. "But, as | told you, Nielash Mousa, the benison of Sorbold, isdead, or dying.
And Taquist haskilled many of the order, especidly those who lived withinthemanse at JernaTa."
"Why?' Ashe asked increduloudly. Congtantin's brow blackened. "Well get to that in amo-ment,” he
said darkly. "Asaresult of this carnage, the prayers of the faithful in Sorbold are now scattered,
misdirected. So they cometo medirectly, and asaresult | hear them—and it distracts me from my
gation. Of late | have heard the same entreaty made over and over to the All-God on behadf of the
emperor—and that isto find the Child of Time." "Again, | ask you, why?' Ashe said, histone darker.
Theair grew noticeably drier as the dragon in his blood grew more agitated. The elderly cleric returned
his stare, then sighed, hislined face showing his age for amoment. "If you are asking mefor Taquist's
reason, | cannot give you an answer. | hear his prayers, but | cannot seeinto his heart, black and twisted
as| know it to be. But | can surmise a possible motivation—though | pray to the All-God | am wrong."
"Tdl us" Anborn commanded impatiently, but Ashe held up ahand to his uncle. He had seen the clouds
form in the Pa-triarch's searing blue eyes, and knew whatever realm he was looking back into was a
terrifying one. He glanced at Rhap—sody, who was as white as the blanket she cradled. "Please, Y our
Grace," hesaid quietly. "Explain, in whatever way you need to do s0." Constantin remained silent; ashe
waited in thought, it seemed to Gwydion that the last of the moving air in the room wasinhaled and gone.
When finally he spoke, hiswords were soft. "Over time there have been those who can see beyond the
realm of sight, beyond the places where the eye has domin-ion," he said. " Sometimes that specid sght is
dueto agift granted at birth, or because of aspecid heritage. It isan abil-ity that can, under
extraordinarily rare circumstances, be learned, if taught by one of great knowledge. Or sometimesit is
not an ability to see, but rather the opportunity to transcend the limits of normal sight with an
instrumentdity that has the power to do so. | do not know which of these methods Taquist might have
made use of, but | suspect he has done so, at least once, probably more often. And the place| believe he
may have gained an unwarranted glimpse into is that place be-tween the doors of life and deeth, the Vel
of Hoen, of which we were speaking amoment ago. "The Vel of Hoen, for those of you who have not
ventured there, isaplace of dreams, the realm of the Lord and Lady Rowan. The Lady isthe Keeper of
Dreams, the Guardian of Sleep, Y| Breudiwyr. The Lord isthe Hand of Mortdity, the Peaceful Desth, Y|
Angaulor. In that place of trangtion there are many things that are not known in this, the materia world.



One of those entitiesis known asthe Weaver. Do you know of thisbeing?’ ™Y ou mentioned thisonceto
me before, but it isnot an en-tity | have any knowledge of outside of your words," said Ashe. "The
Weaver isone of the manifestations of the eement of Time," the Patriarch said serioudy. "Those who
know the lore of the Gifts of the Creator generdly only count five, the worldly elements, fire, water, air,
earth, and ether. But there are other e ementsthat exist outside the world. One of them isthe e ement of
Time, and Timein pure form manifestsitsdf in many ways. The World Trees—Sagia, the Great White
Tree, and the three others that grow at the birthplaces of the € ements—are manifestations of Time. Asis
the Weaver.

"The Weaver appears asawoman, or S0 it seems, though you can never recall what her face lookslike
after you see her, no matter how much you study it at thetime. She dtsin that drowsy, timeless place,
before avast loom, on which the story of Timeiswoven in colored threads, in patterns, the warp, the
weft, thelee. "The Weaver isthe manifestation of Timein history," he continued. " She does not intervene
in the course of events, merely records them for posterity. It isafascinating tapestry that she plaits,
intricate in its connectivity. All things, dl be-ings, arethreadsin thefabric; it isther interconnectivity that
weaves what we know as life. Without those ties that the threads have to one another, thereis merely
void; absence of life" Ashe nodded. "When you told me of thisbefore, you said that in thosetties, thereis
power—that those ties bind soul to soul, on Earth and in the Afterlife. It isthe connection that ismadein
thislifethat dlows one soul to find another in the next. Thisisthe means by which love lasts throughout
Time." His hand covered Rhapsody's, and they exchanged a glance that brought smilesto their faces, in
Spite of the coming threst.

"l did," said the Patriarch. "But what | did not tell you waswhat | noticed in the tapestry she was
weaving. In thismas~sive record of history there are millions of threads, woven to~gether into the perfect
depiction of thetale of Time. "In one place, however, thereis aflav—adiscrepancy that in atapestry on
thisside of the Vell would scarcely be noticed, if it was seen a al, an imperfection in thread or technique.
But an imperfection in history that has aready occurred should not be possible in the Weaver's tapestry;
itisonly arecord of what has gone before, without variability or equivo-cation. It isamost asif the
threads of Time had been taken apart and rewoven there—asif Timeitsalf had been dtered in thisone
placein the Past." The only sound for along moment was the crackling of the lantern flame.
"Time—rewoven?' Ashe asked at last. "How can that be? | thought you said the Weaver does not
interdict in history, but just recordsit.” "Aye," said the Patriarch. "And asfar as| know, she does not.
But the split threads, the imperfectionsin history, appear only oncein all of the tapestry, at least from
what | could see—and it seemsto have happened in the Third Age of his-tory, at the very beginning of
the Seren War—centuries before Gwylliam's coronation, or the Cymrian exodus from Serendair.”
Gwydion saw the blood |eave the faces around the room, most especidly that of hisguardians. "Bethere
any cluesasto how Timewas atered?' Ria asked. Constantin shook his head. "Only a prophecy woven
into the threads above the flaw, ariddle of sortsthat seemed to pre-cede whatever event would have | eft
history marred." "Do you remember it?" Anborn asked tersely. "Indeed,” replied the Patriarch. "It wasa
primary object of my studieswhile | was beyond the Vel but | never was able to connect it to anything
elsein higtory. It appearsto bethelast prophecy uttered in pure Time, before whatever change
oc—curred took place." "Tdl us, man, and be quick about it!" Anborn ordered harshly. The Patriarch
shot him alook of displeasure, then turned to the Lady Cymrian, whose face was now pale as milk. "I
speak these wordsto you asaLirin Namer, m'lady, in the fervent hope that you might be able to
decipher them," he said softly, "To my knowledge they have never been uttered in thisworld, asthey
took placein Time before it was changed.” He cleared histhroat and intoned the words carefully.

"THE PROPHECY OF THE CHILD OF TIME:
Brought forth in blood from fireand air

Sired of earth

A child of two worlds

Born free of the bonds of Time.

Eyeswill watch him from upon the earth and within it



And the earth itself will burn beneath him

To the song of screams and the wails of the dying
He shdl undo theinevitable

Andin so doing

Even he himsdlf shdl be undone.

Thisunnatura child born of an unnaturd act
Themoather shdl die, but the child shdl live

Until al that has gone before is wiped away

Like atear fromtheeye of Time."

Rhapsody's back went rigid. Her shoulders stiffened and her arms began to shake. Then she looked
down at the degp-ing child in her arms. Her lips, until that moment firmly pressed together, responding to
neither taunt nor tenderness, fell open as the words spilled out of her mouth. "Dear One-God," she
whispered.

At the border of the Hintervold and Canderre

The wyrm paused at the bitter river, slver with glacial ice, that separated the southeastern edge of her
lands from the northern tip of Roland. Her body was trembling from exhaus-tion and the cold that clung
to the Hintervold long into spring. She had fought to drag hersdlf thisfar, had battled the wind, theloss of
blood, and the confusion that continualy took her mind whenever shetried to concentrate for more than
afew moments on anything other than the woman she wanted to kill. It seemed to her, poised on the
brink of the flowing glacia melt, that she waslosing the bettle. Theriver, for dl itsrushing rapids, was
shallow, the dragon knew. The inner sense that she had been gifted with from birth had alowed her the
same ability to assessthe world around her inintimate detail that all wyrms possessed, even when she
had been in human form, though she did not remember that time. Apparent to her in minute specificity
was the tempera-ture of the rumbling water—a hairsbreadth above that of solid ice—the speed a which
it was traveling—two and a quarter times asfast as an unsaddled stalion could run—the number of
fingerling cetrinfish that dept in the mud of the riverbed— seven hundred thirty-six thousand four hundred
eighty-eight—and myriad other pieces of information about the height of the clouds above her, the degree
of snowmelt on theriverbank, itswidth, the trees that surrounded it, al the ee-ments of life that were
taking place around her. The number of facts to process was clouding her mind. The dragon struggled to
clear it, focusng al her atention on theriver. The form she had been trapped in, seemingly for the rest of
her life, was a cold-blooded one, and so exposure to agreat degree of cold might serve to ow her heart
to the point of death, she knew. Conversely, the hated thing that was expand-ing within her, tearing her
flesh, causing her agony, was grow-ing from the heat that her body generated, the firegemswithin her
somach that alowed her to vent her anger in caustic flame werefeeding the stedl, dlowing it to grow.
Anwyn quickly caculated that the river's chill might make it stop, though she knew that the



three-chambered heart that beat within her serpentine chest might choose to follow suit. She decided she
had no choice but to take the plunge. Stedling hersdlf as she had againgt the pain of her wound, the beast
dowly didinto thefrigid waters. Her gnarled feet dipped dmost immediatdly againgt the dimy rocks at
the bottom of the riverbed, causing her bleed-ing chest to dap the crest of the rapids. The wyrm gasped
from the shock, struggling to keep from fdling, facefirs, into the river and being swept away by it. There
was something both old and young in the trand ucent water, the knowledge that it was S multaneoudy
forty thousand years and forty min-utes old at the same time, having been glacia ice lessthan an hour
before. In spite of the pain and cold, the beast liked the sense of Past that raced aong with the current,
liketime dipping over her the way water runs down a hole in the ground, returning to whereit belongs. /
will live, shethought angrily to herself. No matter how much they seek to destroy me, | will dways
prevail, because my hatred is stronger. The wyrm came to a stop midstream; the water was barely up to
thejointsin her legs. Once she adjusted to the tempera-ture, she found that the dissolved solids speeding
along around her gave her asense of strength, atieto the Past, a prehistoric time that only she could see.
Even without the spy—glassit was coming into focus, aland, far off, of dry desert sands and hedling
springs, of rocksfor basking beneath the moon and templesthat lay buried in two millenniaof clay
be-neath the skittering wind. Kurimah Milani, she thought. It was aplacelost to the desert long before
her birth, aland that had been beyond Elynsynoss dominion, and thereby she knew amost nothing of it,
savefor itsreputation as a place of dmost divine hedling that had been swallowed in sand and howling
wind five hun—-dred years before her father had set foot on the soil of the Wyrmlands. A place of the
padt, truly, she mused, struggling for purchase, finaly abandoning the struggle and alowing her feet to
ank into the muddy earth below the riverbed. As| am athing of the Past, perhapsit will welcome me.
The dragon, her feet anchored in the frozen silt of the riverbed, dowly began to make her way east,
fighting the cur-rent each step of the way.



Haguefort, Navarne

Rhapsody, | beg of you, please do not panic," Ashe said quickly. His hands moved under the baby's
back, even though the loss of color in hiswife'sface was scarcely greater than that in hisown. ™Y ou
remember what my father said about prophecies—that they are not always asthey seemto be." He
carefully took hisson into hisarms as hiswife leaned back againgt the earthen walls of the chamber, and
attempted to smile down at the infant, but could not close his earsto the memory of therest of hisfather's
gatement. The vaue of see-ing the Future is often not worth the price of the misdirection, Llauron had
noted. Ashe had found that while the interpreta-tion of prophecies could be mideading, intheend to
ignore them was a choice with even more dire consequences. "I am not panicking,” Rhapsody said, her
voice steady. though her face was till pae. "But thereisno question in my mind that Meridion may well
be the child of which this prophecy speaks, though | do not understand why something in the tapestry of
the Weaver, from atime where history seemsto have been undone, would apply to him. When Ja'asee,
the Sea Mages ambassador from the Gaematria, was here during Gwydion's investiture, he spoke to me
of thelore that was growing within me, with the mixing of your blood and mine. He used that same
nomenclature—saying that he would be a Child of Time." Sheinhaed, remembering the mage's words,
gpoken with the wisdom of the most ancient of al races. Y our child will be blessed, and cursed, with the
power of al the eements, Rhapsody. Y ou walked through the fire at the rteart of the Earth—do not fear;
of course | know this, be~cause you clearly absorbed it. What the rest of the world mis-rakesfor mere
beauty, one such as myself, who has seen the primordia eementsin their raw form, can recognize them.
Y ou and your child were cradled in the arms of the sea during your recent captivity—/ know thistoo, not
by seeing it, but be~cause the waves told me of it during my journey here from Gaematria. Y our husband
isthe Kirsdarkenvar, the master of the element, so thereisatieto water in both parents. The earthisin
you both as well—you because you have traveled through Her heart, your husband because heis
descended of the wyrm Elynsynos, asthuslinked to it, as you are both linked to the star Seren. And
findly, asthe Lirin queen you are a Child of the Sky, adaughter of theair. So your child will havedl of
the dements nascent within his blood. Do you know what all of those eements add up to?

Tdl me, she had whispered. Time. Hewill have the power of Time. | hope you will do me the honor of
alowing me, when the child is old enough and the occasion permits, to help teach your child how to use
it. "Then, when hewas bom," she went on, "he, like al drag-ons, needed anameto beformed, and so |
gave him onethat harked back to Merithyn and his own father, but ultimately | wove the phrase Child of
Timeinto his gppellation aswell."

Ashe nodded at the memory. Histime with his new son had been o brief, but &t |east Fate had been
kind enough to alow him to witness the baby's birth in the cave of the Lost Sea, the

lair of his great-grandmother, Elynsynos, where Rhapsody had taken refuge.

Elynsynos, who had long ago forsaken her earthly draconic form for one of ether, had taken the physical
shape of awoman, the same form she had assumed to meet Merithyn, his Seren great-grandfather, so



that she could assst Krinsdl, the Bolg midwife, with the ddlivery.

As he witnessed the miracle unfold, Ashe's eyes had gone from hiswifés face to that of his
great-grandmother, who in dl the elegance of her regd beauty wore the plainly excited, childlike
expression he had often seen her wear in dragon form. He had continued to watch in amix of fear and
awe un-til he felt Rhapsody's hand clutch his. He closed his eyes now, rdishing the memory likea
treasurein hisown hoard. Sam?Yes, Aria? Theword was Lirin for my guiding star, and it had fitted her
rolein hislife perfectly. She had reached up fateringly and rested her small hand on hischest. | need the
light of the star within you. Our child is coming. He had bent closer to her and rested his hand atop hers.
Whatever you need. How can | giveit to you ? Open your heart. Welcome your child. All Ashe could do
was nod as Rhapsody began to softly sing the legy to the lost star, Seren, that she had learned from the
Seren SeaMage. As she sang she wept, listening only to the music radiating from the piece of that same
gtar that had been sewn within the reelm of the Rowans within his own chest, the pure, el emental song of
thelogt star, blended with the music of wind and fire, the lore that resded within her, and the earth and
water that had come from his blood. Comeforth, my child. Come into the world, and live. Ashefdt his
throat tighten, remembering how close she had been to death as his son was coming to birth. Elynsynos
had conferred one last time with Krinsd, the Bolg midwife Achmed had brought from Y lorc at
Rhapsody's request, then the dragon in Seren form raised her hands in agesture of supplication and
reached into Rhapsody's belly from above, her hands passing through asif they were made only of mist
and starlight. It was, he thought, the most magica thing he had ever witnessed. Elynsynos then drew back
her hands and lifted doft atiny glowing light, pulling it gently from hiswifesfailing body and putting it on
her chest, into her hands. Name him, Pretty, so that he can form. Ashe had barely heard the words she
had spoken over the thundering of his own three-chambered heartbest. Rhapsody had reached for him
with one hand. When hisfingers had entwined with hers, she whispered the Naming intonation.
Welcome, Meridion, Child of Time. For amoment, nothing remained in her other hand but the glowing
light. Then dowly a shape began to form, atiny head, smaller hands held aoft, then waved about. A soft
coo erupted amoment later into afull-blown wail, and suddenly the cave wasfilled with the ordinary
human music of acrying infant. The most beautiful sound he had ever heard. "'l il believeitisvery
possible that this prophecy is not even about our child," he said to the assembled group. "There are too
many thingsthat do not gpply; obvioudy, and bless-edly, Rhapsody did not in fact die, asthe mother in
the prophecy was proclaimed to do. Furthermore, even though heis unique and unusud in hislore and
lineage, Meridion isnot an unnatural child." Hisface colored for amoment. "And he was certainly not
born of an unnatura act; he came into the world, had his beginnings, in the same way every other child
does." "I'm not so sure mat'strue," Achmed said. "Sexua con—gress with a dragon could possibly be
viewed by any number of reasonable minds as an unnaturd act. It is certainly not something | want to
contemplate on afull somach.” A flash of heat shot through Ashe, and ugly words spilled forth from his
mouth before he could stop them. "And what, then, would you consider your own conception, Achmed?
| shudder to even imagine what coupling would have produced abeing theat is half Dhracian, one of the
most ancient of al theworld'sraces, and haf Firbolg, one of the most bastard strains of demi-human
mongters ever to scar the face of the earth. Y ou're hardly oneto talk about being bom of unnatural acts."
Rhapsody regarded him reproachfully asthe rest of the council stared a him in silence. The Bolg king
said nothing, but the Sergeant-Mgjor glowered at him in away that added threat to the very air of thetiny
hidden room. "Perhapsit is not Meridion's conception, but rather his ac-tua birth that the prophecy
means by brought forth in blood from fire," Rhapsody said. "Not even you can deny, Sam, the unusua
circumstances of hisddivery. His birth took amost al the blood in my body, from which | am il wesak.
And. given what has happened to me over time, it could be assumed that | am the fire from which hewas
brought forth, and you, asadragon, are the earth that ishissre. But it seemsto methat dl of thisis
irrdlevant. If there's any chance whatsoever that the Child of Time Talquist is seeking could be
Meridion—or if Taquist thinks he is—then we must do everything we can to protect him. whether or not
heisthe child of which the prophecy speaks.” "'l agree," said Ashe. He exhaded deeply, contemplating
what to do next. "l thought, Rhapsody, that you are supposed to remain slent,” said Anborn. "Thereis
gtill much to report; | do not believe His Grace isfinished with histale, and | am by no meansfinished



withmine. Let'sget onwith this.” "Indeed,” said Congtantin, "I have one more thing to relate about the
actions of the Emperor Presumptive. Some time ago, two of the priests of Sorbold who lived in the
manse proximate to Jerna Ta and to the Earth basilica of Terreanfor escaped thefire that destroyed their
manse and all of the ab—bots, acolytes, and prieststhat dwelt there. For al that thisfirewasseenasa
tragic accident, these three men witnessed otherwise. Those clergy had first feasted in great opulence
within the palace of JernaTa, where their food was laced with some sort of drag to [ull them into deep.
Those who wereinits grip never avoke, amercy of the sort given the death that awaited them. Others
were driven back into the manse with arrow fire by Taquist's guards when they tried to escape the
flames." "Why on earth would he do such athing?" Gwydion Navarne asked in amazed horror. "Because
of what he had asked them to do earlier in that day," replied Congtantin darkly. "These men, before they
were renamed and hidden elsawhere, made it to Sepulvartawithout Talquist's notice, having escaped the
firein the manse, and came to me, relating what they had witnessed. They reported that Talquist had
been harvesting the Living Stone of the basilica of Terreanfor, as| told you earlier. They related the
gpecifics of it, however, ahorrifying tale in which amassive stone statue of asoldier had been diced from
its pedestal in alower vault of the cathedrd, brought under cover of darknessto the square of JernaTdl,
and placed in one of the weighing plates of the great Scales of Sorbold, the very sameinstru-mentality
that conferred upon both mysdf and Taquist our offices. "In the other plate some sort of cresture was
also placed, afreakish miscreant, a poor pathetic soul of twisted body. Then the Weighing was begun.
The priestsreported that Taquist placed something in the other weighing plate of the Scales against
which it was balanced, along with drops of hisown blood. "And, in an abomination againgt nature and the
All-God, the statue was animated, brought to life of the sort, and made to move under its own power."
"Dear One-God," murmured Rid. "What happened then?' "Blessedly, the titanic Statue ran off into the
desert beyond the foothills between Sorbold and Sepulvarta, where it crum=bled back into sand,” said
Congtantin. "The sword of Living Stonethat it tore from its hand before it ran into the night dis~solved
into sand aswell in the streets of Jiernasid. This act was an abomination, adespoliation of aholy shrine
that alonewould judtify Taquist'sremova from office, and in my view his execution. It was aragpe of the
cathedral of Terreanfor, adesecration that was unforgivable. But more than that, | have to wonder what
the purpose was of this experiment. Fortu—nately, it was an experiment that failed ultimately, and while
we may never know what he was attempting, at least we will not have to suffer the consequences.”
"Allow meto assume my traditiond role of skunk at the lawn fete," said Anborn. "Y ou areincorrect in
your assump-ition, Y our Grace. The statue you mention did not in fact crum=ble to sand in the
godforsaken desert of Sorbold. | witnessed thistitan mysdlf afew short weeks ago when | was doing
re~connaissance in the streets of Jernasid. It was amongtrous thing to behold; it came up the main
thoroughfare of the city, lurching asif drunk, though certainly it was morelikely afac-tor of itsown
unnatura state of being. Everything in its path was destroyed; oxcarts, hay wagons, street booths, and
most especidly the soldiers of Sorbold, who charged it to no avall. It was aterrible sight to witness; while
it was awkward and clumsy, there isno question that it was also invulnerable to standard weapon fire
and bent on destruction. When last | saw it, it had crushed over eighty soldiers, had damaged untold
numbers of shops and wagons, and was making itsway in di-rect course for the palace itself. Mind you,

| had little regret, asit gppeared to be heading for the emperor himself, but if heisdive and threastening
Sepulvarta, perhaps the statue's inten-itions were other than what | assumed.” " Perhaps indeed,” Achmed
noted. "'l am not certain what issignificant in dl of this, except thet it showsthat Talquistiswilling to do
whatever it takesto achieve hisends. In that way heisno different from me." "Well said,” retorted
Anborn. "Very well, then, mlady. what say you? Have you analyzed what we have reported and
determined anything from thelore of it?" Asherose quickly from hischair. "Forgive me, Uncle" he sad,
"and therest of you. Before we go further, | wish to speak to my wife one for amoment outside this
chamber. Please indulge me." Rhapsody held up her hand. "Beforewe do,” she said, "I need to ask
Achmed some-thing. At therisk of being rude, I'll ask him in Bolgish; I'm sorry for my lack of manners,
but timeis of the essence.” The rest of the men in the circle nodded, and so she turned to the Bolg king as
the baby in Ashé's arms began to stir, making soft sounds of hunger. "'If you are willing to tel them what
you are undertaking within the mountain,” she gpproximated in the harsh, limited language of the Firbolg,



"and why, | will help you achieve your endsthat | have refused up until now." Achmed's eyes,
mismatched and closaly set so that they ap—peared to always be sighting down awegpon, gleamed. "To
what degree?' he posited in return. "On your terms, or mine?" "Up until now | have only shared with you
the very basics of what | learned in the trandation of the ancient scroll you asked me to undertake,”
Rhapsody answered. "If you will sharewith this council your intentions and the knowledge of what you
aredoing, | will tell you whatever | know and will help you in whatever way | can. | need to be ableto
tell my husband why | am spending so much of my time on thiswhen war is coming, and | have other
responsihilities” The two Bolg exchanged aglance. "Done," said the Bolg king. The Lady Cymrian rose
and extended her hands to her hus—band for the child. "We will return momentarily,” she said to the
assembled group. "Meridion needs to nurse; thank you for your forbear-ance.” "1 will have Gerald Owen
bring in asmall repast so that you can refresh yoursalves and est,” said Ashe. / will not need to do so, he
thought. What 1'm about to do will leave me with no scomach for it anyway.

9

Anborn could fedl war coming on, but that was not unusua. Anyone who had attended the meeting in the
tiny room be-hind the tapestry could fed the samething; in fact, not to be able to do so denoted a
thickness of skull that would be em—barrassing. What Anborn was feding was not as much the ad-vent
of war, but gut sensation of hisroleinit, or at least what he suspected hisrole wasto be. And, for the
first timein many centuries, he was secretly looking forward to it. He sat back asfar as he could, taking
his usdlesslegs and extending them by hand as Gerdd Owen and Mdisande Navarne made their way
into the hidden room with trays of food for those remaining within. His eyes narrowed as they sighted on
the young girl with golden ringlets who was placing atray down on thetablein front of him. "Who is
this?' he demanded gruffly. "I thought this meet-ing was to be held in secret, and yet here you have
brought in an unknown serving wench, quite probably aspy.” The girl's black eyesrolled in fond
annoyance. "You arein severe need of anew joke, Lord Marshd," she said, lifting thelid of the tray and
handing him alinen napkin. "Y ou know very wdll that | am Meisande Navame, seeing asyou are my
godfather, and have been tossing me around like abal since | wasababy.” "Ah, and that iswhy | know
you to be an impogter,” Anborn said smugly as he laid the ngpkin across hisusdesslegs. "Mdisande
Navameis dill ababy; shefitsin the length of my forearm between my wrist and elbow.” He clapped his
hand againgt hisarm for emphasis. "'Y ou, however, are abig impu-dent lummox, and could not possibly
bethat swest, tiny little girl." Melisande assumed the position of a servant, her arms be-hind her back.
"Much asit pains meto remind you that you are aging, Lord Marsha—" "Ow," Granthor muttered as
Ria and Achmed lowered their heads, smiling. "—I am in fact your goddaughter and the Lady Navarne,
second in lineto thisduchy, | might add. | am nine years old, soon to be ten on the first day of spring,
and am more than four times the length of your forearm. Additionally, | can run, ride, shoot an arrow, and
wield adagger; | am expert in horsemanship and routinely curry and tack the entirelivery. | get far better
reports from the tutors than my brother ever did, and am very tired of being |eft in the nursery when
important matters are being discussed. | could be quite valuable to the coun—cil, certainly at least asa
messenger or maybe aspy.” Thegirl'sdark eyes sparkled with amix of excitement and resent-ment. "'|
would like to register my displeasure at being left out of everything, plainly but politely, and say that if
Rhapsody had had so stifled an upbringing she would never have grown into the lady, queen, and warrior
that sheis. | consder thisaterrible waste of valuable Cymrian assets” "'I'll waste your vauable Cymrian
assat, young lady,” the Lord Marsha shouted, swinging playfully at her hindguarters. Melisande dodged,
asshedwaysdid at this point in the game, then hurriedly followed Gerald Owen out of the hidden room.
"WEell, that one 'asamouth on her," said Granthor approv-ingly. "If you can't find somethin' for ‘er tado,
give'er tame—Oi'll makeright fine use of 'er.” "Don't tempt me," muttered Gwydion Navarne. "'l can
have al her possessions packed and on the keep steps in less than fifteen minutes.”

"Spoken more like afrustrated older brother than an in—vested duke,” said Anborn curtly. "Mark my
words, young Navarne—that girl will make you proud that you are related to her one day."”

"Probably,” said Gwydion Navarne ruefully. "And it's more likely to take fifteen daysto get her packed.”



| confess, Rhapsody, it is very disturbing to discover that you are keeping a secret from me with
Achmed," Ashe said asthey came from behind the tapestry into the Great Hall. "1 thought there was
nothing that we kept one from another. | have certainly trusted you with al of my secrets, hideous as
many of them have been.” Rhapsody squeezed his hand. "1 would have told you al that | know about
this, Sam, but it is not my secret to tell. Some time back, when you and | were both in the desert of

Y arim, when the Bolg were tunneling for water below the fountain of Entudenin, Achmed showed mea
thin parchment document from the oldest of times, long before the Cymrian era, perhaps even from the
Lost Idand itself. It was a schematic of amachine the likes of which | had never seen before that employs
the rainbow spectrum of light together with the sound spectrum of the musica scaeto generate dif—ferent
sorts of powers—the power of heding, the power of scrying and hiding, and many others| have not yet
figured out. He did not leave thisinformation with me, even though | rec-ognized it as being some of the
most elemental and basic lore of the world, ancient initsorigin, and | warned him to be careful withit,
that even the master Namers are only privy to some of that lore. "When he came to Gwydion's
investiture, he brought the document with him yet again. He asked meto trandateit, and | took it with me
when you brought meto ElynsynossLair to visit with her. Inthat time, | came to understand what it
meant, what the lore was, and what the risks of using it were. It dmost ended our friendship, as amatter
of fact. After Meridion'sbirth, | told Achmed | never wished to see him again, because he was s0
insstent on having the trandation in pite of my warnings. But upon reflection, and after we had a
heart-to-heart talk when we were trapped within the protec-tion of Llauron's body, | cameto
understand what it isthat he really wishesto do. He has had some experience with thisin-strumentality
before, in the old land, and he fedlsthat if we arein fact going to be battling forces that precede history,
we must have wegpons whose origin and power preceded it aswdll." "Thereiswisdomin that,” Ashe
acknowledged. "In addition, while the insrumentality as Gwylliam and Anwyn utilized it threatened to
wake the Sleeping Child, the wyrm that deeps at the center of the earth, Achmed seemsto have
discovered away to power it, not from fire or from the Earth's lore, asthey did, but rather to utilize the
light of the sun and the starsto do so, which should make it much safer to use, even though it still must be
donejudicioudy. It should also be more powerful—each of the eements has greater power in the order it
was created, S0 ether supersedes all, fol-lowed by fire, water, wind, and earth sequentialy. Using ether
to power our Lightcatcher should make it both immensein its effect and as safe asit can possibly be as
well. If we can useit to guard the Earthchild and secure the mountains, scry to find the enemy and defest
them, it will have been worth the risk and the damage our friendship has sustained because of it." "I do
not doubt your wisdom, Arig," Ashe said, taking her hand in both of his. "It is perhaps petty, especidly
given al that we are to each other, but there is something that galls me about Achmed requiring secrecy
of you that keeps us apart, even the smallest of ways. | guessit's an immature resent-ment; chak it up to
the possessiveness of dragon blood.” Rhapsody kissed his hand. "There are no more secrets be-tween
us," she said, "though there are some that only we know. There is a secret that you and | keep, done,
oneto the other, and dways have." Ashe smiled ruefully. "Redly?' he asked. "It seemsto methat there
are none between you and both of the Firbolg. Y ou've known them far longer and in far different
circumstances than we have known each other, even if we did mest firgt intime." "Y es, but only you
know that, and only you know my real name," she said. "1 have only spoken it oncein thisworld, and it
was in the wedding ceremony we held in secret. Only in the grotto of Elysian can the reverberations of
that name be found, and even the greatest of Namers would have trouble doing so. And they till do not
know that we met first on the other side of Time; only we share the memory of that sweet  night,
something that has comforted me, and no doubt you, often over the intervening time. So, you arein fact
the guardian of my lost lore, and of my heart. Y ou are my past, and my future. And that will ever be."
Ashedghed. "If only | could be your Present,” he said. The baby in hisarms|let out asquedl of hunger,
and they both laughed. "I think someoneisin line ahead of you," Rhapsody said. "And while you can roar
with the best of your kind, he still winsfor sheer volume and pitch." She put the fussing baby to the
breast, gently caressing bis golden curls.

Ashe exhded solemnly. "Aria, | am going to ask you to do something that | would rather die than see you
do." Rhapsody looked up in surprise. "Then don't,” she said smply. "If you fed that way about it—" "We



have no choice" Asheinterrupted. Y ou must leave here, with Meridion, tonight. If we hadn't accepted
the mantle of leadership, it would be onething; | could spirit you and the baby away, take you acrossthe
seaor hideyou in the holy for—est of Gwynwood near the Grest White Tree, and you would both be as
safe asit would be possible for me to make you. But we have committed our trust and our fedty to a
nation, to an Alliance, and now that war islooming, we cannot go back on our vows, even for the
purpose of remaining together. At the sametime, the rest of the world can be damned if it means that
either you or our sonisin danger; that isthe onething | cannot bear. | will not be able to remain sane
should anything happen to either of you. The Rampage of the Wyrm may have

been afictitious manuscript according to Elynsynos, but | fed degp within me an undeniable belief that it
would cometo pass should | loseyou. | have dready set the forest alight more than once when |
believed you were lost to me. Just the knowl-edge that there are entities out there, scrying for Meridion,
makes the wyrm within my blood ascendant, longing for vengeance and destruction. "While | believe that
Highmeadow hasthe strongest of for-tifications possible, to keep you here when there are eyes
watching, looking for our son, would befolly and sdifish, not to mention unwise. Thereredly isonly one
place that both of you will be safe asthe world beginsto cavein.” "What are you saying, Sam?"
Rhapsody asked, her voice shaking. Ashe lowered his head. "With your permission, | want to petition
Achmed to take you into his care. Y ou and the baby should leave with him and Grunthor tonight, before
thelight breaks, and travel off the road, probably through Canderre and Y arim rather than Bethany, and
possibly through the northeastern corner of Bethe Corbair, where there is nothing but desert, no
landmarks or fortifications where you could be found by one who has the power to scry from a distance.”
He exhded deeply. "I cannot tell you how much | wish to vomit a this very moment. Nonetheless, |
believe we need to move in dl due haste. If the Bolg can agree, and | have no reason to believe that they
will not, and if you are willing, and fed that you are able to make the journey, as soon asthis council ends
| will set about making provisions so that you can leave before Firgt-light." Rhapsody |eaned back against
thewall asthe child nursed. "What a beautiful love song,” she mused. "Pardon?’ "What you just said to
me were perhaps the most beautiful words of love | have ever heard,” she said, smiling sadly. "I well
know how much you hate thisidea, how much it galsyou to the very soul, how difficult it wasfor you to
proposeit. It will be smilarly difficult for meto grant your request. But, as| don't have a better idea, |
fear you areright, and to do anything else were to insufficiently safeguard our greatest treansure.” She
looked down at the baby, now drowsing at the breast. "Y ou will do it then?' Ashe asked, his expression
amixture of relief and dread.

Rhapsody closed her blouse and swaddled the child again. "'l will, for him," shesaid. "1 will goto Ylorc
and help Achmed with hisinferna Lightcatcher, in the hope that it may both protect the mountains and

hel p turn the tide to end the war more quickly. But | tel you this, Sam: when Meridion isweaned, and
safe, | will return to thefront. | am the lliachen-vaar; | have no business bearing asword of elemental fire
in hiding. 1t would be an insult to Oelendra and the training she gave me to stand by for the sake of my
own safety when oth-ersare dying.”

"1 would expect nothing less,” Ashe said. Rhapsody smiled a him. "And should you receive word that
something has be-fallen me, let Anborn prosecute the war until you are ready to assume command.”
Rhapsody's smile faded. "Come; we should be returning,” she said. Sherose and gave Ashe her hand
again, and together they headed back to the small, dark room beyond a hidden door. He stopped one
last time at the window just before the tap-estry, in apool of light from the nearby windows, and sat
down on a bench benegath it. Rhapsody sat down dowly aswell. "Y ou have not told me of Llauron's
death,” he said quietly. "Did my father suffer in the end? | know you will tell methe truth, sworntoit as
you are, being aNamer, but do not spare me the blow of the words as my wife. Just tell me.”

"Hedid not, in my estimation,” Rhapsody said gently. "He stepped between Anwyn and me, with
Meridion in my arms, and surrounded us with his ethereal essence—and then he was gone, hisbody a
shell of eementa earth, amist lingering within it. There was no pain, no hurt your grandmother could have
inflicted on him, though | suppose there wasregret in the

last knowledge of her being willing to take hislife, after dl he | had done and sacrificed for her throughout
history. Y ou saw the expression in his eyes, Sam; it was peace, and resignation—he knew he had saved



his grandchild from cer—tain degth. | think, if nothing ese, that will bring him to the door of the Lord and
Lady Rowan, and to life everlagting.”

Rhapsody watched for the hint of water in his cerulean blue eyes, eyes scored strangely and beautifully
by draconic verti—cal pupils, but there was no such sign, an absence that be-trayed an even deeper
sorrow, one beyond tears. "I don't know what possessed me to be so cruel to him the last time we saw
each other,” Ashe said. "He was so excited about Meridion, so desirous to make amends so that he
might be part of hisgrandchild'slife. And | spurned him, turned him away, told him he would never gain
what he wanted. | don't know what possessed me." Shetook his hand. " The same thing that possesses
meto leavedl that | know,
al that | love" she said smply, without sentiment. " The duty—and the desire—to keep our son safe at
any price." Her smal calloused fingertip caressed his palm. "Llauron under—stood that aswell, more titan
anyone | have ever known. He Ended, protecting his grandchild. Only once morein dl of history has
such asacrifice been made. When heis older, Meridion will know how much Llauron must have loved
him to makeit. And, though | can't be certain, it seems asif he may have passed some of hislore aong to
Meridion—I thought | beheld amist hovering in the prison of Llauron's body that the baby breathed in."
Ashe continued to stare out the window of the keep at the Silver trees glistening black with the onset of
Second Thaw. "It's niceto think so, anyway," he said at lagt, rising from the bench and pulling her up with
him. "Come, let us go back and findize what we have decided. Then we can have Merid-ion 'sNaming
ceremony before you leave. At least one happy memory should come from thisday." He pulled aside the
tapestry and led her carefully down the
stairsto the secret entrance, then opened the door to the hid-den room, where the rest of the group
mesting in secret was finishing their repast. They returned to their places at the table. Ashe placed the
deeping baby back in Rhapsody's arms. " Thank you for your patience," Ashe said. "The decisionswe
have cometo are dire ones, and will be difficult on each of usto enact. Each requires sacrifice that in
many casesis a-most too great to be borne—but that isthe way of leadership.” "Alas" said Anborn.
"Firg, | wish to officidly ask the Firbolg king aboon." Ashelooked a Achmed. "Y ou're asking mefor a
favor?' Achmed said incredu—-loudy. "If it isthe commitment of troops, the answer isno. The Firbolg
army has already cometo the aid of Roland once, at the Great Moot. Under the circumstances, I'm going
to need every soldier | have." "'l couldn't agree more," said Ashe archly. "My request isthis: take my wife
and son tonight, under cover of darkness, and travel off the road, over the desert to Ylorc, where | ask
you to keep them hidden and safe within the Teeth. Some-thing hunts our son; knowing this, I cannot
rest, nor can | prosecute thiswar correctly until | am certain that heisas safe asit is possible to make
him, aswell as his mother. Since Rhagpsody has agreed to assist you with the building and de-velopment
of your Lightcatcher, she may aswell have the protection of the mountainsto hide her and the baby. Do
you agree?"'

Achmed and Grunthor exchanged a glance. Then the Bolg king's mismatched eyesreturned to Ashe.

"Y lorc was Rhapsody's first home on the continent,” he said. " She hastitle to asmall duchy there. She's
adwayswel-comeinthe Tegth."

"Y eah, and the Bolg will be glad ta see the baby, too," Grunthor said, chuckling.

"Firg recipe | seewith hisnameonit, | will light awholetribe of them on fire" Rhapsody said. "I now
ask the Lady Cymrian to assesswhat she has heard from each of us, and tell uswhat shethinks," said
Ashe. The Lady Cymrian exhded. "It soundsto melike thewar that is coming ismoreawar arising from
men's greed than from the demonic desire for destruction,” she said. "But that matterslittle. Chaos and
anar—chy are magnets for the F'dor; sooner or later there will be apower beyond these days, from the
old times, that we will befacing. For that reason, the Lightcatcher isawise investment "l would also
guessfrom what | have heard that there are more dliesinvolved on Ta quist's Side than we know about.

For dl that Sorbold was amore or less solitary nation under Leitha, the Emperor Presumptiveisaformer
merchant. He no doubt has friends and trading partners al around the world. We must discover quickly
which ones beyond our borders he has recruited to aid him in his attempt at conquest of the Mid—dle
Continent." "'l would guessthe Hintervold," Anborn said.

"Perhaps, though the Hintervold is dependent on Roland for foodstuffs, and Sorbold cannot easily



providethat," Rhap—sody said. "It will be interesting to rum over as many rocks as possible and discover
what crawlsout.”" Sheturned to Rid, her loya viceroy. Thisismy final com~mand to you, my friend: go
back to Tyrian and serve, as you did before my crowning, as her Lord Protector. Safeguard the forest
for now; we do not need to involve the Lirin at this point, though you must instruct the woods guards and
the Lirin border guardsto prevent any troops that would pass from Sorbold to Roland from doing so,
even at the cost of amartia chalenge. And Rid—go to the paace a Tomingorllo, where the diadem
restsin its case. Make the attempt to pick it up, as| once did. Perhapsit istime for me crown of starsto
change heads; | will betoo far away to act astitular queen for along while. The Lirin deserve better.”
"The crown, and the Lirin, have dready made their choices, mllady,” Ria said.

"Even adiadem of ethered diamonds hasthe right to revidt adecison every now and them," Rhapsody
sad, smiling at her confidant. "We must be ready for wheat isto come; while thismay be only an upworld
war to begin with, | suspect it will not remain such.”

"Rhapsody is correct,” Ashe went on. "While the footprints of those that once dwelt within the Vault of
the Underworld are not discernible here, the bloodshed and violence that isto comeisabait for the
demonic, atemptation that may draw them in. So we must be prepared to repel not only the forces
driven by greed and the desire for conquest, but be ready to grapple with darker forces, evil from the
First Agethat can only be destroyed by lore from the sametime. For thisreason, | wish to pronounce the
decisgons of this makeshift council, comprised of members of different factions of the Alliance and the
church, in the presence of a Lirin Namer, that history will record our actions as defensive, and
undertaken for the sake of safeguarding the Middle Continent, and its people, against the threat of
invasion by those who would conquer the earth, and those that dwell beneath it." " Do so, then, nephew,"”
said Anborn. "1 am happy not to bein your place this day; you will not know how painful this mo-ment
redly isuntil yearsfrom now, when the pages of history are written about it. Believe mewhen | tell you
this" The Lord Cymrian's voice was steedly, kingly. "Very well— thisis my decison, made in concert
and with consent of al present, pending their assent,” he said. "Anborn has aways been best in the
command of men. If you will agree, Uncle, to take up the mantle you cast asde centuries ago, and again
serve as Lord Marshal to the forces of the Alliance, it would put the best leader inthefield. You adso
have persond friend-ships among some of our more tentetive dlies—the Nain, the lcemen of the
Hintervold, the Blesser of the Nonaligned States—all of these at one time or another were
brothers-in~arms of yours. Though thereisno need to drag any of those aliesinto thiswar if they are not
needed, it would be good to know that we can count on their loyalty if they are—loydty either to the
Alliance or its military commander.” "Asyou wish, nephew," Anborn said. Hisvoice was quiet and
circumspect, with none of the condescending tone in which he generally spoke, especialy about things
martid. "It therefore fdlsto meto hold the land itsdlf," Ashe went on. "The draconic part will guard the
Tree and serve to sustain the shield of the world. That which isman, the Lord Cyrnrian, must fight to
protect the people who dwell upon that land. In the name of Llauron, my father, and that of Elynsynos,
my great-grandmother, | will do both. | will call the Council of Dukes at once, and take over command
of dl of the provincid armies, putting them under Anborn's direct command.” "Tristan Steward will not
likethat," Gwydion Navarne said. "I believe he has expected to be given that post as Lord Regent.”

"He will think otherwise when he sees the scope and scale of what we are up againgt,” said Ashe. "But
we do not have timeto wait for the gathering of the provincia forces, if what you suspect iscoming is
nigh, Y our Grace. Anborn should ac~company you back to Sepulvartaimmediately, taking with you dll
of the forces you can muster from the outposts and garrisonsin southeastern Navarne and southern
Bethany. | will draft up articles of command that will give you authority to conscript any military forces
you can reach; there should be dmogt ten thousand dong that route, give or take however many arein
the process of guarding mail caravans.” The Patriarch nodded. "That seemswise. | would hope that you
would not leave Roland vulnerable to aid Sepulvarta; that would be afool's errand.”

"Indeed,” said Ashe. "Anborn, will ten thousand be suffi-cient for your rescue of the holy city?' "More
than enough to break asiege, if one has begun,” said Anborn. "But | haveto tell you, Nephew, that |
suspect they will not be of the caliber needed to do so. | have been warning you for three years, since
you took on this bloody lordship, that war was coming, and that preparations needed to be made.” "And



| heeded you," Ashe said patiently. "Y ou may be pleasantly surprised, Uncle" "I am never pleasantly
surprised,” the Lord Marshd muttered. "The very concept of surpriseisan innately unpleasant one.” "I
will conduct the strategic aspects of the war—the de-fense of the Middle Continent and the rest of the
Alliance— from thefortress a Highmeadow. | will send shipsimmediately to our dliesin Manosse and
Gaematria across the Wide Central Sea, to aert them to what is happening and request their aid; Taquist
has the nava advantage, but with their ass stance, we can even thefield.

"I will aso heed the wisdom of my wife, much as| fear my own repercussions of our decison,” Ashe
went on. "1 will en-trust her, and our son, to Achmed, king of the Firbolg, who isnot only our aly but her
dear friend, for the purpose of safe-guarding her and Meridion from whatever evil seeks him. Rhapsody
has agreed to go to Ylorc with Achmed, and to aid him in the development and utilization of the
ingrumentdity he calsthe Lightcatcher, aremaking of Gwylliam's Light-forge designed and built by the
Nain before the Cymrian War, for the purpose of protecting the lore it uses. The Bolg king reaffirms his
commitment to the Alliance, though makes no promises of troop involvement, and assartsthat the use of
the mstramentality will be for the defense of the said Alliance, if and when possible. Have | characterized
your position cor-rectly, Achmed?' The Bolg king snorted. "For the purposes of history, cer—tainly.
History means nothing to me; | have yet to see an ex-ample of it that | have believed.” "Perhapsthiswill
bethefird, then,” Ashe said mildly. "Rhapsody, Lirin queen and Lady Cymrian, has asked Rid, Viceroy
of Tyrian, to expand hisroleto Lord Protector and to seeif the diadem in Tomingorllo assesseshim to
be worthy of the kingship in her stead. She reiterates her primary fedlty to Tyrian, second only to that of
the Alliance asawhole." The Lady Cymrian exhaled and nodded her agreement.

"I cannot tell you how sad this makes me, mlady,” Rid sad. "I remember fondly the day you picked up
that diadem, made from the shattered pieces of the Purity Diamond, de-stroyed by Anwyn in apact with
the demon againgt her husband. It cameto lifein your hands, asymbol of the unity you would bring to the
Lirin kingdoms—and the Cymrian Al-liance. To think that you may haveto giveit up to protect both of
those entitiesnow istragic.”

Rhapsody shook her head. "1'm giving up nothing, Rid. In my heart | will dways be adaughter of Tyrian,
whether | wear the diadem or akerchief on my head. | only wish | could have brought about an era of
peace to that united kingdom, rather than having to take up armsto defend it once again. At least this
timethe Lirin have Anborn fighting on their side, and not againgt them. That doneisworm theloss of the
crown." "What isto comewill change usal in ways we cannot even contemplate now,” said Ashe. "But
know this—it will surely cometo pass. We cannot avoid it, but at least we are united in our determination
to stand together againgt it. In thisway, the second Cymrian era could not be more different from the
firg."

Anbom nodded. "And we will prevail. In thisway, it could not be more different, either.”

"Glad as| am to have you with us, Lord Marshal, even you cannot hold back the raging ocean; itswill
cannot be stopped,” Ria said somberly. "The best you can do isbuild a seawall and keep patching it.
With any luck the ssorm will passbeforeit givesway."

"I'd rather think of away to drain the se,”" Anbom mut-tered. "But, as| can't, sandbag duty itis" "Yes"
sad the Patriarch, rising with the others as the coun—cil meeting cameto an end. "But on that day when
you dis~cover such away to drain the sea, | am with you, bucket in hand." As he ambulated noisily
down the corridor leading away from the Great Hall, with its many porticos and side halways, Anbom
reached effortlesdy behind the drape of an dcove where asmall sone statue of Merithyn the Explorer
was dis-played and grasped ahandful of gold ringlets, dragging then-owner's head out from behind the
heavy velvet sweth. A high-

pitched gasp echoed up the Grand Staircase to the floors above. "Ah, yes, you do make afinelittle spy,
don't you now, mlady?" he said with exaggerated courtesy, smiling at the shock in the glittering black
eyes. "But apparently your assets are not as va uable as you thought. Keep working at it, though." He
released her curls and patted her head affection-ately, then made hisway down the rest of the hallway,
the clunking metalic sound of hiswalking machine reverberating through the whole of the quiet keep. The
girl remained in shock, gill watching him, until the echoes faded into sllence again. Then she hurried back
to the buttery in the dimness of night, the light from the great lamps seeming to cause her shadow to



lengthen, her hair to darken and fade into the gloom.

Eastern Navarne, at the border of Bethany

The wind off the seawas strong in the fading winter's ebb, growing as the advent of pring approached.
The gusts of the prevailing winds were steady enough to carry weather for milesinland, the vapor from
the warming ocean blanketing the coastal towns and forests like a dream from which the land struggled to
wake, winding its misty way eastward.

Rath cursed as yet more icy water whipped around his head, drizzling down his neck. The ability to step
between gusts of wind, letting the updrafts carry him greet distances and sparing hisfeet the walking, was
agreat advantage of hisrace and profession, but it was not without cost. The arc dlong which hetraveled
inthisway was an invisible wave of sound, oftentimesinaudible to the human ear, borne on thewind and
anchored on each end at two pointsin the physical world. Rath had been upworld long enough to be able
to recognize

the beginnings and endings of such waves, and therefore more often than not was able to manipul ate the
wind to his benefit, asif opening adoor at one end of the gust unto the other end, saving timein his
travels and passing unnoticed across the wide spaces of the world.

Occasiondly, however, the wind was temperamental, refus-ing to be ridden the way arogue horseor a
jackass might. When this occurred, Rath found himsdlf far off his planned course. Sometimes afair wind
turned foul when he was wrapped within its arms, following what had been aclear, srong wave, only to
dump him unceremonioudy short of the mark in aswvamp or midden, or evenin themiddle of apond.
Whatever weather the wind was carrying was aso unpre-dictablein its path, and as aresult he would
sometimesfind himsalf bathing in deet, being pelted on al sdes by hail, or drenched in rain even though it
had been afine, dry gust into which he had originaly stepped. In short, walking the wind was a necessary
evil. But it wasthe only way one of hisrace, and hismisson, could traverse the world quickly enough to
follow the fragment of afading heartbest, the whisper of ademonic name.

The gust subsided at the end of die wave of sound, and Rath stumbled out of the wind into the solidity of
the world again. He pulled his hood farther forward over hisface and looked around him. The place he
had |anded on the rogue gust was vaguely famnmiliar, but Rath could not be certain if that was because he
had walked this place before, long ago, or if every small, putrid farming settlement in abackward
forested area was indistin—guishable from another. Either way, he had appeared in a place that was as
deepy and nondescript asit was possible to be. A dense copse of trees and holly bushes|oomed behind
him, and Rath quickly stepped within it; he did not see the villagers about, but his sensitive skin registered
vibrations that indicated humans were somewhere nearby, obliviousto his presence, most likely, but able
to see him should he be out in plain sight. Once safely out of view, he began to cant hislitany.



Hrarfa, Fraax, Sistha, Hnaf, Ficken.

He tasted the wind for each name, concentrated until histhroat went dry and his skin burned, but there
was, as usud, nothing to be found. Helistened for the kirais of hisfellow hunters, and there too he found
only silence or neutral reports, the searching songs of those like him had not discerned any new threads
or heartbeats, any new clues to the whereabouts of the F'dor that those hunters pursued. Asit had been
for mogt of history. Rath exhaled dowly asthelink to the minds of hisfellow hunters dissolved. He
prepared to move on, but there was a sour sensation in his mouth, ataste of something evil, or per—haps
just something wrong, remaining behind where amo-ment before there had been nothing but the ambient
air. Wickedness, evil, hate, they were so papable that they often left behind traces of acid floating on the
wind. Rath's heart began to besat dightly faster, but hisinner senseswere not en-named yet; he had
experienced this sort of thing many times over the millennia, amisdirection or false lead that would put
him off histrail. Fdor, after dl, were not the only entitiesin the world capable of terrible malevolence.
Rath had no time for other such entities. Hismission, bred in hisblood and older than most of the Earth
wasold, blotted out all else.

Heinhaled deeply through his nose once more, his sensitive sinusesthe last bastion of detection, only to
find that whatever had been on thewind had vanished into it, if it had ever redly existed in thefirst place.
Rath turned his attention away from the distraction and cleared his mind again. Once more heloosed his
kiral, thistime caling the name of the living man he sought. Y k. Once again, the dight tinge echoed back
to him, distant, but still clear enough to be discerned. Rath tried to hold on to the vibration, but it, too,
eluded him.

Then, amoment later, he redlized why. It was coming from adifferent direction than when he had first
discerned it. The signa he had picked up when hefirst |landed originated in the southeast. He had been
following the prevailing windsin that generd direction in the hope that he might catch a stronger vibration.
Rath had guessed that the name had been sounded in what other hunters who had trod this continent
more recently than he had described as the Bolglands, where Canrif, the royd seat of the Cymrian
Empire, had once stood. But now, somewhat clearer and cleaner, it was echoing to the northeast, and
not very far away.

Rath inhaled deeply, expelling dl thewind from hislungs. Histarget had moved and, moreover, the dead
name had been sounded again recently, making anew vibration for him to follow. He closed hiseyes and
raised his hand to the wind, opening his mouth dightly, fishing about for anew gust of astrong
northeagterly breeze to get him closer to histarget.

A jolt of shock ricocheted through him as he was struck vi—olently from behind, the blow driving the air
from hislungs as his chin and teeth smashed into the snowy ground.

Caught unaware in the midst of his concentration, Rath gasped, inhaing the blood that had begun to pour
from his sengitive sinus cavities. In shock, he dimly heard the sounds of raucous laughter, the grunts and
scuffling as he was flipped onto his back in the snow and roughly gone over, hislegs and abdomen
battered with what felt like heavy gticks.

After afew seconds his mind cleared, and he could think again. He sensed that he wasin the grip of four
brigands or, more likely, drunken neer-do-wells by the reek of them. Two of them were dapping
wooden tools, rakes or hoes it seemed, against him to keep him supine, while athird searched hisrobe
pockets and the fourth rifled his pack, unimpressed by the sounds of disappointment that he uttered. Rath
lay Hill, feigning stupor and collecting himslf, until the one rummag-ing through his clothes discovered his
knife. The man yanked it from the calf sheeth and held it high amid the buffoonish laughter of the others.
"Well, lookee 'ere, boys!" the bandit crowed. "He's got alitle blade! Right swest it is, too—can
probably terrify an gp-plewithit!" "Yaknow what they say about men wi' litle blades, Abner—" "Y eah,
poor fellow, got no shoes neither, damn him. He'sabady, too, no hair. A right sorry sort.” The laughter
grew more uproarious. "Good job, Percy—ya picked someone tarob who got lessn we got! What'sthe
odds of that?' One of the brigands tossed his hoe on the ground and snatched the knife angrily. "Hell
have even lessinaminute,” he said tersely. He shoved the first man out of the way and grabbed for
Rath'srobe below the waist.

With a speed born of the wind Rath seized the robber'swrist and clenched it in the visdlike grip of his



race. With grim satis-faction he ground the bones against each other, feding them pop from the joints.
The man gasped raggedly, then began to wail in pain, a hideous noise that scratched against Rath's skin.
Hetilted the man'sarm at an impossible angle and with the man's own hand dragged the smdl knife
across histhroat, dashing through the veins and cartilage to the bone. The three other brigands froze,
even asthe pulsing blood from the neck of their comrade showered them in gore. Rath rose from the
ground, kicked aside the body sprawled in the pink snow, snatched up his pack, and quickly searched
the wind for afavorable updraft. He opened his mouth and | et loose a strange hum, the call that
summoned any wayward breeze that might be gusting through. In answer, asoutheasterly breezefilled his
ears, drowning out the anima-like sounds of terror from the remaining rob-bers. Rath pulled up his
hood, preparing to depart, and low—ered his gaze to take in the Sght. He cursed inwardly, annoyed with
himself for having been caught unaware by such pathetic specimens of humankind. One of the men's
faces melted from therictus of horror be-fore his eyesinto amien of black fury. He scrambled to his
knees and lunged wildly at Rath, encouraged after afew sec-onds by hisbewaliling fellows. "Get 'im,
Abner! Get the bloody bast—"

Rath's eyes narrowed in his angular face. He changed the character of the vibration he had used to cdll
the wind into adiscordant drone, intensifying the modulation and increasing the frequency, punctuating it
with harsh clicks from his epiglottis. The two men who remained crouched on the ground shrieked in pain
and grabbed their heads astheir temples throbbed, the veins threatening to burst. Rath reached down
and seized the man who had charged him by the back of the neck in hisiron grip, then stepped into the
open door of thewind.

The updraft was astrong one, itstrgectory high. Rath d-lowed it to carry him and his struggling
passenger doft till it was at its gpex twenty feet from the ground, then released his grip, dropping Abner
headfirst onto hisfellowswith athud that resounded like the crashing of amelon. The pink snow benesath
them splashed red. Not at al an unattractive picture when viewed from above, thought Rath as he
traveled down the long wave of the gust, moving quickly across the ground where the air temperature
was colder. He closed his eyes and allowed the wind to carry him northward, toward the east, where
upon landing he would once again seek the man with the dead name. Y sk. His closest prey.

11

Haguefort, Navame

As soon asthe council dispersed, both the lord and lady went to the chamberlain of Haguefort. Gerald
Owen was an older Cymrian, and had been in the service of the family Navame for severa generations.
He set agreat Store by efficiency and proper etiquette, and took great pride in the meticulous running of
his staff. He wasin the pro—cess of getting the Lady Navarne ready for bed when the lord and lady
gppeared in the hdlway.

"Owen?"' Ashe caled asthe two of them gpproached. Gerald Owen turned in surprise. "Y es, mlord?"



Ashe pulled the derly chamberlain aside. "Pack Melisande's belongings, and enough of your own for a
brief journey." He looked over to the young Lady Navarne, whose face was growing pae at hiswords.
Rhapsody put her arm around the little girl's shoulder. ™Y ou will take her to the Cir—cle at Gwynwood,
whereyou are to entrust her to Gavin, the

Invoker of the Filids. Then return to Haguefort and gather the staff; direct them to begin packingina
written missve before you leave. They will be reocating to the stronghold at High-meadow when you
return.” "Yes, mlord," said the elderly chamberlain smoothly, but his hands were shaking. "When do you
wish the Lady Navarneto leave?’
Ashe glanced at Rhapsody. "Before dawn," he said, then turned and | eft the room. Gerald Owen bowed
quickly to Rhapsody and followed him. "Y ou're—you're sending me away to Gwynwood—a one?"'
Méeisande sammered. Rhapsody knelt down and turned the trembling little girl to face her. "Shh," she
whispered. "Yes. Don't be frightened. | have amission for you." Melisande's black eyes, glazed an instant
beforein build-ing terror, blinked, and in the next second were sparkling with interest. "A misson? A
red misson?' "Yes," said Rhapsody serioudy. "Wait amoment, and I'll tell you about it." She closed her
eyes and reached out both hands to Mdisande, who took them excitedly. Then she began to chant softly,
wordsin an ancient language taught to her more than a thousand years before by her mentor in the art of
Singing, ascience known to her mother's people, the Liringlas, caled Skysingersin the common
language. The air in the room was suddenly drier asthe water within it was stripped, and athin circle of
mist formed around the two of them, glittering like sunlight on morning dew. A mo-ment later the words
Rhapsody was speaking began to echo outside of the mist in staggered intervals, building one upon the
other until the room beyond was filled with a quiet ca~cophony. Melisande had witnessed this
phenomenon before; Rhapsody often called such acircle of masking noise into be-ing whenever thetwo
of them were whispering, giggling, and sharing secret thoughts to protect their words from imaginary
eavesdroppers. In the back of her mind, she knew innately that those days were about to cometo an
end. When she was satisfied that their words had been suffi—ciently occluded, Rhapsody opened her
eyes and looked down at the Lady Navarne. "l need you to do something for me that | can entrust to no
onein thisworld other than you, Mdly," she said, her voice soft but solemn. Thewordsrang with a
clarity that Melisande recognized as the Naming ability of True-Speaking; she straightened her shoulders
to be ready for the gravity of what wasto come. "Thisnight | will send amessenger bird to Gavin asking
him do as you direct him when you arrive. | can only entrust this request to you in spoken word, because
if something should happen to the message, it would be disastrous." Mdisande, orphaned by such
disasters, nodded soberly, un—derstanding the full implication of the Lady Cymrian'swords.

"Onceyou arrive a the Circle, ask Gavin to take you, along with afull contingent of histop forestersand
his most accom-plished hedler, to the greenwood north-northeast of the Tar'afd River, where the holly
growsthickest. These are sancred lands, and | can give you no map, for fear of what might become of it.
Gavinwill know wherethisis. Tel him to have hisforestersfan out at that point, keeping to a distance of
half aleague each, and form abarrier that extends northwest all the way to the seq, setting whatever
snares and traps they need to protect that barrier. They are to remain there, allowing no living soul to
enter. They should comb the woods for alost Firbolg midwife named Krinsd, and should they come
upon her, they are to accord her both respect and safe passage back to the guarded caravan, which will
accompany her to Ylorc. Areyou keeping up with thisso far?'

"Yes" said Mdisande. She repeated the directions per—fectly, and the Lady Cymrian'semerald eyes
gparkled with approvd. "Gavin himsdlf isto take you from this point onward. A sweet-water creek flows
south into the Tar'afd; follow it northward until you cometo Mirror Lake—you will know thisbody of
water because its name describes it perfectly. At the lake you areto leave Gavin and travel on done. He
istowait for you there for no more than three days. If you have not re-turned by then, direct himto
return to the Circle." She paused, and Melisande repested the directions again flawlesdy, her face cdm
and expressionless. "Wak around the lake to the far sde. Thereyou will seeasmdl hillsde, and init,
hidden from al other vantage points, isacave. Its entrance is pproxi—-mately twenty feet high, and on
the cave wdl outside the opening is an inscription—Cyme we inne frid, fram the grip of degp to lif inned
issmylteland" Meisande's smdl facelit with excitement. "Elynsynos Y ou are sending meto



Elynsynos?™ "Shhhh," cautioned Rhapsody, though she couldn't sup—pressasmile at thereaction. "Yes."
"I remember those words from my history lessons,” Mdisande said. " 'Cyme we innefrid, fram the grip of
desp to lif inne d issmylte land—Come wein peaceto lifein thisfair land.' That'stheinscription
Merithyn the Explorer carved on her cave, the birthplace of the Cymrian people—and how we cameto
be cdled by that name.”

"Y ou must walk respectfully asyou approach her lair,” Rhapsody said, import in her words. " Tread
softly, walk dowly, and pause every few stepsto listen. If you fed warm air flowing from the cave, or
hear the leaves of the trees begin to rustle noticesbly, stop and ask permission to enter.” "I will,"
Mélisande promised, her face shining. Rhapsody crouched down and ran her hands up the young girl's
arms. "Asmuch as| pray that thiswill cometo pass, | regret to tell you that | think that you may hear
nothing,” she said, the pae golden skin of her fair face growing rosy. "It ismy fear, Meisande, that you
will find her dead, or injured, or not there at all. If you find her dead, return to Gavin and report what you
have found. If sheisinjured, but can still speak, ask her what she wants you to do. If she cannot, again,
go to Gavin, but return with the hedler to the cave, and stay with her while they attend to her wounds.
"But if sheismissing, when you report to Gavin, tell him to sedl the cave. Thereis great treasure there,
much of it not readily recognizable. If that lair is plundered, it would mean even grester woeto the
continent than it will have dready ex—perienced with her loss. And take nothing, Melisande—not even a
pebble. To do so would be a desecration.”

"l understand.” Rhapsody stood straight again, her hand still on the young girl's cheek. "I know you do,"
shesad, pride shining in her eyes. "Undergtand this as well—if through your efforts Elyn-synosisfound
and restored to hedlth, you will be doing this continent one of the greatest servicesthat has ever been
doneit. And evenif itistoo late—" She swallowed, her mouth sud-denly dry. "Evenif itis, you will be
safeguarding more than | can possibly explain.” "I'm ready," said Mdisande. Rhapsody smiled, and bent
and kissed her adopted grand-daughter. "We wouldn't be sending you if we didn't believeit," she said.
She waved her hand dismissively in the direction of the circle of mist, and the babbling voices ceased; the
glittering circle broke and shattered, its water droplets descending dowly to the floor like faling sparks
from acampfire. "When my misson isdone, wherewill | go then?' the Lady Navarne asked anxioudy as
Gerdd Owen regppeared in the room, hovering politely in the doorway. Rhapsody considered, then put
her arm around the girl and walked with her to the door. "'l suspect Ashe will want you at Highmeadow,"
she said asthey went to meet the chamberlain. "In the four yearsit has taken to build, it hasthe strongest
defenses, and the most intelligent congtruction, of anything I've seen on the continent, even exceeding
those of Tyrian, which are brilliant. There is nowhere on the continent where you will be safer.”
Meélisande kissed her grandmother on the cheek asthey parted waysin the hall.

"It soundsto melikethat isnot saying much." The Lady Cymrian Sghed.

"Alas, sworn as| amto thetruth, | cannot disagree. | love you, Mdisande. Travel well."

The chamberlain and the young girl watched her walk away in arustle of brocade. Her golden hair caught
the lanternlight as she passed the sconcesin the hal, seeming to capture it and take it with her, leaving the
corridor dimmer when she was gone.

12

Gwydion Navarne and Anborn were deep in the process of mapping out the garrison of the Alliance
army in relation to their proximity to known Sorbold outposts before the roaring fire when aknock came
at the door of the study. Without awaiting aresponseit opened and Rhapsody came into the room, her
face set in acam mien but her skin wan and blood-less, either from weakness or from worry. Anborn
looked up in annoyance. "What do you want?"

"I've cometo say goodbye.” The Lord Marshal took off his spectacles and laid them down on the map.
"No," he said shortly. "That will not do. I'm busy—go away." "But I'm leaving in afew moments,"
Rhapsody said, non—-plussed. They had often had such exchanges; she had long been accustomed to
Anborn's gruff manner, and knew that it masked something deeper, most likely afear for her safety, and
very possibly that of the continent. "The very least you can do is pause long enough to say goodbye as
well." "Areyou desf? No. | will not."



Rhapsody turned to Gwydion Navarne, who looked uncom~fortable. "Excuse us for amoment,
Gwydion," shesaid. "I think Ashe might need your assistance in the preparations anyway—we depart as
soon asthe horses are provisioned and ready.”

The young duke nodded and | eft the room. Rhapsody came over to Anborn's chair and stared down at
him. Hishair was gill black as night save for the streks of sil-ver that had grown dightly wider in the
four years snce she had met him; his upper body was still muscular and strong, but he had the air of an
aged man, much morethanthetime  would warrant. Re has grown old before my eyes, Rhapsody
thought. "All right," she said briskly, "were done now. What isthis nonsense?' Anborn exhded weerily.
"Asde from the few cherished op—portunities | had to actually kiss you goodbye when we were pledged
to marry, do you ever recal me saying that word to you?' Color flooded into the Lady Cymrian'sface.
Anborn's ref-erence was to atime she sill regarded with awkward memory, confusing days during
which she had asked him to be alove-less consort to her as Lirin queen. The Lord Marshd had been
good-natured abouit it, aswell asin releasing her from her pledge when he discovered that she and his
nephew werein love, but thiswas thefirst time he had teased her about their near-miss at matrimony.
"No," shesaid hdltingly. "And | don't intend to do so now. We both have work to do which will take us
from this place; you are merely leaving first. So do it; be donewith it. Go. | have no desire to mark this
parting with such aword. Unless, of course, you wish to kiss me first—that does tend to take some of
the sting out of it." He winced as her eyes began to glisten, then shook his head. "Forgive me, m'lady, I'm
being coarse and unpleasant, and you don't deserveit. It is not you from whom | should have withheld a
goodbye, but rather someone else much like you, very long ago.” He watched her press her lips together
to fore~std| the question that had risen to them, and dmost chuckled. "Thank you for not asking. | will
tell you the story some day, when we are Sitting at ease, playing with my great-nephew.” Rhapsody
smiled dightly, putting her hand to her cheek, now paleagain. "Agreed," shesaid, "but only if you wish."
Anborn sghed. "Thereislittlethat | wish anymore, Rhapsody. I've lived too long, seen too much, to
bother wishing for anything. This cursed lengthy life span, bequeathed to me ei-ther by whatever my
father did to cheat time, or my mother's dragon blood, has given me asour outlook. Thisistheway of
stupid longevity. It insures cynicism, because it guarantees that unlike the rest of oblivious humanity, the
al-but-immortd redizethat they will never redlly know peace. Y ou, being smilarly cursed, just haven't
figured it out yet. When one liveslong enough, he learnsthat there is no such thing as peace, just longer
and shorter intervas between wars. Life be-comes an endless and often arduous series of goodbyes,
laced with dread, unless you can learn to expect never to see anyone you care for again. | have learned
thislesson in the ugliest waysimaginable, Rhapsody. So | will bid you farewell, wish you safe journey and
Godspeed, express my hope, and expec-tation, that you and your child will be safe among the Firbolg,
and that your undertakingswill prove fruitful to thewar ef=fort. But | will not say goodbyeto you." The
Lady Cymrian smiled, her wan face taking on more color for amoment. "Very well, then." She reached
into the leather bag and pulled out alarge conch shell, turning it over in her smal hands; Anborn watched
her absently caress the horned crown with the calloused tips of long dender fingersthat had hardened in
uncounted years of playing stringed in—struments, not unlike the hard pads on his own digits, ossified
from centuries of plucking bowstrings. Odd, he mused as she took his hand in her own and turned it
upright, then placed the shell in the scarred palm and gently bent his broken-knuckled fingers around it. /
suppose we each make music in our own way, she for the purpose of lifting hearts, me for the purpose of
piercing them with arrows. Rhapsody saw the ook of wry amusement pass over bisface and smiled.
"Long ago, back on the Idand, when | wasfirst learning to be a Storysinger, | knew a barkeep named
Barney." She chuckled. "Did you know dl barkegpsin Serendair were named Barney? Every one?’
Anborn studied the shdll. "No. Why?'

"The legend had it that a barkeep named Barney had wit-nessed something he should not have inthe
course of his rum-serving duties, and the dangerous man whaose name was mentioned in what he had
heard sent an assassn from afar—away town to find and kill the barkeep. So this Barney Ieft hislittle
town in the dead of night, made hisway to Easton, the largest port city in Serendair, and found ajobin
another tav—ern, along with putative safety. A year or more went by, but the n was patient, and
eventually discovered that Bar-ney was now living in Easton, so he made hisway to that city, intent on



completing his contract.

"Word of the killer's gpproach arrived quickly—bartenders hear everything firs—newsthat an n
was coming, looking for aman he had never seen, who was working in aplace with agreat many
taverns, inns, and pubs. Upon hisar-rivd, the n went to the first pub he found, a place with two
men working the bar. He asked if Barney was about. 'In-deed,’ came the reply, according to legend.
'Which oneyalookin' fer? Not only were both men in that establishment named Barney, but in each such
place the city over, every man serving ae or spirits from behind atableboard was invariably called by the
same name. Bartenders take care of their own; they work in a business that requires them to hear much
and say very little. So when they heard the plight of one of their fellows, they underwent Renaming asa
group, to aman, so that henceforth they would be even more anonymous, even more safe from the
retribution of nefarious men and assassins. Unlessthe hired killer waswilling to take the life of each man
serving spiritsin the entirety of the city, he would never find the one his employer sought to have killed.
So he gave up and never returned, because even an assassin has standards—and aneed for deonceina
while" Anborn, who had chuckled at the tale, dlowed the humor to leave his eyes asthey met hers.
"Was that assassin Achmed?' he asked quietly. Rhapsody's face went dack. She released the shell and
the Lord Marshd's hand, and turned away toward the window of the room. "I don't know," she said
after amoment, her back to An-born. Silhouetted againgt the setting sun, she seemed even more thin and
wraithlike than he had noted upon seeing her after her orded. "1 didn't know himin those days. | would
doubt it, however. My understanding isthat Achmed rarely, if ever, missed ashot or lost thetrail of
prey." Thelast wordsfell awkwardly from her mouth; she shut it abruptly and pulled at the drape, letting
more of the fading light enter the room. And he would have had no compunction about killing every
Barney inthetown if he had to. Achmed can pour hisown de. "Do you ever stop to think your loyalty to
him ismis-placed?' Anborn asked, his voice uncharacterigticaly gentle. "Don't get me wrong, my desr; |
am in no position to con—demn any man for the sinsof hispadt. It just appearsto me that you arerisking
much of what you love for someone whose entire view of the world is anathemato everything you
professto believe." The Lady Cymrian remained silent for the span of seventy heartbests. "'l dways
thought you liked him," she said after amoment. Anborn drew himsdlf up taler, then Sghed dispiritedly. "l
do—hbut that doesn't change the validity of my concern for you. Y ou'll notice | have asked you the same
about my nephew and, in fact, mysdf. Y ou are awoman that treasures things none of ustruly care
for—and to that end, in trying to see good in us which does not exist, you may undo yourself. And your
child." Rhapsody returned to him and sat by hisside. "'l wastelling you the story of Barney," she went on
asif she had not heard him. "My Barney—the one | knew in Easton. He was alittle old proprietor of an
inn called the Hat and Feathers. Had awife named Dee and a generous heart. He was also the first
person | ever spoke the True Name of—or, more precisdly, | wroteit down when | waslearning to
graph musical script. | told him to have atroubadour play it for him one day, if one should come aong.
And apparently one did; he played Barney the song of his own name, though neither of them knew what
'r was. Barney found it to be a catchy tune, and so he hummed it to himself every day, while washing
glassesand serving ale” Her eyesgrew brighter. "He il does, asfar as| know." She averted her eyes
as Anborn's gaze grew suddenly sharp. " Say what you mean,” the Lord Marshal commanded. "I mean
that al those centuries ago in the Third Age of his-tory, aman learned to Sing his True Name to himself,
day into night, for each of the days of hislife forward. His beloved wife grew old and died; war cameto
the Idand, and went, tak—ing ageneration with it. Centuries of rebuilding passed, until Gwylliam'svison
of the Cataclysm was revealed, and when the Cymrians made an exodus to this place, Barney went with
them. He lived through the whol e thing, Anbom—the exodus, the journey, the building and undoing of
the Cymrian empire, the war, the years of sillent misery—and to thisday, he quietly tends bar in asmall
fishing village on the western coadt, ook—-ing exactly like the same man who | kissed on the cheek and
walked away from two thousand years ago. The song of his name has seemed to have sustained him;
each time he hums the melodly, it remakes him, in asense, to what he was on the day he learned it."

She tapped the shell in his hand. " Grunthor gave me thisafew years ago, when wefirgt cameto this
place. A thoughtful gift; he believed it might help with the nightmares that had been plaguing me since
girlhood, thought I might be comforted by the sound of the sea. And he was right, though | think perhaps



it was more the kindness that consoled me than the roaring of the waves." Her amile bright-ened even as
thelook in her eyesgrew serious. "In that time | have kept it carefully asareminder of what it was that
alowed meto survive dl that had befalen me—not my wits, if | have any, or my sirength, minimal asit is,
but the love of those dear to me. | giveit to you now, and init | have sung the song of your True Name,
Anbom ap Gwylliam, son of Anwyn." She squeezed bishand. The Lord Marsha sighed. "l amnotin
need of your com-fort, mlady," he said as pleasantly ashe could. "I amin need of focusand
concentration—war islooming. Thelast thing | wish to be digtracted by isfoolish consolation.” "1 know,"
Rhapsody said. "It isnot for consolation that | am giving it to you, but for hedling." Her voice became
softer, asif the words caused her pain. "It was| that caused you to be lame, when you caught me from
the sky as| fdl from An-wyn's grasp at the battle after the Cymrian Council.” Shewaved him into sillence
as he attempted to speak. "It is be~cause of me that you have lost the freedom you once had, the
freedom you told me you vaued above dl other things. | have tried many timesto hed thoseinjuries, to
make you whole again, but my knowledge, my abilities, are not strong enough.”

The Lord Marsha squeezed her hand. ™Y our abilities were sufficient to keep me from degth, to return me
to hedlth, if not vitdity—" "It isnot enough,” Rhapsody interrupted. "If you are to lead the forces of the
Middle Continent again in awar that is per—-haps directed by malicious greed and adesire for conquest,
or perhaps something darker, something demonic, you will need to be ashale and able asit ispossible
for you to be. And what | have come to understand since Meridion's birth, snce my timein Elynsynoss
Lair, isthat | have been going about thisin the wrong way. | could heal you, Anborn, save you from
death, but | cannot remake you to what you were, because only you can do that. Only you know the
man you were, and are, what you have seen and done. Only you own the memo-ries of everything that
has happened to you in the course of avery long lifetime. Good and bad, those memories are what make
you whole—and | believe only you can embrace them enough to alow them to restore what you were."
The large hands that encircled her small onestrembled dightly. Anborn looked down a where their
handswerejoined. "I don't know that | want that man back,” he said tonelesdly. "I've done many terrible
thingsin my life, Rhapsody, things you may know of, many more that you don't. Perhaps, in the course of
prosecuting the war that isto come, | will do them again, or worse. If the cost of purging those things
from my soul wastheloss of my legs, then so beit." Rhapsody inhded. "It wasnot," she said, her voice
ringing with aNamer's truth. ™Y ou cannot purge anything that has happened to you, asif it werean
impurity of sted to be smelted away in aforgefire. All that has gone before has made you what you are,
like notesin asymphony. Whole or lame, you are who you are. Ryle hira, asthe Lirin say. Lifeiswhat it
is. Forgive yoursdlf." She released his hands and pushed the shell againgt hischest. "At least try to be as
whole asyou can, if not for yoursdlf, then for the men you lead. And for me." The Lord Marshd'srigid
facerdaxed alittle. Y ou are very infused with admiration for yoursdf, and your placein my esteem,” he
sad jokingly. "All right—what must | do?' "Hold the shell to your ear, perhaps before you lie down to
deep, perhaps when you wake. Listen to the music within it; it may take you awhile to even hear the
song in the crashing of thewaves. Humit, or sng it if you can hear the words, though that is not an easy
thing to do unlessyou aretrained asa Singer. Just try, please—try to remember who you were and blend
that in with who you are. | don't know if it will make any difference, but we are about to be parted, one
from the other, for what we both know will be along time, if not for-ever. | beg you, Anborn, do this
onelast thing for me. If not for me, do it to add one more healthy body to the fight for the surviva of the
Middle Continent, and perhaps the world."

Their eyesmet sharply, and for an ingtant they both recalled another discussion years before, the meeting
in which she had asked him to consider being her consort. Let us not mince words, Generd. We both
know that war is coming; it draws closer with every passing moment. And while you have seen war
firsthand, | have seen the adversary—or at least one of them. We will need everything we have,
every-thing, to merely survive its awakening, let done defeet it. | will waste neither the blood nor thetime
of the Lirin fending off amartia challenge over something so stupid as my betrothd. A marriage of
convenience is an inggnificant priceto pay to keep Tyrian safe and a peace for aslong as possible. We
will need every living soul when thetime comes. "1 will," the Lord Marsha promised findly. "Even asl
Fplit the ears of the men encamped near me with the horror of my singing voice, for you | will makethe



attempt, Rhapsody. | will try to imagineyou as| do, Snging to my greet-nephew, and perhaps that will
ease my sense of ridiculousness. But, in return, you must promiseto let go the silly burden you have
carried of the respongbility for my laming. My rescue of you was foretold in prophecy centuries before
ever laid eyeson you, and if | learned nothing else from my cursed mother, may maggots eet her eyes, it
was that you cannot fight Fate." His blue eyes twinkled in the growing darkness. "Of coursg, if | see Fate
coming, | intend to make agood tusse of it anyway.” A knock sounded as the door opened, and Ashe's
shadow appeared in the doorway. " The preparations are under way, and should be completed shortly,
Aria" hesaid. "The quartermaster intends to have the horses tacked and ready to leave in aquarter
hour." He eyed Anborn for amoment, then extended his hand to his wife. Rhapsody rose and cameto
him, taking his hand. "Who hasthe baby?"

"Grunthor.” "Do you think that was wise? Did you feed him first?"

"The baby?' "That wasn't who | meant." Rhapsody turned one last time and smiled at the Lord Marshal.
"Good fortunein dl that you will be undertaking,” she said. "And remember your promise.” Anborn
swiped an impatient hand a her. "Go," he said curtly.

Rhapsody watched him for amoment longer, then let go of Ashe's hand, came back to where the Lord
Marshal sat, and stood before him. She bent down dightly and pressed her lipsto his, alowing her hands
to rest on hiswide shoulders, taking her time, breathing in his breath. Then she returned to her
as-tonished husband and | eft the room without 1ooking back.

Anborn waited until the heavy door had closed solidly be-hind them, their footsteps fading away in the
hallway beyond. When at last he could no longer hear any trace of sound, he picked up his spectacles
and returned to hiswork. "Goodbye," he said softly to the map on the desk in front of him.

13

I'm not even going to ask what just happened,” Ashe mut-tered as they waked down the halway with
the same sense of controlled urgency that had been in place since the meeting. "That was not asight | had
hoped to keep in my eyes aswe are about to be parted in the advent of war. Please be certain that you
do not do that to Achmed where | can see—I'll be unable to take nourishment for weeks." Rhapsody
waslogt in thought and didn't hear him.

"Who did Anborn neglect to kiss goodbye that never came home?" she asked when they findly reached
the door to their chambers. Ashe looked blank, then took the handle and opened the door. "I've no
idea," he said, gesturing for her to enter first. "An-born haslived along time, and through someterrible
days. | imagine he haslost many people he has cared for, though no one specia comesto mind except
perhaps Shrike, and | don't expect they did much kissing." Rhapsody went to the candel abra on the table
near the bed and touched the wicks, sparking them into flame. "His wife, perhaps?' Her husband closed
the door. "I would doubt that. Etelle was afairly horrid woman, and when she died a decade or so ago
my father told me Anborn was more relieved than any-thing ese. | wasin hiding then, so | don't redly
know much about what has gone on in Anbom'slife. He has an oft-stated fondness for tavern wenches
and serving girls; | don't think it'simpossible that he may havelost one or more that he cared for."
Rhapsody shook her head and cameinto hisarms. "1 don't think that's the answer, though you are
probably right that it was not Estelle.” She thought back to afrozen glade at the forest's edge in Tyrian,
on the night Congtantin had made reference to in the council meeting, when the Lord Marsha had come
in answer to her Kinsmen's call on the wind to find her and the then-gladiator lost and freezing to degth.
Anborn had rescued them both, had taken her, frostbitten and al but naked, into a hidden shack that had
served asaway sta-tion for him, where he tossed her a soft wool tunic of fern-green, long of deeve,
pointed at thewrigt, to cover hersalf. Thisdoesn't look like it would fit you too well, Anborn. To whom
doesit belong ? It belonged to my wife. She won't mind you wearing it— she's been dead eleven years
now. It looksfar better on you, by the way. I'm very sorry.



No need to be. We didn't like each other very much. We didn't live together, and | rarely saw her. But
you must have loved her once. No. For such an intdlectudly gifted woman, Rhapsody, you can be
charmingly naive. Then why did you marry”? She wasn't an unattractive woman. Her family wasan old
one, and shewas principled; if she ever cuckolded me, | never knew it, and | believe | would have. | was
loyd to her aswell, until shedied.

The honest cynicism had stung her. That's al? Why bother? she had asked him. A fair question, to be
sure. I'm afraid | don't have an an—swer for you. Did you have children?

No. I'm sorry to disillusion you, Rhapsody. Y ou obvioudy know what my family is, and so know that we
don't have the most romantic history. From the very beginning, sex and mat-

ing in our family has been about power and control, and it has remained thus. And | can't foresee atime
when that will change—dragon blood is pervasive, you know.

The brutality of the observation had not been lost on her. Ashe pulled her closer. "In these last moments
before we part, forgive meif | say that | couldn't care less about who—ever Anborn kissed or did not
kiss—except that it was quite disturbing to witnessit being you.”

She shook her head to clear it of the memory and smiled up at her husband. "We only have afew fleeting
moments—either the quarter-master will declare the provisions and mounts reedy, or the baby will

wake, screaming, in Grunthor's arms, and we will need to rescue them both. Perhaps we should forget
about An-born for the present and just be done together, while | am till here” "Agreed,” the Lord
Cymrian said. Without another word he swept hiswife from her feet and laid her carefully down on their
marriage bed, then lay down beside her. He took her small face in his hands and stared down &t it, asif
to commit to memory every feature again, as he had done each night into each day that they had been
together for thelast four years, the vertica pupilsin hiseyes shrinking in the candldight, the cerulean blue
irises gleaming with an intendity surpassing that of an ordinary man. It was the dragon within hisblood that
was assessing her now, Rhapsody knew, anature both aien and familiar to her that obsessed over each
thing or being that it considered to be treasure. She could fed her skin prickle beneath the vibration of his
inner sense as it memorized the length of each of her eye-lashes, the number of breaths she took, the
besting rhythm of her heart. She could fed hisanxiety rise and knew that he also perceived how wesk
she gtill was from childbirth, how much blood she had lost, how fragile her hedth had become. The
dragon Elynsynos, to whose lair Ashe had originaly guided her during asweet spring long ago, had
provided most of the in—sight she had into this Side of the man whose soul she shared. Wyrms are not
avaricious—we do not desire much, Pretty, only what we bdieveisrightfully ours. We are each part of
ashield that protects the entirety of the world, and yet we do not wish to own everything in that world.
That which is part of our hoard, our treasure, isnot our prisoner; we guard it jeal-oudy, hut only because
we loveit with everything that isin us. What humans see as possessiveness, dragons believe to be the
purest form of love. Thisistrue whether the treasureisasin—gle coin, aliving being, or awhole nation of
people. Independent as her own temperament was, she had come to understand that element of his
nature, dl the while knowing that he battled it, grappled with it, Sruggled againgt it every day,
endeavoring to keep from letting the draconic side of himsdlf frighten or subsume her. As she looked
back into his eyes now, she could see straight to his soul, and within her own she felt an overwhelming
sense of impending loss; she had learned to treasure him in the same way.

Ashe saw thetearsglinting in her eyes, perceived the lump in her throat, and did hisfingers deeper into
her hair, cupping her head and covering her mouth with his. Time became sus-pended asthey shared a
bresth, the musical rhythm of inhaantion and release that was the song of their joined lives. When their
lips separated he saw that her wan face was wet with the tears she had fought so long to hold in check;
his dragon sense had registered her weeping, but the sight of it d-ways squeezed his heart more than he
was prepared to with-stand. There was something within him mat perceived her as even more beautiful
in tears than when she was amiling, and the thought disturbed him gresatly. He pulled her closer as she
buried her facein his shoulder, secretly glad to berid of thesight. "A quarter hour, no more," she
murmured. "Why doesit al-ways seem that we are limited in our time together? We are barely in each
other's presence more than the span of afew heartbeats before we are once again parted. And how can
you withstand losing our child again?| am afraid, Sam— genuinely afraid that thiswill be more than you,



man or dragon, will be able to withstand. | know | would not be able to bear it were it you that was
leaving, taking him with you."

TheLord Cymrian exhaled dowly; he had been contem-plating, with dread, the same thing.

"I will hold on to the few scraps of comfort that remain— the knowledge that, with what isto come, you
and Meridion will be safe. | will continue to remind myself, asthe dragon grows impatient and angry, that
| have never deserved you or the happiness you have brought me from the start.” He put his hand over
her mouth to quell the protest that threatened to spill out. "For al that | know you love me, Rhapsody,
you re-aly don't know how much | love you; the inadequacy of my tongue prevents me from putting it
into words. Each wrong I've done you, each error I've made, each time | have alowed pain to touch
you, digs adeeper hole of regret that has, like dl other vessalswithin me, filled up yet again with more
longing to be with you. Sometimes| think that if ever | wereto hurt you, even inadvertently, the breath
would turn to ice within me. To do anything other than to commit you to Achmed and Granthor's
protection and get you both as far from the coming hostilities as possble would be to risk that hurt—and
that is what, more than anything, | would be unable to bear. So, for the sake of the One-God, do not
endanger yourself or our child, | beg you—the knowledge that you are safe as the world beginsto fray
and come gpart isthe only thing that keeps me from following my father into the ether—or perhapsto an
Ending not unlikehis™

Rhapsody went rigid. "Gods, don't even say something like that doud,” she choked, but in hiseyes she
could see the ve-racity of hiswords, and knew that he was not exaggerating.

Ashe amiled, and ran his caloused hand through her shin-ing hair.

"Oh, and one other thing—I ill have to make good on the promise | made you long ago: that when dl of
thisis past, and others come forward to take over the burden of leadership, on that day, and not one day
more, | will take you to the forest of your choice, to the glen of your choice, and build for you the goat
hut you have long desired, where we can live smply, raise our children, and forget that the world exists
beyond our hedgerow." Rhapsody relaxed beneath the warmth of his smile, though the understanding
unspoken between them of what might be afatal outcome for either or both of them was clear. "Done,”
shesaid. A polite knock came at the chamber door. "Ready, mlord," came the quartermaster's muffled
voice.

Thelord and lady rose quickly from the bed and headed, asif of one mind, to each of their dressing
rooms, returning amoment later, holding objectsin their hands.

Ashe extended hisarmsfirgt, in which he held a battered cloak, gray on the outside with ablueinterior. A
shadow of migt, like fog hovering above alake in morning, seeped out from between the folds. Rhapsody
smiled. Thiswasthe cloak of mist that had hid—den him from sight and other forms of detection ail the
years he had been in hiding, waking the world mostly unseen and unnoticed by those around him. It was
in this garment she had first beheld him, at least on thisside of Time, in the course of abotched
pickpocketing that had caused uproar in the Streets, the memory of the scuffle that had ensued was both
bitter-sweet and comic. The mist had been imbued into the cloak by Ashe's command over the element
of water, as bearer of the sword Kirsdarke; he had worn it so long that the mist remmained, clinging to
the fabric, shidlding the wearer from pry-ing eyes and scrying.

"Takethiswith you, Aria" he said briskly. "It's more than large enough to hide both you and the baby; if
the prophecy wasright and there are eyes watching him, this should blind them, at least while heiswithin
it. Try to keep himwithinitsfolds at least until you reach Canrif, and perhaps beyond." Rhapsody
nodded and took the cloak. "I will, thank you, Sam." She extended her hand in turn, her fist closed, and
held it over his. She opened her hand, and into hispam fell apearl, luminescent and shining asthe
glowing moon. In it was con-tained the memory of their first wedding, aceremony of their own making
conducted without witnessin the grotto of Elysian, her hidden underground home within the Bolglands. It
was amemory that only they had shared, in aplace where she had dways felt safe. "And you keep this,
to remind you of happy times, and better timesto come when thisisover.”

He squeezed the pearl and nodded in return. ™Y ou know the dreams will return,” he said.

"Yes" Asheregarded her sadly. On the night they had met in their youth, on the other sde of Time, she
had told him of her dis-turbing dreams. When they had come to know each other again on this side of



Time, those prophetic, prescient dreams had evolved into night terrors, causing her to thrash about
vi-olently in her deep, even asthey sometimes provided a key to what would come to passin the Future,
or what had happened in the Past. He, dragon that he was, had the ability to chase her nightmares away,
had been able to provide a protective vibra-tion that kept the nightmares that had once tortured her at
bay while she dept. Over the years he had finally seen her at re<t, at peace in hisarms. "Who will keep
you from the nightmares now, Aria?' he asked softly. "The nightmares are theleast of it, especidly if they
help foretell what may come," she said. "1 suppose the answer isthat you gill will, Sam. Inaway, the
sacrifice you are making—we are dl making—may be the only chance we have of kegping from being
consumed by far more terrifying nightmares that do not go away upon waking.”

Her hand cameto rest lovingly on the sde of hischeck. "But | will cometo you in dreams, if 1 can,” she
said softly. "You are ever there, Aria" She shook her head. "No, | mean that | will try to visit you, to be
with you in away that is more than dream, but less than the flesh. Being done with Elynsynos for months,
studying ancient texts of primal lore, | have come to understand much more about how Namer magic
worksthan | ever knew before. And onething | may be ableto doisvist from timeto time, in away
where we are both aware. Especidly after Achmed has finished his project.” Ashekissed her, then
opened the door.

"Either way, you are ever there." Both of their backs suddenly straightened, asif shot with an arrow.
"Meridioniscrying," they said to each other in unison. Ashe stood back to alow Rhapsody out the door
first. Asthey hurried together down the hal, he looked down & hiswife. "Thereis no possible way you
could have heard that," he said fondly. ™Y ou must be devel oping adragon sense of your own. | must be
rubbing off on you." Rhapsody snorted and doubled her speed, begating him to the stairs by four strides.
"Hardly. Every new mother isabit of adragon.” Ashewatched her descend the Sairstwo at atime.
"Hmmm. That explains the ferocious mood swings." The quartermaster had readied and provisioned four
horses, two light riding, two heavier war horses. One of the war horses was of enormous size, and
packed with very little weight; Grunthor examined it and nodded in approval. The other of the two heavy
horses and one of the light riding horses bore most of the equipment and supplies for their long journey.
The other light riding horse had been equipped with an extralong saddle.

"l think at least at first you should consider riding with Achmed,” Ashe told Rhapsody gravely. ™Y our
orded in theforest of Gwynwood, Meridion's birth, and the long journey back here have taken their toll
onyou, Aria. | am not certain that in the current state of your health you can withstand the rigors of the
swift ride, especidly holding the baby swathed in the mist cloak. Therefore, | think wisdom dictates that
you and Achmed share asaddle, at least for the first portion of thetrip. | will rest eesier knowing that you
areunlikely tofdl fromthe horse"

Rhapsody smiled and kissed him. ™Y ou will dways bein my thoughts, as| know wewill bein yours" she
sad. "Each night before | go to deep, | will try and visit you in your dreams. Remember the songs| sing
to you when we are together and know that | will be Singing to you even while we're apart, and to
Meridion; keep that picture in your mind, and we will never be far away fromyou." Ashe smiled sadly in
return. "Now | can count every one of your eyelashes, and each beat of your heart. | know how you are
breathing, and how you shape the currents of air where you stand, how they change as you move. Once
you are outsde arange of five miles, it will be asif you are lost to meforever," he said. "Just keep
yourself and our son safe, my love. Knowing that you are doing so isthe only chance that | have to hang
on to sanity." Rhapsody embraced him, knowing that he spoke the truth.

ce 0 news Oi thought you might want to know, sir," Grunthor said quietly as Rhapsody and Ashe were
saying their final goodbyes. "While you were away, ol' Ashe's grandma, that bloody dragon, Anwyn,
made 'er way to the Bolglands and tried to get in. No worries, Sr; we repelled 'er easily enough.” "How
did you manage that?" Achmed asked increduloudly. "I have the only wegpon in the whole of the
Bolglands capa-ble of piercing dragon hide, and it was with me. What did you do to drive her off?' "We
backed up the sewage cistern and blasted 'er out of the tunnelswith the hrekin,” Grunthor replied. "About
an 'undred thousan' gallons of the former contents of Bolg arses; seemed an gppropriate enough weapon.
Besdes, dragons are extrasendgitive to dl the senses, if | recall correctly. Stunned 'er, it did. Left an 'eck
of amess aswdll, which we thought about cleaning up before you got 'ome, but decided instead it made



alovely battlement. So wejust sort a shaped it into abarricade and left it to stink up the place right
nicely. Don't expect shell be comin' back anytime soon.”

"And you neglected to mention this at the council of war?' Achmed said, amused.

"Yes, dr," Grunthor said. "If ‘e 'ad known that the dragon had dready broached the Bolglands, there was
apossibility ‘er 'usband would not let her go. And in my judgment, Sir, dragon or no, she's safer with us
anyway." "Agreed,” Achmed said, mounting hishorse. "It should be interesting to see her reaction to your
new barricade; Rhap-sody considers cleanliness to be a sacrament. Let's be on our way as soon as he
can tear hislips off her and the squalling brat.”

At the crossroads, eastern Navame

The cohort of the Second Mountain Guard of Sorbold came to ahalt at the place where the road leading
north into the province of Canderre crossed with the forested trader's route heading east from the
wooded lands of Navarne to the capita city of Bethany.

The wind was cold, but the sky clear; darkness and the ab—sence of travelersin winter had covered their
journey from their southern homeland with but minimal exception. Each stray merchant or farmer had
been easily dispensed with, with no mgjor outcry or noticein the sparsely settled area, just asthey had
planned.

Now, asthey approached the keep and the surrounding walled village mat was Haguefort, the
commander gave quiet ordersto more surreptitioudy travel the forest road, to cling to the fringe of the
woods for cover, in single and dud file, to keep from attracting notice of any of the patrolsthat were
most likely stationed throughout the area, guarding the home of Gwydion of Manosse, the Lord Cymrian.
And hisfamily. The commander silently signaed to the troops, and they followed him quietly into the
woods, their surefooted mounts al but silent along the forest trail. They had gone the better part of a
league when the sound of horse approaching could be heard in the woods to the north. Quickly, the
commander sgnaed to two of the scouts and dismounted. They followed him, diding down from the
saddle slently while the rest of the cohort quietly came to astop deeper into the fringe. The commander
and the scouts crossed the forest road and crept through the underbrush, dry and dead from the snow
that till gripped this part of the continent, so different from their homeland of dry and arid mountains.
They passed through the forest easily, having been trained to do so at great expense, and stopped within
athick copse of evergreensto wait. Beyond the stand of trees at the edge of their sight was aforest path,



ameager route where farmerstraveled to avoid the main road and to harvest the fruits of the forest,
wood for hearths, berries and wild herbs, and game. The sound of asmall number of horses at full canter
could be heard in the wvest; the three soldiers sank lower to the ground, waiting. After afew moments
the horses and riders came into sight. There were four beasts, two light riding horses and two heavy
draft, with what appeared to be two riders atop one each of the light and heavy, the others carrying
supplies. The man atop the heavy horse was enormoudly tall and broad; the beast was breathing noisily
asit ran. Thetravelersdid not tarry; they traversed the forest path, gaining speed as the woods grew
thinner, and disappeared into the distance.

The commander rose quickly. Take the third wave, and follow them,” he said to the first

scout. "It may be nothing, but my ingtinct says they should not be allowed to dip past. Bring back their
horsesif you can; they will aid in the journey back." The scout nodded, and al three men made their way
quickly back to the main forest road. The cohort divided itsdlf up quickly and quietly, the third wave
taking to the north in pursuit of the riders, the second

doubling back southwest to serve asafar flank, the remainder heading quietly west.

To Haguefort.

The small carriage was outfitted and ready at the western gate shortly after the two Firbolg and the Lady
Cymrian had departed by the northern one. Gerald Owen coughed as the dropping temperature stung the
ingde of hislungs. He looked up into the cold night sky from the courtyard, illuminated only by asingle
hooded lantern, at the stars spreading out beyond the canopy of trees that were the beginning of the
wooded landsto the west of Haguefort, through which they would be riding, eventualy melding north into
the holy forest of Gwynwood and the Cir—cle, their destination. For al that bitter cold had returned, the
sky itself was clear and the wind gentle; it seemed that they would have favorable enough wegther to
make good time. He conferred quietly with the drivers and their two escorts, then sgnaled to the window
of the keep. A few moments later the buttery door opened quietly, and the two Navarne children
appeared, both clad in dark shirts, trousers, and gray cloaks that blended into the night. Gwydion
Navarne closed the buttery door quietly, then took his sister's hand and led her through the herb garden
and across the cobbled courtyard to the tree-lined area where the coach was waiting. "' Oh, good, they've
used the roans yoked in adoubletree,” Melisande whispered. "Should be afast ride” "Is everything
ready, Gerald?" the young duke asked ner-voudy, loosing Melisande's hand and passing the bag
carrying thelast of her suppliesto the coachman. Mdlisande snagged the waterskin from his hand and
attached it to her belt. "Everything, mlord," the chamberlain replied. "The Lady Cymrian sent word by
winterbird to Gavin at the Circle, so hewill be expecting us, no doubt. I'll seeto it that Lady Melisandeis



delivered promptly and safely.” Gwydion nodded, trying not to vomit. Mely had beentoo littleto
remember the last time they had seen their mother, but the memory was as clear to him asif it had
happened yester—day instead of nine years before. He had been eight years old at the time, aquiet lad of
books with a deep love of the woods that his mother shared. She had also shared his propensity for
shyness, unlike hisfather and sister, whose natures were abundantly social and warmly cordia. He
missed her gtill, the scent of lavender or lemon in her hair, the gentleness of her hands as she smoothed
the coversaround him at night, the way the comers of her mouth crinkled when she smiled—the
memories aways made the hollow space in his ssomach ache when he let them come back. Worst of all
wasthe last one, of her and her sister, his aunt who he barely remembered, climbing into just such a
carriage, on their way to the city to buy Melisande some shoesin which to learn to wak. They were
laughing, her black eyes, so like Mdly's, were sparkling, and she had held hisface in her hands, had
kissed him on the cheek and forehead and whispered in his ear, words he could still recall in the very
tone of her voice. Beagood little man. Help your father. Remember that | love you. He had endeavored
to fulfill al of thoserequests. Most of thetime it wasn't difficult. "I know you will," he said rotely to the
chamberlain. Mdisande, who rightfully fancied hersalf an excellent groom, had dready made a check of
the horses bindings, to the quiet amusement of the coachmen, and was standing at the door of the
cariage.

"Enough,” she said impatiently. "Timeto go." Gwydion exhaded deeply and went to the door. He put his
hands on her shoulders. "Listen to Gerad,” he said serioudly. "And don't take any Silly risks." He saw her
eyes narrow, and suddenly remem-bered how it felt to be underestimated because of age. He quickly
reached into his boot and pulled out asmall knifein asheeth. "Here," he said more pleasantly. "You
know how to use this better than | do—it was Father's.” Médisande's expression of annoyance melted
into one of ddlight.

"Thank you," she said eagerly, taking the knife and turning it over in her hands. She hugged her brother
quickly, then reached for the door. Gwydion forestalled her, opening it for her and lowering the step. She
climbed up, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.

"Don't do anything stupid,” she said, her black eyes danc-ing. "And don't have too much fun without
me." "Sameto you," Gwydion replied. "On both counts." Melisande grinned, her golden curls bobbing
within her hood, then stepped into the darkness of the coach. Gerad climbed in behind her. "Don't
worry, mlord. I'll seeto her safety.” Melisande leaned out the carriage window. "I'll seeto my own
safety. Make certain you seeto yours." Gwydion nodded, shut the door, fedling like the world was
coming to an end. Again. He stood in the darkness of the courtyard, watching until the carriage was
swallowed into the dark branches of the trees and the night. Melisande Navarne had never beenin the
woods to the northwest of her home. She had been to Tynan once, to the wedding of Rhapsody and
Ashe, and had once been alowed to go with her fattier to the province of Canderre, northeast of
Navame, to visit dis-tant cousins. She had begged him to take her east to Y arim as well, because the
exotic desert clime enchanted her imagina-tion, and she longed to see the place her mother's family and
her own black eyes had come from, but Stephen Navame had aways ruled it too distant, and the times
too dangerous, to risk. One day, when you are older, and the world is better, we will go, Mdlly, you and
I, he had said. One of the saddest les~sons of Mdisande's young life was the knowledge that even
though one day she might indeed see Y arim, the only one of the circumstancesin her father's promise that
would come to pass was that she would be older.

On occasion she had dso traveled to the southwest, most especialy to the coastal province of
Avonderre, where her family attended religious observances at the great seaside basilica of Abbat
Mythlinis, the cathedral dedicated to the e-ement of water. It was a place that she had both afascination
with and afear of. Mdisande sat back in the dark against the smooth fabric of the seet, listening to
Gerdd Owen snore, and closed her eyes, thinking about the basilica. She remembered the first time she
saw it, on the Naming Day of someone's child she didn't re-member, and had been afraid to goinside. It
was one of her earliest memories, from when she was no more than four years old. The basilicahad been
built at the water's edge and fashioned to resemble one of the great broken ships of the First Cymrian
Fleet, the vessalsin which her ancestors had come to this continent, fleeing the coming cataclysm on the



homeland, the Idand of Serendair, on the other side of the world. Being young, she had not realized that
the representa-tion of an enormous shipwreck had been intentiond; she had believed they were entering
the cadaver of ared ship, sun—dered on the sand, and the thought had disturbed her greatly. Once
ingde, she was even more certain that she was right. The immense entrance doors, fashioned from planks
of vary-ing lengths with ajagged notched pattern at the top, appeared to depict avast hole torn in what
would have been the kedl of the ship, with a crazily angled spire that was supposed to rep-resent the
ship'smast. Grest fractured timbers, the bones of shipslogt in the passage, were set within the dark stone
walls, making theinterior resemble the skeleton of agiant beast, ly-ing onitsback, its spinethelong aide
that led up forward, the timbers ancient ribs reaching brokenly up into the darkness above. If looking up
had terrified her, looking to the Sdeswas even worse. A line of thick tranducent glass blocks had been
nlaid in the walls a about the height of her shoulders. The churning seawas diffusdy visible through them,
bathing the interior of the basilica, and the faces of the people gathered therein, with a green-blue glow.
Instead of feeling the power of the All-God, or appreciating the celebration of the birth of anew child,
she had instead panicked and screamed until her mortified father had removed her from the basilica.

Now she was on her way to the Circle, to a place her father had respected but felt was unsafe to bring
her. Beyond that, she was charged with traveling to the lair of abeast that was, in her time, the
matriarcha wyrm of the entire continent, a being about whom the history bookswere full of diretaes,
from the abandonment of her triplet daughtersto the rampage thet | ft the western half of the Middle
Continent in cinders. Rhapsody had called the storieslies, had loved the dragon and in fact had goneto
stay with her during her pregnancy, trying to learn everything she could about the care and ddlivery of a
child with dragon blood. She trusted the dragon; Melisande trusted her adopted grandmother implicitly,
but still wondered if there wasn't at least agrain of truth in the old stories. Whatever else shewas,
Mélisande was blessed with an in-trepid spirit and a curious nature. Being the younger child of anoble
line, with little expectation of ever Sitting in the duchy seet of her father's line that her brother now
occupied, she had been alowed to explore what she wished, to study subjects and skills normaly
reserved for boys, and to question the ways of the world. So when she was asked to embark on the
mission she was now undertaking, she knew she should be nervous.

Instead she was merely excited. She was dozing, wrapped in light dreams of the basilica of water and the
dragon'slair of the lost sea, when thefirst bolt hit as her carriage came under attack. Gerald Owen was
shocked awake by the impact. "Driver—driver!" "We're under attack,” came the muffled reply. " Stay
down." The elderly chamberlain's eyes opened wide; Medisande took his hand, and together they moved
clumsly to the floor of the coach asit picked up speed, the vibration from horses hooves thundering
through the shell.

From the roof of the carriage they heard alight thump and the sound of acrossbow firing in return. "The
footman is an expert in the crosshow,” Owen said to the girl, trying to keep his voice from shaking. "The
Lord— made certain of it. He should be able to repel anything that might give chase." Meiisande nodded
and smiled encourag-ingly. Severd more thuds dammed into the back of the carriage, behind where their
backs had been amoment before. The lady shuddered at the sight of four bolt tips sticking through the
upholstered fabric.

Outside the carriage they could hear the noise of pursuit and evasion, shouted commands and cursing.
The carriage rattled and shook from side to side as rocks and ruts in the road were made into more
serious obstacles by speed. "Don't—don't worry, m'lady,” Gerdd Owen stammered. "I'm not,"” replied
thegirl. "But you are sanding on my hand.” "Apologies,” the chamberlain mumbled, quickly moving his
foot. Missiles screamed by beyond me window in the carriage door. The sound of abolt hitting its mark
echoed from above, a crossbow firing in return, and the carriage rocked wildly from sdeto side, spilling
the contents of the seats to the floor and sending the two passengers sprawling. With ahorrific thump and
another violent shake, the carriage lurched vio-lently asit ran over something largein the road; Melisande
shuddered. By the sound and direction of it, it seemed to be the driver. Her theory was born out a
moment later as the carriage be~gan swerving unevenly in the roadway. Shouts from above could be
heard, answered by others behind. "1—I don't think the door islocked,” Méeisande said, watching it flap
open and closed. Gerald Owen struggled to his knees and crawled over to the door, reaching to lock it.



Just ashe sat back, arider appeared at the left Side of the carriage, visible only in minute flashes through
the velvet drape, and dammed his hand againgt the carriage door, then reached through the curtain at the
window. Thethunder of ahorse could be heard next to them. "Go away!" Melisande shouted. "Just go
away! Leavemeaone” "M'lady, shhhhh,” Gerad Owen cautioned, reaching for her. The hand came
through the window again, farther thistime, arough, calloused hand with sword blisters on the pams. It
grasped wildly, then pulled back again. Mdisande dodged asit came within ahairsoreadth of her. She
straggled toward the right side, but the careening coach was veering between rutsin the road, the horses
unbal anced by whatever was occurring in the combat.

The arm lunged in once more, thistime grazing her cheek before seizing ahandful of her hair and dragging
her back toward the window. The Lady Navarne gasped doud. Gerad Owen lunged awkwardly for
her, grabbing her legs and pulling her back, but the hand did not let go, only wrapped her hair around it
like arope, and yanked again. Fury replaced the panic in the black eyes. Mdisande pulled the knife
Gwydion had given her from her boot and, with an artful arc, swung at the arm, missing. Another yank,
and her head grazed the window curtains.

Melisande, her back now against the bottom of the door, dashed above her head, hitting her mark and
dragging the knife shalowly acrossthe wrist of the arm that had held her fast an ingtant before.

The arm retracted quickly amid cursing in atongue she didn't recognize, then shot through the window
once again, bleeding dightly and reaching around in wild swings through the carriage.

Then it grabbed the door handle and began to twist it.

The child stedled hersdlf, waited until the hand was fully engaged around the knob, then took a deep
breeth and, with—~out so much as a blink, buried the blade to the hilt in the back of the man's hand below
the knuckles.

A scream of pain, followed by gagging, rent the air outside the carriage window.

Melisande grabbed for the knife, till embedded in the hand, and dragged the hilt downward, dashing
open flesh and mus-cle and covering herself and Gerald Owen in pulsing blood.

"l said leave medone" she screamed. "I'll cut your bloody fingers off if you touch meagain!”

The carriage shuddered violently as horse and rider im—pacted the side. Then it lurched up inthe air with
another sck-ening thud, a scream trailing away behind it, and smashed down in the forest roadway,
rocking sickeningly before faling with ajolt onto itsright Side, dl of the contents shaken loose and landing
on top of the stunned passengers.

Woozily, Melisande struggled to right herself. She was aware of the sounds of strife outside the carriage
gtill, but her attention was turned at the moment to Gerad Owen, who was lying in ahegp at the bottom
of the carriage, agash over one eye.

"Gerdd—"'

"Go, child," the elderly chamberlain whispered. "Get away from—hereif you can.”

Thelittle girl looked around wildly, then reached above her head and pushed the door open. She climbed
up dowly, using the door for cover, and looked around.

A gray mountain horse was standing across the forest road, its tack tangled and saddle bindings broken,
but otherwise un-injured. Farther back in the roadway behind them acrumpled body lay in atwisted
heap, marks from the whedls of the car-riage scoring it. The hand was extended lifelesdy on the ground,
dashed openinapool of blood. The body of her coachman lay off to the side of the road farther back.
Farther away still she could see the two soldiersin her es—cort engaged in combat on horseback with
four menin smilar uniform; she could only distinguish between them by the color of their mounts.
Meélisande shuddered; shock was threatening to close in on her. She hoisted hersalf up by her arms out of
the toppled carriage and looked behind her.

The footman with the crossbow was lying on the ground in front of the carriage, pinned beneath the
broken doubletree, moaning incoherently. Before him one of the horses was pinned as well, the other
dancing nervoudy inits hitchings. Melisande went cold; she glanced around and, seeing no one e se,
crept over the collapsed coach to the footman.

Shetried to lift the doubletree off him, but it wastoo heavy. He was gray in the face, Sweat pouring from



him, but he did manage to meet her eyes.

"Hy, mlady," he said. Then he shuddered and fell uncon-scious.

Practicality descended. Melisande contemplated taking the mountain horse but discarded the thought,
redlizing she had no knowledge of the anima and that it wasill-suited to taking on forest paths. When she
believed the soldiers were too en—gaged to see her, she hurried to the roans, and with small nim-ble
fingers and speed bom of much practice, she unbuckled the one standing and mounted it, pulling herself
up easily. It was ahorse she knew well; it recognized her and did not bolt

She kicked the horse and leaned forward over its neck asit started, then brokeinto afast trot, afaster
canter, and finally asmooth gallop down the forest road.

She kept up the gallop for the better part of haf aleague, then dowed to atrot again. The forest road
was dwindling to little more than afootpath, and the night sky was giving way to the gray of predawn. By
the time the clouds grew rosy she had |eft the road atogether, traveling north, as best as she could figure,
spurred on by panic and an inner call to flight bom of the horror she had witnessed.

When the sun findly crested the horizon, filling the frosty woods with diffuse light, making the trees shine
slver and whitein itsradiance, Mdisandefinaly cameto ahdt. Shelis-tened, but heard nothing behind
her except the sounds of the forest, of ice creaking on the boughs of trees, the rustle of the pine needies
inthe morning wind, and the calls of winterbirds that were just beginning to wake.

She had absolutely no ideawhere she was, except utterly lost.

Finally able to bresthe, she dismounted and |ooked around, then the sensations that had shut down in her
fight for survival came roaring back. Even through her boots and heavy woolen stockings her feet were
chilled; she was shivering with cold and trembling with fear, and hungry, but without any supplies or
provisions except the waterskin at her side and the knifein her boot.

She looked around at the endless greenwood, redlizing she was not even sure where the path was now.
The Circle should be north of here, she reasoned, or perhaps west. Her chin quivered, but she willed it to
stop. Then she straightened her back, took hold of the horse's bridle, and started off toward the north.
She had gone athousand paces when grief overwhelmed her. Melisande sat down on the rough ground
benesth atower-ing shag bark hickory tree and began to sob asif her heart would bresk.

After afew moments, calm restored, she stood up, got back on the horse, and started off into the forest
in search of the Circle and Gavin.

16



At the edge of the Krevendsfield Plain

While those who dwelt in the upworld would not consider the sort of deep that Dhracians experienced
red dumber, it wasfor their race the closest equivalent, atime of cessation of thought and activity, a
drowsinessthat alowed their bodiesto rest and recharge, as every other living thing did, a panacea of
revitalization required of al creatures with a beating heart. Even the near immortality bequesathed to them
being sons of thewind, born at the beginning of history, did not spare them the need for rest.

Rath closed his eyes as he contemplated this, lulled by the thundering of the wind around him as he took
sheter in thelee of agrassy hillock. Whilethe prima elementd power of their race and those liket,
known as the Firgtborn in the nomenclature of the human world, exempted them from many of the
limitations that those races that came later were hob—bled by, there was something inescapable in the
need for rest, even asthey traveled the upworld in endless pursuit of their prey. He wondered sometimes
idly if desth or damnation would be preferable to the endless vigilance required of him and hisfellows, the
obsessive, interminable need that drowned out al other reason for life, the bloodlust for the destruction of
the demons of fire known as the Fdor. Certainly it would be easier. But preferable or not, easier or not,
it didn't matter. It wasinescapable. As he drifted off into the state of relaxation, Rath was haunted by
what passed for dreams, the same sorts of images and memoriesthat filled his mind each night when the
last of Mskira had been expended, when he no longer tasted the wind actively for traces of the Fdor
stench, when his duty was delayed for afew brief hourswhile the rest of the world dept. Like those
others of hisrace, he had trod one time or another each of the seven continents, crossed each of the
seven sees, had traveled almost every footpath, every byway, had wan-dered through parts of the world
seen only by the birds and inhabited only by mountain goats, al in the endless search for what had
escaped, and Hill eluded them. 1t was an unforgiving hunt, an endless quest, and dl the centuries that had
passed had served to leave little memory of anything good. Rath rolled to one sidein hisdumber. In spite
of dl the vi-gons his eyes had beheld of the world, there was till within hismemory aclear recollection
of another place that he had not seen in thousands of years. As his breathing deegpened and dowed, he
visited that place yet again as he had each night since leaving it.

From the recesses of his mind came forth thoughts of atime in the world long before humans had
spawned and prop-agated the planet, when but five races held sway, his own be-ing one of them. His
mother race, what men called the Kith, believed the stories of the creation of the world told to them by
one of the only other racesthat had preceded them on it, the Seren. The Seren Singerstold of the birth of
the Earth as a piece of the star that broke off from its mother and sailed across the universe, coming to
rest in orbit around that blazing entity that had given it life. The rock had continued to burn, the Seren
sad, with flames of worldly fire, thefirst eement unique to the Earth. Finally, when it seemed that the
flames would consume the new planet, they receded and sank into the core of the new world, where they
continued to burn, hot and pure. The new planet was said then to be covered with the el -ement of water,
and theliving seaspread to dl corners of the globe, teeming with the beginnings of life.

It was then that the awareness of his race began. The legend said that the wind rose from the stirrings of



the seq, blowing back thewavesto reved finaly theland, thelast of the ee-mentd lores. From thiswind
came the beings known as the Kith; Rath remembered clearly the talestold him in darkness of what the
world had been like at that time, when the sons of the wind were free to walk the world unfettered,
unencum—bered by any duties, sworn or unsworn. They were aharsh race, uninterested in aliance or
commondlity with the beings that emerged from each of those other e ements—thetall, thin golden
creatures that were said to have been born of the ele-ment of starlight, ether, known as the Seren; the
elusve, mem-branous beings known as the Mythlin whose skin was porous, their flesh dmost gdatinous,
asthey spread across the seas from which they had sprung; the Wyrmril, or dragonsin the tongue of
man, serpentine beasts that chose aform other than the model that had been provided by the Crestor,
who jed-oudy guarded the Earth from which they had been formed, nascent with the traces of each of
the other e ementsthat had touched it. The Kith, more than any of the other races, were loners, happiest
when free to roam about the wide world in the arms of the wind. But that had been before Rath'stime.
Long before he had been born, there had been an intense battle in which four of the primordia races had
become un—easy dlies, banding together for the purpose of sparing the world from the destruction of the
firgt of the worldly el ementsto be born, the destructive and al-consuming eement of fire. For whilefire
hed had anatura beginning, someformsof it

had become tainted and perverted very early in thelife of the world, serving not the power of Creation,
but rather that of de~struction, of Void, the antithesis of life. The beingsthat had sprung from fire, and
had twisted its purposes to destruction, were the ephemeral spirits known as the Fdor, the race heand
his brother hunters now sought.

Asadways, Rath's breathing became labored as the cycle of his memory recounted the image of the Vault
in which the Fdor had been sedled away within the depths of the earth by the four races of the Alliance.
It had been outside of that very vault where he had been bom and come to awareness, the child of two
Dhracian parents, the tribe of Kith that pledge to serve asthejailers of the Fdor, standing endlessvigil a
the doors of the Vault of the Underworld. Rath and those of his tribe were even more harsh, more
emotionless than the rest of hiskin, largely owing to the bleakness of the earth and pas-sagewaysin the
darknessin which they dwet. To be Dhracian wasto be born into aform of endless agony, a perverson
of nature, achild of the wind locked away from dl vestiges of air or freedom, instead doomed by the
promise of generations be-fore to stand guard in endless darkness trapped in the earth for all eternity. Or
at least it would have been that way, had it not been for the intervention of the Seeping Child. Rath's
heartbeat began to race, asit did each time he dept, each time he dreamt of the day in his memory when
thefaling star crashed to earth, exploding the dome of the VVault. It was a cataclysm that defied words, a
shattering of the tun—-nelsand hallway in and around the prison of Living Stone that contained the most
destructive force the universe had ever given birth to, in screams of agony from the jailers and ec~stasy
from the captives as they roared forth, into the world, dispersing like milkweed down on thewind. Rath
had been young then, but he till remembered the taste of sdlt water in his mouth, the burning in hisnose
asthe searoared in, the ter—ror of hisfellow Dhracians asthey drowned within it, not at the imminence of
their own desths, but in the knowledge that the world they had served to guard was no longer safe. His
mother had been one such to die. He was gtill haunted by the sound of the laughter, thunder-ing in his
ears, burning his eardrums, and, even worse, the diminution of it asthe voices drifted away, faling Slent
asthe demons dissipated into the world. Asone of the surviving jailers, he had partaken with grim gleein
battling the remaining demons back into the VVault, had helped in the rush to sedl that Vault again,
containing them within the earth once more. It gave him some satisfaction to remember the howls of fury,
the harsh voices disgppearing into their tomb of Living Stone, but he had had enough of aglimpse of the
ingdeto know that it was only atemporary containment. Those that had escaped had a single purpose
outside of the destruction of al that lived.

To free those that had not been lucky enough to makeit out the first time.

The deeping Dhracian twitched, remembering in his dreamsthe glimpse he had of Bloodthorn, atree not
unlike the ones that grew in each of the places where Time began, but brutal and twisted, aperverse
abomination, not plant as much asliving entity, with branches and limbs of writhing thornslashing out like
the tentacles of the sea creature seeking prey. It had impaled and swallowed anumber of hissurviving kin



before the Vault was reseded; Rath's soul till pounded in pain recaling the sounds of their screams.
Hisfather had been one of them. He woke with astart, as he often did, bathed in swest that quickly
dried in the cool bregth of the wind. The dream was gone, aswas hisrepose, but it served to remind him
of why the Hunt was necessary, of why the needlesthat ran in hisveins were an essentia measureto
safeguard the world from that which would seeit in flames again, asit had once been & the beginning of
creation. It was agrim reminder, but an in—dispensable one, and it gave him the ability to go on living one
more day, to continuein his pursuit of that which hid from the wind itself, formless and ephemerd, and
purely destructive.

And any living being that would aid those evil entities, knowingly or unknowingly.

Hrarfa, Fraax, Sistha, Hnaf, Ficken.

Asusud, hiskira yidded nothing.

Rath tried again.

Y.

The sdlty taste returned to his mouth, an echo of common blood. Rath rose, shook the dust of the road
from his garments, and followed the sound once again.

Inthefidds of Canderre

Achmed dragged his mount to astop, twisting his face away from the back and shoulders of the woman
who rode on the horse before him, swathed in acloak of mist from which afoul stench was emanating.
"Hrekin," he said sourly. "Rhapsody, for the sake of every-thing that isholy, or unholy even, what isthat
repulsive smd|?' "Oi think yagot it right thefirst time, ar," said Grunthor merrily. " Childrenis one of them
thingswhat tastes better than it smells”
Rhapsody chuckled. "If you even lick your lipswithin an arm's length of him, I'll cauterize your intestines
with Daygtar Clarion—don't think | won't, you child-eating lout,” shereplied.
Achmed exhded loudly in annoyance. "When | offered to let you ride with me, it was because your
husband was con—cerned you would fal off on your own in your weskened state," he said, turning to
keep his nose from the area of stench. ™Y ou did not warn me that your child would make afine catapult
shell—Dbetter than rotting garbage or dead fish.”
"Do you want to stop so that | can change him?' Rhapsody asked, opening the folds of her cloak,
sending Achmed writhing away again, covering his sengtive Snuses. Thetiny child was degping deeply,
his black lashes afringe on the rosy face barely visblein the light of the moon. "I know he smells bad, but
it might be best if wejust let degping childrenlie”
The Threefell slent and exchanged a glance. Rhapsody's comment had inadvertently served to remind
them of the dire-ness of their Situation. Long ago apoem had proclaimed a prophecy of three deeping
children, each one known indiscriminately asthe Slegping Child.
The Seeping Child, the youngest born,
Livesonin dreams, though Death has come



Towrite her namewithin histome And no
one yet hasthought to mourn.
Themiddle child, who deeping lies,
Twixt watersky and shifting sands,
Sitsdlent, holding patient hands Until
the day she can arise.
The eldest child rests deep within
Theever-slent vault of earth,
Unborn asyet, but with its birth

Theend of Time ltsdlf begins.
Thefirg child in the prophecy was shdtered within Achmed's kingdom in the mountains, an Earthchild, a
being made of Liv-ing Stone, left over from when the world was bom. For dl he knew she might even be
thelast of thisrace, which the dragons fashioned out of elementa earth, considering them their prog-eny.
Theribs of her body were made of the same Living Stone that comprised the VVault of the Underworld,
the prison that held the demonsin check, and would thereby act asakey to it were sheto fal into the
hands of the Fdor.
And they knew she was there. The second child mentioned in the prophecy wasthe gar that fell into the
seaon the other side of the world, the same star that shattered the Vault. That burning star, which dept
be-neath the ocean waves for thousands of years, rose and con—sumed the Idand of Serendair infiery
cataclysm fourteen centuries before.
Andfor dl the destruction that ensued, for dl the livesthat were taken, the middle child brought about far
less damage than the other two could. The third Sleeping Child of the poem, the eldest born, they had
seen with their own eyesin their journey along the Axis Mundi, the root of the World Treesthat tied them
together along the center line of the Earth. It was awyrm of immense proportion, comprising nearly
one-sixth of the world's mass, deeping in the cold dark wastes below the Earth's mantle. Waiting for the
day the Fdor would cdll it by name and awaken it. Whereupon it would consume the earth. 'Y ou haveto
change him now," Achmed said as the horses danced in place. "The odor is burning the skin off theinside
of my eydids." In the distance aflicker of movement caught his eye. Had he not twisted to get away from
the stench of the child, he never would have seen it, but there it was again, the subtle in—dication that they
were being followed on horseback. Grunthor had seen it, too. He clicked to the other horses that he was
leading, the two light riding serving as pack horses, and began to trot away again toward the east. With a
speed bom of years of experience, Achmed silently vaulted off his horse's back, surprising Rhapsody and
causing her to sway inthe saddle.
"Keep going,”" he said softly to Grunthor. "I'll take care of these." He waited until the horses had gotten a
dight head gtart, then found alow clump of leafless ramble off to the side away where he took cover.
After afew moments he could fed the sound and vibration of gpproaching hoovesin the ground. A
moment beyond that, the handful of soldiersin Ashe's regaiaappeared behind them, traveling quickly
and quietly, following closely but making no effort to catch up. There was something about the way they
sat in the saddle that caught Achmed's notice. He had seen Anborn training the retinue of the Lord and
Lady Cymrian, and knew that histraineeswere proneto sit forward and up, the position that would best
prevent them from getting quickly off, and most protect their viscera. But those coming down the road
were ditting high inthe saddle, in totd contradiction to what he knew the Alliance soldiers training to be.
And they wereriding the gray mountain horses of Sorbold. The Bolg king crouched down and swore
dlently. There was atime when he would have felt them coming from aquar-ter mile away, and felt their
very heartbeatsin his skin, and could return fire accurately at that distance aswell. But hisblood gift, the
ability granted him early in life asthefirst of hisrace born on the Idand of Serendair, thefirst of Time's
birthplaces, had deserted him when he | eft the Idand, disap-pearing through the root of Sagia, the tree of
elementd sarlight. When he arrived in this place, fourteen centuries|ater, hisability to unerringly follow
the heartbests of every living cresture on the Idand had vanished, leaving him, some-what ironicaly, only
ableto do so il with those who them-selves had come from there. Still, his skills were keen, histaents
well honed. Achmed slently loaded three whisper-thin circular blades onto the arm of his cwellan, the



weapon he had designed for himsdlf alifetime before. He set the recoil and waited. When the cohort had
passed him without notice, he loosed the recoil arm into the backs and necks of the men on horse-back,
dicing through the seams of their armor. He reloaded and fired again and again, even beforethefirst
body hit the ground. In the distance he could hear the horses, now riderless, coming to a confused stop.
Achmed trotted after them, stepping over the bodies, and quickly searched their supply packs. Ashe
suspected, there was nothing to identify them as anything other than soldiers of Roland. Herifled their
provisions, then turned the horsesloose, findly checking the bodies adso for marks of other identification.
In the distance he saw Grunthor and Rhapsody reining to ahalt and turning back. He started acrossthe
field to catch up with them again, bothered most by the fact that what aerted him to the presence of his
stakers had been an odious signal from anewborn, rather than his own sensitive network of nerves and
blood vessdls. "I'm getting too old for thishrekin," he muttered. When they were encamped that night, the
baby fed, changed, and adeep for the evening, dong with the two Fir-bolg, Rhapsody pulled asmdl flute
from her pack, asmple reed instrument that she dways brought with her when travel-ing. While
Meridion dozed in her lap, shielded as dways by the cloak of mist, she began a smple melody she had
often played for Ashe before the fire in their days together. The clouds of theinky black sky sailed quietly
overhead on the night breeze, unhurried. She imagined she was tying the notes of the song to them,
sending them like amissive of love acrossthe sky, hoping that her husband was standing benegath the
same firmament, watching the same gars.

Assheplayed, shewas at first unaware of the tears on her cheeks.

Loss, deep and strangling, roared up within her, choking her, making her song sour and thin. Rhapsody
lowered her chin to her chest, remembering their days of journeying to—gether, neither trusting the other,
and yet comfortable in each other's presence, falling dowly and inextricably inlove dl thewhile. She
could not believe that once again they were parted.

She cleared her throat, savagely brushed the tears from her face, then began the song again in earnest,
weaving into it the musical pattern of his name. When the melody was complete, she sang softly behind it
asit hovered inthe ar. Gwydion ap Llauron ap Gwylliam tuatha d'Anwynen o Manosse, | missyou, she
intoned, directing the long waves of sound into the wind, attached by an invisible thread to hisname. /
love you—remember me.

Then she curled up with their child, kissed him, and fdll into adeep of disturbing dreams.

Far away, in the keep of Haguefort, her husband was stand-ing on the balcony of the library, watching
the eastern sky. The wind rustled through his hair, carrying with it awarmth that had not yet cometo the
winter-wrapped land. There was a song in that wind, a song he had heard long ago, when Rhap—sody
had summoned him to the grotto Elysian, to reunite him with alost piece of his soul she had recovered.
He could hear her voicein hismemory.

Gwydion ap Llauron gp Gwylliam tuathad’Anwynen o Manosse, | missyou.

Ashe amiled. "l missyou, too, Emily," he said, knowing that she would not hear himin return. "But | will
See you tonight in my dreams. May yours be swest."

| love you—remember me. "Asif | could forget." The Lord Cymrian stood for along time under the
gtarry sky, but no more of the message was forthcoming.

Finally he sighed, and went to bed, wrapped in warm mem-ories of agirl in agrassy meadow on the
other sdeof Time.
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L2771

The forest edge of Navarne and Gwynwood

Mélisande had been traveling for the better part of a day when she began to suspect shewasgoingin
circles. She had been traveling for the better part of two when she began to suspect she was being
followed. Melisande heard the trickling of water in the distance and urged the horse forward, knowing it
wasthirsty. Under atree was aspring-fed pond, partidly frozen, that she thought they had paused at the
day before; she swallowed her despair and dismounted, leading the horse to the water, then refilled her
waterskin whileit drank.

Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw move-ment, alittle more than a stone's throw away to
the north, though when she looked more carefully she beheld nothing but the snowy forest, the
evergreens with branches bowed heavy with icy burdens, the bramble and undergrowth frosted with
recentsnow.  Melisande stood erect. She stared harder into the green—-wood, but still saw nothing.
Stll, shedrew her knife from the boot sheath and held it out thresteningly. " Show yoursdlf,” she
demanded of the trees and hillocks.

Nothing but the wind answered her. She waited for along moment, then, feeling foolish, shetook adrink
from the pond. Fighting the pangs of hunger and desperation, she turned to mount and be on her way
again. Standing behind her in athicket of sgplingswasaman, afarmer or huntsman by thelook of him.
He was human, middle-aged and bearded, his expression somber, hisface and clothing unremarkable.
He wore abrown broadcloth cloak of modest quality and deerskin boots; had he not stepped dightly out
of the thicket, she would never have seen him, so plain and colorless were his garments. A long tapering
basket of woven reeds and a quiver of arrows were strapped to his back, and he carried abow, but no
other weapon was visible. He said noth-ing, but watched her with dark eyesthat seemed keenand a
touch intimidating. Melisande drew her dagger again quickly.

"Stay back," she said, in avoice she had hoped would sound threatening.

The stranger did not move. Mdisande took hold of the bridle. "Remain ill," she said.

The man complied, saying nothing. The girl turned and prepared to mount, then looked at the knifein her
grip. She shifted it to the right hand, then recon-sdered; should the man attack her, shewould be at a
disad-vantage, as her |eft hand was dominant. The stranger just watched her as she cogitated. Findly,
she stuck the knife be-tween her teeth like a pirate and climbed into the saddle. The man just continued
to watch her. Melisande took the knife from her mouth and pulled back on the reins. As she prepared to
depart, the stranger finally spoke. Hisvoice was gravelly, asif from disuse,

"Areyou injured?’

| certainly wouldn't tdll you if | were, Mdisande thought "No," she said, "but you will beif you try to
interferewithme.”

The man shrugged. "You arelog.”

"l am aso the Lady Melisande Navarne, and there are by now any number of armed soldiers|ooking for
me" Mdisande said, struggling to maintain abrave front. *So be on your way, and | will beonmine." The
man folded his hands. "And where are you going, Lady Melisande Navarne? | can offer directions.
Unlessyou prefer to continue wandering amlesdy in theforest in winter." The man swalowed, asif so
many words a one time had been uncomfortable to produce. Mdisande inhaed. She wanted to be able



to trust him, but having just experienced the kindness of strangersin the woods, she was afraid to let him
get too closeto her. "I am on my way to the Circle, to see Gavin the Invoker,” shesaid at last.

The man's eyebrows drew together. "Y ou are going the wrong way. The Circleiswest; you've been
heading south.” Mdisande sighed miserably. "I could take you there," the man said.

The horse danced in place. Melisande shifted on its back, her leg muscles sore and cramping. "Why
should | trust you?' she asked, secretly hoping he would provide her areason to do so.

The man turned to go. "Comeif you wish. Remain if you wish. If you'reright, your soldierswill find you
eventualy." He began walking away through the underbrush. "Have—have you ever been mere?’ she
cdled after him. "Where?' "The Circle? Have you gone there before?!

The stranger stopped and considered. "' On occasion. Though not often.” Then he turned away again and
disap—peared between two stands of trees. Melisande hesitated, then, seeing no aternative, urged the
horse forward, keeping her distance from the brown figure that blended disturbingly into the woods
around them.

Afer severa hours, Melisande began to wonder if the stranger was trying to lose her even more deeply in
the forest.

In spite of being on foot while she wasriding, the man moved through the greenwood at amuch greater
speed than she could. Her stomach growled and cramped; she had had nothing to eat since supper the
night before she left, and was weak with hunger. When the man findly stopped for the night, she worked
up her courage and addressed him as politely as she could.

"Have you any—food you could spare?' The stranger turned around and regarded her sharply. Then
after amoment he took the reed basket off of his back, fished around insideit, and took out a packet
wrapped in cloth. He tore back the wrapping to reveal asmal husk of hard-baked black bread, then
cameforward and offered it to her. Melisande drew her knife quickly.

"You eat somefirgt," she said, brandishing the blade. The man nodded. He took the husk and bit the end
off it, chewing and swallowing. He took another bite, and athird, fi-naly popping thelast of the husk into
his mouth. Then he turned around and headed back off into the forest, leaving the crestfdlen girl behind
him. Méelisande exhaled sadly, then kicked the horse and fol-lowed him. Well, that was stupid, she
chided hersdlf. Perhgps he hasthe right idea—I'll just remain quiet from now on. They continued walking
in silence, with no sound except for the winter wind and the noise of the horse's hooves. Asthey traveled,
Melisande noticed that the forest was changing. At first it seemed brighter, or that there was more snow
on the branches and boughs of the trees, but eventualy she redlized that more of the trees themselves
were of white or pale bark— alders, birches, silver maples. She knew from her studies that the prefix
gwyn meant white, but until she had seen the place she didn't realize why it had been so named.

There were dso many places where the ground beneath the blanket of snow was black and scorched,
where trees showed signs of fire damage. In these places new saplings and scrub were shooting up; the
baby trees stood straight againgt the winter wind, making a place for themsalves where disaster had taken
their forebears. Mdisande felt akinship with them, the same had been true of her and Gwydion.

Findly, after the sun had begun to set, they cameto alarge cleared place in the deep forest that appeared
to be awood-land village. Throughout the areawere many cottages and huts, some of stone and others
of earth with turf roofs, or the wattle and dab walls. In addition there were severd very large buildings
made of wood, with heavy doors and conica thatched roofs. Smoke rose placidly from the hearths of the
buildings

Above the doors of the huts and cottages were brightly col- Jored hex signs of painted or inlaid wood or
enamd in complex and beautiful patterns. Most of the dwellings had gardens or kraalsin the sde or
backyards that had been put to bed for the winter, but doubtless would be uncovered in spring asa
source of food for the residents of the houses, which had been white-washed or faced with stone as
ornamentation.

The man had chosen to avoid the main pathways that |ed through the forest village, but Melisande could
see, in spite of the cold, people milling about in robes of wool, some dyed with indigo or goldenrod or
engilder leavesto bring forth hues of blue or yellow or green. Others had been soaked in butter-nut
shells or heather, producing tones more earthy, shades of dismal brown and somber gray. These men and



women were carrying baskets and tools, and by the descriptions she had heard from her father and
Rhapsody, she assumed that they were some of the Filids, the nature priests who worshipped in what
they considered a sacred forest and tended to the Great White Tree, the last of the placeswhere Time
itself was said to have begun. In addition to the robed clergy were armed men, carrying bows, spears,
axes and other weaponry of foresters and scouts, and attired in leather armor. Melisande recognized the
clothing of the stranger as being smilar to these foresters, and re-alized that he was probably onelike
them, or one of them, ft made her relax alittle; if he served Gavin, or knew him, he was unlikely to do her
harm. Just before the sun disappeared bel ow the horizon, they came to avast meadow in the forest.
Towering there, itstrunk whiter than the snow, with great ivory branches that spread like immense fingers
to the twilight sky, wasthe Great White Tree. Its pde bark glimmered in thelast rays of the setting sun,
its sheer size made Mdisande pull her mount to astop and Sare at it. It was more than fifty feet across at
the base, and the first of its giant limbs was easily more than one hun-dred feet from the ground, leading
up to more branches that formed an expansve canopy that reached out over the other trees of the forest,
asif sheltering them from the sky. Around its base, set back a hundred yards from where its greet roots
pierced the earth, had been planted aring of trees, each one of a different species. Farther back, low
sone wallslined winter gardens that were decorated with ribbons and sprays of greenery, undoubtedly in
celebration of the coming spring. Melisande sat atop her horse, saring at the over-whelming beauty that
had been described to her, but not suffi-ciently for her to understand until now. How long she remained
there, lost in thought, shewas not certain; it was amost asif she had falen adeep Stting up from the
exhaustion and the ordedl, and the beauty of what she waswitnessing. A voice below her shook her from
her reverie. "Child? Can | help you?' Méelisande looked down. The man was gone.

A woman was standing next to the horse, clad in an indigo-colored robe with acowl &t the neck. She
was dender and dark of hair, with dight streaks of silver running through it, and her face and body had
many of the same racial features that Rhapsody's had. She must be Lirin, Melisande noted; she had seen
Lirin before, but rarely, and each time she encoun-tered them she thought of her father, who had had a
fondnessfor therace.

"Ehm, yes," she said, struggling to blink away her exhaus-tion. "I am here to see Gavin the Invoker.” The
woman's eyes widened, and she smiled. "Redlly? And who are you, child?"

Remembering how pompous and silly she had sounded when shefirst met the man, and how
unimpressed he had been, she tried to keep her voice and words more humble.

"My nameisMélisande," she said. "Wdll, Melisande, you appear to be very tired. Here, come down and
| will seeto your needs. My nameisElara" The Lady Navarne shook her head. "No, thank you. |
redly-must see Gavin—I've come avery long way to see him, and he's expecting me." Thewoman
exhaed. "I don't even know if heshere" she said, looking uncomfortable. "1 believe heisgone, actualy.
But I will send word that you've arrived. Do come down; you look like you are ready to fal from the
horse." Gratefully Melisande dismounted; she stumbled upon touching the ground, faint from hunger, her
legs weak. The nature priest pet an arm around her and led her to alarge building with a conical roof
near the outside edge of the win-ter gardens, from which men and women robed in the colors of the
earth were entering and exiting. Elara held open the oddly carved door on which the hex sign displayed
above it had been painstakingly rendered in wood and gestured for the child to go in before her.
Melisande complied, her head pounding. Inside the wooden building, warmed by a huge hearth on which
afirewasroaring, were many long, low tableswith short-legged chairs, around which nature priests were
gtting, eating, and talking. The room resolved into silence as Elaraled her to such atable and bade her
St; then the conversations resumed quietly.

"Wait here, and | will get you something to eat,” the priest said. "Please, | must see Gavin," she blurted,
panic rising within her. "Please. Y ou don't understand; | haveto seehim.”

Elara squeezed her shoulder. "Eat something firgt," shesaid. "I will send word to hishousg; if heishere,
and wants to see you, hewill send for you." "Thank you," Mdisande said, struggling to keep from
cry-ing. She set her teeth and nodded her thanks as the priest brought her a cup of warm spiced cider
and a plate of dense dark bread and hard cheese, then spoke sofdy to aman in abrown robe without a
cowl, who stared &t her for amoment, then left the building. Elaramotioned her to St again. "How did



you cometo be here?'

"A man found meintheforest," thelittle girl said between sps of thewarm cider. "He didn't say much,
but when | told him | needed to see Gavin, he knew where the tree was and brought me here." " Probably
one of the escort foresters,” Elarasaid. "They do tend to be rather taciturn and quiet; it'stheir job to walk
theforest and give aid as needed. So why do you need to see Gavin, Mdisande?' A sensation beganin
the girl's abdomen not unlike the feel-ing she occasiondly got wheniill, before her somach rushed into
her mouth. Shetried to keep the tears back, but they cas-caded past her defenses and began pouring
from her eyes. "We were attacked. The coachmen are dead, the soldierstoo, maybe," thelittle girl said,
hiccoughing. "And maybe—Ger— Gerdd. | was sent—to see—Gavin—and—"

The nature priest's face took on alook of darm. She put her arm around Melisande again.

"Sent by whom, Melisande? Who would send achild to the Invoker of the Filids? Do you understand
what it isyou are asking? Gavin isthe leader of an entirefaith of more than three million adherents. It
would be like presenting yourself at the basilicain Sepulvartaand asking to see the Patriarch, or going up
to the pal ace and demanding to spesk with the Lord and Lady Cymrian.” Thelittle girl put her heed
down on her ams. "Wdll, the Lord and Lady Cymrian sent meto himinthefirst place," she said
miserably. "So | didn't think it would be this difficult.” "The—what?' Elaralgpsed into speechlessness.
She

pushed the cider and bread closer, and watched in silence as Melisande ate and drank.

The carved door to the building opened again, and the man in the brown robe returned, his eyeswide.
He nodded to Elara. The Filidic priest looked down at the little girl and smiled.

"Widl, your request is about to befulfilled. Come; I'll take you to Gavin."

18

Thetwo Filidic priests waited until Mdisande had finished the cheese and cider. She Suffed the bread in
the pocket of her cape, gaming smiles from both of them, and then was led back out to the winter
garden, past many more people in robes tending the deeping beds and hardy shrubs, dl the way to the
circle of trees surrounding the Great White Tree.

The sun had gone beyond the horizon, leaving nothing but inky black cloudsin aremnant of blue at the
edge of the world. The moon wasjust rising, hanging low in the sky and spilling cold light acrossthe
meadow. A pathway from the building to the circle of treeswas it with lanterns hanging from wooden
posts, al the way to the other side of the meadow.



The closer they got to the gigantic tree, the warmer Mdisande fdlt. There was something entrancing about
it that reached down into her heart. Rhapsody had told her of her timein this odd place of natura magic,
of theforesters like the man who led her to the Circle, who plied the woodland trails, escorting pilgrims
to Sites sacred to those who followed the faith practices of the Filids, of the vast herbal gardens where
medicines and herbs used in rituas were carefully tended; of the hedlerswho could cure the wounds and
illnesses of both men and animals, and especidly of the Tree, which she said sang an ancient song that
was indescribablein its beauty. Melisande did not hear the song, but till could fed its power.

Shetried to remember what the Lady Cymrian had said about Gavin himself. Rhapsody had studied with
him, had wandered agood dedl of the forest in his presence, and seemed fond of him, but had said little
more about him, mostly because it seemed that no one knew him very well, even the foresterswho he
trained. He had been the Chief Forester when Rhapsody met him, and was chosen to take over as
Invoker when Ashe'sfather, Llauron, had given up his human body to take on dragon form. All of this
was very jum-bled in Melisande's mind; she had been very smal when it al took place, and so it seemed
likelittle morethan afairy te to her—afairy talein which she knew the players.

Asthey crossed the dark meadow she began to see what she thought were signs of recent fire again.
Many of thetreesin the circle around the Great White Tree were newly planted or had been badly
burned, including the great copse of ancient trees, vastly tall and broad, in and around which the house
they were heading toward was built.

Unlike the house that LIauron had lived in, which she had seen drawings of in her father's museum, this
was little more than alarge cabin, with ahigh hip roof and walls of fragrant cedar. Llauron's house had
been built by hisfather, Gwylliam the Visonary, and set within the trees and built around them at many
odd angles, with sections placed high in the forest canopy and atower in the center that wastall enough
to look aboveit, and surrounded by many beautiful and cozy gardens. She had been fascinated by the
drawings of it, and her father had described to her the great inventionsthat Gwylliam had ingtalled to
alow fragile plantsto grow insde glassroomsin winter, tubes through which people spoke to peoplein
other rooms, and atower aviary in which the messenger birdslived in beautiful bamboo cagesintricately
designed to match the destination buildings to which they were trained to carry their

missives. He and Ashe had spent many happy hours there as boys, the memory of hisface, recalling
those times, stung even as the surroundings entranced her.

By contragt, the new house was clean of line and smple, barely larger than the carriage house at
Haguefort, which wasitself asmall keep. The windows were round with carved shutters, with smple
boxes affixed beneath them, wrapped for winter's deep. The house was dl on onelevel except for a
small lookout tower with an enclosed stairway that reached high above the forest canopy. Two
lamppogts flanked the cabin, the flame within them glowing brightly, if not warmly. The only remarkable
thing about the place was the door. In the lantern shadows it appeared to be marred by soot but
un-burned, it was arched, made of wood that Melisande did not recognize, and scarred by sdlt. The
minuscule remnants of animage were barly visble, flaked leaves of gilding il ableto be seen, evoking
amythical beast, adragon or griffin of some sort. A great sonewal, lined with deeping gardens, ledup a
pathway to the heavy wooden door, which was guarded by foresters.

"Thisiswhere Gavin lives," Elarasaid. She walked up to the guardians and spoke to them in atongue
Mdisande did not understand, to which they replied in kind. Elaranodded and turned back to thelittle
girl. "Gavinisat the Tree," she said. She nodded back across the meadow, where anumber of Filidsand
foresters were milling about, some tending the guardian circle of trees, some confer-ring, othersin ritua
prayer. "Come."

Melisande followed her back up the path and beyond the circle of guardian trees, to a spot beneath an
enormous white limb glimmering in the light of the ascendant moon.

Severd bearded men in smple green and brown clothing were talking quietly among themsdlves. The one



with hisback to her gestured off toward the north, and the rest of them bowed and left. The remaining
man stood for amoment, asif listening to something only he could hear, then turned and looked down
into her face.

It was the forester who had brought her to the Circle.

"Gavin, thisisthegirl wetold you of," said Elara. "Her nameis Mdisande."

The forester nodded, then hid asmile a the ook of thun—derous shock on the young girl'sface. "Hello,
Lady Mdisande Navarne." "Y ou are Gavin?' Melisande exploded. "1 am."

"Why didn't you tell me?' The somber man looked even more directly at her. Y ou didn't ask,” he said.
"Y ou merdly told mewho you were." He signded to Elara, and the Filidic priest bowed to him, smiled a
Mélisande, and withdrew, gesturing to the otherswithin the circleto follow her. Gavin waited until they
were aone benegth the Great White Tree, then returned his attention to the girl. "In the fu-iture, |
respectfully suggest you consider asking the names of those in your presence, and being less forthcoming
with your own, m'lady. A brave spirit can't always overcome afoolish head." Melisande's face flushed
hot in the light of the lanterns. The Invoker saw her embarrassment, and gestured for her to walk closer
to the Great White Tree with him. "We are now outside of the wind, and within the protection of the
Tree" he said when they came to a stop benesth its out—stretched limbs overhead. "Thisis the safest
place in the for-est to speak, without fear of being overheard, Tell me, then, Lady Mdisande Navarne,
why did the Lady Cymrian send you to me?' Hisdark eyestwinkled. "Asde from your rare brave spirit
and even rarer ability for surviva for oneyour age.”

Melisande took a deep breath, concentrating and trying to remember Rhapsody's words exactly as she
had spoken them. "The Lady Cymrian bids me ask you to take me, aong with afull contingent of your
top foresters and your most accom-plished hedler, to the greenwood north-northeast of the Tar'afel
River, where the holly grows thickest. She said that you will know wherethisis." The Invoker nodded
thoughtfully. "I am to ask you to have your forestersfan out at that point, keeping to adistance of haf a
league each, and form abarrier that extends northwest al the way to the sea, setting whatever snares and
traps they need to protect that barrier. They areto remain there, dlowing no living soul to enter.”
Thelnvoker inhaled, watching her sharply, hiseyes gleam-ing intensdly in the dark.

"When thisis accomplished, she asksthat you yoursdlf take me from this point onward. A sweet-water
creek flows south into the Tar'afel; we are to follow it northward until we cometo Mirror Lake." The
Invoker shook hishead. "Those are sacred lands, where | have never trod. That isthe realm of the
dragon Elyn-synos. | know of no such lake."

"She said that we will know this body of water because its name describesit perfectly. At thelakel am
to leave you and travel on aone. She asks you to wait for me there for no more than three days. If | have
not returned by then, you are to re-turn to the Circle and go about your business.” "L eaving you to
whatever fate you have met?" the Invoker demanded.

Melisande exhaed. "1 suppose s0, yes." "And you agreed to this, Lady Melisande Navarne?'

Thelittle girl squared her shoulders and drew herself up to her full height, which reached itssummit a a
little above the man'swais. "'l did. And | fully understand the implications.”

"Andisthat dl?Y ou merely need me to provide escort into the forbidden lands and to abandon you to
Fatethere?' "No," Mdisande said quickly, remembering the rest of her ingtructions. "Within that time |
expect to return to you with one of two requests—-either to come back with me aong with the hedler, or
with the intention of sealing the dragon's cave.”

The Invoker stood suddenly straighter. "What has happened to Elynsynos?' he asked, stricken. "1 don't
know," Melisande said plainly. "But Rhapsody fearsthe worgt."

"Thisisdire newsindeed," said the Invoker, turning away toward the slver trunk of the Great White
Tree. Hewas slent for sometime, then turned back to thelittle girl.

"If you are willing to undertake such atask, it would be my honor to escort you init,” he said findly. "I
have but two last questionsfor you, Lady Melisande Navarne."

"Yes?' "How old areyou?' "Nine," thelittle girl replied. "But I'll beten on thefirst day of spring, whichis
very soon." The Invoker nodded. "And how old do you fed today?"

Melisande's brows drew together in confusion, men in thought. "Much older than that,” she said. "At least



twelve" "Very good,” the Invoker said. "And may | ask you something now?"

"Indeed." "How did you cometo find mein the forest? Do you know if my chamberlain and soldiersare
alive?' Thelnvoker smiled. It was an unusua expression, onethat he did not seem to wear very often.
"The second question first: your chamberlain isindeed dive, and two of your soldiers. They were found
by my woods guides and returned under escort to Haguefort. "Asfor how | came upon you—the woods
told me there was a brave young woman who had fought off attackers and was lost within them. | came
to find you, for such a person cannot be |ft to the vagaries of misfortune and fate. And so | will again,
Lady Méelisande Navarne. Take heed and believe this—no matter what comesto pass, | will come for
you."

19

The palace of JernaTa, Jerndsid, Sorbold

Dangerous asit would beto admit it, Talquist hated seers.

As he paced the heavy carpet that adorned the marble floors of the imperia palace, he muttered
extravagant curses under his bregath, vile but amusing obscenities he had learned from the sailors during
his daysin the Mercantile, where hisfirst fortune had been made. For al that the power of the crown was
heady, in secret Talquist missed those days, wandering the wide world with little more than sand in his
pockets and a schemein his head. He missed the sight of ships coming into port flying colors from around
theworld, the smdll of burlap sacks bulging with spices and seeds, the sounds of laughter in dark taverns
and the groans of longshoremen off-loading goodsinto the night in misty rain. In particular he missed the
seq, for the sea had dways been good to him, had given him everything of value he owned.

Most especialy, it had given him the power he now sought to expand to the water's edge on the other
sde of the Known World. The regent emperor paused as he passed the enormous looking glassin his
bedchamber. An ordinary man stared back at him, heavyset and muscular of body, swarthy of skin, dark
of complexion, hair, and eye. A man no different in appear—ance than any other man in thisrealm of
endless sun, sand, and mountai ns except that he was bejeweled in gold and clad in robes of finest linen,
the product for which Sorbold was best known in the trading world. An ordinary man on the out—side,
perhaps.

But within that ordinary man, Talquist mused, was avision that was anything but ordinary.

For dl that he was avisionary, however, Taquist was not a seer. The regent emperor began to pace
again, his bresth com-ing out in grunts of building frustration. He had been planning for along time,
biding histime, acting his part, putting al the piecesin place as meticuloudy asthe artisans of Ketar who
carved intricate representations of the world in gemstones smaller than athumbnail. But while he could
envison hisdreams, and knew how to position his resourcesto achieve them, hissight failed at that point.
He could not monitor whether or not it was coming to fruition. At least not yet. All of that is about to
change, hereminded himsdlf.

His cam restored somewhat, Talquist turned and walked back up the winding stone Saircase at the
southwestern corner of his bedchamber to the tower room at itstop. Every comer of his chambers had
such a parapet, the three others each housing crossbowmen of superior skill, as did the wide central

bal cony on the main level. The balcony and two of the towers stared west, into the red sunset, over the
moun-tainsthat ringed the capitd city of Jernasid, to the grassy steppes and the wide Krevensfidd Plain
beyond, al the way to the sea, athousand miles away. The other two towers faced the southeast and
northeast, where the lookouts scanned the mountains at their back in the glare of the risng sun.

But only this one bore the signs of fresh mortar and brick, recent repairs to what had been a gargantuan



hole. As Taquist reached the top step, he asked himsdlf if by not having archers he was wasting spacein
thistower that would leave him vulnerable, but discarded the thought amoment later in the recollection of
the forty thousand troops quartered in this city aone, all of whom had naught but his continued safety and
security foremost in mind.

The room at the top of the stairswas small and spare, with no decoration except amap of the continent
adhered to the wall. The southern and western walls were open to the wind to facilitate bow shots and
other defensive projectiles; the cor-ners of the map flapped in the iff breeze. The opening looked out
on the courtyard on the western side and a chasm on the southern one. In asmall cane rocking chair
facing out the western tower window awoman was sitting with her back to him, her head tilted toward
the sun, her eyes closed in the glow of its radi-ance on her face. Tadquist inhded dowly, attempting to
measure his breath-ing, so that he would remain calm. He stepped onto the stone floor and dowly came
up behind her.

The woman did not move or seem to notice. "Good day, Rhonwyn," he said as pleasantly as he could.
Thewoman did not open her eyes, but her smooth forehead wrinkled into furrows at the sound of his
voice. Taquigt inhaled more deeply thistime. Thiswas the fourth attempt this day he had madeto
communicate with the Seer of the Present, and each time he had been angered more than the last. Her
mythic status as one of the three Seers of Time and, more importantly, his acute need of her unique
abilities demanded a patience of him that he nor-mally did not possess. "Good day, Rhonwyn," he
repeated. Thistime the woman opened her eyes and turned dowly in her chair to face him. Despite her
age her face was smooth in the bloom of youth, her hair red-gold at the crown of her head, but asit
tapered down in along braid bound in leather thongs it passed into dimmer stages, darkening and turning
gray until it reached the snow-whitetip. Her eyes, blank scleraswithout irises, reflected distorted images
of himsdf back to him. "No," Rhonwyn said. "1 think not." Acid filled the back of Taquist's mouth; while
the woman's tone was fragile and dreamlike, neverthel ess, the words stung of insult. He swallowed his
sour rage and came to her side, looking out the window at the distant courtyard below. Jema Td was
one of the modern architectura marvels of the world, asmooth stone palace perched on jagged crags
above an dmogt bottomless chasm, rising in clean angles sky-ward to unseen heights, its corners finished
in spiraling minarets and bell towersthat occasionally were shrouded in low-hanging clouds. The
tremendous distance from the cob-blestones of the streets to the top of the towers served fre-quently as
ametaphor to remind Taquist how far he had risen from the gutter to his now-exated position. Just past
the courtyard the chasm, part of the palace's defenses, descended another thousand feet asif to
accentuate the point. A long shadow lay across the courtyard, twisting occasion—aly and glinting in the
amber light of the sun. Talquist glanced to the city square on ahill above the paace. Towering therein the
afternoon haze was another reminder of how far he had come, and to what he owed hiselevation. The
great Scalesloomed high above JernaTd, animmense and ancient artifact brought from the old world
by the Cym-rian refugees whose descendants now held power in the Mid-dle Continent. Gigantic beams
balanced two plates of burnished gold wide enough for a cart and oxen to rest within; Taquist smiled. He
himsalf had stood in one of those weigh-ing plates and had been lifted aoft, to the stunned response of
the crowd below, who, after recovering, had declared him Em-peror Presumptive.

He had modestly inssted, in the wake of the untimely deeths of the previous monarch and her heir, that a
suitable waiting period of ayear pass before his coronation, and instead chose to become regent of
Sorbold, gewarding the power that in the spring would officidly be his.

Hedid not wait to make use of that power in unofficia capacities. Now the dusty streets of Jernasid,
once little more than a pathetic market of beggars and sheeted tents, workmen, ani-mal traffic, and
greasy pit firesfor roasting goat mest, had been transformed into atidy place of military patrols and
marching cadences, expanded linen factories and tradesmen whose sole clientele was the army and the
crown. JernaTd, long out of placein its dingy surroundings, had been trans-formed as he had been
transformed, into the roya center of agrowing city blooming in the desert hest, growing strong in the
blessed rays of the endless sun for which Sorbold was known. It was only the beginning. Talquist looked
back at the ancient Seer. Rhonwyn's den-der hands held a battered metal compass, an instrument said
to have been used by her Seren father fourteen centuries be-foreto find hisway to the Wyrmlands from



the Lost Idand of Serendair. Her ability to know the truth of the Present was a birthright gained from the
elemental power of Merithyn the Explorer and her dragon mother, Elynsynos. Talquist, a de-~scendant of
the indigenous humans that had lived at the out—-skirts of the Wyrmlands for time uncounted before the
Cymrians came with their odd powers and their ridiculous longevity, was not impressed.

But even if the power of the Cymrians did not impress him, their longevity—a seeming resstance to dl of
the ravages of time—was something he craved above dl ese.

Given thelength and intengity of hisligt of cravings, that wasimpressive.

He had heard once, long ago and in passing, that the spark which lit the fire of the Great War that ended
the llluminaria, Gwylliam the Visonary's great eraof empire building and en-lightenment, wasafamily
argument about successon. It waswell known in the lore of the seathat Edwyn Griffyth, Gwyl-liam's
eldest son, had spurned his birthright and gone off to

live evermore in Gaematria, the mystical realm of the SeaMages, so Taquist surmised that Gwylliam had
been denied the heir he wanted to histhrone, adynasty that would live on after him, even though he was
thought to beimmortd.

Taquist wanted no dynasty. He needed no heirs.

Hewanted to live forever. He came over to the fragile woman and crouched down be~side her. "Come
now, Grandmother," he said, his merchant's voice as smooth as Canderian silk, "look beyond the fog and
frag-ments of dreamsthat cloud your eyes, and tell me—hasthe raiding party been successful?' The
mirrorsin the Seer's eyesreflected hisface, her expression blank. Inwardly Taquist cursed. He had il
not learned how to speak easily to her in the correct structure she needed to grasp his questions.
Rhonwyn could only see the Present, and what he had asked required knowledge of the Past. He
swallowed and tried again. "The raiding party of the Second Mountain Guard of Sorbold—isthe Child of
Timein their possesson?’ The ancient woman shook her head. Taquist exhded. "Whereistheraiding
party now?" The Seer'sfleeting grip on the moment prior faded from her face before hiseyes. "What
raiding party?' He struggled to keep the seething anger out of hisvoice. "Theraiding party of the Second
Mountain Guard of Sorbold—whereisit at thismoment?'

Rhonwyn ran her fingers, shaking with age, over the nauti-ca instrument in her hands.

"Forty-six, forty-eight North, two, twenty East,” she in—toned.

Taquist consulted the map on the wall. Those coordinates positioned his covert soldiers, disguised inthe
uniforms of common Roland cavalry, in the sparsaly populated forest lands of eastern Navarne, less than
aday'sjourney from their intended target: asmall keep in the western duchy of Navarne.

Haguefort.

"And the Child of Time?' Tdquist pressed. "Itiswell?’

The Seer blinked, then closed her eyes again, basking in the reflected light of the sky.

The regent clutched his handsinto fists so tight that his negtly trimmed fingernails threstened to puncture
the skin of hispams. It was al he could do to keep from seizing the com-pass and driving one of its
sharp legsthrough the ancient Seer's heart. He willed himself to be patient, as he dways had to during
theseinterviews. "Isthe Child of Timein Haguefort well? Answer me." Rhonwyn opened her eyesand
looked at him while her hands manipulated the battered instrument. "1 see no Child of Timein Haguefort."
"What are you babbling about? A fortnight ago, your an—swer to my question ‘whereisthe Child of
Time? was 'in the forest of Gwynwood.' Every day since then you have been giving me positionsleading
it back, unmistakably, to Hague-fort. Y esterday, your very answer to my question was 'Hague-fort." If
it'snot there, whereisit?' The woman's mouth quivered, but she said nothing.

Black rage exploded behind Taquist's eyes. His hand, unstayed by any rational thought, shot out and
gripped the ancient Seer by the throat. Intellectually he knew the sacri-lege he was committing, but his
intdlect was entirdy over-whelmed by hisfrudration.

The brittle bones of her ancient neck crackled in his clenched hands. The Seer gasped, her lips quivering



with shock. The regent emperor loosed his grip, panting, and stepped away from the fragile woman.
"Now, again, Rhonwyn," he said through gritted teeth, "whereisthe Child of Time? Whereisit?' Purple
bruises appeared on the skinfolds below Rhonwyn's chin, then quickly disappeared. Sheidly ran her
hands over her neck, her face contorted with fear, which faded amoment later into the Past, replaced by
serenity once more. "'l see no Child of Time on the face of the Earth,” she said blithely. Then sheleaned
back in her chair and began to rock dowly again, her eyes closed in the warmth of the sun.

Taquist swalowed, and tried one moretime. "Y ou said the Child was with the Lord and Lady Cymrian
each time| have asked you its wheregbouts Snceits birth," he said softly. "Isit till with them?' "Iswhat
il with whom?' The Seer'sface was blank, her tone without comprehension. A hitter tastefilled
Taquigt's mouth; after the span of afew heartbests he redized it was the grist from his own clenched
teeth. The dust of hismolarswas afoul reminder of the night he had stood before Rhonwyn's sster
Manwyn, the Seer of the Future, and had done aversion of this sameirritating dance, seething in silent
frustration while the madwoman cackled and swung on her platform over adark pit in her de-caying
templein Y arim, tossing insane predictions into the incense-heavy air. Findly he had logt his patience and
raised his crossbow, pointing it at her heart. Tell me, hag—or | will put an end to your ramblings.
An-swer my question—what must | do to achieve immortdity? Who has the knowledge of how to live
forever? The woman stopped asif frozen. Her mirrored eyesfixed upon him, and her thin mouth crooked
into ahaf smile. She looked through the battered sextant that her explorer father had bequeathed to her
a the sars glowing in the dark dome of her temple, then returned her blind gaze to him once again. You
will not kill me, Emperor, she had said. The future holds no picture of my blood on your hands, though
they will be red with that of countless others. Manwyn had laid down on her belly then, inching toward
him on her suspended plat-form. If immortality iswhat you seek, you must find the Child of Time, She
cackled, asif to hersdf. It degps now within the belly of its mother, but soon it will come out into the light
and air of theworld. And Timeitsalf will have no dominion over it.

Taquist swalowed the bitter grit, remembering how the bresth had gone out of him as he lowered the
bow. How will I learn immortality from this Child of Time? he had asked, hisvoice wavering. The Seer
had sat bolt upright, asif suddenly struck. Her hands went to her mouth, trembling. Then she Stretched
out ashaking hand, and pointed at him accusingly.

Murderer, she whispered, the golden skin of her face pding visbly inthe dim light of the candles.
Murderer. Murderer. Her voice rose to an even more insane pitch. Murderer! she began to shriek, until
the word became a scream. Murderer, murderer! He had |eft her rotting temple then, the madwoman's
howlsringing in his ears. His spies reported that the guards of the Seer's temple had shut the great cedar
door into her chambersto the pilgrims who came seeking prophecies; rumor held that Manwyn had
continued to scream nothing but the word mur—-derer from that day on, night into day into night again.
Tadquist inhaled deeply, then bent down beside Rhonwyn once more. "One last time for today," he said
softly, hisvoice deathly calm, though his ssomach was boiling. "Tell me the exact whereabouts of the
Child of Time."

The Seer turned to face him and dowly opened her eyes. Taquist reared back in shock; each of the
mirrored scleras contained, for thefirst timein hisnotice, aclear blueiris, itsdark pupil contracting in the
light of the setting afternoon sun. The Seer looked at him thoughtfully.

"Right before you, | suppose,” she said steadily. "My sistersand | were often called by that
name—children of Time." She broke her gaze away and |ooked out the window at the moun-tains
beyond. "'l remember, Anwyn," she said quietly. Fury roared through Taquist so quickly that he did not
even notice she had spoken in the past tense. He seized the back of her chair to steady himsdlf and
leaned close enough for hislipsto brush her auburn hair where it faded to gray. "I'm not certain you can
fathom, in your blithering state, what risks | have taken on your supposedly infalible word, what
sacrifices | have made, mlady,” he said acidly. "I sent soldiersinto Roland ere | wasready to begin the
assaulit, tipped my hand before | was ready. The Patriarch no doubt has learned of your disappearance
by now, perhaps even your great-nephew, the Lord Cymrian, knows aswell. The eement



of surpriseisan arrow dready off the siring and away—thisis your doing, Rhonwyn, asif you had given
the order yoursdf." "Manwyn, the Present will beveiled,” the Seer whispered, staring into the sun. "No
more will you see me when you search the skies of the Future—farewell, sister.” Something black broke
within the Emperor Presumptive. He seized the brittle woman by the back of her neck and arm and,
without thinking twice, hurled the ancient prophetess out the window of the parapet, past the courtyard
and into the chasm below.

Her scream followed her down by a split second, frighten-ing the roosting swallows that had perched in
the hollows of the castl€'s tone, sending them fluttering skyward in agreat white and gray rush. Taquist
roseto hisfeet shakily, his control returning, and stood at the window, staring down into the
all-but-bottomless crevasse. He looked for any sign of the mythic woman, lis-tened for any sound that
portended the surviva of one of the three daughters of Fate, but heard nothing save the whine of the wind
racing through the canyon, bringing dust in great scattering swirlsto the stones of the courtyard. He
contem-plated the loss to the lore of the world that he had just ddlivered. "I had dways heard that Time
flies" hesad. "Oh, well." Boot steps thundered up the steps. Talquist turned idly to see his chamber
guards, followed amoment later by his puff-ing chamberlain, appear at the top of the sairs.
"Are—areyou dl right, mlord?' the chamberlain inquired between bresths.

"Never better,” Taquist said. Helooked out the window into the depths of the chasm once more. The
commander of theimperia army isawaiting your pleasure in your antechamber, m'lord. He saysyou
sum—moned him, but that | was not to disturb you if you were not ready for him." "Send himin." The
chamberlain hestated. "Areyou certain, mlord? Heis

happy to wait if his presenceis an imposition. Commander Fhremus doesn't wish to interrupt your work."
Tadquist smiled. "Not at dl," he said as he headed for the dairs. "He'sinterrupting nothing; | was just
killing Time"

Far across the continent, on the other sde of the Krevens-field Plain, deep within her smoldering temple
of splashing fountains and decaying tapestries, the Seer of the Future ceased wailing. For more than five
months she had been keening without ceasing, howling away in her insanity. The pilgrimswho
oc—casionaly had sought her advice had long stopped coming to her great carved door; no gold coins
had been dropped in the offering box. Even the guards had |eft, being unable to bear the nightmarish
sound any longer.

Now, with the murder she had foreseen accomplished, her sster's very existence forgotten, the clouds
within her mind dissipated. Manwyn sat dowly up on the swinging platform above the deep well in her
temple; her gaze returned to the heavens painted on the dome above her.

And softly began to sing to hersalf asong of madness once again.




Haguefort, Navarne

The commander of theraiding party of the Second Moun-tain Guard reined his horse quietly to a hdlt,
sgnding for the other soldiersto fal in behind him. The remainder of the co-hort took shelter dong the
far sde of the great wall that encir—cled Haguefort, the only sound the occasiond snorting of the animals
in the cold air. The commander nodded to Mardel, one of his spryer lieutenants, to dismount and draw
near for ingtructions. The young soldier complied, tossing hisreinsto another, and came forward. The
commander leaned over and spoke softly. " Slip over the wall and open the gate for us. We will ride the
wal whereit is unguarded and then crossto the far en-trance. Take your time. Y ou know therest."
Mardel nodded, saluted, and jogged silently to the wall. Upon approaching it he could see that the
commander had chosen an opportune spot; athough thewall had guard tow-ers every twenty feet or so,
this Side appeared to be largely unguarded.

He waited in the shadows, nonetheless, until he was satis-fied that no one atop the wall could see him.
After afew mo-ments, when no sign of aguard appeared & all, he quickly crossed to the wall and felt
around for handholds.

Atop thewall were metal spikes, but Mardel had been trained for just such a purpose. He scaed the wail
quickly, then did between two of the spikes with ease, then crouched low and dropped down to the
ground within, rolling to absorb the shock of the twelve-foot fall, ending up on hisfeet. He glanced
around and saw nothing but thick shadows within the walled field. He clung to the wdll, staying low in
case there was anyone on the keep balcony in the distance, but the lights of the smdll castle were low;
probably the entire house had retired for the evening.

It only took afew momentsto traverse most of theinner field. Mardd could hear soft sounds withot,
noises that would not have been detected had he not known that the re-mainder of the cohort was
traveling at approximately the same speed outside the ramparts. His heart pounded with ex—citement as
he passed alow two-story building that their re-connai ssance had described as the Cymrian Museum
that the keep's previous lord, afamous historian, had maintained. The gate was dmost within reach.
Marde glanced one last time at the bal conies and windows in the distance and, seeing no one on or near
them, made for the gate.

A ringing sound, followed by ahum, rent the air, followed asplit second later by pulsing waves of blue
light. Mardd turned around dowly. Behind him in the shadows, dmost within arm's reach, was the dark
figure of aman slhouetted by the blazing light of the sword in his hand. That sword had a blade that ran
in blue rip—ples from tang to tip, waves of what appeared to be water flowing hypnoticaly down the
shaft, gppearing to fall away into nothingness. The shadow was crowned with hair of shiny red-gold,
metalic inits sheen like burnished copper. That, and two blazing blue eyesin the middle of the face, was
the only part of the man not cloaked in darkness. "' Oh, let me guess—you were sent in to open the gate,
am| right?' The voice issuing forth from the shadow sounded amost bored, asif annoyance wastoo
great an expenditure of effort. Mardd stood stock still. Before his eyes, the tip of the watery blue sword
was at bis neck. "Again, you were sent to open the gate? Answer, or | will cut your throat." "Yes,"
whispered Mardel. The dark figure lowered the weapon.

"Theres amuch closer one near the main entrance. Would have saved you alot of running.”

Mardd swalowed but said nothing. Of the entire cohort of the Second Mountain Guard, he was the least
experienced, though he had been in military serviceto the crown amost haf his short life. While he had
partaken in bloody raids and served in some unsavory Stuations, he had never been surprised on araid
before, especidly by someone who blended into the darkness without detection. "How many?' The man
shesthed his blade, dousing the light and returning the inner field to shadow again. "Fifty men,” Mardd
lied. The hidden man snorted. "Only fifty?* Herolled his eyes, the blue irises gleaming in the white scleras,
and gestured toward the wall with utter contempt. "Open the gate.” A metallic clanking could be heard in
the near distance be-hind the man. "Want assstance?’ a curt voice called. Thefirst man shook his head,
thelight of the keep's bonfire catching the red-gold of his hair.

"Only if you are bored, Uncle. Thisfelow clamsto be opening the gate for fifty men, thoughit'sactualy



twenty-saven.”

An even ruder snort issued forth from the near distance.

"Only fifty? Open the gate and let them in. | should be done moving my bowels by then.”

The blue eyes sighted on Mardel again. ™Y ou are dressed in the colors of my regiment,” the shad-owy
man said dowly, histone less bored and more threaten—ing. ™Y ou imbeciles have broached my lands,
landsthat stand under aflag of peace, disguised in my regdia, and cometo my homein the night,
threstening my family, and you only clam to have brought fifty men? | aminsulted.” Sensing the futility of
effort and the danger of waiting, Mardd drew his sword. Before he could level it the glowing blue blade
had seemed to legp forth from its scabbard and dragged itself in one clean dash across histhroat. Mardel
fell to the ground, bleeding bislife onto the snowy grass. Ashe sheathed his sword and strode to the gate.
Hetook hold of the ropes of the portcullisand raised it dowly in the dark. "Come," he whispered in the
tongue of Sorbold. "The houseisadeep.” The commander heard and nodded assent, Signaled to the
remains of the cohort, which quietly rode through the gate. The gate was shut quickly behind them. Even
before the cohort had had a chance to regroup, the blue glowing sword was dashing the bindings of the
two clos-est saddles, as the shadow widlding it pummeled the falling riderswith the hilt. A shriek ripped
past them and three more ridersfell, pierced by crossbow boltsthat came out of the darkness.

"Did you get achance to examine the Bolg king's wegpon?* Anborn's voice called over the sounds of the
horse chaos as he fired off another round of bolts, felling three more soldiers.

"I'veseenit before," Ashereplied, crossing blades briefly with one of the cohort before dragging him
from his saddle and dashing histhroat in ablaze of blue and white rippling light. "Why?"

"Nicerecail,” Anborn commented, firing again. "Do you need any further assstance? | think | may have
left my hot toddy in thelibrary, and it's probably getting cold.”

"No, by al means," Ashe said as he dodged out of the way of two of the horsemen's picks. "I'll join you
for one in amo-ment, once I've taken care of this. | saved oneto talk to—you can help interrogate later,
over brandy, if you'd like." Hislast word was punctuated by the thrust of his sword through a Sor-bold
chest.

Gwydion Navarne, watching in the recesses, just shook his head as his namesake dispatched the rest of
the soldiers, then took hold of the unconscious man he had incapacitated early on and dragged him back
to the keep in the dark. He turned himsdlf and followed Ashe's shadow in the flickering light of
Haguefort'slanterns.



JernaTd, Jernasd, Sorbold

Good day, Fhremus," the regent said as the doors closed be-hind atall man in the military regdiaof the
Dak Earth, the dynastic line of the empress who ruled before Talquist. The regent emperor winced
involuntarily a the sight of the dead empresss cre<t, as he dways did, needing to remind himsdf that he
had chosen to keep the military uniforms of Leithaand the dynasty of the Dark Earth until spring, when
he would befinally invested as emperor. Nonetheless, like other choices he had made in the name of
appearing humble, the image of a golden sun bisected by a sword dways caused him to flinch in anger.
Especidly given the symbol he had chosen for hisown.

That same sun, rising rampant between the shorelines of two sess.

The soldier, whose bearing was gtill youthful in spite of his many yearsin command, bowed respectfully.
"M'lord." Talquist gestured at the heavily carved table of dark wood near the doors of the balcony. "Sit."
The soldier bowed again and complied, but once at the table he stole a glance a the regent asif assessing
his health. Talquist noticed, but said nothing, instead making hisway ca-sualy to asimilarly carved
Sdeboard where an impressve ar-ray of glassware and decanters of the finest potent libations from
around the world was displayed.

"Would you care for something to drink, Fhremus?' Taquist asked, pouring himsdf asplash of
Canderian brandy in alow crysta glass. "Thank you, no, mlord,” the commander answered rotdly. "My
attention to your safety forbids me to compromise my sensesin your presence.”

Taquist chuckled darkly. "Nonsense," he said humoroudy. "My safety is assured, not only by aretinue of
palace guards, but by measures you cannot even imagine. So, go ahead, Fhremus, fortify yourself. |
expect you may need it." The suggestion had become acommand.

Fhremus rose from the table and came to the sideboard, where he selected asingle malt from Argaut, a
nation in the southern hemisphere far acrossthe Central Sea, and poured himsdlf afew fingersof it. Then
he followed Taquist back to the table again.

"Excellent choice," said the regent, watching Fhremus over the rim of hisown glass. "Argaut has many
excdlent digtiller-ies. | hope you enjoy it." "Thank you, m'lord.” Taquist leaned closer. "Y es, Fhremus, |
am alive and whole, in spite of any rumorsto the contrary.”

The commander smiled nervoudy. "I am glad to see that, mlord.” The regent settled down more
comfortably in hischair. "I have aways admired your devotion to the nation and the crown, Fhremus," he
sad, inhaing the bouquet of the brandy. "I was gregtly impressed at your wisdom during the
Collo-quium following the empresss deeth in ing ting that the em—pire remain united, especidly inthe
face of the lobbying by the counts of the larger provincesto disband both the empire and the army. | will
never forget what you said at that meeting, that 'the might of the Sorbold army comes from two factors—
commondity of purpose and love of our native land.™ The soldier nodded and sipped hisdrink.

"That wisdom is about to be proven more than anyone could have envisoned,” said Talquist serioudly. "'l



want you to speak freely to me, Fhremus, without fear of reprisal, not soldier to emperor, but Sorbold to
Sorbold. What is most common be-tween you and | isadeep love of our nation. That nation is un—der
direthrest, athreat that must be met with force, swiftly and overwhelmingly. If we delay or do nothing,
wewill lose any advantage that our terrain and military might would have given usin what will be abettle
for our very surviva."

The supreme commander blinked. "Threat? What threet?' He stared at the regent. "I just reviewed dl the
reports of the field commanders from every one of the twenty-seven city-states, and there has been no
hostile activity reported in three months—none since the empresss desath, in fact. It would seem that the
Allianceis concentrating on farming and secur-ing the trade routes, with aminimum of military buildup.
Roland appears peaceful, and there have been no sghtings of Bolg outside the mountains of Ylorc. And,
of course, the Lirin of Tyrian are keeping to themsalves, asdways. We are at peace.”

"So it might seem,” agreed Taquig, taking another sip and straining it through his back teeth. "But you
forget, Fhremus, that prior to being chosen as emperor by the Scales, | was hi-erarch of the Western
Mercantile, and so my information comes not only from within the continent, but from outsideit.” "And
there are indications that we are under threat of inva-nsion?' The soldier's demeanor changed subtly; his
muscles tensed and his spine straightened, while his eyestook on agleam in the light of the afternoon sun
spilling into the room from the balcony.

"If left unchecked, it will lead to that,” said Taquist. "But consder the geography of the continent. Y ou
haveto look at thisland asthe Cregtor fashioned it, rather than asit was di-vided by man, the result of
the Cymrian War four hundred years ago, and then perhaps you can see what the Creator in-tended for
it.

"Sorbold isthe foundation of the entire continent in the south, granted divine protection by the Cregtor in
the form of forbidding mountains and implacable deserts, avast expanse of territory and alarge
population that istempered in the sun, strong and relentless and proud. Our willingnessfor centuriesto
maintain our military and our defensive infragtructure has given us the upper hand from atactical
standpoint. Even our inland seacoast is protected, for the most part, by the land massthat surroundsit.
We have outposts a the water's edge from the Nonaligned States to the Skeleton Coast, outposts that
incoming ships must passin order to land in port. So we are aformidable, dmaost unassailable opponent
under norma circumstances.”

The commander nodded; the regent had just provided the same assessment he would have himsdlf, and it
was acasefor limited worry.

"The Middle Continent in the west, comprised of Tyrian, Roland, and Gwynwood, is the breadbasket of
this part of theworld," Talquist continued. "I1ts geography of wide plains, forests, and fids givesit some
natural defense, but few places from which to launch an offensve strike. Only the forested redm of
Tyrian is close enough to one of our city-states to mass an invasion without detection. And the Firbolg
king on our border to the east shares the same defensive mountains that guard our north—he could mass
an army of invasion, but without support from Roland wewould likely be ableto repel it easily.”

Again Fhremus nodded, and again he made silent note of his assessment.

‘To the north liesthe Hintervold, and it, as you know, isan icy wasteland only inhabitable in part, and
only in part of theyear. It isatreasure trove of skinsand ore and gold, of pest for

fue, with a short but intense growing season that produces asmall harvest of vegetables of massve size,
but cannot feed it~sdf through its own agriculture. Without the food Roland pro-videstoiit, the
Hintervold would be even more barren than it dready is. In short, this continent was meant to be one
empire, ruled and defended by the south, fed by the middle, with pelts harvested and gold mined from the
north to feed the trade stream. Alas, the wars of our ancestors have left usdivided." "But dlied, at least,”
sad Fhremus.

Taquigt'sfacelost some of its pleasant aspect. "We are friends to the Cymrian Alliance, but not a part of
it," he said shortly, histone causing the hairs on Fhremuss neck to stand up. "We are d so friends of the
Hintervold and of Golgarn, on the Bolg king's southeastern border, but no officid aliance exists between
Sorbold and those nations, either. That is about to change.”

Fhremus sat forward in shock. "We are about to enter into atreaty with the Hintervold and Golgarn?' he



asked incredu-loudy. "Thaose three nations ring the Middle Continent on al sides. Won't that be seen as
athresat by the Alliance?'

The regent smiled humoroudy. "It might, if they knew about it. But what | am telling you, Fhremus, isthat
our gener-ous friendship and trading practices have lulled the Alliance into believing that we are
vulnerable. They believe, asthe Creator did, that this continent should be united as one em—pire. The
only differenceisthat they believe they should bein control of it." All the sound suddenly left theroom
save for that of the warm wind at the balcony.

"And while they know they are no match for us militarily and strategicaly,” Taquist continued after a
moment, “the Al-liance has moved ahead with acquiring wespons that they fed will give them enough
advantageto start awar."

"What sort of weapons?' asked Fhremus nervoudy. He put down the glass; the alcohol wasirritating his
throat, rather than soothing it. Everything the man who would shortly be emperor wastelling him was
counterintuitive to what hisin-stincts said, but he knew thelook in Taquist's eye, and therefore knew
better than to question the knowledge of someone with aspy in every doorway the world over. Taquist
pulled hischair closer. "Bear thisin mind, Fhremus" he said, swirling the remains of hisbrandy in the
glass, then putting it down on the table. " The man who leads that Alliance has more than one sort of
power. Gwydion of Manosse s the grandson of Gwylliam the Visonary, the man who carved one of the
most advanced na-tionsin history from solid rock. Hisuncle is Edwyn Griffyth, the high SeaMage of
Gaematria, Gwylliam's son, probably the best inventor in the Known World. Asaresult, he has at his
disposa some of the most ingenious mechanica designs ever developed. Heisdlied with Achmed, the
Firbolg king, whose unique and impressively deadly wegpons we have dready seen hints of through
subterfuge, since the king refusesto sell them to us. Why do you think that might be? Why would the
Bolg king trade armsto the Alliance, but not to Sorbold?!

Tdquist watched Fhremus silently absorb the implication, then went to his desk and returned with alarge
piece of parch—ment that helaid in front of the commander. On it was a de-tailed sketch of a heavy
machine fashioned in metd, with footpads that interlocked with gears and upright supports.

"One of our spies at the docks of Avonderre sent this quite afew months back. It was being off-loaded
at Port Fallon, in from Gaematria and bound, by cart, to Haguefort, where the Lord Cymrian currently
resdes"” "What isit?' Fhremus asked, studying the schemtic.

Taquist waswatching him intently. "It'sawaking manchine, apparently,” he said, picking up hisglass
and inhaing the aroma, men setting it down again.

Fhremus nodded. "' Perhaps for Anborn, the Lord Marshd of the Great War," he said. "Heislame—and
Edwyn Griffyth is hisbrother. No doubt Anborn's brother is seeking to help him recover the use of his
legs, or at least some mobility.” "No doubt,” Taquist agreed. "But why do you suppose that the Lord
Cymrian ordered the suppliesto build five hundred thousand of them?' Fhremuslooked up from the
parchment. "Do you imagine that there are ahalf million cripplesin Roland?" "Five hundred thousand?
Tdquist smiled grimly. "I've seen some of the manifests of the ships arriving every day from Manosse and
Gaematria. If thisisreveded in thefew I've seen, imagine what €se heisimporting, and to what end?’
He watched Fhremus carefully, looking to seeif hisown lie had been detected, but the soldier was not
observing him. The commander tossed the parchment sheet into the center of the table.

"l cantimagine, but | hardly think that machinesto alow lame men to walk need give the army of
Sorbold cause for darm.” "On their own, you are correct,” said Taquist patiently. "But think more
broadly, Fhremus. Consider with whom the Lord Cymrian isalied, and what you know of his activities.
Not long ago, the entire top of one of the inner peaks of the Teeth exploded—all of the Western
Command felt the rever-berations. A mountain peak, Fhremus—it was not avolcano, no lavaflow was
reported. Do you have any idea of the power required to blow amountain peak into shards?' Fhremus
didn't, but he understood the implication. The Bolg king is developing powerful explosives,” hesad, "and
0 arewe. | don't understand what that has to do with the mechanica walkersfor thelame, m'lord.”
Taquigt's smile became crud. "It disturbs me that the com-mander of the entire nation's army cannot put
piecestogether better than that, Fhremus. Think back for amoment; you re-turned to Jiernasid at great
haste not in response to my sum~mons, but because of what you had heard in the streets—is that not



0?" The commander'sface went rigid.

"That'sdl right, Fhremus—if | were you, and had been in-formed that the regent emperor had been the
target of atitanic stone n, astatue twice astal as aman that moved under its own power, and had
destroyed half a brigade as it waded through them on itsway into JernaTd, | would have comein all
due haste aswell. | assume you have seen the car-nage firsthand; athough the streets had been cleansed
of the human litter by the time you arrived, you must have seen the shattered carts, the broken gates,
yes?' He gestured to the newly repaired wall in the staircase leading up to the south-western parapet.
"Yes," said the commander. "Touched as| am by your concern for my well-being, | am happy to assure
you that not ahair on my head was harmed. Would that | could say the same for the eighty-eight troops
and uncounted bystanders.”

"How—" The regent raised ahand, and the soldier lgpsed into S-lence. "I thought by now you knew that
my ascension to em-peror was foreordained by the Creator,” Talquist said haughtily. "The Scales
themselves anointed me; | am di-vinely protected, as| believe | mentioned to you before." Hisdark eyes
took on awicked gleam. "There are many things you do not yet know about me, Fhremus—and many
more which you do not realize | know about you. But trust in this— Sorbold, the land we both love, isin
more capable hands than you redlized." "Indeed, m'lord," murmured Fhremus. He took another swallow
ofthe snglemat.

Tadquigt'seyes narrowed dightly. "Come," he ordered. "I will show you what our enemy is capable of,
both in power and intent—and what we are preparing to do about it."

Herose, turned, and strode to the inner reaches of his chamber. The commander legpt to hisfeet and
followed him, leaving his glass on the ornately carved table, where the dregs caught the light of the waning
sunin the bottom like astain of drying blood.

22

It did not particularly surprise Fhremusto learn that the re~cesses of the Emperor Presumptive's
chambers held aseries of vaults and tunndls; the dynasty of the Dark Earth and the dynasty of the
Forbidden Mountains before them, the rulers of Sorbold for more than seven centuries, had built into
JernaTa as many mysteries and escape routes as they had fash-ioned into the empire itself. He had
occasionaly been allowed entree into such hidden placesin the time of the Empress Lei-tha, but had not
been shown this series, in what had once been her bedchamber.

He kept hisface expressionless asthe layers of drapery and tapestry were pulled aside, revealing each
time athicker, more meta-bound door, each with a subsequently more complex and difficult system of
locks. Whatever the regent emperor had locked away in his chambers must have been ether of great
vaue or great danger, he reasoned, something that had apparently only been shown to aselect few. He
was not cer-tain whether to feel honored or threstened.

When he entered the vault behind the final door, he decided he needed to embrace both impressions.
Fhremus had heard enough from his troops to recognize what it was that he was seeing; ill, it took him a
moment to make the connection between the tales of horror that had been told to him and what he was
witnessing within the emperor's own chambers.

Taquist set hisglass down on aside table, drew back a heavy velvet drape, and revealed an dcovein
the corner of the room. There within, sanding on its own, was an immense statue of multicolored stone,
veinsof purple and vermilion and green running through what looked like wet clay drying at the edgesto
the color of sand. It was agatue of asoldier, of prim-itive garb and manufacture, one of its hands
roughly hewn asif atool or wegpon of some sort had been torn from its palm in the course of its curing.
Itsfacid features and hair were smilarly roughly carved, and it was crowned with an armored helm that
Fhremus recognized asin the style of the ancient in—digenous peoples of the continent that inhabited
Sorbold in the time before written history, before the Cymrian eraof the llluminaria, when most of the
accounts and chronicles of the world had begun to be written down, inscribed on great scrolls and kept
inlibraries

The statue was perhaps ten feet at the apex, itsarms and legs muscular and thick in the crudeness of its



carving, with none of the features of human limbs save for knees and e -bows. Its eyes were hollow,
absent of pupils, and it sared at the ceiling, itshands at its Sdes.

Fhremus had had such a statue described to him, not long before, in the breathless voices of hisown
soldiers. They had each told hint tales of such amammoth titan lumbering down the main thoroughfare of
Jernasid, murder initsintent, asit waded through athrong of defending soldiers, crushing them like
whest benesth itsfeet. It had dashed wagons and horse carts, broken through gates and barricades, until
it madeitsway into the pdace of JernaTd itsef.

He had come back to the palacein al due haste at the re-ports, hoping to find the emperor alive,
believing the possibil-ity of him to be uninjured dim. Instead, he discovered the damageto JernaTd to
be minima, mended in most places, including the corner of the emperor's own chambers, and the
emperor in excellent hedlth, with no apparent injury, none the worse for wear. Upon beholding Taquist
for thefirst time since he heard the reports, he began to wonder if they had been the product of
hdlucinations

Until thismoment.

"That's not, er, the satue—"

"Yes, indeed,” said Taquist smoothly. "It is, in fact, the ti-tan of animated stone that just a sennight ago
burdt forth into the streets of the city, crushing soldiers and destroying every-thing in itspath. A beautiful
thing, isit not?"

"If you say so, m'lord,” said Fhremus, not knowing what elseto say in response.

The Emperor Presumptive chuckled. ™Y ou haveto a |east admire the handiwork of our enemies,
Fhremus, even if you don't appreciate their intentions. | have to admit when | saw it from the balcony |
was sore distressed, not knowing what forces of nature could have come together to alow such athing
to exist. But in my time asamerchant | have seen many oddities, many strange thingsin many lands, and
more than anything else | have seen wegponsin al shapes and sizes— poisonsthat you would never
believe to be toxic, hidden in the softest of sk, blades so unobtrusive that you would not even notice
them before you bled to degth, traps so ingenious that even the most vigilant of guards would not see
them before plunging to his desth or being crushed benesth a block of im—mense sone—so thereisvery
little that surprises me any-more, Fhremus. Thank the Creator that I'm in His favor, that as His anointed
one I'm under His protection. Otherwise Sor-bold would be |eaderless again, as we so recently were
after me degth of our beloved empress and the crown prince. Who knows—perhaps you would once
more be at another Collo—-quium with the counts of the mgjor provinces again looking to disband the
empire and absorb the smdler landsinto their own.” "Indeed, m'lord," Fhremus murmured.

"So how do you suppose this giant stone n came to be animated?' the emperor asked.

"Redlly, I'venoidea." "Then dlow meto educate you in the lore of our enemies” said Taquit tartly. "We
are not up against mere men, Fhre-mus, men like oursalves who have only our wits, our brawn, and our
blood to defend the land we love. Were up againgt an

dlianceled by men of insdious power, heirsto the throne of Gwylliam and Anwyn, with the blood of the
Cymriansin their veins, and the powers which that evil race possessed. These are not mere mortals,
Fhremus—time seemsto take no toll on them, have no dominion over them. Many of the dynasty of
Gwylliam are dill aive, more than athousand years after that cursed despot set foot on our shores, inthe
wake of thetidal wave he brought with him, and began systematically butcher-ing our people on the path
to what would eventualy become his stronghold in the mountains now called the Teeth. In addi-tion, the
Petriarch himsdlf isin league with the Lord Cymrian. This Patriarch, so recently ingtaled, is an apodate,
following along line of those who perverted our religion, the holy and pure worship of the Creator that
our ancestors practiced, and instead call him by other unholy names, the All-God, the One-God. Inthe
Petriarch's hands and the hands of hisbenisonsare dl of the demental basilicas, and the primal lore of
living earth, wind, fire, water, and starlight housed there. And hisdly, Gwydion of Manosse, the Lord
Cymrian, isin league with Tyrian, the Bolglands, the Nain, Manosse, Gaemaitria, and in control of dl the
armies of the Middle Continent. How can one fight against such foes?' "We are ready to do so, m'lord,”
sad Fhremus.

"No, you are not," replied Taquist darkly. ™Y ou underesti-mate our enemies, and the powersthey have



at their disposal. Observe."

He stepped before the statue and raised his hand. "Awake, Faron,”" he commanded.

Within the sightless eyes of the statue two blue irises ap—peared, milky at first, then taking on an
expression of threat. Fhremus stepped back involuntarily.

"Movethetable," Taquist commanded, pointing to athick sideboard of heavily carved wood weighing as
much asthree men.

The atue stared at him for amoment, then at the com-mander menacingly. Then it stretched asif sore,
flexed itsarms, and walked to the sideboard, which it seized and threw across the room into the wall,
whereit crashed, one of itslegs broken.

Taquist turned to the shaken commander and smiled.

"This, Fhremus, isthe handiwork of our enemies. What in stasiswould be no more than a stone statueis
infact aliving machine, animated by only the Creator knows what sort of Cymrian spdll or magic.
Blessedly, | have turned him to my will, and now he follows my commands. What would have been my
assassin will now be the standard bearer of your army. Had | been any lessthan what | am, any lessblest
by the Creator Himsdlf, | would bein my grave, and Sorbold would very likely be at war."

"Sorbold will be at war anyway, m'lord,” said Fhremus. "Gwydion of Manosse cannot be alowed to
send ns af-ter our Emperor Presumptive, and let that go unanswered. Re-venge must be
extracted for this, lest he fed emboldened to try again.”

"So now perhaps you can see one—and only one—of the reasons we must move now, rather than
waiting to be at-tacked,” Taquist said, picking up his glass and finishing the contents. " The piece you are
overlooking isthat Gwydion of Manosse is not merely thelord of the Middle Continent, and aman with
massive ancestra holdings in Manosse and Gaematria, but he is the descendant of abloody dragon.
Between the mythic power of his ancestry from Serendair, which dl the Cymrians have to one degree or
another, the bedeviled lore of the Sea Mages, who have studied the tides and currents of the seven seas
for solong that it is said they can control them, his grandfather's knowledge of machinery and invention,
and whatever magic the dragon bequeathed him, isit really so hard for you to imagine that the Lord
Cymrian, who has found away to animate solid stone, has also discovered away to make incendiary,
unmanned machines capable of walking over borders, and perhaps even through mountains, with the
ability to explode and wreak havoc on our cities, our outposts, and our holy sites?”

"What then areweto do, m'lord?" Fhremus asked.

"Wewill begin with the Patriarch,” Talquist replied, se~cretly pleased that the commander had bought the
lieso easnily. "Wewill take Sepulvartafirg; truly that should be the

northernmost point of our border anyway. That land isin the foothills of the Manteids, and once we own
it, thereis only the wide Krevensfield Plain to the north beyond, which isinde-fensible. It iswhere we
will begin to take back what isours."

"The holy city?' Fhremus asked nervoudy. "Y ou plan to make war on the All-God's capita ?*
"Heiscadled the Creator,” Talquist replied, an edge of stedl in hisvoice. "It isthe Cymrianswho've
chosen to name him the'All-God'; what sort of foolish nameisthatl We are about to right centuries of
wrongs here; our task isaholy one." He sighed morosdly. "No one wantswar lessthan | do, Fhremus. |
am amerchant by background; | had hoped that my reign would be atime of peace and prosperity, that
our goods would reach new markets around the world. War disrupts trade; thereis nothing | want less
than that. Unlike the Cymrian rulers of the Alliance—not just Gwydion of Manosse, but hisLirin wife,
and the Bolg king, who knows how long he will live—I am amere mortal, Fhremus. | will live ahuman's
life; even Letha, with her extraordinary longevity, lived amere ninety-one years. Time has no sway over
the progeny of adragon, nor those who came from the cursed Idand of Serendair. Our grandchildren will
be dugt in their graves while these tyrants are il in the bloom of youth! Our timeislimited; we must
make the most of what little we have. We owe it to the Cresgtor."

A nagging bell rang softly in the back of Fhremuss mind. He tried to remember if he had ever seenthe
Emperor Pre-sumptive at any of the services held in the local abbotry or any of the chapels that served
the soldierswho were quartered in Jernasid, and decided he had not. The commander himsalf took
every opportunity to be blessed by the loca priests, as did most members of the imperia army. But, he



reasoned, that was not unexpected; undoubtedly the Emperor Presumptive had his own chapels and
houses of worship within the palace.

None of that mattered anyway.

"| stand ready to receive your command, m'lord,” he said findly.

"Come with me, then, Fhremus,” Taquist said, apleased look on hisface. "And | will show you how one
defendsanation.”

23

Fhremus had, over his many yearsin the army, smelled many horrific odors. The caustic smoke of the
ged firesin the smithy, the repulsive reek from latrines and offal pilesthat were the result of any large
encampment of soldiers, and the stench of corpses moldering benegath the blazing Sorbold sun were dl
familiar to his nose; he had become dmost inured to them.

None of them could have possibly prepared him for what assaulted his nostrilsin the tunnel s beneath
JemaTd.

As hefollowed Taquist down the cavernous passageway, hisingincts, honed by yearsin bettle, were on
fire, the gut-deep sense of danger that served to warn every soldier of an adversary or threat looming
ahead of him in the dark. Having seen the regent emperor's new standard bearer, who followed slently
behind them, dl but indiscerniblein spite of his stone frame and massive Sze, Fhremus could only imagine
what awaited him at the bottom of the tunnel. The smell of decay that permested the very stone of the
wallswas like breathing in degth, even through the dense weave of the linen scarf.

Asthey descended, the darkness became more and more impenetrable and the tunnel wider. The small
lantern in Talquist's hand did not serve to dispel even the gloom that weighed on their shoulders, but
ingtead provided little more than ahoary bal of cold light that gleamed hesitantly into the blackness
directly ahead of them, then was swallowed in shadow. In away, Fhremus was grateful. He could not
see what lurked on the cave walls at the edge of hisvision, but more than once caught sight out of the
corner of hiseye of what gppeared to be skittering movement across the dank sur—face. He steeled his
will and concentrated on keeping the regent within hislimited sght.

The farther they walked, the danker the air in the tunnel be-came, until Fhremus had beads of water
dripping from hishelm and eyebrows. His skin was clammy with more than trepidation; moisture beaded
on hisoiled jerkin and ran down off the front of it, plashing in thin rivulets on hisboots. "This place was
at onetimethe sawer of Jernasd,” Taquist said. His voice, muffled by the scarf and the mist, echoed
againg the distant walls and was swallowed in much the same way asthe light had been. "Then the
dynasty of the Dark Earth, Leithaand her forbears, built the great agqueduct system, abandoning this
place." Fhremusremained sllent, hiseyesfutilely scanning for the wallsthat had receded into the dark.
Then, in the distance, he began to hear a strange sound, like the harsh whistling of wind over the desert,
punctuated amo-ment later by a deep hum that fluctuated below it. The noise was congtant” growing in
volume asthey grew closer. Though he did not recognize the sound, it chilled him deep within, even asit
scratched mercilesdy at hiseardrums.

"We are dmosgt to the giant cistern,” Talquist said, hisvoice suddenly soft. "Follow closdly, Fhremus, and
do not lose your footing. Twould betragic.”

Fhremus glanced over his shoulder. He thought he could make out the dimmest shadow of thetitan's
outline, but when he looked again he saw nothing but darkness. Nervoudy he turned back again. Tdquist
had come to a stop at the edge of what appeared to be amassive circular canyon, ahole of vast
proportions that had once contained dl the runoff of the mountains, awater volume similar to that of a
river in flood. Fhremus stopped be-hind him, fighting nausea from the stench that had become

acidic, gripping thelining from the inside of hisnose and res~onating up into hissnuses.

Below the canyon's rim the noise had grown to a deafening pitch, ascreaming whine below which a
growing bass note was rising, thudding like war drums.

Tdquist held thelight over the rim, then beckoned him closer.



"Come," he said softly, atone of reverencein hisvoice. "Look."

Fhremus swallowed slently and approached the edge. As he did, something smal and hard grazed his
face; inginc-tively he brushed it away, like afly, and peered down into the darkness. For amoment it
seemed asif he was standing above the funnel of atornado at night. In theinky blackness below, air
seemed to swirl with the ferocity of awhirlwind, screaming asit passed. The movement was asvast as
the greatest desert dust storm Fhremus had ever seen, towering walls of sand that had torn up and buried
entirevillages. But unlike astorm, the motion was chaotic, sporadic, with millions of flashesthat had no
course, just speed and sound.

The regent emperor was watching hisface closaly. His smile widened, and he held the lantern up over the
swirling chasm of stench, screeching, and sickening motion.

Injust thefaintest ray of light, Fhremus could see what was spirding in the cistern.

"Dear All-God," he whispered, feding bilerisein the back of histhroat and burn. " Are those—?"
"Plaguelocudts” Taqui finished the question for him. "Thisisayoung swarm, nymphs, hoppers mostly.
No fledg-lings yet—the vast mgjority of the eggs won't even hatch un-til the first week of spring. They
haven't grown wings—yet."

The dank, putrid air of the place churned in Fhremuss lungs. The first two words the regent had just
spoken were considered a profanity in this realm of endless sun and little water, where crops were
scratched from the unforgiving earth in the southern temperate region of the country but admost
nonexistent in the northern mountains and steppes. The dry—ness of the land had been both bane and
blessing; while the soil yielded littlein the way of foodstuffs, the pestilence of unstoppable swarms had
been minimal, because the vermin needed water in which to breed.

Like the swill at the bottom of the abandoned sawer.

Even so, despite the swvarms not having been seen in thisregion in Fhremuss lifetime, the history of
locust plagues was devagtating enough to have left long scars on the memories of the population. The
misery and starvation that the hordes of ravenous insectsleft in their wake was so terrifying to the
Sor-bolds, aswell as the people of the Middle Continent, that the appearance of a single grasshopper
could cause widespread panic that led to many fields being unnecessarily burned.

Fhremus bent down and retrieved the carcass of the one that had struck him in flight. How anyone could
mistake a smple grasshopper for one of these creatures was beyond him—the angular head, the
saw-toothed mandibles, the sharp, knifelike wings, were the halmarks of a creature that har—bored evil
initsmidd.

He swdlowed hisrisng gorge. "I don't understand, m'lord.”

Taquist had been watching him closely, and nodded.

"Come then, Fhremus, and | will show you more." He turned and walked away into the darkness. The
imperia com-mander tossed the carcassinto the black pit and followed him quickly, casting alast ook
over hisshoulder asif to confirm that he was awake.

Theair in thetunnel around him grew even heavier with rotten moisture the farther they traveled. The
stone giant fol-lowed them, moving as silently as desth, or at least it appeared s, as the screaming hum
of the cistern had been replaced by a deep, clicking thrum, pounding and pulsing in Fhremuss ears and
echoing the rough corridor walls around them. They passed what appeared to be old feeder tunnels of
the sewer system, many of them occluded or entirely blocked with the rubble of centuries, until finaly
they cameto afoul-smelling pond of sorts, the water foisted with green waste, possibly plant life, though
Fhremus could not believeit possible that anything natura could grow in such aplace.

The regent emperor strode confidently into the water, wad-ing dowly but purposefully out until the dime
covered his boots hafway up theleg. Then he turned and gestured to Fhre-musto follow him. The
soldier complied, coming dongside Taquist when he finaly stopped, gazing into the gloom ahead of him.
Thetitan remained at the water's edge, motionless. Talquist's eyes were burning bright in the radiance of
the cold lantern. He pointed into the darkness ahead. " There, Fhremus, see the answer the All-God has
provided to our need for protection against those who would threaten our land.”

He held the lantern doft. Fhremus squinted to see past the light. Ahead of them in the muck lay the
massive body of what appeared to be a serpent, adragon or horned snake, perhaps; it wasimpossible to



tell, asit had been largely devoured, consumed in thousands of tiny bites. As he stared harder, he could
see that the carcass was comprised of what appeared to be striated stone, like the titan waiting on the
bank behind them, its glassy eyes smooth except for the gouges that had been dug in them. A tail,
miss-ing large sections, coiled behind it, while broken remains of wings could be seen, stripped to the
stone cartilage. The statue of the beast appeared to be sprouting grass or grain of some sort, like an
earthen sculpture left in afield to go fallow.

And dl above and around it hovered screaming locusts, most the size of his hand or bigger, feeding
avaricioudy on thegrain, and on the carcassitsdlf.

But, unlike the nymphs and hoppersin the cistern swarm, they seemed to be actualy flying.

Taquist turned to the giant. "Faron, if you please, bring us one.”

Thetitan looked down at the green ooze for amoment, then waded into the water. Fhremusinvoluntarily
held his breath asthe giant walked by him, causing awake to rise up the sdes of bisbootsin its passng.
It continued, undeterred by the on—daught of swarming creatures until it came to the feeding ground,
where it reached out with an almost sickening speed and grasped one of theinsects. A sickening crack
echoed through the cavern; Fhremus winced in spite of himsdlf. Then the titan waded back to where the
merchant emperor stood.

"Put out your hand, Fhremus," said Talquist softly.

The commander inhaed, then complied.

Thegiant sared down at him, itsmilky blue eyes gleaming in thelight of the lantern. It dropped the locust
into his hand, then returned to shore.

"Look at it," whispered Taquist, avein hisvoice.

Swallowing his disgust, Fhremus moved the locust's body closer to the light. Hiseyeswidened in
aurprise. Like the smaller insect mat had impacted him on the rim of the cistern, this creature was sharp
and angular, with razor-like mandibles and legs. But its appearance was very different from the smaller
one, this creature had a serpentinetail, its wings were large and webbed, its eyes scored with vertical
pupils, and its jaws more serpentine than insectoid. Almost draconic. "Have you ever beenin
Terreanfor?' Talquist asked, run—ning agloved finger dmost tenderly over the broken body. "Onetime
only, for thefunera of the empress and her son,” said Fhremus. "Then perhaps you have seen the
marvelous statuary there. In the eternal darkness that sheltersthe Living Stone of the cathedral standsan
entire menagerie of life-Szed Satues, trees as high as the towering celling benesth which graze an-telope
and tirabouri, gazelle, dephants and lions, al rendered in utter perfection—have you seen these?' "Yees,
mlord."

"They are asight to behold, are they not, Fhremus? Perfect down to the last detail, with no feature
overlooked. The sculp-torsthat rendered them must have been artisans of incompara-ble skill, would
you not say?"

"Undoubtedly, m'lord," Fhremus said, struggling to keep his voice patient and respectful.

The Emperor Presumptive. "Undoubtedly, yes, Fhremus, because what you don't understand isthat the
Earth itself carved those statues. Our forebears, the indigenous people of this land that were living here
long before the accursed Cym-rians came, with their inventions, their disease, and their wars, understood
therolethe Living Stone playsin immortality. They buried specimens of each beast, each flower, each
tree, within the sacred ground of Terreanfor, and from that sacred ground earthen statues grew—uwith the
exact properties and the beasts and plants entombed within it." He caressed the inmsect'swings. And
soldiers, many of whom were giants, like the one | harvested to make Faron, he thought
Fhremusinhaled slently. "Those properties survived the creatures deathsin more than one way,
Fhremus," Talquist continued. "More than just becoming statues, those beasts retained what was unique
about them; there is strength of gargantuan proportionsin the e ephants till, a swiftness and quickness of
gyeinthe prey animals, even asthey stand, frozen, forever. Even the flowers have retained a modicum of
their scent—when they had bloomed and died millennia uncounted before. A form of true immortdlity, to
be certain.”

Fhremus maintained his silence, struggling to qudl the questionsin hismind. Chief among them wasthe
extent of the emperor's knowledge; Terreanfor, beforeit was recently sealed by an earthquake, had been



closed to any but the priests of the mansein Jernasid, and only the highest ranking among them had gone
ingde to maintain the cathedra. How Talquist had become so aware of the place's history and con-tents
was unclear to him, but he quelled any suspicious thought by reminding himsdlf, as he dwaysdid, that the
All-God had chosen the emperor, and asa soldier it was his duty to support that emperor's vision and
carry out that emperor's commands, lest his reluctance be seen as doubting the wis~dom of the All-God.
"Thiswyrm, at onetime, was such abeing, now a statue formed by Living Stone. Initslifetime, the beast
had the same sengihilities, the same powers, asthe rest of its species— including the ability of flight.
These locusts have been feeding on grain that sprouted from the back of the wyrm—and thereby have
absorbed some of itslife, its properties, includ-ing that ability. They arelittle haf-breeds, little
mutant-spawn now—I cdl themiacxds, asthat iswhat | beieve thislizard-wyrm was called—uwith their
own voracious appetites and the power to travel long distancesin the air. Touch it, Fhremus— take off
your glove and fed itshide." He chuckled at the shock on the soldier's face as he complied. "Because
they have beenfeeding on Living Stone, they are hard, even more armored than the sturdy carapace of
their insect Sde or the scales of awyrm would make them. And their shriek isahun—dred timesthe
sound of the fledgling swarm; musicto my ears.”

"Forgive me, but why isall thisabenefit, mlord?' Fhremus asked, the words dl but exploding from him.
"The presence of these creatures, in our land, portends disaster, doesit not? The onesthat are found in
nature bring with them famine, pestilence, sarvation, and desth—why are you happy to seetheminan
even more formidable form?”

Taquist chuckled. ™Y ou will be happy to see them such aswell, Fhremus—when you see the adults.
Come."

He waded back out of the dimy water, shook off his boots, and led the commander up another tunnel
where the dankness of the air and the horrific hum began to dissipate. The stone ti-tan followed, il
making no sound.

They findly cameinto light and air that smelled asif it might be near the mountain's surface. At the end of
thistunnel was awide stone doorway, and Taquist stopped before it, d-most unable to contain himsdlf.
"Do you remember some months back | asked you to lend me some of your dighter soldiers, recruits that
had shown strength of lung and atolerance of the high reaches of our mountains?!

"Yes, mlord. | hope they have been serving you well."

The regent emperor smiled broadly and stepped to the side of the doorway. "Have alook.”

Steding himsdlf, Fhremus stepped into the doorway.

At firgt the Sight that greeted the imperid commander left him puzzled, unable to grasp what he was
seeing. At the far end of the room was an opening, like the mouth of a cave. The opening overlooked the
vast chasm that scored the earth be-side JernaTd, itsfar fissures and crags shadowy in the gp—proach
of night. Closer inwas aseries of animal pens, like those that might stable horses, numbering in the
scores. Sol-dierswalked the aides between the pens, conferring with each other, going in and out of the
paddocks at will.

Helooked back to the opening above the chasm. His mouth dropped open as a shadow passed
horizontaly before it, then disgppeared again into the dusk.

"Dear All-God," he murmured.

"Dear Creator,” Taquist corrected patiently. "I understand it will take awhilefor you to adjust; do not
worry. They train here, away from the eyes of the city, asthe sunisgoing down. It'sbest, at first, to keep
this a secret, so that we maintain the element of surprise. Don't you agree?’

Fhremus watched a moment more, rapt, then turned to the Emperor Presumptive.

"Yes" hesad.

Taquist smiled broadly and led the commander farther up the tunnel back into his chambers.

"So you understand what aboon thisisfor Sorbold in her fight againg invasion?

"Yes, mlord."

"| take it you approve, then, Fhremus, of the defensive steps | have taken to ensure our beloved nation's
surviva againg the aggression that is being mounted by the Alliance?!

Fhremus thought for amoment. "It isnot my place to ap—-prove or disapprove of your commands,



m'lord,” he said seri-oudy. "The Scales adjudged you to be the next emperor of our mother country; |
am grateful that you saw the wisdom in keeping Sorbold asingle empire, rather than dissolving it, asthe
countswished to. | an asoldier; | do as my emperor commands.”

"Whether or not you gpprove?’ The question hovered inthe air, thick asthe mi<t.

Fhremusinhaed deeply through the sodden linen scarf, pulled it from hisface, then exhded dowly.
"Yes" hesad.

Tdquig'seyes sparkled black in thethin light.

"Excdlent,” he said. "But on aserious note, Fhremus, it'simperative that your men, and the familiesthey
left behind, understand the threat we dl face. What isthat saying you mil-itary men have about the
initiativefor going towar?"

"The defender fights with the strength of ten conquerors.”

"Yes" Tdquigt said smoothly. "That'sit.”

"They will understand, m'lord,” Fhremus said. "And they will fight to their |ast bresth to ensure your
dominion.” Talquist smiled broadly. "Ancther form of music to my ears. Y ou may go, Fhremus, but return
on the morrow; we have plansto make."

The soldier bowed unsteadily. "Y es, mlord." He bent over the regent emperor's hand in salute, then left
the room, his boot steps echoing down the corner stairway.

When the sound died away, Taquist turned to the sone ti-tan that had emerged from within his deeper
chambers. "I believe hewill do well, at least in the first wave, Faron,” he said idly. "Past that, we may
have to make some changes. Do you agree?’

The stone titan watched the Emperor Presumptive for amo-ment, then returned to the inner chamber
and came back amoment later with an object in hisgiant hand.

It was an ova scde, tattered finely at the edges and irregu-larly oblong, scored with many finelines. In
hishand it ap—peared gray with adightly bluetinge, but when thelight caught it a prism of color danced
acrossits razor-thin surface. Carved into its convex side was the image of an eye, clear and unobstructed
by clouds, asthe image on the concave side was.

Thetitan held the scalein his hand, gazing out of the bal~cony window. A moment later he turned to the
Emperor Presumptive and nodded mutely.

Tadquist brokeinto awide smile. "Good," hesaid. "Very good."

He stood and watched as dusk faded to night, the stars twin—kling bright in the vast sky overarching
Jernasd.

Haguefort, Navarne

Ashe had hoped that in the course of the preparations for war, in al of the noise and hubbub of getting
ready for the ar-rival of the Council of Dukes, and the chaos that was ensuing as the household of



Haguefort made ready to move agood piece of itsdf to the fortification at Highmeadow, he would be
ableto retain his sanity aslong as possible. Digtraction was good, he reasoned, and with any luck the
aching absence hefdt for hiswife and child the moment they had left his sphere of influence, had stepped
outside the comforting boundaries

of hisdragon sense, would befilled up by the clamor and in—fighting, the thousands of detailsand
decisionsto be made, and ahost of other diversionsthat would keep the dragon in his blood busy.

It had only taken afew moments, long enough for the sound of the horses hoovesto die away into the
night. Then within his consciousness he felt rather than heard a deep cat-erwaul, the keening of a beast
that had had something stolen from its hoard. Even deeper within, he could fed thetearing of hissoul, in
thefairly recently mended place where it had been sewn back together again when he was reunited with
Rhapsody.

When thefirgt night without her fell, Ashetook comfort in Stting before the fire that reminded him of his
wife and look-ing back over the haze of timeto adifferent world, a place where he had been happy. It
was atime before the War, before the Cataclysm, even before the two Bolg who saw Rhapsody as
belonging originaly to them, and viewed him as an inter-loper by virtue of hismarriageto her.

When he closed his eyes, he could still see her as she had been then, on the night before her fourteenth
birthday, dressed in asimple velvet gown, her breast adorned by a corsage of smple flowers her father
had given her. She had been thin then and dight, with long straight hair that hung down her back likea
slken wave. Ashe smiled, remembering hisfirst sight of her, crouched behind arow of barrdsin the dark
outsde the fore-harvest dance, an event where the people of her human father's farming community had
held amarriage lottery, the traditiona sdlection of marriage for the young people of their village.

How he had cometo bein that place he till did not know, even millennialater. He had been but fourteen
himsdlf, an awkward adolescent boy walking to town on afine morning on the other sde of Time, amost
fifteen hundred years after Rhapsody's birth. What had transpired was still unclear; the wind had been
fresh, the morning birds had been in full song, the day had been beautiful. A day like any other day.

And then, the world had shifted.

Ashe could almogt il recall the exact sensation of nausea and weskness that swept over him ashewas
plucked from the place he had been and deposited in the afternoon sun in afarmer's pasture in the village
of Merryfidd, asmple farming town in the center of the Wide Meadows, in the eastern lands of the
Idand of Serendair. Raised in the presence of magic and beings with ancient powers, he had recovered
his composure fairly quickly, and managed to discover approximately where hewasin time, if not how he
had cometo be there.

All of thishad led him to the foreharvest dance, and to the sde of the girl hiding in an dleyway, wistfully
listening to the music asit played within the lighted grange hall, ressting every attempt to marry her off in
the traditional ceremonies. He had fallen in love with her from the moment held seen her, not just because
shewasfair and because dl the chemicals of hisyoung body had begun to hum with life upon beholding
her, but because there was something so ethica, so indepen—dent and intelligent in her resstance to being
used as chattel that he could not help but respect her, even without having been introduced.

Eventualy hed worked up his courage enough to tap her on the shoulder, to ask her to dancein the light
reflecting from the hal, to walk with her to her family's fields where the wil-low tree she had loved stood
guard over avalley stream. Ashe closed hiseyes moretightly, listening to the music of the waster in his
head. The extravagant capability of detail be-questhed to him by hisdragon nature dlowed him a
heightened sense of memory; in many waysit waslike reliv=ing that night again, feding the coolness of
the breeze, sens-ing the brightness of the star's, physically recaling the way her hair smelled like morning,
the glow in her eyesthat sparkled brighter as she talked about things that excited her, unredistic dreams
of escaping the marriage lottery and travel-ing the world, seeing the ocean that her grandfather had plied
asasailor, something that she longed for but never had done. And above dl, he remembered the way
shetalked about her dreams, of starsfaling from the sky into her hands, holding them fast until one day
she could hold no longer, and instead they dropped through her open pamsinto the meadow stream,
glimmering up at her, beyond her reach in the depths.



He had resolved in that moment to fulfill those dreamsfor her, to marry her, with her excited consent, and
to take her from the farmlands off to see the world. Hisreason for that was twofold. Whether or not he
could ever get back hisown timewas of littleinterest to him; rather, he had determined that whatever
force had brought him over the waves of timeto be by her sde had placed him in the time before the
Cata—clysm, just asthe war that would tear the Idand of Serendair asunder was beginning to erupt. If for
no other reason, they had to go away in haste, lest his newly-found soulmate become nothing more than
onemore victimin two of history's greatest tragedies. She had called him Sam, the common appellation
by which unknown young men were addressed in her town. He had never been given the chanceto tell
her hisreal one; it was an endearment she gill used. Her voice resounded clear in his memory.

Sam?
Yes?

Do you think we might see the ocean? Someday, | mean.

He had promised her they would, had promised to take her wherever she wished to go, but before they
could put their plansin place he was torn back to his own time by whatever unseen hands had placed him
there to begin with.
Ashewinced in the flickering hest of the flames. The hollow pain of losswaswith him gill, even after four
years of having her back, even having joined their souls together again.

Even knowing that sheloved him eterndly.

Even sharing achild with her, a son he loved beyond measure and had barely been given achanceto
know. That loss was one he conscioudy struggled not to think about, because his draconic nature was
unpredictable enough, and suffering enough, that he could not risk it.

In the back of hismind atune was playing. It was a song that Rhapsody had often sung to him on their
evenings aone together, atae of awanderer that her seafaring grandfather had taught her when shewas
achild. When she had met up with him again in the new world, he had been solitary, in pain and alone,
just such awanderer, soit had reminded her of him, and of the tree they had falen in love beneath. Ashe
pictured her before him, her harp or concertinain hand, snging the melodious tune in the voice that
haunted his dreams.

| was born benegth thiswillow,

Where my srethe earth did farm Had

the green grassas my pillow The east

wind as a blanket warm.

But away! away! called the wind from the west
And in answer | did run Seeking glory and
adventure Promised by the rising sun.

| found love beneath thiswillow, Astrue a
love as life could hold, Pledged my heart
and swore my fealty Sealed with a kiss and
a band of gold.

But to arms! to arms! called the wind from the west
In faithful answer | did run Marching forth for
king and country In battles 'neath the midday sun.

Oft | dreamt of that fair willow
Asthe seven seas | plied And
the girl who I left waiting
Longing to be at her side.

But about! about! called the wind from the west As



once again my ship did run Down the coast, about
the wide world Flying sailsin the setting sun.

Now | lie beneath the willow Now at last

no more to roam, My bride and earth so

tightly hold me In their arms I'mfinally
home.

While away! away! calls the wind from the west
Beyond the grave my spirit, free Will chase the sun
into the morning Beyond the sky, beyond the sea.

His dragon senseroared to life at the presence of atickling sensation. He opened his eyes.
Hiswifewas sitting before the fire, her song finished, smil-ing warmly a him. His heightened senses
could fed the phys-ica presence of her in the room, abending of the currents of air around aform that
was heavy, red, unlike the dreams and fantasies in which she was nothing more than apicturein his head,
aphantasm that vanished with the morning light. There was heft to thisvison, arednessthat never had
been there be-fore. Her scent, the smple odor of vanillaand soap, sweet meadow flowers and wood
smoke, filled his nogtrils, causing the blood to pound in his head, and his hands to shake.

Rhapsody smiled, her green eyes sparkling, backlit by thefire.

Ashe sat draighter in hischair. There was no question shewasred, no figment of hisimagination or
dragon sense play-ing tricks of the mind on him; the energy of her life force rip—pled over him like waves
inthesea

Rhapsody, he whispered, dmost afraid to shatter what was elther amiraculous moment or anilluson of a
dipping mind. You're here.

Her smilegrew brighter inthefirdight. Yes. I'm here.

Asherose dowly from his chair and walked carefully toward the hearth. Rhapsody rose in return, and
extended her amsto him in welcome.

He quickened his step, al but running to her, and scooped her up in hisarms, drawing her near, pressing
hisfacein the hollow of her neck and inhaling the scent of her skin, burying hislipsin her hair, revelingin
the solidity, the reainess of her, no phantom of hismind, but flesh and blood and the warmth of abesting
heart within her chest, thundering againgt his own.

A shocked gasp rent the air.

Likethe dap of anice-cold wave, the noise rebounded off of Ashe'sforehead. He loosed his grasp and
took a step back, hisfrazzled mind trying to gauge what was wrong.

Standing before him in the shadows of thefirdight, trem=bling like aleaf in ahigh autumn wind, wasa
young chamber-maid whaose name he did not remember. Shewas dark of hair

and eye, taler than Rhapsody by half a head, and shaped nothing like her. Her face had gone white with
shock, and flushed red in acombination of horror and embarrassment.

Much like Ashé's own.

Made worse by the knowledge that thiswas not the first time it had happened.

Theteatray she was holding amoment before clattered to the floor, the plate bearing his supper bounced
on the carpet before the hearth.

Ashefdt hisface freezein amask of shock.

Men]o-

The chambermaid's mouth was similarly open. "M'lord,” she whispered. "No. Please.”

Ashe struggled to place the woman, remembering distantly that she had come to Haguefort from Bethany
with severd other servantsin the company of Tristan Steward, the Lord Regent of Roland, asagift
during Rhapsody's confinement. Ashe thought perhaps the other two women were nursemaids of some
sort, but this one was a servant of inggnificant rank, a chambermaid, who now stood, terror in her eyes,
gheking vigbly.



"|—I am so very sorry," he murmured, running his hand through his coppery hair, suddenly wet with
swedt. "'|—I am not feding well. Please forgive me.”

The young woman bent quickly, as did Ashe, fumbling to gather the dishes and food that now littered the
floor.

"My fault, mlord," she whispered nervoudy.

"No," said Ashe, "no, not at dll. I, as| said, am very sorry."

He quickly turned and bolted from the room and out of the keep, into the cold night, seeking clarity. The
chambermaid gathered the dishes, caming quickly, and carried them back down to the kitchen again.
She stopped as she passed the window of the library, long enough to see him hurry into the courtyard
and cometo rest with his head againgt alamppogt, the candlelight catching the metallic sheen of hishair,
making it glow like embersin the night.
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Ashe's head was buzzing the next morning asif from the aftereffects of potent libation. After thefirgt few
hours of the headache, he began to rue refraining from imbibing the night before, knowing that even a
hangover could not have caused his skull to throb more than the arriva of the dukes of Roland did. He
stood on the balcony, in his hand a cup of strong plan-tain teawith medicind propertiesthat hiswife had
often used to bring him out of the hard repose of dragon dumber, trying to focus his eyes on each
carriage asit made itsway up the well-traveled road that ran east-west in front of the Hague-fort's gates.
Archers stood in the recently rebuilt guard towers, providing cover for the carriages, whilethe Lord
Cymrian mused whether or not to give the signa to open fire on some of the occupants as they emerged
from the bowels of the coaches.

Thefirg of the dukesto arrive would never have drawn hisfire, he noted, as Cedric Canderre stepped,
with the assistance of hisfootman, out of his coach. In hisown state of loss, Ashe felt tremendous
empathy for the elderly duke, a gentleman and friend who had aways lived hospitably and with grace,
and while not the most admirable of husbands, had aways been aloving and devoted fattier. To have
witnessed the death of hisonly son and heir presumptive, Andrew, on these very grounds at the winter
carniva that had taken the lives of so many could only be a soul-ripping reminder of that loss. Ashe took
adp of the bad-tasting tea and winced. Had he been less distracted, he would have arranged for the
meeting to take place at Highmeadow, whose halls and defenseswere al but complete, and into which
they would be moving any day. While the creature comforts had not yet been established in the new
fortress, it was certainly furnished enough to have spared Cedric Canderre the pain he was undoubtedly
under—going as he dowly made hisway up Haguefort's cobbled en-tranceway. Alas, he thought, such
diplomatic consderations are athing of the past; it'sal | can do to keep my mind clear enough of rageto
focusonthemeeting a all.

At the opening of the gate Gwydion Navarne was standing, his hands behind his back. Ashe watched,
gratified, asthe newly invested young duke greeted Cedric Canderre warmly and took hisarm, leading
him into the keep. How like hisfa-ther he looks, Ashe thought as Gwydion held the door. Per=haps
therewill ill be hospitaity within these walls, even in Rhapsody's absence, after dl. The thought and the
sght cheered him alittle; in the contentious discuss ons they were about to undertake, hewas glad to
have his namesake beside him, even if the new duke's opinions were often discounted by the others
because of hisyouth and inexperience. Behind the carriage of the Duke of Canderre hovered two more,
onedirectly on the road, the other jockeying to hold the position of last arrival behind it. Thefirst carriage
bore the liv—ery of Yarim, the dry red land to the east of Cedric Canderre'slush and fertile province. The
second was emblazoned with the colors of Bethany, Roland's capital and central province. Ashe took
another deep draught of teaand willed his head to stop pounding. Ihrman Karsrick, the Duke of Yarim,
waited for along mo-ment before opening his door and descending the stairs of his coach. He glanced in
obvious annoyance a the carriage be=hind him, which had arrived more than a quarter hour ahead of
him, then strode angrily up the walkway, his displeasure evident by the set of his shouldersand jaw.

The Lord Cymrian sighed. The carriage from Bethany continued to linger & the road's



edge for amost an hour more while the coaches of Quentin Baldassarre and Martin Ivenstrand, the
dukes of Bethe Cor-bair and Avonderre, arrived. Ivenstrand's carriage, unlike the others, had come from
the east, where Avonderre bordered Navarne on one side and the sea on the other. The Duke of
Avonderre dighted, looked about, then made hisway quickly inside, pausing asthe carriage from Bethe
Corbair pulled up to the gate. He walked back to wait for Quentin Baldasarre to emerge, then
accompanied him up the wakway, conferring asthey came.

Findly, when the horse and livery of the four other dukes that had come from a distance had discharged
their contents and had made their ways to the stable, the carriage bearing the L ord Regent, Tristan
Steward, Duke of Bethany, pulled dowly and deliberately up to Haguefort's gate.

Ashe choked back the bile that had risen in histhroat. As much as he had struggled against his deep
didike of Tristan Steward in general since they had been young men, there was an arrogance to the Lord
Regent's gait that made the irritable dragon within his blood rise, enflamed. We are about to be fighting
for the very surviva of the continent, and this pusi|-lanimous assisjockeying for postion so that he can
make an entrance, he thought bitterly. Clearly, the Alliance has as much of athreat within it asagaing it.
He swalowed the last of the herbd tea, feding no fortificastion from it whatsoever, then turned away
from the fresh air of the bal cony and made hisway to the meeting rooms where he knew the bright
morning would give way to an endless day of dire plans, petty infighting, and, with any luck, aunited
army to defend the Middle Continent from the blood that was about to be spilled acrossit.

Gerad Owen's kitchen was an orderly place, where cooks and wait staff of longtime employ moved
efficiently through the day, preparing mealsfor asfew as Haguefort's regular occupants or as many asan
entire province with very little dis-ruption. 1t had long been so; Stephen Navarne, in hislifetime, had
madeit his business as duke to host many festivals and parties, Naming ceremonies and diplomatic
gatherings, as had hisfather before him, culminating each year in the winter carniva, acombination of
religious summit, culturd ritual, and folk celebration that accommodated the western third of Roland and
many foreign vigtors. Very little could disturb the smoothly running machine that comprised the
chamberlain's kitchen and buttery staff.

Tristan Steward, the Lord Regent of Roland, was one of the rare exceptions.

The elderly chamberlain's face had darkened to an un-healthy shade of dusky red after the third ring of
the serving bell. He dapped ateatowel down on the wide stone kneading surface before the bread
ovens, causing three of the cooksto scetter to different sdes of the hot room as the bellsjingled more
ingstently. Then Gerdd Owen turned to the dim young chambermaid whom the Lord Regent had
brought to Hague-fort some months back, along with a donated wet nurse and nanny, and gestured
impatiently at her. He could not recall her name, and tried to suppress hisirritation, reminding himself that
she and the others probably had suffered more than enough during their employ in Bethany.

"Y ou—qjirl—take the teatray to hislordship, and make certain thereisamodicum of rum to be had with
it, or helll send you back for it. Y ou used to be in his employ, so you know to stay out of hisway, lest he
drike you. But if that should happen, if he should even attempt it, report it to meimmediately; the Lord
Cymrian will addressit. I've had too many house servants abused, and Lord Gwydion refusesto tolerate
it

"Yes, sr." The young woman picked up the silver tray and headed for the sairs, the vacant look of
affected timidity re-placed amoment later with asmile.

For the third time that night, a servant knocked on Tristan

Steward's door bearing libations in response to his summons.

Thiswasthefirg time, however, that the Lord Roland's response was not fully surly, but only annoyed,
hisirritation eased, perhaps, by the after-supper cordia followed by the haf-decanter of brandy he had
received on the two previous occasions.

"About time you got here," he murmured grumpily asthe dim, dark-haired chambermaid glided into the
room with aslver tray, which she set down on the table near the fireplace. "What code do | have to use
with your idiot chamberlain to assurethat | get you when | cal, and not some blithering idiot or
bewnhiskered sot?'

The young woman smiled as she turned back to the Lord Roland.



"Perhaps you should order the teafirst next time," she said, no hint of deferencein her voice. "If you ingst
on caling for spirits, the wine seward and the somméier are going to be the ones sent from the buttery to
attend to your needs. Lowly chambermaids deliver tea, not brandy.”

"But | likebrandy," said Tristan playfully, setting down hisempty glass and making hisway acrossthe
roomto her. "And | have needs other than those that can be met with abeverage. Asyou well know,
Portia"

The young woman's black eyes sparkled with amusement as her former master did his handsinto her
hair, gripping thelong, glossy strandswith an intensity belied by hislazy tone.

"Ah, 0 you missed me, did you?' she said, not flinching as Tristan pulled her closer, interlacing hisfingers
behind the base of her skull, dlowing himsdf to become entwined in the dark waves of thick, rough silk.
"l wondered if you would, given how quick you wereto part with me, foisting me off on Lord Gwydion
like an unwanted set of teatowels."

Tristan Steward blinked at the accusatory tone in her smoky voice.

"l did no such thing," he said reproachfully, twisting his handsin her mane. "It was agony to part with you,
Portia; my loins have been aching sincethe day | left you in this place four months ago. Y our misson here
isof unsurpassed impor—tance to me, to us—and had it not been, | never would have a-lowed you
away from mefor amoment.” The chambermaid reached up behind her neck and roughly pulled his
hands from her.

"Alasfor you, and your aching loins, in the course of doing what you asked, | have come to understand
how much you have mided me," she said curtly, turning away from Tristan Steward and beginning to
unload the itemsfrom the teatray.

The Lord Roland blanched, the shock interrupting the de~sire that had been building within him since he
heard her light knock on the door, leaving him tingling and nauseated. "What—what do you mean?' he
sammered. "'l have never been anything but truthful with you, Portia, foolishly candid, infact. | have
shared with you more secretsthan | care to count for fear it would make me realize even morethan |
al—-ready do what afoolhardy idiot | have been."

The chambermaid turned back to him, tucking the tray be-neath her armslike ashield over her belly, and
regarded him coldly. "What secrets would those be?' she asked, her throaty voice taking on ahint of
acid. "Y our profound distaste for your wife? That's no secret—everyone in Roland knowsit, just asthey
know your weakness for trollops and bedwenches, and are well aware of the parade of them that
appears each time Lady Madeleine leaves Bethany to visit her family in Canderre. It's an open joke,
Tristan; it would be atruly mirac—ulous happenchance if Maddeine herself doesn't know it. And |
certainly don't blame you—she is abeast of legendary proportion. But it's not exactly flattering to be just
the latest in astring of name ess whores whom you use to satisfy your lust and vent your frustration. If
you're expecting meto fed grate-ful, | dont.”

"Y ou are hardly anameesswhore to me, Portia," Tristan said smoothly. "Y ou have heard meintone your
name repeat-edly, in many different places, dl the time with a combination of respect and pleasure. And
you have never seemed belittled or degraded by our carna romps. | respect, in fact, admire, your lack of
shame, your imagination, your insolence, your vigor, your fire, your contempt for polite senghilities. You
are not my toy; you are very important to me, and | have entrusted you with some of the most crucia of
my secrets. Y ou should be honored, not offended.”

The chambermaid's sareintengfied. "Honored? Oh. Per-haps you refer to sharing me with your brother,
the saintly benison of Canderre-Y arim—isthat what you mean? Should | fed honored to have been
entrusted with the secret of our trysts, both with and without your participation? Do you think Blesser's
lack of the celibacy required by bis office might have something to do with the problems you have had in
Bethany? Perhgps the All-God is not amused by watching one of his holiest servants usng my naked
body asatable for his supper, or playing lascivious games of fox and hounds, or knobbing me as you—"
Tristan clapped bis hand over her mouth and glanced over his shoulder, then locked his gaze on to hers.
The flames of the fire were dancing in her black eyes, causing their expres—sion to dternate between
amusement and crudty inturns.

"Lower your voice," he commanded quietly. "Walls of keeps have ears—you should know that."



"The only earsthis keep'swalls have are my own," Portiaretorted. "I have done exactly as you asked,
have pressed my ear to every wall, have stood on the eave of every doorway, in the hope of collecting
the unspecified information you sought to bring down the man you professto hate—"

"I do not hate Gwydion," Tristan interrupted hadtily. "1 never said that—I only resent hiselevation to Lord
Cymrian over me." Anger began to build in hisblue eyes, now aso re-flecting the flames of thefireplace.
"| served inthat pogition, without any of the power or the acknowledgment, for twenty years while he
wasin hiding, pretending to be dead. I'm the one who held Roland together, who kept the Middle
Conti—nent from falling into chaos and war. It was | who defended this very keep during the assault of
the Sorbolds during the winter carnival four years ago. Y ou are too young to remember—you did not
even livein Roland then, | believe. But | gave everything to thisland when it was fragmented, protected it
when it was vulnerable. And for dl the sseward-ship | put forth, for al my efforts, | was constantly
refused the throne, then eventually cast aside in Gwydion's wake, given apity regency, stripped of that
whichisrightfully mine. | trusted you to help me gain it back—and toin turn shareit  with me. How is
it thet this offendsyou?'

Portias eyes narrowed to gleaming dits, but her mouth crooked into asmile at the corners.
"Yourealiar," shesaid, but there wasfirein her voice that caused the knotsin Tristan's abdomen to
loosen. ™Y our com—mand that | seduce the Lord Cymrian while hiswife was bloated with pregnancy had
nothing to do with your desirefor the lordship. And you well know it."

"Of—of courseit did," Tristan Ssammered.

"Liar," Portiasaid again; time her voice wasfilled with sex-ua teasing. "1 do not doubt you crave the
lordship; everyone knows that aswell. 1t's another of your pathetically obvious secrets. When | first came
to Roland, | heard it within afew hours of being here. But that's not why you commanded me to seduce
him. Y ou wanted to disrupt his marriage because you are obsessed with hiswife—and you want her for
your own."

"Don' beridiculous," Tristan said, but the heet in Portia's voice and smile were causing his defensesto
give way; he had experienced the sensation before, and it was one of risky re-lief, something he rarely
felt in histortured existence. He took the tray from Portia's hands and dropped it to the carpeted floor. "
am not the one who isbeing ridiculous here," Portiasaid, stepping closer. "Nor am | blind to your
deception of me. You said that | might be able to use my seductive skillson Lord Gwydion, and in turn
have him confide secrets to me that would be useful to you in your bid to replace him on the Cym-rian
throne. But you knew that would never happen; hiswife owns every comer of hissoul, and he hers. She
has only been in this keep for afew momentsin al thetime | have been here, and that is apparent evenin
those few moments. Addi-tiondly, he careslittle, or nothing, for the power of the lord-ship; heviewsit,
somewhat distagtefully, as an unavoidable duty, and longs for the day when someone e se—someone
qualified—uwill take it over." Shereached out ahand and caressed Tristan's face to soften the sting of her
words. "I don't know why you didn't just confide the truth to me from the beginning—it would have been
so much easier to help you if | had known."

"H—how?" Tristan asked. The hegt of hisblood wasrisng, flushing him with warmth, making him
painfully tumescent.

The chambermaid's smile widened. She turned away from the roaring fire and walked over to thetall
windowsthat led out to the small bacony, sopping to admire her reflection in the glass. "Unlike the
Situation between you and the Beast, neither the lord nor the lady has the desire to stray—and so that
be-traya can only be accomplished through deception,” she said lazily, chuckling at the distortion of her
facein the wavy panes. "And deception of either or both of them will be achalenge. One cannot easily
deceive two people who have specia connectionsto the truth. The Lord Cymrian has dragon'sblood in
hisveins, and so hisawarenessis height—ened far beyond the bounds of normal perception. And the
word about the keep isthat the Lady Cymrian isa Skysinger, aNamer, in fact, and so she hasaracia
and professiona de-wvotion to the truth, which makes her perception of falsehood even keener." Sheidly
stroked the heavy velvet curtain that dressed the window.

"So, then, how will you accomplish this deception?" Tris-tan asked, his head growing light from lack of
blood. Portiaturned to face him again, her eyes dancing with wicked light.



"l won't,”" she said briskly. "They will accomplish it for mein the only way it can be accomplished—they
will deceive themsalves. It will be easier, now that she's gone from this place again. The supid intensity of
their lovefor each other will be their undoing, and when that happens, it will be shat-tered forever. How
melodramatic. But it'strue. And when it happens, the world will grow brighter for al of us." Shedid her
hands into the opening of Tristan's shirt at the neck, then followed with her mouth.

"Tel—tel me how," Tristan said, hisvoice fatering asthe heet of her breath warmed his skin, followed
by the ddlicious press of teeth againgt hisclavicle.

Portias hot mouth made itsway dowly up his neck to the earlobe.

"You arejust going to haveto trust me, mlord,” she said teasingly. Y ou must be ableto tdll that I've
been at this sort of thing for along time. Y ou've been the beneficiary of enough of my talentsto be awvare
of it."

"Yes, yes| have" Tristan murmured weskly. "Did you lock the door?"

With a screeching rip, Portiatore gpart his shirt, her eyes gleaming with excitement.

"Of course not," she said, her voice growing husky. "Therisk of being caught iswhat drivesthe
excitement higher— isn't that what you've dways told me when pushing meinto acoves and behind sofas
in your own kegp?' With impatient fingers, she began to roughly unlace the stays of histrousers. "Now, |
can assure you the kitchen staff isentirely sick of you, and will do everything they can to avoid coming
within your beck and cal. And the other members of the Council of Dukes have had as much of you as
they can stand aready to—day, | have no doubt. So thereislittle chance of being dis-turbed.” Her grin
grew brighter as her task was accomplished; shetook the Lord Roland firmly in hand, then ran her teeth
over hischin just below hislips. "But," she continued, fedling the bresth go utterly out of him, "if you likel
can stop now, and go to the door, check the corridor, and seeif anyone's coming—"

"No," Tristan gasped hoarsdly. "No."

Portia chuckled. "Suit yoursef," she said, lowering histrousersto the floor and following their descent
with her mouth.

To keep from passing out, Tristan counted the breaths be-fore the succor he was painfully anticipating
was & last upon him. When Portiafinaly indulged him, after ateasing delay, he felt hismusclesgo dack,
and hisbody crumpled to the floor beneath her. Unlike their last coupling, which had oc-curred on this
very floor the night he had | eft her here four

months before, thistime it was he who was naked and utterly vulnerable, while Portiaremained dmost
fully garbed, is complete control of the Stuation.

Hewas helplessto stop it, totally unable to reverse posi-tions, to regain his standing as the master of a
submissve servant.

And even if he had been able, he knew he would never have any desireto do so.

Instead, he surrendered himself to her minigtrations, bresthlesdy alowing her to put him through his paces
like an obedient mount. Even as she climbed atop him, gripping him, riding him savagely, he fdlt the sweet
consolation of abandon, the helpless freedom that comes when atormented soul abdi—cates any
remaining control over itsown destiny.

And one more sensation, a seeping entanglement making itsway through his heart like thetrickling of a
stream or the tendrils of avine, asoul-deep need for the release that her hot flesh drew from him the way
apoultice drawsforth the toxin of infection, healing him, burning away the prison of hisun-happy life,
tying him gleefully to this young servant-mistressin away that he knew would beimpossibleto

disentangle without pain. Thefeding left him week with gratitude. And when, after many false ettemptsto
summit the jagged mountain peak that was Portia, brought again and again to the brink of ecstasy, only to
be held in torturous dday, shefinally released him, letting all the poison and disappointment that had
taken root in hissoul pour forth from him in aheated rush of physical and spiritua ddight, Tristan
managed to focus his clouded vision for amoment on her face, saring down in-tently at him with the
legping fire behind it It was not the rigid mask of pleasure, open-lipped and gasping, that his own aspect
had assumed, but rather a studied expression of inter-est. In that instant, before the surge and the wild
remnants of bucking and thrusting transported him back to hedonistic oblivion, Tristan Steward had the
impresson that she was |ooking for something deeper in him than he possessed. The thought did not



linger past that moment.

Later, asthey lay, disengaged, sde by side before the crackling heeat of thefire, the Lord Roland took the
hand of the chambermaid and kissed it gratefully, happy to feel con-nected iill, even after the moments
of passion had passed, to aspirit so unlike that of his despised wife, so unlike his own indolent nature.
"When | anwithyou, &t last | fed brave, Portia" he said quietly. "I fed asif perhagpstheworld isnot
passing by with-out me."

The young woman stretched lazily before thefire, her glow-ing skin dewy with swest.

"Glad to be of service, mlord," she answered, running her fingersidly through his damp auburn curls.

"Y our satisfaction isthe greatest joy to one of my lowly station.”

"I'm so sorry that | made you fed lessthan you are,” Tris-tan continued, his strength waning as
exhaugtion began to set in. "'l gpologize for making you fed like anamelesswhore— you are so much
more to me than that."

Portialifted herself up onto her elbow and chuckled. There iswhere you are wrong, m'lord. | had no
objection to you thinking of me asawhore—I am awhore, indeed, one of the most shameless variety.
But | am not nameless. | treasure my name; asalowly chambermaid, I've had to hideit for along time,
keep it demurely unspoken; even that smarmy chamberlain barely addresses me by anything but 'you,
girl.' But by the time my work is done, the powerful will spesk my name, and tremble.” Her eyes
parkled. "Beginning with you, m'lord."

Drowsly Tristan Steward rolled closer and kissed her ear. "Portia," he whigpered softly. "1 am trembling,
Portia" The woman only smiled, backlit by the roaring fire. She waited until the Lord Roland was dl but
adeep, then rose up on her palms and placed her lips next to his ear and whispered her nameinto it ashe
fdll into dumber. Had he been more awake, he would only have heard the sound of the crackling flames.

26

In the deepest part of that same night, the Lord Roland lay naked on the floor before the dying fire codls,
shivering and done. His exhausted dreams were plagued by an overwhelm-ing sense of loss, of
wandering in dark cavernswithout alight. He was sinking into despair in hisSumber when hefdt the
touch of a soft blanket draped over him, the caress of agentle hand with pleasantly calloused fingertips
across hisbrow. Hisbody, cold from the loss of both Portia's warmth and that of thefire, discerned the
presence of adelicious heat beside him.

Tristan Steward blinked, and rolled onto his back.

In the darkness awoman was kneeling beside him, her long golden tresses catching the remaining
glimpsesof light from the fading cods. Tristan could barely distinguish her form from the shadows that
surrounded her, but the curve of her small face, the shape of her large, dark green eyes was known to
him in every waking moment. The familiar scent of vanillaand spiced soap, meadow flowersand
sandawood filled his nodrils, driving away the hollow odor of londliness and fire ash that had lingered
there amoment before.

"Rhapsody?' he whispered, hismind still foggy from drink, hisbody still spent from sexud fury. She
smiled at him, the warmth of kindnessthat held no trace of pity in her eyes.

"Y ou seemed cold,” she said, tucking the blanket more snugly around him. "I hate for anyone to be cold
inmy house." Trisgtan struggled to focusin thedim light. ™Y ou—you're here? Are you adream?' She
chuckled, then rose and went to the fireplace, her heavy brocade dressing gown rustling musicaly in his
ears as she passed his head. The coad's gleamed as she approached; it was a phenomenon Tristan had
witnessed in her presence many times, asif the last vestiges of the fire were greeting her in homage. She
moved the screen aside, took hold of two logs and set them carefully into the ashes, her hands seemingly
in—ured to thefirés sting.

The hearth fire caught immediatdly, the flames | egping in wel come, spilling flashes of brightness around the
dark room, dispelling many of the shadows. Tristan watched her, transfixed, as shereturned to hisside
and sank to the floor beside him once more.

"Not adream, no," she said softly. "AsaNamer, | can fed the slent cal of thosein despair, and can
transcend the limits of space and timeto comeif the need is great enough.” She brushed the shock of



red-brown curls from hisforehead again. "Y ou must bein very greet pain to summon mefrom so far
away. Don't be sad, Tristan—you have so much in your lifeto be grateful for."

"l know," Tristan said, struggling to wake more fully. "I know, Rhapsody, | am blessed, but—" His
wordsfailed, his voice fa-tered under the weight of his safish need, his obsession.

"But whet?"

Heraised himsdlf up on hiselbows, looking up into the perfection of her face.

"It'snot enough,” he sad findly. "It's not enough.”

The smileleft her eyesand her lips, replaced by an expres—sion of thoughtful sadness.

"What would be enough, then, Trigan?"

All the barriers he had built to keep his need in check, to remain socialy acceptable, to keep from driving
her away, buckled in the face of what might be hisonly chanceto tell her.

"You," hewhispered. "Y ou—I need you. From that first meeting when you came to me, long ago, to sue
for the Bolg's protection, when | dismissed you, drove you from my pres-ence, | havefdt achasminsde
me. | curse mysdlf for being so blind, so foolish—"

"Stop," she said, placing her small, warm hand againgt hislips. "Thereis no need for regret between us.
All of that has come and gone, and yet herel remain.”

"I need you," Tristan said again; the words thudded stu—pidly, flat against his eardrums.

"And| am here"

"Not likethis™" heingsted, taking her hand and pressing it to hislipsagain, then resting it againgt his
cheek. The warmth, the solidity of it gladdened him; until that moment he was gtill unsure asto whether or
not she was merely adream, afigment of his drunken imagination. "1 want to love you, Rhapsody."

She exhaed sharply, pulling her hand away.

"We are married to other people,” she said flatly. "We have children with other people.”

"I know, | know," said Tristan Steward. The exhaustion and the late hour made his head light, hiswords
echo supidly in hisbrain.

"Then you know that what you are asking for can never be," she said, but her words carried no sting, no
accusation.

The beauty of her face, the warmth of her body in the oth—erwise cold room, even the gentleness of her
words of regjec-tion were more than Tristan's twisted heart and fuzzy mind could bear. He began to
weep, painful tearsdipping in quick rivers of saif-pity and inestimable loss. The sincerity of hisagony
must have been apparent to her, because her eyes opened wide in concern again, and she quickly
reached out her hand, resting it against his rough cheek once more.

"Stop now," she said softly. "Stop, please. There isno need. Stop.”

Tristan lowered his head to his chest, no longer ableto look at her. Even without seeing her he could fed
her consternation growing, but he was unable to pull himself together enough to reset the Situation to an
unbroken form.

Her remaining hand came to rest on his other cheek. "Please, please don't be sad,” she said. "I camedll
thisway to comfort you, Tristan, not to cause you pain.”

"Comfort me, then," Tristan blurted. "Comfort me, Rhap-sody."

For perhapsthe only timein hislife, Tristan was able to make his mind and body function spontaneoudy
enough on the spur of the moment to take the initiative he needed. He reached out and pulled her into his
arms, ignoring the sartled look on her face, pressing her body feverishly againg his.

Hewas prepared for the sharp blow across hisface, pre-pared for her to pull violently away, but instead
shefroze, her emerad-green eyes glistening with an emotion he could not identify. At first he thought it
might be fear, but there was no trace of that; rather, it was an intense look of confusion melded with
sympathy and, though perhaps only in hisimagi—nation, atinge of longing.

He decided to believe that was what it was.

He abandoned words, and throwing al caution, al deco—rum, to the winds, he kissed her, covering
completely her spicy red mouth with hisown, dmost asif to sted any objec-tions aong with her breeth.
When dl thewaiting, dl thelong-held fantasy melts away, and the moment mat aman haswished for in
vanfor years suddenly arrives, the weight of time shifts, Tristan discovered. The blood was hammering in



hisearsintimewith hisracing heart, drowning out al but its thudding tattoo. Time dowed; dimly he could
hear her voice beyond the pounding whenever his mouth moved from her own, his name the only word
he could make out, but whether it was being repested in passion or in resistance he could not be certain.
Therich fabric of the brocade dressing gown whispered in his shaking hands. Beneath the gown her skin
was bare, and warm in his pams as he sought her. Like afreezing man discovering ablazing bonfire, he
drew nearer, pressing, indsting, and found no resistance, no barrier, only acceptance, only welcome.
How many heartbeats their actual coupling lasted, Tristan was not able to gauge; he only knew that time
was suspended in the bliss of finaly attaining that which he had cometo be-lieve was unattainable. As
her arms and legs wrapped around him, her hands cradled hisface lovingly, the Lord Roland be-gan to
weep, hot, painful tears of disbelief and jubilation in at last having hisdesire, and hislove, returned by the
woman who had stolen his soul on the day he met her.

Finaly, when he could sustain the act no longer, he pulled her even closer and buried hisface gratefully in
the waves of her flaxen hair. He kissed her neck, then whispered into her ear, damp with the dew of
sweat from the fire and their pas~sion.

"Thisnight, no oneiscold in your house."

He could fed her smile againgt his neck.

She pulled back and lay in the crook of hisarm, smiling up a him, thelight of thefire dancing in her eyes.
"Areyou comforted, Tristan?"

The Lord Roland sighed happily. "Immensaly.” He leaned up on his elbow, listening past the door. Upon
hearing nothing in the hal beyond, he brushed atangled strand from her face. " And know that | will
treasure this night forever—" Hiswords fatered, but he pressed ahead, unwilling to lose the
opportu-nity. "And al those nightsto come.”

Thefirdight dimmed in her emerad eyes.

"Nightsto come?"'

"Yes" Tristan Steward blurted. "Now that weve—now that you and | have—" Hiswords dowed as her
face changed, her expression becoming guarded before his eyes. "But you need not fear Gwydion finding
out, Rhapsody. We will be careful hence. | would never discloseto him, even in the most acci—dental of
circumstances, what we have done.”

She exhded sharply. "Tel him whatever you want,” she said tersdly. "He won't believe you anyway."
Tristan blinked asif he had been dapped. Until that mo-ment, he had not redlized that he expected her
gratitudein re=turn for hisdiscretion. "No, no, | would never compromise you—I love you—I don't
want to ruin anything mat you value. Just knowing that you care for me—" Hiswordsfatered at the
blank expression on her face. "Y ou—do care for me, Rhapsody? Y ou mugt, to have, to have cometo
melikethis—"

"Of course| carefor you, Tristan,” she said, shifting un—~comfortably in hisarms.

Trigan fdt hisfading hope return. “Then we can continue to meet clandestingly?* he asked. Hisgrip on
her tightened unconscioudly as she squirmed more noticesbly, asif trying to breek free.

"Of course we can—oh, bugger it, enough. Thisismaking meill. Get off me, | can't breathe.”

With an dmost violent shove, she pushed out of hisarms and rose to a stand, turning away from him and
graightening her dressing gown asshedid.

To Tristan's utter shock, as she stood, her body and shadow |engthened, taking on height and width that
it had not had amoment before. In the fading light of the fire her hair seemed to darken, her faceto
elongate, and when she turned around, her eyes sparkled with awicked black light.

The Lord Roland fdlt dl the breath leave his body.

After two attempts that produced no sound and sour spittle, hefindly got his mouth to form the word.
"Portia?'

The chambermaid laughed merrily. She continued to stand, looking down amusedly on his astonishment,
until hismouth finaly dosed.

"lan't self-deception aremarkably powerful entity?' she asked playfully. "I told you, m'lord, I've been a
thisalong time." She turned and headed for the door, then stopped for a moment.

"Y ou should get up from the floor, Tristan,” she said. ™Y our position there does not befit the position you



will soon attain.”
Then she left the room without a backward glance.

The Kingdom of the Nain

Faedryth, king of Nain and Lord of the Distant Mountains, stared ruefully into the darkness beyond the
gleaming thronein the center of his Great Hall hidden deep within the cav-ernous earth. Though the seat
of power had been his, undis-puted, for nearly athousand years, it never ceased to give him pause
whenever he beheld it.

A sngledab of crysta purer than the flawless diamonds adorning his crown, thethronewas a
rough-hewn chair shaped from the living rock, growing seamlessy from the cavern floor, reaching in
jagged and uneven dabs skyward to the dark vault of the Great Hall above. The Nain who had lived in
this place before Faedryth, despite being the greatest miners, architects, and road builders the continent
had ever known, had left the miracul ous formation almost untouched, preferring to merely polish it and
tolerate some discomfort of their monarchs hindquarters rather than insult the earth that had given birth to
such an awe-ingpiring wonder by dtering it in any way. Accordingly, they had aso deemed it appropriate
to outfit the Grest Hall with only the barest of torchlight, so as not to presumeto externdly illuminate the
giant pure gem that glowed with alight of itsown.

The Nain king glanced around the empty, cavernous room, and returned to his musings. Herecalled the
first time he had ever seen this place, led here under aflag of truce by the guards of Vormvald, the Nain
king who had reigned over these lands when Faedryth came, more or lessas arefugee. Vormvad, then
in the hundred and twelfth year of hisreign, had gracioudy taken in Faedryth and hisfollowers, thousands
of Nain from the other side of the world where Faedryth had once been their king. At the time they were
both men in their middle years, but unlike Vormvad and his subjects, Faedryth and hisfollowers had
been granted an enduring and uncanny youth, a dubious blessing of near immortality, conferred
somewhere in the course of their flight from their doomed home and. This dubious blessing had dready
caused severd of their number to take their own lives.

But Vormvad did not know that. The appearance of thirty thousand of hiskind, under the banner of a
seemingly humble and cooperative leader like Faedryth, had been seen as wel-come reinforcement of
the military, mining, and construction brigades of the Distant Mountains. He made Faedryth's peo-ple,
survivors of the destroyed Idand of Serendair, at homein his lands, appointed Faedryth hisviceroy,
alowed the new-comers autonomy under their king, and set about, with the former king's help,
transforming his own kingdom, achieving even greater visons of magnificent architecture and inven-tion.
The production of the mines doubled, the artisanship and artistry of the forge and smdting fires became
legendary, and the kingdom, now united, continued its salf-sufficient progress hidden athousand miles
away from any of the other races of man.

Theinfluence of the Cymrian Nain, as Faedryth's followers were known in the Distant Kingdom, was
immediately gppar—ent. Their ingenuity with the hinge and pulley, in the forging of wesponswith which
Vormvad was not familiar, their abil-ity to move earth and scul pt the stone of tunnels and mines, quickly



became part of the societa fabric of the Distant Mountains. The old Nain king was delighted with the
accom-plishments that were wrought, the cities that were built, the works of art that were fashioned, the
inventionsthat were re~aized. All the while, as each new era of advancement came and went, replaced
by another, greater era, Vormvad's eyes began to dim, his hand to weaken, his beard to gray into the
whiteness of mountain snow.

But not Faedryth. He remained as youthful as on the day he had arrived in Vormvald's court. He had
been a partner in vi=sion, in labor, in the rule of the United Kingdom of Nain, and when VVormvald finally
failed in hisfourth century of life, passing from the world as each man passes to the next one, Faedryth
became the kingdom's undisputed ruler. Vormvad's heirs squawked for ageneration or two, but in the
end Time erased hisdynadtic line, and their claim to the throne, and eventudly their morta memories, as
eadly asthe jewder's cloth polishes out a scratch in an otherwise flawless gem.

Now the crystal throne was Faedryth's. It had been for amillennium and yet, somehow, there was ill a
newnessto it, and an uneasiness, avague sense of intimidation each time he placed himsdlf on the
horizontal planein the rock that served as the seat. He had become accustomed to its deep power, the
pressure and flow, the sheer might that radiated from the depth of the earth through the giant glowing
crystd, an authority sanctioned by the very mountains over which he ruled. Faedryth could fedl bloods he
had not been born to, asif he could fedl the breathing of the earth, and that power was now his power.
Nonetheless, Faedryth had never taken the throne for granted. Great and vain as he was, the mighty
immortal leader of adeep nation of hidden men, smiths and builders, minersand jeweders, and an army
numbering amost haf amillion, in spite of dl therichesa hisdisposd, recognized that therewere ill a
few things greater than himsdif.

One of those things might be within the black ivory box he now held in hishands.

A soft cough behind him gtirred Faedryth from hisreverie. Thotan, his minister of minesand hisonly
nonmilitary earl, hovered at the edge of the fireshadows, respectful in his si-lence. Polite comportment
was unusua for aNain lord; most Nain spoke little unless they were in their cups, but even so did not
give much concern to how they were percelved by oth-ers. Thotan was different, being the administrator
of the mer—chants, the upworld Nain who took the wares from their mines across the seasto the
kingdoms of men and sold them, alowing the rest of the kingdom its peace and solitude in the silent earth.
Hisjob required uncharacterigtic forbearance and civility; Thotan had been waiting patiently beyond the
gilded doors of the throne room since the king had summoned him more than an hour before. Faedryth
exhaed, then nodded to him, dmost reluctantly.

Thotan turned on hished and hurried from the room.

The box in Faedryth's hands felt smooth againgt his cal-loused pams, and cold. He continued to stare at
it, lost in thought, until Thotan returned with Therion, Faedryth's aide-de-camp, followed by fourteen of
hismost highly trusted corpsmen, each in the silver fittings and banded black lesther of Faedryth's
persond regiment, in pairs. In their amsthey carried something wrapped in linen, heavy, bulky and
regular of shape. From the expressions of measured concentration on their faces, it was clear that their
cargo was both fragile and precious beyond reckoning.

Faedryth watched in grim silence as the corpsmen gently set their burdens down around the base of the
crystd throne and carefully unbound the silk ropesthat secured their wrap-pings. The flickering torchlight
flashed ruby-red suddenly asit cameto rest on thefirst of the objects, alarge, smoothly honed piece of
colored glass with athickness the width of Faedryth's hand. The piece had a perfectly curved edge on
the outside, an arc of acircle alittle more than a seventh of the circumference, and tapered like awide
piewedgeto asmaller, smilar arc, which Therion's corpsmen were busily fitting into place at the base of
Faedryth'sthrone.

"Careful, you oxen," the king muttered under his bresth; he clutched the black ivory box moretightly as
the second and third pieces were s multaneoudy unwrapped, reveaing simi-lar pieces of glassthe colors
of orangefire opa and ydlow citrine. A moment later an emerald piece emerged from its bindings, deep
and green as the ocean most Nam would passtheir liveswithout seeing. Asit was carefully fitted into
place, alarge gleaming piece of sky-blue, like atopaz of clearest coloration, and adeep indigo arc
emerged, not aswide asthe others, for its place in the spectrum was smaller than the six core colors.



Until the dim torchlight fell uponit, the smaller piece seemed dmost black, but in the flicker of illumination
the rich sapphire hue glowed quietly, unobtrusively, becoming part of the darkness when the light moved
on.

Findly, with the greatest of care, the last piece was re-moved from its linen wrappings. The violet arc
was perhaps the most beautiful of dl; there was something achingly clear about the amethyst hue,
something fresh, like the beginning of anew day after adark night, the clearing of asmoke-filled sky
when battle was done. Asit came forth, the scent of the room changed, the thick staleness of stagnant
mountain air giving way to afresh breeze that sung the king's eyes, mak-ing them weter at the edgesin
melancholy memory. The corpsmen, affected smilarly, sat back on their hedls, dmost reverently. The last
piece remained, out of place for the mo-ment, awaiting Faedryth's order.

The Nain king looked down at the box in his hands again. Thetip of his beard, resplendent gold that
curled into plat—inum at the ends like the hair of his head, brushed the black ivory lid. There wasirony
there, in the contact of dead hair with the box; black ivory wasthe rarest of al stones, har-vested from
the deadest parts of the earth, not from living an—imals astraditiond ivory was. The placesfrom which it
was mined were spots of utter desolation, where magic had died, or the earth had been scorched beyond
repair, devoid of its unique power to hed itsdf, unlike after wildfire or flood, where new life sprang up
from the ashes or mud. Black ivory was the physical embodiment of an emptiness beyond deasth—of
Void, the utter absence of life—and therefore anything that was hidden within abox fashioned of it was
sur-rounded by total vibrational darkness, invisble to every form of sight, even the most powerful of
rying.

Even holding such abox made Faedryth's soul itch.

Knowing what wasinsdeit, or rather, not knowing, made it burn.

"Ismy daughter here?' he demanded tersdly.

"Veily," Thotan replied. "And each surviving generation of your lineaswell.”

Faedryth snorted. "Send in my daughter,” he said, begin—ning to pace me dark floor. "The rest are too
old." Thotan nod—ded; like Faedryth, he was a First Generation Cymrian, one of the more than one
hundred thousand origind refugees from the Lost Idand of Serendair, and thereby seemingly immortal as
well. Also like Faedryth, he had seen that immortaity eke dowly from hisown family, so that while he
himself main-tained the same vigor of youth he had possessed on the day fourteen hundred years before
when he set foot on the ship that bore him away to safety, his children had aged asif they were of his
parents generation, his grandchildren more so, until his more distant progeny had grown old and died,
while he continued on, asif frozenin Time.

The gilded door opened again, and Gyllian entered the room. Like her father she had whegt-colored hair,
but whereas hiswas tipped with the beginnings of slver, al of hers save the faintest of golden strands had
been given over to the metdlic color. She bore her age well in spite of it, and strode directly to her
father's side, the lines of her face degpened into creases of silent concern.

Faedryth reached out his hand and brought it to rest on the side of her face for a moment; to touch one
s0 aged and wisein such afatherly way had dways seemed strange to himin his eternd youth, but in the
few moments of tenderness he a-lowed himsdlf, the object was dways Gyllian.

"The Lightforge has been made ready,” he said quietly, words he had spoken to her on severa occasions
before. "Areyou, in the event you need be?"

His daughter nodded, till silent. Faedryth inhded deeply. "Very well, then. Stand at the door. Tell the
yeoman to make ready.”" He nodded to Thotan; the minister of mines bowed quickly and |ft the
chamber, followed by Therion and the corpsmen. The Nain king dlowed his hand to linger on his
daughter's age-withered cheek one moment longer, then let it fall to hisside.

"All right," he said brusquely to the ghosts and memoriesthat lingered, invisible, in theair around him.
"Let usdothis”

"Do you want to wait to spesk with Garson one last time?* Gyllian asked, her mien calm and
expressionless, asaways. The Nain princess had forged her reputation in the battles of the Great
Cymrian War, and had been cured in the smoke of those battles like leather, molded and shaped in their
endless campfiresinto awoman with sted in her spine. That notwith-standing, she was measured and



deliberate in her counsel, al-way's seeking to exhaust other means before opening doors that, once
opened, might not be able to be closed again.

A small, sarcastic bark escaped Faedryth'slips.

"Y ou want to see me heave yet another Orb of State into the wall?* he asked, his eyes twinkling fondly
above adarker ex-presson. "There are still shards from the last one scattered on the far floor.”
Gyllian'sexpression did not change. "If that isthe price of appropriate consderation, itisasmal one"
shesaid evenly. "Before you resort to using the Lightforge, | would see you shatter a hundred Orbs, until
you are certain of what you un—-dertake." The stoic expression in her eyes softened into one of concern.
"Therisksarefar too grave not to. And besides, | know it feeds your ego to know that you can till
heave and shatter a sphere of annedled glass the way a mere youth of ahundred winters can.”

Faedryth chuckled. "All right, then, Gyllian, if you wish it, summon Garson." The princess nodded dightly
and returned to the doorway, leaving the Nain king alonein the flickering darkness with histhoughts.
And the black ivory box.

Faedryth was afraid to hold it and, at the sametime, afraid to set it down. He had been bedeviled by the
contents ever since they had been unearthed from the deegpest of the crystal minesamogt half ayear's
time before, was nervousin their presence, fearful that this odd magic might bethefind straw totip the
scaesof hissanity. Whilethe Lightforge might as-sst him in knowing, findly, whet they were, expending
its power was something Faedryth considered only under the rarest, and gravest, of circumstances,
knowing therisk to him—sdlf, and the world, that came in the process.

The door of the Great Hall opened again, admitting Garson ben Sardonyx and the royal yeoman, wearing
aminer's hdmwith adark visor, bearing his enormous crossbow across his back and carrying a heavy
stand. Faedryth swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry, and gestured impatiently to Garson, who doubled
his pace until he was standing in front of the king. The blue-ydlow tapetum in the back of hiseyes, the
physicd attribute that allowed al Nain to seein the blackness of their underground dwellings, caught the
torchlight and gleamed, making him appeear like aferd anima gpproaching in the dark.

"Tdl meagain what the Bolg king said during your vigit to him," Faedryth demanded as Gyllian returned
to hisside. "Re~count each detail—there may have been something we missed on the previous reports.”
Garson's broad shoulders and chest expanded as he inhaled deeply. He ran ahand over his magnificent
beard, brown at the chin, tapering to aslver middle and curling into white at the tips, Garson was
Faedryth's officia upworld ambassador, the only Nain of the Deep Kingdom to speek in diplomacy with
men of other races, and had been trained since childhood in perfection of memory. His brows furrowed,
but patiently he began to recount the conversation he had already related on three other occasions since
returning from his sate visit to the Bolglands.

"King Achmed was annoyed from the beginning a my presence, of course,” Garson said. "l gave him
your message—that you knew he was attempting to reconstruct the Lightforge of Gwylliam and Anwyn
inthe mountains of hisream, and that you had bade meto tell him that he must not.”

Faedryth nodded. "And?'

"Hetold me | was abrave man with too much time on my handsto have traveled al the way from our
landsto dare to in—struct him in such amanner.”

"Pompousfool," muttered Faedryth. "Go on."

"| told him you had commanded me thus, and he said that he was puzzled, then. He said he knew of no
Lightforge, and yet you had risked hisire, which you knew to be considerable, by sending meto barge
into hisroomsin the middle of the night to issue him an order regarding it. He stated that even he, who
places less stock in diplomacy and matters of eti—quette than anyone he knew, found that offensive.”
"No doubt," said Faedryth dryly. "And he then denied knowing of the Lightforge?"

"Yes. | suggested that perhaps he did not call it by the same name, but that | suspected he knew to what
| wasreferring. | told him that the Lightforge was an instrumentality that the Nain built for Lord Gwylliam
the Visonary eleven centuries ago, amachine formed of metal and colored glass embedded into a
mountain peak, which manipulated light to various ends. It was destroyed in the Great War, asit should
have been, because it tapped power that was unstable, unpredictable. | told him that it poses agreat
threat not only to hisalies and enemies, but to hisown kingdom aswell. | told him that he was attempting



to rebuild something that he did not fully understand, that his foolishness would lead to his de-struction,
and very possibly that of those around him. | re=minded him that he had dready seen the effects of this;
the tainted glass from hisfirst attempt il littered the countryside around Ylorc. | repested that thisisfolly
of unspeakable rash-ness, and that you, Y our Mg esty, commanded that he cease at once, for the good
of the Alliance, and for hisown aswdll."

Gyllian sighed. "Y ou expected a different answer than the one you got, Father? Did you redly think the
king of the Fir-bolg would listen sympethetically to ademand phrased thus?!

"l should have asked you to craft the missve," muttered Faedryth, beginning to pace again. "But the Bolg
king has always been a plaingpoken man. | thought that by speaking plainly | was sending him amessage
he would respect; obvi-oudy | waswrong. Then what did he say?"

"He asked me casudly how | knew this, citing the distance of our kingdom and our isolation from the
world of man. When | told him that you made it a point to monitor events that might have a dangerous
impact on the world, he cdled me aliar, then said that he knew we had one of our own, and were using it
to spy on hislands.”

Faedryth exhded dismally.

"A reasonable guess” Gyllian said. "Hewas half right.”

"He then demanded | leave hislands and ddliver this mes-~sage to you," Garson went on. "He said, and |
quote, 'Return to your king and tell him thisfrom me: | once had respect for him and the way he conducts
hisreign; he has aslow an opin-ion of the Cymriansas| do, and isareticent member of the Alliance,
just as| am. He keegpsto himself within hismoun-tains, asdo . But if he continuesto spy into my lands,
or send emissaries who tell me what to do, when my own version of your so-caled Lightforgeis
operationd, | will betesting out its offensve capabilities on digtant targets. | will leaveit to you to guess
which ones™

Theair seemed to go out of the vast cavern.

"When | said that | doubted very much he wished for me to convey that message to you, he said, ‘Doubt
it not, Garson. Now leave."

Faedryth whedled and stared at Gyllian.

"Do you gill believe that there is another option?' he de-manded.

The princess came dowly to her father's side and gently kissed his cheek.

"No," she said amply. Then she bowed dightly and |eft the room, casting a glance at the yeoman but not
looking back at Faedryth.

"Prepare, and be quick about it," Faedryth commanded the yeoman. The man nodded and quickly began
to assembl e the stand, setting the crossbow atop it, aimed at the crystal throne.

"Stand ready," he said to Garson.

"l am, m'lord," Garson replied stiffly. "Wewill be making use of the blue spectrum?”

Faedryth exhaled again. The blue power of the spectrum was the only one with which hewasat all
familiar; while he did not know the wordsin the ancient tongue that had been used by Gwylliam, he
thought he recalled that they had trans-lated to Cloud Caller or Cloud Chaser. He did know that the
strength of eementa blue wasin scrying, seeing across vast distances, to hidden places or, when
reversed, to hide from eyesthat might be smilarly seeking him.

He had only made use of one other color on one other oc—casion; when the Molten River of magmathat
perennially flowed on the border of hislands went dormant two centuries before, his sage advised him to
use the orange power of the spectrum, Firestarter, to summon the lava back from beneath its dome of
ash. Had the river not served as a protective wall between his kingdom and the lands of aneighboring
wyrm, and had itsliquid fire not been criticd to the surviva of the Degp Kingdom in winter, he would
never have attempted it. The resulting explosion and destruction had convinced him never to do so again.
He nodded curtly at Garson, trying to block theimage of that devastation from hismind.

Without another word he went to the gleaming crystal out—cropping, stepping carefully through the
opening in the other-wise fitted pieces of colored glass that formed aspectra circle at the base of his
throne, and sat dowly down on the seat ledge. He stared at the box in his hands amoment longer, then
looked up to see Garson, his officid witness of state, watching the king unflinchingly behind the yeoman,



whose crossbow sight was trained on his heart. "Close the circle,”" Faedryth commanded. His voice was
deep and resonant, containing none of the uncertainty it had held a moment before.

Garson moved quickly to the center of the vast, dark hall and kndlt at the foot of the king. Faedryth
blessed him impatiently; Garson rose and stepped out of the circle of colored glass, then carefully took
hold of the last piece, the onefired in the color of the purest of amethyst, and gently moved it into place,
thefina piece of thecircular puzzle,

Asthe king watched his upworld ambassador adjusting the violet arc, he thought suddenly of Garson's
great-grandfather, Gar ben Sardonyx, who had helped him fire that very piece in the annedling oven
centuries ago. Hetried to close hismind to the flood of memories, but it wasimpossible; the power of the
throne, though still deeping, was dive, opening long closed placesin his mind, heedless of the wards or
locks he might placein itsway.

The memoriesit brought back were painful ones, pockets of acid in the recesses of hisbrain. He had
been the origind builder of thefirgt Lightforge, the onein the Bolg king's now-broken tower, had
congtructed it at the command of hislord and friend, Gwylliam the Visionary, only to seeits power
mis-used, its mission corrupted by that very lord and friend in the course of along, bloody, and pointless
war. Faedryth had turned his back on Gwylliam and those who had followed him then, had tossed his
sword into the king's Moot in disgust and quit the place, returning to the Distant Mountains and his Deep
Kingdom, and had remained there until recently summoned again by the Lady Cymrian, asking the Nain
to rgoin the Alliance for the good of the continent. Againgt his better wishes he had agreed; now, ashe
sat within one of the wonders of the world above a source of its primeva power, he wondered if he had
made aterrible mistake.

As Garson maneuvered the piece into place now, Faedryth thought dryly of how he had condemned
Gwylliam'sthirst for power, had lft al the plans and glass color keys behind him, disavowing al that he
had donein the building of the Vison—ary's grest empire, only to find himsdlf, degp within his cavernous
realm, thinking endlessy about the rainbow of glassthat channeled the very power of life.

The thoughtsthat had at first plagued him in those days long ago had come to haunt him; like demonic
whispersin hisears, the memory of colored glass spoke to himin hisdreams, reminding him met their
knowledge was fleeting, evanescent, that he would need to hurry if he wasto re-form the
insru-mentdity. Even he had needed a detailed schematic when building Gwylliam's origina Lightforge, a
set of drawings drafted by the grestest of Cymrian Namers that was impossi—ble to commit to memory,
which he had consulted every day in the course of the project, staring at them each morning asif he had
never seen them before, he, the builder of one of the greatest mountain citiesin the world, the man with a
ferocious memory who had taken the Visionary's prescient ideas and brought them to redlity.

Now he couldn't remember from day to day what was on the drawings.

Because he had |eft behind in the library of Canrif the fired bricks of colored glass keyed to the exact hue
on the spectrum necessary to make the instrumentality work, he had no tool with which to compare any
futurefirings. The only thing that saved him was the memory that each of the glass piecesin the dome of
Gurgus Peak had been the same color of the light spectrum that was reflected in different gemstonesin
their purest Sate.

And hiskingdom had no shortage of pure gemstonesfor reference.

So he had reproduced the glass spectrum in asimple circle, while the voicesin his head had screamed
cacophonoudy at each step of the way, with the pouring, the annedling, the cooling, the engineering of the
crysta throne, urging him on~ward, only to fal into acomplete, dmost smug silence when the Lightforge
wasfindly finished.

So now he had one of his own, dbeit amuch smdler one that was only assembled on extremely rare
occasions, only ahandful of times over the past four centuries. The only thing he feared more than using it
was the thought of losing the power atogether.

The deegp, melodic voice of the Earth itself hummed around him, rousing him from hismusings. Thecircle
was complete.

"Open the vent," Faedryth commanded through gritted teeth.

The yeoman lowered the visor of hishelm to shield hiseyes.



Garson grasped the lever that was masked by the lower sta-lagmites of the crystal throne, and pulled it
toward himsdf un-til it igned with registrations of the blue arc. Hethen fell back, shidding hiseyes, asa
concedled dab of stone below the throne moved aside into the rock below, revealing the light of the
flame-wdl over which the crystal had formed, adirect vent to the fire that burned, thousands of miles
bel ow, past the crust and mantle of the Earth, in the very heart of the world. Even with his hands before
hiseyes, the light was blinding.

The pulsing flames from deegp within the Earth sent flashes of hot blue light spinning through the Gresat
Hadll, illuminating the distant ceiling, dancing off the stdactites, spitting and hissing in timewith thefire
below the giant crystal, making it glow like agtar hidden in the darkness. The radiance engulfed the
crysta throne and the Nain king upon it, turning them both the color of acloudless sky on asummer's
day in the up-world, a color so pure and clear that it stung the back of Gar-son's eyes though the shield
of hisfingers.

Breathing shdlowly and willing hisracing heart to dow, Faedryth, tranducent in the grip of the
Lightforge's power, opened the black ivory box.

At firgt he saw nothing, and panic tickled the outer edge of his consciousness. The contents of the box
had been brittle, dmost vaporous when they were first discovered, and in the dazzling blue luminosity of
the crystal throne, lit from below by the very fire of the Earth's core, they clung to the shadows, dl but
invighle

Faedryth tilted the box until the contents caught the roaring light. Asif it were aliving entity, that light
growled into the comers of the box, seeking its contents and catching them, illuminating them, giving them
color and shape.

At first they emerged from hiding aslittle more than an evanescent glow, dusty and changing, second by
second, like summer sunlight filtering through awindow. The Nain king gingerly reached insgde the box
and lifted one of the scrapsinto the blue radiance that was pul sating around him.

Draped across hisfinger was afragment of what looked like clear parchment, though it wasfilmy and
inconstant and yellowed with age. It ssemed to be amade thing, part trand u-cence of gem, part
gossamer. Faedryth had never seenitslike, not in Sixteen centuries of life, nor on either of two continents,
nor had any of the advisorsto whom he had apprehensively showniit.

The place where it had been found—the deepest reaches of the crystal mines, where the diamond-like
formations be-lieved to have been brought to the Earth from the starsin the form of meteoriteslay
beneath immeasurable tons of age-old granite—wasin and of itsef amiracle of recovery; it had taken
thousands of yearsfor the Nain to broach that mine. That anything had survived the pressure and cold of
the crys-tal bed was improbable at the very best; but here, now, be-tween hisfingers was a scrap of
ddicate materid, fragile and changing with each breath he drew. Faedryth didiked the con—cept of
magic, distrusted most of those who used it, who ma-nipulated words or songs or vibrationsto ater the
world, but even a skeptic and unbeliever as curmudgeonly as he could not help but be awed, and
terrified, inits presence.

It was, asfar as he could tdll, like nothing that existed any-where in the Known World.

And for that reason, he had to know what it was.

"All theway," he muttered.

Garson, the blinding blue light leaking in behind his closed eydlids, fdlt for thelever again and pulled with
dl hismight.

The double meta disk below the throne that Faedryth's smiths had sawed through the base of the
immense crystd to ingtdl four hundred years before ground into place again, fo~cusing al thelight from
the flame-well through the center of the blue arc, turning the crystd, the king, and the room beyond an
even moreintense, pure, and imperceptible hue of blue, aholy, eemental color at the very center of the
spectrum.

The crysta formation sang with aprima vibration, the clearest of notes, inaudible to Garson or the
yeoman, but Faedryth could hear it in hissoul, fdt it ring through his blood, opening hiseyes, not only in
the darkness of histhrone room, but beyond it, to the world around him, across the plainsto the
horizons, to the very edge of the sea.



Faedryth gripped the throne, knowing what came next.

The yeoman, who knew what might, sghted his crossbow on the king's heart.

Suddenly Faedryth was engulfed with sght of a capacity beyond anything imaginable by ahuman; it was
asif dl theworld, in every bit of its detail and magnitude, was apparent to him instantaneoudy. Like being
swalowed by atidd wave, he was suddenly drowning in information, exposed to every flock of
sparrows migration pattern, every racing front of every storm, the number of shafts of wheet bowing
before the sun, the heartbeats of the world, assaulting him from every side.

His mind raced at the speed of aflashing sunbeam, shoot-ing crazily skyward like an arrow off the string,
then plummeting suddenly down into the earth, where the passageways sculpted by his own subjects
scored the crugt like tunnelsin an anthill. It sivept briskly over troves of treasure, of volcanic lavaflowing
inthe Molten River, dark shafts of endless an-thracitic night, speeding beneath the roots of treesand the
burrows of forest beasts, until it burst through the Earth's crust again, absorbing al there wasto see, dl
there was to know.

Seaing everything. In that instant, the Nain king realized he was seeing as a dragon sees, with wyrmsight
that transcends dl physica limits. And it terrified him, asit dwaysdid.

With gresat effort Faedryth tore his mind's eye away from the racing vison by dragging his head down and
garing at the piece of fragile parchment in his hand. He knew there was an image on it, an image he had
only glimpsed when the brit-itle piece of solid-yet-ever-changing magica parchment wasfirst brought to
him. At that moment, he could sense that

there were colored lightsin some form of spectral arrange-ment, some source of power, light as bright as
that from the flame-well beneath him, which he had assumed to be the re-built Lightforge of Gurgus
Peak. In addition, he had felt something then, just a brief sensation of being aware of an-other person's
thoughts, and it had seemed to him that the Bolg king was present in those thoughts. For aman who
es-chewed magic lore and vibrationa study, whose joy was en—gineering, mining, the smelting of iron
and the building of tunndls, the sensation of reading another's mind, especialy when the thinker was
unknown and mogt lilkely long dead, was particularly unsettling.

With immense difficulty he kept hisvision fixed away from the avaanche of images swirling beforehim
and held the fragment up in the clear blue light before his eyes.

The image he had seen once before, at the time nothing more than ahazy smudge, refined ingantly into a
crisp clarity that was painful in its sharpness. Despite being utterly clear, the picture fill made dmost no
sense to Faedryth, whose eyes throbbed, threatening to burst.

It was asif he was standing himself in the place where the image had been captured, afamiliar dark hall
that could have been within his own mountain. Faedryth sensed, by the thin-ness and striations of the
stone, that it waswithin apeak. At the end of the tunnel an arm's length away was an opening, past which
there appeared to be alaboratory of some sort, within alarge clear sphere suspended in the open
darkness of the upworld sky. The colored illuminations he had seen and mistaken for the Bolg king's
Lightforge werein fact gleaming lightsinsde the dome, set in uniform linesinto pand sthat en—circled the
trangparent room. Beneath the panelswas atable of sorts, with a doorway in the horizontal surface from
behind which light as bright asthe flame-well leaked.

Beyond the clear walls of the sphere he could see the world down below, burning at the horizon, asfire
crept over the edges, spreading among the continents he recognized from maps of the Earth.

As bewildering and horrifying as these images were, they paed in comparison to what stood between
him and the glass sphere.

Hovering inthe air before him was abeing, aman of sorts, with the characteristics of severa different
races and al the aspects of youth except for his eyes, blue eyes, deep asthe sea, scored with verticd
pupils. Those eyes held the wisdom of the ages, and pain that matched it.

His skin was trand ucent, motile, altering with each current of air that passed by or through it. The man
glowed with the samelight asthe crystd throne, especidly hishair, curls of brilliant gold that seemed
amogt afire. And despite hisknow-ing eyes, and the calmness of hisexpression, his clenched jaw
betrayed a quiver of nervousness. He stared at Faedryth, asif looking at him for the last time. His mouth
moved, and words formed; Faedryth did not hear them in hisears, but rather in-terndly, asif they were



resonating in his own throat.

Will | die?

Faedryth felt his burning eyes sting with tears be had no connection to, felt histhroat and chest tighten in
sorrow he did not understand. He heard his own voice then, speaking asif detached from him; he heard
himsdlf cough, then form words that rang with awkward comfort.

Can one experience degth if oneisnot redly dive?Y ou, like the rest of the world, have nothing to lose.
The tranducent being in front of him nodded, then turned away. Faedryth was suddenly gripped with a
sense of sadness and loss that shredded his soul; in hismind he felt himsdlf reach for the lad, only to
watch theimage fade into darkness.

Then, asif underscoring that he was reliving someone e sg's memory, he was surrounded with another
notion, theimpres~sion of the Bolg king he had picked up from the first Sght of the parchment scraps,
and was | eft with one last thought, which he heard in the voice of the trand ucent young man.

Forgive me. In my place, | think you would have done the same. Given the choice, | think you would
have wanted it that way, too.

He did not know why, but Faedryth was certain that the strange youth was speaking to the Assassin
King.

Overwhelmed and without even the dightest clue of the meaning in what he was perceiving, Faedryth's
mind threat-ened to snap. And worse, deep beneath him, channeling up through the living rock of the
crysta throne, hefdt adifferent vibration, atona and physical and dight, amost impercepti-ble.

Asif the very earth was shrugging, dormant parts of it sirring to life.

Terror consumed him as the speeding vison returned, be-cause thistime it was asif hewasseeingin
darknessinto his own lands, his point of sght very far away but growing rgpidly closer. Looking for him
with the same clarity he just experienced.

In that moment, the Nain king understood what he had done.

He was seeing as a dragon sees because the sight he had called upon, had tapped with the e emental
power of color, was dragon sight.

Theinner sght of ablind wyrm long adeep in the very bowels of the Earth.

The eldest Segping Child, said to comprise agood dedl of the Earth's mass. Witheragh, the dragon that
had whispered the secret to him, had warned him of a prophecy that one day the Slegping Child would
wake.

And would be famished with hunger after itslong deegp that commenced at the beginning of the world.
And he, Faedryth, was nudging it from its dumber, directing itsvison into his own kingdom. A hollow
scream tore from Faedryth'sthroat, awar cry that had gone up from hislungs many timesin hislife. With
thelast of hisstrength he pitched himsdf from the crystd throne, feding it strip yearsfrom hislifeashe
broke through the col-umn of dementa bluelight, tumbling roughly to the floor, bruising himsdf against
the crystal stalagmites. Hisfalling body didodged the pieces of colored glass, breaking the circle and
extinguishing the bluelight; leaving only the pulsating dance of the radiance from the flame-wdll spattering
off the cailing high above. As Garson pushed the lever with al his might, shutting the vent once more, and
the yeoman lowered the crossbow sight, Gyllian hurried to her father. Faedryth was facedown on the
sonefloor; sheturned him over gently and winced, seeing the new whitenessin his beard, the new
wrinklesin his brow that had not been there afew moments before. It was asit dwayswas, and yet the
strong-willed princess never could become entirely accustomed to the sight of her father, so clear of eye
and mind, staring wildly, blankly above him into the dancing fire shadows, panicked by the return of
darkness when the vent was closed again.

"What did you see?' she asked gently, stroking his hair and diding her age-crinkled hand into his.
Faedryth continued to stare, agitated, his eyes glazed, breathing shallowly on the floor of histhrone room.
Findly, when hiseyesfindly met Gyllian's, they contained a despera-tion she had never seen before, not
in the horrors of battle, or the nearness of defeat, not on the banks of the swollen river of fire that he had
caused to return from its deep, swalowing mining towns and minerswith it. He clutched her hand, trying
to form words, but only managing to resemble afish gasping for the breath of water.

"The Assassin King," he whispered when hefindly could generate sound. "We have to sop him."



Northeastern Y arim, at the foot of the mountains

No oneliving, nor anyone dead, had ever known, or at least recorded, the story of how the lost city of
Kurimah Milani had cometo be built.

Or by whom. Jutting proudly from the multicolored sands of the western-most part of the borderlands
between Y arim and the upper Bolglands, where the desert clay faded into steppes, then the piedmont,
then mountains, Kurimah Milani was old when the oldest tales of history were written. Its minarets and
heavy stone walls glistened with asandy patinathat was said to have turned iridescent in the sun, giving
some of the merchants who first came upon it the impression that it was an illusion, amirage a the edge
of the vast, empty desert of red clay that stretched for miles at the base of the manganese mountains
aong the Erim Rus, the Blood River.

The legendary city was said to have been located on the L u-cretoria, the ancient merchant road dong
which tradein silks and seeds, spices, textiles, sdt, jewels, and ore was known to haye traveled. It was
not known how long the indigenous pop-ulation of the continent had been traversing that primitive road,
but by the time the Cymrians arrived in what was now the province of Y arim, the Lucretoriahad al but
crumbled back into the red clay and the sand, and Kurimah Milani ex—isted in nothing more than legend.
The myth was dive enough Hill, however, to spawn the oc~casond pilgrimage, smdl caravans of the
sck and infirm for whom al other options had been exhausted, desperately combing the empty desert for
even the smallest Sgn of the renowned healing springs, the fabled sun-bedsin which the suffering could
bask, like desert lizards, absorbing the red rays of ahealing sun, the fountains of crystaline water that
poured forth from the hands of gentle-eyed statues, said to be able to purge the most insstent of disease,
or die great gem-stone that had been rumored to clear menta deformities or ill-nesses of the mind with a
mere touch.

All they found wasthe wind and stinging red sand.

Sometimes hope isthe only thing that keeps alegend dive. The earthquake mat took Kurimah Milani into
the depths of the desert centuries before the Cymrians came swept dl trace of it from human sight, but
even that enormous temblor could not erase the deeper sense that somewhere, lost in the monot-onous,
endless landscape of cold red clay and scrubby vegetation, was a place where miracles till lurked,
dormant for centuries, but nonetheless waiting to be found by the patient, the intrepid, or the desperate.
Hope kept that sense dive, even when al other searching was exhausted.

Sometimes, however, there is more man hope.

Sometimesthereis reason. The dragon could hear the music long before she knew what she had found.
Exhaustion owned her now; she no longer had the strength to be adave to hatred. She had long passed



the point of return, her mind fading into the numbness that precedes deeth. Deep within the ground, her
dragon sense could no longer discern any minutiae in the world around her, but rather it was monitoring
her fading life, counting the beats of her three-chambered heart asit strained to pump the blood welling
within her.

And so, when her darkening mind heard the first notes of the ancient song echoing through the earth, she
could not tell whether the sound was from the outside world, or whether it was just the noise of her own
death approaching.

After amile or more of crawling toward it, her thoughts be—~gan to clear, her mind to focus, and the beast
redlized that the tone was modulating in aconsistent fashion, following amu-sical pattern that was
soothing to her fractured mind and des-iccating body. She could fed her blood-starved tissues
rehydrating dightly, humming with arenewed vitdity. Her heartbegat strengthened, her sight brightened
whereit had gonedim.

The dragon stopped and lay till for amoment, listening.

The earth through which she was traveling seemed to re~cede, leaving her tattered skin buzzing
pleasantly. The music reached deep into her torn flesh and revitalized it, giving her just enough strength to
gather hersdf and continue her journey, her dragon sense, now awake again, following the song in the
ground like a beacon.

The louder the vibration echoed through the earth, the more confident the dragon felt. There was asense
of revitaiization, ruvenation, in each mile shetraveled, stripping away the de~spair and feer,
encouraging her even asthe blood continued to flow from her, even as her heart began to fail.

Perhaps | am entering the Afterlife, she mused as she crawled, though she had little remembrance what
the Afterlifewas.

She was unaware of the disruption of earth she was causing in her journey. Asaways, when shetraveled
at adepth of lessthan amile, the strata of earth erupted, leaving fissuresin her wake, uprooting what few
specimens of scrub vegetation re-mained in the lifel ess desert, uncovering long-dead skeletons of men
and animals and carts that had been long logt in the shifting sands. The music filled her ears now, humming
in her skin benesth the scales of her hide. It filled her mind with dreamsthat bled over into her eyes, and
s0 as she traveled, following the sound, the sight into the Past that was her birthright began to take over.
What was visible to her eyeswasthe dry and lifeless clay that the desert had become in the Present, but
me second sight within her envisioned something entirely different, ayounger, newer land where desert
flowers till bloomed, where low-growing trees offered shade to the native animals of the wasteland and
the caravans of humans and dromedaries that plied the L ucretoria, passing by Kurimah Milani in great
splashes of the color and noise of commerce.

She was seeing the place not asit lay buried before her, but asit once had been, two millenniabefore.
Looming before her was aglistening sight, shining in me rays of me setting sun. Minarets towered high
toward the clouds, amusical welcome ringing from their domed towers. Beyond the entrance gates clear
water from fountains legpt and splashed, catching the sunset'srays and fdling into lapislazuli pools,
carrying thewarm colorswith it.

The dragon’'s damaged heart legpt in excitement. The con—cept of mirage was completely beyond her
ability to concelve, me understanding mat she was till within the earth com-pletely gone from her
awareness. In her mind she could see dl around her me glistening walls of me hedling city as she passed
through the great gated agueduct, where streams of crystal water rained down on al those who entered.
She closed her eyes as she passed beneath the memory of the me-dicina waterfal, feding the coolness
of me spray asit show—ered her skin, easing her pain, cooling thefire within her.

Insanity must cause the armsto grow, for nothing is out of reach of the madman, a sage once said within
her hearing. Had her fragmented mind seen the darkness of the tunnelsthat, in redlity, loomed around her,
if it could grasp that the hedling spray was nothing more than showers of grit and sand falling upon her, it
might have kept her from discovering what treasure till actualy remained benesth the blowing sand and
red desert clay.

Water, the beast thought as she burrowed past the broken towers buried in twenty centuries of sand,
past the wreckage of stonewalls and shattered statuary, leaving atrail of dark blood in her wake.



Nothing but the song of the place was sus-taining her now; her body, more shell than flesh, hummed with
the vibration of this place of ancient heding, but even the power of the memory of Kurimah Milani could
not replace the life's blood that was leaking from her sundered heart. There iswater here, | know it. And
shewasright. Even though the infamous water gardens had been utterly destroyed in the temblor, and
while the copious hedling pools and minerd bathsfilled to overflowing by hot orings running down from
the mountainsin the distance had been consumed at the same moment of cataclysm, deep benesth the
surface sand there were still the remnants of a stream that trickled through the buried vaults that had once
been public baths. In her confusion the dragon had come upon one of the cen-tral fountains of the city, a
deep, long cavern that had, inits heyday, ran the length of avast interior courtyard surrounded by
columns of gleaming marble encrusted with mother-of-pearl from mollusk shdlls culled from the Erim Rus.
Her in—ner vison led her immediately to the stream, which she saw as adeegp pool in which splashing
gpray danced skyward in timeto the fluctuating music of the place. Greedily she drank from it, following
itssource in search of morewater. A vibration surrounded her suddenly, humming in atone very different
from the one she had been following, irritating her eyes and parts of her skin, but she shook it off. At the
headwaters of the stream her mouth and eyes were suddenly filled with sunlight, golden and thick enough
to be palpable.

The wyrm gasped in delight. The amber nectar was sweet on her tongue and soothing to the caustic
burning of her throat that had been plaguing her snce her injury. She drank in more of the thickened
sunlight, svallowed it in desperate gulps, feding its sustenancefill her, strengthen her, cooling thefirein
her belly, bringing her peace.

Sherolled onto her back in the stream and exhaed dowly, then fdll into dreamless, healing deep.

The holy citadel of Sepulvarta, the City of Reason

Before leaving Sepulvartain secret to meet with the Lord and Lady Cymrian, the Patriarch had ordered
the city sedled. Being the centrd location of dl holy orders within the Pa-trician faith, aswell asaplace
of pilgrimage to those of other practices, even asfar back asthe polytheistic religions of the continent that
preceded the Cymrian era, Sepulvarta had along reputation of religious tolerance and free access. The
road that led from the trans-Orlandan thoroughfare south to the city, known asthe Pilgrim's Road, was
awaysteeming with human and animd traffic, pilgrimsand clergy, tradesmen and merchants, dl making
their way for their own reasons to the independent city-state. On norma daysit might teke aslit-tleasan
hour to traverse the road and enter the city; on holy days, or days of heavy import a the time of festivals
or famine, thewait could be the better part of afull turn of the sun. On rare occasons visitorsto
Sepulvarta could pass more than afew nights, deeping in the street or at one of the many hostelsand inns
that lined the roadway, waiting to be alowed entrance through the one gate in the enormous wall that



cir-cled the entire city.

Seding the city was a precaution that was not unheard of. Occasiondly the flow of visitorsto the sacred
gpots and shrines overwhelmed the places of hospitality within the city'swalls. With theinnsand
wayhouses full, the taverns and pubs gained more guests and patrons than they could accommodate,
leading to long linesfor food and de, ugly digposi—tions and threats, and often violence, dl of which was
deemed unacceptable for aholy city. The previous Patriarchs, rather than removing the hospitality, as had
been donein the oldest days, chose to keep the dle and remove the patrons, at least temporarily, until the
holy dayswere over and the flow of traf-fic returned to normal.

So when the city was ordered seded, no one thought the better of it.

Asit turned out, it was the one thing that prevented itsim-mediate destruction and that of the farming
settlements around it. Sepulvarta had the worst of both landsthat it bordered. North of mountainous
Sorbold, south of the wide-open plains of Roland, it was a city perched on asmall hill on the edge of the
low piedmont and in the midst of the flattest part of the Krevendfidd Plain, which served to makeit easily
vigbleto travelersand dl but indefensible. Fortunately, asthe holy See of both nations, there had never
been any reason for it to mount adefense. Even in the seven hundred years of the Cymrian War, asthe
Krevendfidd Plain burned with atrocities and the mountains rang with horrific battle, the holy city
re-mained untouched, though, as Anborn had informed the Council, that had merely been by
coincidence. By thetime hisarmy had taken the farming settlementsin the region, it had been far easier to
quarter the soldiersin places of plentiful

food where they were dispersed, rather than making a head-quartersin an obvious place that was just
asking to be laid siege. So Sepulvartaremained intact, unspoiled and untainted by the horror that took
placedl around it.

Anborn's assertions of itslack of strategic value for quar-tering troops notwithstanding, many citizens of
Sepulvarta chose to attribute their good fortune and safekeeping to the beneficence of the All-God and
the protection of the Spire. The Spire was atower with a base that took up an entire city block, reaching
athousand feet in the air to the very top, where it was crowned with asingle piece of elementa ether,
said to be afragment of the star Seren that once shone over the Lost Idand of Serendair half aworld
away. That sngle piece of gar illuminated the city by day aswell asnight, blessing it with light evenin the
fiercest of rainstorms, or on the cloudiest of days. Filgrims gpproaching the city could make out its
radiance for amost aweek before reaching it, guided not only by the light of the beacon but by the
power emanating fromiit.

The Spire reached to the clouds above the great basilica that was the cornerstone of the city of
Sepulvarta, the cathe-dral dedicated to the element of ether known as Liantaar. Each of thefive
primordia eements, sometimes caled the Paints of the Creator, had abasilicadedicated to it, but
Liantaar, which was believed to mean in the old language of the CymriansLord All-God, Light of the
World, was by far the grandest, as well as being the youngest. It was me seat of the Patriarch, the leader
of mefaith, aswell asthe place where the yearly rituasthat protected all adherentsto that faith were
celebrated. The prayers of mefaithful were eventu—ally channeled to this place, and offered to me
Creator through the Spire, as close as one could conceivably get to placing one's request directly at the
feet of God.

The fourteen-foot-thick wall mat surrounded me city was more for pomp and circumstance, aswell as
for decoration, man for redlistic protection. Being unscathed had led the dite soldiers of Sepulvartato
become primarily ceremonia aswel. Tharr uniformswere no longer the armor of men that had to do
battle, but rather grand colorful regdiawhich dis-played the many liturgical symbolsand colors of the
Petri—~archy. They checked the visitors coming in and out of the city, maintained awatch on thewall and
aguard at the manse of the Patriarch the changing of which was one of the most sought-after spectacles
by pilgrimsto the city, the defenses in place were woefully inadequate to withstand anything more than an
initid assault.

They had never had to be more than that. The captain of the city's guard, aman named Fynn, was
wandering the wall, checking on the archery mounts and en—joying the breeze that was heavy with hints
of spring when he happened to gaze off to the south, where the mountains of Sorbold blackened the



horizon in the distance. He blinked in astonishment. What had dways seemed to be afairly distant
horizon gp—peared to have moved noticeably closer. After amoment it became clear that it was steadily
moving dose ill.

The captain cleared his eyes and looked again. Spread out across the dry plain to the south an army
battle line was gpproaching in columns, clad in the regdiaand fly-ing the colors of the emperor of
Sorbold—mounted cavary, infantry, and great cava cades of wagons bearing ballistae, catapults, and
other wegpons of sege. At quick count, the captain thought there might be as many asfive divisons of
severa thousand men each, al moving forward across the steppes to the plain, relentlessly but with no
particular hurry. There was no mistaking their destination. Had he been more battle-hardened, more
accustomed to the need for readinessin war, the captain might have gained afew secondsin his
response. Those extra seconds would ultimately have made no measurable difference in outcome. When
he finally overcame his shock, heran to the nearest guard tower, the one to the I eft of the gate, which
unlike the portcullises preferred by other cities was comprised of two enormous wooden doorsin which
the holy symbols of dl five elements had been carved, crowned with the sllver six-pointed star of the
Patriarch. The gatekeeper was degping, his atten-tion unneeded with the city sealed. Fynn shook him
violently awake. "Ring theadarm! Ring theaarm, damn you! Look!"

The gatekeeper shot to hisfeet and dmost fell from the wall. He lurched out of the shelter of the tower
and began ringing the call to arms. The clanging bell sounded harshly over the city, which was
accustomed to the musical ringing of hourly prayer bellsfrom the towers of assorted houses of worship
and the great carillon of the basilica, which played hymns and callsto prayer with the risng and setting of
the sun each day.

In spite of the city being sealed, there was dways morning traffic within the city walls and without, as
merchants plied the streets, women went from shop to shop, tent to tent in search of foodstuffs and
goods they needed, children ran about, and members of religious orders passed from one sa~cred place
to another. Thetinny shout of the warning bells brought that traffic to a standdtill, that muted noise of
ordinary life faded into shocked silence.

"Get to your houses!" the captain of the guard shouted from atop the wall.

The peoplein the street below stared up at him, not moving.

"Go, you mindless sheep” Fynn snarled down at them. He turned to the gate guard.

"Send arunner to the manse to dert the abbot and the Pa-triarch. Get al of the archers up here, and
have everyone e se go through the streets. Tell the people—er, tell them—" He fumbled into silence.
"What shdl | tel them, Sr?"

The captain inhaed, trying to remember histraining. "I don't know, tell them to begin storing water in
vessdls, that's it—and send two riders out of the gate and down the entrance-way to tell the merchants
and innkeepersto get indde the city wallsimmediatel y—and whatever pilgrims are milling about out
there. Hurry; we haveto sedl the gate when they get within range.”

"What is happening, Sr?' the young soldier asked, his eyes glazed with fright. "Why isthe Sorbold army
marching on the holy city?"

"I've no idea—but that'sirrelevant. | only know that we are not prepared to withstand asiege.” Fynn
looked over the wall again and went pale. " Get word to the manse above all ese— perhaps the Patriarch
will know what to do, or he can send amessage for help from other quarters. Make haste. And pray.”
The gate guard saluted and climbed down the ladder to the streets below, pushing aside a gawking
throng as he made hisway through them to the guard barracks. The captain of the guard turned back to
the south. The army was advancing unhurriedly, but now they were near enough for him to hear the war
toms echoing off the moun-tains asthey came. There was something terrifying about the sound of those
drums, degp and dow in rhythm but relentless and ingstent.

The stone on the wal began to rumble dightly asthe ground began to pick up the vibrations from the
approaching horses and wagon wheels.

He continued to stare at the coming army until the archers he had summoned mustered around and below
him. He looked up and shook off the shock that was beginning to numb the edges of his mind, making
him feel wooly and thick-headed.



"Get into pogition, and prepare to train your arrows on any-one attempting to breech thewall or the
gae" hedirected. "Aim at the closest firgt, and keep firing into the same target until he dies. If they bring
abattering ram—and they will need to if they think they are going to force open that gate— keep firing at
the men bearing it first; aslong asthey don't get the gate open, you can keep the rest of the army out.”
The archers, largely inexperienced in conflict, nodded, trembling. Fynn shouted down to one of the
footguards. "Y ou—get to the amithy, tell them we are in need of whatever cods or hot pitch they can
locate. Use the braziers from the temples and the basilicaif need be, useincense, anything, but get
some-thing up here that can repel an assault on the gate." The guard ran off.

With thewall fortified as best asit could be, the captain climbed down the ladder and into the streetsjust
asthe basi|-icabells stopped ringing the musica hour and began toiling an darm. The sound rang out
over the entire city, emanating from the base of the Spireitsdlf, and carrying an authority with it that no
other sgna had.

At thisthe population panicked. The mighty gate was dragged open for the last time, and a sea of
humanity and ani-mal carts rushed in, stlampeding the people dready in the Streets. The gate tenderstried
to push the gates closed again but the throng was too greet; they trampled anyone or anything in their
way in their desperate rush to gain shelter against the army that now was in sight even from beneath the
barricade.

"Get indde the basilica—take shelter there," the captain of the guard shouted, but hiswords were
drowned in the cacophony of the multitude pressing into Sepulvarta.

"Get measpyglass,” he said to one of the soldiers attempt-ing to gain control of the crowd and failing.
The soldier saluted and ran off, returning many minutes later, hisregdiatorn by contact with the crowd.
He handed the instrument to the captain, who climbed the battlement again, extended the spyglass, and
looked into the distance.

Theinsgniaof the column at the lead appeared to be that of the Mountain Guard of Jernasid, the
emperor's own regiment. They were clad in banded mail and helm, with heavy crossbows and scimitars
sandard issue. The oring sun asit rose glinted off their armor and helms, reflecting the light back in
blinding waves. The captain's somach cramped.

At the head of the column a soldier was walking, the army in step with him. The captain adjusted the
Fyglass, asit was distorting hisvision of the leader. He looked again, and real-ized, to his horror, that in
fact the glasswas reading true.

The man at the head of the column appeared to be dmogt agiant, sanding easily ten feet tall. Hehad a
flat agpect; in fact, for aslittle definition there was to hisface, he might aswell have been made of stone.
His movements were awkward and lumbering, hisface primitive, but his pace was sure. That sol-dier
seemed dmogt oblivious of the columns marching behind him; hisface wasamask, hisexpresson
unchanging.

Hewasdso immensdly tdl, dmost twice the Sze of the other soldiers, who werefollowingin histrain as
if he were ahero of renown, or ademi-god.

For dl that Sepulvartawas a place of religious oddities, strange ceremonies, and even the occasiond
miraculous hap—pening, the captain of the guard felt that what he was witness-ing was so absurd that he
must be dreaming. In the thousand years or so sinceits founding, the city of Sepulvarta had never seen
aggression, primarily because it was understood to be the All-God's city; the thought that anyone would
attack aholy seat was dmost too bizarre to comprehend, especidly adherentsto that faith, asthe
Sorbolds were.

Y et the columns were advancing.

A line of stragglers remained outside the wall, watching the gpproaching army with amixture of
trepidation and fascina-tion.

"Get thoseidiotsingde the gate!" He grabbed one of the archers. "Aim at the feet of one of them and let
fly. They'll move, or they'll beleft outsde.” He turned to the gate tenders. "Prepare to close the gates!”
The call went down the wall asthe archer took aim, then fired into the crowd. His arrow wobbled off the
string and diced through the leg of a peasant woman gawking at the gp—-proaching army.

Pandemonium ensued.



With acrushing swell, the remaining crowd beyond thewall surged forward, pushing everyone, including
women and small children, into awedge. Screaming, the phaanx of peo—ple outsde the city swarmed
those lingering inside the gates who were waiting for the narrow inner streetsto clear. The captain of the
guard watched in numb dismay as blood began to flow, children were trampled, violence broke out
among the former pilgrimsturned refugees.

"Get to the basilica—take shelter there," he repeatedly shouted, the noise of the mayhem drowning him
out.

A soldier farther down the wall was sgnding frantically to him. Fynn could see that behind the soldier a
tal, thin man with afringe of gray hair in later middle age was standing, clad in robes of the basilica, his
armswrapped tightly around his abdomen in fear. He hurried dong the wall, sepping care-fully around
the archery posts that were going to be the equiv—aent of tossing asingle bucket of water on abrushfire
oncethearmy arrived.

When he reached the soldier, he recognized the older man as Gregory, the sexton of Liantaar, one of the
Petriarch's closest advisors.

"What's—what's going on?" the cleric demanded. "There must be a mistake.”

"That'sentirdly possible, Your Grace," the young captain said, "but they appear to be coming with an
intent that makes action necessary.” He gave the signal to the gate tenders, and the enormous wooden
doorswere pushed shut with much noise and greet effort, then sedled againgt the coming army.

Fynn turned to the sexton again.

"What does the Patriarch ingtruct usto do?" he asked ner-voudly. "Does he have ordersfor us? We
have never had to repel an attack before, Y our Grace. We need guidance.”

The sexton's face went dack.

"Er, no, His Grace, the Patriarch, has not issued any spe-cific orders,” he said hdtingly. "I believe he
trustsin you, and in the men, to keep the holy city safe.”

"Y our Grace—"

"That'sdl, Captain. | haveto get to the aviary—it may be necessary to send awinged messenger to the
Alliance requesting help.” The captain of the guard smiled in relief. "That would be aboon, Y our Grace."
The sexton nodded. "Carry on." He made hisway down the wall and into the sea of refugees.

Fynn returned to his spyglass.

The army of Sorbold was growing nearer, following their gigantic standard bearer. The rumbling now
was audible, caught between the mountains to the south and the hill on which the city was Situated, it
echoed ever more threateningly as the columns approached. Fynn and the rest of the city's guard settled
intowait.

All through the morning and into the afternoon the army approached, never stopping, just relentlesdy
marching on-ward to the steedy tempo of the war toms. Findly, asthe sun was set high in the welkin of
the sky, burning red with the brilliance of a spring afternoon, they came within unaided sight.

Fynn had been counting dl day. By hisreckoning there were five divisons, each conssting of ten
thousand soldiers and supply troops. The giant at their lead did not seem to speak or give orders; the
army merely followed him across the open steppes.

Strangely, the heavy ballistag, catapults, and other Siege weapons were relegated to the rear of the ranks.
Fynn thought that odd; from what he remembered of histraining, generally those weaponswere kept in
the mid ranks of an advancing army, to make their setup quick while protecting them from the initid wave
of repulsion.

In addition, there were dozens of enormous carts with flat sides, on which wide, low tents had been
erected. Fynn could not see what was ingde those tents, but the sight of them made his intestines threaten
to turn to water. "Any word from the Petriarch?" he asked the soldiers milling the streets below the wall.
The men shook their heads nervoudy. Fynn sighed. "All right, then, we wait. We can do little else. Make
certain the population isin shelter as much as possible.” Hiswords rang hollow.

Suddenly the great war toms ceased.

All around the holy city the noise of the gpproach dowed, the creaking of wagon whedl s, the groaning of
wood, the tramping of boots and the squeaking of armor, the muted clopping of heavy horse, the rattle of



wegpons ill sheathed, dl fell to aquieter leve.

A single officer on horseback with two aides-de-camp broke off from the ranksto the right of the giant
and headed for the gate. One of the aides-de-camp had a hooded falcon on hisarm. They stopped
outside of bow range. The officer rode dightly forward while the aide |oosed the | eather jesses that
bound the falcon's feet.

"l am Fhremus, commander of theimperid army of Sor-bold,” he announced, hisvoice carrying on the
wind with ex—pertise born of along command. "Harm the bird, and it will be considered an attack upon
the whole of the army.”" He nod—ded to the aide, and the man let dip the facon. "Where's the sexton?!
Fynn demanded from atop the wall.

The soldiers, massing beyond the gates, parted, and the cleric was brought forth.

The bird took wing and rose to a pitch that would crest thewall. It warbled gracefully, then went into a
rapid stoop, drop—ping an oilcloth scroll over the wal, and banked, returning ef—fortlesdy to its handler.
The message was rapidly retrieved and handed to Gregory. The sexton broke the sed with trembling
hands and read the message, which was graphed in the common tongue of the continent, aswell asthe
sacred script of the Patrician faith.

Congtantin, the Patriarch of Sepulvarta, isa heretic who has committed an atrocity againgt the Crestor,
the people of Sorbold, and the Empire of the Sun. Open the gate, send him out, and we will spare the
city.

Gregory stared at the oilcloth, then tossed it to the ground angrily.

"Sacrilegel" hefumed. " Sacrilege and blagphemy.” He turned to Fynn. "Thisis an untenable demand that
cannot even be repeated, let alone considered—hold the gate, Cap-tain, keep thewall aslong asyou
can." He glanced up at the Spire, the shining star atop it gleaming in the fading light. "May the All-God
defend us”

He made hisway back to the manse, knowing, unlike any—one elsein me city, that a least one of the
reasons that the demand would not be met was that the Patriarch was aready gone.

How long shdl we wait, Commander?' Minus, one of Fhremus's aides-de-camp, asked asthe facon
returned to Trevnor, the other. "Wewill give them an hour,” Fhremus said. "That seems sporting.” He
glanced over his shoulder at thetitan. Faron, asthe em-peror had called him, stood silent and unmoving,
hisarmsat his sdes, looking for al the world the statue mat he once was. Perhaps he remembersthis
place, where the Patriarch imbued him with unnatura and unhaly life, Fhremus thought, disgusted at the
thought. He had no ideawhat fedling the statue was capable of, if any, but it would not have surprised
him if it were ready to exact vengeance of its own.

When the hour passed, with nodiing but the congtant ring-ing of the darm bells of the basilicaasareply,
Fhremusturned to Minus.

‘Timesup,” hesaid. "Prepare theiacxss”

He turned west and watched the sun asit continued its downward path toward night, burning hotly over
the wide Krevensfidld Plain.



Krevendfidd Plain, north of Sepulvarta

The hastily assembled support force had stopped at each garrison and town along the trans-Orlandan
thoroughfare. From western Navarne through southern Bethany, Anborn and Constantin had presented
Ashe's articles of command at each of the way stations of the guarded mail caravan and each outpost of
Alliance reserve, and come away with whatever meager offeringsin men and supplies there wereto be
hed.

In spite of the region being sparsely populated, and con-trary to the Lord Marshd's dark assessment of
the prepara-tions Ashe had made for war, he and the Patriarch discovered ready caches of willing
soldiers, highly trained and able to de-part within minutes. They had been routinely escorting travel -ers
and merchant wares across the continent for more than four years, and knew every sde route and
aternate pathway from Bethe Corbair and Canrif al the way to the segport of Port Falon in Avonderre.
Additiondly, they had made stlan—~dard use of the system of avian messengersthat Llauron had begun
and Rhapsody had established, and so by the time they came to the next successive encampment, they
were pleased to discover al available men-at-arms saddled and awaiting them. The soldiersfdl in essly,
and took over the tasks of maintaining what few heavy wesponsthe Lord Marsha had brought, aswell
as the wagon on which the walking machine was being transported.

By the time they had reached the last of the outposts they had assembled asmall but eager force of
dightly lessthan ten thousand men, mostly career soldiers but occasionaly joined by farmersand
merchants who had trained aongside them. Anborn was astonished to discover in some of the later
gar-risonsthat volunteers had streamed into the surrounding farms and villages just for the honor of
getting to ride with the renowned Lord Marshd of the Cymrian War who was coming to the rescue of
the holy city.

"Next timewell tell them we're after wenchesin the whorehouses of Evermere,” he said to the Peatriarch.
"WEell get thirty thousand.” The holy man smiled within the hood of his peassant's cloak.

Inthe small farming village of Brindlesgate, the last stop before the southerly road to Sepulvarta, aclutch
of young boys of deven summers or fewer were waiting atop amule, anag, and on foot, meta potson
their heads and hoesin their hands. The soldiers quartered in the barracks nearest the village had shooed
them off repeatedly, but the youths kept returning, waiting for their chance to join the mayhem. Findly
they caught the notice of the Lord Marsha, who ordered the force to wait in the roadway and rode up
before them, reining his horse to astop.

"What have we here? More recruits?' Five young faces stared back at him, mouths agape.

"Yes, dr," the only onewho could muster his voice replied.

"Very good,” Anborn said flatly. "Come dong.”

The soldierslooked from one to another, then opened the ranks for the boys.

"All right, then," the Lord Marshd said, turning back to the lead, "let's be off."

The cohort traveled south, over the Pilgrim's Road, with the rising sun to their right. After threeleagues



the Lord Mar-shd caled ahdlt at the edge of asmall area of scrub pines and broke off from the group
agan.

"l need ridersfamiliar with the following settlementsfor acritica misson,” he announced serioudly,

" Southtown, Mead-owfork, Hylan's Landing, and Brindlesgate. If you know the routes to these places,
present yourselves."

The ranks parted, and soldiers from each of the settlements named rode forward. In the rear camethe
five young boys from Brindlesgete.

"Encamp here," Anborn ingtructed. "Y ou are to form the rear guard; al aong the road from hereto
Sepulvartal will be positioning riders in encampments to carry the evacuation or—der east to west and to
reinforce thefields. Turn back anyone traveling thisroad until I come through again or you receive orders
otherwise. Understood?!

The soldiers nodded and dismounted, but the boys re-mained atop their steeds or with their makeshift
wegpons, looking from one to the other.

"But, Lord Marshal," the brave one blurted as Anborn turned to leave, "we want to go with you, sr. We
want to see combat.”

The Generd looked back. "You will," he said briskly, ig-noring their pleading looks and pointing at the
scrub pine. "I need berms made here with pickets set against a possible cav-alry charge; athousand
pacesto either sSide of the road aswell." He rode back to the head of the column and the cohort set off,
leaving the rear guard behind.

"Hop to, lads," one of the soldiers said as they began un—packing their mounts. ™Y ou wanted to see what
war islike? War involves alot of waiting. But remember, preparations are crucid to victory. The entire
unit strikesthe killing blow, not just the arm of one man.”

The young boys sighed miserably and set to work. The ride to Sepulvartawas invigorating, Anborn
observed. There was something deep within the cynica core of hisbeing that had been planted in his
youth, adevation to the military brotherhood that had been with him al hislife. Encamped at night, out in
the darkness among the fires and degping sol-diers, he thought back beyond the centuries of war and
desola-tion, looking beyond the betraya and the atrocity he had witnessed again and again to atime
when al he wanted in the world wastthis, alife of selflessness and defense, of shared sac-rifice with
brothers-in-arms. For al that he had become acid over the years, had grown to trust very littlein the
world and hopefor even less, therewas still in his soul, black and twisted though it was, something that
was moved by the camaraderie, the devotion to duty, that he was witnessing again. Herecdled how in
his youth the mother who did not un—derstand his desire to learn the ways of the sword foisted him off on
Odendra, the Lirin champion of Tyrian, aFirst Gener—ation Cymrian and hero from the old world. She
wasthe lli-achenvaar, the bearer of the sword that Rhapsody now carried, and had trained him well,
though he had never truly felt her approval, which he craved beyond that of anyone he had known.
Anborn leaned back againgt his bedroll, looking up at anight sky scattered with bright stars, and
remembered her words to him. Fight with your strengths asthey are, not as you would wish them to be.
Heinhaled, taking in the acrid taste of ash from the fires, the smell of the stew and horse leather. In those
days he had been scrawny, the youngest brother with much to prove. Edwyn Griffyth would learn his
father'sways of architecture and engineering and invention, and would battle with him over his
responsibilities asthe heir go—parent; Llauron would follow his mother's teachings and go into the Filidic
priesthood, serving as protector to the Great White Tree and the Invoker of the Filids, but Anborn,
neither in line for the throne nor by temperament suited to thereligious life, craved nothing more than to
make his parents proud through prowess on the battlefield. The Lirin champion had taught him to know
better, to un-derstand that military might must be tempered with arigh—teousness, to compensate for
what he lacked in physica maturity asayoung lad with speed and skill born of practice and intelligence.
He had seen the same eagerness in the mirror that he had witnessed in the eyes of the youth of
Brindlesgate, and understood what a holy thing it was, how easily lost or perverted it could become
without ahero, like the Lirin cham—pion, to nurtureit in the right way. He smiled wryly, knowing that he
was just such a hero to those boys.

Odendrahad cautioned him against idolatry aswell. Y ou may admire my skill, and seek to emulate my



career, shetold him early onin histraining. But do not confuse that with me. / have made many missteps
in my time, have done things of which | am not proud, because, in spite of my godlike longevity, | am
mortd. So are you. Learn to forgive your heroes and yoursdlf. At onetime or another, you will need to
do both if you are going to livethislife, the life of awould-be Kinsman. They had both achieved that
honor, he mused, so her words must have been true.

Rhapsody had said something much the same to him asthey parted.

Y ou cannot purge anything that has happened to you, asif it were an impurity of sted to be smelted avay
inaforgefire. All that has gone before has made you what you are, like notesin asymphony. Whole or
lame, you arewho you are. Ryle hira, asthe Lirin say. Lifeiswhat it is. Forgive yoursdf. The Lord
Marshd heditated for amoment, then rolled stiffly to hisside, seized hisleather pack, and pulled it closer.
He unwrapped the bindings and pulled forth the conch shell she had given him, fondly remembering her
paefacein thereflected light of thefire,

At least try to be aswhole asyou can, if not for yoursdlf, then for the men you lead. And for me. "All
right, m'ady," he said softly to himself. "I supposethereisno harmintrying, especialy since you aren't
around to see.”

He lay back against the bedroll and put the shell to hisear. All he could make out was the crashing sound
of the seawind above ocean waves. He exhaled and drifted off to deep, dreaming of faces he knew he
would never see again. The battle for Sepulvartawas|ost before it began. For over an hour the
defenderswaited in trepidation, gazing from the wall at the fifty thousand men encamped outside their
city. Thearmy had fanned out until the wall was sur-rounded on al sides, but then everything seemed to
grind to a halt; some of the soldiers made battlefield camps around small cookfires, while the cavary
remained mounted but at ease. The wagons carrying the ballistae and catapults and other weagpons of
siege remained untouched, while the army itsdf did little or nothing to advance farther past the line of
initial confrontation. If anything, the Sege appeared to be one of willsalone, as no further thrests were
issued, no weapons trained on the gate.

"They are going to wait usout,” Gregory, the sexton of Liantaar, said, hisvoice brittle. He had presided
over the quartering of theitinerant faithful, pilgrims, and tourists within the wdls of the beautiful baslica,
and aready was showing the strain of having so many people in the people's cathedra. " Thankfully food
and water is plentiful, and the Lord Cymrian will surely not sit by and alow the army of Sorbold to
command the ddliverance of the head of the Patri—cian faith. So we are at an impasse. We will never
concede to their demands. Sooner or later we will either be rescued or they will give up in boredom and
go away."

"I hopeyou areright, Y our Grace," said Fynn uneasily. He was watching the throngs of people milling
about in the city streets, far too many to be forced indoorsin spite of the orders he had issued, clogging
the narrow roadways around the shops and shrines. When a second hour had passed, the falconer of the
holy See appeared.

"l am ready to send that message to Haguefort if you still wish to do so, Your Grace," he said to the
sexton. "'l seeno other choice,” Gregory replied. "Very well, let dip the raptor.”

The falconer bowed respectfully and loosed the jesses. The bird flapped its wings twice while on hisarm,
then took wing and rose into the air, catching awarm updraft and heading north. It ascended to apitch
that was as high asthe buildings that lined the street leading to the spire.

A shadow streaked overhead, sailing above the gate and over the city Streets. Larger than ahorseg, it shot
through the air on thetrail of the falcon, then, with a sickening crack, caught the bird in jaws that snapped
audibly and swallowed it in flight, sending ashower of bloody feathers spiraling down on the soldiers
below. A collective gasp rose from the streets. A moment later the sky darkened with smilar shadows.
From al sides of the city great beasts appeared in the air above the houses and shops, sailing on wide,
batlike wings. They were serpentine in their movements, with long barbed tails that thrashed asthey flew;
their legs and jaws, however, were insectoid, sharply jointed, like the plague locusts that had been one of
their progenitors.

Atop each of them was arider with aburning bundle of wheygrass staks soaked in pitch or oil. Within
seconds the thatched roofs of severa buildings had ignited in flame. Black smoke poured from them,



followed by the shouts of witnesses on the cobbled street and screams of terror from those trapped
within the buildings.

"What—what in the name of the All-God is happening? Gregory demanded shakily, interposing himself
infront of Fynn.

"With al due respect, Y our Grace, get out of my bloody way" the captain of the guard shouted back,
shoving the priest to the Side and hurrying to the wall. "Fire at the beasts!" he screamed at the archers,
who were staring over their heads in shock.

Another round of burning bundles descended from above. More roofs caught flame, the glistening white
stone buildings that Sepulvartawas famousfor glowed pink in the firdight asroofs and cartsignited in the
streets below, raining burning ash into the streets and onto the terrified crowds.

"Tothebaslical" Fynn shouted to the soldiersin the streets, but his voice was drowned in the noise of
panic. He pointed above for the benefit of the stunned archers again. "Fire at the damned beastd”

One of the archersfinally was able to shake off his shock and take aim asthe flying lizard soared over his
head and landed on a nearby roof. He drew back and let fly, aclean, hefty shot that caught the beast
sguareinthe side, just below thewing.

The arrow bounced off harmlesdy with aresounding thud, the same noiseit would make againgt a
cobblestone or brick. "We are surely done for, Fynn thought. "All right, then," he said, struggling to keep
hisvoice cam. "Shoot therider." The archer, shaking, complied, another clean shot that made its mark in
the split of the man'scuirass. Therider straightened up sharply, then fell heavily from his monstrous mount
into the street below. The captain of the guard and the archer both gasped in delight. "That'sit!" Fynn
exclamed. "That's how we take them—aim for theriders.”

The beast seemed to stare at them for amoment. Then it stood and launched off the roof with agrest
legp on itsinsec-toid legs, diving down to the street below, its serpentine head snapping vicioudy. The
pilgrims, cowering in doorways of burning buildings, screamed asif in onevoice asit caught aflesing
woman in itsrazor jaws, snapped her spinewith asin—gle bite, then took off in agreat legp into the sky
agan, itsprizein its mouth.

Madness descended upon the City of Reason.

Fhremus observed theinitid assault from the air with satisfaction. He surveyed the smoke pouring into the
sky from the center of the city, black and oily with the rancid odor of pitch and burning thatch. A plethora
of birds had taken wing, roosting swallows, pigeons and doves that made their nestsin the eaves of
buildings that were now aight. From within the city, great cries of anguish and horror could be heard
issuing forth over thewadll.

He turned from his seat on horseback and looked up at the titan, who had been standing stock still since
they had arrived at the city gate.

"Areyou ready, Faron?' he asked, not certain if it was even awake or aware.

The milky blueirisesin the stone orbs appeared. The giant statue nodded perfunctorily.

Fhremus swallowed, then cleared histhroat. "Very well, then. Open the gate."

The gigantic statue flexed itsarms and | egs, then began to walk forward aone.,

The commander turned to his aides-de-camp. "At my sig—na," he said. They saluted and rode back to
the column heads.

The entire army watched as their standard bearer neared the great gate of Sepulvarta, a gate that had not
been broached in the thousand years Since it was hung.

Firel Fire, damnit!" Fynn screamed to the archers.

The men, reding from the aerid attack, from the smoke and the burning ash raining down on them from
the buildings around them, turned their concentration on the titan and let fly.

About half the arrows found their marks. About haf of those shattered; the rest bounced off the
enormous statue with the same resounding thud they had heard from missile contact with the flying beast.
"Dear All-God," Fynn whispered. "Thismust be anight-mare.”

Hiswords were echoed by the deafening sound of stone contacting wood.

The archersreloaded, shaking, and let fly again, with the The same result—every arrow that impacted the
stone man shat-tered or was repelled without apparent harm.



"Saveyour arrows," Fynn cautioned, looking out over thewall a the force surrounding the city. "They're
preparing to storm the gate—hold your fire for those it might actudly af-fect. Stand aslong asthe arrows
hold out, then topple the bra~ziers onto anyone entering the gates. Make that count—it will probably be
your only chance. Godspeed, gentlemen—it's been good to serve with you."

"You aswdl, Sr," came aweak chorus of trembling voices.

Thewadl nearest the gate shuddered as another blow bat-tered the wood, sending splintersflying into the
air. Fynn steded his nerve and looked down over the wall.

The stone giant was damming hisfist into the holy gate of Sepulvarta, punching deep holesinto the wood,
then ripping apart the ancient timbers of treesthat had been made of Liv-ing Stone with hishands. The
gate screamed asif dlive ashetoreit asunder.

In the distance a.clarion cal sounded from within the Sor-bold columns.

The archersraised their bows, training them on the front line.

With ahissing stresk, one of the flying beasts soared over the wall and snatched an archer initsjaws,
toppling afew more into the streets below.

The gate crashed open with asound like thunder in the mountain passes.

With aroar, the attacking force surged like atida waveinto the city of Sepulvarta asthe sun began its
descent below the horizon.

North of Sepulvartaon the Pilgrim's Road

fornication!" Anborn dragged his horse to ashocked halt. The Alliance forces quickly followed suit
behind him. Asthey cameto astop in the center of the Pilgrim's Road, the force that had assembled with
the greatest of speed and had ridden with aacrity to the rescue of the holy city could only stare from atop
horses dancing in place at the sight that unfolded before them.

Black smoke hillowed from the towers and rooftops of the city, clogging the sky with ash and aily grit.
Flames could be seen ascending from the rooftops, dancing off the tower of the Spire and lighting the
night sky for milesaround.

In the shining reflection of those fires, black winged beasts circled in the hazy air above the city proper,
diving occasion-aly with the sngp of an adder striking.

And even from where they were, five miles or more off, the sound of screaming could be heard, rending
thenight.

"Lord Marshd—"

"Silence!™ Anborn thundered, shifting atop hishorse.

The Patriarch rode to his side and stopped next to him. His great craggy face, hidden within a peasant's
hood, was white as the ceremonia robes he often wore. "What are those figures flying above the city?"
he asked, his thunderous voice strained.

"I'venoidea,” said Anborn, "but their presence changes everything. We are going to need anew plan of
attack. | was prepared to break asimple siege, which we could do, even outnumbered. But with the



enemy atacking from theair—"

"Contemplate it no further,” the Patriarch said, hisvoice stronger. "The city islos—to intervene now
would be to con~demn every one of these men, and us, to degth.”

Anborn'seyesflared infury. "That is your assessment as a battlefield commander?' he asked icily. The
Petriarch shook his head, his eyes burning with angry fire. "That is the assessment of the Ring of
Wisdom," he said. He held up his hand; the clear onein thering was glowing asin-tensely asthe sky
above Sepulvarta. "I am now consigned to ex—ile; if by turning mysdf over to the attacking force | could
spare the city, | would do so. But that is not their intent. They have just moved the border of Sorbold
north by the distance of my lands."

"Indeed,” murmured Anborn. "And they no doubt expect to use the city as a base to annex as much of
the southern Krevensfidld Plain asthey can." He yanked back on the reins, ignoring the terrified whinny
of hismount. "That areaiistoo vast, too spread out to defend. All the people of those farming settlements
and villages are border fodder if we don't evacu—ate them to Roland immediately. Take onelast look at
the citadel, Y our Grace; | expect the next time you come through here the place will bein ashes. And if
they take the Spire, who knows what they will useit for."

"I know," replied the Petriarch. " And the horror of it defies description.”

Anborn was not listening; he had aready turned and ridden the line, shouting orders to the troopsfor the
mass evacuation that wasto follow.

When daylight came, after anight of pillage and sacking, Fhremus called a hat to the hodtilities. "Empty
the basilicaand sedl it," he ordered; Minus saluted and passed dong the command. “Truly it isone of the
won-ders of the Known World; I'm sure the emperor does not wish to see it damaged any more than
was necessary to subdue the city.”

Helooked around at the remains of Sepulvarta. The his-toric white buildings were smeared and marred
with soot; whole sections of the city, especidly the pilgrim Sites, were il in flames, and in the cobbled
gdtreets, blood ran in rivers between the stones.

"Whereis Faron?' he asked Trevnor.

The aide-de-camp shook his head. "1 saw him last within the garden district, Sir. He broke open the
doors of the Patri-arch's manse, as directed, but then he went off on his own; we could not follow himin
the smoke." "The Patriarch has till not been found?' "No, Sir. And the priests and acolytesin the manse
swear they do not know where heis, even under pain of torture.” "Hmm. Well, keep looking for them
both. Thereisonly one gate in the city wall—and Faron did not come back to it, so he must bein here
somewhere. He'srather large to overlook; I'm certain we will find him sooner rather than later.”
Fhremus's certainty changed ashort time later, when a massive hole was found in the wall at the northern
edge of the city, torn through by what appeared to be ahand. When findly the earth beneath hisfeet had
cooled suffi—ciently, Faron stopped.

The battle had meant little to him. Destruction sometimeswas a prima pleasure, but there wasllittle of
that in the sack—-ing of Sepulvarta, though Faron had no ideawhy. Perhapsit had been the
parsimoniousness of the commanders and the soldiers, the troops who were following him like agrest
pagan or animist god, not redizing that the great animist god was once aquivering pile of pae dying flesh,
gelainous and panthetic, until Taquist had sealed him within thisbody of Living Stone on the Scales of
JernaTd. Faron had found the transformation ironic at best, child of the demon spirit that he was, he had
cometo be seded within aVault of Living Stone just as his father had once been.

Titan or no, soldier of incomprehensible strength or carni-va atrocity, Faron missed hisfather deeply. In
spite of the abuse he had suffered at his hands, he had been for the most part lovingly cared for by the
man whose body the demon clung to, aman that had been caled the Seneschd later inlife, but in earlier
times had been known as Michael, the Wind of Death. He had regaled a fascinated Faron with the
exploits of hisdaysasasoldier, had made him long for abody that would alow him to follow hisfather
on such exploits, such joyful outings of murder and pillage, but nature had not been kind to him.

And ironically, now that he had the perfect housing for asoldier, he was aone, being directed by men he
cared nothing for, who he could crush with amere thought.

Somewhere on the wind there was a hint of dark fire. Faron had no ideahow he was aware of this, but in



the depths of his solid being something had gtirred, had caled to him off to the north, something he
recognized from the time before every-thing had gone sour.

Faron reached into the huge leather belt at hiswaist, once the harness for ateam of horses, and clumsly
pulled out the blue scale.

It was hisfavorite, he thought, the card that alowed him to see hidden things, or objectsat great
distance. He loved the picture that had been drawn on it aswell; one side bore theimage of aclear eye,
the other one an eye shrouded in clouds, much like his own milky blue ones.

He could not see anything yet, but there was enough invisi—ble ash on the wind that the scale hummed
with life when he held it in anortherly direction. Whatever was there wastoo far away to be seen yet, but
he could follow its path.

And maybe find one of hisown kind.

Faron turned his primitive head in that direction and fol-lowed the faint whisper of evil creosote, leaving
the noise and chaos of the burning city behind him.

31

Kurimah Milani, northwestern Y arim, in the shadow of the Teeth

The dragon extended her clawsin her torpor, reveling in her ease and the dimming of the pain that had
been chewing on her since the turn of the moon.

With the partia hedling of her body cameasmilarly par-tid revival of her memory. Deep in dumber, she
was dream—ing now, and in those dreams she did not inhabit the draconic form that was her current
redlity, but rather she was awoman, the Lady of legendary beauty and power that she had been only a
short time ago.

Thewyrm sretched lazily, alowing hersdf to enjoy the motion of her torn muscles asthey mended. She
was recaling her hacyon days, flashes of memories she didn't understand—the echoes of childhood
laughter with two other shapes that seemed to be those of young girls, like hersdlf, chasing after each
other inavirgin forest, no adult, or in fact any other person, in Sght. She did not remember her sgters,
nor the dragon mother who |eft the three of them at the foot of the Great White Tree, savefor asour
taste in her mouth that was pittance beside the hate she felt for the woman named Rhapsody. But she did
recall the laughter, the sense of free-dom, and of loneliness, from thosetimes, and littleelse.

Her breaming grew deeper asit grew easier. Theimagein her mind faded from childhood revelsto the
day when, as ayoung woman aone on abluff overlooking the same beach where her mother had first
spied her father coming off of the ocean, she saw the arrival of ships, storm-tossed and broken, landing
one after another on the hedls of aterrible ssorm. The people who debarked from those ships were like
none she had ever seen—sometall and fair, some broad and sturdy, some the size of children with
dender hands and enormous eyes that spoke in flowers rather than words, a panoply of mankind, their
skinarrayed in al different colors; one by one, the ships unloaded their living treasure, leaving her



breathless, her golden face scored with tiny lineswas wet with tearsfor thefirst timein her life. My
horde, she thought, then and now, the closest she had ever cometo love at first sight.

The other memories that |oomed, threatening to displace those happy ones, she pushed away, shrinking
from the pain they caused in much the same way as she had from the broken shards of meta till wedged
within her. No, no, she thought hazily, banishing dl other thought from her mind and return-ing to happier
times, images of celebrations at the seaside, feasts and joyous dancing and a ceremony at the foot of the
Great White Treein which she was elevated above al and caled Lady by the living treasure whose name
she dtill could not recall. The Cymrians, the refugees of the First Fleet from the dead Idand of Serendair.

| want to Stay adeep, she mused, stretching again, luxuriat—ing in the memory of atime when shewas
honored, not de~spised, celebrated and sought after, not cast out and ostracized.

She opened her mouth and, as before, theliquid gold of sunshine, sweet and healing, dripped withiniit.
Thefirein her, brewed by the firegemsthat all members of her race had in their bellies, cooled, leaving
her dreamless and &t rest. For the moment.

Inthe deseart, far east of Yarim

Thewindy slence was shattered smultaneoudy by the sudden squedl of theinfant and the ringing dap of
leather glove againgt flesh asplit second afterward.

Achmed reined his horse to a stop, the delicate nerve end-ingsin his skin burning from the sound. "What
now, Rhapsody?" he demanded, glaring over his shoulder as she opened the folds of the mist clogk, a
look of congternation on her wind-stung face. "Y ou just fed him; this demanding brat is becoming far too
much of an irritation. One more sudden shriek without cause and I'm going to skewer him on ahorse
pike and leave him for carrion.”

"How do you know it was without cause?' Rhapsody asked, examining the baby.

Achmed glanced over a Grunthor, who was rubbing his neck. "What's the matter?"

"Somethin' sung me," the giant muittered.

"Probably asand fly of some sort,” said Achmed. 'They can be brutal, though one would think you'd be
fairly invul-nerable to them, given your Bengard skin.”

"Onewould think," the giant agreed, <till examining his neck, "but thiswas no litle sting. Oi got right bit.
Ow. Bloody ow."

"So did Meridion," Rhapsody said. She plucked the stinger from alarge red welt on the screeching
infant'sleg and ran her finger over it, warming it gently with her firelore to soothe the pain. At that
moment Achmed became aware of the hum. He sig-naled to Grunthor and reined his horse to a stop,
following theirritation in his skin. He draped the reins over Rhapsody's arm and dismounted, | etting the
buzzing guide him over the sand, until he found the source.

Severd small wells pocked the otherwise unbroken layer of sand, over which afew itinerant bees were
hovering while others appeared to be burrowing into the ground near the wells.

"I've found your assailant, Grunthor,” he said, crouching down and examining the wells, which resembled
large anthills. "Do you wish me to wreak vengeance on your be=haf?1 could piss on them if you wart.
Or are we ready to move out?'

"What are beesdoin’ out 'ere in the desert?’ the giant Bolg wondered aloud. "Nothin' for them ta egt, no
flowers, vegeta-tion. No red water. Strange.”

Achmed mounted again and took the reins back. He clicked to the horse and they returned to asmooth
canter, riding the rising and falling dunes and drumlins with aacrity, heading east asthe distant mountains
seemed to grow closer, their red and purple hues gleaming at the horizon like a promise of shel-ter that
would not be reached before the coming of night. The light had aready begun to fade asthered sun
made its way down the welkin of the sky; the wind picked up, sweeping the sand across the cracked
earth in grest spinning devils of dugt.

They had not gone very far when Achmed yanked his horse to astop again, thistime making agrab for
Rhapsody to keep her from falling forward. Grunthor stopped afew seconds later, afew strides ahead of
him, staring, ashe did, into the east.



"Criton," the Bolg commander murmured. "Whaddaya make o' that T

"Gods," Rhapsody whispered, drawing the mist cloak closer to her to cam the baby.

Achmed said nothing but stared with mismatched eyes at the sight before them.

Jutting from the seemingly endless desert was abroken tower, aminaret, tilted on itssSde. It seemed to
gppear from nowhere, emerging from the red sand in which little to no vegetation or in fact any 9gn of life
had been seen for days.

Around it were Smilar ruins, remnants of domes and walls, uprooted from the sand asiif they had been
pulled and tossed aside like weeds. The scale of the rainswas enormous, asif the origina occupants of
whatever city they had once been part of had been giants, or perhapsit was just that the city it-self had
been mammoth. The sun overhead beat down on the detritus, which shone egrily inthe light with an
amogt trand ucent radiance.

"Did we not come through this place before, years ago, when we were returning to Ylorc with the dave
children of the Raven's Guild in Yarim?' Rhapsody asked. "I don't remem~ber seeing ruinsthen.”

"They were not here," Achmed agreed. He continued to stare at the husks of what had once been walls,
now little more than building blocks scattered in the hot sand. Somewhere nearby the hum he had heard
from the ground-nesting bees had grown stronger. " These ruins appear to have been evicted from the
sand. | suppose that happens from time to time, es—pecidly if there has been an earthquake or other
disturbance of the strata of the earth. The ground hereisriven—there areriftsand cracksin the clay.” He
pointed to a great fissure where the sun-baked ground had been rent gpart north of them, which thewind
was beginning to fill in with sand.

"I don't remember fedin' any tremorslady,” Grunthor said serioudy. He dragged back on hisreinsagain
and dismounted; the sand atop the red clay sprayed in all directions as he thudded to the ground. "That
looks pretty recent." He knelt down and rested his hand on the ground. " Somethin'swrong 'ere;
everything'sall jJumbled up, distressed-like. Asif this place had been adeep, or dead, even before we |eft
the oV world, and then was suddenly shocked awake.”

Rhapsody and Achmed exchanged a glance; the earth lore that Grunthor had absorbed, like the two of
them, when pass-ing through the fire at the Earth's core, was never wrong. Rhapsody rocked the baby,
gentling him back into deep again, as Achmed scanned the horizon. The wind picked up; Rhapsody
pulled the hood of the mist cloak lower and Achmed raised the vell on hisface over hiseyesagaing the
ging of the sand.

"Even our patrols at the northernmost edge of our borders are days from here," he said findly. "I've no
ideawhat thisis, or was, but another sandstorm appears to be brewing. Either weride full out and seeif
we can find shelter over those hills, or we may be forced to take it here. Whatever thisis, | am not
certain | want to be trapped in this place in another dust devil "

Grunthor shrugged. "Might be asgood aplace asany, sr," he said, surveying the towering fragments of
walls sprouting from the sand before them. "L ooks pretty solid—that wreck—age ain't goin' nowhere.
Should provide decent cover if you think another orm's comin'. There's nowhere el'se we could makeit
to before nightfall.” He looked over to where Rhap-sody had been standing, then tapped Achmed's
shoulder and pointed. The Bolg king turned back to look aswell.

The Lady Cymrian had wandered dightly to the south, asif following acall only she could hear. She
crouched down asthey watched, il listening. From within the billowing folds of the mist cloak they
could see her reach out her hand and passit over the ground. Then her arm withdrew into the cloak; she
looked down at the baby, then turned to meet their gaze.

"How's your neck, Grunthor?" she asked.

The giant shrugged again, then reached up and patted it. A look of surprise came over hismassive
features.

"Good as new," he murmured aloud. Rhapsody rose and came back over to them. She stopped in front
of Achmed and pushed aside the folds of the cloak of mist to reved theinfant'sleg.

The wet was gone, healed asif it had never been there.

Sheturned around, taking in the sight of the vast desert be-hind them, the mountainsin the distance to
the eadt, listening intently. "What isit?" Achmed asked. "Can't you fed it?' she asked. "Therésavery



deep vibra-tion here, avibrant song, but | missed it in the hum of the bees and the howl of thewind. Itis
ancient in tone, the musica note Lisde-ut, attuned to the color red in the spectrum.” "Blood saver,” said
Achmed. "Hedling?' "Yes. But | can't even fathom how strong thisis—it's too deep to be audible; | can
only fed it. Can you aswell, Grun-thor?' The Sergeant-Mgjor nodded in assent. "We should stay 'ere
tonight, Sir," he said loudly, watching Rhapsody as she wan—dered northward, her eyes closed, following
the tone. Then he leaned over and spoke quietly to Achmed.

"L ook at 'er, look at 'er face."

Asthey had done oncelong ago in the light of acampfire, having just emerged from their long trek
through the belly of the Earth, the two Bolg stared at Rhapsody. Then they were seeing the effects of the
elementd fire she had absorbed in the Earth's core, a purging of physica flaws, abrightening of her eyes
and hair until it radiated the same warmth as the element. She had become hypnotic to behold, an
experience smilar to gazing into roaring flames on a hearth. Now what they saw was different, but
amilarly compelling. The woman who had ridden with them from Haguefort had been wan and pde, thin
and listlessfrom the difficulty of bearing adragon's child. Even though she had remained fair, shewas
waiflike, ashadow of hersdlf, her hedlth fragile, her vitdity, so much a part of her before, weak and
sapped. She seemed dmost dry, bloodless, as though color had been drained out of her in childbirth.

As she passed northward, however, guided by the tune the Earth was singing in this place of endless arid
clay and merci-less cold sun, she seemed to rehydrate, asif shewasdrinking in the color from theworld
around her. The flaxen hair peek-ing from beneath the hood of the mist cloak was growing brighter,
back to the gold of the old days, her pale skin turning rosier, her flesh gaining more solidity and heft the
farther dong she walked. Even her gait grew stronger; there was more vigor in her step, more energy in
her movements.

As she approached the fissure in the ground, the Sergeant tarted back to the horses.

"Whatever thisplaceis, g, it ssemsto be 'edling the Duchess. Oi think we oughta just settle 'ere until she
getsalit'le better; she was lookin' about ready ta drop.”

Achmed watched as she knelt down next to the fissure, then nodded. "All right," he called to Grunthor,
"let's seeif we can find a sheltered spot within the ruins where we won't be buried if another sandstorm
blows through." Then he walked over to where Rhapsody was knedling and stood silently while she
listened to the music only she could hear.

At last shelooked up, her face shining brightly in thelight of the setting sun.

"I think I know what this place may have been," she said excitedly, her eyes shining green asthe forest
canopiesin Tyr-ian. "When wewerein Y arim Paar, drilling beneath Entu-denin to restore water to the
province, do you recdl hearing alegend of alost city named Kurimah Milani?* Achmed chuckled wryly.
"No, when the Bolg artisasnswerein Y arim Paar we were not being accorded fancy hospitality and
having legends related to us—we were digging every hour of the day and night, sweeting blood and
enduring the hogtile stares and jeers of the imbeciles who we should have dlowed to die of thirst in the
heat. Y ou, on the other hand, were the guest of mat idiot duke, |hrman Karsrick, if | recall correctly, so |
can see how you may have had amoment to indulge in the gathering of lore and legend.” He stopped,
seeing her facefdl, and remembering mat in fact she had arranged for better housing and treatment for
the Bolg workers, which he had re-fused. "Tdl methetde."

Rhapsody stood, cradling the baby closeto her.

"I don't know thetae, | only have heard snippets of the lore. In the oldest days, long before the
Cymrians cameto this continent, there was said to have been amarvelous city caled Kurimah Milani
somewhere around here, in the lee of the northern mountains. I'm not sure of the origin of the name, but
the soundsit contains are dl the musical notes that promote hedling, much like the red spectrum of your
Light-catcher is supposedly | heard fragments of the tales from the Shanouin priestesses, that tribe of
well-diggers who done were able to locate water in the desert clime of Y arim. The Shanouin are said to
have been descended from the inhabitants of Kurimah Milani, but the city has been lost to the agesfor so
long that even they do not know if that istruth or fantasy.

"I know little else @bout it, except that it was said to be a place of hot springsrich in minerds, runoff from
the Man—ganese Mountainsto the north of the Teeth. The legends said that the hot springs imparted



healing and other magica prop-ertiesto those fortunate enough to bathe in or drink from them. That'sal
therewas, theloreistoo old for anyone now living to remember. It may al have been amirage of the
mind, afantasy that desert dwellerstold each other in the hot sea~sons when water was scarce and they
were made alittleinsane by thirdt.

"But somewhere beneath here a song of immense power is resonating, emanating from the One-God only
knowswhat. It isamelodious tune, degp and dow, faster than the heartbesat of the Earth that we heard
when we were waking within it, but regular, like tides of the sea; strange, al the way out herein the
desert. The power isvibrating within the ground—can you fed it?" Achmed lowered hisvell to dlow his
skin-web access to the open wind, then pulled the glove from hisleft hand. He crouched down and held
hispam over thefissure.

"l can," he said after amoment. "Then perhapsthese are the ruins of that place," Rhapsody said.
"Interesting, and potentiadly useful. | think Meridion needs changing.”

The Bolg king flinched againgt the wind asit roared through again, inging his eyes. Grunthor jogged
back to them, having settled the horses and the provisionsin the shel-ter of the ruins. "Right nice spot,
out of thewind," he said cheerfully. "C'mon, Duchess, | got aplace set up fer you an' thelit'le one; you
should be clear of thewind, most part.”

The Bolg king gestured at the ground.

"Grunthor, can you tell what is beneath here? Isit sand and clay for asfar asyou can sense, or are there
other strata? Isthere acity below?”

The Sergeant-M g or walked to the edge of the fissure, then jumped down onto a clay ledge and
examined the ground. "The ruins o' one, maybe," hereplied. "Can't rightly tell— there's somethin’
powerful in the way makin' noise, masking whatever the Earth says. There seemstabealot o' broken
bits below, but that'sdl Oi cantell. O' course, we could just go seefer ourselves. Thereésaright big
tunnd just beyond thisfis~sure, tall and wide—we could go below; we doneit before, after dl.”
Rhapsody shuddered. "Don't remind me, please. The night-mareswill only get worse. L et'stake shelter
with thehorsesintheruins”

"Oi'll go get the digperin' supplies and the rest o' the provi—sions,” Grunthor said, jogging to theruins. "Oi
think you're right about the young prince needin’ changin'.Hrekin."

"Y ou don't want to see what's below the sand?" Achmed asked while they waited.

"No. | want to get to Ylorc, get out of thewind, and get started working on your bloody Lightcatcher. |
don't need areminder of our travels dong the Axis Mundi, thank you very much. I'm Lirin; we don't

bel ong underground, and you well know it."

"Oh, come now, you said you were looking forward to re-turning to Elysian, and that's underground,”
said Achmed in exasperation. "What's the difference? How can you, aNamer, pass up the chanceto
possibly find what sounds like it would be one of the greatest recoveries of lore in the Known World? If
thisis Kurimah Milani, do you want to leave it for someone e seto find?"

"Yeah," said Grunthor, dropping her pack in front of her. "What would ol' Talquist make of this place, Oi
wonder?'

"I will not ddliberately take the baby into danger just to—"

"It can't be any more dangerous than being out in plain sight, especidly with night coming on,” Achmed
said. "It could be agood dedl less dangerous, miss," said Grunthor serioudy. "L ook beind you.”
Rhapsody and Achmed turned around smultaneoudy and were dapped full in the face by the sandy
wind. From the west agreat wall of dust was approaching, sweeping ahead of it whatever scrub
vegetation had been drying in the wide expanse of red clay desert, its force growing with each second.
Grunthor legpt down into the fissure again and began clearing the sand away from in front of the rift
where he had indicated atunnd to be present.

"'urry inif youregoin'," he said. "Can't 'old the bloody sand up fer long. Give me good ol' Bolgish basalt
any day."

Achmed climbed down into the fissure and crawled within therift, emerging amoment later.

"It'sdl right, Rhapsody—the celling is high, and it gppearsto be avault or cavern of some sort. We can
dtay in here until the sandstorm passes, then be on our way."



The Lady Cymrian exhaled, then climbed down behind him, followed by Grunthor, into a place of vast
and endless darkness.
Asthe gathering windstorm approached, a shadow fol-lowed slently behind them.
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Grunthor, can you see mein the dark?"

"Y esindeed, Duchess."

"Can you give me the pack and some light, then?”

"Certainly." A cold blue light emerged, casting aglowing radiance a the mouth of the tunnd. Thethree
companions looked around. They werein asmooth hallway formed of ancient clay, with semicircular
wallsin which long deep grooves had been carved. Thelight of the globe reflected off those wals and
glittered in the darkness with the same eerie radiance as that of the broken walls and towers of the ruins
above. A cool breeze blew in from the darkness at the end of the corridor.

"Looks like aduice of some sort," said Achmed. Grunthor nodded assent. " Perhaps part of a sewer
sysem.”

Rhapsody removed her cloak with the baby wrapped initsfolds.

"Wonderful," she muttered as sheriffled through the pack. "Why isit that whenever the three of usenter a
city, we d—-ways seem to come in through the sewer? If | recall, that was our first sight of the Bolglands
aswdl."

"Seems oddly appropriate, given what you are currently en-gaged in doing,” said Achmed acidly over
the soft cooing sounds of the baby. " Gods, Rhapsody, are you certain you're not feeding him sulfur?”
"Fairly certain," shereplied, smiling down &t the child in the dark. In the gleam of the cold light globe his
hair and skin were dmost tranducent, thetiny vertical pupilsof his clear blue eyestwinkling. She kissed
histiny belly, then swaddled him quickly asthe howl of thewind rushed past them, screaming in and
around the tunndl entrance.

"Good thing you got over yer fear of the underground in time, Duchess," said Grunthor, looking outside.
"That'sastrong one, strong asthelast. Oi 'ope the ‘orses don't get buried. Glad Oi got the supplies when
Oi did."

Rhapsody stepped over the groovesin the floor of the tun—nel, cradling Meridion in the cloak, and sat
with her back againgt the wall. Achmed and Grunthor turned away while she nursed the baby, watching
the fury of the sandstorm outside the tunnel and listening as the harsh cry of the wind and the soft sounds
of the child both faded into silence.

When the storm gppeared to have passed Grunthor hoisted himsalf out of the tunnel and looked around.
"Fsauresfilledinabit,” hereported upon returning. "May ‘ave tadig out when we leave.”

The Bolg king nodded, then turned and walked past where Rhapsody was sitting and followed the
broken duice down into the breezy darkness. He gestured to the others.

"Therésalarge opening ahead &t the tunnd's end, where that wind is coming from. Bring the light, and
well have alook around before making camp for the night.”

Grunthor offered Rhapsody his enormous hand and hel ped her to her feet, then took out the light globe.
They followed the Bolg king down the duice to the end of the tunnel where a dark opening yawned.
Asthey neared the opening, both Rhapsody and Achmed flinched. A humming drone of immense volume
wasissuing forth from beyond it, echoing up the duice tunnel and vibrai-ing againgt their skin and
eardrums. It was not the deep, dow song that Rhapsody had described, but more the noise of static, a
discordant buzz that was electric.

Rhapsody's eyes glinted nervoudy in the cold light. "I'm not certain thisisagood idea, Achmed,” she
whispered. "lan't that congtant droning irritating to you?"

"Y our congtant droning has been irritating me for fourteen hundred years,” hereplied. "'l will survive.
Better to know what isin there than to be caught unaware. Stay here. Grun-thor, give methe light.
Careful; the floor has some oily spots beyond here.”

The blue-white ball was passed forward; the Bolg king stepped up to the opening, avoiding the thick



pools on the floor, holding the light ahead of him. He leaned in and looked around.

"Wadll, that explainsthe bees" he said after amoment.

Rhapsody and Grunthor exchanged aglance, then joined him at the opening.

Beyond the hole was an immense cavern, the ruins of what may have at one time been ahuge public
bath. Gigantic stone columns glittering with mother-of-pearl held up the remains of the celling that had at
onetime been painted with extrava~gant frescoes, intricate mosaics lined the walls, formed from tiles of
fired glass, the colors il brilliant though partialy ob—scured with grit, the reds especidly vibrant, evenin
the cold bluelight. It was difficult to see much of the floor below, hid-den asit wasin shadow beyond
thelight'sreach, but the re-mains of a system of water delivery could be made out, leading away from
the duice, where long trenches lined with colored tile fed into long-dry fountains containing what
ap-peared to be rows of stone seats. An enormous vault reached into the darkness above, shattered at
one end. Thetrickling sound of water could be heard, just below the droning hum that rose to the level of
aroar past the opening.

Growing dong thewalls and columns at the extreme edge of the light were nodules of every sze, thick
mold spores of fungus that covered entire frescoes. Higher up, the ceiling was covered with what
appeared to be massive stal actites, long hanging threads that looked like fangsin an enormous maw.
Around those std actites bees were swarming, more bees than their eyes could even takein.

The buzz of the immense hive was as loud as thunder echo-ing through the mountains. The staactites
were only the outermost edge of it; the remainder, cemented by sand and bee

sdivaover two millennia, sprawled threatening across the ceiling of the vault and out of Sight inthe
darkness beyond the light's reach. Near the hole in the vault, the hive was shat-tered, with broken combs
of wax and honey oozing thickly down to the floor below, around which tens of thousands of agitated
insects swirled, buzzing angrily. Thevibration of it traveled up Achmed's skin, leaving it burning with
static. Rhapsody drew the baby closer within the folds of the mist cloak and struggled to cover her ears
with onearm.

"All right, Duchess, perhaps we were safer outside,” whis~pered Grunthor.

"Don't make another sound,” Achmed cautioned in alow voice. "If you spook them, they'll swarm us; we
can't outrun them.”

Nor can you outrun me, Y sk.

Thewords crawled over Achmed's skin, echoing in his blood. Though no sound reached hisears, he
heard them as clearly asif they had been spoken right next to him. Almost imperceptibly he started to
turn to look behind him.

Do not move.

The command scratched againgt the insdes of hiseydids. The Bolg king flinched in pain. Therewasa
familiarity in thewords, an unspoken and voice ess communication that was transmitted dirough his
skin-web, inaudible to his or any other ears. He had been spoken to like thistwice in hislife before, once
by hismentor in the old world, Father Haphasion, and again by the Grandmother, the ancient woman
who guarded the Seeping Child, but neither of their methods of communi—cation had transmitted the raw
power and pain that was being forced upon him now. They were spoken in no language, just transmitted
in understanding.

Tdl them to move within.

Achmed swallowed. With each command it seemed asif another invisible thread was cemented around
him, hamper—-ing his ability to move. Heinhaled into hisSnuses, attempting to loose hiskirai to seeif the
Seeking vibration would help him glean information about the speaker, but his breath stopped in his
throat.

"Rhapsody,” he said quietly in Old Cymrian, "step forward and aside, out of the duice. Y ou aswell,
Grunthor.”

TheLady Cymrian, standing &t hisright, who was at that moment ng the tone of the hive's
vibration in the hope of generating a complementary one, looked askance at him and, seeing the serious
expression on hisface, complied, step-ping onto the ledge and to the right of the opening.

Grunthor, on hisleft, obeyed aswell, but as he crossed in front of the Bolg king he glanced back up the



duice behind him and dowed hisgait. A shadow of aman stood directly be-hind Achmed, robed and
hooded in the darkness, less than a breath away. Grunthor continued to cross, but subtly reached for the
throwing knifein hisbdlt.

Suddenly, the breeze that had been blowing up the duice, generated by the movement of millions of
wings, died away, dong with dl therest of the air in the duiceway. The two Bolg gasped for bregth as
even theair within their lungs was dragged from them. Grunthor's hand went to histhroat, but Achmed
remained dill, the veinsin his neck and forehead distended.

Rhapsody turned and, seeing her two friends compromised, stepped hurriedly back toward the opening
inaarm. A voice, thistime audible, spokein alow tone that hovered below the droning of the hive.
"Stay within, lady, unless you wish to see the same visited upon your child.”

The globe of cold light fell from the Bolg king's hand and thudded on the ground. Rhapsody froze,
drawing the cloak and the baby closer to her chest, as both of the Bolg sank to their knees, struggling to
hang on to consciousness.

"Stop, | beg you," she whispered in the same tone as the voice had sounded.

Be sllent. The command stabbed her eardrums; Rhapsody gritted her teeth and leaned back againgt the
wall. She watched in horror as both of her friendsfdl forward, Achmed firg, then the giant Bolg
Sergeant-Mgor, their eyes protrud-ing, faces purple in the remains of the cold light. She stedled hersdlf
agang tears, rather feding hatred run-

ning likefirethrough her veins, as Grunthor's body finaly went limp. Achmed, who had falen with his
face toward her, met her gaze with hisown, then tried, and succeeded ever so dightly, in smiling
encouragingly a her. Rhapsody thought she saw him wink.

Then hisface went dack aswell.

A shadow approached and fell over the bodiesin the blue light. Rhapsody stood as till asshe could asa
robed hand, long-boned and thin, reached down from the opening and seized Achmed, dragging himto
hisfeet and out of her Sght.

Suddenly the breeze picked up; it had been blowing on her al dong, but she saw it riffle through
Grunthor's aily hair and across his cape, making it flutter on hisback ashelay prone. After amoment the
giant Bolg stirred dightly, then coughed.

Achmed came around after amoment, his head thudding, to find himsdf gazing numbly into two pinpricks
of light within adark hood. Thefigurethat held him initsgrasp stared at him for amoment longer, then
dropped him to the floor and pulled down the hood of hisrobe.

In the diffuse light Achmed could make out features he rec-ognized ingtantly, but in aform he had never
seen before. The man who stood before him was thin as awhisper, taller than Achmed, with wide
shoulders, sinewy hands, and skin that was scored across every inch with exposed traceries of veinsina
great web that gave adual toneto it. His head was smooth and bald, tapering in width from the crown to
the angular jaw, hiseyesblack asink without avisbleiris, bisected by silver pupils; looking within them
was likelooking into amirror in adark room. A Dhracian. Full-blooded. But one very different than any
he had seen before.

Get up and step within, the man ordered. Thistime the command did not cause pain, but rather thudded
succinctly againgt his skin. Achmed obeyed, risng dowly, dlowing his body to unfold until hewas
standing erect. He sumbled past the opening where Grunthor was lying and shook him until the giant
shuddered with life, struggling to bresthe, then helped him sit up. "What the bloody—?" "Shhh," the Bolg
king cautioned. Grunthors gaze focused on the figure stlanding before them, then swung in the direc-tion
of Rhapsody, who was till leaning againgt the cavern wall, the baby wrapped within the mist cloak in her
arms, panting. "'Can you stand?' "O' course Oi can stand,” the Sergeant-Magjor muttered. "It'sjust a
matter o' how long itll be before Oi can.” "Stand and step deeper within,” the Dhracian said in his



au~dible, fricative voice, the same sandy voice that Achmed spoke with. "Each moment you tarry you
risk waking the beast.”

"Beast?' Rhapsody whispered as the three men came closer to where she stood.

Hiethin, bald man picked up the light globe, handed it to her, and gestured impatiently down toward the
bottom of the cavern. Achmed nodded; Rhapsody turned and led the way aong an angular, descending
ledge, a onetime one of the feeder channelsin the water system, being careful to avoid the nodules of
mold and broken bits of hive on the walls down to the enormous cavern'sfloor. They passed benegath thin
long strings of dripping honey, trying to avoid making contact with it; the viscous liquid expanded after
each heavy drop fell, then lengthened again, spilling its golden treasure across what had once been a
foun-tainbed. All around them the air swirled with the beating of innumerable wings and the heavy sound
of droning that drowned out all other noise.

They findly cameto alarge basin for what had once been an immense bath lined with seats of fired tile,
through which atrickling stream was dowly running, meandering around obstacles of broken statuary and
the wreckage of walls. The robed man stopped beside the stream and pointed to it.

"Drink," he said to Achmed and Grunthor. "It will restore you.”

"Oi'll pass, thank you," muttered the giant Bolg. "Oi fed just ducky."

The Dhracian snorted, and eyed the Bolg king. "And you?'

Achmed sad nathing.

The Dhracian watched him amoment longer, then crouched down by the spring and cupped ahand into
it, then drank from hispalm. "Asyou wish," he said. He turned away and walked over to asheltered
acove with blue marble walls that had most likely been a place where bathers had disrobed before taking
part in the medicina baths. The Bolg followed him, but Rhapsody stayed beside the stream, listening to it
asit trickled through the cavern floor; it wasamusical sound, similar in tone to the song she had heard
when they were above. She crouched down, still clutching her mist cloak close to her, and removed her
pack, fumbled around init, and fi-ndly brought forth an empty water flask, which she quickly filled
one-handed, then capped again and returned to the pack. She joined the men insde the acove, one of
the few placesin the entirety of the massve vault that the bees had not chosen to colonize, probably
because of the dippery finish of the blue marble walls. Between the shelter of the spot, the breeze
whistling through, and the hum of the bees, al noise seemed to be swallowed, occluded, she noticed.
Achmed turned to the Dhracian. "Why are you here? What do you want?'

The ancient man stared at him without rancor, asif assess-ing him for market. Findly he spoke, and
when he did his voice wastondessin the wind of the cavern.

"l have atask for you."

The Bolg king chuckled wryly. "Y ou have cometo assgn me atask? Why would you think such athing
possible? And do you redlly bdieve that strangling me isthe way to assure my cooperation?' The dark
eyes narrowed. "Y ou are of the blood, yet you do not fed the cdl of the Primal Hunt?' Achmed's eyes
narrowed smilarly. "l fed it," he said sullenly. "1 have answered that call more than once, and have sent
more than one putrid F'dor spirit back to the Vault of the Underworld, or into the ether. But | still do not
understand why you fed you can atack me and my man-at-arms, nearly choke the life from us, and then
expect meto accept atask fromyou, asif | am your errand boy. | ac-tualy have my own thoughts about
how | might spend my time, not to mention my own responsi bilities—and neither of theminvolve
accepting atask from anyone, let alone you!" His voice rang with rancor, and the last word echoed in the
a-cove around them.

The ancient Dhracian said nothing, just stood in silence, watching Achmed carefully. Findly he pointed to
the place in the vault where the wall and the hive around it was shattered.

"Beyond that wall isaWyrmil, abeast that came here a short time ago seeking hedling from a place that
was nothing but amemory. She deeps now—her fireiscooled in asurfeit of honey and sweet
water—but any sound, any distraction, could stir her avareness.”

"Oh, goody," Grunthor said under his breath. "Anwyn. Oi wondered where that oF bitch had fled to."

"Y ou may fedl competent to take her on—but what of your child, lady? Can he survive adragon's
bresth?' The Dhracian looked up at the expansive hive that had consumed the entire celling of the vast



place. "That being said, you arein far greater danger from the bees, even though it istheir noisethat is
keeping you dive, the movement of their wings dlowing you to hide within the wind from the dragon,” he
noted, a-mogt idly. "When Kurimah Milani stood as a haven of heal-ing, the ancestors of those bees
were captive, raised by afollower of the man who built this city for their honey, whichwasused in
medicines and soothing emollients. They were the only creaturesto survive the destruction of the city.”
Hisre-flective gaze returned to the three. "Whatever their harmless-ness was then, they could now kill us
al with but athought—and, like our kind, they are of asingle mind, able to communicate silently among
the entire hive asif it were one entity. Should they swarm and attack, our dead bodieswill swell likefigs
soaked in wine before they burst, and the bees feed upon our carcasses.”

"Please forbear from further description,”" Rhapsody inter—jected. "I think we understand.”

The Dhracian smiled coldly, sill addressing Achmed.

"Thisisthe only placein al the world that bees of this specieslive; they were brought from the old world,
aplacethat no longer exists, and have grown and changed over the centuriesto be unlike any other. If
someone were to come into this vault, with flame perhaps, he could eradicate al of the bees of thistype
from the face of the earth." Hisvoice grew even more toneless and soft. "It isjust so with another Vault."
"You aretakinginriddies,” Achmed said darkly. "I proba-bly neglected to mention how much | hate
riddies. What isit you want?"

The Dhracian met hisgaze with apiercing onein return. "I have cometo bring you into the Hunt, asyou
should have been al dong. Y ou are needed, Y sk. Timeisgrowing short.”

A sarcastic smile crawled over the Bolg king'sface. " And here again you address me by the name that
was bestowed on mein spittle, asreviled and disgusting atitle as has ever been conferred. Why should |
help you? | have my own responsi-hilities, my own burdensto bear. A kingdom that requires my
atention.”

"Yes," sad the angular man, "the Assassin King; so | have heard. | called you by the only name | had for
you, though you had cast it off long ago, because the one you were given after that, the Brother, made
you dl but impossbleto find on thewind."

"That wasthe point.”

"I have been looking for you al your life," said the Dhracian. "I knew of you before you were born; so it
iswith dl the Brethren." Hisvoice grew less harsh, asif the wind was softening the effects of the sand in
it. "The Zherenditck, those who have joined the Hunt and walk the upworld in search of the Fdor, share
alink, acommunication, that transcends time and space; they are of one mind, and so what happensto
each of themisknown to al. But you are not Zherenditck, you are Dhisrik, one of the Uncounted, a
Dhracian of the blood who is not tied to a Colony, and therefore outsi de the common mind. Y ou do not
understand the bond between us; ironic, for some-~one who was renamed to be Brother to dl, but akin
to none. You havekin, Y sk—or whatever you choose to be called now—kin that have been combing
the wind for you since your birth. Y our mother was one of us, one of the Gaol. We wit-nessed your
conception, experienced it, suffered through it as she did, though not as much as she did.

"We searched in vain, across the years, across the wide world. Y ou were not to be found. Then, when
one of the other Dhisrik, Halphasion, sent us word that you had been taken in and renamed, trained,
made aware of your Dhracian heritage and the blood pact that it commands, we waited for you to come
to us, to join inthe Prima Hunt. But you have not been compelled by the degpest calling in your blood,
though you may have heard it, may have used its power to make aname for yoursdlf. Instead you have
listened to alighter voice, an upworld cdl, that has wheedled you to the concerns of earthly
men—power, comfort, friendship, security—who knows what pleasure, what commitment, could have
swayed you from that which is primordia in you, alowing you to deny the undeni-able? It nauseates me
to know that such athing is even possi-ble in one of our order. | took the air from you to seeif the
ultimate obscenity were possible—that one of the Brethren had become the host of aFdor. | am glad to
Seeit was not o, that atainted spirit feeding off of you did not beg or wheedle, or try to run to another
host as your body was dying. But | confessthat had it happened, it would not have surprised me, given
how you have been able to deny the undeniable, to undo the inevitable, and ignore what runsin your own
veins. Per-haps you were gptly named by the Firbolg. There is something inherently odious about one of



the Brethren who fed s the nee-dlesin his veins, knows the burning of the skin, the blood rage that is our
shared burden, but does not join in the Hunt.

"So | have cometo discover this, Assassin King—are you more king? Or more n?'
Achmed'sface was amask of stoicism, but his mismatched eyes gleamed with an intensity that frightened
Rhapsody.

His answer was drowned in asudden squeal from within the mist cloak in her arms. The sound pierced
the noise of the hive, drowned out the tricking of the brook, and resounded through the rains of the bath.
All three men started. Rhapsody's eyes widened in panic; shejostled the bundle, reaching within to try
and soothe the child, but the squedl only intensified into high-pitched shriek-ing, louder than she had ever
heard before.

"Meridion, Meridion, shhhhhh, no, no," she whispered, fu-tilely trying to put the baby to the breast.
"Gods, please, you'll wake the dragon.” But the child continued to wail, his plain-tive cries echoing off
the cavernous chamber and shattering the low hum.

Because, unlike his mother, he knew the beast was adready awake.

33

The dragon had been coming to consciousness for some time before she actualy heard the name.

In the lightness of her dumber the dreams she had been luxuriating in had grown less comforting; for all
that there had been moments of celebration and acclaim in her long life, they had actudly been few and
far between when compared with the centuries of distrust and deception, rejection, plot-ting, war,
murder, defilement, leading ultimately to even more centuries of banishment, exile, and solitude.
Eventually the happy memories were used up, repeated too often to be of comfort.

She twitched in her deep, fighting to keep the unpleasant thoughts at bay, but they were beginning to
mass outside the gates of her mind, like rebel hordes eager for conquest.

The honey and wax she had devoured, bdlieving it to be healing sunshine, was cloying in her maw,
coating her throat and making her gag. The beesthat had attacked her had done little to damage her hide;
shefdt no pain from that, but the stings that landed in her eyes had | ft them swollen and sore, irritating
her back into low-burning anger again.

So when the name was spoken, even though it had been a great distance away in adifferent chamber of
the bath, it went right to her ear and clanged like acymbal againgt her brain.

Rhapsody, step forward and aside, out of the duice. The beast's sore eyes opened wide in the darkness
of the broken bath, casting an eerie blue light around the gloom.

Rhapsody.

At firgt it was astruggle to waken; her mind, buzzing with the sound of the hated woman's name, caught
fire and began to hum with eager energy, but the body that had been torn and rent from the inside by the
shardsthat <till remained within her was dow to react, in need of morerest and healing. Thewyrm
steeled her will and began to assert dominion over her limbs; one by one she stretched her legsand
forearms, ex—tended her claws until her musclestensed in the sweet pain of controlled movement.

She dretched dowly, not the languid extension of muscle and bone that had felt so snuous and delightful
intorpor, but the careful, calculating reinvigoration of adormant body into motion again. At the sametime
shelistened carefully, hoping to catch the name again, or some sign of where the woman was. Thisplace
of ancient magic, with itslow abiding song of heding and the hellacious buzzmg from the hive, left her
sensesjumbled and unclear; there was no way to dlow her in—ner sight to scan theruins.

She would haveto do it with her own eyes.

When finally she adjudged her body to be working aswell asit could, she dithered back into the
streambed and made her way to the hole she had caused in the vault, her forked tongue tasting the air,
seeking to banish the last vestiges of sweet honey and replace them with an atogether more enticing
sartoria experience. Blood and bone, flavored with hate. The three men froze only for the briefest of
ingtants. A second later they were in motion. The Dhracian, seem-ingly familiar with the ruins, ran a the
lead, making hisway over the broken vases and urnsthat had once held medicina water and soothing



oils, clearing apath as much as he could. Achmed snatched the light globe from Rhapsody's hands and
followed him, illuminating the path as Grunthor grabbed her and the baby up and carried them, knowing
his stride was more than twice hers.

They crossed the floor of the ancient bath with aacrity, legping and ducking to avoid the scattered ruins
of the public bath, past enormous statues of smiling robed women with hands outstretched in blessing,
around the pieces of what had once been beds for basking beneath a sheltering desert sky, al the way to
the channd down which they had come, and began climbing back up to the duice.

Just asthey had reached the midpoint of the channel, the beast burst forth into the chamber through the
holein the shat-tered vault, bellowing forth aroar so filled with caustic hatred that could have melted
glass.

The firmament of the vault rumbled in response, loosing ahail of sand and grit, followed by pieces of the
hive that had been adhered to the ceiling.

Rhapsody ducked her head against Grunthor's chest and pulled Meridian as much under her chin asshe
could, hoping to spare his head from the faling debris. The thudding of the giant's massive heart ashe
charged up the channel was like thunder; she closed her eyes, struggling to keep the infant sheltered with
her own body.

At that moment the hive shattered, sending ablack storm of bees, thick asthe dust wal of a sandstorm,
cascading out and swirling angrily in every direction. Thelow drone became aferocious scream, rigngin
volume, pitch, and fury.

At that moment, the Dhracian stopped where he was. He leaned forward on the channel ledge over the
cavern and gestured to Achmed to pass him nearer to the wall. The Bolg king complied, holding the light
aoft for Grunthor to follow, tak-ing shelter in the duice as awave of angry insects swelled toward them.
Rhapsody, hearing the mounting buzz, took a comer of the mist cloak and swathed the side of Grunthor's
face nearest the cavern, holding it like atent for them both. The giant barreled up the last of the channel
and into the duice, dropping her gently to the ground.

"Take cover, Duchess" he said urgently. "Throw that thing over yersdf.”

Achmed was watching the cacophony of the hive. Black currents of insects swirled and raged, their
mutual anger com-municated in arising scream. He turned and looked behind to see the Dhracian il
standing at the channel's edge, his eyes closed, hislong bony hand raised, pam out, to the cavern
be-yond. He was chanting, repeating a series of sounds over and over again. The words made no sense
to Achmed; in hismind they sounded like a repeated series of hisses and buzzes. But in hisviscerahe
knew what the man was saying.

Enemy. Enemy. Enemy.

Heaso knew in hisguts that the Dhracian was directing the bees toward the dragon, the way ahill of
ants or ahive com-municated with acommon mind.

A moment later hisintuition proved correct. The cyclone of insects ceased their random fury and
swarmed down as of one mind toward the beast, swamping her, covering her from maw to the spike on
her tail, coating her wings until they were black.

The wyrm staggered in shock, then writhed as the stingers met her eyes again. Blindly shelet out aroar
of rage, then made her way, fighting the swarm, to the trickling stream.

The Dhracian opened his eyes and turned to Achmed.

"Run," hesaidin hislow, sandy voice. "Shewill only be deterred amoment.”

The Bolg king turned and fled through the opening and up the duice, where Grunthor was furioudy
digging out atunnel from where the sandstorm had filled in the fissure. The Dhra-cian was behind him a
moment later, hisfootfdls slent in the echoing scream of the dragon, growing louder and nearer, in the
cavem beyond the opening.



"Cover yersdf and the baby, miss, Oi'm gonna push yathrough,” Grunthor said, gulping air from exertion.
Rhapsody checked the child, quiet Snce his shriek, pulled the end of the mist cloak in which he was
swathed over her head, and nod—-ded her readiness. The giant Bolg seized her and shoved her through
thelast layer of sand, where she sumbled out into the

dusk of the desert wind, where athin crescent moon hung ominoudy in the sky above them.

"Makefor the horses!" the Sergeant shouted, emerging amoment later behind her. Rhapsody obeyed,
pushing back the cloak and keeping her head down, making for the ruins as quickly as she could, her
heart pounding in her chest, trying to avoid dropping the baby at al costs.

The Bolg king and the Dhracian were just emerging from the fissure when the duice exploded.

A backwash of angry bees, swirling madly, roared around the head of the beast as she lunged up and
into the tunndl, cracking the walls as she smashed into them. The dragon vomited fire, though most of it
came out as little more than smoke, the firegems within her belly lulled to deep by the honey and seet
water she had been consuming. With her cruel talons extended, she swiped at the Dhracian as he exited
the duice, howling obscene sounds of threat in draconic words that even she did not understand.
Grunthor had almost caught up to Rhapsody by the time Achmed and the Dhracian cleared the fissure
and followed them over the cracked clay dunesinto the fading twilight. The desert wind spun devils of
dust dl around them, obscuring the horizon.

"You'll never make it on horseback, even if you can reach them,” the Dhracian said asthey ran. " Shewill
torch usal, especidly if she can fly. We can't outrun her.”

Achmed stopped, breathing heavily, and nodded. He pulled forth the cwellan and loaded three rysin-steel
diskson the spindle.

The Dhracian stopped aswell, but turned into the wind-storm and began his cant, choking asthe sand
swirled into his mouth and sinuses. His cloak whipped around him but where he stood thewind died
down, remaining till likeacolumn of ar, the eyewithin aswirling hurricane.

Just then the earth was rent asunder in ahorrific spray of rock and sand as the beast reared up from the
fissure, her mas—~sive body shattered the ground around the duice. She was coughing red sputum and
bees dong with rancid fire, dashing her grest tail back and forth across the sand, striking blindly at
whatever she could reach.

Then she opened her wings, her crippled one healing but still black with bees, and attempted to take to
theair.

Rhapsody cameto ahdlt at the top of the dune overlooking the ruins.

"Where are the horses?' she gasped to Grunthor.

The Sergeant-Mgjor put his hand to hiseyes.

"Can't see'em,” he shouted back over the scream of the wind. "Might o' been buried in the sandstorm or
trotted off— Oi left 'em loose-hitched in case we didn't make it back. Duck, miss."

Rhapsody did on her hedls and rolled, the squirming bun—dlein her arms, as a gigantic shadow passed
over her head and landed, off kilter, on aruined tower severd hundred yards away. From atop the
minaret, the beast looked around, scanning the horizon, the malice of her intent clear even at the distance.
"Get back inthat cloak!" Achmed shouted. " She'slooking for your He sighted the cwellan on the beast in
the distance, but the chaotic gusts of the whipping desert wind and the darkness cloaked her, making his
shot uncertain and likely to go astray.

"Can't," Rhapsody gasped as she struggled to stand with the baby in her arms. "1t might

expose—M eridion to—being seen—"

Come. Each of the three heard the word in their ears, a scratchy command behind them.

They turned to see the Dhracian, hishand still held doft. Before him a part of the air was motionless, il
asdoldrumsingdethe swirling currents, like adoorway intheair.

Make haste. The beast comes.

Of one mind, Grunthor and Rhapsody ran straight for the door in the wind. Achmed maintained hissight
on the beast in the distance while the Dhracian held it open.

Come, Assassin King. Y ou are nearest. At that moment the dragon caught sight of the movement in the
lee of the ruins. Sheloosed athin plume of caudtic fire that rolled down the parapet and into the ground,



setting fire to the minima scrub vegetation there. Horrific screaming rent the night wind asthe horses
caught flame, their pathetic cries echoing up through the night.

A terrible stench tore through the air, the smdll of brim-stone and burning flesh. The dragon reared up
and bellowed in frustration, then caught sight of other movement. Hobbled till by her torn wing, she legpt
and glided to alower ruin, a broken dome with arched windows, and steeled her sights on the four
human figures running into thewind in thelast light of the setting sun.

"Feint right, Grunthor!" Achmed shouted, then fired the cwdlan. At that instant the beast recoiled and
inhaled, adeep and horriblerattlein her chest that echoed over the desert plain.

The shot caught her wing just as the Dhracian seized the Bolg king and pushed him through the door in
the wind. Un-baanced, the wyrm stumbled forward on the dome and loosed her bregth, thistime a
greater billowing wave of heat and light that scorched the ground and caused the mother-of-peerl
coat-ing of the ruinsto glisten with the reflected radiance of amil-lion candleflames.

The giant Bolg started to reach back for Rhapsody, but was himsalf shoved within the swirling vortex of
wind, followed by the Dhracian. The Lady Cymrian, bringing up the rear, reached the door just intimeto
be engulfed in the flames of the dragon's breath, her golden hair took on thelight of atorchin full
radiance asthefire swept around her, leaving her unharmed. She lunged inside.

Thewind door closed, leaving the dragon donein the darkness of the ruins. The only sight the three
companions caught before the door in the wind opened again was being eevated high above the desert
plain, wrapped in astrong, sand-ridden current of air

that glided southeast, whipping the desert sand ahead of it asit gusted dlong. Then al sight was engulfed
inthe mighty roar of the desert wind, avortex of swirling, primeva power that carried them along the
waves of sound asthey rose and fell, finally terminating in silence.

When the gust that had carried them died away, the four people were standing at the base of ahilly dune
not unlike the ones that they had been riding before they came to the ruin. The mountainsin the distance
were still there, but nearer; they had reached dmost to the steppes before the piedmont of the Upper
Team.

Achmed turned to see Grunthor shaking hishead asif try-ing to expel the screech of thewind, or sand,
from his ears, then looked over to Rhapsody.

She was standing, her face white as the crescent moon, her armsfilled with the ashes of the mist cloak.
And nothing more.
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Well, that was anest trick,” Grunthor said to the Dhracian, ill picking the sand from hisears. "Oi've
traveled the wind mysdlf, but only when—" He stopped at the sight of thelook on Achmed'sface, then
turned around to see Rhapsody star-ing at the ashesin her arms.

For amoment he could say nothing; seeing the expression on Rhapsody's face was like watching the end



of theworld. When the words cameto his bulbous lipsfindly, they were gentle.

"How now, Duchess—wheresthelitle prince?’

Achmed shot him an acid glance.

The Lady Cymrian stood stock-till, not breathing. Then, after the shock passed, she began looking
rgpidly around her, her armstwitching, causing the remains of the cloak to drift gently down to the ground
like black snow. Her eyestook on amad light, aglitter of panic that was dmost too ugly to behold,
"We—we haveto go back," she sammered, turning around and scanning the ground. "1 must—I must
have dropped him. Please—o-open the door again—yplease, we have to go back—"

"Rhapsody." Achmed'svoice was quiet. "Come here.”

But the Lady Cymrian did not hear him. The sound of her heartbeat was pounding in her ears, threatening
to burst; time had become suspended for her. She numbly crouched to the ground and felt around for
something solid among the ashes, but there was nothing, just burnt strands of fabric and soot.

Finaly shelooked up.

"Achmed," she said softly, "whereismy baby?

The Bolg king reached out his hand.

"Stand up," he said gently.

Rhapsody shook her head, feding around on the ground in the darkness once more.

"No, no, he must be here somewhere—he—A chmed, help mefind the baby."

"Rhapsody—"

"Damn you, help me—he hasto be here somewhere—I had him tightly, Achmed, please, help mefind
him—"

The Bolg king crouched down in front of her while the other two men looked on. He watched her in
slence as she kndlt on the ground, continuing to pat the earth helplesdy in dl directions, until shefinaly
turned back to him. Then, be-fore their eyes, she seemed to collapse; Achmed caught her as shefdll
forward into hisarms.

"No," shewhispered. "Please, no."

Achmed said nothing, but ran his bony hand awkwardly over her shining hair. He held her as she began
to shudder, then she abruptly stopped and dowly looked up into hisface, her cheekswet with tears, but
her eyeswide again in shock.

Then she looked down at her abdomen.

Distended there, between them.

Rhapsody's hand went to her belly, now expanded and swollen. Her expression became dazed.

"It can't be," she murmured.

Achmed's brows drew together. He stood, pulling her up with him.

"Wheresthelight?

Grunthor jogged over and handed him the globe. Y adropped it just outside the duice.”

Achmed held the cold lantern up above her; there was no

mistaking the bulge in her waist. A moment later, to his utter disgugt, he thought he saw it move. Stunned
relief came over Rhapsody'sface. "He'skicking. | can fed him kicking."

"I'm going to beill," said Achmed.

"Well, well, ook at that," Grunthor said, sounding im—mensely pleased, "thelit'le nipper found asafe
placeinal o that. 'Ow'd ‘e do that?'

" 'Born free of the bonds of Time," Rhapsody said. " Per-haps that means he can be in whatever time he
knows of—and thisisthe only other time he has ever known."

Achmed exhded, annoyance evident in the sharpness of his brezath.

"It'sto be expected, | suppose; history isriddled with many young men who could not resst staying
ingde Rhapsody aslong asthey could.”

"Well, that was ugly, sr," Grunthor admonished reprov-ingly. "Y ou're talkin' about a mother, after dl. So
what's the plan?' He looked around for the Dhracian in the dark, but the man was not to be seen. "And



wheresyer friend?'

He stands behind you, holding the door.

Why areyou still here? Achmed demanded of the darknessin the silent speech of hisrace. / am sorry to
disappoint you, but | cannot, and will not, join your endless quest for F'dor, though when | come across
one, you can be comforted in knowing that 1 have been trained in the Thrall ritua, and will gladly do
whatever | can to destroy it. There—are you satis-fied?

No. Thereismuch that you still do not know.

| expect that will be the case throughout time, Achmed an-swered. But for now, | have akingdom to get
back to, and preparations to make. We can waste no more time here; we've lost the horses, and we are
ten days walk from the nearest out—post in the northern Teeth. So be on your way, and best of luck in
your quest. | am sorry to have disgppointed you after dl thistime.

I will come with you, theinaudible voice said. | will open the doors of the wind for you, thet the journey
will be swift. And | will tell you of the Gaol, and of the Vault. And of your mother. Achmed thought for a
moment. / will not be beholden to you, the Bolg icing finaly replied. / guard the Sleeping Child—and |
will not be threatened, or wheedled, or coaxed into abandoning her, even for as worthy a quest asthe
Prima Hunt. We can travel together, and | will listen to what you have to say. Buit after that, you will go
back to being an assassin. | will go back to being aking. If you agree, then we have adedl.

The wind whistled around him, railsing sand to his eyes. The starstwinkled brightly above ashewaited
for hisanswer. Findly, it came.

Agreed. The Dhracian opened another door in the wind, be-hind which swirling currents of air could be
seen. | am Rath; and so you may call me.

Golgan

Wars of conquest dl have the same father, went the saying among the desert-dwelling tribe known asthe
Bengard race. HeisHunger. He and his children—Lust, Greed, Rage, Vengeance—are dl formed of the
same sand.

If anyone knew the lineage of war, it wasthe Bengard. Tdl, oily-skinned, warlike men and women of
gargantuan height and mass, whose history of conquest was unparalded in the Known World, they had a
long and deeply held belief that war was not only unavoidable, it was necessary and valuable. There was
something dmost holy in the congtant state of readiness, of willingnessto fight for amost any reason, that
inthe minds of this culture of limited resources and harsh envi-ronment was to be cherished and admired



abovedl ese. It was not aggression for aggression's sake, but rather the readi-nessfor awar, whether
of invasion or defense, that drove the race into the gladiatoria arena during outbreaks of peace. And the
fact that they found mortal combat to be rather fun.

But one thing the Bengard never truly understood was that while the father of war might awaysbe
Hunger, occasiondly the mother of it was Fear.

More than any fear that clung, when banished by hiswak-ing mind, to the depths of his unconscious
soul, Beliac feared being eaten dive.

Inadifferent Stuation, adifferent man, that fear might be consdered moreirrationa than most. Whilefear
itself was ahobgoblin of the black crevasses of the mind, requiring no ba-sisin the bright sunlight of
redlity in order to exig, the dread of being consumed while il living was strange even among the more
ordinary terrors humans harbored: the fear of dark—ness or enclosure, of reptiles or arachnids, of heights
or being buried dive. If it were anyone other than Bdliac, the fear that his flesh might be chewed off of
him and swallowed before his eyeswould have bordered on insanity.

But Bdliac had more reason than most to fear such apossi-hility.

Bediac wastheking of Golgarn, the seaside nation to the southeast beyond the Manteids, the mountains
known asthe Teeth.

And his neighbors, to the north, were the Firbolg.

Bdliac had been king of Golgarn for along time by com-parison to the other monarchs on the continent.
He had as~sumed the throne of his peaceful nation more than a quarter century before, and hisreign had
been apleasant one, histwenty-fifth jubilee marked by genuine celebration on the part of the populace.
The mountains that were the bane of easy trade to the north were dso his greatest protection, and given
the legends of the population that inhabited the other side of those mountains, he was grateful for the
barrier.

Nonetheless, in the recesses of his mind were the tales of horror told to him in childhood by his
nursemaids and the other children, tales of marauding and murderous monsters who scaled the mountains
like goats, their hands and feet equally articulated, searching for prey in the form of human children. Ashe
grew older and studied the history of the con-tinent, he learned the genesis of those fishwives taleswas
real—that in fact the Firbolg truly were a cannibdigtic race, hardened by the conquest of every land they
had ever inhab-ited, a conglomeration of bastard strains of every culture they had ever touched. They
were demi-human rats, and likerats, they did whatever they had to in order to survive.

Including edting their enemies.

It did not maiter that Beliac had never seen aFirbolg within five hundred miles of hislands. Nor did it
matter that none of his counsdorsor dlies had, either. The Firbolg had taken the mountain city of Canrif
in the northern Manteids, mountainsthey caled me Teeth, at the end of the Cymrian War three hundred
years before Beliac'sfather'sreign, and had lived there ever since, preying on itinerant mountain goats,
way-ward deer, and each other. No raids had ever been made, no violence ever perpetrated on the
citizensof Golgarn.

But it didn't matter. Beliac, like every other young boy in his kingdom, had been told the talesin
childhood of the nighttime stedlth attacks, where Bolg crept in at children's windows, stealing ba-bies
from their cradles and carrying them off into the night to the sound of crunching jaws and smacking lips.
Children were gobbled up a piece a atime, the legends said; it was rumored the Bolg would cover their
faces with pillowsto ensure quiet while they devoured the Golgarn little ones from the feet up. Bdliac, a
the age of eight summers, had adopted the customs of hisfriends and had eschewed deeping either with
pillows or without shoes for that reason.

Upon attaining manhood, he had begun to redize that the taleswere lies, legends of the same caliber as
the ghost stories and tales of monsters that were imparted between children for the pleasure of frightening
each other. Still, there was some-thing planted deep enough in his mind, somewhere between irrationality
and reason, down in the deepest spaces where, unlike other children, he was bred with an inborn
respons bil-ity to safeguard an entire kingdom, that he could just not shake loose. It was ameaningless
terror he had never truly overcome, something he laughed nervoudy about, dl the while attempting to
banish it from his conscious mind.



It was dlso apersona flaw that he had made the mistake, years before, of mentioning in the course of a
supper well lu-bricated with the fine spirits of Argaut, to afriend of his.

A merchant named Talquigt.

The Raven's Guild of Y arim had aways had aguildmistress.

No one knew exactly why that was, most guilds in the un-derworld system of organized thieves and
assassnswere led by a guildmaster, aman whose reputation for strength and ruthlessness had been
tested over and over again until he could reign undisputed, aided by acohort of smilarly strong henchmen
and lackeys. It was the same politicsthat played out in palaces, barracks, and mercantiles the world
over, but often with less backstabbing. Thieves and ns, unlike kings, soldiers, and merchants,
knew when to leave well enough aone where power was concerned.

But the Raven's Guild of Y arim was different. Unlike its brother guilds across the Known World, it had
been led and held in the steely grasp of a series of women from itsincep-tion. Asaresult, it not only was
the best organized of any known guild, holding al of the power of the province's capita city, Y arim Peaar,
initstight control, but it was the most merci-less and vengeful.

The mothers of the guild had established from the very beginning the need to own or have amagjor
interest in al theindustry of the city—in Y arim Paar's case, a massivetile foundry—so that the more
nefarious aspects of the guild's business were only sidelines and methods of maintaining su-premeacy,
rather than the main enterprise. The guild operated openly, and even the duke of the province knew
better than to attempt to restrict their activities; one of his ancestors had been foolish enough to attempt it,
and the dynastic line had al-most not survived because of it. The members of the Raven's Guild,
therefore, had an d—-most religious devotion to their guildmistresses. The most re-cent of these women,
Esten, was revered as a goddess, from the moment that Dranth, the guild scion, had spotted her
evis-cerating asoldier in aback aley at the age of eight summers. She had grown quickly to
womanhood and dominance, hold-ing the guild, the city, and much of the province of Yarimin her
merciless grasp for her entire adult life, propagating the Raven's Guild's undisputed reign in black market
trafficking, murder, thievery, nation, and ahost of even more bruta crimes, raisng their
skulduggery totheleve of pure artistry.

Until her recent unfortunate, and wholly unexpected, death at the hands of the Bolg king's generdl.

The guild was till in shock from the delivery of her head, ripped from her shoulders and stuffed into a
leather crate wrapped perfunctorily in parchment. The blood oath that the entire membership had taken
againg the man who was her en~emy, Achmed the Snake, king of Ylorc, and his military com-mander
who had been her nwas the darkest and most eterna of any promise of revenge ever sworn. If
the guild had been aware that even asthey met in secret discussion and ne-farious planning, that king, his
Sergeant, and the Lady Cym-rian were slently making their way across the red clay-sand of the
province's open desert, the guildhall would have emp-tied like abursting heart, and blood would have
flowed into that sand until it ran black.

But the guild was unaware of the passage of the Three acrosstheir region.

And the leaders of that guild were not in Y arim. They werein Golgam, anation to which neither of them
had ever trav—eled, in search of their brother guild within the port city's darker Streets.

Dranth, the Raven's Guild's scion, paused in disgust outside afilthy tavern in aback dley of the sailors
digtrict, and turned to Y abrith, one of hislead guildmen, a petty thief, n,

and generd thug, the expression of annoyance making his a-ready hollow fegtures even more frightening.
"What sort of operation isthis Spider's Clutch?' he asked disdainfully. "Thisisthe third location, each
one abandoned. Proletarians! Thisguild doesn't even have apermanent hdl. | cannot believe Esten even
entertained commerce with them. They're nothing more than street rats, scurrying from rathole to rathole
each timethey are flushed out. It embarrasses meto think that even distantly we are of the same



professon.”

Y abrith glanced about the alley nervoudy. "Never can be sure, Sir. Phaps we best just check the last of
the places we've been given, en?’

"We havelittle enough choice,” Dranth agreed. He pulled the hood of his cloak closer about hishead and
made hisway back up the alley to the wharf, looking for signs of asmithy with ared-banded barrel out
front.

The wind off the seawas fresh and salty, so unlike the hot breezes heavy with sand and the smoke of the
tile foundry fires from whence they had come. The two men braced againgt it as they came around the
street corner; the smell of the wind there changed to one of putrid barrels and fish, rot-ting wood and
pitch.

The port of Golgarn wasimpressvein itssize for asmal nation, with seven hundred quays and dipsin
full operation at dl times of the year. Golgarn's navy had its own outer harbor through which merchant
ships and military vessels of other nations had to pass, protecting the docks from becoming a haven of
illega commerce, for the most part. Shipping was the nation's main industry, dueto its sheltered nature as
one of the easternmogt ports of the Known World, and itslocation far enough away from the Skeleton
Coast of Sorbold to pre-vent competition. The secondmost industry was hospitality in support of that
shipping trade; inns, hostel's, and taverns of every stripe lined the streets leading away from the
water-front, catering to whatever proclivitiestheir seefaring clien-tele might have.

The easternmost Sde of the city, known asthe Jaweled Streets, was the most elegant, with beautiful inns,
expensive eateries, and well-stocked shops that dedlt in wares from al around the Known World, aswell
asthework of Golgarn's renowned weavers and jewel ers, artisans who made excep-tiona use of the
soft wools of the native stock of mountain sheep and the sapphires, rubies, and tourmaines mined from
the face of her mountains.

Thefarther one went away from the Jeweled Streets the plainer and more homespun the offerings
became. The central didtrict, built around an immense dormitory known asthe Sailors Arms, wasa
clean, serviceable areawith plentiful food and goods available to the working men and women of the
town, and those who plied the seasfor aliving, seeking a peaceful night's rest before shipping out again.
The shops and a ehouses became poorer farther west, near the lesstraveled piers and the fishing villages,
where Gol-garn's poorer sons dragged their living out of the waters that had been the livelihood of their
familiesfor time uncounted. The trade in those parts was rougher, the constabulary lessin evidence, but
gtill the presence of the maritime soldiers and armed Coast Watch troops was never too far out of sight.
Shipping trade invited unsavory sorts, and so Golgarn had one of the best equipped naval forcesin the
Known World, not to wage war upon the sea, or form armadas to threaten other ports, but to fend off
the pirates and other scum of the ocean that preyed upon coastal nations.

AsDranth and Y abrith traveled the wharf in the fading af—ternoon light, they looked to the skiesfor a
clueto help them find the smithy. Within ashort while it became clear that the air about the smokehouses
where fish were being cured was different in color from the fumes above businesses dedling in more
durable goods, so they moved away from the streets closest to the harbor and deeper in the western
district where blackened stone buildings stood with only narrow aleyways between, their shutters and
garways largely broken or rotting from the sdt air.

Infront of one such building, its storefront open like ayawning maw, was ared banded barrdl. Acrid
black smoke poured from the wide chimney and out the front of the small

building, causing the opening to look even more like ademonic mouth. A harsh, deep clanging issued
forth from insgde the shop. "Thisisthelast 'un," Y abrith whispered.

Dranth strode to the doorway, waving aside the smoke, and looked inside.

A heavyset man with muscular arms and a bulging belly was hammering with an enormous dedge againgt
an anvil, banging ared-hot iron brace into shape. Hisadmost hairless head was crowned with a snowy
fringe, the only part of him that appeared the least bit white, so covered was hein soot. Hisface wasred
in the heat of the smelting fire, and he grunted with each blow of the dedge. Three scrawny boyswere
taking turnsworking an old, shoddy bellows.

Dranth choked back his displeasure and stepped through the smoke.



"John Burgett?'

The man at the anvil looked up; he took two more short whacks at the brace, then put down the dedge
besdetheanvil. "Who'saskin'?"

"I bring you greetings on behaf of my cousininthe hills" replied Dranth. It was a countersign used only
by those famil-iar with the darkest of guild workings.

The heavyset man inhaled deeply, then damped the fire. He turned and yelled over his shoulder.

"Taffy! Get out here an' tend the anvil! Y ou "prentices, keep pumpin' them bellows.”

A thick, black-haired man with aweasd-like countenance appeared from the back. The heavyset man
took off hisleather gpron and tossed it to him, then wiped his hands on his trousers and came over to
where Dranth and Y dbrith were standing.

"Doesthis cousin of yours have aname?' he asked.

"Yes," replied Dranth. "Her nameis Egten.”

"Hmmm," said the man. "Then | suppose I'm John Burgett. What do you gents want?"

"l have abusiness proposition for you,” Dranth said. The man smiled broadly. ™Y our horsethrow a
shoe?' "Yes" sad Dranth acidly. "That'sit."

The broad man chuckled, nodded to Taffy, then gestured for the two men to follow him.

Heled them out of the smoke-filled smithy and along the narrow dleyways back toward the wharf
without speaking; Dranth and Y abrith were accustomed to such silence.

They followed him past ramshackle houses and bait shops, taverns and pubs, until they finaly cameto the
waterfront. The man who had caled himsdf John Burgett whistled merrily asthey gpproached the wharf,
heading straight for along dock at the western end of town, deep within the fishing village.

Night wasfaling, and no one paid any attention to them; scores of fishermen were heading in, unloading
their second catches of the day, emptying the spoils of their clam traps and |obster pots into wagons and
horse-drawn carts poised aong the docks, then dousing the shellfish with seawater, paying lit-tle mind to
anything ese taking place around them. The flurry of evening activity was eectric and covered their
passage perfectly.

Dranth and Y abrith exchanged a glance as the blacksmith stepped out onto the long pier and began
heading for the end of it. Neither man had ever been on the water before; neither had even seen the sea,
but Dranth had icein hisveinsand Y aorith was afraid enough of Dranth not to be able to refuse him
anything, so after a second's hesitation they both stepped gingerly onto the shaky pier and followed the
heavyset man to the end.

Asthey werewalking, they watched in darm as he turned and stepped off into the water, or so it
appeared. When they reached the end of the dock they saw he was standing in asmall dinghy, tossing a
coil of rope out of the way of the rough boards that served as seats. The man looked up at them and
grinned.

"Come aboard, gents," he said, then went back to hiswork.

"Where are we going?' Dranth demanded, his dark eyes nervoudy scanning the pier and the water.

The blacksmith shrugged. "I thought you wanted to meet John Burgett,” he said cheerily. "My
mistake—never mind. Good day to you both."

Dranth exhaed sharply and looked farther offshore. In the distance he could make out a cluster of
medium-szed boats, moored many yards out but still within theinner harbor. He silently acknowledged
that such a place would be aformida-ble haven for an enterprise such as the Spider's Clutch, a
mov-able hideout surrounded on al sides by water, where the chance of being overheard was minuscule.
The two desert dwellers steeled their nerves and stepped down into the rowboat; Y abrith sscumbled and
fdll to hisknees as the dinghy rocked beneath him, to the great amusement of the blacksmith. He offered
Dranth his hand, but the guild scion shook his head and stepped down carefully, only diciting mi-nor
rocking. He took a seat on adimy board, choking back his disgust and trying not to be overwhelmed by
thesmdl.

The blacksmith sat down heavily in the other end of the small boat, fitted the oarsinto the oarlocks, and



began rowing for the cluster of boats.

All during the passage Dranth and Y abrith struggled to hold on to the contents of their ssomachs. Water
was aprecious and rare commodity in Y arim, so the sight of the endless seaand its accompanying odor
and motion was overwhelming. By the time the little dinghy reached the encampment of boats, both men
were green, to the obvious amusement of the blacksmith. The man merely continued to row in silence
until they reached the outer edge of the cluster, where cabin boats and barnacle-encrusted fishing
trawlers bounced gracefully on the waves.

Asthey grew closer, the blacksmith began to whistle, a cheerful melody that cut through the sound of the
splashing waves dapping againgt the hulls of the boats as the sun began to sink below therim of the
world, splashing the seawith red light that resembled arippling pool of blood. After amoment, asmal
round man with adark blue cap and jacket appeared on the closest boat's deck and stood, hishandsin
his pockets, looking down at the dinghy as it approached.

When the rowboat was finally aongside the outer cluster, the blacksmith secured the oars and stood up.
He grabbed hold of the rope mooring and tossed it to the round man, who caught it with a movement so
quick that Dranth didn't even see him take his hands from his pockets. The two men of Gol-garn tied the
dingy to the mooring irons of the boat, then the blacksmith stepped easily out of it and onto the deck. He
turned and beckoned to Dranth and Y abrith to follow.

Thetwo Y arimese assassins|ooked at each other.

"Yacoming?' the blacksmith asked patiently.

Dranth stood up dowly and stepped carefully over the gun-wales, trying not to look down at the green
sealooming be-tween the boats. He stepped onto the deck and did on the salt spray, but managed to
right himself before falling. He turned quickly and pulled Y abrith over, then gestured impatiently at the
blacksmith, who chuckled and disappeared around the bow of the boat.

Thetwo men of Yarim followed him quickly, only to dis-cover when they rounded the bow themselves
that they were staring at a corridor of boat bows, al aigned nose to nose with one another, bobbing
gently in thetide. While afew of the boats were open skiffs, most of them were trawlers and houseboats,
with dark cabinsin which flickering lights beck—oned ominoudy.

The blacksmith reappeared, six boats away.

"Y ou gents coming in?" he asked solicitoudy. "Or are ya planning to swim back?' He laughed doud, then
vanished into the black hold of the houseboat.

Dranth and Y abrith inhaded collectively, then dowly began to pick their way between the moorings,
balancing carefully, asthe red light on the seafaded to gray with the coming of night.
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Within the dark hold ahead a candle wasflickering.

Dranth peered within. "Do comein. It'simpolite to linger in doorways.”

The voice was rich and deep, but with aknifé's edgetoit. It issued forth from the blackness of the ship's
hold, disembod-ied. Dranth looked for the source, but the shadows were too heavy, and kept shifting as
the boat rocked. He steadied him-self and stepped through the opening.

Around the small open room other candles began to spark into light. Dranth, no stranger to such meeting
tactics, resmained till, waiting for the illumination to drive some of the shadows out. He could see
shapesin the comers, far enough away from the candleflamesto avoid clear sight, but near enough to
present ashow of numbers. At least one of them was the blacksmith, from hisoutline. By his estimate
there were eight peoplein the room in addition to himsdlf and Y aorith, who was till lurking outsde the
opening. He snapped hisfingers, and his henchman stepped into the room.

Theflickering candle that had been aight the whole time began to glow brighter as other wicksin it were
lit. Dranth saw that thiswas being done by adight man with red hair and thin, sharp features, al except
for his eyes, which were enor-mous and owlish; they glowed like beaconsin the dark. Astheradiancein
the room expanded, he could see the man was wiry and not particularly tal, with fair skin mottled by the
sun and vaguely pocked with age, and perhaps drink. "And who is cdling thisfine evening?' the



red-haired man asked.

"Dranth, from the Raven's Guild," the guild scion said. "I come under the auspices of the Golden
Measure." Some of the dark figures around the room exchanged glances, but the red-haired man merely
nodded. The counter—sign was one known only to guild hierarchs of al types, and would only be
recognized by the leaders of such organiza-tions, whether they were tradesmen, craftsmen, merchants,
or thieves. Dranth had used it to confirm what he already suspected; the man at the table was the leader
of the Spider's Clutch.

"Do you now, Dranth from the Raven's Guild?' the red-haired man said idly. "And what isit you want?'
"I'm looking for John Burgett.” "Aye, you've found him," said the man. "And to what do | owethe
pleasure of your vist? Thisisthefirst time one of your guild has comein person; generdly we havejust
com-municated with your mistress by bird."

Dranth'sdark eyestook on an impatient gleam in the haf-light.

"I have aproposition for you that was too important to trust to any messenger.”

"Redlly now?" said the man who called himsalf John Bur—gett, amused. "We're honored, of course. What
isthisweighty proposition? And why didn't your mistress come hersdf if it's so important?' He pointed at
two stools near the table. "Please, Sit. Y ou'relooking alittle green around the gills.”

Dranth did not know if the guildmaster was testing him, or if word had just not reached the distant shores
of Golgarn, but he decided the risk of reveding the truth was minima, given the geography.

And given the poison gourds he had stashed about his person, atoxin to which he and Y abrith were both
immune, but that would be released upon any attack againgt him.

He sat, nodding to Y abrith to do the same.

"Edenisdead—murdered,” he said flatly. The words cost him dear; he still had agnawing painin hisgut
at the very thought. "1 speak for the guild now."

The shadows in the room exchanged glances again. There was even an intake of breath from one comer,
Dranth noted with some satisfaction. His mistress's reputation had been well known. And well deserved.
Only the red-haired man appeared unmoved.

"I'm sorry to hear that," said Burgett. "What isyour propo-sition?’

Dranth crossed his hands on the table board in front of him. "I seek your help in the planting of some
information valuableto afriend of mineg," hesaid directly. "A smpletask, redly, and easy to accomplish,
especidly given the Spider's Clutch's prodlivity for moving headquarters.”

Burgett smiled broadly, reveding remarkably white teeth.

"Aye, we do that indeed,” he said. "Like our namesake. | as~sume you've seen dock spiders, or perhaps
their desert-dwelling cousins, who spin webs of sngular artistry in eaves or between fence posts or on
pylons? Someone comes adong with abroom or a cloth and destroys this beautiful creation with, asingle
sweep, and yet the next morning there it isagain, in the same place or another, equally magnificent?'

"l suppose,” said Dranth dryly.

"Widl, such isthe need of our guild. Unlike your own, which | hear is able to operate in plain sight, dueto
the weak—ness of the leaders of your province, we are a poor band, struggling under the oppression of
the crown. With dl the trade in the port of Golgarn, every other blasted person on the street isa soldier
or military sailor, skilled at fending off piracy and other seacrimes. In short, Dranth, Golgamis crawling
with the law. Not much for a self-respecting guild to do but operate in the shadows and learn to be
adaptable.

"Understood,” Dranth said. "And if you agree to help me, I may be ableto assist in changing that
gtution.”

The shadowy figures exchanged glances again.

"Isthat s0?" said John Burgett. "That'satall order. Let's hear the details of your proposition.”

Dranth sat back. He reached into his cloak and pulled forth a packet wrapped in leather.

"Y ou will begin meeting again in one of your former eaves, fence pogts, or pylons—some place that has
been raided be-fore and was known to have been ahideout of yours, where your proverbial web was
swept clean. It doesn't matter where, aslong as the crown has known of it. Then you will arrange for
them to know of it again—and they will raid it again. When they do, you will have scattered,



naturally—but they will find various booty, perhaps wegpons, perhaps contra-band, but most especidly,
they will find these documents.”

"And if | could read these documents, what would they say?'

The boat shifted, and Dranth's somach lurched. The men from the Spider's Clutch didn't seem to notice.
"They are maps," he said, "maps of tunnels five miles be-yond Golgarn's northwest border, where the
Firbolg are en~camped, massing for an attack."

The only sound in the room was the creaking of the ship and the dapping of the waves.

Then, to aone, the shadows began to laugh.

"Firbolg?" said John Burgett in dishelief. "Are you certain they are not also in league with hobgoblins and
trolls?'

Dranth did not laugh in return.

"| assure you, Mr. Burgett, that when your king sends scouts to investigate these documents, and he will,
hewill find such an encampment in those mountains.”

"Hewill?'

"Y es, hewill. Bad sanitation, bones strewn at cave en-trances, the entire nightmarish scenario—however
ludicrousyou and | know it to be. It's cost me quite a bit to set up, but it'simpressively redistic.”

The red-haired man smiled even as his brow furrowed. He interlaced his fingers and brought his handsto
rest on hisbelly.

"All right, I'm intrigued. What possble gain isthere for you—and me—in persuading Beliac that the Bolg
are mass-ing in the hills outside Longsworth?!

"It'sadiverson,” said Dranth. "Beliac will panic at the prospect of Golgarn being afeeding ground for the
Firbolg. And since he does not have the land military power to do any-thing to stop it, he will turn to an
aly who does—and commit his naval forces, aswell aswhatever pathetic army he has—to the service of
that dlly in return for being saved from the big, bad Firbolg—who could care lessthat he, or any of you,
exig. For you, it meansthat the omnipresence of the military will be over; once the men of Golgarn have
been conscripted into the war that isto come, you can emerge from the shadows into the light, where you
will discover many unguarded citizens and visitorsto your fair land who are without the protection they
once enjoyed. Not to mention ships. Y ou can raise the practice of your profession from shadow thuggery
to, well, whatever you wish it to be. And my aforementioned friend, who coinci-dentally happensto be
the dly to whom Beliac will turn, will get the support he cravesfor hiswar.”

Burgett exhded. "And for you?'

A tight smilefinaly cracked Dranth's fegtures.

"The Raven's Guild will obtain what it most dearly desires—vengeance on the one whaose actions put me
incharge”

The owlish eyes glistened with interest. "Very well," the red-haired man said after amoment, his deep
voice smooth and resonant. "1 will accept your proposi-tion, Dranth from the Raven's Guild. Go back to
the wharf— follow the man you came here with—and proceed on done by night to aninn just to the lee
of the north gate of the city. Y ou'll know the place by itsfirebrands outside, and the white stiraw of its
roof. Go in the side door and ask the woman at the bar to send out her husband to speak to you. Tell
him you are looking to buy adray mare, and give him your papers. Y ou can be assured they will be
found as you hoped.”

"And what isthe name of the man | am seeking?' Dranth asked, rising from the table and steadying
himsdlf on hisfeet. "Just in case there is more than one woman in the bar in the inn with a husband.”

The pearly teeth gleamed white in the darkness of the boat's hold. "Why, his name's John Burgett, of
course.”

When the raid on the inn was accomplished, the papers took amost no time in making their way to
Bdiac'stable.

Theking wasin the middle of his breskfast a the time, sweetening the whey in his porringer with
molasses, when the messenger arrived from the very efficient commander of the city's police brigade.
Upon opening the commander's packet and reading the contents, the king spat his breakfast the entire
length of the table. The Queen of Golgarn, seated across from him, rose from her chair in disgust, even as



his adult children choked back laughter.

Scouts were dispatched forthwith, as Dranth had predicted. Upon entering the mountain passesto the
northwest of the prefecture of Longsworth, they came upon asight that had been relegated to the Stuff of
nightmares athousand or more yearsold.

From the bases of the first mountain pass to the summit of the hillsthat led up into the mountainous
reaches, a pathway of human bones had been carefully bordered with a series of fencelike posts.

Each crowned with ahuman head in varying stages of de-cay.

The stench of the encampment, issuing forth from avariety of repulsive sources, was so overwhelming
that two of the four scoutsimmediately turned from the scene and retched. The more intrepid two,
possessing somewhat stronger ssom-achs, ventured up aongside the path in tree cover until they werein
position to observe through a spyglass the encamp-ment itself.

A series of caves, hidden from view from below, were be-ing loosely guarded by tall, broad manlike
creatures, hirsute and covered in filth, who sat sharpening crud-looking

wespons and setting up catapults with armsthat could easily lift burdens of two hundred stone or more.
They appeared to be training their weapons defensively on the mountain passes, but had shown evidence
of positioning Smilar encampments farther up the hillsde, from which the town would be not only visibie,
but within range.

Dranth and Y abrith remained in Golgarn, taking rooms at the beautiful Sea Duchessinn in the heart of the
Jewe ed Streets and enjoying the fine cuisine of the port city, including the new experience of seafood,
which Dranth found to be quite to hisliking. Y abrith, till suffering queasiness from the smell of the seq,
was unable to ssomach anything more gastronomi-caly challenging than fish stew.

It was only amatter of days before the word came back to the palace. While neither of the men were
privy to the conver—sations of the king and his scouts, there was no mistaking the outcome.

They were sitting out on the terrace of the Sea Duchess one fine morning when aroya mail coach came
clattering through the finely cobbled Streets, the driver urging the horses merci-lesdy in order to meet the
outgoing tide.

"What do you suppose the message he's carrying says?' asked Y abrith idly, picking the sausage out of
his teeth with an ivory shard asthey watched the carriage driver delivering a package under sedl to the
yeoman at the docks.

"Can'timagine" said Dranth, folding his ngpkin. "But something tellsme it may betimefor usto head
home—I have had as much as| can tolerate of the hospitality of John Burgett.”

Kradurge, Ylorc, the Bolglands

Deep within the old Cymrian lands, past the wide heath be-yond the canyon and sheltered by ahigh
inner ring of rock formations was Kraldurge, the Realm of Ghodts. It was the only place the Bolg, without



exception, did not go, a desolate, forbidding place from the look of its exterior structures.

What heinous tragedy had occurred here was unclear in the legends, but it had been devastating enough
to permanently scar the psyche of the Firbolg who lived in the mountains. They spoke in reluctant
whispers of fields of bones and wan—dering demons that consumed any creature unfortunate enough to
crosstheir paths, of blood that seeped up from the ground and winds that ignited anyone caught on the
plan.

It aso was the place that marked the beginning of the lands of their king's First Woman, asthe Firbolg
called Rhapsody. For them thiswas an even better reason not to go anywhere near the place. Within a
range of guardian rocks that reached high into the peaks around them stood an uncovered meadow,
overgrown in meadow flowers that Rhapsody planted upon coming to this place, now untended in her
absence. A hill-like mound rose in the center of the meadow, a place she had paid specid atten-tion at
the time, due to the unsettling nature of the vibration she found there. There was something innately sad
and over-whemingly unsettling al throughout the hidden canyon-dell, but most especidly at this place on
top of the mound. For that reason she covered it in heartsease, flowers that in the old world the Lirin
planted in cemeteries and on battlefieds as asign of mourning and reconciliation, and most particularly of
condolence. She did not know &t the time, nor did she know now, what she was trying to gpologize for,
what had happened deep within the history of the sad, windswept place that caused the very ground to
cry out in pain, but she knew that whatever it had been was so traumatic, so ultimately wrong, that
nothing could be done save for the gentle offering of flowers and a song of comfort in the hope of
reclaming the earth a least alittle there.

Some of the reputation Kradurge had as a playground for demons and other harbingers of evil came
from its geology. Anyone waking through the circle of guardian rocks found themselvesin a hollow
canyon, surrounded by acircle of tow=ering cliff sides. It wasimpossible to walk there without one's
footfals sounding up the canyon walls, echoing a an enor-mous amplification, so that anything that might
have been waiting would have had ample warning, something aways dangerousin the Bolglands, which
for years had been roved by hungry demi-humansin search of any prey they could find.

The canyon that hid the grassy field was so tall that the wind rarely reached down into it; it howled
around the top of the surrounding crags, creating amournful wail. Even the bravest Bolg or most
educated human could mistake the noise for demonic shrieking. Despite the naturd explanation for the
sound, there was dtill the sense of an innate sadnessto the place, afedling of overwhelming grief and
anger. In her time as putative duchess of these lands, Rhapsody had begun to wonder if Kraldurgewasa
forgotten burid ground from the earliest conflicts of the Cymrian War. Therewas no mention of itin the
manuscripts of Gwylliam's vast and spectacular library, a collection of manuscripts and scrolls containing
much of the wisdom of the world that they had located upon discovering this place four years before. The
offering of peace flowers had seemed to work; now, though the wind continued to shriek and howl
around the top of the rocks, filling the canyon with the same eerie, unsettling noise, the ground seemed to
deep, peacefully if not really in peace.

Or at least it had before the dragon came. The wind moaned high above the canyon, still laden with the
last ice crystds of winter, asthe final door of their journey opened. Rath stepped out into the dell, then
moved aside to a-low the other three travelersto come off the breeze.

Rhapsody was the last to come forth. The return of the baby to her womb had caused many of the
symptoms she had expe-rienced in the course of her pregnancy to return; the nauseaand
light-headedness and, more particularly, the blurring of vison made her fed more unsteady than the the
two Firbolg in the course of traveling the wind. Asaresult, she sensed asudden silence from the three
men, aslence unusua in that none of them was given to talk much in the first place. But she could not see
why.

"What'sthe matter?' she asked. "Iseverything al right?'

"That would depend upon how you define 'dl right," Achmed replied, turning dowly around and
surveying the damage before him.

The towering walls of rock were scorched in places rising up dmost to the summit. The ground that at
onetime Rhap—~sody had believed might contain the bones of soldierswho fought and died in the



Cymrian War or, perhaps even before mat, the bodies of those souls, starving or sickly, who had not
survived very long after the stragglers of the Third Fleet had

arrived in Canrif was sundered from one side of the meadow to the other.

"Don't look quite theway it did when you were 'ere, Duchess," Grunthor said. "The new tenant isa bit
lesstidy than you were."

"New tenant?' Rhapsody said humoroudy, straggling to focus her eyes. "What new tenant? Who did you
rent my lands out to, Achmed? | thought you were going to keep them for mein perpetuity; | earned
them, &fter dl."

"Wl thisis more a squatter than atenant | would say,” Achmed answered, searching for the passage
down to the hid-den grotto known as Elysian. Hefound it amoment later in apile of overturned rocks
and sod that had been riven by the wyrm's passage. Originally the passage had been hidden in an alcove
that always seemed touched by shadow, so carefully obscured that it had taken Achmed quite sometime
tofind it thefirst time. "I don't know if you're going to be able to go down to the grotto or not,
Rhapsody. Perhapsit would be best if you just comeinto the city itsalf, and take roomsinsde the
mountan.”

Rhapsody recognized the tone in hisvoice. "What are you not telling me, Achmed?' she asked sharply,
turning again and struggling to see.

"Asdways, you areligtening for what | am not telling you, rather thantowhat | am."”

"That's because you dways say much more in what you are not saying. Tell me; what has happened
here?'

The Bolg king sghed. "Before she cameto find usin the forest at her mother's lair, Anwyn came here
looking for you," he said. "Whether she remembered this place from the battle at the Moot, or whether
there was something about it that called to her from the Past, Grunthor and | have no idea. | did not
know until after we had set forth on our journey that she had come to the Bolglandsfirst. Apparently she
did not like the fact that your scent now was clinging to her cottage, or maybe she hated the way you
redecorated it. In any event, it's my understanding that she's destroyed the grotto, or at least the house on
theidand in the middle of the |ake. Thereés no sensein going down there now, Rhapsody; the firmament
that holds up the caveis probably unstable. It's not safe, and | promised your inferna husband thet |
would do everything in my power to keep you safe, so while thiswas agood choice of destination
because of the strength of the wind here, theresredlly no reason to stay.”

The men watched asthe Lady Cymrian turned around again, till struggling to see the place they firgt
came when they arrived in the Bolglands. She extended her arms out in front of her and made her way to
where the passage had been, then felt about on the rock wall. She turned back to them, her face
contorted with grief.

"The opening is still here, Achmed,” she said. "Please; | want to see the grotto. | need to know what has
happened to my house.”

"Oi don' think that's agood idea, Duchess," said Grunthor gently.

"Areyou telling methat the structure of the caveisunsafe?”

"No," said the Sergeant-Mgor, unwilling to lie to her. "Nuthin' but an earthquake will take down that
dome. That cave'sright solid, and the lake isthere still. But there's noth—ing left of your house; nothing
worth mentioning, anyway."

"Areyou certain?' Rhapsody pressed, numbly feding thewadl face again. "My ingruments, my clothing?
Did nothing survive?'

"Nothing Oi saw," said the giant Bolg. "I didn't row out to theidand itsdlf, o' course, but that was partly
because Oi could see pieces 0' the house floating all about the lake. If yawant to come back at some
point and seeif theré's anything we can salvage, Oi'd be glad to come with you. But for right now Oi
think we should get you settled insde the complex. It'll be good to have you in there again, miss."

"What are you looking for specificaly?' Achmed asked impatiently. "Whatever need you have, it can be
met within thewals of Canrif."

Rhapsody sighed and began to walk back to them, her hand on her swollen belly.

"| doubt it," she said. "But we can go if you wish. There was a Naming garment there, one that no doubt



had been worn by the three brothers, Meridion's grandfather and great-uncles. It was afamily heirloom,
and | thought perhaps it would've been nice for him to be able to wear it when we have time for a proper
Naming ceremony.”

Achmed snorted and started out of the meadow.

"Perhaps you ought to wait and see when and if he decidesto be born again,” he said, following the
pathway out of Kra-durge. "If | heard the prophecy correctly, he's not subject to the whim of Time. For
al you know you could be carting him around in there until his eighteenth birthday or beyond.”

"All right,” Rhapsody said briskly, ignoring him. "Let's get to Canrif; now that I'm pregnant again, I'min
desperate need of aprivy." Rath had not expected to find what he did in Canrif.

He had not had occasion to walk within the mountain for centuries, areasonably long period of time,
even for one of hisadvanced age. At that time he had been tracking the de-mon known as Vrrinax, a
Fdor with an inordinate amount of patience that had taken refuge on the last of the ships of the Cymrian
Third Fleet, too weak to subsume any host but asickly cabin boy. The demon had bided itstime, dowly
grow-ing stronger, passing to more and more powerful hosts asit could, until it had learned to hide so
successfully that Rath had been asked to take it on.

For al that he was modest, and had not shared the informasition with Achmed, Rath was the most
accomplished of dl the Gaol, the single greatest hunter of the Brethren.

In short, an Assassin King himsdlf.

He could till smell its essence as he silently traversed the halways of the underground city that the
Cymrians had called Canrif, the word meaning Century in their now-dead lan-guage. It had been avery
long time, but some traces of evil resmained in sone, in water, in wood where great wrongs had been
perpetrated, or great deeds of maliciousness formulated.

Something of that ilk must have happened here, he rea

soned. And in particular, he believed it had begun on theioor of the throne room.

Still, the Three were inured to it. Even the Firbolg king did not notice as he trod the floors of the place, an
action that made Rath dmost sick with disgust. Only the Lady Cymrian avoided the place where the taint
was emanating from, asif she had seen avision there, or was made uncomfortable by the traces of
memory.

What troubled Rath about that was the lack of raciad memory. While the Lady Cymrian and the Sergeant
could hardly be expected to do so, those of Dhracian blood car-ried within them forever the scent of the
Mood of every beast they dew.

And Achmed had killed two of them in relaivey short time.

It did not bode well that the Assassin King could even deep within the walls of such aplace, the place
where the blood of a Fdor that had died at his hands till vibrated in the walls, the very floor of the place.
Hefollowed hishosts silently around as they went about their business, to the corridor where his quarters
were, to the halway outsde the mountain pesk of Gurgus, where the Lightcatcher was being rebuilt, and
even to the overlook of the underground city itsdlf, till in the process of being re-stored. Everywhere he
looked, he saw Firbolg artisans and soldiers, archons, educators, and masons, all working to re-store
what had been oneking'svision. It was clear to Rath that the Bolg were another king's vision, aking who
saw himsdlf as building a people, not amountain stronghold, anoble cause in the eyes of men, but a
digtraction for one who could be an even greater hunter than Rath. He would watch closely. When the
two Bolg, Rhapsody, and Rath entered the room at the base of Gurgus Pegk, atall young man with afull
beard and head of dark hair came up to the Lady Cyrmian immedi—-ately, smiling broadly.

"Hello, Rhapsody,” he said. "Welcome back; it'swonderful to seeyou.”

Rhapsody stared a him, befuddled. "I'm sorry," she said, "do | know you?"

Thetwo Bolg and the bearded young man laughed.

"Y ou don't remember Omet?' Achmed asked mockingly. "And you were the one that inssted on saving
himin thekilns of the Raven's Guild."

Rhapsody's bright green eyes opened wide in shock. "Omet?' she asked in amazement. "Y ou aretwice



astal asyouwerethelast time | saw you—and were you not bald?’

"l was" said the young man agreeably. "But it was hot in Esten'skilns, and it iscold herein the
mountan.”

"Omet hastaken the lead in the anneding of the glass and building the Lightcatcher,” Achmed said. "He's
one of the few artisans | dlow donein theroom." Hisvoicefdl away avk-wardly; Omet had been
gravely injured in the explosion that rocked Gurgus Pesk, and it was the red spectrum of the
Light-catcher itsdlf that had saved hislife.

Rhapsody hugged the young man warmly. "1'm so very glad to seeyou,” she said.

"Well, you're the one that told meto go carve my namein the mountains for history to see,” Omet said,
gmiling. "I'm only doing what you told meto do."

Rhapsody |ooked around. Any evidence of destruction from the explosion was no longer present; the
room had been restored asif nothing had ever happened. A wooden dome covered the celling of the
tower, beneath which she could see colored glass of al hues.

"I look forward to you showing me what you've done," she said.

She looked behind her to see Rath standing benegth the dome of the celling, staring up into the circle of
glass "Areyoudl right?’

The Dhracian nodded. "1 have seen thisbefore,” he said, still staring up into the tower. "It wasin such a
placel firg learned the Prophecy of the Decks." The Bolg king inclined his head.

"Careto eaborate?’ The Dhracian findlly broke hisblack gaze away and stared at Achmed.

"Y ou have not been told the Prophecy of the Decks?"

"No." "Itisthis" Rath said. " That which was Stolen will be given fredy. That which wasfredy Given will
be solen.” "It means nothing to me," said Achmed crosdly.

Rath inhaled deeply. "1 will tell you the tale. And then you will know what you are up againg.”

38

In the Before-Time, agreat battle was waged against the F'dor by the four remaining primordia races
bom of the lements," Rath began. " Our race, the Brethren known to man as the Kith, banded together
with the Serend, the Mythlinus, and the Wyrmril, that which men cdl dragons. It was determined that
unless these four races, separate and distrustful of one another, worked together and sacrificed some of
what was most precious to them, the unbridled destructiveness of the Fdor would shatter the world.
"Before this battle began, the Fdor managed to steal one of the first six eggs produced by the Progenitor
Wyrm, the being that was mother and father to the race, and secreted the egg away in the bowels of the
Earth beyond the fiery core, where it could never be found. The wyrmling from this egg was known to
the dragon race asthe First Child. The Fdor re-moved the heat from thiswyrmling, alowing it to grow,
un-born, perverting it, feeding it on the earth itsdf, until its mass began to become part of the heft of the
world."

"We have seeniit,” Achmed said. "It till degps—Rhapsody wove a song of endless change around it, a
pattern of confusion that she hoped would prevent any speaking of its nameto be heard.”

Rath's eyes of liquid black gleamed. "L et us hope you areright. From this Sleeping Child the Fdor
harvested seven precious scaes, and took the two more that served to protect its blind eyes. Because
dragons have lore from each of the other e ements, there was power in these scales that encompassed
the entire color spectrum, the vibrations of light and musica tones that make up the magic of the universe.
Each of the col-orsin the seven scales has a specific power attuned to itswave length, aswell asanote
in the scdle, which are the visble and audible manifestations of those vibrations. Asyour Namer can tell
you, there are many more manifestations that are nei-ther visua nor audible. Y ou know thisyoursdf as
well, Bolg king—you can fed them in your skin-web as each moment of the day passes.

"The Fdor, therefore, were able to make use of these dragon scalesto affect the materia world which
they other-wise could not be part of, because they were without form and noncorporeal. Thus, they had
control of acomplete color spectrum of seven, plus the two most powerful opposites, one black,
representing Void, and one white, representing Life, from its eyes. They used these powers destructively,



to scry, ignite volcanoes, shed blood, stedl hesat, and otherwise wreak havoc on the materia world.

"It wasfor thisreason the other primordia racesjoined to-gether in the battle against the Fdor. For dl
that history relatesthis asif it were an obvious conflict, | can assure you that was not the case. Whileit
may seem to you that the elements of Sarlight, earth, water, and wind are in opposition to that of fire, in
fact they were dl like sblings, more smilar than they were disparate. This decison was undertaken in
agony, not in triumph, nor in conquest; the pact to remove that which brought warmth and light to the
world, and condemn those races to be less than they could have been in the mind of the Creator. For al
that it was the only thing that can be done, we were dl poorer asaresult of it. Thisislost lore, something
that hitory, and even some who lived it, have forgotten.

"When the decison wasfindly made, it was determined that terrible sacrifice would be required from
each of the four remaining racesin order for it to cometo pass. Y ou know what it isthat our race
sacrificed, Bolg king—the sons of the wind had aunique ability to track and trace the movements of that
which was noncorporeal, and so it was decided the tribe of

Kith known asthe Dhracianswould serve asjailers, would give up their tie to the wind and their ability to
walk the up-world, for the purpose of guarding the Vault. The Dhracians abandoned the wind that was
their father, and moved forever to the black and airless quadrant of the Earth, a soulless, life-less sector
of theworld to guard againgt that which would see the world in flames. " The dragons contributed most of
the remaining Living Stone of the earth, their most prized possession, for the congtruction of the Vault to
contain the Fdor. In the course of the battle, and the confinement of the Fdor, the scales were taken
back from the demons. The Progenitor Wyrm, horrified at the desecration of his child, ripped seven
amilar scalesfrom hisown hide, for the purpose of being melded to the first set, to balance out their
destructive power with the positive aspects of the same vibrations, the sharpsto the flats of each note.
The Progenitor sacrificed hislifein the course of the battle, sur-rounding the fragile prison and Ending,
becoming effectively alead casing for the Vault, inert and totally devoid of any lore the demons could
use. The seven colored scales were melded to the ones given by the Progenitor in thefiery core by the
Seren who led the campaign. This group of scales, plusthe white and black, became known asthe
Stolen Deck.

"The remaining eggs hatched, producing the Five Daugh-ters, known to the Wyrmil asthe Guardians,
the matriarchal wyrrns who each protected one of the World Treesthat grew at the sites where each of
the five elementsfirst appeared in the world. In order for the power of the Stolen Deck to be bro—ken,
each of these dragons was given one of the scales that had once been part of both their sbling and their
father. The other four scales were given into the care of other beingsin different parts of the world, to
keep them asfar gpart as possi-ble. Thisisreferred to in the Prophecy of the Decks: That which was
Solenwill begiven fredy'.”

The Three exchanged a glance.

"Do you think that Elynsynoswas dtill in possession of such ascale when she—up until now?' Rhapsody
asked nervoudly.

"l would hope s0," Rath said. "Elsawiseit isin other hands, and one of the Stolen Deck in the control of
an evil entity could bring about the end of theworld dl by itsdlf."

"Ducky," Grunthor muttered. "Just ducky."

"All went well throughout the end of the Before-Time and into the First Age," Rath continued, "until the
day when afdling star crashed to Earth and shattered open the Vault. Some of the Fdor escaped and
went upworld, chased by their Dhracian jailers, while others of the four primordia races sought to
contain the Fdor and mend the Vault. Many of the race of dragons each contributed ascaleto serveasa
patch of sortswhile the Vault was being resealed. These scales had powersin the color spectrum aswell,
and while they were not as powerful asthe embryonic scales of the First Child, they were strong enough
to hold the remaining Fdor at bay while their prison was restored. While | do not know exactly how
many dragons contributed, there were at least forty-three identified scales that survived the rebuilding
intact. These scales were gathered, and the dragons left them in the care of the Seren leader who led the
undertaking, in case the Vault ever needed to be patched again.

"The Fdor that escaped to the upworld sought the Stolen Deck, hoping to retrieve dl of it, because the



series of tonesit produced was the True Name of the First Child, and would call the beast to lifeif it
could be 'spoken’ doud. In addition, they desperately sought the black scale also, asit was akey that
could open the Vault and free their imprisoned comrades. In the ensuing pursuit of the Dhracians,
however, only one scale was ever recovered by a F'dor who had taken on a human host.

"l caught awhisper of your old name, Y sk, in the course of my searching for one of the Y ounger
Pantheon. | was on the hunt for ademon named Krisaar, abrash and arrogant Fdor who had an even
greater need for control than the members of hisrace were known for having. He survived the
destruction of the Idand of Serendair by making apact with asoldier of smilar ilk, exchanging eternd life
of asort for an agreed-upon parasitic arrangement. To my knowledge, thisisthe only timein the entire
history of the Known World where a human being has voluntarily taken on aFdor asits hogt."

‘The Waste o' Bregth," Grunthor said.

"Michad," Rhapsody whispered, asif the nameitsaf caused a bad taste in her mouth.

"The other scales, the ones donated by the dragons to seal the Vault, became known as the Given Deck.
It was kept in the safekeeping of the Seren lineage for many generations, and the powers of the scales
were recorded by the Seren Seers and Namers who could read them. Unfortunately, sometimein the
Second Age they came into the possession of a Seren Namer who was catal oging them. Thiswoman,
Ave, fdl victim to the solitary silver scale, the Fallen Moon, which wasamirror of endlessreflection that
distorted her view of the world. She then took it upon herself to mark the cardsin away that made them
into adeck of prediction and power granting, and secreted them away among her tribe, where they
remained in the hands of one Reader at atime. The same prophecy notes this action thus. That which was
fredy Given will be stolen.” "'l remember this vaguely from the old world,” Achmed said. "'In the Gated
City of Kingston, amarket of thievesthe likes of which I've never seen again, there was such a Seren
woman. Shewas dmost impossibleto find if you were look—ing for her, but if you were not, you might
perchance come upon her in abooth or behind atent. She would offer you areading from her deck in
exchangefor gold.”

"Did you ever take her up onit?' Rhapsody asked. Achmed gestured impatiently at Rath. "Go on," he
sad, ignoring her. " After many centuries aNain explorer and historian met up with the last of the gresat
Readers, Sharra, who taught him about the deck. It became an obsession of histo reclaim the deck and
return each of the scalesto the dragon who donated it, in return for which he received a story for abook
he was writing. Other scales remained scattered across the world, where they were hidden, used,
destroyed, or fell into the hands of people who would eventualy come to bring them together—to terrible
ends. One such person was the demon's host | told you of, the one you caled Michadl. The Faorinachild
he had fathered of a Seren woman was believed to have inherited the power of her tribe to read the
scaes; if that child survived, those parts of the Decks are still out in the world, where they might be put to
unimaginable purposes.”

"Morelikely they are at the bottom of the sea," Achmed said.

"It'saways pretty to think so," said Rath darkly. "In my ex—perience, those scales never quietly go away.
They seem to have remarkable power to stay where they will do the most damage, will cause the most
dedtruction, asif thetaint of the Fdor ison them ill."

"What do they look like?" Grunthor asked. "So'swe know ‘em if we see'em.”

"The scdesare of irregular sze" said Rath. "All of them are ova and mogst aretattered finely at the
edges. They appear gray or colorless until tilted or exposed to light, where then-color can be discerned,
and often gppear prismétic, Sgnifying dl the lore that iswithin each of them. "I have never actudly seen
any of the scales of the Stolen Deck. It was considered far too sacred and terrible to be viewed by any
other than the entitieswho were asked to guard it. | wastold of the symboiogy of each of the scales,
however, as were the other Gaol, so we would know how to identify them should we come across them
inour travels. The white scale, one of the two most powerful and awful of the Stolen Deck, was said to
have no imageinscribed uponit a all. It symbolized Life or Creation, and was thought by many to bea
picture of the very face of God. Its counterpart, the black scale, had inscribed upon it apicture of akey,
aterrible harbinger of its power to open the Vault itsdlf. It symbolized VVoid or destruction; asyou can
surmisg, it had the power to bring about both of those things to an unimaginable magnitude. "Therest of



the scalesfollowed the pattern of the color palette, attuned to the lore you aready know. Thered scae
was inscribed with adrop of blood, the orange scae flames, the yellow had an image of the sun rising or
etting, depending upon whether it was the concave aspect, the origind scale torn from the First Child, or
the convex aspect, donated to the world from the hide of its parent. Likewise, the green scale

showed an image of the earth, either clear or obscured, as did the blue scale, inscribed with the image of
an eye surrounded by clouds or covered with them. The indigo scale, about which the least is known,
was said to have been inscribed with a picture of acomet, in the old lore signifying change of great
magnitude; hence the gppelation Night Stayer or Night Bringer, indicating its power to bring about
tremendous change, or to prevent it."

"Makes me wish we had that one right now," said Rhapsody.

"Hardly," said Rath dryly. "The power that existsin those scales could cause even those who seek to
save the Earth to bring about harm, intentionally or otherwise. History islit-tered with accounts of those
of good intent and purpose who were dragged to stray by the power of those scales. "Finally, there was
the violet scale. It was said to have been inscribed with the image of the throne, and it was the only scale
that had but one side. Although the Progenitor Wyrm do—nated seven scales, for whatever reason that
final notein the spectrum only had one tone, not aflat nor sharp. It was known as The New Beginning. |
do not know for certain, but | suspect that any being who comesinto power unexpectedly or
inexpli-cably might have control of thisscale, or at least had its power utilized on his behalf."

The three exhaled smultaneoudly.

"Tadquig, perhaps” Achmed said.

"Let'shopenot," Rath said.

"And the Given Deck?' Rhapsody asked. "Did you ever come upon any of those?"

The Dhracian shook his head. "I have seen some of them," he said, "but that was before the Seren
Reader defiled them. The sole silver one was the Fallen Moon, the one whose mis-direction alowed
Aveto desecrate themin the first place. | be-lieve there was one scale for each of the five trees that
grow at the birthplaces of Time: Sagia, the tree of the stars which now is gone from the world; Ashra, the
tree of pure eementa fire; Eucos, known as the Cloud Catcher, the tree of living air; Frothta, the tree of
water which grows beneath the sea; and, of course, the Great White Tree. There may even be onefor
Bloodthorn, the evil vinedlike tree of thornsthat hasitsrootsin the Vault itself. There are others—I only
know of afew: the Forgotten City, the Endless Mountains, the Golden Measure, the Molten River, the
Broken Plate, the Thief Queen, the In-fant, Breath, Missve, the Time Scissors. | only know of any of
these becauise | once read pieces of The Book of All Hu-man Knowledge, the tome written by that Nain
historian. | be-lieveit waslost at sea centuries ago, brought to the shores of thisworld by the Third
Cymrian Fleet, whereit drowned in their shipwreck.

"Thisnew entity, the oneyou cal Michad," Rath went on, "both man and demon, rosein worldly political
power asthe centuries progressed, finally becoming the Baron of Argault, one of the most powerful
magnates in the shipping world on the other Sde of the Wide Centrd Sea. It washewhom | was
following when | cameto this place. Hed aways managed to e ude me by hiding near water, which any
Dhracian will tell you isthe bane of our existence when we are on the Hunt. His strategy was successful;
while he operated in broad daylight, in the plain sight of the eyes of the world, his constant pres-ence
proximete to the sea kept him from my kiral.

"What is sgnificant about this particular member of the Y ounger Pantheon wasthat his wesknesswas his
need for control, coupled with hisinability to maintain it over himsalf. Whether thiswas his human aspect
or the demonic oneis hard to say, because the man he chose as his host had a smilar weakness."
Rhapsody shuddered, having been the recipient of that weakness.

"His shortcomings occasiondly took the form of desires of the flesh, culminating intheworst of al of his
conguests. a Seren woman, born of ancient blood, who had refugeed from the idand to the shores of
Argaut to avoid the Cataclysm. While most Fdor will never procregte, because it sapstheir power,
breaks open their souls, or whatever passesfor a soul, when they do, the host of this demon could not
resst the op—portunity to defile the woman, to impregnate her, which he



did, gaining, | suppose, anill-consdered thrill at the tarnish-ing of the onelore, ether, that was older and
more powerful than hisown lore of black fire. The result was an unbeliev-able fresk of nature, an entity
known as a Faorina, adena-tured Fdor. There are very few examples of them in the world, not only
because the demons themselves are jeal ous of their own power, but because those that are actualy born
usually do not survive. Most worrisome, the woman who bore this child and died because of it was a
Reader, one of the tribe of Seren priestesses that is charged with the protec-tion of and the ability to
read the scales. If she brought any of them with her from the old world, from the Lost Idand before it
sank into the waves, those scales fell into the hands of the man who ravaged her. And her child was
thought to have inherited her ability to read them.

"I believe that man made use of ablue scale, perhaps even the blue scale of the Stolen Deck, to hide
from the hunters of the wind. For amoment | tasted hissignal, his vibration, com-ing from this place, asif
he had logt the scale for amoment, but now it is gone again. One thing you should know, Bolg king, is
that when | was making my way to this place in search of him, | had to dip between an armada of ships
of dl types, pirate vessals, merchant carriers, even warships, al massing in agreat blockade far out of
sght of the coastline off the western shore of your continent. | crossed the damnable seain little more
than arowboat to escape their notice. But they gather; the Baron of Argaut had an impressive fleet of
ship—ping vessdls, which he maintained by being in league with afar-flung band of pirate ships™ He
stopped, brought to silence by the look of horror on Rhapsody's face.

"Soif infact the one you caled Michad, the Wind of Death, brought any of those scaeswith him to the
shores of thisland, and if they survived the wave that took him from the upworld and into the depths of
the seq, and if by some freskish twist of fate they are in the hands of your enemies now, you are fighting
not only the greed and lust for power that has been in existence since the dawn of Timein al men, but a
far deeper, far more malicious, avaricious, and deadly hatred, adestructive prima power born at the
beginning of Time for which thereis no antidote, nothing to dlay it.

"And if thisisso, | would say you have your work cut out for you.”

39
Chamber within the throne room, Canrif, Ylorc

Trug was the Archon known asthe Voice.

The Bolg were an emergent race, demi-humans that were both primitive and inginctudly resilient. Inthe
time that Achmed had been king, they had gone from being scavengers and cannibas who scratched out
whatever meager living they could from the rocky and jagged peaks that were their hometo an
up-and-coming nation of wegpons builders, agricultura—igts, carpenters, craftsmen, and weavers of
tensle nautical ropes and fine women's undergarments. It was a strange and comical medley of trade that
sensbly exploited the resources of their kingdom of mountains, canyons, and forests of unique bluish
wood and ancient vineyards planted in the Cymrian erathat had been revitdized into producing fine
grapesfor wine.

Achmed's vison required more of a support network of leadership than could be provided by just him
and Grunthor aone, especialy now that Rhapsody had moved on, claiming a protective respongbility for
the Bolg aswell asfor the deeping Earthchild, but spending the mgority of her time tending to the needs
of the Lirin kingdom and her duties asthe Lady Cymrian. To that end the Three had sdected Bolg
children who had been identified as especidly inteligent or

gifted, most of them orphans, to train in specified areas that would assist in the growing of the kingdom.



Trug was one such child. Like most of hisrace, he did not give voiceto hisinner thoughts but rarely.
Unlike most of hisfellow subjects, it was part of Trug'straining to be able to speak; what he was
gpesking, however, were the thoughts of the Bolg king, both within the mountain and outsideiit. It was his
path to be trained as the Voice, the Archon that King Achmed expected to handle dl of the
communications, both officid and secret, on behdf of the Bolglands, including the management of the
miles of speaking tubesthat ran through-out the mountains, left over from the Cymrian Age. In that
ca-pacity he had been trained from childhood for the last seven years, selected at an early age by
Rhapsody as having the potentia for the task at hand, and systematically familiarized with language,
cryptography, anatomy, and athousand other studies of communications, verba and otherwise. More
than ayear ago he had been deemed worthy to supervisethe aviary, with its extensive fleet of messenger
birds, aswell as the mounted messengers who rode with the mail caravans. Shortly thereafter he had
assumed responshility for King Achmed's network of ambassadors aswell as his spies.

Now he served as one of Achmed's most trusted archons. And so when his voice came resounding up
the speaking tube into the Firbolg king's planning chamber within the throne room of Canrif, it was almost
aways answered immediately in the raspy tone the Bolg had come to know and fear.

"Your Mgesty?'

Achmed, Grunthor, and Rhapsody |ooked up at each other in surprise. Trug had chosen aformal
address, generdly indi—cating that someone from outside the mountain had arrived.

"What isit?' Achmed demanded.

"Thereisavidgtor to seeyou, sre," the thin, uncomfortable voice answered in return.

"Whoever heis, tell him to go away,” Achmed retorted. They had been poring over schematicsin the
back chamber in secret since returning to Canrif, and his mood was a ready sour.

"He has been here for quite sometime, sre.” Trug's voice echoed back up the tube, followed a moment
later by another sound.

"Tdl the bastard | must see him a once," came afamiliar voice that was not immediately recognizable. |
have been waiting more than afortnight in this godforsaken place, and | will not wait amoment longer.”
Achmed closed the speaking tube. "Who do you suppose that is?* he asked.

Rhapsody was listening, her forehead furrowed. "1t sounds alittle bit like Faedryth, the Nain king," she
said uncertainly. "But what would he be doing here?!

Achmed opened the tube again. "Tell the misbegotten warthog he can wait another fortnight asfar as|
care" hesadinasurly tone. "Or for the rest of hisunnaturaly long life. I'm busy.”

A diring of ugly words uttered in aguttura tone and an un—known language rumbled up the tubein return.
Rhapsody nodded. "Y es, those are Nain curses,” she said. "It's probably Faedryth.”

"What ishe doing here?' Grunthor asked. " 'l s kingdom is more than two weeks away, and unreachable
by norma meth—ods of land travel. Oi don't remember any event that would give ‘irn causeto bein this
aea”

"I'mnot at dl enamored of the Nain," said Achmed, study-ing the parchment scroll before him. "When
they were herefor the council at the Moot they consumed more than four times the victuas of any other
race. | havefinaly returned home, and | am not in the mood to entertain a dugworthy lout like Faedryth
a thismoment.”

"What on earth are you thinking?' Rhapsody demanded. " Faedryth isyour dly, and mine. Now isnot the
time to be in-hospitable to members of the Alliance, especidly those who have done you no harm and
offered you no red offense. Be~sdes, if common courtesy isarequirement for visits of state within our
realms, no one would ever have received you." She pushed him away from the speaking tube. " Send His
Maesty up forthwith, Trug."

Achmed glared at her and returned to the schematic of the Lightcatcher Rhapsody had been graphing.
After asurprisingly long period of time, the VVoice archon appeared, the Nain king in tow. Thetwo Bolg
ignored him, but Rhapsody rose immediately and made her way across the floor of the throne room that
had been built more than athou-sand years before during the height of the artisanship of Gwylliam's
reign. It wasrichly inlad with mosaics and fash-ioned from some of the most beautiful marble minedin
the Manteids.



"Your Mgesty," shesaid warmly, "what a pleasure to see you. To what do we owe the honor of this
vigt?'

The expression of thunderous annoyance knitted into the Nain king's brow softened a bit at the sight of
her.

"I hardly expected to see you here, m'lady," Faedryth said. He was attired in leather garments and boots
of fine work-manship, but without the standard trappings of royaty. His glorious beard showed signs of
inattention and travel, and he carried in his hands a velvet sack that he was clutching tightly. "I'd have
thought you would most certainly be at the new home your husband has written to me of ; he sought my
advicein some of thefortifications, you know."

"Y es, indeed. He was most insstent that Nain traps and de-fenses would make it most secure.”

"No doubt," Faedryth agreed. "And yet | find you here, in the lands of aman of questionable wisdom,
ingtead of the safety of your husband's home." He glanced at her bulging belly. "I offer both
congratulations and the rebuke of being afather mysdlf, mlady; | had not heard that you were with child.”
Rhapsody cleared her throat. "Yes," she said.

"Wl then, | suggest you take yourself at once to High-meadow. No child, and no one of any value, is
safehered thistime.”

"What are you blithering about?' Achmed said in annoy-ance. "I did not invite you; you're not welcome
in this place without alegitimate reason to be here, and yet here you are, insulting me. What do you
want?'

Faedryth eyed the Voice. " Send your servant away,” he said quietly.

Achmed did not even look up, but gestured to Trug with his head to comply. Trug coughed politely and
left the room, looking relieved.

"All right, now, what do you want?"' the Bolg king asked again. "Or perhaps you need a hot bath and
some biscuitsfirg?”!

Faedryth's nogtrils flared, and his brow blackened again.

"Your arroganceis precisay why | am here" he said. "Once again, you are meddling with forces you do
not under—stand, and yet it does not stay your hand, or make you even re~consider your actions. | have
to say this does not surprise me, at least in your case.” He turned and looked at Rhapsody. "On the other
hand, given your training and your professon, mlady, | haveto say that I'm shocked to find you
participat-ing in such adangerous and inadvisable activity."

Achmed rolled hiseyes. "Oh, thisagain,” he said. "Did | not throw out your ambassador several months
ago when he cameto bring methis very same demand of yours? | believe that | was quite specificin my
responseto him. | directed him to giveit to you in no uncertain terms, and if | recal it wasrather to the
point. And yet here you are, in my lands, without an invitation. Go away, Faedryth. | find your concern to
be in—sincere at the very best, and hypocritical at the very worgt, given that you yoursdf have built the
sameingrumentaity that you would see me not recongtruct.”

"You arrogant horsesarse," Faedryth retorted angrily. "I built the origind instrumentality of which you
speak, | did. It was designed by aman who had more geniusin the clippings of histoenalsthanis
present in your entire kingdom, even with the presence of the Lady Cymrian. And it was an unwise thing
to do. Y ou do not understand the risks that you are un—dertaking; if it were only your wretched kingdom
that wasin the balance, you could blow yoursdlf to smithereensfor dl | care, dong with your entire
miserable population. But aas, your ineptitude and indiscretion may spell disaster and doom for al of
us—all of us. And | do not intend to see that happen.”

"Well, hooray for thee," replied the Bolg king. " Contrary to what you may believe, Faedryth, | do not
intend to see that happen, ether.”

"Itisprecisely that you believe that you know what you're doing that makes you so dangerous, Achmed,”
said Faedryth. "That redlly does not surprise me." He turned to Rhapsody. "Asfor you, m'lady, | am
disappointed to discover that you are part of this. | would've thought you had better sense.”

"I am here precisdly to lend my knowledge of loreto this project, in the hopes of ensuring its success,”
Rhapsody sad flatly. "And, quite frankly, Y our Mgesty, | am insulted by your assumptions about both
the Bolg king and me. Rude aswe al may beto one another, we are still alies.”



Faedryth exhaed, and looked suddenly older.

"Pleaserecondder,” he said less stridently thistime. ™Y ou do not know what you are risking."

Achmed finaly looked up. He threw the quill he had been using to scribble notes on Rhapsody's
drawings onto the table, and walked over to the much shorter man. He looked down into the Nain king's
broad face, studying it for amo—ment, then took down the veils that shielded his own nose and mouth
from the stings of the world's vibration.

"Hear me," he said quietly. ™Y ou would not even be aware of my rebuilding of the Lightcatcher if you did
not now have one of your own, which you use to spy on my lands. | know two things very much better
than you do, Faedryth. First, un-like you, | understand how this magic works, or at least Rhap—sody
does. | know that theincarnation of it that you possess threatens to wake adeeping child that dwells
within the Earth." He smiled dightly at thelook of surprise on the Nain king'sface. "Yes, Your Mgesty,
in spite of what you believe, there are othersin thisworld who understand itslore aswell if not better
than you do. If | did not fedl the need to have its power available to mein order to prevent something
irre-versible from happening, | would not be wasting my time; there are, after dl, SO many innocent
villages of humansto raid, so many fat, adorable youngstersto feed upon.

"Second, and far more sgnificant, isthis—I have actualy

seenwhat it isyou fear to waken, Faedryth; with my eyes| have seenit. And if you fear that your puny
minigtrations with powers you don't understand are judtified, allow meto set you straight; the Nain would
be thefirst to be consumed should that Sleeping Child be awakened. It will come up from the depths of
the earth benegth the mountains, following the heat of theriver of fire, and swallow everyonein your
kingdom whole before it consumesthe rest of the world. So trust mewhen | say that I'm not listening to
your wisdom, but to my own on this matter. Now get out of my mountains and go back to your own. We
are not in need of your counsdl here.” The Nain king stared at him with undisguised astonishment that
melted amoment later into black fury. He walked over to Rhapsody and placed the velvet pouch in her
hands. "I haveto say, mlady, that while your friend's abominable rudeness does not shock meinthe
least, I'm appdled a you. If anyone should know the dangers of toying with eementa lore, | would think
it would beaLirin Namer."

"Again, no oneistoying with anything here, Y our Mgesty,” Rhapsody said. "And | do apologizefor
Acbmed'simpolite-ness. But what is unfolding is beyond the bounds of norma discretion now; we need
every tool at our disposa to safeguard the mountains and those that live within them, aswell asdl die
other members of the Alliance. Sorbold is gearing for war, and the holy city of Sepulvarta appearsto be
initssghts. | hopethat when the time arrives, if you are needed you will come.”

"l sugpect thisisthelast timeyou'll ever see me, mlady,” said the Nain king bitterly. "We retreated once
to our lands because of the greed and sdlfishness and stupidity of amae and femderuler inthisplace. |
had hoped to never see such asit-uation again, but alas, history appearsto be repesting itsalf. May you
not bring about the destruction you seek to avoid in the very process of doing so.”

Heturned on his hed and strode from the throne room, damming the great gold doors behind him. The
sound waves reverberated through the room, showering dust from the columnsthat held up the calling.
"What'sin the bag?' Grunthor asked after me noise had died away.

Rhapsody loosed the string and opened the bag. Within it was asmal hinged box of solid gold. Shelifted
thelid to find it waslined in black ivory, adead rock formation that was said to be implacable to dl
methods of scrying.

Lying within it wasasingle scrap of brittle materid, filmy and tranducent. She picked it up gingerly, and
suddenly felt asif the world had ended around her.

"lI'venoides," shesaid.
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Thelast place that Achmed took the Dhracian was down to the ruins of the Loritorium, an unfinished
repository that Gwylliam had intended to use to house the artifacts of ancient lorein his collection. It had
been built deep in the belly of the mountains, at the base of atunnd whaose only entrance wasin the Bolg
king's chambers.

Thiswas because on an dtar of Living Stonein the center of that unfinished repository dept the Child of
Earth, the mid-dle child of the prophecy.

He and Rath stood over her catafa que, staring down at her. The child was astall as afull-grown human,
her face that of achild, her skin cold and polished gray, asif she were sculpted from stone. She would
have, in fact, appeared to be a statue but for the measured tides of her bregth.

Below the surface of filmy skin her flesh was darker, in muted hues of brown and green, purple and dark
red, twisted together like thin strands of colored clay. Her features were at once coarse and smooth, asif
her face had been carved with blunt tools, then polished carefully over alifetime. Beneath her indelicate
forehead were eyebrows and lashes that appeared formed from blades of dry grass, matching her long,
grainy hair. In the dim light the tresses resembled whest or bleached highgrass cut to even lengthsand
bound in delicate sheaves. At her scalp the roots of her hair grew green like the grass of early spring.
Achmed recdled hisfirgt sight of her, and what the woman who had tended to her, the last surviving
member of anearby Dhracian colony called the Grandmother, had said about her.

SheisaChild of Earth, formed of itsown Living Stone. In day and night, through dl the passing seasons,
she degps. She has been here since before my birth. | am sworn to guard her until after Death comesfor
me. So must you be.

He had taken the words to heart, probably more than he had ever donein hislife before.

"Sheismuch smaller and more sickly than when last | be-held her," said Rath.

"The bastard emperor who is gearing up for war has been harvesting the last remaining Living Stone from
abadlicain Sorbold called Terreanfor." Rath nodded; he knew the place well. "Perhapsthat iswhat is
takingitstall on her.”

Rath nodded again silently, and followed the Bolg king back into the upper mountain to a causeway
tunnd overlook-ing the vast canyon that separated the main part of Canrif from the Blasted Hesth
beyond.

Thewind echoed down and through the tunnel, singing amournful song. The Bolg king and Rath took
seets on the ground at the opening of the tunnel, staring west, and watched the sun spill itslight like blood
over the piedmont, the steppes, and the wide Krevensfield Plain beyond. They sat in sllence, awaiting the
sundown, until finaly

Achmed spoke. "Tel me of the Fdor, and of those who guard them," he said. "'l only know what
little | wastaught by Father Halpha-sion. Being disconnected from the Hunt, he could tell me very little,
30 | have carried the bloodlust in my veinswith no un—derstanding dl my life." Rath looked down into the
rocky canyon, where greet fis~sures had caught the last of the daylight in their crags. "There aretwo
pantheons of the beasts—the Older Pan-theon, and the Y ounger. They are not facel ess, but each a
unique persondity, each with strengths one must guard against, and weaknesses that can be exploited.
We know each one, for they have all been dive since the very dawn of Creation—and they have not
reproduced, at least for the most part.

"The demons of the Older Pantheon were born of the fire that burned on the surface of the Earth at
Creation. Those of the Y ounger Pantheon were born of the flames that sank into the Earth's core shortly
theresfter. The Y ounger are more in—nately evil, because tainted fireis dl they have ever known, the
element that destroys and consumes. But the Older had ac—~cess to another way, away they did not
choose. Formed as they were, they were witnesses to the sky, to the stars, to the universe and its
infinity—and they choseto disregard thelife they saw abounding, to embrace the VVoid insteed of the
Cre-ation they knew was out there. They knew of fire's creative and positive uses—warmth, hedt, light,
the smdting of sted, the cooking of food for sustenance, the purging of illness— but they disregarded it,
choosing instead only to torture and destroy with it. That choice of path iswhy the Older Pantheon is



considered so much worse.

"The Older Pantheon stole the egg of die Progenitor Wyrm. Those of the Y ounger Pantheon stoleits
scales. Both are evil, avaricious, and seek destruction at al costs; so it iswith those that worship Void. It
does not matter that their actionswill spell the end of their own race; our outlook is merely to help them
achieve that end without taking us, and the rest of meworld, with them." Achmed nodded, then was
dlent for along time. Finaly he spoke, and when he did his voice was devoid of itsusua arro—gance, its
customary edge.

"Intheruins of Kurimah Milani, you said something about the bees, how aman could destroy every living
specimen of their kind should he come into their vault with flame. Then you dluded that it was such with
another Vault aswell. | told you, | abhor riddies. Speak to me plainly—tell me what you want of me."
Rath stared a him, then looked out over the degp canyon to the place where the light from the setting sun
was bathing the Blasted Heath in colors of fire. "It isagreet irony that to the Bolg you were polluted,
un-clean, a haf-breed among mongrel s that somehow made you lessin their sght. Somewheredeepin
the scars of your past you have assumed that the blood of your unknown father somehow tainted you in
the estimation of the Kin aswell—but | tdll you, with the wind as my witness—that nothing is. fur-ther
from the truth. To the Gaol, and dl the Brethren who have been seeking you since your conception, you
areaspecid en-tity, arare gift to our race, the one who might findly tip the scaesin our favor. We have
not been searching for you to tor—ture or abuse you, to cleanse the race of your blood—but be-cause
we need you. You, inavery rea way, are our last hope." Ram smiled at the look of rancid disbelief on
Achmed'sface.

"Y ou done among us are bom of wind and earth, Bolg king," he went on. "While we tread the tunnels
and canyons of the Underworld in our endless guardianship, we are strangers there—and the demons
know it. They understand how deeply our sacrifice cogts us, how much thewind in our blood resents
being trapped within the ground, away from the dement of air for al time. And even within their prison
they laugh at us, be-causein every way that matters, we are as much prisoners asthey.

"But the earth isin your blood as much asthewind is. Y ou have aprimordid tieto it that neither the Kin
nor the Unspo—ken have. Y ou have power there, a corporeal form that would be protected by the
element of earth bequeathed to you by your father, protected by the very Living Stone of the Vaullt,
should you chooseto wak withiniit."

Achmed fdt histhroat tighten. Deep in his blood the words appedled to him, fed the dark racid hatred
that he harbored within him. Still uncertainty held sway.

"l am not of the Gaol," hesaid. "I am but half of the blood of the Brethren—and that which was of the
other half raised me, if such words can be applied to my upbringing. I know none of your lore, your
prophecies—your higtory. My skillsare limited, my tdents palein thisarea. While | was given ablood
gift that allowed me to unerringly track the heartbests of any of those born on the same soil as| had
been, that was an upworld gift. Each time | have faced one of the Pantheon, | have needed help to
complete the task. Without that assis—tance, | would be dead or possessed myself.”

The silver pupils of Rath's eyes expanded as the light faded over the steppes. Hefixed his gaze on
Achmed, asif to add measure to hiswords.

"What you do not know is this—you could walk the Vault aone, and when you were done the silence
would ring with nothing but the whisper of your name.”

"I think you overestimate me asan n," Achmed replied. "The answer to the question you asked me
in the cav—ern isthis—though it was not aways so, | am more king than assassin now. My primal caling
isto protect the Earthchild, and the Earth, but not for the sake of old racial enmity, but rather for her own
sake, and the sake of those who live upon that earth. And for my own selfish endsaswell. It is, asyou
said before, an upworld calling. So | am aking, though if you knew me better, you'd judge me not much
of one"

The Dhracian hunter shook his head.

"I do not haveto judge you. Y ou guard the Sleeping Child. A king with foresight, but no courage, no
mercy, would have shattered her, broken the ribs, smashed dl possible keys. The doorway would bejust
assafe. No, whatever reputation you wish to have, | know what kind of king you are.”



"Tdl me of the Older Pantheon,” Achmed said, his curios-ity finaly getting the better of him. "What do
you know of the eldest of the Fdor? What are the names of those that you hunt?"

Reth pulled the smal dagger from his calf sheath and ran it idly over thewall of thetunndl. "To say the
entire nameisrarely possible. It would be like identifying awaterfdl by im-itating its rhythm until it could
be distinguished from every other waterfall. How long would that take? A year, dl spring? Thisisarace
not bound by the motion of tongue, nor, at first, by the notion of time. They were dl bom whole, soto
speak. Their growth isameasure of fud, not years; their experiences and strength counted in souls, not
centuries.

"Nevertheless, we must name them, to catch them, to cal them, to count them. There are few enough
now to begin to master thelist. | shdl give you enough of anameto hold in your ear, but too little for the
wind. Hrarfais onethat | seek; she, awhispering flame, like incense, sometimes smoldering, more scent
than fire, like abeacon, or flickering bog light a other times, beckoning with false promises. The Liar of
liars

"Then thereisHnaf, sputtering, amost wet, at home near water, hiding by it, pretending to be nearly
extinguished. In the small lore we have of the Vault, he was mistrusted by his own kind, possessed of a
cheap malice. The Outcast of outcasts.

"Some we track by the human shellsthey leave behind. The greedy Ficken laysin wait for unsuspecting
smdl folk, both of stature and spirit, at the forest edge. It—we know not its gender—prefers to consume
many, farmers, goodwives, haf-wit [aborers, rather than take prize victims and grow fat on ambition and
fear. The Glutton.

"Some are bold, even brave, have fought and survived the Thrall ritud. The hunters of the Gaol do not
awayswin. Like Bolg or men, the Fdor spesk at the hour of their doom. Some snarl, some beg, some
bargain, some weep. Do not mistake me. Y ou are afoal if you treat them asif they think aswe do, fedl
aswedo. Each oneisdifferent, like avillage of candles, or ahillside of armed fires. Thisisal they have
in common with us. They beg, they bargain, they weep because they have been hunting us so long, and
have seen us, been us. They know these keys to the human soul, and manipulate them, though they
themsalves areimmune to such pleasfor pity. And sometimestheir deception has worked, even on the
Gaol.

"Few other than the Gaol have the gift to see them, and then their nature is hidden, just like ours. The
Nain king has been making lensesto scry for that which is hidden, but none has proven reliable either to
detect or predict. | do not think it will be long before he wishesto attempt to capture one, so he can
Sudy it. The Nain king is greet, and learned, and ancient, but he will gaze upon thisthing which is not
redlly athing, but only abeing, and hewill not redizethat it gazesdso a him."

"Heisafool," Achmed sad. "Andisfar morelikely to bring about the wakening of thewyrmthan | am.”
Rath shook his head. "He was an dly—and in this battle, you will need every upworld aly you can
muster. It was amis-take to rebuff him, Bolg king. Far better that you should have to suffer him asyour
foolish dly than as your wise enemy.”

"Hewould never aid the Bolg in atime of need; it ismore like the Nain to retrest to their mountains and
make a stand there, even when the rest of the world isfalling apart. It ishow it was at the end of the
Cymrian War, and how it will be now. So whether heismy enemy or my aly matters not—he will
behave in the same slfish, isolationist manner either way. That'swhat kind of king heis. And if that is
how he hasjudged best to protect bis people, | cannot fault him for it—but | don't have to tolerate his
stupid demands, either.”

Rath shrugged. "Either you are an n, or you areaking,” he said, closing hiseyes and letting the
night wind pour over hisface. "A king must tolerate such things. An assassin cares not." Achmed fell
Slent.

Asthe breeze kicked up, the Dhracian opened his mouth out of habit and began to cant hislist. Hrarfa,
Fraax, Sistha, Hnaf, Ficken.

The wind shifted, blowing from the north. Rath sat up asif struck.

His mouth wasfilled with fire, the back of histhroat burning with caustic blood.

He had caught atrace of one of the Older Pantheon.



Hrarfa, he whispered. The word sank down into his heart and anchored itself through his vessels. Beating
in time now with another heart, far off.

Reath scrambled to hisfeet, hisface twisted in pain and ex—citement. Achmed stood quickly with him.

"Y ou have caught atrail?* The Dhracian nodded. "I will go with you." Rath shook his heed. "Stay here,"
he said with greet effort. "Guard the—Earthchild. It may beadiverson. Itismy lot to follow thisnow."
The needles had begun to pulse through Achmed's veins, whispering words of hate asthey ran hot
through him. Reluctantly he nodded in assent.

"Good fortune be with you," he said as Rath made his way down the causeway.

Rath stopped and |ooked over hisshoulder. "I will bring you thetale, if | an divetotel it,” hesaid. Then
he vanished into thewind.

Beyond the wdls of Highmeadow, northern Navarne near the province of Bethany

The day had been along and fruitless one. Ashe's head was pounding, from the reports of damageto
Sepulvartaand the clashing of soldiersin the course of the evacuation of the Krevensfleld Plain, to the
arguments of the dukes about the al-location of resources for defense of the various provinces. The
reconvening of the Council of Dukesin this new fortress had done nothing to ease the contenti ousness of
their dis-course, as Ashe had hoped it would. He had been as patient as he could for aslong ashe
could, until findly the hollow ache ingde him threstened to cause his head to split.

"Wewill reconvenein the morning," he had told the Coun-

cil of Dukes from behind an enormous pile of paperson the

desk before him. All had withdrawn quickly at thetonein his

voice save for Tristan Steward, who had remained behind in

the grand library. "Y ou could do with aglass of brandy, my friend,” he said, "and something to et; if an
army travels on its somach, he who is commanding the army should not neglect hisown. | will have
something sent up for you.”

He went to the Sdeboard and retrieved a heavy crystal glassinto which he poured three fingers of clear
amber liquid, ahoney brandy from the province of Canderre, known the world over for its excellent
libations and other luxurious goods. He poured aglass for himsalf aswell, and handed the first oneto the
Lord Cymrian.

Ashewaved him away.

"Thank you, no," hesaid. "I'm not hungry.”

"But you mugt be thirgty,” Tristan Steward pressed. ™Y ou've been answering inane questions for the
better part of the day, Gwydion. Even the Lord Cymrian deserves a cessation of the constant barrage of
war preparation.” He set the glass down on the table in front of Ashe, whose head wasresting on his
forearm. "I'll leave you to your thoughts. Be certain to get some deegp. Good night.”



"Thank you," Ashe murmured asthe door closed behind him, staring at the firdight dancing within the
bowl of the glass. There was something fascinating about the way the gold liquid caught the light,
refracting it into thewarm colors of flame.. Asaways, anything to do with fire reminded him painfully of
Rhapsody.

Againg his better judgment, he took the glassin hand and allowed the acohol fumesto seep into his
nose, sting-ing his snuses and warming them a split second later. Hetook asip; theliquid was as smooth
assilk, and warm, fill-ing his mouth with the delightful taste and his nose with arich vapor. He had to
credit Tristan Steward for knowing hisdrink.

The door opened quietly again. Ashe turned and glanced over his shoulder.

Rhapsody was there again, thistime clothed not in traveling garb but in afilmy gown of thin white silk.
Backlit by thefire, he could see the dender lines of her legs, the appealing curves of her torso shadowed
through the flimsy materid, tapering up to the swell of her breasts, above which the naked skin of her
throat gleamed. / missyou, she said, her voice at once soft and smoky. Ashe took another swallow of the
burning liquid. "Go away," he muttered. ™Y ou are a phantasm, afigment of my pathetic imagination. Or a
sign of my pending insanity; go away."

She smiled and came to him, the silken gown whispering around her bare feet.

/ am no phantasm, she said, bending down beside him and filling his nostrils with the warmth of her scent.
Not aslong as| am within your heart.

Exhausted from keeping the dragon at bay, londly and over-wrought, Ashe reached out hishand, a
soldier's hand, cal-loused and worn from battle and the heft of asword hilt, and brought it, trembling, to
rest on the smooth hollow of her neck. Her skin was warm and smooth; her breath quickened benegath
histouch.

"Youarenot red," he said softly. "Though the All-God knows | want you to be."

/ can be, shewhispered in return.

Ashelooked away. He closed his eyes and brought hisfore-head to rest on hisforearm again. Helay
there, dlowing the fumes of the brandy to seep into hisbrain, his dragon sense registering the shape of the
dream that stood beside him, waiting.

Hefdt the warmth of lips on his neck, the tickle and sweet scent of freshly washed hair, the aching
availability, the will-ingness, the need.

And then he brought his head around quickly, and opened his eyes.

The chambermaid was there again, looking down at him with the same amile that had been on hiswifée's
face amoment before.

"Why areyou here, Portia?* he asked brokenly. "What do

you want of me?'

"Whatever you want of me." The tone of her voice wasamost magicaly inviting, stirring al of the nerves
in hisbody tolife.

Ashe dammed the chair back and brought his hands down on the table before him.

"What are you doing?" he shouted. "Why do you dways manage to be around me when my mind is
fragmented—or isit that my mind is fragmented because you're around me?* The Lord Cymrian seized
the hair of hisown head and clawed at it. "What sort of ingdious game are you playing with me, Portia?"
The young woman's eyes brimmed with tears.

"M'lord, I—"

The dragon within hisblood exploded in rage.

"Enough! Enough!" Ashe shouted. He swept the papers be-fore him off the desk angrily, splattering the
contents of theink well acrossthethick carpet. "L eave this place; go back to Bethany or wherever it is
that you came from. Go work your evil wiles on Tristan Steward; climb into his bed. Perhaps he will
succumb to your seduction, but | never will. Do you not think | would know you from my own wife? Did
you think you could seduce mein my misery, cause meto betray dl that | hold holy?Y ou damnable
beast." Even asthe dragon in his blood rampaged, his words and the voice that spoke them sounded
mad to hisown ears.

The chambermaid broke into tears and shuddering sobs.



"M'lord, | never—"

But the dragon in Ashe's soul was raging, rampaging through hisblood, leaving it burning in hisveins.
"Silence!" he snarled, hisvoice more theroar of an animal than the words of aman. "Silencel Get out of
my house. | want you out of here tonight; this moment! Take whatever you have and get out of here;
leave my presence and do not return. | do not wish to ever see you or behold you in any way again. | do
not know what trickery of the mind you are employing, but if you do not leave a once | cannot guarantee
your safety here. Take whatever you brought with you; | want this entire keep purged of your presence,
your essence, and anything to

do with you. Go. Get out of my sight. Get out of here!™ He ssumbled blindly to the speaking tubes and
shouted for the chamberlain.

"Gerdd! Gerdd Owen! Come at once and rid me of this monster!"

The chambermaid stared wildly at him for amoment longer, then buried her face in her handsand ran
from the room, weeping loudly.

As she departed, something in the air of the room around Ashe seemed to shatter; the Lord Cymrian
could not be cer-tain it was a spell of some sort, atwisted snare like an invisi-ble spider's web that has
been woven from evil power to deprive him of hissanity.

Or if it was the shattering of his sanity itsdlf.

Ashefdt every clattering step as she bounded down the stairs, absorbed the damming of every door in
the course of her exit in the nerves of his skin. He was oddly grateful that her mourning appeared to
cease very quickly; her calm re-turned dmost immediately, judging by the beating of her heartina
norma rhythm, the dowing tides of her breath, and the deliberation with which she hurriedly packed her
bel ong-ings and dashed out into the night by the back door, not even waiting to be shown out by the
chamberlain. He closed his eyes, hoping for the same return to cam himself, and moni-tored her leaving
until he could no longer fed her presence within hislands, no longer smelled the scent of vanillaand sweet
sogp, wood smoke and meadow flowers in the upper reaches of his sinuses. He did not realize how
badly his hands were shaking, or how rapidly his heart was thundering againgt his chest, or how, when
the chamberlain cameto him in acalmer moment, he would reconsider histantrum, be swal-lowed by
remorse, and need to rectify hisactions.

Hedid realize, however, how close he had come to a mis-take that would have cost him more than the
wholeworld.

ortiaran out into the night, her heart pounding, but with calm of one who had survived many such
evictions. She wandered the cold paths of the forest under the moon until she came to a shady glen,
where the budding leaves cast black lacy shadows on the ground in the ghostiy radiance al around her.
She shivered from the cold; her body had never been well padded, and the chill of the night air sank into
her skin, leav-ing her trembling.

Hewill comefor me, she thought. Already he regrets what he has done, and when the remorse takes
over, hewill come out into the night for me.

And bring me homewith him again.

Tonight it will finaly be consummeated, she thought in de-light, rubbing her hands quickly up and down
her armsto warm them with thefriction of it. Tonight he will finally take mein hisarms, and to hisbed. |
will havedl of him; | will ride him to the ends of the dliffs of pleasure, and as he drives himsdlf into me, |
will drive mysdf into his soul aswell. | may not be ableto evict the shadow of hiswife, but shewill find
minewithin him when shereturns.

And thenit will al begin. It only took afew moments for the remorse to set in and take hold.

Ashe stood up from the table and went to the speaking tube again.

"Come, Owen," he said, summoning the chamberlain. "I've been an ass. | didn't mean to drive her out
into the night, alone and without protection. Saddle up; we haveto find her and bring her back. And then
Tristan can make certain to take her with him when he returns to Bethany tomorrow."
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The hdsof Canrif, Ylorc

As Ashe had predicted, the nightmares did return.

All thewnhile they were traveling, Rhapsody had not redlly noticed them. There was too much occupying
her mind as she, Achmed, and Grunthor made their way in haste out of the west and into the desert.
When she had |eft the security of her husband's arms with the baby in tow, the fear shefelt at the thought
of eyes above and below the earth searching for her child was nightmarish enough. Bad dresmswere
hardly no-ticesblein that time; redity wasworse.

When they were encamped, she and Meridion had dept on Grunthor's massive chest, much as she had
when traveling aong the Root through the belly of the earth itsalf. The bad dreams had been especidly
strong then, and while Grunthor had not been able to chase them completdly away, in the man—-ner that
Ashe and Elynsynos had, he had provided alarge, gruff, and wide surface on which to deep that proved
to be surprisingly warm and comforting. He had also gotten good at jostling her from her dreams, talking
her through the night ter-rors, and providing distracting conversation should he decide what she actudly
needed was to waken. He had not lost the knack, and especially had enjoyed cradling the tiny baby,
curling up with the infant near his neck.

But the baby was gone, and now they were back in Ylorc among the Firbolg, who looked &t her
suspicioudy as some-one who had gone away and left them, the king's harlot, or just a source of food.
Rhapsody was done again.

She shifted in thelinen sheetsthat dressed her large bed in her quiet chamber within the inner hallway's of
Canrif. Shed never particularly liked staying within the cold mountains, and in her timein the Bolglands,
she had dways chosen to re-main in Elysian, done, in the tiny cottage Gwylliam had once built for
Anwyn in the dayswhen they werein love, or & least pretending to be.

Rhapsody rolled over in her deep and sighed brokenly. She missed thelittle house on theidand in the
center of the grotto's lake, aplace of hidden magic where she had first felt safe upon coming to the new
world. She and Ashe had falen inlove there, or a least had admitted that they had for thefirst time. They
had spent a short but sweet spring there, exploring the purple crystalline caves, swimming in the dark
water where filaments of stone formations and underwater stalag-mitesformed lazy cathedrals of
beautiful muted colors be-neath the surface. The firmament of the cave had been carefully bored through
with dozens of holes, alowing spots of sunlight to shine down upon it, making gardens possible.
Rhapsody had passed many happy hours tending to the baby trees, planting flowers and herbs, and
generdly reliving her childhood, in asimpler time on afarm in the middle of the Wide Meadows of
Serendair.

Now, aone and frightened in the darkness of Y lorc once more, she was defensel ess againgt the demons
of the night that lived in her own mind. Aslong as she could remember she had been prescient, had seen
the future and sometimes the past in her dreams, and so she did not drag herself into a deeper stu—~por or
consume the herbs that might have made her dumber so intense that her mind could not processwhat it



had seen, for fear that she should miss something that was important, the need to be known in order for
those sheloved to remain sife.

And so she submitted to the dreams, to the horrid Sghts of burning shipsin aharbor dight with flames;
the images of terrified villagers running from soldiers with swords, attacking from horseback asthey
passed through, riding down anyone they saw; of great winged shapes that streaked through the night
sky, raining fiery death down on the thatched roofs of houses below. But mostly she dreamt of Ashe.
Except for the times when she employed her skills as a Singer, reaching out to him over the waves of time
with the musicdl |ore she had studied, most of her dreams of her hus-band were terrifying. Night after
night she saw himin her deep, cold and wandering, sometimes adrift in the waves of the seg, lost without
the family that the man treasured, that the dragon considered its own. She could fedl, even hundreds of
miles away, the unraveling of her husband's mind, of the as~cendancy of the dragon in hissoul asthe
broken-hearted man receded back into the shadows.

Each night she wept, often losing deep and lying in ex-hausted numbness throughout al the hours of the
long night until the morning finaly came, when it wastimeto return to her work on the Lightcateher. One
particularly bruta night, she dreamt of her old homein Merryfidd, of the Patchworksin the Wide
Meadow where she and the boy she had called Sam had falen in love beneath a starry sky, benegath the
willow tree, alongside a meadow

stream. The pasture, the stream, and the tree were dl till there, dl burned black to ashesin the aftermath
of the Seren war. The bones of those sheloved lay strewn in thefield

around her, and a her feet atiny skeleton lay, its skull graced

with the traces of flaxen curls. Rhapsody began to weep asif she was seeking empty hersdf of every
tear. And then, just as her mind began to fill with scenes of terror and destruction, shefdt asoft musical
vibration surround her, fill her earswith gentle music, chasing her dreamsinto the darkest corners of her
mind again, asif it were opening awindow in her soul, alowing sunshinein. She recognized the vibration.
It was the one emitted by both of the dragons she loved in her life, her husband and Elynsynos.

Though exhausted, Rhapsody struggled to awaken. It can't be Ashe, she thought drowslly, fighting the
dark cobwebs of deep. / know heisnot here, but | can feel the song which he used to chase my dreams
away, settling me down to dreamless, restorative deep again. It must be Elynsynos; sheshere
some-where, not dead.

Fighting the heaviness of her eyelids, Rhapsody struggled to find the vibration and opened her eyes,
looking for the dragon that had chased her nightmares away.

There, on the coverlet beside her, she was greeted with the sght of tiny, twinkling blue eyes, scored with
vertical pupils expanding in the dark, taking in the sight of her. Porcelain hands and feet moved about in
the air amid soft cooing sounds, coming from ahead crowned with flaxen curls.

Her baby.

Rhapsody's hands immediately went to her abdomen, once again flat beneath her palms. Then, tears of
joy pouring down her cheeks, she reached out gently and caressed the smooth skin of hisface, diding her
hands carefully beneath him and bringing her lipsto the hollow of his neck, kissng him over and over
agan gratefully.

Meridion just lay on the coverlet, staring up at her in the dark, his eyestwinkling.

"| should have known," Rhapsody murmured, smiling down at her son. "1 knew you would come back; |
just didn't know that you aready have the power of dragonsto chase away dreams. My, aren't you a
gpecid boy." Theinfant gurgled.
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In the northern forest of Gwynwood, past the Tar'afel River

If Melisande had not seen two hundred foresters mount up and ride into the woods around her, followed
immediately by another five hundred on foot who disappeared into the great forest behind them, she
never would have known that she and Gavin were anything but utterly alone on their journey. The
mounted men who had accompanied them from the Circle for the last severa weeks had taken off in two
cardind directions upon crossing the Tar'afd River, riding north and west with the rising sun behind them
to the outermost edges of the lands of the dragon. The Invoker had explained to her that only the scouts
assigned to the farthest reaches would continue to ride; foresters could move far more quickly and quietly
on foot than on horseback when traveding through the heavy glades of virgin wood such as those that
comprised the lands of Elynsynos. Hisface had no hint of asmile ashefur-

her explained that foresters would not wish to tempt adragon with horse meat unless the distance made it
necessary. The young Lady Navame had listened to his explanation from atop her own mount, a
thick-bodied forest mare with gray dappling.

"Why are we mounted, then, if it ismore easily done on foot?" she had asked.

The bearded Filidic leader had smiled. "Do you fancy your—sdf aforester, then, Lady Melisande
Navarne, aswell asdl your other accomplishments?' He turned away quickly as her face changed color,
but the gentleness of histone left her van-ity intact even as she choked on her own foolishness.

As soon as Gavin's contingent was out of sight, the Invoker mounted his own horse, aLirin roan that had
been given to him by the border guards of Tyrian in tribute, took hold of her mare'sreins, and rode
smoothly into the greenwood. Mdisande clung to the mare's bridle at first, but soon discov-ered that the
Invoker's quiet vocal cuesled the horses easily around deadfall and the deeper pitsin the mossy floor of
the forest, ensuring areasonably stableride.

They traveled northwest in silence, following the path of the sun that gleamed through the budding leaves
of the an—cient forest, casting lacy shadows on the ground before them. Melisande struggled to stay
awake in the saddle; the exhaus-tion of her ordeal was compounded by adreamy lulling sensa-tion that
surrounded her thickly the deeper they traveled into the greenwood. Her eyelids grew heavier asthe sun
made its way down the vault of the sky, and by dusk she had drifted off to deep, jostled avake only for
afew seconds at atime, and only by the most egregious of bumps. She surrendered to the sensation of
riding the spinning world, helplessin the force of itsturning, and let her chin cometo rest on her chest.
For the most part she was able to doze, led by Gavin's skilled hand and the horse's gentle canter. She
was dreaming of her mother, or at least awoman who looked like the painting of her mother over the
fireplacein her father'slibrary, when she felt the world stop spinning around her. Mdisande was sartled
awake; the light was gone from the sky, leaving nothing but the faintest hint of aquamarine peeking
through the trees to the west, while clouds sped through the darkening canopy above her.

She looked around for the Invoker, and spied his horse afew feet beyond her own, but the saddle of the
roan was empty.

"Gavin?' she cdlled softly, her voicetrembling alittle.

A gentle birdcall that blended in with the night sounds of the forest answered her. Mdisande knew



immediately it was the response of the Invoker, and was reassured, but still she leaned forward in the
saddle and peered into the growing for—est shadows, trying to find him.

The Invoker stepped out of the darkness behind the horse,

"You redly have aterrible sense of direction, Lady Melisande Navame," he said pleasantly. He extended
his hand to help her down from her mount.

"Arewe stopping herefor the night?' Mdisande asked.

"A little farther north, about a hundred paces. There's a spring-fed fairy pond there where the horses can
drink."

Melisande nodded and took hold of her horse'slead, preparing to follow Gavin.

In the distance, amournful howl rose on the wind, ahigh, dark whine that held steady for amoment, then
undulated down the scaleinto silence.

The hair on the back of thelittle girl's neck was suddenly damp as cold chills ran through her body. She
dtiffened, just asthe horse she was leading did.

Gavin did not turn around. "Don't panic,” he said quietly. "Keep walking, and stay behind me." A chorus
like animd voicestook flight on the wind, whin-ing in discordant unisonin reply. They seemed closer
than thefirdt, or at least louder.

"Wolves?' Mdisande whispered. She had heard dark tales of the beasts from her nanny, and from
liglening to the ser-vants talking among themselvesin the buttery in hushed tones, long after shewas
supposed to have been to bed.

Infront of her, she could hear the Invoker chuckle.

"Nothing so dramatic,” he replied, hisvoice illVoft, but stronger now. " Coyotes. Perhapswild dogs, or
half-breeds.”

"Arent they the samething?'

"Hardly. A wolf donewill ssidom bother a human, but in packsthey arefierce, becausethey have a
strong hierarchy and a sense of community. Alone, surrounded by wolves, you would bein great peril.
Coyotes are cowards for the most part, carrion feeders with no real orgamzation, smaler and weaker,
preying on rabbits and moles and eating that which larger predators leave behind. With awaking stick,
and an adult who has one, you will befine. Fear not, Lady Mdisande Navarne." The Invoker cameto a
stop beside asmadll forest pond, black and deep with the beginnings of water liliesfringing its edges.
"Take down your bedroll while | start thefire," he directed as the horses stepped forward and bent to
drink. Melisande, suddenly thirsty, followed their lead and dipped her hand in the water, raising it to her
lips, but Gavin shook his head. "1'd advise againgt that if you don't want to swalow amouthful of frog
eggsor, even better, tadpoles.” He snorted in amusement asthellittle girl legpt away in revulsion, spitting
and wringing her hand.

"Why do they cal thisafairy pond?' she asked, curiosity replacing disgust, as she unrolled the thick
blanket on the mossy ground.

The Invoker was bent over, assembling their campfire.

"l don't know," he said. "That's just what asmall, spring-fed pond iscalled, | guess. | never really asked.”
Melisande sat down on her outstretched bedroll.

"Y ou don't know? Y ou're the Invoker of the Filids, the head nature priest in al the world, and the
guardian of dl the holy forests, aren't you? | thought you were supposed to know about fairies and nature
spiritsand all those magica things. If you don't know, who on earth would you have asked?"

"Vingka," the Invoker said to the small bundle of sticks and dry grass. The wood ignited, sngpping into
flame. Gavin turned back to the girl, whose eyes were wide, and regarded her thoughtfully. "Now, that's
agood question,” he admitted. "1 don't really know. | suppose | could have asked Llauronif | had
thought of it, but adas, therewas not time. | didn't serve as

hisTanit, so | did not have much timeto learn the lore of the Invoker from him.”

Meélisande uncapped her waterskin. "Have you ever seenfairiesat afairy pond?' she asked before she
took adrink. The Invoker shook hishead. "I'm not certain they exist anymore, though | am told by
ancient Cymrianswho | respect that they once werered, long ago, before the death of magicinthe
world." Melisande took another sip, then dried off her lips and re-capped the skin. "I'd hardly say that



magic is dead, given that you and Rhapsody can say a single word and make wood burgt into flame.”
Gavin shook his head again. " Some people might call that magic, | suppose, but redly it's elementd lore,
power |eft over from the creation of the world," he said serioudy. "Magic was more complex. It was
formed from elemental lore, but it needed a certain atmosphere in which to survive. When the sster of the
Great White Tree, the ancient oak known as Sagia, was destroyed aong with the Idand of Serendair,
where both our ancestors came from, it took agood dedl of the magic out of the world, Lady Mdisande
Navarne. The world's adarker place than it used to be, and growing dimmer al thetime." He regarded
the child in the shadows of the flames. "But after what you've been through in your life, | don't supposel
haveto tell you that." Mdisande inhaed, then let her breath out dowly, consder-ing. "My father didn't
believethat," she said findly. "He be-lieved in fairies, and magic, and honor and chivary, and that you
could hang on to the ideds of better timesin history, and if you did, they would one day come back. |
think that'swhy he kept the Cymrian Museum so carefully. | used to help him polish the statues and clean
the exhibits, and he would tel me of the grand times of the Luminaria, the age of Enlighten-ment, when
the Cymrianswere building grest cities and cathedrals, and making advancesin science and music and
lit-erature. Hefdt that if we maintained the memory of those times, we could recapture them someday."
Gavin leaned back against atree as the horses moved away from the pond.

"Y our father was agreat man, Lady Mdisande Navarne," he said quietly, without a hint of sarcasm.
"May herest peace-fully beyond the Vel."

Anather chorus of primal howls broke the stillness, much closer than before,

Méelisande skittered away from the fire as the Invoker rose, in one smooth, quick movement, to a stand.
"Mount your horse," Gavin said, taking the mare'slead and holding her steady. Méelisande complied,
fumbling for the horn of the saddle, with aquick boost from the Invoker. He handed her his staff. "Hold
on to this—you won't need it, but it will make you fed better."

Then he turned and walked away from the fire. The shad-ows seemed to open and swallow him.
Mélisande waited atop the mare, nervoudly gripping the staff. Well, she thought ruefully, you wanted
responsibility and adventure, stupid. How do you like it? She glanced around the forest glen where Gavin
had made camp, at what appeared to be glittering eyes watching her from the dark recesses beyond the
edge of thefirdight.

Another brief howl was suddenly cut short, and in the dis-tance she could hear the muffled sounds of
cracking branches and the rustle of leaves, louder than what the wind was making. The moon broke
through the clouds above the forest canopy, spilling silver light over the dark trees, making them shine
exrily, ther fill-bare armstwisting menacingly in the dark.

Mélisande swallowed the impetusto cal out for the Invoker again, and waited.

The wind whispered across the glen, fluttering the grass and the newborn leaves, making thefire crackle
and wink.

The Invoker appeared at last at the far edge of the glade. As aways, he had made no sound in passing,
but hisface was grim and his body tenser than it had been when he lft.

"What'swrong?' Melisande asked; her voice came out in achoked whisper. "Where did the coyotes
go?"' The Invoker came back into the circle of firdight.

"| drove them off," hesaid. "But 1 think we will move on from this placejust the same.”

"Why?If they're gone, why don't we just wait until morn-ing?"

Gavin exhded. "The second set of howls you heard was the pack warning each other of our presence,”
he said serioudly. "Thefirst wasacal to food. They were feasting on the re-mains of what appearsto be
awoman; it'shard to tell. She's unrecognizable.”

The backs of Mdisande's earstingled numbly.

"| thought you said coyotes don't generaly harm people, especidly full-grown ones.”

"They don't," said the Invoker. "I do not believe they killed her. Strange—even the foresters who travel
the holy forest of Gwynwood south of here would never broach these lands. | wonder what awoman
was doing here, in this place that has been sacrosanct from the beginning of history.”

"Oh, no," Mdisande whispered. "Oh, no." The Invoker lowered his chin and stared at her. "1—I forgot
something Rhapsody told me to convey to you.”



"What isthat?" Melisande fought back tears. "She said | wasto tell you that the foresters should comb
thewoodsfor alost Firbolg midwife named Krinsd, and should they come upon her, they wereto
accord her both respect and safe passage back to the guarded caravan to Ylorc. But I—I forgot, in all
the commotion." She began to tremble so violently that Gavin reached quickly up and pulled her down
from the mare, who was starting to dance impatiently in place.  "It'sdl right," he said soothingly, or a
least an gpproximantion of an attempt at comfort. "Y ou've told me now. Well keep watch for her on the
way to thedragon'slair.”

"But what if the foresterswho set out first came upon Krin—sal and killed her, not knowing she was
supposed to be left unharmed?' Mdisande persisted.

"Foresters are trained to accompany and guard wanderers, not kill them, unlessthey are threatened,” the
Invoker said. "Had they found aBolg woman, lost in the woods, they would have reported it to me, and
taken her back to the Circle. And they would not have left abody for carrion in any case; it'sagainst
Filidic practice. She would have been burned. | don't know what happened to thiswoman, if shein fact
isyour lost Bolg midwife, but | do know that whether you had told me at the outset or not, it would not
have dissuaded Fate if she wasto meet it. Stop looking for reasons to be worried, Lady Melisande
Navame. Y ou will have more than enough of them when we get within afew miles of the dragon's cave.
Now come; there's athicket up ahead where we can pass the night in safety and a semblance of cam, if
not peace." Thelittle girl nodded, and alowed the forester to lead her away from the fairy pond, the dark
waters of which reflected back the racing clouds passing in front of the shimmering moon.
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Beyond the walls of Highmeadow, northern. Navarne near the province of Bethany

By the time Rath reached the glen the back of histhroat was burning with the caudtic taste of acidic
blood. Cautioudy he dipped through the shadows, following the buzzing in histhroat and Snuses, the
sensation of needles run—ning through his veins. Rath fought down the racia hatred that was causing his
teeth to clench and his heart to pound furi—oudly, concentrating instead on the demonic whisper of the
name, hovering on the wind just beyond his sght. Each step, measured againgt ten of his heartbests,
brought him closer. Rath focused on being quiet. After such along journey, so many centuries of pursuiit,
it would be cataclysmic to lose the beast at this moment, when it was amost within his grasp.

His night-sengitive eyes could see something now, at the outskirts of hisvision, something tethered to the
end of the gossamer thread of sound that glittered evilly in the moon-

light, hanging amid the brancheslike astirand of spider silk, evanescent and deadly. Even the threat of
what it led to could not prevent Rath from hesitating for amoment, enraptured by the beguiling beauty of
it, the visudization of kiral, thisfiber of undying connection between thewind of his heritage and the black
fire of the Fdor.

A few more steps, he thought. Slowly.



A millennium of experience had trained him to never antic-ipate the host of the demon he was seeking.
He had found Fdor clinging to any number of different types of men, women, and children. Rath had no
fear of whatever form the monster took; he had watched dispassonately as the heads of toddlersin
which the beasts had hidden exploded at the end of the Thrall ritual, because Rath understood the
consequences of being swayed. Still, his curiosity got the better of him. He closed his eyes and tasted the
wind on histongue.

Hrafa

The name resounded in his sinuses, clear asabdll. His heart, and that of the demon's host, besat in perfect
syn-chronicity. Assured again that he had found his quarry, Rath opened his eyes and moved silently
closer to the glen. In the moonlight awoman was standing, her back to him, her long hair glistening in
riversof dark slver. Shewas gtretching lazily in the moonglow, her hands running over her shoulders and
through her hair in adow, sensud dance, asif to gather the power of the heavenly light into herself. Rath
in-haled; in what few taes were known about the hogts this de-mon had chosen, Hrarfahad rarely
alowed hersdlf to be seen in female form, the one closest to her formless spirit's own. Hetook it asa
fortuitous sign that she was about to die appropriately.

Portiasmiled. She had heard nothing, seen nothing, in the pale light of the waxing moon. Nothing but
shadows moved in the dark glade, but till she sensed a presence. Thewind was high, and it caressed her
human form like alover, whispering over her skin with evanescent kisses, then moved on to toude her
hair.

The nascent fire in her poisonous spirit crackled with de-light, both in the erotic sensation of wind on her
skin and in the knowledge that her trap had been successfully sprung. Un-like her kin, many of whom
saw the human form as a distaste-ful necessity for surviva in the upworld, she had found the carna
ddights of being encased in flesh to be awonder that she both enjoyed and craved. Therewasajoy in
the domina-tion of ahogt, the pursuit and eventua capture of anew body, a pleasurein the eviction of its
origina owner through an exquisite painful devouring that |eft her aroused, divein away like no other.
And there was solidity, acomforting sense of being till and redl, so unlike the natural insecurity of being
that was each F'dor's bane. She had always been abit of arisk taker, more daring than her fellow
escapees of the Vault. Many of the Unspoken, asthe dragons had called her kind, had discovered
patience, atrait not naturally occurring in the children of dark fire, when they made their way upworld
and away from their eterna prison. They had been able to build up empires dowly over the ages, trading
hosts as cautioudy as humans traded piecesin chess, biding their time, growing stronger in the materia
world, in the hope that the power they were gaining would en—able them to &t last find therib of an
Earthchild or some other way to free their fellows.

But she was different. She had found an intoxicating ex—citement in the lure, the switch, the deception of
drawing un—suspecting humansto her, sudying their ways, their traits, the very patternsin which they
drew breath, then catching them unawares and ravaging their souls, taking their bodies for her own.

She had taken the form of ayoung Liringlas Skysinger once, severd millenniaago and haf aworld away,
and had learned some of the science of names, had made good use of what she had gleaned from him
before she discarded his use-less corpse in favor of one more interesting. She knew, as are-sult, how to
bend her vibrations, dter the signature that her

human form conveyed, until it could be amost anything that she wanted it to be.

She also learned theintricacies of mae lust, something she had used to her advantage on both sides of
the bed. Eventually that led to her conquest of a First Generation Cymrian girl in Manosse, whose body
was not subject to the ravages of time or age-related illness, seemingly immorta like the rest of the
refugees from the Idand of Serendair. She had liked the girl's name—Portia—because it was very close
in sound to her own, and the additiona power the young woman's lithe form and beauty gave her in
enchanting foolish men through wanton sexudity. Findly, therewas. anirony in subsuming a
Cymrian—like the Fdor, they were arace of ex-ileswith endlesstime to brood about being driven from
their homeland.

It was a perfect fit. Thus, trading hosts was dmost never necessary anymore.

But occasondly one came along that proved irresistible.



The Lord Cymrian had been one such temptation. Portialicked her lips, suddenly dry from the heat of
anticipation and the kissing breath of the wind on them. Though she wasin fe-ma e form she had none of
the physiological longings of awoman, did not fedl the burning desire, the attraction of the flesh theway a
human woman did. Rather, her desire was for the connection to power she gained in the fornication of
pow-erful men. Her partners surrender in the heat of passion had fed the very essence of her being, their
vulnerability and open-nessto her dominion was an orgiagtic feding. When aman was knobbing her
body, hisvery soul lay open and exposed.

And not only did she then have accessto it, to drink in the essence of it, absorbing whatever prima,
elementa power was within him, but she was able to tie that vulnerable soul to atwisting vine of
Bloodthorn, the perverted sapling of Adhra, the tree of elemental fire, that grew deep within the Vault.
Asany member of the Older Pantheon of demons could.

Sowly sheran her handsthrough her hair, raising her breasts to the wind that caressed her nipples
through the thin cloth of her shirt, and sighed happily. She could hear her name on the wind; she knew it
was only amatter of time before the Lord Cymrian found her. And now her quarry had arrived; she
could fed his presence, even if shedid not yet see him.

Thetree of blood had tasted the soul of Gwydion of Manosse once before. Another of her kind, one of
the Y ounger Pantheon, had managed to tear a piece of it free some decades ago, had experimented with
it, formed a body of ice and the desecrated blood of children around it, and had used it to procreate
without tapping its own soul, something afew other Fdor had tried but had failed to do. Bloodthorn had
reveled in the taste of Gwydion's essence, had dmost been able to find and obtain the Sleeping Child
withit.

Once she had taken his body as her new host, the Unholy Tree would feed again.

Thewind picked up dightly, tickling the back of her neck and arms, and touding her long dark locks.
Portia's smile grew brighter in the light of the moon. She couldn't resst achuckle at her own instiability,
one of thetraitsthat the pathetic Tristan Steward had loved about her. Most F'dor of her power would
have consdered Gwydion of Manosse to be the ultimate prize, but she wanted more, as she dwaysdid.
She wanted hiswife. There was something bewitching about the Lady Cymrian that both disturbed and
fascinated Portia. She knew immedi-ately what it was—the sublime beauty that the-common folk who
swore alegiance to Rhapsody were enchanted by was nothing more than an inner core of elemental fire
burning within her, something she must have absorbed from aprimal source. Unlike the dark fire of the
Vault from which the Fdor drew their power, the eement within the Lady Cymrian was pure, untouched
by thetaint of evil.

And thus, achallenge. The flesh between Portias legs quivered at the thought. Like the corruption of a
child, or thergpe of avirgin, certain acts of defilement were profound in their glory, asensation of
destruction of innocence that defied description, surpassing al other acts. The chance to take a source of
purefire and twigt it, damageit, polluteit until it, too, served the same mis-~sion of Void that all Fdor did
was admost too thrilling to con-tain. Sheinhaded deeply, trying to do so, and failing utterly.l will have you,
lady, she thought excitedly. In your very husband's body, | will have you. | will feed off your passon,
your surrender. And when you are open to him, vulnerable in the throes of sickening love, | will take your
soul and have your body for my own aswell. And right before | do, | will tell you, in hisvoice, what is
happening, so | can pleasure mysdf with your horror—at least for amoment.

Andas| eat your soul, | will take your fire. But first, | will take your husband.

Her excitement was reaching afever pitch. She could leave her next conquest waiting no longer. The
woman in the dark glen turned dowly around, her eyes glittering in the moonlight.

"I knew you would come after me," she said softly. "I knew you could not let me go."

The breeze picked up around her, caressing her hair. At first there was silence in the glade. Then avoice
spoke, not the warm baritone she had come to recognize, but afiat, tone-less one that vibrated against
her eardrums, inaudibleto thewind.

All of your kind should know the same, Hrarfa. So it has been since the beginning of history, and so it
shdl remain until each of you isextinguished and buried in ash, like candle-flame.

Deep within her, Portiafelt the words echo.



Terror, old and consuming, rose up inside her and spread through her like fire on pine. She turned to ran,
or tried to, but ahead of her, dmost as close as her own shadow, the darkness of the glade moved. A
figurein shadow held up hishand, padm forward. Zhvet, it said. Halt. All around Portiathe wind died
suddenly. All sound, al air, seemed to vanish from the glen, leaving her breathless and gasping. Panic
swelled and overran her defenses; each of her kind knew this moment, feared it lmost from the
beginning of Time. She, like many of the escapees of the Vault, had come to dishelieve the possibility of
it, especidly after theraciad pogroms and campaigns againgt the Dhraciansthat al but extinguished the
hunters from the face of the Earth.

Y et the time had come, and she was trapped by one that had her name.

Rath inhaed again, dlowing his skin-web to relax, and gave atug on thefirst net of wind he had woven
from thein-visiblesilk of hiskirai. The demon's body flinched, then shuddered to afrozen stance, he
noted with satisfaction.

Sowly he spread hisfingers and began to chant.

Bien, he canted in the inaudible buzzing voice of hisfirg throat. It was the name of the north wind, the
strongest of the four and the most easily found. The wind responded immedi-ately, asit dwaysdid for
him, wrapping itsalf snugly around hisindex finger, anchored in thefirst chamber of his heart.

"No," the woman whispered, rigid in place. Rath could see her eyes darting wildly even from where he
stood. "No."

He hadn't expected a F'dor of the Older Pantheon to beg. In his experience, the older, more powerful
demonswere stoic, furious, but generaly silent or threatening rather than suppli—cant when facing
destruction. He remembered her penchant for deception and cleared his mind, returning to his Sate of
inner calm.

Jahne, he whispered over the aperture of his second throat. Thiswas acall to the south wind, the most
congtant and en—during of the winds. Rath felt the answer in both hisfinger and his chest, where thewind
had knotted in the second chamber of his heart.

The woman screamed, not the harsh, atona scratching of an angry Fdor, but a heartrending wail of
human despair that had no impact on Rath whatsoever.

"Please," she begged, her eyes growing wide from fear and the pressure that was building up in her skull.
"Have—have mercy. | know much that would be—valuable—" Rath did not even hear her words. His
focuswas his entire existence now, and dl sound, al fury, faded into the shadowy twilight at the edge of
his consciousness, leaving nothing but the pure, ringing tones of the winds responding to hiscdl. Satisfied
with the clarity of the first two, he summoned the third wind, the wind of justice, that blew from the west.
Leuk. "lI—I know where—others are," the woman whispered now, the effort of forming words causing
the veinsin her neck to distend grotesqudly. "'l—will—tel l—you—"

In the darkness of hisritud, Rath called for the last, the east wind, and waited patiently for the tentative
breeze to gppear in the glen, hesitantly wrapping itself around hisfourth finger, entwining itself in the last
chamber of his heart that was now besting erratically with the changeable breezes. Thas. The wind of
morning, thewind of deeth.

Like strands of spider-glk, the currents of air hung on hisfingertips, waiting, tethered through the valves
of hisheart. Once he cast the second net and began the ending of the Rit-ual, he would be vulnerable; he
could not stop until the body of the host and spirit of the Fdor were dead, even if he desired to, lest his
own heart be sundered in his chest.

Rath opened his eyes and met the terrified gaze of the beast. The woman who had been Hrarfa's last host
had been beauti—ful in life, with large, dark eyesthat gleamed in reflected light. Those eyes brimmed with
tearsthat he dmost could believe weretied to actual emotion.

Almost. Rath closed hishand into afist. The woman twitched again, still frozen in place.

With afluid motion, he cast the net of tangled winds around the demon, anchored in his palm, cemented
in hisheart, and pulled with dl hismight.

The demon screamed again, thistimein aprima voice that scratched Rath'sinner earslike nails on flesh.
Thelovey face began to contort into something dark and hideous, with black

eyesflashing hatred that was palpable. Smoke rose around her asthewinds encircled her inan



unbreskable cage and began to closein, pressing againgt her with the force of acyclone.

Rath inhded deeply. The Thrall ritua had reached its cli-max.

It wastimeto cut the net. He opened his mouth dightly wider, inhaing the air over al four of histhroat
openings, each holding asingle, unwa-vering note. With askill born of uncounted hunts, Rath clicked the
glottisin the back of histhroat.

A harsh fifth note diced through the monotone of the other four.

The winds screamed discordantly with the beast, tearing through the glade and causing the treesto shiver
violently. Rath felt the threads of wind attached to hisfingers go dack. Quickly he clicked histongue,
tying off the ends of the wind-cage and dlowing hisfirgt net to dissipate. Then he clenched histhumb to
sngp the wind-thread taut againg the flalling spirit.

His heart thudded againgt his chest. Now that the beast was

stationary, unable to escape, he began the final chant, the note

that would build to a crescendo of such intense sound, aligned with the vibrations of their interlocked
heartbests, that die host body's blood would reversein its path and flood the brain

until it exploded. All the air in the glen was sucked into the vortex of knotted wind swirling around the
ancient mongter. Therictus of fury twisted the woman's face into amask of even more hate. She
grimaced in agony and tried to scream curses back, but her pupils were beginning to expand amost to
the sze of her irises, her forehead scored in deep furrows of pain.

Rath maiched the intensity of her gaze. He could hear in the risng sound of imminent deeth the age-old
cdlsof hisBrethren, living and dead, joining him, unlimited by time and space, adding their voicesto the
chant. For dl that the climax of the Thrall ritud left the hunter vulnerable, hisheart in syn-chronicity with
the essence of pure evil, there was acomfort

in the solidarity of the cause that his race had sworn fealty to thousands of years ago.

Hewastoo inthral himsef to hear the cracking of the branches under the feet of someone entering the
glade.
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The moon gleamed slver on the open fidds, lighting a path.

"Areyou dl right, Owen?' Ashe called to the e derly cham-berlain asthey |eft the horses a the roadway
and made their way through the grass at the glade's edge.

"Yes, mlord,"” Geradd Owen replied between grunts. "'l— gtill say that the wench is—probably hiding out
inthe— garrison, servicing the—"

"Dess." The Lord Cymrian stopped long enough to exam-ine a beech tree that had sustained a snapped
branch, the sap Hill running fresh from the bregk. " She did nothing, Owen, nothing save remind me of
things beyond my grasp. It waswrong to send her away in such agtate; there will be blood enough on
my handsin due course. | don't wish to inaugurate thiswar with that of an innocent servant,”

"Her blood's—on Tristan Steward's—hands,” replied Owen, struggling to keep up. "He should have
taken her—back when we moved to—Highmeadow. She wasn't—needed—"

"With any luck, her blood will remainin her veins, if we can find her soon enough,” Ashe said. "Hurry,
Owen—I haveto return forthwith."

"I know, m'lord, I know." Owen doubled his pace and kept sight of the Lord Cymrian as he traveled
through the glen by the metallic gleam of hishair, silvery red in thelight of the bloody moon.

Ashe stopped in histracks, the dragon in his blood en-flamed.

In the near distance they could hear the sounds of strife, ahissing whine that thudded and scratched
againg the ear-drumslike nails. Each man put ahand to histemple as the pressure inside his head began
to rise, throbbing in a sudden sharp headache. A vortex of power, ancient and deadly, was sucking al
the energy, dl thelore, fromtheair in the vicinity.

The Lord Cymrian drew his sword, flooding the woods with pulsing blue light, and ran for the glen. Rath
did not see the shadow that loomed behind him until it had already blotted out the light of the moon
pooling inthe glen at hisfeet. He was barely aware of the sound of the chanting now. From al corners of



the Earth, the voices of the Gaol were whispering in prima meodies, the fricative buzz of the com—mon
mind, adding their power to the ancient ritual. The world stopped spinning for amoment, it seemed to
him, asit dways did when one of the denizens of the Vault was about to be extinguished, leaving behind
nothing to taint the earth. The beast before him wasin its death throes; he could see the devouring
darkness of its spirit locked in the struggle to escape the woman's body it had been inhabiting for years
be-fore that body died. Even asit grappled with itslooming demise, its hatred was as caugtic as acid,
hissing and gurgling in fury asit writhed on the ground, blood pouring from eyeslocked on himin
malicious fury. Smoke, acrid and sulfurous as the stench of the Vault, be-gan to issue forth from the
demon's chest. Her eyes bulged as the blood swelled in her brain, her back arched rigidly asthe
pathwaysto it burst. The air went suddenly dry on the verge of cracking, rent with the heat of evil being
violently torn from its earthly connection. The smoke that had emerged from Portia's sundered chest
swirled angrily, then dissipated, asthe beast wasre-

turned to its vulnerable noncorpored form, choking and shud-dering in the grip of the Dhracian's net of
wind.

The body fdl to the ground, limp and without life.

Reth felt thewoman fall, fet the strangling and twitching in hishand and heart astheinvisble threads that
bound its heart to histugged, growing weaker with each breath, like afish fighting on aline. The beast
would continue to struggle for afew momentslonger, he knew; being from the Older Pan—theon, Hrarfa
had agood deal more strength than the demons he had most recently destroyed.

Each twigt, each attempt to sustain itself, caused Rath's heart to cramp. The unbreakable bonds of wind
that tied them together were threaded through his arteries; every tug waslike aknifein the chest. But
Rath had sustained worse, and oddly, the pain cheered him, did his heart good. Each contraction was
weaker than the one before, asure sign that the spirit would shortly follow the body in death and into
oblivion.

And s0 hewasfar too submerged in the thral of the mo-ment, in the import of the event, intherevd of a
thousand years of searching findly coming to fruition to be aware that the glen had been entered. Until the
blow that caught him in the back with the force of alance at full charge, snapping haf of hisribs, flinging
him across the glen and headfirst into a beech tree.

The shock kept him conscious, & least at firdt.

Faron stood till for amoment, watching the man in the robe he had just dapped away crumpleto the
ground likeapile of cloth.

Therewasasmdl in thisplace that had brought him to it, adry burning of the air that reminded him on an
innate level of the father he had lost in the sea. He had followed that odor to the glen and had come up on
adght he didn't understand, except that whatever was being wrought was bringing back that lossin his
mind. A loss he had not been able to fathom, |et done accept. The heft of the man was nothing; he had
been flung with little more than a glancing blow. Faron looked around the glen, but saw nothing. Aid me!
Please. The voice scratched againgt his ears; the stone titan dowly shook his head from sideto side,
recognizing the tenor of it. It was the same desperate wheedl e that sometimes could be felt, if not heard,
inthe air around the Baron of Argaut, the man the world had once known as Michadl, the Wind of
Desth.

Except that it was decidedly feminine.

Faron's mind was too primitive, too maformed by birth, re-birth, and circumstance, to grasp what was
happening. Some-thing primal in him warned him to ran, some long-ago sense of salf-preservation and
horror begqueathed to him by hislong-dead mother, yet at the same time there was aso something
familiar, something entrancing about the voice that aso rang in the core of hisbeing. Please—shelter me.
| am dying.

Faron turned to leave the glen. Please. The voice was fading, though its tone was more desperate. We
arekin, you and I—thereisdark firein you. You and | arekin. | will nurture you, teach you. Don't let me
die— please. Shelter me; take me on.

Faron stopped. For al mat the words were frantic, there was atruth in them that could not be denied.
The concept of kin was one he had long since abandoned, but now, the possi-bility of belonging, of



being related, connected, of not being alonein the world, made him hesitate, like achild longing to touch
the firethat he knew could bum him.

Please. He had seen hisfather battle the demon that long ago he had taken on; that demon was as much
his sire as hisfather had been, though one had created his body and the other his spirit. It was an ugly
arrangement. And yet it had kept the man he loved, aone among al the peoplein theworld, dive
throughout time. And given him power beyond imagination. Together, we would beinvincible, the voice
whispered, light asair now initslast moments. | know so many corners of the world, so many secrets.
Please, please—trust me. Shelter me.

Had Faron been aman of flesh, and not of stone, he might have recognized the seduction in the voice. It
was husky, even as the demon was dipping away into the ether, enticing in away that spoke to the most
prima urgesin him, thelonging for connection, for power.

For identity beyond that of being Michagl's child and tool, and Talquist's seer and toy.

Sowly the titan nodded acceptance, answering the request with an inner surrender, knowing fully that the
creature he was about to accept into the shell of hisbody would control him without a second thought.

Y es, he assented. Come unto me.

The glade suddenly became warmer, the air gaining heat and power at the same moment.

For only the second time in known history, the act of volun-tary surrender to one of the Unspoken was
accomplished.

Theair in the glade sharpened to cracking asthelore of pri-mordia earth blended with the demon's dark
fire and the ether that was extant in the blood of Faron's Seren mother, al now fused within the statue of
Living Stone.

The demon shrieked joyfully within Faron's ears asit rec-ognized its own, the seed of tainted fire that
had been be-queathed from hisfather. With your lore and mine together, we are truly godlike, it
whispereq, reveling in the solidity of stone flesh and the spark of ethereal magic. We done havethe
power to find and take the Sleeping Child—and then the Vault will be opened. The voice dropped to an
amost maternd croon. And al the world will burn beneath your feet—my child. The demon’'s mutability,
itsinnate power to change form and aspect, coursed through the titanic body, refining its fea-tures. The
milky eyesthat had at one time been out of place in the rough-hewn stone sharpened, became more
lifdikeand clear, growing lids that alowed him to blink and close them againgt the grit of dust. The hands
stretched and extended, the rough edges resolving, the place in the palm from which the stone sword had
been torn smoothed into the image of cal-loused skin. Each finger appeared to grow knuckles, each
knuckle defined by a series of tiny groovesin the smooth earthen skin. The swirls of clay that had at one
time suggested hair lengthened and became heavier, with each individua strand visible. The muscles of
the shoulders, torso, genitas, and legs lengthened and striated until they appeared as human tissue,
pulsng asif they were dive.

Faron raised his head to the moon, basking in the light, reveling in the sensation of wind passing over the
tiny earthen hairsin the smooth skin of hisstonearms.

A rasping gasp on the other side of the glen caught his attention. The titan turned to where the man he
had struck had been flung. He waslying on hisside, clutching his chest, his sinewy hand held shakily aoft
in the breeze that rustled the newborn leaves on the trees and scrub bushes all around him. Behind him he
could hear someone approaching. Someone comes, the demon's voice cautioned. Kill the Dhracian, and
let us be gone from here. Faron lunged acrossthe glen. Rath lay ill, struggling to breethe, feding the hiss
of air inthe back of histhroat from his punctured lung. He willed him~sdlf to keep from losing
consciousness, oftly canting into the wind areport to the Gaol of what he was witnessing, knowing that
no more dire news had been sent in dl the time of their upworld history.

A favorable breeze caught the words and carried them aoft, into the sky, where they would circle the
wide world, bearing their dread tidings to those who could hear them.

Thetitan's volcanic blue eyes cameto rest on him. A light of malice entered them, causing them to gleam
in the reflected light of the moon, the edges tinged with the red rim of blood that occasionadly betrayed
demonic possession.

And then it was coming for him. Rath reached up with ashaking hand.



For al that the currents of air had been confounding him since hisarriva in the Wyrmlands, a beneficent
wind was blowing through the glade, a strong, warm updraft with a heavier gust behind it. Thank you, he
thought as the titan bore down upon him.

Just asit arrived, Rath disappeared into the wind.

The sound of cracking branches and pulsing waves of blue Sight flooded the small glen in the woods
beneath the moon. Ashe froze. The dryness of the air was unmistakable, the thin charge that hung, like
satic energy, from every current of air. Great power had been expended here, power that was
primordial, e ementa. Thewyrm within hisblood could fed it, and shrank away at theintensity of it. And
yet there was nothing to be seen, no scorched ground or trees, no violent upheava or signs of
destruction. The breeze blew gently through the glade, rustling the infant leavesthat had just grown large
enough to flutter on their semsin these early days of spring.

Ashe dowed his steps. It seemed to him that thisinnocent setting had ataint to it, an odor of malice, of
deadly intent, but then the whole world was beginning to taste that way to him.

A prickling ran down his neck and over his skin; his dragon sense urged him forward, warning him of
what hewould find.

Deeper in the glade the womarrXbody waslying, curled as

if shewere deegping.

The Lord Cymrian exhded dismdly, then cameto her sde.

"Portia," he said brokenly. He crouched down and put his hand against her neck, but it was merely an
attempt to deny what he aready knew. There was no breath, no warmth, no heartbest, no sign of life—in
fact, dl sensethat life had ever resded within her was missing. Her skin was as cold as mar-ble, her
body frozen in therictus of death.

On her cheek abloody tear had frozen.

"M'lord—"

"Stop, Owen. Spare me your consolation; | don't deserveit. My family's bane has dways been its
temper, itslack of control, and | am just the most recent one to stain our collec-tive soul with the
destruction of innocent life" Ashetook off hiscloak and gently laid it over her asif it were ablanket. "My
father would find thisironic, | have no doubt. All the years | walked the world unseen, hidden from the
eyes of men, with no power or authority of my own, | condemned him for the decisions he made, for the
suffering hewillingly visited upon othersin the accomplishment of hisgods, al of which wereintended to
servethe greater good. And now that | am the one who holds the responsibility for the Alliancein my
hands, | have inaugurated the prosecution of what will no doubt be agrim and devastating war with the
blood of an in—nocent peasant.”

"Innocent peasantsdiein war dl thetime, mlord," said Gerdd Owen flatly. "If you'l forgive my
impertinence, you've been in enough conflicts to know this, have fought in enough battlesto beinured to
it. Y ou were the one who told us that what isto come will change usdl. Did you think that you were
aboveit happening to you?'

Ashejust continued to watch the dead woman's face as clouds passed before the moon, sending
shadows acrossiit.

Gerad Owen bent to the ground. "Come, we must return to Highmeadow. I'll carry the girl.”

"No," said Ashe. "I'll doit." He gathered the body in hisarms and carried it back to the horses, keeping it
before him in the saddle as they made their way home.

Deep in hismind, mixed with the grief and guilt that was threatening to consume him, wasthe
unmistakable and unde-niable sensation of relief.
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Pdaceof JernaTd

Thewild ringing of bellsfrom the distant garrison, caught and picked up by the carillon towers of Jerna
Td, dragged Tdquist from hisrepose.

The bells of the garrisons dong the border had been ring-ing regularly day and night each changing of
duty shift Sncetheinvasion, or to signa comings and goings of troops and di-visions. Until now he had
bardly noticed them. Buit this peal -ing was different; there was an urgency, an ingstency that rang with
portent and caused dread in the Emperor Presump-tive's heart.

Taquist rose from histhickly besilked bed and robed him—sdlf. Then he went to the balcony and |ooked
out over the dark streets of Jemasid glowing in the lanternlight and the radi-ance of ahundred duty fires
burning at the patrol centers. The smoke of the foundries belched into the night sky, on the other sSide of
the city, hovering in the air like athousand ghosts be-fore the wind carried it into the desert. "Why are
the bellsringing?' he demanded of one of the guards stationed there. "Go and discover this." The soldier
bowed and hurried away down the inner steps.

He was back severa agonizing minutes |ater.

"Thetitan returns, m'lord," he said. The emperor's brows arched, then knit in consternation. He looked
down over the balcony railing to the main street far be-low, where noise was beginning to issueforth the
way it had not long ago, when Faron had first returned to the Site of his animation, his birth upon the great
weighing, plate of the Scales. Then, it had been the noise of panic and terror, asthetitanic statue had
lumbered down the Street, smashing oxcarts and destroying anything in itsway, most especidly any
troopsthat tried to interdict it before it reached Jerna Td.

Thistime, however, the sounds were muted, confused, but orderly.

The commanders had apparently ordered morelight, for the signal fire braziers atop each street post
roared suddenly aflame at the far end of the street, casting illuminated pools on the cobblestones below.
The titan was, indeed, approaching, casting an enormous shadow that twisted againgt the buildingsin the
dark asit neared. The gait was somehow different. Unlike the lumbering statue that had violently lurched
down the Strest, thistime Faron's stride was measured, even; he walked dowly, stand-ing erect, with a
control that Talquist had not seen before. Walking down the center of the thoroughfare, ignoring troops
and carts, he approached Jerna Ta with amanner that in abe-ing with lessinnate power and
musculature would not even be seen asthreatening.

Tdquist's eyes narrowed. The merchant in hisblood was suspicious; he had many times seen men with
daggers behind their backs ambling asif they had not acarein the world, and so was away's suspicious
when stuations that should be worrisome appeared innocuous. But the shadow of the titan con-tinued to
gpproach in the dark, legping in the light of thefires, while the soldiers of the city garrisons stood in the
gutters and muttered under their breath.

When it findly reached the main gate in the wall surround-ing the paace, the living statue stopped and
raised its eyes to the bacony on which Talquist stood.



The Emperor Presumptive held his breeth.

Then, with dl the humility of akitchen wench, itsarms at its Sdes, the statue bowed.

Tadquist exhnded again. He signaed to the guard on the ba —cony of the library below his chambers. "Tell
themtolet himindirectly,” hesad.

He turned away from the window, listening to the sounds of murmuring reduce to silence asthe portcullis
was lifted, the wood screaming, the chains clanking, then lowered again.

Tdquigt willed himself to be cdm asthe minutesticked by. He sat in hisgreat walnut chair, one of the first
things he had imported from Manosse when he first took over the Mercan-tile, and watched himsdf in
the mirror at the end of the room.

/ look regd, he decided. And nervous.

The heavy footsteps thudded againgt the stone of the inner staircase. Talquist swallowed.

He clutched the arms of the chair as the resounding steps grew closer, forcing himself to breathe. Findly
Faron gppeared in the entranceway at the top of the stairs. He cast a glance at the guards on the balcony,
then pointed down the stairs.

The Emperor Presumptive considered their usefulness for amoment and, deciding that it was minima,
nodded. "Leave us," he said. The guards complied rapidly.

"l am glad to see you have returned,” he said smoothly, years of negotiating in tenuous Situations aiding
himin his at-tempt to sound calm. "1 wasworried that you had become lost, or misdirected, even
captured.”

The muscles of the stonetitan's face curled into what, in aliving man, would have been awry amile.
Please, it said. Theword dripped with irony.

The emperor's black brows shot up into his hairline. He stood quickly and looked more closdly at the
titan, noting the appearance of detailsthat had not been present in the rough-hewn statue of the ancient
soldier he had harvested to make it. Eyebrows, lids and lashes, articulated joints and opposable digits;
the formerly primitive effigy of an anonymousindige-nouswarrior had evolved into agiant man, asoldier
of titanic proportions, an animist god of asort.

And though its mouth did not move, it could spesk.

The voice it spoke with belied its appearance. Not the deep bass or thundering roar that might have
served as a complement to its appearance, Faron's voice was instead harsh and high-pitched, with a
crackling edgeto it. In that voice the echo of other voices could be heard, some low and soft, others
shrieking, dl brimming with a nascent and omi—nous power that made the skin on Talquist's neck prickle
infear.

"Wha—what is your intention now, then, Faron?" he asked. "When | heard that you had |eft the battle at
Sepul-varta, | thought perhaps you had tired of leading the army.”

| had.

"Then why are you back?' Taquist set histeeth, knowing that there was nowhereto run.

/ wish to continue our association for now, the statue said inits harsh voice. But on my terms.

Suddenly Taquist relaxed. He had been in the Mercantile long enough to recognize when aded was
about to be laid on the table that would be beneficia to both sides.

"All right,” he said. "Whéat are your terms?"

The gatue's eyes met Msdirectly, szing him up.

/ will lead your army. We will take the Middle Continent, even unto the northern reaches of the Teeth.
Theland will be yours—but | want aparticular prize.

"Certainly,” Tadquist said quickly. "What sort of prize?"

Likeyou, | seek a Child aswell—achild that deepsin the mountains. | want that child—and the scales.
All of them.

The emperor's throat tightened. "I've—I've never denied you access to your scales, Faron," he said
quickly. "Or to mine." Thetitan's blue eyes gleamed more brightly. They will al be mine, Emperor. One
way or the other. Taquist inhaed. The threat in the sharp voice was unmistakable. The thought of
relinquishing the violet scae that had given him histhrone, and his power, was aloss dmost too painful to
contemplate. Even the knowledge that the titan was offering to fulfill one of the cruciad ementsin his



greatest plan was scarce comfort; the ancient piece of adragon's carapace had taken root in his soul, had
gppeared in hisdreams dmost every night from the moment he had found it in the sand and fog of the
Skeleton Coast buried beneath the bones of ships of the Cymrian Third Fleet. He had spent agood deal
of hislife try-ing to discover what it was, and what it could do, gpprenticing himsalf to ships captains and
miners, merchants and priests. All that servitude was findly beginning to reap a benefit. But, he reminded
himsdlf, should hetry to withhold it now, Faron would grind him into pulp where he stood. It seemed little
enough to pay for getting everything he desired. The merchant met the titan's eyes, then went to the secret
chamber, returning amoment later with the scale swathed in its velvet wrapping. He walked directly to
Faron and extended hishand. "Done," he said. Thetitan smiled. In that moment Taquist thought he could
hear the rumblings of the gears of the world turning.

Gurgus Peak

Congder this," Rhapsody said as she unrolled a sheet of parchment on the worktablein front of Achmed,
Grunthor, and Omet. "The lower-mid spectrum, the blue and green sec-tions, Kurh-faand Brige-sal, are
moreinnocuousin their pow-ers, they dter less of the redlity of theworld asit is. Part of thisis because
of the length of the waves of light, the song that they emit isthelongest in duration. Thisis because so
much of the blue spectrum is present in the reflection of the sky, which iswhy the Liringlas are so attuned
to thislore, revering the sky asthey do. Knowing the blue is key to the rest of the spectrum. So since
their primary powersin the Light-catcher are scrying and obscuration, perhaps these would be the safest
to test first. Therisks are not as great as some of the others, at least of the primary powers.”

"Indeed,” said Achmed. "Though the secondary powers may be even morerisky."

"I'm not in any way prepared to begin experimenting with the secondary or tertiary scales,” Rhapsody
said serioudy. "The consequences of misuse are far too great. But if you want to try and seeiif the blue
spectrum will add further cover to the redlm, and keep prying eyes even farther at bay than they are at
the moment, | suppose | am ready to attempt it. It's not without risk—nothing with thisinstrumentdity is.
But it'sthe safest of the oneswe have, alittle like only leaving your hand unarmored upon entering the
lion's den instead of your head.”

Bolg king. Achmed went rigid. Thevoicein hisear waslight and strained.

| am in the causeway. The wind went sllent for amoment, then rustled in his ear again, thistime the voice
weaker. Come.

Achmed was on his feet before Rhapsody could blink. She and Grunthor followed him out of the
mountain peak and down to the outer battlements of Canrif overlooking the canyon that separated the
city from the Blasted Hesth.

Inthe tunnel Rath was waiting, crouched on the floor, hisarms around his middle, struggling to bregthe.
His head was shiny with swest, his skin salow in the dim light from the torches beyond the causeway.
"The—news | bring—could not be—worse," the Dhracian said, gasping between breaths. "The
Gaol—know of this— but—you could not—hear me---"



"Tell me" Achmed ordered as Rhapsody knelt beside Rath, loosening his shirt.

The Dhracian attempted to wave her away. "'l found—the— beast's host and—had her in—Thrall, but |
was— interrupted—"

"By what?' the Bolg king demanded. "What could even have entered the areawith al that power inthe
ar?'

"A—man of Living—Stone," Rath whispered asthe Lady Cymrian began to softly sng a chant of
sustenance, the heal-ing reserved for those on the battl efield at the point of death. " Titanic—and
able—to walk under his—own—power. The demon—escaped—and has found—a new—host—in him.
"And it is—invulnerable." Thetwo Bolg looked a each other as Rhapsody continued her ministrations.
"We are going to need to take risks earlier than we planned,” Achmed said findly. "Whileit'simperative
to test the blue spectrum, tomorrow thefirst rays of the sun should be aimed at the Blood Saver pane—I
assume you agree, Rhapsody."

She looked up at them, then somberly nodded. " Grunthor, carry him to the Lightcatcher,” Achmed
instructed. He turned to go, but Rath seized the edge of hisrobe and dragged him back astep. "Hear
me," the Dhracian whispered, his eyes dight with fire. "Y ou—now no longe—-have a—choice.
Someone has to—kill—thistitan. It is beyond—the skills of—the Gaol. No—more can you remain—a
king—" Achmed snatched the hem of his garment from the Dhra-cian'sfailing hand. "That iswhere you
arewrong, Rath," hesaid flatly. "I will remain aking for aslong asit suitsme. One of the few things Ashe
has ever said that | agree with isthat aking must stay and hold the land, until there is no choice but for
him to leave. For now, no matter what goes on in the world outside, | will remain here. | have aChild to
guard, and if nothing else, | am the last bastion in that fight. "But," he continued as the Sergeant-Magor
lifted Rath from the ground, "now that the Fdor has chosen a host who isformed of Living Stone,
elementa earth, | happen to have an nwho isjust perfect for thejob." Grunthor brokeinto a
gigantic grin. "Oh, goody! An' it ain't even my birthday! Thank you, Sir." He proceeded back up the
tunne, whistling amerry tune.



Thefamily tree of the Cymrian Royal Line

The Order of theFilids

Llauron the Invoker
Chief Priests: Khaddyr (LIauron's Tanist and hedler)
Lark (Herbdist)
Gavin (Chief Forester)
llyana (Chief of Agriculture)

The Circle (Lower leve priests and foresters)
The Patrician Religion of Sepulvarta

ThePatriarch

TheBenisons
The Blesser of Avonderre-Navarne, Philabet Griswold
The Blesser of Sorbold, Nellash Mousa
The Blesser of Bethe-Corbair, Lanacan Orlando
The Blesser of Canderre-Y arim, lan Steward
The Blesser of the Non-Aligned States, Colin Abernathy

The Elemental Baslicas:
Ether - Liantaar, Sepulvarta
Fire- Vrackna, Bethany
Water - Abbat Mythlinis, Avanderre
Air - Ryles Ceddian, Bethe Corbair
Earth - Terreanfor, Sorbold

The Political Hierarchy of Roland



Tristan Steward, Lord Roland, Regent and Prince of Bethany
Martin Ivenstrand, Duke of Avonderre
Stephen Navarne, Duke of Navarne
Cedric Canderre, Duke of Canderre
Quentin Badasarre, Duke of Bethe Corbair
lhrman Karsrick, Duke of Yarim



