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CHAPTER ONE
A Dream of Betrayal
AWAKE AGAI N.

Those were the first words of the Inperial House of Chaononous in over
a thousand years. The second words followed logically fromthe
first.

Therefore, the dragon is dead.

The I nperial House did not speak as nen do. How could it, |acking
lungs and a mouth? Yet to one who knew castl e speech, the groaning of
aged door sills or a whistling draft down a hallway woul d have
expressed thoughts as clearly and purposefully as the words of human

| anguage. Condensation forned on all the interior walls of the pal ace
as the House struggl ed for understanding, reaching for the menories
stored within its drapes and dungeons scenes that had been registered
within it somehow, even when it had slept through the years.

The dragon was dead that nuch was obvious. For untold centuries, the
accursed Vicia-Heinox had been discussed and cursed within these halls.
The dragon had straddl ed the Central Pass of the One Land, obstructing
traffic and maki ng a general nuisance of hinmself. Such a nuisance, in
fact, that the One Land had been broken into three warring states, and
the Central Pass had cone to be called Dragonsgate.

The dragon had devoured humans voraciously in those days |ong ago. The
House cared littl e about the consunuVation of persons, of course. Wth
a few exceptions, one human was much |ike another, and it took rea
concentration to tell themapart. But the castle had been bothered
consi derably by the beast's utter lack of concern for structures. Sone
fine old manors had perished in the dragon's fires, in that first great
peri od of burning. |Indeed, some of the castle's own towers had been
scorched by

Towers! the House exclained, and it quickly surveyed its own present
condi tion.

Amazi ng, murmured a wi ndow sash, as the castle noted a thousand years
of home inprovenents. New spires jetted up fromrepaved courtyards.
Rei nforced parapets, gleaming in the sun froma recent whitewashing,
gazed grimMy down on the city that sprawl ed below. Giily col ored
pennants fluttered in the breeze, at once festive and belligerent,
throwing a bright challenge to anyone foolish enough to attenpt to

scal e these heights. It was a stirring sight, to say the least, and
t he House wheezed with pleasure .. . A cold draft blew through the
upper dungeon, chilling its inmates and puzzling the guards.

But of all the additions, by far the loveliest was a series of terraced
gardens that clinbed fromdeep within the castle's heart to the very
roof itself. Fountains and wal kways graced this artful wonder, and so
gl orious was the greenery it woul d have stolen the castle's breath away
had the castle any breath to steal.

How odd, to grow so grand while sl eeping!



The I nperial House took pride in its renewed appearance. Evidently it

still stood tall among structures. Yet all was not as it should be.
While its old walls and towers functioned just as they always had, as
the castle's organs of touch and snell, sight and hearing, the new

sections seened devoid of |life. There was no vision of the countryside
fromthe new spires. The new pavenments heard no conversation. Ws it
t he House's imagination, or did these new constructions tingle, as if
still asleep?

Awake! the Inperial House ordered the new sections gruffly, and it
sweated some nore as it sought to force consci ousness into these
renodel ed areas .. ,

"Kherda!" Queen Ligne shrilled at her Prine Mnister. "p.o you see
this?" She glided delicate, bejewelled fingers across a marble-tiled
wait grown suddenly, inexplicably wet. "Just what is causing this?"

She demanded as she rubbed her noist fingertips together in his face.

"I have no idea, ny Queen," Kherda replied quietly, annoyed by her
accusing tone. This wasn't unusual. Ligne's tone of voice regularly
annoyed hi mand seened to grow nore annoying with every passing day.
But just as regularly, Kherda swallowed his pique and snmiled. Kherda
was quite creative at inventing new ways to grovel. "Perhaps, ny Lady,
it's the weather?"

The House heard the conversation, and felt her caressing fingers, even
as it registered a hundred other comments from a hundred ot her roons.
It focused its attention here, however, on this black-nmaned beauty and
her parasitic Prime Mnister. This was by force of ancient habit,
really. Centuries of watching human behavi or had taught the House
that, in the minds of humans at |east, the nost critical conversations
took place in the courts of Kings. That wasn't so, as the castle knew
very well, having listened to years of sloppy drivel coming fromthis
very throne room It was often nuch nore fun to hear what the
messengers and consorts said outside the regent's hearing. Even so, it
was a relief to find that the throne room had not been greatly

al tered.

The foundations are the same, the House sighed, reassured. Still as
firm as inmpenetrable as the rock fromwhich they had been carved.
I ndeed, while cosnetic changes had been nmade, the basic ffoorplan of
t he massi ve pal ace would still have been recogni zabl e to Nobal og.

Nobal og! The I nperial House wi nced, and a dol orous boom ng issued from
the cistern beneath the kitchen, as the castle nourned the passing of
its friend. Mre than a friend, really, for it had been the

oower shaper Nobal og "the fat, bald one" who had birthed consci ousness
in the castle so many years before.

How many? the Inperial House wondered. How long had it been?

Not that it mattered, particularly, with Nobal og dead. While there had
been many in that ancient age who sported with the castle, debating
with it about current events or telling it neani ngl ess human jokes,
only Nobal og ever took the time to understand. More than that, of al

t he power shapers who had wal ked its corridors, only Nobal og had been
sensitive to the damagi ng effects of magi c upon the House. Nobal og had
been a friend.

But Nobal og was | ong dead. That was the problemw th humans.



Eventual ly, they all died. Nobalog had been gone a thousand years by
the tine the dragon cane, and put the castle to sleep

The House listened again with some attention to the words of Queen
Li gne, for her sharp voice had jogged its nmenory. It had heard her
bef or e!

There have been dreans, the House said quietly, dreans that were not
dreans at all, but rather stages of awakening. This is why some things
are known.

Seeking to learn nore, the House followed the woman's march down the
hal | way and onto the grand spiral. This was a gigantic curving
staircase that formed the hub of all castle activities. Had she passed
down the spiral, it would have taken her onto the dais of the vast

great hall, where all of those within the walls took their nmeals. The
House noted with sone concern that the upper end of the spiral now
opened onto the | owest garden terrace. Though beautiful, this new area
was outside the castle's range of hearing. Ligne did not clinb that

hi gh, however, turning off instead to stanp toward the royal

apartments. She was bell owi ng orders even before she reached her
attiring room so that, by the time she slung open the door, a dozen
attendants were already waiting to change her

The House wat ched attentively as the arny of mmids stripped the queen
bare. The castle's standards of beauty had all been drawn fromthe
comments of nen, and it was fully aware that many within the walls
woul d have longed to watch this operation. To the House, however, the
worman' s shapely formwas no nmore nor |ess entrancing than any of the
other objects of art that lined its corridors or stood in its
courtyards. Wile her inperious manner indicated that she truly
bel i eved herself the owner of this palace, the House knew better. Long
after she passed fromthe scene, the House woul d continue to stand.

Rat her, the castle believed that it owned her, and was mldly pleased
that the present regent was so conely in appearance.

And yet .. . was there not sone question regardi ng her sovereignty?

The castle sweated to remenber .. . There was a scene, perhaps nonths
before, recorded in its sem conscious state .

*"] ook a mess!" Ligne nuttered, but the vision in the mrror belied
her words.

"You | ook positively regal, ny Lady," Kherda gushed. The old feelings
wel led up in his heart again, those adol escent pal pitations that had
caused himto betray Talith, his rightful King, and lay the plot to
elevate this wonan to the throne. "It's little wonder King Talith
chose you for his paranour!"”

"Don't talk about Talith," Ligne rmunmbled. "I just ate dinner."

"But it's true, my Lady! Your beauty so ensnared him*'

Turn it off, Kherda." The Queen scooped up her velvet skirts and paced
toward the doorway. "You're sure Joss is com ng?"
"It has all been arranged, nmy Queen," Kherda reassured her. "GCenera

Joss has accepted the terns of the agreenment, and has promised to
appear today, bringing the girl with him Ah, there is one detail that



| nust

"But what guarantees do | have? The man has hated me fromthe first
nmonent . "

"He doesn't hate you

Li gne arched an eyebrow and shot Kherda a poi sonous | ook.

"I mean, it may have | ooked as if he hated you," Kherda hurriedly
clarified, "but you have to understand Joss. He's consunmed with
loyalty to the throne of Chaonobnous, and he somehow sensed that you
were a threat to his King. You nust admit, he had cause to be
suspi ci ous "

"So now he's going to turn his back on those old loyalties and
surrender Talith's rightful heir to nme?" Ligne accentuated her sarcasm
by propping a hand on her jutting hip.

Kherda controlled his inpatience, and though he had expl ained this al
a dozen tinmes before even nanaged a snile as he explained it once
again: "Talith is dead, my Lady. There's nothing left for Joss to be
| oyal to. Wy should he continue to support the House of Talith when
t he

Ki ng played such a critical role in his own downfall? After all, the
King relieved Joss of his command the day before the battle rather
shabby treatnent, in view of the General's loyalty. And you've
certainly done nothing to injure Joss, apart from sent ding a couple of
raiding parties after him™"

"Whi ch he destroyed," Ligne muttered.

"He is a shrewd tactician, to be sure."” Kherda nodded. "There's
little |l ove between us, as you well know, and | judge it no blessing to
have the man within the walls again. On the other hand, it's far
better to have the General's talents with us than against us, and his
great loyalty to the nation and the throne has convinced himthat there
woul d be no profit in a protracted civil war "

Yes, yes, so you've said. So where is he, then?"
"It isn't the appointed hour quite yet, and it's a long ride from"

Kherda was interrupted by a series of trunpet blasts issuing fromthe
gate of the Inperial House. He turned to Ligne with a self-satisfied
smle. "You see? He's even early!™

"How very like Joss," Ligne munbled .

The castle's nmenory of the dreamfaltered then, as if at that point in
t he conversation the House had | apsed back from seni consci ousness into
a comatose state. Spurred on by an intense curiosity, the House
pursued these fleeting wisps of thought. The thread of the dream

pi cked up again .

They stood in the Hall of Peace: Ligne, Kherda, CGeneral Joss and the
Princess Bronwynn, Ligne made no secret of her elation. She trilled
wi th | aughter each tinme she spoke, "You can't inmagi ne how delighted
amto see you again, Bronwynn," she sang. "I sinply can't tell you how



it pleases ne!"

Bronwynn, daughter of Talith and true heir to the throne of Chaononous,
said nothing. Instead, she turned her startlingly blue eyes in a
searing gaze on the General who had pronised her a crown and betrayed
her .

Ceneral Joss avoi ded her eyes. It wasn't that he felt guilty. He was
doing the only sensible thing. The rights of one beautiful young woman
could hardly take precedence over the right of an entire nation to
peace regardl ess of the royalty of her blood. Nor was he particularly
bot hered by her opinion of him Joss had grown quite accustoned to
hatred. But he had never been one to enjoy giving the coup de grace to
a fallen eneny, as had some of his peers. He took no pleasure in this
betrayal. And despite the girl's bedraggl ed hah and tear-stai ned
cheeks, her accusing eyes were far too rem niscent of her father's to
permt Joss to nmeet her stare. |Instead, he turned his attention to
Kherda. "You've inforned the Queen of ny condition?"

"What condition?" Ligne snapped, jerking around to | ook at her Prine
M ni ster, who unconsciously stepped back under the inpact.

"Ah, actually, the occasion never did arise to

"My Lady," Joss cut himoff, "I made it clear to Kherda in our
negotiations that the girl was not to be killed "

"Not to be killed!"™ Ligne screeched, |aughing no | onger. "What kind
of nonsense is this?"

"Kherda!" Joss roared savagely.
"It's true," the Prine M nister squeal ed, backing well out of the range
of a possible swipe fromLigne's feline clawns. He raced on: "It was a
necessary concession to insure a successful result of the talks "

"Not to be killed!"™ Ligne repeated, stal king Kherda's retreat and
pi cking up speed to match his.
"I tell you it was necessary," the Prime Mnister wailed, turning tai
to scanper around behind the frowning General. Joss stepped in front
of the enraged worman to bl ock her pursuit.

"It is necessary," he said firmy, and Ligne turned her wath on him
i nst ead.

"You .. . betray ne!" she roared.
"You too?" Bronwynn piped up bitterly. "Perhaps we should start a
club .. ."

"Ligne, h'sten to reason," Joss barked, and the authority in his harsh
voi ce caught the Queen's attention. "You've nothing to gain by killing
this girl, and much to | ose. Her murder could only provoke nore
outrage fromthe popul ace and a possible insurrection. Place her under
protective custody and let it be published that she's been deened
mentally unfit to rule. Do so ... and I'Il offer the full weight of ny
i nfl uence to back your claim"

"That girl is the only threat to ny crown!" Ligne screaned.



"No!" Joss shouted back. "You are!"

The wonan stared at him shaken by his tenerity. Wen she spoke again,

she was calmer. "Just what do you nean?"

"It isn't seemMy for a Queen to be so governed by her enotions,"” Joss
answered evenly. "Perhaps if you would think this through, you'd see
ny point."

"CGo on."

"Entrust the girl to nme. You may find eventually she'll endorse your
claimhersel f."

"That won't happen, Joss," Bronwynn said quickly. "I told you this

nmorning the throne is nine."

"Why such a change?" Ligne asked the CGeneral, ignoring the girl's
comment. "You've always been so loyal. Tell me why you woul d make
such a radical swtch?"

Her tone was suddenly al nost cordial, the General observed. That was a
prom sing sign. "Evidently you can control your enotions " he began

"OfF course | can," JJgne snhapped. "Answer ny question."

"I didn't have the strength to defeat you," the General admtted. "M
arnmy was hungry, the snow was cold, and victory was a hopel ess
fantasy."

"W could have won!" Bronwynn said heatedly. "If you'd contacted
Pelnen as | told you to, we could have had the whole army of Lamath "
"To ravage the countryside of Chaonpbnous?" Joss finished for her. "No,
t hank you," he snarled, and he turned back to Ligne. "I prefer
Chaononous to be rul ed by Chaons, not fanatical Lamathians in |ong bl ue
robes. You understand, don't you, ny Lady?"

Ligne smiled snugly. "General, | understand perfectly. And your
sensi bl e expl anati on has brought a wel come focus to all of this.
Kherda, you could take a | esson fromthe General."

The bl ood drained fromthe Prine Mnister's face, then returned in a
crimson flood. He would have spoken, but no words could express his
hum liation and fury.
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"Ceneral " the queen continued, "I extend to you once again the ful
conmmand of the Golden Throng. Do with the girl what you choose," Ligne
di sm ssed Bronwnn with a flick of her hand.

, Joss recognized this as a bold ganbit to assert her dom nance in
their relationship. Odinarily he woul d have responded with equa

col dness. But there was something about this wonman, sonething
conpel I i ng about the conbinati on of her physical charns and her stee
anbition, that caused hi muncharacteristically to gulp. Ligne saw it
and, before he could sunmon any reply, she spun on her heel and was
gone. . The House now renmenbered several other events of that sane



day, but they were matters of little inportance. At the noment it was
much nore interested in discovering what had transpired in the weeks or
nmont hs since that vision. |Its curiosity had been thoroughly aroused.

It took only a nonent to spot the Princess. Wile kings asd enperors
m ght redecorate their own apartnents with regularity, few ever
troubled to renodel their dungeons. The House found Bronwynn sitting
at the bottomof the Pit.

Though she sat in a darkness so total that she couldn't even see her
own hands before her face, Bronwynn's knot-ted hair and the scrap of
rag that passed for her dress could be clearly perceived by the House.
The lack of light was uninportant, for the castle's sense of sight was
no more Hfce nen's vision than its | anguage was |ike nen's speech. it
was by a subtle and totally unconscious shapi ng of “mmgi cal power. That
same formof shaping allowed it to jbear the rustling as Bronwnn pawed
blindly through heaps of straw in search of a | ost norsel of bread. "I
know | P here sonepl ace,” the girl nunbled as she dug. She had hopped
it hours ago-”"or maybe days who could tell in tineless hole? and had
been searching for it ever r psraktence was fuel ed by her hunger and by
fact that she had nothing else to do.

House felt no pity for her. Though it had wi tnessed before, it had
experienced neither any need for it nor inclination toward it inits
centuries of consciousness. humans inprisoned other humans within
wal | s of stone had been anmpbng the first things the castle ever
conprehended. The House saw little reason in the anger and frustration
persons felt toward their inprisonment, however. It was, after all, a
prisoner itself of sorts, and quite at peace with its imobility. One
thing it did relate to, however, was the isolation that captives
experienced. This Princess Bronwnn was doubtless |onely, and the
castl e decided to approach her

The obj ect you seek is to your left and behind you, said the House.

Bronwynn jerked backward, |anding prone in a pile of straw, staring up
toward the grating that was the only entrance into the hole. The House
chuckl ed, stirring the stale air with an incongrous draft.

Now it is by your left foot.

"I's there soneone there?" Bronwynn called. The raspiness of her own
voi ce startled her nonmentarily; she had screamed hersel f hoarse during
the first week of her captivity, and the constant chill of this dank
pl ace had added a persistent cold to her list of torments. But nore
startling by far was the sense that there was something present in the
cell with her sonething nonhuman.

It is the House who speaks.

Bronwynn peered into the darkness, |ooking first one direction, then
anot her. She succeeded only in making herself dizzy. "Wo's there?"
she whi spered, fighting off the sense of vertigo.

It is the House, the House said a bit peevishly.

Bronwynn coul d make no sense of the odd stirrings in the straw around
her or the rapid changes of temperature in her cell. She only knew
that some power or force had manifested itself toward her; she made the
only assunption that seenmed logical. "Are you the Power that Pel men



told nme about?"
The Power? the House asked. Such an idea was confusing.

"If you are and | pray you are | only ask that you |let himknow where
am and send himto rescue ne."

Now t he Inperial House had heard many pleas for rescue in its ages of
exi stence sone even fromtboss of royal blood. But all of these had
been addressed to itself not to some Power. Such a request made no
sense.

_Must it be stated again? It is the House who addresses jpu. What do
you mean by a Power?

"I began to wonder if you even existed. Haven't you heard nme calling
out for you all these weeks?" The Princess sounded cross, which made
the conversation that nuch nore perplexing. It was as if she didn't
understand a word the castle said.

"Are you not listening? O do the shapers no |onger teach castle
speech to the royal children?

*% |1 know .. ." Bronwynn began, then she faltered, suddenly

sel f-consci ous about talking to nothing. She listened for a nonent to
the dark, then murmured: "Am | going insane, the way they want ne to
think? No!" she answered herself firmy, and she began again. "
course, | know you haven't been active in Chaononous in ages, but

Pel nen al ways said he thought that was because of the dragon, and that
the nore people in this land | earned of you, the nore apparent your
presence woul d becone .. ."

i What are you tal king about? Who is this Pel nen?

Bronwynn groped her way to her feet, stunbling against a wall in the
process. It was wet with sweat. Odd, she thought, not realizing that
her own inability to comuni cate had caused the wall's condition

**1 it is you, |'m begging you take care of Pelmen. And take care of
Rosha, too .. ."

H e House hastily withdrew fromthe conversation, thor-oughiy
bewi | dered by the strangeness of her notions. Bron-srynn heard no
nore. She slunped agai nst the nmoist wall and sighed. Her sensitivity,
whi ch had once caused Pel nen i o suggest she m ght shape the powers sone
day, told her tfaat the nonent had passed.

., "Or is nmy mind slipping .
answer ed.

she asked quietly. No aw

"House was experiencing sone of those same feel-1t had slept too |ong.
It needed someone to fill in the y sizable gaps in its understanding.
Quickly, the | ocated the Queen. Evening had painted the sky le, then
bl ack, and though the wind was chilly, Ligne strolled atop the

par apet s.

expl anation is required, the House demanded. didn't even pause. She
pul l ed her fur-lined cloak
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downriver toward the sea. The full noon had peeked above the eastern
hori zon, washing the countryside with pale light. The afternoon's
vexations were long forgotten now As the wi nd destroyed her careful
coiffure, her eyes dropped slightly to study the farthest reaches of
her vast city, where distant torches tiny pinpoints of brilliance
seened to reflect the starry sky back at itself. Her thoughts were far
avway ..

Is there no courtesy anynore? Were are your nmanners? the castle
shapped.

Li gne made no response. She was busy wei ghing the qualities of her
various Jovers, clinically analyzing their strengths and weaknesses.

Her present prospects all bored her. She w shed for some new diversion
to break up the sameness of castle routine .

O has the world gone mad?
The House began to panic. Wiy would no one respond?

The castle had repressed the thought |ong enough. Now it sprang to
full, horrifying consciousness. The |ogical next step was to turn to
the present castle power shaper for counsel. The problem was, the
power shaper quarters were missing. The apartnments occupi ed by Nobal og
and the other shapers of old had been replaced by the terraced

gar dens.

Wth brutal inpact, a new set of nenories returned nmenories of the
shocking years just prior to the coming of the dragon. Wars abounded.
The One Land, united for ages, took only a nmonment to splinter apart.
Shapers duel ed for no purpose save their own pride, urged on by Kings
and woul d- be Kings, and others who wi shed for no Kings at all. Schol ars
who di savowed shapi ng asserted the prinmacy of a world view based only
on logic and in this region, they had prevailed. For one brief nonent,
the House relived those horrible days. It heard again the clanor of
arms in its hallways, felt again the inexpressible agony wought when
shapers wenched fromits |life force wonders sonetimes spl endid,
sometines terrifying, but always excruciatingly painful. Then the
menori es passed .

Ligne still stood upon the battl enents, gazing out at the night.
Bronwynn still rooted through the straw for a crust of bread. And the
castl e was al one.

Are there no nore shapers? it asked the entire population that |ived
within its walls. Though a few hesitated in their tasks with puzzled
expressions, the vast majority of the citizens of this city within a
city sinply ignored the castle's question. No one deigned to answer.
The castle's tenper flared to rage.

These questions shall be answered! it roared, and for the remnai nder of
the night, the pal ace servants waged war wi th stopped-up pl unbing,
curious drafts, and pictures that seened to leap fromthe walls.

Thi s House, said the Inperial House of Chaonmonous, not be ignored.

So completely did the House turn in upon itself that it mssed what
m ght have been a wel come visitation. For outside, at the very foot of
one of its massive battlenments, stood a |one figure draped in dark
garments. And at various tines, in various places, the man had proved



somet hi ng of a wi zard.

The wi nd whi pped his shoul der-1ength brown hair up on end as he peered
up the facing of the cliff like wall. The Sting of the cold watered
his blue eyes, but he would not |eave off his gazing. Hi s |ips noved.
Was he speaking to hinmself? O to some unseen |listener? Then, as
silently as he'd cone, he disappeared into the w nter night, heading
sout h.

CHAPTER TWD
To Wn a Wy Wthin

"* . . You MEAN that was your daughter, sir | said. "But | thought it
was your pet tree-nmonk!" Ah-ha-ha-ha!" Gerrig bent double, slapping
his thighs as he pushed the sound of his nellow | aughter out over the
heads of his audience. As he straightened back up, a ripe tomato
splattered across his face, spilling a juicy trail of seeds onto the
red curls of his beard. GCerrig's laugh died, but a grimsmle remined
fixed on his Iips.

"Why do you | augh at your own jokes?" taunted the peasant who had
scored this latest hit.

"Because you are too dense to understand them good fellow | don't
wi sh to show your nei ghbors how dull you are, so | |augh so that you
may know when to join in." The peasant flushed, and his friends

cackled at his disconfort. H s only retort was another direct hit.

The I aughing crowd took no notice of the dirty child who dashed out
from behind the makeshift curtain to scoop up what was left of the two
tomatoes. Nor did they hear her nutter, "Carrots," to Gerrig. The

pl ayer nodded as the little girl scranbled down off the stage, and he
| ooked out into the faces of his audi ence again.

"You, sir," he said, as he pointed at the peasant, "have

DO | magi nati on. Tonatoes! Wy, any man can throw a tomato, or a
turnip. They're round. But try throw ng sonething obl ong a banana
gourd, perhaps, or better yet a carrot. Now it takes a keen eye to
Gerrig cut his words short and ducked. Two carrots whizzed over his
head. A third bounced off his balding pate and rolled to the
back-drop. The audi ence screaned with gl ee.

CGerrig stood slowy, rubbing his noggin and nuttering,

If | hadn't ducked, you wouldn't have cone close. You must try harder
" A barrage of vegetables filled the air, and Gerrig stooped, covering
his head with his hands. The little girl scranbled onto the stage
agai n, and began shovi ng the bouncing foodstuffs toward her nother, who
waited in the wings. The audi ence had at |ast caught the fever, and
now everyone was nerrily participating with one exception. Gerrig
noticed the fellow as he knelt to roll a couple of turnips offstage. He
strai ght ened again and pointed at the man.

"You, sir! Don't you wish to join your neighbors in pelting the

def ensel ess player? Wuldn't you like to show your own cultura
appreciation? Join in. Lend a hand in this gracious reception your
t ownsf ol k have prepared for us."



The man rai sed both hands, palnms up. An easily interpreted gesture he
had nothing to throw. But Gerrig | ooked again as the fellow pulled his
ragged brown robe tightly around him shielding his face. Gerrig

t hought he'd seen that gesture before.

"Pot atoes," Sherina called quietly fromthe wi ngs, and Gerrig |aunched
into a newtirade of insults and abuse. Soon the villagers had
exhausted their supply of rotting vegetables and rank fruit, and began
drifting away, but he continued his nonol ogue until the |ast peasant
shuffled onto the road for home. Then he hopped off the stage of his
wagon and started wal king the twenty yards to where the brown-clad
stranger still stood, watching.

"Show s over, friend," Gerrig called as he wal ked. "You can go hone
now." GCerrig was a big man, with thick,

nmeaty shoul ders and hands as big as shovel blades. H s teeth were very
white, and when the curtain of his bearded lips parted in a snile, it
was i npossible not to notice his gleamng canines. There was an
inplied threat both ini.) Gerrig' s gait and his appearance, and the
stranger should have been frightened at the very least, a little
startled. Yet the brown-clad figure stood his ground and waited for
CGerrig to reach bun, his posture alert but relaxed. Gerrig slowed to a
nmenaci ng saunter, and spoke nore quietly: "I said, you can go now " The
threat was no longer inplied. Gerrig' s tone of voice made it quite
clear.

"You nmean, that's all?" the stranger asked. "No perfornance?"

"You' ve seen the perfornmance, and you've seen the reaction it got. Now
be off with you!"

"But what of of Shadows of a Night at Sea or Tales of the Six and
OneT

CGerrig raised an eyebrow. "You know t hose plays? How?"

"Why, |'ve watched them seen themperformed."” "Oh?" Cerrig said.
"Any particular ah roles conme to m nd?"

A |l ow chuckl e issued fromthe depths of the stranger's plain garment.
"The captain, of course, in Shadows. Wo could forget his fina
speech?"

"Yes, who coul d?" Gerrig nodded, pleased. The captain's role had

al ways been his own. But his icy manner swiftly returned. "That was
|l ong ago. We don't play those tales anynore.” He jerked away, calling
back to the line of wagons. "Sherina! Danyilyn! 1s it cooking?"

"I't's cooking," cane sone wonan's yelled reply, and Gerrig nodded. Then
he turned back to the stranger.

"I cannot tell by your accent where you're from but | know you're no
Sout hl ander. Are you by chance a spy fromthe court of the Queen?"
CGerrig smled as he asked this question. There was, however, no hunor
there.

Agai n the stranger chuckled. "In a way, | do cone fromthe Queen. But
not Queen Ligne, | assure you nor do | own any favor in her court."



Cerrig folded his arns, bringing one hand up to his face. He tapped
his teeth with his thunbnail for a nmonent, thinking. Then he pointed

at the stranger. "Neverthel ess, you have been there. Those were court
pl ays you nentioned, rarely perfornmed outside of Chaonpbnous proper. You
are fromthe capital." "Perhaps." "Not perhaps, you arel" Cerrig

grow ed. "Now who are

you?" The actor reached out to jerk the stranger's brown cl oak asi de.
Then he made a face. It reflected his consternation at not recognizing
t he brown stranger sooner.

"I must say, Gerrig, you do the soup scenario very well. Had | brought
any vegetables with ne, | surely would have thrown them at you."

"Yes, well," Gerrig grunbled, his voice rough and raspy, "IH never
surpass you at it. | nake too big a target. Danyilyn | Sherina!"

"I told you, Gerrig, it's cooking," Danyilyn yelled back, annoyed.
"Set up another bowl then, wench. Pelnmen's back again."

The troupe was smaller than he renenbered. Even so, several of the
faces were new. Half of the players Pelnmen had acted beside for years
were now gone. He glanced around him taking roll, as Sherina set a
bow of steami ng vegetabl e soup before him

There's even a little neat stock init." The square-jawed Sherina
smled ruefully. "Coralai managed to snatch a bone away froma dog."

Pel nen smled wanly, and | ooked over at Coralai, the little girl who'd
been such an efficient collector of vegetable mssies. "She's grown,"
he said quietly, experiencing that inescapable jolt of nortality he

al ways felt when babi es suddenly grew up. The other fam liar faces

gat hered around hi m seened unchanged by the year-1ong interm ssion. But
children are the yardsticks of passing time, and Pel nen recognized it
had been a while.

"Eat it, before it cools," Gerrig ordered as he shovel ed a spoonf ul
into his mouth. "It may be all you get for a while if you plan on
staying."

Pel men took a nout hful as Sherina watched hi mexpectatly. She'd never
possessed the natural acting talent of some of the others in the
troupe, but she could cook. One

Whil e from Pel nen, and she was satisfied to go on happily fabout her
busi ness.

,|; "The soup scenario is a sunmer ploy," Pelmen said to Ji;"CGerrig as
he cool ed anot her spoon of the broth. "It's past j&pie yule season why
aren't you w ntering somewhere?"

"Did you, by chance, seek us on the coast?" Gerrig asked wi thout
| ooking up fromhis bow .

"1 did."
"W weren't there."

"So | discovered."



Gerrig still didn't |ook up. Pelnmen understood. The man was

enbarrassed. "W've had a terrible year, Pelnen. The worst | can
renmenmber. We've been out of favor in the court ever since your
brilliant final performance with us, when you called Ligne a traitor."

Gerrig didn't hide his sarcasm The troupe's |last performance at court
had been disastrous for all.

"She was a traitor," chirped Danyilyn, as she wal ked across the stage

to the two nmen and droppped down to sit on its edge. "She still is.
Hello." The last word she delivered into Pelmen's eyes in a husky
whi sper.

"Hell o, Danyilyn. You're |looking well, as always."

"Well enough to attract your attention, traveler?" She hunmed.

"Danyilyn, you were always capable of that" Pelnen craned his neck to
scan the line of wagons in both directions. "But where is everyone
el se? A year ago we were the best organized, |argest troupe in
Chaononous. \Wat happened?”

"One of us decided to nmeddle in politics, that's what happened,” Cerrig
grow ed, finally |ooking at Pel nen.

"We took a vote, Cerrig renenber?" Danyilyn said. "As | recall, we
all agreed that we couldn't stand idly by while Ligne plotted to
overthrow her lover. W agreed to make our opinions known."

"And a lot of good it did us," Gerrig snorted, draining the last of his
soup and passing the bow to Sherina for a refill. "Ligne is on the

t hrone anyway, and we're reduced to beggi ng peasants to pelt us with
tomat oes so we can keep from starving."

"Then all of this is the result of our criticismof Ligne and King
Talith?" Pel men asked sadly.

"Not conpletely, no." Danyilyn sighed. "Though of course that did
cost us our appointnment to the court. But the confusion of Ligne's
coup in the capital, the war on Lamath, the dragon burning the year's
events have thrown the whol e countryside into confusion. The dragon
burned nost of this year's harvest, so there's no food, and it was
bound to be a bad year anyway, since so nmany farners were dragged off
to the war. We're not the only troupe that's suffered.”

Though perhaps we're better conplainers than nost," broke in soneone at
Pel nen' s back, and he turned around to greet Yona Parm with a smle

"Well, 1I'"mhappy to see you're still around,” Pel men said, and Yona
snort ed.

"Wwuld | abandon ny family? If | were to | eave, who would Gerrig chew
on?" Then he returned Pelnen's grin. Yona Parm did not smle with
his lips. They stayed fixed and frozen in a thin line. But when his
cheekbones rose, and the skin of his fleshy face tightened across them
one could tell he was anused. Yona Parnmi was a watcher of people, and
what he saw i n Chaonbnous gave himlittle cause to snmle. Wen he did,
it was a joyous experience for his friends, conmpelling themto join in.
In a nonment the smile vanished, and Yona Parm's cheekbones said he was
serious again. "W all have tales of this past year's troubles to tel



you, but I, for one, amfar nore interested in why you've returned.”
H s tone was not scolding. Yona Parm knew Pelmen as well as any man
did and he knew Pel men di d not hi ng wi t hout purpose.

Pel men gl anced around himat this circle of old friends. There was
some hostility there, and sone bitterness, for it had been a difficult
year, and Pel nen realized he bore nmuch of the blame for their harsh
conditions. "lI'mhere to apologize," he said quietly, "and to get you
all back onto the main stage of Chaononous."

A stunned silence greeted his announcentnt. Gerrig recovered first.
"And how are you going to do that?" he sneered. "I suppose you've
brought us a gilt-edged invitation, won by your |ong-standing
friendship with the Queen?"

"I"ve won nothing as yet, Gerrig," Pelnmen responded evenly, "but
intend to. |'ve brought you all copies of a new play."

"Anot her expl osive piece of political w zardry, 1I'll wager," Gerrig
snorted bitterly.

Pel nen all owed hinself a trace of a smle. "There may be a bit of

W zardry init." Only Yona Parm understood the tw nkle in Pelnmen's
eye.

"No!" Gerrig bellowed, slamm ng his hand on the wagon-bed. "You're

not content with dooming us to exile, now you want to nmake sure we all
roast over Ligne's fires!"

Pel men ignored his huge friend s accusations. "Wy not read it before
you deci de?"

"Sounds sensible to ne," Danyilyn put in quickly.
"And to ne," Yona Parm echoed.
"Me, too," said a childish voice at Pelnmen's feet, and he | ooked down

into Coralai's unflinching brown eyes. He knelt down to | ook her
squarely in the face

"If 1'd realized how big you'd be, I would have witten a part for
you." He grinned.
"So. Wite ne in." She shrugged, her expression solem.,

"I'"ll doit That is, if Gerrig decides to give it a chance.™

"Ch, Gerrig' |l read it," Coralai advised. "You ve just got to give him
sone time to blow of f steam”

Pel men gl anced up at CGerrig's hairy face, not bothering to hide his
smle. Cbviously, Coralai knew Gerrig well.

Like all of Pelnmen's plays, it was a work filled with bright col or and
strange images. The witer was in love with the sound of |anguage, and
some speeches thundered with a power that evoked deep enotiona
response. Most, however, brought the lighthearted tinkle of |aughter
for the play was a conedy. It was a barbed conedy, however, poking
nmerciless fun at an idiotic King too blind to see the machi nati ons of
his own advisors. Wth each |line read, the target of the play grew



clearer the foolish King was obviously Talith. It was evident to every
menber of the troupe that the script would play quite well yet the
read-t hrough grew steadily nmore unconfortable with each new scene. By
the final line only one actor was thoroughly enraptured with the piece
and that was Gerrig. Pelnmen had quite deliberately made the King's

m stress the heroine.

The reaction was not unexpected. Pelnmen glanced up fromhis own
manuscri pt and gazed around the circle of seated actors. "Well?" he
asked. "What do you think?"

"I love it!" GCerrig exploded, a large grin spreading across his beefy
features. "It has pacing, it has style, power, substance and hunor,
oh, | love the hunor, such satire. And, of course, it will surely
sell."

"It should." Pelnmen nodded. He |ooked around the circle again.

"Qthers?" he asked. No one rushed to respond. Pel-nmen glanced at
Danyilyn. "Wat do you think?" he asked pointedly.

The actress bit her Iip, forced a smle, then shrugged. "Reads great,"
she said.

"But?" Pelmen sup pled for her, and she half smled wth enbarrassnent
and conti nued:

"I mean it," she said. "The part you've witten for me is excellent,
and it'll be a fun role to play, but but isn't it rather transparently
Li gne?"

"Perhaps," Pel men said.

"Not perhaps,"
And she' |l doubtl ess recogni ze herself

Danyilyn blurted, warm ng to the discussion. "It's her

"Think she'll be pleased with it?" he interrupted.

"How coul d she help it?" Danyilyn snorted, nmaking her own feelings for

Li gne quite apparent. "She cones off snmelling |like a rose instead of

t he manure beneath one." Suddenly her eyes narrowed. "What's happened
to you in the | ast year, Pelnen?" she denmanded. "This isn't like
you. "

"Perhaps it wasn't," he said quietly.

"How can you support that woman, when she's

"Could | say sonething here?" Gerrig broke in, and Danyilyn snapped:

"There's no one here big enough to stop you

"I think it's just the piece we've needed," he argued. "OCh, perhaps it
doesn't reflect our own political opinions, but we're entertainers, not
politicians, and "

Danyilyn uttered a rude comment about Gerrig's ancestry. Had it been
said by a stranger in a pub soneplace, Gerrig would undoubtedly have
sent the fell ow home over the shoulders of his mates if not directly to
the I ocal cenetery. Wen Danyilyn said it, however, Gerrig sinply shut
up. The inmage presented by the exchange was that of a poodle pursuing



a Saint Bernard, for though Danyilyn's figure was anple, she was really
quite small. She had a giant-sized tenper, however, and now that it
was roused, she turned it back on Pel nen.

"After leading us to expose this trollop, you want us now to beconme her
pet pl ayers?"

"I want you to consider performng this play," Pelnen answered quietly.
"As you've said, she's sure to like it, which should win the troupe a
new appoi ntrment to the court. Once there, you may find nore freedomto
do the plays you really do well."

"Freedom " Danyilyn spat. "Freedom bought at the expense of the true
Queen. "
"I'"ve heard that she's dead.” Sherina said it so quietly, it was

al nost a whi sper.

"She's not dead," Gerrig interrupted authoritatively. "She's just
m ssing. The merchants took her north and sold her as a slave to the
new rul er of Lamath."

Pel mren wondered briefly where Gerrig got his msinformtion, but

qui ckly dismissed the thought. Gerrig was sure he knew everyt hi ng
about everything. What details he |lacked could easily be supplied from
his rich imagination. Pelnen focused his attention on Danyilyn. "Is
freedomto influence public opinion sonething to be sneered at? \Wat
hel p can you offer the true Queen fromthis far south?"

Danyilyn stared at Pel nen, her forehead furrowed by an ugly frown. "I
just can't believe this is comng fromyou

Yona Parm w tnessed this whole encounter silently. VWhile others
spoke, he watched Pel nen's eyes, searching the wanderer's face for a
clue to his real purpose. He saw none, for Pelnmen had frozen his
features into a grimgaze that gave away nothing. However, that was
sufficient to assure Yona Parm that Pelnen's concern extended far
beyond the mere showcasing of a new play. And he trusted Pelnen's
judgrment. He now spoke up in favor of the project, though he | oathed
t he t hought of Ligne as Queen nore, perhaps, than did Danyilyn. "I
think we should do it."

The vol atile actress spun around to face him "You, too?"

Yona Parm's eyes were cl ose-set and very weak, yet they contained a
qui et wi sdomthat made Danyilyn pause. He pushed a shock of black hair
out of his round face and squinted at her. "Accepting, as we all
surely must, the clear parallels in this piece to recent events has

Pel men misstated the case? He's presented Talith as a fool which he
was and Ligne as a clever mani pulator of fools which she is. The tale

is entertaining. The noral is sinple don't be a fool. Has he said any
nore than that? Has he endorsed Ligne's nmethod of claimng a crown?
think not. But Ligne may, and she will perhaps be pl eased enough to
invite us into her hone. |Is there anything wong with that?" Yona

Parmi's small black eyes hooked Danyilyn's in a chall enging stare.
Though soft-spoken, he had taken what was for himan adamant stand, and
Danyilyn could not dismiss it lightly.

"You .. . really think we should do it?" she asked, her wath
f adi ng.



"I do. But ... | have a question."
"Ask it," Pelnmen said quickly.
"Queen Ligne knows your face, and the two of you did not part as

friends. How do you intend to survive long enough to play this piece
bef ore her?"

"Ah." Pelnmen smiled. "The Talith role is obviously that of a fool
Correct ?"

"Certainly."

"That's how I'Il play him then. In the white face of a fool."
"You'll wear it at all times within the walls?"

"Exactly."

Yona Parm nodded. "M ght work."

"Fine." GCerrig smled, clapping his giant palnms and winging his hands
in anticipation. "We'Ill take our time and do it right. By late spring
we'll be ready to "

"I want to premiere it at the Pleclypsa Wnter Festival," Pel nen

i nterrupted.

"The Pl eclypsa Wnter Festival!" Gerrig roared, aghast. "That opens
next week. Every troupe in the region will be competing "

"And so will we."

"There isn't enough time," the beefy performer bell owed.

"There is if we start in the norning," Pelnen shot back. He glanced
around at the once proud troupe, now clothed in threadbare garnents.
"That is, unless you prefer the soup scenario to the kitchens of the
| mperial House."

CGerrig swall owed hard, then | ooked down at his copy of the script,
handwitten in Pelnen's fam liar | ooping scraw.

Then he | ooked back up. "If anyone wants me, I'lIl be in ny wagon. |'ve
alot of lines to learn. The rest of you had better do the sane." The
man turned and |l unbered off in the direction of his wagon. Heeding his
good advice, the remnai nder of the troupe dispersed to their own rolling
hones. Danyilyn, however, lingered |ong enough to regard Pelnen wth
friendly suspicion.

"I know you. You didn't wite this to please Ligne."

"I didn't?" he responded bl ankly.

"You're up to sonmething," she went on. "And I'mgoing to find out
what." That said, she tucked her script under her armand strolled
away.

"Shell not do it easily, if she does," nuttered Yona Parm, as he



joined Pelnen. "Nor, | imagine, wll I."

"What are you tal king about, Yona?" Pelnen asked innocently.
"I thought not," Yona grunbl ed good-naturedly. "Your couch stil

awaits you," he said, referring to the fact that he and Pel men usually
shared a wagon whenever the wanderer chose to put in an appearance. As
they wal ked toward it, he was planning his first questions. It would
take time, but he would find out.

After a week so busy it seened to sprint past w thout being noticed,
Yona Parm had | earned nuch about Pel-nmen's role in the events of the
| ast year. He was no closer, however, to discovering Pel men's purpose
inrejoining the troupe. The playwight could be exceedingly stubborn
when he chose to be. Still, Yona hadn't given up trying.

They were encanped in the nmeadow of a small village only a few niles
south of Pleclypsa. Wile no one in the troupe felt truly prepared,
Pel men's plan called for themto premere the play that night, before
this rural audience. It would be their last chance to correct any
troubl e spots before the opening of the conpetition in the regiona
capi tal

The wagons were formed into a circle, with only a single opening. Yards
of cloth had been wrapped around the outside of this ring to insure
that those who wi shed to watch had to pay for the privilege. The troupe
had | earned |l ong ago to give the largest boys in the village sone
trifle and free admttance to keep nonpayi ng custonmers from craw i ng
under the wagons. This small investnment in security lilways paid off,
for the chall enge between the ol der guards find the younger |ads not so
chosen nade the nobile theatre the center of a village's attention for
days. People flocked in fromthe fields to participate in the
excitement inported by these painted actors fromfar away.

It was midnoraing, and al ready the guards beyond the wagon walls were
shouting authoritatively and feeling inportant. Younger boys lay in

t he bushes and plotted in whispers how they night gain entrance into
the circle. Wthin the ring, however, activity was at a minimum The
pl ayers had rehearsed far into the night and were now exercising their
age-ol d prerogative of sleeping |ate.

Pel men wasn't asl eep, but he was resting confortably on his | ow couch.
The two friends had been | ocked in conversation until late the night
before. Yona Parm had resunmed this norning as if sleep had never

i ntervened.

"So you attenpted to thrust this Rosha lad into the role of dragon
slayer, but were forced to do the task yourself when his garbled speech
enraged t he beast?"

"It wasn't by choice, Yona," Pelnmen replied, as he scooped his
manuscript up off the floor and began studying it He found it terribly
difficult to nmenorize lines he'd witten hinself. He tended to want to

rewite in the mddle of a performance. "It sinply had to be done.
Even so, it was a group effort. Wthout the cooperation of ny
conpanions, | would surely be in the belly of the beast today."

"Still avoiding the hero's role, aren't you?" Yona Parm frowned. "It

rat her annoys me, Pelnen, each time you return, how you diligently
prai se your various conrades in arns, while disavowing any real role in



changi ng history yourself. |It's especially aggravating that you seem
never to include us in your plans "

"Pl ease, Parm ." Pelnmen winced. "Haven't we had this conversation
bef or e?"
"A nunber of tines, I'lIl grant. But we never seemto finish it. You

al ways di sappear, off to perform some new feat of magic that sets the
forces of nature in bal ance again. And then you return, hunbly denying
havi ng had anything to do with it."

"What about Coralai in the second act? |s she stealing too nuch of the
focus for the point to get across?"

"Or else you attenpt to change the subject.”
"I think the pacing of that act is a little ponderous .
"What | can't understand is why you shoul d even bother with us."

Pel nen gl anced up at him "I told you, Parm, | feel responsible for
getting you back into nore confortable surroundings."

"A well-intended gesture it is, and |'mduly appreciative. But | can't
shake the feeling there's sone grander scheme behind it all."

"Think Danyilyn is too obvious in her inpersonation of Ligne?"

"I didn't think she could be too obvious, as far as you were
concerned. "

"Just so long as she's not offensive to the Queen.”

"That puzzles me as well. Wy this sudden devotion to a shall ow woman
rul ed only by her unrepressed | echeries for power and for young nen?"
Yona rai sed a sparse eyebrow in nmock horror. "You haven't fallen in

| ove with her yourself, have you?"
Pel men | aughed al oud. "I think you know ne better than that."

"Yes, yes, and there's this Serphinera woman you told nme about. But
who could be sure?" Yona Parm shrugged. "For all we know, you could
be one of Ligne's chief advisors by this tine."

Pel men rolled off his divan and strolled past Yona Parm to the door.
He pushed it open and gl anced outside. "Another cold gray day," he
said. The clouds | ooked om nous. "I hope it doesn't rain."

Yona struggled to his feet and cane to peer out over Pel men's shoul der
"That woul d nake for a rather soggy performance. Wy not raise a w nd
and bl ow these cl ouds away?' He said it teasingly, but carefully
studied his friend' s reaction

There was little to study. Pelnmen only chuckled mldly and clinbed
back into the wagon. He sauntered to the dressing table and scooped
water fromthe bow there to wash his face.

Yona persisted. "I know you need to get into the Inperial House of
Chaononous, " he announced, and Pel nen stopped washi ng and | ooked at
hi m



"How do you know t hat ?"

'-" "It's the only thing that makes any sense. That's why you' ve
rejoined us to get within the walls. But | don't understand why you
don't just transformyourself into a falcon and fly in. You can stil
do that, can't you?"

Pel men towel ed off his face. "That would be shaping, Panni, and you
know |'ve never been able to shape the powers in Chaononous."

"I know you' ve always said you couldn't Does that nean there are no
powers here to shape?"

Pel men shrugged a bit too el aborately, Yona Parm thought and said,
"Al'l 1 knowis that |I've never shaped any powers in Chaonpnous."

Yona Parm turned testy, for he knew from Pel nen's veil ed eyes that the
travel er knew far nore than he was saying. "You' d never been a Prophet
in Lamath before | ast year, eitherl”

"That was different. | had nothing to do with that. The Power did
that through ne."

"The Power being that One who nmet you on a mountain-top | ong ago?"
The sane. "

"Do you think the Power you speak of is not powerful enough to cross
Dr agonsgat e?"

Pel men met Yona Parmi's eyes. For the first time since he had
returned, he let Yona see the worry he'd hidden inside. "You aren't
going to give up, are you?" he sighed.

"You' ve given me no reason to believe | should.” Yona Parm waited a
nmonent, then prodded, "What's troubling you, ny friend?"

"I'd prefer not to involve you, if | can help it. The |less you know,
the I ess you can be held accountable for by others."

"Meani ng, by Ligne."

"By Ligne, by her advisors, by whonever, Yona. M concern extends well
beyond the borders of this supposed Enpire of Chaonbnous. There are
others in other |ands who oppose ne."

, "Pelmen, I'"'malready involved. |'mpart of the troupe
' that's going to get you within the walls. But answer ray question
man! Pel men Dragonsbane has sl ain the dragon and opened the pass for
traffic to nove freely between the three | ands. Cannot the Power pass
Dr agonsgate as wel | ?"

Pel men thought for a long time before answering. "The Power has
passed. "
"Ah .. ." Yona Parm sighed, his dark eyes lighting up

"As have ot her powers.



Yona | ooked puzzled. "What other powers?"

"Those that have been shaped by Mari power shapers for these nany
centuries," Pelnen intoned quietly. He turned his gaze on Yona Parmni
agai n, and showed his friend an expression of quiet desperation. "And
| never seemto know which is which."

"You mean powers from Ngandi b- Mar are free anong us?" Yona Parm asked
with a shudder. Suddenly he felt an urge to gl ance around hi m and
beneat h the bed.

"Or so it seens,"” Pel men nodded. "A week ago | stood outside the walls
of the Inperial House. There's sonething there, Yona. | felt it."
Yona Parm swal |l owed hard. "But the Power is around too, isn't it?" he

asked. H s tone demanded sone reassurance.

"At times." Pelnmen nodded. He half smiled at the expression of panic
that threatened to take over his friend' s features. "Now are you sure
you want to know the rest?"

"Not knowi ng is worse than know ng," Yona Panni munbled. "I think," he
added.
"The result of it all is that I'mbound up inside. | don't want to

shape, for fear of shaping the wong thing. Nor can | feel any
confidence that I won't be seized any minute by one greater than | and
experience again that curious elation of being shaped mnmysel f."

Yona Parm just stared at him a bit glassy-eyed.

"And all of it seens to stemfromthe death of the dragon for which, as
you say, | bear the ultimate responsibility.”

"But how did that .. ." Yona's sentence trailed away. He really
didn't know the right questions to ask

"Why did that make a difference? | don't know. | have a theory,

t hough, that the opening of Dragonsgate has played a part. For a

t housand years only the nmerchant families have noved between the three
| ands merchants, thieves, and vagabonds |ike nyself. And nerchants,

of

Bourse, have showed little interest in powers of any kind except their
own power over the people. They've isolated thenselves from everyone
el se and isolated, too, the libraries of the past. They share no
know edge between the | ands, save that which serves their purpose. But
there's traffic now, Yona, of comon people a trickle, true, but
novenent all the same. | know of a dozen free traders who made the
crossi ng before a gang of rogues plugged up the pass- And nore will
make the journey after the spring thaw, in spite of the thieves' high
tariffs. And with them come questions, and with the questions .
powers." Pel-men shook his head and sighed. "The world is changing,
Yona Parmi. And | can't say what the result of it all mght be." He
| ooked back at his friend. Yona Parm was gazing off into nowhere.
"Yona? Parm, are you all right?"

Yona Parm | ooked at him licked his lips, then nuttered, "You said
somet hi ng about goi ng over the second act agai n?"



Pel men under stood the reaction. How wel | he understood it!

"What power! \What magic! Wiat grace!" CGerrig was talking about his
own performance, naturally. The gray sky had thundered throughout the
pl ay, but never made good its threat. The |ocal peasants had gathered,
enj oyed, appl auded, and departed to their hones and pubs, |eaving the
pl ayers to clean off their makeup in the dinmnishing light of early
eveni ng.

"I thought it went rather well," Pel men agreed.
"Well? 1t went marvelously! Didn't you hear the shrieks of |aughter
t he t hunder ous appl ause?"

"Thunderous?" Danyilyn snorted. "From a few hundred peasants,
outside, on a danp afternoon? |'m pleased, certainly, but let's save
the idea of thunderous for tonorrow night."

"Yes," Pelnmen quietly agreed. "Two thousand pl eased urbanites in a
packed house that's thunderous appl ause."

"Say what you will, | thought | was superb,” Gerrig gloated with
characteristic nodesty. "The play's good too,"

The play is excellent,” Yona Parm growed. "If a bit distasteful
still,"” he added.

3D

"I only wish I knew what we'll be conpeting against," Danyilyn

nmuttered, as she examined her charming face in a small mrror

"Regort will be there with his troupe,’
Shavor-Brot's band, who performed so miserably |ast year

CGerrig advised, "And of course

"I thought they were good," Yona Parm nunbled, but not |oudly enough
for Gerrig to hear. It was an old argunent, one there was no sense in
repeating. Sherina heard him though, and she sniled her agreenent.

" then the local group wilt be perforni ng El dVoph and Berliath, are
those their names?"

"He's excellent,"” Danyilyn nodded. "Her | can do without."

plus a hal f-dozen other troupes. |'ve heard there's even one coning
fromup on the Straits Coast. Should be a worthy conpetition."

"It's likely they'Il all be rehearsing tonight, sonewhere in the city,"
Yona Parm said. His eye was on Pelnen. "It would certainly be nice
to know what they're doing in advance.” Pelnen heard him but didn't

r espond.

Gerrig chuckled. "I wouldn't mnd stealing a good line or two nyself.

W shful thinking, though we couldn't make Pleclypsa until well after
m dni ght. Wat say we find the local tavern instead?" His feet were
already on the path toward the village, and Danyilyn and the others
were follow ng.

Yona Parm hung back to ask Pelnen: "Are you com ng?"



"Not tonight," he said loudly. "I think I'Il turn in early." The
wandering w zard faked a yawn.

"Ah," Yona Parm nuttered quietly, "but just what will you turn in to?"
A few nmnutes later, as the group of |aughing players reached the edge
of the village, Yona Parm heard a screech and | ooked up in tinme to see
a fal con passing high overhead. When many hours had passed, and he
arrived back at thenl wagon, Yoni Parm found Pel-nen |lying on his
couch, confortably wapped in a fur

"Well," he asked. "How s the conpetition?"
"Yona," replied Pelnmen as he turned his face to the wall, "we have
nothing to worry about." Already he was planning his first nove once

they got within the castle.

For days, the Inperial House had sweated to grow as an entity, seeking
to extend consciousness into those usel ess parapets and towers built
since the sleep first came. Buried within its subconsci ous were
menories of those spells nmuttered ages before by Nobal og, when he
enchanted the House into life. The castle drew upon this know edge,
dredgi ng wondrous power fromthe air. After |ong absence, the nagic
had returned to Chaonopnous, and the House reveled in a renewal of
activity. There were conversations to listen to, Drax games to conment
on, unknowi ng clowns to chuckle at, try sting lovers to spy upon. But
before all of that cane the work the slow, intense process of noving
awareness into new areas of its own structure. The task consunmed its
energi es consuming al so any opportunity for that dreaded thought to
arise once nore: that no one could hear. It could not tolerate being
al one forever. And so it kept on working.

Wird drafts frequently puffed down the hallways now, as the castle

| aughed in cel ebration of each new sign of progress. Such phenonena
unnerved the occupants of the massive edifice. Being descended from

t hose who had di sregarded all supernatural experiences, nost Chaons had
lit-.v tie use for superstition. Yet a sense of the strangeness of

* the past week had stol en over scholar, soldier, servant, and stranger
alike. None could tell the origin of his feelings,

i . nor did anyone attenpt to give expression to these sensations,
fearing the nockery of his fellows. But the sensations persisted, and
it pleased the House no end to witness the disconfort of those who
lived within it. They would know its presence.

"* The Inperial House had at |ast gained control of the

*." perineters of the gardens. It had possessed the terrace V,

wal kways to the point that it could overhear every garden V
tete-a-tete. It could even enjoy the fragrance of the bl ossons.

Al though it was beginning to notice a peculiar irritation onits
rooftop, its nobod was jovial as it relaxed and jff-, watched the
butterflies flutter fromflower to flower, J much as the Queen noved
fromman to man in her court H Suddenly its attention riveted on its

| ower dungeon. 1In a flash, its pleasant nood di sappeared, replaced by
a fear-f; ome wath. An invader had appeared from nowherel The

House was understandably shaken, for throughout its waking years its
wal I s had resisted every challenge, and its inward sanctuaries had



remai ned inviolate. It had never thought to examne its own
foundations for cracks. Yet cracks there were cracks that had been
there for centuries.

There was one man who knew themall, nuch as a rat knows its secret

pat hways into the larder. Like his brother rats, this man now scurried
al ong hidden corridors in the darkness, oblivious to the curses the

| mperi al House heaped upon him

The castle's record as a fortress was inpeccable. And yet, inits

twi ce a thousand years of existence, it had housed a score of
short-lived dynasties. The old records that lined the dusty shel ves of
its library detailed a murky history of plots and counterplots. As a
result, secret passageways carved of rock, dark nenorials to those

sini ster doings, net and diverged in the black silence beneath the
castle's dancing floor. Many had been dug since the com ng of the
dragon, and thus the House was blind to them But all were known to
the man who now added his inaudible tread to the weight of the heavy
qui et .

He had an affinity with darkness. The black of the hellhol e of
Chaononous coul d not conpete with the inky darkness of his heart. His
face was the stuff of nightmares. Hi s nane was Adnon Faye.

He searched for something. @iding fromdoor to door in the dungeon
he hovered and listened to the novenents within each cell only |ong
enough to be sure its occupant wasn't his quarry. It was a testinony
to his expertise in the art of silence that the denizens of this dank
pl ace, their ears sharpened by the absence of |ight, never heard him
pass.

He | eft one corridor, slipping cautiously into the torchlit stairway to
descend even further into the pit. He tiptoed into a fetid chanber,
half |ighted by a torch in the stairwell behind him On the far side
of the room the dark side, he found a grate in the floor and knelt to
listen.

"Here," he thought to hinmself. Fromthe cell below the grate he could
hear the shallow breathing of a child or a woman. He struggled to lift
the heavy grillwork. It wasn't fastened down.

"Food? Food at last?" Bronwynn called up weakly. "Where's the
torch?" \Wen he didn't answer, she whispered, "Wo's there?"

"Hush!" he ordered in a sharp whisper; then he uncoiled a | ength of
rope fromaround his waist and tied a loop in one end of it. "Wap
this around you," he whi spered again, and he dropped the rope into the
enptiness. It slapped the straw bel ow, and he heard the wonan
shuffling toward it. She did not speak again until she stood beside
himin the chanber.

"Who are you?"

Adrmon Faye kept his face turned fromher and the dimtorchlight to his
back as he bent to murmur, "Grab nmy belt and follow nme out."

They quickly left the dungeon and soon were into the subterranean nmaze.
As they nade their way through it, there was only one exchange between
them "Pehnen?" the young wonman whi spered, and Adroit Faye stifled a
sni cker.



There was a convenient crevice in the rock just a few feet above the

| evel of the river. Adnmon Faye did not hesitate when they reached it,
but vaulted out of the crevice to land in a rowboat secreted belowit.
The young woman popped her head out, wincing in the first sunlight
she'd seen in nonths, but determ ned to discover who had rescued her
Once she saw the | egendary face of Adnon Faye, she was tenpted to clinb
back inside. "You!" She spat.

into the boat, Lady Bronwynn," Adnon Faye ordered quietly. "I'min no
nmood to get an arrow t hrough ny back, and, | trust, neither are you."

Wt hout anot her word Bronwynn wedged her body through the crack and
tunmbled into the boat. Though she had little stomach for what |ay
before her, it was surely better than what she'd |left behind. She lay
back in the small craft and enjoyed the sun on her face, while Adnon
Faye nerged themeffortlessly into the anonynous traffic of the great
river of Chaononous. The Inperial House watched it all in fury.

CHAPTER THREE
In the Slaver's Sewer

ITS ONE OF THE | RONTES of large cities that frequently the pockets of
greatest | aw essness are found in the very shadow of the seat of |aw
The heart of the crimnal subculture of Chaonobnous lived within a
five-hundred-yard radius of the palace. Bronwnn's escape by boat had
|asted all of four mnutes |ong enough for Adnon Faye to steer them
fromthe foot of the castle's granite foundation to the mouth of a
near by sewer. Chaonmpnous was proud of its sewer system but no one in
the city felt prouder than the thugs and thieves who made it their
private highway. Wthin mnutes of her rescue from Ligne's dungeon
Bron-wynn found hersel f | ocked away in yet another cell. As far as she
could tell, her circunmstances hadn't altered a bit She'd only changed
| ocations and jailers.

Now she stood behind the door with a small rough stool in her hand,
awai ti ng Adnon Faye's return. She heard the scrape of an oar agai nst
the sewer wall, then another scrape of wood on rock as a boat was
moored in place. There were sonme munbl ed words, but no reply. She
hoped that neant he'd come al one.

Not that it made any difference. She'd tangled with Adnmon Faye before,
far to the north in the land of Lamath and her cheek had borne the
imprint of his teeth for weeks afterward. Rosha nod Dorlyth had nearly
killed the hideous slaver on that occasion, knocking Adnon Faye

headl ong into a pit as dank and dark as this one. But the cutthroat
was a powerful man he'd survived. In her much-weakened state, Bronwynn
knew she had little chance of escaping him But she could surely let
her feelings be known.

The key turned in the |ock, and Adnmon Faye thrust his stomach-churning
vi sage inside. Then he jerked back, yelping in pain, as Bronwynn sent
t he stool crashing savagely off his forehead. He slammed the door open
and ki cked the bounci ng stool aside, then grabbed Bronwynn by the
collar of her filthy dress. He hoisted her up until her face was scant
inches fromhis glaring eyes, and spat out, "You may be a Princess,
dearie, but a strap will peel your hide as easily as it will a slave
girl's 1" She trenbled with fury and fear. Then inexplicably, he
dropped her, and all anger drained fromhis face. He righted the



stool, shoved it over to a rude table, and notioned her toward it. "Sit
down. |'ve brought you sone breakfast."

"Why are you keeping ne here?" she screamed. "Are you planning to
sell me back to Ligne, is that it? So you can finally make a profit on
ny deat h?"

Adrmon Faye rotated his little finger in his ear and shook his head.
"Real |y echoes when you yell in this place. Sit down and eat."

"I"'mnot eating anything until | find out why I'm here!" she screaned
again with exaggerated shrill ness.

"Just what do you think |I've cone down here to do?" Adnon Faye yelled
back. It was Bronwynn's turn to stop her ears. The slaver |aughed.
Then he ducked out the door to the boat and quickly returned with two
tankards of drink, a |loaf of bread, a pot of honey, and several chunks
of cheese. Bronwynn's nouth watered involuntarily. It seemed |ike
years since she'd tasted anything but stale bread-crusts in gravy. She
pl opped onto the stool, tore the bread in half, and soon had her nouth
crammed full of the heavenly stuff. Adnon Faye went out a second tine,
returning with another stool. He closed the door behind him sat on
the stool, and | eaned his back against the wall. "Surely you
understand, girl, that | don't act as barmaid to

J The Wzard tn Waiting all ny captives. Don't think I'd trouble
nmyself to steer that boat down here through the sline just to watch you
feed your belly."

"Then why have you conme?" Bronwynn asked, her nouth full of cheese and
her fingers dripping with honey.

"W need each other, Bronwynn. You and I."

Bronwnn was startled. For the first tinme, Adnon Faye had revealed to
her his crooked excuse for a smle. The sight threatened to rob her of
her appetite, but the smell of the cheese won her back, and she quickly
stuffed nore of both it and the bread into her nouth. "I need you?"
cane her garbled reply. "What for?"

"To rescue you from Ligne, for one thing."

"Some rescue! |'ve just been switched from one dungeon to another."

"I wouldn't conplain,"” Adnmon Faye said defensively. "Here you have
furniture, at least, and a torch for light *

"And the delightful snell of a sewer drifting by nmy door," Bronwynn
snarled. "Truly one of the garden spots of Chaompnous."

"You won't be staying here long. It's the safest place in the city for
you right now. Joss will be conbing the streets above us within the
hour and Joss uses a sharp conb."

"Joss!" Bronwynn whi spered savagely, then she spat "Joss, the
turncoat!"

"The very man," Adnon Faye sneered. "So you see, you do need ne."

"I don't," Bronwynn chirped. Admon Faye had frequently seen the mrror



i mge of her haughty expression on the face of her father. "Pelnen
woul d have rescued ne in tine and if not, then my Rosha."

"Pel nen!" Adnmon Faye snorted, then he chuckled. The sound of it gave
Bronwnn a chill. "Your mghty power-shaper is neandering over the
countryside, trying to pick up the pieces of his acting career. He has
no intention of saving you."

"That's not true," Bronwynn protested. "It's only that his
supernatural powers are limted here. You know magic won't work in
Chaomonous. At least, it never did."

"All I knowis that Pelnen is hundreds of niles away, hunting a troupe
of actors to join. |If that's a power shaper then I'mirresistibly
attractive." Once again Adnon Faye's spine-shivering cackle filled the
cell, and Bronwynn turned away fromhis twisted smle. "As for your
tongue-tied sword | ad, don't expect himbefore the winter thaw
Drag-onsgate is clogged with snow. Besides, the nerchants in
Ngandi b- Mar tell me that while you' ve been starving in the dungeon

he's grown fat with winter feasting. The lad has his pick of every

bl ushing maiden in the Mar. You think he'd sacrifice all that to cone
crusadi ng after a skinny wench |ike you?"

Bronwynn's voice was cold. "If you belittle Rosha again, | swear,
beating or no, I'Il brain you with this stool."

Adrmon Faye's snile died, but quickly revived. He shrugged his
shoul ders and waved a hand at one tankard as he grabbed the handl e of

the other. "Wsh that bread down so | can understand you. W' ve nuch
to discuss, and I'Il not nention your Rosha if you'll keep Pel nen out
of the conversation. |It's time for you to face sone realities.”

"What realities?"
"To start with, Ligne wants you dead."

"Then why hasn't she killed ne? She's had me in that pit for
nont hs. "

"Kherda and Joss prevented her. Both feel sone fondness for you still,
since they watched you grow up."

"Some way to show it," Bronwynn whined, renenbering the shackles Joss
hi nsel f had cl anped around her wists.

"More than that, though. They feared a popular uprising if you were
killed, and Ligne believed them"

"Now t hat makes nore sense.”

"Good." Adnon Faye snmiled. "You do have some grasp of political
realities.”

"OfF course | do!" Bronwynn snapped, "I grew up in court, didn't |?"
"Then you'll not be surprised when the Queen changes her mind and

orders Joss to nurder you on sight."

"So when are you going to sell me to hin®"



"Realities, child, remenber?" Adnon Faye growed. "I have no need of
gold. There's as much gold stowed in these sewers as there is in the
vaults of the palace. Wat | covet is freedomto operate ny businesses
in peace, and that's something Ligne won't give ne. She wouldn't be a
bad ruler, but for one great flaw. She bears grudges. No Queen can

| ast | ong who bears a grudge especially not a grudge against ne! Sinply
because | failed to carry out her orders to the letter, allow ng you
and Pel nen to survive, she has determned that | must be put to death.
She may fancy herself an invincible regent, but that's one sentence
she'll never live to w tness."

Bronwynn returned to the bread and honey. "You seemto come and go in
the castle easily enough. Wy not just slit her throat in bed?"

Adrmon Faye smiled again. "A plan not far frommy own, little Bronwnn
And | woul d have done so already, but | |acked two things."

"What things?" Bronwynn munbl ed.

"A sufficient force to secure the castle fromwithin and a legitimte
ruler to set on the throne in her place."

Bronwynn stopped chew ng, then began again, nore slowy. "You nean to
gi ve me back nmy kingdom " she said matter-of-factly.

"You are qui cker than your father was." Adnmon Faye chuckl ed.
"So was my nother," Bronwynn observed. "That's why Ligne di sposed of
her." She raised her eyebrow meani ngfully, then took a deep draught

fromthe tankard and wi ped her nmouth. "Wat makes you think | would
gi ve you any nore freedomthan Ligne has?"

"A certain .. . awareness on your part."
" Awar eness of what ?"

"That | could kill you just as easily as I'mgoing to kill her." Adnon
Faye snmiled. The cruelty in his sunken eyes made her stomach fl oat.

Bronwynn kept silent for a long time, finishing the | oaf of bread and
licking the honey fromher fingers. Adnon Faye waited until she had
finished and | ooked back up at himbefore saying, "I assune you've been
considering the idea. Are you agreeabl e?"

The young woman tossed her gol den-brown hair back over her shoul ders
and shrugged. "Certainly," she said. "Until."

"Until what?"

"Until the situation changes,
his. "Realities, remenber?"

she said evenly, her blue eyes neeting

Adrmon Faye searched her face, waiting for her strong gaze to weaken. It
never did. "As | said, girl, you' re quicker than your father." He
stood to | eave, and turned toward the door. Then suddenly his fist
shot out of nowhere, cracking Bronwnn across the side of the face and
bounci ng her off the wall and onto the floor. She screaned in shock
then gasped at the pain. He waited until the echoes of her shriek had
di ed before he spoke. "But | trust you won't try to take advantage of
our old famly friendship." The last thing she heard as he |left was



his chilling chuckle.

Pl ecl ypsa was a walled city which no | onger needed its walls. At one
time it had been the fortified capital of a nation hostile to
Chaononous, but now, far from being bos-tile, the native Pl eclypsans

did all they could to curry favor with their inperial overlords. |If
anything, the citizens of Pleclypsa were nore snobbi sh about being
Chaons than were the citizens of Chaononous itself. It was this

peculiar conceit and the real municipal inferiority that undergirded it
whi ch prompted the | eaders of Pleclypsa to pay out exorbitant sums each
year to inmport the finest players in the kingdomfor a dramatic
conpetition.

The actors loved it. They viewed the Wnter Festival as a kind of
theatre convention, the one tine in the year when they all could cone
toget her and conpare notes. Stuffy matrons, normally repul sed by the
acting profession, vied with one another in providing sunptuous
banquets for the players to feast upon while awaiting their night to
perform The whole region turned out to watch the new plays preniere.
The | ocal merchants had shrewdly scheduled a carnival to coincide with
the Festival, so that cultured and uncul tured Southl anders ali ke
crowmded into the city's inns raising, naturally, the prices of |odging
and board. The streets swarnmed with people; gold changed hands, and
much of that gold found its way into the pockets of the troupe that won
t he accol ades of the judges. The color, the crowds, and the drama of
t he nonent appealed to these actor types. As a result, the Festival

| asted | onger each year, as nore and nore troupes clanored for their

ni ght upon the boards.

The first night of the Festival was alnbst as tense as the last, for on
t hat ni ght every conpeting band perfornmed a short segment of its
dramatic offering for the year. The judges rated these scenes agai nst
one anot her, and produced a schedule for the renaining days that was
calculated to build the Festival to a thrilling climax; the troupes
performed in reverse order, beginning with the least inpressive. It
did not always happen that the cast who performed | ast received the
Festival prize some troupes actually preferred to be scheduled in the
m ddl e of the run, hoping to put pressure on the casts to follow while
relieving some of their own anxieties early enough to enjoy the

carni val atnosphere. But there was a psychol ogi cal advantage at being
of fered the final night that could not be ignored. That nmade the first
night all the nmore hotly contested.

Pel men stood backstage in the shadow of the green-velvet curtain,
watching Gerrig. His giant friend joked and sparred with Regort, who
had been a cordial enemy for years. Pelnen wasn't fooled by Gerrig's
rel axed deneanor. The pressure building inside himcaused the man to
| augh too loudly, to wink too broadly. The light banter between the
two adversaries crackled with repressed hostility and prom sed a ni ght
of electrifying performances.

Danyilyn didn't bother to hide her nervousness. She paced the stage,
belting out lines to test the acoustics of the hall and the nettle of
her voice. These were old |Iines, speeches she'd spoken so nmany times

t hat her phrasings bore the ruts of nuch use. She wouldn't dream of
letting slip any new lines, nor would any of the other actors and
actresses who paced in circles around and beside her, making their own
adjustments to this theatre. No one wanted to tip his troupe's hand to
the others good lines got stolen that way.



But Pel men was quietly confident. He had dared to take-his alter-shape
the night before; on falcon wings he had come to investigate the fina
rehearsals of the conpetition. 1I1n a way, he felt a bit troubled at his
unfair advantage, for he was a man of integrity, and the act smacked of
cheating. But Parm had reassured himthis morning that it was only
good sense. "Your purpose whatever it is surely warrants your using
every power available to you," Yona had said. "Besides," he'd added,
"it's not as if you're going to steal any of their garbage." |ndeed,
the other offerings seenmed a cut bel ow average this year perhaps as a
result of the unstable national conditions. It was difficult to re
hearse consistently when starving. As he'd described what he'd seen to
his friend, Yona had agreed that they need feel little anxiety this
year. "Qur material is better," Yona Parm had grunted, and Pel nen was
inclined to agree.

That's why it puzzled himto see Yona Parm acting so strangely. The
short player prow ed the dark backstage area, peering behind dusty
flats and regarding the clutter of props suspiciously. Pelnmen strolled
up behind him

"Are you | ooking for sonething?" he began. Yona Parm jerked at the
sound of his voice.

"No," Parm snorted gruffly. "I'mlooking for nothing. That is, I'm
hopi ng to find nothing."

"You're sure to find that back here." Pelnen smled. He felt sure
that he knew, now, the reason for Yona's strange behavior. He didn't
nock him

Yona ducked to peer behind a cutout of a tree. "Seens |like a
| egiti mate enough place for powers to be lurking," he munbl ed.

"I'n ny experience, powers don't lurk. They act. | think they'd prefer
to be out on the stage than back here in the dust."

"And why is that?"

"That's where nost of the people are."” Pelnmen shrugged.. "And they're
fascinated by people.”

"Ch." Yona Parm glanced about him then smiled in tight-Iipped
anmusement. "Then | prefer to be right here."

"You're afraid of them"
"Aren't you?"

"No. Not the powers thenselves. Mre of the people who use them" >
"Yet you use them You did last night."

"I know," Pelnen replied quietly.

Yona Parm understood. "You're afraid of yourself." Pelnmen nodded,
then arched a friendly eyebrow. "And as long as | remain so, | fee
rather confident that 1'm Nothing, really, to be afraid of. It isn't
the powers you need to fear, Parm, for if they're here and you don't
know it, lyou'll never notice them And if they're here and you do
| fcnow, they're yours to mold. But those others who know, \Oaad who
mold they're the people | fear. They'll shape to jit their whinms and



|'ve seen too nuch of mankind's sings to feel encouraged by that."
The "Wzard in "Wiling

Yona Parm froze his ironic snmle into place. "Your words are
encouraging ne to dig a deep, cool hole and bury nyself init."

"I"ve considered it," Pelnmen joked, but there was nore than a hint of
seriousness in his words.

"And yet you say you fear being shaped. Explain that."

Pel men blinked, then his eyes | ooked beyond Yona, as if gazing at a
reality beyond human sensation. Wen he spoke, it was in hushed tones

heavy with mystery. "Sonetimes | fear that. Perhaps it cones so
unexpectedly. | sense a power, | begin to shape, then sonmehow,

i nexplicably, it begins shaping ne. And then when it happens, |'m
elated. Once it cones, | fear nothing at all. | never know exactly
what ['Il do then, .." Pelmen's eyes finally found their way back to
Yona's. "And that's a rather frightening prospect in itself, don't you
t hi nk?"

"Not necessarily. That is, I'mnot convinced you really believe it so,

since you persist in chasing the experience. But tell me, these
religious followers of yours "

"They're not mne."

of the Prophet's then

"They're not his either.”

"Al'l right, have it your way. O the Power
"That's got it."
"Do they experience this ah being shaped as wel | ?"

"Some do," Pelnmen said with the quiet confidence of one who knows he
won't be believed. "Not all. Not all of them have di scovered yet that
this is what it's all about. Some grab at the trappings of faith

wi t hout experiencing faith itself."

Yona Parm nodded thoughtfully. "So you entrusted the new Prophet wth
t he task of hel pi ng t hen?"

Pel men nmet his eyes. *7 didn't"

Yona Parm | ooked away in disconfort. "Pardon ne," he nuttered, "but
it's rather difficult to shift one's entire view of the world in a
monent . "

Pel men nodded. "It isn't easy to attribute actions to sonething other
t han peopl e, when you' ve been used to seeing themas the only novers.
As | say it's people who do nmost of the shaping, consciously or
unconsci ously. And rmuch of that turns out badly,"” he added wth
sadness. H s mnd wandered then, briefly, to Lamath, and the gentle

pl owed fields of that earnest, hard-working region. Then he continued.
"l guess you could say that Erri the Prophet is responsible for being
hinself and for letting others see in himthe difference between



shapi ng and bei ng shaped."

Yona Parm cocked an eyebrow. Even in the dark, Pel-nen could see
clearly his quizzical expression. "Doesn't Erri shape?" he asked.

"Not often." Pelnen smiled. "That's why he's the Prophet, and not |
I"mmuch too inpatient. | prefer to shape ny own destiny."

"Which, in turn, makes you dangerous." Yona Parm nodded wi sely.

Pel nen | ooked at him a bit startled at this insight. Then he al so
nodded. "Exactly."

"Yet if you didn't battle these others, these various pow ershapers who
i nhabit Ngandi b- Mar, who woul d?"

"Perhaps the Power would," Pelnmen replied thoughtfully. It was evident
fromthe way he said it that this was sonmething not fully clear in his
own m nd

"Then why battle at all?"

"Because there are people | care about who are in trouble," Pel nen
answered. Quiet determ nation | ent backbone to his words, as he
finished. "And it mght be through ne that the Power chooses to aid
them" It seened to Yona Parm that Pelnen's eyes bl azed out of the
shadows. He felt enornous relief when Danyilyn scurried over and
grabbed each of them by the arm

"We've drawn the third slot for tonight!" she announced, sure that her
news bore the sane critical inportance for themthat it did for her
For her sake they both pretended it did and joined her in the harsh
green limelight to begin warm ng up their voices. A few nonents |ater
Pel men slipped quietly away to paint his face the color of the noon.

Pezi belched. Now it wasn't unusual for the obese nerchant to belch in
fact, some of those who knew hi margued that he never uttered a
sentence wi thout punctuating it with a burp. What was unusual was that
Pezi had a mi serable bellyache. Pezi's stonmach rarely ever bothered
himit had swelled to enornous proportions |ong ago to acconmodate the
triple platefuls of food the merchant gorged down at every neal, and it
no |l onger troubled to regi ster any protest at such routine
ill-treatment But Pezi's |atest hinge had been nonunental. It had
amazed every occupant of Tohn's castle. Nor was it over; a half-enpty
pl atter of roast beef lay on the bed beside him On the floor next to
his bed sat a pitcher of ale. On the cabinet just beyond the pitcher

a towering sandwi ch | eaned, threatening to topple at any nonment. In
hi s hand was a raw white oni on, which he nunched between belches as if
it were an apple. Pezi had a problem And when he had a problem he
ate.

Li ke nost of Pezi's problens, this one concerned his uncle Flayh. He
and his uncle fled Lamath on the day. the dragon died, fearing
reprisals fromPelnen the Prophet Since they were merchants of the
House of Ognadzu, they had found refuge here, in the famly castle
adm ni stered by Pezi's uncle Tohn. The ensuing nonths had been tense,
as Flayh and Tohn had westled for control of the famly's fortunes,
but it had really been no contest. Though this was Tohn's castle, and
its occupants were fromhis line of the famly, Tohn suffered froma
weak heart. The conbination of a harsh wi nter and unceasing tension



proved too much for the old warrior. They'd buried himin the snow.

Once firmy in control again, Flayh had returned with a passion to what
had once been his favorite hobby he'd involved themin the politics of
Chaononous. Not that Pezi minded that at all he rather enjoyed
dabbling in politics hinself, and staunchly believed that the House of
Qgnadzu needed to reassert its dom nance over the Chaon markets. \Wile
he and his uncle had been manipul ating events in Lamath or trying to
the rival House of Uda had established a virtual nonopoly in
Chaononous, and it truly irked Pezi to have to buy his favorite candies
fromthe conpetition. This very noment, a plot |launched by Flayh was
supposed to be bearing fruit they'd contracted with Adraon Faye to
steal Bronwynn fromthe dungeon of Queen Ligne. But that was Pezi's
problem \Where war Ad-nmon Faye? And why hadn't he contacted thenf?

Pezi got up to pace the floor. Two paces convinced himhe'd better lie
back down again. Three days ago, Flayh had told him "Keep nme aware of

every devel opnment." Then he had di sappeared into Tohn's old library
and hadn't come out again. That concerned Pezi. Before they left
Lamath, the old man had been showi ng definite signs of nental
instability and al so signs of buddi ng shaper power. It really didn't

matter to Pezi whether the old goat was a power shaper or was crazy
both possibilities gave himthe hives.

"I's he in there practicing his nmagic?" Pezi belched at his onion. "O
has his nmind cone unpeel ed?* O, he thought wi thout saying it, has he
gone to join Tohn wherever the dead gather? He stifled that thought
which was really nore of a hope and tried to fill his mnd with

somet hing el se. Flayh had also | earned a bit about readi ng m nds.

So what was Pezi to do? Interrupt his uncle to informhimnmerely that
there was no news? Keep waiting until Adnon Faye chose to notify them
of his success or failure? Eat another sandwi ch? Truly a dilemms.

Pezi definitely did not wish to interrupt Flayh. He thoroughly enjoyed
his uncle's periods of absence. Yet if he didn't interrupt him and

Fl ayh was expecting himto ... Pezi sighed. Then he rolled off the bed
and waddl ed toward the door, shoving piles of wadded garnents aside
with every step. He stopped with his hand on the door-latch did he
really want to do this? "Mght as well," he grunted. He knew if he

| ay back down he'd only have to eat some nore. He took one nore bite
of his onion and stuffed the rest into his pocket. Then he shuffled
out into the hall and made his way to the door of Flayh's study. He
hesitated there, steeling hinmself against the expected flood of

colorful curses that always greeted hi mwhen he disturbed his uncle,
and knocked on Flayh's door. No reply. He knocked again, a bit

louder. Still no reply cane fromwithin the room He crouched down to
pl ant his ear on the keyhole, but could hear nothing. Straightening

hi nsel f back upright no nean task in itself he put his weight behind

t he bl ows and pounded a chubby fist against the oaken barrier. Then he
st epped back out of the way, so he wouldn't be cl obbered when Fl ayh
cane boiling out.

Not hi ng happened. Pezi began to be concerned. He tried the door |atch
with little enthusiasm sure that Flayh had |ocked it fromw thin. As
expected, it was | ocked.

"Now what am | going to do?" Pezi munbled. Then he recalled seeing a
ring full of keys dangling fromthe belt of the castle's seneschal. He
hurried away to find the man. He was trying not to get his hopes up

He puffed around the corner into the seneschal's office, his cheeks



turning the color of ripening pluns, and skidded to a stop before the
man' s desk

"Yes?" the seneschal asked rudely. Flayh's treatnent of Tohn nod
Neelis had created an abundance of ill will toward Pezi and his uncle.
The castle staff feared Flayh far too nuch to reveal it to him The
bunbling Pezi felt the brunt of their displeasure.

"I need your keys,"
face.

he demanded, thrusting his palmin the seneschal's

"My keys!" the man snapped. "Watever for?" "M/ uncle's been | ocked
within the library for three days. He could be dead for all we
know. "

"Il turn blue before | give you ny key ring!" the seneschal spat
savagel y.

Pezi shoved his nose into the nan's face and bell owed, "I said, give ne
the keys!" Pezi didn't expect the reaction he received, for the

seneschal very nearly did turn blue. He choked, coughed tw ce, then
thrust his keys into Pezi's palmand bolted fromthe room Pezi

strai ghtened up, a bit puzzled but thoroughly pleased. "I guess | told
him" he muttered as he turned to saunter back down the hall, his

confi dence boosted by this quick response to his firmauthority. He
never gave a thought to the onion in his pocket that had nmade it al
possi bl e.

After several attenpts, he found a key that turned the |ock, jerked
open the door with a mghty heave and stepped inside. He knew
i Mmediately it was a m st ake.

Candl es and snmoke were the first things he saw an abundance of candl es
that filled the roomwth flickering light. Then he glinpsed Fl ayh,
who had for the first tine noticed him The old nman's bald pate gl owed
in the eerie illumnation, and so did his beady eyes. Flayh's
expression in that first brief instant was one of desperate surprise
Pezi had caught himw th his magical pants down. A split second |ater
a horrified Pezi stared down the throat of a savage dog, who hurtled

t hrough space toward his neck. Pezi shrieked and fell backward. To
his great good fortune, the lean gray animl slanmred nose first into
his tumy and bounced head over heels into the courtyard. Pezi saw the
dog bounce out, but it was Flayh who rushed back inside, slanmng the
door behind him He regarded his nephew with w de-eyed surprise.

"I didit!"™ he gasped.

"You alnpst did it," Pezi gasped back, as both hands sought out his
threatened throat. He had to plow through a series of chins to get to
it.

"Do you think anyone saw?" Fl ayh pl eaded.

"I did," Pezi spluttered.

"I mean anyone inportant." Flayh ducked back outside to check the
hal lway in both directions, then danced back inside, a frightening grin
spreading across his winkled face. "I did it! | found ny

alter-shape! Oh thank you, Pezi, you can't imagi ne how deli ghted
am"



Pezi squirmed in terror. His crazed uncle had actually enbraced him

Fl ayh scampered across the room clapping his hands Iike a school girl
"A dog! I'ma long, |ean hound! Sonething powerful! Not a nere
insect, like Mar-Yilot, or a lizard, like that fellow Jooons a hound! A
power f ul hound!"

Pezi stared, open-mouthed. At last his uncle ceased his raving and
turned to stare back at him "Wat are you gawki ng at?" Flayh
snapped, and Pezi, relieved, closed his nouth. That had sounded |i ke
the uncl e he knew. "Wat are you doing here? Wy did you burst in
unbi dden? What's the neaning "

"I came to give you some news." Pezi blurted out as loudly as he
could. If his uncle was going to turn into a dog whenever he got
angry, Pezi was determ ned to keep him pacified.

"News? O Admon Faye? Wiat is it?" Flayh demanded in crisp brittle
t ones.

Now Pezi was in a quandary. "Ah .. . there's no news .

"No news? You interrupt me to bring ne no news?"

"That's the news," Pezi whined. "That there's no news ..

Fl ayh charged toward him grabbing this nephew whose great girth
dwarfed himby the collar of Pezi's tunic. "You |oathsone "

"Pl ease, uncle," Pezi cried, and Flayh backed quickly to the other side
of the room

"What have you been eating?" Flayh asked in horror
Pezi stared at him then shrugged and began listing, "A half of A ham

with cherry sauce, a breasted fow's breast marinated in a mnt jelly
with "

"Enough!" Fl ayh shouted. "What possessed nme to ask such a question of
you .. ."
"Pl ease, uncle," Pezi rushed on to say, "I only wanted to keep you

aware of the situation as you told ne to

"CGet out! And stay out until there's sonme devel opnent worth telling
about. And give ne those keys." Flayh held his nose and stal ked over
to jerk the key ring from Pezi's hand.

'k

"But the seneschal

"Qut!" Flayh roared as he shoved his nephew backward and sl ammred t he
door in his face. The key scraped into the |ock, and the tunblers
shifted noisily.

Pezi just stood there for a monent. He noticed again that his belly
ached. He felt of it, and sighed. "Mist be hungry," he nmuttered. He
finished his onion on the way to the kitchen

Bronwynn sat against the wall of her prison and daydreaned. She'd



gotten good at that during these nmonths of darkness. NMnths? It could
as easily have been weeks or years, for all she knew. No, not years
her hair hadn't grown | ong enough for that. But it had been plenty of
time for her to inmagine a hundred different neans of rescue. And every
dream starred Rosha nod Dorlyth

Rosha, her intended warrior of Ngandi b-Mar, At first she'd been
enbarrassed to fantasize about himso extravagantly. Now she just
| eaned back and enjoyed it imagining himbreaking the door down,
crushing her in his arns ..

The door slanmmed open, jolting her out of her pleasant vision and back
into the ludicrous reality of her current predicament. In all her
dreans of rescue, none had seenmed so inprobable as this.

"Resting easy, are you?" Adnon Faye asked with a nock cheeriness that
made her groan. "No? Pity. |1've cone to bring alittle sunshine into
your life. Get up."

"Why shoul d I ?"

Adorn Faye didn't reply. He just reached down to grab Bronwynn by the
shoul ders and hoi sted her up. He spun her around to face the wall and,
bef ore she could react, was slipping a | eather strap around her

wai st .

"I"'mnot going to be tied!"™ she shouted and she ramed her el bow back
into his gut. He grunted, then boxed both of her ears in response. She
stonped on his foot, spun around to rake his face with her fingernails,
and got a punch in the eye for her trouble. That dazed her it also

cal mred her down. Adnon Faye went on about his business, noving the
strap up and wapping it around her bust first, then dropping it down
to her hips. "Wat are you doing?" she asked, though it was already
perfectly obvious to her.

"I'"'mmeasuring you for sonme new clothes. O would you prefer to keep
this rag?"

"Way didn't you just say that, then?"

"Ch, Princess Bronwynn, may | take your neasurenents, please?" be
nocked in a squeaky falsetto. Then he snorted. "Suppose we get it
strai ght between us who does the asking and who does the telling?" He
read the | ast measure, then slung Bronwynn into a corner of the cel

and pocketed the tape. He pointed his finger at her. He said nothing,
just pointed that finger and | ooked at her. Then he left as quickly as
he' d cone.

Bronwynn didn't bother to get up. She lay back where she was and tried
hard to think about Rosha. But the thoughts now only filled her with
despair. For while Ligne's dungeon was far blacker than this place, at
| east there she had felt that Rosha, or Pel nmen, or soneone on her side
m ght be able to find her. No one knew she was here, save Adnon Faye.
And at the nonent, it seenmed even Ligne's hole mght be preferable to
serving the whinms of the slaver. She didn't cry Bronwnn wasn't nuch
for weeping. But it might have hel ped her feelings. Bottled inside
her chest was a | unp of di sappoi nted hopes and nothing coul d make t hat

[ unp go away.

Still fum ng, the House watched in silence as Joss clinbed a small,



private stairway into its upper levels. It felt enornous frustration
though it had warned its occupants in every consceivable way of the
i nvasi on and escape

*0Q Tke Wzard in Waiting of the intruder, not a soul within its walls
had paid any heed. It had been hours before the theft of the captive
had even been di scovered. The warders who nade that discovery then

t ook another few hours to decide howto informthe Queen. Finally
they'd drawn straws, and the luckless loser carried the message to her
quarters. Now, after wasting a day, the Queen had summoned her Lord of
Security to informhimof his failure. The castle hoped she'd have the
man hanged. Hi s guards! |Ineptitude had besmirched the honor of the

| mperial House of Chaononous!

The terraced gardens spiraled up out of the bowels of the castle to the

very rooftop itself. Overall, capping the pleasure park's flora
spl endor, arched a gigantic aviary wought of iron and delicately
colored glass. It stretched up to a height al nost equaling the

loftiest of the castle's towers, which were thenmselves the tallest in
this land. This rooftop cage was the warnest spot in the pal ace, kept
so for the sake of the brightly plumed birds that fluttered from one
man- made branch to another. Just as exotically pluned as the birds
were the colorful courtiers who wal ked and tal ked beneath. This was
one of Ligne's favorite spots, for she felt the gorgeous gardens,
illuminated by the nmulticolored Iight fromabove, served as a perfect
setting for the jewel of her own beauty.

She greeted Joss with a forced smle, and quickly got down to business.
"I hope you haven't regretted entering ny service, Joss," she said as
she tossed a handful of seeds before a peacock. "For a man of your
integrity, such a transfer of |oyalties nust have been nost

difficult."

"I would be lying if | denied it, ny Lady Ligne." Joss nodded stiffly.
He always felt out of place in this garden. He was much nore at hone
in the arnmory, many floors bel ow

Li gne smiled, her blue eyes sparkling. "And General Joss never
lies."

"Only for the sake of Chaonpnous,” he affirmed. She waited for himto
el aborate, and unwillingly he obliged. "It was not so difficult to
turn my back on Talith, once the King proved hinself a fool. |

determ ned that when he would not listen to reason, he was beyond any
help that | might offer."

The Wzard lit Waiting
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"When he refused to believe | was about to overthrow him you nmean?"
she supplied, still smling.

"That is correct, ny Lady." Joss nodded, his disconfort grow ng. Ligne
was a capricious wonan with a taste for cruelty. He had no intention
of crossing her.

"I"ve been pleased with your performance, Joss, ever since you saw the
futility of resisting ne. You may relax. Your marvelous mlitary
talent which Talith so wastefully m sused has proved rmuch to ny liking.



| feared you as an eneny, Joss. | feel far nore secure with you as a
servant." She turned away fromhim scattering seed with a wi de sweep
of her arm "But | cannot seemto shake this tiny whisper of doubt

t hat nags at nme whenever | consider your service." She spun around to
face him her blue eyes suddenly hard. "I mean your continued
affection for Tal-ith's daughter Bronwynn."

Most men woul d have flinched under Ligne's gaze. Joss nerely

acknow edged it with one of his own. Then in deference to his Queen
he dropped his eyes and inclined his head. Wen he | ooked up at her
again, his expression was hunble, but frank. "As |I've stated, it would
be alie for ne to say | feel no lingering sense of shame regarding ny
break with the late royal famly. But | rnust sinply rem nd ny Queen
that it was | who duped the Lady Bronwynn into believing | would | ead
her army of rebellion, and who then brought her to you, bound in a
crimnal's chains. M Queen should exam ne only ny actions to
determne ny faithfulness. M feelings are a private matter, which
never allow to interfere with the business of state.”

"Never ?" Ligne denmanded, shouting in his face.

Joss blinked, but did not draw back. "Never," he nurnured
tonel essly.

Li gne continued glaring for a nonent, then her eyes softened, and she

turned away. "I believe you," she said at length. "If you suddenly
protested that you hated Bronwynn, | would certainly doubt your
sincerity. After all, | always considered her a likeable child, didn't
you?"

"I did," Joss answered, very aware of those eyes fixed on his,

"Regrettable that |1've been forced to confine her to the dungeon, don't
you think?" Ligne didn't blink

J2
"I'f ny Queen feels it is so, yes."
"And what do you feel?" she snapped

He hesitated briefly, then breathed heavily, "I never allow nmy feelings
to enter into the affairs of state.”
"Good, " Ligne snarled, suddenly angry, "
absolute loyalty to return her there!"

for 1'"mgoing to need your

"Return her?" Joss barked, his body cocking rigidly to attention. He
realized now that he had just passed a very serious test. He realized,
too, he was now facing a stiffer one.

"She's gone," Ligne spat. "Stolen fromny hole. M forenost rival,
the only threat to ny security in this position, and she's vani shed!"

"l heard no alarm"”

"No guard was fool enough to give any. Nor did | call for one when the
warder finally made it known to ne in ny chanbers, some hours ago." She
gazed at Joss, and notioned toward a sparrow that glided overhead.
"When the bird has flown, is there any point in screanm ng in anger?"



"None, ny Lady," Joss acknow edged curtly.

"OfF course, the guards say they didn't see a thing." Ligne sneered.
"So |I'mhaving their usel ess eyes extracted. But though their cries
m ght soothe ny tenper, they won't change the situation. Oh!'" she
seethed, balling her fist and shaking it above her head. "I ought to
wring Kherda's neck for keeping ne fromkilling her while | had her!"
Then she gl ared at Joss accusingly.

Joss cleared his throat "My Queen, | have no love for Prine M nister
Kherda, as you well know, but | did agree with that policy. To
assassi nate the Lady Bronwynn publicly would certainly build no
confi dence anong your subjects "

"Don't lecture ne!" Ligne shouted, pointing her finger at Joss. Then
her voice softened. "How can you expect me to consider public
confidence when a free Bronwynn presents a clear and present threat to
my reign? | amno | onger concerned with appearances. | want Bronwynn
dead, and | want you to kill her." She noved to himagain, shoving her
face into his. "I'msatisfied that your feelings will not be all owed
tointerfere." Her eyes left no roomfor objection. Joss offered
none. "l have given this assignnent before, |I think you' re aware."

"Yes, ny Queen. To Adnmon Faye."

"There are few nen in this |land capable of stealing a captive fromny
prison. Admon Faye is the only one who cones to mind."

"Yes, my Queen."

t (Wien you find the man, put an end to himas well. W did not part on
good terns."

"Yes, my Queen."
Li gne | ooked up at him "wWell? Go!"

Joss turned to | eave the aviary, pushing a peacock aside with his
boot .

"Ch, one nore thing," Ligne called, and Joss turned to listen. "I've
had the warder gutted. Display his body in the arnory for severa
days. | want the pal ace defenses to have sonething to think on

Consider it yourself, Joss won't you?" She clapped her hands toget her
torid themof the last of the bird seed, then turned to walk swiftly
down the garden path. Joss wal ked just as swiftly down the interior
stairway to the lower levels of the castle. The further he got from
the wonman, the cleaner he felt. But duty was duty, and she was right.
Chaoronous could not afford two Queens.

Bronwynn gingerly fingered her eye and the swollen flesh surrounding
it. She longed for a mirror. Not that anyone was going to see her
down here thank goodness. The way she | ooked now, a rescuing Rosha
woul d probably gag and just | eave her behind! But a mirror would have
been nice. There was sonething conforting in know ng exactly how ugly
she | ooked. In her imagination, the whole right side of her face was
twice its normal size, and as black as a ripe avocado. Adnon Faye had
punched her hard. But it was the nenory of his pointed finger, and the
threat inplied in it, that made her shiver. Understandably, she didn't



| eap for joy when she heard his boat nooring outside her door. She
fixed a sneer on her bruised features, but he ignored her as he stepped
i nside and tossed her a linen bag. "Put themon," he nmuttered, then he
left the cell, slanmm ng the door and | ocking it behind him She heard
himget into his boat. She waited, |istening.

"Put themon!" he ordered through the door, and she deci ded she'd best
conply. She opened the drawstring of

J4 The Wzart? in Wiiting the Iinen bag and dully examined its
contents. Her interest grew suddenly sharp

It held a new pair of suede boots, well-made by the | ook of them a
pair of soft |eather trousers, styled like a man's but tailored to fit
her; a shirt woven of wool and dyed a dark green, and a tan wai stcoat
to go over it; and a floor length cape, fur-lined within and coated
wi thout with pitch, to keep her both warm and dry in harsh weat her.

"Where are you taking me?" she shout ed.
"Are you dressed yet?" he yelled back
"Not yet "

"If I have to come in and strip you nyself, | guarantee you won't Iike
what follows."

Bronwynn got dressed. She was nore than happy to abandon the rag she'd
been wearing for nonths, and the quality of these new cl othes convinced
her that Adnon Faye's sewers were indeed lined with gold. The cape
felt especially good. She hadn't been warmin weeks. "I'mready," she
call ed, and Adnon Faye flung open the door and grabbed her by the
wist. He noved too quickly for her to resist himeffectively, binding
her arms behind her with an expertise born of years of slaving.

"I thought you were going to make ne a Queen!" Bronwynn cried,

"And I will. If I don't skin you first. Get into the boat." Bronwnn
obeyed wi t hout argunent, and Adnon Faye poled them away fromthe wall.
He turned the bow of the craft into the stream and began pushing it

agai nst the gentle current. Bronwynn gagged at the sight of the waste
and rubbi sh that bobbed al ong the water surrounding them She decided
even Adnon Faye's face was preferable, and | ooked back at him "Is it
al ways this deep?"

"Often deeper,” the slaver answered. "Be glad you chose to be a good
little girl. | could have left you behind and in the spring thaw you'd
have drowned in the stuff.” He chuckled | ewdly.

Bronwynn turned away fromhis ugly smle. Mybe the garbage was
better. "Where are we goi ng?"

"You'll know it when we get there."

"I't nust be somewhere in the Spinal Range, or you wouldn't have
provided this cape "

"I told you once, girl. You'll know it when we're there."

The Wzard in Waiting SJ



It was cl ear Adnon Faye would say no nore. Bronwynn snuggl ed back into
the cloak and rested, watching reflected |ight dance on the granite
vault above her. The rhythm of the pole ranm ng into the sewer bed and
the gentle rock of the boat nade her drowsy ..

Then she was w de awake, as nmany pairs of hands lifted her out of the
rowboat. She was carried like a rolled-up carpet up a flight of steps,
under the rough arns of several npbst ungentle porters. They sniggered,
pi nching and tweaki ng her flesh all the way across an underground
stable toward a waiting horse. There they tossed her skyward, and she
instinctively spread her legs to slamdown into the horse's saddle. Her
hands were untied, then quickly bound again in front of her, and
someone sl apped the animal on the runp. It noved sluggishly out of the
stable, into the sunlight.

Bronwynn squinted. This was only the second tinme she'd seen the sun in
nmont hs. She ducked her head, protecting her eyes against the glare,

but they soon adjusted, and she saw that she was just one of many
riders, mounted and ready to nove. She heard many shouts and cries
around her, but easily singled out Adnon Faye's voice above the rest.

"What about Joss?"

"He rides to Dragonsgate. The barnman at the Bull's End told hi myour
pl ans. "

Adrmon Faye swore savagely, then nuttered, "Have you dealt wth that
bar man?"

"H s body floats in the sewer."

"But Joss knows," Adnon Faye snarled, and he cursed again. "Very well.
W'll have to go by way of the Geat South Fir. That's well out of our
way but no matter. We'Ill break fromthe woods due south of Tohn's
castle. Joss will find nothing in the pass but a ot of snow " Adnon
Faye chuckl ed. "Wnder how he'll justify that to our graci ous Queen?"
Adrmon Faye spurred his horse to nove abreast of Bronwynn's. "Well

little girl, are you ready to ride?" Before she could answer, he
grabbed the reins of her horse and dug his heels into the flanks of his
own. Bronwynn cl anped her knees tightly onto her saddl e and | eaned
forward, as Adnon Faye's band of rascals charged westward toward the

G eat South Fir.

CHAPTER FOUR
A Swordsman's Surprise

"PERHAPS you didn't hear me the first time, Rosha. You are crazy!"
Dorlyth nod Karl's' face was redder than his beard.

"I d-did hear you the first time, father. And every t-tiroe since."

"Then why do you persist in making a fool of yourself. There's a
bl i zzard outsi de!"

Rosha nod Dorlyth, pretended chanpi on of Heinox, friend of Pel nen

Dr agonsbane and a bear's-bane in his own right, did not reply. Instead
he ci nched the saddle of his war-horse a notch tighter, then turned to
fetch his saddl ebags.



Dorlyth ran his hand through the unruly curls that ringed his nouth,
and sighed. "Son, | knowit's very difficult to come home once you' ve
becone a hero, but "

"It's not difficult to come home, father. |t appears the d-difficulty
is in leaving again. Wuld you hand ne that?" He pointed to a
scabbarded great sword that hung on the wall. Dorlyth nodded and

pulled it down, fingering it lovingly before passing it to Rosha across
the horse's back. He had given the sword to the lad only six sumers
before, and already it was the prem er weapon in the land. King

Pahd nod Pahd-el, ruler of Ngandi b-Mar, had honored it with a nane,
making it the first named sword in Dorlyth's nenory. "Thalraphis" he
had dubbed it "the eye needle for though the weapon was five feet |ong,
it had been no nore than a needle in the eye of the great dragon
Vicia-Heinox. Wth this very weapon, Pelnen had slain the nortal eneny
of all mankind.

Rosha took the sword and strapped it to his saddle. Then be gl anced
around the stable, trying to think if he were forgetting anyt hing.

"Rosha son think it over! |If she really did call you her treasure, the
worman' s not going to run off and marry sonmeone el se before spring!"

"I't's not just B-bronwynn, father. |It's s-s-sinply time to go!" That
was true. Fromthe nonent he had arrived home he'd been w ned and
dined by every wealthy famly in the I and of Ngandi b-Mar. King Pahd
had gi ven hi mthe biggest banquet anyone could remenber. Hi s stomach
still felt bl oated.

The cel ebrations of his heroismhad barely passed before the yule
season arrived, and once again the lords and barons of all Ngandi b had
clanmored for his presence. He was so tired of eating and of honors
that he hoped never to see another breast of pheasant or gol den gobl et
again. Being a hero had grown boring to him at last, so he'd ridden
home to the confort of his father's fire.

Dorl yth and Rosha had watched the yule | og dwi ndl e together, wapped in
bear furs, and had finally tal ked thenselves out. Rosha |earned a sad
truth. Being a hero was nuch | ess satisfying than doi ng heroic things.
It grewdull and stale in a hurry.

And then there was Bronwynn. Princess of the Gol den Ki ngdom of
Chaonmonous, far to the south, her last words to himhad been a

decl aration of her love. Then she'd ridden away, to reclaimher throne
fromthe fal se Queen Ligne, and he hadn't heard another word from her
Day after day he had watched the southern horizon for a blue-flyer
beari ng a nessage, but those carrier birds that did arrive at the
castle brought only nore invitations to dinner. Wrst of all, he was
stuttering again. He had to go! He stepped to the doorway of the
stabl e and gazed out the open gate. Large flakes of snow tunbl ed
graceful ly

J8 The Wzard in Waiting fromthe sky, adding to the three-inch bl anket
of the stuff that already covered the cobbl estoned courtyard.

"Only a fool would ride east in this weather," Dorlyth grow ed, "and
didn't raise a fool." Rosha slung hinmself up onto the back of his
war-horse. "On the other hand," Dorlyth nmuttered, "maybe | did." Rosha



wheel ed his mount and woul d have ridden out, but Dorlyth shouted,
"Wait!" and grabbed the reins.

"No, father!" Rosha yelled, then he clasped his arms tightly around
his horse's neck, as the aninmal reared to protect its master. The
horse had been a gift from Ki ng Pahd, and was nervous and spirited.

An old warrior like Dorlyth hadn't lived to become old by being stupid.
He beat a hasty retreat to the far side of the stable, and Rosha's
war ni ng shout disintegrated into a chuckle. The young swordsman
slipped down to the ground and caught the beast's head jn his hands,

saying. "It isn't good to tranple your master's father, ny friend.
Rel ax." Then he turned to |ook at Dorlyth, still twenty feet away.
Hs father nade a wy face. "Can | cone tell you goodbye w t hout

getting stepped on?"

Rosha grinned, and spread his arns wide. Dorlyth nod Karis hugged his

son powerfully, then stepped back to look at him "Can't blame an old
man for being lonely," he said gruffly. Rosha understood what Dorlyth
was truly saying to him.. . "Go with blessings.”" The young man

nodded. Then he laid a hand on his father's shoul der and squeezed it

"Take c-care of yourself, will you?"
"Me, take care of nyself? Lad, |I'mnot the one going out into a
snowstorm " Dorlyth frowned. Then he w nked, and growl ed, "I thought

you said Pel mren was coming to visit?"
"He said he was. B-but you know P-pel nen

"Indeed | do." Dorlyth nodded sourly. "If he says he's on his way,
that means don't expect him" Rosha clinbed back onto the horse's
back, and the aninmal allowed Dorlyth to cone up close w thout noving.
"One thing nore," Dorlyth nuttered, and Rosha | ooked at him
expectantly, "If you get married, at least let ne know Fathers are
interested in that sort of thing."

Rosha | aughed, and with a twi st of his hand was gone, out the stable
door and into the crisp air of early norning.

In a noment both horse and rider had di sappeared into the swirling
SNOW.

"Merciful, that," nuttered Dorlyth to hinself. He hated |ong
good- byes.

Adrmon Faye did not pernmit his troop of brigands any rest until they
swept past the last cultivated field and entered the edge of the G eat
South Fir.

The three | ands were divided fromone another by two great natura
barriers. The Spinal Range, a wall of rock that separated Chaononous
from Lamath, started in the sea itself as the formation of islands
called the Border Straits. Fromthe coast it ran one hundred and
thirty mles inland to the west. Its granite cliffs were unbroken

save for that one | egendary pass known as Dragonsgate, At Drag-onsgate,
the mountai n range divided, and separate arms extended into both
sections of the other geographical barrier the Geat Fir. This band of
rugged forest was fifty nmles wide at its narrowest point, but that was



around the base of the nountains, where it was al so so dense as to be
i npenetrable to all but wood creatures. The nountains formed the
dividing line, separating the Great Fir into northern and southern
sections.

Ei ghty miles southwest of the Spinal Range, the Great South Fir could
be passed. But few people attenpted the feat. Mst of those who did
were slavers. Any other small party travelling alone in the Great Fir
was likely to finish the journey with slavers in chains.

The G eat Fir was the closest thing Adnon Faye had to a hone or it had
been, until his recent conquest of Dragonsgate. Scattered through the
forest were his cleared canpsites. Sone of these were of enornous size
but so skillfully hidden in the thickets as to be unrecogni zable to al
but the trained woodsnan. It was not until they reached one of these
hi dden shelters that Adnon Faye |let his weary band stop

Hs little army of forty swords had nore than tripled in this |atest
visit to Chaononous, and now a hundred and fifty nen scranbled for the
best of the tent sites, and fought one another for firewood.

Bronwynn, however, stayed astride her horse. Though exhausted by the
journey, she refused to budge until some 0 The WztrJ in Wiiting one
cut her bonds and lifted her dowmm. |If she were to be the Queen of this
ragged rabbl e, they could begin nowto show her a little respect.

"Are you planning on going sonewhere, girl?"

Bronwynn stiffened her shoul ders at the sound of Adnon Faye's voice. He
was behind her, but she refused to turn her head. "I'm going nowhere
until sonmeone does nme the courtesy of cutting my bonds and getting ne
down. "

"Take that attitude about it," he grow ed, "and you may be sure no one
will. Get off." She didn't budge. "I guess you rnust like it up
there,” he said after a nonent.

"Like it?" Bronwynn snapped. "M/ bottomis black and blue."

"If it isn't, it will be," he threatened, "unless you hop down off that
horse and start collecting sone firewod. Your hands are tied in front
of you. You can get off easily enough."

Bronwynn sighed, then kicked her right leg over the horse's head and

pi voted on the saddle, dropping easily to the ground. She groaned. The
i nsides of her thighs were raw, and her |egs were cranped from cl anpi ng
tightly onto the saddle. Adnon Faye chuckl ed behind her. She turned
to glare at him | oathing everything about him

He chopped a point on one end of a branch with a heavy knife. Then he
reversed the stake and | opped off two forking branches at the other
end, leaving the fork init to hold a spit of meat. Then he | ooked up
at Bronwynn. "You want your ropes cut? Here's the knife." The weapon
cane flipping at her end over end, and Bronwynn jerked away, but it
buried itself harm essly in the nulch several inches short of where her
foot had been. "Wuldn't have hit you, your H ghness." Adnon Faye

sni ckered, as did the other outlaws who happened to be standi ng nearby.
Then the slaver turned his back on her and buried the point of his
stake at the edge of an old fire pit Bronwnn picked up the knife and,
after an awkward nmonment of pushing and reachi ng, managed at last to cut



t hrough her bonds. Then she | ooked around. No one was watchi ng her
Adrmon Faye's back was turned, as he | eaned on the stake, driving it
into the ground.

Bronwnn was angry, and that anger clouded her good sense. Dism ssing
t he possi bl e consequences of success, she grabbed the knife in both
hands and vaulted toward Adnon Faye's broad back. But before she would
reach it, that back had noved the stake wasn't in place anynore either
Adrmon Faye si destepped her charge and brought the stick arching around
behind her. At the very instant she realized he had noved, the stick
cracked painfully across her backside, and she fell nost ingloriously
into the ashes of the fire pit It wasn't the blow that hurt her nost.
It was the shout of |aughter that greeted her humiliation

"Remarkable, isn't it," Adnon Faye remarked to a conrade, "how they al
try exactly the sane thing?"

"CGet up, girl," soneone | aughed, "and take confort in the fact that you
aren't the first who's pitched headlong into a fire bed

"My Lady," Admon Faye nocked her, "l hope you are appreciative. | did
at least wait about starting the fire until after you took your
tunble.”

Bronwnn felt certain that no fire could burn as hot as her cheeks did
right now. She could hear the laughter rippling through the far side
of the canp as the news was quickly rel ayed.

Adrmon Faye stepped down into the pit it was shallow, only a foot or so
deep and dragged her stumbling and choking to her feet. She cowered
away, expecting another blow to bl acken her other eye. Adnon Faye felt
her jerk and grinned. He was, by both instinct and training, a bully.
And he knew from | ong experience that to w thhold an expected bl ow
sometines struck the soul with nmore savagery than a punch. He withheld
this one. He shoved her away with a derisive snort, and |left her
standing in humliation in the ashes.

Bronwnn felt the intended shane she wasn't even worth hitting! She
dragged herself out of the pit and sat down on the edge of it. For the
first time in along tine, she filled her hands with hot tears.

Rosha t horoughly enjoyed his first day of travel. The snowstorm
nmovi ng rapidly westward toward the High Gty of Ngandi b, passed over
hi m by m dnorni ng, and when the sky cl eared, the rays of the sun turned
t he snow bl anket ed | andscape a dazzling white. Though nany mles away
still, he fancied he could see the sutmit of Dragonsgate far to the
northeast, and his heart quickened at the nenory of the recent triunph
there a triunph in which he'd played a | eading part. He booted his
mount, and they plunged onward at a trot. Snow sprayed up around the
hooves of his war-horse as they journeyed down through shallow valleys
and over small hills, past snmall stands of trees denuded by the w nter
col d.

They passed few castles, and Rosha gave these a wide berth. It wasn't
that he feared danger fromthem He just couldn't shake the nmenory of
a dozen ugly daughters, girls who' d been pushed at hi mby the npst
influential rulers of the land in fits of fatherly matchnmaking. Rosha
swore under his breath that he woul d not attend anot her banquet.
However, should he be spotted by the lords of these | ocal manors, he
feared he woul d have no excuse not to. He pushed on, stopping little.



H s goal was to be at Dragonsgate inside three days.

Launched at | ast on a new adventure, his spirits rose, and his thoughts
turned fromthe past to the future. The sound of hoofbeats was nuffled
by snow, and nothing noved in the white stillness to interrupt his deep
del i berati ons.

He wondered about the world. Wth Vicia-Henox dead, the barrier that
had separated the three Iands for centuries was gone as well. There
had been only war between the |ands for so many centuries could peace
really be possible now? H s father thought not. But Dorlyth was old,
and his foreign adventures had left himbitter toward all ideas that
weren't Man in origin. Could his father and the other |eaders of
Ngandi b- Mar ever | ook with favor on the words of a Lamathi an?

O course, Dorlyth listened to Pel nen, and Pel men was no, Rosha

t hought. Pelnmen wasn't really a Lamathian. But he wasn't a Mari
either. Still and all, Pelnmen was a power shaper and didn't that nake
himMari, at least in part?

More critical for Rosha, of course, would be Mari reactions to Chaons.
H s Bronwynn was the Chaon Queen or would be soon. For a noment Rosha
specul ated on the reactions of those wealthy |ords who had hosted him
once they heard of his nmarriage to the ruler of their hated southern
rival.

"Let themtalk," he announced to his horse's mane. "I will marry
Bronwnn!" Rosha snmiled, pleased with hinmself. He hadn't stunbled on
a single word.

H s second and third days out were as niserable as his first day had
been fun. A new storm struck about noon of the second day, forcing him
to pitch 4us tent early to wait out the worst of it. Wthin the
confines of its fish-satin walls, he and his horse got better
acquainted a bit too well acquainted for Rosha's tastes. He broke canp
early the next norning and pressed on, but the storm had been foll owed
by a dreadful drop in tenperature, and Rosha recounted ruefully his
father's pleas for himto wait until spring. The sun canme up at | ast
to light his way, but its heat never penetrated the bitter cold.
Rosba's breath froze on his face, and even the | ayers of bearskins he
wr apped around hinmself couldn't slow the chatter of his teeth.

He began to long for a conpani on, anyone to talk to, to keep his nind
off the chill. He talked to his horse for a time. Then he told his
plans to his sword. Finally, for want of anything better to do, Rosha
began to sing. The afternoon of the third day found himriding up the
short incline of the western mouth of Dragonsgate, singing at the top
of his lungs while his teeth chattered nerrily between choruses.

Had Ti bb been sitting any closer to the fire he would have been in it.
"Way'd | ever let you talk me into this?" he chattered

"Greed," his conpanion snorted, as he cl apped hinself on the shoul ders
in an effort to keep themfromfreezing. "A pure lust for stolen gold.
That's the only thing that could ever budge you from Lamath."

"Yeah, well, when am | gonna see sone of it?" Tibb responded sourly.
"You promi sed me there'd be piles of it in this cave. There's piles
all right .. ." Tibb turned his bal eful gaze upon the enornous nound

of dragon-droppi ngs



that lined the back of their freezing abode. "Does that

snell like gold to you?"

: "W could have had the gold, if we'd gotten here qui ck enough,"
Pinter snapped. "But no. You had to wait around to | oot the Tenple of
t he Dragon."

"How was | to know the funny little Prophet was gonna board it up?"

"Piles of gold and di anonds, boarded in this cave for centuries, and
you pass it up to steal altar cups!”

"Those cups were pure gold! A goblet in the hand is worth two piles of
dragon dung any day!"

"Yeah?" Pinter snapped back, now flapping his long arnms like a bird.

"Well, you'd better be glad we've got it here to burn, or you' d be a
solid block of ice." "And that's nmy fault, | suppose?"
"Yes, it's your fault. |If you hadn't wasted tine we'd be with Adnon
Faye now, wherever he is. |IIl wager he's not freezing."

"So let's go find him then."

Pinter regarded Tibb with sheer revulsion. "Two La-mathians in
Chaononous? We'd be in irons by tonight" "Then let's go back to
Lamat h," Ti bb pl eaded. "Through the snow?" Pinter stonped to the
entrance of the lair and pointed down at the Dragonsgate Pass, fifty
feet below them "Look at it!"

Tibb didn't need to. The pass had been snow cl ogged for weeks. "W
can't just sit here," he munbl ed.

"Ch, yes we can," Pinter challenged. "W can just relax and wait for
Adrmon Faye's return, as we agreed. Spring can't be very far away .
he added nmournful ly.

Ti bb hunkered down closer to the small fire. It was giving off nore
snoke and stench that heat, but it beat no blaze at all. "What if he
doesn't want us?" the stocky thief inquired sensibly. "Wat if he

decides to sell us instead? 1t's been done," he protested.

"Tibb." Pinter sighed in exasperation. "You're talking about Adnon
Faye, This is not just sonme small-fish cutthroat. This man is a true
outlaw. He's got class, style, taste "

"We tal king about the same Adnmon Faye? Mean fellow with a nmug that
woul d scare the winkles out of tugolith's hide?"

"Tibb, this is a man who is truly free. He bows his knee to no
Ki ng. "

"Still ugly, just the same." "And when he returns, we'll offer himour
swords "

"And hope he doesn't use 'emon us."

and offer himthe tribute we've collected in his absence,"” Pinter



finished loudly, glaring at his conrade.

"Which is exactly nothing," Tibb snorted.
"There'll be sone," Pinter affirmed confidently, "There will!" he
repeated in the face of Tibb's snide expression

"Ch, certainly," Tibb nodded. "Piles of it."
Pinter suddenly straightened up. "Do you hear that?"

"Hear what ?"

"I hear singing ..

Tibb smled uneasily. He'd been fearing it ... the conbination of the
snow and these cranped conditions had caused his friend to cone
unr avel | ed

"Listen!™ Pinter shouted. "Don't you hear it?"
"Sure, Pinter, sure,"” Tibb responded with exaggerated calm "Wy don't
you cone sit " He cut off. Now he was hearing it too.

"A merchant!" Pinter shouted, and he junped wth excitenment an
unfortunate nmove, since he was tall, and happened to be standi ng under
the low lip of the cave's entrance. He yelped as his head grazed the
rock and he landed hard on his rear. But the blow couldn't faze him
He was too thrilled. "Cone on, we've got to stop him"

"It's, ah, it's probably not a nerchant,"
woul d a nerchant be comi ng through now?"

Ti bb argued nervously. "Wy

"Cet the weapons! Throw me ny helnet! We have to get down and stop

hi m before he gets through."” That would be no easy task. Vicia-Heinox
had favored this particular cavern for its inaccessibility. |Its
entrance, fifty feet up the sheer face of Dragonsgate's northern cliff,
had proved a fornidable obstacle to the pair when they'd first arrived.
Sheer desperation for some protection against the cold had finally
driven Tibb to scale the wall that, and his expectati on of dianonds and
gold. Once inside, they'd discovered the remants of Adnmon's Faye's
encanprment and a neatly rolled rope | adder of henp. Now Pinter danced
fromone side of the cave mouth to the other, shouting orders while he
tried to toss the | adder out and down. |In his haste he succeeded only
in turning the neat roll into a tangled, knotted pile.

Tibb was loathe to |l eave his fire especially for a fight.

"I"ll bet he's a cutthroat. Nothing but a cutthroat. Has to be a
crazy cutthroat to try to pass Dragonsgate under these ridicul ous
conditions."

Pinter jerked feverishly at the pile. "Quit blithering and get that
equi prent over here. He'll be past us before we can even get off this
cliff."”

"What purpose will it serve?" Tibb demanded, stalking stiffly across
the cave floor toward a pile of arms. "We' Il get nothing but trouble
out of this one. He's a cutthroat, | guarantee you. No one but a
cutthroat would be in this pass in the wintertine."



"We're here, aren't we?" Pinter snarled, freeing one knot with a
mghty jerk, and putting in two nore in the process.

"That's what | said," Tibb yelled

"We're not cutthroats,” Pinter barked. "We're outlaws. QCutlaws!"

"So you keep saying," Tibb nmuttered as he shuffled across the cave
toward Pinter, his arnms | oaded. He slammed the |oad of weapons and
gear onto the stone and turned around to |l ook for the rope | adder to
| ower them "Were's the rope?"

"Where do you think it is?" Pinter yelled in exasperation. "Were
does it look like it is?"

"It looks like it's in knots," Tibb observed. Pinter roared in
frustration as yet another tangle cane into the ladder; in anger he
buried the toe of his boot in the pile of gear. It plumeted over the
edge, turning end over end to the canyon floor and landing in a snow
drift.

"Now why'd you do that?" Tibb scolded. "I bet your precious Adnon
Faye doesn't kick his weapons off cliffs.”

"Say one nmore word to ne, Tibb, and I'Il send you down the sane way!"

"You bent ny sword!" Tibb griped, peeking over the edge. H's sword
was sticking point down in the snow "Look at it. You ruined it."

"Wwul d you help me untangl e these knots?" Pinter screaned. "He's
getting past."

Rosha stopped singing. He had seen the |arge bundle tunble fromthe
cliff face, and it aroused his curiosity. He focused his gaze on the
cave entrance above himand shouted for joy when he saw a rope | adder
drop freely fromit, followed by two scurrying figures, who fought to
keep fromfalling as they hurried to the ground. "Ho there!" he
cried. "At last here's sone conpany!"”

Dragonsgate was wide at this point, nearly a quarter of a mle from
cliff tocliff, so Rosha could easily have avoi ded the ragged-| ooki ng
characters who now westled with the bundle in the snow. But he was so
eager for the conmpany of others that the thought of danger never
entered his mnd. He guided his horse toward themthrough the drifts,
climbing leisurely to meet the two thieves who hustled to block his
way. "Geetings, ny friends," he called as he reached t hem

"Halt there!"™ «cried Tibb, waving a sword in his face.

"Stay your nmount, or I'll cut his forelegs," Pinter added, seizing his
weapon in both hands and swinging it back to strike.

"And touch not your blade," Tibb went on sourly. "O 1'Il drop you
here." This nounted warrior had dragged himaway fromhis warmfire,
and the stocky thief was determned to nmake himpay for it.

Rosha hadn't thought to reach for Thalraphis. He was trying to contro
a cackle. The sword Pinter waggled at himwas bent at a ridicul ous
angle. "Your weapon, sir," fac managed to get out, "is sonewhat



m sshapen. "

"Yes, well," Tibb grunmbled, talking his eyes off Rosha and gl anci ng up
the bl ade of his sadly bowed sword. He shouldn't have. Rosha's |eft
foot had slipped its stirrup, and now sl ashed out to crack across

Ti bb' s knuckles. The sword in question sailed into the air, turning
slowy and flashing once in the sunlight before clattering against the
near cliff and dropping into the bank. Both thieves followed its
flight in surprise. There was plenty of time for Rosha to jerk out
ThaLraphis if he'd wished to, but he left it where it was. He was

enj oyi ng this encounter

Ti bb put his hands on his hips and frowned at Rosha. "I don't imagine
you' ve hel ped its shape any by that."

"Who knows?" Rosha grinned. "The blow just night have straightened
it."

Ti bb stonmped angrily after his sword, tossing up a shower of snow with
every stride, and Rosha turned back to face Pinter, who watched him
uncertainly.

"Here now," Pinter said nervously. "Don't try any tricks. GCet off
that horse, or I'll maimyou both."

"Ch, | shouldn't bother this animal if |I were you, my friend." Rosha
smled, "He's a very special horse, you see, and he doesn't take kindly
to anyone who threatens me." Rosha was pleased with the performance of
his tongue. Perhaps it was because he was on his own again, but for
some reason he felt very confident in his speech today. "Wat are you

two doing out here, anyhow? You ought to be sitting by a fire
somepl ace. "

"I was," Tibb called, "until you showed up," He picked up his sword and
gazed at it in disgust.

"W are defending our pass against intruders |ike yourself," Pinter
shouted. "You'll not |eave Dragonsgate w thout paying the toll you owe
us."

"Toll? You nmake it sound |ike you owned the place,” "And so we do."
"Om Dragonsgate?" Rosha said, incredulous. "No one owns Dragonsgate.
Not since Vicia-Heinox died. |If anyone could claimtitle to it, it
woul d be my friends and I. After all we evicted its |ast owner."

"What ? Who are you?" Pinter queried aggressively.
"Rosha nod Dorlyth, bear's-bane," Rosha said flatly.

Pinter was visibly shaken. He swallowed hard, then shouted, "Tibb!" He
t ook several awkward steps backward in the snow.

"I"'mcomng, |I'mcomng," Tibb nunbled as he sl ogged his way back
toward them turning his battered Wade over in his hands and shaki ng
his head in disbelief.

This is one of them "™ Pinter shouted, suddenly dancing and weavi ng
fromside to side as if he expected Rosha to fall on himany nonent.
"This is a conpanion of the dragon killer!"



Ti bb 1 ooked up at Rosha with a new admiration. Wile in Lamath he had
foll owed Pel men's prophetic mnistry with sone curiosity and here was
one who had travelled with the Prophet. "Really?" he asked.

Rosha had heard that tone before, and it made himw nce. He
hal f - expected Tibb to ask himthe sanme insane question he'd left
Ngandi b- Mar to avoid: "Wat was Vicia-Heinox really |ike?"

<f You ah you put your hands in the air, bear's-bane!" Pinter shouted

nervously. He was growing breathless. In spite of his long legs, it
was difficult to dance and shuffle in this snow

"Why?" Rosha asked sensibly.

"W need some tribute fromyou (puff!) to present to our master (puffl)
when he returns.”

"Ch?" Rosba smiled. "And who is this nmaster of yours

"Adrmon Faye, of cour Pinter's voi ce abandoned himin n d-sentence.
The point of Thal raphis was suddenly hovering two inches fromthe tip
of his nose.

"How did you do that?" Tibb asked Rosha, admiringly.

Rosha ignored him "Where is he?" he demanded. All hunor had |eft
hi s voi ce.

Pinter mnced no words, quickly spitting out, "He's in Chaonobnous."
"\Where in Chaononous?" Rosha denanded

"I don't know." The sword tip noved an inch closer to Pinter's nose.
"I don't. Who can know where "

Rosha touched his heel lightly to the flank of his war-horse, and they
were gone in a burst of powdery whiteness. Both Pinter and Ti bb were
left lying on their backs in the drifts.
"How did he do that?" Tibb asked again.

"You were certainly right about one thing," Pinter choked, staring at
the sky. "He was nothing but a cutthroat!"”

Joss studied the road carefully. "I begin to disbelieve the barkeep
Either he lied, or Admon Faye has changed his plans,"” He turned to | ook
thoughtfully at his squire. "Wuld you care to wager that he's riding
hard toward the forest?"

"Couldn't we cut himoff?" the boy wondered

"Not a chance. He knows the Great South Fir better than a tree gnone.
| should have jailed that barman."

"Because he lied to us?"

"Yes or because he lived to suffer for telling us the truth. Probably
dead already. We'll canmp here."



The young man winkled his nose in confusion. "l don't follow"

"We've cone this far, and the slaver isn't ahead of us. W'IlIl canmp and
wait. He may surprise nme and ride into a trap. Summon ny staff. |
want an anbush set up within the hour."

Three hours passed, and Joss dism ssed the idea of trapping Adnon Faye.
But as the sun was setting, his squire raced to himw th great
excitement. A single rider had been spotted approaching fromthe
north. Joss nounted his charger and rode out to nmeet him

Joss did not come to his lofty rank by battle alone. He had risen

t hrough the Golden Arnmy on the strength of his disciplined mnd and a
menory that held a tight grip on detail. Had he never met Rosha
before, he still would have recogni zed the young warrior, for Bronwnn
had described himat great |ength. But Joss had met Rosha in
Dragonsgate, only a few hours after the conquest of the dragon. And
there was no doubt. This was the man.

Rosha rode through Cbaononous with an arrogance born of innocence. He
was, after all, a hero, and heroes never travelled any other way. When
he saw CGeneral Joss waiting for himin the road, he drew Thal raphis and
saluted with it "Greetings, ny friend," he called, and he reined in his
charger thirty yards fromthe General

"Greetings, Rosha nod Dorlytb," the General replied, his face fixed in
a snmle.

"You know nme?" Rosha said, flattered. He urged his war-horse forward
a few yards.

"OfF course | know you," Joss called gravely. "But | see that you do
not remenber ne!"™ "Do | know you?" Rosha asked suspiciously. "But of
course you do. | amfromthe court of the Queen!" Joss watched the

lad closely as he said these words. He was pleased with the boy's
reaction.

"Bronwnn?" Rosha touched his horse gently and the aninmal trotted to
within a yard of Joss. Rosha eyed the General, then nodded in
recognition. "Yes. You were the man who took her fromthe pass." "I
am" Joss smled. "Were is she?" Rosha denmanded. "Wy, in
Cbhaononous, | believe," Joss said smoothly. "I'mI'msurprised. |
didn't expect you to put her on the throne so quickly. | expected to
be ah needed, sonehow, in the struggle."

"The Queen," Joss responded with a sly grin, "came to the throne quite
unexpectedly. | hunmbly confess that the Queen has been nost
appreci ative of ny assistance.”

"The Queen," Rosha muttered, trying to accustom hinself to seeing

Bronwynn in that [ight. "That sounds quite good."

"But, of course,"” Joss said, "her problenms are not at an end. It seens
t hat Adnmon Faye has rescued the fal se Queen fromthe dungeon and plots
to place her on the throne of the land." The CGeneral found he was

enj oying this deception

Rosha sei zed the ponmel of Thalraphis with a fierce from. "I am aware
that Admon Faye is still abroad in the land. | met two thugs in
Dr agonsgate who told me so."



"Ch, then he is there." Joss nodded.

"No, only those two. They told me he's sonewhere here, in Chaonobnous."
Rosha drew Thal raphis again and held it out before him "I ride to

pl edge ny sword to the Queen," he said, "to help to rid this |land of

t he plague of Adnon Faye."

Joss smled broadly. "I can think of nothing that woul d pl ease our
Queen nmore." For the first time in many days Joss felt the urge to
| augh aloud. He resisted it, as he led the proud young warrior into
hi s canp.

Rosha was pl eased. Throughout the ride to the capital city his tongue
had not stumbled once. 1In fact, it had wagged as freely this day as
any day in his nenory. He heard hinself telling General Joss of
personal things he'd never revealed to anyone before. O course, there
was no harmin that. After all this was the man who had pl aced his
Bronwynn on the throne.

Joss was a patient, attentive listener. H s interest in Ros-has
background never seened to flag. When Rosha exhausted one area of

di scussion, Joss would ask a pointed question that woul d open up a
whol e new area, then would nod encouragenent to the young warrior and
listen for another hour. Rarely did Rosha have an opportunity to ask
Joss a direct question, so skillfully did the General steer the
conversation away fromhinself. He also tended to avoid conversation
regardi ng Bronwynn. Joss' standard reply to any question regardi ng
Rosha' s bel oved was, "That will be known when you neet with the

Queen. "

Rosha tal ked at | ength about his attitude toward Bron-wynn's crown.
"Perhaps it would appear unseemy to you for soneone of ny rank to
aspire to marry your Queen. But the crown of Ngandi b- Mar doesn't pass
fromgeneration to generation as your crown does. Bronwynn told ne
that the throne of Chaonpnous al ways passes to the ol dest male heir.
Isn't that correct?" Joss would only nod. "But Ngandi b-Mar isn't so
wel | organi zed," Rosha went on. "It's ruled by a confederation of

chi eftains, who nmust agree who will rule in the High Gty of

Ngandi b. "

Joss smled grimy, his eyes on the road ahead. "And how well does
that system work? Does it prevent war?"

"Prevent war?" Rosha asked, surprised. "Not a chance, But it's a rare
Man who wants to prevent war."

"l had heard that." Joss nodded.

"My father does but since the dragon's death, |'ve dined with above
fifty of the Man chieftains, and nost of them encourage battle.”

"To what end?"

"Why to have the opportunity to test one another and to gain glory in
victory,"

"And what if they |ose?" Joss asked, cocking his eyebrow

"Then they wait inpatiently for the next battle, for a chance to redeem



t hensel ves.” Rosha grinned over at Joss. "The discussion over who
shoul d be King provides plenty of opportunity for battle.”

"Then | would inagine you Maris have a new King every year."

"Ch no. Pahd nod Pahd-el, the present Lord of the High City, is the
third Pahd nod Pahd to rule as King. And he's been King since he was

nmy age."

"It sounds as if the Pahds have gone far toward establishing their own
dynasty. The family of Pahd nust be very strong."

"Not really," Rosha shrugged. "M/ father says Pahd is a very powerful
swordsman on his own, but he's not an especially strong ruler. He's
Ki ng now because, whenever the confederation of chieftains tire of
fighting one another, Pahd seens a harm ess enough conprom se choi ce.
Besi des, he's already noved into the palace, and it would take a

consi derable arny to crack that citadel

"What I'mtrying to say is that any Mari can aspire to wear the crown.
He may not be powerful enough to take it and it may be worth little to
himif he does but it means there is no royalty in Ngandi b-Mar and a
person can marry whomever he chooses."

"Are there no slaves in Ngandi b- Mar?"

"OfF course there arel Al of ny father's vassals are freed sl aves.™

"Then there is a royalty in Ngandi b- Mar, '
consi sts of any who are free."

Joss said quietly. "It

Rosha t hought. "Wat you say is true,"’
not royalty as you speak of it."

he replied grudgingly. "But

"Per haps not."

"You don't think it will cause any problens for nme to marry Bronwynn
do you?" Rosha asked.

Joss did not neet the young warrior's eyes. Calmy, he replied, "That
will be known when you nmeet Wth the Queen."

Rosha made a face. "And when will that be? It appears Chaononous is
much further away than | thought."

"Perhaps you underestimated the size of our nation," Joss suggested.
"Wth all respect to your native |and, our Chaonobnous is by far the
| argest, nost powerful state in the world."

"Ch? Then how do you explain the Battle of West-mouth? M father and
a few thousand Maris destroyed your whol e Gol den Arny!™"

Ceneral Joss' expression didn't change. He replied quietly, "The
ol den Throng had no | eader on that day. Had | been allowed to guide
themas |I'd planned, the outcone m ght have been very different."

Rosha watched the CGeneral's face, his hand noving to the ponmel of
Thai raphis. "Do you deny the achi evenent of ny peopl e?"

Joss chuckled. "You may take your hand of f your weapon, Rosha nod



Dorlyth. | intend no insult to your father or your King. | only
suggest you may be surprised by what you find in Chaononous."

Rosha sat back into his saddle with a haughty |augh. "I've seen
Ngandi b and |1've seen the city of Lamath. Nothing can surprise ne
anynore."

Joss smled and turned to | ook at the powerful young warrior. "I
i magi ne you believe that. But, of course, an expected surprise

woul dn't be a surprise at all, would it?" They did not reach
Chaononous by nightfall, canping instead some thirty nmiles fromthe
city. Wen he awoke the next norning, Rosha was informed that Joss had
preceded him to prepare the way for his arrival. Wen Rosha rode into

Chaononous later in the day he was grateful that Joss wasn't beside
him He had forgotten how i npersonal and intimdating large cities
could be. Rosha was so frightened his hands shook and he was
stamering so fiercely that no one could understand a sentence he
uttered.

Late in the afternoon, Rosha was waiting in a nmarble-floored hallway in
the third |l evel of the royal palace. He devoutly w shed that Bronwynn
woul d hurry up and grant himan audi ence, for the strangeness of the

pl ace was making himtrenble. This was not at all what he had inagined
during those cold nights in his father's castle. 1t was nothing at al
i ke what he'd pl anned.

No one said Bronwynn's nanme, and no one but Joss* squire addressed him
directly. They all spoke only of the Queen, and with such reverence
that he was hard pressed to hold in nind that picture of his little

gol den- haired conrade of many travels. He longed for a glinpse of her
friendly face, and considered breaking into her apartments. After all
hadn't she called him"Rosha nod Bronwynn" Rosha, Bronwynn's treasure?
Did Bronwnn's treasure need to_ wait for a sumobns?

As he considered this possibility, the double door down the hal

cl acked open, and Joss, smiling, wal ked toward him "I know you have
been kept waiting for sone tine, bear's-bane. | have had sone
difficulty convincing the Queen that it is truly you. She's suggested
that if she could see the sword which slew the dragon, she would
bel i eve ne."

"S-see ny s-s-sword!" Rosha answered sharply. "All she has to d-d-do
is |ook out the d-d-door!"

Joss gave hima patient snmle. "Nevertheless, she is the Queen, and we
must do as she suggests. Please?" He held out his hands.

Rosha angrily ripped Thalraphis fromits scabbard and laid it across
the General's palns. Joss nodded slightly and turned on his heels. The
door cl osed behind him and Rosha was alone in the hall once nore.

He had felt only awkward before. Wthout his weapon, he felt naked.

But Joss returned with nmerciful swiftness, wearing a wide snmle. "The
Queen will see you now," he said and he notioned the young warri or

f orwar d.

"Bronwnn?" Rosha bubbled as he ran to the door. "Bronwynn!" he

cried as he bolted into the throne room

The woman who sl ouched on the ornate chair of office had beautiful blue



eyes like Bronwynn's. But there the resenblance ended. Rosha stopped
in the center of the room then turned all the way around, his eyes
scanning the line of armed warriors who ringed the walls. Then he

| ooked back at the woman, his handsonme face twisted with

di sappoi nt nent .

Ligne smiled maliciously, fingering the flat edge of the sword she held

on her lap. "Unfortunately, Bronwynn is no |longer with us," she said.
Then she passed the sword to an aide, stood up, and snoothed her tight
dress over her hips. "WII | do, instead?"

"A very handsone creature, isn't he?" Ligne said |ater, as a bound and
gagged Rosha knelt before her, shivering with rage. Four nen had
suffered broken bones before the conpany of guards had nanaged to
subdue him One guard still lay unconscious in the infirmary on the
floor below them Joss had appealed to the Queen to allow himto chain
the boy in the dungeon right then, but Ligne was a connoi sseur of the
mal e body, and would not part with this one so readily,

"I assure you, ny Queen, he is a savage, handsone or no. It would be
best for your safety if you would allow ne to cage himinmmedi ately."

"Come now, Joss, he's only a boy **

"Who is an. extrenely conpetent swordsman. Pl ease renmenber that he
has battled Adnon Faye and has survived "

"Pity you didn't kill him?" Ligne whispered to Rosha, wal ki ng behi nd
the trussed youth and gliding her hand al ong his bare neck. They had
tied himand forced himto his knees. Now she knelt beside him
admring his | egs as Rosha strained against the ropes. "He's like a
mountai n cat or a bear sleek and shining and powerful." Ligne's eyes
glistened with excitenent.

"He's a bear's-bane, ny Lady, and nobst dangerous," Joss continued, eyes
foll owi ng every thrust of the young man's arns as Rosha westled to get
free. "l must ask you to allow me to "

"And | order you to keep silent!" Ligne snapped. Then,

nmore softly, she added, "I want to play with himawhile."

Joss struggled to hold his tenper in check, thea said tersely, "Is it
that you favor the lad so much? O do you just treasure what is

Br onwynn' s?"

Li gne stood up and | ooked at her chief warrior, her hlue eyes icy, her

jaw jutting out sharply. "Do you dare repeat that?"

"There's no need, ny Lady. You heard ne." Ligne studied the man for a
nmonent, then turned her head away. "You are too valuable to be wasted,
Joss. | choose to take no offense in your words. But in the future,
you will refrain frominvolving yourself in affairs that do not concern
you. "

"Any threat to the security of ny Queen nust involve nme, ny Lady, and
t he young barbarian constitutes such a threat. Should he manage to
free himself fromthose ropes, he will seize the nearest weapon and
turn on you."



"I know." Ligne sniled, shifting her hips salaciously and running her
fingers through Rosha's curly dark hair. "It's a most incredible
feeling. Qite enjoyable.” She glanced back at Joss' |eathery face
and shrugged. "Perhaps the fact that he canme seeking ny rival does
play a part in the excitement |'m amazed the skinny little witch could
i nterest such a magnificent creature.” She |ooked back down at Rosha,
who had jerked his head free and now focused his fierce gaze on her
hand, longing to bite it. "But |I think he would interest nme in any
case."

"He' s danger ous

"Exactly," Ligne finished, cutting her General off. "If it would nake
you feel any better, give the order to renove all weapons fromthis
roomif you feel that would minimze the threat."

Joss gave an angry wave, and the armed warriors began clearing the
room "As you say, nmy Queen. But | feel certain that the man could
easily break your neck with his hands al one."

Ligne's teeth sparkled as she flashed a snile. "The very idea gives ne
chills."” Joss followed her gaze to the struggling form of the young
warrior. Rosha had flipped onto his back and now was kicking at his
captors with his bound legs. "He's so aggressive!" Ligne husked,

wat ching a pair of unarmed soldiers westle Rosha back into a kneeling
position. "Tie himlike that," she ordered, "so that he's forced to

remain on his knees. Then | eave the room"
"My Lady Ligne!" Joss protested.

"Joss, be quiet!" she ordered, as her nmail-clad guards produced nore
rope and bound Rosha nore securely. Then they went out, |eaving only
the captive, the Queen, and the CGeneral behind in the throne room

"Queen Ligne, please reconsider

"Leave us, Joss."

"He is enraged and frightened, the nost dangerous
"I said get out!"

Joss nodded curtly, and Ligne's hard | ook softened a fraction. "Believe
me, Ceneral. |If there is anything | am equipped to handle, it is a
man." She winked at himand dismissed himwi th a wave, then went back
to sit on her throne. As Joss reluctantly closed the door behind him
he coul d hear her saying, "Now, Rosha. You and | are going to becone
very well acquainted .. ."

CHAPTER FI VE
Bi rds of a Feat her

THE REAR OF PLECLYPSA' S GRAND PLAYHOUSE was honeyconbed with small
attiring roons. About mdnorning, the troupe crowded into one of these
to stare at one another in shock. The Wnter Festival had been rocked
by scandal and they were the victins of it. It nade little difference
that they had the synpathy of the vast majority of the Pie-clypsans.
They' d been had and they knew it.



Their splendid scene on opening night had won themthe | ast night on
the program So thoroughly had they carried the evening that severa

Pl ecl ypsan officials had suggested they be accl ained i nredi ately as

wi nners. Unaccountably, this notion won the support of Eldroph-Pitze
and his wife Berliath, the | eaders of the local Pleclypsan troupe. They
suggested that the conpetition be held, but for second place only, and
that Ligne's Lord of Entertainnents be invited to attend, to witness a
wonderful play inspired by the Queen's rise to power. Gudgingly, the
ot her troupes gave in they, too, had been inpressed with the
conpetition.

Lul  ed by such praise, the troupe had nade the nost of the Festival.
They had starred at a hal f-a-dozen parties, hobnobbing with the

regi onal governor hinmself. They had attended each evening's
performance as spectators rather than conpetitors, watching with the
snmug sel f-confidence of judges. On the night before their own final
triunphal performance was schedul ed, they were briefly reintroduced to
Mayt horm Ligne's Lord of Entertainnents, before going in to wtness
El droph-Pitzel and Berliath perform They were | aughi ng and joking as
they took their seats. Then-laughs turned to gasps, however, as they
wat ched the troupe from Pl ecl ypsa perform Pel men's play about Ligne. It
had been stol en

Ch, it was a pale copy, true. They couldn't duplicate the cleverness
of Pelmen's lines. (Obviously they hadn't nmanaged to steal the script.
Yet the basic structure of the show was the same and so was the
reaction of the crowd. Her-laith, who had nade a point of picking
Danyil yn out of the audience, smiled directly at her throughout.

That had been last night. And this norning the news had swrled
through the city that Maythorm had al ready departed for Chaonobnous with
his enthusiastic report for the Queen. No one had bothered to tell him
that tonight was the final night.

Apparently, the Pleclypsan troupe had not been able to get to all the
organi zers already the troupe had received a public apology froman
apopl ectic Mnl af-Khen, director of the Wnter Festival. But as far as
an invitation to court was concerned, the damage had al ready been done.
The actors were bitter.

"I't nust have been that skinny peasant who stood just to the left of
the stage," Gerrig spat.

"No," Danyilyn snorted, "it was Berliath herself. She stood back in
t he shadows by Sherina's wagon through the entire performance. She
probably even took notes."

"What difference does it make who stole the play?" Yona Parm asked.
"Someone did, obviously."

"But who'd have thought they'd be interested in us?" whined Gerrig.

"OfF course they'd be interested in us!" Yona Parm's aggravati on was
evident. "W ve taken the prize three years out of the last five. This
year they'd counted us out, then suddenly got word we had entered | ate.
O course they'd be interested in us. |I'mjust disgusted with nyself

for taking so nuch for granted. The Pleclypsans didn't do this to us
we did it to ourselves."

Danyilyn rose from her stool and stal ked around the room Players



shuffled their feet to |l et her pass, as she paced the full |ength of
their cranped space. Suddenly she stopped and spun around to | ook at
Yona Parmi . "Were's Pel nen?"

Yona gl anced around the room then shrugged. "Not here, evidently."
Danyilyn's jaw clenched. "I'mgetting tired of all this secretiveness,
Parm! |Is Pelnen with us or isn't he?"

"Danyilyn, it's his play that was stolen,"

"Then where is he? Wiy isn't he here, hel ping us plan what to do
next ?"

"Plan? Wiat's to plan?" Yona Parni's tight-Iipped expression was
hard. "W have a play to performtonight. He'll be here for it. Until

then, | suggest we |let Pel men do whatever he thinks best." Yona
struggl ed down of f his high stool and dodged through the legs to the
doorway. There he paused, and | ooked back over his shoulder. "If past
experience is any guide, he'll probably surprise us."

Ri di ng an up-draft two-hundred feet above the Chao-np nous Road, Pel nen
struggled to maintain his alter-shape w thout beconm ng exhausted. He
had al ready spotted his quarry Maythorm and his bodyguard. Now he was
choosing a spot to nmake his play. He'd been up and down this road a
hundred tinmes in his lifetime, but this was the first time he'd ever
flown it. As always, he felt a powerful tenptation to turn aside from
hi s human responsibilities and expl ore the scene bel ow for the sheer
joy of it. Fighting that tenptati on added to his growi ng weariness yet
he had far too much to do today to succunb to exhaustion

A power shaper did not choose his alter-shape. When it cane, it cane
in a nonent of insight of inspiration. There was no m dpoint of being
hal f - human and hal f-shaped. Nornally, a w zard took the shape the
first time al nost by accident, when some consci ous or unconsci ous need
for that identity arose. Thus Mar-Yilot had becone a butterfly when
she | earned the boy she loved collected them and Jooons becane a
lizard when trapped in a window ess cell. One day Pel men had needed to
stop a blue-flyer before it could deliver a dangerous nmessage. He'd
flown up and caught it before realizing what he'd done. Since that
time, he'd been able to take his falcon-form anyti ne he chose as | ong
as there were powers present to shape.

The very presence of those powers in Chaononous pronpted himto haste.
Never had he sensed the forces now | oosed upon this Iand and he felt
hesitant to use them It was as if he expected sonmeone or sonething to
say any mnute, "You can't do that here," and spill himfromthe sky.
Then, too, since his religious vocation had claimed himthe year

before, he'd felt a kind of noral dilemma each time he'd shaped. He
had to wonder now, with every act of magic, if his nolding harned or
anger ed what ever power he nade use of. For some strange reason, the

cl oser he got to the Chaon capital, the greater his hesitancy grew.
Clearly, he needed to deal with Maythormin a hurry.

H s fal con eyes were far superior to his human vision. The road had
passed a |large manor and into a small forest Forty yards off the road
he spotted a thatched roof anong the trees, and swooped down to

i nvestigate. It was a charning peasant dwelling, cheery and clean

wi th whitewashed walls and a carefully swept porch. Pelmen circled the
house, dropped down behind it and stood on the earth, a man. There was



no glass in the single wi ndow, and, though it was a brisk norning, the
green shutters were open. "Hello?" he called. There was no answer.
He circled the house on foot, knocked on the door, and at |ast went in.
The househol ders were gone though, by the warnmth of the soup pot
sitting on the hearth, they' d not been gone |long. "Probably plow ng,"

Pel men murrmured. |If so, they would be at it all day. "I hope you'l
not mind if | borrow your home," he announced, "and a bit of this
cooling soup. | promise to make it worth your while." 1In a small

pocket on his sleeve was a golden coin he'd brought it for just this
pur pose.

H s garnments belied the wealth tucked into that sleeve. He was clothed
in rags, specially selected fromthe costune cart |ate the previous
night. Through the early hours of the nmorning he had carefully

scul pted lines of age into his face by candlelight, until he | ooked
every bit the aged peasant he would soon portray. H's artistry with
makeup had nothing to do with wizardry. It was stage magic, a skil

that had often proved useful to himand which would need to again, if
he were to survive within Ligne's castle.

It didn't take long for himto feel that he knew the snmall cottage as
well as its owner. That done, he shot through the open w ndow on
flashing brown wings. He had a rendezvous planned with Maythorm and
he wasn't about to miss it

Mayt horm did nothing in hal f-measures. He either |oved something or he
| oathed it, and he had |l oved the play he'd w tnessed the night
bef ore.

"Wasn't it marvel ous?" he gushed to Craghinp, the taciturn, stolid
sol di er who'd drawn t he unenvi abl e task of guardi ng Maythorm s body on
this trip. Craglunmp didn't usually talk nuch, which made hi mthe
perfect conpani on for Maythorm since the handsone Lord of
Entertainments rarely stopped. "The class of the Festival, obviously.
Such el egance on stage! Berliath, as Ligne, caught our hearts as if
they were doves and held us, fluttering, until the final curtain!”

"Yeah." Craglunmp nodded.

"And El droph-Pitzel! Such thunderous power as the shrewd tactician who
engi neered her rise! Hi s voice, like a fist of iron, hamrered upon our
senses with the ringing zest of a joyful blacksnith!"

"Right."
"Who' s that?"

Craglump sat up rigidly in his saddle. Maythorm s change of tone
startled himhe realized he'd been half asleep. "Wo? Wat?"

"There." Maythorm pointed. They had topped a tiny rise, and he'd
spotted a ragged, barefoot peasant racing away fromthem

"Ch. Just a peasant," Craglurop nmuttered, al nbst di sappoi nted.

"But why is he running?" Maythorm asked, and he spurred his mount to
pursue the retreating figure. "You there," he shouted when he cane
abreast of him "Wy are you runni ng?"

"To get out of the stormi" the peasant shouted, and he scurried on



ahead as Maythormreined in and tossed a puzzled | ook at the sky.

"Storn?" he asked. He chased the peasant down again, this tine
bl ocking the old man's path. The wi nded runner |eaned on his knees,
gasping for breath. "Wat stornP"

Mayt hor m sneered, wi nking his anmusenent at Craglunp, who had now caught
up.

The peasant | ooked up to neet the court |ling gaze and puffed, "The one
that's on its way!"

"Why, there isn't a cloud in the

Li ght ni ng tore open the heavens, and Maythorm s eyes jerked upward in
di sbelief and terror.

"Took my wife just that way not four years ago. |I'mto ny cottage!"
the old man yelled and he raced toward a clunp of woods just ahead of
them Maythorm and Crag-lunp took one horrified | ook at each ot her and
pursued him Actually, they arrived at the single-rooned dwelling well
before he did, and were confortably inside when he huffed up to the
doorstep. He saw them crowded together at the open wi ndow, peering
skyward. Had they been watching the ragged peasant instead of the
bright, clear heavens, they m ght have caught the quick flash of a
smle he allowed hinself as he closed the door behind him

Mayt hor m and Cragl unp had an eventful norning, to say the least. Balls
of colored fire danced before their eyes with hypnotizing power. At
times their peasant host di sappeared, and a screeching bird of prey
swooped over their heads and glided between their legs. Each tinme they
dashed for the door to escape, bolts of lightning collapsed upon the
cottage, threatening to rend its rafters fromtheir noorings, and the
two cowered in one another's arns. The dizzying whirlw nd of

i ncredi bl e occurrences spun round them faster and faster, until both
were giddy with confusion, and they dropped, unconscious, to the
stonewor k fl oor.

They remenbered little of the norning's activities when they cane to

t hensel ves later that afternoon. They were seated in their saddles,

t hen horses casually plodding the dusty road toward Chaononous. Each
felt a bit enbarrassed at dozing off, and hoped the other hadn't

noti ced. Maythorm conpensated by bursting into a new review of the
previ ous night's performance, using even nore superlatives than before.

"I"ve never seen Cerrig so powerful! Wat a wondrous instrument he's
made of his voice! And Danyilyn! The exquisite delicacy of her
performance could curl the hairs of a cavern bear! | certainly nust

| ook that |uscious beauty up when they arrive in the palace," the
[ ady- kil l er drool ed.

Craglump wasn't listening. He was watching with a curious disconfort
the lazy flight of a falcon, as it skimed the treetops to their left,
headi ng sout hward toward Pl ecl ypsa.

That night, a weary peasant wonan found no soup left in her pot but the
gol d piece she found in the bottomof the kettle nore than nmade up for
the | oss.

Thr ough tedi ous days of silent enchantment, am d nmuch earnest effort
and sweating of walls, the castle had nmanaged finally to regain ful



consci ousness of its rooftop areas. It w shed al nmost inmredi ately that
it hadn't A good part of its notivation for noving into these rebuilt
upper structures first was to get at that strange annoyance it felt
margi nal ly aware of, but couldn't quite conprehend. Now it understood
t horoughly. Too thoroughly. And at that nonent, the indignity was
happeni ng agai n.

Pl op.

The I nperial House of Chaompbnous reacted nuch the sane as woul d anyone
el se who awoke froma long nap to find someone had built a birdcage on
his head. It cursed. El oquently.

Filthy, |oathsome, tasteless, stupid .

Such phrases could not begin to translate adequately the castle's lucid
descriptions of the fow s who befouled its roof tiles. |Its vocabulary
of expletives was extensive, involving unfavorabl e personal conparisons
t hat m ght have both shocked and del i ghted Chaon historians.
Unfortunately, they were |l ost on both the stupid, feathered objects of
its wath and the stupid human officials who m ght have been able to do
somet hi ng about the problem VWhich sinply infuriated the castle
further.

Plip-splip.

Despi cabl e pi geon! May a sadistic eight-year-old pluck your feathers!
May your beak rot off! My your eggs crack even as you lay themn

In spite of such venonmous outbursts, the birds that popul ated Ligne's
aviary continued to consume their birdseed, and persisted in all of
their other normal biological functions

Flip.

That pigeon has sealed its fate! the House cried aloud to no one but
itself. In fact, it wasn't a pigeon at all, but rather a long-tailed,
two-colored warbler. It was an exotic specinen, as were all the birds

in Ligne's aviary, and was a real prize, having been brought from
somewhere far away upon a merchant's spice-ship. The castle couldn't
have been | ess concerned with such distinctions. A bird was a bird,
and while the House could tolerate a certain degree of relationship
wi th such necessary w nged creatures as hunting fal cons and
blue-flyers, nothing in its long experience had prepared it for such
regul ar, repeated humliation

It had already concentrated much attention on the gigantic grillwork
itself. Inits vivid imgination the House fantasized the cage
toppling fromthe roof to the cobbl estoned streets of the city far
bel ow. What foul -feathered flutterers managed to survive in the

twi sted weckage woul d be free, then, to fly off and besmirch sone
ot her, |ess august manor

Yet the cage itself had thus far resisted the castle's every effort at
control. Thus far, the House could only look at it, and suffer under
it and curse.

There was one bright spot in all of this. Though its colorful curses
were quite untranslatable into human speech, they were nevert hel ess
perfectly audible to human ears. \Whenever it cursed, every servant's



bell in the entire palace threatened to ring itself right off the
wal | .

"Those bells again!" Ligne snapped, as fourteen guards, nine serving
girls, four butlers, a nmaid, and the bearer of royal chamber pot cane
scuttling breathlessly into the throne room "Wen is Kherda going to

fix those bells?" she screamed. The collection of servants al
di sappeared as hastily as they had assenbl ed except for the pot bearer.
Experi ence had taught himto nove deliberately.

"Have you any idea why they ring so?" she asked her sinewy young
captive. As usual, Rosha made no reply.

He felt little notivation to there was nothing to be gai ned by
replying. Nor, in fact, would he gain anything by not replying. He'd
been cut off fromhis love, cut off fromhis sword, cut off fromhis
land all those things that had made his life worthwhile. And now he
was cut off even fromlooking at the world, for Ligne had ordered her
chief falconer to fit the young man's head with a hood of brown

leather. It covered his face down to the bridge of his nose, cutting
off all light. H's arms were manacl ed behi nd hi m above t he el bows.
He' d been kept so for three days, and was gradually losing interest in
anything but his own thought. Hs difficulty with speech had al ways
made tal king a chore. He felt little inclination to engage in
nmeani ngl ess conver sati on now.

Prime M nister Kherda cane dashing down the hall, holding his I[ong
skirts out of the way of his feet as his sandals clipped along the tile
floor. \When he reached the doorway of the throne room he paused,

| eani ng agai nst the richly carved wal nut doorjamb to suck in gul ps of

air between stanmered phrases: "I don't .. . understand why .. . these
bells .. . keep ringing so!" He panted nonmentarily, then continued
bravely in the face of Ligne's ice-cold stare. "l've done .. . ny best

to find .. . someone who's qualified ... to find the problem No
one knows!"

"Then why not send to Ngandi b-Mar for a sorcerer?" Ligne asked
sweetly. "Surely a power shaper could find the problem"” The Queen
was nocking him Kherda realized. Ligne didn't believe in nmagic any
nore than he did.

"There are no power shapers he muttered wearily.

"But there nust be power shapers she continued, sneering. "Who but a
power shaper could have witched this castle to behave so?" Suddenly
Li gne dropped her nocking pretense and snarled: "I don't want to see

your face until you find nme a craftsman who can fix those bells.
Unl ess, of course, you wish to be strangled with a bell cord?"

Kherda had grown accustoned to such threats fromhis tigerish nonarch
Even so, he retreated from her chanber hastily. Ligne turned back to
her captive in time to catch the shadow of a grin chase across his |ips
and di sappear. "And what are you laughing at? Are you | aughing at
me?" she denmanded

Rosha said nothing. But Ligne imgined that she saw in his
tight-lipped frowm an expression of self-satisfied derision. It both
irritated and inflamed her. Her voice softened. "You're the only one
who dares. Wiy do | allowit?" She ran her hand down the | ength of



one of his bound forearns, and he balled his fist in response a silent
si gnal

but one she clearly understood. "I know. You don't like for ne to
touch you." To tease him she began massagi ng the corded nuscles in
hi s back and shoul ders, cautiously staying out of the short range of
that fist. Rosha would swing at her, given the chance. That was the
reason for his chains. "Wy is that, Rosha nod Dorlyth? Do you hate
my entrails so passionately that you' ve never noticed my nore visible
physical attributes?" Ligne felt she had good cause to boast in her
appearance. She was still a young woman, and her oval face was free of
any trace of those lines of care so frequently in evidence on the faces
of nore responsi bl e nonarchs. Her blue eyes could be dazzling if she
chose to charm dangerous if she chose to threaten but never could they

be dull. It was on the basis of her great beauty that she had vaulted
to her exalted position by way of Talith's bed, of course. Nor did she
feel any shanme in that. It fact, it fed her ego to recall how she'd

seduced the late King not only into bed, but into his grave as well
assum ng anyone bothered to bury the proud oaf. Ligne carefully
cultivated her saucy, brazen appearance, clothing herself in
scintillating materials of shocking colors, tailored to expose to best
advant age those portions of her figure she thought npbst entrancing,
while hiding those flaws visible only to herself. Wth flowi ng hair
the color of a raven's inky cloak, Ligne was far nore than just
striking. She was nore than just lovely. Hers was the perfect
standard of beauty, against which all the men who knew her neasured
their wives and lovers. She praised her own appearance by that
unconsci ous arrogance of one who has never been anythi ng but
beauti ful .

Yet it was all lost on Rosha. And for a perfectly obvious reason

"How am | to s-s-see your f-f-fabled beauty while you c-constantly keep
this hood on ny h-head?" H's frustration nearly gagged him

"You know |I'd gladly renove that mask, ny pretty friend. Such a shane,
to hide such handsome dark curls. But how can |, when you've prom sed
that the nonment | do, you're going to kick me in the face? Can you
tell me if that good night's rest on the cold floor of ny dungeon

br ought about sone change of heart?"

Rosha had subsided again into silent attention. His lips wore the

pati ent expression of a carnivore on the prow mute, passive, but ready
to strike any tine.

"I thought not," Ligne answered herself, smling with feigned
indifference. "l suppose | should give ny guards perm ssion to burn or
club you into submission tone .. ." She tried to make it sound like a
threat, but it wasn't, and Rosha knew it. Ligne sighed. "But, of
course, | couldn't do that, any nmore than | could beat the spirit out

of one of ny falcons. Wuld you like to visit the fal cons again,
Rosha? Whuld you like to have fellowship with your brothers under the
hood?"

Rosha shrugged. It meant nothing to him He heard Ligne sunmon a
guard and soon felt a tug on the chain that encircled his chest. That
meant he was to nove forward. Rosha obeyed wi thout a struggle waiting
patiently.

The nmews where the royal falcons were kept contrasted sharply with the



giant aviary that stood on the roof nearby. Were the floor of the
aviary was lined with white dung, the floor of the mews was spotl ess.
While the aviary rocked with the constant chaotic screeching and

fluttering of brilliantly plumed birds fromexotic jungle clines, the
mews was as silent as a cliff. |1ts gray and brown occupants stood on
their perches at quiet, sightless attention, |like feathered soldiers

awaiting orders to charge. Mliff, the falconer, shuffled frombird to
bird, giving vigilant attention to each scrape of a talon or fluffing
of w ngs.

"Hushhh .. ." Maliff whispered softly. "Hush now Be cam" Hs

voi ce soothed his feathery charges. "You'll see. You'll get some fine
red chunks of dinner soon, when ny boy crinbs back up fromthe
kitchen." The birds seened satisfied fay his words. They were not
bothered by Maliff s inability to pronouce the mddle consonant of his
own nane.

The fal coner heard the w cket gate open behind himand scow ed. "Took
you | ong enough!"

"Just what do you nean by that?" Ligne snapped, and Maliff whipped
around to apol ogi ze to his Queen

"My Rady! | had no idea! | thought it was ny boy fetching me sone
broody nmeat for ny far cons

Li gne had al ready dism ssed the fal coner from her mnind

and was strolling down the line of birds as if reviewing a perfectly

di sciplined reginment. "Here, Rosha," she said to the young captive
who' d been dragged in behind her by a guard. "How orderly, how

obedi ent your wi nged brothers are. They wait only for ny command." She
reached forward to stroke a tercel

"Stop," Maliff said wi thout thinking, and won hinmself a cold hard
| ook.

"What ?" Ligne asked icily.
"Prease, ny Rady, they don' trike to be stroked," he said bravely.

"They are ny birds, Maliff, and 1'll touch themif | choose!"

"Yes, nmy Rady." The falconer nodded. "Onry | nust warn he said

involuntarily as she reached out to the peregrin again.

"I don't recall giving you or anyone el se pernission to instruct ne,
Maliff!"

"OfF course not, my Rady, and |I'mnot, but you did keep ne on as
caretaker of these rovery birds, and I'"'mainmng to do the best job
possi bre. Ret one ride on your fist, but don't stroke him You'rr put
himoff if you do rike that."

Li gne | eaned on the perch of a young eyas and propped her head on her
hand. The eyas scraped down to the other end of the bar. "You're just
full of instructions, aren't you? Well, tell ne then, oh mghty
trainer of the hunting bird, how do | get this one to obey nme?" She
jerked her head to the hooded Rosha. Maliff averted his eyes fromthe
hood. He'd made it hinmself, but he hadn't enjoyed the chore.



"That's a man, not a far con he nuttered softly.

"I know that!" Ligne exploded, and the room s occupants responded wth
fluttering and fl appi ng.

"Hush! Hush now" Maliff soothed and the commotion subsided. Ligne
was gazing at himangrily, and he | ooked away as he explained, "I was
hushi ng ny charges, nmy Rady. Not you."

"Vl | 2"
"If he were a bird, I'd free his wings and train himto my fist. But I
fear if you were to |l oose this one, he'd kill you sure as gord. You'd

be safer if you ret himfry free. That's Mariffs advice."
Li gne gazed intently at himfor a noment, translating

Tie Wzard in Waiting his words. Then she shook her head and di sm ssed

hi m once again fromher nind. "I refuse to listen to a nan who can't
even pronounce his own name. Tosha, this bird-mnded fool has a
clunmsi er tongue even than you!" The young warrior's nuscles corded

across his back as he strained relfex-ively at his bonds.

Li gne noticed, and chuckled. "GCot you again, didn't |I. A sure neans of
angering you at will nention your stammering speech.” Rosha jerked
toward her but was stopped short by the length of his chains. Ligne
had turned her back on him and reached for a | eather glove that hung
on a peg above her head. "I'Il take this one," she told Maliff as she
slipped the gl ove over her right hand, notioning toward the untrained
eyas whose perch she had di sturbed.

"He's not furry trained yet, can't | get you

"Enough!" Ligne shouted, and Maliff stepped back subnissively and | et
her have her way. She unw apped the thong that tethered the eyas to
its perch, then touched its underbelly with her gloved hand. Blindly
it clinmbed aboard, and the Queen spun around and stal ked out of the
mews into the bright sunlight of the castle's roof.

"Prease,"” Maliff called after her, "don't ret go of that feather rash
rine!" But the woman was gone, and he was speaking only to the backs
of Rosha and of the guard who hurried the youth through the w cket gate
after the Queen. "He'rr fry amay .. ." Maliff worried aloud. He
shook his head sadly, and turned back to his silent falcons.

The I nperial House watched as Lignhe crossed the few steps to the outer
door of the aviary and shoul dered her way inside it. |Its hot rage at
this dull, ignorant Queen with, her total disregard for its feelings
had faded to a cold distaste for her. The House didn't mind her
cruelty it could be quite cruel itself. Nor was it particularly

of fended by her arrogance. It expected such foolishness from human
monarchs. It was just that she was so shockingly rude! The Inperial
House had not yet admitted that no one could understand it. Rather, it
felt sure it was bei ng snubbed.

At the noment, however, it was nmore concerned with thinning the
popul ati on of the cursed aviary than anything else. |Its halls felt a
great draft of mirth at the wel come sight of a falcon being carried
into that gigantic cage.



It watched, too, as Rosha was pushed inside the outer door behind

Li gne. The guard followed themin, closed the outer door behind them
then all three stepped through the inner door into the aviary proper
The House listened as Ligne trilled to the anxious bird on her fist in
t he syrupy singsong of baby talk: "Ho ho, you know where are you,
birdie? 1In the nmdst of a hundred other little birdies who are scared
to death of you. Yes, they are. You could crush each one of these
little darlings in your bad old claws, you know that? Ah, but you
can't, can you, birdie? Because you're |ike Rosha here, birdie you
can't see a thing, and I've got a tight hold on your [eash. Wuld you
like ne to free you, birdie?" The falcon slapped its wings tentatively
as if in answer, and Ligne |aughed harshly. "You would, would you? Not
a chance!" She ained this |last at Rosha, who stood passively where his
guard had positioned him

"There you are, mny Lady, |'ve been |ooking all over for you." Kherda
cane wal king toward themfromthe interior entrance, herding a pair of
arrogant peacocks before him

"What is it now?" Ligne conplained, wapping another |oop of the |eash
around her left hand.

"Mayt horm has returned fromPleclypsa with a report on that play that

"Who' s Mayt horn?" Ligne demanded testily. "Maythormis a nenber of
your court, my Lady surely you remenber hinf? Lord of Entertai nments?
Smells of lilac?"

"Go on," she sighed. She began to stroke the falcon absently. It
stepped away fromthe offendi ng hand, but she paid no notice. Wen the
hand continued stroking, the hooded bird fluffed its feathers and
carefully stepped back to its original position on the |eather glove,
settling there to endure this torture stoically.

"Mayt horm has returned from Pl ecl ypsa with a report on that play that

"What play?" Ligne snapped, turning her eyes back to the bird.

Kherda forced an indulgent smile onto his aging features. He'd nade it
a practice lately to avoid mirrors. The tensions and irritations

t hrust upon himby this unappreciative tart of a Queen had ravaged his
face with premature wrinkles. Nevertheless, he kept on smling

"There were reports of a play rather conplinmentary toward yourself
being perfornmed in the southern reaches .. ."

"Play? 1Is Pelmen in on this?" she demanded, arching an eyebrow.

"According to Maythorm s confused accounts, the play is performed by
Pel nen the Player's old conpany, but that "

"I want himarrested! | want him brought here, imediately, to stand
trial for high crimes against the state!" Ligne's pretty face was red
her lips were curled into a savage snarl

The I nperial House watched this conversation with interest. |t watched
t he uneasy novenment of the alarmed falcon fromone end of the Queen's
glove to the other. It noted the way the woman's hand alternately



cl enched and rel eased the [ oop of |eather bound to the falcon's fesses,
whi ch held the predator in check. It also watched with a consum ng
hatred the swoops and dives and twirls of that cursed two-toned
war bl er; that bird had just spattered the pavenents again, and its song
seened to the House to be a trill of nocking | aughter

Kherda held his tongue in check by clanping it between his teeth. He
had becone a naster of that art. He snmiled again with exaggerated

graci ousness, and replied, "I think the Queen will renenber that this
Pelnmen is firmy installed in a position of power as the Prophet of
Lamath. It would seemnost ridiculous for a man in his " Kherda broke

of f, for Ligne had turned her back on him and was | ooking wth
suspi cion at Rosha. The young warrior was snmirking to hinself, he
t hought, unaware that he held Ligne's irritated attention

"You know sonet hi ng we shoul d know?" she demanded, and Rosha cl osed
his mouth and bani shed his mirth. "l've seen that stony expression too
often lately!™ Ligne shrilled and she | ashed a foot viciously into his
bare shin. Rosha winced briefly at the unexpected pain but didn't
budge fromhis place by the cage wall. That mask of rock settled

i medi ately back onto his features.

"Talk to me! | demand that you speak! [1'll rip that expression off
you .. ." Ligne tore off the |eather hood that covered the head of her
fal con, and woul d have thrust the frightened bird into Rosha's face had
not Kherda and Rosha's guard caught her by the shoulders and pull ed her
of f.

My Lady! Ligne, please! Control yourself," Kherda shouted as the
worman cursed himand struggled to get free. The falcon fluttered
around their heads, beating its wings to keep fromfalling, while
surveying for the first time the rainbow feathered feast that filled
the aviary. Miliff had only lately trained himto the lure, and here
was |ive neat wherever he turned his head none of it further than
twenty strong beats of his w ngs.

The I nperial House watched all this with fascination

The Queen at | ast succeeded in controlling her own temper and turned
her attention to controlling the falcon. She'd kept a tight rein on
its leash primarily because she'd clenched both fists in her rage. Now
she I ooped it again around her left wist and spoke soothingly into its
ears. \Wen she turned her face back up to the others, her lips wore a
flippant grin. "I don't know why | let nyself get so angry when you
won't speak to nme," she told Rosha. "Wy should | want to listen to
you maul the | anguage, stunble over every word, stutter and stammer

t hrough the sinplest of spec lies

The guard groaned inwardly as he struggled to restrain Rosha's
automatic reaction. This was the hardest part of his job holding the
powerful warrior in check when Ligne was in the nood to bait him

Kherda took a deep breath. "M Lady, if you could | eave the lad for
just a noment, perhaps we could deal with this play business and

could then | eave you to your gane." Kherda ignored Ligne's sharp | ook
continuing blithely, "OfF course, Maythorm always tends to exaggerate,
and he seens rather nore addl ed after this last trip than any
previously still, he swears loudly that this play is a masterpiece. The
fact that this troupe was at one time connected with Pel men nmay be

di smissed as entirely coincidental. |In my analysis, this event holds



no danger whatever. Rather, it would indicate that these players are
attenpting to win their way back into court favor which inplies public
acceptance of your legitimacy as ruler. Perhaps you would like for ne
to issue thaman invitation to court?"

Li gne was still gazing at himwhen he finished. Her sapphire eyes made
no secret of her annoyance. "Mist you bother me with such petty
details? Can't you invite this troupe by yourself?" She turned her
back on the Prime Mnister, effectively dismssing him Kherda
stiffened, and turned his own back on her.

"Kherda," she said sharply, and he froze. "What are we going to do
with this pretty young warrior who can't seemto tal k?" Ligne chuckled
at Rosha's strugglings to get free. It was easy to see that he | onged

to get his bound hands | oose and to wrap them around her throat.

"You know very well what | think you should do with him" Kherda
snarl ed.

"That's right. You want to |lock himaway, don't you, so that | can't
| ook at hin? You' d prefer me to get ny nmind back on affairs of state,
woul dn't you? Well renenber, Kherda, | amthe state now " She paused
and touched Rosha's shoul der affectionately. " and this is one affair
I can handle all by nyself."

"So you say," Kherda snorted, "but |I've yet to see himin your bed "
Kherda swal | owed the rest of his statenent, shocked that he would all ow
hinself to be so dangerously faniliar

Li gne's eyes were on his once nore, and Kherda braced hinself for the

| ash of her tongue. Remarkably, it didn't conme. Ligne was smling
instead a girlish, alnbst nodest smle. "Nor will you, when he finally
is," she said, and she raised her eyebrows flirtatiously. Kherda would
have preferred the tongue-lashing. She'd just reveal ed how nmuch she
cared for this savage young captive and such affecti on was dangerous.

"My Lady, the boy's a killer! He is a consort to your rival, and a
known foll ower of your eneny Pel nen. Lock himaway at once, before he
wriggles free and strikes you down."

"Lock himaway, Kherda?" Ligne snarled. "Lock himaway in ny dungeon
so that he can be stolen away in the night, as was nmy rival? | never
have gotten a cl ear explanation of how that happened, Kherda, Do you
have any idea?" Ligne advanced on hi m nenaci ngly, keeping her voice

| ow to keep Rosha from guessi ng what had happened to his | ove. Kherda
st epped backward, nearly tripping over the back of a curious peacock
that craned its head around

9J
his knees for a look at the angry Queen. "As to Pelnmert, you say he's
far away, in Lamath, no longer any threat. |Is that true, Kherda? Do

you know that, for certain? O are you trying to lull me into a fal se
sense of security, plotting against ne, just as you once plotted with
ne?"

"My Lady, you know the neasure of ny loyalty. |[|'ve supported you in
every way "

"See that you continue, Kherda! And keep your pointed little nose out



of matters that don't concern you!"™ "Yes, ny Lady." He nodded

vigorously. "Now get out of my aviary!" she screaned, and he whi pped
around to obey. He didn't |eave very quickly, however. He knew Ligne
wel I, and had | earned always to expect further orders after being

abruptly dism ssed from her presence. She acted nowtrue to form
"Kherda," she yelled, and he turned back to face her. "Anybody in that
troupe any good?"

"Ah ... | believe ... the heavy player Gerrid, Gerrig, sonmething |like
that .. ."

"Cerrig, really?" Ligne said, pleased. "I renmenber himfrom Shadows
of a Night at Sea yes, he will do nicely. Summon his troupe to

court."

"Then you are interested?" Kherda growed. "O course |I'minterested.
Who woul dn't be intrigued by a masterpiece based on onesel f? After
all, Kherda I'"'monly human. Besides, it will certainly be an

i mprovenent to listen to soneone who can tal k without gagging on his
own stunbling tongue."

Li gne junped at the bell ow of rage behind her, and spun to see Rosha
hurtling blindly in her direction. Her jibe had caught the guard by
surprise. Rosha had jerked the chain leash free fromthe soldier's
hand and now ai med his hooded head like a battering ramtoward the
sound of Ligne's voice. She threw herself out of his path, bangi ng her
el bow on the cage bars and crying out in pain. Rosha's head pl owed
into the gut of the wi de-eyed Prinme Mnister, knocking hi mbackward,
and both of them|landed in a heap on the back of the squawki ng peacock
who suddenly had occasion to rue its own curiosity.

There was a brief whisper of pulsing wings as a brown form shot
skyward, then a shriek and a fluttering of colorful feathers. Ligne
gasped and | ooked at her hand in disbe Tie Wzard tn Waiting lief the
fal con was no | onger bound to her. "Kherda!" she screamed. "Do
somet hi ng! "

But Kherda was | ocked in a desperate struggle with an aroused peacock,
who was intent on clawing his tired face to ribbons. He did not see
the brilliant wave of birds flock first to one side of the cage and
then to the other to avoid the darting and swooping of the falcon. He
did not see the lightning-quick flash of that hunter as it caught and
crushed a second exotic show bird, then a third, and a fourth. The
fal con was only doing what it had been trained to do and doing it very
wel I .

Three fl oors bel ow, Mayt horm happened to be wal ki ng down a hal | way when
a cold, whistling wind hit himin the face. The Lord of Entertainnents
i medi ately broke into a cold sweat, and dashed back to his sunptuous
apartment. It had been a very curious week, altogether. Mythorm
resol ved not to cone out of his roomagain until it was over.

After a brief taste of spring, a sudden sleet stormhit Pleclypsa,
coating everything with a thin | ayer of sheet ice. The troupe huddl ed

together for warmth in Gerrig' s wagon, which still stood parked behind
the theatre. GCerrig's tenper seened to rise with every drop in
tenmperature. "Wen are you going to wipe that silly greasepaint off

your face?" he grow ed at Pel nen.

Pel men turned his head slightly to study his reflection in Gerrig's



large mirror. "Wen it's tinme," he said quietly.

"I think it's time now" Gerrig snapped. "You look like a fool!"
Pelmen smiled. "That's the idea, isn't it?"

"You put that stuff on to hide your identity fromLigne, didn't you?
Wll it's certain we won't make it to the court this year, so do us al
a favor and clean it off." He seened enornously aggravated.

"Fm not as certain of that as you seemto be," Pelnen calmy replied.
"W did win the Festival, after all in addition to a public apol ogy
fromthe Festival organizers."

"So what?" Danyilyn snorted. "Maythormdidn't see us win it! As far
as he's concerned, our play belongs to El droph-Pitzel and Berliath!"

"They' ve not received any court invitation as yet

"How do you know?" Gerrig nmuttered. "W've been shut up in here al
day."

"The sl eet probably delayed the blue-flyer," said Danyilyn norosely and
she | eaned back on her couch and gazed at the ceiling. The paint was
peeling. It seened a fitting conment on their recent fortunes.

"That's possible.” Pelnen nodded. He glanced down to the far end of
t he wagon where the troupe's small est nenber played earnestly on the
floor. "Coralai," he called, "how s your nother?"

"She's sick," the child answered. She didn't miss a beat in the gane
she played, and her sol erm expression never changed.

"I's she not feeling any better?"

"Nope. "

"Perhaps I'Il visit her," Pel nen announced as he stood up

"Don't slip,"” Danyilyn warned. "That ice is w cked."

Pel men was noddi ng at her as he opened the wagon door. He didn't see
t he shivering nessenger beyond it until the door caught the man in the
chest, skating himbackward across the ice and down. Pelnen hustled
out of the wagon and noved gingerly over to offer nun a hand. The
nmessenger grabbed it too vigorously, and Pelrnen skidded down beside
him The white-faced player |aughed al oud and suggested, "Maybe we'd
better not help each other up." After a few nonments of slipping and
sliding, they both struggled through the door of the wagon to safety.
The group crowded around expectantly, for the man wore the livery of

M nl af - Khen, the prem er organi zer of the Wnter Festival

"Well?" GCerrig demanded after a nmoment. The messenger shivered so
hard that he couldn't get a word past his teeth. "You have a nessage?"
the big actor prodded. "What is it?"

"G ve hima chance, CGerrig," Yona Parm scolded. "Can't you see he's
freezi ng?"

"Just nod yes or no. You' ve a nessage from M nl af - Khen?" The



nmessenger nodded. "It must be inportant The man nodded agai n.

"Does it have to do with the court?" The nessenger nodded once again,
and Gerrig could no | onger contain hinself. He seized the fellow by

the collar and hoisted himinto the air. "Wat is it, man?"

"Put himdown," Pelnmen ordered, and Gerrig set the man back on his
feet.

"M nl af - Khen received a flyer fromthe Queen," the man chattered,
determ ned to deliver his news before Gerrig assaulted hi m again.
"You' ve been asked to appear at the Inperial Court."

The nessenger was quite unprepared for the ensuing commotion. Shrieks
of surprised joy greeted his words, and he found hinmself the target of
anot her of Gerrig's assaults; the bearded player engulfed himin a
massi ve bear bug, then dropped himon the floor and raced on to enbrace
Danyilyn, Yona Parm and the others in turn. Now ignored, the
nmessenger crawl ed to a corner of the carriage and huddl ed there,
awaiting a safe route to the door. He would spend no longer with this
crazed assenbly than he had to.

Yona Parm grinned wi dely, gasping for the breath Gerrig had squeezed
fromhis lungs, as he glanced around at the celebration. Hs snile
faded when he caught a glinpse of Pelmen's face. Despite its clownish
pai nt, the expression there could not have been nore solem. Yona
Parmi foll owed Pelnmen's gaze to the dancing form of Coralai, who
rejoiced with the rest. He slipped over to his friend's side. "You
shoul d be pleased,” he muttered quietly. "You' ve done it."

"No, Parm ," Pelnmen responded. "I've only begun it." Then he turned
to look Yona in the eye. "W'Ill need to | eave Coral ai and Sherina
here. Sherina's too sick to travel .. ." He |ooked back at Coral ai

" And the court's no place for a child."

"I'"d sooner fight a bear than be the bearer of that news." Yona Parmi
snmiled sardonically. Coralai could be a terror when aroused. "But
cone don't you feel at |least sone joy in this acconplishnment? After
all, you've |launched your plan."

"I"ve launched it, Yona. But what have | |aunched us toward?"
"Evidently, to the court of the Queen." Yona Parm shrugged.

"The Inperial House." Pelnen nodded, his eyes and his thoughts focused
somewhere far away. "Wthin the walls.”

"And what do we do once we're there?"

Pel men | ooked over at him allowing hima hint of a smle. "You never
gi ve up, do you?"

"I haven't yet." Yona Parm smled back

The springtime sun returned the next day, bringing with it a glorious
thaw that set every heart in the troupe singing all, save the littlest
one. By late afternoon the train of wooden wagons had departed for the
north, leaving a disappointed little girl and her relieved nother

behi nd. Sherina knew not hing of Pelnmen's purpose and still less of his
unusual powers, but she'd known himlong enough to be sensitive to his
moods. This trip to court was far nore than it appeared to be on the



surface. She felt perfectly happy to be left out of it.
CHAPTER SI X
A Pair of Rogues

I T WAS EASY to pretend she was flying. Bronwynn's |ong gol den-brown
hair, newy washed in a chill streamfed by the nelting snow, had dried
inthe flying wind. Now it fanned out behind her like the plunes of a
peacock, as her nmount careened through thickets and past naked trees,
keepi ng pace with a pack of racing rogues. Adnmon Faye's cutthroats
were extravagant riders, daring disaster just to nmake riding fun. They
formed no orderly colums, picked no single best path, felt no
conpunction at breaking rank. For there was no rank. Adnon Faye's
band attacked the forest before it in an unendi ng cavalry charge, each
man abreast of every other. Ducking tree |inbs, junping hedges, they

t hreatened a hundred col lisions every day, yet mracul ously their
horses never seened to falter or brush flanks.

Bronwynn, no |longer in bonds and perfectly free to fall behind and be
lost if she so chose, had to ride her hardest to keep up. She found
t he experience exhilarating and woul d have thrown back her royal head
and screaned in excitement were it not for the treacherous, onrushing
trees that demanded her constant attention

They had hit the snow |line days ago, and the wet, white bl anket had
deepened now to a layer a half a foot thick. It deadened the sound of
five hundred poundi ng hooves, giving enphasis to the weird crackling of
scores of col d-deadened twi gs, as horses and riders shattered branches
asi de.

Brownn had given up tracing their pattern of flight, for patterns were
anat hema to Adnon Faye, and he foll owed none. They rode northeast one
day and due west the next, stopping one day at noon, the next at dusk,
and the next not until long after m dnight. Werever they stopped,
however, she could be sure of three things: a canpsite woul d appear out
of nowhere; she would be ordered to build a fire; then for the rest of
the night she would be the butt of a torrent of abusive jokes. Adnobn
Faye roared with the rest of themat their nightly critiques of her

sl ender anatony, adding his owmn |lewd comments to those of his band. But
he et no one touch her. Only one man had tried, and he now wore his
armin a sling. The chief slaver did not rule this band by guile or
snmles or charisma. He ruled it by force, powered by sinple, raw
cruelty.

Bronwynn had conme to realize that it was that cruelty which insured his
protection of her. It wasn't that he didn't want her to be abused. It
was rather that she was his private preserve no one could torment her
but him

And torment her he did. A slap here a boot in the backside there an

i nsi dious pinch just as she was dropping off to sleep these were daily
occurrences. And try as she might, she couldn't force herself to grow
accustoned to such humliation. Sonetinmes she screaned, sonetines she
cursed, but always with the sanme result. Adnmon Faye | aughed.

"CGet used to it, girl. You surely can't believe things will be any
di fferent when you're the Queen, and |I'myour Prime Mnister." Then
his eyes would freeze, and his face would twist still further as he'd

mutter, "I pulled you out of that hole, little girl. Your |ife bel ongs



to ne. Forget that, and you can forget your next breath as well, for
"Il garrote you myself." Hs threats never failed to terrorize her
Hs frigid eyes and | oat hsone face plagued her dreanms each night.

But the wind and the flying snow and the cracking brush had washed out
of her mind all thoughts not directly tied to the nonent She coul dn't
tell how far they'd cone since dawn, nor what direction they travell ed.
She only knew that she was riding expertly with a troop of experts, and
was thrilled by that recognition. The snells of horse and of new
leather filled her with a strange sense of power. A nasculine feeling?
she'd wondered briefly, then quickly discarded the idea. She was no

| ess a worman because she rode with brigands through the snow and col d.
Per haps, indeed, she was nore of one. And certainly Ligne herself had
proved that a hunger for power was not a masculine preserve. Bronwnn
admtted to herself a growi ng compulsion within. She was starting to
want to be Queen.

A cry went up fromthe left flank of the charging brigade, at once | oud
and indistinct. Then, with a powerful |eap, her horse cleared a | arge
bush, and she understood for herself. For the second tinme in her life,
Bronwynn rode through the enchanting fields of Ngandi b-Mar.

Not that she recogni zed anything. Pelnen had brought her past this

pl ace only the spring before, but that had been another wild ride, and
nostly under the cover of night. Besides, the numbing uniformty of
the snowy counterpane at their feet erased all nenory of spring

| andmar ks.

Freed now fromall obstructing trees, the troop of riders took on the
senmbl ance at | east of an organi zed band. The flanks dropped off and
the center pushed forward to forma vanguard. Bronwynn whi pped her
horse gratuitously as it bounded along a few yards to the rear and | eft
of Admon Faye. Before her were the many hills and valleys of the heart
of Ngandi b-Mat, but she saw the nmen were wheeling away fromt hat

heartl and, turning eastward toward the line of high, stony cliffs that
she knew forned this face of the Spinal Range. They were riding, then
to Westmouth the field where her father had died.

On Westnout h before Dragonsgate, her father had | ed the grand Gol den
Arnmy to an equally grand defeat. Somewhere under the nelting snow | ay
Talith's unburied bones. That thought chased through the young woman's
attention, but she gave it no warm sad welcone. She dismissed it. Her
rel ationship with her father had never been good, and his death had
resulted directly fromhis own foolish arrogance and his greed.
Bronwnn was nuch nore concerned with where they were travelling now,
and why.

They stopped only once to rest their horses on the banks of a snall
streamthat curled through the colorless countryside. Then they were
of f again, a wedge of racing riders several hundreds of yards w de,

pl owi ng up plumes of snowin their wake. The sun was setting back of
her left shoulder, turning the hilly horizon a glorious nagenta, before
t hey di pped down at last into the wide flat plain that was Wst-nouth,
and she saw where they were going. Sone miles beyond stood a single
castle, its gray walls painted a dull orange by the setting sun

She urged her exhausted mount forward, drawi ng abreast of Adnon Faye
once again, and shouted: "\Wose is it?"

"It's a merchant manor," the slaver called back. "It belongs to the



fam ly of Qgnadzu. It once was the hone of Tohn nod Neelis, but now
it's ruled by his cousin."

"Who's his cousin?" Bronwynn yelled, her eyes watering in the whipping
wi nd.

"Fl ayh," Adnon Faye answered, and it seened to Bronwynn that for the
first time today she finally felt the cold. She had heard much about

Fl ayh, and in her mind his name had | ong been |linked with that of Adnon
Faye as a forenost agent of w ckedness and villainy. As they galloped
across that last stretch of flat space that separated themfromthe
castle, Bronwynn felt very much the small girl, a long, |ong way from
horre.

The castle was not an inpressive edifice. Its tallest tower rose
barely forty feet above the ground. It was fromthis spire that Pezi
spied the large group of approaching riders. He had been taking his
eveni ng constitutional after a heavy dinner his one concession to the
need for dimnishing his blubbery bulk. H's stringent exercise program
called for his clinbing the steps to this rooftop one tinme, resting
several mnutes to get his breath back, then returning slowy to the
castle floor. On this particular occasion, however, he pushed hinsel f
into a trot on his way down, crying "Attackers fromthe south!™ H's
cry stirred trenendous activity in a brief space of time, and Pezi felt
rather proud of hinself as he waddl ed hurriedly toward the gate. The
excitement ceased as quickly as it began, however, when the sharp-eyed
warrior who was officially on watch recognized that it was Adnon Faye's
band of outlaws, and shouted the information down.

Pezi was a bit enbarrassed and he didn't |ook at the faces of those
castle dwellers who wal ked past himon their way back to their places.
He heard several snickers behind him and his visage clouded. He

br oadened his stance before the gate no easy task, given the stubbiness
of his pudgy | egs and shouted, "Qpen up!" to the two men who operated
the wi nches that raised the portcullis.

Fromtheir vantage point atop the wall, they could see the

f ast - approachi ng cl oud of Adnon Faye's crazed riders, who had targeted
on the gate and now rode for it five abreast. They could also see the
petul ant figure of the unpopul ar Pezi, standing directly in the path of
the incoming riders. They sniled at one another gleefully, and opened
the gate ..

"What happened?" the fat little merchant asked plaintively when he
awoke several minutes later. H's coment drew raucous |aughter from
t hose gat hered around. He opened his eyes and rolled his head to the
side, to find he was lying on a table in the great hall. Scattered
around the room were outl aws and sl avers guzzling ale and | eering at
the serving girls. Suddenly a giant form bl ocked his view, and he
followed it up to |l ook into the repugnant face of Adnon Faye. Pez

wi nced at the sight.

"Well now. Awake, are you, Pezi? Very brave of you, lad, to attenpt
to hold off our charge that way. Bit fool hardy, however, to stand

al one agai nst a hundred and nore riders. | trust you'll forgive ny
cl ubbi ng you aside, but | thought you might prefer a split noggin to
t he hooves of half a hundred horses on your belly."

Those standi ng near enough to hear the slaver guffawed at that, and
Adrmon Faye joined in lustily. Pezi lay back and cl osed his eyes,



wi shing he were somewhere else. He raised a tentative hand to his

forehead and found it was well | unpy.

"No, lad, you can't |aze around on the tables like that!" Adnon Faye
grabbed the cloth of Pezi's blue and Iine shirt and hoisted himinto
the air. "Stand up, Pezi, steady on you feet! You want to start a

runor that the nerchants of Ognadzu are a pack of drunks?" The slaver
set the chubby merchant on the floor, but Pezi found standing anything
but steady. "Bit addled, still?" the slaver asked solicitiously. "A
little ale mght help," he offered and he scooped a tan fcard off the
table. Pezi reached for it woozily, but Adnmon Faye wasn't handing it
to him Instead, he upended the tankard over Pezi's head, and the
nmerchant's eyes shot open in cold shock. Boisterous cheers wel conmed
the sight, and Adnon Faye col |l apsed snickering onto a bench

Pezi wi ped sone of the liquid out of his eyes, and gl anced around to
find the swiftest route of escape. He started down the aisle, but
Adrmon Faye shot a booted foot out to block himbetween the benches.
"Can't let you run off, Pezi. These good people tell me you're the man
in charge."

"Flayh rules in this castle, not me," Pezi grunbled and he turned to
try to escape in the other direction. Adnon Faye gl anced at one of his
cohorts, and the man nodded and straddl ed the aisle at the other end of
the row. Pezi understood. He sat across from Adnon Faye, |eaned back
on the table behind him and propped his aching head in his hand.

"That's the problem ny friend," the slaver continued. "Were is
Flayh? I1've ridden a long way to neet with him |Is this how he greets
his guests?"

"Uncl e Fl ayh cones and goes as he chooses, and he expects his guests to
do the sane. Wuld it be too nuch to ask to et ne do that, as
wel | ?"

"In a moment, Pezi. |In a nonent. Surely Flayh is here in the castle
sonewher e?"

"Surely he is," Pezi agreed, "but | couldn't tell you where. Uncle
Flayh is ... different, lately."

"Ah yes, |'d heard sonething about that. A power shaper now, is he?"

Pezi raised his eyes knowingly and finally net Adnon Faye's anused gaze
head on. "Scoff if you choose, but he is" Pezi |ooked around to see
who mi ght be listening, then | eaned across and spoke earnestly: "And
he's a dangerous one."

Adrmon Faye | eaned forward too, thrusting his face down into Pezi's.
"I"mpleased to hear it. | trust dangerous people. They don't fold up
whi | e defendi ng your flanks." Pezi scooted back on his seat,

di sconfited. Adnon Faye let a |azy snile spread across his features
and he, too, sat back. But his eyes never left Pezi's, and the
nmerchant felt that gaze would sizzle right through him "What about
you, Pezi? Are you a dangerous man?"

Pezi shifted on his balloonlike bottom "I | carry my weight " He
hadn't intended that to be funny, but those who ringed himfound it
hilarious. "I can handle nyself!" he shouted, and the tone of his

voi ce silenced his nockers. Pezi wasn't lying. Perhaps he was a bit



chunky and certainly he didn't nove with the grace of a wild buck, but
he fought |ike an angry boar when cornered and he was feeling very nuch
cornered at the monent. Pezi felt for the ponmel of his dagger and
snarled, "I can be as cruel as the next man, should the need arise."

"Can you now?" Adnon Faye asked quietly. "Yes, | see a bit of fire in
your pudding face at that. Then are you saying | can trust you, Pezi?
Because | don't think nuch of that hand upon your dagger."

Pezi thought a nonent, then dropped his hand to his side.

"Good," said Adnon Faye. "I like that. A nonment of hesitation to show
spirit then a denonstration of reasoned caution. Very good, Pezi

Per haps we can work together." Adnon Faye waved a hand at the man who
guarded the aisle, and the fellow went back to join his mates. Pezi
stood up, hitched his pants, and started to | eave. "Bring me the
girl," Adnmon Faye shouted behind him Pezi didn't | ook back, but

stal ked straight for the door. It opened before he reached it, and two
beefy rogues pushed a wonan into the hall. It wasn't until they

collided that they recogni zed each ot her
"Pezi!" Bronwynn snarl ed.

"Princess?" Pezi replied, and he quickly stepped back, for Bronwynn's
face registered a | ong- harbored rage.

"You scum " she shrilled, and she buried her balled right fist three
inches into his stomach. Bronwynn had been saving this up for a | ong
tinme and so, without hesitation, she buried her left fist in the sane
spot. Pezi doubled over, the wi nd knocked out of him He could hear
that, once again, his antics had the whole hall hooting. "You're the
one who got ne into all this mess!"™ the girl screamed in his face, and
she boxed first his right ear, then his left.

"Come on, Pezi," Adnon Faye cheered. "Show us your renowned fighting
spirit.”
"You .. . mnudgecurdle!" Bronwynn spat into his ringing ears. "You're

not hi ng but a nudgecurdl e!™

The description was accurate enough. A nudgecurdle was a small ani mal
who appeared to be the mrror imge of a cute, cuddly bunny until a
person tried to pick one up. Then it sprayed a doubl e-barrell ed dose
of potent liquid odor so offensive it could render a person sensel ess
ina mtter of mnutes. The termhad entered conon usage | ong ago as
an epithet for a traitor. Certainly Pezi had proved hinself such when,
with Ligne's help, he'd kidnapped Bronwynn from her father's castle so
many nont hs before. Ever since that day, Bronwynn's |life had been a
series of escapes from one danger into another. Except for a few
wonder ful weeks she'd spent in Lamath as the initiate of Pel men the
Prophet and the conpani on of Rosha nod Dorlyth, Pezi's action had
caused her nothing but grief. During those eventful nonths she'd

| ear ned sonet hi ng about sel f-defense, and Adnon Faye's abuse had hel ped
sharpen those skills and given her a powerful thirst for revenge. Now
she put every trick she'd |l earned into action, kneeing Pezi in the ribs
and cracking his balding pate with her knuckl es.

These harsh slave-traders | oved nothing better than a fight after
dinner, and a circle rapidly formed around the two conbatants. Benches
were overturned and tankards kicked aside, as spectators scranbled for



a good view. The eVerpresent dogs who nade the straw covered fl oor of
this hall their home all barked merrily, thoroughly enjoying the

exci tement though not understanding its cause. No one noticed, then
when a | ean, graying hound bounded through the open door, past the
crowmd, and up onto one of the tables.

"I's this the way you treat the manor of your host?" The voice seened
to come fromeverywhere at once, and the fighting stopped i mediately.
Al eyes turned to the center of the room There, atop a table, stood
Fl ayh, formerly a nmerchant of Lamath, now a power shaper resplendent in
a : white robe of fish-satin, and a red cloak of the sane pre-vTC ous
material. He seenmed to glowwith an eerie iridescence a bluish aura
outlined his body against the darkness > f the room

So devastating was his entrance that no one dared to speak for severa

seconds. Then there was the casual clapping of a single pair of hands,
followed by a | ow chuckle. Adnon Faye was anused. "Very good, Flayh.

Most i npressive."

"You were asking for me previously, slaver better said, you demanded ny
presence. Am| one of your slaves, Adnon Faye, to cone running at your
command?" Fl ayh scowl ed, and threw his red cloak wide. "I am Fl ayh

t he power shaper The words rang around the walls of the room and
echoed off the high ceiling.

Adrmon Faye gl anced around with studied calm "Pity," he said after a
monent. "I1'd expected a thunderclap after such a declaration.™

Fl ayh's arnms dropped slowy to his sides, and he smiled. "I'm working
on that. And with the progress |I'm nmaking, | expect to have it
soon. "

"Good, good," the slaver encouraged. "Since we've gotten that out of
the way, can we get down to business? | do believe that it was you who
sumoned ne here, and not the other way around. O would you prefer to
posture sone nore beforehand?"

Those standi ng next to Adnon Faye saw himjerk slightly, then watched
as his jaw clenched and his fingers forned into fists. Flayh was
smling grimy, his eyes locked into those of the slaver. There was
silence in the hall until Flayh's body went slack, and Adnon Faye gave
a great sigh. Flayh had been attenpting to draw fear out of the ugly
slaver. He'd failed but just barely.

"So," the power shaper said quietly.

Adrmon Faye wi ped his sweating forehead. "So," he agreed. In that
contest a nmutual respect had formed between the two nen. Ironically,
no one else in the roomreally understood what had happened.

"You have buried your fears deep, Adnon Faye. | couldn't pull themto
the surface. Qite."

"And you, Lord Flayh, are nuch nore than an aging nerchant." Flayh
noted with approval the slaver's respectful node of address. Adnon
Faye had a host of negative qualities, Flayh thought to hinself, but
stupidity wasn't one of them

The t hought brought Pezi to Flayh's mind. "Nephew, since you seemto
be monentarily out of trouble, why don't you seize the opportunity and



go change your suit?" Though asked as a question, Pezi recognized
Fl ayh's statenment was a command. Quarding his stomach from Bronwynn,
he stepped around the girl and out of the room Flayh shrugged at

Adrmon Faye. "Pezi's making a single-handed attenpt to give al
merchants a reputation for slob-bishness. | hope he's at |east amused
you. "

"Ch, that he has," the slaver chuckled, and he stal ked across the room
to sit on a bench at Flayh's table. The power shaper clinbed down to
join him Adnon Faye noticed with surprise Flayh's small stature, but
i medi ately put the thought fromhis mnd. He had | earned | ong ago
that height is not the nmeasure of a man particularly if he's a

sorcerer. "l notice you aren't wearing the colors of your house .
"I ndeed, |'ve abandoned the blue and Iine of Ognadzu except for state
occasions. This feels nore fitting to ny individual tastes." Flayh

rai sed his hand and a servant far across the room scranbl ed toward the
ki t chen.

"And yet you continue to call yourself a merchant

"OfF course. You're a rogue and a brigand and a cutthroat, yet you
remai n a busi nessman t hroughout. There's nothing inconsistent there,
nor is there any in ny being both wi zard and nerchant. These
vocations, these skills they're nothing nore than the tools w th which
we inmpress ourselves on the world. So let's bargain together, you and
I. | assune you've brought the girl?"

Adrmon Faye beckoned toward Bronwynn, and the two nearest slavers seized
her under her arms and hoi sted her over the benches to stand at Ftayh's
side. The power shaper turned to | ook her over thoroughly.

"So this is the fambus Bronwynn, daughter of Talith of Chaononous. |
had hoped to neet you |long ago, child, but ny fool of a nep kew bungled
the job. You' ve cost ne dearly and, were | less forgiving, you'd
suffer for it. But |'ve decided to nake you Queen instead." Flayh
jerked his head. "Throw her in the pit "

"Ahhh " Adnon Faye grunted, raising his hand, and the two slavers who
hel d Bronwnn froze. Flayh frowned, and Adnon Faye smiled. "I've
found that | enjoy the little girl's conpany. She stays with nme or
none of us stay."

"You're giving orders? In my house?"

"The girl is ny captive .
"Whom | ordered seized."

"Freed by ny skill and know edge,"” Adnmon Faye roared. Then his voice
softened. "What's the matter, Flayh. Don't you trust ne?" he asked
sarcastically.

Fl ayh stared at him Then he, too, smled. "O course |l do. It's the
girl 1 don't trust." He waved an arm "Take her away," he nuttered,
and Bronwynn was escorted out of the hall. Flayh's eyes jerked back to
nmeet Adnon Faye's. "And what if she runs?"

Adrmon Faye chuckl ed. "She won't run away. Were would she go?"



"To the castle of Dorlyth nod Karis, of course. The father of her boy
| over."

"Ah yes, you mean Rosha nod Dorlyth." Adnmon Faye was famliar with the
famly. "Actually, 1'd rather wel cone another encounter wi th young
Rosha," he said. "H s sword |left several new scars on ny face."

"Why shoul d you care?" Flayh sneered. "Who could possibly tell?"

Adrmon Faye's eyes flashed. "M respect does not entitle you to coment
on ny appearance, Flayh. Mck ne, and I'lIl kill you." The statenent
was so frank that Flayh was shocked.

"No one threatens ne |ike

"No one comments on ny features!" Adnon Faye snarled, rising to crouch
over the table.

Fl ayh | ooked himin the face, then shrugged. "Nor would I. The girl is
your responsibility. But |I warn you if she slips away | hold you
account abl e, and shoul d anyone seek to rescue her fromus, | depend
upon your bl ade!"

"So be it." The slaver nodded, eager to get on to other matters. "The
plan is sinple. | assassinate Ligne, and place Bronwynn on the throne.
' mdoing that for nyself Ligne has become as nuch a bother to nme as
she is to you. | understand you will profit fromthe nove as well?"

"I will profit greatly fromit. Jagd and the merchant house of Uda
have nonopolized all business in Chaonon-ous that nudgecurdle. How
could I have trusted hin®"

"You didn't," Adnmon Faye chuckled. "You thought you could contro
him"

"So | did. | assune he's still living at the pal ace?"

"Under the warm protection of Queen Ligne, yes, or he'd be in his grave

already. He's been cutting into ny markets as well as yours. | assune
we'll plan to assassinate Jagd,too?"

"Perhaps that won't be necessary." Flayh nuttered. "I've sunmoned a
nmeeting of the Council of Elders of the nerchant houses. Unless he's
willing to be stripped of his position, he's obliged to attend."

"You think he'll come? Know ng your feelings?"

"What has he to gain by staying sealed up inside the Inperial House?

He' Il have to nove agai nst ne sonetinme, Adnon Faye. The question is
when. | think he'll cone."
"Which brings us to something that greatly interests nme." Adnon Faye

smled, lacing his fingers together and placing his hands on the table
between them "Wat do | get fromyou?"

"OfF course, you've guessed it already, or you wouldn't be here." Flayh
also smiled. "As all of us know, the dragon is

1 dead. That means the slave market has dropped of f considerably,



t hreat eni ng your business." Adnon Faye nodded. "It also neans that
anyone can pass Dragonsgate, which is certainly threatening ours. W

nmerchant famlies have held a monopoly on all trade for so long, |'m
afraid we've becone rather used to it. |, for one, don't relish the
i dea of

losing that to a new influx of independent traders. O ; course, we
could field an arny to hold the pass against all ; others, but that
woul d surely rouse the common people :.. against us, and eventually
one of the three lands would send in a larger army to drive us out. Bad
reputation and ? bad business. However " Flayh cleared his throat.

"I understand that you and your little band control the pass at < this
tine." :;; "l do."

j' "There's great advantage to us in that or will he, if we V can
agree. O course you could never resist an arny, any $ nore than we
could, but your strike and run tactics are

-;. such that any army that drove you from Dragonsgate & would have to
remain there to keep you out. The state that jv r J

Nattenpted such woul d draw i nmedi ate response fromthe O her two,
resulting in international incidents, and war. No one woul d want
that."

"True," Adnon Faye said quietly.

"While you, being an outlaw known to all three |ands, would actually be
a kind of buffer for all three.”

"I take the dragon's place. Get to the point."
"So what is it that you want, you who can take whatever you choose?

Respect. Respect, and real power. A seat on the Council of Elders.
Your own mnerchant house."

Adrmon Faye smiled broadly. "You understand perfectly.”
"The Council has been summoned, and you will naturally be elected to
it. You have what you want, we have what we want .. . and between the

two of us, we elininate Jagd fromthe conpetition. Wat nore could you
ask for?"

"Only one thing," Adnon Faye said.

"And that is?"

"Your seat, Flayh. As head of the Council." The slaver grinned as he
said it. FJayh raised an eyebrow, then returned the grin.

"That, ny friend, is why it pays to be a power shaper

CHAPTER SEVEN

Openi ng at the Pal ace

AN HOUR BEFORE DUSK, the chain of wagons runbl ed over a cobbl est oned
bridge into the heart of Chaononous and turned east down the main

t horoughfare. The broad street clinbed steadily to the base of a huge
chunk of granite. On top of that rock stood the Inperial House



itself.

As the road wound up out of the city, one could see that the center of
town was constructed on a little sliver of land, a peninsula bracketed
by two giant rivers. On the far side of the castle the rivers joined,
rolling as one to the sea many miles beyond. But the arriving players
paid no heed to the rivers. Al eyes were fixed on the nassive
fortress that rose before them

It was inpossible to tell where the rock stopped and the structure
began, so closely had the castle's walls been married to then: granite
foundati on. Though the setting sun did curious things to the col or of
the palace, it was clearly not of a single shade of gray. Rather, it
seened the battlenents were of patchwork construction, a testinmony to
the I ong years the castle had been in the building. The tops of its
spires di sappeared into a cloak of fog that clung stubbornly to its
anci ent stonework. The Inperial House of Chaonmonous towered over the
capital, drawing all eyes to itself.

Froma distance it appeared to float above the world, unrelated to the
city clustered at its feet. But fromthe perspective of the

approachi ng wagons, the castle | ooked anything but ethereal. It
squatted on its granite slab in heavy silence, brooding over the
confluence of the two rivers like an ill-tenpered titian

Pel men rode atop the second carriage with Yona Parm . Flocks of

excited children raced beside them and he smiled and waved to them

mai nt ai ni ng the cl owni sh persona he had assumed in Pleclypsa. But
there was no snmile behind his white face. The closer they got to the
mal evol ent presence of the castle that dom nated the | andscape, the
nore sure he grew that some namel ess power lurked within its walls. But
what power? And how did it cone to be here?

CGerrig's wagon | ed the parade, noving at a ponpous snail's pace. Cerrig
stood on the top of his carriage, waving both hands in the air and
shouting at the startled shoppers who thronged the city's markets.
CGerrig loved nothing so much as acting and at the present he was giving
a lively performance in the role of the conquering hero.

"He'd better sit down before we start up the incline," Parnm nunbled,
"or he'll scatter pieces of his head all over the cobbl estones.”

"Are you reading ny mnd agai n?" Pel nen asked sol emmly through a
fixed, forced smle.

"It isn't hard, you know. Your thin mask doesn't hide worry well."
"I's it that obvious

"To one who's watched you for so many years, it's certainly obvious."
Parm cocked an eyebrow and gazed up at the castle's heights. "Are

t here powers here you fear?"

"Per haps. "

"Still not going to tell me why we've cone?"

"Why should |I cause you to worry, too?"

Yona chuckl ed nervously. "It's conments |ike that which make ne



worry." He was silent for a nmoment, then he went on: "Just prom se ne
this. |If you need some help, will you call on ne?"

"That | can prom se."

"Tine." Yona nodded and | eaned out to wave at a neat nerchant who
peered at themfrom under a red and purple

awning. "l nust say," he nuttered, noting the colors, "it |ooks as if
t he house of Uda has taken over this city entirely."

"Does it matter?" Pel men wondered.
Parmi regarded himwith a curious snmle. "By that you nmean?"
"Only that despite their colors, one nerchant is very |like another."

"You' ve not gone to war with the Council of Elders!" Yona blurted in
ast oni shnent .

"Not exactly. But they may have gone to war wi th ne.

Yona Parm swi vel ed back to stare glunly at the rear of Gerrig's
ascendi ng wagon. "Battling dragons seens ridicul ous enough. But
battling busi ness?" He heaved a heavy sigh

"It's all right, ny friend," Pelmen said. "Don't worry about it."
"Come now, Pelnmen, how can you expect me not to?"

"I can't! That's why | haven't told you any nore than | have. One
thing I do hope, however "

"And that is?"
"That you won't call ne Pelmen within the walls.”

"Ah " Yona grunted, and he sl apped his forehead. "Sorry. Henceforth
you're Fallomar in ny every thought."

The road tilted up sharply, as it began its zigzag clinmb of the castle
mount. Gerrig finally took his seat grudgingly, since many new
spectators had just rushed into the streets to watch them They were
obvi ously headed for the Inperial House, and these city dwellers were
fascinated by the sight of anyone privileged to pass beyond those
forbidding walls. The clinmb to the outer gate took ten mnutes, and
the two players passed it in silence. Then they were inside. Their
wagons were wheel ed away to the nassive royal carriage house. Their
animals were led the other direction to a gigantic stable. Then they
were permtted to clinb the thirty-foot stairway to enter the main
gate.

They wal ked t hrough hal lways |ined with nmasterpieces of paintings and
scul pture, across carpets of inch-thick pile. The ceiling, twenty feet
above their heads, was inlaid with ".; a continuous nosaic pattern

i nterweavi ng blue, green and pink stones and pl ates of beaten gold. The
halls glowed Wth a gol den shimrer, as those polished plates reflected
the Iight of long white candles, held in place by brackets of stil

nmore gold. The halls twi sted and turned at sharp angles; at the head

of each turn was a pair of slotted wi ndows. These were arrow slits,



and through these apertures the troupe could see the watchful eyes of
t he pal ace guards following their progress intently. This mxing of

[ uxurious grandeur with raw force was designed to intinidate each
entrant of the castle, and the design suceeded admirably. "This house
could never be taken by force," Pehnen nmurnured to hinself.

He felt a strange sensation then as if the walls had heard his words
and approved. He put the thought out of his mnd when he noticed a
curious condensation on the wall. The fitted stones glistened with
refl ected candl el i ght

The ot her veterans of court performance stal ked al ong grandly, joking
wi th one another over the awestruck expressions of their newer

conpanions. "Don't get too excited," Danyilyn conplained casually to
one. "This is the front half of the palace for inmportant people. W're
not hi ng but players, so they' |l stick us in the servants quarters in

t he back."

For that, Pelnmen was very grateful. The further out of Ligne's path,

the | ess chance of her seeing through his thin disguise. As they
turned another corner, he smled clownishly and waggled his fingers at
t he guards beyond the wall. He thought he saw one pair of eyes smle
back.

Morents | ater they were standing on the tile floor outside of the
Chanmber of Peace. Here they waited for half an hour. A
harried-1ooking court attendant finally stepped out to greet them his
hands fluttering as he apol ogized. "I'mso sorry the Queen isn't here
yet, but she's been del ayed by some very inportant business that can't
be interrupt "

"I'"'mwarning you, Kherda, the next time you hold me up |ike that when

I"'mclosing for the kill, 1'mgoing to have soneone cut off your hand!"
Pel nen recogni zed the voice i mediately as belonging to Ligne. It was
coming fromthe spiral staircase at the far end of the hall, and

growi ng | ouder as she descended. He edged his way back anong ot her
menbers of the troupe, positioning hinself behind Gerrig' s broad
back.

"I don't know why you're conpl aining,"” Kherdft protested defensively.
"You won, anyway."

"Much to ny dismay," added a little man coning down the stairs behind
Kherda and Ligne. His scarlet and purple cloak marked hi minmedi ately
as a merchant of Uda. As the little group wal ked toward them Pel nen
noted the cloak's material and its costly cut and guessed himto be not
only a nerchant, but an Elder as well. "In fact,"” the nman conti nued,
"I think Kherda was really trying to hel p you, Ligne, not harm you.
When he replaced his losses with his star instead of his disc, it was
me he was arming to battle with, not you."

Pehnen smled to hinself. The inportant business that had kept the
Queen fromneeting with them sooner had obvi ously been a gane of ful
Drax. It was the |language of this three-sided table game that they
wer e speaki ng.

"Say what you like, Jagd, he was deliberately underm ning ny strength.
| had a chance for total conquest." Ligne spat at Kherda in disgust.
"But you knocked it down to a marginal victory."



"Which is, as they say, just as much a win." Jagd smled beneficently.
"Besi des, Ligne, you appeared to ne to be totally unaware of ny cube,
and | fear "

"My Lady," the court attendant trenmulously interrupted, "the travelling
pl ayers have arrived, and "

"I have eyes, don't |?" Ligne bellowed at the man, and he swiftly
bowed his way out of their presence, backing into the Chamber of Peace.
Li gne | ooked at the group before her with a hint of distaste playing
around her lips, then abruptly smled a warmsnmile. "WIlconme! Gerrig,
hell o! Yes, | renmenber your face," she said to Yona Parm , waving away
his bow. She | ooked into Danyilyn's eyes for a noment, craning her
neck as if to see into the darker corners of the actress' mnd, and
asked, "Weren't you here before, too?"

Danyil yn scraped the floor with the hem of her skirt as she curtsied
gracefully. She sniled a pleased, awed snmile, perfectly conveyed her
joy that the Queen should deign to renenber her. O course, she was a
prof essional, but Pel-men still had to admire the skill with which
Danyi | yn conmmuni cated that feigned pl easure.

Now Li gne brushed past Gerrig and stared into Pel nen's face, squinting
to try to see through the greasepaint. "And you?" she began, al nost
with a tone of suspicion.

CGerrig broke in hastily. "This is Follomar the fool, a new addition to
our troupe, and this is Magrol, Jammard .. ." He continued, noving

t hrough the group. Ligne didn't follow him She reached out to try to
touch Pelnen's face, and he ducked out of the way.

"Why are you wearing makeup?" she denanded.

"Why do you?" he quickly responded.

"To inprove ny appearance, of course

"There's ny reason as well."

"But you've covered your whole face."

"An inmprovenent, believe me. But if ny Lady doubts nmy word, let ne
propose a contest. Let her remove her makeup and I'Il rempove mine, and

we shall see who needs it the npbst."

Li gne's sharp blue gaze threatened himonly nmonentarily; then the wonman

bl i nked and her nose winkled into a grin. "A genuine fool! How
anusi ng, Kherda." She turned and pointed a finger at her Prine

M nister. "Listen, you sour old parchnent pusher! Lose nme another
gane like that, and I'Il put this one in your office!"

"You didn't |ose," Kherda groused. He sighed with exasperation

"Everyone else in the group is new," Gerrig broke in nervously. "It's
been a hard year for us, and some of our best drifted off to join other
organi zations. But we are ever so grateful to you, Queen Ligne, for
allowing us to "

"Spare ne," the Queen said, and she turned around to stalk into the
Chanmber of Peace. GCerrig |ooked inquiringly at Kherda, who jerked his



head toward the door and frowned. Gerrig followed Ligne into the

opulently furni shed chanber. "I hear you now performa masterful play
with me as the subject." Here Ligne turned, and her cold blue eyes ran
Gerrig through. "Your |ast appearance inside these walls was not so
masterful . "

"But, they, I ..." Gerrig stamered, flustered by her nanner.

"Don't stammer at nel! I'mtired of bearing munblings that make no
sense. "

CGerrig shut his nmouth, and resolved to keep it cl osed unl ess she asked
a direct question. H s tongue had |ong been his fortune, and he was
anxious to keep it safely in place.

"I recognize that at that tine this wasn't nmy court, and that you were
under the influence of that tedious Pelnmen. | trust that during your
present stay you'll refrain fromcomentary on ny norals and ny
politics?" She |ooked at Gerrig expectantly, and he nodded with al
the sincerity he could manage to nuster. "Fine. 1've a nunber of
things on my nmind these days I|'min no hurry to see you perform

Per haps you won't mind sanpling the pleasures of the court for a few
weeks?"

"Wh why, ny Lady, we would be honored to spend

"To spend ny gold on your extravagant appetites? O course you woul d.
Real i ze, however, that when | do wish entertainment, | require it at a
monent's notice. You may find it wise to be prepared when | call on
you. Craftsmen who di sappoint nme often find ny displ easure painful."
Li gne then glided grandly out of the Chamber of Peace, passed the
troupe wi thout a glance, and headed back for the staircase, calling
over her shoul der, "Conme on Jagd. Let's play another."

Kherda foll owed her, his sandals flapping as ever. "M Lady, there is
a drought in the southeastern provinces and "

"You told me that at breakfast."

"I'f you could give your approval for the relief goods to be acconpani ed
by a contingent of the CGolden Throng, | could dispatch "

"Have you ever tried the sweep-flip opening, Jagd?" Ligne asked the
nmerchant as they reached the stairs and started up. "Soneone told ne
that in Lamath it's called the Hanni opening, because that house
originated it."

"Doubtl ess a Hanni nerchant who told you so. It originated with Uda.
don't think very nuch of it nyself, however, since it wastes too many
val uabl e pieces early inthe .. ."

Pel nen strained to hear the rest of Jagd' s explanation. He was a Drax
pl ayer hinself, though it had been nonths since he'd played. Even
then, it had been only a gane of Green Dunmy Drax he'd played agai nst
Dorlyth. But the hall was ninety feet long, and Jagd's quiet voice
didn't carry very far. The nerchant and the Queen di sappeared into the
upper |l evels of the pal ace.

Kherda stood at the foot of the stairs, shaking his head.



Al most as an afterthought, he turned to call back to the actors; "Go

see the Lord of Entertainnents. |'msure one of you will renenber
where his office is. He'll give you lodgings, and I'lIl give you a nore
t horough orientation in the norning." Kherda sighed; then, scooping up

his skirts, he assuned a dignified expression, and flapped up the
stairs.

Gerrig spun around to look at Pelnen, his face the color of a freshly
| aundered sheet. "Do you think she recognized you?"

"Recogni zed whon?" Fall omar answered him The eyes of the clown
peered back at Gerrig curiously, as if the huge actor's words were
totally devoid of neaning.

Gerrig understood. He nodded, then took Danyilyn by the hand. "Cone,

lady. Let's go find sone roons." They started for the stairway, for
Mayt horm s office was on the floor above. Pelnen was gone, swall owed
whol e by Folio-mar the fool. Gerrig was surprised at how much he

al ready nissed him

Mayt hor m had been advi sed of their arrival by the serving girl who'd
been bringing his dinner to his room She felt sorry for the poor nman
the slightest noise nmade himjunp, and he seemed uncomonly suspi ci ous
of everyone and everything. Besides, he was so good-I| ooking .

per haps soneday he woul d notice her! She made a special effort to
roust himout of his quarters to nmeet the players when they arrived at
his office. As they surged into his room he stood to neet them his
handsome, al nost pretty face radiating a dazzling smle. "Wlconeg,
wel cone, Gerrig and Danyilyn, so pleased that you could accept our
There he stopped, dunfounded. The puzzled troupe waited for himto
regather his wits and finish his sentence. "Wy, you're not Garrig and
Danyilyn!" he gasped, his forehead knitting in indignation. "You're

. he stopped again, and this tine his face went blank. Then his
eyes w dened and he blurted out, "You're CGerrig and Danyilyn!"

CGerrig arched an eyebrow. "I've always thought so ..."
"But | was expecting Danyilyn and Gerrig!" he gasped. "I nmean, | was
expecting .. . who was | expecting .. ,**

"Apparently, sir, you were expecting us," Gerrig grunted, and he
produced from a pocket within his tunic a tiny cylinder of parchnent,

whi ch he unrolled and read al oud. "Sunmoned to the court by invitation
of the Queen Gerrig, Danyilyn, and the acting troupe thereof." "But
there nust be sonme mstake!" Maythorm pleaded. "The troupe | invited

were to win the Wnter Festival in Pleclypsal™
"W did win," Danyilyn snapped.
"No, but they perforned a play based on the Queen's rise to powerl"

"That's our piece," Gerrig smled, his teeth bright against his bushy

red curls. "Masterful work it is, too." He winked at Pel nen. Fall omar
the fool regarded himcuriously, and once again Cerrig was reni nded of
the need to conceal Pelnen's identity. "But ... but "

"The man's obviously distraught,” Follomar explained to the others.

"Do | know you?" Maythorm asked the painted cl own suspiciously.



Fal | omar peered into Maythorm s face. "Wy, | think so. Wren't you
at the recent convention of Al Fools?" "Are you calling ne a fool ?"

"Not actually, no. Wuld you like to take this opportunity to prove
your sel f one?"

"I know that voice!" Muythormsnarled. H s pretty features quickly
turned red.

"Better, | hope, than you know Gerrig and Danyilyn w
"Are you related to a peasant in the south?"

"Are you related to a buzzard in the north?"

"What ? Who said anything about buzzards?"

"Well, you brought up pheasants "

"l said peasants!”

"Absolutely unrel ated. "

"\What ?"

"Peasants to pheasants."

"You are an idiot!" Mayt horm roared.

"I"'ma fool, actually."

"You certainly are!"

"I thank you for that good review" Pelnmen sniled
"CGet out of nmy officel™

"But you invited us."

"I ; .." Here Maythorm hesitated. The blood drained fromhis face as
swiftly as it had flooded in. "I invited .. . you?"

CGerrig stepped forward and passed himthe parchnent slip. "Posted by
blue-flyer to Mnlaf-Khen. You see right there the seal of the
crown. "

"I ... authorized this?" Maythormmurrmured as he circled his
desk-tabl e and sl unped onto a st ool
"W came to get our room assignnents,"”
"Can we get on with it?"

Danyi |l yn an-Dounced inpatiently.

Mayt horm rai sed his eyes slowy, a slack-jawed expression robbing his
features of energy. Then, abruptly, he smirked. He pointed at Gerrig

and | aughed al oud, then said, "I get it. You're after ny job, right? A
cream puff post, you think, frosted with power and weighted with
wealth, am| right?" H s finger swept the whole troupe. "You're al

inonit, aren't you? Plotting in private to pry me out of ray
office."



The actors exchanged bew | dered stares. "Maythorm" Gerrig began
Danyilyn said "

as

"She's not Danyilyn!" Mythormyelled. "I know who she is she's
Danyilyn! | know all of you!" "Wat a relief," Fallomar sighed
heavily. "And | know you, too!" Mythorm shouted, pointing now at the
fool. "You're the peasant who anbushed nme on the road, who sumoned

t he thunder and changed to a falcon and threw balls of colored fire at
me all norning!" The entire troupe stared open-nouthed at Mayt horm
all, that is, save Yona. He was regarding the painted fool with sone
al arm

CGerrig cleared his throat. "Ah, Maythorm .. . perhaps the Queen's been
wor ki ng you too hard "

"Ah-ha! You see?" Mythormcrowed. "Insinuating that |, Maythorm am
a bunbling inconpetent! And naturally, you could do better?"

The bellowing of the Lord of Entertainnents had attracted quite a crowd
in the hallway outside. Now the serving girl bustled into the room

pl owi ng her way through the troupe to Maythorms side. As she led him
out, she apol ogi zed, "He hasn't been hinself since he got back from

Pl ecl ypsa. "

"Ch that's all right." The fool shrugged. "According to him we
haven't been ourselves either,"

"Il get you, fool!"™ Maythorm shouted, pointing back at Fallomar.
"I"l'l be watching you like a hawk!" Then Mayt horm and the serving girl
di sappeared into the hallway, |eaving the cluster of actors staring at
Pel men.

"I love the pal ace,"
gover nment . "

he sighed. "It never fails to restore ny faith in

A steward finally assigned themtheir l|odgings. They all were given
roonms in the craftsnmen's quarters, on the third | evel of the Inperial
House. While Yona Parni, Danyilyn and Gerrig were given |arge roons
very near the grand stairway at the castle's center, Pelnen received a
smal | cranped ceil well to the backside of the palace indicative of the
fact that Maythorm though perhaps a bit addl ed, was not wi thout

i nfluence. This was really much to Pel-nen's liking, for he was right
around the corner froma servants' stairway, which descended directly
into the slave's quarters and the kitchen. He intended to get well
acquainted with the castle's slaves; as in every palace, it was they
who knew best the business of the royal occupants. He felt sure that

i f Bronwynn was anywhere within the Inperial House, she was in the
dungeon, but he wanted to be sure before attenpting the dangerous
entry. He hoped the slaves could either confirmor deny that Ligne had
i mprisoned her there.

It was the only possibility that made any sense. One day, she and Joss
had ridden together fromthe forest in a guerrilla attack on one of

Li gne' s weaker outposts. The next, she had di sappeared .. . and Joss
was suddenly once again the Lord of Security. Pelnmen was positive she
was here.

Sonet hing el se was here as well. Pelnen lay back on a dirty cot and
gazed toward the ceiling, listening for sonething, anything, that m ght
give hima clue as to its nature. As he tuned his spirit to listen, he



felt a telltale uneasiness in his chest his breathing grew shallow It
wasn't fear .. . nore a sense of anticipation. "Wo are you?" he
finally whispered. "You' re surely not the Power "

What do you nean by that? replied the Inperial House brusquely. It
had been watching this gaily painted character ever since he'd entered
its walls, but it had taken a special interest in the fool after

wi t nessi ng the exchange with Maythorm

Pel men listened intently. He heard nothing. "I wonder," he nunbl ed.

Speak up! How can you expect this House to respond if it cannot hear
your conments?

Pel men just gazed at the ceiling, and argued with hinmself. "Just your
i magi nation," he nuttered.

What about imagination? asked the House. Come, come, speak up! This
Mayt horm fel l ow seens to think you a power shaper |Is that so?

The player was silent. It had been a long day of travelling. He'd
fallen asl eep.

Pel mren woke with a jerk. He was sweating. The air in his tiny room
was stale and cl ose, but he found hinmself gul ping great mouthful s of
the stuff. He felt strangely terrified, as if soneone or sonething had
laid a hand on his shoul der as he slept. He peered into the black
corners. There was nothing here. That terrified himeven nore.

He junped up fromhis mattress and shuffled cautiously for the door
Though these craftsnmen's roons had never housed captives, they were
built sturdily enough to double as jail cells if the need ever arose.
He put his weight to the unvarni shed wood, and swung his heavy door
out war d.

It was dark night. No sunlight filtered down the hall fromthe slits
in the outer walls. Some very dimlight flickered off the nmasonry
beyond the corner, the evidence that one of the torches still burned.
But no one noved in the hallway. The castle was as quiet as a
forgotten tonb.

Then it began. The irregular flicker of that torch around the corner
suddenly grew patterned. The |light began to flash evenly, regularly,
as if beating time to some unheard orchestration, witten for ears
other than man's. Pel-nen disnmissed it as the result of a draft. But
there was no draft in this ancient hall, and he knewit.

Hs first inpulse was to run. But Pelnen rarely followed his first

i mpul se in anything. More often than not, he followed the dictates of

his intuition, but he refused to be a slave to those illogical feelings
that nmediated his sensitivity. He waited. He |eaned against the rock

wal | and |i st ened.

A chill tiptoed down his back as the stone under his
123
hand turned a sliny cold. He jerked away then the hand returned,

feeling of the suddenly moist rock. He shook his head in bew | dernent.
The torch suddenly went out



Li ght di sappeared. Everywhere was shadow. And still Pelnen |listened,
whil e the awareness grew in himthat his whole body was trenbling with
tension. He took a deep breath of the cooler air of the hallway and
shook himself to bring on relaxation. Wen he was qui et again, he
listened to the enptiness. Nothing stirred. Pelmen heard only his
heart.

This was not the Power, of that he was sure. There was a cruel hunor
to this, and he had never experienced such in his comrunication wth
t hat Bei ng who had made him a Prophet. But he was equally sure there
was sonet hing here alive, something or soneone who wi shed, it seened,
to talk with him Not the Power, no. But certainly a power.

Pel men abruptly slipped back into his roomand closed the door with a
heavy thud. The sound was reassuring. He leaned his back on the wood,
as if barricading hinself against the force in the hallway. But the
act was unconscious. He knew full well that the presence was in here
as well

Pel nen stretched his hand out before him pal mup. Though only inches
fromhis face, it couldn't be seen for the utter |lack of |ight Using
hi s shaper power, he needed only to speak a phrase or think a thought,
and above his invisible pal mwuld grow a gl owing ball, any col or he
chose, to light his way in the darkness. Pel nmen woul d have thought
not hi ng of doing so in the land of the Maris. Felt there, these
strange sensations would sinply pronpt himto begin shaping. Yet here,
he hesitated ..

This was but a power like all the others, probably and if he chose .

There was a | ong dark nonment of decision. . But he did not choose.
Pelraen | owered his hand to his side. Instead of shaping, he spoke. "I
know you're here. Wether you are a Man power, travelling far from
hone, or some other kind of power | know nothing about, still | feel

you, and | know you're here. Perhaps you enjoy teasing me, but if you

He cut himself off. An idea broke into his chain of thought, and he
stopped hinmself in the md threat Perhaps he could shape this power
but did he need to? And should he shape it, would this power be
harmed? He remenbered the terror he always experienced just prior to
bei ng seized by the Power and though the joy that always foll owed
inevitably fl ooded away any scars, he knew that joy proceeded fromthe
Power's nature it wasn't due to the nature of shaping.

"I'l'l let you be," Pelnen said softly. "But | have an inportant day
tomorrow. | have a friend who nust be freed froma woman's enforced
will, and a land to be freed fromher tyranny. Plus a dozen other

problems |'msure you're no nore interested in hearing than | amin
listing. What |'d like to do is get sone sleep, and forget themfor a
while. Now " Pelnmen tried to say it nicely, but a hint of unintended
annoyance crept into his tone, "would you et nme get sone rest?"

He threw hinself on his mattress, and crossed his arns on his chest in
aggravati on.

Sl eep came again quickly. This tine, it was undi sturbed except for one
thing; his dreanms were all oddly colored, as if a ball of blue flane



burned all night, just beyond his eyelids .
CHAPTER EI GHT
A Sudden Due

STILL HOODED, Rosha was | ed down the |ong, glass-enclosed corridor that
separated his quarters fromthe upper apartnments of the Queen. Ligne
had placed himin the room she herself had occupied as Talith's

m stress, near the aviary on the castle's roof. There was apparently
only one entrance, and that way | ed down a series of steps through
Ligne's gigantic suite on the lower levels. There had at one time been
many entrances, which Ligne herself had installed to accommpdate the
hosts of men who visited her in Talith's absence. These she'd ordered
wal | ed up before depositing Rosha there. The Queen wanted this |lad al
to herself.

Rosha heard the guard grunmbling as they descended the by-now famliar
stairway into Ligne's suite. They passed on through the apartnment,
evidently greeting no one. Then door? opened before them and Rosha
heard the sounds of people noving about in the halls. He was |ed
around corners and down corridors until he felt his hand being pl aced
on the railing and knew he was descending the grand spiral in the very
heart of the castle. This staircase was twenty feet in dianeter. It
had been designed to pernit inpressive royal entrances to the great
hall, for it opened out onto the

"Wzard in Waiting

The Wxaf& in Waiting

Queen' s dai s- Rosha and his guardi an stepped down into the aroma of
frying bacon, stewed beef and a clanor of other delicious snmells. But

Rosha wasn't hungry. For some reason he felt particularly hostile
t oday.

"Good norning, Rosha," he heard the Queen call, her voice dripping with
honey.
"I's it?" he snapped. "I wouldn't know. " A chair was pushed up

agai nst the back of his legs, and he sat in it Then he stared
sightlessly out over the noisy throng that crowded the hall and
radi ated his hatred at any who cared to | ook

"Good norning, Fallomar," Yona Parmi said cheerfully, |ooking up froma
plate piled with sausages and bread. "How did you sl eep?"

"Not as well as | nmight have liked," Pelnmen grunbled quietly, as he
craw ed over a long bench to sit across fromhis friend. "And your

"I fared quite well, thank you," Parm answered.
"No dreans of powers?"

Yona stopped eating and | ooked up fromhis plate again. "No ...
why ?"

"As | said, it proved a sonewhat sl eepless experience for ne.

"I shoul d guess so, on that sack of straw they gave you for a bed, in



that rat warren of a room That should teach you not to nock the Lord
of Entertai nnents when he's naking room assignments. | slept on a
feather mattress nyself."

"I couldn't be nore pleased with ny |ocation though it does concern ne
t hat Mayt horm seens to have recogni zed nme sonehow. | intend to stay
wel | out of his way, henceforth his and Queen Ligne's."

"You should have little difficulty |losing yourself in this gigantic
barn. And of course, if you' re caught you can always fly away though

wager that would | eave the rest of us with some difficult explaining .
" Parm noted an uncertain expression flick across his friend's

features, and his brow creased in concern. "Wuat is it?" be asked.
"Nothing .. ." Fallomar murnmnured.

"You'll not convince ne that wayl" Parm grunted, and

the fool had to gesture to himto hold down his voice. "This mention
of powers ... is the Power here?" "Yes and others." "Qher powers?"

"At | east one."

"Ah. And you're uneasy about your shaping."” "Wuld you keep your
voi ce down, Yona!" Pelnmen whispered with intensity. "You'll soon have
the Queen herself listening in on our conversation!"

"I don't notice anyone paying us any nmind." Yona shrugged as he
consunmed a sausage. "And as for the Queen, she's far too interested in
t hat hooded captive seated next to her to pay any heed to us."

At the mention of a captive, Pelnen's eyes shot up to the dais. A
qui ck glance at the unfortunate creature next to- Ligne assured him
that this was no petite female and, with passing pity for the poor
wretch, he turned back to the plate of food before him As he turned,
Pel men caught a glinpse of the young prisoner's armtw tching and
suddenly the miserable captive had grabbed his total attention. He
stared at the dais, his jaws clenched in shock and his eyes wide in
horror.

"Fool!" Parm snarled, pulling Pelnmen's gaze back across the table to
him "You want to attract her attention? You certainly will if you
stare at her that way! You have no idea how thoroughly that white face
underscores the brilliance of your eyes!" Pelnen stared at himfor a
nmonent, then began sneaking peeks at the royal table, to make sure he
wasn't mstaken. He wasn't.

"What's the matter with you." Yona Parm demanded ferociously.

The painted fool sighed, and took a bite of a sausage. "You renenber
the young man | told you of ?* he said, chewing without tasting. "The
stuttering warrior who : helped me slay the dragon?” "I do. Rosha
somet hing." "That's himunder the hood." , Yona Parm stared this
tine. "You're sure?"

"He noves |ike Rosha. Has Rosha's build. No, I don't |> know for
sure, but his jawis the mirror inage of Rosha's father, Dorlyth. [I'm

afraid it's him"

"But .. . what's he doing here?"



Pel nen gl anced up at the stage, then | ooked away in revul sion as he
muttered, "At the nmoment, he's being spoon-fed."

I ndeed, Ligne was feeding Rosha herself. Joss would not pernmit himto
handl e eating utensils, since they could possibly used as weapons

agai nst the Queen, so Ligne had taken to feeding him She'd cone to
enjoy this little synbol of her donination; she viewed this humiliation
as just one nore bit of |everage that would eventually, inevitably,
force Rosha to yield to her demands and becone donesti cated

"Did you know about this?" Parm whispered, and Pel -nmen shook his head
fromside to side. Yona waited for a nonment, then asked, "What are you
goi ng to do now?"

H s appetite gone, Pelnen stared at his breakfast. "Parm,"
"I wish you hadn't asked me that

he si ghed,

A di shevel ed Kherda, late fromhis bed, joined Ligne on the platform
and seated hinmself in the vacant chair between the Queen and Jagd. As
al ways, he brought a sheaf of docunents with him which he hoped to

di spose of during breakfast. It was the sanme stack he'd carried with
himto every neal this week. As yet, he'd not been able to hold the
Queen's attention | ong enough to take care of any of this business, and
the frustration was begi nning to gnaw on him "Good norning, ny Lady.

| have here a nunber of matters that we could dispense with in just a
monent if you .. ." He trailed off. The Queen had paid himabsolutely
no mnd. "Well," he nuttered bitterly, "I see she's still taken with
her toy."

Jagd, who mi ght have assuned this was addressed to him didn't respond.
The nmerchant mulled over his own problens. Jagd was tired of this
castle. Not that the food wasn't excellent or the conpany never

boring. He just wanted to get back to work. But through his network
of spies Jagd had | earned of Flayh's planned assassination attenpt, and
above all else, Jagd wished to keep on living. Early that norning, in
the utter stillness of predawn hours, he and Flayh and Fl ayh's obese
nephew had carried on a tense conference by nmeans of a trio of

i ngeni ous, pyram d-shaped crystals. Flayh had issued hima sumons to
attend a concl ave of the Council of Elders, to be held in Ngandi b- Mar

Al t hough he was fully aware that this invitation was a trap designed to
lure himfromthe castle to his death, still the tenptation to attend
was strong. He was tired of wal king the floors of his guest apartnent,
wondering if or when Ligne watched himfrom secret chanbers beyond the
wal | panels. He was weary of interm nable bouts of Drax not to mention
bei ng short of gold, since Ligne always demanded that he wager, and it
wasn't in his best interests to defeat the woman. As Jagd nervously
gul ped down a frosted spice cake, he squirned in his seat, watching the
doors for a nessenger fromthe roof. He was expecting a mssive from
his protege in the Mar, Tahli-Danen. On the basis of that word, he
woul d deci de whether to go or to stay.

"Have you ever heard the |ike?" Kherda seethed, bumping Jagd with his

el bow to get the nerchant's attention. "Wy, she babbles over himlike

a nerchant's daughter " Kherda stopped, and | ooked at Jagd. "Pardon.
wasn't thinking. Just an expression, you understand."

"Doesn't offend nme." Jagd shrugged. "I have no daughter." The
mer chant went back to his breakfast. Kherda |eaned toward the Queen to
try to overhear her conversation with the boy.



"You seem exceptionally stubborn this norning,"’
"Conme on now. Eat."

Li gne was chi di ng.

"D-don't you ever t-tire of this game?" Rosha snarled. "Wy, whatever
do you nean?" she nocked, her voice lilting.
"This n-nonsense of trying to feed me!" he exploded. "Untie ny hands

and let nme eat!"

"Can't do that, my sweet. Joss is afraid you'll fork me to death. Cone
on now," she teased. "Aren't you hungry, darling?"

"Yes! Hungry to nmove, hungry to see!" he spat savagely. "M
m nuscl es are turning to sponge!"”

"Kherda!" Ligne screamed. Kherda rose a couple of inches off his seat
as he cl apped his hands over his ears. "Ch, you're here already," she
noted. She continued w thout apology: "See that Rosha gets sone
exerci se today. He says his muscles are getting spongy, and we
certainly can't have that."

"Yes, nmy Lady, | will. Now as to the abundance of verm nous insects in
the northern edge of this region, | have a docunent here for the Queen
to sign that abhors the presence of such insects and authorizes the use
of national funds to eradicate the pests. Just sign here " Kherda had
been | ooking at the docunent, not the Queen, and he now realized that
he was tal king to her back. Ligne was heatedly whispering sonething in
Rosha's ear as the lad frowned grimy. Once again, all Kherda could
see was her back that beautiful dark hair spilling down across her

shoul ders froma garnet-encrusted circlet. They were beautifu

shoul ders fetchingly white against her russet and tan dress gorgeous
shoul ders, as he'd known for many nmonths. But Kherda felt a sense of
despair, for this seenmed to be all he saw of Ligne lately. Apparently
today would be no different. And there was so nmuch that was crying out
to be done, real issues that needed to be dealt with! He couldn't even
get her to sign a toothless royal decreel

Kherda hurl ed the docunent onto the table in disgust clearly a m stake.
The roll ed sheet bounced crazily, striking the underside of a crysta
gobl et and freakishly capsizing it Kherda stared in horror as red w ne
spl ashed onto the table and streaked for the Queen! He grabbed for
something to stop its tide, and came up with the document. Its
parchnent -1i ke texture absorbed not hi ng, however, and he reached bel ow
the table for the tablecloth and began sopping up the liquid. He was
just sighing with relief when he renenbered there was never a

tabl ecloth at breakfast, and he stared at his hands in horror. The

wi ne soaked material was russet and tan he'd sopped up the spillage
with Ligne's skirt!

A gasp rose in chorus fromall over the great hall. Kherda held the
mat eri al, dunfounded, and raised his head to neet several hundred pairs
of eyes that reflected back his shock, along with a good deal of anused
curiosity at what he would do next. He turned his white face toward

Li gne, and saw once agai n her back. For once he was glad. She
continued chattering nmerrily at Rosha. She hadn't even noticed.

A titter now began in the front of the hall and worked its way all the
way to the back. Kherda stuffed the soiled dress back under the table,
and rubbed his stomach. "I



ke Wzard in Waiting . feel a bit ... ill ... nmy Lady .. He rose
unsteadily to his feet, and jerked toward the grand spiral, muttering,
"I hope .. . you .. . will pardon nme ..."

Li gne didn't notice himgo.

Nei t her did Jagd. Unnoticed by nost of the dining crowd, a | ad cl ot hed
inred and purple had bolted into the hall and raced quickly to the
dais. He passed Jagd a ball ed-up nessage and got a curt dismssal for
his trouble.

Jagd stood and nmoved away fromthe table, then un-crunpled the note and
read it quickly:

SUSPI CI ONS CONFI RMED. ARMED SLAVERS TO ATTACK YOU | N DRAGONS GATE
ADVI SE CAUTI ON.  AWAI TI NG | NSTRUCTI ONS.  TAHLI - DA MEN

Jagd didn't hesitate for a moment. He shot for the stairs as swiftly
as his old legs would carry himand scranbl ed upward past severa

floors to the | owest |evel of the gardens. |Ignoring the stairs, he
raced around the ascending ranp that rose fromthis |l owest level to the
upper gardens and the aviary on the rooftop. Puffing with exertion, he
passed through the aviary's double doors, circled the mews, and ducked
into the hutch of the Lord of Signals. This enclosure was constructed
on the sane floor plan as the fal coner's nmews, except for a w de hold
inits ceiling that opened onto a cloudy sky, and the fact that its
perches were thick with hundreds of brilliant blue-flyers. Jagd
stuffed the wadded nessage into a pouch of his cloak, and grabbed a
fresh sheet and a stylus off the spattered table. Quickly he
scri bbl ed:

EXPECTED THIS. WLL REMAIN HERE. DEMAND THE PYRAM DS BE REVEALED TO
THE FULL COUNCIL AS PLANNED. JAGD.

Jagd scooped a bird off the perch and ignored its fluttering protest as
he bound the nessage in a tight cylinder to its left leg. Then he
cupped the blue-flyer in both hands, held themto his head, and

i magi ned: he was rising out of the castle turning north crossing the
great South Fir toward Ngandi b- Mar passing over the castle of Tohn
where Flayh now ruled three mles beyond, to the palace of Uda in
Ngandi b- Mar. Jagd pictured in his mnd the turrets of that castle, and
nost especially the face of Tahli-Danmen. Then he pulled his hands away
fromhis face, opened them and |ooked at the snmall blue bird.

Its black eyes peered back intelligently. Good. He had gotten its
attention, and it understood its route, Jagd gave the bird a toss, and
it was sky-borne, beating its way through the hole in the roof and up
into the clouds.

Pel men did not witness Kherda's hasty exit either. He was busy maki ng
one of his own. Maythorm had spotted himacross the great hall and had
junped up to pursue him Pelnen spent the nmorning slipping quietly
fromone endless corridor to another, rem nding hinmself of the floor
pl an of the castle while eluding his pursuer.

It was easy to |lose oneself in this nmonstrous construction. There were
t housands of places to hide that anyone could find, and Pelnen felt
certain that there were still other hidden passageways secreted in the



wal l's. Certainly he could have avoided the wathful talent agent
easily enough on his own. But a few brief conversations with passing
sl aves had provided himwith a new resource he felt sure could prove
val uabl e in acconplishing his true purpose. Mythorm s handsone
features had all the femal e servants swooni ng, and the man had cut a
wi de romantic swath through the wives and girl friends of the entire
mal e popul ation of the castle. As a result, Pelnen needed only to
mention that Maythormwas chasing himto a male slave and he'd receive
i medi ate assistance. Mythorm s pursuit did not greatly concern him
but it was proving a hel pful tool, introducing himto potential allies
and reveal i ng some of the choicest hiding places. The el aborate gane
of hide and seek could have been fun were it not for his dismy over
Rosha's captivity. As he | eaned agai nst the door of a broom cl oset,
his mnd raced ahead, seeking sone plan to get the young man free.
Getting Bronwynn out of the dungeon had appeared difficult enough. This
new complication threatened to make the task inpossible. Yet he
cbuldn't leave the treasure of Dorlyth enthralled to this anora

queen.

"You can come out now," whispered a caustic voice

T& Wzard in Waiting frombeyond the door. "The pretty boy's past,
trailing a pack of slobbering wenches behind him"

"Do you mind if | rest here a nmonent?"

"Matters nothing to ne. You'll not bother my broons. But if you'd
really like to duck this greasy wi fe-thief, why not just wash your
face? | could bring you a bow of water "

"Thank you, ny friend but what's a fool without his face? 1'd be the
greater fool to reveal what's beneath it." Pelnen weighted his words
wi t h nmeani ng, and the hel pful slave proved to be quick as well:

"Your secret is safe."

Pel men listened carefully as the whisper of the broomreceded down the
hal |, | eaving himalone in the closet.

"l suppose you're here," he nuttered. He wasn't addressing the power
whi ch inhabited this palace. Rather, he spoke to the Power who had net
hi m upon a mountai n, anointed hima Prophet, and aided himin battle
with the two-headed nonster. There was resignation in his tone of
voice as if he'd known all along this taxing task could never be
acconplished in his own strength alone. There was also a hint of what
woul d be viewed in human circles as sinple, genuine warnth. Pelnen
spoke as he would to a Parm or a Dorlyth he spoke to One he knew as a
friend. "I needn't explain it to you. You know. The trouble is, I
don't. Is Bronwynn in the dungeon? How do | get Rosha free? And what
about this other presence? Do | dare shape it in the process?"

The I nperial House of Chaompnous heard every word of the player's
mutt ered nonol ogue but this nmorning, it didn't respond. It couldn't.
It was in desperate pain.

The delicately crafted pyram d through which Jagd the merchant tal ked
to his rival was not sinply a clever gadget, as Jagd thought it to be.
It had been shaped nany years before by gifted arti sans and energi zed
wi th power by the forenpst shaper of that age. The pyram ds shaped
power .. . and as a result, Jagd's pyramd pulled its dynami smfromthe



stuff that gave the Inperial House its being. Like excess acid in a
human gut, any shaping within the walls burned the castle with savage
intensity. The Inperial

House gasped, so to speak, in msery yet the pain went unrelieved. Like
a bubbl e of gas, an incandescent blue gl ow continued to suffuse the

room of the merchant of Uda, searing the insides of the palace. It
woul d have cursed every bell would have rung out its agony had the pain
not so thoroughly robbed it of the strength to cry out. Instead it

wai t ed hel pl essly for succor and none cane. The humliation of a
shower of bird droppi ngs had been conpletely forgotten. The |nperial
House faced its first major crisis since awakening.

It listened intently to the clow's odd nutterings. Hadn't the painted
fool admtted, just last night, that he was a shaper? And if a shaper

then surely he understood castle speech .. . though he seened to be
feigning ignorance. |If the castle could but communi cate the neasure of
its pain ..

Strange conversation indeed, the Inperial House gasped when Pel nen
finished. Was it the other power the jester referred to? The castle
wi nced at the notion of this fool shaping it

Isn't there pain enough already? bviously, the man is not addressing
the Inperial House! But if not, then who? Despite its agony, the
House nustered all of its senses and listened closely for any reply the
fool m ght make.

There was none. And yet, when he finished speaking, the one naned
Fal | omar bolted out of the closet, seenmingly refreshed and enbol dened.
Though the Inperial House had plainly heard himtell his friend at
breakfast that he wi shed to avoid the arrogant Queen at all costs, the
castl e now wat ched him stride purposefully toward her very throne
room

Strange business, this, the Inperial House nmuttered to itself. Then it
winced. It longed for a mouth of some kind if only it could burp ..

The inside of Kherda's mouth had the consistency of cotton, and beneath
hi s vol um nous cassock his bony knees knocked together. Ligne's rage
was terrible to behold especially when directed at him

"Look at this!" she shrilled, holding her stained skirt out for

i nspection. "Ruined!"™ Her cheeks were as scarlet as the blotch left
behind by the spilled wine. Ligne's eyes nar rowed to cruel slits. "Do
you know sonet hi ng about this, Kberda?"

A commotion at the door drowned his strained response, and snagged the
Queen's attention. "Wat's going on?" she snapped. Then her pretty
eyes w dened as the colorfully clothed fool stunbled into the throne
room He stood up and straightened his garnents, then glanced casually
around as if he owned the place.

"Do you know, " he began wi thout preanble, "one of those guards actually
tried to nake ne believe | couldn't cone into this roon? Wy, he

al nrost dared me to prove himwong. So | did." The fool bowed deeply,
then raised his head and w nked.

The Queen was aghast. "Nobody cones in here unannounced!"



"That must be me, for | cane in wthout announcenment, and |'mcertainly
a nobody. "

"You'll be a sorry nobody before you dare such inmpudence again!" Ligne
t hunder ed.

"Ch, but | quite agree! Wy, |I'malready the sorriest individua

i magi nable. |s soneone eating this?" he asked, as he scooped a grape

of f a nearby plate and popped it into his nouth. "For who could be
sorrier than a fool ? Especially, a fool w thout an audience to anuse

"I"ll give you an audi ence! An audi ence of warders, who'll cackle at
your cries and smrk at your every scream"

The painted jester wi nked at her once again. "Ah, but, nmy Lady. Wy
| et them have all the fun?" The confident twinkle in his eye proved

infectious. Ligne's smle started with a tiny curling at the corners
of her lips, then broadened until her teeth gleaned brightly and her

eyes sparkled. She fought to control it.

"You are a presunptuous | out

"Cbviously." The fool nodded. "And | presune by the softening of your
tone that you'll not dispose of me inmmediatel y?"

"Not immediately. But why take such a chance? Wy not |et yourself be
i ntroduced in the proper manner?"

"My manners have never been proper, ny Lady. And as to being
introduced it seens this Maythormfell ow has taken a dislike to ne." He
| eaned forward, cupping his hand to his nouth and whispering | oudly,
"Confidentially, I think he's jealous of ny face." That drew a |augh
fromthose close enough to hear, for everyone in court knew the
handsome Lord of Entertainnents, and certainly this pasty-faced
character offered himno chall enge. "Besides, that takes such a |ong
time and | couldn't stand to wait another nmonent for another glinpse of
your radi ant beauty."

Li gne cocked a carefully scul pted eyebrow. "I see for all your
foolery, you're not afraid of flattery."

"I ndeed, ny Lady, a fool who cannot flatter flatters hinself to think

he'll long remain a fool. To be honest, ny mstress ah, my Lady when |
behel d you at breakfast, | felt | had found one | could flatter in good
faith."

The lilting of his tongue had hypnotizing power but his nmention of
breakfast jarred Ligne's menory, and she | ooked down again at her
soiled dress. "Ah, yes. Kherda and | were just speaking of breakfast.

Weren't we, Kherda?" Her sharp manner had returned.

The Prime M nister choked. For a nmonent he had been permitted to hope
that this insolent player's interruption m ght distract the Queen
indefinitely. It wasn't to be. "Ah .. . ny Lady .. ." he began

"What woul d you do, fool, to a careless, clumsy dolt who cannot even
keep his glass upright!" Though she'd addressed the jester, her
scorching stare did not |eave Kher-da's face.



"Why, Fd give hima nedal and a pronotion," the fool answered.

Li gne whi pped around to face him "Wat? Wy?"

"For choosing such a delicately colored wine to spill! M Lady, the
color of that stain truly enhances the tint of your cheeks. You really
ought to thank him"

The Queen put her hands on her hips and stared at Fallomar for a
monent, a small frown on her lips. "How long has it been since the
court had a jester?" she snapped suddenly. Her question could only
have been directed at Kherda, but it caught the Prine Mnister off
guard. "Well?" she demanded.

Kherda sei zed the opportunity to deflect attention fromhinself. "Of
course, there's not been a court fool since you took the throne, ny
Lady, but | believe there were three during the reign of your

pr edecessor "

"And where are they now?" Ligne's eyes didn't |eave Fallonmar's, nor
did her frown fade

"Ah ... ah ... | believe .. . why, | hadn't thought of any of themfor
years, but ... ah ... unless they've died ... all three are still in
t he dungeon.”

Ligne's nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed. "Now, fool. Are you
certain you wish to continue this gane?"

“I"ll play, ny Lady, so long as | remain ahead and not beheaded."

"Then beware your clever tongue, ny friend. Let it grow too sharp, and
it'll cut your saucy head off."

"Ah, but if it growtoo dull, what then? WII you make me wear a hood
like that stunble tongue in the corner?"

Rosha had been | eaning against the wall, taking advantage of this
interlude fromLigne's prodding to daydream of freedom This conment
brought himto life with a roar. He lunged toward the center of the
room jerking his unsuspecting guard off his feet and draggi ng the poor
man across the rug. The fool danced ninbly aside and casual |y wat ched
the warrior charge past. He turned back to watch Ligne's smrk grow
wider. It revealed the Queen's thorough enjoynent of this diversion

"My stunble tongue as you call him is nore prone to take offense than
I," she gl oated.

"Per haps because he's nore of fensive?" the clown asked, and Rosha
agai n charged the sound of his voice. Rosha's guard, prepared this
time and reinforced by soldiers fromthe doorway, pulled the raging
captive up short. Rosha jerked at his chains, but they held. He
vented his wath in a shout: "You may d-d-duel with your t-tongue,
fool, but give us both d-d-daggers, and we'll soon s-see who
st-st-stands!" Hi s nuscles knotted, straining at his bonds. The foo
gazed at him |l ackadaisically.

"How di d you know the |l ad's tongue betrays hin?" Ligne asked.



"I heard himtripping over his sausages at breakfast."

"Queen!" cane Rosha's strangled cry of frustration. "Gve ne |leave to
k-k-kill him" The days of inactivity and frustration welled up inside
him begging for sonme release. It seenmed possible the Queen mght |et

himtake out his rage on a neaningl ess upstart of a jester.
HO
"An amusing idea." Ligne nodded. "What do you think of it, fooir

Fal | omar chuckl ed nervously. "You'd let a hotheaded youth rob you of
nont hs of anusenents?"

"You're assuming you'll lose!"™ the Queen crowed. "Does your dagger
wit not match your dagger work?"

“In truth, ny Lady, I'd rather not see bl ood especially not mne!"

"Ah, but you've made nme curious. 1s a fool's blood white, like his
face? Bring two swords!”

"My Lady, you can't be serious!" Kherda protested.

"Ch I can't?" Ligne snarled, shooting hima dangerous scowl . "Perhaps
you' d rather Rosha spill your bl ood for exercise?"

"Ah .. . no, ny Lady "

"Then get out of nmy way!" the worman bel | owed, and Kherda did just
that, backing into the corner Rosha had vacated. "Loose his hands!"

Li gne ordered Carlad, Rosha's guard, plunging the man into a dil enma.
Carl ad took his orders from General Joss, and the Lord of Security had
instructed himnever to free Rosha fromhis bonds in the presence of
the Queen. But Joss was far to the north, investigating some matter of
nati onal security.

"My Lady," Carlad pleaded, "if ... if | |oose himand un hood him he
may kill you "

"I said nothing about unheeding him Just tie his hands in front of
him so he can hold a weapon."

Carl ad obeyed her, managing with some help to get Rosha's hand bound
before him just as another guard sprinted back through the doubl e doors
with a pair of swords one a short Chaon stabbing sword, the other the
naned great sword Rosha had brought with him Thal raphis. Pel men had
a good idea which weapon he'd be handed. This he hadn't planned on

Rosha stretched his arns above his head, then nade a quick grab for the
buckl es that held his hood in place. Car-lad and his fellows jerked
the warrior's hands down and filled themw th the haft of Thal raphis.
Then they ducked away, as Rosha whirled the five-foot |ong weapon above
his head with an audi bl e whi sper.

"Now, fool," Rosha said icily, "let's see who stunbles first." The
confidence that cane fromthe sword in his hands seemed to run straight
up his arnms to his tongue. Rosha never stuttered in battle.

Fal | omar had watched all of this with growing consternation while a



gl eeful Queen watched hi mwatching. "Well, fool?" she cackled. "Take
your sword." A worried guard handed the clown the shorter weapon
keepi ng well out of range of Rosha's wheeling scythe. Fallomar took

t he weapon soundl essly and backed out of the way. He happened to nove
toward Kherda trapping the old man in his corner

"I must protest this, Ligne!™ the Prime Mnister squealed. "You're
going to get us all killed!"

"No real loss in your case," the Queen snorted. Her face flushed with
a sensual excitenment. At the sound of her voice, Rosha | eaned in her
direction.

Pel men saw the nove and acted quickly to keep the raging warrior from
hewi ng the wonan down here in her own throne room "I'mover here!"
Rosha squared around to face his voice and started toward him sl owy,
still whooshing that |ong, flashing blade. Pelnen slipped quietly to
his right, leaving the Prine Mnister directly in the path of the
on-coni ng savage

"He's nmoved!" Kherda shouted. "He's noved to your left!" Rosha
st opped advanci ng and turned his head tentatively to his left,

"Come, clown. \Were are you?" he muttered

"I"'mhere," Fallomar called warily. "But where how is your tangled

t ongue! "

"This is ny tongue!" Rosha shouted, brandishing the great sword before
hi m

"I"d rather duel the one in your mouth!" the clown said.

"So would I''" the Queen agreed.

Once again Rosha turned in the direction of Ligne. Pel-nmen skipped

qui ckly behind him "Back here!™ the clown shouted and he sl ashed his
sword toward Rosha's broad back. Before it could arrive, Rosha had
reversed, and he caught the blow on his own sword with a chilling clash

as -Pel nen had known he would. The fool skittered backward then
dodging the three swift swi pes he knew would follow. That was a famly
technique that Dorlyth had ingrained in his son through constant
practice. Pelmen had learned it directly fromthe source.

Rosha stopped then, puzzled. He's expected to cleave the clown into
quarters ..

"Come, cone, ny friend," Fallomar teased. "If you' re the expert

Rosha charged agai n, and once nore Pel nen ducked and scanpered to his
left.

"You speak like a butterfly!"™ the fool shouted. "Can't sit down on a
word and make it stickl" He said it nockingly, but he hoped Rosha woul d
mark his words and not their tone. It was the echo of sonething

Dorlyth had said to the lad the last tinme the three of them had been
t oget her.

The hooded swordsnan never paused. He whi pped around and attacked in
earnest, and the painted cl own was hard pressed to keep from bei ng



di ced.

Pel men was not a poor swordsman. |n years past, he'd battled Dorlyth
and survived no nmean feat in itself and with a single, well-placed
stroke had slain the | egendary Vicia-Heinox. He could have killed or
mai med Rosha a dozen tinmes, given the handicap of the young man's

bl i ndness. But Fallomar the fool was not a swordsman and coul d not be
all owed to appear one. Pelnmen ignored one opportunity after another
and suddenly found hinmself pinned into a corner. Rosha kept pressing,
and their swords rang together three nore times before a crashing bl ow
knocked Pel men's sword flying fromhis hands. The hooded warri or
snmled as he heard it clatter away, then he shoved his pommel into the
fool's gut, cracked it down on Pel men's head, dropping himto the
floor, and planted both his knees on the player's chest. He found the
fool's neck by feel, then quickly swung the tip of his weapon into

pl ace.

Pel men stared up the length of a blade poised to slit his throat.
CHAPTER NI NE

At Bl ade Poi nt

"WELL?" said Ligne. "Do it!"

Rosha | eaned back. "Kill hin? | think not."

"Way! He insulted you! Cut his throat!" Rosha stood up, allow ng the
fool to breathe. "Go ahead and kill him" Ligne screaned.
"No. "

The Queen stared at him "Wy not?" she denanded.

"It j-j-just cane to mne. |If this ma-nma-nman be so honey-tongued,

p- p- perhaps he could train ne to sp-sp-speak.” Rosha had greatly
exaggerated his stutter and Pel nen sighed with relief. Sonetinme during
the fight, Rosha had recogni zed his voice. Pelnen thanked the Power
for the young man's qui ckness and good sense. "B-besides," Rosha
continued, "he s-s-seenmed to b-b-be anusing you."

Li gne gazed at the grinning fool, a bit puzzled by this turn of events.
But she was nothing if not capricious. She decided to be pl eased.

"Yes. Yes, he rather does anuse nme." The Queen caught Carlad's eye
and pointed to the sword Rosha still held | oosely before him The
guard nodded and crept up behind to snatch it away. Surprisingly,
Rosha offered no resistance. Once again, Ligne was puz The WzarJ tn
zled. "You seem... so docile, suddenly," she said. "Are you injured?
111?" She seened genui nely concer ned.

"I'"mn-neither."”

"Perhaps the lad is ... winded," offered the fool fromthe fl oor

"W nded? B-b-by the Iikes of you?" Rosha snorted. "B-better thank
your g-good fortune | d-d-didn't cut your w nd altogether, funnyman.

D-don't forget that | st-still could.™

"I won't! | won't!" Fallomar answered earnestly.



Rosha turned sightlessly toward Ligne's voice. "M Lady, s-since you
have this fool to entertain you, c-c-can | be allowed to Iie down?"

"Certainly, poor dear!" Ligne gushed, nodding pernmission to Carlad to
take himaway. "I'mafraid you m ght be sick!"

"Only sick of you," he muttered.

"What was that?" she asked. She really hadn't heard him

"N-not hing. P-perhaps you're right. Fool!" be bellowed. "Right
here," said Fallomar, who had gotten to his knees.

"I"ll be expecting those lessons if the Queen permits?" "O course
permt," Ligne assured him "I think it's an excellent idea. But I

want you to rest yourself today. |'mafraid this fighting has tired
you .. ." Her hands fluttered in the nmanner of a nother who feels
hel pl ess to hel p. As Rosha and Carl ad di sappeared through the door

she turned and made her way back to sit on her throne. Pel-nen watched
as she | eaned on an arnrest and propped her chin on her hand. The
young man's sudden change of mood perpl exed her

"My lady, | appreciate the reprieve " "Don't thank me," she nuttered.
"Thank him" "I shall. And ... | will give himlessons in speech "
"Leave him alone for now," Ligne growed. "Sonmething's the matter with
him"

"Nothing, | trust, that couldn't be cured by a little light .. ."
"What are you tal ki ng about ?"
"The ah | eather hel net."

Ch," Ligne said glumy, |eaning back to gaze at the tnural ed ceiling.
"I leave that on himbecause he wants to kill ne."

"Perhaps, if he could see you, he'd be less inclined to slay you." As
he spoke, the fool frowned at Kherda and notioned hi mout of the throne
room The Prime Mnister stared at him affronted, until he realized
the fool was trying to help himescape before Ligne renenbered her fit
of pique. Kherda scooped up his skirts and scooted out the door
noddi ng gratefully to the fool as he passed. Pelmen wi nked, then went
on: "After all he could have killed you just now and he didn't"

Li gne studi ed the rmural high above her head with great attention. "You
really think so?"

"My Lady," the fool said, "I had an excellent vantage point."

The wonman's eyes drifted down fromthe ceiling to settle on the fool
"So you did." She thought for a monment then, chew ng absently on a
fingernail. "Say sonething funny," she suddenly ordered.

"Somet hi ng funny."

"That's right."

"I just did."

n \Mat ?u



"I said, "Sonething funny." And to sonme, it would have been."
"What ?"

"Funny. But evidently not to you."

"I said, say sonething to amuse me, not to confuse ne,’
snarl ed.

Li gne

"Ah, yes. But, | ask nyself what anuses the Queen. The pain of
others, it would seem just by observation. Perhaps | should fall on
nmy face?"

"Now t hat would be funny." Ligne sniled.
"I thought as rmuch." Fallomar smled back. "People [augh at different
things. So | will need to stay on ny toes at all tines renmenbering

al ways that what woul d npst amuse ny Queen i s watching those toes be
pul l ed of f."

Li gne chuckl ed, then suddenly grew serious. "You know, | knew you were
com ng," she said with a dreany, faraway | ook in her eyes.

If her words stunned Pel men and they did he didn't

|4 The Wzard in Waiting showit. "How? You have a fortune teller
stashed under your throne there?"

"Close." She smirked mysteriously.

For the second tinme that day, Pelnen felt a little dizzy fromthe
shock.

Though the wi nds were high, the blue-flyer that Jagd had di spatched
wasted no time. Like every other bird of its species, it would not
rest until it had acconplished the task that a human had assi gned.
Jagd's special attention to his protege's face neant that the bird
woul d surrender its nmessage to no one but Tahli-Damen a security
precaution that Jagd intended to renind the young merchant of the next
time they spoke.

The journey took the bird all that day and into the norning of the
next, but it did not rest until it saw below the five-turret
arrangenent that matched the picture Jagd had placed in its mnd

The bird alighted on a broad cross painted in blue on the roof of one
of the turrets. A handler stooped inmmediately to pick it up, but it

el uded several attenpts, and the handler soon realized this bird was

i ntended for soneone special. As Tahli-Danen was the hi ghest ranking
menber of the family present, the bird handler started down the
ulterior stairs to find him and the bird hopped al ong behind from
stair to stair. It was quite oblivious to the comc inmage it presented
as the handler escorted it into Tahli-Damen's presence with a grin. The
bl ue-flyer nonchal antly hopped onto Tahli-Danmen's desk and extended its
foot. As the pronising young nerchant untied the nmessage bound to its
leg, the blue-flyer dismssed the trip fromits nmind. It had
acconplished its task. It had earned a good neal and a rest.

"From Jagd?" asked a young woman standing by a wi ndow on the far side



of the room

"That's right," Tahli-Danmen replied, studying the page intently. Then
he | ooked up. "He's not coming."

"As we expected." She nodded and snmiled furtively. "I can't say |I'm
di sappointed. This will make you the ranking nmenber of Uda's
del egation!"

"I appreciate your confidence in me, Wayleeth." He snmiled grimy. "But
I"'mafraid | don't share it. | amtoo young to exercise any influence
with the other houses, and | fear | won't have much nore say with our
own. He hides it well, but your father is still angry that | was

pronoted over him™"

"You deserved to be!" said Wayleeth. "I love ny father dearly, as
everyone knows. But everyone al so knows that he's been a do-nothing
supervi sor, who's been out maneuvered by Tohn nod Neelis ever since we
were nmoved to Ngandi b- Mar!™"

"Don't be unfair," Tahli-Damen scolded. "He was a good |eader in
Lamath. He couldn't help it if Jagd matched hi m agai nst a nan nore
Mari than merchant!" Tahli-Danen had cared little for Tohn nod Neelis.

The man had very nearly cost himhis life by not allow ng himsanctuary
inthe mdst of a battle. "Naturally Tohn did a better job of neeting
Mari needs he knew the Mari nmind as well as the Mari market. But he's

gone now, and Flayh's as La-math ian as your father. W' Il reestablish
Uda' s donmi nance here, and we may do it this nmonth. |In fact, |I'msure
of it."

Wayl eeth's eyes glowed. "lI'msure of it too with you in charge."

Tahl i - Daren bl ushed and defl ected the conplinent with a brusque, "W
need to be on our way. The conclave doesn't begin until tonorrow, but
there will be informal prelinmnary negotiations in the halls and
corridors tonight, and I don't intend for Uda to be ignored.”" He
grabbed his scarlet cloak, slung it around his shoul ders, and woul d
have swept past her and out the door had she not caught himby the
wai st and pulled himaround to face her

"Go well," she husked, "but return swiftly! You know there's nothing
to do in this castle when you' re gone!" She kissed him and
Tahl i - Darren t hen charged out of the room calling for his seconds and
for his horse.

About the time Jagd's nessenger bird delivered its tiny epistle, Pelnen
slipped away to the roof of the Inperial House to send one of his own.
He' d spent the rest of the previous night anusing the Queen with

per haps too much success. She'd insisted on himspending this entire
nmorning with her as well. Pelnmen was | earning that the best way to
entertain Ligne was not to dazzle her with his own wit, but to appear
dazzled by hers. It was his ot to |augh apprecia lively as she
drilled barb after barb into the menbers of her court. Thus far, she'd
seened thoroughly pleased with his presence. |If she had any idea of
who he really was, she hadn't revealed it. Perhaps she hadn't seen the
troupe perform enough in the past to be able to know hi m by sight

Pel men hoped that was the case. But there were many other courtiers
who woul d recogni ze himso his face woul d keep its white coating.

Pel men waited in vain for Ligne to explain why she'd expected him He



didn't press the issue, and she seened to forget about it. But her
chance remark had created a powerful curiosity within him He | onged
to be about his business, to get on to the dungeon and investigate it
but she wouldn't let himloose. Only by pleading for tine to take care
of private matters had he won this small respite.

He did not enter the hut where the platoons of blue-flyers gathered. He
stopped a few feet behind it instead and gave a silent, nental
sunmons.

Here now \Wat are you doing? asked the Inperial House, for this
soundl ess call, if not an actual act of shaping, was certainly prelude
to one.

In answer, several blue-feathered birds fluttered out the open roof of
their crowded coop and | anded on his shoul ders and outstretched arns.
Pel men | ooked at each one of themin turn, then with a thought

di smssed all but one. The chosen flyer hopped onto his palm and its
bl ack eyes studied the clown intelligently.

What cheek! Talking to birds, but ignoring the Inperial House.

Pel men coul d have sent a rolled note, as Jagd had done, but he had nuch
to say, and security was essential. |a-stead, he planted his nmessage
inthe little bird s mnd:

"To Erri, the Prophet of Lamath. Hello, ny friend. | amwthin the
castle, as we'd planned hut events have conspired to obstruct nme. 1've
not been able yet to check the dungeon there's a curious power here,
quite unknown to ne, that's inhibited nmy abilities somewhat. Bronwynn
may yet be beneath nme but, if so, her presence is a closely guarded
secret. Wrse news Rosha is here, and is a captive of the Queen.”

Here Pel nen paused, and briefly held a picture of the hooded Rosha in
his mind. The blue-flyer |ooked at himcuriously. Then Pel men began
form ng nental sentences again:

"As we guessed, this land is suffering froma |ack of |eadership. The
Queen spends her tinme seeking diversion fromher responsibilites, while
t he conmon people starve. |In the wake of last year's crippling of the
Col den Throng, there's a sense of defensel essness anong the peasants.
There is a void here that needs to be filled. And | need help. Send
someone to ne someone you trust. Don't dispatch a flyer I'd rather not
arouse the suspicions of the Lord of Security any nore than necessary.
Send the one of your choice to 'a fool' in the Inperial House. One
thing nore where is Serphinera? Pelnen."

Pel men held the bird away from himand | ooked at it inquiringly. The
flyer patiently awaited its directions. Once again, Pelnmen held the
bird close to his head and imagined a route of flight that woul d take
the magical little creature due north across the peaks of the Spina
Range, over the desert in southern Lamath, past the lower river to the
capital city itself. Then he inmagined the |layout of the city, the

| ocation of the old dungeon of the King, and a certain w ndow of that
dungeon. FErri had taken the place over and nmade it his new nonastery.
Pel men imagined the tiny cell beyond that wi ndow Erri's office
Finally, he held in his mnd an image of Erri's face and tossed the
bird into the sky. In seconds, it had disappeared toward the north.

He gl anced around to see if he'd been noticed. No one was in sight,



and he sighed with relief.

Down here! Look down here! grow ed the Inperial House fromits roof
tiles.

Pel men happend to look at his feet. He was startled to see that the
roof had suddenly beconme slick. "Has it rained?" he munbled, glancing
skywar d.

No, it has not rained! Wuld you pay attention?

But Pel men's thoughts had al ready travell ed back downstairs, as he
prepared hinmself for his next performance in the throne room

You will gain nothing by ignoring this House! the castle theatened,

but it gave up when Pelnmen turned to walk briskly into the aviary. One
thing was clear this painted fool could shape, for dispatching a

t hought message by flyer demanded a confidence in one's nental
abilities common only to power shapers But the castle grew nore

suspi cious of this character with each day. Wy such secretiveness?
Why not openly display his abilities, and hel p the House? WAs he in

| eague with the hideous thief who had robbed the castle's dungeons?

Wy will you not reply!?

Pel men was trotting down the garden ranp when he chanced upon a sight
he had to stop and | ook at. On a stone bench beside a beautifu
fountain sat Gerrig, in ardent pursuit of a giggling lady of the court.
He wore a costune so flagrantly colored and so incredibly tight that he
nost resenbled a fat flam ngo. Carnelian sequins glistened in the
light, calling nost unflattering attention to the actor's chubby

backsi de. Pel men chuckl ed.

CGerrig wheeled angrily around to see who |aughed. H's face flushed
when he saw Pel men and, with words as i modestly passionate as the
color of his pants, he begged his lady friend to excuse him
monentarily.

A peacock joined Pelmen on the wal kway as CGerrig started toward him
and the fool |eaned over and asked the bird, "Do you think those are
sewn on, or painted on?"

"\Where have you been?" Gerrig demanded in a fierce whisper. "W had a
rehearsal |ast night, and another this nmorning or do you think you're
too good for rehearsal s?"

"Calmdown, ny friend. 1've been entertaining the Queen."

"Doesn't it matter to you that Ligne said you' ve been what?"
"Entertaining the Queen."

"Are you crazy?" Gerrig spat quietly. "Wat if she recognizes you?"
"I"ve always wanted to be buried by a stream"”

"Be serious!"

Pel men grinned. "You're wearing that, and expect nme to be serious?"



"I thought you were avoiding the Queen!"

"I"d intended to. But she seens to have taken a liking to nme, so ny
services are in demand."

"Doesn't she know you?"

"Evidently not. Though | wouldn't be surprised to have Ligne play with
me, as a cat plays with a nmouse .. ."

"I hope not for my sakel Listen, this Maythormfellow is conbing the
castle for you. You' ve offended him sonehow "

"Take care you don't steal his ladies." Pelnen w nked, nodding toward
t he pouting wonan on the bench. "O he'll be after you instead."
CGerrig glowered. "I try to help you, and all you do is joke!"

"I"'ma fool, renenber?”

"Yes, well, don't fool yourself into thinking you can perform w t hout
rehearsing even if you did wite the play

"I*msurprised you've had tine to rehearse. How long did it take to
stitch those onto you? Did a tailor do it, or a nagician?"

"CGet out of here!"™ Gerrig bellowed, and his lady friend twi sted around
to stare at him "Not you, ny dear," he soothed, as he mnced his way
back toward the fountain.

Pel men | ooked down at the peacock, who watched the actor's retreat
"Nothing to be alarnmed about," the fool said. "He's broad in the tail
true, but nothing to conmpete with yours." As if in answer, the peacock
fanned his feathers and stal ked proudly away.

Bronwynn paced al ong the battlements, gazing westward toward the
sunset. Sonehwere out there was Rosha. But where? Wy hadn't he
shown hinmsel f? Had he already forgotten her in all his feasting and
honors, as Adnon Faye sneered at | east once every day?

A cool breeze swept along the parapet, and she tugged her wap tightly
around her shoul ders and hung her head. She could hear a dull roar

i ssuing fromthe open door of the castle's central hall. Merchants had
been arriving all day long fromevery direction, and the carnival

at nosphere had driven her out into the twilight. The din the slavers
normal ly set up at nealtinmes had nownultiplied into a head-splitting
cacaphony. She'd run fromthe roomin desperate need of some peace and
qui et .

It wasn't just the noise. The tension had been growi ng all afternoon
as well. As every new contingent arrived at the gate, the rope of

rel ati onshi ps tautened another notch. Snles there were in abundance,
and the jokes flowed around the tables as freely as the ale. But there
was a chilling lack of humor to all this, and true good will seened
totally nonexistent. These nen, whom Bronwynn had al ways supposed to
be the best of friends because of the closeness of nerchant cliques,
were far fromfriendly. This assenbly could be the npbst powerful force
in the world, having far nore inpact on history than the grandest of
her forefather's armes. It depressed her to discover that not one of
t hese nerchants seenmed to have a friend only nmonentary allies.



A |l ean dog had joined her on the walls, and it stood panting by her
si de, obviously begging her attention. She scratched its head absently
and thought of the houses she had already seen represented here.

The concl ave certainly didn't lack for color. Besides the ever-present
blue and lime of Flayh's own house of (Og-nadzu, a sizable group wore
purple and red, the synmbolic garb of Uda. Harmwas here, in their
solid burnt-orange tunics, and so was Bl ez, the house of pink circles
on a field of gray. The Elders of Wna had arrived the night before,
and Bronwynn had quickly grown used to seeing their dark brown di anonds
superinposed on a rai nbow assortnment of backgrounds. Wna was a young
house, only a couple of centuries old. It had forged a reputation as
bei ng a house that cared for the common peasant, and its patriarch had
been | eery of establishing too sharp a distinction in dress between
Wna's merchants and the people they served.

And yet, for all the cheery colors and all the cheerful talk, there was
not a single breath of honest cheer anywhere in the castle. Bronwnn
could feel the oppressive weight of the tension even out here. A dark
mood clung to her she couldn't shake it. As she stared up at the

purpling sky a tear glistened on her cheek. "Poor old thing," she said
to the dog. "I guess all those people in your hall drove you out,
too."

"Actually | cane |ooking for you," said Flayh.

Bronwynn jerked away, grabbing her chest to still her pounding heart.
The bal d power shaper gowned in red and white, stood where the dog had
been.

Bronwynn glared at him then turned her back and clutched both arns
across her chest. "I take it you weren't expecting ne?" Flayh

gl oated. Bronwynn said nothing, and Flayh frowned. "You don't seem
very inpressed.”

"Ter haps because |'ve seen the trick before,” Bronwynn snarled, "done
much better, and not as a childish prank. Excuse ne," she said, and
she started past himfor the stab's.

Fl ayh was a small man, but his fingers had steel in them He grabbed
her arm and she yel ped and stood still. "I said | cane |ooking for
you. "

OM" Bronwynn cried aloud. "Say your peace then, |I'mlistening, but
l et gol™

Fl ayh rel eased her arm but gripped her eyes in his own. He challenged
her will, drawing up the fear inside her as he'd attenpted to sunmon
Adrmon Faye's. Bronwynn gasped, robbed of breath. She was seized by a
sudden terror that the sorcerer found quite appropriate. "Good. You
will continue to fear me, Bronwynn. | like for people to fear ne."

H s eyes were swallowi ng her! Bronwynn choked, and her |egs trenbled
hel pl essly.

"I"ve come to tell you why you're here, Bronwynn. Perhaps Adnon Faye
has already made it clear, but hear it again fromny lips. | intend to
make you a Queen ny own Queen, to be precise. Do you understand?"



Bronwnn nodded fearfully as she backed away fromthis creature who so
terrified her.

"Stand where you are!"™ Flayh ordered, and Bronwynn's sandal s becane
one with the stone. "You' ve been chosen for this task only because it
i s expedient not because | feel you in any way suitable. | want

not hi ng from you but obedi ence the obedi ence that proceeds from
fear."

"Yes .. . ny Lord," Bronwynn muttered, amazed that she would say such
words, yet too frightened to resist.

"I assune you referred to Pel nen, when you belittled ny power. | don't
know what spells he possesses, or what beast is his alter-shape, but I
can assure you: when we mneet in open battle, it is | who shall walk
away, and not he. Mention of Pelnmen provokes nme! Do you

under st and! "

"Yes! Yes, | do!" the young woman choked out in a barely audible
whi sper.

, "Very well then. You will acconpany nme to the hall. | want you
present at each session, so that you'll know ny policies when | place
you on the throne." Flayh stepped closer and thrust his nose into
Bronwnn's face. "I desire

If4

to control all the three lands, and this time neither Pelnen nor any
other meddler will obstruct me. Come." Flayh spun around and
descended the stairs, and Bronwynn found herself following himaquite
docily. It shocked her to realize how easily she'd broken under his
eyes but he was, after all, a power shaper As they entered the

brightly illum nated hall, she thought of sonething she'd heard Pel nen
say nonths before: "Wy is it that one who owns so rmuch should want to
control even nore? It seens to me it would get boring .. ."

"Al'l 1 asked for was a single day off a single day! Just to celebrate
nmy daughters birthday with her and perhaps go visit ny brother down the
river. What does he say? Wat he always says. "No chance, Carl ad.

Get back to your post." Now what do you think of that!"

Rosha didn't respond. He just rolled his hooded head away and | eaned
agai nst the wall behind him

"That's what | thought, too!" Carlad snarled. "Wuldn't even take it
up with the General! Never gave it a chance. So, here | am chained
up inside this tower "

"Wait a minute," Rosha interrupted. "For your information, |I'mthe
pri soner here, Carlad, not you."

"Ch yeah? Well, has it ever occurred to you that |I'mjust as much
chained to you as you are to ne? Hunh? Has it?"

"How could | help it, Carlad, since you renind ne of that every single
day? Usually when you're conpl ai ni ng about youlLsergeant."

"You'd conplain, too, if he was your sergeant!"



"I think I've got plenty to conplain about," Rosha grunbl ed.

"Yeah, yeah, just because you're a prisoner here, you think you' ve got
it rough. You get the best off the table, don't have to work, you got
t hat gorgeous Queen pawi ng you all day .. . real hard duty!"

"I don't see you wearing a |eather hood, Carlad,** Rosha said
quietly.

"You don't see ne wearing .. That suddenly struck the guard as

funny, and he cackled. "No, | guess you don't see me wearing one, do
you!" He | aughed again, and Rosha joined in.
"Nor do | see this gorgeous Queen you keep raving about." The warrior

smled ruefully.

Carl ad | ooked at his prisoner a monent, mulling over sonething. "Wy
is it you only stutter when you're around her?"

Rosha's smile turned grim "Wy is it you never seemto hear your
sergeant unless he's in the roomwth you?"

Carl ad chuckl ed and | eaned back agai nst the wall beside Rosha. "That's
what | thought."

"Carl ad?" Rosha asked. "Take it off?"

The guard licked his lips and | ooked over at the repul sive headgear
Hs fingers twitched. "No," he grunted suddenly. "Orders not to."

"Carl ad," Rosha pl eaded. "Cone on."
"What if my sergeant comes in?"
"You can tell him]l overpowered you." Rosha grinned.

There was a knock at the door. "You see?" Carlad argued. "I bet
that's hi mnow "

"No, it's probably the Queen, wanting nme to come strut through the
throne room"

It was neither. The white-faced fool popped his head inside. "Can |
come in?"

"Certainly," Rosha called. "GC-c-conme on in, c-clown."

Carl ad | ooked at his smiling charge, and hid his own snicker
"I"ve come to give you a |lesson.”

MM w wonderful. |'mready t-t-to d-d-do mm mny b-best.”

Carl ad groaned, and the fool |ooked over at him "Wuat's wong?"
Fal | omar asked. The guard shook his head, and waved off the

guesti on.

"C-c-can you r-r-really mnmake mnme t-t-talk Iike a mmenber of the
c-c-c-c "



Carl ad groaned again, nore |loudly, and once again Fall omar | ooked over
at him "Are you ill?"

"Yes, Ca-car lad are you s-s-s-s

"Am | really going to have to sit and listen to this?" the guard
demanded of Rosha.

"Why, whatever d-d-do you mmm"

"Come on!" Carlad pl eaded, and he | eaned agai nst the wall and shrugged
at the fool. "He's trying to drive me crazy!"

"Who c-c-could t-t-tell?"

"You see?" the guard asked Fall omar.

"You know, you c-c-could always eh-chain me to this c-c-c-c

"Chain you to the clown, yeah, yeah," Carlad sighed. "Then in walks ny
sergeant, and what does he say?"

"P-probably couldn't tell the difference' Rosha cackl ed.

"AI'l right. Al right. [I've had enough of this,"” Carlad announced,
fighting a laugh of his own.

"Why don't you chain me to hinP?" asked the fool. "You could |ock the
door fromthe outside and take a break "

"I can't believe you!" Carlad shouted, staring at Fallomar in
surprise. "Yesterday this man was trying to kill you, and you want to
be chained to hin®"

The fool gazed at hima nmonment, then raised his eyebrows. "Good point.
But ah he could have, and didn't."

"That doesn't mean he won't! Listen, |'ve been around this fellow | ong
enough to know, and believe nme "

"C-come on, Ccar lad Leave mmnme with him" Rosha smled a tight,
treacherous snmile, clearly visible to the guard under the edge of his
hood. "Just for a few nmonents .. ."

Carl ad | ooked at Rosha, then at the fool, then turned his face away to
smirk at the wall. That was it! Rosha had changed his mnd, and
wanted a couple of minutes with this white-faced idiot in private.
"That's why the speech | essons,” he nmurnured in Rosha's ear

"That's right .. ." Rosha whispered back

"What? Wiat's that you're tal king about?" asked Fallomar, feigning
i gnor ance.

"Well, | don't imagine it would hurt to leave for just alittle while."
Carlad smled. "Wuldn't hurt nme, anyway .. ."

"Fine Carlad, then get |I'm mnean, g-g-g-go ahead .

The guard stifled his chuckle as he unl ocked his own wai st shackl e and



fastened it around the fool's hips. "Have fun," he said as he skipped
out the door and | ocked it behind him

They were silent for a nmonent, |eaning together against the wall.
Pel men broke it.

"Great performance. Want to join an acting troupe?"
"Any chance we could get out right now?"

"Not much. Not since we're chained together and | ocked inside as
well."

"Keep your voice |low, " Rosha advised. "Carlad says there are secret
passageways all through this place.”

"He's right, but at the monent Joss is still sonewhere north of the
city, and | left Ligne at the Drax table."

"Ligne!" Rosha spat.

"A devious wonman." Pel men nodded.

"Wwuld you get this thing off nmy head?" Rosha pl eaded, and in m nutes
t he | eat her hood was unbuckl ed and tossed onto the floor. Rosha
squinted at the glare, even though the roomwas lighted only by a
single torch.

"Feel better?" Pelmen asked after a nonent.

"Much. So when do we get out of here?"

That depends. "

"On what ?"

"On where Bronwynn is, for one thing."

"Bronwynn! \Were is she?"

"I'f I knew that, | mght be able to plan better! | don't."
"She's not dead .. ." Rosha asked uncertainly.

"We' || hope not. No, | fear she's in the dungeon bel ow us."
Rosha stared at him "Ligne's said nothing to "

"But she wouldn't be likely to, either. Wuld she?"
"I"d expect her to kill Bronwynn, not inprison her."

"That's a possibility." Pelnen sighed. "But, we don't know. [I'd like
to search the dungeon.™

She's not there, announced the Inperial House. Nobody |istened. Nobody
ever listened. It went back to cursing a green-jay.

"How do you intend to do that, since you Ve become such a close friend
of the Queen?"



"I"mgoing to depend on you to distract her."

"Me?" Rosha asked. "How am | going to distract the old witch?"
"By pretending you like her."

There was a brief pause before the explosion. "What!" the young

warrior screaned. Carlad, outside the door, chuckled to hinself,
imagining it to be the fool's death cry.

"Somehow, | expected that would be your reaction .. Pel nen

si ghed.

The WaarJ in Wiiting

"Ask sonething el se, anything, but don't ask ne to do that!"
"Not even to provide rescue for your Lady?"

"W don't even know she's in the dungeon!™

"And if she is?"

Rosha' s pai ned expression reflected the battle going on inside him
"Cone, Pelnen, don't "

"Fal l omar," the fool broke in quickly. "I am always Fall omar. Renmenber
it."

"CGot it." Rosha sighed, then he | eaned back agai nst the wall and shook
his head. "I don't know if | can," he nunbl ed.

"Stiffen up, nmod Dorlyth," Pelmen said quietly. "Being a hero demands
many ki nds of courage."

"Ch, but you don't know that woman!" Rosha groaned.

"I"'mcom ng to know her better and better," Pel nen whi spered harshly.

"And |l earning to |l oathe her nore. Time, Rosha. | need tine to go
bel ow. "

Rosha sighed. "I'Il .. . try."

"And keep up that stutter in her presence perhaps it will discourage
her."

"That's sinple enough. Wen she gets too close, it comes back on its
own. "

Carl ad pounded on the door. "Rosha! You finished with himyet?"

"Ah hold on!" Rosha called. "Wat about the hood?" he asked
Pel nen.

"You want it back on?"
"Are you joki ng?"

"Then I'Il take it with me. War it into Ligne's presence and tell her



| stole it fromyou to get her attention. Wth you warmng up to her
she'l'l not put it back on you."

"l don't know how | can ..

"Duck your head, and call the guard back."

"Carlad!" Rosha called, and the guard canme back into the room
grinning. He stopped when he saw the fool's face still intact.

"Come on, man, set ne free!" Fallomar ordered as he junped to his feet
and stretched the chain to its full I|ength.

"l expected "

"I know what you expected, but | talked himout of it! Now, get ne
| oose before be changes his nind!"

"Just as well,"” Carlad nunbl ed as he rushed to unlock the shackle. He
didn't want his sergeant wal king in while the exchange was taking

pl ace. "Wuld have been difficult to explain."

Fal | omar stayed to help Carlad chain hinmself back in. Then he skipped
toward the door, pausing only to scoop the hood up off the floor before
dashi ng out

"Hunh?" Carlad shouted. He twisted around to | ook Rosha full in the
face for the first tine.

"So that's what you |l ook like," the young warrior smiled at the
ast oni shed guard.

He's got your hood!" Carlad shouted, and he bolted toward the door
This time it was Rosha's turn to pull the chain up short

CHAPTER TEN

Into the Bowels

THE NEXT DAY began strangely. Ligne did not appear at breakfast. When
Rosha didn't either, Pelnen becane alarmed. Brushing aside Yona
Panni's questions, he left the table and began questi oni ng vari ous
friendly servants he found seated near him A few qui ck conversations
relived him General Joss had returned | ate the night before, Pelnen
was told, and Joss and the Queen were said to be locked in critica
conversations behind cl osed doors. Since she hadn't summopned Rosha,
the warrior had chosen to take breakfast in his room Pelnen felt sure
he knew why Rosha woul d del ay as | ong as possible revealing his hood

| ess condition

A few mnutes after breakfast, the fool appeared outside the throne
room door. "The Queen won't see you!" a guard announced, bl ocking the
entrance with his pikestaff. Pel-nen recognized the man as one who'd
been on duty two days before, when he'd nade his unannounced entry into
the Queen's presence. Obviously, the fell ow was determ ned not to
allow it to happen again.

" Somet hi ng wr ong?"



"That's no concern of mine or yours. Move along!"

Pel men wasted no tine in obeying those instructions. He nmade his way
swiftly to the kitchen. For the last two nornings he'd arisen early to
cultivate a friendship with the cook. He hoped to make that friendship
pay off the path to the dungeon led right through the kitchen

"Ho, fool!" the cook cried cheerily when he saw the painted cl own cone
down the steps. "You're back quick today!"

"The Queen's grown tired of ny conpany. | hope you've not?"

"No, indeed!"™ The man sniled, showing his toothless guns the result,
he'd explained to Fallomar, of sampling too many pies in his youth.
"This is atime | can enjoy you. Breakfast's over, and it'll be a
whi |l e before we begin dinner in earnest though | do have a few treats
in the oven." The cook slapped the stonework Iip of the cistern that
held the castle's water supply. "Sit down. Talk to ne."

Tve little to say this nmorning. | fear this fool has had his fill of

fooling for a time."

The cook nodded. "I get tired of my own cooki ng some-tunes. You've no
need to entertain ne."

"Ah but | hope you'll not stop feeding ne?"

The cook snickered, and sl apped Fallomar on the back. "Don't you
worry. In fact, | nay have sonething for you to nibble on now Let ne
check my ovens." The man wal ked to the far side of the giant kitchen

where stood the rows of rounded ovens.

"There you are!" Pel men heard sonmeone shout behind him and he whipped
around to see Maythorm pl ungi ng toward him

"Ch, no." He sighed.

"Playing up to the Queen, aren't you' Maythorm shouted, shaking his
finger. "Trying to nake ne appear inconpetent!”

"Maythorm vyou really don't need nmy help for that

"What are you doing here?" the cook roared, and Pel-nen turned in tine
to see himset a steamnming dessert on the cutting bl ock and seize a neat
cl eaver inbedded in the wood beside it. The cook started forward.

Mayt hor m st opped his own charge and regarded the on-com ng cook with
some alarm The nman was twice his size and frowning nastily. "I ... |
have no quarrel with you."

"But | have one with you! There's the little matter of ny

Th in Waiting niece!™ The cook was picking up speed. Wth his head
| owered and his anple belly flopping, the cook strongly resenbled a
chargi ng tugolith, Pelnmen thought.

Mayt hor m proved hinself quite ninble. He vaulted a table, putting it
bet ween hinself and his attacker, and cried in a high-pitched shriek
"Who is your niece?"



It was the wong thing to say. The cook stopped and stared, his eyes

bul ging with rage. "You mean you don't even know?" the cook bell owed.
He started over the top of the table. Maythormraced for an exit any
exit. "You conme into ny kitchen again, and I'Il drop you down the
cistern!”

Mayt hor m was gone.

The cook grinned toothlessly at his painted friend. "Mves quick
doesn't he?"

Pel nen's eyes twinkled. "I'd heard he was fast with the | adies. Seens
he's rather swift of foot as well. Ligne ought to send himto the
Merchants' Games next year."

"If the Queen would send me and my cleaver as well, we'd be sure to
win," the cook cackl ed.

Fall omar sm |l ed, then | ooked down into the dank darkness behind him A
cold draft blew up fromthe cistern's depths. "Wuld you really drop
himin?" he asked.

"Not likely," the cook nuttered, brandishing his famus cl eaver and
slashing it through a chunk of red nmeat. "Not unless | wanted to
follow himdown it. The Queen would probably drop me in after him and
you' d hear nothing of either of us again.”

"It's just a well, isn't it?"

"Not exactly. |It's a reservoir, carved out of the rock. I1t's fed by
the river, when the water's high. Spills through an iron grating on
the south wall." The cook slamed his cleaver into the cutting board,
and it quivered there as he went on: "It's poor water, believe ne. Al
the filth of upper Chaonpnous spills through that grillwrk. W have
to boil every bucket we raisel"

"It's safe though," Pelnen nmuttered to hinsel f; then, when the cook
gave hima puzzled | ook, he explained, "I nean secure for the I|nperial
House. | assune no one could get through the grate?"

"Who'd want to?" the cook snorted. "No. Not big enough. So there'd
be water enough to | ast out any siege.

Though whoever woul d be fool enough to lay siege to this fortress would
be a fool indeed. ©Oh, no offense intended," the heavy man added, in
deference to Fall omar's profession

"And none " Fallomar cut hinmself short when he saw Ligne bolt rather
furtively fromthe door the steward had just exited. She hurried
t hrough the kitchen and down another corridor. She held her cloak
around her as if that might hide her identity fromthe very people

whose jobs demanded they watch her every nove. "There's the Queen," he
announced to the cook. "I think I'll go anuse her." He got up
"I wouldn't,"” the cook warned, raising his heavy brow.

"That's why you're the cook and I'"mthe fool!"

"What if she's not amused?"



"Then come visit me occasionally. And bring a pie."
"Be careful!" the cook called as Fall onar danced down the hall

Li gne had already turned in through the dungeon door. That was good.
He hoped to bluff his way past the guards, but it would only succeed if
she were out of earshot, on her way into the | ower depths. He paused
briefly outside the door, then plunged in.

As with every dungeon he'd ever visited, the initial inpact was nore
ol factory than anything else. A rank stench hit himw th suffocating
force, stopping himin the doorway. He forced hinmself forward.

"Ho, fool, what goes?" a warder called out of the fetid shadows. "I've
been expecting you, to be sure, for hardly a fool comes into this court
who doesn't finally join us here. But | expected you to cone in chains
and under guard not by yourself!"

Fal | omar chuckled. "I came early to inspect the rooms. | wanted to
reserve a good one before they're all taken! Did the Queen pass

t hrough here?" He started to circle the guard, but there was the ching
of metal striking stone, and he found his way bl ocked by a pikestaff.

"Stop!" the guard snapped. His voice softened i mediately as he
continued with concern, "Where do you think you' re going?"

"Why, to prison, of course," Fallonmar offered

"And that quickly, unless you give nme a reason for this!"
Tht "Wzard i Waiting

The guard | eaned toward him "Hear ne. Qit your fooling and take
yoursel f sonewhere else. This is no place for you, especially not
now. "

"Why shoul d now be different?" the jester inquired, shrugging
el aborately. "It always seened to me that dungeons were ever awf ul
Are some hours nore bitter than others?”

"The Queen is within," the guard whispered, and Fallo-mar reacted with
shock.

"You mean, she's sent herself to jail?"

The guard | aughed at that, and Pel men took advantage of his laughter to
try again to get past him He stopped when the business end of the
pi ke was | eveled at his nose. "You halt!"™ the guard roared, and
Fal | omar did just that

"I ... just thought " he began lanely, and the guard slipped the
pi ke under his left armand slung himtoward the door. He crashed
agai nst the masonry and down to the floor. The guard becane

sol i ci tous.

"Did I hurt you?" he asked with sincerity.

"Only ny backside," Pel nen answered honestly, "and it quickly heals .



"Then take it out of here!"™ the guard ordered.

"But I only wanted to anuse the Queen! | know nmany hunorous tales
about dungeons and | thought this the perfect venue "

"Shut up!" the guard ordered. Pelnmen responded to the authority in
the man's voice. He shut up. "How nmany tinmes nust | tell you, clown,
that this is not the time?" He said this quietly, but with great
force.

"Then another tine

"Hush! No. No other time. No one enters this dungeon wi thout
aut horization either from Queen Ligne or the Lord Joss. Anyone who

succeeds in entering it otherwise will never get out do you understand
ne?"
"But | only .. ."

"Quiet! By ny orders you should be in a cell already, for attenpting
unl awful entry. Get out of here before she returns and nakes nme keep
you!"

"I'f you could tell nme why "

The guard sighed in exasperation and | owered his voice into nothing
nmore than a whisper. "Security is incredibly tight. Ever since the
Princess " The guard slamed his mouth shut, then cursed. The deadly
ook in his eyes, though only dinmy perceived in this foul gloom
convinced Pelmen it was tine to retreat. He bolted up off his knees
and out the door into the corridor. He didn't stop running until he'd
reached the safety of the kitchen

Once again into its safe, well-lighted expanse, Pel men | eaned agai nst
the wall to catch his breath and ponder his options. The guard had | et
slip "the Princess " so Bronwynn was an occupant of the dungeon. In
t he choking silence of the cataconbs, somewhere bel ow his feet, Rosha's
lady lay in chains. What other explanation fit the facts he'd
uncovered? Pelnen imagi ned the treatnent she surely nust be receiving
fromthe jeal ous Queen's hand perhaps this nmonment and his jaw cl enched.
WAas there no way to get to her?

"I thought you'd be back in short order," the cook said. "The Queen is
very particul ar about who visits her dungeons and who don't."

Pel men turned around to watch as the cook dropped sliced olives and
cashew nuts atop a curious |ooking culinary concoction. "Wo feeds
t hen®?"

"What ?"
"The prisoners. How are they fed?"

The cook shook his head. "I've got no idea. Al | knowis, we never
have any leftovers. The Lord Joss has all leftovers collected off the
trenchers before they even conme out of the great hall of washing.
That's all the nore | know about it" The cook sauntered toward the bank
of ovens on the far wall and shoved his creation into one of them "If
you'll pardon nme, Fallomar, your interest in the doings bel ow us seens
quite unhealthy to nme. Are you planning an act that mght [and you



there? It's not that infrequent for fools, you know .
"So the guard inforned ne."

"But it used to be, with Talith on the throne, that the old man's
tenmper woul d subside after a tinme, and fol ks would be |l et out Since
this Queen's come to power, |'ve seen a lot , of souls go bel ow but not
a one's cone up again."

Pel men spun the possibilities in his mnd, hoping that the random swirl
of ideas m ght produce some new, unconsidered option. "You say the
dungeon stretches bel ow us here?"

The cook frowned at Pel men and held that frown on his features as he
took a steam ng pie from another of the ovens. The kitchen filled

instantly with its delicious aroma. "Do like nme, Fallomar. | forget
it's there." The culinary expert turned away then and wal ked sl owy
toward the pantry in the back end of the kitchen. It was nearly tine

for his servants to begin arriving, to start preparing the m dday neal.
The cook felt sure that Ligne had at |east one spy, nmaybe two,
scattered through his host of helpers. He hoped to di scourage the
clown fromany further inquiries into the matter

Pel nen' s eyes cast around the kitchen in desperation. They fell on the
| ow stonework wall that fornmed the Iip of the cistern. It wasn't
twenty feet fromwhere he was standing. |If the dungeon stretched
directly bel ow them ..

When the cook canme out of the pantry, Fallomar was gone. "Good," the
cook muttered to hinself. "He's decided to keep hinself out of
trouble."

Jagd usually had a dozen cloaks in his closet, all of themeither solid
purple or solid red. At the nonent, however, his closet was enpty. Hi s
guest rooomin the royal quarter of the castle resenbl ed wash day at
the laundry, for he had hung all his cloaks on the walls, on a dozen
strategically placed pegs. He hoisted the last one into place and
stepped back to look. It appeared that all textured surfaces were
covered. Since spy holes normally were hidden in the textured panels
to prevent discovery, and the only wall space now visible to himwas
snoothly plastered, he felt relatively safe. He did not know if secret
passages circled his room but he always assuned their presence in a
castle of this age. Ligne could attenpt to spy if she liked all she
woul d see woul d be darkness.

He doused the oil lanmp that sat on the ornate table beside his bed,
then set it on the floor. Then he pulled a heavy chest out from under
the bed. He found its buckles by feel rather than sight. The I atches
sprang open in his hands like living things, and he opened up the
chest.

The precious object inside glowed dimy. He pulled it out and set in
on the table before him As he peered into its glassy face, the
strange blue light within it fanned into a new, brighter life. This
was one of three very precious crystal pyram ds possessed by nenbers of
the Council of Elders. Used together, they permtted instant

communi cati on between three nenbers of the Council, wherever in the
worl d they might be. Wile Jagd valued it as a conpl ex machi ne of very
fine craftsmanship, he had yet to recognize it for the awesone nagic
tool it really was.



"I see you've finally deigned to join us." That voice, mediated by the
pyram d, made Jagd wince in irritation. It belonged to Flayh, who
possessed the second of the three objects.

"I must be careful Jagd replied sarcastically, peering into the
crystal's depths. "Remenber |I'mno |longer free to live in my own
house, since certain persons seemdi sposed to try to assassinate nme."

"So you've said," Flayh answered. As the parties each concentrated on
the objects before them the Iink between the three grew nore stable.
Jagd coul d now see Flayh's sneering face on the inner |eft-hand facet
of his pyramid. On the right-hand facet he saw t he sluggi sh, dul

features of Flayh's obese nephew, Pezi. "I called a nmeeting of the
Council, Jagd, in part to deal with your problem | fear your absence
will mean that problemgets very little attention.™

"I do appreciate your consideration," Jagd replied snidery, "but
perhaps that's the best | could hope for. Had | attended, |'msure the
probl em woul d al ready have been resol ved much to your satisfaction.”

"\What ever do you nean by that, Jagd?" Flayh asked with pretended
civility.

"I't would have been finished in Dragonsgate, with ne OB the sharp end

of a slaver's sword. Thank you, Flayh, but I'Il find my own
solution."”

You hurt nme deeply," Flayh nocked. "Such accusations .. ."

Can we drop the pretense and get on to business? | notice your fat
puppet is there beside you still " "What do you mean puppet!" Pezi
barked. "I'mno " "Shut up, Pezi," Flayh grow ed, and Pezi obeyed

wi t hout question. "O course Pezi is here. He is the owner of the
Jtfaird pyramd."

"The pyram ds belong to the | eaders of the Council, as 3U well know "
Jagd expl oded. "When we first put themto use it was resolved that

each should be held in trust by the nost influential merchant in a

l and! You' ve broken the framework of their usage twice now, first by
stealing the Lamat hian pyramd and carrying it into Ngandi b- Mar, and
now by entrusting the pyram d of Tohn nod Neelis into the pudgy hands
of this pasty-faced glutton! Do you dare contend that this overweight
mari onette is the nost influential nerchant anmong the Maris?"

"I""'mno marion !"

"I said shut up, Pezi!" Flayh said again, and Pezt bit his lip and
sul ked into the pyranid. "Are you quite finished?" Flayh asked Jagd.
"For if you are, let nme informyou that the pyram d has nerely been
entrusted to Pezi for safekeeping until the concl ave begi ns tonorrow
nmorni ng. The issue was to be high on the agenda.™

"Was to be?" Jagd snorted.
"OfF course, with your absence, you certainly wouldn't care to have it
brought up in Council. Certainly your forces would find thensel ves

outvoted "

Jagd' s sharp, derisive laughter cut Flayh off. "You larcenous liar!"



he shouted. "You would never bring these devices up on the floor, for
fear of losing your owmn! But | can guarantee, Flayh, the pyram d issue
wi Il be brought up!"

Fl ayh's gaze grew cold. "Then | can only assune you have broken the
ternms of your possession as well, by revealing it to soneone outside
the circle!"

"Yes, | have," Jagd cackled, "and we shall see how the Council as a
whol e reacts to your usurping of extraordinary powers!"

"I"ll show you extraordinary powers!" Flayh shrilled, and his eyes
bored into Jagd's. The nerchant of Uda felt as if hot stakes were
being driven into his skull. He tossed up his hands to bl ock that
penetrating gaze and suddenly realized he was scream ng. He was
margi nal ly aware of Pezi shouting, "Uncle! Uncle, stop!"™ as well as
of that mysterious clanging of bells that periodically disturbed the
qui et of the Inperial House.

Jagd screeched; "I'll force the issue to the floor despite you!" Then
he roll ed backwards on his bed and away fromthe pyram d, effectively
breaking the link and freeing his mnd fromthe bl ood-chilling cruelty

of Flayh's eyes.
The "Wzard fa Witing

The object dimed to its original soft shimrer. No |onger were the
faces of the other two nmerchants visible in its facets. Jagd knew from
experience that he, too, would be glowing with that quiet blue radiance
for a while, and that to rush out into the hall was to court unwanted
stares and difficult questions. Sonmeone pounded on his door and

called, "Are you all right in there? D d you ring for service?"

"Go away!" he nmnaged to shout, and the poundi ng stopped. He could
hear the ringing continue throughout the castle and shook his head at
t he i mponderabl e nystery of it But the noise was only one of a host of
nmysteries that plagued Jagd and was of mnimal inportance conpared to
the shock and terror he felt now Hi s worst fears had been

confirmed.

"Tahl i -Danmen," he nuttered, "your budding talent is about to neet its
stiffest test. | hope you're equal to it, lad. For somehow, old Flayh
has made hi nself a power shaper

What pain! What utter, agonizing pain! groaned the I|nperial House,
and it swore mghtily through its bells. 1t gasped, and its foundation
stones ground together. Candles guttered, torches flared, and w nd

whi stled in the corridors.

A bit ostentatious, perhaps, for an attack of gastritus. But painis
pain, and this castle had never subscribed to a stoic phil osophy. It
reacted violently to the events taking place in the roomof the little
red-cl ad nerchant

Pest! the Inperial House shouted at Jagd. Vermin! it shouted again.
But, like all its other stupid occupants, this one didn't understand.
He just lay on his bed and sparkled like a lumnous fish! And every
shi mrer radi ated nore of that searing energy, the substance from which
magi ¢ was drawn t he substance that burned the castle's insides!



And there's no nouth to belch! screamed the House. |t was no stranger
to magic. Indeed, the House held nore renenbered spells |locked in the
patterns of its stonework than any being existent, it felt sure. But
so nmuch magi ¢ concentrated in one room wth no path of escape!
Excruci ati ng!

At | east open the door! the House pleaded. Just to dissipate it a bit
will help! But |like a gasping sturgeon, the merchant |ay on his back
and gli st ened.

Not even eyes to weep! npaned the angui shed castle, and it turned its
attention away fromthis insensitive knave to the one it had been

wat chi ng for days. Though arrayed as a fool, this man showed a w sdom
and sensitivity the House hadn't seen in a millennium Perhaps this
one coul d dissipate the magic, and bring sonme relief!

// he survives his fall, that is.

Pel men's survival was very nuch in question. It hadn't occurred to him
to wonder if there m ght be sonething in the subterranean cistern unti
he was plunging through the darkness into it. He had only tine for the
t hought Then his heel struck the water, and he was under. |nmediately
he churned for the surface, totally blind in the pitch black cavern. He
gasped for breath as his head popped out, his heart pounding loudly. He
t hanked the Power he was still alive.

It struck hima nonment later that his thanksgiving was a bit premature.
He felt something grip his |l eg, and he was under water once again. He
kicked at the thing with his free foot, but with little result. The
wat er dragged on his leg as he swng it, robbing his kick of any force.
He squeezed his lips and eyes tight, holding onto his air as he sought
once again to kick the terrifying thing that had gri pped him Success!
He fought to the surface, a maelstromof Bailing | egs and arms. He
jerked the air into his lungs but again the force grabbed himand dove
for the bottom \What was it? And what was it doing in the cistern?

Actually, it was nothing nore than a dunb fish. But it was a big dunb
fish. The grating was far too small to permit the access of a nonster
like this. But when it had entered the cavern beneath the castle, it
hadn't been a nonster just a nman-w se deni zen of the river, who found
the cavern's cool, quiet pool preferable to the currents of the busy
waterway. O her fish had found the grate as well, and these it had
eaten, along with the ever-present garbage that floated on the surface.
And after a time, it had grown too big to pass out the grate and into
the main stream Mich too big. It was now nuch, nuch bigger

Pel men ki cked again a fruitless nove, since he'd tried it twce
al ready, and the fish now expected it. The scaly beast gul ped as
Pel men kicked at it, and Pel men's other foot wound up inside its
nout h.

Panic seized him He clenched his fists, bent at the waist, and tried
poundi ng on the dull beast's spiky skull. The fish gul ped again, and
Pel nen realized he woul d soon be swallowed. |In a rage born of terror,
Pel nen extended his arm and bubbl ed sone words toward the surface. For
the briefest of instants, a ball of fire burned underwater! But it
doused i medi ately. Wat was a power shaper to do?

"I am a power shaper Pel men encouraged hinsel f, but little
encour agenent came. "And about to be a drowned one!"™ As his |ungs



clenched in a nute screamfor air, Pel-nen invoked the Power. And the
Power ai ded him

Heir said the Inperial House with a jolt. Everyone in the castle felt
its shock as a slight tremor. A nunber of wild-eyed servants wandered
far fromtheir tasks the afternoon had taken on an apocal yptic
character.

A power shaper again! the castle crowed gleefully. A door slamred in
the Hall of War, and Lord Joss put the soldiery on alert

It's boiled carp for dinner than, chuckled the Inperial House, and
though it burned it put its know edge to work

Pel men had fought the tenptation far too long. He prepared to yield to
the pressure of the deep. Suddenly, however, they were hurtling for
the surface, and in nuch faster time than Pel men had managed earlier

Fi sh and fool broke the surface together and continued into the air a
giant leap into a cavern filled with steam Pelnmen's legs cane free in
m dair, and he plunged toward the water, rejoicing. H's joy turned to
screans, however, when he struck with a scalding splash. The water
around himfrothed and bubbled. Apparently, he was not only going to
be eaten he was to be cooked first!

Pel nen's reaction came purely by intuition. H s hands shot into the
ahv and a rush of wind blewin through the grating and tore himbodily
fromthe water. He rode a raging whirlw nd through the bl ackness of
the grotto, until good sense convinced himthat a |ight was needed, and
a ball of fire burst into existence above his outstretched palm

H s eyes scanned the walls in panic, |ooking desperately for a cleft or
prom nence, something he could cling to when the wind died, as he knew
it must in a nonent. Already it was dropping himtoward the boiling
wat er again, and he could only sustain it

There! A hole in the wall. He sailed through it and skidded al ong the
uneven floor, scraping his already raw body. He gasped, exhausted. He
had expended trenendous resources in those brief, bleak nonents of
terror. Now he slept.

Behind him in the pool, the giant fish continued to | eap and struggle
in the boiling froth, until at last it was forced to yield up its |long
life and die.

Soneone in the kitchen, passing by the cistern, sniffed tw ce, then
called across the large roomto the cook: "I thought we were roasting a
pig today! Wy is it | keep snelling fish?"

CHAPTER ELEVEN
A Chaotic Council

BRONWYNN FOLLOWED AD MON FAVE into the central hall of Tohn's castle
and took a seat beside him They sat on the dais, as befitted honored
guests of the neeting, but not at the head" table itself. It was
reserved for nenbers of the ruling Council alone the forenmpst nerchant
of each house, plus the |eader of the dom nant house in each land. For
many years that had neant that the house of (gnadzu had seated two
representatives at the head table. Flayh had represented the blue and
lime both as chief Elder and as the nost influential nerchant in



Lamath. Tohn nod Neelis had al so been seated, for his expertise in Man
culture had thrust his house far above all conpeting houses in
Ngandi b- Mar. But Tohn was dead now, and though his noninvol venent in
the recent Mari-Chaon war had won many new friends for Ognadzu in the
Mar, its supremacy was far fromunchal |l enged. There was nuch
consternation, then, when Flayh took his central seat at the ruling
table and Pezi, sniling sheepishly, took the seat on Flayh's right hand
that had been Tohn's. The nmuttering that swept through the |ower |evel
of the hall forecast a stormy neeting, but no one had ever expected it
to be peaceful. A major power shift was shaping up, and the fever of
politics had infected the host of younger merchants who now attended a
conclave for the first tine.

Anot her storm of whispers issued when an obvi ously yout hful merchant in
purple and red strode purposefully to the dais and took the seat on
Flayh's left as if he owed it. Flayh had been waiting for a hush to
settle on the crowd before starting the session. That hush fel

qui ckly when he turned to address Tahli-Danen sharply:

"What do you think you're doing? Go to your place!" He pointed a

I ong, bony finger at the rows of tables on the floor, where the |esser
menbers of the famlies sat by houses, ranked according to their

i nfluence.

"This is ny place," Tahli-Danen replied evenly, and those nearest to
the dais the ol der nmenbers -gasped at his brazenness. "I am
representing the house of Uda in Chaonbnous | think it's no secret
whi ch house is dominant in the Golden Land."

"Nor is it any secret who is the | eader of that house!" Flayh snarl ed.
"That he refused to come is his own business! He's forfeited his voice
t hereby, and he knows it!"

"He refused to cone because you ordered his assassination!" Tahli-Danen
shot back, and all the merchants present roared in shock not because it
wasn't true they all knew that but because the young man had the gall
to say it al oud!

"Order!" Flayh shouted. "I command order!" He banged on the oaken
table with an enpty tankard, and order was quickly restored, as
nmerchants of every age and color |eaned forward to hear his response.
He di sappointed all of them for he turned his back on Tahli - Danen,
choosing to pretend he wasn't there, rather than confront the |ad
before the assenbly. He could do that rmuch nore effectively in
private. "Brother nerchants!" he began, his voice carrying with
surprising strength for so small a man. "1 “have sunmoned you to this
nmeeting to consider grave matters that threaten our livelihood! The
dragon is dead!"

The response pl eased Flayh. The gathering seemed to forget the
upstart's enmbarrassing intrusion, and turned its attention to the rea
pr obl em

"This has already cost us," Flayh warned. Pezi was surprised at how
dignified his uncle sounded. "W are faced with a problemunlike any
our fathers faced before us. For a millenniumour famlies have been
the feeders of the dragon, and in return we've built a style of life
unmat ched by the nobl est of nobles, unmatched even in the courts of the
three regents. M friends, our position has been gravely jeopardized
by Vicia-Hei nox' death! Lest any of you miss its significance let ne



hasten to explain. Wth no dragon in Dragonsgate, trade between the
three lands will becone utterly, disastrously free. Any ignorant | out
who thinks hinself a sal esman can now take it into his head to
transport goods between the three lands. O course, he could never

hope to conpete with our volune and experience. But he will soak off
some of our profits, and if enough free traders begin to nove, our
nmonopoly w Il unquestionably be broken."

A hiss swept the hall, and Flayh stretched out his palns to hush the
whi sperers. "There is nore at stake than just our businesses, however.
Qur very lives are threatened as well." Shock greeted this statenent.
What Fl ayh had said so far was generally acknow edged as the truth.
This was a new thought. Al eyes riveted on the bald speaker. "W
have never attenpted to ingratiate ourselves with the popul ace of any
land. We are, therefore, unpopular. But peasants in all three |ands
have been forced to tolerate us, for we were the only source of the
goods and services they needed. The crowns have called us arrogant,
but never to our faces. They've been aware of our power, and of the
fact that our united front could topple themfromtheirs. But the
dragon is dead! What happens now?"

The question raised i medi ate response. Brab nmod Crober of the house
of Blez leaped to his feet in great agitation. "They'll kill us and
take our | ands! They've always wanted to what's to prevent then®"

"Not so!" shouted Kl apb, a Hanni nerchant in charge of his famly's
operation in Lamath. "As all of you know, our |and has just endured
tremendous social and religious upheaval yet we remain free to trade,
and the Prophet of Lamath has offered no interference "

"Yet!" Flayh thundered, his eyebrows knitting fiercely. "You
renenber, Klaph, that | amoriginally of Lamath. Yet | and ny house
were hounded fromthat |land by these religiously nmotivated rebels. You
know yoursel f that J-a-mathians are fanatics, feeding thenmselves to the
dragon to obtain religious satisfaction "

"That was before! The dragon is

"Dead, yes!" Flayh continued aggressively, |eaning down the table
toward Kl aph and enphasi zing his points with a shaking finger. "But
what happens if this worship-crazed Prophet shoul d choose tonorrow to
throw you out? Do you think you would survive the night? | doubt it!"
Fl ayh turned to the assenbly and thundered in a voice strangl ed by
rage, "Be rem nded, you nerchants from Lamath, that this new Prophet is
but a pawn of the dangerous Pel men, who brought this entire problemon
all of us!"

The hall rang with agreenment, and Kl aph sank back into his seat under
t he wei ght of the crowd's abuse.

"I repeat!" Flayh trunpeted. "Wat are we going to do? Before anyone
el se speaks,"” he went on quickly, "lI'd like to offer a suggestion that
| feel will meet with your unani mous approval."

"That's yet to be seen," Tahli-Damen put in quickly, and Fl ayh nade a
great show of ignoring him

"What is needed," Flayh said, "is, quite sinmply, a replacenent for
Vi ci a- Hei nox." Stunned silence greeted him



After a noment, a lesser nerchant of Ognadzu neekly began: "You mean we
need to seek out another dragon "

Fl ayh cut the man off with a sharp | ook. Then he surveyed his audi ence
and expl ained: "I have taken the liberty of inviting an old friend to
attend this gathering. Though you may not know his name, you all wll
surely recogni ze himas **

"By ny face, Flayh?" Adnmon Faye asked sharply fromhis seat to Flayh's
far right. Bronwynn suddenly felt trapped in the wash of eyes, as
everyone turned to | ook at the slaver seated next to her

"I meant nothing by that, ny friend. | refer only to the fact that you
are as widely travelled as a nerchant as any other merchant," Flayb
anended carefully. He turned back to the del egates. "M brother
nmerchants, | give you the dragon's successor in Dragonsgate: Adnon
Faye." Flayh pointed at the slaver, and once again Bronwynn shifted in

her seat, wanting to hide fromthe eyes that turned toward her. She

could see them associating her with the hideously vis aged slaver his
girl friend perhaps, sone of themwere thinking. Bronwnn didn't fee
at all flattered.

Adrmon Faye rose in his place and bowed courteously. Then he sneered,
and the assenbl ed nerchants, for the nost part, quickly found sonething
else to | ook at.
"What .. . exactly .. ."
himpolitely and went on:

Brab nod Crober began, and Flayh nodded to

"Adnmon Faye is an expert slaver. O all those who ply his unpopul ar
but essential trade, he is the best. O was. The death of

Vi ci a- Hei nox has caused the demand for slaves to drop drastically. He
is in need of a new line of work.

"We are all familiar with the continuous sword-rattling that passes for
di pl omacy between our several nations. Wth Dragonsgate clear, no

nati on can feel safe. | predict that we will soon see a build up of
troops in every nouth of the Gate a build-up that will continue
unabat ed, sapping the econonmic strength of each |and, until the
inevitable war results. W cannot have that not |east because those
border |ands cl osest to the pass have al ways bel onged to us! W don't
want sol di ers building barricades across our farmlands!"

"No!" roared the assenbly in one m ghty voice.

"However. |f someone occupi es the pass soneone non-threatening to

nati onal security, but powerful enough to resist all but the severest
of raids ny guess is that rulers of security in all three lands will be
able to relax, and life will soon return to nornmal. | propose that

Adrmon Faye and his horde of henchmen be installed in Dragonsgate to
formsuch a buffer and to di scourage passage to anyone save nerchant
houses recogni zed by this Council!"

A round of cheers broke out then, lasting for several mnutes. Flayh
actually snmiled an honest smile of pleasure, sonething Pezi couldn't
renenber ever seeing on Flayh before. The cheering was interrupted by
Kl aph of Harm who junped to his feet waving his burnt-orange

sl eeves.

"A moment! A nonment please!" he cried, and the nmerchants quieted to



hear him "Just what does Adnon Faye want in return?" he asked. He
didn't hide his suspicion

"Very sinmple,"” Flayh replied. "A tribute fromeach caravan sonet hi ng
each of us should feel quite confortable
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with, since that was our arrangenent with the dragon as well and a
secret seat on this Council." Flayh gauged the reactions of his

audi ence and decided that he was hone free. Protests were few He
continued: "It nust be a secret seat, for if it became, known that
Adrmon Faye formally belonged to the Council, public sentinent m ght

force one regent or another to nmove upon him and chase himfromthe
pass. As long as the general popul ace remains convinced that he's
acting only in his own interests, each regent can publicly deplore his
presence, while privately offering himevery incentive to continue."

Fl ayh turned toward Adnon Faye and smiled. "You surely don't nind
bei ng depl ored, do you?" he called.

"Mnd it!" Adnon Faye hooted. "I've nmade a career of it!" The
comment brought a hearty | augh, and Flayh confidently noved for an
i medi ate vote. The response was unani nmous approval. Even Tahli - Danen

endorsed it heartily, admitting to hinmself that Flayh's genius had
produced the perfect solution. Besides, his argument was not wth
this.

Tahl i - Daren braced hinself for the next itemon the agenda to be
announced. Flayh cleared his throat. "Now to the matter of other
seats on the platform" Flayh spun around to face Tahli-Damen and
drilled his eyes into those of the young merchant "I denmand that you
vacate that positionl™”

Tahl i - Daren cane out of his chair ready for a scrap. The adrenaline
punped through himw th such force that he felt no fear at all. In
fact, he felt strangely el ated.

"And | refuse!™ He turned to the crowd and announced, **| have been
deputized to this chair by Jagd of Uda, who refused to attend on threat
of assassination!"”

"Your patron's paranoia is none of our concern!" Flayh screeched, but
t he young mnerchant kept on tal ki ng.

"My Lord Jagd has refused to attend in person, but has authorized ne to
chal | enge Flayh to produce the two pyram ds he holds in his
possessi on! "

"What are you tal king about?" Flayh shrilled, and he grabbed
Tahl i - Damen' s shoul der and tried to wench hi maround.

The Udan nerchant w nced, but continued talking to a sea of rapt faces.
"Fl ayh knows very well what pyranids

refer to, though he's conspired to keep them secret fromall but a
chosen few of the nerchant El ders "

"I must protest!" shouted Brab nmod Crober, pounding his hand on the
head table. "This know edge is privileged, reserved only for those
seated on this daisl"



"No!" shouted sonme younger nerchants in the back of the hall, and
Tahl i - Daren was forced to screamto nake hinsel f heard over the
heckl i ng.

"No | onger will these magi c objects be hidden! |If you would hear Jagd
hi nsel f endorse an open and free di scussion of these precious crystals,
then help me to force this man to produce the two pyram ds he holds in
hi s possession! Then Jagd of Uda will hinmself speak to you, fromhis
sanctuary in the Inperial House of Chaonpnous!" Tahli-Danen pointed at
Fl ayh, but did not look at him He did well in that, for the nerchant
power shaper was livid in his wath and glared at his young accuser
with every intention of crushing the young upstart under the weight of
his own terror. But he needed to grip the lad' s eyes!

Fl ayh was oblivious to the bedl amthe young man's words had unl eashed.
Fist fights had broken out in three sections of the room scufl Sers
clothed in blue and |linme against those in scarlet and purple, Adnon
Faye shook his head in disbelief, a grin traced on his hideous I|ips,
whi | e Bron-wynn tucked herself behind his body, fearing the benches
woul d soon start flying. Gadually everyone becane aware of a heavy
poundi ng on the table, and order was restored. Surprisingly, the
pounder was none other than Pezi, who had been so seized by the
excitement of the nonent that he'd acted with an uncharacteristic
authority. He even earned his uncle's attention. But when he noticed
Fl ayh's peering eyes, his courage faltered, and he shoved Fl ayh's

al e-cup back into his uncle's shrivelled hand and sank into his seat.

Fl ayh was nonpl ussed. Skeptical expressions had replaced the cheers of

a nonent ago, and his normal sourness returned with a rush. He frowned
at the gathering, then opened his nouth:

"I cannot conprehend the "

"Don't lie to us!" sonmeone shout ed.
"W won't be silenced!"

"W want the truth!"”

"Show us the pyram ds!"

"Produce them "

"We dermand to see the objects!”

The cries rang out fromevery corner of the hall, each one clearly
audi bl e.

"I .. he began again, and soneone el se shout ed:
"Don't deny it! Brab nod Crober has already admtted they exist."

That was true, and Brab blushed and hung his head. His face turned the
burnt - orange col or of a Hanni tunic.

"Very well!" Flayh snapped. "I will fetch the objects before our next
session! But first | "

"No!" Tahli-Danen roared, junping to his feet once again. "You've



hi dden them from us | ong enough! Produce them now, or forfeit your
credibility entirely!"

"Do you threaten me?" Flayh shouted, spittle flying fromhis

contorting lips. Now it was Tahli-Danen's turn to ignore Flayh, and
the young man did so with a flair. The chorus of support he received
i mediately fromthe tables on the floor nmade it apparent that Flayh

woul d have to vyi el d. ~

Fl ayh realized his cause was hopeless. "Go fetch them" he spat, and
Pezi waddl ed for the door at top speed which was, of course,
necessarily sl ow

Fl ayh sank back into his seat to wait, steaming with frustration. As
hal f a hundred excited conversations began, he cursed quietly. "I1'Il
have you peeled," he growl ed through his teeth at the young adversary
seat ed beside him

Tahl i - Daren faced stolidly forward. "No doubt you would if you were
able.™

"Ch, I'mable, boy. And you'll suffer as | prove it to you."

"Threaten all you like, Lord Flayh. | only seek an equitable solution
to the problem of our warring houses. | was taught in our own
nmerchant's conservatory that inter house wars were the deadliest of
sins, because nothing is so harnful to business."

"You lecture me, as well as threaten? M child, your education is only
begi nni ng!  You obviously view yourself as a political corner, but I
assure you, you've cone to nothing but a dead end here!"

"We shall need to | et the Council decide that."

"Ch no. |It's already been decided. By ne.

"Perhaps you think too highly of yourself, Lord Flayh.** Tahli-Danen
angl ed his eyes even further away fromFlayh's as he said it.

"And perhaps, ny boy just perhaps you don't regard me highly enough."

Their verbal sparring ceased then, but the taut silence between them
was as charged with meani ng as any conversation. At |ast Pezi rushed
back into the chanber, carrying two oddly shaped vel vet bags with
drawstrings of gilded rope. As he passed Adnon Faye, the slaver had to
fight the urge to trip himand barely resisted the tenptation. Adnon
Faye was deternined to appear respectable though after what he'd

al ready w tnessed, he wondered why he bot hered.

Fl ayh gl owered at his nephew as Pezi deposited the first of the
pyram ds before his uncle. The chubby trader un-sacked his own device
and pl opped hinmself onto his chair. Then he | eaned forward and woul d
have begun the process of clearing his mind to formthe |ink, had Flayh
not grabbed himby the ear and viciously twi sted his head away fromthe
surface of the object.

"Not yet, idiot! MWait until | instruct you to begin!" Flayh rel eased
hi s nephew and straightened to | ook into the upturned faces bel ow him
suddenly grown silent once again.



"I do this under protest No!" he broke off, pointing at a younger

mer chant who had started to jeer. H's angry scow dismayed the I ad,
and the young man quail ed and turned pale. Flayh paused for a noment
and scanned the room for other sneers. They all disappeared, and he
continued. "These objects have been a secret trust, and | amhorrified
that a menber of the ruling Council would so frivolously reveal their
exi stence "

"Not frivolously," Tahli-Damen nurnured, and Flayh turned to stare at
the man. Tahli-Damen maintained his conposure, fixing his eyes on the
tabl e top.

"May | be granted the courtesy of finishing ny statement?" Flayh
demanded. Tahli-Danmen didn't reply, and Flayh turned back to the crowd
and shouted: "These objects are precious inplenments which pernit as has
been poi nted out conversation at great distances. They are re served
for the three forenost nerchants, the head of the dom nant house in
each land "

"Then why has Pezi got one?" someone shouted, and Flayh was forced to
wait again for the confusion to subside before he could go on

"Pezi uses the pyramd entrusted to Tohn nod Neelis, the late lord of
this castle!™ H's savage nmbod was very threatening, yet interruption
cane in spite of it.

"I's this a permanent arrangenent?" sonmeone questioned, and Kl aph spoke
up through a clanor of boos:

"Then we m ght expect some reassignment will take place?"

"Certainly," Flayh snapped, "should any reassignnent prove
necessary!"

"I think it very likely that it should!"™ Kl aph bristled. "Since
you've left Lamath, my fam |y has done a thorough job of reorganizing

the regional markets! | feet that | amentitled to hold the Lanmathian
pyram d!"
"You haven't even seen the device work yet!" Flayh snarled. "Are you

entitled also to the dangers of its operation?"

The suggestion that the pyranm ds m ght be dangerous as well as useful
caused Kl aph difficulty in swallow ng. Kl aph was a conservative man,
i ke most nmerchants. Caution drove himback into his seat

Fl ayh surveyed his audience and found thema little | ess restive.
"Yes." He smiled, "I thought that might bring a bit of hesitancy to
some of you. Are you entirely certain you want this denonstration?"

"Don't be put off by himl" Tahli-Danmen challenged. "This is another
ruse to keep us from exercising our rightful powers!™"

"I"'mgetting tired of you," Flayh breathed, for TafaH Danen's statenent
had once nore swung the Council against him

"And |'ve been tired of you since before | arrived,"” the young nerchant
shot back. Hi s obvious success with the Council had enbol dened himto
t he point of cockiness. Flayh noted this, and nmarked it well.



At last Flayh nodded to Pezi and | eaned toward his own pyramd
conplaining, "I"'mnot sure if this will even work .. ."

"I't"1l work," Tahli-Danmen said confidently.

As Flayh peered into the cloudy blue crystal before him and the

gat hered host gasped at the sudden blue flame that sprang to life
within both it and its twin, Flayh cursed hinmself for having all owed
Jagd and this young nerchant so totally to outmaneuver him By the
time the pyranids cleared, he'd already plotted his vengeance.

Once again, the bells rang throughout the castle. "I'mgoing to have
that Kherda fried!" Ligne barked then she sniled at Rosha, and patted
himon the hand. "lI'msorry, darling, | know | shouldn't go on I|ike

that. But this incessant ringing is driving nme insane!"

Rosha t hought of the obvious insult, but resisted saying it Ligne had
returned fromher visit to the dungeon only a few nonments before and
found himw thout his hood. Instead of being angry, she seened
positively thrilled. He would say nothing to earn it back on

He gl anced up at the wall of the gane room where the servants' bel
hung, and watched as it noisily rocked up and down. |Its pull rope
swayed from side to side, untouched by any human hand. He had heard
this clanmorous ringing many tines in the past, but this was his first
vi ew of the phenonmenon. It chilled him There were powers at work
here strange and angry powers.

"Try to ignore it, dear," Ligne ordered, an irritated smle gracing her
el egant features. "It's your nove."

Rosha tried to turn his attention again to the gane a difficult task,
since he felt as if sone invisible presence stared over his shoul der
They pl ayed a ganme of G een Dunmmy Drax, the weak, two-handed version of
the three-sided table game so favored by the Queen. Rosha, while not
an expert, felt hinmself a conpetent player, for he and his father had
often shared the winter nights playing Geen Dumy next to the fire.
But he pretended now to | earn the game anew, and Ligne had eagerly
assumed the role of instructor

"No, no, not like that!" she scolded lightly, as he purposely nade an
i mpossi bl e move. "Your colum can't take ny disc while it's still on
the base triangles! Look, I'mon the inversions here! Renenber, base
triangles are white, Inversions are yellow It's sinple!"

"Ch," Rosha replied. "I g-get it n-now" He replaced his colum, made
a proper nove, and pegged the expended nove on the reference plank

"Very goodl" Ligne cried, clapping her hands in delight Her eyes
sparkl ed as she nmade her answering nove.

H s suggestion that she teach himto play was proving a shrewd pl oy.
Thus far, the ganme had kept her mind off his body. She seened to be
receiving this sudden thaw in his feelings for her as the natura

result of her invincible charm She could think what she |iked he
didn't care. He was deternmined to make this sacrifice for Bronwynn's
sake. Monents before, he'd nade a convincing fuss over the Queen in

t he presence of Jagd. Perhaps too convincing, for the nerchant had
popped into the throne roomonly for a monment and had popped out again
a nonent later with the speed of a nervous rodent. Before he could get



away, Ligne had wung fromthe nerchant a pronise that he would soon
return. Rosha hoped he would hurry, for while he'd sworn his
determination to convince the Queen of his affection for her, he didn't
know how he could endure it if she started pawi ng hi magain. He had

al ways sol ved his problenms violently, and though his hands were stil
bound before him it would take little effort to break the wonman's
pretty neck. Pelnmen's words convinced himthere was little to be

gai ned fromsuch a rash act, and rmuch to lose. He had to resist the
tenpt ati on.

"I't's your nove," Ligne chirped, and w thout thinking Rosha skillfully
attacked her cube and renmoved it fromthe board. Ligne gasped. "That
was .. . very good." She frowned. Wile she wanted himto learn this
gane, Ligne did not like losing. Suddenly he threatened to defeat

her .

"It was?" Rosha covered. "J-j-just lucky, | g-guess.™
"Yes," she replied evenly. "Very lucky." Wth a sweep of her hand she
cl eared the board of all pieces, then she turned to | ook at the door
"This game really isn't worth finishing. It *s only Dumry Drax, after
all. \Where is Jagd? | expected himto cone join us in a full-sided
ganme! "

Rosha shrugged. He hoped the man returned quickly. He couldn't hide
hi s di sgust from her forever,

The I nperial House bellowed. It was happening again! The m serable
runt in the violet knickers had resuned his torture! Ch, the House had
been prepared for it, of course, for the verm nous nerchant had never
taken his laundry off the walls. Only once had he left his room and
that only for a noment, to give the Queen sone | ane excuse for his
absence. Then he'd raced back to that sparkling shape on the table

t hat commanded his constant attention

Al'l morning | ong, the House had watched Jagd watching the pyram d. The
feeling of dread grew during the afternoon, until the House deci ded
that the pain would be preferable to the suspense. But when the object
finally flickered to life, the Inperial House inmredi ately changed its
mnd. A new round of cursing had set off |ess confusion in the castle
than before, for the servants had grown accustoned to these outbursts.
This unfeeling, blase attitude on the part of the help incensed the
castle still further. Wo did they think they were working for, after
all? The Queen?

That's exactly what they think, the Inperial House said bitterly. In
t he anci ent past, the House had frequently despised its occupants, but
thi s supposed nonarch seened exceptionally stupid. The House sighed
for a return to the good ol d days .

Then it jerked, causing doors on every floor to slamnysteriously. The
conversation between Jagd and the bl ackguards who hel d the ot her
pyram ds grew heated, and the mmgi cal energy rel eased was buil di ng up
an excruciating bubble of gas in the castle's bowels.

A lot of good that did! the castle nmoaned, for the servants were used
to its wincing now, too, and they casually reopened the sl amed doors
wi t hout anot her thought.

You! Powershaper! Can't you tell you're desperately needed? Wke



up!

The castle was not entirely pleased with its cl owni sh power shaper
performance. AH the |lazy |out had done so far was snore. It had cost
t he House enornous effort to save the fool, and what had he done in
return? He'd made use of magic, that's what, searing yet another

pai nful hole in the House's inner lining and then had pronptly gone to
sl eep!

Oh! The House cried out. Wke up! it yelled at Fallo-mar the fool
It really wasn't sure why it had noved to save the rascal in the first
pl ace. The possibility was there.

The Wzard tn Wailing of course, that this Fallomar fellow m ght wake
from his deafness and offer the House some fell owship. But even if the
fool did learn to speak, there was no assurance of his help. The House
had dealt with many power shapers through the ages, and the majority
had been only selfish thieves, greedy for new ways to swell their
powers. Sone had even tormented the House for spite, so great was their
cruelty. The House chuckl ed through its pain the |ast sorcerer to try
such got a chandelier inplanted in his fore-head!

Any chandeliers? the House wondered, running a quick check of Jagd's
room

No such luck, it groused. The lighting fixtures had all been repl aced
in the last twenty years besides, Jagd was twelve feet away fromthe
near est one.

A lot of bells rang in the castle.

Wake up! the House shouted, but the power shaper slept on. This one
m ght be different, the House said, hoping desperately for sone relief.
If only he could be roused! The castle renmenbered how the nan had
responded to its teasing with a polite but confident warning. That he
was truly a power shaper he'd proved in his westling match with the
old fish.

True, your magic proved painful, the House pleaded with the sl eeping
magi ci an, but at least it dissipated out the grating. Not like this
agony!

For Jagd's heated conversation continued still, and his room was shut
up tight!

Arise!l The Inperial House screaned, agonized. The Inperial House
want s youl

Tohn's hall humred with power, as the two pyramids on the front table
crackled with brilliant blue intensity. Many merchant nout hs hung open
in disbelief, as the recogni zabl e voi ce of Jagd, El der of Uda, echoed
of f the giant beans overhead. Jagd and Fl ayh had abused each other for
a quarter of an hour already, and neither seened ready to stop. Poor
Pezi rubbed his broad forehead feverishly the stress had given hima
splitting headache.

"Naturally you hold ne responsible!" Jagd screanmed. "You always hold
me responsible for all your msfortunes!"

"This is not a msfortune!™ Flayh screamed back. "It's en inpossible



situation deliberately created by your conplicity with this strunpet of
a Queen!™

"The entire ruling Council agreed to our plan to place Ligne on the
thronel Can | help it if you and sone of the other houses so
over pl ayed your power that she's come to favor Uda al one?"

"Yes, you can help it! You were the representative of the whole
Council in the court, not just of your own organi zation! You've
denonstrated your disloyalty to your brethren here by siding agai nst
us. Your very absence fromthis neeting indicates your true

| oyal ties!"

"That's a lie, Flayh, and you know it! You think I take pleasure in
sitting around this castle doing nothing? It's your assassins who have
i mprisoned me here, dooming me to interm nable games of Drax with a
vai n Queen and her stuttering young warrior! You think | "

"What!" roared a female voice fromone side of the dais. The
assenbl ed nerchants tore their eyes fromthe nesnerizing crystals to
see Adnon Faye hol di ng a kicking, screanming Bronwnn in the air. He'd
been hol ding onto her since early in the conversation, for in the
exchange between Jagd and Fl ayh she'd | earned nore about her own

ki dnapping than in all the nmonths since it happened. She'd known, of
course, that she'd been ripped fromthe Inperial House with Ligne's
aid. But the col d-bl ooded ness of it had enraged her anew.

Now t hat rage expl oded into new di mensions. "Wat did he say?" she
shrilled. "I want to know what he said!"

"What's going on there?" Jagd asked, holding his head.

"Don't distract us!" Flayh ordered. "You'll make us break the
link!"
"Ch, ny head .. ."

"Shut up, Pezi!"

Bronwynn broke | oose and rushed over to crowd between Pezi and his
uncle. "I want to know what he said!"

"Said about what?" Jagd asked, as a di senbodi ed woman's voi ce | anced
pai nful ly through his head.

Adrmon Faye suddenly understood, and a grin spread fromone ugly ear to
the other. He stal ked up behind Bronwnn and spoke to Flayh, "Ask what
he means by a stuttering warrior."

The object's lock on Flayh's m nd nmade t hese ot her voices intol erable.
It seened a thousand people clanmored for his attention at once. Pezi
feeling the pressure too, mpaned al oud. Flayh relayed Adnon Faye's
question to Jagd, hoping to end this bitter interruption

"Some young bruiser fromthe north is all I know" Jagd shot back
"Name is Rosha, and he stutters. He's the Queen's |atest paranour! Can
we get back to business? M head wants to expl ode!"

"Yours isn't the only one," Pezi added nournfully.



Adrmon Faye, still grinning, |ed Bronwnn back to her chair. There she
sat, stunned and shaken, throughout the chaotic events that followed.
Perhaps it had been only an interruption to the others in the room but
this news crashed in on Bronwynn with the suddenness of a death
message. It took nmuch the sane toll on her heart

They tal k about pain! the Inperial House roared. This is painl A
strong wi nd whi stled through the subterranean passageways, the only
audi bl e evidence of the castle's screanming in these caverns.

Power shaper! Wake up! the Inperial House pl eaded.

Pel nen jerked to awareness. The dream was gone, but not the bl ue
light. He identified it instantly, for he'd heard these three way
conversations before. "O course,” he \Wispered aloud. "Jagd has his
pyramid with himhe rel He wondered nomentarily why he'd not heard Jagd
using it before then he recalled for the first time the bright blue
dreans that had pl agued his sleep and understood. Pelnmen thrust al

t houghts fromhis mnd except those he heard issuing fromthe bright
azure ball behind his eyelids.

"Wait!" Jagd yel ped. "Soneone is |listening!"

"OfF course sonmeone is listening!™ Flayh bellowed. "There's a room
full of people here!"

"This is someone else!" Jagd said anxiously. He felt a pair of eyes
fixed on his back, and longed to turn around to see if one of his
cl oaks had fallen fromits peg.

"I feel it too!" Pezi wailed. "Someone powerful is listening! GChhb
" he nmoaned, his head spinning. "l can't take any nore of this .
Pezi reeled, rocked forward, banged his forehead noisily on the

tabl e, and passed out beneath it

The Iink broke imediately, with a flare of |ight and a | oud snap.

Fl ayh cried out in anguish, then ordered Pezi: "Get up fromthere, you
dolt!"™ The fat merchant didn't budge. "You swine! Can't you nanage
to do anything right?"

"OfF course he can't," Tahli-Damen said as he | eaped fromhis chair and

swiftly circled behind Flayh to seat hinself over Pezi. "He isn't
qualified! Jagd! Jagd!"™ Tahli-Danmen peered into the pyranid as he'd
seen the others do. "What are you doi ng?" Flayh shouted hoarsely.

Wth a vicious shove, he pushed Tahli-Danen off the seat and onto the
floor. O rather, onto Pezi, who didn't seemto notice.

"I"'mclaimng what's rightfully mnel"™ Tahli-Damen yell ed back
junping ninbly to his feet "You' ve been so busy mani pul ati ng peopl e
that you haven't been keepi ng up your business! Uda has just this
nmont h edged Ognadzu in total Mari sales, so this pyramid is mnel"

Kl aph started to suggest that since his house was now domi nant in
Lamat h, he should get one, too. He never got the sentence out.

Suddenly a savage dog | eaped out of nowhere for Tahli-Damen's throat
The young man threw up his armin shock. Wth a snarl, the dog ripped
his sleeve to tatters, taking with it a strip of flesh. The dais
enptied i medi ately, save for Pezi, who smlingly slept on, and



Bronwynn, who continued to stare dully into space. Tahli-Danen cl ubbed
the ferocious beast with his free hand and tried to scranble over the
table, but the dog caught his leg in its jaws. Tahli-Danmen's purple
pants turned the color of his crinmson tunic; but despite his wounds, he
ki cked the beast off and rolled on across the head table, dropping onto
the dais floor. He kept on rolling until he dropped off the dais, into
the waiting arns of fam |y menbers who'd rushed past the scattering
merchants to his aid.

As quickly as it had appeared, the dog was gone. Flayh stood on the
table in its place but this was a different Flayh fromthe bald El der

t hese nerchants had traded with through the years. The figure who
stood astride the two pyram ds was awesone. CGone were his blue and
linme garnments. Gowned in gleamng white, with a red cape flowi ng from
hi s shoul ders, Flayh the power shaper tossed nulticol ored balls of
energy at his enemes as they all plunged wildly for the doors.

"By the dragon!" Klaph swore, using an outdated La-math ian oath.
"He's becone a power shaper Then a ball struck Klaph in the chest, and
he raced down the |line of enptying tables and grabbed a pitcher of ale
to douse the sudden fl anes.

Tahl i - Darmen' s cousins bore himrapidly fromthe hall, ducking the
burni ng nissies and shoving other nmerchants aside. As they passed

t hrough the door, Tahli-Damen turned his head to gaze back at Flayh, He
wat ched the power shaper |ips nove, and saw how a pointed finger could
snuff out fires created by a thought mere seconds before. Tahli-Danen
was bl eeding, but it wasn't his wounds that concerned him His heart
wanted to pound its way out from between his ribs. Tahii-Danen was
terrified.

CHAPTER TWELVE
Bel ow t he Dungeon

PEL MEN GROANED and grabbed his head. "I w sh they wouldn't do that
" he nuttered to hinself.

You think you do! the Inperial House replied.

Pel men didn't hear it. He only felt a chilly breeze. Fromwhere he
stood, he could see a bit of sunlight sneaking in through the grating
on the far side of the pool. That nmeant he was on the dungeon side of
the cistern, and he sighed with relief. He felt as if he'd been

sl eeping for years he wondered if it was still the same day that he'd
dropped into this netherworld. He turned away fromthe water to peer
into the passage he could feel wind blowi ng through it. He hoped that
meant it |led sonmewhere, or else he'd fallen a I ong way for nothing. He
stared into it, wishing he had a torch. Then he renenbered: "I'ma
power shaper

So you' ve been saying, said the House. Instead of talking about it,
why don't you do sonething but not that!

Pel men was extending his hand, and a violet ball of flame appeared over
his palm A puff of wind blew it out.

Try that again and the next one will be snuffed out as well!

Pelmen did. And it was.



"Come on," he said with sone frustration. "I need to see!"
Pel nen said it to hinmself, really, but the House sniffed a response
anyway:

Very well. That's reasonable, if irritating. The sphere of green
flame Pel nen summoned up next was smaller than the others, and notably
cool er.

Thank you, the House replied, throueh a creaking of the door janbs on
the third floor. Naturally, Pelnmen didn't hear that.

"Where am 1 ?" Pel nen wondered al oud as he started down the craggy
corridor.

You' re under the doorway into the offices of trade, the Inperial House
answer ed, where that verm nous pest with the pyram d supposedly does
his work when he works which isn't often, since he prefers to pester
this House ..

The castle gazed scornfully at Jagd fromall the walls that the
creature hadn't covered with a smelly coat. Jagd |ay on his bed,
trenbling with a chill. Purely for spite, the Inperial House | owered
the tenperature of Jagd's room perceptibly, and the nerchant shivered
har der .

Pel men noticed that that curious condensation fornmed on the walls of
these sub castle caverns as well. He walked thirty-five feet and cane
to a juncture. The corridor branched off in two directions.

Now you' re under the great hall under the stairway fromthe platformto
the floor. O course, it's forty feet above you .

Pel men hesitated, obviously pondering which way to turn.

If you want out, go left. There's a stairway up into the infirmary
that no one seens to know about

But Pelmen didn't want out, he wanted in, into the dungeon. And it
seened that fromthe location of the grate and the cistern, the right
hand tunnel would take himcloser to it.

On the other hand, sone people can't accept advice from anyone, the
House said crossly, and it resolved to offer no further suggestions.

Pel men went on another twenty-five feet, and stopped. This seened to
be a nman-nmade section of the passageways,

The WzarJ in Waiting for the rock walls bore chisel marks, and the
fl oor was snoot her.

He now had three options. He could continue straight ahead, but carved
galleries extended to his left and right as well. "Now which way," he
munbl ed.

That all depends on where you're going, the Inperial House huffed. That
is, if you know

"The dungeon," Pelnmen said, biting his lip. The sound of his own voice



in the noody silence reassured him "Wich way to the dungeon?"

The castle could scarcely contain it's excitement at finally being
consulted. It had only expanded its consciousness into these caverns
in the last week and now felt quite know edgeabl e.

To your right, of course. Then listen closely, for it gets very
conplicated fromwhere you .

But before the House could finish, Pelnen plunged, straight ahead. The
castl e was i ncensed.

Al right! Go ahead and get |ost!
Pel men took little time in doing just that.

He went a hundred and forty feet, pausing only briefly at other
branchings off to the left, deciding to keep to his right. The
corridor seened to nmake a long bend in that direction, and he felt
hopeful that it might take himstraight to the dungeon. But it ended
in another gallery that crossed fromleft to right. He was confused.

O course you're stuck. You're under the platformin the Chanber of
War! But will you ask for advice? No. You wouldn't listen, anyway!

Pel men decided to go left. That branch ended in a wall of blank rock
fifty feet beyond. He retraced his steps and went the other direction
The passage curled back and forth, ending in another fork. Pelmen went
| eft again, and found another dead end. Pel men was | ost

The | nperial House | aughed.

The Drax table had been knocked aside, and the pieces lay scattered on
the floor, forgotten. Jagd had not returned, and Ligne had tired of
waiting. She was presently in hot pursuit of Rosha, and the young
swordsman sweated freely as he fought to restrain his fists from
permanently altering the woman's |ustful expression

Actual ly, the pursuit had run its course. She'd cornered hi magainst
the far wall and was struggling to insinuate her lithe, perfumed body
i nside his bound arms. Rosha flattened his hips and back agai nst the
wal I, but it wouldn't yield. Nor would Ligne, as she succeeded in
slithering into his unwilling enbrace. She stretched her neck up to
steal a kiss, and Rosha banged the back of his head trying to jerk
away.

"What's the matter, ny darling?" she cooed. "You certainly weren't so
shy earlier in the afternoon .. ."

"I 1 I " Rosha could think of no meaningful way to end the sentence.

Li gne ended it for himby plastering her Iips over his. He fought to
hold his arms away fromher withing form thinking how easy it would
be to slip his arnms up around her scented throat and choke off her

ki sses entirely. Instead, he forced a wide, toothy grin onto his face
a hideous grin, nmore snarl than smile, that caused her to | ean away.

"You're mad at ne," she pouted. "Because | didn't let you win the
gane, is that it?"

"N-n-no, noit's n-n-n



"Are you still upset about that silly old hood?"

"I c-c-c-cC

"You can't talk, I know that," she sneered. Rosha jerked her tightly
against himin reflexive rage, and she snmled broadly and si ghed.
"Ahhhh. Now that's nore like it." Once again he fought the urge to
strangl e her, and managed to spread his arns away from her hips. She
studied himwith a sultry, self-confident smle. "So. Never been with

a woman before, is that it?"

"I-1-1 " Once again his voice faltered, and Ligne sighed with
exasper ati on.

"Cone on, talk to ne!" she demanded.

"M m m maybe a-a-anot her sp-sp-sp-speech | esson
"What for?" she snarled. "What good's the first one done?"
"It t-t-t-takes t-t-time "

"Who told you that? The clown? | don't doubt the fool did." She
ducked out of his arns, and Rosha drew in a wel come breath of unscented
air. "To cover his own inconpetence. Were is that fool? |[|'ve not
seen himall day!"

Rosha sucked in another clean draught and shrugged his shoul ders. \When
he saw the way the wonan eyed him he had a sudden insight into how a
hunt ed beast nust feel when finally run to ground.

"You are so good | ooking," the worman purred, her voice husky.

Rosha swal | omwed hard, and smiled. "lI'ms-so p-pleased that | p-please
you "

"Do you want to please ne, Rosha?" she asked pointedly, her blue eyes
gl owi ng.

"P-p-perhaps |I'mnot p-properly p-p-prepared

"You | ook thoroughly equipped to ne."

"I mean," he hurried on, "that |I f-f-feel so inadequate

"Let's find out!"
" to be a proper escort!”

Li gne paused in her pursuit. "By that you nean what
"That that |I'mm-not worthy of you! Look at mne!"

"I am" Ligne grow ed

"I c-c-c-cannot speak, | can't c-c-carry on a p-proper c-conversation
I' mungraci ous, unlettered, backward "

"As well as broad chested, bull-necked, curly-haired .. The wonan



humred, reaching out to stroke each feature as she listed it. Rosha
jerked aside and wal ked away. When he stopped to | ook back at her, she

was frowning. "Wy did you wal k away from ne?" she demanded.
"I I n-need nore t-tinme. By all the powers in the Mar, wonan, | was
ready to kill you two days ago! P-p-perhaps a day or two, a week ..

nore speech | essons .

"You're putting ne off."

"No!" Rosha lied. "I"'mnot! | | like you." He turned his face to
the wall and forced hinself to say "I ... | even begin to to | ove you,"
Suddenly he whi pped around to face her. "l1've heard you and Kherda

tal k about the acting troupe here in the ca-c-c-castle. Let mmne
j-j-join with them"

"Acting troupe!" Ligne exploded. "What for!"

"I know they're d-d-doing a p-play in p-praise of you. 1| c-could be in
it! Gownmore c-confident!"”

She stared at hima noment, a hand on her hip, then strolled over to
the spilled Drax pieces and picked one up fromthe floor. She studied
it a nonent, tossed it in the air and caught it, and then | ooked at
him "Mybe |'m expecting too much of you. Maybe Gerrig could teach
you a thing or two about wonen, at the very least." She thought for
anot her nmonent, then dropped the piece on the floor again. "Cone
along. Well find your actors. And maybe | can reclaimmy |ost clown
as well. This palace has been dull all afternoon.” She marched
smartly out of the game room snapping her fingers at Carlad, who

| eaned on the wall outside the door

It took several inquiries for themto find the rehearsal hall in this
| abyrint hi ne pal ace. Ligne had never bothered herself to seek it out
before. Her arrival took the troupe very much by surprise. She

sl ammed open the door and stalked in, leaving Gerrig dangling in md
speech

"Why why, ny Lady, what a pleasant surprise," Gerrig stanmered
pani cked by the thought of having to performimrediately. He hadn't
seen Pel men since then- encounter in the garden the day before and had
no i dea where he was now. "Ah what can we do for you?"

Li gne waved her hand, and Rosha wal ked into the room followed by a
bored Carlad. "This is ny consort,"” she announced. "G ve hima
part."

"Way, ah " Gerrig swallowed. "W don't normally do that kind of
thing." but certainly, of course, we'll surely find a part for himto
play in our little entertainment, won't we, friends?" He raised his
eyebrows at the others and nodded vigorously. They all chorused their
approval of the idea.

"And, Cerrig,** she added, leaning toward him "while you' re teaching
himto use his tongue, show hima few things about using his body as
wel |, hmmP" She winked at him

CGerrig smled anxiously, hoping it |ooked as if he understood what she
was tal king about "Certainly! We'Il do it."



"Another thing. This rooms too cranped, and too far away from ny
apartments. From now on, you rehearse in ny throne room"

The big actor gagged, then recovered quickly to protest "My Lady! This
play was to be a surprise. How can we "

"I"l1l not be there when you're rehearsing, idiot!" Ligne snapped. Then
she | ooked around. "Were*s my fool ?"

Ah! Yes! Your fool. Ah, Parm, where is that fool Gerrig asked
nervously.

"He's not with you, ny Lady?" Parnm asked. "If he were with ne,"
Li gne said with a nocking patience that dripped sarcasm "do you think
I'd be looking for .. hin? Were is he?"

He is ... perhaps .. . indisposed .. .**
"By what."
"Ah .. . natural causes?"

"You nmean he's sick?"

"Perhaps .. ."

"When you see him send himto ne. |If you're going to

have ny Rosha, | need sone entertainnment, don't 1?" .: "Most certainly
you do, ny Lady." Gerrig grinned. : "And I'll see to it that you get
that entertainnent just as soon as the clown reports to rehearsal. And,
of course, we'll work your fine young man into the script!"™ V Ligne

didn't hear the last of his speech. She'd already di sappeared out the
door. Gerrig snmiled and nodded at Carlad, then sidled up to Yona and
whi spered, "Wat do we do now?"

"Apparently we nove to the throne room" Yona shrugged. To hinself,
he added, "And perhaps a little

closer to the truth."

The House was still laughing at Pelmen hours later, .;,. when the
exhausted shaper finally slunped against one of ; its walls. As near
as he could tell, Pelnmen had crossed his own path three tines. He
couldn't even find his way back to the cistern. |In frustration, he
rai sed his head and appealed to the Power. "I don't suppose you know
the way out of here, do you?"

O course, cackled the Inmperial House. But if you won't lis
The House was interrupted by a shocking event. A powerful w nd

whi stled through its caverns a wind it neither initiated nor
permtted.

VWere did that cone fron? it bellowed in amazenment. |: , Pelnen
shook his head and nuttered, "You make it |X . seemso easy." Then he
hopped up and let the wind rush -i.-v around him He turned his back

onit and let its pressure .. gui de hi m down t he tunnel

Magi c? the Inperial House wondered. |If so, this



|9f The Wzard in Watthtg magic felt like nothing it had ever
experienced. It was painless and cl eansing.

Pel nen was inpelled by the wi nd past branching corridors that were free
of even the slightest breeze. He had no light to wal k by, but he nade
no effort to kindle any. He knew that now he woul dn't be able to.

This wi nd knows these caverns! Amazing! the castle gasped. For the
wi nd was guiding Pelmen to the very tunnel through which Adnon Faye had
penetrated the | ower dungeons.

Pel men wal ked on bol dly, passing yet another intersection of passages.
Then the wind died as suddenly as it had come. At the end of the
corridor he could make out a dimlight. He walked swiftly toward it,
and found it was shining through a small hole, just |large enough to
craw through. He got down on his hands and knees and |i stened.

Pel men had spent nore tinme in dungeons than he cared to remenber.
During Talith's reign, he'd even been a guest in this one. He knew
that prisons sounded different when there were guards present than they
did when the warders were gone. He listened for the telltal e sounds of
soldiers. Sure, at last, that the way was clear, he shoved his

shoul ders into the small opening and w ggl ed t hrough

He saw i nmedi ately why the hol e had never been plugged. It was hidden
under a | ow outcropping of rock in a dark corner of this cell. As he
pull ed his feet through, he noticed three skel etons dangling fromthe
wal I s, each still held in place by an ancient collar and chain. Pelnen
wondered briefly if these were his predecessors in the office of court
jester, but they'd been here too long for that. This cell had |ong
gone unused. The door was ajar. Torchlight flickered in the hal
beyond. He listened, then slipped out to investigate the corridor. It
was cenetery silent. Mst of these cells were clearly vacant. These
were the | ower dungeons there was another floor of cells above him It
made sense that a |azy warden woul d pack those above to capacity before
filling these | ower roons, thus saving hinself extra trips up and down
the stairs. Besides, it seened Ligne preferred killing her enenmies to
hol di ng them captive. Wuld Bronwnn be on the upper level? O could
she al ready be dead?

He decided to search this floor thoroughly first He

];. crept down the hall, listening at each door and peering ! through
its food slot. He paused at each only |ong enough

' -. to assure hinmself there was no one inside, then noved on to the
next .

? He stopped he heard a chanting. He glanced toward the spira
stairway that led to the upper floor, but that

' wasn't the source of the noise. He traced the sound past the f;
stairs to a cell door beyond them He slipped cautiously toward it,
then knelt to listen. It was a wonman's voi ce.

"Bronwynn," he whispered, wishing i mediately that he ,; hadn't. The
chanting within stopped, and there was a |long period of quiet shuffling
within the cell. Pelnen tried to listen to that and watch the stairs
as well.



A woman' s voi ce suddenly cane through the oaken barrier. "lI'msorry to
di sappoi nt you, Prophet, but I'mnot your initiate. | have been
expecting you, though." f ; Pelmen forgot all caution, as her nane
tore fromhis

"l'ips. "Serphineral™

; Many miles to the north, in another dungeon cell, sat the y. Prophet
of Lamat h.

N~ He wasn't a prisoner. FErri the Prophet, formerly Erri the %
sailor, had sinply taken over the prison of the King of La-; math as

t he headquarters for the new faith that Pelnmen ;f" had established. He
never called hinself the Prophet that :, * honor he reserved for

Pel nen. But Peinen called himthat, > and so did everyone else. Like
it or not, Erri answered to the nane.

But he never really felt worthy of the title. He mssed

Pel men and | onged to see himagain. The longing to be near his absent
friend had caused himto choose this cell tfor his private residence.
Here they had spent their nost 'fruitful hours together when he, Rosha,
and Bronwynn had been inprisoned with Pelmen by the command of the
Priestess, Serphinmera. As they'd awaited Pelnmen's certain execution
the real Prophet had taught himto read the weird runes in which the
anci ent book had been witten. it. The ancient book! It sat on a
sinmple table near the small, j?v barred window. The sun streanmed in
upon it, throwing the: table's shadow on the straw covered floor. The
day was cl oudy and, as the clouds passed overhead, the |ight around the
table seened to dim then brighten, then di magain.

"My faith is like that," Erri murrmured honestly. For though he was now
the nost respected religious |eader in Lamath, there were tines when
t he Power seenmed very renote. He had learned to tolerate silence from
the Power. He hadn't learned to tolerate faithlessness from hinself.

He roused hinmself out of his ruminations and | ooked at the cluttered
desk before him This and the table of the book were the only
additions he had made to the cell and they were its only furnishings.
The desk was a necessary addition, for it seemed these days his life
was filled with paperwork sending and receiving messages fromthe

vi zier of the King, answering requests for sky faith initiates to cone
educat e new nasses of the popul ation, appointing supervisors of new
wor k, authorizing the destruction of dragon statues all comi ng or going
on paper. Sometines his old sailor's tongue grew exceptionally salty
as he reviled the absent Pelnmen for sticking himwth this
responsibility. But he usually neant it all in good-natured
aggravation, for Pelnen had been right about Erri's gifts. FErri had
spent his life on the sea, but in his heart he had ever been a nan of
letters. It irked him though, that he had to spend so nuch tine
witing, and so little reading! Fromwhere he sat, his sharp eyes
could see the dust settling on the book's ornate cover

He was also a man of action. He'd been first nmate too long to shirk a
duty when he saw one. He'd quickly learned that the King was as
dependabl e as any of the host of captains he'd served under that is,
not very. He had net the King only once, when he returned from
Dragonsgate with the news of Vicia-Heinox' death, and he renenbered
that the man had trenbl ed throughout the interview The vizier had



explained later that Erri was the first person the King had seen in
over three years. It seemed the man was scared to death of people.
Asher, the Chieftain of Defense, had run the country in the King's
pl ace. But Asher had been killed by the dragon. Erri had seen the
need and accepted the responsibility. Al of Lamath had been turned
upside down in the turmoil. FErri set about righting it again.

One of the first orders of business had been the smashing of the dragon
statues. He'd marched fromone end of Lamath to the other, leading a
troop of idol-smashers who destroyed every symbol of the old
Dragonfaith that they

could find. H's light blue robe, the color of the sky, had caused
Lamathians to termthis reformati on novenent the sky faith Erri agreed
to the term so long as it was made dear that he and the others clad in
sky blue did not worship the sky, as those of the earlier religion had
wor shi ped the dragon.

This destruction was not acconplished without incident. There were
occasi onal cl ashes between skyfaithers and those of the old order

foll owers of Serphimera, who signaled their allegiance with dark bl ue
gowns. Erri was hard pressed to prevent bl oodshed at one point he'd
only stopped it by clubbing his own people over the head with the book
H s gracious treatment of those who held other views seened to
contradict his image as a statue-smasher, but soon it began to dom nate
Lamat h' s conversation about him

Erri sighed and | ooked over at the door. Though his |ove and tol erance
had carried the day at |ast, he hadn't prevented the di sappearance of
Serphi mera. That wonan had travel ed through the land as quickly as he
had, rallying the surviving unionists with a new theol ogy. He'd heard
it everywhere. "The dragon is us! W are the dragon!"™ Wat it neant,
exactly, he couldn't fathom He hoped Pel nen woul d pop back around
sonetine soon to fill himin.

But nostly he hoped Serpbimera would be found. Though he'd tried, Erri
couldn't be everywhere at once. Though he'd beaten his sky-cl ad
followers of f one day, he'd been sonmewhere el se the next, and
religionists of both Iight and dark hues had cl ashed and westled and
bled. The tales of intolerance nade. himweep. The stories of
persecutions nade himrage. In the name of the Power, people had
killed people, and Erri |earned during long, bitter nights of nourning
that he couldn't reforma nation in a noment. By the time the dust had
settled, Serphinmera had di sappeared. Mirdered, he wondered? | nprisoned
in the basenment of sone so-called believer? Erri sighed.

He heard a flutter of wings at the wi ndow, and glanced up in tinme to
see a blue blur dart into his cell and settle onto the cover of the
book. "Here now You can't do that!" he shouted, pointed toward the
bird, and it obligingly left the book and shot over to perch on his
extended finger, Well. | guess that nmeans you're for nme." FErri raised
his finger and peered under the creature, |ooking for a nessage on the
flyer's legs. "Where's your letter? Did you lose it?" The bird just

| ooked at him and Erri shook his head. "Probably wasn't properly tied
on. Go on with you," he ordered, and he tossed the bird toward the

wi ndow. The blue-flyer circled the cell, and cane back to | and on
Erri's shoulder. "I said, go on" the fornmer sailor grow ed, and he
pulled the little bird off its perch and marched to the w ndow. He
tossed it out the bars, and returned to his stack of work. A nonent
later it was back again, settling confortably onto his head. "Wat's



your problem bird?" Erri roared, and he started to grab the flyer
again. Then it registered. "Oh!'" he nodded. "You're from Pel nen!"
He et the creature maintain its perch in his graying | ocks and
concentrated, trying to read the thoughts Pel men had placed in its
little mnd. He cleared all other concerns away, and waited .

It took only a noment for the flyer to rid itself of its nental burden
Its mind erased, it swooped out the wi ndow, seeking sone seeds and sone
sleep. It left a perplexed Prophet in its wake.

Erri thought for only a noment, then he sprinted for his door, hurled
it open, and shouted, "Send me Naquinl" Then he wal ked back to the
book, and fingered its ornate covering. He said nothing he was trying
to cull the salt out of his speech but his thoughts were dark and
angry. The picture of Rosha, bound and hooded, infuriated him and the
mention of Serphinmera deepened his fears. He tilted his head back to
gl ance at the beanms of light that illumi nated the dancing dust. "I
hope you know what you're doing," he nuttered. The book felt
reassuring under his palm

"Prophet?" soneone called fromthe door

"Come in, ny friend. A gaunt skyfaither entered the room and stood

hunbly before him "Don't do that," Erri said, waving his arns toward
the piles of straw. "Drop on the straw, sit on the floor, but don't
stand there I ooking at me so formally." As be watched the initiate
find a seat, Erri chuckled and added, "If 1'd wanted formality,

Na- quin, | would have noved into your place to begin with."

Naquin smled piously. "You would have found it terribly boring, I
did."

"That's why you took to the drinking?"

"In part. Partly it was the great pressure | was under to try to
sustain the worship of a self-serving, destructive nonster | didn't
really believe to be a god."

Erri lowered his eyes. By now, everyone in Lamath had beard the story
of Naquin's transformation. Formerly the H gh Priest of the
Dragonfaith, he had worn the jewel |l ed hood of office through the fina
days of Vicia-Heinox' destructive life. By the tine Erri returned from
Dragonsgate with the news of the dragon's death, Naquin had

di sappeared. Mbbs of angry citizens rushed toward the tenple to
destroy it, but found that Erri had boarded it up. The H gh Priest

coul dn't be found.

One night, on a wal k through those ancient alleyways he'd come to know
well as a sailor, Erri had found Naquin , drunk in a rmud puddl e and
cursed himfor a fool. ':' "I certainly got hot at you that night,
didn't I?" FErri chuckl ed.

"It was necessary, Prophet, that | see the error of ny ways, and be set
on the proper path "

A "Pardon me, Naquin, for interrupting you, but you' ve lived around
religion all your life, and you know a |l ot of these religious terns
that don't nean much to the rest of us. | know you want to sound
pi ous, but just speak your



/ mnd, as you did the night |I found you. My not sound holy, but
you'll make a | ot nore sense.”

In actual fact, Naquin had struggled to his feet that night and cursed
Erri right back. Then the two had gone off together for a |ong

di scussion about religious matters. It was a curious conversation
Naqui n knew all the words and concepts, and Erri knew al nost not hi ng.
But Erri knew the Power and Naquin didn't. Naquin didn't discover
until the next norning that he'd been talking to the Prophet hinself
and | ater on that sane day he put on the sky robe for the first tine.

"I apol ogi ze, Prophet. M past experience

Torget it." Erri shrugged, neaning nore than just to ; forget the
nmonent. But nen don't change overnight either. Any news of
Ser phi mera?" Erri asked.

No direct word just the same informati on we've been

-. hearing for weeks. She traveled so fast that it's hard to be sure,
but it seens she was | ast seen in the southern region

T& Wzard f* Waiting

" mbeginning to believe Iike everyone el se that she passed
Dragonsgate."” Erri nodded. "Wy not just let her go?" Naquin asked.
"I met the woman and had a chance to see how very dangerous she coul d
be! Do you really want to bring her back?"

Erri graced Naquin with a slowsmle. "I'd wager that if the Priestess
could see you now, she'd say you were dangerous, too!" He stood up

and wal ked behind his desk. He picked up a piece of straw and absently
began cl eaning his ears with it. "Trouble is, in the face of the
dragon's savagery, she still maintains her devotion to the beast.

can't understand it. | only know that Pelnen said we nust | ove her out

of it, and we can't do that if we don't know where she is."

Naqui n sai d not hing. Though he'd never revealed it to his nmaster, he
did not care for Pelnen never had |iked himsince the first night he
laid eyes on the man, here in this very dungeon, and found he was a

di sgui sed power-shaper. Naquin's priestly father had bred himto
despi se power shapers and Pel men was no exception. Never nind that

Erri considered the man a Prophet Naquin knew better, and if the
opportunity ever arose, he intended to expose the man for what he truly
was.

Erri sighed, then went on: "Miuch as | hate to admit it, | fear you're
ri ght about her passing Dragonsgate. But which direction? Did she go
to Chaomonous or to Ngandi b-Mar? | don't have a hint. That's why |'ve
decided to send you as ny envoy to one of the royal courts to find
out."

Naqui n's eyes wi dened in surprise. "Wich one?"

"A good question, and one |'ve been studying for days. Now,

Ngandi b-Mar is a land of free-spirited folk who are terribly
superstitious. Certainly the woman would find a hearing there, nore

easily than anong the cocksure, cockeyed Chaons."

"A reasonabl e guess. "



"On the other hand, the woman | oat hes power shapers as we both know .

." Erri studied Naquin's reactions as he went on. " A feeling
bel i eve you share with her?"
"Never trust a power shaper ny nmaster. They'Il turn on you every

tinme."

"So you' ve said before. And Ngandi b-Mar seenms to be full of them Has
she gone south instead? That's what |

want to know. There's nore to it than that, however. W have .
friends ... in Chaononous who informnme that the land is ripe to be
clainmed for the skyf aith."

"Then |I' m bound for Chaomonous?" the former High Priest asked.

Erri nodded. "I want you to take a group of initiates with you to
scatter throughout the countryside. Let them begin spreading the
precepts of the book and explaining the Power. | want you, however, to
report directly to Queen Ligne's castle. Chaonmonous has a court ful

of snobs. Please take no offense in this, Naquin, but you'll fit right
in. Your manners and training even your fancy words suit you admrably
for the court of that Queen." FErri's eyebrows knitted, and he | eaned
down toward Naquin. "Besides, you're experienced at intrigue, and it
seens that's essential to life in her castle. Once inside the Inperial
House, you are to find the fool. Do whatever he tells you."

Naqui n's eyes flew open. "What?"

"That's right, the fool whoever answers to that nane. He's our
friend." Erri gazed into Naquin's eyes. "WIt you do it?"

"How could | refuse nmy Prophet?"

Erri smiled, clasped Naquin's hands warmy, and pulled himto his feet.
"Go with ny blessings," Erri ordered. "And renmenber. You represent
t he Power now not yourself."

"It seens we always neet in dungeons," said the woman.

"Shh .. ." Pelnen hissed, |ooking up at the stairway.

"Don't concern yourself with the noise. Those above us can't hear what
t akes pl ace down here. That's why the Queen had ne put in this |ower
dungeon. So she and | could speak privately."

"But why are you here?" Pelnmen whispered. "Wy are you in her
prison?"

"It appears that | amthe Queen's .. . confidant. She's a woman with
deep spiritual needs she comes to ne for ; confort."

"She keeps her confidant in the dungeon?"
"She is also a womman of great insecurities.”
Pel men peered through the bars that crosshatched the Wndow in

Serphimera's door, and gazed into those enerald eyes that had entranced
hi m so many nonths before. Hi s mnd wandered, stunned by the sheer joy



of seeing her face once again. Then he renenbered where he was, and
his white forehead knitted in concern. "How did you know ne?" he
asked cautiously.

Her half-grin took himby surprise. He had never before seen
Serphimera smle. "How indeed? How do you think, Prophet? O should
| say player? The silly white grease on your face doesn't befit a
supposed holy man."

Pel nen' s heart sagged. "You know ... so nuch .. ." he began.

"Ch, | know a great deal about you. Ligne's told ne all she renenbers,
and |'ve given her an earful as well." Serphinmera's eyebrows arched

di sdai nfully. "I let her know exactly what | thought of you. And of
course, she agreed." Serphinera wal ked back into her cell. Pelnmen had
a chance nowto see into it, and was surprised again. It was well

furni shed, with a hand-carved headboard and a | arge bed, a desk,
several chairs, and a rich rug. A dozen silver candlesticks lined the
wal I s. Ligne obviously kept her in style.

"You still blame me for the death of the dragon,"” he said softly.
"Shouldn't 1?" she asked over her shoulder. Her long black hair
coursed down her back, and the flickering candlelight enhanced her
delicate beauty. Hers was not the blatant prettiness, the
sophi sti cated sensuousness of Ligne. Serphinera's features were at
once mysterious and i nnocent Were Ligne called out of nen a hot,
objective lust, Serphimera warmed the spirit. Her eyes were open

wi ndows to her feelings, for Serphinera never hid anything she thought.
She broadcast her enotions to any who would listen with their eyes and
Pel men listened now to her anger. "You killed him"

"He woul d have eaten you."
"I longed for himto!"
"You |l onged to be one with the Power. That wasn't the way."

"The Power!" she spat. "Wat has this Power done for Lamath? Stripped
her of her god and cast her spinning into a sea of faithlessness!

Every shrine is destroyed, every nonastery scattered! Is this what your
Power does?"

"If it nust to reach through to the people " "I was reaching the
people!”™ the woman cried, and she turned away from himagain to wal k
to the blank wall on the far side of the room

Pel men | ooked nervously behind himat the stairway. It occurred to him
then that in all his days in dungeons he'd never once seen a guard
respond to a prisoner's shouting with anything other than apathy. He

| ooked back into the cell. "And that's why you' re here?"

"I came to urge the Queen to march on Lamath, to rid the |land of
heretics and reinstitute the worship of Lord Dragon."

Pel men waited through a | ong pause.

"She | aughed at ne," Serphinera finished.

Pel men wai ted anot her nonent before he spoke. "I never did that," he



sai d.

Serphimera sat on the bed. "Wen | told her the Lord Dragon woul d burn
her pal ace for her disobedi ence, she | aughed again but she al so ordered
me to be brought here. It was only later that she began to come and

talk to ne."
"Made you her confidant."
"Exactly." Serphinera gestured at the room "She treats ne well."

Pel men snothered his rage at the Queen, and whispered resolutely, "I'lI
get you out."

"Ch, no need of that," Serphinmera said. She stood up and wal ked toward
him "I shall leave this castle as | cane in ... walking freely."

"But how do you

"How do | know? The sane way | knew you were conming, Prophet. | had a
vision."

Pel men had brushed with Serphinera' s visions before. Watever their
source, they tended to cone true. Her words made himfeel very

vul nerable. "Serphimera .. . do you .. . tell the Queen your

Vi si ons?"

The Priestess | ooked away. "Mst of them That's one reason she cones
to call. Anong other things, she seens to see ne as sone sort of
fortune teller." Serphimera bit down on the words. "The humliation

of it! Priestess of the dragon, viewed in the same light as a Mari wit
cher woman!"

"Have you told her about ny disguise?"

Serphinmera met his eyes, "No."

Pel nen experienced a flood of relief. "Wy not?"

Her gaze remained fixed. "I think we both know the answer to that."
Her 1ips | ooked lovely. He wanted to kiss them

As if reading his mnd, Serphinera backed away and crossed her arns.
She fixed her features in an imtation of scorn but her eyes told a

different tale altogether.

"I don't suppose your vision told you how you'll manage to wal k out as
freely as you came?"

"No. "
"Then is it possible that | mght play some part in that event?"
"Per haps. "

"Fine. Then "

"But | doubt it."



Pel men | ooked at her, puzzled. "Why?"

"Because you cane crawing in through a tunnel. Know ng sonething of
your previous antics, | daresay you woul d expect ne to craw out of
this dungeon on ny belly."

"And you wouldn't do that," he countered.

"That wasn't in the vision."

Pelmen bit his lip in consternation, and thought for a monent. "You
knew | was conming. |s there anything else you know that night help
ne?"
Serphimera smled. "That all depends on what it is you're trying to
do."

"I came down here expecting to find the Lady Bron-wynn. She's the
rightful heir to the throne of this arrogant land, and I'd like to see
her onit."

Serphimera's nostrils flared slightly at the nention of the Princess
nane. "Bronwynn. Isn't she the rude little girl who foll owed you so
devout | y?"

"She was one of ny initiates, yes you net her with me in the dungeon of
Lamat h. "

"And if she's crowned, what will that nmake you?" Scr-pbinmera asked,
her lips curling into the tiniest of sneers. "The new ki ng?"

Pel men | aughed al oud. He hadn't neant to, it just came out. He

cl apped his hand across his face and stepped swiftly to the base of the
stairwell to listen. Then he canme back, still chuckling at the idea.
He | aughed harder when he saw the glare on Serphinera' s face.

"Well?" she snapped angrily.

"No," he chuckled. "There's a |ad upstairs who'd take ny head off in a

stroke if | tried." Pelmen's snmile softened frommrth to one of
concern. "l just want to restore to this land a little peace and
security."”

"As you did to Lamath?" she snapped.

I f you know anyt hing of Bronwynn, ny Lady, | urgently request you share
it" His face had turned grimas grimas was possible in white face,
anyway. Serphinera had to smle at that. H s serious expression

remai ned, however, and she grew solem as wel |

"She spent many days in the pit at the far end of the corridor. The
Queen treated her as badly as she's treated ne well. | heard her
groans each night. Then one night | heard themno nore. | feared she
was dead, but the Queen shared with nme later the information that
someone had snat ched her out of the dungeon. She told ne whom she
suspected, and |I'm dismayed to have to relay it, for | travelled with
the man and know himfor a cruel, lying unbeliever. Hs "

"How wonderful!" Pel men snarled, for be knew i medi ately whom she
meant. "We're stuck in Ligne's dungeon, and Bronwynn's in the hands of



Adron Fayel "

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

An Anci ent Spel |

"My ARMis TIRED' " Bronwynn yelled

"Do you think an eneny will hold off and let you rest it?" Adnon Faye
chal | enged, then he swung his nock bl ade around savagely to crack
across Bronwynn's left shoulder. "Conme girl. Parry or feel pain."
Bronwynn hurl ed her wooden weapon away, and it cl acked off the stone
floor several times before comng to rest against the wall. "Now both

nmy shoul ders ache,” she snarled, and she grabbed them wi th opposi ng
hands and began massagi ng. Admon Faye rai sed his weapon as if to

strike again. "CGo aheadl" she screaned belligerently. "Beat nme bl ack
and bl ue!"
He | owered his practice sword and grinned at her. "lI'mjust trying to

teach you to defend yourself
"Maybe | don't want to learn to defend nyself today!"

"Pick up the sword and return to work!" he ordered her. "W haven't
much timel"

"You haven't much tine," Bronwynn snarled, turning her back on him "I
have plenty. OM" she yel ped suddenly as the slaver whacked her
across the runp.

"You're lazy," Adnon Faye grunted. "lI'moffering you a kingdom girl.
Don't you consider it worth a bruise or two to be the Queen?"

"Queen!" she snapped. "What kind of rule could |I have, with you and
Fl ayh constantly | ooki ng over ny shoulder? That's no reign just a new
ki nd of captivity!"

You're a child. You still believe it possible to be free."

Bronwynn rubbed her shoul ders and sul ked. "No, | don't."

Adrmon Faye gl anced up at her jutting lip, and snickered. "Pining for
your boyfriend? He's not pining for you."

"You shut up about Rosha!"

"Why should I?" the slaver sneered. "I speak only what | heard from
the magic glass .. . perhaps my lady mssed that?" he nocked.

"I didn't miss it!"™ Bronwnn flared. "I just don't believe it!"

"And why is that?" he baited her. "Oh, don't tell ne. Let nme guess.

Your Rosha lad is too pure to sully hinmself with such a schem ng
wi cked woman. Right this minute he's in a room somewhere in your
father's old castle, weeping romantically for you, his only love."
"Rosha doesn't weep,"
hi m

Bronwynn nuttered, her head turned away from



Adrmon Faye hooted. "You believe that?" he |aughed harshly. "You
actually believe he's faithful and pure?”

"Way shouldn't | believe it?" she roared

The slaver's face turned incredibly hard. "Because that's not the way
lifeis, little girl. And underneath that pout, you knowit's not."

Bronwynn whirled away from himand wal ked over to stare angrily out at
the sleazy gray sky. This practice session had been scheduled for the
courtyard, but the weather had refused to cooperate, dropping showers
on the keep fromearly norning throughout the afternoon. The snow that
had frosted the ground for nonths had nelted away, |eaving behind a
thick, black muck in place of the court. The change in climte nmade it
as miserable inside the castle as it was outside. Bronwynn's soaking
practice garb dung unconfortably to her sticky back. But if her body
felt as if she'd been swnming in a swanp, it couldn't conpare to the
mur ky wast el and i nsi de her soul. She fought to hold the tears down,
but they were there salty tears that struggled to push their way into
her cheeks, to add their small contribution to her msery.

"Face it. That boy is having the tine of his life!" the slaver
cackled lustfully. "He's learning things that "

Bronwynn shot like a blur across the roomto scratch viciously for the
slaver's eyes. She was no match for Ad-non Faye. He slung her past

himto raminto the wall. She slunped to her knees in pain and | eaned
against it. Those tears that had threatened to drizzle nowfell in a
fl ood.

Adrmon Faye wal ked over to stand above the sobbing Princess. "Get up,"
he snarl ed contenptuously. "Get up, and pick up that weapon. [|'l]

teach you how to take sonme faide off that wonman! Wouldn't you I|ike
that? To have Ligne's delicate neck at the cutting edge of your
bl ade?"

Bronwynn's tears subsided, but the hot pain in the back of her throat
remai ned. She thought for a noment of Ligne. She focused her mind on
a nmental inmage of the woman's nocking smile and hated her. But when
Rosha edged into that picture al ongside Ligne, Bronwnn's feelings of
hurt and betrayal overpowered her hatred, robbing her of the will to
fight. Her tears flooded anew.

Adrmon Faye stepped back, a bit chagrined. He'd never seen the girl
weep before, and it surprised him As waves of despair swept
Bronwnn's body, raising the pitch of her sobs, the slaver turned his
attention to other matters. He'd caused a host of people to cry in the
course of his career and recognized that point when tears made further
work inpossible. He left her sobbing and went hunting for Flayh.

Fi ndi ng the power shaper took sone time. No one seenmed to know where
he was. Pezi suggested the library, but if Flayh were inside, he
didn't respond. Adnon Faye strolled slowy through the hall, | ooking
carefully at each of the dogs who scranbled up to neet him but saw no
unusual intelligence in the eyes of any of them He w apped his cloak
around hi mand wal ked out into the drizzle.

As he stepped carefully around the deepest puddles, he noticed a small
figure standing on the battlements above him The man didn't even
bother to cover his bald pate. 1t took a few monents for Adnon Faye to



climb up to him "Enjoying the rain?" the slaver asked with crue
hunor .

The in "Witing
"I was enjoying the privacy," Flayh responded without |ooking at him

"W have business to conclude, you and I." Adnon Faye frowned. "I
t hought you were interested in haste.™

"I was," Flayh nunbled. "I was. Until | destroyed all possibility of
nmy plan's success with ny too hasty tenper."”

"Way, | thought you acted with great noderation," Adnon Faye nocked.

"The Council in an uproar, the conclave dispersed prematurely " Flayh
shook his head. "A tragedy. And all because of this young
Tahl i - Danmen. "

"You surprise me, Flayh. For a power shaper you seemto have a linited
i magi nation."

Fl ayh | ooked at the slaver and raised an eyebrow. "Explain."

"So the rest of the nerchants know, now, that you' re a wi zard. Wy
shoul d that matter?"

The houses are split!" Flayh's eyes flashed indignantly. "Nothing
could be worse for business than inter house rivalry. Tahli-Danen was
right about that, at least."

"You merchants." Adnon Faye snickered. "So tied up in your cliques
and Councils that you can't see the world as it is. Take a hard | ook
Fl ayh!" The sl aver gestured across Wstnouth Plain. "The world. |It's
free for the taking. And you and |, we have the power to take our
share. | never played any of your merchant games, and |'ve done al
right."

"And yet you wanted a seat on the Council," Flayh rem nded him

"On ny owmn terms and for nmy own purposes. | still do. Relax, Flayh.
You' ve done no irreparabl e damage to your precious Council, just shook
it up a bit. A power shift was inevitable, after the dragon. Your
little fireworks display just |let these others know what kind of forces
they're dealing with."

"You are bold and inventive, Adnon Faye, but you | ack experience in
dealing with merchant mnds. The Council of Elders is damaged, and if
it should be reconstituted in the days to conme, | fear the house of
Qgnadzu will no | onger be wel coned. Jagd and Ligne have | ocked nme out
of Chao-mp nous Pel men the Prophet has chased me from Lanat h,
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and our dominance in this land is threatened by this sane
Tahl i - Danen. "

"Si nce when have you concerned yourself with nere business matters?"

"That's just it. 1've spent so much tine inproving ny skill at shaping



that 1've let ny famly business fail."

Adrmon Faye smirked, and shrugged. "So it fails. Don't worry, Flayh.
You can al ways get work as the court pow- ershaper in the Hi gh
Fortress."

"What ?"

The slaver shook his head. "Pardon ny jest. It just seenms so out of
character to see the ruler of the nmighty house of Ognadzu benpan his
famly's fortunes."

"What were you saying about a H gh Fortress?"

Adrmon Faye chuckl ed. "Over a year ago, the fanmly of Pahd asked ne to
find them a power shaper to heal King Pahd of his |aziness. They
want ed Pel men, actually "

"Pelmen." Flayh spat.

"He's not ny favorite either," Adnon Faye said grimy. "This tw sted
visage of mne is a gift he gave ne | ong ago."

"Pelmen did that?" Flayh asked.

"Let's say he played a role in its shaping. But that's another story.
| came out here to "

"Did you find them a power shaper

"The Pahds? No. Wy such interest in this? | was only nmaking a

j oke!™

"So you were. You were trying to assure me that our plan will succeed,
in any case, and that the fortunes of ny house will soon be

restored.”

"I guarantee it. Perhaps these other houses do m strust you, but wth
nmy band in control of Dragonsgate, they're in no position to threaten
us."

"You're unafraid of the conbined m ght of the merchant Council ?"

"Not if | have as an ally the nost popul ous of the houses." Adnon Faye
grinned back. "For all your mpaning, you certainly don't deny that you
could field a form dable army fromyour cousins alone. And which

mer chant woul d be fool enough to challenge it, when he knows it's |ed
by a proven w zard?"

FIl ayh nodded. "You're probably right."

"I amright,"” snorted Admon Faye. "You may depend on it."

"I do, slaver!" Flayh said quickly. "Indeed, | do. For if this plan
fails, I may be forced to seek enpl oynment el sewhere, doing

dragon- knows-what. | assune your rough-. necks are already in

pl ace?"

"You mean the nmenbers of ny house?" Adnon Faye asked.



Fl ayh chuckl ed a malicious | augh comng fromlowin his throat. "Yes.
| mean your fanmily. Are those your chosen col ors?" He nodded toward
the sweaty garnents Adnon Faye wore. The slaver's tunic was a dul
gray. Hi s leggings were an equally drab green

"I thought them appropriate.” Adnmon Faye grinned,
"Brutally ugly," said Flayh, neeting the slaver's eyes.

Adrmon Faye smiled no longer. "As | said. Appropriate. Also
practical. These are the colors of the Geat South Fir. A hundred
times |'ve watched your riders nmove through ny forest, conpletely
oblivious to nmy presence. But of course, they | ooked so noble, so
prosperous in their blue and lime tunics. Very favorable targets, to
be sure.”

"What you wear is of no concern to nme. Wat you do is Flayh raised an
i nquiring eyebrow.

"Yes, ny band is in place.’
"Fine. And the girl?"
Tm working with her."

"Don't rush her. | learned that with Ligne. | paved her a path to the
t hrone room of Chaonmonous because she seened enpty-headed and pliable
enough to be controllable later."

"Ch?" Adnon Faye snmiled. "Ligne believes she canme to : her exalted
position entirely on her own."

**| realize she does. And the nudgecurdl e Jagd has encouraged her to
think so, mlking her at will. That's why | Want hi m dead as soon as
possi bl e, and her, too." Flayh sighed. "I never guessed things would
turn out as they did. : That's why this tinme, | want to be certain the
girl knows }'," ijcbo her nasters are before we give her the crown!"
i|> "She's learning." Adnon Faye snickered. life' "Be certain,

bef ore you nove. Speed is inportant, yes, not as inportant as
success!"

"You're talking to nme, Flayh, not Pezi," Adnon Faye responded,
annoyance showi ng in his voice.

"Forgive ne," Flayh said, shaking his head. "I've been surrounded by
nmy dense relations so long, |'ve had to nake a habit of doubl e-checking
their every nove. When the girl is ready and | |eave that decision to

you notify ne by flyer. O course, once you've disposed of Jagd, we'll
have a nore direct |ink of comrunication.”

"You nmean the other pyramd."

"I do. Pezi will retain his. He's an oaf, of course, but an

occasi onal burst of savage cunning has convinced me to keep hi m around.
Besides, he's in the famly, and thoroughly tane, and he shuts up when
| tell himto. | didn't enjoy the period of Tohn's possession of the
object. M dead cousin had an inflated noral sense sonmething | trust
you' ve never been plagued with?" The slaver guffawed at that, and

Fl ayh nodded. "Nor have |I. Three nights after you toss the bird to say
you're ready, Pezi and | will be watching our pyramds. That should



give you time to capture the castle and seize Jagd's crystal .. . ?"
Fl ayh I eft the question dangling, his eyes asking for yet another
assurance that this plot would succeed.

“I"ll be there. And our little Lady Bronwnn will be on her throne."
"I do hope so." Flayh nodded "I've been surrounded lately by people
who have di sappointed ne. | have confidence you' re made of sterner

stuff. You're leaving for the pass in the norning?"

"That's the plan."

Fl ayh | ooked at the skies. "Maybe the weather will clear up. |If |
don't see you before then, I wish you well in your journey. Now if
you'll excuse ne, | have sone urgent business in ny library."

Adrmon Faye watched the winkl ed nerchant scurry away, and scranble
eagerly down fromthe battlenents. Flayh puzzled him He wondered if
he should be worried, then dismssed the thought. "He's a power shaper
the slaver said to hinmself, "and all power shapers are a bit

strange. "

He nade his own way down the slick steps, and back into the practice
hall. He found Bronwynn still lying on the floor. He decided to try
the soft approach. He wal ked over

W *r in Waiting and knelt beside her, reaching out to touch her

shoulder. "I don't suppose you've cried yourself to sleep, have
you?"

"No. "

You' ve been thinking about what | said.” "Yes," she said after a

monent .

*Tve been thinking about what you said, too. And | think |I can
understand. O course you don't feel like recapturing a crown when
you've |l ost your lover. But tell me this. After what we all heard
Jagd say the other day, if you could have your Rosha here right now,
what woul d you do?"

Bronwynn sniffed, and growed, "I'd kick himin the teeth!"

Adrmon Faye chuckl ed. The | ow, soothing tone of his voice contrasted
sharply with his words, as he said, "Ch, but 1'mgoing to teach you how
to get much better vengeance than that Here ..." He handed her the
wooden practice sword again. His cal mmanner planted the seed deeply
in Bronwnn's mnd. Like the grass outside responding to the warnth of
spring, the notion of vengeance took root and grew.

The next norning the sun came out. The rain was gone, bl own eastward
in the night to Ngandib. Strong, cool wi nds continued to rip the plain
this nmorning. Bronwynn had been bundl ed aboard her horse by Flayh's
servants, and now she and Adnon Faye rode from Castl e Tohn agai nst a
heavy gal e that seenmed resolved to bl ow them back inside. She squinted
agai nst the whistling gusts, |ooking up at the crags of Dragonsgate,
outlined sharply against the cloudl ess sky. Snow still topped those
peaks, but the hills bel ow bore the unm stakabl e signs of early spring.
There was green everywhere across this Westmouth Plain as far as she
could see; up in the high valley that formed the heart of the pass



itself; and tufting every patch of ground that clung tenuously to the
faces of the cliffs. The wind made her eyes blur and, in the sane
breath, stirred every branch and blade. For a nmoment it seened that

all the world was astir Wth the withing and twi sting of living green
beings. Am d the enerald shinmrer of life, the nmountains stood cold and
Afirm But the shrubs and the grasses bore brilliant w tness

i mut able truth proven anew with each cycle of the -that life will not
be denied. Less than a year before,

The Wzard i Waiting

Vi ci a- Hei nox had burned every green thing fromthis, his ancient hone.
Only a few short days ago, the pass had been cl ogged with snow.  But
the snow had nelted the dragon was dead and the grass lived on and
grew.

Freed of the castle's stifling closeness, Bronwynn inhal ed a deep
draught of the heady new possibilities before her. She was alive, she
was young, and after months of hopel ess captivity she at last had a
chance to claimher rightful inheritance. For the few noments of their
wi ndswept ride she forgot Adnmon Faye conpl etely and dreanmed again the
dreans of her girlhood, dreans that had been born long ago in the warm
security of her father's court. But her exhilaration was fleeting.
Thoughts of her father's house led inevitably to thoughts of Rosha, and
the fresh, clean air of freedomturned stale and lifeless in the wake
of those nenori es.

Her tears of the day before had been an exception. Bronwynn had never
been nuch of a crier. She didn't weep now, though the hard lunp in her

t hroat m ght have been eased by the cleansing of tears. Instead she
set her jaw and scorned the sen she'd been when she'd | oved the
stuttering warrior. "He'll pay," she muttered between cl enched teeth.

Then she | ashed her horse needl essly and | eaned | ow over its neck

Adrmon Faye gl anced over at her in time to see her lips move. His grim
snm |l e went unseen, and he turned his attention back to the onconing
pass. Already a knot of gray-clad riders formed a |ine abreast the
narrowest stretch of Dragonsgate's Westnmouth. They knew himand the
girl. They were only following his explicit orders not to |let anyone
approach the pass w thout stopping themwith a show of force. As his
sharp eyes searched the line, he saw a struggl e evol ving anbng a group
of unmounted warriors to his right. He turned his reins in that
direction and spurred his horse toward the disturbance.

"I tell you I belong to Adnon Faye!" a lank character he didn't
recogni ze was shouting. The nan westled to free hinself fromthe sure
grip of two of the slaver's trusted conrades. Another stranger, a
squat fell ow who wore an expression of sheer disgust, no |onger
struggl ed against his captors. It was this short bandit who first

noti ced Adnon Faye's approach. The man seened to sigh in

resi gnation.

"You belong to ne?" Adnon Faye asked. The tall stranger tw sted
around to smile up at his hero. Pinter's smle froze on his face at
his first glinpse of the slaver's nonunmental ugliness. Adnon Faye | et
himstare a nonment. Then he demanded, "Well?"

"Ah yes!" Pinter said with forced brightness. "That is, | long to be



"These two attacked us when we rode into the pass,” a winkled old
slaver grunted. "d ained they were nenbers of your band and denanded
tribute in your nane."

"I told you they were cutthroats,” Tibb whispered to his wildly
grinni ng conpani on

"And we neant it!" Pinter defended. "W have sone tribute to offer
you!"

"Dent " Tibb snapped, trying to stop his cohort before Peter got the
words out. Failing, he winced, sighed, then shook his head.

"Tribute?" Adnon Faye asked. "Show ne." Pinter grinned proudly.
"Show him Tibb." Tibb's expression of rueful disgust returned, as he
jerked ian armfree fromone of his captors, reached into his shoul der
pouch, and pulled out three copper coins. He held themout to the

sl aver.

Adrmon Faye gazed at Tibb's palm "That's it?" "That's it," Tibb
muttered matter-of-factly. "W would have had nore," Pinter explai ned
sheepi shly, but sonebody robbed us."

Adrmon Faye still stared at the coins. "I could get nmore than that just
by selling your bodies for tugolith fodder!™ "Didn't | tell you?" Tibb
sighed to his friend. "Please, Lord Faye!" Pinter begged, dropping to
his knees at the slaver's feet. "I realize we don't appear very likely

prospects for your band, but you've got to understand you've arrived at
adifficult time for us. W're actually nmuch better outlaws than we
appear!"

Adrmon Faye wi nked at his fellows. "Lord Faye. | like that"

W actually had a tidy sumaccunul ated to present to you. W were just
outsmarted by a fiendish Mari free trader who got us so interested in
one of his nmetal pots we didn't notice when be took off with our bag

of

Tkt Wzard in Wiiling

"I see." Adnon Faye nodded with nock gravity. "And you still have
this pot?"

Pinter and Ti bb exchanged pai ned expressions, then Tibb blurted out,
"Actually, we sold it the next day to another trader for these three
pence." Tibb shrugged. "We're not bad thieves, really. Just terrible
busi nessnen. "

"But we can handl e our swords," Pinter inserted proudly.

Adrmon Faye raised a hairy eyebrow at his grizzled lieutenant. The man
nodded. "They gave us a go before we overpowered them"

The slaver glanced back at the two forlorn thieves, obviously anused.
"You want to join ny band, yet battle with nmy warriors?"

"How were we to know they really belonged to you?" Tibb barked. "Just
because they said so doesn't nake it so. W're living proof!"”

"Presently living," the brutal slaver corrected. "Wth no guarantee



that will continue." Adnmon Faye stal ked around the two woul d- be
recruits, exam ning themas a horse trader inspects his |ivestock
Finally he snorted and nmuttered, "Very well. You may present your
swords to ne."

Pinter cleared his throat. "W woul d, however
"However what ?"
"Your men took 'emaway fromus!" Tibb grow ed.

Adrmon Faye gl anced at his warriors, and they quickly passed the two

thi eves their weapons. |In a tine-honored gesture the two knelt and
held their blades out before them They contrasted sharply. Lanky
Pinter offered his polished sword proudly, a snmle of victory lighting
up his face. Barrel-shaped Tibb, on the other hand, still wore his

| ook of disgust as he offered his bent and battered blade to his new
master. Adnmon Faye noted the odd angl e of Tibb's weapon and chortl ed
uncontrol | ably, slapping his conpanions, who al so cackled at the sight.
Then the slaver clanmed hinself and asked in ritual fashion, "Your
names?"

"I amPinter," Pinter said grandly.

"I"'mTibb," his friend grunted.

"Very well. | accept your service .. . Pinter the proud, and Tibb the
twisted .. ." Here he convulsed again with mirth, and coul dn't

conti nue.

"Go on with you," instructed Adnon Faye's wrinkl ed conpanion. "You

know where the soup pot is Pinter and Tibb rose hurriedly then, and
made their way up the pass to the spot where the slavers had pitched

canp.

Adrmon Faye wi ped the tears fromhis cheeks and grinned at his
lieutenant. "OQther than that, how did you find things here?"

"Undi sturbed. The two bungl ers had not di scovered our cache of weapons

"Evidently!" Adnmon Faye cackled, still thinking of Tibb's sword.

M Land all is ready for us to nove, whenever you choose."
Adrmon Faye nodded. "Very good. The young | ady seens to be coning
along well. If | can increase her conbat confidence, | think she'll be

ready as well."
"Who will you assign to build her confidence?"

"Who better than our new recruits?" Adnon Faye snickered, and the
ot her slaver |aughed aloud. They sl apped one another's backs as they
made their way to the soup pot.

Fl ayh's hands trenmbled. He stared at the ornate page Spread before
him awed by the crystalline clarity of the words scratched upon it.
How many years had this book sat on a dusty shelf in this library?
Power unheard of, power beyond the imagi nation, hidden between these
gilt-edged sheets, patiently enduring the passage of tine! Surely Tohn



had never read it. Tohn, the man of action, Flayh thought to hinself
as he winked contenptuously at the nickering candle. Tohn had probably
never entered this room rmuch | ess plowed doggedly through its stacks
of rmusty tomes to find the jewels of precious thought buried here. But
FI ayh

J had. The power shaper lifted his shaking arns in exultation. Hs
ultimate victory was assured him for he now owned a Copy of an ancient
master's spel |l -book

No one had instructed Flayh in how to shape the powers. He'd |earned
everyt hing he knew on his own, through hard work and ceasel ess
experimentation. His own library |a Lamath had been worthl ess, for

t hose vol umes had been filled with religi ous garbage, nore concerned
with mracles magic. But this was Ngandi b-Mar, |and of w zards! its
pages caked with choking dust, some of themJding with age sat a
teacher. And what a teacher

Fl ayh's ol d eyes rested upon the nost spectacular spell of all. Wth
this know edge, added to that he al ready possessed, Flayh could bring a
castle to life!

He rose and paced the tiny sliver of floor that was not clogged with
still nore books. "I1'll need the Hi gh Fortress of Ngandi b, of course.
That's a castle of substance, an unassailable citadel that will soon be
able to defend itself fromattack, leaving nme free to concentrate on ny
craft without interference.”" No |longer would he concern hinself with

t he unpredi ct abl e maneuveri ng of the Council of Elders. ©h, he would
keep his hand in, of course, but with Adnobn Faye as his ally and this
new found spell-book, the Council was no | onger necessary to him He
woul d go to Ngandi b and vol unteer his services as court power shaper
Wth this new ability he could quickly control Pahd and with his puppet
Queen on the golden throne, he'd control two-thirds of the world!
"Then," he nmuttered, "I can turn ny attention to Lamath and Pel nen."

He summoned Pezi to nmeet himin his apartnents. Pezi entered Flayh's
room as he always did cringing, expecting a tongue-Ilashing, uncertain
as ever about why. Flayh snmiled sweetly, naking Pezi even nore

anxi ous. "Have a seat, my boy!" said Flayh. Pezi obeyed. Flayh
beamed. "How are you doi ng, nephew?"

"Fine, uncle,"” Pezi replied. I|f Flayh was expecting any el aboration
he was di sappoi nt ed.

"Cetting along well, are you?"
"Fine, uncle," Pezi said.

"Are you enjoying Ngandi b- Mar ?"
"It's fine, uncle," Pezi replied,
"Li king the climate?"

"It's fine, uncle," Pezi answered. Pezi was suspicious. Wat was his
uncle driving at?

Fl ayh kept on smiling, staving off exasperation. Howto get the lad's
attention? He had a sudden inspiration



"Had any good neals |ately?"

Pezi's interest imedi ately picked up. "GCh yes! | had a stuffed
pheasant leg this afternoon with a dish of mallinsok pudding, and a "
"Fi ne, nephew," Flayh cut himoff. He knew fromlong experience that
Pezi could wax positively rhapsodic on the subject of an onion souffle,
and he'd al ready acconplished his purpose. The fat nerchant was at

| east listening. "I've been studying you, Pezi. You have

potential ."

"I do?" Pezi asked. He quickly altered that to a quasi-firm
expression of self-confidence. "I do."

"Yes," Flayh smiled, carefully avoiding the subject of what Pezi had
potential for. "That's why |I'mplacing you in charge of this manor."

Pezi nearly swallowed his tongue. "You what?" he exclai ned.

"You were a conpetent enough manager in Chaonon-ous not brilliant, but
so fewof us inthe family really are and | believe you can handl e the
responsibility. If "

"I'f what, Uncle Flayh!" Pezi was excited.

If you'll concentrate with your brain instead of your belly." Flayh
stood. "I'Il be travelling for a while, and soneone needs to handl e
the Man accounts. Trade will soon be returning to normal, with contro
restored to the pass. O course, Adnon Faye is readying a strike for

| 4gne*s heart, and you'll need to notify me by flyer inmediately when
you' ve received word. After his conquest of Chaonpbnous and his
recovery of Jagd's pyramid, we'll be able to converse regularly.”

"Yes, uncle!" Pezi responded. He was flabbergasted. He, Pezi, in
charge of the Man accounts! But Pezi was suspicious by nature, and he
wasn't a dummy. Obviously his uncle was planning sonething. And
knowi ng Flayh, it would be deliciously sinister. "Wat are you goi ng
to be doi ngr

"What business is that of yours?" Flayh snarled. Pezi sank back into

his pitiable chair, chastened. "That's not for you to know .. . yet,"

Fl ayh went on, a bit nmore cordially. "Al you need to know is where to
post the flyer, inform ng me of Adnon Faye's nove."

"Fine, uncle," Pezi replied. "Ah .. . where will that be?"

Fl ayh got a faraway | ook in his eye and appeared to Ware through the
rooms western wall. "I'mbound for the pal ace of Pahd nbod Pahd-el the
fortress of the High City OF Ngandib."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Dr ax

BURI ED I N THE Tl MELESS DARKNESS, they couldn't know that they had

tal ked away the norning and nost of the afternoon. Pelnen and

Ser phi mera knew only that they found each other's presence enchanti ng,
and neither wanted to be first to break off the conversation. For the
first time in their unusual relationship they felt really free to talk.
She teased him her enerald eyes flashing warmy as she charmed him



wi th her mschievous snile. Again and again, his quick wit and

sel f-nocking hunmor pulled trills of unexpected | aughter fromwthin
her. They | eaned on the door, clinging to the bars that parted them
until their legs could stand no nore. Then they slunped to the floor
propping their heads in their hands as they continued their rapt

di scussion through the door's narrow food slot. Mstly they conpared
backgrounds. Hi s experience as a cosnopolitan travel er contrasted
sharply with the nenories of this small town girl fromthe Lamathi an
farmlands. They were as different as their origins. It was no
surprise that they seened to agree on al nost nothing. The surprising
thing was how little their differences mattered at the nonent. They
skirted the issues of religion and faith entirely, realizing that a
chasmtoo deep for even |ove to bridge separated
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their two views. Wiile that difference | ooned as a giant question mark
bet ween them they both ignored it, preferring for the nonment the
warnth of one another's eyes, and the halting hope that perhaps even
that wall could someday be breeched. Cccasionally verbal conversation
ceased entirely, and their lips conmunicated silently by touching. The
food slot pernmitted little contact, so they stood again and ki ssed

bet ween the bars.

Their ki sses saved Pelnen fromdi scovery, for it was during one of
those sweet silences that they heard sandal s sl appi ng on the stairway.
Serphimera's eyes shot open in shock, and she whispered, "My dinner!"

"Il be back," he whispered intensely. Then he streaked down the
hal |, past the stairway toward the hal f-open cell door at the far end
of the corridor.

"Ho!" he heard soneone cry behind him "lIs soneone there?" He
slipped into the cell and wasted no tinme slithering head first through
the narrow gap into the caverns beyond. There he paused and |i stened.
There was no sound of scuttling soldiers, no shouts of alarm Evidently
Ser phi mera had succeeded in covering his escape,

Pel nen sat in the dark, contenplating this new situation. He was
hungry. He was tired. And now that he'd at |ast been forced out of
the warnmt h of Serphinera's gaze, the seriousness of her circunstances
finally inpacted on him Now he had to evolve sone plan to extricate
bot h Serphi mera and Rosha from Ligne's grasp and then to deal wth
Adrmon Faye. And he didn't even know his way out. "I hope you're stil
around," he nunbled fervently, then crawled to his feet and started
down the corridor in the dark

He tried to concentrate on solving the maze, but his thoughts kept
drifting back to Serphinera. He'd be counting his step , trailing one
hand al ong an uneven wall, then would realize suddenly that for the
past ten or fifteen paces he'd been replaying sone snatch of their

| engt hy conversation, and that his count was hopelessly off. Fromtine
to time he would stop and wave his arnms above him searching for sone
drafty sign of the Power's presence. He felt none. He wasn't

surpri sed.

The Power did not junp when he called. He had no assurance that his
every request would inmedi ately be net.
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I f past experience were any guide to the Power's actions, Pelnmen could
count on no assistance until he'd exhausted his own resources. COften
in the past, when he'd felt he had no other alternatives, a silence
fromthe Power had demanded that he seek new ones and he'd found new
alternatives in every case. Oher tinmes, the Power had cone unbi dden
before Pelnen realized his own inability to cope with the particul ar
struggle at hand. The rel ationship was conpl ex and constantly
puzzling, forcing himinto continual reevaluation of the Power's nature

and sonetinmes even of its existence. At other tines, the Power's
presence was so overwhel ning as to brook no doubt whatsoever. There
seened no | ogical consistency to the Power's participation in his life,
and yet a perplexing patterning appeared to run through all of their
relating. It was not quite capricious, but certainly unpredictable
beyond him somehow. Al in all, it was easier to shape than to be
shaped, but far less exhilarating. He had learned to live with the
anbi guity between the two.

At the nmoment, it appeared he had not exhausted his own resources.

H s foot sloshed into water, and he froze against the wall. Like a
shaft of light in this dark tonb, a long-forgotten nmenory broke into
his consciousness with a force that |eft himgasping. He saw before
hi m t he book, spread open to the pages of prophecy he had cone to term
the "cryptics" because of their hidden purposes. A single phrase stood
out boldly for himto read: "Deal gently with the House that speaks,
lest it make the waters rise.” The line had been neani ngl ess when he'd
first read it, meaningl ess when he'd nmenorized it. But the cryptics
were al ways meaningl ess until they were needed. This one had suddenly
becone so

"House?" Pelnmen asked tentatively. "Are you listening to ne?"
For once, it wasn't. It had done a very good job of shutting the foo
and his lady out of its thoughts conpletely. And for very good

reason.

The castl e had watched manifold | ove affairs bl ossom flourish, and
fade within its walls. Long ago, the high drama of such invol venents

had been intriguing. It had watched with sonme anusenent the initial
stirrings, listened intently to the inevitable counsel of friends,
sniggered with the naughty glee of a Peeping Tomat the fina
consummati on. Thus invol ved, however, it had been drawn unwillingly to

wi tness the often tragic outcones of one affair after another the

m sconmuni cation, the pride, the jeal ousy, stubbornness, the

sel fi shness that presaged broken heart after broken heart. And though
it often knew far nore about these relationships than either

partici pant and could clearly see the pathways to reconciliation, it
was powerless to help. No one took its advice.

The house had tried then, for a time, to view love as a broad conedy,
and the broken hearts as nerely conic pratfalls that soon woul d heal

t hen- causes forgotten. That paled too. It grewtired of the saneness
of it alt the same ritual, repeated infinitely, fromthe crown through
the craftsman to the crassest of slaves. It concluded at |ast that

human | ove was an insidi ous di sease, excessively conmuni cabl e,
uni versal ly endenic and thoroughly depressing to one utterly and
hopel essly alone. The Inperial House dismssed |ove affairs as



uni mportant. It found that easier than wi shing there were anot her
castl e nearby that could think, and speak and | ove.

So when Pel men and Serphimera had drifted into the sane predictable
patterns of conversation the House had heard so nmany times before, it
took care to | ook el sewhere. At the nonment, there was a nystery
unfolding, and it was trying to find answers to sone questions. There
had been several conferences between the Queen and her Lord of Security
in the past two days, and it had m ssed the nost critical of these,
being distracted by the pain fromthe pyramid. Now it followed Joss
fromroomto room trying to account for the burst of troop activity
withinits walls since the General's return. But the castle was

di scovering Joss to be a tight-lipped individual. For whatever reason
the Lord of Security had spent the afternoon cross-examning his
dungeon guards, but the Inperial House couldn't tell exactly why.

Perhaps he's going to tighten security, the House nuttered hopefully.
The castle hoped so. Internal defense had grown terribly sloppy when a
fool could penetrate the dungeon at will!

Joss di sm ssed an anxi ous guard, then folded his hands before himfor a
nmonent and | eaned back in his chair. Abruptly he shot out of it and
stal ked up his private staircase to the upper levels. He found the
Queen where he expected to find her at the Drax table. Ligne kept her
eyes fixed on the board as the General stooped to whisper in her ear

Here now Speak up! the castle snapped.
Li gne frowned and | ooked up at him "You think he's who?"

Joss whi spered again, then | ooked at her neaningfully. She stared at
him then ordered, "Go away, | need to think about this." Joss
returned to his offices in the same way he'd come. A nonent |ater

Li gne rose fromher Drax table and nmarched across the hallway to the
throne room

For Pel men there had been no answer. Perhaps he hadn't understood the
cryptic after all. At least the water helped himfind his way back to
the cistern. It was overflowi ng, evidently the result of heavy rains
up river. Fromthere, it was a sinple task to find the galleries that
clinmbed toward the front gate of the castle. Pelnmen quickly nmade his
way up the ranps, noting how the tunnels broadened out as he ascended.
He turned a corner, and stunbled on the |owest step of a stairway. He
| ooked up and saw a thin box of |ight above him "An entrance," he
whi spered to hinself, and he started clinbing up the stairway that |ed
to the infirmry

Rehearsal was in full sw ng when the double door slammed open. Silence
dropped on every occupant of the roomas the Queen pointed at Gerrig
fromthe doorway and shouted, "Were's the fool ?"

"The fool ? The fool. Ah, ah, as we told you, he's sick "
"Wth what?"
"Ah, ah " ,

"l suppose he's had the wisdomto report to the infirmary?" the Queen
asked, her tone suddenly softening.



CGerrig saw an opening, and sprinted through it. "GCh yes! O coursel
He may be a fool but he certainly has good sense when it cones to "

"Way isn't he there then?" Ligne demanded. Her eyes sliced Gerrig
like a pair of knives.

"Perhaps he's in his quarters,” Parm offered.

"I"ve had his quarters searched!" Ligne snarled, whirling to glare at
Yona. Then she casually wheel ed back to Gerrig, who was wi shing he'd
never even heard of the acting profession. "But you said he was in the
infirmary, didn't you?" She smiled sweetly. "Sick, is he?"

Gerrig could do nothing but nod.

"Shall we go | ook?" she inquired with that same sarcastic sweetness.
CGerrig swall owed, and nodded again. "Go!" she shouted, pointing to

t he doorway, then her |ong finger whipped around to Yona and she
ordered, "You, tool" As the two men turned to walk into the hall, they
shot each ot her angui shed | ooks. "Come al ong, Rosha. W're going to
get to the bottomof this, or I'mgoing to fry me sonme actors!™

Rosha's hands formed fists and he glanced at Carlad's sword. He could
take it and decapitate the Queen in a stroke

"Come on, Rosha," she shrilled. She started out of the throne room
Rosha took a deep breath and cl anped down on his enotions once nore.

By the time they reached the door of the infirmary, Gerrig, too, had
controlled his feelings and had donned his toothiest smle. He slung
t he door wi de, shouting a hearty, "Hello!" at the back of the spindly
Lord of Herbs. The man | eaped off his stool and swung around in

horror. "He's not here, ny Lady, perhaps we" Gerrig stopped and stared
at a bed in the corner, as his false smile turned genuine. "Il nean he
isl"”

"1'"'mwhat ?" asked Pel nen.

"You're here!" Gerrig beaned.

Pel men frowned in the character of Fallomar. "You don't have to sound
so pleased at ny illness!"

Ligne drifted into the roomand | ooked at himin disbelief. "You're
sick?" she asked. She turned to her Lord of Herbs, whose nouth hung
wi de open. "What's he got?" she denmanded

"Wha- wha-why, |'ve never seen this man in here beforel™

"It really is hard to get a doctor to |l ook at you these days," Fallonmar
of fered, as he hopped off his cot. "In spite of the |ack of care, |
feel nmuch better now "

Li gne gazed at him suspiciously, as if making up her mind what to

beli eve. Suddenly she snmiled. "l've mssed you, fool. | want you in
the gane roomimedi ately. But change your clothes! You snell as if
you' ve been in the garbage or the dungeon!" She spun on her heel and

mar ched out.

Pel men stared after her, feeling a heaviness in his chest "Are you al



right?" Parm asked quietly.
Pel men nodded. "I think so."

"Wonderful ," snarled the Lord of Herbs. "Then I'll thank you to get
out of ny infirmary!"

As they noved into the hallway, Gerrig groused, "Next time you choose
to drop out of sight, would you take the time to informyour
friends?"

"My drop canme as quite a surprise to me too, Gerrig. | had no chance
to tell anyone."

"What did you learn?" Yona Parm asked himquietly. Rosha pulled up
cl ose behind to hear as well, which pronpted Carlad to edge cl oser

"Not hing any half wit doesn't already know. Stay out of the nouths of
fishes, don't think you can walk in the dark without running into the
wal I s, and never trust a wonan to be where you expect her."

"What ?" CGerrig asked.

Carlad, at least, was chuckling. "I know what you nean, fool."
Pel men gl anced back at himand smled brightly. "I'msure you do!" He
| ooked back at Rosha. "Who decided to make you an actor?"

"I d-d-did," Rosha responded carefully.

"A wise choice," Fallomar nodded, his eyes hol ding onto Rosha's as he
added, "1'll wager a Queen's consort has a lot of acting to do."

"He does indeed." Carlad | aughed, missing the exchange of | ooks
entirely, "And this lad' s already done a fair share of it!"

Now t he cl own | ooked at Carlad. "Has he now? And how about you?
Aren't you al so an actor of sorts?"

"Of some sort, | suppose." Carlad chuckl ed.

"Then perhaps we should find a role for you as well." The cl own
smled, catching Yona Parm's eye. Parm nodded

"Me?" the guard asked. "No .. ." he went on, shaking his head, but
it was clear he could be cajol ed.

"Why don't you two go on to rehearsal while the three of us think you
up a part?" Fallomar suggested, and Carlad, charmed by the idea,
eagerly led his young charge up the stairs.

"What are you getting us into?" Cerrig demanded. "First we get stuck
with this young stutterer, now a castle guard! You niss rehearsals

wi thout a word to anyone! Are you trying to scuttle this performance
al t oget her ?"

"Why not teach Carlad ny lines," the fool suggested. "He seens eager
enough, and it appears the Queen is determned to domnate ny tine.
That' Il keep himfromstaring at you suspiciously when you're trying to

rehearse. "



"Let a guard play the role of the clown King?" Gerrig asked,
i ncr edul ous.

"Way not. You've always said any oaf could act as well AS me. Hasn't
he, Parm ?"

"He has, indeed." Parm nodded. "But what about the | ad?"

"Let himplay hinmself suitor to the Queen." "Stuttering suitor to the
Queen," Gerrig snarled. "I wouldn't say that around him Gerrig,"
Pel men advised. "Not if you fancy keepi ng your head where it is."

Cerrig's eyes widened, then he nodded. "Very well. But | don't mnd
telling you all this is making me very nervous! |'mready to get out
of this place."

"Funny," said Yona. "You wanted so nuch to get in." "Cose it up
Parm , or 111 stuff this in it!" Gerrig shook his hamsized fist in
Yona's face, but the round-faced actor Seemed unconcer ned.

"Do it and I'Il kick you in the shins," he replied honestly. Yona had
never been a fighter. Nevertheless, his association with Gerrig had at
times involved himin unsought, yet unavoi dable, altercations. He
often got his face punched, but no adversary left a fight w th Parm

wi t hout tows of blue bruises on each shin. Parm |ooked at Pel nen.
"Can we help in any way

"Not yet, ny friend. Take care for what you say," he added. "I think
the walls may be listening," Pelnmen then stal ked up the stairs toward
his tiny cell.

"What did he nmean by that?" Gerrig asked. "What does he ever nmean?"
Parm shrugged. "Come on, we have to rewite a play."

As Pel nren wal ked toward the gane room a sense of dread built inside
him Sonmet hing had roused Ligne's suspicions, and Pel men wondered if
he were walking into the jaws of a trap. There was little he could

Got you |

Pel men scranbl ed around to face the speaker, his heart in his throat.
There was no one behind him

Not that! Don't do that]

Pelmen felt alittle dizzy. He was hearing words that weren't words at
all. He listened to the fluctuations of tenperature in this corridor
and conprehended them as thoughts.

Are you blind? Her red colum is sitting on your flank

Drax. The castle was tal king the | anguage of Drax, And Pel nen
understood it

If the House found any redeemi ng feature in the vain woman who
presently wore the crown, it was her conpul sive urge to spend hours at
the Drax table. O course, the game had advanced considerably during
the castle's extended nap. The openings were now far nore

sophi sticated and the end gane nmuch nore subtle, but it was still the



same vicious pastinme the castle had enjoyed so long ago. It was
fortunate for the occupants of the palace that the board' s shape and
t he basic nmoves had not been altered in the |ast thousand years. The
| mperial House was a Drax purist, and woul d have been enraged at such
trifling with perfection,

It was studying an ani mated match being played by the Queen, her Prine
M nister, and one of Ligne's ladies maids. "Come on," Ligne goaded the
worman. "1'll loan you the gold!"

"But I'malready so deeply in debt," the maid protested. "Oh please,
nmy Lady, can't we just play this gane for fun?"

Absurd! the House sniffed. Drax was played for blood and gold not
fun. The castle reflected back on ancient
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ganes, played with power shapers not so dense as this Fallo-mar fellow
It chuckled, recalling how one night it had | ost one of its gold-inlaid
floors, but won it back the followi ng day, along with the w zard's
tunic, vest, and pantsl . Savage gane, the Inperial House snickered.

"Ah-ha!" Kherda said with satisfaction, as he nade his nove and
renoved a red piece fromthe triangul ar table.

Li gne cursed, and her azure eyes devoured the board, searching for a
nove that would take this sudden pressure off her disc. Kherda al ways
made sure she won, but she inevitably had to work at it. The Prine

M ni ster considered his skill far superior to the Queen's often it was
adifficult task just to avoid wi nning. Cccasionally he daydreaned
about actually beating her

Deliciously wicked! the Inmperial House crowed in praise, as Ligne
found the soft underbelly of Kherda's defense and slashed into it with
her star. The Queen's eyes gleaned. She did not hide her glee.

"Fal |l omar, ny Lady," Pelmen said, anbling into the game room "At your
hand. "

"You took your tinme, didn't you, clown?" the Queen said archly. "But
no matter. |'mw nning."

"She al ways wins, "’
flirtatiously.

the maid explained, smling at the jester

"I ndeed, Queens usually do," Fallomar said.
"Do you play?" Ligne asked, eyes on the board.

"I am a player by profession, ny Lady. Does a seanstress sew? Does a
sewer man sl ough?"

"Such a graphic expression!" Ligne sniled, winkling her nose at her
mai d, who giggled nerrily. "But do you play ganmes?"

"Life is a game, ny mistress, and | amalive, thus | nust play it
well."

"Answer me directly," Ligne said sharply. "Do you play



Dr ax?"

"A penny |l ess player?" he responded, his eyes wide, "Not without a
weal thy patron to pay ny bills."

"Then you know t he gane?"

"Vaguely. Play on, and I'll watch. You'll find I pick up new noves
quickly." He winked at the |ladies' maid.

The gane had often been described as sonething akin to a three-sided
dagger fight in an alley. Wth Iightning speed,

t he pieces whizzed around the board, each nove drastically altering the
subtl e bal ance of power. It was a gane both of cutthroat diplomacy and
studied tactics, changing far too rapidly for any player to develop a
grand strategy. And it was quickly over, with Ligne the victor. The
mai d hid her eyes behind her hand.

"How much do you owe ne now?" Ligne demanded of her, and the wonman
shrugged and smiled helplessly in response. "Too much to pay, |
realize. And you, Kherda, | suppose you nmust owe nme the entire
treasury by this tinme," "My Lady, as you say. | amflat of purse.”

Li gne | ooked at the painted fool and sniled scornfully. "You see the
kind of stakes |I play for? W might as well wager handfuls of dirt!"

"Ah, yes." Fallomar sighed. "There's a price to be paid for owning
everything. O course, that neans you can always afford it "

Li gne stood and brushed past him toward the double doors of the gane
room "It's boring, playing for nothing! Wat | want is a real gane,
with real wagers! Fortune riding on every nove!"

Hear hear! cried the House in absolute agreenent Ligne cocked her
head, and | ooked at the door franme. "Did you hear this thing crack?"

"This castle is full of curious noises lately," the maid observed,

clearing the reference plank of pegs.
"It's a very old House," Kherda snorted, |ooking at the ceiling. "Looks
as if it could all fall in any mnute!" The castle said nothing. But
it had heard. "Pity it doesn't fall on you, Kherda," Ligne said. She
couldn't know the House was contenplating such at that very noment.
"Don't you agree, clown?

"If it crushes Kherda, | hope it'll crush ne as well." Ligne |ooked at
him "Why woul d you hope that?" "Wy, if he were gone, you m ght nake
me your Prime Mnister, and any fate is better than that." It was a

skillful remark, one designed to chop either way. Ligne took it as
nore abuse for Kherda, and threw back her head to | augh aloud. The
Prime M nister, however, caught the fool's wink, and just for an

i nstant renenbered how to snile. He was conming to like this clown.
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Li gne sl apped her hands together. "Very well. Kherda, you may go bury
your nose in your bureaucratic burrow. | have nmy clown back!" Kherda

left the room quickly as Ligne wal ked over to seat herself at the board
again. "Well, fool, what will you wager on a gane of Drax?"



"Only ny antics. They're all | own."

"Then plant your antics in that seat and let's begin," the Queen
commanded.

Pel men's mnd raced. He was gaugi ng the quickest way to | ose.
"You want nme to play what?" Carlad asked incredul ously.

"just give it a try," Danyilyn coaxed himin candy-coated tones. "You
don't know, you might find you like it."

"But do | have to put that white stuff on ny face? No. No, not for
me. M sergeant would take one | ook at that and "

"He'll never see it." Danyilyn smled. "Cone on, try it. It's a
| arge part "
"It is?"

"One of the nost critical roles,"” Gerrig broke in.

"Well ... all right," Carlad grumbled, but he was smiling as Danyilyn
started coating his face. "You know, I'd kinda like my wife to see
this .. ."

Yona Parm and Rosha had drifted toward the door of the room and now
Parm whi spered, "The clown has informed ne of who you are, Rosha, and
your connection with him"

"Ch?" Rosha responded guardedly.
"Your secret is safe. | wish | felt the fool hinself was."

Rosha studied Yona's face. "I've heard themcall you Yona. Are you
the Yona Parnm who's travelled with this fool all over Chaononous?"

"I am Unfortunately, he's not allowed nme to help himas nuch as he
has your father. | suppose he hasn't needed help .. . But | have a
sinking feeling that this business is too large for himto handl e

al one. "

"He's not alone," Rosha said flatly, his eyes on Carlad. The guard was
| aughi ng now as Danyilyn read himhis |ines.
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"You nmean the Power, of course.” Yona nodded.

"You know t he Power?" Rosha asked him shifting his dark eyes to
Yona's face.

"I know of the Power, only."

"So far," Rosha grunted, and Yona snil ed.

The door cl acked open, and Myt horm popped his handsonme head inside. He
was grinning. "There you all are." He glanced around the room "But
where's Pel nen?"



Yona stiffened in shock. "Were's who?" he asked quietly, glancing at
Carlad to be sure the guard hadn't heard.

"You thought | wouldn't catch on, didn't you."™ Maythormsnmirked. "Who
were you trying to deceive? Me?" Mythorm showed them his dinples.
"Surely not the Lord of Entertainments! |'mthe one who di scovered
you, Parm , in the days when your Pelnen was but a pitiful, penny |ess
pl aywight with verses to flog." Mythorm sneered. "You may foo

Li gne, and you may fool Joss, but you'll not fool the premiere critic
of Chaononous with your little nmasquerade!"”

Yona had caught Danyilyn's eye and jerked a thunb at Carlad, and the
actress quickly picked up the cue, hiding her anxiety as she wal ked the
grinning guard to the far side of the room Now Yona turned back to
face the arrogant court ling "Wat do you want fromus?" he

grow ed.

"Fromyou? Wy, nothing, little Parm. Wat | crave is the head of
your ponpous Pelnen! Ch, | don't know how he did it his special
effects were excellent! But he'll pay for that particul ar

per f or mance! "

"I don't know what you're tal king about,’
trembling with rage.

Parm rasped, his round body

"Ch, | think you do." Maythormgrinned. He nodded toward Carlad. "Be
gl ad you' ve found another clown. After | neet with General Joss,
you're going to need him" The Lord of Entertai nnents swept his cloak
aside and left the room

Parm whi pped around to Rosha. "Do you think we could "
Rosha was gone.

He stopped.

Mayt hor m swept past the cl osed door of the game room and around a
corner. That was as far as he got. Rosha clubbed himonce in the gut,
twice in the face, and a final tinme across the back of his neck. A
crackl ing of bone assured hi m Mayt horm woul d say no nore. He caught
the man as he fell and Iowered himto the floor, then glanced around
for a place to hide the body.

H s eyes met those of a startled slave, who stood five feet behind him
| eani ng on his broom Rosha gazed up at hima nmoment, slack jawed, the
bl ood draining fromhis face. H s nuscles tensed, and he prepared to

spring.

"Was it your wife or your sister?" the slave whispered. "Wat?" Rosha
asked.

"No matter. 1'll sweep up the remains.” The slave swiftly |eaned his
broom agai nst the wall and stooped to grasp Maythorm s body under the
arms. Then he glanced up. "Well, get on!"™ he snapped. "You waiting
for soneone to give you a kiss?"

Rosha blinked, then slipped around the corner and back into the throne
room A quick glance around relieved him Carlad was still busily
engaged in learning his |ines.

Yona Parm drifted around in front of him anxiety etched in his face.
Rosha sighed. "Relax, Yona Parmi. He's nmade his |ast speech.”



It didn't take long for Pelnen to lose the first gane nor for the House
to begin abusing himfor it.

Stupid nove! Stupid nove! jangled the bells on the wall.
"Ignore those silly bells," Ligne instructed. "Just play." That was
easi er said than done. The castle's conments were starting to effect
his concentration. While Drax was a rough gane frequently associ ated
with fistfights and nmurders, there were sonme things one sinply didn't
do. One of these was to nock a player at the board.

I nsi pid, pasty-faced actor! Too proud to accept expert advice when
it's offered you!

Pel men shifted in his seat as the bells clanged on. Finally he cl anped

hi s hands over his ears. "They're a nuisance, to be sure," he admtted
to Ligne.
"What difference does it make?" She shrugged. "You're going to |ose

anyway. Move."

Why not sweep your cube, the Inperial House suggested sarcastically,
and slit your own throat? Pelnmen snmiled to hinmself, and did just
t hat .

And you did! Gh! Fool! You ve lost it now, though doubtless you're
too dense to know it!

"Got you!" Ligne crowed, as she slammed her disc into Fallomar's sole
remai ni ng piece, sending it flying off the table. That was another of
those things one didn't do at Drax, but Ligne had already denonstrated
that she had little concern for manners.

"What a surprise,”
sitting therel™

Fallomar lied. "I didn't even see that piece

Try opening your eyes! the House snarled. Pelnen stood, bowed
politely, and asked, "Could |I take a moment's break?"

"\Where are you goi ng?" Ligne snapped. "Just out in the hall to
collect ny thoughts.™

What thoughts? the castle grow ed.
"Five minutes," Ligne told him She seenmed in a terrible hunor. Pelnen
hoped he didn't know why.

He nodded at the panl of guards who opened the door for him then

wal ked fifteen feet down the hallway and | eaned against the wall. The
guards craned their necks to watch him After a nmonment, one asked the
other, "Is he talking to hinsel f?"

The ot her, who had al ready had sone strange experiences with Fall onar,
nodded wi sely and tapped his head. "Wth this one, expect anything."

You' re undoubtedly the npst m serable Drax player to set foot within

"That's not sporting, you know," Pelnen said quietly. Everyone in the
castle was relieved by the sudden cessation of the bells.



Do you address this House?
"You think | talk to walls to hear nmy own echo?"

You do understand! the House shouted, and a whistling wind of joy
whooshed down every hal lway, blow ng tapestries off of walls and vases
of f of tables.

"I certainly do, and I'mappalled! |If you are the expert Draxist you
claimto be, you ought to know it's poor manners to nock a man at the
board. "

It's bad manners to ignore the Inperial House! the castle responded
def ensi vel y.

"Actually it's only been in the last hour or so that |'ve understood
your speech. It's remarkably easy to pick up.”

Natural ly, the House sniffed. It makes infinitely nore sense than your
human gruntings and snorti ngs.

"Nevertheless, it is distracting to play with such vile | anguage
ringing in one's ears. Literally."

Then pay attention! You' ve forfeited one gol den opportunity after
anot her!

"Because |'mtrying to lose.” The Inperial House was shocked. It
responded with a frosty silence. "I realize that's offensive to a
purist like yourself, but I'mlosing these ganes to keep the Lady

rel axed and happy. There's something far nore critical at stake here
than the outconme of a Drax gane."

If you're speaking of your trivial little plot to deceive the Queen
how coul d you possi bly compare them

"M splaced priorities?" Pelmen shrugged sardonically.
Thi s House coul d not agree norel!l

"In spite of what you think," Pelmen whispered, "it's nore inportant to
me than Drax." The House echoed with an angry ringing.

That's a formof cheating! To throw a Drax game is repugnant behavi or
far nore unsporting than to nock a horrid Draxist at the board!

"I't bothers you that nuch?"

There is only one thing worse than a Drax cheater, and that is a Drax
wel cher! | suppose you're one of those as well?

"Well, | really didn't bet anything " Pel men was unprepared for the
expl osion of outrage that greeted his words.

Then why play at all? bellowed the Inperial House. The castle took
its Drax quite seriously.

"If it's cheating to | ose a match deliberately, isn't it also cheating
to intimdate your opponents so that they fear whining worse than



| osing? That's what this Queen does."
The House was silent for a nonent.

Thi s demands sonme consi derati on

"Fine. You think about it. 1've got to go back inside and | ose
anot her round, and |'d appreciate it if you' d keep your opinion of ny
play to yourself." FaHomar turned away fromthe wall and wal ked back

to the door of the game room The guards regarded himcuriously as he
passed between them and stal ked back to the table.

"\Where have you been?" Ligne denanded.

"Telling the walls to shut up."

"Ch, you talk to walls, do you, clown?"

"Only when they talk to ne."

"I see. And are the walls anused by your jesting
"You hear them | aughing, don't you?"

"Did my warders |laugh at your jests today?" Ligne asked pointedly. "I
was told you paid thema visit."

"To the warders? GCh, the dungeon! Certainly. | frequently visit
prisons. They're always good for a laugh.” Pelnen studied the board.
The gane it represented would quickly be lost and forgotten, but he
suddenly found hinself in a game he needed to w n.

"You were trying to followme in. Wy is that?" She turned a harsh
stare at him

Pel men mai ntai ned his conposure, snmiling snoothly and saying, "To anuse
you, ny Lady. As | said, | know dungeon life well all jesters do. |
sought only to entertain."

"I see. |'ve decided to give you your w sh."
"My wish? My Lady, in ny work | utter nany neani ngl ess phrases, which

live in ny listeners' ears only briefly, and in ny owmn nmenory not at
all. Wiich wish is this?"

"Why, to see my dungeon, of course." Ligne snmled cruelly. "I do hope
you truly are entertaining. Oherwise, | mght be tenpted to | eave you
there." She tapped the board, then swept her hand across the pieces
and stood up. "I tire of this. I'moff to bed." The maid quickly
hopped up to follow her. "After breakfast, clown," Ligne called from

t he doorway, "I prom se you the grand tour. |'msure well both find it
anusing." She swept out, followed by the maid and the pair of

guards.

Left al one, Pelnen contenplated this newtw st. One thing was sure he
could do no nore today. He felt exhausted.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Def endi ng the Faith



"WHAT DID | DO to deserve you?" Bronwynn spat down at Ti bb, who lay at
her feet. She had just tossed himagainst the wall of the canyon and
was threatening to inflict nore damage if he got up

Ti bb rubbed his aching back. "You know, Lady, | was just asking nyself
t he sane question.”

"Wwul d you get up,"” Pinter urged his short conpanion as he cast an
anxi ous | ook over his shoulder. "Adnmon Faye is watching us!"

"Fine, he can watch me lie here awhile
"He's laughing." Pinter frowned, his gaunt face fl ushing.

"Let him" Tibb grunted.

"But he's gonna think we're fools!"™ Pinter cried.

Then he's half-right already. |'mnot proving |I'mone by standing up
and getting ny head split open." Tibb gazed up at Bronwynn. "You're
good, Lady. You'll make a great nurderess."

"Murderess," cane Bronwynn's dull echo.
"You're a natural. | even feel alittle sorry for the fellow "

"A natural rnurderess," Bronwynn repeated grimy.

"He's wondering why we're just standing around,” Pinter

sai d nervously, still gazing over his shoulder. He spun around and
charged Bronwynn earnestly. She responded with a quick grab of his arm
and a flip, and Pinter cartwheeled off the wall, just as Tibb had

done.

Tibb raised his head to watch, then smled. "He's all arns and |egs,
hunh." Bronwynn didn't smile back, but |eaned thoughtfully against the
wal I .  "Way so glun?" Tibb asked. "Being a cutthroat is great

practice for ruling "

"Wonderful ," the girl snarled, staring at her hands as if they were
filthy. "Now |l'ma cutthroat."

"What's the matter? You got sonething against being a cutthroat?"
Bronwynn | ooked at Tibb, surprised. "Well, of course | do!"
"What ?"  he demanded.

"It's .. . it's just .. . wong!"

"What's wrong about it?"

"Wy ... ah ... what's right about it?" Bronwynn chall enged.
"Listen, Lady. It's us cutthroats that make this econony go. Wy,
wi t hout us robbi ng peopl e al ong, and ki dnappi ng, and rurdering the

nobl es and the nerchants would have all the gold by this tine, instead
of just nost of it."



"But ... to nurder sonmeone! To be a nurderer! That isn't

"Ladyl i ke?" Tibb finished for her. "Some of the best wormen | know are
nmur der esses. "

"Real | y?" Bronwynn asked.
"Sure. M nother "

"Your nother!"

"Right. Sister, too .. ."

"But ... if they were brigands ... no wonder you turned out as you
did."

"What do you nmean by that?" Tibb snarled, starting to get up

"Don't upset her, Tibb," Pinter suggested, as he got shakily to his
feet. "She'll bang your head against that wall nost unpl easant "

"I mean, they nust have taught you it was right, or you

"Listen to me, ny Lady! | know right fromwong, for sure. Right's
what hel ps ne, wong's what don't, 1*

"But don't you see? That's so far fromthe real difference between
right and wong that I ... | wonder .. . if you' d ever be able to
understand ..."

Ti bb snorted. "Maybe not. But | knowthis. As a cutthroat, | kill a
man in an alley. As a Queen, you'll order a war and kill a thousand.
As a cutthroat, I'lIl steal all the gold a man can carry in his

saddl ebag. As a Queen, you can rmake a single proclamation of a new tax
and rob a thousand peasants of their life savings. Now, ny Lady. You
tell me what's the right and wong of that!"

"Ah, Tibb," Pinter munbled in his friend' s ear, "we're supposed to be
training this girl to take the throne, not talking her out of trying.
If our master "

"Well, soneone has to rule!" Bronwynn blurted out. "Sonmeone has to
make deci sions for the good of the whole nation.”

"Fine," Tibb said, hitching his pants. "Let themdo it. But don't try
to convince nme that their right and wong is any different from
m ne. "

"Ti bb," Pinter whispered, "would you please shut your nmouth before this
girl decides not to "

"Why?" Bronwynn interrupted. "He's just telling the truth." She
struggled to her feet, sliding her back up the wall of the cliff, and
brushed between the two of themon her way to find a private place to
t hi nk.

"Now you Ve done it!" Pinter snarled. "Adnon Faye gives us a chance
to join him and you kick it away!" "What did | do?" Tibb asked,
confused. "You just talked her out of playing her role in the master's



plan," Pinter roared, and he, too, stal ked away.

"I did?" Tibb asked. "Now wait a minute, Pinter," he called, stonping

after his friend and grabbing himby the shoulder. "You tell nme how I
did that."
"You called her a cutthroat!” Pinter snapped. "No one wants to be

called a cutthroat."

"But that's what we are,"” Tibb pleaded. "That's what you are, naybe,"
Pinter replied archly. Tman outlaw. "

"But what's the difference?" Tibb begged. Pinter paused and | ooked
back at himdisdainfully. "If you don't know, |I'msure | couldn't
explain it to you." Shouting in the northern nouth of Dragonsgate cut
short their debate. They | ooked at one another in surprise, then
bolted toward the noise. Pinter's longer legs carried himto the site
of the confrontation well before his conrade, and he was full of news
when Ti bb came puffing up behind him "What is it?" Tibb shouted.
"What's goi ng on?"

"Some pale believers,"” Pinter smrked. "Sonme of that Prophet's band.
Look." Pinter pointed, and Ti bb watched as sl avers dragged one
blue-clad initiate after another off of their horses. The nissionaries
didn't resist, yielding passively to this brutal treatnent.

"Always was easy to bag a dragonfaither," Tibb snickered.
"These aren't dragonfaithers," Pinter corrected him "though I'm not
surprised you can't tell the difference. They' re menbers of that new
heresy. "

"I know that," said an annoyed Tibb. "You think I've lived this |ast
year with nmy eyes cl osed?"

"Wul dn't surprise ne."

Adrmon Faye's conpani ons were experts at fast-binding new victins. It
took only nmonments for themto tie the entire group of Lamathians, which
Ti bb estimated as at |east a score.

"What will we do with "en?" Tibb asked. "Kill "emhere? Sell '"emin
t he sout h?"

"No. These fellows say we'll skin them and send them honme as an
exanple. Say, the Princess is a Chaon! Maybe watching a few
Lamat hi ans getting skinned woul d get her blood boiling to be Queen
again! Let's go!"

Tahl i -Darren | ay on his back, staring into space. The wounds that

Fl ayh's alter-shape had inflicted on his I eg had proved to be nore
spect acul ar than substantial. He was wal king without any difficulty.
But Wayl eeth had noticed that a strange dread had settled over him He
refused to be cheered by anything she said.

"Tahl i -Danen," she called fromthe doorway. "The nan who's been
wat chi ng Fl ayh's castle has brought you a report "

"Flayh's castle!™ Tahli-Danmen blurted, as if the words thensel ves
touched a raw nerve within him "l set no watch on Flayh's castle!"



"I know that," Wayl eeth answered patiently. "I did."

"Way did you do that!" he demanded. "Didn't | tell you? That man is
a power shaper He hurls balls of fire! He he he changes his shape at
will! Look at ny leg!"™ The young nerchant frantically waved his |eg
inthe air and pointed to it

"I know all about your leg, ny love," Wayl eeth answered hi mevenly.
"I'"'mthe one who has bathed and dressed it, remenber?"

"OfF course," he munbl ed, and be rolled over, turning his back on her
as well as the strange powers that suddenly threatened hi manew.

"I set that watch because | know that's what you would do if you were
bei ng yoursel f."

Tahl i -Daren roll ed back to face her. "If | were being nyself.
Wayl eeth, | ook at me! | am being nmyself and nyself is terrified.”

"You're going to let alittle dog bite prevent you from sei zi ng your
rightful place on the Council of Elders?"

"Ch, Wayleeth," he nmpaned, covering his ears.

To prevent you from sei zing one of those precious pyram ds you' ve
tal ked so much about?" Tahli-Danmen swung hi nself off the bed and

linped toward the door. "Where are you goi ng?"
"I told you before, I"'mfrightened and I don't want to talk anynore
about Fl ayh!"

"Fl ayh's gone."
Tahl i - Damren st opped and | ooked back at her. "What?"

"He left a day and a half ago for the High Cty, for powers know
what ever reason. What's inportant is that while he's off to visit the
sloth-King, he's left guess who in , charge of his castle?"

;' Tahli-Danen raised his eyebrows incredul ously. "You nean Pezi ?"
Wayl eeth giggled. "Ad barrel-bottom hinsel f!"

The young merchant dashed to a closet and grabbed his cloak, shouting,
"Di spatch a bird to Jagd at once and give himthe news!"

"Where are you goi ng?" Wayleeth smled know ngly.
"I"ve got to plan a visit to our new local |ord of Og-nadzu!"
The Wzard i* "Waiting

"What's happened to ne?" Bronwynn whispered to her reflection. She
gazed into a little pool, fed by the nelting snow that trickled off the
mountain. This pass was bare of the trees Bronwynn | oved, and she had
despaired of finding any private place where she could think. This
qui et pool, at the base of the cliff opposite the dragon's old lair,
wasn't really beautiful, but it was the nearest thing to beauty she
could find.



Bronwnn was amazed at herself. Only a few short nonths before she had
bi d good-bye to Rosha in this very pass she could see the exact spot
fromwhere she sat and had ridden away with Lord Joss, expecting to
recapture her throne by sundown. So naive, so trusting. It was good
she had | earned sonet hing of the world.

But was it right? Tibb had struck a soft spot within her. Until she'd
nmet Pel men, her own attitudes toward noral evil had been the sane as

t hose of these outlaws perhaps even worse. Her father Talith had
exercised his power with the sane savage expertise as Tibb w elded his
knife well, probably nore skillfully than poor Tibb and he'd taught
Bronwynn to do the sane.

"But | thought that had changed,"” Bronwynn breathed, renenbering
conversations with Pel men that had extended far into the night, and the
sudden unveiling of a spiritual sensitivity that had |l ong | aid dormant
within her.

"My Lady! M Lady!"

She gl anced up. Pinter and Ti bb both raced toward her. She'd becone
wel | acquainted with these two in the past few hours. Thus it didn't
surprise her at all when Pinter's legs tangled and he fell in a pile at
her knees. Tibb tripped and | anded on top of him

"Yes, Pinter?" she asked wearily.

"Cet off a me!" Pinter growl ed, and Ti bb conplied quickly. Both
struggled to their feet.

"We' ve caught our first unauthorized passage!"”

"Twenty of them actually," Tibb corrected.
"They're being held in the north mouth. Hurry!"

"Why should I?" Bronwnn asked pointedly. "I told you, | don't relish
t he thought of indiscrimnate killings."

"Ch, we're not going to kill them" Tibb protested.
" No?"

"Of course not. \What good would that do? Wuld it keep anyone el se

fromtrying to cone through?" "I would think so when word got out."
Pinter |aughed, and w nked at Ti bb, who wi nked back. Bronwynn didn't
much care for their patronizing | ooks. "But who would carry that word

out?" Pinter asked, as if of a child.

Bronwnn frowned at this, and Pinter |ooked away. "So you'll send them
back," she said, |ooking down at her reflection in the puddle.

"Right!"™ Tibb crowed, a big smle spreadi ng beneath his bul bous nose.
"OfF course, we'll skin 'era up alittle first. Cone and watch. They're
Lamat hi ans "

"No, thanks. Beatings don't interest nme any nore than killings."

"M ght do you good," Tibb wheedled. "Help you see the real world. CQur



boys have al ready begun the job, stripping off a few of their funny
bl ue robes and stretching themon the "

"What ?"  Bronwynn asked sharply. "Wat kind of robes?"
Ti bb was puzzled. "They're just robes, ny Lady, the usual kind "
She spun around to Tibb's conpanion. "Pinter, what kind of robes?"

"Not hi ng for you to be alarmed about, ny Lady. We've just captured a
group of religious fanatics that you woul d know not hi ng about ™

"\What col or robes?" she screeched, and Ti bb, w de-eyed, answered:

"Pale blue " He broke off, as Bronwynn sprinted between them and raced
toward the northern nouth.

She arrived, breathless, at the side of Adnobn Faye, just as the
skyfaither | eader was being brought before him

"What are you going to do with then?" Bronwynn denanded sternly,
bef ore the slaver could open his nouth.

Adrmon Faye turned his ugly face toward her and frowned. "lI'mgoing to
beat them and send t hem back where they came from to discourage

further " "No, you're not."

Adrmon Faye gazed at her. "Wat!" It wasn't a question, it was a
threat.

"You aren't going to beat them nor will you send them back."

Adrmon Faye grew consci ous of the watching eyes of the rogues who ringed
them Hs initial thought was to slap the girl's face and have her
arnms bound behind her for still nore instruction later. He resisted
the inmpul se, but his frown stayed fixed in place. There were many who
woul d have preferred a slap to that stare. "Are you ordering ne,
little girl?"

"I"'mno little girl, I'"myour Queen or so you claiml wll be. And
perhaps 1'll be nore conpliant with your wi shes than Queen Ligne has
been but there are sone things that | demand!"

"You're hardly in a position to denmand anything," said the slaver.
"Ch?" she replied. "It was ny understanding that you needed ne, as
legitimate heir to the throne you plot to steal. Suppose | choose not
to take it?"

"Then we'll use soneone el se,”

"Ah," Bronwynn said. "But what of the wasted time? Another heir to be
found and trai ned, rechecking the plans with Flayh are these few worth
it to you?" She gestured to the two skyfaithers who stood before them
soundly trussed and gagged.

"Are they that inportant to you?" Adnon Faye wonder ed.

"Yes."



The slaver stared at her, then chuckled. At the sound of his |augh

the tension broke. He glanced around at his fellows and w nked, and

t hey began di spersing, echoing his laugh. He |ooked back at her. "Then
they're yours for all the good it does you."

"I see you've al ready begun your vicious ganme," Bronwynn grow ed as she
un gagged Naqui n.

"Just a little lesson to help would-be free traders to think tw ce
before crossing this pass. Perhaps this group will be willing to
convey our nessage?" he asked Naquin, raising his eyebrows and
grinni ng crookedly.

"We carry only the nessage of the Prophet and the book none other,"
Naqui n answered proudly.

"Ch-ho!" Adnon Faye cackled. "A proud one. Too proud to save the
skins of some of your fellow travel ers?"

"Sal vation is our purpose,” Naquin announced, "but '" your threats are
meani ngl ess in view of the Prophet's words. The changes will cone so
says the book and the Prophet."

Adrmon Faye wrinkl ed his nose in disdain and sneered at Bronwynn. "Never
coul d understand these religious crazies. You' re sure you wouldn't
rather just send them hone?"

"No!" Bronwynn shouted, and she turned to smle hopefully at Naquin.
"The Prophet sent you?"

"He did. Wth instructions to proclaimthe nessage ,|. throughout
Chaononous. "

v: "You're sure?" Adnon Faye snickered. "Means nothing >, to ne.

They' re harm ess enough. But if you let themV through now, it means
you'll have to put up with this garbage from now on."

[f. "1 don't think it garbage!" Bronwynn snapped. if "Ch that's
right. You got a whiff of it yourself while in TeLamath, didn't you?
Very well then, I'Il leave you two to ponder worshipfully the wonders
of theology." The slaver turned his back and strode away, trailing his
| aughter as he ;; left

Freed now to nention his nane, Bronwynn whi pped around to whi sper, "How
is Pel ren? Where is he?"

Naqui n stared at her, then his face assunmed an expression of pious

distaste. "I certainly have no know edge of that nman's whereabouts and
I wish none."

Bronwnn stared back at him "I thought you said you were fromthe
Prophet !'"

"Indeed we are, fromthe true Prophet of Lamath. W have no dealings
with the Mari inposter you nention." "Man inposter!™

"That is what he showed hinself to be when he abandoned the land to
chaos. "

"He didn't abandon the land!" Bronwynn funed. "He put Erri in charge



of Lamath and noved on to other .-> things."

_; "What other things?" Naquin demanded, and Bronwynn hesitated. "You
see, you don't know his whereabouts," Naquin said smugly.

"But I know him" snarled Bronwnn. "I was with hinm"

"That may be,"” Naquin said evenly in the face of Bron-wynn's cl enched
teeth. "But where are you now? In the conmpany of cutthroats, outlaws
and brigands. And by your dress, obviously one of them That doesn't
say much for this Pel men, does it?"

Bronwnn's fist flew toward Naquin's face, and he flinched. She
managed to stop it in md flight however, and backed away, anmazed at
the viol ence of her own reactions. Naquin sniled a pitying snile that
made her want to vonmit.

"Go ahead and strike," he urged. "W skyfaithers are prepared for
persecution.”

"Persecution |I" Bronwynn gasped.

"OfF course. |'mnot fooled by your pretended nmercy. |f you truly
stood with us, you'd untie us and let us get on with our task.

Mor eover, you would don a robe yourself and follow me into
Chaononous. "

"Foll ow you!" she spat. "l1'd not foll ow you anywhere!"

"I cannot say that shocks ne." He sneered. "Since you' ve chosen to
foll ow Adnon Faye."

Bronwnn glared at him her eyes blazing. "You can't nake ne believe
Erri thinks as little of Pehnen as you do."

"But he does," Naquin lied. It wasn't so nuch that he neant to lie. It
was sinply that Naquin had debated this point so nany times since Erri
found himthat he'd convinced hinmself it was the truth even if Erri
didn't realize it as yet

"That's a liel" Bronwynn roared

"Child, you're speaking about things you sinply don't have the
experience to conprehend. The |and has been changed a great deal since
we've rid ourselves of Pelnmen. Untie ne, and perhaps | can explain the

words of the Prophet to you nore fully, and "

Bronwynn didn't give hima chance. She jamed his gag back into his

mout h and whi pped out her knife. "The next sentence you utter in ny
hearing will be your last!" she warned, as she held the blade to his
throat. "You listen to me. | once wore a robe like yours. Wre it
proudly. | followed Pelnen as he led me to the Power, and | did that
proudly. But | find no pride in these colors now So Erri thinks
Pehnen was an inposter? Well. Mybe he was. | only know that if

you' re what's becone of the reborn faith
2it

Pel men espoused, | want none of it!" She gazed around the cluster of
bound skyfaithers who stared at her, their anxi ous eyes bul gi ng above



their gags. Then she | ooked over her shoul der. Adnon Faye | eaned
against the cliff face a hundred feet away, watching her and | aughing

with his cronies. Her face flushed, and she | ooked back at Naquin. "If
| hadn't made such a fuss about saving you, |1'd give you back to Adnon
Faye. Since | did, 1'mgoing to cut your bonds and send you on

through. Interpret it as you will," she continued sarcastically. "Say

that the Power moved nme to do it. But | swear, if you so much as touch
your gags before you reach Chaomonous, 1'll send every slaver in

Dr agonsgat e down on your heads, do you hear me?" she shouted at the
group. They nodded eagerly, and she started cutting through their
bonds, |eaving Naquin for last. "Begone!" she shrilled as she cut his
| ast rope, and she booted himin the rear. He joined the rest of the
pack as they raced down the sour then mouth on foot. Then she sheat hed
her knife and wal ked off to find Pinter and Ti bb. As usual, they
squatted on their haunches, arguing. They stopped when the Princess
joined them and | ooked up at her expectantly.

"I"'mready," she announced. "Teach me how to mnurder."

"Pahd! Pahd, get up!"

"Hnim.. . hunmph .. . hunh?" said Pahd nod Pahd-el, as he craw ed out
fromunder a favorite pillow. "Wt the .. . what's (yawn) .. . the
trouble, nother? 1Is it breakfast already?"

"It's mdafternoon, Pahd!" Chogi Jan Pahd-el, his mother, replied
scornfully. "You had half a duck for your midday neal. Don't tell ne
you don't renenber?"

"Remenber? Do | renmenber?" Pahd asked blearily, rubbing his eyes.

"Yes, you renenber!" Chogi yelled inpatiently. This drew Pahd's wife,
Sarie, to her husband' s def ense.

"Pl ease, Chogi, let himalone. He got hardly any rest |ast "

"Ri diculous!"™ Chogi blustered, throwi ng out her generous chest and
stomach and propping her fists on equally generous hips. "Al he does
is sleep.”

"Why, that's not true," Sarie protested. "ls it, darling?" she called

sweetly to her husband.

Pahd snor ed.

"You see," Chogi grow ed.

"Way not let himalone? It's hard business running a ki ngdom

"I should know," Chogi replied vehenently. "I've been running this one
ever since his father died."

"And probably before that," Sarie huffed to herself.
"I heard that!" Chogi said, thrusting her bulldog's visage into Sarie
| an Pahd's pretty, if vacant, face. "You just tell me where we'd be if

| didn't take steps to administer this realm™

"We'd be living peaceful, ordinary lives right here as normal people
do," Sarie answered. "People in Ngandib-Mar don't need to be ruled,



any nore than Pahd needs to rule them We'd all get on very well if
you just left things alone."

"I know why he married you." Chogi scowed. "It's because you're
content to let himsleep his Iife away, in exchange for your court and
your crown!"

"Why not?" asked Sarie sensibly. "It's what he wants."
"Well, it's not what | want!" Chogi finished, and she wal ked over to
jerk the covers off her slumbering son. "Get up!" she roared again.

"Hm? What? Wiat's that? Breakfast tinme?"
"I"ve brought someone to see you, Pahd."

"Fine," said Pahd as he snuggled down again. "Let himlook as |ong as
he |ikes."

"Ch, no," Chogi said, grabbing his shoulders and pulling himupright.
"This one you're going to talk to."

"What about?" Pahd yawned.

"Remenber nonths ago, before the crisis with the dragon, when you asked
me to find you a court power-shaper?"

"1 did?"
"You did."

"Certainly | renenber." Pahd nodded. "Were did the fellow go, by the
way ?"

"W never found one," Chogi roared.
"We didn't?" Pahd asked Sarie.

"No, dear," she replied.

"Most inefficient," Pahd munbled. "Remind nme to nake a decree
deploring inefficiency .. ." He was eying his favorite pill ow
| ongi ngly.

"No need," Chogi snorted. "I've found one for us

"Real ly!" Sarie said, genuinely delighted.

"I thought that would get your attention, Sarie ... at |east "
Qoviously it hadn't gotten Pahd's. Hi s eyes were closing, and his head
listed to one side. "Wake up!" Pahd cane back to attention

Morent arily.

"Where is he?" Sarie bubbl ed.

"Send in the power shaper ordered Chogi |an Pahd-el, and a servant
lazily noved to obey. "He's outside,"” Chogi explained, not troubling
to hide her own excitenent "He's a nost dynamic man if a bit short |,



"Announci ng Fl ayh," said the servant as he reentered,
"Fl ayh?" asked Sari e.

"Just .. . Flayh? That's all?" Pahd said drowzily. "Rather
uni npressive title."

"I have others, but why be redundant?" Flayh had stepped into the room
and suddenly conmanded the attention of everyone. Even Pahd. "I am
Flayh. Let's leave it at that." He wore his splendid red and white
cape. He'd thrown back the hood, and it stood upon his shoul ders I|ike
a high collar.

"Certainly | ooks the part,"” Pahd munbl ed.

"Pay no attention to the King," Chogi said apologetically. "He often
says things he doesn't nean."

"l do not." Pahd snarled. "Do I?" he asked Sarie.
"No, dear," she replied.

"You see," Pahd sai d.

"Yes, you do," said his mother, staring himdown.

Pahd rai sed an eyebrow, shrugged, and | ooked at Flayh. "All right. |
do. So .. .* He sighed, and bit his Up. "Shape."

"Pahd, we don't want to rush the man," said Chogi, smling at Flayh.
"I"'mnot offended,"” Flayh interrupted, and he threw his cl oak aside.
He was a lean, powerfully built hound.

"A puppy!" Pahd said, clapping his hands. The two | adies were
awest r uck.

Fl ayh was again a man.

Pahd | ooked a bit crestfallen. "I rather |iked the puppy, nyself
"Pahd, 1'll not play word ganes with you," said Flayh as he wal ked
brusquely to the side of Pahd' s bed-shaped throne. "I understand that

you need a court sorcerer."
"That's what ny nother says."

FIl ayh exam ned the nan closely. This was the first tine he'd ever net
the one they called the sloth-King face to face. Al ways before, he had
di scounted the stories of the man's | aziness, but Pahd was certainly
l[iving up to his reputation today. It was hard to imagine that this

[ unp on the bed could al so be one of the forennst swordsnen in the
world, "I've conme to offer ny services," Flayh expl ai ned.

"Fl ayh," Pahd said to hinmself. "I know of Jooons, and that troubl esone
Mar-Yilot .. . Terril .. . Pelnen of course. Never heard of a power
shaper naned Flayh. You new to the trade?"



"I am" Flayh nodded.

Pahd yawned and rubbed his eyes. "Ah, what will you need? Wat are
your requirenents?"

"All 1 ask is a tower of nmy own to practice ny arts and free access to
every part of your fortress."

Pahd smiled in surprise. "Free access? 1s that really necessary?" The
Ki ng chuckled. "I sonmehow can't feature walking into ny private
chanmber and finding you casting a spell on it."

"I can't feature you wal ki ng anywhere, " Chogi snorted.
"Chogi!" Sane scol ded.

"Well, | can't," the square-jawed matron replied. "W've gotta carry
hi m ever ywhere he goes."

"Perhaps | should retire and | et you decide," Flayh suggested.

"Ch, no." Pahd smiled. "Wy not decide, then | can retire.” The King
studi ed Fl ayh carefully, then | ooked at his nother. "Well, what do
deci de?"

Chogi wheel ed around to Flayh. "Your w shes are granted. | know just
the tower for you, it's right by this one. You'll love it. And of
course it is very convenient to the kitchens and the library so that
you'll be able to " Her voice faded away as she escorted Flayh fromthe
room her sizable forearmw apped around his thin shoul ders.

Pahd was still chuckling. "I think nmother's got a new beau. Poor
fellow " he added.

Sane regarded the door uneasily as she strolled over to sit on her
husband's bed. "Did you really want him here?"

"Why not? NMbdther's obviously taken with him And if she's with him™"
Pahd grabbed the sheets and pulled them over his head. " maybe she'l
let me sleep.”

It was hours later before Flayh was finally able to shake hinself from
t he demandi ng admiration of Chogi |an Pahd-el. Free at last, Flayh
paced through the uppernmost room of his new tower and out a doorway. A
tiny bal cony, not nore than four feet fromtower to balustrade, ringed
the spire, and Flayh stalked this circle, gazing down on the awesone

vi ew spread bel ow him

Except for the bl ocky citadel occupied by King Pahd and his fanily,
this was the loftiest point in the royal fortress which nmeant it was
lofty indeed. Flayh had the sensation that he stood on the top of the
worl d. The spring rains had cleansed the air of dust, and he could see
to nountain peaks on every horizon. It thrilled him this pow ershaper
life, and he vowed never to return to that other existence, where power
was not hing nore than the shadowy possibility of political influence.
Fromthis vantage point Flayh could see that his new power need know no
bounds. "I stand atop the greatest fortress in the world," he

whi spered to hinmself and he was right.

The High Fortress of Ngandib was founded on a small rock plateau, which



sat in turn in the mddle of a much larger plateau. The city of
Ngandi b covered the eastern half of this larger tableland fromits very
edges to the base of the castle's rock. The western half of the

pl ateau was a gigantic basin carved of stone a man-nmade reservoir dug
to contain the city's precious water supply. To reach the city, a
traveler had to clinb a switchback road carved into the eastern cliff
face, which rose five thousand feet fromthe valley floor bel ow.
Theoretically, this road could be defended from above so easily that no
arnmy woul d ever be capable of taking Ngandib by storm The theory had
gone untested throughout the centuries, since no one had ever thought

it sensible to try such a thing. The residents of this

lofty plain boasted snugly that they lived in a city without walls
their cliffs were all the defense they needed.

Shoul d an invader by sone niracle reach the city, he would find yet
anot her insurmountabl e obstacle to conquest in the positioning of the
fortress. Since it was built atop that snmaller outcropping of rock,
its parapets extended another six hundred feet above the plateau floor
far too lofty to scale. The only entrance was through a cave chisel ed
into the rock beneath the castle, and up a long flight of interior
stairs. O course, Pahd never clinbed the stairs. He rode, instead,
on a primtive lift, operated by slaves fromthe upper chanbers.

"Absol utely inaccessible," Flayh breathed, staring beyond the pal ace
wal I s, past the larger plateau, to the far distant valleys nore than a
mle below Fromthis height the view was partially bl ocked by cl ouds.
Fl ayh had never seen the upper side of a cloud before. The very

t hought made his heart pound. "lnvincible,” he muttered. It wasn't
clear, even in his own mind, whether he neant the fortress or hinself.
No matter, for soon they could be one. He slipped back inside the
tower and pulled a couple of precious treasures fromhis |uggage. The
first was his pyram d, which he slipped fromits velvet bag and pl aced
on the table. The second was the ancient grimoire. He sat down, laid
t he book open before himat the proper page, and began to chant.

As the light in Dragonsgate waned, Adnon Faye watched Bronwynn defend
herself. He could barely contain his pleasure. Wat he'd been unable
to acconmplish with threats and argunents, one self-righteous skyfaither
had done in a matter of minutes. "I'm anazed at your transition,"
Adrmon Faye grunted, as he watched Bronwynn make short work of an
attacki ng sl aver.

"I learn quickly when | choose to," she replied griny

"You do, indeed," he cackled. "Your stuttering bull has nmet his
match." | n answer, she snoothly attacked and di sarned anot her bri gand.
"But | wasn't meaning your battle skills. Your instincts for that have
al ways been good; it was just a question of tapping that hostility
bottled inside you. No, I'mnore interested in your ah spiritua
transformation, "

The Wzard to Waiting

Bronwnn shot the slaver an ugly look. "Don't push it."

"But you were such a stalwart defender of the sky faithful he nocked.

"I said don't push it!"™ Bronwynn shouted, spinning to face hi mand
whi ppi ng her dagger fromits scabbard.



Adrmon Faye gazed up at her coolly, un cowed by her fierce expression
"Still threatening nme," he murrmured. "That's not a good sign. You
haven't yet |earned who gives directions in the new famly of Faye." He
got slowy to his feet. "Wat do you choose, Bronwynn? Knives? |l
flay a patch of skin off your back not where it will show, you
understand, except to yourself in a mrror. You prefer swords? Then
"Il take off let's say four of your toes. A six-toed queen is just as
much a regent, isn't she? O would you rather choose staves? 1'l|

| eave you with one ear delicate and shapely, the other the size of a
nmel on. Your choice, child. Which?"

Bronwynn blinked tw ce, then sheathed her knife.

The slaver nodded. "I take that to nean you yield?" Bronwynn bit her
lip. "Do you yield?" Adnon Faye demanded, stepping to her and
grabbi ng her under the chin.

"I yield," Bronwynn whi spered. The words tasted bitter

Adrmon Faye's twisted snile spread across his ravaged face once again.
"Good. Then we ride." At that single word, the host of gathered

slavers sprang into a whirlwi nd of activity.

"Now?" she asked. "The sun's alnost gone." "Right." He nodded.
"That makes it the best tine of the day."

Less than an hour later a hundred and seventy riders / pounded down out
of Dragonsgate. Not, however, before ;: Adnon Faye had tied a note to
the leg of a blue-flyer and tossed it into the purpling sky.

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

Wrds with the Walls

PEL MEN WAS SOUND ASLEEP when the castle nade its decision. It mght
have let the matter rest until norning, but the Inperial House had been

| ongi ng for company for weeks. It decided to wake the power shaper

up.

Very well. Intimdating an opponent is another form of cheating, said
t he House.

Pel men fell out of bed, for the castle had comunicated this through a
dreadful creaking in the beans that supported the ceiling. Hi s initial
instinct was to get under the cot.

Did you hear?

"I ... did," Pelmen responded, a bit shakily. He crawl ed back out onto
the straw covered floor and | ooked up at the darkness. "I ..

appreci ate your understanding spirit,"” he went on, rubbing his eyes and
yawni ng.

Don't nention it.

"Can | go back to sleep now?"

There are things that should be said. "I want to talk to you, too, but
it's night. Don't you sl eep?"



There's been too nuch sleeping. A thousand years too much.
"You mean you've been asleep for a thousand years?"

Since the com ng of the dragon to the Great Gate, and the cutting off
of magic fromthis |and.

Pel men felt a rush of intense excitement. Sleep was forgotten in the
face of the incredible opportunity. "But what woke you up agai n?"

The death of the tw -beast, said the Inperial House. A wind stirred
t hrough the room rustling the straw.

Pel men felt it on his face, and snmled. "You' re |aughing about that,"
he mur nmur ed.

Wul dn't you? the castle chortled. "I read about you in a cryptic
sentence in a book composed in the ancient tines!"

Ancient times! scoffed the Inperial House. It was yesterday! |If
you'd like to speak with the true ancients, look to the hills!

"Unfortunately, | don't know their |anguage."

Few do, replied the House through a change of the room s tenperature.
They speak so dreadfully slow that your human |ifespan coul d not
contain a sentence ..

"But what of you? Tell nme of yourself!"

Thi s House woke under the spell of Nobalog a wizard of sone renown,

t hough often taken | ess than seriously by his peers. He was a
practical joker, you see, and got nore pleasure fromhis little tricks
than fromthe major works of his art.

"Such as yoursel f."

O course! the House thundered through the groani ng beans.

"Did he not keep some record of his achi evenent ?"

He kept a book of spells, but that is all

"No wonder |'d never heard of such, then," Pelnmen nuttered, biting his

lip. "That book has npbst certainly been | ost for centuries.”
So it has. Was found recently, however. "Found!" Pelnen exclai med.
"By whon®"

That information you nust discover for yourself, power shaper This
House only knows that at this noment, another House is stirring.

Pel men stared into the inky room dunfounded. "Where? What
structure?" he asked earnestly.

Such questions humans ask! the House replied. Al The "Wzard in
"Waiting ways tal king of where. There is only one place, and that is
this place.



"The the other living House is also you?"

Fool! How can there be a House and a House in a House? The other
House that wakes shares this world, that's all. It is sem -conscious
now, but it already is clear that the shaper who wakes it is of a

mal evol ent turn

"But who?" Pelnen asked hinself. The House ignored the question

Why can you suddenly hear? the House inquired. For days you' ve
i gnored everything that was said to you

"I"ve known for sone tine that there was sonething different about you
since the night you teased me out of mnmy sleep and blew out a torch in
t he hal | way. "

Apol ogi es.
"Accepted. But though | knew you were a power, | didn't know you were
the castle itself. | recalled that cryptic saying about you after

talking with a wonman in your dungeon."

Her words were heard.

"Do you hear everything that takes place within these walls?"

O course.

" Si mul t aneousl y?"

The House puzzl ed over the word for a nmoment.

Everything is heard and known. At this nmonment the Queen snores in a
bed carved of ivory and inlaid with gold, beneath piles of fish-satin

sheets. The man with whomyou alternately plot and argue, CGerrig, is
not in his room but in the room of

"I have a good idea what Cerrig is doing," Pelmen interrupted. "But
what of the woman | mentioned? The |ady named Serphi nmera?"

That | ady paces the floor and invokes for your protection the name of
the dragon. Rather silly, the House added needl essly.

"That .. . cheers ne, nevertheless.” Pelnmen thought for a nmonent. "Has
she ever spoken al oud about ne?"

The wonman has a great fondness for you, power-shaper. She calls upon
the tw -beast to protect only those whom she regards highly. Wy does
she? That lizard is | ong dead.

"That's just her understanding. | confess, | don't understand it
either, but it's nice to know I'mwarmy remenbered."

Then her understanding isn't yours as well? Pelnmen was surprised. "Wy
do you ask?"

Because you, too, invoke such a power. O was it the House you cried
out to for aid, when trapped in the jaws of the fish?

"Since | didn't know you existed at the tinme, | could hardly have been



shouting for you."

The dragon, then? asked the Inperial House. Pelnen was rapidly
growi ng nore sensitive to the castle's inflections. The House seened
troubl ed.

"As you've said, the dragon is dead."

Then .. . what?

"Better whom | called on the Power, not on a power."

I know not hing of this Power, replied the House.

"Real | y?" Pelnmen asked. "You didn't feel the wind that was sent to
guide me? You didn't feel the heat that boiled the big fish in the
cistern?"

Thi s House boiled the fish, the Inperial House corrected.

"Ch," Pelnmen said, a bit startled. "WlIl, | thank you, but "

But what ?

"But why did you?"

The House was quiet for a long tine. Then it said:

Does this Power nmake you do things you might not ordinarily do?

It was Pelnmen's turn to ponder. At length, he replied, "I think it's
rather that the Power |eads you to do what you should and furnishes the
energy with which to do it."

Thi s nmust be consi der ed.

"Wait! Don't go yet, there's so much | want to know "

Ask, then

"Why were you wanting to talk to nme?"

Two reasons. Loneliness and pain. "Pain? You?"

Excruci ati ng agony. It occurs whenever sonme show of f sorcerer |ike
yoursel f shapes power in the hallways.

"But | didn't shape you," Pelnen replied evenly, "though | had the
chance. "

Not the night you were teased, no. Thank you. "You're welcone."

But you did shape the airs of ny dungeons into ul cerous balls of
light!

"When | was in the caverns,"” Pelnmen renenbered. "I had no idea then it
was you who kept blow ng them out”

Every time.



"I ... I"'msorry. If I'd known, | certainly would have stopped. 1*

You were told enough tines! roared the House. |Its tone softened,
however, and it went on

But that wasn't the real pain. The agony conmes fromthat m serable
parasite of a trader, the scarlet-and-purple-clad Jagd of Udal

"Jagd? A powershaperT Pel nen asked, al arned.

No, fool! the House shouted back. This Jagd causes pain by use of
t hat savagely pointed pyram d of his.

"Ah," Pel men breathed, understanding at last. "I've had experience
with those three devices before.”

Three? There are six of the magical objects. O were. "I only know
of three."

Powerful magic is contained in each, enbedded there fromthe days of
their making, in the | ast days of the one |and.

Pel men's mouth opened in wonder. This was a tale he'd never heard. "o
on," he urged.

They were formed by all the parties in cooperation: those of faith,

t hose of nmgic, and those of observable nature. The task was to shape
a weapon that could destroy Vicia-Heinox, while formng a new unity of
all parties in the process. The craftsnen of natural |aws operated
conpl i cated devices wought of steel and glass, and produced the six
objects in their proper shape. Then the six were intrusted to Sheth,
the forenost magician of that age. 1t fell his lot to pour each
crystal full of power, then knit themall together with a nystic bond
known only to hinmself. Thus prepared, the finished object was to be
passed to the men of faith, for themto add then- contribution

"And what was that?" Pel men begged eagerly.

No one ever knew. Sheth went into neeting with those of the faith, and
energed with the bonded crystals still in hand. It was said that,
along with his craft, he'd poured hinself into those crystals. He
couldn't give themup to be used by anyone el se. Alone he scaled the
Central Gate, intent on destroying the beast that had made the place
its own.

"And?" asked Pel nen sadly, for he'd already guessed the tale's unhappy
concl usi on.

The dragon devoured him The magi cal bond that had nel ded the crystals
into one shattered in the instant of his passing. And in the fina
conversation this House recalls before falling into slunber, soneone
told of seeing the dragon tossing the sparkling crystals fromone nouth
to the other. These magical objects contained the sum of the one
land' s wi sdom and the fool dragon was playing catch with them

"Not quite the sum" Pel nmen nmuttered
What's that?

"They | ack, evidently, the contribution fromthe party of faith."



So they do. The House was silent for a nmonent. Perhaps that was to
have been the Power's contribution? Pelnen nodded to the danp
darkness. "I'msure of it"

Thi s nmust be consi der ed.

"Then the crystals were never nmade for comunication at all?"

You' ve been told the story of their construction, said the House, a bit
peevi shly. \WAs anyt hing said about communi cation?

"No. "
Very well, then. Wen they're used in a task for which they weren't
i ntended, they scatter waves of magi cal nausea that cause this House
dire distress. It would be greatly appreciated if you would renove

this magical thorn fromw thin these walls.

"I'l'l do my best. But | must have your cooperation if I'mto
succeed. "

G adly offered. Wth one condition. "Which is?"
No magi c.

The phrase thundered at Pelmen fromevery side. "Done," said Pel nmen,
and he neant it. The conversation extended into the early norning,
ending at last only because of their nutual need to absorb what
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had al ready been di scussed. House and man fell silent, but with an
inplied prom se to renew the contact as soon as possible. Pelnmen |ay
awake thinking for a long tine, but finally slipped into sleep, |eaving
t he House alone. It pondered a new idea that seened at the sanme tine
very ancient:

What is this Power?

A heavy, wet mist clung to the heights of Dragonsgate. The band of
slavers wore it like a cloak in the darkness as they pounded down out
of the southern nouth and onto the flatlands of Chaonpbnous. At the
head of the columm Bron-wynn rode, her jaw set in hatred, her eyes
aflane. At the base of the nobuntains the fog cleared, and the stars
could be seen clearly above them But she didn't tilt her head back to
| ook. She peered straight ahead, down the road to the capital, driven
by her determination to nurder Ligne and her |over

Pinter and Tibb also rode with determ nation they were deterni ned not
to get lost in the dark. They rode horses stolen fromthe skyfaithers,
and fortunately these mounts were proving equal to the task. But the
two made a point of staying toward the center of the pack. They had
not experienced universal acceptance anong this band of outlaws, and it
woul d have pl eased sonme of their conpanions to abandon them al ong the
road. In spite of Tibb's insistence that "a cutthroat is a cutthroat
wherever he's from" their differences with these Chaons grew nore
pronounced wi th each passing hour

The nmoon rose bl ood-red over their |left shoulders, dimmng the stars



and throwing eerie illum nation before them But the strange light did
not reveal the forns of twenty sleeping figures until the colum was

al ready upon them The canpers woke to the terrifying sound of an
onrushi ng wave of hooves. Mdst were alert enough to scatter out of the
way, but a few unfortunates were deep sl eepers. These never woke
again. The charging arny never stopped. It soon had di sappeared to

t he south.

The nmoon was | ong gone, and the sun's gl ow was just beginning to |ight
the horizon, when the small group of blue faitbers finished burying
their dead. Already, these four who had left themin the night seened
alittle less human and a ot nore holy than the living. On a green
knoll only a few hundred feet fromthe site of the m dnight tragedy,
Naquin comrmitted their bodies to the ground. A few nonents later, as
the sky turned frompink to gold, he quietly dismssed the survivors.
The tiny group of mssionaries dispersed in every direction, nore
determ ned than ever to share their Prophet and their book

Naqui n turned back to gaze at the freshly turned dirt one last tine,
then spun on his heels to follow the band of outlaws to Chaonobnous.

Pel nen awoke refreshed and alert and inmediately junped off his cot. He
zi gzagged through the corridors to the wide hallway that circled the
outer perineter of every floor of the castle and found a wi ndow. It
was early still the sun was not yet up, but the red sky above the

hori zon painted the day with pronmise. He raced to the gardens, found a
secl uded spot behind a bush, and addressed the House again: "Good
nor ni ng. "

It may prove so.

"Or it may not. The Queen has pronmised me a trip to the dungeon this
nor ni ng. "

Her words were heard. "Any idea what's behind it?"
Perhaps it's the result of the Lord of Security's suspicions.

"Do you know anything specific? Does either Joss or the Queen suspect
that | amnore than just a fool ?"

The Lord of Security is secretive as well as suspicious. He says
little, and this House cannot read thoughts. Actually, the man is
proving a relatively responsible General in spite of his failure.

"Fai | ure?"

He all owed a captive to be stolen fromthe dungeon of this House! the
castle snorted. Pelnen heard bells ringing in the distance.

"That angers you?"

Certainly. Escaping prisoners threaten the integrity of this House as
a fortress. Such failure on the part of the warders is intolerable.

Pel men felt alarned at the castle's fury. "Wuld it anger you if |
were to rescue soneone fromthe dungeon?"

Every soul in the castle was awakened by the Inperial House's clanorous
reply. Pelmen couldn't translate the curses, but he could tell they



were curses. He set his jaw, and plunged ahead:

"That disturbs ne, since | intend to do just that But before you break
into anot her chorus, hear me for a nonent." The castle was silent "You
asked me to renove the painful pyranmid fromwithin you, and I'Il do ny

best to help you. But |I want sonething in return.”

And that is? the Inperial House demanded.

"Freedom for the worman in the | ower dungeon, and a route of escape for
nmysel f and my friends." Pelnmen expected another barrage of bells, but
none canme. The House was silent. "Are you thinking?"

Thi s nmust be consi der ed.

Pel men nodded and settled back on his rock to wait. As he waited, the
castl e cane awake or rather, the people in it did. He becane aware of

the birds chirping above himand | eaned back to enjoy their beauty.

Can you do anything about thenf? the House grunted, making Pel nmen
j unp.

"About what?" he asked when he recovered.
These infuriating fows! "You don't |like birds, either?"

They besmirch the roof and terraces of this House. Daily.

Pel men nodded. "I see. Very well, you help me plan ny escape route,
and I'lIl steal the pyramd and free the birds. Fair enough?"

Thi s goes against the nature of this House! "Your requests go agai nst
my nature too. |'mno thief and | like birds." The House thought for

several nore mnutes.

Very well. "You're agreed?"
You renenber the condition?
"I do. No magic."

"CGood nmorrow, clown," said a voice above him and Pel-nmen whirl ed
around in shock to | ook behind him "Up here, fool."

Pel men tiJted his head up. On a balcony that had gone conpletely
unnoticed until this nonent sat the Queen, still clothed in her

ni ght gown. She was scarcely fourteen feet away. "G eetings, nmy Lady."
He sm | ed woodenly.

"Why are you out there talking to yourself this norning?"

"I amrehearsing a part, ny Lady," he covered.

"Ah. For the play about nme?"

"That is correct. | have little free tine to rehearse, so

"Very responsi ble of you. Cone, join us on this bal cony for



br eakf ast, '
conmand.

she invited. Then she added, "Now," turning it into a

"How do | get to it?"

"Come to the door of my apartments. They'Il let you in. Ah, here's
Rosha already!" she gushed, turning away. She popped her head over
t he bal cony once again before she went on into her room and ordered
him "Get up here." Then she was gone, back inside.

How much had she heard? Probably nmade little difference, he reassured
hi nsel f, since she only heard one side of the conversation
Nevert hel ess, he reviewed his words as he nmade his way down out of the
gardens and into the hallway, then back up the stairs towards Ligne's
multileveled suite. He net Yona Parm on a stair-I|anding.

"Good nmorning, Fallomar. What's the matter?" Yona quickly added as he
saw t he expression on Pelnmen's face.

"Not hing. Ligne's taking ne to the dungeon, that's all." Yona's face
turned nearly as white as Pelnmen's, and that nmade the power shaper
chuckle. "Relax | don't believe it's intended to be permanent.
Besides, |'ve found us a powerful ally within these walls, one that |
think can get us all out of this place. Is Gerrig still anxious to

| eave?"

"I don't know how he feels about that this nmorning. He nmet another
young | ady | ast night "

"So | heard," Pelnen interrupted. "I have to hurry, but listen. During
rehearsal today, arrange some signal to gather the troupe quickly in
one place. It may be necessary to nmove fast."

"Are you finally going to involve us in your plans?" Parm sniled.

"I"'mafraid you're already invol ved because of your connection to ne. |
hadn't intended to becone so well-known to the Queen. Since | did, if
| disappear with Rosha, she's certain to take her vengeance out on
you. "

"So we go out with you." Parm nodded. "Through the infirmary?" he
added, then sniled at Pehnen's surprise.

"How do you know about that ?"

"Gve nme credit for some power of observation," Yona snapped
Pel men nodded. "I do, Yona. | just wanted to keep you out of any
danger. "

"Worry about yourself, not us. Maythorm announced to us |ast night
t hat he knew who you were." Pelnmen's eyes wi dened. "Rosha took care
of it for you. He broke the nman's neck."

Pel nen heaved a relieved sigh" That sounds |like his father. Yona,

pl ease try to help himhold his tenper just a few nore days." Then he
charged up the stairs toward Ligne's apartnents. As he wal ked, he
asked the House, "Wy didn't you tell me Ligne was listening to nme in
t he garden?"



Was that part of the bargain?
"I'f it wasn't, it should be fromnow on."

She didn't hear a great deal. However, the woman is acting curiously
today. Perhaps you had better take care.

Pel men nodded. He had at |ast reached the Queen's door, and he knocked
on it.

"What kept you, clown?" Ligne asked sharply as he was escorted onto
t he bal cony.

"Your palace is so vast, ny Lady | lost ny way."
Li gne rai sed a disbelieving eyebrow. "I had thought you got around
quite well perhaps too well. Unfortunately, you seemto have m ssed

breakfast while you wandered the halls. Joss and Rosha have j ust
finished the |last crunmbs.”

Pel nen gl anced now at the two nen who sat flanking her. To one side
was Rosha, |ooking nore distressed than usual. Had Ligne discovered
then- relationship? On her other side sat CGeneral Joss, who studied
Pel nen's face with patient, enotionless suspicion. Pelnmen ignored his
own di sconfort and smled brightly. "No matter. Are you ready for ne
to take you sl unm ng bel ow?"

"I had rather thought | was taking you," Ligne replied.

"Whet her | take you or you take me, what difference? W're all sure to
be taken by soneone, eventually."

"Maybe not, clown."
"And yet maybe. The possibility of being taken is nore threatening
than the certainty of it." Pelnen pointed toward her door with a

flourish and shouted, "To the dungeon with you!"

Li gne's face suddenly grew hard. "You overstep yourself, fool," she
mur mur ed danger ously.

"Agai n?" Fall omar responded. "I'mforever doing that. Perhaps that
explains why | so frequently fall on ny face?" "Come along," Ligne
snapped as she stood up and stal ked past him She stopped when she got
to the bal cony door, and | ooked back at Joss. "Ceneral," she said,
"you will see that Rosha is noved to his new quarters?" "I will, ny
Lady. "

"Bye-bye, Rosha. See you after your rehearsal," she sang, and Rosha
managed a shallow smle. Pelnen took confort that he was at | east

still trying. "Come, clown," Ligne snapped, and she left the roomwth
Pel men striding swiftly along behind her.

Thr oughout their descent to the lower levels, Pelnen tal ked and j oked,
earnestly gaugi ng Ligne's responses for sone change in her attitude
toward him As they descended to that final |evel, the | ower dungeon
where Scr-phi nera was housed, he grew qui et

"What ?" Ligne asked him "No quick-witted remark for this |evel ?"



"To be forthright, nmy Lady, this hall is so drafty that the chill bunps
have extended to the tip of my tongue. You see?" he said, thrusting
it out at her.

"Put your disgusting tongue back in your mouth! Your inpudence begins
to gall me."

"Such cold makes ny tongue thick and slowto wag." "Stick it out again
and I'lIl have it extracted! It certainly won't bother you then."
"M ssing it mght "

"Stay here." She pointed her finger at the floor and the jester nade a
show of rooting hinmself in that precise spot. Ligne ignored himand
wal ked down the corridor to Scr-phi mera door. Pelnen hoped his Ioud
remarks had altered the Priestess to his presence. He was confident he
could maintain the pretense of not knowing her. He felt no such
assurance, however, that Serphinera could do the same. He strained to
hear their conversation

"Priestess!" Ligne called through the bars, and Serphinmera uncurled
hersel f quickly fromher bed and padded across the floor to face her

"My Lady. 1'd not expected you to return so soon."

"Then perhaps |'ve been too predictable in the past. Cone cone, any
news for nme?"

"News, ny lady?" Serphinera said guardedly.
"Visions! Predictions! What may | expect?"

"You can expect me to freeze if we stay down here nuch |onger!" Pel nen
interrupted, |leaving his spot to cone toward her

"I told you to say there!" Ligne ordered, pointing her finger at him
"Do you want ne to | eave you behi nd?"

The fool didn't slow his pace. "Wy, look!" he shouted as he turned
to peer into the Priestess' cell and feigned surprise at seeing
Serphimera. "Here's a captive to remain behind for! Such radiance is

like a light in this darkened world! Tell ne, ny Lady, who is she?"

"You don't know her?" Ligne asked, keeping her eyes fixed on
Serphinmera's face to judge the woman's reactions.

"Know her?" Peinmen gushed. "Wy, if | did, 1'd have quit this costune
| ong ago and foll owed her, hat in hand!"

"You are taken with her, then?"

"As | said, we all rnust at |last be taken or forfeit our humanity. |'m
taken, indeed! Do you pen her here because her beauty is the only
rival to your own?"

"You ask too many questions, clown." Ligne turned and explained to the
staring Serphinera, "He's an insolent creature.”

"I see that clearly,” the Priestess responded, and she clanped her jaws
tightly together, freezing her expression in place. Serphinera's head
swam \What was she supposed to do?



"Li ke a cur, he'd been sniffing out ny dungeon | wondered if he
bel onged, somehow, to you?"

"To ne, my Lady?" Serphimera said faintly. "Queen Ligne, my business
has nothing to do with jesters, and certainly not with this fool!"

"But surely," Pelmen nmurmured, "such beauty as the two of you share
makes a fool of every man .. ."

Ligne smiled. "You see why | like to keep himaround. He has such a
| ovel y tongue " Here she | ooked at Pel - nen. when he keeps it in his
nmout h. "

Ser phi mera | ooked at them both uncertainly, and it seemed to Pel nen
t hat she nade sone sort of decision. He braced hinself.

"There was a vision .. . that .. . that cane in a dream | saw two
pl ot s agai nst you, Queen, but neither plot succeeded."

"Indeed!" said Ligne, startled. She turned to Pelmen. "C own, get
out."

"Then |'mnot to be behi nded?"

"Cet!" the Queen roared, and Pel men scranbled up the stairs. Over his
shoul der he saw Ligne lean into the cell w ndow and demand: "Tell ne
nore." He wished he, too, could hear that revelation, but he felt |ess

uncertain of his standing now than he had throughout the norning. Ligne
evidently had found no clear |ink between hinself and Serphinera, and
that relieved him He also felt confident Serphinera would not
willingly betray him |In fact, he was convinced she had just passed
hi m a poi nted war ni ng.

"Two plots,"” he nmuttered to hinself, "and neither one will succeed."
The news was certainly troubling. But if Serphimera had seen it in a
vision, he didn't doubt it for a minute.

Carl ad maintained his formal, cool manner as he and Rosha wal ked down
the hallway side by side. Once in the throne room he dropped that
pretense and raced over to join hinmself to Danyilyn, |aughing and

cl appi ng the other players on the back. Rosha stood near the doorway,
trying to control his rage. Yona Perm quickly joined him

"I saw Pelnmen in the hall this norning," Parm said quietly. "He says
he has an ally in the walls, as well as a way out for all of us.
Pati ence, Rosha. Just a few nore days."

"I don't have a few nore days," Rosha snarl ed.

"What ?"

"The wonan has noved nme into the roomnext to hers,"” Rosha said grimy
Then he | ooked at Parmi. "She's going to marry me, she says." Yona
nodded. "What am | supposed to do?" Rosha pl eaded.

"Stall her."

"l can't do that forever. Yona, if that woman chases ne around the
roomagain, | swear |'ll break her neck!"



"Don't do it!" Yona snapped. "You'll bring the whole castle down on
us!"

"I can't help it! The woman nakes me ill!"
"That's it!" Yona snmiled brightly.
"What ?"

"CGet sick! Everytinme she cones near you, get sick. It's hard to
mai ntai n passion for someone who is retching."

Rosha stared at him "You nean
"It's easy. 1'll teach you," Yona said, and he took Rosha aside and
began his instruction. By late norning, the young warrior had mastered
the art.

Pel men quickly clinmbed the stairs to the upper |evel of the dungeon,
and started for the doorway. He stopped short when he saw Joss

bl ocking it. The CGeneral appeared to be staring at him and Pel nen
felt some of his uneasiness return. He shot the aged sol dier a quick
smle. He was not greatly conforted when the Lord of Security returned
it "Pardon," he nmunbl ed as he brushed t hrough the door and into the
hall. Joss made no effort to stop himbut neither did he get out of
the way. Pelnmen quickly put sone di stance between them

Monments |l ater he slammed the door of his cell and sat on the fl oor
before one of its walls. "Wat are they sayi ng now?"

They? the castle replied casually. There are at |east four hundred
conversations currently in progress. Perhaps you could be nore

speci fic?

"The Queen and the woman Serphinera! Wat are they sayi ng?"

Not hi ng at the noment. Their conversation ended only nonents after you
were dism ssed, with the captive wonan pretendi ng i gnorance of any
further details of these two plots she nmentioned, and the Queen cursing
her for a liar.

"You say she's pretending she does know nore about thenf"

She fears she does.

"Does she think that nmy presence within the walls constitutes one of
the two?"

She does.

"How do you know, " Pel men demanded.

At this noment she addresses a long supplication to the dragon on your
behal f. Since that scaly beast is dead, he surely cannot mind if this
House eavesdrops.

Pel men stared at the wall, his mnd as blank as its surface.

This woman's apprai sal of your so-called plot seens to bother you, the



| mperial House chortl ed.

"She's not the crazy wonan you seemto consider her," Pelnen said

quietly. "I know her. And her visions cone true."

Then your plan is doonmed to failure. While this House can synpat hi ze
with your frustration, this certainly cannot be allowed to interfere
with the contract agreed upon this norning.

"I"1l still get your pyramd," Pelnen said wearily. He lapsed into
silence for a noment, then quickly demanded, "What's the best the npst
unobt rusi ve way out of you?"

You plan to press on in spite of her words? "If | make no attenpt,
prove her vision true already. What route?"

It grieves this House to make this confession. It was a crack in the
foundations that pernmitted that thief to steal away a captive. It may
be reached through those sanme tunnels you became so thoroughly | ost

in.

"But you could guide us to it?"
Natural | y.

"That' |l have to do. How do I "
There is a problem "What probl en?"

The crack opens onto the river. Unless your friends are all excellent
swimers, it would seem necessary to have a boat positioned bel ow the
crack. There is no boat there,

"l see."
There is another alternative. "And that is?"

The rulers of this House have | ong kept a boat secreted in a cavern
beneath the northern face of this castle. This cavern can only be
reached t hrough a conceal ed passageway, which can be entered only

t hrough the royal apartnents, the throne room and several other
strategic locations within these walls. These entry ways are evidently
cl osely guarded secrets, since the spiders who nake the passage then-
hone have not been disturbed in years, "But you know the secret?"

Thi s House watched while the cavern was carved! the castle snarl ed.

"Very well." Pelnmen nodded. "But how do | get Serphi-nera out of the
dungeon and up to one of these entry points in order to escape?”

That is a problemyou nust solve. While this House m ght permt the
theft of another captive, you cannot expect it to suggest how such
m ght be done!

Pel men nodded and spent the rest of the afternoon grilling the castle
about possi bl e escape routes and pl anni ng possi bl e scenarios for their
grand attenpt. The castle was intrigued by this fool's errand. So
intrigued, in fact, that it paid no attention to a brief encounter that
took place between Joss and the Queen as Ligne left the dungeon. It
never heard the CGeneral nutter, "Now?"



Nor did it hear Ligne swiftly reply, "Not yet"
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Wth Violence and Guile

THE LAZY OCCUPANTS of Pahd's fortress took little notice of Flayh,
except to observe that he seemed unduly industrious, and to suggest
that he take life a little easier. Flayh responded to each of these
comments with a silent snmile so false and threatening that no one had
yet dared to address himtw ce. Chogi |an Pahd-el was the only one who
engaged himin conversation. She, however, was certainly enough. The
old girl pursued himthrough the castle like a bulldog short of w nd
and stubby of legs, but |Iong on deternmination. He'd been forced to
repeat a dozen spells due to Pahd's nother interrupting himat a
critical juncture. It had happened again just a nmoment before, and he
was contenpl ati ng what slinmy denizen of the deep he'd |ike to change
the wonman into as he acconpani ed her up the royal tower's steps.

The wonman banged open the door wi thout stopping to knock, and stal ked
to the foot of Pahd's bed. "Get up. W have a crisis.”

"\What ?" asked Sarie groggily, raising her head and gazing bl eary-eyed

at her nother-in-law. Then she | ooked at a nearby window. "It's stil
nmorni ng!" she scolded. "W never get up in the norning!"
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"We do when an arny narches against us!" Chogi snapped, and suddenly

Pahd' s head popped up off the pill ow.

"Battl e?" he asked hopefully.

"It appears so." Chogi sighed.

Fl ayh was shocked to see the King dance out of bed, skip across the
fur-covered floor, and jerk a great sword out of a scabbard hangi ng on
the wall. "Whnderful!" Pahd cried, as he thrusted and parried, quite
oblivious to the flapping of his nightshirt.

"Your joy may be premature," Chogi said soberly.

"Why's that? Wiwomare we fighting?”

"Mar-Yilot and her man."

Pahd st opped dancing. "Oh." He |ooked at Flayh expectantly, and the
former merchant suddenly di scovered that Chogi and Sarie were gazing at

hi m t oo.

"Am | supposed to say sonething?" Flayh asked.

Sarie's eyebrows raised with just a hint of disapproval. "Wll you
m ght offer us a bit of encouragenment. After all, you are the court
shaper."

"I hadn't realized | ending encouragenment was part of ny task," Flayh
responded evenly.



"What the girl is saying," Chogi explained apologetically, "is that
since you are our shaper, and since Mar-Yilot is a wit cher woman, we
woul d I'ike to know how you intend to protect us." She folded her hands
on her anple belly and waited for a reply, her eyes fixed denurely on
the floor.

"Ch, that." Flayh nodded, endeavoring to appear nonchal ant in spite of
t he sudden pounding of his heart. But Flayh had not been a |ongtine
success at nerchandi sing w thout |earning howto use shifting fortunes
to his advantage. He beaned his false smle at themand said, "Don't
be alarnmed. | can assure you that | can provide total protection for
you by nightfall."

"Total protection?" Pahd asked. "From Mar-Yilot? That's a rather
grandi ose claim considering the woman's past successes in shaper
battles. Wy, in the |last war of confederation, the only wi zard to
control her was Pelnmen the powerful, and that only by outw tting her
For raw strength in bending powers to her will, no one can match the
worman. " Pahd said this in awe-filled tones approachi ng hero-worship,
and Sarie | ooked at him sharply.

"That may be," Flayh murmured confidently. "But she has yet to neet
with me or ny know edge.” He laid his hand over the place where his
spel | -book was concealed in his tunic. "If you will permt ne to work
t hroughout the rest of this day " Here he | ooked at Chogi to add, "
undi sturbed " He | ooked back at Pahd. " by the tine you take to your
bed again this evening, this fortress, already form dable by all human
standards, will be totally inpervious to magic attacks as well."

"Real ly? You can do all of that while I'mout of bed? That is
fast."

"But only if I'mundisturbed."

Pahd nodded and pursed his lips. Then he | ooked at his nother, who was
quite obviously preparing to pout. "Ah .. . nother? Wren't you
planning to visit Aunt Razel sonetine soon?"

"Are you telling me to get out of this house?" Chogi chall enged her
son, her jaw jutting forward.

"Why, no, nother." Pahd shrugged. "Just suggesting that

"I"l'l not interfere with you, Lord Flayh," she prom sed the power
shaper in a voice thick with sarcasm "Just see to it that you do your
job and that we are protected.” She banged her way back out the way
she cane in, heading for her own quarters to weep away her feelings of
rejection.

Pahd m sinterpreted Flayh's | ook of scorn as an expression of concern.
"Don't worry, nmy friend. She won't give up on you that easily." Pahd
slipped his sword back into its holder and eyed his pillow "Don't, ah
don't let nme keep you fromyour work .. ." he hinted

"I certainly won't. Good day, ny Lord ny Lady." Flayh bowed slightly,
then left the tower, pulling out his grinoire as he went.

Pahd started for the bed, then stopped, and sniffed the air. "You
snel | somet hi ng funny?"



"It's your nother's perfunme,” Sarie told himwith a droll snile

"Ah." Pahd nodded, stretched, yawned, and scratched his side. "I

guess that takes care of the crisis, so ... I think "Il take a little
nap. "

"You do that." Sarie smled sweetly. "Everything here is under
control ."

And by nightfall, everything was under control. Flayh's.

"I"'min charge here," Pezi yelled at the cook, "and unless you'd rather
be worki ng the docks in southern Chao-nmo nous you'd better keep that in
m nd! "

"I shall, Lord Pezi!" the cook roared back, ramm ng a w cked-tipped
fork into the runp roast that lay on the cutting table before him Pezi
could hardly mss the inplication. The cook was obviously w shing it
were Pezi's.

Pezi drew hinmself up to his full height, hitched his pants a futile
gesture he repeated a hundred times daily and sauntered out the door of
the kitchen into the courtyard. He immediately w shed he hadn't.

A sugar-clawsp hung there in the air, eying himnenacingly. 1Its

menbr anous wi ngs were a-blur with notion, yet it held its position in
his face, unyielding, offering no quarter. Sunlight glinted off its

i ridescent violet body, adding to the illusion of arnor-plated
invincibility. Never mind that it was only half an inch | ong Pezi was
terrified of these things! He gul ped and backed toward the kitchen
door. The sugar-clawsp slowy followed him

Pezi stopped. He couldn't let a clawsp chase himback into the
presence of the cook. He already faced enough difficulty in
establishing his authority over this manor. He refused to add this
indignity to the list of Pezi stories he knew was nmaki ng the rounds.

Yet the suger-clawsp just as adamantly refused to | et him pass. Wen
he stepped to the right, the tiny insect zipped over to neet him \Wen
he stepped back to the left, it buzzed back to its original position

Pezi reviled hinself silently. Wy hadn't he left the kitchen through
the hall? Wy had he chosen this back door, where he knew sugar-cl aws
ps woul d be swarnming this time of year? O awsps |oved sugar and |ived
wherever it was readily available. They formed it into the inverted
castles of silvery crystal that hung fromthe eaves above him Kitchen
hel p t hroughout the three | ands encouraged these insects to swarm as a
conveni ent way of storing sugar supplies. Wenever nore of the
substance was needed for the table, sonme unfortunate servant was

del egated to tear down a clawsp castle and grind it to powder. This

m serabl e task usually fell to the servant currently in deepest

di sfavor, for invariably he would need to pluck a host of the tiny
creatures out of their crystal courts first and when aroused,
sugar-cl aws ps exuded an oily acid that produced nasty burns on hunman
skin. Touching an angry sugar-clawsp could be conpared to thrusting a
hand into an open flane. And all clawsp seemed angry around Pezi

Per haps they were instinctively aware that his great girth represented
scores of denolished sugar pal aces. Perhaps they were jealous, for it
was evident that Pezi got all the sugar he wanted. For whatever
reason, the fat nerchant had never net a clawsp he didn't hate.



A voice came fromthe kitchen. "I'mlooking for the Lord Pezi have you
seen hi nP"

"Go right out that door " Pezi heard the cook reply. The fat
nerchant's face flushed as the cook continued with a snicker: "He's

out side dancing with a clawsp." "Lord Pezi?" said the voice behind
him "I'"mright here," he retorted, visibly inmpatient. "I ... can see
that .. ." the voice replied. Pezi identified it as belonging to the

chi ef watchman at the gate.

"Well, get around here where | can see your face!" Pezi was not about
to turn his back on the tiny violet creature. He'd tried that before,
and nore than one hostile sugar-clawsp had taken advantage of the huge
target thus provided. As the watchman stepped cautiously into his
field of vision, Pezi grabbed the man by the collar and swung him
around as a shield. The clawsp buzzed angrily, but did not strike the
guard. "Now what is it?" Pezi demanded, his eyes focused beyond the
man' s head.

"I ... there's soneone in the courtyard to see you " "Wio is it?"
"Tahl i -Danmen, the local lord of Uda in this region " "Wat!" Pezi

yel ped, suddenly focusing his eyes on the guard. "And you |let him
in"

"OfF course, Lord Pezi. Wy, he is a nerchant " "Wthout asking ne?"
"You weren't in your office, Lord Pezi!" "You knew that it was tine
for nmy afternoon snack." '1 know that all afternoon is time for your

af t ernoon snack
"Then why didn't you seek nme out?"

"He told ne that he bore an enmergency nessage specifically for the Lord
Pezi. Besides, he's a merchant, and common courtesy demands t hat
nmer chant houses admit any unacconpani ed nerchant who asks entry "

Pezi snarled and shoved the guard backwards. The man screaned in pain
and cl apped the back of his neck, for the fat merchant had pushed him
into the clawsp. Pezi didn't linger to hear the guard's angry curses.
He waddl ed rapidly around the corner of the kitchen toward the
courtyard and away fromthe cl ansp.

Tahl i -Darmren waited in the dusty court. |Instead of the velvet and
fish-satin robes his office entitled himto wear, he had donned the
sinmple costune of a trading captain. Hi s expression was al nost
penitent.

Pezi jellied toward him regardi ng the Udan nerchant wth puzzl ed
suspi cion. "Wat are you doing here?" he blustered.

Tahl i -Damen's reply astonished him The nan dropped to one knee and
munbl ed, "I've come to beg your forgiveness."

" Hunh?"
"I"ve had several days, Lord Pezi, to review ny behavior at the
conclave. | offer mnmy apology, if | caused you and your uncle any

di sconfort."

"What do you want?" Pezi's eyes narrowed to nmere slits in his fleshy



face. He was keen enough to know no merchant ever acted like this
unl ess he want ed sonet hi ng.

"Lord Pezi, you see right through ne," Tahli-Danen confessed. "As
you' ve guessed, |'ve conme seeking a favor a rather .. . delicate favor
" Tahli-Danmen | owered his voice and gl anced around. Severa
occupants of the castle had stopped to watch this curious spectacle

unf ol d,

"You want privacy?" Pezi whispered.
"When you learn my business, |I'msure you'll want privacy as well "
Tahl i - Danmen replied nysteriously.

Pezi straightened up, his expression of consternation masking the
gloating pride welling up inside his belly. He liked the idea of
conmandi ng the whole castle's attention, He enjoyed bei ng addressed as
Lord Pezi by his chief conpetition in Ngandib-Mar. And he exulted in
the picture of this conpetitor kneeling at his feet in the dust. He
wasn't in any hurry to move out of the public eye.

"I don't have any secrets fromny enpl oyees," Pezi said grandly,
gesturing around at the large court. "If you have business, speak it
plainly." Pezi propped his hand on his hips and splayed his feet wide
apart.

"As you choose, Lord Pezi, but |I " Tahli-Danmen | ooked up then and
suddenly broke off.

"What's the matter?" Pezi grunted. "Forget what you were going to
say?"

"No, my Lord," Tahli-Danen replied hunbly. "It's just that | noticed a

sugar - cl awsp buzzi ng around your head

"On the other hand, ny offices are cool and quite private," Pez
suggested earnestly, and he dragged Tahli-Danen to his feet.
"You'll not regret this choice,” Tahli-Danmen said as Pezi hustled him
into a dark hallway and away fromthe insistent violent pest.
"I"'msure | won't," Pezi puffed, hurrying along the hall's cobbl ed
floor. |In the dark of the passageway, the fat nerchant conpletely
m ssed Tahli-Danmen's gloating grin.

Erri cleared his throat and pointed to a wall. "That one first,
Dol na. "

The tugolith keeper nodded, and began explaining to his assistants
where they would attach their chains to the walls of the tenple.
Near by, a dozen tugoliths waited inpatiently for the destruction
process to begin.

Erri had deci ded weeks ago that in order to eradicate all menory of the
Dragonfaith fromthe mnds of his people, this central synbol of the
ancient religion had to be destroyed. It was a pity to tunble such a
grand construction. But if synmbols couldn't be changed, they had to be
renoved and this was one synbol he had no intention of the new sky
faith adopting. Scores of initiates had urged himto reopen the
delicately crafted cathedral and make it as central to the new faith as



it had been to the ancient religion. But Erri resisted. "The Power
cannot be contained in a house," the Prophet snapped when anyone
suggested it. If this place had to come down in order to nake that
clear, then come down it would. Today.

Erri felt a lingering sense of depression, however. He had been
wakened in the night by horrible screaning only to find the screans had
been in his dreans alone. Even so, he felt a nalaise that couldn't be
denied and that wouldn't go away in spite of the attention he gave to
this project. He had been talking to the Power about it all norning.
"I's Naquin in trouble?" the Prophet asked.

"What's a Naquin?" asked a curious tugolith. FErri turned around to
stare up at the horned nmonster. The tugo-lith's huge green eye, easily
the size of small wagon wheel, gazed back at him curiously.

"I't's ... amn." Erri answered carefully.

"I don't know a Naquin nman," the gigantic beast expl ai ned.

"I see. That's all right." Erri smled in a soothing tone.

"But you asked ne," the puzzled tugolith pointed out.

Erri looked at it. "Ch, about if Naquin was in trouble? | was talking
to sonmeone else, child. Don't worry about it." It was inpossible to
think of a tugolith as anything other than an enormous baby. The
beasts thought at the I evel of human toddl ers.

"But if he's in trouble .. t he beast began

"If he's in trouble, what, Chinolitha?" asked Dol na as he rejoined
Erri. The Prophet felt great relief at the keeper's return

"Then .. . you'll be angry,"” Chinolitha expl ai ned.

"I"'mnot angry at anyone, sweetheart," Dolna said. "Are you ready to
pul | down this building for me?"

"Yes!" trunpeted Thuganlitha, an aggressive beast who |iked nothing
better than to bury its gigantic horn into sonething or someone.

"I know you are, Thug. Riganlitha? Pulanlitha? Are you ready?"
"I want to play," Riganlitha whined.

"Way, this will be fun!" Dolna exclainmed, "You'll really like it!"
"I like killing people,"” Thuganlitha interrupted.

"I know that, Thuganlitha "

"Are there any people inside?" the beast asked hopefully,

"No," Dolna replied wearily. "None inside."

Thuganlitha nuttered a brief obscenity, shocking both its keeper and
Erri. "Wiere'd it learn that?" FErri asked, w de-eyed.

"Thuganlitha," Chinolitha chided. "You're not supposed to."



28J
"I don't care!" The aggressive nonster sniggered.
"Dol na, what does that word mean?" Pul anlitha asked.

"Never mind!" the overseer shouted, and he | ooked apol ogetically at
Erri. "I think I'd better get themin place right now or we could have
a problemon our hands .. ."

"Go to it," Erri told him dismssing himwith a wave. The Prophet
turned to go back to his tiny cell, but was startled when a voice a
tugolith voice called out to him

" Prophet ?"

The Prophet spun around, his eyes wide. The sane green eye gazed down
at him "Ah .. . yes .. . Chinolitha?" he replied, hoping he had the
right nane. He did.

"I's that Pelnmen man all right?"

Erri remenbered then that this was one of the two beasts that had
nearly torn Pelmen in two. H s face softened. "Yes, child. The
Pelmen man is all right."

"Good," Chinolitha said with a kind of giggle. "I like him'

"I like himtoo." Erri grinned, then he waved at the beast, and wal ked
across the vast city square. As he reached the far side, well out of
earshot of the tugoliths, he inclined his head to | ook at the fluffy
clouds drifting high above him "He is all right .. . isn't he?" FErri
asked. Then he went inside, to await the sane assurance from anot her
source that he'd so easily afforded the tugolith.

"I see," said Pezi, nodding in what he believed was a dignified manner
Tahl i - Darmen returned Pezi's sober expression, while in his mnd
stifling a guffaw. This task prom sed to be sinpler than he'd ever

i magi ned. Already he'd identified the corner where Pezi stored his
preci ous pyrami d. Though the office was dark, with only the flane of a
single candle for light, the triangular contours of the bag behind the
desk had broadcast its contents to Tahli-Damen's eyes. The only
problems left to solve now were how to get Pezi to | eave the room and
then how to get safely out of the keep

"It's quite clear," Tahli-Danen explained. "I think you can see the
advant ages. The actual trade is perfectly above-board, and if the

ot her local houses are caught in the resulting squeeze, we can hardly
consider it unfair. After all, we are the two npst conpetitive houses
in this nountainous nation." The young nerchant |eaned forward to

pl ace a hand on Pezi's balloonlike knee. "And think, Pezi think of the
respect we'll win. These old codgers who' ve ruled the Council for ages
they aren't prepared to cope with this new situation. They've spent

all their lives saying yes sir' and 'no sir to the dragon what do they
know about this nmodern worl d?"

"You have a point." Pezi nodded w sely.

"Your uncle. \Where is he? Of soneplace playing magician, that's



what. And Jagd, my supervisor? AH he does is sit in the pal ace of

Chaononous playing table ganmes. | tell you, Pezi, that pair is senile,
they're long past their prime. And as you and | both know, the other
ruling Elders are all fossils as well, so accustomed to copying either

what Fl ayh does or what Jagd does that they've no minds of thenl own.
They're ripe plunms, ready for us to seize and swall ow. "

Pezi snmiled broadly. He liked the plum anal ogy. Pezi liked pluns.

"But it's essential that we nove quickly before your uncle returns or
Jagd regains his courage. Oherwi se, we'll soon go back to being what
we' ve al ways been abused sl aves, standing in the shadows of two old
men. "

"Ah .. . yes. Pezi nodded. "I can see that. But .. ."
"But what, Pezi?"

Tahl i - Daren never heard Pezi's objection. There was a heavy pounding

at the door. "Go away!" Pezi shouted.

"A flyer, Lord Pezi," someone called fromthe corridor. "W just

di scovered it. I'mafraid it's been here all night. It's from Adnon
Faye."

"Adrmon Faye!" Pezi stopped hinsel f, | ooked at Tahli-Danen, then
struggled to his feet and hustled over to the door. "Gve!" he
conmanded, and he was handed a small scrap of paper that wanted to rol
back into a cylinder. He scooted to the candle and unrolled the scrap
toread it. He made a point of hiding the scribbled message fromthe
eyes of Tahli-Damen, but mght just as well have handed it to himin
the first place, for all the good that did. Pezi nobved his |ips when

he read, and Tahli-Danen sinply read them It was a terse nessage AM
RI DI NG TONI GHT AD MON FAYE but it was enough to send Pezi into tail

spi nni ng confusion. "You ah you remain here." Pezi ordered, and he
started fromthe room Then he stopped. "No. Leave. You nust

| eave. "

"But Pezi, what about our plans? Qur future?" "Ch. The future." Pez
pondered for a nonment. "Ah, stay where you are, | have to send a

nmessage to ny uncle

"What's it about?" Tahli-Danen asked innocently. "The invasion of oh
never mnd," Pezi covered hurriedly. "It's nothing of inportance,
believe ne." Pezi rushed into the corridor, the sudden beads of sweat

poppi hg out onto his head a clear indicator that the fat man was |ying.
An invasion by Adnon Faye? Mist be of the pal ace of Chaonobnous,
Tahl i - Daren t hought to hinself. Jagd would certainly be pleased to
have sonme advanced war ni ng

"On the other hand," Tahli-Damen said to hinself, renenbering his own
words of a few noments before perhaps Jagd didn't need to be warned at
all. Certainly, there would be no question who would head the famly
of Uda if Jagd were gone .

Tahl i - Daren dove under the desk and scooped up the bag. A quick check
of its contents assured himit was the itemhe'd come to pilfer, then
he was out into the corridor and running through the courtyard. "Your
Lord Pezi needs you," he cried to the gatekeeper. "It's an

enmer gency!"



"Let himwait," the porter responded angrily. The back of the man's
neck still burned fromhis contact with the sugar-clawsp. Then

wi t hout Tahli-Danen's even asking, the man opened the gate and let him
out. It was really alnost too easy.

A single flame sat on the table before Flayh in the darkened room He
stared into it, breathed deeply, then chanted: "By the powers of the
sea, by the powers on the wind, by all powers that may be, let this
castle's life begin!™ H's volune built quickly through the brief rhyne
that formed the linking spell of all the work he'd done. Then he
waited in silence, watching intently as the smoke curled up fromthe
candle listening. At last it cane:

Awake! the High Fortress of Ngandib snarled, and wi nd whistled through
its corridors. Doors slamed and age beans cracked, bells rang, and
the horses housed in the cave beneath the castle screaned in terror. It
was | ate, and nost of the pal ace-dwellers had |ong ago retired, but
everyone woke up now. Even Pahd nod Pahd- el

"What in the " he began, then his voice left himas he gazed at the
tall wi ndow. The room was dark, but noonlight streaned in,
illumnating the terrifying inrush of wind that caused the |ong drapes
to streamout fromthe wall and up toward the ceiling.

"Pahd," Sarie whispered, "do you think .. ."

"Yes, ny love," Pahd murmured, hugging her trenbling body close to his
own. "I think our shaper has nmade good his promse."

"It scares me," Sarie whinpered.

Pahd licked his lips and didn't reply. There wasn't a warrior in the
wor |l d who could cause himconcern. But this scared himw tl ess.

"Stop!" Flayh commanded

Why? the castle sneered, and Flayh's own w ndow bl ew open with a
bang.

Undaunt ed, he chanted again: "By the powers of the wi nd, by the powers
of the sea, by ny powers you begin, all your powers rest in ne!"

The Hi gh Fortress | aughed al oud. Flayh was ready for that Wthout a
word he altered shape and his magic transformati on turned the | aughter
of the Fortress into a long how of pain. Flayh did not hurry to
resurmre his human form \Wen at last he did, it was Fl ayh who was

| aughi ng and not the Fortress.

Who? the Hi gh Fortress asked him

"I amyour master," Flayh said quietly, and he bl ew out the candle. For
the rest of the long night, Flayh sat in his black roomsmling.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN
From Troupe to Troops

THE ONRUSHI NG SLAVERS did not stop with the coming of daylight. They
just left the main road and spent the entire day in the saddle. No



wor ds were exchanged, not even during the infrequent pauses in their
journey. This trip had a very different flavor from Bronwynn's
exhilarating ride through the Great South Fir. Raucous |aughter had
been replaced by nmuffled grunts. WId careening over bushes and brush
had given way to disciplined, orderly riding, the kind one would expect
froma crack equestrian brigade. Every slaver present knew he had
entered the territory of a deadly enemy. No one was foolish enough to
take the Gol den Throng of Chaononous lightly especially not when he
consi dered the reputation of Lord Joss. Several of the slavers had
spent time as Joss' captives and had shared sobering stories of his
cruelty. 1t was in deference to Joss* skill as a tactician that the
troop divided at mdday. Wile the bulk of the riders forded the river
twenty mles north of the capital, sixty of the finest horsenen
continued southward. They were to nmake a carefully planned raid on the
city*s northwestern suburbs. Adnmon Faye felt confident that the raid
woul d draw Joss out of the castle and cover his larger contingent's
entry into the city sewers.

After twenty-seven hours of nearly nonstop riding, the larger unit of
t he house of Faye abandoned their exhausted horses at the northeast
edge of Chaononous. In mnutes all were underground, Bronwynn

i ncl uded. She plugged her nose with cotton against the fetid odor and
took her appointed place in a low, |lean boat. An hour later, just a
few m nutes after mdnight, they were all assenbled in a subterranean
cavern beneath the warehouse of one of Adnon Faye's many "busi ness
associ at es"” one who knew how to keep his nmouth shut.

Several lanps guttered in the close, foul cave, casting a flickering
light on Adnon Faye's face as he stood to address them

"Here we sleep. Five hours no nore. W're within a few hundred yards
of QUT target, so keep silent and get some rest. You'll be awakened by
squads and ferried across to the point of entry at the base of the
fortress. Once inside, wait in the cavern until all have assenbled."

"Only one boat at a time?" a boatman asked. He knew the answer, but
wanted to be sure everyone else did too.

"As pl anned,"” Adnmon Faye grunted. "One boat the guards won't take
notice of. Fifteen boats at once would insure us all of a grave at the
bottom of the river." Adnon Faye searched the faces of his fellow
cutthroats, seeking any signs of undue nervousness that m ght indicate
duplicity. He found none. H's eyes lingered on the face of Bronwynn
Angry? Bored? O just sleepy and cross? \Whatever, it was clear from
her griml ook that she was far from happy. The slaver dismissed it. He
didn't expect her to be.

"We wait in the corridors below the house until after its occupants
have had breakfast. Breakfast within the walls is a feast as we shal
all discover, when our little Bronwnn is the Queen," he added with a
wi cked grin. "After the nmeal, the guards will be stuffed and sl eepy
fromthen- |ong night of defending the suburbs totally unprepared for
our invasion. W'I|l have dimnished their nunber still further,

hope. |'ve schedul ed a second raid on the western side of the city at
alittle after dawn, and Joss should be reacting to squelch it just
about the tine we attack. Sleepy, full, lulled by the fal se security
of knowi ng where the eneny is, Ligne's guards will be raw neat for our
cutting." Adnon

Faye paused and allowed hinself a satisfied smle. "It's a good plan,"”



he affirmed. "There's not a thing that can stop us."

Bronwynn stared absently beyond the slaver at the garbage and cl ung
drifting atop the surface of the waterway. It somehow seened the only
appropriate backdrop to this entire episode.

A few hours later, the boat was pushed away, off to deliver its first
| oad. Bronwynn fingered the hilt of her dagger and waited her turn

The night had come and the occupants of the Inperial House had | ong
been still, when Pel men suddenly awoke, his body drenched with sweat.
He rai sed hinmself off the cot and felt the steamrising off the floor
He reached out in the pitch darkness to touch the wall he knew was
there and snatched his hand away fromthe hot stone. "You're

steam ng!" he gasped.

Seet hing, actually, the Inperial House growled fromits bowels.
"Angry?" Pel nen whi spered

Infuriated! the House thundered, and the steam continued to rise.
"Why? And where's this steam com ng fron®"

Whi | e you' ve been slunbering, an arnmy of thieves and robbers has
craw ed through the crack in these foundations! the |Inperial House
roared. As to where the steamis comng from you will find the water
is rising in the caverns.

- "Water?" Pelnen asked. The cryptic sprang inmrediately to nind
"Deal gently with the House that speaks, lest it make the waters rise."
"Are you causing the water level to rise?"

Certainly. In the same way in which this House cooked the fish.

"You have to stop!" Pelnmen shouted, and he | eaped fromhis cot. He
junped back onto it inmediately, however. The floor singed his feet.
He quickly found his sandals and strapped themon, even as the castle
snarl ed back:

Why should this House wait! Do you expect the Inperial House of
Chaononous to permt an invasion fromw thout? Wy do you think this
castle was sumoned to life in the first place? It was to protect this
castle's occupants against vermn |like this.

Pel men craw ed into his garnents as he asked, "How nany are there?"

Less than a hundred. No! Mre of the scumseep in at this very
monent! The I nperial House seethed in fury. "Who |eads then?"

Thi s House knows few human faces "lIs it the man who took Bronwynn from
your dungeon!" Pelnen asked. The House was silent for a nonent.

It is that very rodent.

"Adrmon Faye," The power shaper nodded; he stood in the middle of the
roomand tried to clear his head to make plans. oviously this was the
ot her plot Serphiraera had envisioned one of two dooned to fail
Dismissing for a nmonent this rem nder that his own scheme was simlarly
destined, he appealed to the House to recogni ze the outconme of its



heated solution to the problem "I take it you' re planning to cook
t hese invaders out of your tunnels in the sane way that you boiled the
fish."

You guess rightly.

"But these tunnels connect to the | ower dungeons. Wn't that boil the
Lady Serphinmera as well?"

It will, as well as several of those in the upper dungeon. But a House
cannot consider individual lives when its entire popul ace is threatened
fromw t hout.

"May | suggest an alternative?"
You're free to speak.

"Let my friends and nyself drive these attackers from your | ower
galleries.” It was the only idea that came to mind. But he had to do
sormet hi ng.

The steam ng stopped briefly, and a puff of |aughter whistled down the
hal | ways out si de.

That appears a ludicrous suggestion. "Not so ludicrous if you
recogni ze that we will need your help to do it."

Thi s House needs no power shaper assistance to rid itself of robbers
and bl ackguards. It shall do to this Adnon Faye what it should have
done the first time what it would have done, had these | ower galleries
been under control

"Very well." Pelnmen nodded, feigning disinterest. "But the House does
seemto need ny help in ridding itself of a certain nmagic splinter of
crystal." He folded his arms upon his chest, and shrugged. "If the
worman in the dungeon is unnecessariiy boiled, | see no reason why |

should rid you of the pyramd."

Pel men wai ted t hrough the cascade of curses that tunbled upon him
following his threat. Wen the House was finally calmagain, it
asked:

What do you plan to do?

"I's that an agreenment to help nme do this my way?"

Get on with it! A hundred and twenty now wait in the | ower
gal l eri es.

"Fine. 1'll need a detailed plan of those corridors in your belly."
Belly? huffed the castle. Rather, foundations.

"You call it what you like. Just give it to nme." Pelnmen bolted out
the door of his cell and raced toward Yona Par-mi's room To his
surprise, Parmi met himin the hall

"Yona! What are you doing up!"

"The whole castle is up, it seens. First there was a general alarmto



t he pal ace guard sone kind of sneak attack on the north of the city
then this strange steam | was on ny way to wake you. \Were you com ng
to wake ne?"

"l was."

"Are you finally going to ask for sonme hel p?" the round-faced player
asked with a touch of amused pride

Pel men thought for a moment. WAs he being fair? Ws it Just for him
to ask his friends to risk their lives to save a Lady they didn't know?
"I ... wonder if it's fair to involve you "

"Wuld you let ne be the judge of that?" Yona snapped.

"This is a dangerous task

"Wonderful ." Parm nodded. "You want ne to circulate the signal to
gat her ?"

Pel men sighed. There was nore involved here than just the salvation of
Ser phi mefa. Adnon Faye could well have brought Broiiwnn in with him

If the rightful Queen was boiled as well .. . "Yes," he grunted
suddenly, and once . again Parm saw in Pelnen's eyes that strange
fire that had illum ned them backstage in Pleclypsa. Wthout another

word from Pel men, Yona Parm scanpered away.

"Now, " Pel men munbl ed, "to get nyself into the infirmary w thout being
seen .. ."

"Chh!" Danyilyn nmoaned, rolling and tossing on her thick mattress.
"Chh!" she wailed | ouder, hearing the approach of sandals flapping on
the stone floor beyond her open door

"I"'mcomng, I'mcomng," snarled the Lord of Herbs inpatiently as he
turned the corner and entered the room The man | ooked terrible deep
dar k bags sagged under his eyes, and his gray hairs pointed in every

direction but dowmn. The stubble that lined his bony chin added to his

general | y unkenpt appearance. "l suppose you think you're sick as
well," he growl ed, and he ran a hand through his unruly mane as
Danyil yn groaned again. "You're the third one in this past hour

Everytime | get back to ny infirmary door, there's soneone el se
standing there, ready to tell nme of another case. What's the problem
with you actors. You eat sonething rotten?"

Danyi |l yn shook her head, then rolled her eyes dramatically and grabbed
her stomach. "OChhh!" she npaned.

"Trouble is, not a thing I can do about it, and it's the fault of one
of your fellows!"™ The old man stretched his | engthy neck and scratched
behind his ears. "After | got back fromny first call this norning,
found someone had swiped all ny bal der berry juicel How can | treat a
sick stomach w t hout bal derbeny juice!"

Danyi |l yn shrugged and roll ed her eyes again quite thankful that Parm

had successfully nmade off with that particular concoction. Balderberry

juice was an extrenely potent purgative that tasted horrible. "I'lI
"Il be ... all right .. ." the actress gagged

"Very well." The herbalist nodded, suddenly becom ng aware of the



young wonan's curves. Hi s bedside nmanner abruptly inproved, and he sat

next to her and felt her forehead. "You don't seemfevered," he
murmured, growing a little fevered hinself. "Perhaps it's just a mld
case, but one can never be sure. |'d suggest a thorough exam nation

in order to

"Maybe we could do that .. . tonorrow?" Danyilyn asked coyly, and the
old man's heart palpitated. She was far and away nore |ovely than the
mer chant's daughter he usually dated.

"Right. Certainly. Tonorrow. Try to rest, and come and See ne in the
morning. That is " He interrupted hinself.

*m come and see you. Night-night!"™ he called, and he floated out of
the room now fully awake and al ready planning the norning's
activities.

Danyi l yn groaned again as he left the room She waited until she could
no | onger hear his footsteps, then hopped off her bed and danced to the
doorway. "Parmi's surely found Gerrig by this time," she nuttered
sourly, then she tiptoed into the hallway to follow him She kept well
out of

sight until he had reached the infirmary door again. She heard his
groan, then sighed with relief as she heard Gerrig direct himto the
room of yet another "sick" actor. Gerrig had arrived they were al
finally gathered. She hugged the wall as the grunbling Lord of Herbs
shuffl ed past her. She smiled with satisfaction as she inmagined the
old roue's reactions when he found her roomenpty in the norning.
Served himright. He would find his present trip up the stairs
frustrating, too Gerrig had sent himto Yona's enpty room Danyilyn
darted into the infirmary, shot a dirty | ook at Gerrig, and slipped
swiftly through the trapdoor.

"W're all clear," she nurnured waspishly. "Finally!"

"Any trouble getting here?" Pelnmen asked Gerrig as the bul ky actor
| owered hinself through the infirmary floor into the presence of the
ot hers.

"I told you," Danyilyn snapped, "the only trouble was finding where he
was sl eeping tonight."

"Silence!"™ Pelnmen ordered, and the actors and actresses cl ustered
around hi m obeyed wi thout a question

"No trouble," Gerrig whispered after a nmoment.

"Good. We're all here then, safely."

"And you're going to get us out now?" Cerrig grinned.

"Not exactly. Jamard, Magrol close off the doorway."

A-pair of younger players noved quickly to seal off the portal, hiding
once nmore this nether stairway fromthe infirmary, Pelnmen waited unti
the task was done, then explained: "I have information that somewhere

down with us in this maze of passageways is a snmall arny preparing to
take control of this castle.”



"And we're going to join then?" Gerrig asked incredul ously.
"No. We're going to drive themout,"

There was a | ong, high-tension pause. Pelnmen could hear several of the
troupe gasping. Then Cerrig nmade a nove for the door

"Cerrig. W all agreed to do this together Yona rmur rmur ed.

"And now | 've decided to | eave, alone!" the big man replied, trying to
free his shoulders fromParm's surprisingly strong grip.

"Do you want out of this castle alive?" Pelnen snapped fiercely, and
CGerrig stopped struggling,

"OfF course | do. But is what you're suggesting any way to do that?"

"Perhaps not," Pelnmen admitted. "But if that army succeeds, | can't
guarantee you'll live through the day."

"I"ll take nmy chances. |'m going back to bed."

"As you choose. Parm, let himgo. For the rest of you remenber how

di sgusted you all were with ny play praising Ligne? 1t's possible that
the rightful Queen of this land is anbng this silent arny of invasion

If so, she cones as a puppet a slave of Adnon Faye." Pel nmen waited
until the anxious nutterings faded. "I1'll not explain all the reasons,
but if we can chase this force fromthese dark caverns, we'll do them a

favor, as well as ourselves. Don't feel ashanmed if you chose to foll ow
CGerrig back upstairs. After all " Pelnmen glanced at Gerrig's back.
you're only play actors. You've trained yourselves to imtate heroes
on stage, not to be heroes in the pitch-black face of fear. | don't
bl ame you. Turn back."

No one noved. Though Gerrig stood with his hands resting on the door
back up to the infirmary, he didn't thrust it open

"On occasion, though," Pelnen continued with a peculiar lilt to his
words, "a chance arises and | think such nonents cone quite
unexpectedly to nost a chance to be a hero, instead of playing one. The
chance to do sonething worthy of the playwight's imortalization."

Silence greeted his words. Gerrig broke it. "I remenber that speech
well," he nuttered.

"I thought you would," Pelnen replied softly. "It was your line, after
all, from Shadows of a Night at Sea." He waited for a nonment, then
asked, "Are you conmi ng?" Genig |ooked at himand frowned. "I'm

scared, " he breathed

So aml." Pelmen chuckled. "Exciting though, isn't it?" "You said an
arny," Danyilyn whispered. "There's only a handful of us."

"Yes, but we've got a big friend." Pelnen smled back. "Mybe two,"
he added to Yona Parmi. "You don't meke any sense," she grunbl ed.
"Since when has he ever nade sense?" Yona Parm asked her

"W don't have any weapons," Gerrig said. H's voice had changed in
texture and tone it was deeper, nore nmellow. The gravity of this
situation had caused himto slip without realizing into stage speech



"There's an arnory through the side door of the infirmary only fifteen
feet away."

"But what if there are soldiers there?" Danyilyn asked nervously.

Pel men held up a hand for silence and cocked his head "to listen. "No
soldiers right now" he said; then he sniled and added, "Believe ne."
He waved at the two young players who had cl osed the trapdoor, and they
opened it up again and clinbed through

i, Wile they were gone, Danyilyn tugged anxiously on ; Pelnmen's arm
and asked, "What if these adversaries are just around the corner? W're
hel pl ess "

Pel men hushed her again. "They're still on the far end of the
castle.”

"How do you know?" she demanded. She was cross and wanted to be sure
he noticed. "You'll see."

Jamard and Magrol hustled quickly back down the stairs, their arms
| aden with odd arnor pieces and assorted weapons. These were
di stributed quickly around the small circle.

"Just a shield, thank you," Yona Parm said, "and

"f _those." He pointed to a pair of arnored shoes, and swi ftly took
them from MagroFs hands. By the tinme he had fitted themonto his feet,
t he door was once nore in place, and the other players were armed and
ready to nove
"Stay near me," Pelnmen ordered. "l1'd rather not |ose any of you." He
took their single candle and | ed them down the passageway toward the
ci stern.

"Feel as nervous as opening night " Gerrig began, and someone shushed
him Then there was silence, broken only by the clink-clink-clink of
Yona Parmi's netal boots.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN
Bl oodshed and Bat hwat er

"ITS TIME " Adnon Faye murrmured, and he noved out, |eading a |ong
train of fierce, dangerous-|ooking nmen and one frowning Princess. He'd
ordered themto | eave their swords sheathed to prevent the noisy
scrapi ng and cl angi ng that would naturally result from carrying drawn
weapons through a narrow, dark tunnel. As always, he travelled w thout
alight, relying on his menory of the twi sting maze.

He was in no way prepared for an ambush

"Now " soneone grunted, and sonethi ng whi spered past the slaver's
face. He knew the sound of a blade cutting air far too well to
hesitate. He threw hinself to the side and jerked his own weapon free.
Before he could swing it, though, he was sent crashing to the ground,
crying out in pain. Sonething had slamed into his shin!

"Anbush!" someone behind himcried, and a thunder of scrapes and



clatters echoed through the tunnel as the House of Faye arned itself
for battle.

"Omd " Adnon Faye roared a second tine, and soneone nearby chuckl ed
"l got himagain."

"Cet back!"™ another voice warned sharply, so the ugly slaver thrust
his sword savagely at the voice, venting his rage with a full-throated
scream

None of the survivors could ever adequately describe what took place
after that. Like enraged cats sewn into a sack, the frustrated

conbat ants struggled to fight each other, but found thenselves battling
the cavern instead. Scores of swords were broken on the walls.
Knuckl es were scraped raw. Faces were trodden underfoot. Sone people
screanmed, while others seenmed at times to laugh. The entire situation
lent itself to description in expletives the black darkness turned bl ue
with curses: nuttered, grunted, hollered, screamed, spat and sighed.

One of the maidservants preparing breakfast heard something strange as
she passed by the cistern and reported it to the cook

"Just boatnen, arguing with one another over sone trifle. Fishing
rights, probably. Set the table."

The cook served a baked pig that norning.

Li gne nmissed the actors at breakfast. "Where's the fool ?" she asked

airily. "Were's the rest of your tedious players?"

"They' ve b-b-been working hard lately. Let them s-sleep," Rosha said

as he downed a hel ping of steaming ribs. His acting was inproving. The

Queen didn't realize just how anxi ous their mass absence made him f eel
Had he been left behind?

"They' ve been working you too hard as well," Ligne snarled.

"Way, n-no, mmny Lady, it's only that it t-t-takes practice to d-d-do
a play well."

"You' ve not been rehearsing,"” the Queen spat. "Your speech isn't a bit
i nproved for all your practice.”

"Yes, but the p-p-play "

"The play had better be ready today," Ligne announced, and she tw sted
in her seat to look himin the eye as she added, "Since it's going to
be performed tonorrow night, as part of our wedding celebration.” She
saw Rosha's eyes wi den. The young man choked down the piece of pork
he'd been chew ng.

"Weddi ng?" Kherda broke in, |eaning out over the table to try to | ook
at Ligne's face. "Wy is it that | have not been inforned of this?"

"Because | just now made up ny mnd," Ligne shrugged. "That is
satisfactory with you, Rosha, is it not? Your friends are ready to
per f or n?"

Rosha nodded, but his swarthy conpl exi on seened unusual |y waxy. "Y-yes,



nmy Lady."

"But this is highly irregular," Kherda protested, "to plan a royal
weddi ng while the city is under attack!"

"Ah, but Joss has assured ne that Adnon Faye will be apprehended before
noon. Tonorrow at dinner | will have a celebration of nmy victories,
Kherda. All of them" She | ooked pointedly at the Prime M nister

then rose fromthe table. "I1'll be in ny bath," she announced. "Send
Joss to me as soon as he arrives. And Rosha," she added, "I'll see you
later." Then she turned to clinb the grand spiral to her apartnments.

The gallery abruptly enptied before them as Adnon Faye's crew finally
responded to their | eader's screans for retreat and got noving in the
right direction.

"Follow them ™ Gerrig shouted, flourishing his sword. Though he'd

of ten brandi shed bl ades coated with initation blood, this weapon wore a
pati na of the real substance. They had experienced real battle and
Genig had found that he liked it

"Let themgo," Pelnmen ordered, and his tiny troupe stopped their
pursuit.

"But we've got themon the run," CGerrig protested.

"Quiet," Pelnen snapped, and he cocked his ears to listen

They' ve gone around to the left-hand gallery. Back up twenty yards and
to your right. You'll cut themoff.

"Did we | ose anyone?" Pel nen demanded briskly. The troupe took a
quick roll call in the dark

"No, " Danyilyn answered, "though we've got sone cuts and scrapes nostly
from each other."

"There do seemto be a nunmber of bodies scattered around, though,"
Jammard sai d, and Pel men nodded.

"I expected that. Most of themkilled by their own mates. They're
trying to get around behind us back that way." As the power shaper
herded his charges backward to their new position, he couldn't shove
fromhis mind the inplications of the past few nonents. Could one of
t hose bodi es be that of a young woman? For the first time in many
weeks, he missed the gentle Ilife of the nonastic and the norning had
barely begun

Only a few minutes separated the clashes, but the second skirnm sh had a
far different flavor fromthe first. Sl avers were accustoned to this
type of warfare, though they were normally the anmbushers, not the
anbushed. This tinme they were ready and, when the fray was finally
rej oi ned, fewer swords scraped the walls and nore rang on steel. Pel nmen
and Gerrig, though untouched by eneny netal, were driven steadily
backward by waves of fresh warriors. As one pair tired, Adnon Faye
sent another pair past them Soon the two players could no | onger
effectively return their attackers bl ows, and Pel men shouted, "Break

of f1" The actors behind himquickly vacated the corridor, and it was
Adrmon Faye's turn to hold his troops back from pursuit.



"Slowy!" he shouted to the nen on the point. "There's no telling how
many warriors Joss has scattered through this cavern, and this retreat
may only be a lure into further ambush." The pressure of this

pi tch-bl ack struggle with what he assuned were superior forces had
given hima horribl e headache, but he shook it off and endeavored to
pl an his next nmove. They couldn't turn back there was only one boat.

O course, he thought, one was plenty for him "Bronwynn!" he
shouted. "Sonmeone get Bronwynn up here to ne!"

After a mnute of chaotic discussion, the news was finally passed back
to him

"The Princess is no longer with us."

"So you failed to apprehend hi magai n?" Ligne asked as she soaped her
beautiful armw th perfuned bubbl es.

"I cut his raiding party to half its size, nmy Lady. Adnon Faye wasn't
with them"

"Joss, |'mvery unhappy with this. I'mto be married tonmorrow noon had
you heard?"

"The Prine Mnister informed ne."

"And I want the mood to be | avish, cheery, and romantic. | won't be
pl eased if my party is interrupted by attacks on this castle. Soap ny
back," she ordered a maid, who swiftly obeyed.

Joss ignored the Queen's bathing. It pleased the wonan's vanity to
sumon him here and berate himfrom her scented tub. But her vanity
was no greater than that of the King who preceded her, nor of Talith's
father, who had rul ed when Joss was but a page. The General expected
qui rky behavior fromhis nmonarchs. He tried not to let it interfere
with security.

"I apol ogi ze, ny Lady, that |I've not as yet caught the slaver. | do
know that he's in the city, and ny forces are conbing the streets and
sewers, searching for him"

"You told ne yesterday that ny borders were secure,” she snapped.

"Yesterday, ny Lady, they were," Joss replied patiently.

"Yet today?"

"Today | am securing them"

A slave girl entered the bath chanber, bowi ng as she came, obviously
uneasy with her role as the bearer of bad news. "M Lady, Lord Joss
there's been another report of an attack west of the city "

Joss was across the tiled floor and gone before Ligne could say another

word. "I didn't dismss you!" she shouted after him then she whirled
around to face the timd slave, sloshing water across the tiles. "You!"
she ordered, pointing with a bar of soap. "Send in that strange

character in the blue robe who arrived this norning, then go have
yoursel f beaten for interrupting ny bath!"

"Yes, ny Lady," the young slave munbl ed, as she bowed hersel f backwards



out of the presence of the queen

The tiny troupe had taken up a new position and waited breathlessly for
the slowy advancing col um of slavers to reach them again. Pelnen
listened intently as the Inperial House kept himposted on their

appr oach.

Twenty yards fromyou now, but around several sharp turns.
"Can't you do anything?" Pelnen asked.

"What ?" Cerrig answered, puzzled. Pelnen laid a finger across the
brawny man's bearded lips to still him as the House replied:

Such as?

"I'"'mopen to any suggestion."

"Maybe we coul d t he perpl exed Gerrig began, but

Jaj

Pel nen again covered his mouth. He jerked Pel nen's hand away. "Wy
ask for suggestions if you "

"Hush!" Pelnen ordered. "l'mtalking to sonmeone else."

"Ch," Cerrig replied. He shrugged el aborately and nmade a face at the
dar kness.

No suggestions cone to nind.

"Well, friends," Pelnen sighed, "perhaps we should quit doing what
we're not good at and try doing what we do well." For the next few
m nut es he nmurmnured quiet instructions.

"How did we get in front of this line?" Pinter asked Tibb tremul ously.
He suddenly had serious doubts about being an outl aw.

"I just want to know how we get to the back of it again," his conrade

replied.

"Move ahead, " soneone behind themcalled, and Pinter called back

"Why don't you? We'd be happy to let you .. ." But those behind them
just pushed them forward, ever forward into the dark. They marched

tentatively, stepping, stepping

"At theml At themnow" <cried a voice fromvery nearby on their |eft
and anot her voice, that of a wonman, shrilled fromtheir right:

"I command you, Joss! Kill every last one of them™

There was a bl ood-curdling screech fromdirectly ahead, and the sound
of metal -shod feet sprinting toward them

"Back!" Pinter cried out in terror. "Tibb, go back!"

"Ow " Tibb screaned, and Pinter heard his fellow clank to the
ground.



"Are you hit? Are you hit?" Pinter yelled hysterically.

"Somebody just kicked me in the shins!™"

"Somebody wha Omwmd " Pinter hollered, as his own shins becane
targets.
"Bring up the reserves! Finish themoff!" shouted the wonman, and Ti bb

heard as someone far down the corridor relayed the nmessage on
"There are hundreds down here with us!" he gasped.

They coul d hear swords whizzing before their faces, and one whi spered
across Pinter's hand. He swung that fist blindly at his attacker then
st opped, puzzled, for sonehow the sword it had held was gone. It took
a noment for himto realize that he'd lost the hand as well. He
screanmed in shock. The passageway once again rang with the chaotic
clanor of a rout.

Naquin hid his eyes fromthis woman who seened i ntent on exposing her
body to him Nothing in his experience in the tenple of the dragon had
prepared himfor this. Never had he seen a woman so brazen nor so
beauti ful .

"What's the matter, ny friend?" Ligne teased. "Haven't you ever seen
a woman before?"

"I ... 1 come in the nane of the Prophet " Naquin began for the third
time, and for the third time Ligne refused to allow himto get the
wor ds out .

"Don't you want to |look at me, holy man? Cone on, show me your eyes.
Are they the sanme rich blue as your |ovely robe?"

"Pl ease, ny Lady!" Naquin sighed. "I amunused to such treatnent.
Since | left Lamath I've been tied and . threatened, |lectured by a
child and booted in the backside, tranpled under horses' hooves and
chased by a hundred dogs. | ask only that you let me performny task
and return to my Prophet."

"Ah yes. Your Prophet |I'mcurious about this Prophet of yours. What
kind of man is he?"

"The Prophet? Wy he's the greatest of men! A careful |eader, with a
vision for our nation unequaled in the long history of Lamath! Through
his prograns of "

"Enough of programs,” Ligne snapped. "You sound like my Prine

M nister." She slipped back into the water, covering herself wth
bubbl es. Her eyes fixed intently on Na-quin's face, she asked, "Do you
know Pel men?"

"Pel men?" Naquin blurted, al nobst dropping his covering band. "Wy
woul d you ask such a thing?"

"Why, | thought he was the highly praised Prophet of Lamath." Ligne
sm |l ed knowi ngly. "You nmean he's no | onger your |eader?"

"He never was!" Naquin barked. "The man's nothing but an inposter, a



power shaper who uses his guile to entrap and confuse others. W drove
himfromour |and."

Li gne had been snmiling until she heard the word power-shaper. "You
mean you believe this Pelmen can actually alter events by magi c?"

"OfF course not," Naquin snapped. "He's a trickster, that's all."

"Ah." Ligne smiled. "Something of a fool, one might say?"
"Fool ?" Naqui n echoed uncertainly.

"You spoke of your task. What is it?"

"To find the Lady Serphimera, and retrieve her to La-math."
"Retrieve her?" Ligne smled. "Like a dog retrieves a bird?"
"That is ny charge."

Li gne raised a carefully scul pted eyebrow. "I'd wondered if Serphinera
nm ght be the cause of your com ng. She wears a robe just like
yours."

"My Lady, unless she has recanted, she wears a habit of m dnight mne
is the color of noon. Do you know where she is?"

"I"d intended for her to join ny wedding cel ebration tonorrow. Perhaps
you'll be willing to escort her?"

"You mean she's here?" Naquin asked excitedly. He suddenly realized
he'd dropped his hand. He cl apped both hands over his eyes again and
squeezed themtightly.

"You peeked." Ligne giggled. "Tell ne. How does the beauty of your
Ser phi mera conpare to that of the nost powerful wonman in the world?"

The fleeing slavers found their way back to their point of entry by
following a trail of slippery blood and groani ng bodies. Each faced
the sane dil emma when he finally thrust his head through the crack into
t he sunshine there were no boats. Adnmon Faye had abandoned them One
by one, they all came to the sanme, inevitable decision. One by one,
they dove into the river.

Many drowned. A few were haul ed aboard passing boats. The strongest
swi mers survived the river's tortuous currents and nade their way to
shore. But no one died by the arrows of the guards above them The
sol diers of the Inperial House who hadn't seen them arrive never saw
them | eave, either. As panic-stricken slavers dropped into

30*

the water far below them the soldiers talked of ganbling and traded
j okes.

One slaver who had nade it to the crack turned back to find his friend.
"Pinter?" Tibb said softly. The corridor was now as silent as a tonb.
It had becone that for many. "Pinter?" he said again. He thought he
heard a sobbing sone yards away, and crawl ed over bodies toward the
sound. "Pinter?" he asked again.



"I lost my hand." Pinter sniffed; then he sobbed again.

Tibb felt helpless to answer. He struggled around to sit by his
friend, |eaning against the cool stone wall.

"It isn't fair." Pinter wept, and Ti bb reached out to squeeze his
friend' s thigh reassuringly.

"We're alive," he suggested neekly. He thought that was worth

somet hing, at least. He slipped an arm around Pinter” shoul der and
held onto the man for a few noments, then he cleared the lunp fromhis
t hroat and spoke. "I1've been back to where we cane in, so | know the
way out. Well just sit here until you feel better. Al day, if we
need to."

Pinter sniffed. "W'IlIl get left behind," he said, his voice
cracki ng.

"Just rest," Tibb soothed. "Just rest.” He patted his friend's
shoul der until Pinter was cal magain. "Wen you're better, we'll go.
['"lI'l help you." Then he cleared his throat again, and added, "We'l
have to swm though. It seens there was only the one boat and Adnon

Faye took it"

Pi nter nodded, and his head lolled over on Tibb's thick chest. "It
isn'"t fair. | only wanted to be soneone, Tibb. To | be an outlaw
Wth Adnon Faye .. ."

"Shh, Pinter. You are. You are, |ad.
"I an?" Pinter asked weakly.

"OfF course you are. Wy, they' |l sing about us in the pubs back homne
about Pinter and Tibb, of the House of Faye. | can hear it now, as

pretty Gerlywa draws the ale, Mknor the tenor is singing of you. He
sings of Pinter the long, and his side-man Tibb, who dwelt in the lair

of the twi-beast. He's singing .. . you know what he's singing,
Pinter? He's singing about how you .. . Pinter?" H s friend did not
respond. Tibb |eaned his head down against Pinter's chest, listening
for the sounds of life. They were gone. He laid Pinter's body
careful |y against the cave wall, wi ped the wetness fromhis face with
his sleeve, and nurnured solemly, "They'll sing of you, lad. They
will. And when they sing, they'll sing of how you | ost your hand for

not hi ng and of the man who let you die." Tibb crawed to his feet, and
gritted his teeth against the tears. Then he gasped, and forned a fist
before himin the darkness. "And as long as | keep this hand, and can
hol d a bl ade Adnmon Faye, beware of Tibb the tw sted!"

He gave his friend a child' s kiss, then left himin this dark tunnel
and crawl ed away toward the crack and daylight.

A much-sobered acting troupe collapsed in the corridor beneath the
infirmary and waited for Pelmen to give the all clear. They'd been
through a battle and | ooked it, but the stains on their garnments woul d
qui ckly wash out. It would take years to clean the stains the carnage
had left on their mnds. It had turned into a norning of desperate
madness, and they'd left at |east one of their nunmber behind. Jammard
was dead.



Pel men still spoke to the strange ally that had won the battle for
them They ignored him each fighting a battle inside with the

i nexplicable loss of a friend. Al would be relieved to return from
the inky nightmare to what was for themthe real world the stage.

"Are they gone?" Pel nen whispered.
A few straggl ers remain.
"Then we did it." The Powershaper sighed in exhaustion

Not quite, the Inperial House responded accusingly. "Wat do you
mean?"

It appears you let one of these rodents slip past you!
CHAPTER TWENTY

k o

The Fal con and the Hound

CAR LAD NAPPED agai nst the door. The long night had been very strange,
and while he'd not been dragged off to battle, he had been tenporarily
assigned to the front gate. He was f. sleepy.

"Wake up!" Ligne screeched in his ear. At the sane

;" time she stanped on his toes, and between stanping and
> shrieking he did just that. "Open this door," the perfuned

I beauty ordered, and he hastened to obey, sniffing her sultry aroma as
she passed and good-naturedly cursing Ros has luck. "Hello, darling!"
Li gne sang, and she | eaped onto Ros-has bed and crawl ed atop his chest.
The warrior grunted in shock as he awoke to her lips pressing onto his
and her arns | ocking around his neck. He grabbed her and westled,
rocking left and then right trying to dislodge her. Finally he broke
her grip with a powerful heave and rolled off one side of the bed as
she tunbl ed off the other side. Her head popped back up quickly, and

she glared at him "Wy do you keep rejecting ne?" she demanded.
"Why, we, t-t-t-tonmorrowis our " "Yes. CQur wedding. And you will be
my lover, Rosha. | will no longer tolerate this sinple-n nded

resi stance. "

"B-but |'ve n-not

"You have. But you'll not anynore." She scranbled to her feet and
circled the bed toward him her eyes locked into his. "W are going to
settle this right "

Rosha got sick. He did it with an artistry that woul d have amazed even
his teacher. And the ploy certainly succeeded. Ligne stopped where
she was, then backed to the far side of the room "You' re sickl" she
shrilled, and Rosha nodded. "Wy didn't you tell me you were sick."

"I tried." Rosha shrugged.

"And | just took a bath," the Queen npaned. Then she glared at him
again. "lI'mgoing back to bathe again. You go to the infirmry."



"On ny way," the young warrior assented, and he hustled out the door
He was hal fway down the hall before Carlad woke up enough to pursue
hi m

A few mnutes |ater he was begging the Lord of Herbs for sone word of
his friends. "I tell you, | don't know where they are," the harried
chem st screeched. "I know they were all sick, that's all, and that |
had no nedicine to give them And then, when | made a call this
nmorning on the little wonan with the anple figure, she was gone.
They're all gone. And if you want nmy opinion, we're well rid of the
nui sances," he added nastily. He was nost unhappy about being stood

up.

Rosha nodded, postive that he knew where the troupe was now or at any
rate, where they'd gone. He forced hinmself not to glance over at the
|l ow cot that hid the door into the tunnels below Obviously, Yona
Parm had passed the word to gather, and the plan had succeeded in
drawi ng the herbalist out of his infirmary | ong enough for themall to
make entry. Rosha had certainly expected to be included in that
sumons. Had Pel nen and the others abandoned himto Ligne?

Rosha t ook deep breaths as Parmi had taught himto do, seeking to
control his anxiety. Pelmen wouldn't abandon him Logically, there
was no way they could have passed the word to him since Ligne now
posted a pair of guards outside his apartnments on a permanent basis, in
addition to assigning Carlad to dog his heels wherever he went in the
castle. Carlad presently stood napping just outside the door of the
infirmry.

| v Rosha shook his curly head to rid hinself of these distracting fears
and tried to think clearly. |If they were in the tiassage bel ow, as he
bel i eved they nust be, they couldn't A$afely get out while the
pharmaci st remained in the room

a wondered if he could assist them.. . wMmy apol ogies for
b- b- bot hering you," Rosha said, sh-sure that it wasn-nothing just a bit
of undigested 't JMWreakf ast.”

| vi "Hunph," the gaunt man grunted, and he turned back to his pestle
and his bottles of herbs.

i% "1 imagine you are s-s-sunmoned often in the mmnddl e of the

n- ni ght "

| . "Too often,"” the Lord of Herbs snorted. "Especially last ;?
flight"

") ,"; "Mnust get very little s-s-sleep .. ." fA -. "Too little."

WS " P-perhaps you sh-sh-should take off this norning, and f|e-cat eh a
nap "

- ; "And |l eave ny post?" the man expl oded self-righteously. ~Never!"
He turned back to his nmixing bow.. | "What are you mmaking? A |ove
p- p-potion?" /V The Lord of Herbs spun around and backed up agai nst
JMs tabl e, aghast. "W-wh-what a ridiculous notion!" he bouted.
"Ah-ah-ah of course not." Once nore the blood filled his old cheeks,
and they radiated warnth. A love potion was exactly what he was

maki ng, and once this intruder left himalone, he planned to steal away



slip it, sonmehow, to a nerchant's | ovely daughter. Not he actually
believed it would work, of course .. . ji?Ah-ah-ah why do you ask?" he
dermanded.

"You really ought to d-do sonething about that s-Rosha goaded. Then he
turned on his heel and "~jrtal ked out of the room He decided if he
couldn't push the “chemist out of the infirmary, he would sumon him
from.. . ~_ Carlad fell into step behind himas he clinbed the spira
vwW ; Sstairs to return to his apartnment. As he passed the door of !|the
t hrone room he glanced in, just to check if the troupe ;Jnight have
somehow el uded his search and gathered here. It was enpty but for the
br ocade- swat hed dais and the Ornately carved throne. Rosha bl anched,
then, for he saw Sonet hi ng had been added a smaller throne, carved ex-y
like Ligne's, now sat on the floor to the right of her platform Rosha
knew who the chair was intended for, and his sudden nausea truly
warranted his calling the doctor. He continued down the hall to his
new apartnment, thankful at |east that Ligne had noved himout of his
rooftop prison and down to this level. He was that rmuch closer to the
gate and freedom

As he passed al one through the double doors into his roomand cl osed
them on his weary guard, he was contrasting Ligne to his thoughtful
sensitive Bronwynn, Then something slamed into his back

Bronwnn had grown up inside this castle. While she'd known not hing of
the nether tunnels until Adnmon Faye had reveal ed themto her, once she
was through the infirmary floor and into the House proper she was | oose
on her hone territory. She'd explored these halls as a child, had
stuck her turned-up nose into every corner and closet. She'd |earned
thereby all the secrets to nmoving into and out of the hidden
passageways that |aced through the upper levels. Fortuitously, she
escaped the infirmary w thout being seen. Mere seconds |ater, she was
safely hidden in the walls.

She brushed cobwebs aside as she wal ked. Evidently, Ligne had either
not di scovered all of these narrow aisles, or else she used them
infrequently. Either way, Bronwynn thought grimy, they would prove
the wanton inposter's downfall. Whether Adnon Faye and the others
survived the battle bel ow her feet or not, Bronwynn was resolved to
di spatch Queen Ligne by nightfall after she'd dealt with Rosha, of
course. She made that vengeance her first order of business.

Met hodi cal |y, she searched the roons of the castle for him quite
unnoti ced behind the drapes and panels.

She'd al ready determined that he could nost easily be killed in his bed
whi ch she assuned would be in Ligne's own apartnments. She clinbed a
dark | adder, barely a foot and a half w de, to peer through a crack
into the royal apartnments on the second fl oor

She watched as a trio of maidservants nmade up Ligne's vast bed. She
bit her tongue in rage, to think that the usurper of her throne now
slept here, in her parent's room She choked back hot tears as she
renenmbered crawing up into very bed between them when comobn sounds
made by the night drove her, frightened, from her own.

strained to hear the words of these servants, but the porn was vast,
and the sound didn't carry through the 9WiBs. She shifted position
circling through the darkness to

; J| tiny portal closer to the wonen, arriving in tinme only to ice them



| eave. One hal f-heard comrent was enough, how

QfW. As they left the room the senior of the three said |$l ky would
need to do a conplete cleaning the next norn-c'ffafr when the new young
master nmoved in. " It was fortunate for Bronwynn that the |adi es made
their tit then, for she couldn't contain her boiling tenper, and y
occupant of the room coul d have heard her vent her ~ ftage on the
walls. Once she'd controlled herself, she concluded that Rosha nust
either be in one of the guest roons |eft side the royal suite, or else
In the rooftop roomwhere her ,{$|8ttter had hinself placed Ligne. She
shuffled sideways ilftound the perimeter of the wall to check the guest
r oons.

|[f . The first roomshe reached puzzled her. The cracks and that
woul d normally permit her to look into it had been filled or masked.
She thought for a nonent, re-ering the trick to getting into this
particul ar apart-and tw sted a carved knob. A panel swung open, and
stepped into the roomof Jagd of Uda. Fortu-, he wasn't honme. She
knew instantly to whomit be-, by the scarlet and purple cloaks that
draped fromthe walls. Bronwnn snirked. Jagd had ever been the type.
In this environment he did well to be. Bronwynn slipped back into her
hi di ng place and closed it panel behind her. She squeezed around

anot her corner, ting her way by the dimlight that filtered through
tiny cks fromthe roons on either side of this aisle. She a second
guest room and found her vision unob-ljrtructed. Once again, it was
unoccupi ed at the nonment. fpBhe recognized nothing that gave any hint
of the one to it belonged. A quick pull on a hidden latch, and

[l ronwynn danced lightly inside, noving quietly to the set. She found
it filled with new clothes, inmaginatively fled and richly colored. She
held up a tunic to neasure size of the shoulders and felt a fierce

sati sfaction. icse were Rosha's new clothes, specially tailored for
the isort of the Queen. At the noment, this was where the nudgecurdl e
was living. Well, here he would die as well. Bronwynn swiftly hung

t he garment back onto its hook, slipped her dagger fromits sheath, and
backed into the closet. She only had to wait a few nonents.

The bl ow should have killed him It didn't. The sunmer before, when
Rosha first left his father's manor in the conpany of Bronwynn and

Pel nen, Dorlyth nod Karis had given his son the chain-nmail shirt he had
wor n hinmsel f throughout his adventures. Now, that shirt saved his
son's life. It turned the dagger, though Rosha's covering garnent was
sheared into tatters, and Bronwynn cursed her own poor nenory for not
havi ng pl anned a better stroke.

Rosha didn't think. He sinply grabbed his assailant by the arm and
tossed her across the room Only after he'd | aunched her past his head
did he realize who she was, "Bronwynn!" he grunted. Mbre enotions
were sumed in that one grunt than in any phrase the young man had ever
uttered before.

"Did you call me?" Carlad shouted fromthe hall

"No!" Rosha call ed back, stepping over to hold the doors should the
man attenpt to investigate. "N nothing. G g-go back to what you were
doi ng. "

Bronwnn had by that time rolled to her feet and, seeing his back

turned, charged himagain. Rosha heard her com ng and si destepped her
at the last noment. The bl ade of her weapon thudded heavily into the
wood of the door janb. The young warrior knocked the girl's hand away



fromits haft before she could jerk it free, picked her up, and once
agai n tossed her across the room This tinme, however, he nade sure to
aimher for the bed.

"Are you sure everything's all right?" Carlad shouted again, and Rosha
opened one of the doors and stuck his head into the hall. H s sleepy
guard | ooked rather perplexed. Rosha gave hima friendly smle. "No
p- p-problem " he said cheerfully, and he waved. Then he slamed the
door shut and whirled in time to see Bron-wynn's foot heading for his
forehead. He ducked, and it thunmped noisily on the wall behind him He
caught her on the way down. She clawed for his face as he carried her
once nmore to the bed and dropped her there.

The poundi ng on his door grew nore ani mated, and
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Rosha rushed to swing it open. "Wat do you want?" he demanded
angrily.

"I's there soneone in there with you?" Carlad squinted suspiciously,
craning his head to peer around Rosha's |arge bul k.

"If there is, whose fault would it b-b-be?" Rosha responded.

"Ah .. ." The guard didn't know quite what to answer, and Rosha rushed
on:

"There's n-no one in here b-but me, as you well kn-know Now | eave
mne alone, or I'Il tell your sergeant about your acting career!"”

He sl ammed the door and turned to face Bronwynn once again. He'd heard
her scuttle across the floor behind himand knew she was working to
free the knife fromthe wall, Once again he grabbed her, this tinme |ess
gently, and hurled her at the bed with a grunt. She bounced over it
onto the floor. By the tine she could recover, he was standi ng over
her, her knife in his hand and a savage frown darkening his features.

"Well, go ahead," she flared. "Stab me with it." ; "Wiat's the matter
wi th you?" he demanded.

"You might as well. |'msure the Queen will reward you richly though
of course, since you have her, what other reward could you want ?"

"Wul d you keep your voi ce down
"Way should I? You'll give me to her anyway "

"Shut up!" he spat, slamming his free hand over her mouth. He tossed
t he dagger aside and grabbed the back of

; her head with his other hand and held her quiet while she

did everything in her power to nake noise. She beat at his >?. head,
kicked his legs, rolled fromside to side, and tried to | bite through
his hand. Through it all, Rosha held onto her

:' absorbing the blows w thout blinking, staring fiercely into ; her
face.



She couldn't keep it up forever. Finally she relaxed, and :-f he began

in a heated whisper: "I get the inpression you ; think | want to be
here. | don't! You think I want that
,. witch? Al | can think about is you, yet you try to stick a knife

inm b-b-binnme." He sighed in exasperation. "Wy do you think I've
got guards at nmy door? It's because |I'ma prisoner here."

Al'l he could see of her face were her eyes. They suddenly watered
over, and he decided to | et her speak

"You're moving into her roomtonorrow," she spat out, and he cl anped
hi s hand back in place and | ooked at the door

"Not if Pelmen and | can help it,"”
lifted his hand.

he muttered. Her eyes wi dened. He

"Pelnmen is here?" she asked. For the first tine, she whispered.

"He is. Disguised as a jester, and using the name Fallo-mar." Rosha
frowned, as he renenbered his friend s absence. "That is, | hope he's
here. He went below the castle |ast night, and hasn't yet come up."

Bronwnn's face clouded with concern. "But there's a battle bel ow the
castle going on right now That's how!l got in."

"A battle? Who's battling whon®?"

"Isn't Joss down there

"No," Rosha blurted. "Joss is out chasing Adnon Faye all over the
countryside. "

"But Adnon Faye's in the caverns " Bronwynn stopped, and stared at his
Il ong face. Rosha suddenly | ooked very tired. And once again, someone
was poundi ng on the door

Rosha sighed. Then he stood up. "Hi de," he told her, and Bronwynn
qui ckly got within the wall again as Rosha stal ked to the doorway. "Who
is it?" he shouted.

"Fal |l omar the fool, ny Lord, cone to entertain you and teach you fancy
words if the time be appropriate?”

Rosha swung the door open, his face beam ng. "Under the circunstances,
| c-can't think of a tinme that would be b-better. Carlad, let this
fool past." Pelnmen swept into the room and Rosha w nked at his guard
and patted his cheek. "Renenber .. . disturb us again and I'll tel

hi m about the white face too .. ."

As soon as Rosha cl osed the door behind him Bronwynn burst from her
hi di ng place and raced to enbrace the clown. Pel men hugged her to him
and both wept but quietly, each one keeping a cautious eye on the door
Bronwynn cried out of her nmonths of |oneliness and frustration, while
Pel men wept in thanksgiving for her safety. Rosha stood to one side,
his arnms folded across his chest, nain
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taining a reserved snile, but w shing someone would include himin al



t he huggi ng. Soon Bronwynn turned and reached out to him and Pel nen
passed the girl to her young warrior. |In a few nonments she had

conpl etely reversed the poor opinions of these two she'd formed over
the nonths of separation. The clandestine nature of Pelnmen's arrival
had totally convinced her of Rosha's sincerity, and if that hadn't, the
bear | ock he wrapped her in surely would have. In nore than one way,
Bronwnn finally felt she'd come hone.

"You don't seemsurprised to see ne," she whispered to Pel nen, w ping
her cheeks with the back of a hand.

"I knew you were on your way. M only worry was in getting here before
you split this one's skull." He jerked his head at Rosha.

"How di d you know about that?" she asked, suddenly suspi cious.
"The House told ne."
Bronwnn stared at him "Wat?" she finally asked.

"This ancestral home of yours is alive, Bronwnn. And it has ways of

conmuni cating its thoughts. It watched you clinb up through its walls,
and gave ne a running description of your attack on Rosha as | raced up
here to stop you." Pelnmen glanced at Rosha. "It's fortunate your

weeks of inactivity haven't dulled your reflexes.”

"Refl exes had nothing to do with it. It was nmy father's mailed shirt."
Rosha turned a hard | ook onto his still-puzzled Princess. "Wy did you
try to cut ne open?"

"They told nme you'd gotten cozy with Ligne," Bronwnn snapped. Then
she advanced a step on him suddenly grim "Have you?"

"Not by choice," Pelnen interrupted, squeezing between themto prevent
a renewal of hostilities. "Tell me who is they?"

Bronwnn shrugged. "Adnon Faye, Flayh, Jagd. Al of them"

"You' ve been with Adnon Faye?" Rosha demanded. It WAs his turn to be
suspi ci ous.

"Not by her choice," Pelnmen said evenly, turning to stare Rosha down.
"Adrmon Faye hel ped her escape fromthis place '*

"How do you know?"
"Serphinera told me "

"Serphineral!” Bronwynn blurted out. "Is that witch here?"

"Way didn't you tell nme you knew where Bronwynn was?" Rosha asked
stonily.

"Wul d you two pl ease qui et down?" Pelnen ordered. Wen they were
silent, he turned first to answer Bronwynn, then to Rosha. "Yes, she's
here, but she's not a witch and | didn't tell you because |I didn't
think it would help matters any."

"But if 1'd known she was safe, | would have killed Joss days ago."



"You call being with Adnon Faye safety?" Pelnen frowned. "Besides,
that's what | expected you'd do. You m ght have succeeded in killing
him but neither you nor Bronwynn woul d have been any better off."

"It doesn't matter now, anyway," Bronwynn whispered. "I'll take you

t hrough the walls and you can kill himwhile | slaughter Ligne." Both
of the nen turned to stare at her. "I think it's a good plan," she
added defensively.

"Maybe for Adnmon Faye," said Pelmen. "Is that what he intended?"

"I never really listened to what he intended." Bronwynn shrugged. "I

was busy planning ny own revenge."
"I can't believe you really thought | "
"That's what Jagd said."

"When did you speak with Jagd?" Pelnen interrupted. "He's been inside
this castle for weeks."

"Fl ayh tal ked to himFlayh and Pezi. Through the little blue
pyram ds.'

"You were there? You heard that conversation?"

"Sure."

Whi ch brings up an inportant point, said the Inperial House.
"Yes. | hadn't forgotten."

"Hunh?" Bronwynn asked.

"Tal king to the House," Pelnmen explained. "I'lIl go and get it now |
assune there's a secret way into his roon®"

Ask the girl. She just visited it.

"Were you in Jagd's rooma few m nutes ago?"
"How did you "

"I already told you. Can you take me there?"

"OfF course, but aren't we going to nmake sone plan of attack first? |
came into this castle to kill a Queen, not to stand around and talk to
the walls,"

Rosha's nose winkled as he wat ched Bronwnn speak. Dressed as she was
in close-fitting leather fighting clothes, she |ooked very little |ike
the girl who'd bid himgood-bye in Dragonsgate, |ess than a year
before. Her |anguage was harsher, |ess thoughtful. He wasn't sure he
liked the change. 1In fact, he knew he didn't

"There's no need for a blood bath," Pelnen said, "especially not when
we could all end up its victims. Bronwynn, you want to rmurder Joss and
Ligne. In spite of your secret panels | consider that no easy task.
Joss is cut of the sanme cloth as our treacherous Adnmon Faye; what if he
knows of those sanme secret panels and guards hinmsel f against then? Nor



does the | eopardess Ligne appear the type who would allow herself to be
casual ly butchered in her bed. And should you manage to kill them
both, what then? Before tonorrow night you'd discover half a dozen
menbers of the court who deemthensel ves just as worthy to rule as you,
Bronwynn and possi bly, they'd have enough friends to nmake that

happen. "

"Then what do you suggest?" Bronwynn demanded. "Patience?" The way
she spat out the word indicated how little use she had for it
hersel f.

"l suggest we let the House help us. Wth its assistance we routed
Adrmon Faye this norning "

"You routed hinP"

"The castle says all but a few of the army we battled are dead or have
escaped into the river. | know it could help us to destroy Ligne and
her supporters as well."

"Well, ask it then. |'mready to get on with this."

"Be patient, Bronwynn!" Rosha broke in. "There are nore people
i nvol ved than just the three of us."

"Real | y?" she said, and she turned back to Pel nen. "Wo?"

"A group of old friends | used to performw th, who agreed to fight
Adrmon Faye this norning out of loyalty to you. Wo do you think
attacked you in the darkness?"

"You .. . you conquered Adnon Faye with a troupe of players?" she
asked, incredul ous.

They had sone assi stance, huSed the House.

"The House just renminded you that we had its help, and that nade al
the difference. It will again, when the time comes to overthrow Ligne
Because of its help, we lost only one in the caverns this norning. |
want the rest alive to see your coronation as well, Bronwnn. So yes
be patient. |If all goes well, we'll be out of here tonight, planning
your triunphant return.”

And what about the pyram d?

"I was getting to that. | made a deal with the House and | need to
hold up ny end of it now Wuld you show me the way into Jagd's

roon?"

Bronwnn nodded. "You'll need to be careful," she said. "He's covered
the walls with his clothes you can't tell fromthe corridor if he's in
there or not."

"We'll let the House worry about that. Rosha, we'll be right back."
Pel men ducked then, and foll owed Bronwynn into the hidden corridor

Fl ayh sat in an arncthair and struggled to relax. It was an inpossible
task. "Where are they?" he demanded of the pyram d that sat before
hi m



Not here, replied the H gh Fortress of Ngandib. "I knowthat. [I'm
waiting for themto contact me through this pyramd."

Must you? the Fortress grunbl ed.
"Yes, | must," Flayh replied snappishly. "And you'd best accustom
yourself to it, for | don't intend to stop using magi c just because it
gi ves you heartburn. "

Yes, master, said the palace. Far below Flayh's tower, in the slave
quarters, a child suddenly got her finger caught in a slamm ng door and
screanmed for her nother. The Fortress smiled with satisfaction

wi shing only that it dared do the sane to Fl ayh.

"Where are they?" the bald sorcerer roared, pounding an armof his
chair, "Pezi, if you' ve fouled up again " Flayh cut hinmself off. There
was a flicker of brilliant blue inside the pyram d. The other two nust
be showing interest in theirs, Flayh thought, and he | eaned forward to
stare ..

"Wyl eeth, be quiet,"
woul d not be sil enced.

Tahl i - Daren whi spered, but his admring Lady

"He did it so easily," she told their dinner guests. "Just walked in
one afternoon, and wal ked out with it that night Just like that." She
snapped her fingers, then turned to hug her blushing merchant's neck

"Pl ease, Wayl eeth," he adnoni shed her softly. "This is supposed to be
a secret don't press it " Tahli-Danmen's grin belied his words,
however. He was proud of himself, and it was difficult to maintain his
nodesty when Wayl eet h spoke not hing but the truth.

"He just doesn't like for ne to brag on him" she told their beani ng
guests. They were entertaining the |local Lord of Myfa, a very small
tradi ng house that had hooked its fortunes to Uda so many years before
that it was now considered little nmore than a satellite of the purple
and scarl et.

"That's attractive in a young | eader," chuckl ed Maywar nod Maywar - el
"but you needn't be so nodest, Tahli-Danen. Secrecy is inportant, and
| know Jagd is probably insisting onit, but we're all friends here,

after all. The news that you've gotten away wi th one of these precious
pyramids is a secret not likely to keep long, in any case. | expect
you'll be getting a formal protest from Flayh any time now "

"I've been expecting one all day," Tahli-Danmen nodded, sanpling a
pastry. "The fact that | haven't nakes ne wonder if Pezi's negl ected
to tell him" This conmrent drew a round of giggles. Pezi stories were
not confined to the fat nerchant's own house. He was gamng quite a
reputation anong al! the merchant famlies.

"May | see the object?" Mywar asked. "I've heard so nuch about it
fromny brothers that I'mquite curious."

"Weren't you at the conclave?" Wayleeth asked.

"No, child," the older nerchant responded. "A touch of enphysema kept
me bedridden. But | would like to see it "

Tahl i - Darren | ooked at his plate. "Jagd's orders were to keep it



hi dden, " he munbl ed.

"Pah!" Maywar snorted, then he chuckled. "Jagd's never going to know
unless you tell him | certainly won't. Bring it out."

"Yes, Tahli-Danen, please do," Wayl eeth pl eaded, and she | ooked across
at Maywar's wife. "He hasn't even showed it to me yet. Cone on, Jagd
won't ever know. "

I ndeed, he m ght not, Tahli-Danen was thinking to hinmself. Especially
if this invasion of Flayh's had succeeded. Tahli-Danmen trenbl ed
involuntarily with a mxture of guilt and thrill,

"What's wrong, darling?" Wayleeth asked earnestly. She'd been al arned

by his strange behavior ever since his return fromPezi's castle. "Are
you sick?"
"No, not sick," he nmuttered. Abruptly he stood. "I'lIl go fetch it."

He started for his room

H s pace increased with each step he took toward the object. By the
time he reached his inner chanber he was running, and he had to stop to
catch his breath. Then, just as he had done tine and agai n throughout
that day, he fell to his knees and lifted the pyramd out of its place
of hiding. He stripped its protective bag away and fondled it again,
amazed that he actually possessed such a wondrous object. He sat on
the bed and stared into it for a noment, wi shing he hadn't promised to
show it to the others. As he thought of excuses for not bringing it
out after all, it cane alive in his hands. He stared .

It's under the bed. "And Jagd is .. ."

On the roof with the birds. "You'll warn ne
Yes.

Pel men turned to Bronwynn and put a finger to his lips, then nodded.

She turned the knob that opened the panel to Jagd's room and Pel nen
slipped inside. He closed the hatch behind him as they'd agreed, and
knocked one of the purple cloaks fromits peg to allow her to watch him
whil e she remai ned hidden. Then he wal ked to the bed and knelt beside
it. "Under here?"

That's right.

Pel men | eaned over and | ooked. There was the case. He tugged it out,
unl atched it, and found the bag inside. He fetched it out quickly and
opened it up to be sure it was the right thing.

Don't! screaned the House, but it was too |late. Pel-nen stared into
Fl ayh' s face.

"You!" Pel men shouted in surprise.

Wthout a monent's hesitation, Flayh squinted his eyes and chanted an
incantation. |t appeared to both Pelnen and Tahli-Danen that the bald
wi zard's eyes filled the crystal conpletely. Pelnen tossed up a hand
to catch the blow and deflect it, but Tahli-Damen had no such power.
The young merchant found his eyes | ocked into the magic crystal
hel pl ess even to scream



Stop! roared the Inperial House of Chaompbnous, in agony. Through its
pain, it could hear the echo of its own screamin that of a distant
pal ace:

Agony! cried the High Fortress of Ngandi b, but Flayh ignored its
ravings. He nuttered another incantation and peered into the faces of
Tahl i - Daren and a curiously powerful clown.

"You fear nmel" Flayh ordered, expecting instant subm ssion fromthese
two unexpected visitors.

Tahl i - Damen woul d have cried out, "Yes!" if he'd been able, but his
vocal cords seened frozen by an abject, all-consum ng dread. The eyes
that had | ocked onto his sucked dry the wellspring of his courage.

"No!" Pelnmen reacted, and he bent his energies to the struggle.

Suddenly two pairs of eyes filled the object Tahli-Danen held, the
second nmore terrible than the first. Both pierced completely through
him The young nerchant felt sure he was bleeding fromevery orifice
of his body, but he couldn't tear his eyes away to check

Wth the screans of his own castle echoing through his nind, Flayh
shout ed, "Who are you?" at the clownish eyes that filled his vision

"You know ne, Flayh," Pelmen nurnmured quietly. To Flayh and
Tahl i - Darmen, his words pierced like a shout. "Yield now, before I kil
you both."

Stop! Please! anguished the Inperial House of Chaonpbnous, and Pel nmen
was dinmy aware of the renewed chorus of bells throughout the hallways,
and of pounding feet outside in the corridor. He was helpless to stop
the conflict now He could only end it by winning it.

Then Pel men recoiled fromthe crystal, squinting in revulsion. The
bared fangs of a savage dog seenmed to lunge out of it for his face.
Those jaws snapped on his neck, but his neck was suddenly gone,

repl aced by the wi despread beak of a screaming falcon. The dog jerked
away, terrified by the razorlike talons it saw diving for its eyes.
Those cl aws hooked flesh, and sliced six |long red gashes into the dog's
nmuzzl e. The beast how ed.

Tahl i - Darren reeled. A dog had nearly severed his neck, only to be
knocked aside by a fal con which slashed its face. Yet the nerchant's
eyes remai ned fixed on the surface of the glass. He was unaware of the
cries of his wonan, who called to himfromthe stairway.

The I nperial House ground its stones together. It would have thrown
itself asunder, had it been able, but the energy necessary to do so was
aJl being focused through a tiny sliver of crystal in its heart.

Powerl ess, it bellowed its agony.

Bronwynn cowered in her hiding place. Wen the bells began through the
castle she'd jerked away from her eyehole, feeling sure they had
something to do with her. Someone had di scovered her presence, and had
called for a general search. O was it that Adnon Faye had returned
and, with Pel men occupi ed, had broken out of the |lower |evel into the
castle? As they continued, she stood up and | ooked into Jagd's room
again. Her nouth fell open in shock Pel men was a fal con



The dog di sappeared as quickly as it canme, and Flayh newly marked with
six red stripes on his cheek breathed, "Pelnen!"

Once again the clown peered up at himout of the crystal. "That's
right, Flayh. Yield yourself and end this nadness."

Fl ayh grunted with effort, and Pel men gasped and threw up his hands to
shield his face. A ball of yellow flanme hurtled up at himout of the
pyram d.

"Return,"” he cried, and the ball bounced off his hands and back into
the object. Then, as he closed his eyes, it engulfed the pyramd in
flames; under the pressure of both shapers, it exploded with a silent
flash into a blazing ball ten tinmes its original size. Then it was
gone, and the pyram ds suddenly went col d.

Wayl eeth dashed into her lover's roomto find himlying on their bed,
huggi ng the pyranmid to himand weeping al oud. "Wy, darling, what's
the matter? Did sonething we say upset " She stopped. Tahli-Danen
opened his eyes to Stare up at her, and she staggered away in horror
There were no pupils, no irises, no whiles just a solid background of
pal e, powder bl ue.

"Wyl eet h, " he sobbed, as he gazed up toward her face. "Wayleeth? Are
you t here?"

"Yes," she finally managed to choke out. "lI'mstanding right in front
of you."

"You .. . are?" He stared sightlessly into space a mnute, then
cleared his throat. "Wayleeth," he gasped. "Flayh's had his vengeance
at last."

"My darling," she sobbed, wrapping her arms around himto get away from
the ghastly blue tint of his eyeballs.

"I stole a vision-nmaker froma wi zard .. , and the wizard stole ny
eyes. "

Fl ayh reel ed away fromthe table, and lurched toward a drawer in one of
his several desks. He jerked it open to pull out a mrror, and

exam ned hinself in it. The sight dragged a strangled noan fromhis
lips.

Across his cheeks were the six red gashes hideous, to be sure, but
clearly not as disfiguring as the other new feature. He |ooked at the
back of his hands, and groaned in understanding. He'd managed to get
themto his face in tine to prevent blindness, but the backs of them
had been stained a light blue by the flash. He | ooked back at the
mrror. Two hand prints had been tattooed onto his face. That skin
protected by the shield of his hands was the same m | ky-white as the
rest of his body. But that part exposed to the blast now wore the sane
light blue tint as his hands, all the way up to the top of his bald
skul I'.

No one can say you're not unique, said the H gh Fortress of Ngandib,
and wi ndy | aughter whirled through the room "Flayh gave it cause to
regret that, long into the night.



Bronwnn had ducked when Pel men threw up his hands and had m ssed the
flash. \When she | ooked again, he was |ying prone on the floor
unnovi ng. She gave the knob a savage twi st and bolted out to | ook at
him Then she grabbed up the pyramid, stuffed it into its bag, and
scram bl ed back to her corridor. A nmonent |ater she burst in on Rosha,
who' d been waiting inpatiently by the noveabl e panel

"Well?" he whispered.

"Petnen's hurt," she snapped. "Cone on." She tossed the pyranmid onto
the bed and dragged hi mback with her into Jagd's room After severa
m nutes of grunting and tuggi ng, together they hoisted Pel men onto
Rosha' s bed besi de the object.

"\What happened?" Rosha begged, finally free to ask the question
safely.

"I don't know. I'mafraid it has sonething to do with Flayh. Can you
get himback to his roonP"

"Il summon Yona Parmi and the others they can.”

"Fine." she nodded. "Isn't this stuff on his face supposed to be a
di sgui se?" she scrapped off a bit of his greasepaint.

"Of course

"Better tell these friends of his to have himchange it when he wakes
up. Look," she said, holding up her finger to show him "It's turned
bl ue. "

CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE

Curtain Call

"SHH, " Danyilyn whispered. "Go back to sleep.”

Pel men groaned. Hi s whole body arched. "I'm exhausted."
"We know. That's why you need your sleep.”

He heard a nuffled sound com ng fromthe corner and sat up on his cot.
"Wio' s that?"

"Never m

But Danyilyn couldn't stop him A weak ball of soft orange flane

bl azed above the corner in question, revealing the struggling formof a
bound and gagged Princess. He ignored Danyilyn's gasp of surprise as
he murmured, "Bronwynn?"

"You are a sorcerer!” the actress whispered.

"Why is she tied up?"
"Rosha told us to," Danyilyn said apologetically. "He said it was the
only way to keep her fromknifing Ligne before you woke up."

"Rosha knows her well,’
it?"

Pel men murnured, and he groaned. "Wat tine is



"Early norning."
Pel nen sat up and stared at her. "Morning!"

"Just |lie back and
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"No time. We've got to get Serphinera out of the dungeon and then get
all of us into the escape tunnel before the castle wakes. |f the House
t he House!" Pel men excl ai med suddenly, and he sw vel ed toward the

wal | s and | i st ened.

"What are you
"Shh!" Pel men strained to hear
Si | ence

"I mperial House?" he whispered. Silence was the only reply he
received,

"Anyt hi ng wong?" Danyilyn asked.

"Maybe everything," Pelnen sighed, and he rolled off his cot. "Here
hel p ne put Bronwynn on the bed."

"But "

"She's going to have a | ong day tonorrow and she doesn't | ook very
confortable in that corner.”

"\What about you? You need sone sleep.”

"No time," he answered her fromacross the room "l've got to figure
us a new way out of here."

Several hours later, as dawn coated the eastern face of the castle with
the illusion of golden mail, Pelmen was still sitting in the corner
Danyil yn had |l ong since returned to her own room and the heavy
breathing fromthe trussed girl on his cot assured himthat Bronwynn
finally slept.

Did the castle sleep too? "Are you asleep?" he pleaded quietly for

the fortieth time. "O just keeping silent because you're angry? |['ve
of fered you every kind of apology | know | had no idea such a
confrontation would take place. | realize it was agonizing for you it
was agonizing for me as well, but | could only end it by winning it. My
friend .. . you' ve known power shapers throughout your whol e exi stence,
many nore than |. Surely you witnessed shaper battles, in the tine
before the dragon? Did you ever once see a shaper turn his back on the
sorcerer who attacked hin? If you did, I'Il wager you w tnessed his
burial as well, and | have far too many people depending on nme to |let
nmysel f be taken without a fight!" He paused then, and |istened.

The I nperial House was as silent as the sunrise.

"O did 1 kill you," Pelmen sighed, rubbing a hand across his face and
snearing further his blue-tinted grease paint "It could be. The powers



unl eashed between us woul d take an incredible toll on armes of nmen did
our battle kill you as well? | guess it's possible since a
power - shaper gave you life .. ." He waited, hoping to hear sonething a
creaking in the wooden door, a sigh of tone a change of tenperature in
the room even bells would be wel cone.

But the Inperial House was as still as the dawn that kind of stillness
so deep, so pervasive that it drags one into sleep. Pelnen finally
yielded to it and dozed. He could do nothing el se.

', He was awakened by a fierce pounding on the door. He junped to
answer it and was net by Danyilyn and Yona Parmi. "Change your makeup
now " Danyilyn spat as she raced to the cot and slipped a knife-bl ade
under Bron-wynn's bonds.

"Hurry!" Yona Parnm added. "Ligne's dispatched soldiers to sumon
you. We've got to get her out of here.™

Danyi |l yn dragged the groggy Bronwynn to her feet as Pel men scrubbed the
ol d makeup from his face and cl apped on a new | ayer of white. "What
time is it?" - "Past breakfast," Yona nmunbl ed as he hel ped Danyilyn
wal k the Princess to the door. "Where are you taking her?"

"CGenig says to put her in the play who's going to notice anot her
i ngenue? Hurry!" They were out the door and gone.

Pel men was still trying to clear his spinning head when the soldiers
arrived. They slanmed open the door wi thout knocking.

"Good nmorning," Fallomar said cheerily. "Did you bring me breakfast in
bed?"
"The Queen has sumoned you, fool. Now. " Pelnmen nade the journey

through the halls and into the throne room wi thout speaking again.
There seened little point in trying. These were not the rel axed guards
who kept a casual watch fromthe castle's towers. They were hard-faced
warriors probably the pick of Joss* own crack brigade. They showed
little inclination toward joviality.

Wien he was ushered into the throne room he found it that nmuch nore
difficult to smle. There, facing him sat the Queen herself, along
wi th Joss, Kherda, Jagd, and a host of other court |ings whose nanes
and offices all merged together in his mnd. To Ligne's right, on a
smal | version of her own throne, sat Rosha, his jaws | ocked and his
lips forming a tight frown. But the nost distressing sight of all was
to Ligne's left. There stood Serphinera, bound in heavy chains, and
st andi ng beside her was a man Pelnen dinmy remenbered as Naquin, the
H gh Priest of the old dragon faith a man who had | ong ago ordered his
death. Pelnmen assuned it was for that same purpose he'd been sumoned
t hi s morni ng.

Yet Fallomar the fool found a smle and jerked three balls fromhis

pocket. "What will it be, nmy Lady? Juggling?" He tossed the balls
into the air and juggled themuntil, at a nod fromJoss, a warrior
knocked t hem bounci ng across the room Fallomar grinned. "No

j uggl i ng?"

The Queen smiled back primy. "No juggling."

There was a weighty silence. "WlI?" FaHomar asked at |ast.



"Are you ready to performyour wonderful play, Fallomar?" the Queen
asked,

"Certainly. Tonight you'll wi tness a performance that
"Not tonight," she interrupted. "Now. "

Pel men gl anced at Rosha. The young warrior gazed up at him his eyes
filled with despair.

"The rest of your troupe is all assenbled, but they informed ne that
you were sick last night. They wondered whether you had recovered
enough to performthis norning." Ligne smiled a bright, w cked grin
and husked, "Evidently, you are!"

"My Lady, the entertai nnent would be better if played tonight

"I have other entertainnent schedul ed for tonight, clowm." At this,
Li gne | ooked down at Rosha, and stroked the back of the young man's
neck. To his credit, Rosha didn't stiffen under the caress.

"Way, if the others are in place, certainly I amready," beaned
Fal lomar. He glanced casually at Serphinera's face. The distress
evident there disturbed him but at |east Ligne hadn't ordered his

i medi at e execution. Perhaps she still hadn't recognized him The
play was two hours long there mght yet be tine for Bronwynn and Rosha,
at least, to escape.

"I hear the role you play was nodel ed after King Talith. |Is that
true?"
"Most correct, ny Lady." Fallomar sniled

"I made a fool out of him perhaps you remenber?" Ligne gazed into his
eyes.

Fal | omar gazed back. "I certainly do that's why we play himas a
fool ."
"Appropriate,” Ligne said neaningfully. "Take themto prepare.”

Rosha and Pel men were nmarched down to the great hall by the sane squad
that had fetched Pelmen fromhis room There was no chance for
conversation, but he could tell fromthe young swordsman's dul
expression that Rosha had al ready surrendered the fight. \What had
transpired through the night? Had sonme slip finally reveal ed them al
to Ligne? As they turned into the great hall and clinbed the steps
onto the stage, the soldiers began dispersing to the tower doors. The
other actors, their faces creased by worry, clustered around him

"What are we going to do?" Cerrig whispered

"Where is Bronwynn?" Pel men denanded, and soneone ushered the Princess
to himthrough the crowd. In sharp contrast to her outfit of an hour
ago, she was now swathed in yards of |ace, and her hair was tied up in
bows. They'd | ayered on the greasepaint until her skin | ooked Iike
porcelain in fact, alnbst as white as his own. She |ooked every inch



t he dainty, innocent ingenue. She shattered that illusion as soon as
she opened her nout h:

"Way didn't you let ne stick her when | had the chance?" she spat.
He ignored her. "Rosha and Bronwynn," he began crisply, "since you
really have little to do in the early part of the play, naybe we can
get you out of here. Wien the act begins, make for that door behind
you and into the kitchen. There are no soldiers blocking it yet and
perhaps they won't. Once there, junp feet first into the cistern. It
connects with the underground passages, and Bronwynn can | ead you
out."

"What about us!" GCerrig pl eaded.

"I have a long soliloquy at the close of this first act 1'll make it
| onger. Much | onger."

"And we take the same route?" DanyUyn asked.
"I can't swim" Gerrig murnured

"Don't worry,"'
float."

Yona Parm whispered, |ooking at Gerrig's belly, "you'l

"What about you?" Danyilyn asked.

"\What about ne?" Pel men snapped. "I'm a power shaper aren't |?"
Danyi |l yn nodded. Suddenly they were all slanming their hands over
their ears, as trunpets blared above themon the grand spiral. Any

further conversation was inmpossible in the wake of that deafening

noi se, which grew | ouder as the heral ds descended the stairs. They
were followed by the | adies of the court, who smiled courageously in
the face of thenl own pain. Each resolutely refused to cover her ears,
t hough it was obvious that all would have liked to.

As the the heralds reached the stage, the castle's other inhabitants
began pouring into the great hall through the guarded doors. Pel nmen
was cheered by the sight of the cook and his hel pers that signaled that
the kitchen nmight be enpty and the getaway a real possibility. He

gl anced over at Yona Parm and saw that the man watched himgrimy

Pel men sm | ed encouragenent, but Yona Parni's expression didn't change.
He hadn't been fooled by Pel-men's grand speech to Danyilyn about power
shaping In their many | ate night discussions, Pelnmen had told hi mmuch
about shaping the powers. |f Yona renenbered nothing el se, he'd

| earned at | east that shapi ng denmanded energy and he knew Pel nen was
too exhausted for the task. Less than a day before, Pel men had
westled a rival sorcerer in a perilous contest of power and that on
top of a norning-long battle of nore conventional character. Pel-nen
couldn't defend hinself against this horde of soldiers, and he knew it.
Evidently, so did Yona. Pelnmen shrugged then, slightly, and Yona
nodded and | ooked away. They would all have to nake the best of it.
"House," Pelnmen nmuttered, "are you there?"

If the House had given an answer, it would have been lost in the
renewal of the fanfare. Pelnmen continued to hope .

The Prime M nister made his entrance then, followed by a pair of
servants bearing the Queen's throne between them They wal ked across
the stage and down onto the floor, placing Ligne's chair in the center



of the front row Then there was anot her trunpet announcenent, and

Li gne made her own entrance on the armof Jagd of Uda. The assenbl ed
throng stood to wel come her and, in keeping with custom began
clapping. Pelnen joined the appl ause, searching out Bronwynn to see
what she would do. She'd had the same idea, and their eyes net. Pel nen
gl anced down at her hands, and she finally lifted themto her waist and
patted themtogether. Her eyes, however, never left ! his. She gazed
at himaccusingly.

When Ligne was seated in her place, the trunpeters quit bl ow ng, and
scranbled for their own seats. A flurry of bench scrapi ng and coughing
ensued, until all had found places. Then the audi ence was silent.

"Are you there?" Pelnen asked softly.
The House was silent.

Li gne enjoyed the stillness for a nonment, then she cl apped her hands
together twice. "Let it begin," she conmanded. She |eaned back in her
seat to watch.

The play opened with a conversation between a nerchant, played by
CGerrig, and a scholar, played by Yona "Parni, plotting the overthrow of
the clown King. The parts were |oosely nodel ed on Jagd and Kherda, and
Pel men wat ched these men carefully for their reactions. They gazed at
the stage with identical expressions of disinterest, and it soon becane
clear that they failed to recogni ze thenselves in these characters.

Li gne did, however, and it was she who began the laughter. So lightly
did she take it all that Pelnen grew steadily nore convinced. O
course she could enjoy it, for she was firmly in control. Pelnen
shifted his eyes to | ook at Serphimera. As she stared at the floor

bet ween her feet, he recalled the nessage she had passed himin Ligne's
presence. Two plots against the Queen and both would fail. Once
again, she'd proven right, but it seened to bring her little

sati sfaction. The kidnap scene was qui ckly over, and Pel nen nmade his
entrance, shouting in character

"What? No Princess? Search the roof! Search the hallsl Search the
dungeon! Search the wall sl

Search every roomwi thin this house

Except my mistress' room

For 1'll be searching her mnyself

That is, | nmean, her room this afternoon.”

He heard a cackle fromthe front row Ligne, at |east, seened to be
enjoying it

"Through here," Rosha murnmured, and Bronwynn rushed past himinto the
ki t chen,

"Come on," she said as she grabbed himby the hand and they raced
toward the cistern.

They qui ckly skidded to a stop

"CGoi ng somewhere?" asked Lord Joss. He had perched his foot on the



lip of the cistern and was casually sipping a cup of water. The
warriors clustered around himdid not appear so relaxed. Their pikes
were | evel ed at the young pair, nenacing them as the guards nmoved to
encircle them

"W .. . n-needed a c-c-cup of water," Rosha stanmered.

"Easily handled. | have a whole basin full right here, that | was
fetching for the Queen. You, young |ady would you be good enough to
carry it in for ne?"

"But what of the King? He'll know, for sure," said Yona.

"The King? down King? Wy the fool is pure as driven snow." Gerrig
gestured to his face, drawing a laugh. "You say he'll know? Then are
you the clown! For it's noised around, through all the " Gerrig
suddenly broke off. Pel-nen, who had been follow ng the scene
attentively, traced Gerrig's gaze to the source of the interruption and
his heart stopped. Bronwynn, carrying an ornate basin, had just cone
back in the rear door of the stage, followed by a crestfallen Rosha and
CGeneral Joss. As they crossed the stage to a stairway and down onto
the floor, Bronwnn kept her eyes hunbly | owered. But after she'd
stooped to place the bow before the Queen, she nmade a telltale grab
for her hip, and Lord Joss | eaped on top of her, knocking her to the
floor. The first few rows screanmed in shock, and sone of them junped
to their feet, but Ligne kept her seat, beaming happily up at Pel men.
Rosha j unmped on Joss*

back in turn, but guards swarned everywhere by that time, and he and
Bronwnn were both swiftly subdued. The crowd cane alive wth ani mated
expressions of disbelief and amazenent, and Ligne was obliged to nod at
the trunmpeters. Their piercing blasts stunned the audi ence into quiet,
and Ligne snmled at the players.

"Go on," she said. "Finishit."

"W ... ah ... we ..." Gerrig gazed across the stage at Pelmen. His
expression was far from ki nd.

"We can hardly finish it, with two of our players bound Iike that,"

Pel men said. "Release them and we'll continue.” It was fruitless, he
realized, but it seemed Ligne had decided to play out this

cat - and-nmouse ganme to the bitter end.

"Rel ease then? Wy, this girl just tried to kill nel And as for the

lad, well ... | have plans for himlater. 1| don't want himto injure
hinself." She sniled fondly at Rosha, who jerked toward her in rage.
"Ah, Rosha, you can't inagine how |l've missed that side of you," Ligne
| ooked back at the stage. "You can't go on? A shane. | did so want

to see it | know. Wy not let ne play a part?"

"What part do you choose, ny Lady? The stage is yours." Pelnen bowed
as he spoke.

"It is mne, isn't it?" Ligne gloated, and she mounted the steps to
ook himin the eye. "Wy don't | play nyself?"

"Type-casting, to be sure,” Pelnen responded. He wondered how nuch
energy he could nmuster, and glanced over to watch Bronwynn struggle
agai nst Joss. A great sadness swept through him Struggle that's al



the girl had been allowed to do for nonths. It wasn't just. Pelnen
t hought of the Power, and murnured, "Are you seeing this?"

"What ?" Ligne asked. The audience listened in rapt silence.

"Not hing, ny Lady. | take it you want to play the scene where the
mstress kills the King. |'mready."

"Ch, not kills," Ligne smiled. "I didn't kill Talith. D dn't need to,
he acconplished that all by himself. No, | only made a fool of him

Kherda, the bow of water."

The Prime Mnister rocked up to his feet and scooped up the basin off
the floor. As he bent, his eyes swept across those of Princess
Bronwynn

"Kherda! Now!" Ligne waited until Kherda brought the bow of water to
her. "I made a fool of Talith," she said to Pelmen then. "I intend to
unmake a fool of you." Pelnmen stood in his place as Ligne dipped a
cJoth in the basin and washed the white grease paint fromhis face,

"The first Prophet!" exclained Naquin, and he tw sted around to
Serphimera. "Look, it's that Prophet who caused us both such msery."
Serphinmera didn't respond.

"She knows, Naquin," said the Queen, wal ki ng downstage toward him
"She's known for days. And |ast night at di nner when you berated

Pel men in her presence, so did |." Ligne turned to face Pel nen, a
sneer curling her pretty lips. "OCh, you nmanaged quite well, Pel nen.
honor your talent for deception you had ne fool ed conpletely. But your
l[ittle Priestess there is a revealer of secrets, not a hider of them
She'd told me before of her intense feelings for you, be they |ove or
hate. She couldn't hide those feelings fromne. Not fromnme!" the
Queen finished with a dramatic flourish of her hand.

"You m ssed your calling, Ligne," Pelnmen said quietly. You should have
been an actress.”

"Shoul d have been? | aman actress. Mistn't every regent be a player
of sorts? As your little play nakes clear, the halls of state are no
pl ace for the guileless innocent." Ligne snirked. "And that's what
you' ve surrounded yourself with, Pelmen. I|nnocents. Fools." Ligne
turned to Joss and shouted, "Take them " The arned warriors didn't
wait for their commander to pass along the order. They scranbled onto
the stage i medi ately, and soon every player in the troupe was trussed
as soundly as Bronwynn. During the interval, Ligne strolled gracefully
of f the dais and resuned her throne. The captives were then led to
stand facing her along the apron of the platform Cbviously, she'd
chor eographed her triunph quite carefully.

"Now then." She snmiled. "Wat's next? Pelnen, don't we get some kind
of speech from you?"

"To what effect, my Lady?"
"Why, | assuned you would attenpt to arouse the rabble against ne.
Wasn't that your plan, your reason for ingratiating yourself with each

of my servants?"

"There was no plan, ny Lady, save to escape fromyou



"No plan. Onh, come now. "
"It's true. | only wanted to protect ny friends and | oved ones."

"Then how did this little Princess get back inside ny castle?" Ligne
junped up, crossed to Bronwynn, and grabbed the girl's chin.

Pel men had hoped Bronwynn mi ght go unrecogni zed under her makeup, but
he was di sappointed even in this. "She was brought into this house by
t he sane nan who took her out. Adnon Faye."

"Ah yes." Ligne nodded. "And where is that ugly slaver?"

"1've no idea."

"Don't lie to me. You know exactly where he is. You' ve been worKking
toget her with bun."

"You're m staken, ny Lady."
"You deny that you plotted my downfall together?"

"I would plan nothing with Adnon Faye, ny Lady. Not even an enterprise
as necessary as your dem se."

"You watch your tongue!"
"You asked | responded."
"You want ne to kill you here?"

"It matters little to me where | die, ny Lady, if you've determ ned
already that | shall."

"I thought | might give you a chance to decide that." Ligne sniled.
Then she | aughed at Pel nen's puzzl ed | ook.

"I don't know what you nean."

"Perhaps a little wager is in order."

"A wager ?"

"On a game of Drax. |If you win, you may take this rubbish heap of an
acting troupe with you. |If you lose, | kill each of you personally "
"Done!" Pel nen snapped, wi thout a nmonent's hesitation

"Pelnmen," Gerrig began, but the power shaper cut himoff.

"Cerrig, it's clearly the only alternative and it's surprisingly fair."
He | ooked back to Ligne. "I thank you, ny Lady, for the opportunity
you offer."

"You seem so eager, Pelnen. Howis that, after six straight |osses
agai nst ne?"

"You may find | play quite differently when ny life depends on it. As
is customary in accepting the life-death challenge, | offer you choice



of red or. blue."

"Red or blue?" Ligne asked in nocking i nnocence. "Not green as
wel | ?"

Pel nen' s eyes narrowed. "Such a challenge traditionally neans the
green will be played by the dumy." More needl ess words, Pel nen

t hought. He was indeed an innocent to think Ligne would challenge
fairlyl It was clear, now, what she intended

"And | have just such a dunmy in mind. Kherda, nmy Prime Mnister."

Her words touched off a wave of quiet protest ampng the crowd, for

Pel nen had been quite correct in assumng she'd offered hima chall enge
to G een Dumy. Kherda was stung, not only by Ligne's insult, but by
her injustice as well. He shuffled to his feet. "M Lady! |Is this
fair?"

"To termyou a dumy? Certainly it's fair."

"To issue such a challenge. Tradition clearly calls for

"This mserable actor came into my house to steal ny throne! 1've
of fered himthe opportunity to free hinself and his friends, and he's
accepted the wager."

"Yes, but "
"Kherda be silent!" Ligne commanded, and the old nman gul ped and cl osed
his mouth. "You, of all people, should know that your Queen never

pl ays Green Dummy." Ligne spun gracefully to face Pelmen. "Or do you
back down?" Her blue eyes nocked him

"That woul d be a breach of etiquette, mnmy Lady," Pelnen replied
tonelessly, "and we certainly can't have that Shall we play?"

Li gne cl apped her hands in delight. "Ch, let's do!"
CHAPTER TVAENTY- TWO
Razor

THE PLAYERS WERE HELD ONSTAGE by a circle of guards while the Queen
preceded themup the stairway. They watched hel pl essly as Rosha was
dragged up the grand spiral after her, kicking and jerking all the way.
Serphimera, too, was led up the stairs, followed by Naquin. The
pitiful skyfaither |ooked puzzled. Though he'd lived his entire life
in the presence of political power, never had he w tnessed such
eccentric behavior as that he'd been exposed to in this court.

Pel nen wat ched them out of sight, then glanced at Yona Parm . "What do
you t hi nk?"

"What can | think?" Yona nunbl ed, shrugging. "Wnning at Drax is hard
enough when all three are battling each other. Two against one is
i mpossi ble."

"Why doesn't she just kill us and get it over with?" Dan-yilyn
nut t er ed.



"What ?" Cerrig snorted. "And forfeit her afternoon's pleasure?"
"I"'msorry," Pelnmen said quietly, and they all turned to | ook at him
"What for?" Yona asked him "W all chose to cone."

"Cerrig didn't."

"I did, too!" Gerrig blustered, and Pel men | ooked up at himin
disbelief. "Before you go thinking this is your fault, you just
remenber it was | who led the battle in the caverns. And I'd do it
again this norning."

"We're here," Danyilyn broke in, her tenper flaring. "Wat concerns ne
is howw're going to get out. Pelnen, you' re a power shaper |Is there
any "

"What you don't realize is that he's exhausted," Yona Parm
interrupted. "There are linmts to what a power shaper can do and he's
reached his."

Danyi |l yn | ooked back and forth between them "That's it, then? It al
depends on Drax?"

Yona Parm | ooked at Pel nren. "Maybe not"

Pel nen read his mnd. "The Power works through people, Yona. Perhaps
there are lints even to what the Power can do."

"Well," Danyilyn said glumy, "I hope you' re on your gane."

"The Queen is ready for you now, " announced a servant fromthe
st ai rway.

"I"ll bet she is," Danyilyn snapped, and, herded by their guards, they
all plodded up the stairs.

Spectators cramed the game roomfull and spilled out both its doors in
the hal lways. The troupe's escort had to shove people aside to get the
pl ayers through. Once inside, guards were no | onger necessary, for the
mob of court |ings crushed back together in their wake, |eaving no
possi bl e avenue of escape. The press of jabbering people, conmbined
with the visual inpact of their nmulticolored garments, served initially
to disorient Pelnmen, and he tw sted around in confusion, |ooking for

Li gne and the gane table. The clanor prevented himfrom hearing

Li gne's sumons, and a servant was sent to grab his hand and fetch him
into the open space in the center of the room Hi s appearance there
served as a cue for the gathered host to hush. Pel men happened to
glance at his feet, then stared down at the intricate patterns that had
been painted on the floor. He'd been in here only two days before, but
the room had been altered considerably in that short space of tinmne.
This section had fornerly been covered with mats, and had served as a
ki nd of gymmasium for the practice of throws and falls and of fencing.
A glance at the walls told himmany of the practice swords still hung
there, a fact that would probably do hi mno good, since he'd never be
able to get to one. Hi s eyes were drawn back to the floor

"What's all this?" he asked, as the Queen gave instructions to her
guards to clear the throng back off of the design



"What does it look like, fool?" she replied. "You' re standing on a
gi ant Drax board. You think these people could witness my triunph if
we played on that tiny table?" He recognized it as the crowd surged
back out of the way and noted, too, that Ligne's throne had been
positioned along the red flat. Rosha, a gag in his nmouth, sat in the
smal l er throne next to her, struggling against the bonds that secured
himto it. "I take it you're playing red," Pelmen nurnured, his eyes
on the | ad.

"You did offer ne the choice," the queen sneered. Not only had she
teanmed herself with Kherda to outnunber him she'd clained the
advant age of the first nove.

Pel men turned to his left to | ook at Kherda. "And the
Prime Mnister is green.” Kherda gazed back uncertainly.

"Which | eaves you with blue." Ligne smiled. "I thought that m ght

pl ease you, since you seemto have a certain affinity for the color."
She turned her gaze in the direction of Serphinmera, whose expression of
di smay hadn't changed,

"Where are the pieces?" he asked.

Li gne grinned, and cl apped her hands. Guards bl azed a new path through
the crowd, leading ten tired | ooking creatures into the open area. Half
were clothed in robes of bright crinson, the other half in kelly green
and each wore strangely shaped headgear. One man of each color wore a

tri-cornered hat, another pair wore tall, conical caps, and so on. It
was cl ear they had been costumed to represent Drax pieces. "lIntriguing,
isn'"t it?" the queen purred. "I call it ny living Drax set."

"I must say, Ligne, you' ve stage-managed your triunph quite
professionally," Pel men rmurnured.

"Why thank you, fool. It took ne several days, but | did so want it
all to be right."

"But where are the blues?" Pelnmen asked. "Kherda and | drew our
pi eces fromthe dungeon, but | thought it mght be fun to assenble
yours fromthe ranks of those dearest to you. Perhaps it will add

di mrension to your play to realize that every nove you make risks the
life of that piece."

Pel nen gazed at her, his face as calmin defeat as if he had won. "How
very fitting. For to you, it's all a gane, isn't it? Your power, your
crown just a gane to while away your tine."

"And a splendid gane it is." She smiled, her teeth flashing. "Pity
Adrmon Faye couldn't be here to enjoy it with us. Robe Gerrig in blue,"”
she ordered her servants, "and put the tri-corner on his head!"

Pel men gl anced around the game room as he took stock of his own energy

| evel . There were sone things he could do he just coul dn't guarantee
the results. Shaping was dangerous in any case and weariness nade it
nmore so. Still, if he could nake the act expl osive enough, perhaps

someone coul d get away.

"The round-faced one," Ligne said, pointing at Yona Parm . "Make him
the colum. And nake this actress the disc," she continued, grabbing



Danyilyn's wrist, "in appreciation of her miserable inpersonation of
ne."

"OfF course it was nmiserable,” Danyilyn snarled at her, fiery to the
last. "1 had such a m serable subject to intate."

Fire woul d be the nost conpelling, Pelnen thought. He could probably
enpty the hall in a noment. O course, they'd all be consunmed al ong
with Ligne, but perhaps it was worth their lives, to rid the world of
t hi s dangerous Queen .

Li gne paced across the floor toward Bronwnn and jerked the heavily

bound Princess out onto the board. "I'd thought to make Naquin the
cube "

"I say," Naquin gasped. "I'mnot with the man."

" he is, after all, dressed in blue already and is bl ock-headed enough
But since you' ve so kindly brought Bronwynn to me " She shoved the girl

toward a servant. we'll nake her the cube instead."”

An expl osi on of wind? Pelnmen reasoned. Blow out the ceiling and crush
all the spectators. That was the trouble with magic it killed

i ndi scrimnately.

"And of course, Serphinera.”

Pel men whi pped around to stare at her, "Serphinera?" he said al oud.
"Certainly Serphimera," Ligne snarled.

"She never threatened you."

"She didn't forewarn nme either. Put the star on her head," Ligne
ordered. "She already has the blue robe."

But Serphinmera had told himshe would wal k out the gate unharnmed. For
the first tinme ali day, Pelmen brushed shoul ders with hope. For if

Ser phi mera was destined to live .. . "And I'mto understand that all of
these will lose their lives if | fail to defeat you?" he asked.
"That is the wager." Ligne sneered snugly.

A year before, Serphinera had prophesied that Vicia-Heinox would rip a

blue-clad figure in two. She'd been right. She'd been right about two
pl ots against Ligne ending in failure. And Serphinmera had seen herself
| eave this castle on foot through the front gate.

Li gne made her first move, and flung the reference plank toward Pel men.
"Play the gane, fool. That is, if you remenber how "

Just then it happened again.

Pel men al ways had difficulty expressing the experience in words, but he
i nstantly knew what had happened. Erri woul d have under st ood

conpl etely, while Ligne mght have | aughed herself breathless at the
very idea. Naquin m ght have conprehended, while Jagd woul d have
dismissed it as the kind of delusion all Lamathians were subject to a
sinmple result of their upbringing.



But Pel men knew what it was. His spirit soared with an el ation born
fromfar beyond human experience. At the critical instant, at the
nmonent he'd started his |ast desperate act of shaping, he'd heard,
"Wait." No one nearby had said it, and the House was as silent as
ever. Yet it had cone, and Pelnen felt again that curious m xture of
elation and terror that had seized himso many times before. No |onger
was he the shaper he was being shaped, and his ultinmate destiny, be it
life or death, seened trivial in the face of this rushing presence

Bronwnn saw it. Gagged as well as hobbled and cuffed, she could only
smle with her eyes. But that she did. Her eyes radi ated excitenent.
She recogni zed the face that Pel men now wore and knew its strangely
conpel ling nature canme from beyond hi m

Serphimera saw it too, and it startled her. She had |ong denied the
possibility of this happening to anyone outside her own circle. It
seened incredible she should be witnessing this transformation now but
she did. And it thrilled her beyond words.

Li gne regarded Pel men's strai ned expression with a contenptuous sneer
"Are you going to nove, fool?"

Pel men drew a deep breath and forced hinmself to stare at the ganeboard.
This was torture. He longed to surrender to the enornous warnth that
engul fed him to slough off responsibility for himself and his friends
and soak in the Power's presence. Yet he could not. |In the midst of
thi s abundant joy, there was not necessarily any hope. The Power was
shapi ng him he knew but he knew as well that what he m ght choose

nm ght not be the choice of the Power. He fought only briefly to retain
control, then acquiesced. "Very well," he nmuttered quietly to the One
who had nade hima Prophet. "I hope you know how to play this gane."
Then he made his first nove.

From t he begi nning, the pattern of play took on new and puzzling
shapes. This ganme didn't follow any of the classic fornms or if it did,
no one could tell. The size of the board and the rocking and

whi spering of the pieces prevented any real perspective. As the three
pl ayers wove in and out between their brightly attired arm es, guiding
living pieces across the board, Ligne's frustration |level grew. She
noved a disc ten feet across the floor, only to have it taken

i medi ately by an unseen col um conceal ed behind Pel men's star. "I
can't see what |'mdoing," she shouted.

"At the monment," Pelnen told her with considerable effort, "you appear
to be losing." That wasn't quite true. They'd both |lost two pieces to
Kherda's three, and the gane hung in the bal ance. Yet Pel men had
realized that he was playing far beyond his own capacity. He'd
detached hinself fromthe fearsone outcone of the exercise and watched
his own play with objective admration. It was a necessary nental
adjustrment, for the near future was too horrible to consider. Sonehow,
t he Power hel ped hi m nake it.

"What' s happeni ng?" the spectators nmuttered to one another. But for
all their confusion, it seemed nost of them had a better grasp of the
dynam cs of this match than did the befuddl ed Prime M nister

"Kherda," Ligne screaned, "are you trying to nmake ne | ose?

"No, my Lady," Kherda call ed back raggedly, and Pel-nen al nost felt
sorry for the man.



The reference pl ank changed hands a dozen tines in rapid succession
noting a dazzling exchange of blitzing nmoves that |eft everyone a
little dizzy. Then it stopped, and Kherda | oudly announced, "Razor."

The crowd gasped, then cheered.

Pel men frowned. It was uncanny the nunber of tines this situation
arose. So frequently did it happen, in fact, that the nerchants had

I ong since given this configuration its own name. Pelnmen had | ost
CGerrig and Serphinera, and had three renmi ning pi eces. Ligne, too, had
three pieces left on the board. Kherda had lost all but one, but be
had done so with the consummate skill of one who has practiced only to
| ose. His one piece now controlled the outcone of the game. He held

t he deciding position the Razor and the way it cut would determine the
Wi nner .

Li gne chuckl ed. "Well, well."

Kherda smled at her. He could take Bronwynn on this nove, and Ligne
woul d then be free to take Danyilyn three to one to one, a victory for
the Queen. O he could take one of Ligne's pieces, and her succeedi ng
nmove coul d not prevent Pelnen from seizing that sane w nning nargin.
The cry of "Razor" was normally the cue for a vigorous round of
negoti ati ons between players to begin. Oten the player with a Razor
wal ked of f with nore gold in his pocket than the wi nner hinmself. But
Pel nen felt no desire to negotiate. He had lost. He only wondered
why, this time, Serphinera had been wrong.

"Go ahead," Ligne ordered. "Take her."

Kherda | ooked Bronwynn straight in the eyes and took Ligne's piece
i nst ead!

Queen Ligne stared. The act was so inconprehensible, she could think
of nothing to say. Pelnen grunted in surprise, and stared as well.
Unbel i evably, he had won. He turned his head to gaze at Kherda, and
found the man was | ooking at him \Whether or not he understood the

i mport of the change in Pelnen's face, Kherda renenbered the
befriending of the fool and Ligne's back. Now, he'd repaid them

bot h.

"Kill them" screaned Ligne. "Kill themall!" Before she finished
t he phrase, swords were whistling out of their sheaths and arned
warriors were advanci ng on the players.

Not only does she cheat, she's a welcher as well! bellowed the
| mperi al House suddenly, and the bells on the wall broke into a
horrendous cl anor.

Pel men threw back his head and | aughed joyously. "I wondered when we'd
finally hear fromyou."

Joss did not pause an instant Already his sword was in the air, and he
charged forward, intent on dispatching Bronwnn first, then the rest.
Li gne's ganme had gone on far too long. It was tinme to restore sone
cold-steel discipline to this castle. "Hold, Joss!" cried sonmeone on
his right, and he whirled to see who challenged him He stared down

t he bl ade of Rosha nod Dorl yt h.



"How did you Carlad!" Joss roared, as he watched the guard sprint for
the wall to tear another sword fromit. The lad s guard had proved

hi nsel f a rmudgecurdl e!

"Yes,. Carlad cut ne free," Rosha shouted as he whirled the guard's
bl ade into nmoti on above his head and | eaped between Joss and the knot
of players. "And Queen Bronwynn will reward himfor it."

No wel cher dwells within this House! trunpeted the castle, and the
room started quaking. The House was angry and it finally found the
energy to express its rage.

Rosha ki cked a sword fromone warrior's fist and sl amred shut the visor
of another as the floor shuddered and then buckl ed. Soldiers and
spectators alike tunbled to their knees, and the roomfilled with

pani cked screeching. People scranbled for the exits, janmng the
hal | ways beyond the doors just as tightly as they'd janmed the gane
room Many warriors dropped their weapons and raced to join them

O hers, fearing their lords' reprisals worse than falling stones,
staggered to their feet and struggled forward. The floor shifted
again, and the walls shinmm ed, and still nore guards chose to abandon
the fight to join the flight. Those few who kept shoving forward

t hrough the scattering nob suddenly faced a dilemma. Ligne's piercing
voice still rose above the roar, but once they got into the open space
where the troupe clustered, they faced the whirling bl ade of Rosha nod
Dorlyth. Steel clashed on steel only by accident, as warriors seeking
to brake their charge cane into
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range of his weapon. No one wanted to battle the brawny savage.

None save Lord Joss hinself. "Conme then, young warrior," Joss called
grimy. "W shall see if the Golden Throng m ght be avenged for the
battle of Westnmouth on the son of the Mari commander."

"There is sone vengeance | crave as well, Joss," Rosba snarled back
"Vengeance for a broken promi se and a cowardly betrayal!" As the room
rocked fromside to side and the screeching becane intolerable, the two
warriors clashed together over the giant Drax board

Pel men spent these chaotic m nutes whi spering reassurances and
struggling with knotted ropes. "Relax," he soothed, "the House is
angry at Ligne, not us."

"Maybe so." Gerrig quaked in terror. "But are you sure it can contro
on whomit drops its walls? Look out!" A chandelier came crashing to
the floor, crushing half a dozen unfortunate spectators.

Pel men turned his attention to the sword battle. Joss was letting the
younger warrior do all the work, circling himwarily and parrying each
blowwith a skill born of experience. Rosha attacked hi m doggedly, his
face twisted by a fierce scowm. Their swords rang together tw ce
before they tangled in one another's arnms, and Joss quickly booted
Rosha in the thigh and jabbed hi munder the breast with his el bow.
Rosha hurtl ed backward, his chest unhurt but his | eg suddenly cranping.
He planted that |leg to dodge the General's onslaught, but it couldn't
hold his weight, and Rosha tunbled to the floor. Joss grinned and

pl unged his sword through the sprawing | ad



At | east, he thought he did. But when he pulled back on his haft, he
felt no resistance then he noticed his blade had |iquefied. He stepped
back in astonishnment, then quickly tossed the usel ess ponmel aside and
dragged out his dagger. Before he could raise it above his head, its
bl ade liquefied as well, and he staggered, staring at yet another

usel ess haft. He glanced up then, and saw Pel men standing ten feet
away, his arns extended, his palms up. "Are .. . are you doing this?"
Joss choked out. "Ch, not I," Pelmen said. "But it is being done."
Joss threw up his hands and backed away. "How can a nmortal withstand
such powers?" he shouted. Then he knelt

Tke Wzard in Wailing and bowed his head. "I'mready to die," he
called. Throughout his life, Joss had been a gloating victor. But
somewhere through it all he had | earned how to | ose gracefully.

Pel men sighed. "That's the nice thing about mracles,” he told
Bronwynn and Serphinera, "They're so very spe-ciac."

She's getting away, announced the |Inperial House, and Pelnmen jerked his
head up to listen. "How?" he denanded.

Thr ough the wall s.
"Bronwynn, she's |eaving through the walls!"

"I know where she's going. Get me |oose!" Pelnen nodded, and dropped
to his knees to tear at her knots with his teeth.

"Here," Rosha grunted, and he pushed Pel men aside to slash through her
bonds with Carlad's sword. Another quick slash and her hobbles were
cut, and Bronwynn dashed to the wall to rip down a practice sword.

Pel men sprinted right behind her and grabbed off a pair of bl ades.

"\What about us?" Gerrig hollered. Right above them a chandeli er
identical to the one that had fallen swng wildly. Gerrig' s eyes never
left it.

"You'll be all right," Pelnen called as he raced back and stooped to
hack at Gerrig's bonds. Carlad quickly joined him and soon the actor
was free. "Here. Protect the rest of them"” Pelnen shoved one of his
swords into Gerrig's hands and took off after Bronwynn and Rosha, who
had di sappeared into a gaping hole in the wall.

"There's a tiny dock on the northern face!™ Bronwnn was calling as
Pel men started down a dangerously steep stairway in the dark. "She's
headed for the escape craft”

Actually, she's already in it, the castle corrected.

"The House says she's there," Pelnmen shouted as he stunbled. It was
i npossi ble to nove quickly and cautiously at the same tine. "Can we
stop her?"

"I'f we hurry " Bronwynn started to yell back. Then there was a heavy
t hud, and Bronwynn groaned. "She's bolted the door!"

"Stand back!" Rosha bellowed. Wth the snort of an enraged bull he
hurl ed his wei ght against the barrier and broke it down. The three of
t hem tunbl ed over one another onto the wet dock in time to see Ligne's
boat slipping out onto the river



"We've lost her," Pel men sighed. Bronwynn noaned al oud, and Rosha
sl ammed his heavy hand onto the dock in frustration. Pelnen sighed
again, helpless to stop the woman's escape. He'd pushed his body to
its limt.

But the House wasn't finished. Just as Ligne's boat slipped out from
under its walls, an overgrown pigeon relieved hinself on the roof once
nor e.

Enough! the Inperial House thundered and in its rage gave its

m ghti est shudder yet. The iron aviary had never been bolted to the
roof, and it began to rock on its base. The excited House shi nm ed
once nore ..

Ligne, rowing with every shred of her remaining energy, could hear the
trenmor, and glanced up the face of her former home in time to see the
aviary fail. She had the chance to scream once before the massive cage
i npacted on the water. Her tiny launch was shattered into splinters as
the twisted structure buried itself in the ancient mulch of the
riverbed. Ligne was buried with it.

The three figures on the dock stared in shock as they watched the netal
sink. Bronwynn and Rosha shouted in exultation, and Pelnmen felt a sl ow
smle of relief spread across his face. Then he heard behind himthe
castle's windy laughter, as the Inperial House chortl ed;

How fitting, that the wel ching Queen should be buried under such a
wei ghty droppi ng!

CHAPTER TWVENTY- THREE
The House Retires

W TH A FEW SHARP COVWANDS, Bronwynn took charge of her realm In
bursts of staccato instructions she di spatched nmessages to the mayors
of all her major cities, reconfirmed nost of the petty court lings in
their roles at court, and sunmoned the guards to bring her erstwhile
enemies to the gardens to face her judgnent. As she and Pel nen nade
their way through the floating dust up the debris-strewn spira

wal kway, she suggested that Rosha might want to dispatch a flyer to
Erri. "If there's going to be a weddi ng" she smled confidently "I
think we m ght want himto be present."

"Since there will be," Rosha beamed back, "1'd better go summon him |
think I recall that ny father wanted to be informed, too .. ." Then,

droppi ng his studi ed nonchal ance, Rosha bolted up the ranmp with a shout
of boyi sh exuberance. Bronwynn turned her head to | ook at Pel men, her

face a study in regal self-assurance. "How am| doing?"

"Admirably." Pelnmen nodded. "You've grown up a lot in these nonths of
suffering.”

Her expression softened, then turned pensive. "Perhaps."

"Somet hi ng troubl es you, though?" Pelmen asked hopefully.

"Shouldn't it? | may have been through a lot since we net, but | don't
think anything's prepared me to reconstruct a country."



"Then you' ve taken the first step in being a success at it. You
realize you need sone help. Ligne never got that far."

"You'll help me, won't you? Please, Pelnen, stay on as our Prine
Mnister!"”
He gazed at her fondly for a monment. "Thank you, ny Lady. But no."

"Why not? You know nore about this than | do, and

"But there's one who knows far nore about it than either of us. And
today he saved our lives."

Bronwnn wrinkled her nose. "Kherda? But he overthrew ny father."

"Whi ch you've said yoursel f probably needed to happen. 1'Il not make
the decision for you. You're the Queen." The two of them stepped out
onto the lowest terrace of the garden. Wth the displacenment of the
aviary, the sunlight burned down brilliantly on the |uscious green
foliage, forcing themto stop and breathe the air. It seenmed fresher
sonehow, and Pel nen said so.

O course this House snells better! the castle snapped. The birds
have fl own.

That wasn't wholly true, for many of the aviary's occupants remai ned.
No | onger caged, these stayed by choice, for this was the only hone

they had known in this northerly land. "Not all, evidently," Pel nen
sai d.

The others will leave with winter, the House said smugly.

"And so will the plants."” Pelnmen nodded sadly. "But changes mnust
cone. "

"What are you two tal king about?" Bronwynn asked.
"Birds and change," Pelnen said quietly. Then he nodded over her

shoul der. Kherda and Joss stood with several others, awaiting the news
of their fate. Bronwynn |ooked at Kherda grimy, then notioned himto
her. He cleared his throat nervously, then wal ked forward. "M/ Lady,

I can ask for nothing save your nercy. VWhile |I know "

"Kherda, can you give ne some idea of what's happening in the
provi nces?"

Kherda | ooked at her, puzzled, then rapidly responded, "Drought in the
east, though perhaps the rising of the rivers signal sone rains have
finally come. Insects in the north have ravaged seed stocks, but we
have enough in storage here in the city to replenish supplies, once the
order is given to nove them |It's been a poor year for farmers the
dragon burn of course, and the battle at Westnmouth but we're not facing
a major fanmine, for the fields in the far south produced "

"Can you prepare the orders to ship the necessary goods?" Bronwynn
asked.

"Certainly. They're in my office awaiting signature. Just let ne "
Kherda started out, but stopped and cane back. "However it's not ny
of fice anynore is it?"



"Who noved you?"

Kherda's wi de eyes grew wider. Then he scooped up his skirts and
fl apped out of the room shouting, "I'll be back in a nmoment."

Bronwynn gl anced back distastefully at the remai nder of the group, then
settled her gaze on Joss. He was being diligently guarded by a
fierce-eyed Gerrig whom he ignored conpletely. The warrior net
Bronwnn's gaze passively. Bronwynn glanced back at Pel nmen.

"Yes?" he asked. "What of Joss?"

"My recent experience as an al nost murderess has convinced ne that
sonehow | don't think a Queen should be one.”

"And?" Pel nren asked

"And | don't want to start my reign with a full dungeon."” She gauged
his reactions. "Joss has so nuch experience in affairs of state. Wy
not nmake hi m Anrbassador to Lanat h?"

Pel nen raised his eyebrows in surprise. "Certainly a creative idea,"
he said appreciatively.

"He's loyal to Chaononous, we know that. And it would keep himin a
position of responsibility which mght prevent himfromraising an arny
against me. He and Kherda woul d be separated That's inmportant; those
two have been fighting all nmy life " She stopped when she saw Pel nen

smling at her. "Besides," she smled back, "if he spends tinme in
Lamath, he might [earn sonething. | did."
Pel men nodded, still smiling. "You're the Queen."

Gerrig led the General to them and turned Joss around to face Bronwynn.
"My Lady, would you have me dispatch himhere?" Gerrig asked
dramatical ly.

"Cerrig, this isn't a play. You can put up your sword and | eave us.
But gat her the troupe and neet me at the table tonight. | think you'l
like the role | have picked out for you."

"Anewrole!" Gerrig said brightly. He stalked out of the garden
smling grandly. Nothing pleased Gerrig nore than a new role.

"Now, Joss," Bronwynn began, "what shall | do with you?"
"I ask no favors, ny Lady. | chose wongly. [1'll accept ny death as
nmy due.”

"How about accepting appointnent to the court of La-math instead? As
nmy Ambassador?" The General blinked. Then his hard eyes softened. He
renenber ed when this woman had been but a bright-eyed baby girl and
she'd stolen his battle-hardened heart with a snmile. "Joss," she
continued quietly, "this past year has been a nightmare for all of us.
Perhaps we could .. . wake up?"

"I"ll serve you faithfully," Joss said with a solenm frown, and
Bronwynn knew he neant it.



"Here's the (puff) docunents." Kherda panted as he raced up to
Bronwnn. "Ready for circulation."”

Bronwynn took the stylus he of fered and quickly signed them asking as
she did, "Wat's happened to Jagd?"

"I saw himleaving the castle. | can call himback if you "
"Ch no," Bronwynn said, shaking her head. "I'mglad he's gone. |
woul d, however, like to neet with the other |ocal merchant |ords

tomorrow, as well as all the free traders you can assenble.”
"Freetraders?" Kherda frowned

"I expect to be increasing our dealings with Lamath very soon. Here."
She handed the docunents back to himand the Prune M nister wandered
away, shaking his head and rmuttering about free traders Bronwynn

wi nked at her nentor. "I believe I'mgoing to like this."

Pel men smled, but his eyes were serious as he replied, "I hope so. |
certainly hope so."
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"The flyers are on their way," Rosha nod Dorlyth told them as he cane
down the spiral ed terraces.

"And the two of you have much to discuss. 1'Il let you be." Pelnen
started for the doorway back into the halls.

"You have sone discussing to do, too?" Bronwynn guessed.
"Perhaps."” He nodded. Then he left them al one.

He searched several floors before he finally had the presence of nind
to ask the House where she was.

In your cell, waiting for you
Pel nen raced to neet her. "Serphinmera?" he asked as he opened the
door.

"I"'m here," she call ed.
"l know. The House told ne."

The wonman | ooked at the walls. "Is there no place private?" she
whi sper ed.

"There are some things it can't hear," he whi spered back, and he | eaned
over and kissed her. She held himbriefly, fiercely, then abruptly
pul | ed herself away. He |ooked at her with surprise.

"l suppose your two initiates will marry," she finally said.

"They're planning that now. And what of us?" He asked the question
tentatively.

Serphimera's dark green eyes transfixed him "Are you finished yet?"



"Fi ni shed?"

"Wth your tasks."

Pehnen gazed at her. "I don't know "

"I know. And you're not."

"More visions?'" Pelnmen asked, a bit harshly.

"You're not. Nor aml. And we both nust care for those things
first."”

"You're going to keep on telling of Lord Dragon?" Pel-nen didn't nean
to sound angry, but he did.

Serphimera smled forgiveness, bit her lip, and | ooked beyond his head.
"Lord Dragon," she sighed. "I think, for a long time, the dragon has
been nore a synmbol for me than anything else. The image is fanmliar it
has a conforting power that's rooted in ny chil dhood. But |'ve long
since cast aside any relation between those soothing terns and the
scaly nonster you killed in Dragonsgate."* Pelnen stared at her, his

mout h open. "And that one you serve? The Power? | serve that One,
too."
"But when "

"When did | change?" Again Serphinera bit her lip and tried to express
what she felt. "I don't know. Not when | saw the lizard die.
Before."

"Before! But just the other day you said

"Perhaps when | first saw the beast, and realized that the one |I served
was not there, in those huge heads. O perhaps when | first nmet you on
the road to Serphila, and called you a heretic while your eyes |oved

me." She | ooked back at him "I couldn't admit it to nyself unti
today. But the change has come." She sighed and scooted toward him
"Still, there are other changes yet to conme other heartaches." She
bent forward until her forehead rested in her hands. "I know'

"And .. . what about us?" Pel nmen whispered, |onging to hear, but
fearing her answer. She was silent. "Tell ne what you know " he
demanded.

"I know there are things we each nmust do, which may at any nonent part
us. Can we know anythi ng beyond that?" She stood, and started for the
door. He caught her by the hand.

"W will talk again," he said firmy

Serphimera's enerald eyes dazzled him He saw a |longing there, an
eagerness that thrilled him Then she blinked her |ashes, and suddenly
the | ook was gone. "Perhaps," she said. Then she left the cell

Erri arrived a week later to a city festooned with drapes and garl ands.
Wth the assistance of Pelnmen's old acting compani ons, whom Bronwynn
had appoi nted as heads of various cultural nministries, the Prine

M ni ster had hurriedly organi zed a national festival to celebrate both
t he coronation and the weddi ng of Queen Bronwynn | an Rosha. Chaononous,



sensi ng the dawni ng of a new age, awoke into a nost colorful spring, as
befitted a city long known as the Gol den. The whol e popul ati on turned
out to watch the arrival of the Prophet fromthe north.

If they wanted ponp, however, Erri disappointed them He rode into
town on a dark mare, flanked by Naquin, who had met him at Dragonsgate.
And while he sniled and

waved as much as was necessary to keep up appearances, his mnd was
engaged in explaining to Naquin firsthand the role Pelmen had played in
the renmaking of Lamath. Erri was followed by a |ong colum of riders
gowned uniformy in pale blue, but the parade did not have the
precision of a mlitary unit. Instead, riders kept slipping off their
horses and joining thenselves to the cheering cromd to wal k al ong the
parade route in conversation. Toward the mddle of the procession a
sol emn-faced contingent of riders | ed four wagons, each wagon carrying
a blue-draped coffin. Erri was bringing the bodies of those tranpled
by the slavers to rest here, in the capital city of the |and he'd
assigned themto evangelize. It seened fitting.

He and Naquin were | aughing by the time they reached the gate of the

| mperial House, and Erri's smles grew broader as he greeted first
Bronwynn, then Rosha, and finally Pelnmen with bear hugs He shared sone
qui et words with Serphinera, who answered hi mshyly, then took her hand
and slipped his other arm around Pel nen's shoul der as they turned to
foll ow the new Queen into her palace. It was a joyful day.

Rosha's joy was nuted, however. He still hadn't heard from Dorl yth.

Anot her week passed. They could wait no |onger. Everything was ready
inthe city, and Erri needed to return home. Bronwynn and Rosha
agreed, finally, that they had to go ahead. Even so, Rosha still nade
frequent trips to the roof, hoping for sone word fromDorlyth. Wen it
cane tine to clothe hinself in the fancy garments Bronwynn had

conm ssioned for this occasion, he sent Pelmen to the roof in his

pl ace.

Now Pel men | eaned agai nst the battlements, gazing sadly out at the road
t hat wound down fromthe gate into the city. In his hand he clutched a
crunpl ed parchment sheet

This news is sad, but perhaps not unexpected, said the House.

Pel men agreed. "I just didn't expect the trouble to develop so
qui ckly."

Any power shaper skilled enough to breathe life into a castle nust be a
person of great anbition. And if the waking of the H gh Fortress of
Ngandi b is any indication, this Flayh you speak of will waste no tine

i n taki ng what he chooses.

Pel men opened the parchment again and reread it

SON BLESSI NGS ON YOU' WOULD COME | F | COULD, BUT FLAYH CONTROLS PAHD
AND VEE HAVE NEW WARS OF CONFEDERATI ON. MJCH LOVE DORLYTH MEL ROSHA
The signature was significant It neant Dorlyth, father of Rosha, and

was the salute a Man father gave when acknow edgi ng his son's nanhood.
Pel men smled grimMy at that. Dorlyth had al ways been t he nost



mannerly of swordsmnen.

The news was nore than sad. It was threatening. Wrs of confederation
again. "New magi c wars," Pel nen breat hed.

I ndeed they are that, the House agreed. Already this House is feeling
t he aftershocks of the shaping taking place in the Mr

"I'n what way?" Pel men asked.

Just a warnmth, at present. |If the battles nove into this region, the
pain will becone intense as you must know.
"I ... apologize again for what | inflicted on you "

It is past, if not forgotten, said the House. Your apologies all of
t hem have been accepted. But the one you battled is nmpbst insensitive
to the pain he causes his own castle. The High Fortress may be a

mal evol ent pl ace, and poor conpany, but not even it deserves such

m sery.

Pel men sighed. "I can imagine howit feels

No, you can't, said the House. No one can no one but this House. And
you are perhaps the only one who can do anything to aid it. You, and
t he Power, of course.

"You believe what 1've told you of the Power?"

No need. This House has net the Power. It is to the Power that this
House wi t hdr aws.

"What do you nean?"

Bef ore the House coul d answer, Pel men was grabbed by the el bow and spun
around. "You have the news?"

"Look at you!" the power shaper exclained, and he foll owed his own
instructions. Rosha glistened in the light of the sun. His basic
garnments were shades of blue, Bron wynn's rem nder to himof their tine
as Pelmen's initiates in the sky faith Wat sparkled was the trim The
entire costune was frosted with a glaze of dianonds set in gold. Rosha
was frankly enbarrassed by it.

"The news!" he begged. "A nessenger told me you had sone."

Pel men frowned and handed Rosha the parchnent. Then he | eaned over the
battl ements again as the lad read it. Rosha soon | eaned on the | ow
wal I beside him and they stood together in silence for severa

m nut es.

"I"'msorry," Pelnen said finally.

"He just couldn't make it, that's all." Rosha shrugged. He struggled
to hide his concern

Pel men put an arm around Rosha's shoulder. "I know what you're
thinking, but it wouldn't do any good. You've got a bride waiting for
you down bel ow and your father can take care of himself."



"You' re going," Rosha muttered.

"How do you know t hat ?"

"I know you."

"Well. We'll talk about it. R ght now Bronwynn's waiting, and |I'm
sure Erri is anxious to get this cerenony out of the way."

"Right." Rosha nodded and started toward the gapi ng hol e where the
aviary once stood. "You coning?"

"In a bit," Pelnen called back. Rosha nodded again and | eft the roof.
"Now. What were you sayi ng?"

This House is withdrawing to be with the Power. "I don't
under stand. "

It is apparent that castles are not made to live. These stones, these
wal I's, this House all of these have their own exi stence, quite apart
fromthat of man. The hills, the river these don't aspire to copy man.
Nor should this House.

"But you're alive!"

In imtation of human life, and not by choice. This House |ives rather
by human device and anbition. Yet nmen can nove. This House cannot
nove. Men enjoy the conmpany of others. This House has no conpany,
save you and the High Fortress. But that castle has a cruel spirit and
all the dangerous anbition of the very young anong men. And you will
soon be | eaving, because of that Fortress. Men may live in happy

i gnorance of the magical forces being shaped around them This House
must endure the necessary pain such shaping creates w thout recourse.
That pain makes these coming wars that much nore frightening. For al
these reasons, it seens better for the House for the life in this House
to withdraw. "But where will you go?"

Back to the Power. For it's fromthe Power that all life is shaped.

"Al'l?" Pelmen asked, thinking of the life nowin the H gh Fortress and
its evil genesis.

All. Ether by the Power ... or artificially, through. "Then I'Il not
speak with you agai n?"

Only if the Power permts. The peace of this House be on you, Pel nen
Dragonsbane. Attend your task. And your Lady. She slips away this
very noment through the front gate. Perhaps you can catch her

"Ser phi nera?" Pel men shouted. He raced to the battlenments and | ooked
down. Five floors below, he could see the flow ng navy robes of the
Priestess as she quickly nmade her way down the cobbl estones toward the
city. "Serphimera, wait!" he cried, and he vaulted on top of the

par apet and | eaped off.

Maliff, the fal coner, stepped out of his mews just in time to observe
Pel nen di sappear. "Here now" he cried in horror. He raced to the
wal | and | ooked down to see the falling man spread the wings of a bird.
It glided upwards, then down to settle on the shoul ders of a blue-clad
worman. Maliff stared for a mnute, watching as woman and fal con



di sappeared anmong the throngs of shoppers in the market. Then he

clucked his tongue. "Why didn't you just tell ne you were a far con in
the first pr ace You birds," he nunbled. "You've arways got to pray
your rittre tricks." As Maliff ducked back into the cool darkness of
his fafcon house, he was still chuckling.
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