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Genesis

In the Beginning there was Darkness and out of the Darkness came the Mother. From her flesh She
formed the Earth. With her tears Shefilled the seas and lakes and rivers. She walked upon her cregation
and where She passed grew grasses, trees, and flowers. Her breath became the winds. With her right
hand She created dl animasthat run and swim and fly. With her left hand She created dl animasthat
dither and sting. Her laughter became the song of birds.

When She had walked dl the Earth, She sat to rest in acircle of slver birch. As Shewaslonely, She
gaveform to the spirit of one of the treesthat it might keep her company. And the form wasthat of a
beautiful woman. Her name was Milthra and she was the Eldest of the Elder Races.

When the Mother |eft the Grove, She gave form aso to the other birches that Milthrawould never be



londly as She had been. Itissaid thereisformin dl treesif the Power isthereto call the spirit out.

And asthe Mother walked the Earth, She bled four times. From her blood came the other Elder Races,
the Centaurs, the Giants, the Dwarves, and the Merfolk. And so She could see what She created, each
time She bled She hung asilver light in the night sky.

Then another came out of the Darkness. His name was Chaos and He lay with the Mother and She bore
him a son. And the name of the Mother's son was Deeth. He was very terrible and very beautiful.

Asthe Elder races were of the Mother's body and blood, they could see Death's beauty but not his
terror. Though they could bekilled, they did not die; and so they had no fear of him.

Death went to the Mother and begged her to create a people he could rule.
Because Sheloved him, Shedid.

But because She loved her newest cregtions as well, She gave them agift so they could keep Death in his
place. She gave them the power to create. And She gave them a promise that once Degth had cometo
them, they would return to her once more. She called them Humans, but Degth called them Mortals
which means"to die. "

Humans used the Mother's gift to create Gods. They worshiped and made sacrificesin the hope that thelr
Gods could keep Desth away. But the powers of the Gods, being Human given, were of no use against
the Mother's true son. Soon Humankind abandoned the Gods and learned to face Death. Some even
cameto see his beauity.

But a God once created cannot be uncreated and so, no longer worshiped, the Gods grew bored. Those
given the aspect of men by their crestorstook to walking the Earth in human form. Eventudly, they dl lay
with mortd women and from those unions the race of Wizards was born.

The Wizards used the powers of the Godsto pervert the Mother's gift and their first act wasto turn on
their fathers and destroy them. There would be no new Wizards. They formed agrest council and for
many centuries ruled the creatures of the Earth. Even the Elder Races feared them, for it gppeared the
Wizards had conquered Degth.

Over the years, astheir powers grew, so did their corruption. By forcing the breeding of man and animd,
they created the Werfolk in amockery of the Mother'swork.

And then the Wizards dared to create something using the very Earth itsalf. They formed mighty Dragons,
giant beastswith command of fire and frogt, rulers of the air or seas. But the Earth was the Body of the
Mother and the Wizards could not control it. They had created their own destruction.

The Dragons turned on the Wizards and in a battle that changed the shape of the land, dew and
devoured their would-be masters. The Dragons that survived returned to the Earth from which they were
made.

It issaid that, at the end of the Age of Wizards, Death smiled.

One
"Mother?"

There was no answer, so the tall young man reached out a dender hand and placed it gently on the bark
of thedlver birch before him.



"Mother?' hesaid again.

Thetree stirred under his hand, asif, newly awakened, it sighed and stretched. He stepped back and
waited. Sowly, very dowly, hismother drew herself out of her tree.

Shewastal, withivory skin, silver hair, and eyesthe green of new spring leaves. Her name was Milthra
and she was the eldest of the Sisters of the Sacred Grove. Shelooked barely older than her son.

She opened her arms and he came into them, then she held him at arm's length and smiled.

"Y ou have grown, Rael. Y ou look more like your father every timel seeyou. " Helooked so much like
hisfather that her heart ached with the memories. Not for many years had Raen, King of Ardhan, come
to the Sacred Grove, and Milthra had to be content with seeing the man she loved in the face of their son.
Raen would not come to her for reasons of his own. She could not go to him for ahamadryad dies away
from her tree.

She hid asigh from her too perceptive child and brushed alock of blue-black hair off hisface. "Areyou
well? Areyou happy?'

"I'm both well and happy, Mother. " Radl returned her smile, hiseyeslit from within by green fires.
Immorta eyesin the face of morta man.

Rael could no longer be content spending whole summerswith only his mother, her sters, and the forest
for company-the king's court held more attractions for ayoung man of seventeen-but when he had time
to spare, he spent it at the Grove. It was peaceful there and, unlike hisfather, his mother had timeto
listen. No courtiers or supplicants made demands on her, for no one found the circle of birches without
her help.

Until Radl's birth the Grove had been legend only. But when the king of Ardhan showed his son to the
people in the Great Square outs de the palace gates, he named Milthraas the child's mother and placed
the Grovefirmly in thered world. It was fortunate the king was popular and well-liked, for many
disbelieved and not afew muttered of insanity. It was aso fortunate that the king was no fool and would
not alow the acceptance of hisson to rest on his own popularity. He called the six dukes and their
households together and had them meet the infant's eyes.

Milthra had walked with the Mother-creator as She rested after birthing theworld. A fraction of that
glory she passed on to her child. It was enough.

"My aunts still won't wake to greet me?' Rael asked, sprawled on the velvet grass at the foot of his
mother'stree. He dug into his pack for the food he'd cadged from a sympathetic kitchen maid.

Milthra shook her head and accepted a piece of honey cake. She had no need to eat-she drew
nourishment from her tree-but did it to please her son as once she had done it to please hisfather. "It has
been along time since the Mother walked in the forest and we wakened. My sisters are tired and want
only todeep. "

Rael looked around at the trees he knew as beautiful women, women who had coddled him, fussed over
him, and been as much a part of his childhood as his mother and father. He hadn't seen them since... his
forehead creased as he tried to remember. Had it really been three years? He stretched out along arm
and tugged on alow-hanging branch from aneighboring tree. Leaves rustled but no hamadryad
appeared.

"Y ou'rethe oldest, can't you wake them?™

"Perhgps. But | will not try. "



"Why not? Aren't you londly?' As much as Radl loved the Grove, held hate to be the only creature
awakeinitscircle.

"No, for when you are not here | also deep. My ssters have no ties to the world of men to wake them,
that isthe only difference between us. " If she ever regretted the ties that bound her, or acknowledged
that they had brought her more sorrow than joy, it could not be heard in the music of her voice.

Rael scooped up his mother's hands and kissed them. "The only difference?’ heteased. "I refuseto listen
to such foolishness. What of your beauty? Y our grace? Y our wisdom? | could continue for hours... ™

Milthralaughed and Radl laughed with her. Hed alwaysfelt his mother laughed too seldom. In later
years, Ragl would recdl that afternoon and her laughter when his spirit needed soothing and the shadows
needed lifting from hislife. Helay with hishead in her lgp and told her of the things he'd done since heldd
been with her last-well most of the things; she was, after dl, his mother-and he even told her of his
fedingsfor the Duke of Belkar's blue-eyed daughter, something he had confided to no one else...
particularly not the Duke of Belkar's blue-eyed daughter.

But he did not speak of why he had come to the Grove.

All too soon the thick, golden sunlight bathing the Grove began to pae. The shadows grew longer and
the breezes grew chill. Radl roselithely to his feet and extended a hand to the hamadryad. When she
stood beside him, he kept her hand clasped tightly in hisand stared at the ground, unsure of how to
begin. "I... | won't be back for sometime. "

"Thereisto bewar. "
He looked up and saw she gazed sadly at him.
"How did you know?'

"The breezestell me. Evenin deep | hear them; they say men gather on the western border clutching sted!
inangry hands. "

Rael spread his own hands hel plessly. "The King of Meac has anew and powerful counsdor and the
man plays the king's weaknesses and desireslike, like a shepherd plays his pipes. He's driving the king to
create an empire. Father saysthey begin with us because Mdac hates my father for something that
happened when they were young.

"And my sonwill go to seethey conquer no empire. "

"I haveto dowhat | can. " Hetried to keep the anticipation out of hisvoice and wasn't entirely
successtul. Thiswar would be his chance to prove himsdlf. His skill with wesponswas hisfather's
heritage, but he moved with astrength and grace no man born of mere morta could match. In hismind's
eye he saw himsdlf ahero, returning from battle not only accepted but adulated by the people he was
destined to rule. In his heart, he only hoped he would not disgrace histraining.

"And your father?'
Hisvoicewas gentle. "The king must ride at the head of hisarmies. ™

"Yes." War had brought the young king to her so many years before. He had staggered, lost and
wounded, into the Grove, stinking of sted and violence, Lord Desth close by hisside. Against the advice
of her sgters, for the Elder Races did not involve themsdaves with mortals, she had saved him. Saved him
and loved him, and Rael had come of it. Full dusk was upon them now. "I must go, Mother. ™



"Yes. " War took her son from her, replaced her loving child with this stern young man, so ready to do
violence. If he survived he would be further changed, and who knew if he would return to the Grove
where nothing changed at dl. She hdd him. Held him tightly. And then shelet him go becauseit wasdll
she could do.

"Rad?"

Heturned; haf in, haf out of the Grove,

"Tdl your father, | am dwayshere. "

"He knows, Mother. " He waited but she said nothing more. "M other?"

She shook her heed, the brilliant immortal color of her eyes dimmed by avery morta sorrow. Shewas
the Eldest. She could not beg for the return of her love.

Accustomed to thinking of the hamadryad as his mother, and mothers as dways strong, Rael had never
noticed before how young Milthralooked, or how frail. He suddenly wanted to protect her, to take her in
hisarmsand tell her everything would be dl right, but as he watched she faded and dissolved back into
her tree. Only the breezes remained and he had never learned to hear what they said.

Although dark had falen over Mdac, the building of the counsdor's tower continued. In the flickering
light of torches, long lines of naked and swesting men struggled with block and tackle to lift massive dabs
of marbleinto position. As each dab reached its zenith, a dave was removed from the coffle staked at
thework site and placed benegath it. Some screamed, some sobbed, some lay limp and resigned, pushed
beyond terror. The dab dropped, then the whole process was repeated for the next. The tower wasto
bethetalest in thecity.

If the men who built it felt anything at all, it was, for the most part, rdlief that they were not benegth the
gonesthemselves.

Thisnight, as most nights, the king's counsel or watched the construction from the wooden dais that gave
him an unobstructed view of thework. This night, the king stood beside him, leaning into each deeth, his
tongue protruding dightly, his breathing ragged and quick.

A new dave was unchained; ayoung man, well formed, who, in spite of lash marks striping his back from
neck to knees, fought so vicioudly that four men were needed to escort him to the stone. He screamed,
not in terror but in defiance.

The king started at the sound and actually saw the dave. His eyeswidened and he clutched at the blue
velvet of hiscounsgor'sdeeve.

"That looksto be Lord Elan'sson. "
"ltis."
"But you cant... "

"He spoke against me, Mg esty, and so spoke againgt you. To speak against the lawful king istreason.
The pendity for treason is death. " The golden-haired man smiled and removed the king's hand from his
arm. "At least thisway his death serves a purpose. Life makes the strongest mortar.

Onthe gone, Lord Elan's son strained againgt invisible bonds, muscles stlanding out in sharp relief. He
threw back his head and howled as the dab above him fell.



Onthedais, the king swayed and he moaned deep in histhroat.

Radl dretched the two-hour ride home from the Grove to nearly four, dismounting to St for atimein the
moonlight. To hisleft, waited the shadow that wasthe forest. To hisright, aribbon of brown led to the
distant lights of the town that spread like a skirt outside the palace walls. The Lady's Wood. King's
Road, King's Town.

His horse nickered and lipped at hishair, more interested in returning to the comfort of stable and stall
than in philosophy.

Grasping the gdlding's mane, Radl pulled himsdlf to hisfeet, mounted, and kicked the horseinto atrot. He
had always known that someday he would be king. He enjoyed the power and privilege, and even the
responghilities, of being prince and heir. But sometimes, in the moonlight, he wished he had achoice.

Hoof s thudded onto packed earth, and Rael turned up the King's Road.

Thewatch had just called midnight when Rael reached town. Because the King's City was so closeto the
center of Ardhan, milesfrom any invading army and surrounded on al sdesby loya subjects of the king,
it had no wall. The scattered farms and cottages of the countryside merely moved closer together dong
the road until they gave way to the houses, shops and inns of the city. At the Market Square-well lit even
at this hour, for when businessin booths and stals shut down, businessin taverns and wineshops began-
Rad turned, avoiding the light, preferring to remain unseen in the residentia neighborhoods where the
inhabitants had long since sought their beds. He told himself he avoided the trouble that would arise if
anyone recognized the young man tucked deep in the worn cloak asthe prince and heir, riding alone,
unescorted. Hetold himself he didn't need his pocket picked, an unprovoked fight, or an escort back to
hisfather.

He had just passed silently through the merchants quarters and crossed the invisible but nonetheless real
linethat separated their homes from the only dightly larger ones of the nobles, when the dark and quiet
were snatched from around him.

"Bertram, aren't we home yet?
"Very nealy, sr.”
"I'm sureit wasn't thisfar before. "

The whiny, sdf-indulgent voice belonged to aminor officid of the court, one Diven of House Tannic.
Rael had endured too many hours of petitionsto mistake it, even distorted as it was by drink.

The torch-bearer rounded the corner firgt, followed by an overdressed man leaning heavily on the arm of
his body servant. A City Guard, hired as evening's escort, brought up the rear.

Rad kept his horse waking. With luck they would be too interested in gaining their bedsto pay any
atentionto him.

Luck was busy €l sewhere.
"Awk, Bertram! Brigandd"

Bertram looked to the heavens, exagperation visible even to Radl, and patted his master comfortingly on
the shoulder. "It'sonly asnglerider, sr. ™

"Oh. Soitis. " Any other would have been content to leave it at that. Diven stepped forward, past the



torch-bearer and directly into Radl's path. Drink made him determined to erase the embarrassment of his
fright. Y ou there, state your businessin this neighborhood. Speak up, or I'll call the patrol. "

Rad reined in. Thetorch-bearer grinned, obvioudy looking forward to telling his cronies of how the
drunken noble had accosted one of his equally noble neighbors and threatened him with the patrol.
Bertram, now up behind his master, was thinking much the same thing, but not with amusement. The
guard looked bored.

"Well, boy, do you tell me your businessor do | call the patral. I will, you know, don't think I won't. "

Rael wondered how avoice could whine and be shrill at the same time. He had no doubt theidiot would
do exactly as he said, and wake the neighborhood doing it. And that would be the end of the dark and
quiet, no mere interruption. He sighed, made his smile asfriendly as hewas able, and pulled back his
hood.

"Highnesd"

For amoment the smile held them-they began to return it-then the torchlight flared in hiseyes.
The guard saluted and dl four men began to back away.

Respectfully, and nervoudly, they backed away.

From the torch-bearer and the guard, it was amost understandabl e for they met the prince and heir for
thefirg time. Bertram aso; for al he served in anoble house he was not accustomed to facing roydty so
closdy and soinformally. But Diven of Tannic saw the prince amost daily. And gill he backed away.

Rad held the smile until his horse carried him out of the circle of torchlight. Once he would have said
something, tried to find the camaraderie hisfather seemed to share with every man, woman, and child in
the kingdom. Once. But dl the words had been said and till the people moved away. Not rgecting, not
exactly, but not accepting either.

Let them moveif they will, hetold himsalf wearily, replacing his hood. | have enough who stand by me.
Then he moved back into the dark and quiet.

At the smaller of the palace gates, he dlowed the guard to get agood look at him, and passed
unchallenged through the outer wall. Except for adegpy groom waiting to take his horse, and the men on
watch, it appeared the palace dept. It didn't, of course, for within itswalls the palace was dmost acity in
itself and the work needed to keep it running smoothly continued day and night.

Hewaked quickly across the outer courtyard, dipped in aside door, and began to make hisway slently
through the maze of stone to the tower where he had his chambers. Once, hefrozein shadow and an

arguing pair of courtiers passed him by.

At the cross-corridor leading to the king's rooms, Rael noticed the royal standard till posted, the six
swordson afield of green hanging limp and still againgt thewall. Hisfather had not retired for the night.
Wide awake himself, Ragl turned toward the royal bedchamber, hoping the king would not be too busy
to speek with him.,

The guards saluted as he approached and moved aside to give him access to the door.
"Ishe aone?' asked the prince.

"Aye, gr, heis, " replied the senior of the two.



Raedl nodded his thanks and pushed the door open.
"Father?'

Theking sat at his desk studying alarge map, one hand holding down a curling edge, the other buried in
his beard.

Rael was thinner than hisfather, his eyes an unworldly green, but asde from that the resemblance was
astounding. Both were handsome men, athough neither believed it. They shared the same high forehead
over black dashes of brow, the same angular cheeks and proud arch of nose, even the determined set to
their jaws and dightly mocking smiles matched. Those who had known the king as ayoung man said to
look at the prince wasto look at a piece of the past. The people of Ardhan might wonder at the identity
of hismother, and they did, but none could doubt that Ragl was the king's son.

Raen looked up as the door opened and his face brightened when he saw who it was.
"Comein, lad, " he called. "And shut the damn door beforeit blows out my lamp. "

Radl did as he was bid and approached the desk, collapsing with a bonel ess, adolescent grace into the
sturdy chair across from hisfather. "The Western Border?"

Theking nodded. "And you'd best get familiar with it yoursdf. We march as soon asthearmies are
assembled. "

Rael leaned forward to study the map. "Y ou're surely not assembling all Six provinces here?' He
wondered where they'd put everyone. The six dukes and their househol ds jammed the palace to the
rafters during seventh year festivals. The Sx dukesand their armies... !

"No, only Cei and Aliston will come hereto Belkar. Well join with Hale on the march. " He traced their
route with a calused finger. "Lorn and Riven meet uson the batlefidd. " Hismouth twisted. "And it'sto
be hoped those two hotheads will concentrate on fighting the enemy instead of each other. I'm thankful
you've no riva for your lady's hand. " Rael felt hisearsredden. "Y ou can keep no secretsin thisrabbit
warren, lad.

It'sagood match; her father and | both approve. Y ou're lucky I've no need to join you to some foreign
princessto tieatresty. "

"Join?" Rael repeated weekly. Hed bardly gotten beyond worshiping from adistance and his father
gpoke of joinings?

The older man laughed. "Y ou'reright, " he mocked, but kindly, "it's bad luck to tak of joining onthe eve
of war. " Heturned again to the map. "And on the eve of war we are; | want the armies on theroad in
two weeks. "

"In two weeks? Father, it can't be done. " The Elite, the Palace Guard and the Ducal Guards that made
up the standing army, yes, and, he supposed, most City Guards could adapt fast enough, but when Ragl
thought of the chaosinvolved in turning farmers and craftsmen into soldiers his head ached.

"It'sgoing to haveto be done, " the king said shortly. "We have no choice. Meac's moving very fast; he
wantsthoseiron minesin Riven badly and has had plansto invade usfor years. Though he'safool if he
thinks he'sin charge, not that madman he has for acounsdlor. " He looked down at the map and shook
his head. " Still, madman or not, he'sabrilliant leader. I've never heard of anyone getting an army into the
field so quickly. " Teeth gleamed for an ingtant in the lamplight. "If | didn't know al the wizardswere
dead.... "



Thewizards had destroyed themsalves before there was an Ardhan or aking to ruleit. Their dying
convulsions had reshaped the face of the world.

"Father! You don't think... 7'

"Don't beridiculous, boy. | wasjoking. " Raen leaned back in his chair and looked fondly at his son. His
expression hardened. "Y ou're not wearing your sword. "

Radl's hand jerked to his belt and he flushed.

"I saw Mother today, to tell her | wouldn't be back to the Grove for sometime. Y ou know how stedl
upsetsher. "

"W, your guards were armed, | hope?' Rael |ooked at the cold hearth, the hunting tapestry on the wall,
the great canopied bed, everywhere but at hisfather.

"Y ou took no guards. " Theking's voice was sharper than Ragl's missing sword.

"The guardswon't go into the Grove. " "The guards will go wherel tdl them. " And then he thought of
Milthra's reaction to heavily armed men tearing up her peace and reconsidered. Gods, he missed her.
"Well, they can wait with your horse a the edge of the forest, then. They needn't go into the Grove. "

An uncomfortable silence fdl as both considered another who would not go into the Grove.
"Y ou'l take them with you next time, " Raen said findly. "I don't want adead son. "
Rad turned the brilliant green of hiseyes on the king. "Who would want to kill me, Father?'

"Balls of Chaos, boy, how should | know?' Raen looked away from the Lady's eyes. "Médac's men.
Madmen. Y ou're prince and heir, my only son. When you ride from now on, you ride with guards. "
King's command, not father's. "I don't care where you're going. | will not lose you. "

"Yes, gr. " Suddenly, Rael made adecision. He wastired, he decided, of bouncing from the pain of one
parent to the pain of the other and tired too of pretending he didn't see that pain because they both so
obvioudy tried to keep it from him. Hetook his courage in both hands and asked what he'd never dared
ask before. "Father? Why don't you go to the Grove?'

Raen stared at the map without seeing it. He remembered ivory and slver and green, green eyesand
strong smooth limbs wrapped around him. He remembered alove so deep he could drown iniit.

"How did your mother look when you |eft her this afternoon?’ he asked hoarsdly.

Radl thought about hislast sight of the hamadryad as she merged back into her tree.
"Asdways, beautiful; but worried and sad, "

"And her age?'

"Her age?' He remembered how he'd wanted to protect her. " She seemed very young. "
"Now look a me. "

G

"LOOK AT ME!" Raen stood so suddenly that his chair overturned. His hands clenched to fistsand his



voiceroseto aroar. "Once my hair was asthick and black asyours. Y ou'll notice that what | have |eft,
and thereisn't much, isgray. Therewasaday | could defeat any man in Ardhan with my bare hands, but
no longer. | used to be able to follow the flight of a hawk in the sun. Now I'm lucky if | can seethe
damned bird at dl! | grew this beard to hide the lines of age!™ He paused, drew a shuddering breath and
hisvoicefel until it was amaost awhisper. ™Y our mother hasn't changed, but | an growing old. She must
not ssemelikethis. "

Rael wason hisfeet aswdl, staring at hisfather in astonishment. ™Y ou're not old!”

Theking's smilewas not reflected in his eyes. "Fifty-two yearsweigh heavily on aman, and your mother
isageless. " Heraised ahand to stop the next protest. "I appreciate your denials, lad, but | know what |

Unfortunately, there was nothing to deny. His father was amorta man and his mother stood outside of
time

"Mother lovesyou. It wouldn't matter to her. "

"It would matter to me. Let her lovemeas| was. "

Radl ached with the pain in hisfather's voice that was atwin to the pain in hismother's.
"Fether..."

"No, Radl. " Raen put his hands on his son's shoulders but avoided the leaf-green glow of hiseyes.
"Thereis nothing you can do. Go to bed. We have abusy time ahead of us. "

"Yes gr."

Ishetoo old for meto hold? Raen wondered, looking for his child and seeing only ayoung man.
Am | too old to be held? Radl asked the dignity of his seventeen years.

No.

It comforted them both greetly.

If I can only get him to the Grove, Radl thought as he left hisfather'sroom. If | can only get him to the
Grove, everything will bedl right.

Two

"Out of bed, milord. The Duke of Belkar and some of hismen rodein last night and your father wantsto
seeyou inthe amdl petition room. ™

Radl buried hishead under the pillow as the middlie-aged man who had been his servant/companion since
before he could remember, pulled back the heavy curtains and let in the week early morning light. "Oh,
go away, Ivan, it'sbarely dawn. "

"It'san hour past. " Strong hands dragged the blankets away with the familiarity of long service. "Get up
or you won't have time for awash and bite before you see the king. "

There wastime for the wash but not the bite and Rael's somach complained bitterly as he dipped into
the room where the daily business of the kingdom was most often conducted. Raen looked up at the



sound, pushed the remnants of his own breskfast acrossthe table, and turned his attention back to the
document he studied. More than allittle embarrassed, Rael took achunk of bread and did into the only
vacant chair. The Duke of Belkar smiled at him and the other man, who by hisarmor could only be one
of Belkar'stwo captains, raised an edge of hislip in what have been either agreeting or agrimace.

Findly the king scrawled his signature at the bottom of the document, set his sedl in wax, and gavethe
paper to the Messenger standing patiently at his elbow. Then helooked up at his son.

"Belkar and | havetaked it over and it's been decided that you'll command the Elite. "

Radl choked on the bread. The men of the Elite were the best fightersin Ardhan. Every young man who
could use asword dreamed of joining their company. And he was to command them. He suddenly
thought of something. "But, Sir, the king commandsthe Elite. "

"The king dso makesthe rules, and I've changed thisone. As prince and heir, you must have a
command. | thought of creating acompany for you out of the Palace Guard. Y ou've trained with them
and most of them know you, but the Elite is dready a saf-contained unit, used to serving under aroyad
commander. " Black browsrose. "Or don't you want to command the Elite?'

"Yes, sr!l" The Elite, Radl thought. "As prince and heir, " the king continued, asmile twitching at the
corners of hismouth, "you'll be obeyed, but | hasten to point out that, training aside, you know little of
actual warfare, so defer to the captain. ™

"Yes, gr." Rael had every intention of deferring to the captain. HeE'd been terrified of the thickset little
man for aslong as he could remember.

"Before you head down to the barracks, stop off at the armorers and get fitted for anew hemet,
breastplate, and greaves. Y our sword'sfine. " "Yes, sr. " "Well, get going. " "Yes, Sr!"

"Hell beinthethick of the fighting with the Elite, " Belkar pointed out as the prince dashed out of the
room.

"Aye, " agreed the king grimly. "But they'll have to go through the Elite to get to him. It'sthe safest placel
canthink of. "

"Y ou could order him to remain here, " suggested the duke, not &t al pleased to have both the king and
hisonly heir in such danger.

"I could, but I'll be damned if I'll chain my sonto thewalls. " Raen smiled ruefully. "And that'swhat I'd
have to do to keep him here. ™

By thetime Radl arrived at the Elité'straining yard, the euphoriawas beginning to fade. Though the news
of his gppointment had obvioudy preceded him, the Elite weren't yet ready to change their alegiance
from captain and | cing/commander to captain, king, and prince/commander. Every one of them, soldier
and servant, politely ignored him as he made hisway to the practicering.

Doan, the captain, perched on the top rail of the fence surrounding the ring, looking like awell armed
gargoyle. He welcomed the prince with agrunt and dapped therall in invitation, never oncetaking his
eyesoff thementraining.

Rad climbed up and sat down, alittle farther from Doan than was Strictly polite. He couldn't help himsdlf;
something about the captain put him on edge. It wasn't the man's appearance-athough the barrel chest,
bandy legs, and habitua scowl made him far from gppeaing-it was more the feding of tremendous power
just barely under control that he seemed to project. Palace rumor whispered Doan had dwarf blood and



Rael believed it. When he looked at the captain through his mother's eyes, he felt the same strong
belonging to the land that he felt in the Grove but none of the peace or serenity.

Wood cracked on wood and then wood on bone and then one of the men in the ring was down, blood
streaming from acut on hisforehead, his quarterstaff lying useless on the sand beside him.

"Get him out of there, " grunted Doan. He turned to the prince and pointed at his sword with agnarled
finger. "The swordmeaster says you know how to use that thing. "

Rad's back stiffened. HE'd never trained with the Elite, for theirswas avery close fraternity, but Doan
had seen him work with the Palace Guard often enough

to know he could use his sword. And his strength and speed were common knowledge. " Show me. ™

Asregdly ashewas able, Rad shrugged and did off the fence. He drew his sword and tossed his
scabbard to one side.

Suddenly, every Elite not on duty surrounded the ring.

Rael looked around at the grinning faces, swallowed nervoudy, and met the eyes of the captain. They
reflected the early morning light in such away they appeared to glow deeply red. Ragl swallowed again
and his chin went up. So the new commander had to prove he was worthy, did he? Well held show
them. "Who do | fight?'

A dow smile spread over the guard captain'sface. "Me, " he said. "Y our Highness. " And he dropped
into thering.

Doan's attack came so quickly, the fight dmost ended before it truly began. To Radl's astonishment, his
strength and speed a one were not enough and he was forced to use every bit of skill the swordmaster
had drilled into him over the years. The prince was a dender flame tipped with stedl. Doan stood solid,
each movement deliberate and so dow next to the Lady's son that it seemed he must be cut to shreds.
But Radl could not get past his guard, and when their swords met he had to use dl of hisunworldly
strength to block the blow.

Lessthan three minuteslater it was finished. Doan bent and retrieved Radl's sword. "You'll do, " he said
ashehanded it over. "Commander. "

A cheer went up from the surrounding Elite and Ragl became aware that agreat dedl of coin was
changing hands. Snatches of conversation drifted back from the dispersing men.

"...toldyou héd get hisownin... " "... expected the captain to beat him to hisknees... " "... four coppers,
you jackass, but then I've seen him fight before... ™

And echoed from more than one direction: "Hell do. "

"They'd follow the prince because they had to, " Doan grunted as Rael sheathed his sword. "Better you
make them want to. "

Rad straightened his shoulders. "And how do | make them want to?"
"You've started already. " Doan hacked and spit in the sand. "'Y ou've proven you can fight. "
"But you beat me. "

"I know. | beat them too. But you showed them you could've made the company on your own. "



Red flushed with pleasure. "1 couldve?!

"Just said so, didn't 17" Doan hooked his thumbs behind his broad leather belt and headed out of the
practicering. "Now if you'll comewith me... " The pause was barely audible. ... Commander, I'll fill you
in onyour command. "

"... but the srength of the Eliteliesin flexibility. Wefight on any terrain, on any terms. It dl dependson
thelay of theland, the enemy, and the Duke of Hale who runs mostly cavary. Weve fought beside his
horsemen before though, and it... am | going too fast for you, Commander?

"Huh?' Radl flushed and dragged himsdlf out of a pleasant daydream where the enemy had been fdling
back in terrified disorder before hischarge. "I'm sorry, captain. I, | didn't hear. ™

"Obvioudy. " Doan smiled, an expression that lessened neither his ugliness nor hisferocity. "Drink your
de”

Themug was at hislips before Radl realized held followed the order without thinking. Asit wasthere, he
drank. The chain of command definitely needswork, he thought, putting the empty mug down amid the
ruins of lunch. When he looked up, he saw by Doan's expression that the thought had clearly shown on
hisface. He reddened, then raised his chin and met the captain's eyes squarely. To hissurprise, Doan
merely nodded in what seemed to be satisfaction.

"Excuse me, Captain, Commander. " The Elite First sketched asdute intended to take in both his
superior officers. Ragl had observed hisfather with the Elite often enough to redlize that the First's
apparent disregard for royal rank was, in fact, aform of acceptance and his heart swelled with pride.
"Thelad's been found. HEs waiting in the guardroom. "

"Sendhimin."
"Did you lose someone?' Rael asked asthe First left the room.

"Did | lose someone?' Doan's brow furrowed as he turned to stare at the prince. "Did | lose someone?”
And then he chuckled, afriendly sound so at odds with his appearance that it was Radl'sturn to stare. He
was dtill chuckling when the lad in question entered the room.

The young man, in the full uniform of the Palace Guard, was the prince's age or possibly ayear or two
older. He carried his helmet on hiship but, as his pae hair was damp, held probably just removed it. He
had a strong face with high cheekbones, athin-lipped mouth, and deep-set, light blue eyes. Theglint on
his upper lip may or may not have been the beginning of a mustache. He stood self-conscioudly at parade
rest, his eyes regulation front and center, his gaze locked on a spot some three feet above Doan's head.
Every achingly correct inch of him fairly trembled to know why he'd been caled into such exalted
presence-the exalted presence obvioudy being the captain of the Elite and not the prince and heir.

Rael wondered what the guardsman had done to bring him to the notice of the Elite Captain. There were
no openingsin the company. And besides, he was too young.

"Rutgar, Hovan's son, from Cel. "' Doan had stopped chuckling.
"Yes, gr. " [t wasn't aquestion but it seemed to need aresponse.
"Joined your Duke's Guard at fifteen and moved to the Pelace Guard last year. " "Yes, Sr. "

"You'removing again. " He pointed with his chin acrossthe table. " The commander needs an armsman.
Youreit."



"Sir?' Thisfrom both young men. It was enough to drag the young guard's eyes off thewall. They studied
one another for a heartbeat and then Rutgar went back to looking at nothing and the prince turned to
Doan.

"But I've dready got aservant. "

"| didn't say he wasto be your servant. HeE's your armsman. The menfight in pairs, livein pairs, the
officers can't. HEll take care of your armor and your horse-trust me, you won't have time-and guard your
back if it needs guarding. " Red-brown eyes raked over the newly gppointed armsman. "He's young but,
" he added pointedly, "so are you. Y ou can learn together. Anyway, he'd have made the company himself
beforethiswar'sover. "

A smdl explosion of air escaped from the pressed line of Rutgar's mouth.
"Did you say something, Armsman?"

"No, Captain. "

"Good. Get outfitted. Meet us on the reviewing squarein haf an hour. "

"Yes, gr." Only the gleam in his eye showed the young man's emotion as he whedled and exited the
room.

Rad shook his head and his brow furrowed.
"Problems, Commander?"

"It just happened so fast... " Radl squared his shoulders. "What if | wanted someone else as my
amsman?'

Earth-colored eyebrows rose. "Do you?"'
"Wdl, no, it'ssjud... "

"A good commander should havefaithin hisofficers. " The tone was not quite sarcastic. "Now, if you're
ready, Commander, well review the troops. "

* * %

The men of Belkar, farmers and herdsmen for the most part, began to gather outside the city. Soon they
werejoined by the fishermen of Cei and the shepherds of Aliston. Most of these men were skilled with a
quarterstaff or spear and some were fine archers, but very few of them could use asword. In lessthan
two weeks, they had to be an army. It would have been impossible had they not wanted to be an army
50 badly. Raen was agood king, more importantly he was apopular king, but they wouldn't be fighting
for him. They'd befighting for their land.

"Riven and Lorn know the mountains and they take care of border raids every winter, " Raen said,
jabbing at the map with adagger. "They'll do. We can count on Hale to supply cavary out of those crazy
horsemen of his. " He sucked histeeth and looked grim. "They say Melac can field tens of thousands of
trained soldiers.

"Impossble, " scoffed Ca. "Mererumor.

But none of the men in the room looked very happy.



The pa ace bulged with the three dukes and then retinues, officers and couriers, clerks and servants, until
it resembled an anthill more than aroya residence.

Radl was up a dawn and in bed long past dark but still there weren't enough hoursin the day.
He had training.

"Y ou just removed the ears from your horse, Commander. Try it again and swing wider. "

He had fittings for new armor in the plain, cold sted of the Elite.

"Stop squirming, Highness. ™

"Youretickling. "

"| assureyou, Highness, it'sunintentiond. "

He had Royd Obligations.

"But | don't want to have dinner with the dukes, Ivan. Why can't | eat with my men?”'

"Y ou eat with the dukes, milord, " Ivan finished fastening the red velvet jacket and stepped back to view
his handiwork, "because your father commands your presence. " He picked the gold belt off the bed and
dung it artfully around the prince's hips. "And because, milord, " he continued, firmly removing Radl's
hands when hetried to hitch the belt higher, "it isgood policy for you to get to know the dukes. "

"I know the dukes. " Rael held out afoot so Ivan could forceit into atight red leather boot. "Aliston will
pay attention only to hisfood and perhaps grunt once or twice if father addresses him directly. Cei will
worry out loud and continuoudy. And Belkar... " A violent shove dmost tore the second boot from
Ivan's hands. "I haven't anything to say to Belkar. " Belkar's daughter had been left at home.

"Then the dukes must get to know you, milord. " "They know me, Ivan. " His voice was suddenly blesk
and hiseyesflared. "And only Belkar looksat me. "

The older man met the brilliance of the prince's gaze without fear. " Someday they will see you, milord.
And when they do, they will stop looking away. "

Radl |et the green burn brighter. "And what will they see, " he asked softly.

Ivan smiled. "All that you are. All that you can be. All that you are not. " The unearthly fires were abruptly
banked. "Y ou'retaking inriddlesagain, Ivan. " Grumbling, Ragl went to have his dinner with the dukes.
He had new people to know.

"What | don't understand, " he asked as Rutgar unbuckled his practice breastplate, "iswhy it'ssuch an
honor to be an armsman. " The armor came free and he took adeep bregth, the morning's maneuvers
had been particularly strenuous as the Elite honed itsdlf for the battlesto come. "1 mean, you were moving
up in the Palace Guard and now, " he shrugged himself free of the padded undertunic, "now, you'rejust a
well-armed servant. " Hewinced. "Uh, no offense, Rutgar. "

"None taken. Commander. " The armsman bent so Rael could reach his bucklesin turn. "Perhaps you
haven't noticed, but dl the officers of the Elite were armsmen once. It is, after all, the best position to
observe and learn in. Only the best are chosen to be armsmen. ™

Radl's jaw dropped and the corners of Rutgar's mouth twitched.



"If you'll St down, Commander, I'll get those greaves.
And il the day to day governing of theland must go on.

"Y our Highness, please inform your father that unless something is done soon, the water Stuationin the
camps will become desperate. "

"Prince Radl, | must have more men if | am to make al the arrows ordered by theking. "

"Y oung sir, amoment of your time. The men of the camps have been tearing the town apart and | can't
get near theking. ™

"Radl! Haven't you got something to do?"
"Yes, Father, but... "

"Thendoit, lad!"

"Yes gr."

There could be no letting up of the pressure, no thought of taking more time to prepare. Not only was
there an invasion to meet, but so many men in o little space would become a serious problem if the army
lingered too long.

Although it seemed asif he/d done enough work for two years, only two short weeks later Rael heard his
father tell the dukes and the captains that they would march with the dawn.

"And tonight, milord?" inquired a captain, one of Aliston's by his badge.

"Tonight, " replied the king, hitching up his broad leather belt to get a an dusiveitch, "1 will ride amongst
themen. ™

"They'll beglad to seeyou, Sre. ™

"| certainly hope so. Would you like to ride with me, son?" he asked, turning to Radl.

"Me, Sr?' Rad fdt asif he hadn't been out of the palace in months.

"Yes, you. If | have another son inthisroom | haven't been told.

One of the captains snickered and Radl fet himsdf turning pink. "Yes, g, I'd liketo go with you. "

When the king and the heir rode out that evening, they wore plain armor and took only two of the Palace
Guard, but everyone in the camp knew the iron-haired warrior and the young man with the fire-green

eyes.

Rad drank in the sights and sounds and smells. the kraken pennant of Cel, blood red againgt the gray of
evening; two men cursing genidly asthey diced; sweat and leather and stedl. Here was a different world
from those he had known-the forest and the court-cruder, less disciplined, more rawly sensud.

Raen watched thetall young man riding beside him with pride, and some amusement, ashisson tried to
take in everything without gppearing to notice anything at dl. He submerged the thought that in war young
men die and he buried the fear that this one he loved so dearly could be taken from him.

The men were in good spirits and some called out to the riders asthey passed. They had along march



ahead with Lord Death waiting at the end of it and a soldier, even atemporary soldier, makes merry
when he can. Many of the sentiments were not those normaly heard in the presence of the king and the
heir to thethrone. A grizzled archer bellowed out ariddle so coarse that the prince blushed, but the King
roared with laughter and gave back the answer.

"Aye, the king knows hiswomen, " durred aloud voice from the crowd. "Pity he can't find ared oneto
getasonon.”

Raen stopped laughing. Silencefell. So complete asilence it was possible to hear the soft whistle of the
horses breath. He held up ahand to stop the Guard from riding forward, and watched his son. He
remembered how Milthra had handed him the squalling, naked babe, the love in her eyeslighting up the
whole Grove. When Raedl |ooked up, he nodded.

A pulse beat in Radl's throat like awild thing held prisoner, but it was the only movement visble. His eyes
flamed and one by one, not even aware they did it, men stepped aside until a massive soldier stood
done.

Silently, Radl swung off hishorse, Slowly and deliberatdly, asif afraid a sudden movement would release
the emotions held rigidly in check, he moved to stand before the man. He felt his mother's heritage well
up within him. The strength of the tree. The strength to withstand wind and storm. The strength to root
into bedrock and hold on. His blood sang and his eyes blazed. And hisfists clenched, for hewasaso his
father's son.

"Y ou have no right to speak of my mother. "
His voice was 0 soft it might have been the passing breeze that spoke.

Swaying unsteadily on tree-trunk legs, either too foolish or too befuddled by wine to seethe threat in the
dim young man who faced him, the soldier narrowed his eyes belligerently. "Y our mother, " he durred,
"was likely a common street whore who spread... "

In the ftillness, the sound of Radl'sfigt striking the other's jaw rang out like athunderclap. The soldier's
head snapped back, he hung for amoment on the night, and then crumpled to the ground.

Stll outwardly emotionless, Ragl remounted. He ignored the blood running down hisfingers from where
the skin had split over aknuckle. Only the trembling of hishand as he took up the reins betrayed that he

fdt anything at dl.
"His neck's broken, " said the old archer looking up from the body. "He's dead. ™

"Then bury him, " said the king. And they rode in silence back to the Palace where they went to their
Separate rooms and spent the rest of the night staring deeplesdy in the direction of the forest.

* % %

The Grove was silver and shadow in the moonlight. Clothed in night, its beauty became sharp edges and
satin blackness, drawing away from the world of mortalsto that of an older time. Within the circle of
birches, no nightbirds called, no animals, large or smdl, staked prey or were stalked in turn, no breeze
wandered to disturb the listening quiet of the trees.

One moment the Grove waited empty and till, the next Doan, the Captain of the Elite, stood before the
eldest of thetreesand said: "All right, you cdled. I'm here. "

The tree murmured in protest as Milthra pulled hersdlf from its heart.



At the sight of her face, Doan winced. "Y ou know. "

"The breezes told me when it was done, " Milthraadmitted, the clear chimes of her voice flattened with
worry. "But they have not returned again and | must know what issaid of my son. "

Doan shoved his thumbs behind his belt and paced about the Grove, breaking the moonlight into
Doan-sized patterns. He had done little since he'd heard the news but listen for reaction to the deed. He
knew this summons would come. "Those who saw, " his rough burr broke the silence of the Grove at
last, "say the man deserved it. Not death perhaps, but the blow at least. Fortunately, the man was not
well liked. Most admire the prince for stlanding up for you himsalf when he could've hidden behind the
Guard. Many areimpressed by his strength and are anxiousto seeit on the battlefield. But, " hisfingers
drummed on the leather around hiswaist, "there are those for whom it only marks his difference, and
differenceisdwaysdistrusted. And in everyone's mind, athough for the most part it remains unasked, is
the question,'If he kills so easily now, when heisking, how can any of us be safe?" He met Milthra's
eyesand smiled grimly. "1t would've been smpler for al concerned, Lady, had you loved awoodcutter
or afarmer and not aking. "

"So you have said before, old friend, but | could no more have refused that love than | could refuseto
breathe; | am sorry for the burden it places on my son. " She sighed and, behind her, her tree swayed in
sympathy. "Even you, who arc fully of the Elder Races, are accepted in the mortal world more easily than
Rad."

Doan shrugged. "I play apart. And even if | convinced them of what | truly am... " He spread his hands.
"Dwarves brought mortasfire and taught them to build; helped them to rebuild after the destruction of the
wizards. We showed them anumber of waysto cheat Lord Death. Weve never been ether revered or
feared. "

"And | am both?" "They don't know you, Lady. " Milthrashook her hair over her face and wept behind
itsslver curtain.

Anger and pity rosein the dwarf's breast. Anger that she who was Eldest and most beautiful should be
reduced to weeping over mortal man. Pity for much the same reason. He reached out ahand and Milthra
pressed her cheek into it. Then she stepped back to the safety of her tree and he held only atear that ran
down hispalm. It dowed, stopped, flared suddenly, then darkened to an emerad that held dl the greens
of the Grove in its depths. He dipped it in his belt pouch and bowed to the silver birch before him.

"I will continue to watch him, Eldest, " and his eyes glowed deeply red, "both for your sake and his. But
remember, not al the Dwarves from the Mother's blood could keep Lord Death away if he comesto
clam hisown and, your life mingled within or no, your sonisas morta as hisfather. Perhgps you should
save sometearsfor that. "

And then the Grove was empty, save for the silver of moonlight, the blackness of night, and the sound of
the Eldest weeping for her child.

Three

Rael swore as swest rolled into his eyes and he blinked furioudy to ease the burning. He used his shield
to smash aside the vicious hooked blade of aMéac spearman and in the same move swung his sword
around, over, and down onto the man'sarms. The mesty thunk of metal through flesh and bone was
absorbed by the sounds of battle. Beneath him, his horse struck out with sted-edged hoofs, giving Rael
timeto yank free his blade, turn, and open the face of the man who threatened on hisright. He tightened



his legs and the warhorse legped forward. Another Me acian went down, gurgling blood, hisribsamass
of splintered bone.

Then there was nothing in front of them but arock-strewn dope, and the stdlion stretched into a canter.
They thundered up the hill, wheeled at the cret, and looked down over the valey. The warhorse
stopped so suddenly at Ragl's command that the prince rocked in the saddle. After four passes across
the valley, cutting their way through the enemy position, the animal knew that thiswas his chanceto rest
and he stood, sides heaving, while Radl, no lesswinded, lifted his visor to better suck in grest lungfuls of
ar. Besde and behind him, other members of the Elite did the same.

The valey held a seething mass of men and wegpons and dead and dying. Hae's horsemen, more lightly
armored than the Elite, darted in and out of the melee, sabers red and dripping. The space was too
enclosed for their speed and maneuverability to betotaly effective, but they stung the flanks of the enemy
like gadflies. The duca guards of Belkar, Cel, and Aliston fought in clumps, lending their strength and kil
when they could to the farmers, fishermen, and herdsmen who fought bes de them but too used to fighting
as unitsto do more than dow the daughter of the common folk. Over it al, crows and other carrion birds
rode the updrafts, waiting for nightfal and their timeinthevaley.

Safely out of it for the moment, Ragl was conscious of the noisein away he hadn't had timeto be while
he fought. It filled the bowl of the valey, the deep-voiced defiance of thousands of men and the dam and
clatter of thousands of weagpons, with eddies of greater noise where the fighting was fiercest, and every
now and then ascream piercing through the din like torchlight through smoke.

From here, Rael mused, the Ardhan and Meacian dying sounded very much dike.

From adistance, as though he wandered through someone else's mind, he considered the absence of
terror and disgust and shame-at what he'd seen and what he/d done. His ability to feel had gone as numb
as hisnose; held long since stopped noticing the omnipresent stench of blood and guts and sweat. His
brain had apparently decided to concentrate on the essentia's, survival and command, and let al esewait
until later. "Much later, " he prayed, remembering how he'd felt during the butchery of thefirst charge.
"Please, much later.

"Over there, look!"

Down theline, one of the Elite called and pointed and the men raised aragged cheer asaflight from
Bedkar's archers collgpsed an advancing enemy line. Although therest of the Elite saw the arrows as
smudges againg the sky and could tell only by their direction which sdefired and which died, with his
mother's eyes, Raegl watched each double-barbed arrow land, diving deep to burrow through armor and
into the soft meat benegth. He tried not to flinch. 1t wouldn't look good.

"Crigtof lost his horse, Commander, but he got out on his Half's stirrup. And we've got two cut reinsfrom
those damned hooked blades. "

Radl garted asthe First broke through his thoughts and, glad for an excuse to stop watching the carnage,
he turned to face the officer.

"Keep the Halvestogether. " That much, at least, he knew he had to do. The Elite fought in pairs; each
man aHalf and each man's Half closer to him than mere comrade or friend. It was not acommitment all
chosen for the Elite were willing to make and those men who weren't stayed in the Guard, but it was a
part of why the Elite fought so fiercely; each Half knew another'slife depended on his kill. "Have
Crigtof's HaAf give hisreinsto repair the two reins cut. Then the Pair can head back, get outfitted again
and rgoin uson thefar side of the valley after the next pass. "



"Very good, sr. " The standard response sounded like praise. An unorthodox solution, perhaps, but it
kept together three Pairs who would have otherwise been split. The First moved away and began
barking orders. The company's respite was nearly over.

"Y es, Commander, very good. " It seemed Doan's surly chestnut could move as slently asitsrider. One
moment the space to Rael's |eft stood empty, the next the captain filled it, perched-given the length of
Doan'slegs, there could be no other word for it-on his horse beside him. "These cross valey charges of
yours seem to beworking aswell. Y ou wereright, the enemy does find it demoralizing to have us thunder
down and through the middle of their position. *

Radl searched the captain'swords for sarcasm and found, not praise, exactly, but acknowledgment of
success. Hewas amost too tired to be pleased.

"You hurt?" Rutgar moved his horse closer to Radl's right and nodded at the blood that clotted and
congealed down the prince'sleg.

Radl looked down and shrugged. "Not mine. " He turned and studied his armsman. "How about you?"

Rutgar touched adent in the Sde of his helmet with his shield hand and grinned. "My earsll ring for a
while, but I'm al right. Who'd have thought they'd throw rocks?"

A quick glance around showed the Elite to be ready. Radl, prince and commander, dammed his visor
down with the edge of his sword, touched his hedlsto his horse, and led the Elite on another dash of
destruction through the foe.

The command tent was hot, smoky and entirely too full of swesty, tired men; three dukes and Aliston's
heir, for the Duke of Aliston wastoo old to travel so far and far too old to fight, eleven captains, the king,
and the prince, dl with the smell of battle clinging to them. Sweet candles had been lit, but the odor of
blood and death refused to be defeated by jasmine and spice. Radl gritted his teeth and hoped his nose
would go numb to thisaswell.

"We have to keep him in the valey where his position works againgt the number of men he'sthrowing
againg us. " Theking jabbed at the map with hisdagger. "If he forces us out to the Tage Plateau, helll be
ableto expand his front beyond our ability to contain him. He's got the manpower to flank us eadly. ™

"I hardly think easily, Sire. " Hale played with one beaded end of his mustache. "M ore room to maneuver
could work to our advantage aswell. "

"Well, | don't think every horsein your province could stop the number of men Méeac is putting into the
fidd." Cei dabbed at his dripping nose with asquare of cotton. "Y ou can't herd men like cattle, you
know. "

Haleraised both browsin abarely polite expression. "Oh? Can't 17"

"Gentlemen. " Raen's voice developed an edge. "'It'samoot point what Hale's horsemen can or cannot
do because 1 have no intention of alowing Meac out of the valey even if he dumps every able body in
hiskingdomonus. "

"Which he seemsto be doing, " Belkar added dryly.

"Yes... well... " Raen directed their attention back to the map. "I think we can al see why he chosethis
pass. The Melac side may be difficult to maneuver through, but it opens so smoothly into Ardhan that
oncethevaley's ganed it's damned difficult for usto defend against him. "



Belkar scratched at a bandage wrapped around his knuckles and shook hishead. "And unfortunately this
madman cares little how many men he wastes getting to our side of the mountains. "

"Fortunately for us, " Hae corrected smoothly. "The enemy arrivesto fight us exhausted from righting the
mountains. It givesusasmall edge againgt his superior numbers. "

Ce sniffed and rubbed at his nose. His already lachrymose disposition had not been improved by a
reaction to the plant life of the area. "What | don't understand is how awhole army got so close before
we knew where it was going. What | want to know is, why weren't Riven and Lorn watching their
borders?'

"They were. Only by their vigilance did we manage to arrive in time to contain Meac where we have. It
would've gone alot worse with usif the Dukes Riven and Lorn had not been watching their borders. And
it would go alot worse for us now if they and their men were not out in the mountains making sure that
thisisthe only breach Meac makes. "

Ce hunched his bony shoulders under the lash of the king'svoice.

"What amazesme, " Hde, cool and dightly amused, defused the rising tension, “ishow they ever
managed to agree that the attack would come here. They can't even agree whose provincethisvalley is
in." He gtretched out long legs, till in stained riding lesthers. "1 supposeif wewin, they'll both daimiit. ™

Bdkar nodded. "And if welose, nether will want it. ™

Many of the men chuckled and even Cei managed asmile. The young Dukes of Riven and Lorn were
cousins, born less than two days apart. They had ascended their Seats within ayear of each other and
were dikeright down to their taste in women and tinder-dry tempers. Tempersthat had flared lately over
awoman they both had ataste for.

Radl bresthed aquiet prayer of thanksthat neither duke was present. In reminding the company of their
congtant, dbeit generaly affectionate, bickering, Hae had averted a potentially bad situation. For dl his
wild-man posturings-and the barbaric affectation of his beaded mustache-Hale was a born diplomat. The
prince hoped that someday he'd be half that smooth.

"I don't think we've any moreto discuss. " Raen leaned forward. "We've had along day, gentlemen, and
we al need some deep. It'll be more of the same tomorrow. "

The dukes and captains bowed and |eft, breaking into smaler groups outside the command tent as they
headed back to their men. Findly, only Radl remained.

The king stood and put hisarm around his son's shoulders as they walked to the open flap.

"I was proud of you today, son. Y ou fought well. " Radl flushed. "I did no more than any man, Sir. " Raen
smiled. "Yes, well, | was proud of them dl. " They ducked out of the tent together and stood breathing
deeply, clearing their lungs of candle smoke and their minds momentarily of battle plans. Two of the
Palace Guard stepped forward to escort the king to histent. Raen turned and cupped his son'sface
between his hands.

"And what did you think of your first day's battle?" he asked quietly.

Radl looked past the numbness that had mercifully continued even after the fighting had finished. "I hated
it."

"Good. " Raen kissed his child on the forehead - yes, dill his child in spite of size and age and armor- and



alowed the Guard to lead him away.

In the tent he shared with hisarmsman, Rael stood while Ivan stripped him and sponged off the worst of
the battle.

The old servant muttered to himself as he sponged, for purple and green bruises began to show against
the clean skin. He wanted to scold but couldn't for fear of waking Rutgar who aready dept, onearm
flung up againgt the light. He turned down the blanket, trimmed the lamp, and would have suggested he
pour wine had the prince not dismissed him. Still muttering, he gathered up the day's clothes and | ft.

Radl threw himsdlf on his pallet and stared up at the canvas above his head.

"Hey. " Rutgar had risen up on one elbow. "Y ou okay?'

Radl turned so he could see hisarmsman. "I thought you were adeep. "

Rutgar shrugged and grinned. *Nah, who could deep with dl that serving going on. ™

Both young men turned their gaze on the outer chamber where lvan il puttered about, then Radl! leaned
back and sighed. "Rutgar, you've fought before, haven't you?"

"Y es, Commander, at the Tantac raids two summers ago. "
"How did you fed ?*

Rutgar studied the prince's profile. There was atightnessto it that had not been there before. "How do
you fed now?" he asked instead of answering.

"Numb. | don't fed anything. "
The armsman nodded. "That's how | fdlt, " he said and chewed hislip at the memories. "Numb. "
Rael 9ghed again. "'l don't think | likeit, thisnot fedling. "

"Don't worry, " Rutgar's voice was caught in the battles of two summers past, "it wears off. " He reached
up and pinched out the lamp. " Good night, Highness. "

* k% %

The man should have been dead. With every beet of his heart more of hislife pumped out the gaping hole
in his chest, but still he advanced. Hislips drew back in arictus grin, blackened, rotted and fell away. The
flesh of hisface writhed with maggots, whole chunks dropping off to expose the yellow skull benezath.

Radl gagged on the stench and tried to back away, but his feet seemed rooted to the ground. He
struggled to lift hisleg, looked down, and saw that skeletal handsrising out of the earth held him firmly in
place. Blackened nails dug into his ankles and anchored themsalves by driving deep into his bones.

Still the Medacian spearman advanced, a shambling corpse hardly more than an arm's reach away.
The smdll clotted into solid matter in Radl's nose and throat and he gasped for air.

He waved his sword at the monstrosity before him and found to his horror that the blade had become a
grip of birch bark torn from the living surface of his mother'stree. The bark bled and caled hisname.

Heforced enough air into hislungsto scream.



"Highnessl Commander! Rad!"

Rutgar's face hung above him and Rutgar's hands were on his shoulders and nothing was coming a him
out of the darkness.

Rutgar's mouth twisted in sympathy. "l told you, it wears off, " he said gently.
"l wasdreaming... "

The armsman nodded. "I know. | had nightmares for months after the Tantac raids. " He sat back on his
heds. "Still do occasiondly. "

Radl released his grip on his blankets and lightly touched the back of Rutgar's hand. Warm. Living.
"Thank you for waking me. "

Rutgar smiled, awarmer expression than hisusua one-sided grin. "I'm here to guard your back,
Commander. It'sjust apart of the service. "

His commander managed aweak smilein return.

"It won't dways bethisawful, " Rutgar reassured him, returning to hisown pallet. "Too bad in away. If
the horror of wars stayed with us, maybe wed stop having them. "

"Maybe, " Radl agreed. And lay for along time listening to the quiet breathing from acrossthe tent.
So ended the Ardhan army'sfirgt day inthe valley.

He had flung himsdf off his horse when his Half went down, not knowing he was aready too late to help,
and now hewas trapped. The Elite were the best and he had no doubt that one man at atime he could
cut hisway back to the Ardhan lines. But the enemy didn't face him one man at atime, or even two or
three, there were adozen at least. And he was surrounded. Through the bars of hisvisor he saw the last
of his comrades break free of the battle and ride up the dope of the valley. Heraised his sword in afast
salute and prepared to die.

"Commander! Nicdli is... "

"l seehim." Themusclesin Rad's legs trembled as he forced them away from his horse's sides, forced
them away from giving the order that would send the Elite charging down to rescue their falen comrade.

"Commander, wecan... "

"No. " And athough he didn't have to explain, he continued. "We couldn't reech him intime. And | will
not risk more livesto save a corpse. They'd know where were heading and be waiting for us. " A
murmur ran down the line as hiswords were passed and amutter ran back. Radl felt their eyes on him,
but he sat straight in his saddle, clenched hisjaw, and kept his gaze on Nicoli as hefell.

That night, after the day's daughter had ended, Radl sat in the dark on his pallet seeing again thetwo
broken suits of armor that had been retrieved from the battlefield with the other bodies. Nicoli'slips had
been drawn back in asnarl. HisHalf had merely looked surprised.

He froze when Rutgar entered the tent and protested weekly when the armsman lit the lantern hanging
from the center pole.

Rutgar made no mention of the tear tracks that marked the prince's face or of what had happened that
afternoon. He merely folded long legs, sat down beside his commander, and wordlesdy held out the



wineskin he carried.

Radl looked at it for amoment, asif unsure of what it was or what he was to do with it, then he took it,
tilted back his head and filled his mouth.

Histongue curled up, histhroat spasmed, and he bardly prevented himsdf from spraying the mouthful of
wine across the tent.

"What isthis stuff?" he demanded, coughing and choking.

Rutgar rescued the wineskin and took along pull. "1t'swhat the men drink. A little rough for the roya
paate perhaps, but... " He offered it again.

Radl took it, shrugged, and drank; thistime managing to relax histhroat enough to swallow. He drank
again, then returned it. Y ou may end up protecting my back from my own men, " he said a last, Saring
into the flickering lamplight and rubbing his pams across his checks.

"They're soldiers. Any one of them would've made the same decision. ™
The wineskin made another pass.

"But they didn't makeit. | did. "

"Y ou're the commander. It was your decision to make. "
Radl reached for thewineskin. "Yes. "

"They undergand that. "

"But they would've preferred arescue. ™

"Wes

Rad drank again. "Mother-crestor, but this stuff isawful. "
"Itis, " Rutgar agreed. "But it doeswhat it hasto. "

And they drank in silence until it was gone.

So ended the Ardhan army's second day inthevalley.
"Commander, over therel"

"] seethem.”

The Elite had gained the valley's edge but had |eft a Pair behind in the battle. As one man, they turned
their gaze on Radl. The day before, aPair had died.

Thisday Radl looked and smiled. "One squad, " he called to the First beside him, pulled hisstdlion's
head around and charged back down the path he'd just cut. This Pair was close enough and one was il
mounted; this Pair, he could save. At the edge of hisvision he saw the armored head of Rutgar's bay and
close behind he heard the thunder of a dozen heavy horses.

The Mdacian position, barely recovered from the last pass, crumbled before them.

Rael rammed the point of hislance through an enemy visor, rode it free and reached the lost Pair. The



downed man, Payter, was pinned benesth his horse. There was only one way to get him out. Ragl kicked
hisfeet clear of the stirrups and dropped to the ground.

Rutgar and Payter's Half stayed close while the squad began to circle their position, forming aliving
barricade against the Meacians.

The pike that had killed Payter's horse still stuck from its chest. 1t had reared and come down on the
point, driving it degp into its own heart, then it had dropped like astone, giving itsrider no timeto get
free. Hislegs were trapped benegth the double weight of horse and armor.

"Leave me, Commander, " he gasped, "and take my idiot Half with you. Y ou can't freeme. ™

Radl's brows rose and Hale woul d've recognized the tone as he said, "Oh? Can't I?" He squatted,
shoved his hands beneath the horse, and lifted. His gauntlets did free. The weight held intended to throw
under the horse shifted, and he sat suddenly, nearly doing more damage to Payter in the process. Cursing
under his bregth, he yanked off the offending gloves and shoved them under Payter's unresisting hands.
This couldn't take too long or the Melacian archers would begin to make their presence felt. He squatted
again and gripped the still warm body under shoulder and haunch. Then he stiffened his back and
graightened hislegs.

Sowly the horselifted afoot, then two feet off the ground.

"Can you get out?' Radl grunted, his knees braced under the saddle.
"Uh... yes, Commander... "

"Then doit, damnit!"

"Yes, Commander!" The man crabbed backward on hands and elbows.

When Payter's feet came clear, Rael stepped back and the horse crashed to the ground. He grabbed his
gauntlets, grabbed the man by the shoulders, and flung him up and over the pomme of hisHaf's saddle,
hoping his armor would cushion the blow. Using the dead horse as a mounting block, and completely
disregarding the weight of his own armor-athough something in hismuscles said held pay for dl thislater,
mythic parentage or not-Rael launched himsdlf into his own saddle, set hislance, and screamed: "Back!"

The circling Elite formed awedge, pointed their heads toward the rest of the company, and began the
fight back. Radl and Rutgar bracketed the rescued Pair and readied to move ouit.

I've doneit! Rael crowed. He beat away a spear that came a bit too close. Nothing can stop us now!
Suddenly Rutgar threw up his shield and an arrow ricocheted off the rim. "Cover!"

One of the Méeacian longbowmen had found a bit of unoccupied high ground. He stood, safely out of
range of return fire, but close enough to Rael and his men to be able to choose his targets with care.

From astanding start it would take amoment or two to fight their way clear and get moving. During that
moment they might aswell have targets painted over their hearts.

"Why, you..." Radl'sjaw went out and his eyes blazed behind hisvisor. In asingle fluid motion, he stood
in hisstirrups, twisted, and flung hislance at the bowman.

It seemed that both armies watched it fly, and watched it land, point buried afoot in the earth and the
Mél acian bowman hanging off the end.



The squad was virtualy unopposed as they rode back to join their company.
Doan met Radl at thetop of the hill. ™Y ou seem to have taken the heart out of them, Commander. ™

Radl turned to look and, sure enough, the Me acians were leaving the field, forming shied linesand
retreating with the Ardhan army harrowing them every foot of the way.

"A bit showy. " Although Doan's tone was dry, he couldn't stop hislips from twitching back into asmirk.
"But definitdly effective. "

So ended the Ardhan army'sthird day inthe valey.

"It took them awhile, " Doan nudged the prince and pointed, "but they've findly learned. They've moved
their pikemen out of squares and down both sides of the valey. Wetry to charge into that and well
skewer oursalves. ™

Radl raised a hand to shade his eyes and Rutgar, who was forcing a new strap through a buckle, growled
low in histhroat. "If you don't mind, Commander... "

"Sorry. " Radl lowered hisarm and squinted instead. "'l guesswell just haveto try something dse. ™
Doan and the armsman exchanged questioning glances.

"It looks as though we've made them nervous, * the prince continued. "They seem to be placing a
barricade of pikemen between their bowmen and the Ardhan lancers. ™

"They are. " Doan's eyes were as good as Radl's and he could shade them against the early morning sun.
"Thetroubleis, the Mdacians aren't in possession of arather important piece of information. "

Radl turned to face his companions.

"And that is?' Rutgar sghed, pulling Rael back into position by the reca citrant strap.

"The Ardhan lancers are bowmen aswell. " The commander of the Elitelooked down at his captain.
"Thedrength of the Eliteliesin flexibility. "

Doan'sjaw dropped. He recognized his own words to Ragl on the day the prince took command. He
dared a the Meacian lines, then said: "Weride at them in ranks of three, fire, whed, and repest.
Between the dust and the ranks of pikemen blocking their sight, they'll never hit amoving target. ™

"And they'll never expect it, " Rutgar added. "Asfar asthey know... "

" ... we have no mounted archers, " Doan finished. "And when we break the ling, Ma€'s horsemen can
lead thefoot soldiersthrough. It just might work. "

"Might?' Radl! grinned in away that made him look very much like hisfather. "Of courseit'll work.
Cap-lain, inform the Firsts. Have the Elite form up in three ranks. Today, we're archers. ™

Doan's sdute was faultless. "Very good, Commander. " He spun on his hed and marched off to passthe
commander's ordersto the officers of the Elite.

Radl turned back to stare at the distant line of the enemy. "Wdl?' he asked Rutgar. "What do you think?"

"I think, " muttered hisarmsman, findly cinching tight the buckle. "That you're getting abit cocky. " He



looked up and smiled. "Commander. "

The commander grinned and dammed an ebow into hisarmsman's side with asound of clashing kettle
drums. "You'rejust jedous. | tdl you, it'll work. "

It worked.
At theend of thefourth day, the Ardhan army till held thevalley.

Thefifth day, by throwing livesin a seemingly endless parade onto the Ardhan weagpons, by making a
path on their dead and dying, by washing avay the

Ardhan barricades with ariver of blood, the Meacian army |eft the valley and moved the war onto the
Tage Plateau.

Four

Deep in the shadow of the mountains, the armies of Ardhan and Melac dept, but eastward, in the camp
that attended Méelac'sking, it was dawn.

"Still four bloody hoursfrom the front!" The cavary officer dropped the hoof she'd picked up and
straightened with a groan. " Shopkeepers and peasants are moving up into battle and here we stick,
guarding therear. "

"Guarding the king, " her companion reminded her with ajut of his chin toward the starburst pennant
hanging limply from the center pole of the largest pavilion. Hisraised eyebrow reminded her that athough
the nearest of the King's Guard appeared to be out of earshot, things didn't necessarily work that way
anymore.

She grimaced but dropped her voice. "We could serve the king better by fighting. "

"We serve the king best by doing asweretold. "

"Right. " She peered over her horsg's withers and added: " They're moving out the troops. "
Across the camp, adouble line of foot soldiers began the march that would take them to the battlefield.
"Y ou know, I've never seen conscripts so willing to meet Lord Degath. "

"Lord Degth is preferable to what they'll meet if they stay behind. ™

And both pairs of eyesturned againto (. he largest pavilion.

"Still, they're only peasants. "

He grunted in, agreement and raised a hand to block the sun. "Isn't that Lord Elan?”

Even at that distance the lord's stocky figure was unmistakabl e as he entered the tent.
"Maybe he's going to plead our cause with theking. "

"Right."

The looks exchanged said very clearly that both knew it was not, nor had it been for sometime, the king



who wasin charge.

"Still, " she bent to lift another hoof, "after losing three warsin as many years, I'd follow Chaos himself if it
meant we could win one. "

"We have taken the valley, Sire, and the battle has moved to the open area beyond. "

"Good. " The reply came not from the king, but from the man who sat by hisside. Red-gold curlsfdl in
slken coils about hisface as heinclined his head and repested the words to the wasted body that
dumped on the throne.

Sowly, hismovementsa series of tiny jerks, the King of Melac raised his head. Eyes, sunk deep over
axe-blade cheekbones, opened. "Good, " he echoed, then fell silent once again.

The king's counsdlor looked regaly down &t the kneding lord. "Wasthat al?"

"Sire, " the elderly man came as close to turning his back on the counsel or as was safe, "you must send
the cavary on ahead. "

Theking ignored him. Theking's counsdlor did not.
"Must send the cavalry? Do you dictate to your sovereign? Would you leave him unprotected?!

"Sire, you are sill on the Meacian sde of the border. Still four hours hard ride from the battle. Y our
Guard can protect you. Without the cavary, every foot the army advancesis piled high with the bodies of
the dead. "

"If the cavalry consists of such doughty fighters, ableto turn the battle by their mere presence, should
they not remain hereto guard against nation?" Slender hands spread, the tracery of gold hair on
their backs glittering in the torchlight. "Or do you mean to deny His Mgesty protection by the best?'
"Sire, | dont..."

"Or perhaps you don't fed HisMagesty isworth protecting?”

"Sire, of coursel... " "Then why do you deny him the cavary?' "Sire, | can only repest that without the
cavdry on thefidd, we cannot win. "

"But we are winning, arewe not?' "Arewe?' the lord snapped, turning at last to glare at the man beside
hisking. "We gain the ground, but isit winning when three out of every five men we send into thefield
die?'

Red-gold browsrose. "But what better death isthere, than to diefor your king? There will dways be
more men and they go willingly to fight. " "Willingly? They're driven!” "Redlly? By what?'

"Y ou know very well by what, you... " x "Are you about to criticize me, Lord Elan?' Hisvoice was as
soft asthe velvet that fell in sgpphire folds from his shoulders, and rather more deadly than the dagger
that hung at hiswaist.

For an ingtant, for just an instant, Lord Elan's jaw went out and the hatred that bubbled and seethed
bel ow the surface showed on hisface. For an ingtant. Then the flesh sagged, the gray returned, and his
eyesdropped. "No, " hewhispered. "No, what?'

The hand that rested on Lord Elan's knee quivered. "No, milord. "

The counsdor smiled. Lord Elan could dways be counted on for afew moments of amusing bravado.



That waswhy he till lived. The cavalry was needed at the front, but there was no need to rush, not when
the delay kept the old lord so frustrated and entertaining. In the meantime, what difference did it makeif a
few more peasants died. "The cavalry stays here... " He paused and his smile grew mocking. ... to
protect theking. "

Asthough animated by the sound of histitle, the king suddenly pulled himsdlf erect, satin robesrustling
like dead leaves. He leaned forward, pinning Lord Elan with hisfevered gaze. "How many?"

"Sre?'
Bony fingers crabbed along the broad wooden arms of the throne. "How many have died?"

Hopeflared in the old lord's face and he leaned forward as well. If the king could be madeto care...
"Hundreds, Sire, thousands even. "

"Thousands... "He sank back into the cushions, his expresson dmost bestific. "Thousands. And they al
died forme."

"All for you, " the king's counsdlor agreed, and only Lord Elan heard the laughter in hisvoice.

"There are just too damned many of them!™ Rutgar pulled off his helm and dicked back hisdripping hair.
"They'veno need to kill us, well die of exhaugtion killing them. "

Radl snorted and dropped down beside his armsman on the felled tree that served as bench, table, and
occasionaly surgery. "At least it'sover for today. " He dropped his own helm and began to worry at the
straps of his greaves. After amoment, Rutgar dapped away his hands and began to work at them
himsdlf.

"They'll jamif you twist them like that, " he muttered, "and I'll be the one who replacesthe strapsiif we
haveto cut you free. "

"Highness."

Radl looked up and managed aweary smile. "My Lord Belkar. "

"I thought | should warn you that as prince and heir, you'l be taking the council tonight. "

"Il what?' Radl pulled hisleg from Rutgar's grasp and stood. "Has something happened to Father?”

"Your father, " Belkar paused, and his voice became decidedly acerbic, "the king, has ridden out with a
patrol to prevent us being flanked by the enemy. "

"Father has?'

"Wes

"But that'scrazy. "

"So | told him, Highness. "

"Theking can't just go riding off with patrolsin the dead of night! Did he take his Guard?'
"I believe some members of his Guard rode with the patral, yes. "

"What if he getskilled out there, miles from anywhere?!



"l asked him that question mysdif. "
"And hesaid?’

"Hewastired of strategy and tactics. "
"That'sit?"

Belkar'slipstwitched. "Except for some persona and unsavory comments about nursemaiding directed
at mysdf, yes, that wasit. "

"Oh, that'sjust great. " Rael stepped past Belkar. Stopped. Returned. And threw himself back down on
thetree. He had a sudden vision of what hisfather's reaction would beif he took the Elite out after him.
"Just greet, " he repeated and thrust hisleg back into Rutgar's reach.

Now thisismorelikeit, Raen thought, lips pulled back from histeeth, his eyes shining beneath hisplain
iron helm. He lifted his sword and flicked the point |eft. The nearest member of the patrol, a shadow
againg the broken shadows of the forest, nodded and passed it on, then the line moved forward.

They could hear the Mdacians coming toward them-had been able to hear them for sometime,

Ten, maybe twenty yards and welll be right on top of them. Raen ducked under alow branch and hoped
his men were not advancing with the same amount of noise asthe Meacians.

The Ardhan line advanced, three fet, four, then abellow of astonishment filled the night, closdy followed
by the clash of sted on sted. While the Mdacians dedlt with the idea of an enemy patrol where no patrol
should be, the Ardhans overcame their own surprise and attacked.

How in Chaos did they get s0 close! Raen blocked a spear with his shield, dashed low to take another
man in the knees and dodged a blow that would have removed his head had it connected. He did around
atree, taking an ingtant to ram his shield edge into the downed man's throat, and bellowed the Ardhan
war-cry. Therest of the Ardhan patrol picked it up and the woods rang. Dark adapted eyes could tell
friend from foe, armor differed enough that the silhouettes were unmistakable, but there was no sense
taking chances. Besides, the King of Ardhan preferred anoisy fight.

So I'm old. Raen grinned asaMeélacian fdll, screaming at hisfeet. But | haven't logt it yet.

The flash of bluelight at his gut attracted his attention seconds before the pain hit. He glanced down to
See aspear point, glowing eerily sapphire, pressed up againgt his breastplate just under hisnavel. Time
dowed asthe point, and the light, poked through the stedl plate and into his belly. He grunted, the pain so
intenseit closed histhroat, preventing a scream, and his sword dropped from spasming fingers.

The head of the spearman hit the ground beside his sword, still wearing the astonished expression with
which it had greeted the blue light.

"Sre"

Asthe spear was snatched away the pain lessened, becoming more anorma agony. His back braced
againg atree, Raen managed to stay standing and find his voice. He tried to sound reassuring, but the
words came out a powerless husking whisper. "Not as bad asit looks. " His probing fingers discovered
thiswasthe truth. His breastplate was holed but the wound benesth it was through skin and muscle only,
nothing vital. He dragged his cloak forward, ripped off a strip a handspan wide and shoved the ball of
fabric up under hisarmor.



"Sire, your breastplate... "

"Was obvioudy badly forged. " He bent and retrieved his sword, teeth gritted against the wave of
dizziness. "Wdl, come on. " Heforced histreacherous voice closer to normdity. "Therere more of them
out here. "

"But Sre..."

Raen's eyes did not glow with the power of other worlds, asdid his son's, but the worldly power they
held was quite sufficient.

"Yes, Sire. I'll re-form the patrol. "

The surgeon stepped from the king's tent, wiping her hands on atowe.
"HisMgesty, " shesaid to Radl and the Duke of Belkar, "isnot ayoung man. "
Rael winced.

"Heisaso, " she continued, "an idiot. Had he returned directly to camp when this happened, he would
have been up and bashing heads thismorning. Asit is, he's going to spend agood long timein bed. "

"He'snot going to likethat, " Radl pointed out.
The surgeon glared at the prince. "Too bad, " she said, and pushed past him back to the infirmary.
Belkar and Rael watched her go, her back ramrod straight and uncompromising.

The duke shook his head, managing to be both admiring and irritated at the sametime. "Shélll fight Lord
Degth every foot of theway and if he wins, shell spit inhisface. | dmost pity him. " He draped hisarm
around Rad's shoulders and pushed him toward the tent. "Don't worry, lad, Glinnas the best surgeon
with thearmy. If your father wasin any immediate danger, she never would'veleft him. " "But his
breastplate... "

"Flawed. And it till absorbed most of the blow. Y ou might be able to pop a spear through unflawed
sted like it was paper, but that's beyond the rest of us poor mortals. " Histone waslight and reassuring,
but he carefully kept Ragl from seeing his face. There had been nothing wrong with the breastplate except
for the hole punched through it... as though the steel had been paper.

Rain during thefirgt three days on the Tage Plateau kept fighting intermittent and casudtieslight. The
fourth day the sun shone and the killing began again. The strength of the Elite fel from fifty-fiveto forty
men. The Duke of Cei lost haf his Guard but the remainder held. The Duke of Belkar lost twenty archers
when their position was overrun. The Duke of Haelost hislife.

"Then who isHale now?' Rutgar asked, hisfingers digging the tenson out of the prince's shoulders.

Radl rolled ablue glass bead between his thumb and forefinger. Hed found it near where Hale had falen.
He couldn't imagine the duke with an unbeaded mustache. He couldn't imagine the duke dead. "The
eldest son, just ten thissummer. | think his name was Etgar. "

"Woas Etgar?'
"lt'sHaenow. "

The Mdacians died by the hundreds, but more continued to come through the pass.



"Father, are you sure you should be out of bed?' Raen glared a hisson. "I'll not liein bed, while my
peopledie. "

"It won't hep them if you dieaswdl. " Theking put hisfoot in the stirrup and pulled himself up into the
saddle. "I have no intention of dying, " he growled and turned his warhorse toward the béttle.

At the end of the day, the edge of the king's surcoat was stained with blood and he had to be lifted down
from hishorse.

"I'mfine, " he protested as two of the Palace Guard placed him gently on alitter. "I'm just alittle fiff. "

"Father!" Radl pushed through the gathered crowd and flung himsdlf to his knees, desperately catching up
hisfather'shandin his.

"I'mfine, " the king inssted. He managed aweak smile, but hisface was gray and dick with swest.
Rael looked up at Belkar, hiswhole body begging the duke to say it would be dl right. Belkar shrugged.

"Theking isdown, " ran the whisper through theranks. "The king isdying. " Weapons, tools, medls, lay
forgotten asthe army fell silent and waited for news.

"Get out of my way. " Glinnas voice, impatient and commanding, pushed gpart the slence and split the
circle surrounding the litter. The surgeon strode through the break and glared down at the king. Her
mouth pursed and her eyebrows lowered. "l told you so, " was dl she said, but there were severd
lecturesworth of meaning in the words.

A wave of near hysterical giggles rippled outward. The king would live. No one used that tone on adying
man.

Glinnalooked up at the sound. "Don't you lot have something to do?' The crowd melted away and she
shifted her gaze to stare pointedly at the prince. He stared back, the green of his eyes growing both
deeper and brighter. Sheraised one eyebrow. "Very pretty, Highness. Now get up off your knees so we
can moveyour father insde. "

Radl sghed as he scrambled out of theway. It's not fair, he thought. When | want people to be
impressed, they never are.

Asthelitter moved away, Glinna dipped her hand under the bloody surcoat.

adam!" Raen gasped, hiseyes wide, pain mixed equaly with surprise. "Try to remember, | am your
king."

"Andif you want to remain my king, " the surgeon told him dryly, lifting the tent flgp and standing aside to
alow the Utter to pass, "or anyone e se'sking, for that matter, you'll do as| say. " Theflap fell behind
them.

"She's got aterrific way with her patients, " Ragl muttered and started back to where held | eft Rutgar
holding hishorse,

The Duke of Belkar fell into step beside him. "Think of it asan incentive to stay in one piece, Highness. ™
"What do you mean?"'

Belkar's voice quivered on the edge of laughter. "If you'reinjured, shell betaking care of you aswdll. "



Rael shuddered.

The sun rose high over the mountains, turning arms and armor to a burnished gold, but the Mdacians
remained in their camp at the valley's edge. Radl, Doan, and the remaining dukes gathered on the highest
bit of ground they held; little more than ahillock but enough to give them aclear line of sght. Not that it
did them much good.

"Even | can seethey're ill in camp, Prince Radl. " Cei blew his nose vigoroudy. "What we need to know

iswhy."

Rael squinted, trying to bring thetiny figures of the enemy closer by force of will. Findly he shook his
head and gave up. " Something's upset them, they're scurrying around like headless chickens. The only
thing | can say for certain isthat, for now, they show nointerestinus. "

"Then we attack. Ride in and grind the scum into the mountain. ™

With the Duke of Mal€e's death, and the heir only achild, command of hisforces had goneto Allonger,
the senior of histwo captains, aviciousfighter, aman of quick and explosive temper, who was dso the
dead duke's uncle. Mogt of his conversation since he took command had centered on revenge.

"Toorisky, " Doan grunted. "They hold the high ground. It'sgot to beatrap. "
"Thenwewait?' Alison's heir suggested.

"Wewait, " Rael agreed. Allonger opened his mouth to speak but snapped it shut again asthe prince
continued. "It's a pity we can't get scouts close enough to nose out what's going on, but there's no cover
and I'd never order aman to commit that kind of suicide. " Belkar hid a snicker behind a cough. Doan
became very interested in the space between hishorse's ears. Cel and Aliston's heir, safely out of line of
sght, exchanged amused glances. Rael looked steadily at Male's captain.

Allonger glared at the prince, well avare he'd been neatly outmaneuvered. A very long moment passed in
dlence. "Oh, dl right, " he said at |ast. His voice was gruff, but the edges of his mustache trembled ashe
tried not to smile. "Wewait. " Heinclined his head, adding respectfully and without atrace of sarcasm,
"Your Highness. "

They waited al that day, thanking the Mother-creator for the rest, and wondering what kept the
Mélacian army in camp. Not until the sun began to set did they find out.

"Highness!" The Messenger darted into Ragl's tent, glanced quickly around and headed for the inner
room. Ivan snagged her deeve and dragged her to astop. "And just where do you think you're going,
young woman? Y ou can't just run in here like you owned the place, thisis... "

"Let her go, Ivan. " Rael ducked through the inner flap and smiled down at the Messenger, who twitched
her deeve free and ducked her head in ashallow bow. "It's the Dukes Riven and Lorn, Highness. They're
in the command tent. Milord Belkar asks you to attend them at once. ™

Lorn was not in the command tent when Rael reached it moments later, but Riven sat, head buried in his
hands, at the center of amilling crowd of the dukes and their captains. V oices were hushed and
shoulderstense and every eye on Riven.

"They blocked the pass, Commander; Riven, Lorn, and their men. " Doan fell in at the princéssde as he
crossed the tent. "They drove wooden wedges into cracks in the rock then poured water over them until

they swelled and did a couple of tons of rock into a canyon just the other side of the border. " Hisvoice

was frankly admiring. "Couldn't have doneit better if they'd had a company of dwarves. "



"Most of the men in these parts are miners, they know what they're doing. WheresLorn?”'

Doan paused before answering, weighing thewordsto use. "They took him to theinfirmary, " he said at
lagt, histone carefully neutrd.

Just then Riven looked up. Hisdark hair hung in atangled mass down his back, hisface was pae and
streaked with dirt, his nails were broken and his fingers were scraped raw. Blood stained his hands and
clothes, much more blood than his own wounds could account for.

"Hewanted to die, but | brought him back. | couldn't leave him out there. " Histhroat convulsed and the
sound that emerged quavered halfway between a choke and a sob.

Belkar, who stood close by Riven's side, looked up and shook hishead at Ragl's silent question. "I don't
know, lad, that'sdl hell say. "

Radl dropped to the bench, took agoblet of wine from ahovering servant, and shoved it into the Duke of
Riven's hands. "Drink, " he commanded.

Riven spped, coughed, then drained the gobl et.
"Now, tell me, " Rael prodded gently. "What happened?’

Once, twice, Riven opened his mouth but no sound came out. The third time the words spilled free. I, |
was on the other sde of the canyon. They said, hismen said, one of his captains was standing too close
to the edge when the rock began to fall. Hetried to save him. They both went over. " Riven's eyes went
dark with memories and tears began to cut new channelsthrough the dirt. *1 got to him asfast as| could.
Hewanted meto kill him. "

Startled, Rael looked up at Belkar.
"Hislegswere crushed, " the duke said softly.
"I couldn't kill him. " Riven turned to Rael for support. "I couldn't. | dug him out. I brought him back. "

Rael had no idea of what to say or what to do. He reached out atentative hand and touched the grieving
man lightly on the shoulder.

Riven drew a shuddering bresth. "I couldn't kill him. " Then he threw himsdlf to the floor and began to
smash hisfigsinto the canvas leaving scarlet smears, hisblood and Lorn's mixed together.

"He carried Lorn every step of the way himsdlf, " Doan said later as he stood with Radl looking toward
the enemy camp. "The men with them say that he wouldn't let anyone help. And during every lucid
moment, Lorn begged Riven to kill him. When begging didn't work, hetried curses. "

"Will helive?'
"Probably. But helll never walk again. Mysdlf, I'm more worried about young Riven. "

Radl remembered Seven Day Festivas, when the boys who'd grown up to be Riven and Lorn had come
to the paace with their families. They were only five years older than the prince. Hed watched them
running and playing and fighting asasingle unit. HEd envied them their closeness.

Doan shoved his hands deep behind his belt. "It won't mean much to them now, but the two of them have
ended the war. With supply lines cut, no cavary, no new troops, and no lineto their king, the Melacians
will haveto surrender. It'sthe only logical thingto do. ™



Rael pushed away visions of faling rock and two boyswho would never run together again, and brought
himsdlf back to the present. "How did the King of Mdac think he could command from four hours
behind the lines?'

"He may have sent up the occasional order, " Doan grunted, "but the real commanders are out there on
thefidd.”

Over the Meacian camp acold blue light suddenly flickered and then darkness claimed the night again.
" Sheet-lightning?' Radl wondered doud.
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Just for amoment the captain's eyesflared brilliantly red. Ragl blinked and the moment was gone. He had
the feding Doan knew more than he was willing to tell, but after one glance at therigid set of hisjaw,
Rael decided not to ask. Now that the war was over, there would be plenty of time for questions.

In the morning, the Meacian's expected surrender turned into an al-out attack.

"Thisiscrazy!" Rutgar yelled, tossing aside the splintered remains of hislance and drawing his sword.
"They can't possibly hopetowin. "

"Dont tel me!" Radl bellowed back, in the breathing space they'd cut for themselves. "Tell them!™
Rutgar stood in hisgtirrups. ™Y ou guys are crazy! Y ou can't possibly hopeto win!™

Rad laughed and bashed hisarmsman lightly on the shield. "Fed better?’

Behind hisvisor, Rutgar's teeth gleamed and he laughed aswdll. "Yegh, | do!"

When the Elite charged, crashing through the screaming chaos the enemy pikeline had become, the
Melacians swarmed about them, rats turning on the terrier. The horses legs were soon red to the hocks.
Wesapons dripped and armor ran with gore.

"I don't believethis, " Radl muttered as the press of bodies, the dead, the dying, and the living behind
them, dowed the charge and forced the Pairs apart. He roared the retreat, ripping his throat raw with the
sound. All around, he heard the call repeated. And then he heard the scream. Behind him.

Hetwisted in hissaddle.
Rutgar.

His shield arm hung limp and blood ran down the armor, pouring from hisfingersin aruby stream. His
sword wove dizzying patterns of sted, trying to protect hiswounded side, but he wastiring, and there
were too many attacking.

"No!" Precticdly lifting the animal onto its hindquarters, Rael yanked his horse around, cutting and
chopping like amadman the entire time. The Méacians surrounding him began to fall back. If they were
crazy, hewascrazier. If they welcomed Lord Death, held happily send them Death'sway. But Rutgar
wasnot goingto die.

Three horse lengths apart.

Rutgar faltered. A sword drove through the seam between breast and back.



Two.
Hands stretched up to pull the swaying armsman down from the saddle.

Too far away to help, Ragl saw theterror on Rutgar's face; saw Rutgar's hand reach and close on
nothing; heard, as though there wasn't another sound on the battlefield, Rutgar call hisname.

It was Doan who kept him from vaulting out of his saddle, Doan who steered him back to the Ardhan
lineswhen he would have ridden into the heart of the Mdacian army and tried to cut it out, and it was
Doan who held him while he wept.

Later, in the command tent, he glared out at the assembled men and said, "Enough. "

"Granted, " Cel agreed. "But what can we do?"

"We take out their commanders, tonight. "

"Tonight?"

The raw emotion on Rael's face choked off the babble of questions beforeiit truly began. "Doan. "
The captain of the Elite stepped forward.

"The Elitewill follow where you lead, commander. "

"Will you follow himinto Lord Death'sembrace?’ Cal sniffed. "Because without amoon, that'sright
whereyoull begoing. "

Although Cel stood almost two feet taler, Doan managed to look down on him as he repeated, "The
Elitewill follow where heleads. "

"Cei'sright, " Belkar said gently. "Without amoon, that valey will be pitch black. "

"Then they won't expect an attack. The lack of amoon can work to our advantage aswell, giving us
cover and a better chance of success. " Radl ground out the words, the lack of expression in stark
contrast to the pain that twisted hisface.

Belkar sghed. He wished, not for thefirst time, Glinna had alowed Raen to attend. A king and father
could command where others could only advise. "I want to end this as much as you do, Highness, believe
me, but men cannot seein darkness. "

"If the Elitewill follow, " Radl lifted hishead and green fires blazed in his eyes, "then darkness will not
sopus.”

Five

It was raining the next morning when Ragl came to hisfather'stent. He stood for amoment and stared
blindly at the wet canvas, letting the water cut channelsinto the red-brown mud that caked hisarmor.
Thelines etched into the pale skin about his mouth and the purple bruises benegth hiseyes, eyesin which
the green fires had dl but died, bore e ogquent testimony to the night's work. He had never |ooked less
like hismother.

The Guard before the entrance saluted and stood aside but Glinna, standing guard within the canvas
walls, could not be so easily passed. She folded her arms on her chest and blocked the way.



"Theking finaly degps. Anything you haveto say canwait. "

"l have newsof thewar. "

"No doubt, " shesaid dryly. "But | don't careif the war isover, you may not wake him. "
"Thewar isover. "

Her eyeswidened. Shelooked down at the dried blood that stained his sword hilt, so thick in placesthat
it filled the hollows in the ornate scrollwork, then she stepped aside.

"Don't alow him to become excited, " she cautioned as Rael passed. "If he opensthewound again... "
Her wordstrailed off, but the meaning was clear.

When Raen had |eft his bed and reopened the wound, it had infected, swelling and putrefying. From a
serious, dthough hardly fatd injury, it had grown to be dangeroudy life threatening. Glinna, however,
refused to admit defeet, draining, cleaning, cauterizing, and pouring potion after potion down the king's
throat. Threetimes she forced Lord Desth away, and in the end she won; the king lived. But under the
scented smoke that eddied around the inner room, the smell of rot remained.

"Lessthan aweek, " thought Rael, looking down at hisfather, "how could he change so much in lessthan
aweek?'

Asthewar had aged Radl, the wound had aged Raen. Flesh hung from hisbones asif it belonged to
another man, and the lines of hisface were now furrows. Not even the most loving son could deny that
the king had grown old.

Radl dashed atear away with animpatient hand. Y ou will not mourn him while he ill lives, hetold
himself fiercely. He needs you to be strong. He dragged a chair over to the bed and perched on its edge.
"Father?' Reaching out adender hand, he placed it gently on the degping man's chest. The steady rise
and fal seemed to reassure him. He sat quietly for amoment then called again.

With a sound that was hdf question, half moan, the king woke, blinked, and focused dowly on Radl's
face.

"Father, thewar isover. "

"Y ou have the battle commanders. " It wasn't aquestion. Late in the night, Belkar had told him what Rael
planned to do, indeed, was doing, for the prince had ordered the duke not to speak until he and the Elite
werewd| ontheir way. "Y ou did the right thing. The only thing. | wouldn't have stopped you. " The boy
had needed an outlet for his grief. The war had needed to be ended. That both had been accomplished at
once, and with aplan only the prince commander himsalf could carry out would further consolidate said
commander's position with the army. That said commander was his son, and the plan placed himin
morta danger had given Raen adeepless night. "Did they surrender?”

"Not quite. " Radl leaned forward and propped a pillow behind hisfather's head. "We torched their
camp, destroyed half their army, and still had to knock atent down on the commandersto get them to
quit."

"Prisoners. "
"Besides the seven commanders, about eight hundred; at least haf of them wounded. ™

Raen brought up a skeletal hand to stroke his beard. "Hmmm, not many. " His eyes unfocused as he



considered the best course of action. " The men are rabble without the leaders. Strip them of their arms
and have them taken back across the border. "

"But, Father, the passis blocked. "

"Oh, " Raen looked momentarily confused. Had he known that? Memories of the last few days were soft
edged and smoke-filled; he remembered pain clearly but not much else.

"And they don't want to go back. "
"Areyou sure. "
"Very sure. " Rad shrugged wearily. "But | don't know why. ™

"Wadl, I've apretty good idea, "' Raen snorted, suddenly more energetic as he came across something he
thought he understood. "They lost. Meac and that idiot who adviseshim arentt likely to be very
welcoming. "

"Father, about that counsdor... "

"An ambitious upstart, " the king dismissed their unknown enemy with a choppy wave of hishand. "I'm
not surprised someone like him showed up to grab power. Mdac was aways wesk. Well keep the
border guarded and have nothing more to do with either of them. "

Rael was not convinced. From things held overheard in the last few hours, he suspected Mdac's
counselor would remain athreat. But that was for the future to deal with, here and now he had other
worries. "' So what do we do with the prisoners?'

"Divide them up and scatter them amongst the dukes. " The crease between the king's eyes deepened as
he remembered the mass gravesthat held the flower of Ardhan'syouth. "WEell al be alittle shorthanded
for awhile. I'm sure they can find waysto put them to use. If they truly don't want to go home, they can
begin to work off thelivesthey owe us. "

"And the battle commander and his officers?"

The king sighed. "WEéll, they can't go home. Melac can adways get more spear-carriers and crow-fodder,
but returning his officerswould be asking to do thisal over again. Have them take the standard oath
about laying down arms and ever after cleaving to the soil of the land they invaded. ™

"They won't. " Rael sghed aswell, and rubbed agrimy hand across the bridge of hisnose. “They say
they've taken blood oaths to fight for Melac and the Empire until death. ™

"Empire!" Raen snarled and tried to Sit up. "What Empire?”

Rael pushed him gently back. "The one we were supposed to be the first part of. They're fanatics,
Father. When we took away their weagponsthey attacked with bare hands. We practicaly had to bury
them in chains before they stopped. They fought like men possessed. " He pauised and his eyes narrowed
inmemory. "Or men in mortd terror.

"They'll havetodie. "
"Father!"

"How many men did you kill last night?' Raen asked gently.



"1 told you, we torched the camp. It'slikely hundreds died. "
Raen held his son's eyeswith hisown. "No. How many did you kill?'Y oursdf?*

Radl yanked his gaze away and stared at the carpet. "I don't know. Eighteen. Twenty maybe. 1 lost
count. "

"And Rutgar's till deed. "
Theterror; the reaching hand; his name screamed.
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"It didn't bring him back, so thekilling isover. " Rad lifted his head and green embers stirred. Hed fought
last night blinded by anger and pain and with every life he sent to Lord Degth the anger bled away until
therewas only thepain. "Yes, " he said. "There's been enough. "

"Unlessthose seven die, the war isn't over and we've won nothing. Rutgar died for nothing. The men you
killed last night died for nothing. " Raen lifted ahand and touched his son'sarm. "A king hasno
conscience, lad, he givesit to his people. "

"That's garbage, Father, and you know it. The people do what you say. "

Raen let hishand fal back onto the blanket. "Then do as| say, Radl, and carry out my command. "
Radl searched the stern, closed face on the pillow

for hisfather but saw only the king. He stood so

quickly hischair tipped and fell and he amost kicked

it out of the way as he spun and headed for the door.

"Redl."

He paused but didn't turn.

"Last night you let your anger define the thin line between justice and murder; aking never hasthat luxury.

"A lesson, Father?"

"If you wish, and here€'s another. Y ou'd rather | gave thistask to one of the dukes, but the king must be
willing to carry out the king'sjustice. As| am not able, you must stland in for me. ™

"I don't think I'm ready to be king. " Raen's teeth flashed white amid the dusky gray of hisbeard and the
linesof hisfacelifted with the amile. "Good. "

Doan waswaiting when Rad |eft the king'stent. The night'swork had added alimp and severd new
scarsto the Elite Captain's inelegant appearance. Hefell into step beside the younger man. ™Y ou were
right, " Redl said & last.

Doan kept silent. He appeared to be watching the rain drip off the edge of his hemet.

"We'reto divide the men amongst the dukes, but the commander and his captainsdie. I'm to seethat it
getstaken care of. "



Doan merely pulled his cloak tighter to stop the rain from running down his neck.

Radl'slaughter sounded agreet dedl like choking. "Life would certainly be alot easer if my father wasa
woodsman or afarmer. "

The captain grunted, there being little he could say to his own words.
"If it must be done, then let'sdo it now. "

"I'll call for volunteers, Commander. " As Radl's head jerked around to face him, he added. ™Y ou must
only be present, Highness. Y ou don't strike the blows yourself. And it's not ajob you can command a
mantodo. "

By the time the Guard was formed, the rain had stopped. The sun came out, and seven men died.
And the war was over.

"Atleast | never enjoyed it, Mother, " Ragl whispered asthe breeze lifted his hair from hisforehead and
blood soaked into the ground at hisfeet. "At least | never enjoyed it. ™

Thefire reached the grimy foot of the elderly woman tied to the stake and began to lick daintily at the
bligtering skin.

""Warethe child, " she screamed in amad voice raw with much shrieking. "'Ware the crestion of Lord
Desth'schildren. "

"Lord Degth's children?' Lord Elan haf turned, enough so he could see the king's counsdlor but not so
much that he must look at the king. That pain at least he would spare himsdlf. "What does she mean,
Lord Desgth's children?"

The golden-haired man lounged back in his chair and sighed. "The race of Man was created for Lord
Degth's benefit. ThusMan, " heinclined his head toward the stake with chilling courtesy, "and Woman
a0, are Degth's children. ™

"It burng Brilliance within! Brilliance without!" And then not even madness was enough to overcome the
effects of the flames. The old woman sagged against the ropes and prophesied no more.

Theking shifted on histhrone, hips rotating with each spasm of the body on the pyre.

"Shewasn't very clear, " Lord Elan grunted. Full lips molded themsalvesinto asmile. "She was clear
enough earlier and more than willing to repeat the entire prophecy as often as| choseto ligen. " Even the
most obscure prophet could be convinced to find clarity and while there was no real need in thisinstance,
the convincing had filled afew otherwise tedious hours.

"Then what doesit mean?' The old lord sounded tired. The greasy smoke stung his eyes and coated his
throat. He hated executions, even the most necessary. and had attended this one only because held
vowed that the king would spend aslittle time aone with his counsglor as possible. Others of the nobility,
those who had not died with the army-he saw their faces wide-eyed in the firdight-seemed to be taking
their idea of pleasure from what pleasured their liege. He gritted histeeth and glanced quickly at the king.

He was beginning to lose interest now that the body had stopped moving.

Thevoice of the king's counsslor was closer to content than it had been in years. Helifted hisfaceto let
the evening breeze cool skin flushed by the heat. "1t means, Lord Elan, that | have something to ook



forward to. "
"But we're going back to Ardhan. " "No. "

"But... " Lord Elan jerked as sapphire eyes caught hisand held. A thin rope of droal fell from one corner
of suddenly dack lips. He jerked again as he was released and would have falen had he not clung,
panting, to the arm of the king's throne.

"l said no, " the counsdlor repeated quietly. He stared past the pyre, out over the remains of thearmy. So
clever of him to have kept the cavary back; they would replace the officers killed and, well, one could
aways get more pessants. South and east, he thought. | will creste an Empire to the south and east,
giving Ardhan enough timeto fulfill the prophecy. Glancing down at the smoldering pile of meat and bone,
he rubbed long fingers againgt the ik covering histhighs. "Wdll, " he purred in avoice barely audible
over the 9zzleand crackle of burning fat, "amost enoughtime. "

The army returned triumphant to the city, athough the king did not ride proudly at its head but was
carried on alitter. Radl, with the Elite behind him, led the army home.

The war quickly became athing of the past. Men went back to holdings and fields, battle armor was
polished and put avay, and Radl received amost unexpected welcome home from the Duke of Belkar's
blue-eyed daughter-who had supposedly ridden to the palace to meet her father. Rael was pleasantly
surprised to find that blue eyes held depths as well as green and that the eyes of mortal women aso
glowed.

The king did not recover.

Glinnanow dept in the room next to the roya bedchambers, when she dept at dl. The infection had
returned and spread, and now the king's whole lower body strained againgt itsincreasingly hested
covering of skin. Shedid what she could but findly, no longer able to deny what training and common
sensetold her, she admitted defest.

"Hislifeisnow inthe hands of Lord Degath, " shetold the prince. "I can do nothing more. ™
"My father doesn't believein Lord Degth, " said Radl hitterly.

"Well, Lord Degath believesin him, " replied the surgeon and | eft Rael done with histhoughtsand his
dying father.

But Lord Death, never predictable, stayed his hand and the king did not die; athough he didn't exactly
live. Affars of state were left in the hands of the council and royal decisonsincreasingly fell to the prince,
for theking tired easly and Glinnademanded herest.

"Why have acouncil, " she snapped, prying dispatches from his hand and shoving them a an
embarrassed Belkar, "if you don't useit?"

Raen raged againgt the weakness that held him to his bed, and the raging left him wesker Hill, until he was
only ashadow of the man he had been.

"l amno longer aman. "

"Y ou're more of aman than anyonein the kingdom, " Radl told him, his eyesfilling with tears he refused
to shed.

Theking laughed humorlessy and stared down at hiswasted body. "That doesn't say much for the other



men inthekingdom. "

The king was dying and everyone knew it. Already afunerea hush hung over theland. The dukes, down
to crippled Lorn and ten-year-old Hale, gathered in the King's City, waiting. Ragl went numbly about the
task of learning to rule. He knew he should go to the Grove and tell his mother that the mortal man she
loved lay dying, but he couldn't. He just couldn't. He told himsdlf that Milthra, being who and what she
was, probably aready knew. That didn't help very much.

Onemorning, in the quiet hours just past dawn, some five weeks after the war had ended, the Duke of
Belkar came to the king. The two men shared an age, but the man on the bed made the other seem
obscendy hedlthy.

Belkar looked down at hisliege and hisfriend and wondered where to begin. Raen spoke before he got
the chance, anger turning the words to edged sted!.

"It would have been so much easier had Lord Degth collected me on the battlefield. Then those | love
would not have had to watch me die by inches. And | would not have had to watch their pain asthey
watched me. "

"Reen, I'msorry, 1. "

"No. " Theword wasfaint but till very much aking'scommand. "It is| who should be sorry. Y ou didn't
need that on top of everything dse. | wasfeding sorry for mysdalf and you bore the brunt of it. " Hisface
twisted in askeleta caricature of asmile. "Forgive me?"

Belkar nodded, not trusting hisvoice, dthough what he thought to hide when tears ran unheeded down
hisface, he had no idea.

"So, " Raen's voice became aslight as he was il capable of making it. "To what do | owe your
presence so early in the day?'

More than anything in hislife, the duke wanted to follow Raen's lead, to try to banish the darkness for
just alittlewhile, but he was desperately afraid there was no time for even that smal amount of comfort.
"The peopletak. "

"They dways have. Degth, taxes, and the people talking, the three things you can count on. " Raen shifted
into adifferent but no more comfortable position. "Sit down, Belkar, and tell mewhat they say. " Belkar
sat, spread his hands and stared at their backs. It was easier than meeting the king's eyes. "They're
gpesking againg the prince, saying heisn't human. "

"They dways knew that; | told them who his mother waswhen | declared him my heir. ™

"To mogt of them, the Lady is something to fear. The Elder Races have never been friendly to man.
People fear and distrust her power and they fear and distrust her power inhim. ™

"He proved himsdlf inthewar. " "Yes, but thewar isover. And... " Belkar sghed. ... he proved himsalf
different. " "Hewon thewar!"

"He used hismother's power to do it. Half of the talkers see the danger in that alone. The other half
wonder why hewaited so long to use it and ask what game he played. "

Tendonsin Raen's neck stood out as he ground histeeth. "And those titled vultures who circle about my
deathbed?'



"The dukes, " Belkar reminded him gently, "have the right to see the crown passed. " Raen dipped his
head a bardly perceivable amount, as much of an gpology as he was willing to make. Belkar continued:
"They worry about his mother aswell, and the effect her blood will have on theway herules. ™

"They've never worried before. "

"He's never been so closeto being king before. "

Raen squinted up a his oldest friend. "They remember that soldier? The one my son killed?!
Belkar nodded.

"And what do they say about me?' Theking's eyes

held adangerousglint.

"They say you don't heal because he bewitched you as his mother did. "

"And what do you believe?'

"l," Belkar pointed out, "have met hismother. " Once, many years before, the duke had gone with Raen
to the Grove. He till held the memory of the hamadryad like ajewd in hisheart. Occasondly, he held it
up to thelight to rgjoice in its beauty.

"Then, " said the king, "you shall stand with me when | spesk to the people. *
Belkar shot agtartled glance at the surgeon, sure she would not allow such athing.
Glinnashrugged.

"Heisdying. Let it at least be where and how he chooses. "

Raen amiled, hisfirst red smilein weeks. "An honest woman, Belkar. Every dying man should have one.
" And then the smile dipped and his eyeslooked into the future. "At least the Elite will stand by him.
Weve seentothat, heand 1. "

"They'd follow him into the bedchamber of Lord Desth, " Belkar agreed. "But would you throw your
country into civil war if people decide heis not to have the crown?”

"Heismy son and my heir. Five generations ago my house was chosen to rule. We gave our nameto the
land. Hewastrained to rule and thereisno oneese. "

"If you'd only had more children... "

"Hewould il be eldest and my heir. ™

The two men locked eyes. Belkar's gaze dropped first.

"I know. | will support him and do what | can, but the people will make up their own minds. "

"Then I'll just have to convince them. Now, " he waved the duke over to hisdesk, "writemea
proclamation and see that the criers get it immediately. | want everyone, from the lowest beggar to al six
dukes, in the Peopl€'s Square by noon. " His voice grew quieter and he sank back on his pillows,
exhaugted. "I must ensure the succession for my son. "

And how can you do that when such little speech as you've had with me nearly killsyou, Belkar



wondered. But dl he said doud was. "Shdl | have the prince sent to you?"
"Not now. Let him have thismorning to himsdf. Send him a noon. "
Noon.

The people gathered in the Square.

Rad entered hisfather's chamber dowly, his heart so heavy it sat like alump of cod in hischest. This
would be good-bye, he knew it. It took a moment to penetrate his grief, but instead of hisfather lying
wasted on the bed he saw the king being dressed in roya purple. Even the crown, massive and ugly,
stood close at hand.

He grabbed Glinnas arm and dragged her out of the milling crowd of servants.
"What's going on? s he better?'

"No. If anything, hesworse. " The surgeon's tone made it quite clear that she took the king's condition as
apersond affront. "But he insists on speaking to the people. "

"Why?"
"The people say they won't have you asking. "
"l don't care what the people say. "

"Hedoes. "

Rael studied hisfather standing supported between two burly footmen asavaet pushed hisfeet into
boots. Raen's skin was gray and his eyes had sunk deep in indigo shadows. The column of histhroat
good out in abasrelief of ridges and hollows. "Will he surviveit?' "No. "

"And yourejust letting him die?" "Yes. " She held up ahand and stopped Radl's next words. "Before
you say anything, consder this. heis till the man hewas. Would you have that man diein bed?’

Radl released her arm and shook his head. His father might have no fear of Lord Death, but he would
refuse to meet the Mother-crestor's true son lying helplessin bed.

"I thought not. Now, go to him. He needs you. " Dressed, the king reached for the crown, but his hands
shook so they couldn't grasp it. Ragl's hands covered his. Together they lifted it from the table.

"A crown, " said Raen asit settled on his brow, "isaheavy burden. " He grinned adeath's head grin as
he struggled to straighten his neck under the weight.

"Theres morethan alittletruth in these old cliches.
"Yes, Father. "

"I'm going to see that this burden goes to you. Perhaps I'm doing you no favor. " He sighed. "A king has
no conscience, my son, he givesit to the people. " "I will remember, Father. "

Raen snorted. "They're not likely to let you forget. ™

Attendants moved the king to alitter and carried him through the halls of the palace, Ragl keeping pace
aongside. Although they tried, it was not always possible to keep the litter even and once, when it jerked



on astair, Raen bit back a pained cry. Choking back acry of hisown, Radl reached out ahand and his
father'swasted fingers closed gratefully around it.

Belkar, in the formal, ornate robes of a Duke of Ardhan, stood by the Great Door.
"My liege. " He knelt and kissed the shadow of a hand stretched out to him.

"Just help me off thisthing, " Raen snapped. Friendship could weaken him now as easily as pain and he
gill had much to do. "I'm not dead yet!"

The king had not stood unassisted since he had been carried off the battlefield for the second time, but
when he was on hisfeet he shook off the supporting hands of his son and hisfriend.

"This| must do alone, " he said through gritted teeth. "L et it begin, Belkar. "

Belkar shook his head at the prince's pleading look, alook that said asloudly asif Ragl had spoken, Y ou
can't let himdo it done!, and gave the signd. Trumpets called and the great doors swung open.

The People's Square was full and overflowing with the entire population of King's City and, as
commanded, al six dukes. They represented only asmall percentage of the population of Ardhan, but
they would spread the news and by the end of the week, the whole country would know. And then the
people would judge.

Raen did not cal up deep reserves of hidden strength so that he walked proudly, shoulders back and
head erect to the edge of the dais-he had no reservesto call. He tottered that twenty feet, Sweat running
and lips snarling againgt the pain. One foot went in front of the other by strength of will done.

The people saw what it cost him and began to cheer. Firg those near the dais and then the noise moved
back through the crowd until the walls shook with it and Raen fdlt it through the stones under hisfeet. He
stopped and raised his hands for silence, but the crowd refused to quiet until he swayed and collapsed.

"Fether!"

Radl, Belkar, and the king's attendants rushed for-ward, all expecting the worst, but the king still clutched
alife

"Get meon thelitter, " herasped, "and raiseit so | can see and be seen. | must say what | have cometo
w. n

"Father, it isn't important, I... "
"Thisisnt just for you. | will not have my country torn by civil war!"

With gentle hands, Radl lifted hisfather and laid him carefully on thelitter. Some of the crowd hissed at
this show of his strength-wasted or not, the king was alarge man still-but Ragl didn't care. Hisonly
thought was for the man heloved who lay dying.

Two of the attendants hoisted one end of the litter to their shoulders. Raen stared out at the Square from
the dark hollows his eyes had become.

"l am dill your king!" he cried in avoice surprisingly strong.
The people cheered.
"This, " he continued, taking Radl'shand, "ismy son. "



Only afew cheered. Most muttered sullenly and one, aweaver, apparently the chosen spokesman,
twisted his cap in his hands and cdled out: "We don't doubt you are hisfather, Sire, but we have
concerns about his mother. "

"Y ou know who his mother is. "

The weaver squirmed and reddened but he persisted. "And that's the problem, Sire. Heisn't human and
who's to say with you gone that he won't turn on us. Y ou can't trust the Elder Races, they've never had
what you'd call good will toward man. If he should take after hismother... "

'If you knew his mother, " Belkar's voice rang out over the muttering that signified agreement with the
weaver'swords, "you wouldnt... "

His last words vanished under the noise that rose from the far side of the Square. There was no need to
dtrain to see the cause of the commotion, for Milthras silver head shone like astar anongst suddenly
drab browns and reds and yd lows.

"The Lady, " ran the awed whisper asthe crowd parted before her. "The Lady of the Grove. " Those
who had logt their ability to believe in the wondrous found it again. Those who had doubted, couldn't
remember why. A young woman reached out and let alock of the Lady's shining hair caress her fingers
and then stood gazing at her hand in amazement asif it belonged to another. Peace walked with the Lady
and the smdll of asun-warmed forest grovefilled the air. She looked neither to the left nor the right as she
approached the palace, her eyes never moved from the man on the litter or the youth standing beside
him. At the steps of the dai's she paused, asif gathering strength-the fragrance of the forest became
stronger and a breeze danced through her hair-then she lifted her skirtsin her hand and climbed the steps.

With astrangled cry, Radl threw himsdf into her arms. She held him to her heart for amoment, stroking
his hair, and then gently pushed him away. Green eyes gazed into green.

Rael wondered how he could ever have thought of his mother as young. He saw wisdom, understanding,
compassion to a degree most mortal minds could not accept, let alone achieve, resting in the depths of
her eyes. She had waked with the M other-creator at the beginning of the world. She had seen the
creation of man. And sheloved him. Radl felt her love wrap around him, awarmth, a protection he would
awayswear.

Milthrasaw that her son would make afine king. His heart sang with courage and pride and his eyes
werefilled with hope. He might ssumble and fall, but he would try and no mother could ask more. She
had no regrets.

The peoplein the Square saw only the Lady of the Grove and the young man she claimed as her son, but
it was enough. The unworldliness of their future king turned from a thing to be feared to oneto be
treasured. Not one of them realized what Milthra had done in leaving the Grove,

"Mother, " Ragl's voice grew heavy with anew anguish, "you'veleft your tree. "

"I haveleft my tree. " Shetouched his cheek softly. "How could | live when my love died? My sisters
deep and someday a child of your children's children will wake them, but my day isdone. " She kissed
him and turned to the king. Raen looked up a her with such amixture of longing and pain that thosein
the crowd who saw it, wept. "Why have you come?' he cried. "Y ou would not come to me, beloved, so
| have cometoyou. " "Thenyou will die. "

"Yes. But what ismy lifewithout you?' Shetried asmile, but it faltered and the brilliant green of her eyes
dimmed for an ingtant asthey filled and overflowed. Her hands were caught in his, fingerstoo tightly
woven to be parted, so shelet the tears drop where they would.



They fdll dmaost dowly, taking form and beauty inthe air, and then lay shimmering likejewelson his
breast. Instead of drying in the sunlight, they caught it, bound it, and gave it back. Their light grew and
grew until everyone save Raen and Milthra covered their eyes. Even Radl stepped back and shielded
himsdf fromtheglory.

When eyes could see again, an old and dying king no longer lay on the dais. In his place was ayoung
man with hair of jet and smooth golden skin over corded muscle.

"Theking, " sghed the crowd. "His youth hasreturned " Radl's eyes widened, joy beginning to surface,
but Milthrashook her head.

"It isan gppearance only, my child, " she said. "Desth is the true son of the Mother and not even | can
stop him. " And then shelooked beyond Radl, to the young man who stood in his shadow. The young
man that only she, of al the hundredsin the Square, could see.

Under the weight of her regard, Lord Death bowed his head and when heraised it again said softly: "l
would spare you both if my nature alowed it, Eldest. "

Raen looked down at hisbody and raised his handsto hisface.

"It'struel” Hisvoice throbbed with passion. "I'm aman again. | am asl wasin my prime!" He held out his
arms and Milthralay down beside him, her head pillowed on his chest.

"Asyou awayswere to me, beloved, and as you awayswill be now. "
He kissed her once, softly, and then together they died.

The slence was so complete, the crowd so quiet and till, that the sunlight bathing the bodiesin golden
luminescence could amost be heard. From the distance, from the forest, came the sound of thunder.

Belkar stepped forward and three times opened his mouth to speek. Findly, hisvoice got past hisgrief
and filled the Square.

"Theking isdead!"
And then he dropped on one knee before the tall young man with eyes the green of new spring leaves.
"Long livetheking!"

Rael buried his mother and father in the Sacred Grove under the remains of hismother'stree. It had been
hit by lightning and then consumed by fire until only a charred ssump remained. Not one of the other
trees, or even so much as ablade of grass, had been touched.

"Thisstump shall be your headstone, " he said softly, patting the last bit of earth into place. "And | will see
that none disturb your rest. "

"I won't cry for them, " he had told Belkar, "for they're together at last and even in death that isno cause
for grief.”

Asthe young king |eft the Grove, he thought he heard women's voices, lamenting, soft with sorrow, hut
when heturned, he saw only the wmd moving through the circle of trees and leavesfdling to cover the
grave.



Interlude One

Rad joined with the Duke of Belkar's blue-eyed daughter and their yearstogether were filled with love
and laughter and children. He never found the common touch that had so endeared hisfather to the
people, but he ruled well and was dways after remembered asjust.

For dl the years of Radl'sreign, Doan, the Captain of the Elite, stood by his side. His unaging presence
became a part of the king: two arms, two legs, and the captain. And when he buried hissword in Ragl's
grave and vanished from mortal lands, that too was accepted with no surprise. It could not be imagined
he would serve another.

The death of the Eldest became the subject of athousand songs and in her honor, or perhapsto save her
gdersfrom alikefate, Radl, ashisfirst act asLord of Ardhan, forbid all mortasentry to the Grove,
swearing those who knew its direction to oaths of secrecy. Over forty yearslater, when his son took the
throne, time had erased the redlity of both the Lady and the circle of slver birch and left only the songs.

The dwarf stepped back from the sapling and nodded once. "Just like you said. "

The grest black centaur that stood beside him returned the nod, athough both kept their eyes on thetiny
tree. Around them, the Sacred Grove was silent and till. No leaf rustled, for no breeze dared to intrude.
"Can They hope to succeed?' the centaur asked at last.

Doan shrugged. "1 don't seewhy not. This, " he waved a hand about the Grove, "isthe oldest magicin
the world and They've woven themsdlvesinto it. Sacrificed Themsalvesto do it. They've succeeded,
CTd, that treeholds alife asred asany inthisplace. But after... "

""'So much rests on the Mother's youngest children. " CTd folded his arms across his massive ches, the
black beard flowing like silk over them. "And the Mother's youngest children have never been strong. ™

"Strong enough to begin thismess, " Doan snorted. His gaze dropped to the lichen covered mound the
young birch grew from, dl that remained of Milthrastree. " Strong enough to draw out the Eldest and
take her fromus. "

"True, " murmured the centaur and the trees around them stirred and moaned. "But you must never
forget, she chose her path. "

"Forget!" Doan whirled and his eyes blazed red, not with power but pain. "Asif | could!" He turned again
to the sapling. "I could end this, here and now. " He grabbed atender leaf and ripped it free. The smdll
tree shuddered. "They'verisked it al on thisonetoss, and if | destroy Their vessd it'sover. "

"Perhapsfor usaswdll. "
Doan's arched eyebrowsinvited CTal to continue.

"He has no checks on his power thistime. Who isto say when he is done with the mortals he will not turn
at last to the Elder Races?!

"So that'swhy you findly stuck your nosesin. " Doan'slaugh was bitter. "Fear. "

"Unlike other races, we do not become involved in that which does not concern the centaurs. " CTd's
voice remained cam, but the points of hisearslay back againgt his head and for an instant great dabs of
teeth showed startlingly white againgt the black of his beard. "Nor, given the evidence, isit unreasonable
for usto fear what he may do and wish to stop him. "

Doan looked thoughtful. He rubbed another leaf between thumb and forefinger, but thistimethe action



wasamost acaress. "l could end it now, " he murmured, hisvoice unusudly gentle.
"But you will not. " A huge black hand reached down and engulfed the dwarf's shoulder.

"No. " He pulled himsdf out of the other's grasp and stood flexing the shoulder the centaur had held.
"And you needn't snap bonesto convince me ether, " he added peevishly. "For thelittle of her that's
woven here and greater part of her yet to come, I'll let Them try to right the wrong Their brothersdid. "

"Y ou must do morethan that. * CTd ignored both glare and clenched fists and continued. "Asyou infer.
They cannot protect themsalves now; if you can destroy Them, so too could another. Until the seed is
sown, They must have a protector. ™

"Goon. " Doan's voice was the rasp of moving rock.

CTal looked surprised. "Y ou have been protector once before. ™

"And | don't chooseto be again. | am needed in the caverns. ™

"Y our brothers can guard what the caverns hold. Y ou are needed here. "

"No." A musclejumped in his cheek; the Lady lost to love, her son to Morta time and he could protect
them from neither. "Doit yoursdlf. " Moving jerkily, samping indentationsinto the velvet grass, Doan
pushed past the centaur and out of the Grove.

CTa stood quietly, an ebony monument, framed by green and gold. He did not appear distressed by the
refusal of his chosen guardian. He merely waited.

"All right. " The pain was safely masked by irritation. "But only until the seed is sown. I'veraised one
child and | don't careto repest it. "

"Until the seed issown, " C'Tal agreed as Doan stomped back and stood snarling down at the tree.
"Thenwewill return to the mortals ranges... "

"Big of you, " Doan interjected sarcadtically.

"... and aswe did with the others, we will ingtruct the child. "

"Yeah?Wel, getit right thistime. ™

It was CTd'sturn to glare, but dl he said was. "We shall. ™

"If thereisachild.”

"Y ou think the Eldest's line will not be able to accomplish what they must to fulfill the prophecy?!

The dwarf threw his handsin the air, then, catching sight of CTd'sface, he closed his mouth on the
cutting remark that had risen to histongue. The centaur wastruly worried. ™Y ou want my opinion?”

"YS n

Doan remembered. HeEd been standing in the Square, with the rest of the Elite when Milthra had given
hersalf to Death so many years before. He would never, for the eternity he might yet live, forget the look
on her face.

"The Mother gave each of the Elders oneroleto play in the lives of her youngest. "



"Shedid, " agreed CT4l.
"Dwarves guard. Centaursteach. But the Eldest... "

The sapling's roots were deep in the remains of Milthra'stree, deep in the earth where Milthraand her
bel oved had been returned to the arms of the Mother.

"... but the Eldest loved. And the Y oungest were strong enough to bear that. In my opinion They have not
sacrificed in vain. The weagpon will be forged. There will be a chance to defeat the ancient enemy and
maybe, just maybe, well have peace for atime. ™

The centaur sighed and once again the great hand closed on the dwarf's shoul der.

"Thank you, " said CTd, and amost the trees around echoed him. Then, with the uncanny speed of his
kind, the centaur was gone.

For amoment, Doan stood quietly, looking down at the miniature silver birch, consdering the life within
it. The moment passed, hisface fell back into its accustomed scowl, and he kicked at anodding
buttercup.

"Seeds, bah! They need a gardener not aguardian. "

Six

"Tayer, werelost. Well never find our way back. "

"Oh, do be quiet, Hanna. I'm trying to think. "

"But what about bandits? We could be killed. Or worse!" The girl'svoice roseto apiercing walil.

"Hannal" Tayer turned in her saddle and glared a her cousin. "There are no banditsin the Lady's Wood.
And if you'l just be quiet for amoment, we may be able to hear the horns and find our way back to the
hunt. "

Hanna sniffed but stopped wailing. All her life shedd followed the older, stronger-willed girl and now habit
conquered fear.

"If we could only seethe sun, " Tayer mused, standing in her stirrups and squinting up into the thick
summer foliage, "at least then we'd know which way we were heading. " But the sky was overcast and
what showed through the leaves was auniform gray.

"It'll probably rain. "

"Oh, Hanna" Tayer's laugh lightened the wood's darkness for amoment, and it amost seemed the birds
fell slent to hear. Songs without number had been written about the laugh of the Princess of Ardhan.
Every bard in the kingdom, and not afew from outside, had tried to immortalize the sound. They'd never
quite managed it. As had been said more than once, the sound, athough beautiful beyond compare, was
nothing really without the princess. Strands of gold wove through the thick chestnut of her hair, flecks of
gold brightened the soft brown of her eyes, and a sprinkle of gold danced across the cream of her
cheeks.

She was the youngest of the three children of the king,



the only daughter, and theimage of her dead mother.
The king counted her amongst the treasures of his kingdom.

Hanna's pale, ddlicate beauty had aways been overshadowed by her cousin's-what chance had aviolet
agang arose, even onejust barely budded-but she appeared content living in the light of reflected glory.

The four generations since the death of Milthraand Raen had wiped out al overt physica resemblances
to the hamadryad in the Roya House of Ardhan, but nevertheless differences remained. When Radl, at
sixty-four, took his mother's road and followed his beloved into death, he had looked like a man of less
than forty. His son was saventy-five when he findly married and one hundred and thirty-five when he
died. The blood of the Eldest could not keep Lord Death away indefinitely, but it certainly delayed his
coming.

In those four generations, the Lady's Wood had become just another forest, distinguished only in that
Roya Law forbade the cutting of any living tree within its boundaries. In this generation, it had become
the favorite hunting ground of the Court.

A bird with snowy white plumage, startling against the deep green of the forest's summer canopy, had
separated Tayer and Hanna from the rest of the hunt. Tayer had thought it so unusua, and so beautiful,
sherode off after it to get a better look; Hannatrailing, as dways, along behind. When the bird
disappeared, seemingly between one tree and the next, they werein apart of the forest completely
unfamiliar to them and hopelessy lost.

A certain heavinessin the air, awaiting gtillness, said Hannas fear ol rain was not wholly brought about
by depression. The horses earslay flat and the animas had to be urged down the trail. Heavy
underbrush clutched at the girls clothing and the horses legs with sharp, damp fingers. No birds sang and
even the leaves hung gtill. The sounds of the horses' hoofs on the forest floor were muffled and indistinct.

Silence shrouded the forest.
Thunder shattered the air.

The horses went wild. Hanna screamed and dropped her reins, but Tayer hung grimly on and fought to
control her plunging mount.

For what seemed like hours, Tayer's world collapsed to the space between her horse's ears, thereins
cutting into her fingers, and the saddle trying to escape from between her legs. Findly the mare stood,
trembling but calm, and Tayer turned to check on her cousin.

She wasn't there. She wasn't anywherein sight.

A trail of broken branches and crushed underbrush showed the direction Hanna's horse had takenin its
panicked flight and Tayer thought she could hear, very faintly, her name being called in desperation. Over
and over.

Concern and anger chased each other across Tayer's face as she stared at the destruction. Finally, she
sighed and swung out of the saddle to better guide the mare around on the narrow trail. She dearly loved
Hanna but sometimes wished the girl would learn to cope on her own. It never occurred to her that she
dominated Hannas life so thoroughly there was rarely anything, besides Tayer, for Hannato cope with.

"Sheridesaswdl as| do, " Tayer muttered to Dancer, the mare, maneuvering until they could get off the
trail at the same place. "There's no need for this. " She remounted and urged the horse forward.



Dancer picked her way ddlicately along the line of destroyed underbrush, avoiding the spiky ends of
broken branches. Tayer kept her eyes on the forest ahead, hoping for aview of her cousin's pae blue
jacket amid the greens and browns.

The second crack of thunder was, if possible, louder than thefirst. Thistime Dancer would not be
controlled and she took off on a panic-stricken flight of her own. Tayer could only try and keep her seat
and pray the horse wouldn't sumble and fall. A branch whipped her across the face and her eyesfilled
with tears.

When she could see again, it wastoo late to avoid the heavy limb hanging low in the path of the
frightened animal. Tayer had only abrief glimpse of bark and moss and leaves and then the branch swept
her from the saddle. Gasping for breath, and more frightened than sheld ever been in her life, shewas
miraculoudy unhurt by the blow and would have walked away only badly bruised had the trees not been
S0 close together where she fell. She screamed as a stub of wood ammed needle-sharp into her
shoulder and then the back of her head came down on a protruding root, amost as hard initsgnarled
age as stone. For awhile, she knew no more.

Drifting in the gray migsjust this side of unconsciousness, Tayer felt strong armslift her effortlesdy and
cradle her against something that smelled of lesther and earth. She giggled weskly, for although shewas
securely held, thetip of each foot dipped to touch the ground with every step her rescuer took and it
struck her asfunny that one so strong could be so short. She tried to open her eyes, but the lids refused
to obey. Her head lolled back against the stranger's shoulder and the gray turned black.

When the darkness lifted for the second time, she felt herself upon the softest of beds where gentle hands
cleaned and treated her throbbing shoulder. These were not the hands that had carried her; she was sure
of it dthough she had no idea of how she knew. Benegth these hands her body trembled and it seemed
she had waited al her life for their touch. She gave hersdf up to the golden glow they wrapped about her,
but the redlity of her injuries could not be denied for long and pain pulled her from that sanctuary.

As she became aware of the ache in her shoulder and the fire that burned in her head, she aso became
aware of an arm across her back raising her lipsto touch the edge of something wet and cool.

"Drink, " said someone softly, and she did, never even considering questioning the voice.

The cup held only water, but drinking it she thought she had never tasted water before. It waslike
drinking light, or liquid crystal, and it washed dl the pain away. The sound and sméll of the forest was
around her il but, rather than fedling the terror her recent experience should have demanded, she had
never felt so safe. It reminded her of being very young and held securdly in the circle of her mother's
arms. As her head was gently lowered, Tayer opened her eyes.

Sunlight danted down through the leaves of the tree that towered above her. She struggled to her
elbows- helped by that same arm across her back, which withdrew as she steadied-and looked around.

Shelay inadearing ringed with slver birch in thar full summer glory and filled with soft golden light.
Either the storm had ended or it had never penetrated the circle. The stillness here was peaceful, not
ominous. Thick grass covered the ground where she rested-soft and springy and unlike any she had ever
Seen before.

And hewho went with the voice... Never had Tayer seen aman so beautiful. Hishair fell to his shoulders
inawhite so pure it surrounded his head with a nimbus of light. His skin was the color of old copper and
his body was so well proportioned he seemed more an artist's conception than ared man. And his
eyes... Tayer caught her breath when she met hiseyes. It looked asif the sunlight poured through them as
it did through the leaves of the birch above her and shefdt hersdf sinking into the glory of the other



world they showed.

She could have stayed within those eyes forever, but her arms gave out and she collapsed to the grass,
the spell broken.

"You arewesk, " he said, stroking her forehead.

"Rest. " Tayer felt histouch resonate through her body. Her soul sang, aharp string he had played upon,
only shedid not, asyet, understand the song.

"Who areyou?' she sighed as her eyes closed.
"l anVarkel, " camethe answer. "l am apart of the Grove. "

She wanted to ask if she would see him again, but her mind felt wrapped in amber and she couldn't get
her voice to work. The last thing she saw was a corn-passionate smile and then she dept.

When she awoke, shewasin her bed in the palace.
"But you believeme. "

"Of course | believe you. " Hanna adjusted her ding and settled more comfortably amongst the pillows on
thelounge. "It's exactly the sort of thing that would happen to you. " The faintest shade of resentment
colored her voice and she punched at an overstuffed pink square with her good arm. "Like something out
of afarytde.”

Tayer turned from the window, where sheld been straining her eyesto seethe distant line of trees, and
gmiled dreamily. "That's exactly what it waslike. Like something out of afairy tae. "

Hannasighed. The hedler, aman of undeniable skill but little imagination, had explained that the
slver-haired man with the leaf-green eyes was probably a halucination caused by the bump on her
cousin's head. He'd also said that the scar puckering the smooth curve of Tayer's shoulder was an old
wound, long healed. Hanna hadn't argued, because it wasn't her way, but she knew there had been no
scar when they rode out for the day's hunt. And if the part about the wounded shoulder wastrue, she
Saw no reason to doubt the rest.

"Maybe he was awoodsman, " she said in her most matter-of-fact tone, knowing full well that no
woodsman would dare to venture so far into the Lady's Wood.

"He said he was apart of the Grove, " Tayer declared, soft lips curving at the memory.

"But no one has been to the Sacred Grove for years, not since the Lady died. No one even knows where
itist And | should think, " Hanna added, remembering long hours of lessons, "that if a priest tended the
Grove, the Scholarswouldvetold us. "

"There were birch trees al around, and green and gold sunlight, and the music of thewind in the leaves. "

Hanna gazed a her cousin in astonishment. Tayer was staring into space, her eyes focused on something
Hanna couldn't see, her head cocked to hear a song Hanna couldn't hear.

"He was s0 beautiful. " Tayer's voice caressed the words. Her hand reached out to stroke a cheek that
wasn't there. "He looked into me. ™

"The Lady was very beautiful, " Hanna said thoughtfully, trying to bring Tayer's experienceinto linewith
what they'd been taught about the Grove, "and tall, with silver hair and green eyes and her ssterswere



the same. Maybe it was one of the other hamadryads who tended you. Are you sure it was aman?'
Tayer'seyeslost their dreamy look and gained amischievous sparkle.

"Oh, I'm very sure, " she said, standing and shaking out the red velvet folds of her skirt. "He was naked. |
can't gand to beinsde any longer, I'm going for awak in the garden. "

"Naked! Y ou never mentioned that before!™ The princess turned in the doorway and ran afinger up and
down the vines carved around the frame. "Would you have mentioned to your father and brothers that
the man who found you unconscious in the woods was naked? Besides, it didn't seem important at the
time. " Then she laughed and was gone.

"Wl it would have been important to me, " Hannamuttered at her cousin's departing back.

"What would've been important to you, little one?" asked Mikhail, entering the room through the other
door.

"The man Tayer met in the woods was naked. "
"Thehdlucinaion?'

Hanna got to her feet. "1 don't think she was seeing things, " she said with a conviction that was quite
unlike her.

Mikhail took his sigter firmly by the shoulders and sat her back down. "Tell me about it, " he
commanded.

Ashe listened, Mikhail paced. He wasfair, like Hanna, but where she was the pale gold and blue of
early morning he was the tawny gold and violet of asunset. Like dl the children of the Royal House, he
wastdl, for height was one of the Lady's gifts, but where Hanna and his cousins were sapling-dender he
had the bulk of an ancient oak. Although generations removed and thinned by marriage, the power of the
treewas ill his. Coupled with his massive frame, this heritage gave him the strength to create legends.
His black sword was dwarf-crafted, the only such blade in the kingdom, and the tale of how hewon it
was sure to be told any time men gathered and de flowed. Mikhail found the tales an embarrassment and
would retreat, ears burning, from any praise. Ashetold Tayer's

brothers; "I1t's no greet feat to split aman in half with one mighty blow when you're twice hissize with the
strength of the Lady and amagic sword to boot. " Asthe only warrior in the roya family, both by choice
and inclination, Mikhail commanded the Elite.

He moved restlesdy from window to window as Hannatold him of the scar and of al she and Tayer had
discussed that morning. From the way he twisted and crushed his heavy lesther belt, Hanna could tell he
wasn't pleased with Tayer's strange experience.

"Has there ever been aman in the Sacred Grove, Mikhail ?*

"Not that | ever heard of, only the Lady and her ssters. And the Lady isdead and her Ssters are adeep.

Hanna sighed and shook her head. "So if it was aman, Tayer must have been seeing things. " And if
those were the kind of visions a bump on the head caused, she would be moreinclined to fdl off her own
horsein the future. The visons caused by a broken arm were tediousin comparison. " Still, we couldve
beenintheright part of the forest. ™



"By King'sLaw, " Mikhail reminded her, "no one has been to the Grove since the Lady died. " Heraised
afoot to kick addlicately carved footstool out of hisway, thought better of it and stepped around. "Not
even those of uswho bear her blood know itslocation. "

"But weadl know it'sinthere, " Hannaingsted. "Weal know it isn't just astory. ™

"Aye. " Mikhail stopped his pacing and stood at the window where Tayer had stood earlier, his gaze dso
trying to pierce the dark line of trees. "But I've hunted all over that area, been through the forest and to
the Grest L ake on the other side, and I've never found the Grove. "

"Perhapsit didn't want to befound. " "Perhaps. "

"Do you think Tayer was seeing things?' He turned from the window and looked down at hissgter. His
facewastroubled. "No. "

And they both remembered the scar. The healer had insisted that Tayler had carried the mark since
childhood, but they knew better. "Whereis she now?' "She went for awalk in the gardens. " Hanna
watched her brother's departing back with concern. He thought no one suspected, but she knew him too
wdll to be fooled. There were times when hislove shone from his eyeslike abeacon and Hanna
wondered how Tayer had not been blinded by theintensity of the light. Tayer, used to being adored, had
never noticed.

On hisway to the garden, Mikhail consdered dl that Hannahad said. Tayer was vain and willful, hewas
not the sort to let love blind him to another'sfaults, but she had never been aliar. Sheld never even had to
resort to the small lies children use to make themsalves important; from the day of her birth sheld been
the darling of the court. If Tayer said she saw anaked man in Lady's Wood, then that's exactly what she
Saw.

But why did she not want her father and brothers to know? He could think of only one reason.

He scowled and growled low in histhroat, so frightening ayoung servant hurrying by on some errand of
her own, that she dropped the tray she carried and pressed hersdf againgt the wall onefist in her mouth
to stop ashriek.

Mikhail stared at her in astonishment, then, realizing that her terror was directed at him, blushed and bent
to retrieve her tray.

"You musint mind me, " he said, wincing inwardly asthe girl continued to stare a him with wide eyes.
"No, milord?' She gave atiny, jerky bow as she took back her tray.

"No. | wasthinking of something €lse and didn't even know you were there. " He smiled down &t her, the
lagt of hisanger fading behind his embarrassment.

Shetried atentative smilein return. "Asyou say, milord. "

It suddenly occurred to him that he had no idea of which garden Tayer had gone to and there were at
least half a dozen scattered about the palace. 'Y ou, uh, haven't seen the princess, have you?'

Although Hannawas equally a princess, the princess could only refer to Tayer.
"Yes, milord. | saw her enter the smdl walled garden behind the new archivesin the south wing. "

"Thank you. " Mikhail smiled again and headed toward the maze of corridors that would take him to the



recently added south wing.

The servant stood for amoment, watching him go, her expression remarkably smilar to that Mikhail's
sster had worn moments before. The emotiond entanglements of royaty were not her concern, but the
look on hisface when he mentioned the princess sent shivers down her spine. She sighed and went on
her way, wishing that someday, someone, would look at her like that.

Mikhail stepped into the late afternoon sunlight of the garden and the color drained from hisface. Tayer
lay crumpled on the path, pale skin made paer by the deep crimson pool of her skirts. He dove across
thetiny courtyard and threw himself to hisknees by her side, atrembling hand reaching out to touch the
smooth column of her throat. Beneeth hisfingers, her life throbbed fast but sure.

"You cdled, milord?'

"No, I..." Mikhail looked up at the gray-robed Scholar. The noise hed made as he moved had not been
acal exactly, but... "Uh, | mean yes, | caled. Get aheder. The princess hasfainted. "

"In bed for aweek?Buit | fed fine!"
"Of course you do, Princess, which iswhy you weretaking anap in the roses. "
"l just fainted. "

"Precisdy my point. " The healer motioned for the maid to close the heavy brocade curtains and, with the
room darkened, waved a candle before Tayer'sface. "Follow the light with your eyes, please. "

"The Lord Chamberlain'swifefaintsal the time and she doesn't have to say in bed. "

"Just with your eyes, Princess. Don't turn your head. The Lord Chamberlain'swifeisaweak, foolish
woman who thinks fainting makes her interesting. Y ou have received a nasty blow to the head. Not the
samething at dl. " He blew out the candle. "In bed for aweek. No riding for amonth. " "A month?"

"A fdl from agarden bench isonething, afdl from ahorseis something ese entirdly. It is, if you recal,
what got you into thismessin thefirst place. "

"Oh, please, you can't mean it. " Tayer looked up at him through her lashes, her lower lip beginning to
quiver. Women less beautiful than Tayer had destroyed whole countries with that |ook. The hedler,
however, was more concerned with the way her pupils were dilating as the maid threw back the curtains
and flooded the room with light.

"Of course, | meanit, " he said, apparently satisfied for he turned to go. "'l always say what | mean. No
riding for amonth. "

Tayer pleaded, pouted, and petitioned her father, but the verdict stayed the same: visitsaround town in a
litter were permitted but riding was not.

One could not go to the forest in alitter.

Used to being active, the princess was unbearable as an invalid. With riding denied her, there just wasn't
that much that she could do. She had little interest in Satecraft and the public duties of the third child of
the Roya House were few and far between.

"If I have to set one more stupid tapestry gtitch, 1 shal scream!™ Tayer legped to her feet and darted
about the room, dmaost bouncing from thewalls. " There must be something ese | can do. ™



Hanna sighed and bent to retrieve the skeins of silk now widedly scattered and hopelesdy tangled.
"I know, " the princess dropped back into her chair in amost unprincesdikc manner, "1 shall garden. ™
"Tayer, what are you doing?'

Tayer glared up at her brothers and jabbed her ivory handled trowel into the damp earth. "Even you two
should be ableto figure that out. I'm planting roses. "

Davan pursed hislips. "They'll never grow there; not enough light. Why don't you leave gardening to the
gardeners and do something you're capable of 7

Shethrew thetrowe at him. Then, just to be sure he knew she was truly annoyed, followed it with the
tray of seedlings.

Eyrik laughed.
She stood and dumped the contents of her watering pot over his heed.

Only Hannanoticed how often Tayer went to the one window in the paace where the dark line of the
forest could be seen in the distance. No one heard her call out his namein her degp. Hanna bore the
brunt of Tayer's dissatisfaction. She was expected, not only by Tayer but by everyone elsein the paace,
to keep her cousin entertained and cheerful. She not only suffered from Tayer's moods but from the
accusations that she could have done something to prevent them.

"l love Tayer, " shesghed to Mikhail one evening, "but there have been times lately when | haven't liked
her very much. ™

"How can you say that?' Mikhail protested. "Y ou've dways been like sigters. Y ou should be glad you
canhep her.™

"Therearetimes, " Hannasaid sharply as she hurried down the hal in answer to an imperious summons
fromtheinvdid, "when | don't like you very much ether. "

Mikhail stood and stared in astonishment as Hannadlammed the door to Tayer's room behind her. "What
did Il say?'

When the month finally ended, agrest picnic was arranged in celebration of Tayer's officia return to
hedlth. The king alowed Tayer to convince him that such apicnic could only be held in thelee of the
Lady's Wood. Officidly, because the shade benegth the trees would be welcome in the heat of the
afternoon. Actudly, because, unlike the hedler, the king was not immune to his daughter looking up
through her eyelashes and quivering her lower lip. He knew his weakness, however, and he was grateful
she wanted such an inggnificant thing.

If any of the court considered atwo-hour ride for apicnic alittle extreme, they kept silent. Astheking
had alowed himsdlf to be convinced, so did the court. And if truth be told, after the last four weeks, the
court was as glad Tayer was mobile as Tayer was herself.

A large and merry company set out from the paace in the early morning. In the midst of the crowd, the
laughter, and the sunshine it was easy to miss seeing that Tayer's gaiety had a brittle edge and that
Mikhail smiled grimly if at dl. Hannanoticed, but, as usua, no one noticed Hanna.

Mikhail didn't know who, or what, Tayer had seen in the forest that day but he knew that whether spirit,
demon, or morta man, it had bewitched her. He had no doubt she would try to lose hersdlf in the woods



that afternoon and attempit to find the creature. Silently he vowed, and swore on his sword, that he would
not take his eyes off her until she was safely back in the paace and far away from the naked man with
glver hair and greenfirein hiseyes.

Keeping an eye on Tayer turned out to be difficult; she flitted from person to person like anervous
butterfly. Mikhail's efforts were further hampered by the duties expected of him as a Prince of the Realm.
It wasn't easy being charming, witty, and vigilant al at once.

When the sun was &t its zenith and its warmth- combined with alarge and excellent lunch, sent on itsway
with severd gdlons of good wine-was putting many of the party to deep, he noticed Tayer disappearing
amongst the trees. With a curse, he legped to hisfeet and, paying no attention to the drowsy protests
rising from those about him, ran after her.

The forest seemed unnaturally still. Not aleaf rustled, not abird sang, and although Mikhail was barely
thirty feet from the meadow-and could, in fact, still see brightly colored robes and gay pennants-not a
sound from that direction could he hear. Motes of dust danced in rays of sunlight, but they danced aone.
There was no trace of Tayer.

Loosening hissword in its sheath, Mikhail bent to study the ground. Very faintly, for the moss and leaves
were dready shifting to fill the track, he saw the print of his cousn'sfoot. And then another. Thetrall
shifted, and twitched, dmost asif it had amind of its own, but Mikhail was one of the best trackersin
Ardhan and thiswas no ordinary hunt. Soon he was running, his eyes never leaving the ground.

He didn't seethe root that tripped him. He would've sworn there was no root there. It came as agreat
aurpriseto find himsdf suddenly siretched full length upon the forest floor, the wind knocked out of him
and his chin digging atrench in the sod. He lay there for amoment catching his breath, and then for
another moment strangdly unwilling to rise. The silence and sunlight washed over himin green-gold
waves.

The forest had welcomed Tayer. The moment she stepped benegth the trees the force which had pulled
her thisway and that, keeping her on the knife's edge between fear and longing, disappeared. Only the
longing remained and a gentle tugging which directed her fest.

As she walked deeper into the Lady's Wood, on paths she had no doubt were created just for her, a
breeze came out of the tillness, caressed her bare arms and ran unseen fingers through her hair. When
the path disappeared, she unquestioningly followed the breeze. It drew her through aring of silver birch
and then left on errands of its own.

Tayer had never seen amore beautiful place. The sunlight poured down into the clearing like liquid gold.
It had atangible presencein the air and spilled out of the buttercups scattered in the thick grass. As
Tayer stepped into the center of the circle, shefdt thelight fill her, likerichwineinacrysta goblet. The
birchesthat surrounded her, al but one mgesticdly old, glowed with their own inner light.

"Y ou have come. "

From the onetree il straight and smooth he stepped, and for Tayer thelight in the clearing dimmed in
the glory of thelight that flowed from him. Hewasjust as Tayer remembered.

She stepped forward to meet him, hands outstretched and trembling.
"Y ou were not adream, " she said softly, thankfully. "Y ou were not adream. "

And Varkell, who was a part of the Grove, with silver hair and eyesthat held an unworldly green light,



looked very human as he drew her into hisarms.
"Nor wereyou. "

Sheld left Varkdl's side only because held told her she must, but every part of Tayer's body still sang
with his presence. Even outsde the Grove, therewas alushnessin the air; aglory inthe ordinary things,
in trees and shrubs and moss.

New words, she decided, will have to be created to describe how | fed.
"Princess. "

Any other day, the ugly little man perched on the falen tree would have sent her screaming for her guards
but today, today he couldn't possibly be athreat. She paused and fearlessy met the glow of hiseyes. Her
nose wrinkled as the fires damped down to an unusua shade of red-brown.

"Do | know you?" she asked, struggling to hold the teasing edge of amemory.
He spread rough hands and scowled. "Isit likely?*

"No, " Tayer admitted. He was obvioudy not amember of the court and she knew few others, but still
there lingered the thought that she had met him before.

"If you go past that big pine, Princess, you'l find your cousin. Perhaps you should gather him up asyou
go."

"Thank you. " She smiled and followed his pointing finger, bardly five steps beyond him before the
lingering radiance she moved in drove the meeting from her mind.

"Not yet, " Doan snorted, watching the dender figure disappear, "but soon. ™

Struggling through the green and gold wrapped about him, Mikhail first became aware of bird
song-second of awoman's laughter more beautiful than the song. He opened his eyesto see Tayer
ganding over him.

"Y ou've picked astrange place for anap, Cousin, " she said, extending ahand to help him up. "Did the
ladies of the court prove too much for you?"

"I didn't choosethe place, " Mikhall replied, rubbing his eyes and glaring about him suspicioudy. The
forest, s0 dtill before, had come dive with sound. The sunlight no longer fell heavy and somber but
danted through the trees a arakish angle.

"Thetime... "

"It's late afternoon. Come, " she tucked her hand in his, "we'd best get back if we don't want to be | eft
behind. Listen, they're blowing the hornsfor us. "

Mikhail listened and in the distance he heard the king's horn.

"I don't understand, " he began, looking down at Tayer asthey started to walk, and then he stopped and
grabbed her shoulders. "Y our clothes! They were red and brown this morning!™

Both tunic and pants were now a pae green with golden trim.

Tayer smoothed the cloth over her hips and smiled. "He made thisfor me, out of new leaves and



unshine. ™

She had never looked so beautiful, nor, Mikhail realized, so complete. Her eyes shone and therewasa
gentleness about her that had not been there before. She looked asiif agresat artist had taken the
unfinished canvas of her and made it into amasterpiece.

A little overwhemed, and not sure he liked the change, Mikhail alowed her to lead him from the forest.
He didn't mention the clothes again and neither did she. No one el se noticed, athough their absence
provided food for the paace gossip mill and evoked more than afew thoughtful glancesfrom the king.

Over the next few weeks Tayer sang around the palace. Nothing could dampen her good spirits. Rumor
had it that shewasin love. Rurnor didn't know the half of it.

One afternoon, when Mikhail was on duty, for even in peace the Elite till trained and its commander was
expected to attend, the ladies of the court went to the forest for wildflowers. They returned that evening
50 heavily laden, those who had remained behind laughingly accused them of having stripped the Lady's
Wood of blossoms.

Tayer brought back only asingle buttercup that glowed with aninner light. A light that endured until
Mikhail ground the delicate flower under hishedl.

Hannawas at firgt pleased with the change in her cousin-Tayer had never been less demanding nor more
affectionate-but as the weeks passed her pleasure dimmed. Tayer made it clear she no longer needed
anyone but the cregature of light she carried in her heart. With no real position in the pal ace beyond that of
Tayer's companion, Hanna found herself completely unneeded and even longed for the days when Tayer
had blithely ordered her life. More than ever, shefelt mousy and insgnificant beside her cousin. Whether
thiswas due to the new depth and gentlenessin Tayer's manner or the sudden mature light of her beauty,
Hannawas not sure, but she found she didntt likeit.

Seven

Asthe glorious summer drew to an end, a shadow fell on the kingdom. Word came from Riven and Lorn
on the western border that Melac's raids had begun again.

"Why do they bother!" roared the king, damming down hisfist and causing the Messenger who'd brought
the newsto flinch and wonder if she was supposed to know.

"It'sfarly obvious, intit, Father?' Davan, the heir to the throne, steepled hisfingersin an unconscious
imitation of hisfather's habit. "Médac's armies have gotten so large, the Empire's conquest ismoving so
fast, that there's no one I eft to grow food and they must raid us for supplies. ™

"That's exactly what they want usto think, " said Mikhail shortly, turning away from adetailed map of the
west to face his cousin.

Davan snorted. "Areyou till on about that?*

The king, who had been asking a purdly rhetorica question brought on by frustration, raised bushy
eyebrows at the discussion between his son and his nephew.

"They raid to gather information, " Mikhall indgsted, "not grain and cattle. Those men are soldiers, not
brigands. Our land, our people, our way of fighting, isbeing studied. "

"Studied?" Davan scoffed. "What for? Melac's armies move south and west; the emperor has no intention



of attacking us. Hetried that once, remember,
back in the Lady'stime, and was soundly trounced. "

Mikhail shrugged. "We are being studied, " he inssted, wondering why he seemed to be the only onein
the country who could seeit. "Meéac iswaiting for something. "

"For what?'

"l wish | knew. Sire, " Mikhail turned to the king, "every year we drive the raiders back, but every year
we lose young men and women to Lord Degth before their time. The western border islike an open
wound that bleeds with the lives of our people. "

"Eloquent, " muttered Davan.

Mikhail ignored him and once again made the plea hed made yearly sincetaking up arms. "Mdac's
Empire stretchesfar to the southwest, but it is directed till from the towers of the old capita, not three
days march from our western border. Let me raise the country, Sire. I'll destroy the head of the Empire
and seethat Melac never bleedsusagain. ™

And, asevery year, the king denied the petition.

"If Melac ever turnsdl of itsarmies againgt us, we stand no chance; Ardhan as a country would be
wiped from the memory of man. Theseraidsareasmal priceto pay for the surviva of our nation.
Someday, Melac will have to be dedlt with, but there will be no war inthisland whilel amking. "

By thetime you're not king, ther€ll be no men Ieft to fight, Mikhail thought bitterly. He knew Davan held
the same beliefs as his uncle; there would be no war when Davan was king ether. It looked asif the
wound on the border would bleed for generations more.

"I understand how you fed, Mikhail, " the king said kindly, and he thought he did for his brother and
brother'swife, Mikhail's parents, had died in aborder raid. "I will not risk war, but | do have plansto
strengthen our defense. ™

Mikhail choked back afina plea, bowed to hisliege and left the room. 1t would, he knew, do no good to
arguefurther. In years of trying held convinced neither king nor heir of what appeared so obviousto him.
Both had a blind spot concerning Melac that held never been able to breach. He could only cause as
much damage to the enemy as possible with the rdatively few men they'd given him and hope, when war
findly came, Ardhan would not be taken totaly by surprise.

Leaving hisfeet to find their own way to the training yards, the Commander of the Elite wrapped himsalf
in battle plans and troop deployments and almost missed seeing Tayer Stting with the Duke of Belkar's
wifeinasunny corner of one of the small gardens.

Almog.

All thought of battle, of war, of Melac, vanished. It had been days, he redlized, snce he'd seen her and
only the Mother-creator knew how long it would be until he saw her again. He stopped and stared,
imprinting her on hismind; the sunlight dancing through the gold in her hair, her lipsdightly curving, the
soft swell of her breasts benegth ivory silk. Thiswould be avision to carry him through thelong daysand
nights ahead.

Tayer, oblivious, continued dangling a blossom over the chubby face of Belkar'sinfant heir. Lady Belkar,
perhaps feding the weight of Mikhail's gaze, looked up, started, smiled, and beckoned him closer.



"Milord Mikhail, " she greeted him gracioudy when he gpproached. "I'd thought you on the border by

"Soon, milady. " He bowed over her hand. "Tomorrow. "

"Tomorrow.... Well miss not having you about the court. " She peered sideways at her companion, her
tone carefully neutrd. "Won't we, Tayer?'

Sowly, Tayer raised her head and Mikhail's heart gave asudden lurch. He gritted his teeth and forced a
friendly smilethrough thelonging.

"Oh, yes, " shesad, "it'll be... different... around here without Mikhail. "

Different. He could only hope sheld even notice he was gone. Then a sudden flush of jealousy caused his
handsto curl into fists-sheld notice dl right, for without hiswatching, who would stop her from riding off
to be with... Him? The thing shed met in the Grove. The creature that had bewitched her. The thought
had occurred to Tayer aswell; hed grown up with her, he knew the speculative expression she now
wore,

Lady Belkar looked from one to the other and fdlt like shaking them both. Mikhail stood staring down at
Tayer, longing, pain, and anger mixed in about equa proportions on hisface. Tayer sat staring off into the
distance, longing and things harder to pin down mixed on hers. Not being privy to cither's thoughts, Lady
Belkar jJumped to entirdly the wrong conclusion on everything save what Mikhail longed for, and that had
been an open secret about the court for dmost ayear. The tension thickened and she wondered if she
should speak, then the baby on her 1ap suddenly howled and the moment was | ost.

"Oh, dear, heswet. " Murmuring soothing soundsinto the baby's hair, she stood, and placing her free
hand on the rigid muscles of Mikhail's arm said: " Perhgps you would walk me from the garden, milord?’

With an effort, Mikhail drew his eyesfrom Tayer and managed ajerky nod.
At the edge of the garden, they paused and looked back.

"Y ou should spesk to her, Mikhail, " Lady Belkar said softly. ™Y ou smply can not go on like this. Neither
of you can. "

"Speak to her of what?' He was amazed how steady his voice sounded. Surely the turmoil that seethed
beneath the surface should show more.

Lady Belkar sighed. "Spesk to her of how you fed. Tell her you love her. " At his sudden startled
expression, she added. "Everyone knows. "

"Everyone?' he asked.

She smiled at histone of stunned disbelief and reached up to pat him lightly on the cheek. "Everyone
except Tayer. " Then, under the prompting screams of her son, shelft.

Mikhail looked again at the distant figure of his cousin, hislove, hisbrows drawn together ashe
consdered how hefelt. Perhapsit wastime for him to spesk.

But hedidn't. And the next" morning heleft for the western border.

Over the last few weeks of summer, and the early weeks of fall, Tayer dmost daily answered the call
from the Grove. The summons beat in her blood, day and night, and | eft unanswered too long it grew until



it filled her every moment and she thought she would go crazy with need. When shewas missed, al
assumed she was with Hanna. Hanna, for reasons of her own, kept silent.

The day Mikhail returned, with alimp and anew resolution in his heart, Tayer was not in the palace.
Although the need to ride after her begt at his thoughts-and he had no doubt of where she could be
found-his duties kept him tied to his men and his reports.

But he wasin the stableyard when sherodein.

He opened hismouth to tell her, the words cut and polished over long nights donein histent when she
was the only thing on hismind, in his dreams. Then he saw her face and the words shattered. He had
seen that expression too many timesin hismirror to mistake it now. Tayer was awoman very deeply in
love. He had waited too long.

He should leave, he knew, hide somewhere and lick hiswounds. He hadn't thought he could bein so
much pain and il live. But he stayed. Whether to hurt her in return or hurt himsdlf further, he wasn't
sure.

"Where are your guards, " he growled as she svung from the saddle.
"The guardsrode with you. "
"Wl then, servants, " he snapped. "Y ou know you're not to ride out alone. "

"| can take care of mysdf, " Tayer sighed. "Please, get out of my way. " She pushed past him and led
Dancer into the stable. A groom came forward, took one look over her shoulder at the glowering prince,
and retrested with the mare as quickly as he was able. Tayer sghed again and dowly turned.

Mikhail noticed that in the two months he'd been gone, Tayer'sface had lost all memory of childhood. Its
beauty was gartling; the curve of her cheek was a song, but sorrow lay close to the surface and the
sparkle in her eyes had been replaced by the reflected glow of an other world. With one hand he held her
shoulder in aniron grasp and with the other he lifted ared-gold leaf from her hair.

"So, it'snot al happinessin the Sacred Grove, " he snarled, and crushed the leaf to powder.
Tayer met his gaze and he flinched before the radiance.
"No, " shesaid. "Itisnot. "

Thepanin her voice hit Mikhall like abucket of cold water, washing hisanger away and leaving him
trembling. He released her shoulder and took an unsteady step back. He wanted to take her in hisarms
and comfort her, but he feared her reaction. He didn't think he could stand it if she pushed him away.

"I'msorry, " hesad findly.

Shetouched his cheek gently as she passed.

"Soaml."

He watched her walk away and could think of no reason to follow.

The next morning, agresat shouting in the courtyard dragged Mikhail up from an uneasy deep. Briefly he
wondered why hefdlt so rotten, then he remembered: held lost Tayer, lost any hope of her ever returning
hislove, and had tried to forget in every tavern in the city. The memories of the tavernswere dim, but the
memory of the pain was still sharp and clear. Holding his throbbing head, he ssumbled to the window to



seewhat all the noise was about. From the pennants and the livery, the seething mass of men, women
and horses appeared to be a Roya Envoy from Halda, asmall country that shared borders with both
Ardhan and Melac. As Mikhail watched, the Lord Chamberlain appeared, ushered the men and women
ceremonioudy insde, and had the horses removed to the stables.

"They arranged it while you were away. "

Mikhail turned. Hanna had come into the room and now perched on the edge of his bed.

"Arranged what?' he demanded, pouring somewineto clear the fog from his head.

Hannalooked down at her entwined fingers.

"Tayer'sjoining. "

"What!" Mikhail threw the goblet to the floor, dove across the room, and yanked his Sister to her feet.

"Tayer'sjoining, " Hannarepeated with remarkable calm, consdering that she had just been shaken
vigoroudy. "Theking has arranged for her to marry the Crown Prince of Halda. "

"Butwhy?"

"For mutua support against Meac obvioudy. The crown prince has no ssters and Tayer isthe only
daughter theking has. "

"Why s0 quickly? These arrangements usualy take months. Or years. ™

Hannalooked pityingly up at her brother. " The king has seen the way you look at Tayer. Thisisavery
important state joining and he wantsit done before she has a chanceto fall in love with you. And she has
been acting rather strangely of late. "

Mikhail suddenly remembered the king spesking of plansto strengthen Ardhan's defense. This, then, was
what he had meant.

"What does Tayer say about it?"

"| doubt she was asked. Princesses are expected to go along with this sort of thing as part of their duty to
the kingdom. Besides, what could she say; | can't join with Halda because I'm in lovewith a
hdlucination?'

"No. " Mikhall set hisjaw and dropped Hanna back onto the bed. "I won't alow it. " He dug his
breeches out of apile of discarded clothes and yanked them on. "1 won't allow it. " He couldn't believe
hed dmost given up without afight. It wasn't over yet, of that he was suddenly certain.

"Theré's not much you can do, " Hannasaid quietly. "And Tayer'sgone. | just came from her room. "

layer had ridden out before dawn according to the stable boy, but he had no idea of which way shed
gone.

"Beggin’ your pardon, sir, " he gpologized to Mikhail, "but | ain't the one to be stoppin' the princessif n
shewantsto go, and | ain't the one to be keepin' watch of where she went. "

Mikhail knew exactly where Tayer was and he knew if he didn't catch her before she entered the forest
he'd probably never be ableto find her. To the Grove, pounded the hoofs of his galloping horse. To the
Grove, pounded his heart. To the Grove.



When he reached the Lady's Wood, Dancer stood grazing in the long grass of the meadow, but Tayer
was howherein sight.

Leaving his horse with the mare, Mikhail drew his sword and stepped beneath the trees. He was no
longer truly in control of what he did. A force he couldn't explain drove him and he only knew that he had
tofind Tayer.

He began to run, crashing through the underbrush, using his sword to clear apath. All logic, dl
woodcraft, left him.

Sword first and panting, he slumbled into the Sacred Grove.

The bircheswore their autumn dress of old gold and bronze, their leaveswhirling free, carried and
caressed by the breeze. In the midst of this erotic dance,. stood a couple in a close embrace. The woman
was Tayer. The man... Aware of the intruder, they turned in each other'sarmsto face him.

Mikhail didn't see the hand extended toward him, nor the welcoming smile. All he saw was Tayer gazing
up into the leaf-green eyes of the creature who held her. Throwing aside his sword, he charged.

The two men were matched in height, but Mikhail was heavier and fighting from the depths of hispain.
The suddenness of his attack alowed him to get his hands around Varkell's throat and the muscles of his
arms bulged as he tried to snap the other's neck. Thisthing had taken Tayer from him.

Pushing Tayer to safety, Varkell swept Mikhail'sfeet out from under him and they crashed to the ground.

Thefal and hisown weight broke Mikhail's hold, but he quickly gained another. From adistance, a saner
part of hismind cried out that thiswould solve nothing, but he couldn't, wouldn't stop. Varkell made no
attempt to return the attack, merely defending himself against Mikhail's assaults. A blocking elbow hit
Mikhail in the mouth and hislip, caught between tooth and bone, plit. As he jerked his head free, x
drops of blood arced away-where they landed, the grass died. They thrashed about the clearing, tearing
great gouges out of the velvet sod, first gold head on top, then Silver.

Findly Varkel gained the top and kept it. Mikhail looked up and fell into the other world that burned in
Varkel'seyes. Seeing what Tayer loved, and loving it himsdlf, in spite of himself, he turned his head and
closed hiseyesin defeat. Tears seeped out through hislashes and left glistening trails down his cheeks.
There was nothing left but the pain. There would never be anything but the pain.

"l yield, " he said softly. "Y ou have won. "

Varkell stood, but Mikhail didn't move. He wasn't sure he could. He knew he didn't want to. The peace
of the Grove, too deep to be shattered by the battle just ended, began to lap at the edges of his soul.

"Mikhail. " The voice was asummonsimpossible to deny. "Look at me. "

Mikhail opened his eyes. He saw, standing before him, atall young man with slver-white hair and
leaf-green eyes. The other-worldliness was gone.

"No, never gone. " Sorrow clouded the words. "Just pushed aside for atime so we can talk. "
"Who areyou?' Mikhail asked, getting dowly to hisfeet. "What are you?"
Varkel pointed to the young birch in the circle of ancient trees.

"Inthat spot, amidst the roots of atreelong gone, were buried the bodies of a hamadryad and the mortal



man sheloved. Out of their love came the Royal House of Ardhan. Out of their bodies and the roots of
the holy tree grew the tree you see here. | came from thetree. ™

"Areyou agod?'
"No, only amessenger. "

Varkell turned and smiled sadly at Tayer. Hiseyes blazed as she cameinto hisarms. "And, may the
Mother help usdl, the message has been delivered. "

The look he then turned on Mikhail was far removed from mortal understanding, but a greater part of it
held the full weight of pain Tayer had only reflected.

"She carriesmy child, Mikhall. Thisisthelast timel shdl seeher.”

"It burns, cousin, " Tayer said softly, "this brightness within and brightnesswithout. | can no longer bear
them both. "

Mikhail stared at them. Hefdt large and stupid. "What can | do?" he asked, knowing he would do
whatever they wanted but not knowing what he could possibly do that would help.

"Thejoining planned for Tayer must not happen. Y ou must join with her yoursdf. "
"Shedoesn'tloveme. "
"No, she doesn't. " Varkel could not lie. "But when | am gone, shewill. "

Mikhail looked at Tayer and then within himsdlf. The flame of love he had carried for so long till burned,
perhaps now more brightly than ever. Tayer had been chosen for glory; he could love that aswell. He
nodded and held out hisarms.

Walking like onein adream, Tayer cameto him and rested her head againgt his chest with asigh.
Holding her gently, asif afraid she would break, Mikhail bent and laid hisface upon her hair. When he
looked up, they were donein the Grove.

On the ride back to the palace, Mikhail pondered how much to tell the king. In the end, he decided not
to mention the Grove. Hed not have believed it himsaf without proof. As everyone seemed to know of
hislovefor Tayer, Mikhail felt hisbest chance lay in convincing the king that Tayer cared for himin
return, hoping the older man'slovefor his daughter and his desire to see her happy would cause him to
cdl off the arranged joining.

He glanced at Tayer riding serendy beside him. It could only help that she was so obvioudy awomanin
love

Hanna met them in the stableyard. "He's been asking for you both, " shetold them. ™Y ou'd better hurry.
Heswaiting in the smal audienceroom. ™

Mikhail took Tayer's hand and together they went into the palace, Hannatrailing ong behind. Heads
turned asthey passed and the hallsfilled with rumor. Tayer, listening to the song of another world, didn't
hear. Mikhail set hisjaw and pretended not to. "Sire, | have to speak with you. " The king looked at his
nephew and then at his daughter.

"Yes, " hesaid dryly. "l should say you do. " His Mgesty had not been impressed when Tayer's absence
had been discovered and he was less impressed when she showed up five hours later with Mikhail. What



must the envoy from Halda be thinking? " Sire, your daughter and | wish to bejoined. " Keeping hisface
carefully noncommittal-he'd been afraid something like thiswould happen since the first time held seen the
light in Mikhail's eyes-the king sat down and peered over stcepled fingersat Tayer. "Isthat what you
wish, child?' "Yes, Father. " "Thistak of your joining isalittle sudden, isit not?"

"If I'd known you were arranging ajoining, Sire, | would've spoken sooner, but | was away on the
border..."

"Defending the country. Y ou grew up in my household, Mikhail, I know your worth. However, nothing
prevented Tayer from speaking when | made her aware of my plans. " Although held carefully kept
Mikhail from finding out, he'd made sure Tayer had no objections before he sent the Messenger to
Hada

Mikhail held his breath and sent a short prayer to the Mother that Tayer remained enough in the world to
lie

"I was unsure of my fedings, Father, " she hestated then looked amost shyly up a Mikhall. "It wasn't
until | saw him on hisreturnthat | knew. "

Mikhail smiled at her and gently squeezed her hand. It seemed very small in hisand very cold. Then he
gave hisatention again to the king.

"If Tayer joinswith Halda, " the older man said thoughtfully, "Ardhan gainsavauable dly. What doesthe
country gainif shejoinswith you?'

"The country would gain less, it'strue, but you would have comfort in the knowledge that your daughter
was happy. Sire. ™

Theking raised abushy eyebrow.
"And you don't believe shewill be heppy in Halda. "

"No, Sire. " Mikhail met his gaze steadily. "If shejoinswith the Crown Prince of Halda, it will beajoining
without love. "

"Doyou love her?'

"Oh, yes, Srel Withal my heart!"

Only afool would doubt the sincerity of Mikhail's response. The king wasno fool.
Tayar?

For the first time since she had entered the room, for the first time in many months, Tayer looked at her
father directly. He drew in his breath sharply under the full impact of her eyes. He couldn't question the
love they held-he couldn't know the love was not for Mikhall.

"If loveistheway of it, " and he wondered how he could've been so blind to think that Tayer had no
morethan asbling's affection for her cousin, "you have my blessing. | will do what | can about Halda. "

"l will joinwith him, Sire. ™

"What?' The king soun around, Mikhail stared at his sister in astonishment, and even Tayer rgjoined the
world long enough to look surprised.



Hannagot up from the stool where sheld been sitting and stepped forward.
"Hanna, child, | didn't know you werethere. "

Hannasmiled strangely. "Yes, Sire, | know. ™

"What'sthisyou've said?"

"I anwilling to join with the Crown Prince of Hada. If he gpproves, you'l sill have an dly and Tayer will
be happy. " The Mother forbid, said her eyes, that Tayer should be unhappy.

"That's avery noble sacrifice you're making for your cousin, " the king began kindly, wishing that either
Hanna's mother or his beloved queen till lived. "And we are dl touched that you're willing to put her
happiness ahead of yourshbut... "

"I'm not doing it for her, " Hanna explained, wanting someone to understand, just thisonce. "I'm doing it
forme.™

"To go away from your family, to join with aman you've never met. " Mikhail took a step toward his
ggter, hishands spread in puzzlement. "What istherein that for you?'

"A place of my own, " Hanna answered softly, turning to face him. "Where | am not overlooked. Where |
am mysdlf, not Tayer's cousin or Mikhail's sster or the king's niece. Y ou and Tayer have each other, why
can't thisbefor me? All my life I've been the second princess, I'd like to be first for achange. "

Theking's heavy brows drew in over hisnose and he studied his niece asif seeing her for thefirst time.
"We never knew you fdt thisway... "

"That, " said Hanna, "is part of the problem. Please, Uncle. "
And the king nodded.
"If Hldaagrees... "

A Messenger was sent and Halda agreed. One unknown princess would do aswell as another in the
opinion of the crown prince, who had little interest in being joined at dl. At the end of aweek of state
fedtivities, aproxy joining was held on the dais of the People's Square. Hanna managed to look regd in
the ridiculous clothing demanded by the occasion and gave her responsesin astrong, clear voice that
carried to the meanest viewpoint at the back of the Square.

"| il don't understand why you haveto do this, " Mikhail said, as attendants carried her back into the
paace and the Great Doors closed.

"If you'd understood, " Hannatold him sharply, removing the cumbersome headdress, "I wouldn't have
hadtodoit.”

Mikhail looked to Tayer for support, but she only smiled sadly and shook her head. With the light she
carried had come understanding, but it wasfar too late to start making amends.

The next day, Hannalleft to live with a husband she had never met and, although Mikhail and Tayer both
watched until she rode out of sight, she never once looked back.

Tayer and Mikhail werejoined by the king in aquiet ceremony; a ceremony they both considered to be
unnecessary. In their hearts, they knew they had been joined that day in the Grove. Tayer's condition
soon became obvious and her father was delighted.



"The Mother has blessed thisunion, " he declared, so enchanted by the idea of agrandchild he ignored
the unusua aspects of the pregnancy.

For the most part the rest of the court took their cue from the king. Tayer wasinsulated from gossip and
Mikhail heard little of it, for only afool would spesk in Mikhail's presence, but what he heard caused him
great uneasiness.

"Twal?l

With avishble effort, Tayer brought herself back from the light. She smiled a Mikhail, who kndlt at her
feet, and gently touched the tumbled mane of his hair.

"Tayer, " he hestated, considered what he was asking and found, with no little surprise, that the question
was painless. To think of Tayer with another man would have torn him to pieces, but to think of her with
Varkell brought only arenewed sense of wonder. "Tayer, the child you carry, when did you conceive?'

"A month after you left for the border. ™
Mikhail cursed beneeth his breath and Tayer looked at him in puzzlement.
"What'swrong?"' she asked.

"When the child isborn, the court will know it isn't mine. Y our timewill be either amonth too early or a
month too late. " Convincing the court, and her father, that held impregnated her before leaving would've
been bad enough but nothing compared to what was likely to happen. A roya child was meticuloudy
examined and then presented to the people, making an eight-month He impossible to sustain. He didn't
want to think of what Tayer would go through then.

"Don't worry. " Shetook one of hishands and placed it on the gentle swelling of her ssomach. "It has
been taken care of . "

And suddenly, Mikhail felt thet it had.

Tayer's pregnancy was not an easy one. Throughout the long winter, asthe child grew within her, she
seemed to fade. Cheekbones cut anglesinto her face and her hands became thin and frail, dmost
transparent. She gave dl her strength, al her life, to the child. Her eyes il shone as bright, or brighter,
but few could meet the unearthly beautty of her gaze. Mikhail, looking beyond the beauty to the glory that
consumed her, was himsalf consumed with worry for hisyoung wife.

Winter finaly ended. The grip of ice and cold released and the first greens of spring began to appear.

The time came when, by Mikhail's count, Tayer should ddliver; and then it passed. Taken care of, yes,
but Mikhail worried that Tayer would not be able to bear the burden much longer. Every day he carried
her out to the gardens, but it did little good, for every day she grew weaker. At long last, on acloudless
summer afternoon, the pains began.

The midwives expected trouble. The princess hips were narrow and she wasn't strong. The birth, they
feared, would rip her apart.

"Andif it comestoit, " sSighed the younger asthey scrubbed their hands, "who do we save, the mother or
the child?'

"Both, " came the reply and the voice held conviction that even Lord Death would have hesitated to
chdlenge.



When everything was ready, they let Mikhail into the room. He sat by the bed and held Tayer'slimp hand
in his. Her grip tightened and she whimpered. He doubted she knew he was there. Hed never felt so
helpless.

"lan't there anything | can do?'

"Give her what strength you can, milord, " said one of the women, laying acool cloth on Tayer's brow
"Thisisnt goingto beeasy. "

But the babe had other ideas. Asif wanting to make up for dl the trouble that had gone before, she did
effortlesdy into theworld and greeted the day with ahearty bellow.

"A girl, milord, milady. A fine, hedthy girl. "

Mikhail looked at the bloody, wrinkled bundle at Tayer's breast and touched atiny cheek with one
massvefinger.

"She's beautiful, " he whispered.

A breeze came through the window, bringing with it the scent of trees and forest loam. It gently fanned
the mother and child.

"Wesghdl cdl her Crysd, " Tayer said, looking down at her tiny daughter, "'For the light shines through

When Tayer raised exhausted eyes to Mikhail's face his heart sang with joy for though the other world he
|eft her they till shonewith light... only now, last, as Varkel had promised, thelight was for him|

Seated on amoss-covered log, just outside the Sacred Grove, Doan waited. The seed had been planted
and nurtured. All that remained of Varkd | wasthe tree and the child. The tree was an empty vessdl. The
child had her own guardian in Mikhail. One last thing and he could return to the caverns.

"0, little gardener, your jobisdone. "

Doan's eyes narrowed as the speaker sat down beside him. The sapphire robes should have looked
rediculoudly out of place in the depths of the Lady's Wood; asit was, the Wood looked out of place
about the robes. Doan suppressed the urge to move away, "I felt your presence, " he growled. "1 waited.
You'retoo late. "

Sender fingers ran through red-gold curls and two full lips curved. "But | cameto talk toyou. "
"Why?' the dwarf demanded.

One wickedly arched brow rose. "Why to thank you for being such a sturdy guardian, of course. "
Doan hooked his thumbs behind hisbelt and glared, "I guarded against you, not for you. "

"But | never had any intention of interfering. " He stretched out long legs and settled himsdlf more
comfortably againg a protruding branch. "I'm agame player, dways have been. Y our seedling islikely to
be thelast worthy game I'll be ableto play. "

"Lagt game?"

"Don't get your hopes up, little man. She can't defeat me, dthough | won't begin until she thinks shehasa
chance. "



"Youll stay away from the child?’
"] just said so, didn't 17"
"Youlie"

"Yes, " heagreed, "l do. "

Doan could not decideif this amiable admission was generd or specific 0 heleft it. It was enough that
the enemy saw only the most obvious scenario, that his vanity blinded him to possibilities other than
outright confrontation. "Wasthat al you wanted to say?" he demanded after the silence stretched to
uncomfortable lengths.

"That you've been more than usdlesshere? Yes. ™
"You cameadl thisway just to annoy me?'
Hesmiled lazily. "Basicdly. It'sahobby of mine, annoying people. "

A twitch. Another. Then Doan threw back his head and laughed. He couldn't help himsdlf. It was, after
al, ahobby of hisaswdl. When his eyes stopped gleaming, he was done on thelog.

| amogt liked him, he redlized, wiping moisture from his cheeks. Mother-cregtor help you child; heis
more dangerous than we thought.

Interlude Two

Tayer's baby grew into achild, not outwardly different from other children. Shelearned to walk early,
and then to run. Soon, the entire court, the Palace Guard, the Elite, and asmall army of servantswere
watching out for her as she frequently appeared in places she had no right to be, her harrassed parents
and nurses often with no idea of where sheld got to. She learned to talk late, but when at last she did, she
spokein full sentences; never resorting to baby prattle, and never hesitant about expressing her opinion.
Green eyes wide and oddly mature, she backed many an adult away| from their views.

She was pampered and much indulged and proved without doubt that achild cannot be spoiled by too
much love.

For ten years she grew as other children did. And if she moved alittle faster, threw hersalf into childhood
with an dmost desperate enthusiasm, involved hersdf in everything she did with athoroughness and single
minded purposg, it was easy for the adults surrounding her to miss seeing. Or seeing, misunderstand.

Toward the end of her tenth year she quieted and, began to spend long hours with Tayer in the gardens
leaning againgt her mother's knees. She went to Mikhail's office off the training-yards and stood, cheek
pressed to his shoulder, watching as he worked. At odd times she stood, head cocked, as though she
listened to words carried on the wind.

Two days after her eventh birthday, the centaur came, appearing suddenly in the garden where Tayer
and Mikhail sat with their daughter. . "Crystd. " His voice was the rumble of athousand galloping hoofs.
"I have comefor you. "

Sowly, Crystd pulled hersdf from Tayer's nervelessfingers, and waked forward until she stood within
the shadow of the massive creature. Then she turned and faced her parents.



Whatever protests they might have made washed away in the flood of radiance from her eyes. For the
first timein eeven years, they were forced to confront who her father had been; not the mortal man
who'd loved and raised her but an enchanted being of power and light. Still, Mikhail might have found the
strength to deny it had the child not raised her eyesto his. Once before he had looked into the other
world they showed and that time asthis, he/d admitted defeat. His angry questions choked off and
became a pained nod.

Tayer dropped to her knees and held wide her arms. Crystal hesitated a moment then ran to her mother's
embrace. Thelight poured from them both and Mikhail, refusing to look away, was temporarily blinded
by it. Then hisarmswerefull of awarm bundle smeling of sunshine and hidden forest groves and the
apple shel'd been eating... had it been mere moments before?

"Don't worry, Papa, " breathed aquiet voice againg his cheek. "'l shal take the pony you gave mefor my
Birthday, and | shdl remember you, and he shal help me not to belonely.

Then hisarms were empty and when he could see again, Crystal sat perched on the broad back of the ;
Centaur. Asthe cregture turned, the sunlight flashed on asingle tear running silver down the gentle curve
of her face, and then they were gone.

Tayer, who had been brave for her daughter's sake, shuddered and turned to face her husband.
"You knew, " he redlized suddenly. "Y ou knew that someday thiswould happen. "

She nodded and her tears scattered to fall like dew upon the roses. "I carried that light benesth my heart,
" shesad. "l am sorry, my love, but | could never forget she was her father's daughter.

Mikhail wordlesdy opened hisarms, much as Tayer had done, and Tayer, much as Crystal had done, ran
into them.

He stroked her hair, marveling at the strength it must have taken to hold such pain within herself for so
many |years.

"What shall wetdl your father?' he asked at last. "The king and the court will have to know something. "
"Wewill tell them the truth. The truth from the] beginning. "

"Will hebdlieve us?'

"It doesn't matter, " Tayer cried, her fingers digging desperately into Mikhail'sarms. "She'sgone. "

Doan pulled his hood closer around hisface and glowered up through therain at C'Tal. "Thisd better be
important, " he warned.

The centaur nodded, hair and beard a solid wet mass on shoulders and chest. "It is, " he said. "Else we
would not havefelt it necessary to cdl you. Y ou are awarethat it israining?'

"No, " Doan snarled. "l hadn't noticed. "
CTal looked confused. "Y ou had not noticed? Buit... "

"Of course I'd noticed, you over-educated carthorse. " He scanned the area, ssomped to a nearby
boulder, climbed to the top and sat with an audible squelch from sodden clothes. This put him eyeto eye
with the centaur. "I'm cold, I'm wet and I'm fast losing whét little patience | have. Get to the point. "

"Itisraining." CTd held up amassive hand as Doan's eyes began to glow red. "Please, hear what | have



tosay. Theranis, asyou have said, the point. It hasrained here for eight days now. The child is causing
it."

Both Doan's eyebrows rose until they disappeared beneath the edge of hishood. He held out one
gnarled hand, palm up, then brought the captured water to hislips. "I'm impressed, " he said &t last.
"How?'

The centaur absently scrapped at the rock with afront hoof. "Sheis not even aware that sheisdoing it.
But, " he added, anticipating Doan's next question, "'we are aware and we are sureit is her doing. "

"Just what exactly did she do?’
"Eight days ago, her pony died and in her grief she wegpt. "
A dow smile spread over Doan's face. "And the world weeps with her. Sympathetic magic. "

"So wefed aso. But she has stopped weeping and the world has not. Asthisis not something we taught
her to do, we are not able to teach her to undo it. Thisis not something any of the others were ever

capableof. "
"Well, they weren't avery sympathetic lot, werethey?"

Great corded muscles stood out along C'Td's shoulders and arms and his voice wasice as he replied:
"We only teach. We are not responsible for what is done with our teachings. ™

Doan dowly roseto hisfeet and the two ancient powers stood immobile, gazes locked. With a shudder
that ran down the length of hisbody, CTa broke away, his head and shoulders dowly bending under the
weight of an impossible burden.

"We are not responsible for what is done with our teachings, " he repeated, his voice so low it sounded
like the distant rumble of thunder. "We cannot be responsible for the actions of any thinking being. But
thistime... " His head came up and his mighty shoulders squared. "Thistime we teach where the
respongbilitieslie. " He snorted, an amazingly horse-like sound. "We are no longer so blind asto think
the Mother's Y oungest will know this on their own. " Doan stood amoment longer, then he nodded,
once, and abruptly sat. "Which brings us back to the rain. Have you tried to comfort her?”

C'Td backed up agtep, histail flicking from sdeto sidein short, jerky arcs. "Weare not... " he began.
"That is, wedo not ever... itisnotinusto... "

A centaur at alossfor words, Doan thought, the corners of his mouth twitching dightly despite the
circumstances. Now that's something you don't see everyday. Aloud he said, "L et her go home, CTd. "
"But her learning has barely begun!” "Not forever, you idiot; just let her vigit. " "If that isdl you can offer,
you may return to your caverns. We hone awegpon and timeis short. "

"Try to remember that weapon is il alittle girl. No, wait!" Doan chopped through whatever CTd was
trying to say with that staccato command. Y ou asked for my advice, now listen to it. Responsibility isn't
enough. Shelll never know compassion if sheisn't shown it, nor love ether. If you can't give that to her,
take her to someonewho can. " "Emoationis... "

"Emotion caused this. " Doan gestured up at the glowering gray sky. "Remember? She's tapped into
something here the Enemy doesn't have. | don't know how, maybeit's her parentage, the Mother knows
that's strange enough, but if she'sto be the key to the Enemy’'s Doom shelll need dl the hel p she can get.
Don't cut her off from this. It may save her life. It may savedl our lives. ™



CTal appeared to bethinking it over. Morerain gathered in his hair and beard and began to stream over
his motionless body.

"It ispossible that you are correct, " he said at last, soun on one hind leg, and galloped away.

"You'rewelcome!" Doan snarled as CTal's glistening black haunches disappeared into the distance. A
centaur at full gallop moved too fast for the eyeto follow. "I don't envy that child her next few yearswith
those pompous nags, " he muttered, climbing down off the boulder. He scowled as he redized he was
wet through, then he smiled suddenly. "Nor, " he declared vindictively, heading for home, "do | envy
those overblown horse's asses their next few yearswith her. " He snorted. "They'll remember thisrain
with fondnessif sheever getsmad. "

Eight

One moment, all was peace and stillnessin the Sacred Grove. The next, the muffled boom of adistant
explosion sent Tayer into the sanctuary of Mikhail's arms. The sound had barely died when there came
another. And then another.

Inthe quiet after the third blast, the birches of the Grove shuddered and swayed, dthough no wind
moved through them.

"Ballsof Chaos, " Mikhail swore softly, holding Tayer safe againg his chest. "What wasthat?"
"The beginning of war, " replied aclear, young voice. "And possibly the end of Ardhan. "

"What... " Mikhail's hand went to his side, groping lor his absent sword. Not since hisfirst visit, seventeen
years before, had he carried a sword into the Sacred Grove. Not until thisinstant had he missed it. But
Tayer pulled hersdf from Mikhail's grasp and stepped forward eagerly, scanning the circle of trees.
"Crystd?' shecdled.

The young woman who stepped out from between the birches seemed to have a so stepped out of
legend. Although barely more than agirl, she stood astall as Mikhail, sapling dender, and graceful ina
way unseen since the Eldest died and her sisters disappeared from mortal sight. Her hair was awhite so
pureit shone silver and her eyes were the green of new spring leaves flecked lightly with gold. Shewas
dressed for travel, breeches, tunic, and riding boots al in black, and she looked like ashadow defying
the soft sunlight of the Grove.

"Crydd, " Tayer said again and held open her arms.

Crystal went eagerly to the embrace, resting her cheek on her mother's head with aweary sigh. She had
comeavery long way in the last few days and she had adisagreeable duty il to perform. This
temporary haven was welcome.

Tayer broke away first. She pushed her daughter out to arm's length and looked her up and down.
"Black becomesyou, " shesaid at last with asmile. "But what are you doing home? Have they given you

aholiday?'
"No, Mother. My time with the centaursis done. They sent meto help. "
"Help what, child?' Mikhail asked.

Crydtd looked over at her stepfather, her face grim enough to wipe away his smile of greeting. "From the
time of the Eldest, through the raids we have fought every harvest, we... " She waved along-fingered



hand. ... Ardhan, has been part of amost deadly game, put through our paces by Kraydak, the wizard
who has controlled the throne of Mdac for the last four hundred years. ™

"Wizard, " Mikhall grunted, his brows drawing into agolden vee as he consdered it. "That would, " he
muttered to hismemories, "explain agreat ded. "

Tayer shook her head. ™Y ou must be mistaken, child. Thewizardsaredl long dead. "

"No, not al. Two remain. The sounds you heard were Kraydak's work. " Crystal paused and took a
deep breath, the rest was difficult to say. "We must go back to town at once. The paace and everyonein
it has been destroyed. We three are the only survivors of the Roya House of Ardhan. Mother, you are
now queen. "

The distant cry of abird was the only noise as shock, anger, sorrow-a cacophony of emotion-roared
through the Grove. But no disbelief. No denid. Thetruth in Crystal's voice was stronger than those.

"Everyone?' Tayer asked at last, her eyeswide, her voice trembling.
"Y es, Mother. Everyone. "

Mikhail looked out at Crystal through the numbness that thankfully seemed to be cushioning the despair,
"Y ou were in the Grove seconds after the sound died. How can you know what happened?'

"The centaurs foresaw Kraydak's attack. As| could do nothing to stop it, they sent me hereto you. "
She looked earnestly at her parents. " Although I'd have tried if thered beentime... ™

"Y ou could do nothing to stop it?" Mikhalil interrupted, adawning light of understanding showing on his
face. "What could you possibly have done?' Crystal backed up a step, laced her fingers together, and
gtared down into the pattern.

"l," she said softly, "am the other wizard. ™

When Tayer, Mikhail, and Crystal brought their lathered horsesto a stop in the Peopl€'s Square, they
were ingtantly surrounded by terrified men and women. Hands clutched and pulled at their clothing and
the horses harnesses. VVoices wailed, sobbed, and cried out in despair. Tayer and Mikhail sat like statues
inthe midst of chaos and stared in shock at the smoldering pile of rubble that had been the palace. Even
Crystd, who had known what they would face, sat silent and disbdlieving.

The blow had been well aimed. The outbuildings- the stables, the barracks, the servants quarters-had
not been touched. The old palace wall, with its seven new arches opening the pal ace up to the people,
gtill stood. Only the paace itsalf had been destroyed. The great hulking stone edifice that had squatted
ugly and supremein the center of King's City was no more. It looked asif agiant had lifted his massive
fist and squashed it flat.

A score of people-those of the Guard who had not been in the building at the time of the attack, as well
as nobles, servants, and townsfolk-crawled over the wreckage. In severd places, small groups marked
another body being lifted clear. On the pile of debristhat had once been the West Tower, agirl, no more
than ten or twelve years old, crouched and rocked a broken, bloody body in her arms. The body had
been so badly crushed it wasimpossibleto tell at adistanceif it was male or femae, mother or father.
The girl's face was wet with blood from pressing her lips againgt her gridy burden. Her eyeswere wide
with shock, staring ahead at nothing. She waliled, athin high cry, sorrow and fear mixed together. It rose
and fell to the cadence of her rocking.

On the very edge of the Square, atop the rubble of what had been the sunroom wall, four bodieslay.



Around them stood a Guard of Honor. The guards arms were red to the elbow and their uniformswere
gpattered with blood. Dull crimson stains marked the 1 sheets that covered, but did not hide, the
identities of the four dead.

When Tayer's anguished eyes rested on what lay guarded there, she moaned softly and tried to swing off
her horse. The mob clung to her in desperation, and she retreated, trapped. Mikhail peeled his hand from
the pomme of his sword-it had gone therein atruly usaless gesture of defiance when hefirst saw the
destruction-and reached for Tayer'sreins, hisintention clear. If the crowd would not let them dismount,
then he would force away through on horseback.

Crydd laid her hand on hisarm and, when he turned to look at her, shook her head. She dropped her
own reins, took a deep breath, and sang.

If the song had words, no one afterward remembered them. It was more a song of fedlings. It was
reassurance, security, hope. It was the song amother humsto her child as shetucksit in at night. It was
powerful, universd, caming.

One by one, the crowd quieted as the song poured over them. Some began to weep hitterly, but the
panic stilled. Even the young girl stopped wailing and turned to stare at Crystal with wounded eyes.

Crysta's gaze swept the crowd, resting briefly on each mourner. Not until all who needed it had drawn
strength from the green fire of her eyes did she stop singing. The breezes carried the melody for afew
sec-onds more, then they too were ill.

Mikhail siwung down to the pavement, the creaking of his saddle leather sounding unnaturaly loud. He
held up hisarmsto Tayer. She collgpsed into them paused for an instant in the security of hisembrace
then, keeping atight grip on hishand, started the long walk to the edge of the Square. The people parted
let them through.

When she reached the bodies, Tayer knelt and lifted the edge of the sheet. They were dl there: her father
the King, Davan and Eyrik, her brothers, and Save Davan's pregnant wife. She brushed alock of hair out
of Savdl's eyes and gently lowered the fabric, wiping her bloody hand on her skirt.

"Magesty?' amerchant asked quietly, his WOP faling into the silence like onesinto water. "What are
weto do?'

Tayer looked up at her daughter, but Crystal had banked the firein her eyes and had no answer. She
looked at Mikhail but he merely shook his head. The message was clear. Tayer was now queen. The
choice must be hers.

The queen searched for her voice and forced it past her grief. To her surpriseit neither quavered nor
shook athough it was husky with the tears that streamed down her face.

"Wewill bury our dead and we will prepare for war. "

War. Of dl thosein the Square, only Crystd didn't recoil from the word. Her eye had been caught by the
glint of sunlight on red-gold curls and she stared horrified fascination at the man benesth them who stood
at the edge of the crowd. It wasn't his beau she marked, nor that his sapphire robes were clean and
ungtained by blood or grime. It was the fact that in dmost full light of the afternoon sun, he cast no
shadow.

Aware of the scrutiny, he smiled up at her, raised one hand in amocking salute, and faded dowly away.

The breeze carried the sound of hislaughter.



"Crygdl?

She turned dowly from the window. The voice was not one she knew, but the face hovered on the edge
of Memory. She searched until she found anameto fit "Bryon?'

Thetdl, dark-haired young man flashed a dazzling smile and made an elegant leg. "At your command. ".
Crystd stared in amazement.

"Bryon?"' sherepested.

Bryon gracefully straightened up.

"Ah, " hesaid. "l seeyoure puzzled. After dl, it's been six years, how could you be expected to
recog-nize me?' Heleaned closer. "I'll let you in on the secret. " Hislips hovered at the edge of her ear
and is breath was awarm breeze on her cheek. "I've gotten taller. "

Crystal backed away.

"So have you. " Bryon nodded solemnly, but his gray eyes danced. It didn't seem to bother him that the
gartlingly lovely creature his old playmate had grown into had adight advantagein height.

Crystal-who had almost ceased to think of time, for the centaurs having al of eternity never bothered
with it-was suddenly aware of just how long those six years had been. Thiswas the grubby companion of
her childhood? This handsome courtier with the disarming smile who was planting warm kisses on the
palm of her hand... who was planting warm kisses on the palm of her hand? She snatched her hand

away.
"Bryon!"

"Crystd!" He mimicked her tone exactly, then threw abrotherly arm about her shoulders and pro-pelled
her down the hdl. "Come on. They want you in my father'slibrary. "

Hisfather was the Duke of Belkar. The House of Belkar was cousin to the Roya House through
Meredith who had joined with Ragl, the son of the Lady of the Grove. The current duke-had opened his
town-house to what was |eft of the court.

"So, " said Bryon conversationdly asthey waked toward the library, "I hear youre awizard. "

Crydtd, preoccupied with analyzing the peculiar warmth radiating out from where Bryon'sarm lay across
her shoulders, merdly mumbled an affirmative.

"W, " he continued, apparently undismayed both by her lack of response and by the knowledge of the
daughter the ancient wizards had caused, "1 suppose everyone needs a hobby. "

That penetrated. She twisted lithely out of his grasp and turned to face him. People will be wary of you,
the centaurs had said. They will treat you with caution and respect. Some will even be frightened. They'd
never mentioned that some would be amused.

"Hobby?1 have powers you couldn't even imagine and you cal it ahobby? Don't you redize what | an?!
She regretted the outburst the moment the words I eft her mouth, her voice sounding shrill and childish.
Sounding, in fact, like the voice of achild overreacting to being teased. Bryon had dways been ableto
get that response; that, at least, the Six years apart hadn't changed.

But Bryon, securein hisvictory, only smiled and held the library door openfor her. "You'relate, " he



sad.

It's difficult to impress someone who tied your braids to a pigsty when you were seven, Crystal reflected
as she went into the room.

Thelibrary waslarge and Crystal was surprised by the number of books and scrollsit contained. The
duke, agrizzled old fighter, had not stuck in her childhood memory of him as much of areader. Tayer sat
behind a massive table covered over with amap of Ardhan and the surrounding territory, trying to make
sense of what Mikhail and the Duke of Belkar were saying. Thiswas no easy task as the two men
contradicted each other loudly and often, pulling the map back and forth while trying to make their point.
Crygd fdt sorry for her mother, caught in the middle of something she had no hope of controlling.

The only son and heir of the Duke of Riven leaned on the mantlepiece, saring into the ashes of an old
fire. Degp circles bracketed his eyes and he plucked nervoudy at the hilt of his dagger with one
fine-boned hand. He had lost his mother and his younger sister in the destruction of the paace and it
looked asif hewould now lose hisfather to grief.

The Court Treasurer, one pudgy hand smoothing the burgundy velvet of his robe as though he soothed a
cat, argued quietly with the Captain of the Palace Guard. They were the only two ranking members of the
palace staff |eft aive. A gray-robed Scholar ood to one Sde, listening. He had been with Belkar's
household only afew weeks, but as none of the Scholars advising the roya family had survived the
destruction

of the paace, the duke had asked him to attend. The captain noticed Crysta firgt, and fell slent. One by
one, dl headsturned toward her. Even young Riven looked up from his sorrow. The room grew o still
that a breeze could be heard dancing through the linden tree outside the window. The silence extended
and became awkward.

Finally, Bryon, who had followed Crysta into the room, cleared histhroat.

"l have brought the princess as you requested, Sir. " The princess. Much easier to ded with than the
wizard. Thetension in the room eased and the duke came around the table to take Crystal's hands.

"It'sgood to see you again, child, " he said. "Though one could wish it were under better circumstances. "
He leaned back dightly to look her full in the face athough he carefully avoided meseting her eyes. It
couldn't hurt to be careful around wizards, even if you had dandled this one on your knee when she was
ababy. "Y ou've grown some since we last met. "

"That was SXx yearsago, ar. | wasdeven. " "Ah, yes. " He dropped her hands. "Well, now, your father
tells me you know Something of what attacked us. Weve got to have details if wereto fight thisthing,
eh?'

Crystd glanced at Mikhail. Her father... Asone of the six dukes, Belkar had to know the truth of her
parentage. Whether he refused to acknowledgeit out of disbelief or from respect for Mikhail she wasn't
sure, nor did she carefor she refused to acknowledgeit hersdf. Mikhail wasthe father of her heart, al
the father she would ever want. She met his eyes. He dropped onelid inadow wink and, just for that
ingtant, the tasks yet ahead did not seem so impaossible "Now then, " the duke continued, "what's this
you've got to tell us about Mdac?'

Crystd discarded the princess with relief. The wiz ard answered.

"We aren't fighting Mdac. We never have been." "Couldve sworn it was aMeacian put a spear through
my leg when | rode with the Elite, " muttered the Captain of the Guard.



"Perhaps. But he was atool in another's hands. The Wizard Kraydak has ruled Melac since before the
Lady died. " In Ardhan, there was, and alwayswould be, only one Lady.

The room erupted into aflurry of questions and exclamations of disbelief. Even young Riven was
momentarily shaken from his stupor. Only Crystal and the Scholar remained silent.

When order had been restored, Mikhail turned to the gray-robed man. ™Y ou didn't seem surprised to
hear that, " he said suspicioudy. "Y ou knew about Kraydak? About thiswizard?'

The Scholar shook his head. He was astall asthe members of the Roya House, who weretdler than
most of their subjects, and was thin and wiry, hisdark hair stresked with gray.

"No, milord, | knew nothing, but there have been rumors of how the Kings of Melac have a counsdor
who never dies and through him aweak and struggling nation became an empire. Although there have
been no great magicsthat only awizard could perform, Meac's armies have had entirely too much help
from the eementsfor it to have been coincidentd. The Scholars have studied the ancient wizards... " His
face twisted suddenly. "After all, they nearly sent the whole world to Lord Degth. Of them dl, only
Kraydak had the power to survive the Doom. " He shrugged. "But | know nothing. Scholars have not
been welcomed in Méelac or her conquered countries for years. ™

"Nonsense, " broke in the duke. "Why, | myself wasin Méac not more than ayear ago to try and
hammer out some sort of treaty and there were plenty of Scholars about then, they certainly looked
welcome ... flitting around like shadows... nosesin everybody's business... gave methe cregps. " He
suddenly remembered who he wastaking to. "No offense, Lapus. "

Lapus smiled thinly. "None taken, sir. " Then the smile vanished. The Scholar's voice degpened and
passion marred its smooth composure. " The gray-robed ones you saw were not Scholars whatever they
caled themsdves. A Scholar has no magter but knowledge and lets nothing, and no one, stand in the way
of the search for Truth. "

Crysta studied the Scholar thoughtfully as he spoke. He was nothing like the genial teachers sheand
Bryon had shared as children. His intensity when he spoke of knowledge as the only master was dmost
fanatical. He reminded her very much of the centaurs. She missed her old teachers, and the fedling of
certainty they radiated.

"l amold for lessons, " she began as Lapus finished speaking, "but | have been with the Eldersfor so long
| know little about the ways of Man. " Her eyes, the muted green-gold of sunlight through leaves, locked
onto his. "Will you tesch me?'

Trapped in the quiet depths of her eyes, Lapus couldn't have said no had he wanted to. A pulse began to
throb in histemple. With an effort, he bowed his head and forced his gaze to thetile floor.

"Yes milady, " wasdl hesad.

Crystd nodded once and turned away. The exchange had disturbed her as much asit obvioudy had
Lapus, for al that had looked out of the Scholar's eyes when she held them with her own wasthe
reflection of atall young woman with ivory skin and silver hair. She wasn't supposed to see hersdlf in
another's eyes, her power looked through to their heart.

The duke cleared histhroat and indicated the map on the table. "L essons will have to wait, child, now we
need plansfor war. "

"Wageit any way you like, " thewizard told him curtly.



"Crydd... " Tayer said warningly, aghast at her daughter's rudeness.

Crystd sghed. She would have to straighten some things out with her mother. "1 will have no involvement
inthefighting, " she explained.

Tayer looked at her in puzzlement. "But Crystd, you said we were fighting awizard. ™

"| beg your pardon if I've confused you, Mather, but | am fighting thewizard. Y ou fight only hisarmies. "
"Amounts to the same thing, doesn't it?" snorted the Captain of the Guard. "Thewizard... hisarmies?'
"No, it doesn't. "

"Well, what about that mess on the hill then?If that's not fighting awizard, what is?'

"Y ou didn't fight him though, did you?"

The captain remembered the three mighty and invisible blows that had reduced the palace to rubble. Hed
been standing thirty feet away and yet had not been touched, athough the sound nearly deafened him.
Hisears ill rang with it. He remembered the stream of blood trickling out from under the crushed stone
and how it had lapped daintily against his boot. His ruddy face paed and he shook hishead. "No, | didn't

But | wouldve, " he growled, "could I have got my handson him. "

"If you'd got your hands on him, you'd be dead. " Crystal moved to the window and lifted her faceto the
sun. Shedrank in the warmth and light, saving it up against the darknessto come. She didn't want to be
theworld'ssavior... she didn't have a choice. Then she sighed and turned back to the gray despair that
filledthelibrary.

"The Scholar wasright. Only Kraydak survived the holocaust and it took amost al of his greet power to
doit. He had hislife but not much else. He was a so afraid that the Doom which took the other wizards
might still cdlaim him so, defensdess, he hid. And he stayed hidden for over athousand years, rebuilding
his strength and gradually coming to redlize that he had escaped completely. None of the shadows that
lurked in dark cornerswere waiting to claim him.

"When he emerged, he found that people had changed. Having been free of the tyranny of the wizards for
generations, they were not likely to bow down to the lone survivor and he was sill weak enough to be
killed if the mortals were determined enough. Kraydak took another road to the power he craved; he
offered his services to the weakest king he could find. Not as awizard, but as a counselor and afriend.
He played on the king's weaknesses, on his yearning for power. He took the king to his tower and
offered him theworld. The king took the offer and from that day to thishe and his heirs have been
figureheads, for the power of Meacisin Kraydak's hands.

"Armies moved out, ways attacking where the defenders were weakest, protected by the knowledge
that should they begintofail, fire, flood, or some other seemingly natura disaster would cometo their aid.
Perhapsthey lost afew battles, but they won al the wars. Melac became an Empire.

"Y oung men and women began to disappear into Kraydak's tower. Those who spoke of resistance or
rebellion were visited in the night. The oneswho lived went mad; most died. "

"We share aborder with Meac, " the duke interrupted. "Why weren't we one of thefirst attacked?"

"Wewere. The battle that killed the Lady's love, was the beginning of Kraydak's push for an Empire.
Fortunately for Ardhan, he forgot to take the mountainsinto account and his neophyte army had to fight



the terrain before they met the enemy. He was new to morta warfare, and so helost. He hasn't returned
for two reasons. Once he got his people moving south and east, the way of |east resi stance, momentum
kept them moving away from us. The second reason concerns a prophecy, that in Ardhan would be born
the last of the wizards and his possible defest. "

"l dwaysfdt Mdac waswaiting for something, " Mikhail said quietly from where he stood at Tayer's
back. "If you studied the border raids, it was the only thing that made sense. "

Crystal nodded. "Kraydak was waiting for me. "

"Well that makes no sense, " fumed the duke. "I he knew you were coming and you could defeat him, he
should've taken the country to keep you from being born. ™

"Hewasbored. "
"Hewaswhat?'

"Bored. Everything came too easly, there were no chalenges, so he watched and waited and when he
thought | would give him agood fight-but not one he felt he would lose-he let me know he knew | was
here. "

Crysta stepped back and directed the duke's gaze out the window. Not far away people still moved
amidtheruins.

"He destroyed the palace to tell me that the game has begun. ™

Nyle, theyoung Lord of Riven, looked up. His eyes were rimmed in red and the whites were murky from
lack of deep. A piece of chestnut hair hung lank across hisforehead. Hislips curled back from histeeth
and heglared at Crystal from under heavy lids.

"My mother and sster are dead, " he snarled, "and you think it'sagame?’

"Kraydak thinksit'sagame, " Crysa corrected him gently although her expression remained stern. *'|
have never been more serous. Much of my family died in the pdaceaswell. "

"He wouldn't even be here but for you! He would've left usdone!”
"Perhaps. "

"Thenit'syour fault; your fault my mother isdead and my father isdying. " Hejerked away from the
fireplace and turned toward her. ™Y our fault!"

"NYLE!"

Mikhail's bass roar blasted some of the glaze from the young man's eyes. He stopped and drew along
shuddering bresth.

"Milord?'
"Go seeto your father, " Mikhail commanded kindly. "He needsyou by him. ™

Nyle nodded dowly and began to leave the room, his shoulders bowed under hisload of grief. At the
door, he paused, and the face he turned to Crystal was damp with tears. ™Y our fault, " he whispered
once more, and then he | eft.



"I would watch that young man, " Lapus said softly. "'If he truly believesthat the princessisresponsible
for the death of hisfamily, he may try to harm her. "

Crysta looked at the Scholar and just aflicker of her power showed degp in her eyes.
"Hecouldnt."

Mikhail stared at the closed door for amoment and then turned to Crystdl. He made hisVoice as
impersond as he could and hoped she would understand it was the prince who spoke and not her father.
"l haveto ask thiswould it make adifferenceif you left?!

Crystd understood, she'd asked hersdlf that same question. She shook her head and motes of light
danced in her silver hair. "No. If | l&ft, he would destroy Ardhan piece by piece until | came back to fight.

The captain's scarred forehead had been furrowed for sometime. Finally figuring out just what he didn't
understand, he spoke.

"If this Kraydak never meant to go after us until now, why theraids every year?'

"Hewas studying us, " Crystd explained. "Studying our land and the way we fight. He wants achallenge
not arout. "

"Sounds like he's got dl the angles covered, " muttered the duke. "And thisis the man we haveto best...

"No, " Crystd corrected again, dmost severely. "Thisisthe man | haveto best. "
"Canyou?' Tayer'svoice was heavy with fear, fear for her country, fear for her daughter.

Crystal heard. Shelooked out the window and watched something, someone perhaps, being lifted from
the wreckage. The salvation of her people settled more firmly on her shoulders and she braced hersdlf
agang theweight.

"l hope s0. " And then, with anod to her parents, she left the room.

Bryon stood asideto let her leave, then glanced up at hisfather. Go with her, said the duke's expression,
she shouldn't be done.

Asthis agreed perfectly with Bryon's desire, he bowed to the queen and followed.

Nine

Tayer would have no coronation, no robes of gold, and no great feast where the six dukes of Ardhan
would cometo pay homage to their new queen. She would go on no tour of the six provincesto acquaint
herself with her realm. The huge and ugly State Crown was buried deep in the rubble that had been the
palace. The dukes would give homage when they met on the battlefield. She would tour only the
provincesthe army must crossto meet Kraydak's attack. The queen rode at the head of her armies.

"How can you be so sure, " Mikhail demanded, "that the attack will come at the Tage Plateau? What
about the Northern Passinto Lorn? They've tried there before. ™

"And found it wanting, " Crystd replied, abreeze fanning her hair. "Kraydak's armies will cometo the



Tage Plateau. That far he haslet me seehisplans. ™
"Has et you see his plans? What in the name of the Mother for?!

"It'smy guess he's anxiousfor the battle and doesn't want meto missit, " Crystd said dryly. "H€ll keep
telling me enough to ensure werein the right place at the right time. " Then she left, taking the breeze with
her.

Mikhail looked at Tayer who was plotting the route from Belkar through Hale and up into the mountains.
The duke'slibrary had become war room, throne room, and petition room for the new queen.

"How does she know?' Mikhall muttered.

Tayer looked up at him and forced asmile. "'l doubt we'd like to know, my love. | doubt she found out in
amanner befitting a princess and the her to the throne. " The smile vanished and she shook her head. "1
can't deny what sheis, Mikhail. I've tried never to do that, but she must acknowledge my heritage now as
well asher father'sand I'm afraid the two will not mix. "

"Why not?'

"Therulesaretoo different. " Shetried to remember how it felt to rest safe within the light, offering no
resstance, but it had been too many years. Her memories of the Grove, of Varkdl, of carrying hislight
benesth her breast were muted by distance and blocked by her responsibilitiesto her people. She
scrubbed a fine-boned hand over her eyes. "Never mind, I'll speak to her. " She considered the map
again. "The War Horns go out today. Aliston can meet us at Hal€e's Sedt, but | suppose Cei and Lorn had
best meet us a the battle ground. ™

Mikhail stared down at hiswife. He knew she had a core of strength that seldom showed to those who
knew her lesswell than he, but that strength had been sorely tested over the last few days and he wished
he could do more to ease her burdens. "Y ou do that like an old campaigner, " he said at last, because he
had to say something.

"| wastrained to be queen. " Tayer sghed. "Although with two older brothersit didn't seem likely I'd
ever haveto usethetraining. " Her eyes misted and her voice dropped to awhisper as she remembered.
"And I'd give anything not to have this chance. "

Mikhail laid his hands on her dender shoulders and squeezed gently.

“I'mdl right, " Tayer told him, only atiny catch in her voice betraying her sorrow. "But now Crystal must
betrained as| was. The succession must be secure, especially aswerideto war. "

A vision of hisbeloved hacked to pieces by enemy swords caused Mikhail to close hiseyesin pain. But
if Tayer could prepare for the possibility so camly, could he do any less? He twisted the topic away from
the battlefield.

"Shewont likeit. She didn't like the maid you inssted she have, said awizard doesn't need amaid. "
"A wizard may not, but a princess does. "

Mikhail smiled as he spoke. "Considering some of the outfits she's expected to wear, | don't see how she
can do without one. "

"There are alot worse things than maids facing her. Although she should've consulted with usfirgt, I'm
glad she asked that Scholar to help her. | very much doubt her schooling over the last few yearsincluded



economics, local histories, diplomacy, protocol, " she paused, "and the making of war and the sending
out of War Horns. "

They were back to the battlefield.

"Isthere no placefor Rivenin your plans?' Mikhail asked, suddenly recalling the distribution of War
Horns sheld mentioned earlier.

All remaining light |eft Tayer'svoice.

"Rivenissat upon joining hiswife and child. He forgets he fill has one child left living to grieve and goes
running back to the arms of the Mother. He doesn't hear the tears of his son or the pleading of hisfriends.
Hejust liesthere, waiting for Lord Degth to claim him. " She reached for Mikhail's hand and laid her
cheek againg hissde.

His other hand came around and gently stroked her hair. "This should never have been set onyou, " he
said softly. "Y our life shouldn't be degth and destruction but sunshine and birdsong and the laughter of
children.™

"Do you regret not having children, Mikhail?" They had long ago given up hope.

Mikhail remembered atiny girl-child who had clamored to belifted to his shoulders; her delight at the
white pony on her fifth birthday; the day she and Bryon had locked themselvesin the dungeon and the
entire pal ace staff had searched for twelve hours before they were found.

"I dwaysfdt | had one. In fact, -the way Bryon was constantly underfoot | often thought | had two. "
And he remembered the silver tear that had fallen the day the centaur came and took her away. Sheld
looked back only once and the tear had shone like a star on her cheek. Now she had returned. "I aways
felt | had one, " he repeated sadly.

A knock on the door boomed through the silence that had fallen asthey both considered their daughter
and what she had become.

Tayer released Mikhail's hand and he moved to stand behind her, a solid wall against her back.
"Enter."

The door swung open and the Captain of the Guard marched into the room, followed by two of his
soldiers supporting aman between them. The man appeared to have been badly beaten, then kicked into
acorner and forgotten for sometime. Hislips were cracked and bleeding, his eyes swollen shut, and his
skin showed purple and black with bruises through his ripped and blood stained clothes.

"Whoishe?' asked Tayer asthe soldiers dragged him forward.

"Thispitiful remnant, " declared the captain, drawing himself up before the table, "isthe only survivor of
the palace. ™

"What!"

"That'sright, Mg esty. This scum, who beat his own brother to death and was sentenced to die by your
father the king-may he rest in the arms of the Mother- survived when everyone esewas crushed to a
bloody pulp. I've brought him to you for resentencing. "

"Rdeasehim.™



"Right, I'll... " The captain froze, in the act of turning away. "What?'
"Rdeasehim. ™
"But, Mgesty, hesaconvicted killer!"

"Heisalivel Too many others are dead and too many otherswill die. Take him out of here, ™
commanded the queen, "and release him!"

The Duke of Belkar's late wife had loved flowers and to please her he had extensive gardens planted
around all of their resdences. After her death, he/d found great comfort in them and often said that in the
gardens she dtill lived.

The garden at the townhouse was not very large, but it was exceptiondly beautiful. Crystal-clad now ina
style befitting a princess, agown of paest green with asiiver net loosely confining her hair-had found in it
much the same peace the duke found; problems could be temporarily forgotten and demands for the
impossi ble momentarily ignored. She let the hedling balm of the spring flowers and ddlicate |acework of
the flowering treeswash over her.

"May | joinyou?'
Logt in thought, she hadn't heard Bryon approach. Still not quite back, she opened her eyes.

Bryon had been thinking of her asa part of the garden, arare and beautiful flower with slver petasand
the scent of sun-warmed flesh. But when she opened her eyes, the garden disappeared and he was
snking into green fire. Sinking joyfully into green fire. Sinking ectaticaly into green fire. Wanting it to
consumehim.

"Oh, Bryon, I'm sorry!"
He blinked once, twice, and was suddenly looking into apair of concerned green eyes.
"l wasthinking... | didn't know you'd be looking at me so directly. "

"What elsewould | be looking &?' he muttered alittle peevishly, but added in amore norma voice when
he saw how distressed she appeared: "It's nothing to worry about, I'm al right. "

Crystal drew him down beside her on the bench and searched hisface anxioudy. If hewasn't dl right,
sheld never forgive herself. After amoment, satisfied that what he said wastrue, she sighed and turned

away.

"You must never forget, " the centaurs had told her time after time, "that you have the potentid to be as
great adanger as Kraydak himsgf. "

Bryon watched the effect of the sigh on Crysta's profile and the sparkle came back into his eyes. She
was the most magnificent woman he had ever seen and he had every intention of presuming on thelr
childhood friendship. He took her hand gently between the two of hisand carefully, asif it wereatimid
bird he must not startle, began to strokeit.

"What were you thinking of 7" he asked softly.
"About my time with the centaurs. "

"Wereyou very londy?'



"At first, but there was so much to learn in so little time. And there were always the breezes. "
"| can'timagine a breeze being much company. "

"That's because you don't know how to listen to them. They hear everything and they loveto gossip. ™
She amost smiled as she looked back at her younger sdif. "'l even gave them names and made up faces
for them. There was one that seemed to take aspecial interestin me, | called him Barrett. Although the
centaurs didn't approve-they felt my reality was wide enough without adding to it-1 imagined him with
black hair and gray eyes. He's till my good friend. ™

llHe?l

Sheturned to face Bryon... and hisblack hair and gray eyes. She snatched her hand away and felt her
cheeks grow hot, not wholly as aresult of the afternoon sun.

"What makes you think | waslonely?' she asked, smoothing the aready perfect folds of her sKirt.

"For onething, " and his smile caused two deep dimplesto gppear, "you used to laugh dl thetime, but |
haven't heard you laugh once since you've been home. "

"There's not much to laugh about, isthere?”

"No. " Thedimplesretreated. "I guessthereisnt. " But Bryon knew that wasn't al of it. It was asif
Crystd's purpose left no room for anything else. Had she given up her humanity when she took up her
powers? Helooked forward to finding out.

A chill breeze wrapped around them both. Crystal caressed it with long fingers, her head to one side,
ligening.

"I haveto go. " She sood suddenly. "The old Duke of Rivenisdead. "

Bryon hesitated barely amoment and then herose aswell. "I'll go with you, " he said, but it wastoo late.
Crystal had used his hesitation to move quickly toward the house. He followed, but agust of wind
snapped athorny branch into his path and he lost al hope of catching her when he had to stop and
unsnag his breeches.

"Well, Barrett, " he muttered, watching the swing of Crysta's departing hips, "'l guessit's between you
and me. " He didn't quite hear the breeze chuckle asit sped away.

The War Horns went out that afternoon; north to Aliston, south to Cei, west to Hale, and northwest to
Lorn. Aswdl asthe horns, each Messenger carried a scroll sealed with the queen's signet. The Horn was
apart of the ancient bond between the dukes and the High Court. The scroll carried the plansfor war.

The Messengers of Ardhan were chosen from the finest young men and women in the kingdom. The four
that carried the War Horns were the best of an exceptiona group. They were highly trained, highly
motivated, hedthy, intelligent, and totally helpless should Kraydak decide to prevent them from reaching
thelr destinations.

"l will bewatching, " Crysta assured them, meeting each of their eyesin turn and alowing them each a
glimpse of thelight. "If you should be attacked, | will be thereto protect you. "

And no one questioned the value of that protection save Crystd herself.

The new Duke of Riven also rode out that afternoon. He carried his own War Horn but, instead of a



scroll, he had the bodies of hisfather and sister. His mother's body had not been found.

It was two weeks hard ride from King's City to Riven; burdened with the heavy wagon the trip would
take dmost amonth. Long before Riven could be reached, the dead would be beyond the point where
the living could travel with them. If hewished to take hisfather and his Sster home, the new duke had no
choice but to accept the wizard's hel p.

"They would not be dead but for you, " he said as she stepped back from the, task, "and now they will
not return to the body of the Mother because of you. "

"When they are placed in Riven's soil, the Mother will take them back, " Crysta told him, trying to forget
thefed of dead flesh beneath her fingers. "Remember, had Kraydak not been waiting for me, Lord Deeth
would have taken them much sooner than hedid. "

They locked eyes and dthough Crystal carefully kept her power masked (" The people of Ardhan must
respect you aswell asfear you if they areto be any usein battle, " the centaurs had cautioned her. "It is
not advisable to keep reminding them that you are their only hope for afuture. "), young Riven looked
away first. With agrunted, "Perhaps, " he threw himself on his horse and began the long ride home. The
War Horn of Riven hung from his saddle, but even when swearing alegiance to the queen, he had not
sadif hewould sound it.

That night, long after most of the townspeople had gone to their beds and the sounds of the Guards had
faded toward the outskirts of the town, a solitary figure appeared in the ruins of the Peopl€'s Square. In
the slver light of the moon her hair seemed to burn, each strand adive with cold fire. WWhen she dropped
the cloak from her shoulders, her naked body ignited aswell until she seemed adender silver flame.

She cupped her hands and lifted them to the moon. White light filled them until it overflowed down her
arms then, throwing her arms wide apart, she scattered the light over the rubble... and called.

The cdl waslower than anything that should have come from a human throat. It was deep and insstent
and commanding.

On thethird cdl, the earth answered.

The paving stones began to vibrate as a note too low to be heard sang up from the ground. The broken
pieces of the palace began to shift and pitch. Wavesrippled through them asif they were water, not
sone.

The slver figure stepped forward and stood for amoment, not on the stones but on the air above them.
Then she began to dance. She moved dowly at first, outlining the perimeter-for everywhere her feet had
been therelay asilver tracery-but asthe earth's call began to rise, still unheard though felt at temple and
wrigt, the dance began to move more quickly until she wasindeed aslver flamein the moonlight.

Asthe pattern was completed, the song beat so quickly it seemed it must escape. Asthelast linewas
closed, it stopped. The pattern sank into the earth and dl the dogs of the town began to how! at once.

Shutters dammed back. Seepy voices demanded explanations and called at cursto be quiet. Had
anyone looked toward the palace they would have seen, not asilver dancer who moved like flame, but a
slver birch that lifted lacy branchesto the moonlight and swayed in agentle wind.

The dogs quieted at last, and the town returned to deep. The dancer descended to the street, picked up
her cloak, and disappeared in the shadows.

The next morning, twenty-six sheep grazed in the meadow that had erased the scars of the paace.



Ten

"My mother will ride at the head of thearmy, " Crystal remarked thoughtfully to Lapus asthey threaded
their way through the twisting halways of the duke's house. Although rain denied them the garden,
Crystal wastoo restlessto gt ill. "But dl | hear talk of ismen. The men will do this, the men will do
that... don't the women fight?*

"Some, but not many. "

"Why not?"

"'Someone must see to the day to day running of theland. "

"But why thewomen?' Crystal was puzzled. "The centaurs always said that the men werein charge. "
"In charge of what?'

"Wall... the country. "

"And who doesthat leave in charge of the men?"

Siver browsrose. "The women?'

"Who sees that the men get fed, and clothed, and to council on time? Who teaches them to love, when to
be strong, and when to be weak? Who sees that the race continues? Some say that the Mother crested
women in her image and then created men to give them something to do. "

"Lapus, you're atraitor to your sex!" Her tone was amost teasing. She had somehow managed to keep
her whole purpose for existing at alittle distance over the last few days of waiting ("Always remember
that you were conceived solely for the destruction of Kraydak. ") athough it was never far from her
thoughts.

Lapus stiffened a theword traitor. "I am true only to Truth, milady, and dthough it istrue that men and
women are equad in the eyes of the Mother, it isequally true that they are not the same. It does no honor
to men that they are better able to facilitate the arrival of Lord Death. Perhaps because awoman better
understands how difficult it isto create alife, she becomeslesswilling to take one. Most of the surgeons
and hedlersthat ride with the army are women. "

Crystd dropped into awindow seat and stared pensively at her dippered feet. "It appears, " she said,
"that | not only have much to learn about being a princess, but someone had better teach meto bea
woman aswell. " Shelooked up at Lapus and smiled. "Do you think you could make awoman of me,
Scholar?'

The smilewas his undoing. For a change, there was nothing of the other world in Crystd's expression,
unlessit wasthe innocent beauty of that smile. Lapus swallowed twice and shoved his hands deep in his
deevesto hidetheir trembling. He opened his mouth to speak, but al he could get out was one word.

"No, " hesaid. And fled.
Crystd stared at hisfleeing back in astonishment. "Did | say something wrong?"

The rain on the window had no idea.



Shewas dtill trying to figure out the Scholar's strange behavior when Bryon sauntered by afew moments
leter.

"What's up?' he asked as he threw himsdlf down beside her, one arm draped negligently behind her
shoulders.

"Lapus doesn't want to make me awoman. "

A dangerous glint surfaced in Bryon's eyes and his expression hardened. "He doesn't what?' he asked,
his voice stony.

"l think, " said Crystal serioudly, making an honest effort to get to the root of the question, "that it'sa
philosophica problem. "

Bryon'sface relaxed as he redlized that Crystal had no idea of the double meaning of what she'd said.
Such innocence was rare around the court, he wasn't used to it. He shook his head and took himsalf
gernly to task for even momentarily alowing himsdlf to consider that Crystal and that skinny Scholar with
no looks and less persondity would...

"Forget philosophy, Crystd. " He brushed a strand of hair from her cheek and made his voice acaress.
"Inmy eyesyou're awoman aready. "

She turned from his touch, not understanding why she felt cheated when his hand dropped. She suddenly
didn't fed like pursuing the question further, for astrong suspicion said Bryon had a great ded to do with
her recent restlessness. "They tell me you'l beleaving soon. " "Within the hour. Father is sending me
around the province to help raly the men. " "Will you be back?"

"No, I'll jointhe army in Hale. Will you missme?' "Of course, I'll missyou, " Crystd said more
sngppishly than shed intended. ™Y ou're my friend. "

"Ah, friend, " Bryon'seyestwinkled. "A sad word that, when you're hoping for more. " "More?"

Hisarm tightened around her shoulders and drew her close. With his other hand he cupped her chin and
gently forced her head up. Taking an incredible chance, he held her eyeswith his, but the green fireswere
banked and he saw only areflection of himsdf. Confused, Crysta tried to Sraighten out the mess Bryon
was making of her emotions. She had spent the last Six years with the centaurslearning to be awizard
while Bryon, growing from good-looking boy to handsome young man, had been getting an educetion of
adifferent sort. Centaurs, being immortal, have no love, lugt, or desire. Crystal might be able to move
mountains, cal up demons, and-hopefully-destroy the enemies of her people, but in this areashe was
totally unskilled. She didn't understand her reactions and she didn't like the feding that things were out of
her control.

She also didn't want Bryon to stop. Whatever it turned out he was doing...
She didn't understand that either.

Bryon had no intention of stopping. Their faces were inches apart and her bresth moved againgt his
mouth like awarm breeze. He drank in the fed of her, the smdll of her, the touch of her.

"Your horseisready, sr. "

Crysta jumped back, trying to ignore that briefest touch of hislipson hers. Bryon, redizing the moment
had been irrevocably shattered, grinned up at his father's footman and got jauntily to hisfeet.



"Look for mein Hae, " he said and, planting akiss on her pam, was gone.
Crystd stared down at her hand, the soft pressure of his mouth till clinging to the skin.

"We were children together, " she said to the empty passageway. "He treats me like awhole person, not
asjust awizard or aprincess. Heismy friend. " But she sat until dusk hid her in shadow, consdering it.

The horn carriers had been on their way for three days when Kraydak moved against them. While the
truncated court sat at dinner, al the windowsin the hall crashed open. The winds roared around the
room, causing the lamps and candles to sputter and flicker and the men and women of the court to grab
at everything not fastened down.

Crydtal legped to her feet and called the windsto order. They flew to her side and buffeted her about in
their embrace. One at atime, she gentled them, heard their messages, and then sent them back out into
thenight.

When the last of the winds had left, Crystal looked up to see the court regarding her with awe-all except
the Duke of Belkar who was dusting off acrusty roll which had been blown to the floor.

"What isit, child?* Mikhail asked, his heart rung by the expression on his stepdaughter'sface. All the
recently developed signs of humanity had fled and the wizard |ooked blesk and cold.

"Kraydak ismarshaling greet power. He will strike at the Messengerstonight. ™
"Now?' asked Tayer. "During dinner?’
Humanity returned for an ingtant and Crystal raised asilver eyebrow in her mother's direction.

"But you haven't even finished your soup. Y ou can't just run out in the middle of dinner. What will people
think?No... " Tayer blushed suddenly and dropped her head in her hands. "I'm sorry. Do what you have
to."

"Isthere anything we can do to hep?' Mikhail asked, laying awarm hand on the shoulder of his
distraught wife.

"No." Crystd shook her head. "What | do tonight, | must do done. But first thing in the morning,
someone had better check... "

Tayer seemed to draw strength from Mikhail's touch. ™Y ou can stop him, " she said firmly, raising her
head and looking her daughter in the eye. ™Y ou can stop him. "

"I can only try, Mother. " Sheld dreaded the thought of this night and now it had come. Thefirst test. And
what hope was there for the future should shefail? She forced herself to walk calmly from the room.

Asthe door closed behind her the buzz of conversation began again, dmost asif it had been switched on
by her leaving.

Tayer roseto follow. Mikhail gently guided her back into her sedl.
"l could at least walk her to her room, " Tayer protested, but without pulling away.

"l don't think she wantsyou to. " He could offer little comfort in aroom filled with their subjects so he
merely held tightly to her hands. "Y ou said she could stop him, now believeit. "

Tayer dghed. "l fed, " she said suddenly, "like a chicken trying to mother aduck, franticdly trying to



keep my child out of the water. "

Crydtal took the steps to her tower room two at atime. She yanked open the door, flung hersdlf into the
room, and rocked to ahdt at the sght of her maid.

"Isdinner over so soon, milady?' the girl asked, stepping forward. Then she saw the expresson on
Cryga'sface and her own paled. "Anna, child, thiswill no! be an cany job, " the queen hersdlf had said,
"but the princess must be made aware of her position. No matter what she does, stay with her. " Wanting
nothing more than to retreat from the light that blazed in the princesss eyes, Anna swallowed once and
clung to duty. "Shdl... shdl | take your hair down now?"

Startled, Crystd's hand flew to her hair, then she shook herself, asthough to free the wizard from the
entanglements of the princess. "Y ou must go, " she said, moving away from the door. "I have work to do.

Annastood her ground. "I'm sorry, milady, but your mother, the queen... "

"Isnot here. "

"...gave mevery preciseingructions, " the maid finished, obvioudy intending to obey them to the letter.
"Sheingructed you to serve me?"

"Yes milady. "

"Y ou can serve me best by leaving. "

"I don't think, milady.. "

Muittering benegath her breath in alanguage that had not been spoken for centuries, Crystal abandoned
her attempit to be reasonable, shoved the frightened but determined servant out into the hal, threastened
her with adire fate should she return before dawn, and dammed the door on her protests.

Then she paused. Why hadn't she reinforced her commands with power? The small fraction needed to
control the girl would not have been missed from the night's work and the result would have been much
fagter than arguing. In the back of her mind, where usudly only the centaurs spoke, the memory of her
mother's voice spanned the years, indructing atiny girl-child in therights of those who served. Uneesily,
she dammed the lesson back into the past. She must be only wizard now; divided, she could not hopeto
win.

With awave of her hand, the lamps went out and alight flared near the center of theroom. A small
copper brazier cradled a green flame which danced and beckoned.

The winds raced round the tower and the sounds they made as they wove about each other all said,
"Hurry!"

Crystd moved forward and her elaborate dress dropped to the floor with arustle of silk. She stepped
free and into the plain white gown that had risen to meet her. Pins showered to the floor as her hair
danced out of complicated braids and flowed down her back. Another two steps brought her to the
brazier, but as she was about to Sit, she paused, turned, and threw afine web of power across the door.
She didn't trust her mother, and certain others, to stay away. Tucking the gown between her legs, she
sank to the floor.

"Hurry!" wailed thewinds.



She wiped sweaty palms on her thighs. She had to be in four places at once and she had to defeat aman
who had been honing his powersfor severa dozen lifetimes while sheldd had only six short years.

Findly, shelooked into the flame.

Thefirst Messenger woke to a sudden weight on his chest. He opened his eyes and the largest crow held
ever seen cocked its head, dug itstalonsinto hislesther vest, and glared at him balefully with aydlow
eye. For amoment he thought he was dreaming and then one of those talons ripped through to his chest.
Thepainwasred.

With agtartled cry, he flung himsdlf to the side as the wicked besk stabbed for hiseyes.

His movement didodged the bird and with strong beats of itswingsiit took to the air. The Messenger
amost gagged on the carna odors carried on the down-draft. He'd rolled away from his sword and the
bird nearly took off hishand when hetried to reach for it. Hisfire had turned to embers and so, when he
saw it, did hishopes of driving the creature away with flame.

The bird dove again and again and the Messenger soon bled from anumber of small wounds. Only by
blocking with a saddlebag had he managed to keep it from anything vital. He knew hisluck, and the
saddlebag, couldn't hold out much longer. He was winded, fighting for each breeth, and the pain and loss
of blood were weakening him.

The creature seemed to be taking amdicious ddight in historment.

And then it happened as he knew it would. He faltered, his guard dropped, and the bird moved in for the
kill.

He braced himsdlf for the blow, but it never came. A great white body hurtled into him, throwing him to
the ground. The crow shrieked in rage, the first sound it had made, and turned to face the intruder.

Both Messenger and bird stared in astonishment at the great white owl that paced the ground between
them. Itstalons were over six incheslong and its wingspan covered more than ten feet. It looked the
young man up and down and then, satisfied with what it saw, it launched itsdlf at the crow, itseyes
burning with greenfires.

The crow waslarge and its evil purpose strong, but it knew when it was defeated. There was only one
thing left-escape.

With long, powerful strokes of its mighty wings, the owl took to the air and quickly climbed aboveits
fleeing prey. Then, with talons extended and gleaming in the moonlight, it folded back itswingsand
struck.

The two birds hit the ground with an audible thud. Holding the crow securely under one massivefoot, the
owl bent its head to feed.

A persstent tickle disturbed the deep of the second Messenger. Tiny balswere being rolled across his
face. No matter how many he batted away, more kept coming. Finaly he dragged himsdlf up out of
dumber to ded withit.

Tofind thetiny balsweretrickles of dirt and the ground below him was giving way. Hewas sinking,
being swalowed by the earth!

Successfully fighting panic, he got his hands beneath him and tried to Sit up. The movement made him sink
fagter. Hetried to lift hislegs and found he couldn't.



Helay in aMessenger-shaped trench, one foot, two feet, four feet, Six feet deep, flat on his back and
looking up at the stars. He did the only thing left to do-he stopped fighting the panic and screamed.

Andthenthewadlsfdl in.

The earth rolled quickly down to cover him. The bonds that had held him were gone, but that did little
good as the world sat on his chest, crushing the breath out of him. Worst of al, he could no longer
scream.

Hislungswere crying out for air and stars were exploding behind his eyes when he felt the movement at
hisback. A hundred tiny fingers touched him and moved on. He remembered dl the smdl and dimy
thingsthat lived in dirt and began to tremble with terror. Was being buried dive not enough?

Hefdt afirmer touch.
And then ancther.
Something grabbed at him and held.

The earth rolled back and he wasllifted, gagping and choking, into the night air. Hefinaly cameto rest
cradled high off the ground in the branches of afull grown silver birch.

* % %

The third Messenger was caught in adream. She was running. At first the way was easy and she covered
the ground in long loping strides, but then the path began to climb and her pace dowed. Soon she had to
use her handsto scrabble up and over mounds of rock strewn across a shattered hillside.

It was then she became aware that she was being chased. And her pursuers were moving much faster
than she.

In the shifting shadows of night, the long, broken path to the top of the hill was doubly treacherous. A
misstep, afdl, could mean degth.

Not far behind her, something bayed. A dog... or worse.

Onetorturous step at atime, she struggled toward the summit. Her hands and knees became cut and
abraded by the sharp edges of rock and her feet were bruised by the shifting masses of stone. Her thighs
trembled as she forced them to carry her over one more ledge. And one more.

She was dmost to the summit when the baying began in earnest. They were on the scent, her scent, and
now the chase would truly begin. With desperate haste she covered the last few yards, but not without
cog, for arock which had seemed solid rolled suddenly and crushed her hand. Whimpering with pain,
she pried up therock and dragged the damaged hand free, leaving an ugly smear of blood on the stone.

Her mangled hand tucked in her belt, she crested the hill and turned, breathing heavily, to look back the
way she had come.

Half adozen animals-possibly dogs, but she doubted it-long-legged and lean with narrow heads and
glowing eyes, were just reaching the bottom of the hill. Not very far behind them rode a red-cloaked man
on apae horse. Lord Desth, true son of the Mother, the Huntsman who escorted the unwilling dead
back to Her arms.

The Messenger knew aterrible fear. She wasn't dead. Why did Death hunt her?



The beasts started up the hill.

Sheturned and ran. In the distance was adark line of trees. If she could make the forest, she might stand
achance. Sheran as she'd never run before, ran until the soles of her boots were worn through and she
left abloody trail of footprints behind her. Until the stitch in her Sde was apain too great to bresthe
through. Until the bitter iron taste of blood filled her mouth. Swest ran into her eyes and her wounds and
they burned.

Behind, but getting rapidly closer, came the baying of the Huntsman's hounds.

She kept her eyes|ocked on the trees ahead, but she knew she wouldn't make it. The echoing hoof beats
of a stedl-shod horse sounded above the cries of the beadts.

And then, over the pounding of her lifein her ears, she heard another sound. Hoof besats, but unshod and
from the right. She risked aglance over her shoulder.

Gaining quickly, but only marginaly closer than the hounds, came awhite unicorn with silver hoofs and
horn. Its nostrils were flared and its eyes flashed green fire.

Her eyes drawn from the path, the Messenger sumbled and fell. As she got to her fet, the unicorn
reached her side.

"Get on!™ it commanded.
"Wha.."
"GET ON!" A flashing hoof nestly crushed the skull of the foremost hound.

The messenger grabbed a handful of silky mane and dragged hersdalf awvkwardly up on the broad back.
She was barely seated when the unicorn leaped forward, out of the range of the rest of the pack, and
landed galloping. The trees which had seemed so far away were reached in seconds. She closed her eyes
and held on tightly as her mystical mount wove among them without losing speed or bresking stride.
Suddenly athought struck her, amost causing her to lose her balance.

"I'mnot avirgin!" shewailed.

"That's hardly my fault, " the unicorn muttered in reply... or it might have just been thewind of their
passing.

Abruptly they were out of the trees and then, horrifyingly, they were out of ground. A horse could not

have stopped in time, but the unicorn reared and managed to hat on the edge of the cliff. They both
looked down.

Many miles below, clouds scuttled about like sheep, herded by awind they were too far away to fed.
They could not see the ground. About thirty feet out from the edge, perched on amarble pillar that
tapered into the depths, was the home of the Duke of Aliston, the Messenger's destination.

The unicorn backed away from the edge. "Hang on, " it warned. Powerful muscles bunched and it
launched itsdlf forward.

And screamed shrilly asrazor sharp teeth toreinto ahind leg.

They landed safely, athough three legged, and turned to face back over the gap. The pale horse stood at
the precipice, the hounds winding about its legs. With atoss of hishead, the rider dropped his hood. His



red-gold hair shone dully in the moonlight but hisblue eyes and smile blazed as he lifted his hand in sd ute.

The Messenger awoketo find herself staring up at familiar stars with a crushed hand and the knowledge
that had she died in the dream, she would be dead indeed.

A cold and driving rain woke the fourth Messenger. Hed camped in asmall hollow on atredessplain
and had no protection from the wet. Huddled miserably in his bedroll, he wondered where the storm had
come from for it had been a clear, moonlit night when hed gone to deep.

Therain fdl harder. Soon he was soaked and shaking uncontrollably. It wasfar, far too cold for aspring
night so close to summer. The rain seemed to leech the warmth from hisbody. Hed lost dl feding in his
hands and feet when the wind began to blow. It whipped the sheets of rain vicioudy about, giving him
blessed moments of dryness. Itstouch carried the promise of golden sunshine and summer's warmth and
the scent of trees, and grass, and forest [oam.

Up above, the massive black storm clouds were losing their battle with the winds. They were thinning,
being forced apart. Here and there, through sections grown tattered, a star could be seen.

Finally, the rain stopped and the young man lifted his dripping face to the sky. The last thing he saw was
the dazzling blue of the lightning bolt asit arced down from the clouds. He didn't see those clouds break
up and drift away as harmless vapor. Nor did he see the moon come out and bathe theland in silver light.
He was dead.

For atime helay as he had fallen; one arm flung up to stop the blow, his clothes gently steaming from the
hest; then the ground beneath him began to crumble away as he was welcomed back into the body of the
Mother. Gently, the earth enfolded him and covered him against the cold. Soon, al that could be seen
was a grass-free patch of dirt.

Moments later the patch began to tremble, clots of earth danced and tumbled about. No less mgjestic
than the moon itsdlf, a birch tree rose to mark the young man's grave. Itstrunk was aslver headstone
and its leaves sang dirges with the wind. From out of the cloudless sky swooped a giant white owl. It
plucked the War Horn from the Messenger's gear and headed north to Lorn.

At dawn, Tayer and Mikhail met Lapus at Crystal's door.

"Mgedties, " hesaid, bowing himsdf out of their way. "My anxiety for the princess madeit impossible for
meto deep. If | can be of assstance... "

"Stay if you wish, Scholar, " Tayer replied, worry making her voice sharp. "Mikhail, open the door. ™

Mikhail, who had seen Lapustrying to open the door without success as they approached, shot the
Scholar asuspicious glance when thelatch lifted easly in his hand.

"Oh, Crystd!" Tayer rushed forward and clasped the limp body of her daughter in her arms. "Mikhail,
she's been hurt. ™

A rust red patch of dried blood stained the white gown and pasted it to Crysta's left calf.

Mikhail knelt, eased the fabric away, and inspected the wound. New pink skin had aready formed over
what appeared to be an ugly bite.

"It'snot bad. " But he carefully did not let Tayer see the damage, for it certainly looked asif it had been
bad, whether it was now or not. "It's aready nearly hedled. "



Crystd's eyes fluttered and opened; the green so washed out that they appeared apale gold. She gazed
around, unsure of where she rested.

"Mother?' Her voice quavered, sounding very tired and very young.

"I'm here. " Tayer stroked the slver hair back from Crystd's face and with alittle cry Crystal buried her
head against the warm security of her mother's breast. She could take no comfort in duty and
respongbility for she had failed.

"I couldn't save thelast one, Mother. | was spread too thin. | wasn't strong enough. He died and |
couldn't stopit. " She sounded very closeto tears.

"Hush, " Tayer softly kissed thetop of Crystal's head. "I'm sure you did your best. ™

"My best wasn't good enough. * She closed her eyes and the face of the fourth Messenger |ooked back
a her fromtheinsde of her lids. Later perhaps she would mourn him, but now she was frightened.
Kraydak had alowed her only aglimpse of his power, but that glimpse et her know she would have
been unable to save any of the Messengers had he truly wanted dl four dead. Hed been playing with her.
If she was her world's only hope, then it appeared they had no hope at all. Just for that moment, she
wished sheld not been so thoroughly trained and could give up before she had to face him again.

"So one War Horn will not be delivered. " Lapus kept his voice carefully neutrd.

Crydtal's eyes opened and a green ember stirred in their depths as she glared up at the Scholar. "All the
War Hornswill be delivered, " shetold him, struggling torise. "That, a least, | did. " She put out ahand
to steady herself and knocked over the copper brazier. Soft gray ash fdll to thefloor.

Mikhail offered hisarm and Crystal pulled hersdlf to her feet. She staggered and only Tayer's grasp about
her waist prevented her from faling.

"You'l fed better after alittle breakfast, " Tayer reassured her.
Crysta brushed several black feathers off the front of her gown. "No, thank you, Mother, I've eaten. "

Inthe old capital of Mdac, now the heart of acrue and corrupt Empire, ablue light flashed from the top
of the highest tower and the folk who saw it quailed. Within the upper chamber, Kraydak sat and
consdered the night'swork, hands steepled benegth his chin and blue eyes thoughtful.

"Thiswizard-child is not as powerful as| feared she might be, " he said &t last to the the ancient skull that
sat on the table before him.

The skull, once aking, made no reply.

"Neither, " he added, rubbing afinger over the yellow bone, "is she an unworthy foe. " She had used only
as much power as she needed to defeat him except... At the end he had given her aglimpse of what he
could do. She had not met it in kind athough he was as certain, as only five thousand years of existence
could make aman, that she held more power than sheld let him see.

"Perhaps sheiswise. " He amiled, histeeth very white even in the red-gold glow that lit theroom. "The
longer she holds my interest, thelonger | will let her live. "

On an afternoon when the sunlight spread over the circle of treeslike a golden blanket and the breezes
brought the promise of summer, Tayer and Mikhail said farewel| to the Sacred Grove.



They stood quietly, |etting the peace of the Grove wipe away the darkness that had wrapped about them
these last few weeks and touch them with agentle healing. They had no need to speak, words were so
clumsy when alook, asmile, or atouch could say al that was necessary.

Asthe shadows started to lengthen, they clasped hands and headed back to the horses and the war.

Eleven

In the days when wizards were common and not yet too powerful, the War Horns of Ardhan had been
enchanted. They weren't the War Horns of Ardhan then, for thiswas before Ardhan existed asa
kingdom, but the enchantment was strong enough to last through the Doom of the Wizards when the
ancient world was ripped asunder, making the War Horns one of the grest treasures of the resettlement.
When raised in answer to asummons from the crown, the call of the Horns would sound in every corner
of the kingdom.

As soon as Crystal was certain al the War Horns had been safely ddlivered, the queen walked out to the
center of the "meadow-that-had-bcen-the-palace” and handed the knedling Duke of Belkar hishorn. The
entire town's popul ation, massed about the edges of the meadow, held its breath as he lifted the ancient
horn to hislipsand blew.

The note rose piercingly clear and hung inthe air. It got into the blood and bones of the people and hung
there. "Towar!" it caled, and the men and women who moved toward the gathering places moved alittle
fadter.

Ce, then Lorn, then Hale, then Aliston; from the corners of the kingdom al the lords answered the call
save Riven.

"Hetravelsvery dowly, " Mikhail reminded Tayer asthey made their way in procession back to Belkar's
townhouse, "and isnot likely to answer until he's at Riven Seat and has returned hisfamily to the arms of
the Mother. "

What young Riven thought, as he moved dowly acrossthe land with his preserved dead and his grief, he
let no one know. But after the five horns sounded, he drew even deeper into himself.

The man with the red-gold hair and the brittle blue eyes stood listening within histower and when it
became clear that the sixth note would not be heard, he laughed. Calling agray-robed Scholar to him, he
began to make plans.

"It's probably till not too late to go to Kraydak and surrender, " Lapus said quietly as he and Crysta
walked with the rest of the court through the streets. His tone was so matter-of-fact he might have been
discussing theraisin bunsthey'd had for breskfast.

Crystal stopped dead and aminor court official stepped on thetrain of her gown. She didn't hear his
muttered and fervent apologies, for Lapus had kept walking and she had to hurry to catch up. The minor
officid, thankful he wasn't to be turned into something unpleasant, |eft the procession at the earliest

opportunity.
"l could what?" she demanded of the Scholar when she stood beside him again.
"Kraydak would then rule Ardhan, of course, but it would avert the war and save many lives. "

"It wouldn't avert anything. They'd fight without me. ™



"I merdly suggested an dternative. "

"Alternative!" Crystal snorted. The day was hot, the ceremonia robes were heavy and she wanted acold
drink. "Lapus, you say someredly stupid things sometimes. "

On ahot summer day the court-the queen, her consort, their attendants, the Duke of Belkar, his
attendants, the Elite, the Palace Guard, supply wagons, one Scholar, and the wizard-and seven hundred
and forty-one soldiers in the newly formed Ardhan army gathered together to set out for Hale.

"Mother, save us, " Crystal whistled softly as she cantered up to the head of the march with Lapus.
"They're bringing everything but the scullery sink. ™

"Look again, milady. There, on that largewagon... ™

Crysta looked where Lapus pointed and her eyes widened in astonishment. Touching her hedslightly to
the sdes of her horse, she rode the length of the column to where the queen stood, going over alengthy
list with someone Crystal assumed was the Quartermaster of the March.

"Mother, " shecdled. "Isal thisredly necessary? We go to war, not off on the grand tour. ™

Tayer wastired and irritable. Most of the bureaucracy had died in the palace and dthough the new staff
did their best, they had no experience in handling amove of thissize. Besides Tayer and Mikhail, only six
of the eight surviving upper servants had even seen agrand tour. No one since the time of the Lady had
moved the court to war. Work the queen would normally delegate to someone else, she had to do
hersdif.

"Yes, " shesnapped, "itisdl redly necessary. Y ou may be able to conjure food and shelter out of thin air
and the Elite may be ready to travel for days on journey bread and water, the rest of us mere mortals
cannot.

Crysd jerked back in the saddle. She hadn't thought her gentle mother capable of that tone of voice.
"But welll travel sodowly... "

"Kraydak has waited for you for hundred of years, | doubt hell care about afew moreweeks. " Then
sheturned back to theligts, clearly dismissing her daughter.

Sighing, Crystal turned her horse, about to head back to her placein line, when she noticed Mikhail
standing and staring up into the branches of alarge oak. Curious, for her stepfather wore the plain gray
uniform of the Elite and his troops were some distance away from where he sood, she moved toward
him.

"What do you make of those, " he asked as shereined in. He pointed up at three huge crows perched in
the tree watching the departure preparations with beady eyes.

"Kraydak's creatures, " Crystal told him without hesitation. The carrion stench from them was so strong
shewondered it didn't trouble the tree. She took the reinsin one hand and covered her nose with the
other. "He's probably using their eyes. ™

"Well see about that, " Mikhail rumbled. He waved three archers out of the ranks and they trotted over
tohissde.

"Do you see those birds?' he asked them.



They did.
"Do you think you can hit them. "

The eldest of the three stared at Mikhail in disbelief. "*Meaning no disrespect, milord, but we could hardly
missif we threw the arrows by hand. "

Mikhail grinned and stepped out of their way. "Bemy guest. "

Thethree strung their bows; each put an arrow to the string, and let fly. The arrows travel ed about three
feet and then burdt into flames so intense that they fell to the ground as alight shower of ash.

"Agan," Mikhail commanded.
The same thing happened.

The archers sood shuffling their feet nervoudy. They didntt like fighting wizardry, especidly when it was
S0 obviousthat they couldn't fight it. Asone, their lipsmoved in abrief prayer to the Mother and they
turned to stare at Crystal. Easily readable on their faces was the memory of the words she'd spoken to
the assembled army the night before: " Remember, you won't be fighting the wizard, | will. ™

Crystd moved her horse forward until she sat most directly under the tree, never taking her eyes off the
crows. They stared back, three triangular heads turned to one side so they could each watch her with a
biliousydlow eye.

"One chance, Kraydak" she. called, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin defiantly. She was acutely
conscious of being observed by Mikhail and the three archers. "Recall your servants or losethem.

"Caw, " replied acrow derisively.
"If that'sthe way you want it, " Crysta said and her eyes began to glow, "then burn. "

For avery little while nothing happened-the wizard stared at the birds, the birds stared at the wizard-then
suddenly dl three crowsignited and disappeared within sheets of flame.

One of the archers cheered as Kraydak's spies were reduced to greasy smears on the tree branch.

"Now that'smorelikeit, " Mikhail laughed, dapping Crystd's leg affectionately. "Well done. " He
coughed and waved his hand about to clear the noxious smoke, heavy with the smell of burned feathers
and cooked crow. "We'd better get out of this stuff though, if we want to bein any shapeto trave. "

Crystd rode back to the head of the column in amuch better frame of mind. She'd easily broken through
the protective spellsthat Kraydak had wrapped around the crows. Thiswas what she was meant to do,
what she had been trained for. She would have been even happier had she thought Kraydak cared.

The archersreturned to their place and told their mates of how the princess had let that murdering wizard
know who ruled in Ardhan. The story spread and grew, becoming less accurate but more
morae-boosting with every telling.

When the army finally got underway, it traveled as dowly as Crysta had feared. The queen, Mikhall, and
the Duke of Belkar, accompanied by their standard-bearers, rode in front. Crystal and Lapusfollowed,
the former letting her mind wander, the latter watching her expressions from the concealment of his cowl.
And then came the remnants of the Palace Guard and the surviving Elite, both already recruiting from the
body of the army. And then the army of Ardhan, cavary leading infantry-an order the infantry heartily



wished reversed, horses being horses. And then the wagons. And then, behind them all, acrow. Who
looked as bored as Crysta felt.

The company kept to the King's Road between Belkar and Hale. It was not the most direct route, but it
wasthe easest.

"After dl, " as Crystal said with quiet sarcasm to Lapus, "there are the wagonsto consider. ™

Thefirg night, when they camped, the Quartermaster of the March escorted Crystal to her tent. He
ignored her protests when she saw its Size, and held open the flap for her to enter.

A curtain divided the tent into two parts. The outer section had been set up asasitting room and
furnished with severa ornate pieces of furniture. Crystal recognized the large divan with the clawed feet
as coming from the Duke of Belkar's townhouse. With asigh shelifted the curtain and froze. In one
corner of the second room was her bed from the townhouse with a fresh change of clotheslaid out on the
counterpane. In the other was a steaming bath smelling faintly of lilies of the valey, and waiting besde the
bath was her maid.

Thegirl dropped abrief curtsy and managed not to giggle at Crystal's expression.

"Mother!" Crystal protested, barging into the queen'stent after avery unprincesdike dash acrossthe
camp. "No onetakestheir maid to war!"

"Queens and princesses do, " Tayer told her camly. And that was the end of that.

"Aslong aswere dragging the tub dong with us, | suppose | might aswell batheinit. And actudly, "
Crystal admitted to Lapus asthey traveled, "I'm even getting used to the maid. "

Lapusamost smiled. "They may make aprincess of you yet. "

"No. " Crystd's mouth set in ahard line and agreen light flared in the depths of her eyes. "I am awizard.
| haveto be. "

"Then you had best learn to be both because, as you well know, you are aso the only heir to the throne.

And Lapustold her the story-which she'd heard many times from the tutors she and Bryon had shared as
children-of how the seven dukes and their people had come out of the North after the War between the
Wizards and the Dragons destroyed their lands. They had settled in the land that would become Ardhan.
Quarrels had erupted and holding went to war againgt holding, duke against duke. When much of the
land had been made waste and many people had been killed, the dukes cameto their senses and were
horrified at what they'd done. They cast lots and one among them was set up asking over them dl, to be
ajudge, animpartia arbitrator they could bring their quarresto instead of solving them by the sword.
Then theland was divided into six relatively equal provinces which were given the names of the Six
remaining dukes, Belkar, Cel, Lorn, Aliston, Hae, and Riven. The king gave hisnameto the land but he
would claim no province as hisown, al and none of the land was his. The dukes planned atown where
each would have ahouse, acapita city with apalace from which the king could govern. Again they drew
lots, thistime to choose the province in which the King's Town would be located, and Belkar lost the
draw. From that first king came all the Kings and Queens of Ardhan in an unbroken line. The Ducd
Houses might branch, but the Roya House stayed true.

The Royal House was the glue that held Ardhan together. It was the country'sfocus, its stability, and
Crystd wasthelast of theline.



"If I lose, " she sighed, "it won't be aproblem. ™
"But the prophecy saysyou may win, " Lapus reminded her. "What then?"

What then, indeed? Would she be willing to give up her power and be a princess for her peopl€'s sake?
Would she even be able to or would the ways of wizard and princess be fighting within her forever? The
weapon the centaurs had forged had nothing of the princess about it; could she hope to win with her
powers thus flawed? She had alot to think about asthe army plodded toward Hale.

Asthe heat of the water worked its magic on muscles stiff from another day in the saddle, Crystd let her
head fall back against the edge of the tub and her eyes drift closed.

Oh, you have quite definitely won this point, M other, she thought, languidly moving her hands through the
scented liquid.

"Shall | wash your hair, Highness?"

Crystd managed anod and then sighed with pleasure as strong hands lifted the sodden mass of slver
hair, added soap, and began to massage her scalp. For this, she decided, | would almost agree to be
princess. She gave hersdf totdly over to the skilled minigtrations of her maid and let her mind wander
whereit would.

Contented and relaxed, nearly adeep, she felt the fingers change their motion and the pressure againgt her
head became dmost acaress.

"Timetorinse. "
With no more warning than that, her head was shoved below the surface of the water.

"What... "As bathwater sucked into her nose and mouth with her involuntary gasp of surprise, Crysta
fought to remain cam. She didn't Struggle; she continued the motion of her attacker, sinking down to the
bottom of the tub and out from under those hands. Then she twisted and rose, eyes blazing, to face her

enemy.

"Very good, " said avoice not her maid's, yet issuing from her maid's mouth. The girl's brown eyes had
turned abrilliant blue. "And very nice. "

Crysta clamped down on her power, releasing it now would only hurt the girl. Redlizing the direction of
the second comment, she snatched up her robe and put it on, ignoring the fabric floating about her legs.

"Get out!" she commanded, dragging adeeve across the water streaming from her nose.
"Asyou wish, milady. " Thegirl bowed mockingly and turned to leave the tent.
"That's not what | meant and you know it. Get out of Annal™

"Anna?' Kraydak walked the maid's body back to its position by the bath. "What a pretty name. " He
picked up the mirror that lay on the bed and studied the face he wore. "So is she. Pretty. " Features
blurred and she wasn't any longer. He turned to Crystal and alift of now scraggly brows said clearly,
your move.

Carefully, biting her lip in concentration, for she had neither the older wizard's training nor hisyears of
experience, Crystal rebuilt what Kraydak had torn down. She knew she did exactly as he wished, that,
for reasons of hisown, he tested her, but she couldn't refuse the challenge and let Anna suffer. Better her



pride take the blow than an innocent girl.

Kraydak merdly watched in the mirror, hiseyesamused. "Very good, " he said again when she finished,
and caused Annas head to nod approvingly.

Crystd flushed with pleasure at the tone of warm praise and then wasimmediately appdled as she
redized it. "What... what are you doing here?' she managed at last in avoice neither asforceful nor as
self-assured as she would have wished.

"Oh, | just cameto see how you were getting dong. " He smiled adazzling smile with Annas mouth. "To
let you know | need not rely on messengers but can be a your side in an instant, turning friend to foe. "
Helooked her over, eyeslingering on breast and hip, the curves pressing damply through the thin cotton
of her robe. "Now that I've got agood look at you, however, afew other ways of passing the time come
to mind. But das... " Annas hands fluttered ong her body. "... | find mysdf woefully ill-equipped. "

"Wl if things are so woeful where you are, maybe you'd better go back where you came from. ™

"Throw meout, " hetold her, spreading hisarmsin agesture of surrender. Y ou can doiit. | canfed the
power you command. "

Decalver, the centaurs had named him. Lies, they said, fell from hislipsin numberstoo largeto be
counted. But thistime, did he speak truth? Was he so far extended, his power spread so thin she could, if
not defeat him, at least cast him forth? The temptation to find out was very grest.

"No. If | throw you out, I'll destroy Anna, burn out her mind. "
"S0?You don't particularly like her. What difference would it make?'

"It would make me no better than you. " Her chin went up and her eyes narrowed. "l won't stoop to your
tacticstowin. "

"Y ou won't win, child. " Hisvoice was stern. "Y ou haven't got what it takes. Winning means sacrifice,

Y ou aren't even willing to sacrifice this... this... nonentity to get me out of your tent. Y ou amuse me,
Crydd. " Agan hiseyes stared through her robe. "Y ou fascinate me. But you are no danger to me. " He
smiled onelast time and the brilliant blue of his eyes began to darken. "Until the battlefield. " Suddenly the
eyesturned brown again and Annacollapsed to the carpet.

Some hourslater, Annawoke with no memory of her subjugation. Although mortified by the thought, she
was willing to believe sheéd fainted. Thankful that the girl had not been hurt, Crystal was ill more
relieved that she wouldn't be spreading panicked tales of the enemy's assault throughout the army.

Crysta hersdf told no one of Kraydak's visit. When nothing could be done-and nothing could-why add
to the weight of worry? She had afair idea of the power it took to so manipulate another's body and
whileit frightened her-for it offered further proof of just how great a power was histo command-it
reassured her aswell. He was too canny to deplete his reserves again as the battle drew closer. A wizard
did not survive aslong as Kraydak had by taking foolish risks.

But even as she comforted hersalf with this, even as she breakfasted, mounted, and moved one day
closer to Hae, she scanned the eyes of everyone she met, knowing they just might be a certain uniquely
chilling shade of brilliant blue.

No cheering crowd lined the road, for only fools and madmen cheer awar, but stragglers joined them
daily and those who stayed behind looked up from their work to watch them pass.



Crystd felt the young woman's eyes on her from the moment the girl became visible by the sde of the
road. Theintengity of the stare drew athrobbing line of power between them. Sowly, asthey rode
closer, features began to devel op; average height, dightly plump, with honey colored hair worn short and
curly. Theorigind bright colors of her clothes were faded with many washings and she was barefoot. She
stood with her feet gpart, holding her ebowsin large capable hands. She ignored the rest of the march,
never moving her gaze away from Crystd.

When Crysta was close enough, shethrew hersdf into the heart of the green fires. And surprisingly,
because she had an anchor those fires couldn't touch, she pulled hersdf out again.

Crygd received akaedoscopic vison of the young woman'slife. Chickens figured prominently.
Chickens and aman with a square jaw, a broken nose, and black brows that drew aline straight across
his forehead. He was holding achick, still damp and hel pless from the shell, holding it, protecting it. Then
it was achild who had hisfather's brows but his mother's eyes. Then it was a spear.

The exchange took only afew seconds. Crystal wanted nothing to do with it, she was responsiblefor the
whole facel ess mass of them, wasn't that enough? But asked, she saw no way to refuse. She nodded
once.

The girl nodded aswell, then spun on her bare hedl and headed home acrossthe fields.
"A princess does not stare a her subjects, " Lapusinformed her.

The mood shattered. Crystd tucked the black browed man safely away in her memory and turned to the
Scholar.

"Y ou've been promoting the princess alot lately, " she said wearily. "Have you been talking to my
mother?'

"The queen isanxiousfor you to do your duty. "

"Dont tel me about my duty, Scholar, " thewizard growled. "1 spent Six yearslearning it from better
teachers than you'll ever be. " She gripped the sides of her horse so tightly that it turned its head and
snapped at her knee, knowing full well shewas not asking it to change its pace.

"The princessisyour duty aswell. "

"I'mtired of duty!" The cry wasfrom neither the wizard nor the princess but from Crystal, who was
seventeen and so full of duty that there wasllittle room I€eft for her to be just herself. Shelooked at Lapus
in horror, not believing what she had said.

For a second the reflection of thewizard flickered in Lapus eyes and pity took its place. But only for a
second.

"For someof us, " he said flatly, retreeting into the depths of his cowl, "thereisno choice. "
"For someof us, " Crystal repeated just asflatly.

Except for the sounds of hoofs and leather and athousand marching men, the next few miles passed in
Slence

She did indeed have alot to think about as the army wound through field and forest on itsway to Hale,
but not al of it was distressing. Bryon invaded her thoughts more often than she was willing to admit. And
each time he did, shefdt the path of her future widening. The centaurswould not have approved. A



couple of times, and this puzzled her greetly, Bryon's cheerful grin was replaced by the scowling face of
the young Duke of Riven.

"Riven doesn't even like me, " she muttered to her horse's ears.
Her horse, very wisdly, refused to become involved.

Asthe deformed little man in the blue and gold livery entered Kraydak's sanctuary, the screams stopped
abruptly. He stood just inside the gold lined door and waited. Once the screaming ended, his master
would not be long. He waited patiently, ignoring the soft, moist sounds coming from the inner room.

When Kraydak emerged, hisblue silk tunic and wide flaring breeches were spotless, hisred-gold curls
tumbled softly about hisface, and his generous mouth curved in asatiated smile. Hisleft hand wasred to
the wrist but that was undoubtedly due to the bloody bundle of skin he carried. Behind him, on alow
bench in the center of the inner room, lay what appeared to be afresh sde of beef with long golden hair.

The wizard tossed the bundle to his servant-who caught it awkwardly (the only way his twisted body
alowed him to do anything)-and the blood disappeared from his hand.

" She lasted longer than mogt, " he said gpprovingly as the heavy wooden door siwung shut behind him.

The servant-whose name had been among the firgt things taken from him-clutched the bundle tightly,
gpattering the costly carpet with thickening globs of red, and arranged his festuresinto what stood for an
ingratiting amile.

"Thereisgood news, milord. "

Kraydak settled himsdlf behind his desk and raised an eyebrow. The servant shuffled forward.
"Kirkahasfalen, milord. The plague hasdoneitswork. "

"Did you doubt that it would?" And the servant's twisted body convulsed in pain.

"No, milord!" The pain stopped and the servant straightened as much as he could, dampness spreading
down thefront of hisbreeches. "The young and the strong survived, just asyou said. Their tongues have
been removed and they are being marched to the mines of Halda. "

"A long march from Kirka. "

"Yes milord. "

"Unlikely morethan afew will survivethe march. ™

"Yes, milord. "

"A pity. Still, there are dways more daves. "

"Yes, milord. "

"And you will join them if that skin hardens enough to crack before you get it tanned. ™

The servant glanced down at the bundle in his hand, which was indeed beginning to stiffen, and began to
shuffle backward to the door. He was reaching for the handle when the wizard stopped him.

"Y ou forgot to thank me, " said Kraydak softly, "for the pain. "



"Forgive me, milord!" Had he been able to rise from them, he would have falen to hisknees. "It was
exquidte pain, milord. Thank you. Forgiveme. "

"Thistime. " Kraydak smiled. "But dways remember, | made you what you are today. "

The servant had only dim memories of atime when he had been astrong and brave warrior, the captain
of an army that had dared to oppose Kraydak's might, but he knew what his master told him was
true-for his master aways spoke Truth.

"Thank you, milord. | remember. " And he scurried away.

Kraydak steepled hisfingerstogether and sighed. Kirka had falen like dl the other cities and countries
beforeit. So much for Kirkas vaunted healers. He bent over the table and made a brief notation, asmall
bet with himsdalf on how many survivors of the plague would actually makeit to Hada. Not that heredly
cared; al his hopes now rested on the wizard-child and the battle that approached in Ardhan.

"And what | shal dowhen that'sover, " hesaid to theair, "'l have noidea. " He had survived the Doom.

He wasthe greatest wizard ever. Nothing could touch him. He was indestructible. He would live forever.
Hewas very bored.

His thoughts strayed back to the inner room and the low stone bench. He smiled and his blue eyes blazed
as he went back to play with what lay uponit.

The servant had been very wrong when he assumed thét life stopped as the screaming did. Hisown
experiences should have taught him otherwise. There were waysto prolong the torment indefinitely and
for what Kraydak had in mind, skin would have only gotten in the way.

Twelve

The army camped outside the walls of Hale's Seet. The Roya Party done, consisting asit did of over
twenty people, was considered to be enough of a strain on the town's resourcesin atime of war.

The Duke of Hale, asmdl, neat man in hislate thirties, rode out to meet them. He paid homageto his
queen, greeted Mikhail as an old comrade (the two men were of an age and had fought together in the
Border Raids years before), informed the Duke of Belkar that his son had ridden in three days before
with two hundred men and was even now waiting for him in town, and stared in astonishment at Crystal.

A trick of the evening sun turned her skin to burnished gold and at the sametime ignited her hair into
slver flamesthat danced gracefully on the breezes chasing about her. Her eyes blazed and al the greens
that the Mother had given to the world in the beginning spilled forth with the light and clothed her in glory.
She towered over the rest of the company and the very air around her sang with Power.

For amoment there was nothing human about her at dl, her beauty was so much like the Mother'sfirst
children and so very little like Man. The Duke of Hale, who was reckoned to be a brave man, began to
tremble.

And then, incredibly, onelong-lashed lid dropped over aglowing eyein what was unmistakably awink.

Hale sarted and found the silver-haired girl regarding him levely, her eyes containing nothing more than
the reflected glow of the sun.

When they fdl in behind Tayer and Haefor the ride through town, Mikhail raised a questioning eyebrow



at his stepdaughter. 1t took no power to know what he asked.
"He had to be sure of me. "

"All right. " Mikhail could see the necessity of that. "But the other?"
Crysta shrugged. "I didn't want him to stay frightened. ™

"Wdl, he may not befrightened, " laughter hovered at the edge of Mikhail'svoice, "but you've certainly
confused the poor man. "

That night, Hale gave a gresat banquet in honor of the queen. Whether because he felt she should not do
completely without the pomp of the grand tour shed missed or because he felt his own people could use
the entertainment so close to war, no one knew. And no one would have been so ungracious asto ask.

Not up to arguing with her maid, Crystdl allowed hersalf to be primped, painted, and laced into an
elaborate gown.

"Y ou look like a princess tonight, milady, " enthused the girl as she pinned an emerdd pray into the
scented and piled mass of Crysta's hair.

"Yes, " Crystd sghed, studying hersdlf intheglass, "I suppose| do. " She wasthe symbal of the
continuation of the Roya House in Ardhan. Shefdt like asymboal, like anicon, and not abit like hersdlf.
The wizard was hidden by yards of ribbons and |ace and the beauty which had made the Duke of Hale
tremble could barely be seen benegth the glory of the presentation. Only her eyes were unchanged, but
no one looked aprincessin the eyes.

"I'm not enjoying this, " she whispered to Mikhail asthey waked in procession into Hale's Great Hall. "1
fed likel'm wearing amask. "

"You look lovey, " Mikhail told her proudly. "And you've made your mother very happy. "

"Butitisnt me. " Everyone seemed to have the ideathat being awizard waslike being afarmer, a
collection of skillsthat you picked up or put aside as needed. It was actualy more like the difference
between acow and ahorse, Crystal decided. There were certain physical similarities but that was asfar
asit went. I'm ahorse dressed up as a cow, sheredlized suddenly. | can never be a princess, and even
lesscan | be queen. She winced at the thought of making that clear to her mother.

"Cheer up, " chided Mikhail, assuming the wince came from discomfort a her finery. "And look at the
bright sde. Hae dwayslays afine table and tonight he'sfeasting usroydly. "

Crystal smiled weakly at her stepfather's joke and settled down to have a miserable evening. Her plans
were ruined when the food arrived and she discovered more than one type of wizardry wasloosein the
world. Her mouth watered. She was seated between Hales wife Alainaand the Duke of Belkar and as
neither of them seemed inclined to talk, she applied hersdf to the medl. Glancing up sometime later-from
her second pastry stuffed with raspberries and cream-she found Lady Hale staring at her.

"l beg your pardon, " murmured the older woman in response to the question on Crystd'sface. "It'sjust
... you're not what | expected. "

nd,]?l

Alanablushed. "I dwaysthought wizards would be grimmer, more awe inspiring, not so... 0... "



"Princesslike?" Crystal asked from behind her ribbons and lace and jewels.

"Hungry. "

Crygta looked down at the remains of her pastry, considered the enormous meal sheld just eaten, and
burst out laughing. The laugh had nothing to do with ether the wizard or the princess, and she felt better
than she had since Bryon had |eft the palace.

Bryon, who'd refused a seet at the head table and was eating with his captains, picked the laugh out of
the sounds of ahundred people edting and arguing and making merry, and grinned. If she could laugh

again...

Lady Hale smiled shyly. "I hope you're not offended. I'd aways pictured wizards as being more ascetic
and less concerned with fleshy matters. ™

"It takesalot of energy to beawizard, " Crystal admitted, deciding she liked this woman who had
accepted her so easily, "but if thiswizard doesn't devel op more ascetism she's going to be very
concerned with fleshy matters. " With asigh she laid her hand upon her somach, the dress showed anew
animosity in placeswhere it had merdly pinched before dinner. She examined the soft curve of Alainas
pregnancy with frank curiosity.

"|sthat very uncomfortable?"

As Alainabegan to blush again, Crygta redized shed probably said something she shouldn't have. "I'm
sorry, " she exclamed before Alainacould say anything. "It'sjust that |'ve never seen a pregnant woman
before. At least not that | can remember, " she added thoughtfully. " Children don't pay much attention to
that sort of thing and centaursare al mde. "

Alaina, who'd been very nervous upon learning of the seating arrangements for supper, was no longer
afraid of the great and powerful wizard. The look on the wizard's face reminded her too much of her
five-year-old son who forever asked about things he shouldn't. She answered the wizard astruthfully as
she would have answered her son.

"Sometimesit's uncomfortable. " One hand rested gently on the curve of her ssomach. "In the end,
though, itsworth it. "

"May 17

A dender hand hovered over Alainas own. When she nodded, it drifted down and ever so lightly
touched.

For afew seconds Crystal sat Slent, sorting the sensations that flowed up through her fingertips. And
then she smiled. It was asmile few were privileged to see, for it was neither human nor terrifying. It was
the smile the Mother wore when She looked about her and marveled at the beauty She had created.

"So tiny and so perfect, " Crystal whigpered, and her voice was the wind of summer caressing the earth.
Her eyes glowed so deeply green her pupils washed away in the radiance.

Alaina, caught up inthelight, felt hersdlf falling into the whirlpools of Crystd's power. But instead of
pulling her down, they lifted her up and wrapped her in wonder. A smdler light added itsbit to the glory
and sheredlized, with awave of joy, that she saw thelife of her unborn child. When the light retreated
and she was hersdlf again, she wasn't surprised to find her cheeks wet with tears.

The dender hand lifted dowly away, the green fires died, and the mark of the other world faded from



Crygta'sface. Her smile became very human and alittle sad.
"Thank you, " shesaid.
"When you have children of your own, " Alainabegan, but Crystal stopped her.

"Wizards have no children, " she said flatly. "It's the price of our power. Only the Mother's Y oungest
cregtelife. " They sat dlently for amoment and the sound of Tayer'slaughter floated down from the
center of thetable. Crysta visibly brightened. "But you may have just solved aproblem. "

Before Alainacould ask how, or even what problem, the Duke of Belkar legped to hisfeet shaking his
fist. It took her aheartstopping moment to realize he wasn't shaking it at her but across her at Mikhall.
Apparently the two men were approaching the climax of adisagreement.

"If wereto win thiswar, " roared the red-faced duke, "we must take it across the border to the enemy's
land!" Hisvoicefilled the hdl, causing the musiciansto fdter and fdl slent, and most of the dinersto turn
and Sare & him in astonishment.

"No!" Mikhail dammed amighty hand down on the table, causing the cutlery, and more than afew
people, to jump. "Make him cometo usl Make him fight on our termg!™

"The only way héll fight on our termsisif we take those terms and shove them down histhroat! Weve
got to goad him forth from hisholel™

"Let him wear himsdf out on the mountains and not on the bodies of our men!" Mikhail was on hisfeet
now aswadll.

"Excuseme... "

"If welet himin, helll be twice as hard to kick out! We can't let him set one foot on our land!”
"Let him run supplies across the mountains, not usl”

"WEIl bein and out so fast that supply lineswon't matter!”

"What? Areyou crazy, our yeoman soldiers againg histrained killers?!

"l sald EXCUSE ME!" Theair crackled with the force of Crystal’s voice. Mikhail and Belkar stopped
bellowing at each other and turned to stare at her.

"There'sno need for this, " she began reasonably, holding on to politenessfor her mother's sake.

"Stay out of this, princess, " growled Belkar. "Y ou said yourself we wereto fight the best way we know
how. " He glared at Mikhail. "And my way isbest!"

"Thisisn't your concern, Crystd, " Mikhail told her. "We have adecision to make just as soon as Belkar
seesreason.

A booming roar rocked the room, the candles and lamps flared with green fire, and a sudden wind threw
the combatants back into their seats.

"Thereisnothing to decide. " Crygta roseto her feet, her eyesblazing no less furioudy than the candles
and lamps. It wasjust as sheld feared, whenever they made her be the princess they forgot about the



wizard, and, worse yet, she began to forget aswell. "Have you forgotten the palace? Squashed flat! And
he wasn't even in the same country. He could easily do it again. Here. Tonight. "

Faces blanched.

"Y ou will meet hisarmies on the Tage Plateau because that's how he hasit set up. | will meet him when
and where he chooses. Y ou're nothing but game pieces to him, you and hisarmy both, added to make
our conflict moreinteresting. " The room darkened until it waslit only by thefirein her eyes and the glow
of her skinand hair. "And you'd better petition the Mother that he makes a mistake because that may be
our only chance. "

Then, turning to Lady Hale, she apologized for the disturbance and stalked out of the room.
"Crydd, I'd like to speak to you. "

"| thought you might. " Crystd did over on the garden bench, giving her mother room to St beside her.
Gone were the ribbons and lace, the wizard was back.

"Therewas no need for that vulgar display a dinner. ™
"Yes, therewas. "

"Oh?" One beautifully arched chestnut eyebrow rose.
"People areforgetting thisisawar of wizards. "

"Y ou were being ignored and you didn't likeit. "

"Well, yes." Innate honesty forced Crystal to admit there wastruth in that statement. "But they ignored
the Stuation, too. "

Tayer sighed. "Of coursethey did. Werredl caught up in something we don't understand and have no
control over. If Belkar and Mikhail argue, they think they're doing something. "

"But they aren't!”

"Doesit hurt to let them think s0?' Tayer'svoice was very quiet. "A little hope can make the difference
sometimes. "

"Thistime?'

"Who knows. And if the army can take care of itsdlf, that leaves you free to ded with Kraydak. " Tayer
gathered the stiff and unresponsive body of her daughter into her ams. Slowly, very dowly, Crysta
relaxed. A breeze wandered in and tentatively ruffled her hair.

Crydtal inhaled the scent of her mother's perfume and was transported, just for an instant, back to the
days before the centaurs had come. Things had been so much smpler then. "I can't be what you want me
to be, Mother, " shesaid & last.

"I know, " Tayer murmured. Sheld known it for sometime; the raw power blazing from Crystd's eyes
that night had forced her to admit it. "l guess|'ll have to start wanting what you are. But | don't want to
lose my daughter. "

Not even the darkness could hide Crystal's smile. "Never that. " She returned the pressure of her
mother's arms and for an ingtant it seemed asiif their hearts beat in the same time and they were not two



women but one. Then Tayer pulled gently away.

"I've got to get back. The queen can't vanish into the gardensfor too long. " She kissed Crystal on the
forehead, and stood. "Oh. One morething. "

IIYS?I
"Y ou kegp themaid. "
Thewizard considered hot baths and clean clothes. "Y es, Mother. "

Tayer had barely disgppeared into the darkness when Bryon gppeared out of it. He threw himsalf down
on the bench and hooked histhumbsin hisbelt.

"Quitethetrick you pulled thisevening. "
"Not you, too. "

"l especidly liked theway the lights went out. Must come in very handy when you need to impressthe
masses. "

"And you're not impressed. "
"You've dwaysimpressed me. " He grinned in away calculated to set maidenly hearts &f|utter.
Crystd didn't gppear to notice and certainly didn't flutter.

They st for awhilein slence, Crysta staring thoughtfully at nothing, Bryon-whose night sght was very
good-gtaring appreciatively a Crystd.

"Lapuswasright, " shesaid at last.

"Oh?" A wedth of meaning lurked behind the word, for Bryon suddenly found himself very annoyed that
Crystal had spent the last few weeks, no doubt pretty exclusvely, in Lapus company. That this bothered
him, annoyed him even more.

Crysta continued, obliviousto theinner turmoail of her companion. Do you know the worst thing
Kraydak has done? He's taken away our choices.

"Whét choices?"

"All of them. Mother had to become queen. Ardhan had to go to war. | haveto fight him. | have no
choiceinwhat | do and very littlein how to do it. That's the whole problem. "

"No, " Bryon corrected, transferring some of the annoyance hefdt at himsdf to her, "that's only part of
the problem. Y ou've got this strange idea that you have to do everything yoursdlf. "

Shewhirled around to glare at him.

"l do."

"Y ou think that because you're the last of the wizards, Kraydak isyour sole responsibility. "
"Heis."

"Y ou can't and heisn't. One day youll redizeit and you'll haveto ask for help. ™



"Ask who?' Crysta demanded. "Y ou, perhaps?’ Eyes beginning to smolder, she sprang to her feet. He
had no right to lecture her like shewasachild.

"Why not?' Ridiculoudy, hefelt better now that Crystal was upset. He was back in control.
"There's nothing you could do. Y ou couldn't fight him.
Bryon had to admit that she was right, he couldn't fight Kraydak and frankly had no intention of doing so.

"I wasthinking of mysalf morein the line of mora support. " He stood up with lazy ease. "I've got to get
back to my men, but maybe you should consider it. " He blew her akiss and was gone.

Gone? Shefet vagudly cheated. He hadn't once touched her.

"Condder it?" she shrieked toward the receding sounds of hisfootsteps. "I've forgotten it dready!"
Sparks legped off the ends of hair flung about in frustration. She was one of the two most powerful
beings dive, why was she congtantly being thrown off balance by that smug, self-centered, overbearing,
incredibly good-looking young man?

She danced aside as a blue bolt charred the marble bench and with afurious gesture flung agreen one
back aong its path.

"Stop showing off, " she snarled. "I know you can reach thisfar, but 1've enough on my mind right now
without you!" And then she ssomped back into Hal€'s Seat becauise neither the wizard nor the princess
could think of away to follow Bryon without looking like afool.

Kraydak considered the green bolt with some surprise. He hadn't been surprised in centuries and he
savored the return of the sensation. He congratulated himsalf on not attempting to circumvent the
prophecy. Thiswasfun.

The bolt had exploded harmlesdy againgt histower, not even ruffling his defenses, but he was rather
agtonished that it had gotten that far. The wizard-child showed more strength in her thoughtless response
to his prodding than she had at any other time.

For amoment, he contemplated paying her another vigt, thistimein the mind of her young admirer. His
eyes glowed dightly as he dwelt on the likely result of that encounter. But no, held made his point and
repeating it would be a useless waste of power especidly as shewas, after dl, coining to him. Histime
would be better spent arranging a suitable welcome for her when she got close enough.

"Perhaps, " he mused, rubbing the scorched mark on the stone, "this young man brings out the best in her.
" The corners of his mouth twisted up. "Or the beast. " He wiped his fingers and reentered the tower
"Something to remember. "

Thirteen

The Duke of Riven stood on the battlements of his manor and looked north. His brow was drawn down
inascowl and hisfingersworried aloose patch of mortar into dust. Somewhere to the north, therewas a
battle going on and he had chosen not to beiniit.

It had been over aweek since he had returned his family to the arms of the Mother. For over aweek he
had sat each night in hisfather's chair with the War Horn of Riven on hisknees, not listening to the old
men-hisfather's counsa ors-nor the young men-his friends-as they urged him to sound the horn and ride
to war. Even his steward-a solid gray-haired woman whom he thought had more sense-advised him to



fight. They were dl very anxiousto ride into the arms of Lord Desath, but he had no intention of alowing
it. No intention of allowing moreto die for awizard whose face he couldn't seem to banish from hismind.
He wondered how she'd felt when the Horn of Riven hadn't sounded. Betrayed? He hoped so.

He shivered. Riven Seet was high in the mountains and even in summer, the east wind whistling through
Riven Passwas cold.

"Milord, dinner isready if you would comein. "

People were hesitant around him, asif afraid to touch hisgrief. They didn't know that held laid hisgrief in
the pit with the bodies of hisfamily which the wizard-the word was a curse in his thoughts-had preserved.
All that he had |eft was adull pain wrapped tightly around his soul.

Medl s were somber times now. Looking out over the company from under heavy lids, Riven could
amost seethe gray pdl that hung over the room. Hesitant glances were exchanged, conversations were
held in awhisper or not a al. Mostly not at dl. This, too, wasthe wizard'sfault. In hisfather's day the
hal had been filled with light and laughter, but she had killed his family and darkness had followed.

After dinner he sat in hisfather's chair, with the War Horn of Riven across his knees, and stared at the
green eyesthat gazed up at him from thefire.

"Milord? There's a Scholar here who wishesto seeyou. ™
"l don't want to seehim. "

"He saysit'svery important. "

"| don't care. "

"He says he brings amessage from the wizard. "

"What!" Riven legped to hisfest, the horn faling to the flagstones unheeded. " She dares send someone
here?' His cheeks were flushed and his eyes were unnaturally bright. "Oh, I'll listen to amessenger from
thewizard, and when he'sdone I'll have amessage or two he can take back with him. Send himin. "

The Scholar was asmdll, thin man with sunken cheeks and eyes so deepset they looked like they were
hiding under the arching dome of his forehead. His hands fluttered congtantly; birds, trapped in the ends
of hisdeeves.

"Milord, " the Scholar began, then stopped, his eyes darting around the Great Hall, from person to
person. "Milord, | have been instructed that this message isfor your earsaone. "

Riven waved hishand. "Out!" he commanded.

The men and women in the Hall looked at each other in astonishment and several murmured proteststo
their companions. Garments rustled as positions shifted, but no onelft.

"Y ou should not be donewith him, " protested the eward, stepping forward.
"Why not?'

"Well, because... " She couldn't think of a convincing argument. And sheredlly had no reason, just a
feding. "Because... "

"I've got my sword, haven't 17" He put his hand to the hilt. "If hetriesanything, I'll kill him. "



The Scholar wet hislips nervoudy. His grayish tongue looked like nothing so much as alarge maggot.
"Now get out!"

With a hel pless shrug, the steward surrendered and herded the others from the room. One or two tried to
argue, but she slenced them with aglare and a gesture and, grumbling, they went. She paused a the

door and looked back. Riven stood glaring at the Scholar, hislips drawn back in what was amost a snarl
and yet, despite the appearance of frailty, she somehow knew that the Scholar was the more dangerous
man. She sighed and closed the door. She could do nothing except keep aguard ready and bresthe a
quiet prayer to the Mother.

"Wel?" demanded Riven when he heard the door close. "What does she have to say?'
"She, milord?"

"Thewizard. | wastold you have amessage from thewizard. "

"l do, milord. " Hewet hislipsagain. "But from the other wizard. "

"The other wizard?"Riven repested. "What the. And then he understood.

"Wait, milord. Before you cdl your guards, you should listen to what he hasto say. "

Riven had never liked being told what he should do and he had cometo like it even less during the short
time he had been duke, for there were so many things a duke should do, but some note of power in the
Scholar's thin voice stopped the call to his guards.

"l will not listen to treason, " he protested weskly.

"Milord, the Great Kraydak does not counsel treason. He asks only that you continue to do what you
have been doing. "

"I haven't done anything. "

"Milord understands exactly. The Great Kraydak asks only that you continue to do nothing. He agrees
wholeheartedly with your decison. "

It was nice to be agreed with for a change.

"After dl, who isthiswoman that your people should diefor her?!

Riven had often wondered that himsdif.

"Sheisresponsblefor the death of your family. "

"Kraydak crushed the palace, " Riven was forced to admit.

"But only to get to her, " the Scholar said soothingly. "Doesthat not make her responsible?’
AsRiven had said as much himself, he had to agree with the man.

"And so, why should you defend the woman who killed your family?* the Scholar continued reasonably.
"Thisisabettle of wizards. Let thewizardsfight. "

L et the wizards fight. Riven had said that al dong. "My people may force meto sound the Horn and ride
to battle. "



"Would they have forced your late father?"

No, they wouldn't have. Riven couldn't imagine the old duke being forced to do anything he didn't want
to. "No, " hesaid and hisfingerscurled into figts.

"Areyou not the man your father was?'

"Of course | am!™ Riven stepped forward, two bright spots of color on his cheeks. "What are you getting
a?l

"Only that | had not thought you aworse duke than your father, milord. "
"I'm not aworse duke!"

"Then proveit. " The high-pitched voice of the Scholar had suddenly turned very cold. Caught upin his
own hest, Riven didn't notice.

"How?'

"Enforce your will. Y ou do not want to fight, so keep Riven Province from riding to war. Can you do
that?' The voice was colder till and a strange light surfaced in the murky depths of the Scholar's eyes.

"Of coursel can. I'm every" bit as much the duke as my father was. "

"Of courseyou are. And can you convince your people to resume trade with Melac?'
"Asyou say, they're my people. If | tell them to resume trade with Meac, they will. "
"And merchantswill not be killed asthey crossthrough Riven Pass?

"Y ou have my word. "

"Very good. " Hewas once again an ugly little Scholar with no sign he had been anything ese. ™Y ou had
better get some ret, milord, you look tired. "

"Yes. " Riven passed atrembling hand over hiseyes. All of asudden, adull throbbing had begun behind
each temple. "I'd better get somerest. "

Some hours later, after faling immediately into a deep deep the moment his head hit the pillow, the young
duke was shaken roughly awake.

"Stopit, " he muttered deepily. "Go away. "

The shaking continued, so, with asigh, herolled over. It was very dark in hisroom, but as his eyes grew
accustomed to the lack of light he could make out two figures standing beside his bed.

"WeI?' he asked petulantly, after afew moments of mutua staring.

Thetdler figure leaned over, amenacing shadow in full battle armor. "I'd like to have some words with
you, my son. "

"Father?' Riven clutched the blankets so tightly hisfingers went white. "But you're with Lord Desth!™

"And just who do you think thisis?" asked the old duke, indicating the pleasant and disturbingly familiar
looking young man standing beside him.



"Lord Death?' Riven's voice cracked on the second word.

The pleasant looking young man smiled-his teeth were very even and very white-and then turned to the
old duke. "Y ou have two minutes only, " he said, and politely moved away.

"It'sal thetimel'll need, " snarled the old duke glaring down at his son, "to ded with thistraitor. " "B,
Father, 1..."

"Traitor to your country! Traitor to your name!” "But | haven't done anything!" Clutching the blankets, he
moved back against the headboard. He had seen this man buried his own height down in the body of the
Mother. His heart dammed against hisribs and the blood pounded in hisears... hetried to swallow but
the muscles refused to obey.

"And why not? The War Horn has been sent and al you can say is,'| haven't done anything.' That muchis
obvious. " "Shekilled you!"

"No onekilled me. | died. But Kraydak killed your mother and don't you ever forget that. "

"Thisisawizards war!" Even she had said that. What could mere mortals do in awizards war? Better to
keep his people here, safe, so no morewould die. "Y ou want to be Kraydak's bond boy and watch your
people go to feed hisdemons? Isthat it?"

"No, |..." Riven's brow creased and he tried to remember just what the little Scholar had said.

"Wl that'swhat you've just agreed to. " The old duke sighed. "If I'd known you were going to make
such amess of things, maybe I'd have tried harder to stay dive. "

"It wouldn't have done any good, " murmured a soft voice from the shadows. Both Rivensignored it.

"You left medone. " The young man's voice was dmost awail. Fear faded beside the pain. Once again,
he saw the hedler gently closing hisfather's eyes. "He chose, milord, " shesaid. "1 could not save him. "

"Sothat'sit. Maybe | thought you were old enough to take care of yoursdlf. | guess| waswrong. "

"Y ou loved Mother and Maiamore than you loved me! Y ou died and left me done!” The dead man
sighed again and spread his hands, as close to a helpless gesture as his son had ever seen him make.
"Y our mother was apart of me, I'd have been only haf dive without her. ™

They stared a each other for amoment, the new duke and the old, both knowing that was as closeto an
apology aswaslikely to be spoken.

"And you aren't exactly alone, are you?' The stedl was back in the old duke'svoice. "Y ou're responsible
for an entire province. People depend onyou. "

"It'snot the same. " Riven's chin came up in abelligerent way that made him look very much like hissre.

"No, it isn't. Tough. You've ajob to do; it was mine and now it'syours. | suggest you do it and stop
crying over thingsthat can't be changed. " "Time. " Lord Death stepped forward. " Just one more thing,
milord. " With afrown that held more weariness than anger, the old duke drew back hisarm and struck
his son hard across the face. The force of the blow flung Riven amost out of bed and stars exploded
behind hiseyes. It took him aminuteto redlize that the continuing light was not insde hishead. He
opened his eyes and sat up.

The sun shone through and around the green brocade that covered the windows; morning. The room



could not have been dark only seconds before. Hisfather and Lord Death had not cometo himin the
night. It had been adream, vivid and disturbing, but only adream.

Helay back againgt hispillow as hisvaet came into the room, and flung open the curtains. Golden light
poured through the tiny panes of leaded glass, banishing shadows and gilding fear.

"A beautiful day today, milord. Therésafog on the heights, but it should burn off in acouple of hours. "
The vaet turned to face the bed. "And what... milord!"

"What isit?" Riven ingpected hisimmediate surroundings. Everything seemed to bein place. He could see
no reason for the other man's shocked exclamation.

Thevaet Slently handed him amirror.
Across his cheek, in the exact shape of hisfather's hand, was a massive purple and green bruise.
"The pass has been filled?"

"Wevejud finished it, gir, but | still don't understand why we don't let the M e aciansinto the pass where
we could ambush them. "

"l gave my word they wouldn't bekilled in the pass. " Riven smiled. "I gave no word that the pass would
il be there when they cameto useit. " His horse fidgeted under him and he let it dance about before
bringing it under control. "Y ou're sure the Scholar sent no messages before he was killed?"

"None that we were aware of. If he used magica means... "

"No matter, " Riven shrugged. "Kraydak will know of our plans soon enough. "

"Then why not sound the horn?"

"Why make it easy for him?Y ou'd better get back to your men, well be leaving soon. ™
"Yes gr."

Riven watched his captain ride away and decided to stlay amoment longer on the hill overlooking Riven's
Seat. A warm breeze blew dowly aong the side of the mountain and it carried with it &l the smellshe
wanted to remember when he wasin the midst of battle.

"Heloved you very much. ™

Riven glanced down &t the pleasant |ooking young man-who was till disturbingly familiar. No need to
ask who Lord Desath referred to. "He has afunny way of showing it. " The bruise had faded alittle, but
the teeth on that Sde still ached when he chewed.

"Y ou needed to have some sense knocked into you. " Lord Death waved awhite hand at the army
forming inthevaley below. "It seemsto have worked. "

"Why did you let him come back?"
"Why not?'Y ou couldn't possibly understand my motives, Mortal, so you neednt try. "
"For whatever reason then, thank you. "

Lord Death smiled. And wasn't there.



Not until much later did Riven redlize that Lord Death bore a startling resemblance to his mother.

Fourteen

The crescent moon was barely visible over the tops of the trees, campfires had died to embers and, with
the exception of the sentries patrolling the perimeters of the camp and the surgica pavilion, regrettably
never quiet, the army of Ardhan dept. No one saw the man-shaped shadow dipping from shelter to
shelter. Even the Duke of Belkar's guard failed to seeit asit passed almost close enough to touch. What
was one more shadow amongst the shadows of the night. Unnoticed, the intruder moved around to the
back of Belkar's tent.

After checking that he remained unobserved, the shadow dipped aknife from his deeve, the blade
carefully blackened to prevent agtray bit of light from giving him away. Sowly, quietly, he dit the canvas
wall and then did through the hole. Only athin black line showed he had been there at all.

It was dark, but the shadow deftly threaded hisway around the furniture and the scattered pieces of
armor. He made hisway without incident to the center of the tent where, by the dividing wall, therewasa
bed.

The occupant of the bed stirred, rolled over on his back, and began to snore. Loudly.

The shadow moved silently forward. He bent over, but it wastoo dark to see the features of the deeper.
Not that it mattered, the snoring with its particular cadence and itsvolume said, "Herelies the Duke of
Bdka" asclearly asif it werefull daylight.

Stepping back a pace, the shadow raised hisknife and struck. A moist thud cut the snores off abruptly.

The shadow turned, arms spread wide as if to embrace someone or something. Then, struck by abrilliant
beam of slver light, Lapusfell to hisknees.

"No, not Kraydak, " Crystal told him sadly. "Nor will it be. He lied when he said there would be away

Lapus could bardly see the young wizard through eyes squinted shut against the glare, but he sensed she
wasn't done. Behind her, where the light was not so bright stood... the Duke of Belkar? He twisted
around until he could see the bed. Empty; except for hisknife which had cut right through the thin
mattress.

"llluson, " hesaid bitterly. "Lies. "
"Not thefirgt. All Kraydak offered you was more of the same; illusonsand lies. ™

"No!" Lapusgot to hisfeet. Two guards stepped forward, but Crystal waved them back. "He showed
me. It wasred!"

"What he offered may have been real, but he would never have given it to you. | suspect that even had
you succeeded tonight he would've ignored you just as he's doing now. "

"No, " Lapus repeated, burying his head in his hands and collgpsing back on the bed. "It couldn't have
been alie." Then hishead lifted and his eyes opened wide, pupilsdilated against the light. "He showed
me Truth!" Suddenly, he clutched at his knife and dove across the tent.

Hewas on them so fast that Crystal had no time to react. Already upset by the confirmation of Lapus as



Kraydak'stool, the attack shocked her into immobility. Had she been the Scholar's target, Kraydak
would have won in that instant, but Lapus pushed her aside and headed straight for the duke. Where he
was met by aguard. And a sword.

He peered down at the stedl that stuck out of his chest and gave a soft sgh asit did free. The knife
dropped from nerveless fingers and with the other hand he touched the blood flowing from the
wound-gently, asif afraid to disturb the flow.

"l wish, " he said tenderly, staring up at Crysta with a hopeless desperation, "we could have... " And then
hedied.

Crysta knelt beside him, closed his eyes, and kissed him lightly on the forehead. Then she stood aside so
the guards could remove the body.

"Why did he do it?' asked Belkar shaking his head asthey carried Lapus from the tent. He had liked the
Scholar, enjoyed arguing with him, respected his mind. He had hoped that Crystd's suspicions were
unfounded. "What could Kraydak have shown him?"

"Just what Lapus said he did, | expect. Truth. La-pustold me once that Truth wasthe only master. " Her
hands stroked up and down her arms asif afraid to be still. "Kraydak took Lapusto the top of the tallest
mountain and offered him al the knowledge of theworld. "

"Eh?' The duke was puzzled. "What mountain? Where?"'

The tent flap had barely closed behind the guards and their burden when it opened to admit Mikhail. He
jerked athumb over his shoulder-he must have passed the body on its way out-raised an eyebrow and
asked, "Lapus?’

Crystal nodded.

"What about the others?' Belkar demanded.

"Thanksto Crystd, we got them dl. The dukes are safe. ™

"And the Scholars?' Crystal asked, although she knew the answer.

"Child, " said Mikhail gently, enclosing her shoulder in amassive hand, "they were out to do murder for a
man who wants to put the entire country to the sword. " He moved hisfinger under her chin and lifted her
head so she was forced to ook at him. Her face was very pale and her eyesweredim. "Y ou said
yoursdlf that once Kraydak held amind the only sure release was degth. They had to die. We had no
choice. "

Crystd scuffed her foot by the damp, red stain stain on Belkar's carpet. Thiswas another choice that
Kraydak had taken from them. She felt as though iron bands had been riveted about her chest. "He was
my friend. "

"And ming, " sad Bdkar.

"Wevedl log friends, " Mikhail reminded her and then redlized that, until this moment, Crystal had not.
L apus and young Bryon were the only two friends she had. Her power, her rank, and her beauty had
kept other friendships from devel oping. He opened his arms and offered a father's comfort if the wizard
cared to takeit.

The wizard cared to, very much. With astrangled sob, Crystal hid in hisembrace, and cried for Lapus,



for dl the others, and, just alittle, for hersdlf.
"What of our lads?' asked Belkar.
"Only one of them was hit, but he's pretty bad. The knife went up under hisribs. | doubt helll makeit. "

Crysta pushed hersdf away from Mikhail's chest, wiping her cheeks dry with the flat of her hand. This
was how she could erase the memory of Lapuslying dead at her feet. "l can save him, " she said, giving
onefina siff, and sarting for the door.

"No. " Mikhail swung around and blocked her way. "Kraydak must know his plan failed and may try
something else tonight. Y ou have to be ready. Remember what happened last time. "

She rubbed her nose across her deeve, looking absurdly young as she did so, and remembered.

After the first meeting between the Mdac and the Ardhan armies-in which Kraydak had sent out an
innocuous probe and Crystal had smashed it back at him with a strength that surprised them both-Crystal
had gone to the surgica pavilion to help. The areawas aready protected from infections by along and
complicated weaving of power, but she wanted to do more. The surgeons directed her to ayoung man
with adeep sword dash acrossthe belly. His cut and torn guts were bulging from the wound, masking
therest of the interna damages. The surgeons wondered why he was il dive and they doubted he
could hold on much longer.

Feding dightly sick at the Sght and the smell, Crystal placed her handslightly on the soldier's body and
began to hum. A green flame grew in her eyes, spilled over and ran down her armsinto the boy on the
stretcher. Before the astonished eyes of the surgeons and those patients near enough to see, the edges of
the wound began to glow and close. The bulging mass of intestine, now miraculoudy clean and whole,
tucked itself back where it belonged. Muscle fibers reached across the gap |eft by the sword and quickly
wove the muscle back into one piece. The edges of the skin flowed smoothly together, leaving no scar or
any other sign there had ever been awound.

But the young man, now seemingly whole and hae, till lay near degth.

Crystd's song changed dightly, becoming less somber, lessingtructive. Those listening felt asurge of
energy, minor aches and pains disappeared and several small wounds closed. Color flooded back into
the young man's face asthe life force he had lost was replaced. His eyesflickered, then opened. He
looked around, wondered peevishly why everyone was staring at him, and demanded a beer.

Crysta smiled, then the light pouring from her went out, and she collapsed to the floor. Although hedling
the wound had drained her, it had not caused her to faint. She had replaced the lost life force with her
own.

The soldier was no worse for his experience-except for avague but disturbing memory of hunting horns
and baying dogs-but Crystal lay unconscious for three days. During that time Kraydak did what he
pleased, but it was observed that, athough he created plenty of impressive loud noises and bright lights,
his attacks caused confusion and fear rather than destruction. He was obvioudy biding histime until
Crygtd recovered.

Crystd woke to ademoraized army and a mother frantic with worry. The army was much easier to
reassure. When Crystal explained what had happened, Tayer ordered her to leave hedling to the
surgeons. Redizing that in this both queen and mother werein full accord, Crysta reluctantly agreed and
then blamed herself for every death which followed. If she didn't send her people to Lord Desath, neither
did shetry to stay hishand.



Crysta knew Mikhail was right to stop her. Her responsbilities made it asimpossible to save the guard
asit had been to save any of the others who had fallen. In addition, she wastired from the day's fighting
and the smdll but constant drain of keeping the protection over the surgical tent. The power sheld used to
trap the Scholars had tapped out amogt al of her reserves. None of this made the almost certain death of
the guard any easier to bear. Findly she nodded and Mikhail stepped out of her way. The wizard was
back and wizards don't mourn what they can't change.

"Can | walk you to your tent?" asked Mikhail, who was not as convinced as Crystal seemed to be that
thewizard and his daughter were two separate people. She nodded again and he turned to Belkar.

"Go on then, " said the duke. "There's nothing you can do here. I'll just have someone change the carpet.
And the mattress, " he added thoughtfully. "Can't say as| fancy deeping on that knife hole. ™

The camp was certainly busier than it had been one short hour before when Kraydak's Scholars had
dipped through the shadows to do murder. Bodies had to be disposed of, troops reassured, and alife
saved if possible. Mikhail and Crystal walked aone through the darkness. Mikhail insisted that Tayer
always be accompanied by soldiers from the newly recongtituted Palace Guards but refused them for
himself, putting histrust instead in his great black sword. Crystd, the princess, was assgned Guards as
well but Crystal, the wizard, threstened to turn them into newts so they went € sewhere.

"I'd like to know how you knew, " Mikhail said asthey threaded their way through dl the activity. Crystal
had refused to explain her suspicionsin case shed been wrong. Considering Lapus involvement, Mikhall
now understood whom she'd been protecting.

"l could seemysdf inhiseyes."

"In Lapus eyes?'

"Wes

"Isthat unusua? | suppose I'd have seen mysdlf reflected in hiseyeshad | cared to look. ™

"When | look in someone's eyes, " Crystd explained, remembering how shocked sheld been to firgt catch
sght of hersdf in the Scholar's gaze so many weeks beforein Belkar'slibrary, "I 1ook into their hearts.
There could be only two reasons for me to see myself; hislove for mewas so strong | wasthe only thing
in hisheart, or he had been blocked by awizard. Thereisonly one other wizard. " Her smile didn't quite
hide the pain of Lapus betrayal. "I tried to convince mysdlf that Lapus had indeed lost his heart and
amogt succeeded until | met Hale's Scholar. Maybe one man could fall in love with me at first sight, two |
couldn't believe, even though the centaurs had warned me how men would be. Then | met Cel's Scholar,
and Aliston's, and Lorn's, and | stared out of the eyes of al of them. Once | knew Kraydak was
involved, the plot became easy to discover. "

Too easy, it seemed to Mikhail and it worried him. Kraydak, no doubt, had his own reasonsfor doing
doppy work. Using planted Scholarsto attack the dukes, seemed too much of adiversionary tactic;
helpful if it succeeded but no great lossif it failed so long as it masked the more important maneuver. He
only wished he knew what it masked and feared it would be an attack, not at thearmy, but at his
daughter, who had been hit once dready tonight. And athough he would never tell her, for the news
would only add to her burden of pain, Mikhail had reason to believe that Lapus did indeed care grestly
for the princess. Mikhail was very familiar with the many faces of devotion; he had worn them himsdlf for
years.

They arrived at Crygta'stent and the soldier guarding the door, the young man shed lifted from the grip
of Lord Death, snapped to attention. When told what she'd done, he'd pledged hislife to the protection



of hissavior. Hislord, the Duke of Cel, had astrong stresk of romance running beneath his shrewd and
pragmetic exterior and happily released the man from his service. And so Crystd acquired a personal
guard she had no wish for but couldn't get rid of. The relationship developing between her guard and her
maid was the only thing that made the Situation bearable. She hoped she might soon lose them both to
one another.

Mikhail leaned forward and planted a kiss between the slver brows. "Y ou did what you had to, " he said
oftly.

| wish we could have... Y ou did what you had to. She nodded, not trusting her voice, and dipped into
the tent.

Although she crawled into bed exhausted, Crysta couldn't fal adeep. Every time she closed her eyes she
saw L apus charging across the room, knife raised, hisface twisted with hatred. She hadn't dways liked
what held said, how he'd stressed the conflict between wizard and princess, but shed cometo care for
him and had thought he cared for her. That hisfriendship was an act, engineered by Kraydak, made her
fed dightly sick and very lonely. This, the centaurs had not warned her of.

Eventudly, the exertions of the day overcame her grief and she drifted into an uneasy deep.

Gradudly, Crystal became aware of green. A soft springtime green, very peaceful, very nice, very
soothing. She could move around and there seemed to be a solid surface beneath her feet but the green
never changed. She knew she was adegp and somewhere deep within her own subconscious. The
centaurs had promised to teach her ways of manipulating the dreamworld but there hadn't, in the end,
beentime.

"Not avery interesting place for adream, " she sighed, spinning about so that the white gown she wore
flared about her ankles. Sheliked the way the silky fabric clung, the way it whispered across her skin,
athough she wondered why she'd dreamed <o little materia above the waist. And then she saw the man
approaching and knew she wasn't dreaming; not quite. Shetried to raiseawal of power between them
and found she had no power to spare.

His hair shone red-gold, like sunlight on fire, and clustered about hisface in loose curls. His eyeswere
the clear, merciless blue of ahot summer day. Above tight sapphire breeches and high black boots, he
wore no shirt and the muscles of his chest and arms rolled smoothly beneath golden skin as he closed the
distance between them.

Grace and power, Crystd realized. And something more.

His hand, when it took hers, was cool and dry. Hislips, touched to the skin of her wrist, soft and warm.
"Atlagt, " he murmured. "Faceto face. "

Crystd snatched free her hand, more frightened than she'd ever been in her life. That he could reach this
far into her mind without even waking her... "Get out of my mind!" She kept her voice below a scream
but only barely.

Kraydak smiled. "I had hoped that we might be friends. "

Gathering up her courage, and holding dignity before her like ashidd, she managed atight smilein return
and retreated astep. "I hardly think so. "

"No?Youwound me. " Helay long fingers againgt his bare chest. "We have so much in common. "

"We have nothing in common! You'rea... a... " She searched for aword that would sum up the disgust



and loathing shefelt as anger rose to take the place of fear. "... an abomination. Y ou destroy anything you
touch. " Sheturned her back on him and found he till stood in front of her. And still smiled.

One red-gold eyebrow arched. " Abomination?

Child, you are hardly oneto point an accusatory finger. "

"l amnot likeyou. "

"No, " Kraydak agreed smoothly, his smiletwisting strangely, "you aren't. ™
"You use people. "

"Yes, " heagreed again, "l do. | assume you specificaly refer to the late, lamented Lapus? A useful toal;
your grief at hisbetraya gave me accessto your mind. 1 needed a surety to enter through, you see, so |
built my own. "

She remembered the red spreading into the pattern of the rug and felt sick. "Y ou set him up, you set al of
them up, just to get at me?"

He reached out and pinched her chin. "And she'sclever, too. Yes, child, | didit al for you. " A couch,
the couch from Crystal's tent, appeared behind him and he sat, gracefully crossing one booted leg over
the other. He shook hishead in mock sympathy. "Oh, my poor child, if you ingst on caring for crestures
so far benesth you, you can only expect to be hurt. Humankind should be your plaything, not your
partner. " His voice became caressing and held a possessive note that ran like soft fingers down Crystal's
back. "We are the last two of our kind. The last two. No mere morta could ever hope to understand us.
" The blue of his eyes degpened. "Cometo me, Crystd. "

To Crydtd's horror she took a step toward him, under no compulsion save that of hisvoice and his
presence. Red with shame, she stopped, determined at |east to move no closer, no matter what he said.

He said nothing. He laughed low in histhroat and held out his hand; his gaze fierce and compdlling.

Wl aware of the dangers of awizard's eyes, Crystal dropped her own to avoid being trapped by his
gaze. Red-gold hair curled in an inverted triangle on his chest, the lowest point trailing down the ridges of
his ssomach until it dipped beneath the blue of his breeches.

Her shins hit the edge of the couch.

"You needn't eventry, " Kraydak told her gently as she struggled to move away. "Thismay be your
mind, but you'l find I'mintota control. Oh, and one morething. " He reached out and took her hand,
pulling her down beside him. "These bodies areillusions, but they react likeflesh. "

He drew aringer down her cheek and her eyes widened at the responses such a simple touch caused.
He manipulated reactions she didn't know she possessed and, not knowing, she had no way to defend
hersdlf. She dug her handsinto the cushions of the couch, fighting the urge to touch him in return.

| ndependent movement was possible it seemed, aslong asit was not away from him. Cautioudy she
began to dide her essence, the core of her that was Crystal, deeper within this representation of her

physical body.

Kraydak, one arm clasped lightly around her waist, pushed her back against the cushions. He felt her
essence retreat and helet it go. She could not escape him, after all, and if she thought thiswarm bundle of
flesh he held would resist his assault for long...



When hekissed her, sheleaned into it and she heard hersdlf cry out in disappointment when he stopped.
Her thoughts and her fedings almost seemed asif they belonged to two separate people. And the
sensations of her body, under Kraydak's skilled caresses, were rapidly overwhelming her mind.

"Patience, " the older wizard chided, dipping the gown off her shoulders, "we have plenty of time. "

Heran hisfingerslightly over her breasts and she barely managed to hold her essencein place as her
body arched under histouch. She became very much afraid that she would soon give into the sensations
now setting her body alight, and then she would belogt, his creature entirely.

"'Someone has certainly prepared theway, " he murmured into the soft skin of her throat. "I hope | get the
chanceto thank him. "

Bryon. Crysta grabbed that thought and held on tightly. She closed her eyes and built hisimage on the
ingde of thelids. She remembered every time held ever touched her, the fed and the scent of him, and
built of it a barricade between her skin and Kraydak's hands.

It wasn't quite enough.

Kraydak's hands dropped lower and began to tug at the silky cloth that draped her hips, twisting her
about so that he straddled her. His mouth moved to her breasts.

When she remembered to bresthe at all, it wasin great shuddering gasps over which she seemed to have
no control. With the smdll part of her mind till her own she knew she couldn't hold out much longer. The
firesthat Kraydak had lit would consume al shewas.

Bryon, she cried, fedling the hest licking at her refuge, help me! And from the time before the centaurs,
rose one more memory. A very young Bryon rolled in the dirt of the training yard, hands clasped
between hislegs, avery young Crystd stared in puzzlement at the quarterstaff in her handswhile ther
fathersamost split themsealves laughing. Child, thiswizard called her; shewould use achild'sblow. She
bit down on her tongue, hard. Asthe pain jolted her free from the pleasure, she gathered the remnants of
her strength and dammed her knee up between Kraydak'slegs.

Theillusion did indeed react like flesh and Crystal possessed the strength of the tree. It was fortunate for
Kraydak that he had aready depleted mogt of it.

Kraydak's eyes widened, he made an incoherent noise, and sank dowly to the ground. The surrounding
green turned yellow, then orange, then red, then black and Crystal woke up in her own bed, her heart
beating so fast shewas afraid it would escape.

She lay staring at the celling, hands clenched at her sides, and forced hersdlf to consider what had dmost
happened. Histouch il lingered on her body and she flushed with embarrassment when she redlized that
thefireshed lit fill burned. Not with the same intensity asthey had in the dream world, but a definite
heat radiated out from the places he had... She shuddered. Kraydak had defeated himself when he
reminded her of Bryon; she wouldn't be that lucky another time. And Kraydak's power frightened her
lessthan her own lack of resstance.

"Thetroubleis, " she mused, chewing on her lower lip in amost unwizardlike way, "I can't fight what |
don't understand. "

What if he came again? There was one rather obvious solution and the enemy himself had given it to her.
She unclenched her fingers, wiped her sweety pams on the sheets, and noticed with some surprise that
shewas dtill breething heavily....



Bryon woke up to the peculiar sensation of being in adifferent bed than the one hed goneto deepiin. It
was Softer, dightly larger, and it smelled good. He was till in atent and, from the sounds filtering through
the canvas, till in the center of the Ardhan army, but where... and then he became aware of awarm
body in the bed beside him, and he recognized the scent....

"Bryon, " said Crysta earnestly, "'l need your help. "
"Isthisadream?' Bryon asked of ho onein particular.

"Don't beridiculous. " Crystal poked at him and wondered if he was going to be difficult. Y ou can't be
dreaming, you're awake. "

III a.n?l
"Yes, and | want you to makeloveto me. "
"I'm dreaming, " he said with conviction. "I've had this dream before. "

"Bryon!" Her voice was sharp, thiswasn't how shed imagined things at dl. She should have beenin his
arms by now. He should have been swept away by passion the moment he found himself in bed with her.
Wasn't that the way it worked? " Kraydak attacked me tonight and you're the only one who can stop it

from happening again. "
"What!" He sat up in the bed, reaching for the sword that wasn't there. "Kraydak came here?'

"Not exactly, hewasin my mind and he... uh... " To her astonishment, Crystal felt hersalf blushing. "He,
uh, simulated me. "

Bryon sat back againgt the pillows, the corners of his mouth twitching. He appeared to have his passion
wdll under control. "He stimulated you? Perhaps you'd better tell me just what happened and what you
think | can do about it. "

Sowly, and with long pauses while she struggled to put the experience into words, Crystd told Bryon of
Kraydak's attack. She left out nothing, not the fear, not the... other. She finished with her plan to build a
defense with Bryon's help.

"After al, asMikhall says, the best defenseisastrong offense. "

Bryon considered what Mikhail's reaction would be if he knew his bel oved daughter was sitting naked in
bed with aman he'd been heard to refer to as"having more gonads than sense, " but al he said was: "l
don't think thiswasthe kind of Stuation he had in mind. "

"Never mind him, " Crysta dismissed her stepfather with awave of her hand. "Will you help me or not?"
Bryon took along, appreciative look and said, "No. "
"No?' It had never occurred to her he would refuse. Wasn't thiswhat he'd been leading up to dl aong?

It came as abit of ashock to Bryon aswell and with an atruism he hadn't known he possessed, hetried
to explan.

"If thiswastruly your idea, I'd be honored to make love to you. But it isn't. Kraydak took advantage of
your innocenceto try to gain control over you and | won't finish the job. ™

"Butitisntlikethat!"



"lsn't it?" Bryon's voice was gentle but his eyes were hard. "As much asyou care for me, would | be here
if Kraydak hadn't attacked you?"

"No, but... "

"No buts. When we make love, " he picked up her hand and planted akissin her pdm, "and we will, it
won't be asan act of war. "

Crystal wrapped her fingers protectively around the kiss and looked at him with glowing eyes, eyesthat
had nothing to do with being awizard. "Bryon, " she began.

"No, not tonight. " His voice was beginning to sound strained. "Now you'd better send me back to my
own tent. "

She studied him for amoment and then smiled. She was till smiling seconds later as she watched the
indentation of his body smooth out of the mattress. "Were you concerned because it wasn't my idea, "
she asked it, "or because it wasn't yours?”

"WEell, onething'sfor sure, " she said to the darkness as she blew out the lamp and settled down for
deep, "hewon't get achance likethat again. " But whether she referred to Kraydak or Bryon was not
entirely clear.

Hanna stood on the battlements and |ooked out over the valey kingdom of Halda. She shivered and
pulled the heavy traveling cloak tighter around her dthough it wasn't the night wind that caused the chill.
Sheld lived in Haldafor seventeen years now, ruled over it as queen for ten; itsfdl, its degth, tore open a
wound shewould aways carry.

"Majesty?

She turned and the young guard, dark circles visible beneeth his eyes even in the uncertain torchlight,
bowed.

"They are ready?'
"Yes, Mgjesty. "

He stepped aside to let her pass, every movement afight against exhaustion. It had been three days since
anyonein Halda had redlly rested. It had been three days since the defenders at the pass had fallen and
the army of the Meacian Empire had swarmed into the valley. Three days of daughter. Men, women,
and children put to the sword; and worsg, if the hysterical accounts of the few fleeing survivors could be
believed.

Hanna moved sure-footedly through the castles dark hals, the guard following silently behind. Next to
the great Paace of Ardhan, the dwelling of Haldasroya family was apaltry thing, but it had been a
home to her, which wasinfinitely more than the other ever had. She stopped on the threshold of the
throne room to let her eyes adjust to the sudden light.

Againg the long wall opposite her, wooden platforms were rising, stagesto lift the archersto the arrow
ditshigh in the granite wals, hammers and saws providing abackground to every other noisein the hall.
Some of the wood, Hanna saw, had been cannibalized from the castle furnishings. Stretching away to
ether sde of her, weary men and women sat holding their weapons, waiting. Behind them, rich tapestries
till hid the stone. Through the heavy oak doors at the room's end, asteady stream of people, servants
and nobles alike, carried food and water and weagpons. In the center of the room, healers moved among
the wounded and blood pooled on the gold inlay mosaic of thefloor. The air was heavy with the smell of



smoke and sawdust and steel and fear.

At her back, the young guard cleared histhroat, as much of a prod as he could give his queen. She took
another moment to banish hopelessness from her expression, then, lifting her chin, she stepped out into
the room, heading for the smal knot of people by the great gilded thrones. She walked as quickly as she
could but took the time to acknowledge those she recognized with a smile or a softly spoken word.

Behind her, athough she couldn't seeit, shoulders squared and furrowed lines of tension eased.

"Mamal" As she reached the daisthat held the thrones, atowheaded boy of eight threw himself a her
legs. "Mama, Papa says he's not coming with ug™

She reached down and stroked his hair. "He can't, Jeffrey. "

"Why not?" Jeffrey's voice rose. He was too tired and too frightened to be reasonable.
"Because he'sthe king. And the king has to stay with his people. "

"But | want him to stay with ud"

Hanna's heart twisted and for an instant she closed her eyesin pain. Oh, sodo |, my darling. Sodo .
When she opened them again, her husband was there.

Gregor, King of Halda, was not aphysicaly imposing man. He stood ahead shorter than hiswife, and
the square, solid body of his youth had becomeinclined to fat. His sandy-brown hair was graying and
laugh lines bracketed his eyes. He shifted the girl-child in hisarms and smiled.

He had the sweetest smile Hanna had ever seen and, as she had since that first day when held smiled up
at her, she couldn't help but return it. They'd said their good-byesthat evening, when held finally
convinced her that the children stood a better chanceif she went with them. His scent clung to her till.
She couldn't decideif it would be acomfort or atorture in the hoursto come.

Jeffrey twisted againgt her leg and glared up at hisfather. "1 want you to stay with us, " he repested,
lower lip beginning to tremble.

"l can't.™
Something in that quiet voice got through and Jeffrey sighed. "Can | stay with you, then?' he asked.
"Who will take care of your mamaand your sSister if you stay with me?”

Jeffrey Sghed again. "I'll take care of mama. " His smal hand dipped into her larger one. "But do | hafta
take care of Ellen, too?

Safefrom reprisasin her father's arms, three-year-old Ellen removed her thumb from her mouth long
enough to stick out her tongue.

"Ellen, too, " Gregor told him. "I'm counting on you. "
"She'sadug, " Jeffrey muttered. "But okay. "
Gregor turned the beauty of his smile on hisson. "Thank you. "

"Magegties. " The Captain of the Royal Guard stepped forward, at his side ayoung woman clad in
homespun and leathers. Although he was dark and her hair flamed abrilliant red, the whipcord leanness



of their builds and the sharp wildness of their gazes bespoke ardationship. "Trin saysyou must go now if
you hope to reach the caves by dawn. "

Now.

Hannalooked at the captain's companion, who nodded.
Now.

"1 will carry the child. " Trin held out her arms.

Gregor bent his head and placed hislipsfor along moment againgt his daughter's brow. Ellen squirmed
as his hold tightened and she made a muffled protest around her thumb. His eyes were very bright ashe
handed the child over to Trin.

"Jeffrey. " He went on one knee before the boy and took the small shouldersin hishands. Y ou are King
in Hadaafter me. Whileyou live, Hadalives. "

Jeffrey, impressed by the tone in hisfather's voice, nodded solemnly. Hannaknew he didn't understand,
not redlly, but he'd remember. Father and son embraced and Gregor's cheeks were wet when he stood.

A thick finger traced the line of Hannas jaw. " So beautiful, " the king murmured and then shewasin his
ams,

And then she was waking away, down the long length of the throne room. She paused at the great oak
doors, taking one last ook back.

| never thought I'd love him. She remembered the long ride from Ardhan so many years before. Her
surprise-their mutual surprise-at how well they got dong, at how many important things they agreed on.
How friendship had grown to something more precious. Pain and thetiny lifdessbody of their first child
who had never taken abreath in thisworld. Thejoy of Jeffrey and Ellen. | wanted to never leave him.

Over an impossible distance, their eyes met.

Then she walked from the room, saving the only thing in Haldathat could be saved. Thefuture.

Fifteen

On mornings when the fighting had not yet begun, the leeders of the Ardhan army met a dawn inthe
queen's pavilion. Although Bryon had the standing invitation issued to dl the ducal heirs, he sddom
attended, preferring to eat with his men. On the morning after hisvist to Crysta'stent, he surprised
everyone by not only appearing, but by having managed to wash, shave, and find a clean set of clothes.

He made an eegant bow to the queen, saluted first Mikhail, then hisfather and the other dukes, grabbed
aplate and amug, and found a seat beside Crystd. If he wanted to speak to her about the night before,
however, he was to be disappointed. After greeting him with asomewhat absent smile, her mind, to dll
outward appearances, was wholly on the war.

"I'm afraid it'strue, Mgesty, " the Duke of Lorn said sorrowfully as conversation resumed. "My daughter
arrived lagt night with confirmation. Hadahasfdlen. "

Tayer'seyesfilled with tears and, amost involuntarily, she shook her head dowly from Sdeto side.
Mikhail appeared to be carved from stone.



"What of the Royd Family?' he demanded gruffly. Hanna, Mikhail's only sister was Halda's queen.

Lorn's daughter, Kly, asmall, muscular brunette, spoke up. "The news | haveisthree daysold, dating
from when the pass was taken by the Empire. Then, the Royd Family was safein their principal seat, but
by now the castle must have been overrun. So long dependent on their mountain barriers, Halda has...
had dmost no defenses. "

A sound, half moan, half sob, welled up from Tayer'sthroat.

"Do not despair, Mgesty. " Kly's matter-of-fact tone was more calming than sympathy would have been.
"l believe the Roya Family escaped and are hiding in the mountains. ™

"Why?' Mikhail did not yet let himsalf hope. Better Hanna be dead than a captive of Kraydak or his
men.

"I was in Halda often during my three years as aMessenger and | saw the escape plans. Halda's Guard
Captain long feared this day would come. And, athough it is not common knowledge, Haldal's Guard
Captainisawer. ™

"Wer!" More than one member of the council spat out the word as though it |eft abad taste in the mouth.
The members of the race the wizards had devel oped were few in number, seldom seen, and amost
invariably hated.

"Wizard spawn, " growled the Duke of Cel, hisfat face twisted with distaste. "More likely to Sde with
Kraydak then againg him!"

"No. " Kly'svoice was quiet and assured. "The wer hate the wizards with an intensity hard to imagine,
The names of the wizards are curses to them and Kraydak's is the most cursed of al. " Sheturned to
Crystd and, with no change of expression, added. "They've sill not decided about you. "

Crystal inclined her head. What the wizards had done to create the wers was terrible beyond belief. The
wers had aright to eterna hatred of their creators and, athough it had happened thousands of years
before her birth, shewas awizard.

"If it's not common knowledge, " said Lorn, "how did you happen to find out that this man wasawer?'
Kly favored her father with alevel gaze.
He blushed dightly and mumbled, "Never mind. "

"Milord. " Kly addressed Mikhail directly. "Thereisn't aperson dive that knows the mountains better
than Rayue. There are caves and passages that go on for miles and have served as emergency shelter for
the wer for generations. | believe that, for now, the Royal Family of Hadais safe.

Mikhail held her eyesfor amoment longer, then, finding hopein her certainty, nodded.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to go check on my horse before the fighting begins. " As sheleft, she
exchanged grins with Bryon. She had been Messenger to Belkar aswell.

The council broke up soon after her departure. It was getting light and the battle lines were forming on
the Tage Plateal.

Crystal stood, as she had stood since the first day the armies had engaged, aone on arocky outcropping
with an unobstructed view of the battlefield. Her hair whipped about in the wind and she felt, with



growing uneasiness, the power building in the east. Theair hung heavy with it and the sky was growing a
greenish black. She waited nervoudy, gathering her own power to counter what had to be amgjor blow.
Asaways, shefaced the day wondering why she had not aready been destroyed.

Although she had no way of knowing it, Kraydak wondered the exact same thing. On each day of the
battle he had sent alittle more power against her and each day she had met it and managed to survive.
Once or twice, as sheturned his attack in atotally unexpected way, he'd felt that, maybe, there was more
to thiswizard-child than he suspected and, perhaps, it would be amusing to discover what. And then hed
remember the prophecy-out of Ardhan would come the last of the wizards, the last creature capable of
defesting him-and held try again to destroy her.

On ahillock, not far from where his daughter waited, Mikhail and his staff sat surveying the scene.
Messengers had become couriers and aready the traffic was heavy between the commanders and
Mikhail. He hated not being ableto fight himself, but his skills as a tactician were needed much more than
his skill with hisgreat black sword. His eyes went to where the Elite were grouped to take the brunt of
the day's charge and he wished with al his heart that he was among them.

Thearmiesjoined and Crystal braced hersdlf for the release of Kraydak's power. When it came, it was
typical of hisattacks but much more complicated than most. It began to rain. No ordinary rain, thiswas
cold, and vicious, and sdective. It rained only on the Ardhan army. Only the Ardhan troops got wet and
cold, only their footing became dippery and treacherous. Even when soldiers grappled in close hand to
hand combat, Kraydak's army stayed dry and sure-footed.

Crysta couldn't tdll if Kraydak had wrapped each of hismenin aforce shield and then caused it torain
or if hewas directing therain itself. She faced amaster weaving of many types of power with only adight
ideaof how to begin unraveingiit.

Asthe day progressed, and the battle raged, so too did the battle between the wizards. Crystal began to
understand what Kraydak had done and was having some success at undoing it. Therain camein
scattered bursts now, whole sections of the Plateau would be dry, whilein othersrain fell on Ardhan and
Melacian dike. In places where she could not stop the rain, Crystal tried to turn Kraydak's power
againg him and so an Ardhan soldier, cold, wet, and miserable, found himself up againgt aMeacian who
was wrapped in blistering he? and dehydrating rapidly. The odds began to even out and by
midafternoon, although the conditions were both uncomfortable and unusua, neither side could say they
had an advantage through magica means. The wizards now held each other in a precarious baance.

"Oh, well done. " Kraydak could not have been more pleased had he trained the child himsalf. For her
deft handling of the day's problems, he forgave her even the attack of the night before. And athough it
would not happen again, he treasured the experience; he didn't remember the last time he had actualy
been hurt. Of course, he couldn't Iet her think she was free to cause him distress and just get away withiit.
He checked the interweavings of their power and smiled. "L et's see how you ded with thisthen, little
one."

The Méacian army began to fall back and a cheer went up from the Ardhan Side, a cheer that turned to
cries of horror as the dead shambled up from the rear of the Melacian ranks. Thefallen, gathered each
night from the battlefield, had been patched together and reanimated in agridy parody of life. Their feet
dragged through the mud, their lips were pulled back from their teeth in arictus grin, and they ill bore
the wounds that had sent them to Lord Deeth. Here lurched a man with agreat hole in his chest through
which could be seen agray and rotting heart. There staggered one whose head lolled drunkenly to the
sde, for the muscles needed to support it had been ripped away. Others walked on legs or swung arms
not their own and rude gtitches showed where limbsin better shape than the originals had been attached.
Some carried swords, some spears, but they al carried terror as an added weapon.



The dead were not skilled fighters, but they didn't need to be. The same ghastly power that gavethem a
semblance of life and sent them out to kill, also gave them a strength few living could match. They were
tirdless and dmost impossible to stop. Killing blows had no effect, for they were aready dead, and the
weary men of the Ardhan army found it necessary to chop these new opponentsinto piecesto stop them.
Even then, very often, the pieces fought on.

Had it been possible to turn and run-to flee screaming from corpses that fought wrapped in the gagging
stench of rot; to hide where a clammy hand could not close round your throat and continue to squeeze
even after it was no longer attached to an arm-there would have been few Ardhan soldierseft on the
field. But there was nowhere to go, so they choked back their fear and fought on.

Kraydak'sliving soldierstook strength from the victories of their unliving comrades, and threw
themsdlves back into thefray.

When Crystal saw the dead advance, she bit back a scream. These shambling horrors were the stuff of
her nightmares and she had to deal with her own terror before she could ded with them. Each
decomposing feature, each hideous parody of humanity, struck ablow at the barrier of her power.

"Can't you do anything?' she cdled to ayoung man weaving hisway through the battle, pausing here and
there besde those who had fallen.

"What they do with the bodies is none of my concern, " Lord Degth replied, hisfeatures changing
constantly as he spoke, and then he continued on hisway unseen.

Crystal clutched her courage tightly and reached out to smash one of the dead to the ground. The
freezing rain began again. The delicate balance of power dipped and disaster threatened. Her heart in her
throat, Crystal grabbed back control and realized that Kraydak had effectively tied her hands. If she
destroyed the living dead, she logt control of the eements. If the Ardhan soldiers were forced to fight the
crippling cold and wet aswell astheir physica enemies, the Mea-cianswould easly win. But if shelet
thewalking evil be... as she watched, one of Belkar's captains went down with a spear dammed through
his chest by a crawling monstrosity that dragged its guts on the ground behind it.

From hisvantage point at the Plateau’'s edge, Mikhail ground histeeth in rage. He couldn't think of athing
that would do any good. Maneuvering was next to impossible, amost the entire army fought one on one
and far too many men fought those they had defeated once aready.

"Milord, " gasped acourier, riding up on alathered and blood-flecked horse, "they're breaking through to
the south. Aliston isfaling back. The duke asks you send him reinforcements. "

Mikhail scanned the Plateau. An arm of the Melacian army had curved around, forcing the Ardhansto
fight on two fronts, the east and the south. Up againgt the living dead, the southern front was faling back.
Much farther and the Me acians would be behind the Ardhan lines.

"Get through to the Duke of Hale, " Mikhail barked. "Tdl him to regroup his cavalry and get over there
asfastashecan.”

"Yes, ar!" And with aweary sdute, the courier was gone.

Mikhail doubted even Hal€'s cavary would be fast enough to reach Aliston before the line was breached,
but meanwhile there was something he could do. The need for atactician was over. He drew his grest
black sword, whirled it once around his head to hear it Sing, and set hishedlsto hishorse'ssides. The
beast leaped forward, as glad to be moving asits master was. They pounded down the hill and flung
themselvesinto the battle.



Aligon'sweary menralied as Mikhail hit the Mdacian line like ten men not one. The dwarf-made sword
moved so swiftly it looked like ablack flame and flesh and blood and bone went flying from everywhere
it struck. The dead began to die again.

It was dmost enough.

Then Mikhail's horse was cut out from under him, disemboweled by the dying blow of one of Mdac's
captains. He jumped clear and continued to carve hisway forward, his height and strength giving him an
advantage over the foe that even theloss of the horse couldn't totally remove. But numbers began to tell
and for every man he cut down it seemed another two rose up to fill the place. Soon he was stopped
and, back to back with Aliston, surrounded by corpses and twice corpses, the two warriors fought to
hold what he had regained.

Although he was covered in blood and dripping with gore, Crystal knew her stepfather had less need of
help than anyone dse il fighting. As much as she wanted to blast an area of safety around him, she
forced hersdlf to look away and do what she could for those who needed it more. She had discovered
that, although most of her attention was needed to hold back Kraydak in the heavens, she could till
manipulate small areas on the ground.

The angle of asword blow, that would surely have separated head from shoulders had it connected,
changed dightly in the air and did off the edge of ashield instead.

A Médacian stepped on arock which rolled dightly and sent him flying.

An archer with adirect line of sight to the Duke of Hale drew back her bow and put an arrow into the
eye of acomrade.

The barbs of aMéacian spear hooked on an Elite's heavy armor and while trying to freeit, the spearman
himsdlf was speared.

A craggy-faced young man with brows that drew ablack line across hisforehead dipped on another's
blood and fell jarringly hard to the ground. As he lay gasping for breath, one of the undead |loomed
suddenly over him, spear raised to strike. Whispering agood-bye to hiswife and child, for he knew he
was on hisway to Lord Death, he watched in amazement as the gtitches holding the creature's spear arm
to his body came unraveled and arm and spear fell harmlesdy to the ground. Even the undead managed
to look dightly surprised.

"I kept my promise, " Crystd told abreeze, and then sent it to tell ayoung woman with honey-colored
curls

Kraydak's power threw itsalf at her barrier in waves. With each strike, she could fed her defenses
wearing away, crumbling under the subtleties of Kraydak's attacks and her own terror of the walking
dead which she still fought to control. She feared thiswould be her last battle, hersand Ardhan's. The
army couldn't beat the undead without the help she was unable to give. Her fistswere clenched at her
Sdes, swest plastered her tunic to her breasts, and her hair flapped lifelesdy in the wind. Her ears began

toring.

She began to hear horns.

Surely that couldn't bein her head.
It wasn't.

"Towar!" cdled out the War Horn of Riven. "Towar!" And out of the forest to the south streamed the



men of Riven, the duke leading the charge with the horn to hislips. He blew again.

All through the Ardhan army, heartslifted at the sound and men and women found the strength to fight a
moment longer.

"TO WAR!" Then the duke put aside the horn, drew his sword, and the Riven warriors threw themselves
at the backs of the Meacianswho had amost broken through to the south.

The cdll of the horn went through Crysta like aray of light. She drank it in, gathered it up, and threw it as
hard as she could at Kraydak's might. Which wavered but held. She added her joy in Riven'sarrivd, the
hope that rose in every breast, and the love of the farmer's young wife. Kraydak's attack crumbled and
the setting sun burned red and gold through the fleeing clouds.

At the touch of the sunlight, the undead paused and then, like puppets with cut strings, they collapsed to
the ground. Riven's men soon drove the remaining Mdacian soldiersinto afull retreat while the Ardhan
army leaned on their weapons and cheered.

Fewer people than usua gathered outside the queen's pavilion that evening. Lorn had died with an arrow
inhisthroat. Cel wasin surgery with aspear wound in his belly; hisfat had saved hislife. Hdewould not
leave hismen, for few of their horses had survived and in Hale a horse was regarded with as much
tendernessasachild.

At Mikhail's approach, Tayer forgot queenly dignity and threw hersalf on him regardiess of the blood
which stained her hands and gown alurid red. An embarrassed Riven was welcomed with much
backdapping, his lateness forgotten in the perfect timing of hisarriva.

Crysta collapsed on acamp stool and began stuffing hersalf with meat tartsin an attempt to fill the
emptiness that clawed at her from within. She had come very closeto using every last bit of power.
Belkar came and stood beside her, hisface gray beneath the dirt and blood.

"Have you seen Bryon latdly, " he asked. "Have you seen my son?"

Crysta's face blanched and the remaining color drained from her eyes. "No, " she said, redlization
dawning. "Not for hours. "

They looked at each other and then both turned toward the battlefield. Was he out there? Did helie
staring up at the stars too wounded to move, bleeding, dying? Had he already goneto Lord Death?

"I'd know if hewere dead, " Crystd whispered, listening to the pain rising from the wounded and trying
find Bryon'swithinit. "1'd know. "

"Better dead than out there, " rumbled the duke. "Mother knows how long until they find them al. "
The thunder of gpproaching hoofbests distracted them and they glanced up from their fears.

"Why thelong faces? Didn't wewin?"

"Bryon!"

Bryon smiled wearily. Thejoy in Crysta's voice and the welcome in her eyes made the whole wretched
day amost worthwhile.

Crysta bounded to her feet, the mest tarts flying unheeded to the ground. Relief and something more
flooded the places where power had been expended. "We feared you'd been killed. "



"Not hardly. Not ascratch on me. " He dapped at his armor with disgust. It looked agreeat dedl like hed
spent the afternoon swimming in an abattoir. "All this blood belongs to somebody else. Severd dozen
somebodies, asamatter of fact. " Hekicked afoot free of its stirrup, but before he could lift hisleg clear
of the saddle, a blue bolt arced down from the sky and smashed him to the ground. Screaming in terror,
his horse bolted.

"NO!I"

The world stopped while Crysta threw hersdlf down at Bryon's Side, but he was aready beyond any
help she could give. Hetried to grin, and as he died she saw hersdlf reflected in his eyes.

Sixteen
Theroaring in her ears drowned out the norma sounds of the Ardhan camp as Crystal knelt at Bryon's
sde, cradling hishead in her 1ap, her eyes closed and dry. She knew the Duke of Belkar stood behind

her, tears cutting channels through the grime on hisface, and she felt his grief more clearly than her own.
Shewasn't sureit was grief shefdt.

A single beam of moonlight cut through the gathering darkness, rested briefly on Bryon's till body and
then was trapped in the slver net of Crysta's hair. When shefinally stood, it rose with her. She brushed
by Belkar, not seeing him, and strode down the path to the battlefield.

"Crydd, " Tayer cdled, but Mikhail put hisarm around her and shook his head.
"I don't think she can hear you, my love. "

"But she shouldn't be done. " Tayer wiped her eyes with a square of lace and linen pulled from her
deeve

I'm afraid shelll dways be done, Mikhail thought, but al he said was, "No, she shouldn't. "

They followed their daughter down the path, each resting a hand gently on Belkar's shoulder asthey
passed the old man who stood silently mourning for his son. When they reached the battlefield, Crystal
aready stood on her outcropping of rock, armsraised to the moon.

Asthey watched, her hair lifted and wove patternsin the air, gathering in the light and absorbing it. Her
eyes were pools so deep that the green appeared black. She stood unmoving, a sculpture of white
marble rather than living flesh and her beauty had never been moreterrible. Shelooked so little like their
daughter that Tayer and Mikhail suddenly found themselves more afraid of her than for her.

If Kraydak had thought to pardyze her with grief, he had made agrave mistake.

She knew what she was fedling now. She was furious. No matter that her own power had been depleted;
there were other sources and her anger would act as focus for them.

Without warning, sheignited in aglorious blaze of slver fire. Every |esf, every twig, every blade of grass
in the surrounding areastood out in sharp relief againgt their own tiny and impenetrable black shadows.
Tayer and Mikhail staggered back, nearly blinded by the intensity. Behind them, they heard the rest of the
army cautioudy agpproaching, drawn like moths to the flame. The men and women carrying the wounded
from the battlefield favored the wizard with a startled glance, then, giving thanks for the light which made
their job easier, hurried to finish before it went out.

When thelight of the wizard outshone thelight of the moon, Crysta caled. The mountains answered. The



sound was so wild and inhuman that many of thosewho heard it fell to their kneesin terror, fingers
suffed in their earsin a hope ess attempt to block it out. They sang together for amoment, the wizard
and the Earth, and then Crystal clenched her fingersinto fists.

The song of the mountain ceased, replaced by arumbling roar-rock, torn fromitsrest and hurtling
earthward. The Meacian army was camped in the shelter of the mountains. Their screams could be
heard al the way acrossthe Plateau.

A blue bolt arced down from the heavens, but Crystal dmost contemptuoudy swatted it aside. It was
closdly followed by a second and athird. The fourth she grabbed and held and threw it back the way it
had come. Therewas no fifth bolt.

She cdenched her figtsagain.
With atortured scream, an entire cliff face sheared away and plummeted down on the Melacian camp.

Mikhail staggered up to his daughter, tears running from his burning eyes. Thus must the wizards of old
have |ooked at the height of their powers, proud and distant and not the least bit human.

"Crygd!" He clutched at her arm and was surprised to find it icy cold. "Enough! Y ou've done enough!™

She shrugged free of his grasp with such ease that Mikhail wasn't sure she even knew he'd been there.
Her seemingly gentle mation flung him back and off hisfeet. Through ditted eyes, he saw asmall form
moving past him and up to face the wizard. "Tayer, no, " he began and then redlized that it wasn't his
wife

Her eyes squinted nearly closed against the glare, Kly pulled back her arm and punched the wizard as
hard as she could in the stomach. She had intended a dap in the face but had discovered to her chagrin
that she wasn't tdll enough.

Crystd's gaze snapped back from the distance and she dropped it to the young woman's face. When
their eyes met, Kly found the light no longer blinded her and she stared back fearlessly, not even trying to
escape as shefell into the darkness. As she felt herself and al she was, probed, examined, and absorbed,
the darkness lightened and grew green. When she returned to hersdlf, the wizard looked down at her
with eyesthat glowed the deeper green of summer leaves.

"It wasn't because | loved him, " Crystal explained, as much to hersdlf asto Kly, her voice desthly cam.
"It was because | never got the chanceto find out. "

Kiy nodded. "I know, " she said.
And because Kly understood, Crystal sighed and the light went out.

Kraydak's servants were used to the blue bolts that blazed out from the top of the tower. They knew that
with each bolt went death and destruction for their master's enemies. They had never before seen one
come back.

"Master?' He edged histwisted body around the door and peered fearfully into the room. He had not
been called and the punishment for entering unbidden was severe, but the returning bolt had shaken the
tower and he was sure he had heard his master cry out in pain.

"Magte?'

There, againg thefar wall.



The servant scrambled farther into the wizard's sanctuary. The door swung silently shut behind him and
he whimpered low in histhroat. It wastoo late to turn back. He forced abused limbsinto motion and
shuffled painfully across the carpet toward the blue and gold bundie on the floor.

A thintrickle of blood ran from Kraydak's nose, streaking the sculptured beauty of hisface. Hiseyes
were closed and his head twisted back at an awkward angle, but the golden chest ill rose and fdll: he
lived.

With agnarled finger, the servant gently touched his master's blood. He stared at the scarlet stain for a
moment then brought the finger to hislips. It tasted no different from hisown.

Deep in the prison of his mind, the man he had once been woke and screamed, "Kill him! If he can be
hurt, he can bekilled! Kill him! Y ou will never havethischance again!”

The servant awkwardly wiped the blood from Kraydak's face. He had learned long ago that it hurt much
lessto ignore the voicesin his head. He would wait and his master would wake and he would be told
what to do. Even now the wizard's eyes were opening.

Bluefires. Searing. Burning. Consuming. Killing.
Theinner voice died firgt, then the servant's body spasmed and collgpsed at his master's feet.

Kraydak kicked the broken thing aside and staggered to the inner room where he threw himself down on
the marble bench.

"That wizard-child islucky beyond belief, " he snarled, checking the lump on the back of his head. "She
daresto throw my power back at me! At me, Kraydak!" He winced as he probed the sore spot, his eyes
glowed briefly, and the pain was gone.

"Y ou have hidden depths, wizardling, " he continued in a softer voice-avoice the servant would have
recognized with terror had he been aliveto hear it. Y ou destroyed my armies and you caused me pain. "
Twice now shed hurt him, and that was beyond even his ability to forgive. "Of course, the army will be
replaced, and while that game continues, we will play anew game, you and 1. I will call youto my side
and you will learn about pain. " He reached down and stroked the skinning knife that lay on the bench
besdehim.

"Bryonwasright. " Crystal struggled to keep her voice steady and matter of fact. It held an edge, she
knew, but none of the hysteria she had feared would appear the moment she opened her mouth. Sheld
gpent the night, trembling in exhaustion and reaction, alonein her tent, not even her mother daring to force
an entry. The earth sang quiet songsto her, filling the darkness with comfort, and by morning she had
camed hersalf. When she entered the queen's pavilion, and met the eyes of the council members, she
knew no one would ever cdl her princess again.

"Bryon was right about what, dear?' Tayer asked kindly.

Crystal knew they humored her, but she didn't care. She saw the fear in the glances of the soldiersand
didn't care about that either. Kraydak had aso been right. Care about someone and you only get hurt.
She wasn't going to care anymore.

"Hesaid | couldn't fight Kraydak alone. That someday I'd haveto ask for help. "

"Well do what we can, " Mikhail told her, but wondered what sort of help mere mortas could giveto a
seventeen-year-old girl who could call to the earth and have it answer.



The wizard shook her head. "What can you do?" she asked bluntly. "What can any of usdo? Last night
my anger gave me strength, but | can't be angry all thetime. " She walked to the tent flap and looked out
at the sunshine. The wind brought her the sound of metal on rock, the pitiful remnants of the Meacian
army digging out their camp. For an instant, she reached out and touched the power sheld called the night
before. It stirred and she backed quickly away from a seduction more dangerous than any Kraydak
could attempt. Without her rage as focus she knew she lacked the skill to control the forces her power,
small in comparison, could release.

The council exchanged worried glances and Belkar rubbed a hand over red and puffy eyes. They had
buried his son with the dawn.

"Then what's|eft?" he Sghed.

Crystd turned to him and her expression was more human than it had been at any time since Bryon had
died. Evenin her anger, she had redlized hisloss had been the greater one; he was an old man, he would
have no more sons. "The Doom of the Ancient Wizards, " she said dmost gently. "The dragons. "

"Thedragons?' the council repeated in one voice, an incident that would have been funny any other time.

"The dragons, " snorted the new Duke of Lorn, awiry, brown man who resembled hissister Kly agreat
dedl, "returned to the earth thousands of years ago. When thewizardsdied. "

"But one of thosewizardslives, " Crysta reminded him. "If the legends are true, then so too must one
dragon.”

Thewizards had created the dragonsin a contest to determine, once and for al, who was mightiest. They
had drawn up the very bones of the earth and changed them, reshaping them into giant flying reptiles,
breathers of fire and frost. Each wizard poured his or her mightiest spellsinto adragon, and when the
great beasts were finished each wizard gave up apiece of hisor her own lifeforce so that the dragons
might live.

Each dragon was apart of the wizard who'd created it.

But the dragons were also made from the body of the Mother and, to their horror, the wizards could not
control the creatures they had made. In great battles that |asted years and forever changed the face of the
land, the dragons dew their makers. There was never any doubt of the outcome. In their concelt, the
wizards had created too well. Aslong asthe wizard who crested it lived, so too would the dragon. And
the dragons were stronger.

When the wizards were defeated, the dragons returned to the earth from which they were made. But if
onewizard il lived...

"Then Kraydak's dragon must livel" Hope rang out in Tayer's voice. They had achance after dl.

But Cea was shaking his head, jowlsjiggling with the mation. "Impossible. Firdly, if it lived, it would be
fighting Kraydak, which it isn't. Secondly, Kraydak is many things, but I've never seen anything to make
me think he'safool and he must believe that the dragon is dead. Y ou said yourself, he emerged from
hiding when he redlized held escaped his Doom.

"It's been thousands of years, " Crystal replied. "Kraydak hasto believe he destroyed the dragon during
their last battle. How e se could he il live?!

"How, indeed, " muttered Lorn.
'But you don't believe the dragon isdead?’ persisted Tayer.



"If Kraydak lives, the dragon lives. He may have stopped it, but he couldn't kill it without killing himslf. *
"And why hasn't Kraydak cometo this conclusion?' Lorn demanded. "As Cei pointed out, he'sno foal. "

"Because hed rather believe he escaped his Doom than bdlieveit till lurks around some dark corner.
Crystd shrugged. "He was the most powerful of the wizards, maybe he has convinced himsdlf that he
can't be defeated. "

The council consdered that. Kraydak's ego could indeed blind him, convince him that he must havekilled
the dragon and, aone of al the wizards, escaped the consequences.

"Maybe, " said Lorn suddenly, "Kraydak's right. Maybe he did accomplish what he thinks. "

"Impossible. The dragons were cregted a extensions of thewizard's life force, not as separate beings. If a
wizard lives, adragon must. The Mother doesn't break her own rules. ™

But She'swilling to bend them, Tayer thought, watching her daughter and knowing that Crystal was
something more than just the last wizard. Moonrise came early last night.

"Why, " asked Bekar softly, "did you not think of thisuntil now?"

Crysta turned dowly to face him. Why did you not think of this earlier, asked his heart, before my son
had to die. "Until last night, | thought as Kraydak does; heisthe most powerful of the wizards, he
destroyed his Doom. But last night | touched the body of the Mother and it is stronger that he could ever
be. The dragons were made of that body, he could no more destroy them than he could destroy it.
Somewhere Kraydak's Doom ill lives, and | swear to you | will will find it and useit to destroy
Kraydak. "

It will not bring back my son, said Belkar's heart, but the old duke only nodded and gently touched
Crygtd's face, wiping away the tears she hadn't been aware she'd shed.

"All right, " Cel said at last, "where do wefind this creature?”

"l don't know. I'll have to ask someone who was there. "

"That was athousand years... " Cel began, but Tayer brokein.

"The Grove!"

Crystd nodded. "Y es, Mother, the Grove. It'stimeto wakethetrees.

Tayer sghed. Shefdt the peace of the circle of treestugging at her heart. The one thing that had made al
this death and destruction bearable had been the thought of the Grove, forever unchanging, waiting
slently and patiently for her return. If Crystal had to wake the trees, there could be no hope that that
peace would remain unbroken.

"But the Groveisweeks away, " Hae protested. "Even riding the fastest horses with frequent changes.
"Thewind can get therein afew hours, " Crydd told him, "I'll ridethewind. "

After what she had done to the mountain, no one doubted she could ride the wind; ride it, dancewith it,
andtieitin knotsif shewanted to.

"But what of Kraydak?"



Silencefdl asthey all consdered what would happen if Kraydak attacked while Crystal was gone. Very
faintly, in the distance, could be heard the wails of the Mdacian survivors.

Crystd dmost amiled. "He set the rulesfor this game and they say we must both have an army. Hell be
busy for awhile. ™

"When are you going?' These werethe first words Riven had said to Crystal since he had left King's
Town so many weeks before. They weren't what he had intended his first wordsto be.

"Now. " She brushed past him, uncomfortable with the way his eyes followed her-Bryon was dead-and
|eft the pavilion, abreeze dancing ecstatically in her hair.

Tayer held tightly to Mikhail's hand as Crystal spread her arms and the wind began to rise. Harder and
harder it blew, until tent ropes snapped and men had to scramble to keep the tents from flying away. Dirt
and ashes spun through the air, blinding those who still had their eyes open. Then, just as suddenly asit
had started, the wind stopped. When people could see again through watering eyes, the wizard was

gone.

Crystal didn't so much ride the wind as become a part of it. Spread thinly on the air, shelet it blow away
her doubts, her fears, her anger. It was very tempting just to let go, to let it blow away her saf aswdll, to
give up form and failure completely and be one with thewind. Very tempting.

Fortunatdly for the Ardhan army, the centaurs had spent Six long yearsimplanting in Crystd the onething
that the origina wizards had never acknowledged: with great power comes great responsbility.

The Grove stood silent and beautiful, untouched by the world outside. The peace within it wasawarm
and loving presence. A presencethat fled with Crystd's arrival. The trees pulled back from her and their
leavestrembled in away that had nothing to do with the wind.

The centaurs had taught her more than one way to wake the Ladies of the Grove. She chose the fastest.
She wasn't very polite about it either. Looking deep into the heart of each tree, she wrapped lines of
force about the life that dumbered there, and pulled.

Y awning and grumbling, the hamadryads were drawn forth. Twelve beautiful women, with slver hair,
ivory skin, and leaf green eyes, stood ringed around a thirteenth. But the resemblance was purely physical
between Crystal and these distant aunts, no emotion stronger than self-interest marred the expressions of
the twelve, no breeze dared disturb the beauty of their hair.

"Well, Younges, " said onefindly, "are you going to tell uswhy we were so rudely awakened or arc you
going to stand and stare at usdl day?'

Crystd darted. She hadn't redized she was staring; knowing you bore the face and form of an Elder race
was onething, seeing it something ese. "1 need your help. "

"She needs our help, " echoed another. "Did Milthraask for our help when she started this mess?

"No, " continued athird. "And did They ask for our help when They planted that, " dl heads turned to
look at the youngest of the trees from which no hamadryad had come, "in our grove?'

"No, " finished afourth. "But now the last of the wizards needs our help. "

"Y ou know me?' Thelast of the wizards knew she asked aridiculous question. It annoyed her that she
found the massed presence of the Mother's el dest children so intimidating.



"Know you? We watched you being conceived. "

"And an ugly... mortal display it was, too. " added the nymph who had spoken first. "My nameis
Raydva. | am Eldest now Milthraisgone. Y ou may addressyour pleato me. "

Crystal was not in the mood to be patronized. She gritted her teeth and her eyes began to glow.
Rayavasmiled with total insincerity. "Y ou have no power over us, wizard. Now, what do you want?'

Swallowing her ire, and reminding hersalf how badly she needed the information these infuriating
creatures possessed, Crystal forced politenessinto her voice. "I need to know where Kraydak's dragon
is"

"If you want adragon, " yawned anymph who had not yet spoken, "make one yourself. That'swhat all
the other wizards did. "

Crystal ignored her and her sisters and spoke only to Rayava. "The dragons weretied to the life force of
the ancient wizards. If Kraydak gtill lives, then the dragon he created must live aso. ™

The Eldest stared at her in disbdlief. ™Y ou woke us up to tell usthat? Of course, the dragon still lives.
Hée's sound adegp, mind you, but he lives. Didn't the centaurs teach you anything?*

"Yes but..."

"For severa centuries great forces have been gtirring and making things decidedly uncomfortable for the
sole purpose of creating you o that you could wake the dragon. ™

Crydtal sat down rather suddenly on the grass. Her mouth opened and closed afew times. "They never
told methat, " she managed at last.

"It's something the centaurs would expect you to figure out for yoursdf, " Rayavasaid unsympatheticaly.
"Men, idiots! Y ou, no doubt, have been fighting Kraydak yoursdf. "

"Yes." A blue bolt smashed Bryon from the saddle. Crystal cringed, her throat closed, and she seemed
to have forgotten how to breathe. Because she had fought Kraydak, Bryon had died. The hamadryad's
next words came from very far away.

"A waste of time, you can't defeat him. Well, maybe in a couple of thousand years you could, " Rayava
was forced to admit, "when your powers mature. Y ou can do many things, you know, not dreamed of by
thewizards of old. All your mothers saw to that. "

"All my mothers, " Crystal repeated weakly, her gaze going to her father'stree.

Rayavasighed. "Y ou sill haven't figured it out, have you?'

Sheforced hersdlf past Bryon's desth. At least she could learn how to avenge him. "Figured what out?"
"Who were the parents of the ancient wizards?'

"The mae gods and mortal women. ™

"And what wasthe firgt thing the wizards did when they cameinto their powers?'

"Killed their fathers so there would be no morewizards. "



"And their father were?'

"Themadegodd" Crysta snapped, becoming impatient with the catechism.

"L eaving who to create more wizards?'

"If the male gods were dead... " She thought for amoment. "The female gods? But my father... "

Raydva sighed again. "When the remaining gods saw that awizard had survived, they pooled ther
essence and presented it to adaughter of the Roya House of Ardhan in such away that she would be
forced to create achild fromit. Only Milthra's heritage kept her dive through that creetion; afully morta
woman would have been consumed. " Rayava began to dide back into her tree, the other hamadryads
following her lead. "Y ou have no father, child, " she said dmost kindly, "but you have amultitude of
mothers. "

"I knew we shouldn't have | et the centaurs educate her, "' muttered a disappearing nymph.
"Wait!" protested Crystal, legping to her feet and staring around the now empty grove.

"Y ou haven't told me wherethe dragon is!”

"With the dwarves, " came the answer, and then even the leaves were silent.

Crystal was dmost back to the camp when she felt Kraydak searching for her. He used only atendril of
his power, the merest fraction of what she knew he could cdl up, but it was enough. Dwelling on Bryon's
degth, she had forgotten to set barriers, leaving hersalf open to attack. Bit by bit, Kraydak pried her free
from the wind and when he had re-formed her flesh, he dropped her.

Over alake.
He il played games.

Crystd hit the water with enough force to knock the breeth from her, plunging straight down to the
bottom. Bound by the weight of her clothes, she began to panic. She thrashed toward what she thought
wasthe surface, her violent movements erasing any chance of floating. Her clothesfdlt likelead sheets
wrapped around her arms and legs. Her lungs burned. She had to breathe. She had to bregthe. She had
to breathe. She...

Suddenly, something grabbed her hair and hauled her head up out of the water. She forced hersdlf to
relax, to gulp great mouthfuls of air, and dlow hersdlf to be dragged to safety by the strong arm under her
chin. In the shallows, the arm released her, but before she could try to stand, she was picked up and
carried to shore.

"Areyou dl right?' asked Riven anxioudy as he gently eased her down.

"I'mfine, " she said, checking and discovering it wastrue. She looked up at Riven'sworried face but
couldn't quite manage to smile. He'd saved her life. Lord Death had been very close. What a stupid way
for awizard to die. She'd never been so embarrassed in her life. "Thank you. "

Riven shrugged sdlf-conscioudy and pushed hiswet hair out of his eyes. His hand was fine-boned, an old
scrape nearly healed across the knuckles. His eyes were deepset under heavy brows and so light a hazel
they were amost green. He was dender but obvioudy strong and...

Crysta couldn't believe she was lying there considering the gppearance of the Duke of Riven. Bryon was



dead. She struggled to her feet, pretending not to see Riven's offer of ahelping hand.
"Where are we?"

"About two miles from camp. | was checking the patrolswhen | saw you fal. " He watched her with an
amost puzzled expresson on hisface. For just amoment the wizard hadn't looked likeawizard at dll.
Nor like aprincess.

She nodded, and staggering only dightly, set out in the direction held indicated. Riven fdl into step beside
her and an uncomfortable silence prevalled.

"Did you find out about the dragon?’ he asked at last.

"With the dwarves, " she said shortly, not wanting to acknowledge his presence because then she'd have
to acknowledge some disturbing thoughts, mostly having to do with thefed of hisarmsaround her ashe
carried her from the water.

"The dwarves?' He stopped, then had to hurry to catch up as Crysta marched resolutely on. "But the
dwarves refuse to have anything to do with humankind. No one has any idea of whereto find them. "

Crysta remembered Mikhail's greet black sword and finally achieved asmile.

Seventeen

"Thedwarves... " Mikhail stroked the hilt of hisgreat black sword and stared thoughtfully off into the
distance. He'd been only sixteen when held fought for and won the dwarf-made blade; twenty-two years
and the golden caverns and carved halls of the master craftsmen gtill shone as bright in hismemory as
they had the day he'd left. The home of the dwarves was asight to remember for aslong aslife lasted.
Unfortunately for most of those privileged to see the caverns, life didn't last very long.

"The dwarves, " Mikhail repeated. "Yes, | know whereto find them. " He smiled at amemory. "In fact,
after you get to acertain point they usudly find you. "

"What point? Where?' Crysta asked, trying not to sound impatient and failing. Kraydak was busy
bringing in fresh troops and supplies to continue the game, but that couldn't take him long. She had to
wake the dragon before he turned hisfull attention back to her.

"North of the badlands of Aliston, " Mikhail told her, snapping out of hisreverie and moving to stand by
the map. "Where the northern mountains end, there's ared sandstone pillar. Whether it was carved by
the winds or the dwarves, | have no idea, but it marks the boundary of the territory they've claimed for
themsalves. Here, " he pulled out adagger and stabbed at the map, "as near as| can mark it, iswhereit
dands. "

The Duke of Aliston came over and peered closaly at the point of Mikhail's dagger. Rough areathat. "
He clicked histongue. ™Y ou'll need one of my lads asaguide or you'll never get through the badlands. "

"I haveto go done. " Always done, she thought, remembering her reflection fading from Bryon'seyesas
Lord Desth clamed him. And it was her fault he was dead. She was never meant to stand against
Kraydak. She should have known it from the start.

"Crydtd, no. Not alone. " Tayer got to her feet and held out a hand to her daughter. "If you can't use your
powersfor fear Kraydak will notice what you're doing, you'll have to take soldiers; guards to protect
you.”



Crystal pushed both her dead friend and her guilt to the back of her mind and gave Tayer'shand a
comforting squeeze. "Don't worry, Mother, I'll befine. Besides, there's nothing aguard could do to
protect me from Kraydak. " Tayer wasn't very reassured. "No magic, eh?' Belkar growled. "Then how
do you expect to wake the dragon?' "1 don't know, " Crystal admitted. "And how do you expect to get
there?' Cal demanded, the thought having just occurred to him. "Kraydak's on to your wind trick and we
haven't the time for you to ride. Aliston's badlands have got to be at least amonth away. "

"Month and ahdf, " put in Aliston, turning his nearsighted gaze on the young wizard.
"l don't know, " Crystdl admitted again. "But I'll think of something. "

"Without magic, " Aliston pointed out, "you'l never make it through the badlands without aguide. " "That
has al been taken care of. " The entire council started, but it said agreat ded for the timbre of the voice
that, athough everyone in the pavilion was armed and nerves were balanced on aknife's edge, not one
weapon was drawn. When they saw who had spoken, jaws dropped and the company stood and stared.

The two centaurs were so large that their heads brushed the top of the tent. Their horse halves could
eadly carry aman asmassive as Mikhail in full armor and their torsos were heavily muscled and equaly
as huge. The beards flowing in magnificent curls over their naked chests-only practica Cei noticed that
they had no nipples-exactly matched the shade of their glossy hides. Their whitel ess eyes seemed to hold
al the wisdom of the ages.

A strangled cry caused headsto turn back to Crystal. The color had drained from her face and her eyes
stood out like burning jewels. Her breath hissed through dightly parted lips and her hands, clenched into
fists, begantorise

The council edged back until the centaurs and the wizard faced each other in acircle of humanity pressed
tight againgt the canvas. They had seen her, in her rage, cal down mountainsand al of them knew that
power once taken up will be used again and again.

"Crystd!" Tayer stepped forward, away from the retreating council, and her voice threw up awall
between her daughter and the creatures she faced. ™Y ou will not do violence. These... persons... are
guedsin my tent!"

In the silence that followed, the wheeze of Cei's breath could be clearly heard and a breeze against the
canvas roof was abooming roar.

The wizard locked eyes with the queen, who ignored their emerad depths and stood glaring at her
furious child. "Y ou will not do violenceto aguest!" she repeated.

Sowly, Crystal lowered her hands and uncurled her fingers. "But, Mother... "

"Hush, child, | know. " Tayer gently touched Crysta's shoulder and together they turned to face the
centaurs.

"My thanks, Mgesty. " The black centaur inclined his head. " Although we are not sure sheis capable of
causing us harm, the release of such power would have definitely been detrimental to those around us. |
am CTal. " Heindicated the pdomino. "ThisisCFas. "

"What are you doing here, CTa?' Crystal snapped before Tayer had a chance to speak. "Haven't you
interfered enough?'

"We have been informed, " CTal told her in ponderous tones, "that we were remissin your education. "



"Youwere given dl theinformation, " C'Fas continued in avoice equdly as solemn. "Wedid not fed it
necessary to tell you what to dowithit. "

"Others, however, suggested you wereill-prepared for the conflict you found yourself in. " CTal shook
his head sadly. "Wefed you were as well-prepared as possible, considering the short time we had you in
our charge. Given acentury or two and perhaps... "he shrugged, sending fascinating ripples down the
length of hisbody. "What we could have done is not the point but rather what we did. "

"Or what they imply we did not do, " broke in C'Fas with an edge to hisvoice.
"Precisaly, " agreed C'Td, nodding at his companion. "Or what they imply we did not do. "

"Who implied?' demanded Crystal, used to the considerabl e time centaurs took in getting to the point but
no longer willing to put up with it. Not now. Not after Bryon.

"The hamadryads, " said C'Td, glowering down at her. "Whilewe arefirmin our contention that we did
al we could in thetime we had available, there is something in what they say. Y ou should never have
faced Kraydak yourself. We should have been more careful that this was made clear to you. "

"I'm surprised the hamadryads cared. " Crystd felt her anger loseits edge as guiilt returned to the
foreground. She had been told but hadn't understood.

"They do not. But they were most annoyed at being awakened, feding, and perhapsrightly, that had you
been told of the dragon as you should have been, there would have been no need for you to go to them. ™

"But why, " asked Tayer, "are you here?' "We have cometo help. "

"Where were you two days ago, " Lorn snorted, remembering the arrow through his father's throat and
the ranks of the undead, "we could've used help then. ™

Both centaurs turned to look at the duke, who was paring his nails with adender knife and was not at all
intimidated by their gaze. He gave them back glarefor glare.

"Then you needed more heavy cavdry, " sad CTd. "Now you need centaurs, " finished C'Fas. Lorn
looked interested but not convinced. He wisdly chose not to mention that the centaurs would make
impressive heavy cavary themsdves.

"I will carry the wizard to the edge of the badlands. " CTa stepped forward and laid aheavy hand on
Crygtd's shoulder. "While my brother will remain here. "

"Well, well be happy to have him, " Tayer began, nervoudy considering the creature's bulk and
wondering how to entertain someone who was half horse, "but there realy won't be much for him to do. *

"Heisnot hereto be amused, Mgesty, " CTa boomed. "We hope his presence will convince the enemy
that the wizard is still here. If he does not probe too deeply, he will not be able to tell the difference
between their lifeforces. "

Tayer looked from the huge golden-haired centaur to her daughter. "Oh, " she said.

Crydtal tried to explain. " Centaurs are magica beings, Mother. They don't use the power so much asthey
arethe power. If Kraydak has no reason to suspect I'm gone, and doesn't force hisway below the
surface patterns, helll think CFasisme. ™

"Oh, " Tayer said again, only thistime she felt much better abot it.



Mikhail stepped forward and stared belligerently up at C'Td. He had to crane his neck to meet the
centaur's eyes and that annoyed him. He'd never had to look up at anybody before.

"Can you protect her from the dwarves and the dragon?' he asked.

"That isnot my concern, " CTd informed him. "Wewill do no more than what | have already said. " He
turned to Crystal. "Now come, we must go. "

Crysta stopped Mikhail from saying what he so obvioudy thought; he had never been good at hiding his
anger.

"Asmuch asit hurtsmeto admit it, " she said softly, "he'sright. That, " ahint of steel cameinto her voice,
"isnot hisconcern. | can take care of the dragon. "

"That dragon has only one purpose, " Mikhail reminded her as he gave her aboost onto C'Ta's broad
back, "tokill wizards. "

"Tokill Kraydak, " Crysta corrected.

"Waking up in the presence of awizard after deeping for athousand years may cause him to attack first
and ask quegtions later, " Mikhall said grimly.

"I'm not like any of the other wizards, " Crysta reminded himin turn. "My heritage from the Lady of the
Grove will protect me. "

"What of your humanity?' asked Tayer gently, coming up to stand in the circle of her husband'sarm.

Crygtd'sface grew blesk and she saw again her reflection fading from Bryon's eyes. "That died with
Bryon, " she said shortly. But catching sight of Riven's concerned face over CTd's shoulder, she wasn't
assure of that as she had been.

And then, asimpossibly fast and silent as the centaurs had come, Crystal and C'Tal were gone.

"Stop that!" snapped C'Fas as Hale, horse sense overcoming common sense, ran a hand over aglossy
haunch.

To ride acentaur islike nothing esein the world. Perhaps being strapped to a shooting star would give
the same wondrous feelings of grace, power, and speed but Crystal doubted it, for astar would not have
aconvenient shoulder on which to rest your head. Her hard knot of anger at the centaurs began to
dissolve; surely it was unreasonable for fier to expect them to go againgt their natures. Used to dedling in
centuries, they had done the best they could when forced to work with days and months and years.
Gradudly, the old fedlings for her teachers began to resurface and for the first time since Kraydak had
destroyed the palace, Crystd felt protected and safe. She paid no attention to the countryside they
passed over; instead she locked her arms about CTd'swals, buried her facein the familiar smell of his
back, and gloried in theride.

It ended too soon. The Aliston badlands passed by in arocky blur and they stopped before ared
sandstone pillar. Suddenly stiif from so many hoursin one position, Crysta did awkwardly to the ground.

"The dwarves are past the pillar?' she asked C'Ta as she massaged the pins and needles out of her legs.

"We do not keep watch over the dwarves, " CTal informed her imperioudy. "Y our foster father says
they are on the other side of the pillar. We see no reason for you to distrust him. "



Crydtal straightened up and stared dubioudly past the marker. The land consisted of a series of low rock
ridges, split and blasted into strange and forbidding shapes. Everything was adusty gray with no living
green to bresk the monotony. The dwarveslived in that?"Oh, well, " she Sighed, "if they'rein there, |
guess

| canfind them.™

"If they arein there, they are morelikely to find you, " corrected CTd sternly. "Remember, you must not
use your power. If Kraydak discoverswhat you are attempting to do, it will mean not only your death
but the deaths of thousands of innocent people aswell. | will be here when you emerge. " He paused and
looked down at Crystal with something very closeto concernin hisexpresson. "If we aretruly
responsible for what you have done, we are sorry. "

"Sorry won't raisethe dead, " said Crysta softly. "Nothing will raisethe dead, " replied the centaur. "It is
therefore unproductive to hold fast to one who has died. " He spun gracefully on one massive hoof and

disappeared.

"I'm not holding Bryon, " Crysta shouted after C'Tal. "I'm remembering him!" Therewas, asshe
expected, no response. Taking a deep breath, she stepped beyond the column. The landscape appeared
no different, the red tower of rock was a marker, nothing more. She/d hoped it might be some sort of
magical barrier, that once passed the home of the dwarveswould stand revedled. A smal gray lizard, so
perfectly camouflaged she amost stepped onit, scuttled out of her way-the only lifein sght.

Because it seemed like the only thing to do, she headed deeper into the badlands. Five milesand ablister
later, she was very dusty and very thirsty and no dwarves had appeared. A fear lurked in the back of her
mind, whispering that they might have moved on since Mikhail had won his sword, moved on and taken
the dragon with them. And if they had? Shetried not to think about it.

The centaur had dropped her off in the early morning and it was now midafternoon. "I could have flown
thisfar inlessthan aminute, " she muttered to adisinterested lizard.

She perched on the edge of arock and mopped her forehead with the edge of her tunic. The dust
covering both became amuddy smear. The sun beat down mercilesdy and she looked longingly &t the
cool black shadow of asmall cave.

A cave

Dwarveslived in caves. Granted they were carved and built into caverns of great beauty, but they were
dill caves,

Crysta dropped to her knees and peered into the darkness. After the bright sunlight, it took her eyesa
moment to adjust, but she was certain that the cave extended back quite far and eventualy opened up.

Carefully, she did forward onto her ssomach and began to inch her way into the darkness, pulling hersdlf
along by her elbows and toes. Her body quickly blocked any light coming from the entrance and the
darkness became so thick it could dmost be touched. A sharp rock dug into her elbow, drawing blood
and agtring of cursesthat would have horrified Tayer could she have heard them.

Inch by torturousinch, Crysta squirmed down the tunnel, wondering why she had been so sureit would
open up ahead. If anything, it became more confining and began to dope quite distinctly down. Then, just
as her eyes were beginning to adjust and she was able to distinguish between the denser black of the
rock and the grayish black of the air, her ebows found no purchase and, scrambling for something to
grab, she tumbled over the edge of a precipice.



A smdll one, fortunately. Shelay on her back, breathing heavily, more frightened by her ingtinctive urge to
break her fal with power than by the fdl itself. She had just redlized that, unable to use her powers, she
could diein agreat many ridiculousways... and thistime there would be no Riven to pull her out.

The sudden flaring of alantern dmost blinded her, but her hamadryad eyes wel comed the light, absorbed
it, and soon she could see again.

She had never seen an uglier man. He was short, bandy-legged, barrel-chested, and had the arms and
shoulders of aman twice his height. The grizzled red beard did nothing to improve the scarred and
scowling face. Red fires burned in the depths of hiseyes. Around hiswaist, over apatched brown tunic,
he wore abelt made of gold leavesthat was so0 beautifully crafted and so detailed Crystal was sure she
heard a breeze move through the leaves. He had to be a dwarf.

"Name'sDoan, " he growled at last. "I expect you've come for the dragon. "
Crystal opened and closed her rnouth afew times, but words just wouldn't come.

"Well, you look like her, " Doan said, holding out a hand to help her up. To Crysta's surprise, he
gppeared to be smiling. "But you sure haven't got her way with words. Coming?'

"Where?' Crysta managed at last. Doan held the lantern up and she saw they werein asmall, circular
cave. Tucked up againg the celling was the tunnd she had fallen from and oppositeit, at floor level, was
an arched doorway. Doan headed for the door and she followed.

She had to duck to get under the arch, but the rest of the corridor-such awork of art could not be
thought of as a mere tunnel-was high enough for her to walk erect. The dwarf moved quickly for dl his
sguatness and she hurried to keep up. There was no time to study the carvings on the walls, although she
was sure they told astory as so many images kept repesating, there was barely time to notice the inlay
work and the beauty it brought to the stone.

"Doan, " she said, before the silence became oppressive and reminded her that they were walking under
amogt amile of solid rock, "whoisit you think | look like?!

Doan snorted. "Y ou're the image of the Lady. And you know it. Even her ssters remarked on the
resemblance. "

"But wedl look dike. "

Doan snorted again, arude noise he seemed fond of . "The Lady had more lifein her than al those sticks
of wood combined. So do you. " "Did you know her?'

"I'd hardly know you looked like her if | didn't, now would I. " His harsh voice softened dightly and
though he looked no less ugly, he was, for amoment, lessfrightening. "Aye, | knew her. Shed donemea
favor, thousands of years ago by mortal time, so | watched them for her-her man and her boy-and |
watched her die. " He looked up a Crystd; the red fire blazed in his eyes and his voice was stone.

"Kraydak and Degth could have the whole morta lot of them if it was up to me. " Then he sighed and the
firesdied. Hewaved her on ahead. "But it isn't, so thereyou are... "

Crystd stepped out into a cavern. where the rock had been worked on and improved by hundreds of
dwarves for thousands of years. And the cavern had been beautiful to start with. Gold and silver danced
acrossthe wails and diamonds refracted the light into countlesstiny rainbows.

But the room was only aframe for the dragon.



Morelovely than anything Crystal had ever seen, helay deeping, wrapped around astone column that
had been carved to resemble agiant tree. His scaes were gold and shone with an amost iridescent light.
He was grace and power and aterrible beauty. The mighty head lay pillowed on acurve of foreleg, and
his golden lacelike wings were folded across his back. From his nostrils came two thin streams of pure
white smoke and from his mouth...

Crysd turned to Doan in disbelief.
"He snores?!
Doan nodded. "And he stinks when he getstoo hot. He's a bit whiff now. "

A dightly unpleasant, musky odor was noticeable and it grew stronger as Crystal moved closer. She
winced as her footsteps echoed, sounding unnaturaly loud.

"Don't worry about the noise, " Doan said, somping dong beside her. "We carved this cavern out
around him, and if that noise didn't wake him up theré's no sound loud enough to disturb him. "

Crystd stood and stared up at the dragon. Had its jaw been flat on the ground, she would have just
barely been ableto look it in the eye. Tentatively, she reached out and touched it on the nose. Beneath
her hand, the skin was warm and surprisingly soft. There was no indication that the cregture was aware
of her at dl. She prodded it gently with the toe of her boot. Nothing.

"It'sfunny, " said Doan, kicking the dragon and not gently, "that out of al the spells Kraydak threw at this
creature to stop it, it was the smplest one that worked. Seep, he said, and deep it has. " The dwarf
shrugged. "Even the earth degps, 0 | guess those made of it must aswell. "

"But how do | wakeit if | can't use my powers?"

Doan gazed at Crystd in astonishment, both brows raised nearly to his hairline. "Didn't the centaurs teach
you anything?' he demanded.

"They taught me plenty, " Crystal snapped. She'd settled with that and didn't need it brought up again.
"They never mentioned this, isdl. "

"Thisiswhat you were born for, and they never mentioned it?' Doan snarled in disgust. ™Y ou can't count
on those blowhards for anything. Kisshim!"

"l beg your pardon. "

Doan sighed, " An enchanted deep can be broken only by the kiss of amaiden both fair and pure. ™
Critically, helooked her up and down. "The Lady was the most beautiful woman ever to walk the earth
and you're her image, | guessthat should be fair enough. How'syour lovelife. "

Crystal remembered Bryon lying blasted on the ground and started to laugh. Kraydak had outsmarted
himsdf that time. Had Bryon been dlowed to live she, no doubt, would have been unqualified to wake
anyone from an enchanted deep by now. Kraydak would have the world to himself and... to her surprise
she found hersdlf cradled in Doan's powerful arms and weeping bitterly.

"Hush, child, " he whispered as she clung to him, sobsracking her dender body. "Tearswon't bring him
back. " He remembered another silver-haired maiden who'd wept in hisarms, then dried her eyes, and
walked away from her tree to her desth. He cursed morta men, individualy and collectively, for the pain
they caused.



Gradudly Crystal camed and pulled away. Shefelt surprisingly better. Wasthat dl it took, then, to
forget, to ease the pain, just afew tears? She checked her heart and found Bryon there as he dways had
been, but the cold fire surrounding the memory had been put out. Doan reached up and took the last tear
off her cheek with thetip of hisfinger. It sparkled there for amoment then shimmered and changed;
where the drop of water had been was a perfect blue opal.

"That's never happened before, " Crystal sniffed, wiping her nose on the tattered edge of her tunic.

"You've never cried on adwarf before, " Doan told her, offering her the gem with an oddly gentle smile
on hisugly face.

She managed aweak smilein return and tucked the stone in her belt. Then, with new resolve, she turned
back to the dragon.

"Why me?" she asked. "Why awizard? Wouldn't any beautiful virgin do?'

Doan snorted. "What would any beautiful virgin do with the dragon once shewokeit? Hopefully, it
ligentoawizard. "

Oneslver eyebrow went up. "Hopefully?' "That's the theory. " Doan shrugged. "We won't know until
youtry." "Onthelips?' "I dont think it haslips. "

"Oh. " Crystal squared her shoulders, leaned forward, and kissed the dragon on the exact center of his
golden nose. Then she stepped back beside the dwarf and they waited.

The snoring, which had been a rumbling background noise from the moment they had entered the cavern,
stopped. The dragon twitched, rubbed at his nose with the curve of atalon, and opened hiseyes. They
werethe brilliant blue of asummer's sky and faceted into athousand gleaming parts. Six feet of forked
tongue snaked out and gently touched Crysta'sface.

"Wizzzard. " Itsteeth were very large. "Not your wizard, " Crystal protested, as the tongue touched her
agan.

"Young, " said the dragon. "Different. Tasste like treesss. Ssdtill, wizzzard. " In ablur of gold and blue,
he reared back, opened his mouth, and shot forth one large but not very hot puff of smoke.

Doan dmost collapsed, he was laughing so hard at the puzzled expression on the dragon's face.

Crystal, who had dived out of the path of what she expected to be akilling blast of flame, was not as
amused.

"Well, what else did you expect?' she said, limping back to meet the dragon face to face. "Y ou've been
adeep for thousands of years. "

"Thousssandsss?' For thefirst time he looked around and realized where hewas. "Kraydak!" The softly
sibilant voice grew to aroar that shook the roof. Crystal and Doan scrambled for cover as he surged to
his hind feet and, talons extended, ripped and shredded the air. He fell back to the floor with a crash and
began maneuvering hisbulk around so he could get out the only tunne large enough for him.

"Hold it!" Cryga grabbed adragging wingtip and dug in her heels. She couldn't let thislizard and
Kraydak destroy everything people had worked for over the last thousand years; the scars of their last
conflict were barely heded. "Where do you think you're going?'

"Releassse, wizzzard, " snarled the dragon, appearing very willing to take care of her firs. "Thereisssjob



left undone. ™
"And it'll stlay undone unlessyou listen to me. Kraydak beat you once, hecandoit again. ™
"Accident. "

"Maybe, maybe not; and he's been getting more powerful while you've been napping. Thistime he could
kill you instead of just putting you to deep. "

The dragon glared at her suspicioudy but he stopped trying to leave the cavern. "Lissstening. "

Crygtd let go of the wingtip. She was aware that the dragon considered her at best an annoyanceto be
eliminated and at wordt, regardless of her differences, one of the race he was sworn to destroy. She
wiped her swesaty pams on her thighs and met the glaring blue of his gaze. This, the hamadryads hadn't
told her.

She'd been created to wake the dragon, yes, but that couldn't be the end of it.

"Kraydak will haveto be distracted if you're to have any chance of getting closeto him. ™
"Ss30, " he hissed contemptuoudy. "What disss-tractsss wizzzard?'

She spread her hands and said smply, "Ancther wizard.

The dragon smiled. It was the most terrifying thing he had done so far.

"V esss.

With Doan as aguide, the wak back to the sandstone pillar was pleasant and much faster than her earlier
journey across the badlands. Although Crystd wanted to hurry, for she knew that C'Fas could mask her
absence for only alimited time and sheld spent longer than sheld intended with the dragon, the wonders
of her surroundingsinvited her to linger. The caverns of the dwarves were, indeed, as beautiful aslegend
described them. Thick pillars, carved to resemble fantastic animdss, carried the weight of the roof- and
the mountain of stone aboveit-on their massve shoulders.

"Not bad for just afew thousand years, " the dwarf agreed as Crystal admired the jewel-encrusted
mosaics covering thewdls.

"A few thousand years? But the dwarves have been since the beginning. "
"Been, yes, but not here. We came here to guard the dragon. ™

"Agang what?' Crystal couldn't think of anything that would dare to harm such amagnificent and
powerful cresture.

"Againg mortas, " Doan snorted. "A plague on the earth they are. Can't imagine what the Mother was
thinking of when She created them. Consider the messwe'd al bein had a human stumbled on the
dragon. When Kraydak emerged, they'd have led him right to it and we'd have the battles of the Doom
al over again. " He chuckled and suddenly sounded much more approving of mortalkind. "Of course,
they'd have probably tried to make him pay for the privilege of destiroying them. Thisisthe way out. "

Crysta took one last look around, then began to follow Doan up the narrow, winding staircase. "Whét |
redly mind, " she said suddenly, "ishaving Kraydak beright. "

"About whet?'



"Well, hesaid | couldn't defeat him, and hewasright. ™

Doan stopped climbing and turned to look at her. "Who told you that?" "Everyone. "
"Everyone?' The dwarf madeit sound like an expletive. "Did 7"

"No... But | thought | was created to wake the dragon?' "Y ou were. "

"And | wasn't supposed to fight Kraydak at al?' Y ou weren't. But that has no bearing on whether or not
you could beat him. " He sighed at the expression on her face and motioned for her to sit down, seating
himsdf on ahigher step as she did 0. "'I've been keeping an eye on your battles... " A wave of hishand
cut off her question. "Never mind how, letsjust say | have. And I've been keeping my eye on you for a
lot longer. Y ou've got closer tiesto the Mother than any of the old wizards ever did and every timeyou
forget to be awizard with acapitd W... " He reached down and lifted her chin with thetip of one hoary
finger, "Every timeyourejust Crystal and you hit him with what you're feding, you whop hisass. " "I

do?'

Doan grinned fiercely. "You do. " "Then | didn't need the dragon?' "Maybe. Maybe not. Y ou're young,
comparatively untrained, and not even at seventeen can you exist on emotionsdl thetime. Thedragonis
atool for you to use, why not useit?' The finger under her chinincreased its pressure and then withdrew.
"But if it means so much to you, in my opinion, Kraydak iswrong. Y ou can defeat him. " He got to his
feet and started climbing again. "Besides, " he threw back over his shoulder, "that arrogant s. 0. b. hasn't
been right about anything for thousands of years, so why should he start now?"

As Crystd climbed after the dwarf, the last of the guilt wrapped about Bryon's death dissolved. While
sheld thought it inevitable that Kraydak would win, Bryon had died because of her stupidity in accepting
the older wizard's chalenge. Now that she knew the truth, Bryon was still equally dead, but it wasn't her
fault. Now, he could be mourned.

At thetop of the gairs, they went through ared sandstone door and out to the badlands of Aliston. Even
knowing it existed, Crystal could see no sign of the door on the pillar that marked the edge of the
dwarves territory.

"That'samazing, " she breathed.

"Onthe contrary, " lectured CTd from behind her, "asthe dwarves are master of stone, it isnot amazing
at dl. It would be amazing only for ahamadryad, or amer, or ahuman to have built that door. "

"It would beimpaossible, " Doan grunted, turning and looking up, way up, at the centaur. "How're you
doing, you old horsg's ass?' He grinned as C'Ta pretended not to have heard. "Hear you've begun to
believe your own legends. "

CTa speared the dwarf with acondescending glare, his armsfolded across his mighty chest. "What
legends?"

"The legends that say centaurs are the holders of al knowledge. "

One gigantic hoof gouged aholein the dirt. "We do not fed there was anything amissin our teaching. She
possessed both the information and the ability to fashion it into an understandable whole. And, " he
emphasized the word with amighty stamp, "al the free peoples of the earth should be grateful that with
thiswizard there will be no danger of her indulging in random and irresponsible behavior. If nothing else,
we haveingtilled in her the belief that she must employ her powersfor good. "

"If nothing else, " Doan agreed amicably, leaning againgt the pillar, both hands shoved behind his belt.



"But it's not polite to talk of the child as though shewasn't here. ™
"Sheisnot here. "
"Wha.."

Crystal, spotting aflash of gold amidst the gray sameness of the badlands, had scrambled to thetop of a
rocky hillock to get abetter look. Slowly at firgt, for hiswings were stiff and unsure, the grest golden
dragon rose into the sunlight and appeared to burst suddenly into gilded flame. Crystal caught her breath
at his splendor and one hand reached out as though to touch the glory. Her heart seemed to be begting
too violently to stay within her chest. There weretearsin her eyes as she wondered how such a creature
would look in silver and green....

"Do you think shell survive?' Doan asked, after he had explained the plan that Crystal had given the
dragon.

"Although her powers are great and still growing, sheis, despite our teachings, relatively untrained and it
isunlikely that shewill prevail againgt onewho isinfinitely more experienced in both the means and the
method of wizardry. "

"Which means?"

"I do not think she will survive. The hope of the world can only be that she continues to amuse the Enemy
long enough for the Doom to approach.

"Got a better plan?’

"NO, n

Eighteen

When Crystal arrived back at the Ardhan camp, it was |late evening. She had been gone for four days.
Kraydak had apparently not missed her.

The centaurs disappeared practicaly theingtant Crystd'sfoot hit the ground. One moment they were
there and the next they were gone. The queen and her council breathed a collective sgh of relief. Not
only was their wizard-daughter, princess-safely back, but it hadn't been easy sharing close quarterswith
C'Fasfor four days. A centaur isan awe-inspiring creature and trapped in atent-for he had to stay out of
gght of Kraydak's spies- heis overwhelming in the extreme.

The dwarves had replaced Crysta's tattered clothes from some hidden store, and had set her opal tear in
slver. Sheworeit on achain around her neck and it glowed softly in the folds of her tunic.

"Wel?' asked Mikhall a lagt, for Crysta till ood where she'd dismounted, eyes unfocused.

With abardly perceptible jerk, the wizard returned to her body. "He isamost ready to attack again, "
ghesad. "Wewill beonly justintime. "

"We?" repeated Lorn skepticaly, "Doesthismean... " He broke off as Crystd turned to face him. He
suddenly couldn't remember what he was going to say.

She swept the tent with her gaze and the questions that had not yet been voiced disappeared. Not until
Doan pointed it out, had sherealized her stupidity in mentioning the dragon to so many people. It was not



beyond Kraydak's ability to lift the knowledge from their minds and thus gain the time to prepare himsdlf
for the attack. Crystal hated to alter the memories of her parents and their council, but it was by far the
lesser of two evils. She could only hope she wasn't aready too late, hope that they hadn't told everyone
in the camp what they knew.

Tayer recovered firg from the tampering. She blinked twice, |ooked momentarily puzzled, and then
stared questioningly at her daughter. "Y ou look exhausted, " she said at last. "'Y ou need a hot bath, alight
supper, and agood night'sdeep. ™

"A heavy supper please, Mother, " Crystd said asthey walked arm in arm from the tent, leaving Mikhall
and the council shaking their heads and wondering what they'd missed. "I'm starved. " She'd need all her
strength for tomorrow.

In the quiet hour between moonset and dawn, agreat white owl lifted from Crysta's tent, circled once
around the queen's pavilion, and headed east with strong, unhurried beats of itswings. The sentriesthat
saw it go watched until it vanished in the clouds, then turned to each other and said in voices of wonder,
"Thewizard, " asif that was enough to explain it. For them, it was.

Tayer and Mikhail dept on, wrapped in each other's arms, unaware that their daughter was changing the
rules of Kraydak's game. They would have tried to stop her had they known, so she hadn't told them she
was going.

Kraydak, safein histower, smiled as Crysta entered histerritory. Given her previous displays of power,
he had expected more resstance to his call. If the form she wore was intended to deceive him, it wasan
abject failure, for he had spotted her the moment she crossed the mountains. Mindshielded or not, there
just weren't that many owlswith afifteen-foot wing-span.

* % %

Crygd flew on, thinking owl thoughts on the surface but behind the shield concentrating only on
distracting Kraydak and bringing thingsto an end one way or another. Sherealized her end would
probably come before his. Not even the centaurs who had trained her expected her to live. And if by
some miracle she did... well, she doubted the dragon would dlow the last of the wizards to continue to
exist. She was calm now, accepting, but in the dark hours of the night sheld considered running, running
and letting Kraydak and his Doom fight it out without her. The world would be ripped apart once more,
but shewould liveawhilelonger. It isn't fair, she sniffed. I'm only seventeen. But till sheflew on.

The foothills of the Mdacian sde of the mountains were passing far below her when the storm struck.
Gusts of wind tossed her about, trying to dam her out of the air, and the rain beat through her feathers,
hitting hard enough to bruise. The water was so dense she could hardly see, the wind ripped feathers
free, and the thick down that should have kept her warm and dry was soaked through. She'd expected
him to find her but not so soon. She had to survive, her death now would be too short adistraction.

"Digtract me from what?' wondered Kraydak, who'd pried free atiny piece of the thought.

Screaming achalenge, she dovefor thefirst clear area she spotted and her talons sank deep into the soft
mud besde amountain stream. She threw back her head, the green eyes blazed, and aweeping birch,
the silver's more flexible cousin, danced in thewind and lifted its leaves to the rain. Thewind blew harder,
but the tree bent gracefully out of itsway, bent so far that its uppermost branchestrailed in the swiftly
moving water of the stream.

A huge silver sdlmon with green-gold eyes leaped away and sped downstream as the blue bolt came out
of the sky and crashed into the earth where the tree had stood.



Kraydak smiled, calmed the wind and stopped the rain, for they were no longer needed. Shewas very
resourceful, this Wizard-child, and he looked forward to making her trip an interesting one before
welcoming her to histower and finding out just what exactly she thought she was doing. If she fought the
cdling hed laid upon her, shedid it in avery peculiar way. He consdered boiling away the stream and
theriversit ran into but decided againgt it; that would hardly be sporting and he did want her to arrivein
one piece. He hadn't been so diverted in centuries. Where had she learned to think so much like afish?

Crystal sped down the stream asfast as her powerful new body could take her. Shewastiring but didn't
daretakethetimeto rest. A moving target was, after dl, more difficult to hit. She felt the amusement in
Kraydak's questing thoughts and used her anger at it to reinforce her shield.

The ancient wizard laughed aoud. So she would hide her fishy thoughts, would she? He followed instead
the pattern of the shield.

The current dowed and the texture of the water changed; the stream was about to join amajor river.
Once sharing its depths with amultitude of life forms, she'd be harder for Kraydak to spot and, if she
remembered the maps correctly, the river ran through Melac's capitd city and right past Kraydak's
tower. With his attention on the river, he wouldn't be scanning the rest of the countryside.

"Why, " Kraydak asked the skull, "would | want to scan the countryside?' He got only fragments of
thought through the shield and this fragment made no sense. If shewastrying to sneek assassinsthrough

Mélac, they'd die before they reached the tower and held never have to become involved. Assassins
were astupid idea. He smiled. They must be getting very desperate.

"I wonder... " He tapped the yellowed ivory of the skull'steeth. "Should | scan the countryside?’
Theskull grinned up a him.

He nodded. "Y es, you're quite right. She's played my game, soit'sonly fair | play hers.., for awhile.
Besides, the countryside can hold nothing more interesting than the river. She shows such initiative, |
amost wished I'd called her sooner. ™

A massive golden paw tipped with deadly claws split the water inches from Crystal's nose. Her panicked
flip backward took her up and out of the water and dangeroudy close to the snapping jaws of a huge
golden bear. She hit the water with a painful smack and raced back upstream. From the security of the
bottom of a deep pool, she considered what she should do.

Crystal knew sheredlly only had one choice. What happened to her was unimportant. She had to hold
Kraydak's attention. The dragon had to get through.

She sent out a questing thought. The bear waited at the end of the stream. He blocked the water route
completdly, which |eft only oneway to go. Sherose to the surface of the pool, found the strongest flow
of current, and started back downstream. Her finsand tail beat against the water and she swam rapidly
toward the river. The current lent her speed and she moved faster and faster until she flashed through the
water like slver lightning. When shefdlt the bear gather himsdlf to lunge, shetwisted her tail and jumped.

No fish jumps better than a salmon and no salmon ever leaped higher than Crystal. Up, up she arced,
flashing slver in the sunlight. The bear, who had dived forward to scoop her from the water, was taken
by surprise and dthough he reared and raked the air with his claws, he wasfar too late. With liquid
grace, Crystd twisted and dove into the relative safety of theriver.

As she swam away, she fdt the bear's mind follow her. He seemed to be laughing. At least shed



managed to keep him amused.

Kraydak considered sending an otter into the river but decided againgt it. He had no need to exert
himself for, after al, the wizard-child was coming to him. He would watch to see she didn't dip away and
take care of her when she reached the tower. He appreciated her courage, secure in the knowledge that
she could do him little harm.

The sun was ared-gold ball balanced on the western mountains when Crystal reached the tower. She
swam dowly, trying to conserve her dwindling energies. Between holding the transformation and the
constant fear that Kraydak would make a move she couldn't counter, she was nearing the point of
exhaustion. And if she faced Kraydak, if she actudly reached him and the dragon hadn't yet come, what
then? Could her shield hold without distance to lend it strength? She was so busy worrying, shedidn't
notice the net until it wastoo late.

"Right then, we've got her! Heaveto and let's get her beached!”

Thefour men put their backsto it, laborioudy drawing the net and its thrashing cargo to shore. But what
they pulled from the water was no fish.

"Holy shit, " breathed aruffian who was missing an ear and most of hisnose. "I never thought I'd see one
of those. " He dropped the net and grabbed for his sword as the unicorn kicked itsalf free of the ropes.

It was over very quickly.

Sides heaving, its horn and hoofs dripping gore, the unicorn staggered toward the tower. It shimmered
and Crystal collapsed across the steps. Her skin and shift were covered in blood, not al of it belonging to
others. There was a sword cut on her upper arm and her nose ill bled fregly. She shivered inthe
shadow of the tower and couldn't seem to catch her bregth.

The great iron-bound door swung open. She was expected.

At least he's dtill interested,. she thought, crawling forward. She pulled hersdlf up until she sat on the
bottom step, looked up at the apparently infinite length of stone staircase wrapped about the inside of the
building, and giggled. She couldn't helpit.

"You've got to bekidding, " she cdlled up the sairs.

The door dammed shut and latched with an ominous thunk. Kraydak thought he had her safe; now she
had nowhere to go but up.

Crystd remembered the blue bolt smashing Bryon to the ground and added the memory to her shield.
The dragon should be very close. If it was coming. If Kraydak hadn't aready taken care of it. She set her
teeth, pulled hersdlf to her feet, and dowly began to climb.

High above the clouds, the dragon soared, his scales glowing reddish gold in thelight of the setting sun.
He banked and dipped and gloried in the strength of hiswings.

"Perhapssswait, " he thought as he raced the wind and won. "Kraydak killssswizzzard. Kraydak isss
mine. No morewizzzards. Ever. "

The sun dropped below the horizon and, for amoment, the dragon lit the evening on hisown.

"Perhgpssswait. "



On the hundredth step, Crystal knew she had to rest. Her blood sang in her ears and she couldn't, just
couldn't lift her leg again. She sagged againgt the outer wall.

DEATH!

The scream in her mind shocked her so she did down half a dozen steps before she could catch hersdlf.
Eyeswide, she reached out atrembling hand and touched the wall again.

DEATH!

Even prepared for it, the force of the cry caused her to jerk and snatch her hand away asif she'd been
burned. She sat down, carefully staying away from the wall, and clasped her hands between her kneesto
stop them from shaking.

"Destroy him, " said Lord Degth from the step below her, "and free my people, too. "

And then he was gone and she was a one again save for the screaming soulstrapped in the wdlls. It was
along time before she could continue to climb.

The door to the inner sanctum was made of solid gold. The carved face of ademon leered out at Crystal
as she mounted the last few steps and just before the door swung open, it bared its teeth. She stepped
over the threshold and looked about. The damming of the door behind her was so predictable that she
didn't evenflinch.

Thewadlls of the room were covered in sheets of beaten gold, acheerful fire burned in asmall hearth, a

huge desk took up over half the space, and strange and wonderful things were piled haphazardly about.
A door seemed to lead to another room, athough thisfirst room took up the full diameter of the tower.

There were no windows.

Kraydak looked very much as he had in her mind. Maybe better. He wore arobe of blue velvet which
had falen open to expose the golden muscles of his chest and he smiled kindly.

"Now what, little one?" he asked. "How are you to defeat me in single combat when you barely made it
up the stairs?

Clenching her teeth, Crysta pulled hersdlf erect and reached into her belt. With what was dmost the last
of her strength, she sent the smdll silver knifeflying straight for Kraydak's heart.

He plucked it easily from the air, turned it into adove, and crushed the life from the bird with one
immeaculately manicured hand. He never stopped smiling.

Crygtal hadn't expected it to work, but she had to try. Unfortunately, that used up just about al she had
left. Where was the dragon?

"Y ou're dripping on the carpet, " Kraydak chided her. He waved his hand and shewaswarm and dry in
agown of green silk that dipped and clung to her body. Her hair floated around her like aslver-white
cloud. His smile changed dightly and helicked hislips. His expression reminded Crystd of the demon on
the door.

Crysta could only watch as her feet carried her within hisreach.
He wrapped a hand possessively around her throat and she shuddered.

"It'sbeen londly for me these last thousand years. Y ou don't know what it's like to be the only one of



your kind, dwaysdone. " His smile saddened. "Of course, if you'd managed to kill me, you wouldve
found out. But you can't kill me and, fortunately for us both, | have no need to kill you. Y et. When | do...
" He shrugged. "Wdll, | am used to being londy. "

The hand around her throat was the hand he'd used to crush the bird. 1t was sticky with blood.
"You havelovdy skin, " he murmured against her cheek.

His hand began to stroke her throat and it caught on the silver chain. He drew it tight, so that the links
began to cut into the back of her neck.

"Very pretty, " hesad, lifting the opa to admireit. "Dwarf work, isn't it? | never had much to do with the
Elder Races. Perhaps | should remedy that when the novelty of your company wearsthin. "

Wherewasthe...

"What?' Kraydak raised an eyebrow ininquiry. "Why don't you tell me what you're waiting for? Not
dwarves, surely? Don't tell me you've recruited the Elder to your cause. ™

TheElder... Crysta concentrated what little strength she had left on forming theimage of CTa in her
mind, the great black body, the flowing hair and beard, each pompous and pedantic utterance she'd been
forced to endure for Six long years.

Kraydak easily brushed it asde. "A good likeness, little one, but you can't hope to block me with
something | know far better than you. The centaurstaught al the wizards. It'swhat they do, and | stayed
with them avery long time. An opportunity | could not allow you to take. "

Every timeyourejust Crydd... said Doan's voicein her memory.

Bryon then. Thelaughter in his eyes, the touch of his hand, thefed of hisbreath on her mouth, hisbody
lying crumpled and broken on the ground.

"Not bad... " The ancient wizard nodded thoughtfully. "But you let mein a the end. Y ou forgot, you see,
who put him on theground. "

Crystd held tight to her anger. It would not be a shield now, but a doorway for him to dide through and
into her mind. Something that must not happen. Carefully, for thiswas her last chance, she built up layer
by layer asiver tree. Not the ancient birches of the hamadryads, but the thirteenth treein the circle, a
young tree, barely marked by time. It was the tree that made her different, negated the superficid kinship
between hersdf and Kraydak, defined from the very beginning the type of person Crystal would become.

Beneath the pressure of Kraydak's mind the tree bent and swayed, but it held. He drew the chain he ill
held tighter, golden brows drawn down with annoyance. "They say dwarf-made links never break. |
could behead you with this. It wouldn't be pleasant. "

Crysta thought of the tree.

"You will tell mewhat you'retrying so hard to hide. " Heforced her chin up. "Y ou've been quitea
diverson, wizard-child, and I'm sure you'll find ways to amuse mefor along time to come but, for now,
al | ask isthat you look a me. ™

Crystal had no strength eft to refuse. The tree withered and died and she met hiseyes.

Blue. Very blue. Wrapped in blue... sinking in blue... wanting it to consume her.



Sothat'swhat it fedslike, -was her last conscious thought.

She didn't see the look of raw terror on Kraydak's face when at last he found what she had hidden and,
seconds later, she didn't see the golden tail which sheared the roof cleanly from thewalls, nor the
expression of triumph on the dragon's face when the mighty jaws closed and the Wizard's Doom found
Kraydak at last.

It was probably fortunate she didn't see the mess the dragon made as he fed.

Finished with Kraydak, the dragon looked down at the wizardling lying crumpled on the floor, opened his
mouth to destroy her aswell and suddenly changed hismind. She didn't look like awizard, nor smell like
one, and he was certain she wouldn't taste like one.

"Harmlesss, " he decided and spread hiswingsto leave.

"If you leave her here, shelll die.

The dragon turned his head and fixed Lord Degth in one sapphire eye. " Ssso0?"
"Y ou must return her to her people. "

"Mussst?" The dragon snorted a brief burst of flame, as close to laughter as he could come. Hiswings
best a thear. "Mussst?

Lord Death nodded. "Y ou owe her. She woke you. She made it possible for you to destroy your
creator. If you alow her to die, you're no better than hewas. "

"Better than wizzzard!" Histail, whipping from side to sdein agitation, destroyed alarge section of wall.
"Proveit. Take her home. "

The dragon reared, but Lord Death stood quietly, staring up at him. Finaly the great beast sghed and
scooped Crystd up in massivetaons. "Yesss. " Then, wings spread for flight, he paused.

"Ssson of Mother... ™
llY@l
"Why sssave?'

Lord Desth reached up and untangled severa lengths of silvery white hair. "I don't know, " he admitted.
"I redly don't know. "

"Crystal? Crystal ? Mikhail! | think she's awake!"
"Crystdl?'

Shefet Mikhail's hand clutching hers, knew it was Tayer placing the wet cloth on her forehead, and
struggled to open her eyes. Why was everything so blue? Gradually the blues began to fade, replaced by
browns and golds and reds and blacks, colors which finally shifted to become her mother's worried face.
Shelooked for her voice, found it, and croaked, in nothing resembling her usua tones, "I'm hungry. "

To her surprise, Tayer began to cry and it was the Duke of Belkar who held the cup of soup to her
mouth while Mikhail hed hiswife.



"Drink up, " Bekar commanded, not |etting her finish, his own eyes bright with tears. Y ou're nothing but
skin and bones. Y ou look like you've been out amonth instead of just aweek. "

Crystd obeyed, partly because she had no energy to protest and partly because satisfying the enormous
hunger that clawed at her was more important at the moment than getting answers. When the cup was
empty, she sighed and tried to Sit up. It wasn't agreat success and she sank back againgt the pillows,
breathing heavily.

"What happened?’ she managed to gasp.

"Youtdl us, " Mikhail said, taking the cup from Belkar and refilling it. He propped Crysta up and she
drank greedily while he talked.

"Eight days ago, we woke and were told you'd vanished. Late that night, something huge flew over,
terrified the horses, and dropped you in the middle of the camp. Y ou've been lying here, unconscious,
ever ance. "

Finished with the second mug, Crystd tried asmile.

Her lipsfdt siff. "Thedragon, " she said. "Then Kraydak isdead. "

Mikhail frowned. "Are you-sure? He escaped before. "

Crystal shook her head and wished she hadn't when the room danced with blue spots.

"Not thistime. " Her voice, rough asit was, held such conviction that they had to believe her. "The
dragon brought me back after it killed Kraydak. "

"How can you know?"

She spread her hands. "I'm here. " 1t was the only answer that fit. She'd never know why the dragon had
let her live; shedidn't redly care. Being aive was enough.

Belkar beamed down &t her. ™Y ou said he'd have to make amistake for you to win. He didn't, though,
and you ill beet him. "

"No. He made amistake. "
"What?"' scoffed the duke. ™Y ou were stronger. Y ou beat him at hisown game. "

"That was hismistake. " She peered up at Belkar from under suddenly heavy lids. "He never redlized that
| wasn't playing. " A massive yawn threatened to split her face. "Thewar?' she managed as deep pushed
her back into the pillows.

"Over, " said Mikhall, pulling the covers up under her chin. "The Mdacians sued for peace the morning
after you reappeared. "

"Good, " she murmured and did into blackness.

With the resilience of youth, the heritage of the Lady, and what seemed like gallons of chicken soup, she
regained her strength quickly, eating and deeping and listening for only aweek before she left her bed.
Already planswere being madeto go into M ac, find the true king and put him back on the throne.
Belkar was certain that the conquered countries would dip back into their previous boundaries, but Cel



wasn't so sure. He felt there would be more bloodshed before the disintegrating Empire straightened itself
out. Crystd agreed with Cel.

She soon discovered that most of the army had gone home; only the dukes and their people remained.
And ayoung couple who refused to leave without seeing her.

"We couldn't leave until we got your blessing on our joining. ™

Crysta smiled at the young woman who had been her maid and the soldier she had taken from the hand
of Lord Desgth. "For what it'sworth, you have it. And my deep wishes for your happinessaswell. "

The two blushed and grinned and headed for the door where the ex-maid paused and shook her head.
Sheturned back to the bed asif determined that a distasteful task must be done. "Promise me, milady, "
she pleaded, "that you won't wear red again. It smply isn't your color. "

Crysta looked down at the robe borrowed from her mother, threw back her head and laughed. "I
promise, " she managed at |ast and felt better than she had in months.

The camp looked tattered and deserted as she walked acrossit her first day up. The leavings of the army
blew about her as she moved dowly to the scar in the earth where the bodies of the fallen had been
buried.

She stood at the edge of the mass grave and stared down at the scuffed and pitted dirt. A blush of green
appeared which grew and spread until athick carpet of grass covered the whole area. Buttercups
unfolded velvet petd's and nodded at the sunlight.

"Veaynice."
Crydtal transferred her gaze from the ground to Lord Degth.
"Don't you ever, " she hissed, "show yourself to mein that face again. "

Lord Death backed up a step and Bryon's features were replaced with auburn curls, amber eyes, and a
dightly nervous expression.

"| thought you might want to say good-bye, " he explained.

"Oh. " She smiled sheepishly. "Sorry, but I've dready said good-bye. " She waved ahand at the ground.
"Thisisonly tidying up. The dead are your concern, | should look now to theliving. "

"l was going to say that!"

"I don't think, " Crysta told him kindly, "that I'm quite ready for the comfort of Death. "
Auburn eyebrows rose, Lord Death snickered, and Crystal was alone.

A moment later, she saw her mother leave the large pavilion and she went to meet her.

Although thinner, Tayer practicaly glowed in the sunlight. The golden strandsin her hair wove ashining
pattern through the chestnut and the flecksin her eyes shone. A soft, secret sort of smile, curved her
mouth. She greeted Crystal with akiss and they sat together on alog worn smooth by its many weeks of
service as abench.

Tayer felt suddenly shy with her silver-haired daughter. With the last of the wizards.



"Y ou were never much of aprincess, " shesaid at las.

Crystal smiled and cupped her hands so they could fill with sunlight. " The wizard was aways stronger,
Mother. "

"I know. But you were the only heir and you had a duty to the people. "
"l wastheonly heir?'

Tayer turned and met the now familiar green glow of her daughter's eyes. Her own eyes widened as
Crygtal'ssmile grew. "Y ou probably knew beforel did, " she accused and laughed when Crystal shook
her head, a picture of wronged innocence. "Wadll, I'm sure you had something to do with it anyway, O
Mighty Wizard. " Tayer wasright, but Crystal had no intention of ever telling her that the moment they
had shared in the Duke of Hal€'s garden-using the knowledge Crysta had found in Lady Hale's
pregnancy-had righted the wrong done to Tayer's body at her daughter's birth.

Thetwo women sat in acompanionable silence, both considering the new life and the world it would
enter. Both concluding it wasn't that bad a place, al things considered.

Findly, Tayer sighed. "Y ou won't be returning with us, will you?*
"No. Theres no placefor methere. "

"Therésawaysaplacefor you, " Tayer said sharply. "Y ou're our daughter and we love you, what-evef
edseyouae. "

"I know you do, Mother. " She leaned over and kissed Tayer's cheek. "I meant there's no placefor the
wizard and | can't be just your daughter for very long. "

"But youll vigt."

"Of course, | will! I'm about to become asigter, I've no intention of missing that. " If Kraydak had been
very londly for thelast thousand years, he had doneit to himsdf; amistake Crystal had no intention of

repeeting.

Tayer seemed reassured. "What will you do?’

Crysta spread her hands, scattering the sunlight. "Things are a bit of amessright now; therell be plenty
for thelast wizard to do straightening out what the second to last wizard did. " She had a sudden vision of

theway Riven'shair dwaysfdl over hisface and her fingersitched to push it back. The green glow of her
eyes deepened and she grinned, managing to look both more and less like awizard.

"I think I'll start by helping to open Riven Pass. ™

End

"Do you think she knowswhat she did?' Doan stretched out a hand and gently touched the trunk of the
thirteenth birch. Although it was high summer, itsleaves were brown and dry, its branches withered and
dead.

CTa shook his head. " She thought she built an image, as she did with the others. She could not know
that thiswould comeof it. "



"It saved her life."
IIYS n
"] wonder, what will become of her now?"

"That isnot our concern. We have done al we were meant to do, your people and mine. The Enemy is
defeated and the Doom has returned to the stone of which it was made. We may put the last of the
wizardsfrom our mind. "

Doan looked up and met the Centaur's eyes. The great black orbs were solemn behind their heavy lids.
"You redly bdievethat, don't you?"'

"Do you not? We have done, " C'Tal repested, "dl we were meant to. "
"Perhgps we have, " Doan admitted. "But | think you're forgetting something. "

"Forgetting?' C'Td roared the words so loudly that the dead |eaves dropped from the tree before them in
arustling shower. "Forgetting, " he said again in aquieter and much more dangerous voice. "What isit
you suggest | have forgotten, dwarf?'

"Y ou've forgotten her mothers. She's unique, but they're a part of her and someday, I'll wager, they'll
make their presencefdt. "

CTa snorted, as dways his expressions a their most horsdlike when he was annoyed. "I remember her
mothers. " His voice dropped into alecturing drone. " Seven were the Goddesses remaining when the
Gods had been destroyed. Seven they wereand... ™

Doan raised ahand and cut him off. "Maybe you'd best remember that one or two of them... " He
paused, snapped atiny branch from the thirteenth tree and dipped it behind his bdt, for memory's sake.
"... were neither wise nor kind. " Then he raised the hand again in salute and |eft the Grove.

CTa looked down at the withered birch. "Seven they were... "he said dowly



