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PROLOGUE

From the Peninsular Chronicle
Of Lampiar, Late Savant of Labornok

In the Eighth Hundred after those of Ruwenda came to rule over the swamp
wilderness called the Mazy Mire (though not completely, for they never mastered
the intractable Oddlings), legend and history both awoke to record one of those
great changes which now and then alter the very balance of the world.

The civilized nations of the Peninsula—most especially we of neighboring

L abornok — looked upon the wetland plateau of Ruwenda as a frustrating and
vexing backwater, seeming to exist merely as athorn in the flesh of more
energetic and progressive peoples. In truth, Ruwendawas not at al a properly
organized kingdom, owing to its failure to establish suzerainty over the peculiar
aborigines dwelling within its claimed borders. Instead, the Ruwendian kings
complaisantly allowed lawless enclaves of these so-called Oddlings to persist,
offtimes to the detriment of their legitimate subjects and the general peace and
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good order of the ream.

Of these aboriginal tribes, the bog-trotting little Nyssomu and the closely related
but more aloof Uisgu (quite nonhuman and therefore clearly designed by Nature
to serve their betters) were dealt with by both the crown and the merchant class of
Ruwenda as putative equals, although no vows of fealty were ever demanded of
them. Indeed, certain groups of Nyssomu were frequent visitors to the famed
Ruwenda Citadel, and afew of the uncouth beings were actually accepted as
upper servants of the royal court!

Two other Oddling tribes, the mountain-loving Vispi and the half-civilized
Whyvilo of the southern rainforests, were inhospitable to humankind but deigned to
trade with Ruwendian merchants on aregular basis. On the other hand, the
shadowy Glismak, whose jungle haunts bordered those of the Wyvilo, were at this
time seldom encountered by humans. They were vicious savages who delighted in
the massacre of their Oddling neighbors. The last and largest tribe of Oddlings,
the abominable Skritek, also called the Drowners, lived in most parts of the
swamp, but were particularly numerous in the vast and noisome marshlands south
of Ruwenda Citadel, aswell asthe Thorny Hell situated in the north-central
region. These fiends of the Mazy Mire were notorious waylayers of caravans and
attackers of isolated human manors and homesteads, either drowning their victims
or torturing them with unspeakable brutality before consigning them to death in
the quick-mires. Y et king followed king on the throne of Ruwenda, making no
attempt to clear the land of that menace.

It was often whispered that the wetland rot had weakened both the minds and
bodies of the human Ruwendians. Their rulers were a happy-go-lucky lot, utter
strangers to proper feudal discipline. When the scholarly but obstinate Krain 111
ascended the throne, his manifest shortsightedness in dealing with his neighbor
nations made it clear that the time was approaching when more enlightened and
progressive methods would have to be applied to a festering situation, over which
our own great kingdom of Labornok had stewed for years.

The unfortunate fact was that Labornok needed what these feckless and inefficient
neighbors had to offer in trade. Our woodlands having long since been cut down
and converted into farmland, we were dependent upon the Ruwendian rainforests
not only for ship timber to sustain our thriving maritime commerce, but also for
fine woods to enhance and furnish the stately buildings at Derorguila. Also, by a
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heartless caprice of nature, the Labornoki slopes of the impenetrable Ohogan
Mountains were virtually barren of useful minerals, while the Ruwendian side of
the range contained lodes of gold and platinum, as well as many kinds of valuable
gemstones, which were scoured out by the torrents and deposited here and there in
the mountains. The precious metals and crystals were haphazardly gathered by the
Vispi Oddlings, who traded them to the Uisgu; and eventually they passed into the
hands of the human Ruwendians. Other trade goods of the perverse little kingdom
included valuable medicinal swamp herbs and kitchen spices, worrarn pelts and
fedok skins, and certain curious ancient artifacts which the Oddlings procured
from ruined cities deep in the most inaccessible reaches of the Mires.

Even in the best of times, commerce between Labornok and Ruwendawas a
frustrating — occasionally perilous — business. More than afew of our glorious
kings, champing on the regal mustaches in fury over some piece of Ruwendian
insolence, had demanded that our generals devise a scheme for conquering the
smaller nation. But it is difficult to invade a country to which thereis only one
door — the steep and narrow Vispir Pass through the Ohogans, guarded by well-
placed Ruwendian forts. Those Labornoki kings of melancholy memory who
made the attempt did not return alive.

Surviving members of their defeated armies told tales of demonic freezing fogs,
whirlwinds from which inhuman eyes seemed to glare, unseasonable mountain
storms with snow, sleet, and hail, monstrous rock dides, fulminating murrains that
struck down the war-fronials, and other calamities that had assailed them. It
seemed almost as though supernatural forces were arrayed in opposition to the
invasions. But even if the guardposts in the pass could have been taken, the
sodden morass beyond presented an even more formidable obstacle to an invading
force.

Asevery Labornoki Master-Trader knew only too well.

This audacious and free-wheeling guild of merchants, which passed its franchise
and certain life-protecting incantations from father to son, included the only
citizens of our kingdom who knew the secret route into the heart of Ruwenda. It
was suspected by more than one Labornoki general, infuriated and frustrated in
futile attempts to pry coherent directions or even a useful map out of the
uncooperative Masters, that dark magic had been evoked to lock their lips during
guestioning. Eventually, however, the route would be revealed through the craft of
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the mighty sorcerer Orogastus, about whom more anon. But in earlier days the
Masters kept their secret well, and enjoyed not only a prosperous monopoly but
also a sizable measure of political power.

A typical caravan led by four Master-Traders was small, consisting of no more
than twenty volumnial drawn wagons and perhaps fifty men. After giving the hill-
fort commanders certain passwords, the Masters would lead the wagon-train into
the Mire along an unmarked and treacherous elevated roadway. Only afew
isolated places between the mountai nous borderlands and the Ruwenda Citadel
two hundred leagues hence were blessed with solid, unquakable land. The largest
dry region, lying east of the Trade Road, was the Dylex Country, where polders or
diked and drained fields contained well-cultivated farms, pastures, and scattered
townships. Virk, the largest of these, engaged in the ssimple refining of minerals
brought in by the Uisgu or Nyssomu Oddlings and was a secondary center of the
Ruwenda gem and precious metal trade. By far the greater portion of this
commerce, however, took place at the Citadel, the capital of Ruwenda, which
perched upon a sizable rock dome upthrust in the midst of the Mazy Mire.

Once at the Citadel, Master-Traders paid the royal road-tax. (They also paid a
capriciously variable wholesale goods tax upon departure, one of the great sore
points in Ruwendian-L abornoki relations.) Then they were free to sall their own
merchandise in the great Citadel Market, after which they might proceed to
commodity exchanges dealing in minerals or timber. The latter was obtained by
Ruwendian agents from the forest-dwelling Wyvilo Oddlings. Mastersin search
of more exotic trade goods would travel some one hundred leagues further, via
Ruwendian punt or flatboat, up the sluggish Lower Mutar River to its confluence
with the Vispar, where lay the ruined city of Trevista— and in its plazas, the
fabulous trading fairs of the swamp Oddlings. These fairs were held only during
the dry seasons, since the monsoons roaring up from the Southern Sea otherwise
made passage of the bogland watercourses impossible. Only the Oddlings
ventured about the Mazy Mire then, by ways they knew and methods they had
perfected many hundreds ago.

Trevistaremains one of the great mysteries of our Peninsula. It is of unimaginable
age, and breathtakingly beautiful even in its present state of near-total
dilapidation. The labyrinthine canals, crumbling bridges, and majestic ruined
buildings are overgrown with a profusion of exquisite jungle flowers. Enough of
the original urban design remains to demonstrate that Trevista's builders possessed
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a sophistication and a technical expertise far above that of the most advanced
Peninsular civilization.

There is speculation by those interested in such matters that most of Ruwenda was
once a huge glacier-fed lake dotted with islands that are now mere elevationsin
the swamp. Many of these are known to be crowned by similar ruins. Even the
Oddlings are unable to account for the ancient cities, saying only that they were
built by the Vanished Ones, and existed when their ancestors came into the swamp
country. Ruwenda Citadel itself, a veritable mountain of intricate stone walls,
bastions, keeps, towers, and interconnected buildings, also dates from remote
antiquity and is said to have been the seat of whatever primordial rulersthe
Peninsula then bowed to.

The more isolated ruins, accessible only to the aborigines, were the source of the
most coveted trade items —antique art-objects and mysterious small mechanisms
which brought very high prices, not only from collectors in Labornok, but also
from would-be students of occult knowledge in the farthest reaches of the known
world. Thistrade, for reasons that will become plain, languished after Crown
Prince Voltrik became heir to the throne of Labornok and set in motion events that
would bring about the long-awaited conquest of our pestilential little southern
neighbor.

Voltrik was forced to wait along time for his crown, since his uncle, King
Sporikar, lived well over his one hundred allotted years. During this time of
waiting, Voltrik diverted himself by planning the acquisition of yet another crown,
and also traveled widely. From one such expedition to the lands north of Raktum
he returned with a new companion who was to provide him with the key to
Ruwenda — the sorcerer Orogastus.

Voltrik was then in his eight-and-thirtieth year, a man of formidable physical
presence, black-bearded and granitically handsome, with atemper as
unpredictable and shocking as a thunderclap. His first wife, the beloved Princess
Janedl, died giving birth to Voltrik's only son, Antar. His second wife, Shonda,
perished under suspicious circumstances while on alothok hunt, having failed to
conceive after ten years of marriage. The frivolous Princess Narice, his third wife,
suffered the penalty for high treason after attempting to run away with an equerry.
She and her paramour were tumbled together in alarge sack of thorn-fleece, and
then burnt alive.
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The sorcerer Orogastus became Voltrik's chief adviser and before long
commanded respect and fear throughout all Labornok. It was he who urged the
Crown Prince to bide histime before taking a fourth bride, and possess his soul in
patience if he wished to see his great ambitions fulfilled.

(Prudently, the magician did not disclose to the impetuous Prince that he would
have to wait another seventeen years for the doddering King Sporikar to die.)

In the meantime, Orogastus established a stronghold high on the northern slope of
the Ohogan Mountains on the flank of Mount Brom, where he set about to perfect
his magical arts. All unusual antique artifacts procured by the Master-Traders of

L abornok from the swamp Oddlings now came directly into his hands, for avision
had hinted to him that enormous power might be tapped through certain of the
curious devices. Orogastus later took as assistants three sinister individuals who
were known as his Voices. They served as the sorcerer's acolytes and agents, and
were feared very nearly as much as their master.

On the opposite slope of the ice-crowned Ohogan Mountains, in the Ruwendian
foothills where the River Nothar's precipitous descent eased and the watercourse
broadened, lay the home of another occult practitioner. She was the Archimage
Binah, also called the White Lady, who had lived for untold years in the ruins of
Noth, one of the ancient cities of the Vanished Ones. She was little more than a
legend to the human population of Ruwenda, whose common people never saw
her. Y et they persistently invoked her name in times of trouble, and had revered
her as the guardian of their land from time immemorial.

Only the Oddlings and the Ruwendian royalty knew the truth that lay behind the
legend: It was Binah’s benevolent enchantment, not the difficult terrain, the
human fortifications, inclement weather, nor natural disasters, that had kept the
Mazy Mire safe from would-be despoilers. But the weight of years bows down the
wielders of magic even as it does those who do not exercise the powers. During
thereign of Krain |11 the undetected safeguards Binah had set up around Ruwenda
became increasingly more difficult for her to maintain. And as her faculties
waned, those of the evil Orogastus became stronger and stronger.

There came atime when Queen Kalanthe of Ruwenda was finally brought to
childbed after many years of barrenness, and all was not going well. King Krain
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knelt beside his stricken wife and called upon powers long near forgotten, which
he had not named since childhood. Out of the night-murk which hung thick and
stagnant over the great swamp came a bird so immense that, with its wings spread,
it could have covered most of the Citadel's High Tower roof. Beyond a doubt it
was one of the awesome lammergeiers that haunted the most inaccessible crags of
the Ohogan Range. From its back the Archimage Binah dismounted, and those on
guard and those in service in the halls were awestruck and fell to their knees at the
sight of her. In appearance she seemed to be only an aged woman, clad in asilver-
bordered white cloak that changed with movement to that pale blue sometimes
seen in snow shadows; but there was something about her that muted all question,
and it was unthinkable that anyone should try to stop or hinder her as she hurried
to the bedside of the Queen.

Those who stood close to the suffering lady now wept and sighed and prayed
aloud, for it was plain that Kalanthe was unable to bring forth the new life that
struggled for existence within her, and was nigh unto death. Her beautiful russet
hair was darkened and plastered to her head by the sweat of her ordeal, and she
gripped King Krain's hand as one drowning might cling to arope.

Drawing near, the Archimage said: "Be at peace. All will yet be well. Kalanthe,
dear daughter, look at me."

The Queen's eyes opened wide and her moaning ceased. Poor Krain did not want
to leave hiswife's side, but a single gesture from the Archimage filled him with
sudden hope and he stepped back, motioning the courtiers and the Queen's women
to make room for the visitor.

The royal midwife, who was an Oddling named Immu, stood by holding a gobl et
containing a potion of herbs, which she had not been able to get the Queen to
swallow. The Archimage Binah beckoned the little nonhuman female to come
forward and raise the cup, and then there was revealed a great wonder. All who
were in the room, even the dying Queen, uttered cries of amazement, for Binah
held over the goblet a Black Trillium plant — root, leaves, and a single tripartite
blossom—a fabled swampherb so rare that not even the palace Oddlings could say
where or if it still grew. Y et this same plant was the badge of the Ruwendian royal
house, and among the most precious of the crown jewels were certain pieces of
honey-amber, which had embedded in them minute fossil specimens of the bloom,
no larger than the head of a pin.
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But this flower was not small. It was fully as wide as the palm of the Archimage's
hand and of arich black deeper than silk velvet. Binah plucked the trillium
blossom and dropped it into the cup, but the plant she hid away beneath her cloak.
She waited for the counting of ten breaths while the flower dissolved, then took
the cup of tisane from the Oddling midwife and signaled to the King.

Krain rushed forward, raised his dear lady in his arms, and supported her while
she sipped at the drink and then drank steadily until the goblet was empty.

The Queen now lay back upon her pillows. Suddenly she uttered a mighty cry—
not of pain but rather of triumph — and the midwife Immu said: "Sheis giving
birth!"

Three Princesses, one babe following swiftly upon another, appeared. And this
was a great prodigy since multiple births are uncommon among the human
aristocracy.

The babes cried lustily, and although small were perfect in form, each differing
dlightly in feature and coloring from the other. As each Princess was welcomed
into the waiting birth-cloth the Archimage spoke a name and laid upon the small
breast a strangely wrought golden pendant inlaid with honey-amber, containing a
bud of the Black Trillium flower.

"Haramis," she said to the first child, in the tone of one welcoming a beloved
friend or fosterling; and "Kadiya' she hailed the second; while "Anigel" greeted
the third.

Then she looked beyond the infants to the King and Queen, who both were staring
at her in wonder, and spoke with such a note of foreboding in her voice asto
impress her words deeply upon the memories of all who heard them.

"Y ears come and go with speed. That which islofty may fall, that whichis
cherished may be lost, that which is hidden must, in time, be revealed. And yet |
tell you that all will be well. My day slides now into evening, although | shall do
what | must and can until the coming of full night. These three Petals of the
Living Trillium, children of your house, Krain and Kalanthe, have afearsome
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destiny awaiting them and terrible tasks, but the time for that is not yet."

Before the King and Queen could ask the meaning of her warning, the Archimage
Binah turned and went swiftly from the room. The howling babes and the
necessary duties attending the Queen's deliverance fully occupied the royal
women and the midwife Immu, while the King went forth to announce the joyful
news and proclaim atime of celebration. The magical trillium amulets were hung
on fine golden chains, and the Princesses wore them waking or sleeping.

Asthe Archimage had said, time passes; and with it treads also a measure of
forgetfulness. The three Princesses grew up to be strong and beautiful girls, who
heard often from their nurses and their parents the story of that strange scene
attending their birth. However, to the girls it began to seem more and more to be a
fanciful tale, especially the baleful warning, for there was nothing to disturb the
comfort of their days as they matured, and like most young people they were
much more interested in the present than the past.

Princess Haramis was her scholarly father's favorite. While she was yet a small
child, she craved such knowledge asisto be found in books, pestering the royal
scribes and sages with questions unbecoming to royal females. She also found
magic in music, especially that drawn from the flute and the strings of the ladu-
wood harp. She spent much of her time with the Oddling Uzun, who was a famous
singer of songs and raconteur. He could change the most melancholy mood into
one of good cheer through hisjolly tale-spinning and wise counsel.

Princess Kadiya early proved to be alover of animals and birds, especially the
gueer creatures of the deep swamp. Her passion was to live under the open sky
and explore the wilder reaches of the realm, and for her guide and teacher in
matters of natural history she turned to the Oddling Jagun, who was the royal
Master of Animals and chief huntsman of the Citade.

Princess Anigel, as dainty and delicate as one of the flowers she loved so much,
was a shy child, although much given to laughter, and had a tender heart that went
out to any sick or suffering thing. She was a special delight to Queen Kalanthe,
taking pleasure in domestic and ceremonial duties that her sisters scorned. Her
closest friend was that same Immu who had been the royal midwife and her nurse,
who now served as the Citadel apothecary, brewing not only potions and simples
but also sweet perfumes, confectionary essences, and very good beer.
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The time came when the three Princesses were of marriageable age, Ruwenda
having prospered for seventeen years at the expense of Labornok. At the behest of
the sorcerer Orogastus, Crown Prince Voltrik sued for the hand of Haramis, the
heiress. To hisfury he was rglected, King Krain having decided that, failing a
male heir, he would on the next Feast of the Three Moons betroth his eldest
daughter to the second son of King Fiodelon of Var. This Prince, named
Fiomakai, would then share the Ruwendian throne as co-monarch with Haramis.
The nation of Var, lying to the south of the Tassaleyo Forest on the fertile plain of
the Great Mutar, had very little commercial or diplomatic intercourse with
Ruwenda. (It was, however, a notable maritime trade rival of Labornok!) But if
the savage Glismak Oddlings could ever be subdued and the Great Mutar
subsequently opened to the mercantile vessels of Var, Labornok might very well
find the lucrative Ruwendian trade cut out from under it...

At this critical junction in Peninsular history, old King Sporikar finally closed his
eyesto the world and Voltrik became King of Labornok. At the urging of
Orogastus, his newly appointed Grand Minister of State, Voltrik summoned his
grown son Crown Prince Antar and the Labornoki commander-in-chief General
Hamil. He told them to prepare for the immediate invasion of Ruwenda.

Chapter One

Once again, from down in the outer ward of the beleaguered Citadel, ablazing
blue-white light dazzled the eyes of the watching royal family, and those of the
courtiers and the Oathed Companions gathered with them on a balcony at the mid-
level of the great keep. An attendant clap of thunder hit their ears a split second
|ater.

King Krain uttered a groan of despair. "By the White Lady, this time there can be
no doubt! The sorcerer Orogastus has indeed called down lightning from a clear
sky, and this stroke has breached the wall of the inner ward!"

L abornoki foot soldiery came surging by the hundreds through the broad, newly
made gap. They were closdly followed by mounted knights led by the brutal
General Hamil. The charging attackers flattened the valiant Citadel defenders as
easily as the hurricane blasts marshgrass. Moments later there was athird blinding
magical flash, and then afourth, and after each one enemy hordes poured through
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fresh breaks in the fortifications.

"Itisthe end," said the King. "If that ancient rampart with its multiple bastions
can be pierced by the uncanny bolts of Orogastus, then there is no way the great
keep itself can long remain secure.”

He turned to one of the Oathed Companions. "L ord Sotolain, bring my armor.
And you, Lord Manoparo, | charge with the safety of our dear Queen and
Princesses. Take them to the innermost stronghold of the keep, where you and
your knights must defend them to the last drop of your blood. The rest of you,
prepare to engage the foe at my side.”

Queen Kalanthe ssimply nodded; but Princess Anigel broke out in piteous weeping,
and so did the ladies-in-waiting. Princess Haramis stood like a frowning image of
marble, only her great blue eyes and shining black tresses relieving the pallor of
her skin and the white gown and cloak she wore. Princess Kadiya, dressed in her
mannish green leather hunting kit, unsheathed her dagger and brandished it.

"Sire —dear Father! —let me fight and fall at your side! Rather thisthan | cower
away with sniveling women while the flatlander bastards conquer Ruwenda!”

The Queen and the nobles gasped, and Princess Anigel and the ladies | eft off their
bewailing in astonishment.

Princess Haramis only smiled coldly. "I think, Sister, that you put rash stock in
your prowess as afighter. These are not larval raffins fleeing your toy spear ina
hunt, but armed stalwarts of King Voltrik shielded by the enchantment of a black-
hearted sorcerer."

"It issaid by the Oddlings," Kadiya retorted, "that a woman of the roya house of
Ruwenda shall bring about the fall of Labornok by slaying its wicked king!"

"And you have nominated yourself as our savior?' Haramis uttered a bitter laugh,
and then tears sprang into her eyes, sparkling like afreshet bathing blue glacier
ice. She cried: "Leave be, silly one! Spare us your foolish posturing. Can't you see
how you distress our Mother?"
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The Queen drew herself up proudly. She, like Anigel, wore the traditional
Ruwendian court day-dress of unadorned satin, with its lattice-smocked sleeves
and bodice. The girl's dress was a soft rose-color; but that morning the Queen had
bid her handmaidens tire her in a gown and cape as crimson as blood.

Kalanthe said: "My heart isfilled with sorrow and fear for all of us, but | know
my duty. Kadiya, put not your faith in Oddling prophecies. Our Nyssomu servants
have fled the Citadel for the safety of the Mazy Mire, leaving us to face the foe.
Asto your warrior pretensions..." She began to cough, for billows of smoke were
rising up the wall as other magical devices of the invaders cast fireballs that
ignited the wooden buildings of the inner ward. "Y ou must remain with us, as
befits your rank and station."

"Then | will be your defender," cried Princess Kadiya, "and that of my sisters. For
if the Oddling prophecy is known to King Voltrik, then he dare not leave one of us
royal women alive! | intend to sell my life dearly, and | will join Lord Manoparo
and the Oathed Companions shielding you, and die with them if fate decrees."

"Oh, Kadi, you can't!" sobbed the Princess Anigel. "We must hide and pray for the
White Lady to rescue us!"

"The White Lady isamyth!" Kadiya said. "We can only save ourselves."

"Sheisno myth," Anigel murmured, so softly that her voice was amost drowned
in the clamor of the fighting going on twenty ells beneath.

"Perhaps not," Haramis conceded, "but it seems that she has abdicated her
guardianship of this unhappy country. How else could the Labornoki host have
crossed the pass, traversed the Mire, and fallen upon the Citadel with impunity?"'

"My daughters, be silent!" said the King. "The enemy will attack the keep at any
time, and | must soon leave you."

He bade them all withdraw from the open balcony into the chamber beyond,
which had been furnished as a solar for the royal women. The bright silken
cushions and gilded chairs had been kicked aside by mailed feet, and a tapestry
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frame lay sadly overturned near the cold hearth, together with abandoned books
and a dulcimer with its painted sounding-board all cracked. The King now
addressed himself to his second daughter, speaking with great sternness.

"Kadiya, you do ill to dismay your mother and sisters with foolhardy behavior and
talk of Oddling nonsense. Would King Voltrik have asked for Haramis's hand if
he gave credence to this fairytale about female warriors? It ismy duty aslord of
thisrealm to defend it or perish in thetrying. But it is your duty to live and
comfort your mother and sisters. And be assured that your burden islighter than
that of our poor Haramis, who will no doubt in the end have to submit to Voltrik
after al."

At that al of the ladies-in-waiting burst into fresh wails, and the knights began to
shout, and there was such atumult of weeping and cries of "Nay, never!" that they
scarcely heard the new fusillade of smaller occult explosions outside, and the
clash of arms, and the screams of the wounded and dying.

"Quiet! Quiet, all of you!" cried King Krain.

But they would not, for he was not a monarch who ruled absolutely, through force
of character, but rather one who had always encouraged his subjects to treat him
as afather and adviser.

For four hundreds, ever since the failed invasion of Labornok's King Pribinik the
Foolhardy, the nation had been at peace. Crime and domestic strife had been
amost nonexistent in Ruwenda — except for the occasional thief or homicidal
madman, and the seasonal depredations of the abominable Skritek, which gave an
excuse for knightly quests. During the extended peacetime military science had
languished and the Oathed Companions forgot all they had ever known of strategy
or tactics. The Kings of Ruwenda let their subjects do amost as they pleased,
provided that justice and tranquility generally prevailed and the usual revenues
poured into the royal treasury. Traditionally, Ruwenda had no standing army. The
Oathed Companions were the designated enforcement arm of the throne, and the
hill forts were manned by rotating cadres of free citizens from the Dylex Country,
who were excused from taxes thereby. Ruwendian lords and ladies of the manor
governed their tiny fiefdoms with a light hand, following the example of the
throne, and everyone had prospered except the lazy, who did not deserve to.
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|solated little Ruwenda had seemed to be the happiest land in the entire Peninsula,
if not in the known world... until the magic spells of Orogastus unlocked the
Vispir Pass to covetous Labornok and traced out the secret route that King
Voltrik's army had followed through the Mazy Mire to the Citadel.

Ten dayswas all it had taken. None of the magical storms or fog-phantoms or
other disasters that had defeated King Pribinik plagued Voltrik. In fact, the
abominable Skritek themselves were rumored to have allied with him! Under the
aegis of the sorcerer Orogastus, Labornoki forces had quickly reduced the hill
fortsto rubble, sacked the nearby Dylex townships and sent their inhabitants
fleeing to the remote eastern counties, and come almost without hindrance to the
outer bulwarks of the ancient Citadel itself. Soon it would fall to Voltrik, and the
kingdom with it.

As the beleaguered Ruwendian royalty and their courtiers wrangled and wept,
there suddenly came another tremendous flash of light and an ear-splitting
detonation. The thick walls of the keep shook like awattle hut before the winter
monsoon. For an instant shocked silence prevailed within and without the Citadel.
Then from below arose aroar from ten thousand throats and a triumphant
sounding of bugle horns. It was plain that the gate of the huge central structure
itself had been blasted open and the invaders were rushing inside.

Now Lord Sotolain came with the King's armor and quickly helped him to
harness, and Krain sighed as he hefted the heavy sword of his great-great-great-
grandsire Karaborlo, which he and his Companions knew he would wield bravely
but ineptly. Neither the magnificent suit of shining steel inset with sapphires nor
the crowned battle-helmet with its effigy of a platinum lammergeier could make
King Krain more than he was — a mild-tempered middle-aged man, great of heart
and mind but hopelessly unfit to be awarrior.

When his helm had been laced on he made hisfinal farewell to hisfamily. "l have
been a scholar and not afighter, and this | do not regret. For long generations our
beloved land has known only peace. We have been protected — or so we were
taught to believe — by the Archimage Binah: she who is called the White Lady,
the Lady of the Flower, the Guardian, the Keeper of the Black Trillium. Numbers
of us standing here on this day of misfortune saw her and heard her as she
wrought marvelously at the birth of our triplet Princesses. The Archimagetold us
that all would be well, but she also spoke mysterioudly of a particular destiny and
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dreadful tasks awaiting the roya daughters. We did not understand her words, and
most of us— even | myself— all but lost the memory of them. But let us ponder
them now, for they may give us a measure of hope. Frankly, | do not know where
elseto look for it."

He opened his metal-clad arms and gently embraced and kissed the Queen. Then
came Haramis, whose face alone was still unstained by tears, and Kadiya,
submissive at last, and golden-haired Anigel who could not leave off from
sobbing.

After bidding goodbye to his friends, he once again most solemnly charged the
venerable Lord Manoparo and the four knights with him, who smote their armored
bosoms in a gesture of fealty and drew their swords. Then the King turned away.
With his highborn squire Barnipo bearing the royal shield ahead of him, he strode
through the solar door with most of the Oathed Companions following after. It
was time for him to fulfill his own destiny, and not a one of those left in the room
doubted what it would be.

Asnight fell on that day of conquest, the fires of the Citadel dwindled and merged
their smoke with the miasma rising from the Mire. The knoll on which the
Ruwendian capital stood seemed to be an island in a sea of turbulent cloud.

L abornoki knights under General Hamil, who had emerged victorious from the
last stand of the Oathed Companions, brought the vanquished King Krain and his
squire Barnipo before King Voltrik, Crown Prince Antar, and the sorcerer
Orogastus. A few score other noble Ruwendian captives were there in the throne
room, heavily fettered and well guarded, in order to witness the capitulation of
their nation. The banner of Labornok, scarlet with three golden crossed swords,
hung on the wall behind the throne, where Voltrik now sat.

Krain was now near death, bleeding heavily from deep wounds in the right arm
and groin, and had to be supported by two of Hamil's knights as he was led
forward and forced to his knees at the feet of King Voltrik. One of his captors
flung down Krain's battered azure shield with its Black Trillium device all but
obliterated, and the other knight cast atop it the King's broken sword. Hamil
himself tore off Krain's helmet, removed the platinum royal coronet set with
sapphires and amber, and held it high for all to see. The squire Barnipo, unhurt
and unbound, trembled behind his liege in the grip of Lord Osorkon, Hamil's
second-in-command, a gigantic knight wearing gory black armor.
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"Well met, Royal Brother," Voltrik said to Krain. His fang-edged helmet visor
was open and he seemed to smile at the defeated Ruwendian monarch from within
the open jaws of some fantastic, bejeweled saurian. Voltrik's chased and
ornamented armor of gold-plated steel shone brilliantly in the torchlight, and he
lounged akimbo on the throne of Ruwenda with one leg crossed jauntily over the
other. "And do you now submit to me?’

"It seems| have little choice." Krain's voice was a husky whisper.

"Do you submit without condition," Voltrik demanded, thrusting the Ruwendian
coronet beneath the stricken ruler's nose, "knowing that only by swearing thus will
the noble and common inhabitants of your vanquished Citadel be spared death?"

"I will surrender... if you spare also the lives of my Queen and three daughters."

"That," said the sorcerer Orogastus, in tones as implacable as the strokes of a
death-gong, "cannot be. They must die, as you must. And as part of your
submission you shall tell us wherein this great warren of crumbling masonry they
have secreted themselves."

"Never," Krain said.

Now Crown Prince Antar ventured to step forth and confront his royal father. "But
surely, Sire, we do not make war on hel pless women!"

"They must die," Orogastus repeated flatly. And King Voltrik nodded assent.

"Y our wizard fears them because of the ridiculous Oddling prophecy!" Krain
exclaimed. "But it is arrant nonsense, Voltrik — anursery tale! Only afew
months ago, you would have taken my eldest daughter Haramis as your bride — "

"But you scorned an alliance with Labornok," Voltrik said suavely, rolling the
coronet around and around one finger as casually as an embroidery hoop. "And
you replied to my gracious suit in words of haughty disdain."
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"Tact never being along suit of you snotty Ruwendians,” General Hamil injected,
grinning. "And now may you choke on the insolent fruit you have so long
cultivated."

The gathering of Labornoki knights and nobles roared with laughter until King
Voltrik lifted one hand. "I put my trust in the mighty Orogastus, who is my Grand
Minister of State aswell as the Court Sorcerer. And it is he who has foreseen
disaster to my house at the hands of aroyal Ruwendian woman, not some slime-
skinned Oddling tale-teller. So your wife and daughters must die, Brother Krain,
as must you. But if you submit to me humbly and turn them over to me, then your
passing and that of your womenfolk shall be merciful, with a single sword stroke,
and those of your people who swear fidelity to Labornok shall be spared."

Krain lifted his bruised chin. "I will not submit, and | will not deliver my women
into your hands."

Voltrik held high the coronet, and then crushed it to a twisted mass between metal-
gauntleted hands and dropped it in front of the kneeling Krain. "Do you know
your family'sfate if you do not surrender to me? And that of your knights here
gathered in chains?'

King Krain did not answer.

Voltrik's craggy brow darkened with anger and his fingers drummed impatiently
on one shining golden cuisse. When the King of Ruwenda remained stubbornly
silent, Voltrik commanded: "Bring in four chargers!”

One of the Labornoki captains hastened to obey.

A shocked murmur came from the prisoners, and the squire Barnipo blanched in
sudden fear and twisted in the grip of his captor.

"Ho!" General Hamil laughed. "This white-livered youth knows full well what
manner of death the mockers of Labornok may expect. See how unstained his
armor is— a coward, beyond a doubt. It would be a salutary thing if he were to be
the first to participate in this small demonstration of Y our Mg esty's just
punishment."
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"No! No!" shrieked Barnipo. "God and the Lords of the Air have mercy on me!"
He struggled frantically until the black-armored L ord Osorkon smote him in the
face with his closed bare fist, whereupon the boy subsided weeping and groaning.

At that moment, the Labornoki captain and four hostlers returned to the spacious
throne room leading four great war-fronials, still saddled and caparisoned. The
animals eyesrolled furiously red, and they tossed their gilded antlers and snorted
and pranced, and their metal-shod cloven hooves rang on the marble floor.

"No!" Barnipo screamed.

"Yes" said King Voltrik quietly. His eyes met those of Krain. "l will show you,
Royal Brother, just what fate awaits you and yours if you continue to defy me."
And to the captain: "Take the craven, and tie one of his limbs to the pommel of
each saddle, and then whip the beasts apart until he iswell and truly quartered."

Barnipo let out a how! of despair and writhed in Osorkon's arms, while the
Ruwendian knights bellowed curses upon the head of Voltrik until they were
silenced by the prick of daggers at their throats.

King Krain said, "Let the poor lad be, and inflict this death rather upon me."

The sorcerer Orogastus said: "We will let the boy go free, and vouchsafe to you an
honorable death rather than the ignominy of rending, if you will reveal to usthe
hiding place of your women."

"No," said Krain.
"Sire?' General Hamil asked of Voltrik.

The Labornoki King climbed to his feet. His red-violet cloak billowed about him
and reflected garishly on his golden armor. "Krain of Ruwenda, you have chosen
your own death. Lash him tightly to the beasts."
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"Sirel Sirel" wept the boy. "Let it be me! Forgive my cowardice!”
"I forgive you with all my heart, Barni," Krain said.

The lackeys took the King, stripped him of his armor, and laid him supine out in
the middle of the wide throne room floor. When they began to tie him with
rawhide thongs, blood flowed from his reopened wounds and soon lay in a pool
beneath him. Throughout all this, in spite of the shouts of the furious Ruwendian
captives and the penitent blubbering of the squire Barnipo, Krain's countenance
remained unperturbed. When everything was ready, the four great antilopine
chargers ramping and squealing with excitement so that it took three men to hold
each of them in place, the captain stood at attention and awaited Voltrik's
command.

But now Orogastus whispered something to his King, who nodded and then
beckoned Lord Osorkon to bring the fainting squire close to the throne.

"Boy," the sorcerer said, fixing the terrified Barnipo with his penetrating gaze,
"you haveit in your power to save your Liege Lord from this hideous death. And
to save your own skin and that of the other captives aswell."

Barnipo could barely mouth areply. "I, my Lord?"
"You," said Orogastus.

Of all the invaders, the sorcerer alone was unarmored, wearing simple robes of
white covered with a black cowled cloak. A platinum chain hung about his neck,
and from it was suspended a heavy medallion engraved with a many-rayed star.
He now pushed his hood back to disclose features that were comely and unlined,
even though hislong hair was as white as snow. His face seemed benign as he
addressed the squire.

"Listen carefully to me, boy. Do as| say and you may yet save the lives of the
Queen and the three Princesses. | confess that | am much amazed at the courage
shown by King Krain, and | deem it meet that my gracious sovereign should wed
your Princess Haramis after all, since the daughter must inherit the virtue of the
father and passit on to her sons."
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"Really, my Lord?" A wild hope lit the squire's face.

"Really. And so that Princess Haramis may accept the betrothal in good heart, |
have advised His Mg esty to spare the lives of all the royal Ruwendian women.
The only thing you have to do to bring about this fortunate resolution isto tell us
where they are concealed."

The boy's eyes darted from sorcerer to King and he hesitated. "Y ou will also spare
my life?'

"By my crown," said Voltrik, touching the coronet atop his fearsome helmet, "you
will live. But do not tarry, for the fronials grow restless."

"And our King?"

"He must die," Orogastus told him, "for that is our law. But you can ensure that
his passing is swift and painless. If you but speak."

Tears poured down the boy's cheeks. " So say you on your honor?"
"I swear it by the Lords of the Air," Orogastus said.

Barnipo took a deep breath. "Then... they are hid in a secret stronghold on the
chapel floor of the great keep, reached through a hidden passage within the choir-
loft, which opens by pressing the central boss of the great trillium carved on the
wall. Lord Manoparo and four Oathed Companions guard them."

The sorcerer's deep eyes gleamed. "Ah!"
And King Voltrik and General Hamil echoed: "Ah."

"Y ou swore not to hurt them!" The boy's teary face flushed and hislip trembled.
"By the Lords of the Air—"
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"A formidable oath," Orogastus said nonchalantly, "for those who believe in such
fancies."

"But you also swore!" Barnipo turned frantically to the King.

"To spare your despicable life," Voltrik said, "and | will, so that you may serve as
a cess-pit drudge for the rest of your miserable days." And he cuffed the horrified
boy smartly with his metal gauntlet, so that he crumpled and fell off the dais and
lay as one dead.

"My King," General Hamil said, "I will take aforce and seek out the royal bitch
and her three whelps."

"No," said Voltrik. "My son and | will lead the search party. Y ou will deal with
the Ruwendian scum gathered here... and with their worthless |eader."

Beckoning to Prince Antar, Voltrik strode off the dais. He called to them a group
of twenty knights, and they set off for the great spiral staircase that led up to the
chapel.

Hamil, mailed fists resting on mailed hips, surveyed the throne room with its mob
of Labornoki and their wretched prisoners ranged about the perimeter. In the
center of the hall King Krain still lay tied to the shying war-fronials.

"Disposing of prisonersin chainsis dull stuff,” Hamil remarked to Osorkon, "and
it has been awearying day. Let usfirst have some entertainment.” Then he
shouted, "Hostlers! Use your whips!"

In the horror that followed, Barnipo made a quick recovery from his sham faint,
scuttled away unseen, and raced up a back stairway to warn the Queen and
Princesses of their peril.

Chapter Two

Barni had run so fast that his breath failed. Therewasin hissideapain asdireasa
knife-wound, and his head ached so much from the blow King Voltrik had dealt
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that he had begun to see two of everything. Now as he staggered up the cramped
little staircase to the choir-loft he heard afar off the measured clank of armored
feet and an enemy voice shouting: Thisway!

The chapel was amost pitch-black, lit only by afew votive lamps, and the
staircase unlighted at all. This changed in an instant as King Voltrik and his
torchbearing knights rushed in through the central portal and crowded into the
vestibule.

Seized with panic, the squire tripped and fell near the stairway top, striking his
swollen head. All his strength ebbed away and it seemed he would fail his duty yet
again. "White Lady!" he sobbed aloud. "Help me. Help our poor Queen and
Princesses."

Sweet air filled his congested lungs and his vision cleared. There was still sore
pain in his head, but he could move again. More like a scrambling many-legged
worram than aman, he crawled up the rest of the stairs and across the splintery
floorboards to the wall behind the ranks of choir stools. It was of dressed stone,
with a carved and painted panel of the Royal Seal of Ruwenda, an azure field
having agreat heraldic Black Trillium with a golden boss at the center.

Barni crawled to it and pressed the boss with both hands. At once the stone square
swung inward, making a small doorway through which a man could squeeze with
difficulty. No sooner had he entered and swung the panel closed, than the
greybearded Lord Manoparo and two other Ruwendian knights, Korban and
Wederal, came out into the cramped secret passageway from alighted inner
sanctum, weapons bared.

"Hold, hold, it's only me!" the squire croaked, rising to his knees.

"By the Flower! Y oung Barni!" Manoparo sheathed his sword and drew the
draggled boy to his feet. "Now then, my lad — "

"Quickly! If you would save the ladies, bolt fast the outer door and break its
opening mechanism so that the foe may not enter!"

Uttering curses, Korban and Wederal hastened to shoot home four great steel
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dliding bolts and chop up the secret panel's wooden machinery with their swords.
No sooner had they accomplished this, than a mighty battering commenced from
the outside, accompanied by martial shouts. And then, even more ominously, the
pounding stopped.

"They have gone to get aram," Wederal said.
"More likely the sorcerer!" snapped Manoparo. "Back inside the stronghold.”

They dragged the squire with them to the secret chamber, which was about seven
ells square and equipped for a siege, having a massive door of heavy gonda-wood
strapped with iron, barred by three stout baulks of timber. The walls were covered
with ancient tapestries and the floor with thick carpets and sleeping mats. There
were no windows, only two embrasures high up, so narrow that a finger would
barely pass through the dot. The room had a small table and one stool, upon
which Queen Kalanthe sat, guarded by a fourth knight, Lord Jalindo. A tiny
fireplace hardly larger than a brazier was flanked by chests of foodstuffs and kegs
of wine and water. A standing candlestick of battered silver-gilt and other candles
in awall sconce gave fitful light.

L ord Manoparo made obeisance to the Queen, who sat pale and calm with her
three daughters huddled against her skirts. She had put on her great platinum
Crown of State, blazing with emeralds and rubies, surmounted by a glittering
diamond sunburst centered with a drop of amber as large as an egg. At the amber's
heart was afossil Black Trillium the size of athumbnail.

"My Queen, the foe have found us." Manoparo indicated the drooping Barnipo.
"This squire gave warning and we have made shift to block the way as well as
may be. But they are sure to bring up the sorcerer to break the doors with his black
magic and make an end of us."

Little Princess Anigel gave arending shriek of terror, and would have fallen into
hysterics had not her sister Kadiya slapped her smartly and admonished her to be
still. Haramis took the sobbing girl into her arms while the Queen questioned
Barni.

"What of my royal husband?"
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The squire dropped to his knees, tears coursing down his dirty cheeks. "Oh, my
Lady, heis dead and our poor Ruwenda lost."

The four knights groaned and the royal daughters cried out in horror. Queen
Kalanthe only inclined her head and asked, "How did my Lord fall?"

"Alas!" cried the boy. "God and the Lords of the Air forgive me, for it was all my
fault." And he continued on in this manner reviling himself until Lord Jalindo laid
a hand on his shoulder.

"Come now. Y ou are not yet fifteen years old, and no one of us can believe that
such a youngling contrives the death of kings. Tell us plainly what happened.”

So Barni did. And when he related the manner of shameful death that King Krain
had suffered, the Princess Anigel fainted dead away into the arms of her sister
Haramis, and Princess Kadiya exclaimed in a broken voice, "They shall pay!" But
the Queen sat still, staring at the barred door opposite, holding in her lap the
sweaty and bloodstained head of the King's squire, who wept as though his heart
would break.

"It is not your fault, poor Barni," she soothed him. "The foul Orogastus deceived
you. No one holds you to blame. The blame be upon the sorcerer and King
Voltrik, and upon that monster Hamil, who gave the order that tore my beloved
asunder."

"They shall pay," Kadiya whispered, but no one except Haramis heard.

Suddenly there was a great detonation. The knights drew their swords and
arranged themselves in a line between the women and the door. The Queen leapt
to her feet, letting the squire slide to the carpeted floor.

"A woman of our house," Kaanthe said, her eyes alight with resolution. "That is
what the diabolical Voltrik fears! So the prophecy is not merely an Oddling tale
after all, since the Labornoki soothsayer himself confirms it!"
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She faced her daughters. Anigel had recovered herself, and the three pairs of eyes
were fixed on their mother. "The fall of Labornok shall be compassed by awoman
of our house. Y ou will live, daughters — and prove the prophecy true."

Now the foe was smashing with bludgeons and axes at the very door of the
sanctum, Orogastus not being able to use his magical destructive boltsin such a
confined space for fear of toppling the walls. Queen Kalanthe pulled aside one of
the hanging tapestries, which were made of an antique fabric, still to be found here
and there in the Citadel, that had outlasted those who had built the great pile and
awed the humans who had called the place home for eight hundreds. The cloth
was grey, and as the Queen thrust it aside it turned blue, and on it or in it shadows
moved, and yet one could never see just what those shadows were.

Behind this wondrous drapery lay a homely necessity, the stronghold garderobe, a
tiny closet just large enough for a single occupant. Kalanthe flung open its small
door and commanded: "Daughters, inside!"

Haramis moved quickly, dragging with her Anigel, whose fragile body again
shook with sobs. The fit was very tight for two, and Kadiya drew her dagger and
said: "No matter: | will remain with you, Mother-"

"Inside!" the Queen commanded, in aterrible voice none of the girls had ever
heard before. Kadiya gaped at her, then hastened to push and cram the other two
within until there was room for her, but only barely, and the door to the garderobe
would not shut tightly.

"One last thing," the Queen said, and she took off her great Crown and passed it to
the waiting hands of Haramis. "And now pray, my darlings, and may we meet
again in ahappier world."

She let the dusty tapestry fall. There remained a small gap between the hangings
through which the three Princesses saw what happened next.

The gonda wood door was now in splinters from the blows of Labornoki
battleaxes. They hewed at the doorframe itself until the hinges holding the metal
strapping gave way, and the timber bars collapsed, and then the final melee began.
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Prince Antar, wearing blue-enameled armor and a winged helmet, was among the
first to penetrate the broken door. He engaged L ord Manoparo, the two of them
smiting one another with two-handed swords that rang like bells with the force of
the blows. Other knights of Labornok rushed into the room and had at the other
four Oathed Companions, while King Voltrik and Orogastus stood aside. The
Queen had withdrawn to the front of the hearth, as far as possible from the place
where her daughters were concealed, and the hidden girls saw her clearly, as well
as the pitched battle taking place in the room.

Lord Manoparo gave amighty thrust at the winged helm of Prince Antar. Itslaces
broke, and it fell from the Prince's head. His face, strangely, was not contorted
with battle-lust but rather full of anguish. Nevertheless, Antar laid about with skill
and great strength, and at a fortuitous moment caught Lord Manoparo disengaged
and lifted his huge sword above his head and struck downward, using such force
that the Ruwendian's head, helmet and all, was cloven in two.

Then Korban and Wedera were mortally wounded and disarmed, and only Lord
Jalindo still fought on until he was overwhelmed by the press of Labornoki. When
the last Oathed Companion fell, the victors began to hack him and hisfallen
fellows to dollops.

Oh, the horror! Princess Kadiya's eyes burned and she snarled in silent, helpless
fury, as might a voiceless lothok kit taken for taming from the breast of its dlain
dam. The barbarous wretches were actually enjoying themselves as they
dismembered the fallen Ruwendians and made mock of their dying cries. Kadiya
was overwhelmed by the need to burst forth from the hiding place and take
revenge. Gripping her blade, crushed between her sisters, her every muscle tensed
in readiness—

"Stay!" hissed Haramis. "By the Flower, stay where you are! Would you kill us
al?

Anigel had pulled her trillium amulet on its chain from her bodice and now
pressed it to her lips. "Pray to the White Lady, guardian of our land!"

"Pray that those devilish brutes won't find us," muttered Haramis, holding her own
amulet.
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"Pray that someone will cometo save us," Anigel urged.

Shivering with fear and rage, Kadiya nevertheless felt her grip on the dagger
handle ease. Almost without volition her hand stole to the neck opening of her
doublet. The amulet was there under her silken shirt, warm against her pounding
heart.

"I pray that | will be the one," she whispered, "the one to make Voltrik and Antar
and General Hamil and the sorcerer pay with their blood for the deeds of this
day!"

"Pray also for self-control," said Haramis, "or else your foolhardy bravery may yet
doom us all. And cease your wriggling, plague take you, lest we tumble out at
Voltrik's feet!"

"Hush, husn! They will hear,” Anigel pleaded. The dreadful chopping and the
laughter of the evil knights had ceased, and King Voltrik himself was speaking.

Against her will, Kadiya silently uttered a plea for self-mastery. The anger till
burned within her, but slowly the emotion was covered, as one banks the coals of
a campfire so that the flames may be summoned again into life when the proper
hour comes.

"Look!" Anigel whispered, her voice almost inaudible for terror. "Our Mother!™

King Voltrik had been addressing the Queen, evidently questioning her about the
whereabouts of the Princesses. It was close and smoky in the stronghold, with the
candles in the wall sconce guttering and afew of the floor mats asmoulder, having
been burnt when the big standing candlestick was upset. The King had unhelmed
and removed his gauntlets, and from the fierce scow! that darkened his
countenance it was evident that Queen Kalanthe had defied him.

She stood straight, with the disheveled squire Barnipo crouched at her feetin a
daze, and said: "Never will | tell you where my daughters are.”
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"Orogastus, force her!" bellowed Voltrik. "Or spy out the royal brats with your
farseeing eye!"

"I cannot force her will, my King," the sorcerer replied. "She is beyond fear. And |
cannot descry the hidden ones, no more than | could do so down in the throne
room. This ancient Citadel must be pervaded with some arcane enchantment that
blocks my seeking Sight. | own a magical device that would accomplish the task
no matter what obstacles intervened, but it is bulky and of a great weight, and it
cannot be removed from my eyrie on Mount Brom."

"Then we shall have to use other means to unlock the lady's tongue.” King Voltrik
came slowly toward the Queen with sword drawn, and took hold of her right wrist.

"Enough of this, royal bitch! Y ou will tell me quickly where the girls are, or | will
strike your hand from your arm. And do you still fail to speak, then I will strike
off the other hand, and proceed to your feet, and then your limbs little by little
until you give answer, for thus does L abornok repay insolence in its enemies."”

"Sirel" exclaimed Prince Antar, his face aghast. "She is a queen, and that
punishment is one for rebellious slaves —"

"Silence!" thundered Voltrik. There was a murmuring among the Other men, but
this died away as the King raised his sword arm. "Will you speak, woman?'

Then athing happened so swiftly that the watching knights and the Prince could
not grasp it, but the Princesses saw clearly. The fainting squire Barnipo was
energized and sprang at King Voltrik like a marauding fedok attacking its
farmyard prey. Having no blade, he sank his teeth into the King's left hand, that
which gripped the Queen.

Voltrik uttered aroar of pain and drew back with the boy still hanging onto him.
The King laid about every which way with his great sword, and by misadventure
slashed the Queen in the throat, and she fell with her life's blood pouring forth on
the hearth. All of the Labornoki knights began to yell and to thrust at the still-
clinging youth — but gingerly, lest the flailing monarch also by chance strike
them. The squire Barnipo was pierced by a dozen blades and fell away at last,
laughing in his pain, until the King himself smote off the brave boy's head.
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Then Voltrik gave vent to black fury, cursing so vilely that even his henchmen
flinched, for Queen Kalanthe was also dead, beyond coercion, and the three
Princesses till at large.

"What are we to do?"' Prince Antar asked.

Orogastus said: "They cannot have gone far. It is certain that they must have been
with their mother up until the time that this lowborn whelp" — and he kicked the
squire's body — "went by some shortcut from the throne room and gave warning.
We must mount a search of the entire keep."

Caming himself, Voltrik said: "Orogastus speaks truly. Y ou, Milotis, will take
charge of these knights and begin searching the chapel and its environs
immediately. Be alert for secret passages and 'tween-wall stairways! After that,
search the High Tower above. Antar and Orogastus, come with me. We'll roust
out the rest of our fellows and ransack this pile from the highest parapet to the
lowest dungeon.”

Then the King began to mutter maledictions upon the soul of Barnipo, who had
taken afair chunk of flesh from the heel of his hand, which now was exceedingly
painful. Orogastus undertook to bind the wound, saying that Voltrik would have to
take great care, human bites being likely to carry dangerous infection.

"May the member putrefy," Kadiyawhispered ferocioudly, "and the poisoned
blood ascend into Voltrik's already rotten heart!"

"And may the Lords of the Air carry poor Barni into highest heaven," Haramis
breathed, "for by his brave action, he spared our Mother torture, and gained us
time to save our lives."

The King, his son, and the sorcerer went off; and after a short search of the blind
passage outside the stronghold, Sir Milotis and his men aso withdrew to begin
their scrutiny of the choir loft. They banged about and shouted and overturned
furniture for some minutes, and then trooped down the stairs to examine the
chapel.
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Kadiyasaid: "l think it's safe to come out."

So they did, all stiff-jointed and trembling, creeping from the garderobe into the
awful shambles of the chamber. The full reality of their situation now struck them
like a splash of icy water. Anigel clung to Haramis's hand and bit her lower lip
until atrickle of blood stole down her chin. Kadiya stepped over the tangled
bodies to the fallen Queen.

"She seems at peace,” the girl marveled. "Her eyes are closed and her aspect
gentle." She took a black silk cloak that someone had dropped and would have
covered her mother's body; but Haramis said:

"Fool! What if one of them should come back and discover it?"
Chagrined, Kadiya admitted: "Y ou are wiser than |, Sister.”

"Give the cloak to me," Haramis said, "so that | may wrap the Crown. | will carry
it with me — although there is small chance | shall ever wear it."

Anigel let out a smothered squeak of fear. Her sapphire eyes were enormous as
she pointed without words to one corner of the room athwart the door.

There were no bodies there, and yet a pile of cushions was moving.

"Stand back," Kadiya ordered, drawing her dagger and advancing. One by one,
she plucked up the pillows with her blade's point and threw them aside, until there
was revealed the carpet, pushed up like atent and rising higher by the moment.

"By the Flower, atrapdoor!" Haramis said. "Quick, Kadi, draw aside the rug."
"Oh, beware," Anigel cried. "Perhapsit isthe foe!"

"Foe foe foe indeed!" said a crabby little voice. "Move lively, girl, or else they'll
cut off our escape."
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The three Princesses gasped, and when Kadiya got the trap uncovered therein its
mouth stood a female creature of short stature, neatly dressed in afustian robe, a
green plait-work shawl, and a leather apron. Her sallow face was broad, as was
her mouth, and her beautiful golden eyes bulged inhumanly above two tiny dlitted
nostrils. Narrow pointed ears tipped with silvery baubles thrust up from the folds
of her lawn headdress. Her hands were broadly two-fingered with opposing
thumbs, stained and scarred from many years of mixing strange concoctions.

"Immu!" cried Anigel in atransport of joy and relief. "Dearest Immu, you've come
to save us after all. We thought you'd fled with the rest of the Oddlings —"

"Hed fled fled! What rubbish!" Immu climbed up into the chamber, then pointed
dramatically into the hole. "Get you down the ladder, for I'll have to contrive a
way to cover the trapdoor behind us."

Haramis and Anigel kilted up their long skirts and went awkwardly, while Kadiya
scrambled down agile as atree-vart. In the rough vaulted passage below was
another surprise.

"Uzun!" Haramis exclaimed. "And Jagun, too!"

Two other small figures stood waiting, carrying green-glowing lanterns in which
luminous swamp-worms were enclosed. They were males of the same Nyssomu
race as Immu. Jagun wore a fedok-skin hunter's cap and brown leathers cut very
similarly to those of Kadiya, while the musician Uzun had on his usual
embroidered maroon velvet smock. His gold brocade beret was besmirched with
sticky black lingit webbing from the secret passage.

Kadiya embraced her small mentor. "Y ou didn't desert us, Jagun!"

"Desert? Desert? " The Master of Animals was indignant. "We simply hid, which
was the prudent thing to do. Only you humans are foolish enough to stand still like
silly togars mesmerized in the moonlight, watching death march down the
causeway right into your front door!"

"Honor demanded our defense of the Citadel," said Kadiya hotly.
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"Well, see what your honor's bought you," said Uzun the musician. "If only you
had gone away into the Mazy Mire, to our people at Trevista, we could have taken
you in."

"And then what?' Kadiya demanded.

"Then..." The Master of Animals shrugged his narrow shoulders. "Y ou might
have lived with us."

"But thisis our home," Anigel protested gently.

"And now it'stheirs,” said Immu, her voice brusque. She had finished her
camouflaging and came quickly down the ladder, picking up her own lantern.
"And they're bound and determined to slay you. Us as well, if they catch us."

"But you came anyway to save us," Anigel said softly. She had hold of the trillium
amulet. "The White Lady answered our prayers.”

"That isso." Uzun sketched a mystic three-lobed sign above his head in reverence.
"My own mastery of domestic magic is puny, asyou know, dear Princesses. | am
much more accomplished on the harp and fipple flute! But yesterday | did the
water-scry, seeking to discover that which would tell us three Nyssomu whether
our destiny lay with humankind whom we have served so long or with our own
people. And the Archimage spoke."

Haramis said: "Archimage! That's one of the names of the White Lady."

"Lady lady lady!" scolded Immu. "Hush, child, and let Uzun explain, for we must
be away at once."

Haramis lowered her head. "Say on, friend Uzun."

"The White Lady is actually named Binah. Archimageis her title, for sheisan
enchantress, the most mighty in all our Peninsula.”
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"Or was," said Jagun gloomily. "Sheis dying, being of avast age, and her failing
powers could not countervail those of the terrible Orogastus.”

" She bade us bring you to her," Uzun said.

"Why?"' asked Kadiya, rather tartly. "If sheis dying, she can be of scant help, and
itishardly atimefor sick visits."

To which Haramis appended, "We would do better, it seemsto me, to go to
Trevista. There we can wait out the Winter Rains, which will be herein afew
weeks. Perhaps later we can disguise ourselves and join a caravan, and eventually
make our way to the coast and take ship to Var. There King Fiodelon will surely
give us sanctuary."

Uzun spoke with simple dignity. "Asto that course of action, | know not. The
Archimage charged us to bring you to her —just as she charged the three of us,
many long years ago, to serve in this human castle against a day of great need for
al Folk dwelling in the Mazy Mire."

"Which day istoday,” Immu said, "or I'm aringtailed volumnial!"

She clamped her wide lips shut and cocked her head, listening intently, her long,
sensitive ears swiveling about so that the ornaments winked in the living
lamplight. "They leave the chapel," she said at length. "But other searchers will be
swarming about the keep at King Voltrik's command. Even those three lackeys of
the sorcerer, who are called his Voices and who consort with the Skritek! It'stime
to leave."

"Haramis, Eldest Daughter of the King, you will come with me," Uzun said. "
Jagun and Immu will take your sisters by another way. This was commanded by
the Archimage.”

For amoment it seemed Haramis would refuse. Abandon her sisters? Her hand
went to her breast and her fingers closed about the amulet that had never left her
after the hour of her birth.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Juli...20-%20Trillium%201%20-%20Black%20Trillium.html (33 of 442) [10/18/2004 3:45:58 PM]



Trillum 01 - Black Trillium by Bradley, May and Norton (v1.0) (html).html

"But | cannot leave them! | am the eldest, and heir to the throne, responsible for
them. And when matters demanded, it has always been | who decided for us al."

"Hara, do as he says," Anigel urged. "Trust the White Lady."

"I like this not, Sisters," said Kadiya. Her tanned brow was creased and her hair,
russet like that of the Queen, was all awry, escaping from what had been neatly
coiled braids. "If we stay together, my blade offers us all some measure of
protection. Gladly | would lay down my life-"

"Lifelifelifel” Immu was totally exasperated. "Why are you always so
hotheaded? And why must Haramis make the decisions? Anigel is not
strongminded like you two, and yet she shows the greatest wisdom! Tell them,
Uzun! Tell them the other words of the Archimage.”

"I forbore," the musician admitted sheepishly, "wanting not to dismay you. The
Archimage Binah bids you come to her because you are unready to pursue your
great destiny. Indeed, you do not even recognize it yet."

Haramis and Kadiya bridled at this, but Uzun went on. "Y ou three, Petals of the
Living Trillium, have it within you to save this land from the oppressive rule of
King Voltrik and Orogastus, but only if your flaws and weaknesses are mended
can you succeed. The Archimage will tell you how this may be done when you
come to her."

Anigel took the hands of her two sisters. "Hara... Kadi... please!"

Kadiyaveiled her fierce brown eyes and slowly nodded. A moment later Haramis
said: "Very well."

"By the Flower, it's about time!" Immu exclaimed. She continued: "Haramis, you
must follow Uzun. Anigel and Kadiya, come with Jagun and me."

So saying, the Oddling woman pulled Anigel off down the narrow dusty passage,
and the huntsman followed after, shooing Kadiya ahead of him as afarmwife
herds her togars. In amoment the light of their living torches was lost in thick
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darkness.

"And we two must fare forth together," Haramis said to the musician. "Old friend,
| hope the White Lady has strengthened your puny magic, for your flute ditties,
excellent as they are, will not long fend off the warriors of Labornok or their
storm-beckoning sorcerer."

"I, too, am afraid, Princess," Uzun admitted. "But | put my trust in the Archimage,
as you must. And she has ordered that you be taken to the top of the High Tower
of the great keep."

Dismay paled the girl's face. With its framing blue-black hair, it was spectral in
the gloom. "We shall be trapped up there! The searcherswill surely discover us!
Oh, why didn't | listen to Kadi?"

"Come," Uzun insisted, and went hurrying off with the lantern, and Haramis had
no choice but to follow.

Chapter Three

Kadiya, Anigel, and the two Oddlings fled through dark and narrow spaces
between the stone walls of the Citadel keep, sometimes passing other secret doors,
their machinery furred with the dust of ages. At length, after they had descended a
steep stairway, they came to a passage where there was a peephol e giving onto the
throne room.

Jagun spied through thisinto the now silent and lifeless chamber. Then Immu
looked, and then Princess Kadiya, who uttered alow cry of grief and struck her
small fists against the stone wall while she wept, not uttering a sound.

They begged Princess Anigel not to look, fearing that the appalling sight would
strike her senseless, but she would not move from the spot until Jagun stepped
aside. She put her eye to the hole in the wall and saw from above the mutilated
remains of the captive Oathed Companions and King Krain, and to the amazement
of the others she neither cringed nor cried, but only closed her eyes and held tight
to her trillium amulet.
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After amoment she sighed raggedly and asked: "Immu, you are old and wise. Tell
me why the Labornoki did this, when our Father and his knights were already in
their power and surrendered?”

"It isahard thing for such as you to understand, child. Y ou are gentle and loving
yourself, and you have known only love and gentleness throughout your life. But
there are those to whom cruelty vouchsafes a dark thrill, a rushing sense of power.
Small-souled and fearful themselves, surrounded by others who would wreak
cruelty on them and finding scant happinessin life, they fall prey to the basest of
all lusts — that which finds pleasure in destruction and in the pain of others. The
cruel one feels himself exalted above all by his action. He feelsmore alive
because of the death of others. He defies the Creator by rending creation. He
scorns love and embraces hate, because it alone enkindles his cold and stagnant
soul. Thereis no pity, no stricken conscience, no remorse in the wantonly vicious.
Thereis only ahunger for more and more cruelty, because these persons can
never be sated. Gentle folk may not safely respond to them gently, because
evildoers do not know what love is, mistaking it for weakness. For this reason
you, who are a gentle and loving Princess, must find a sterner way of dealing with
such ones."

"Oh, | could not," Anigel said, trembling. "Never could | — not even after
viewing this terrible sight!"

Princess Kadiya flung her arms around her sister. "Never mind, Ani dear. I'll see
that the brutes get what's coming to them."

Then Jagun made them move on, and they walked and walked, always moving
deeper into the Citadel's lower levels, until finally the secret way ended in awall
of modern brick that formed a dead end.

Anigel began to whimper in a panic, but Immu hushed her while Jagun held his
lamp close and made finger play on the wall, first in this direction and then in that.
Suddenly a section of brickwork shifted, and torchlight shone through, and the
girls caught afamiliar malty smell and knew where they must be. They hurried
between ranks of barrels and big copper vessels with beer puddied beneath, for
this was the Citadel brewery that Immu supervised, athough all the workers had
fled and the fires had gone out, and the huge vat of wort was untended.
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Immu led them now, and they entered the grain store, where the two Oddlings and
the girls had to shift alarge pile of sacks. In back of it was a mouldering wooden
door that yielded with loud and reluctant creakings when Jagun prized it open
with afire poker. The door led to a precipitous stairway hewn from living rock,
wet and dlippery from water that dripped from cracks overhead. They descended,
the walls glistening as the wan lantern light reflected off occasional flows of

greasy mud.

"This way leads to the uttermost depths of the Citadel," Jagun said, "to dungeons
and oubliettes and cisterns and drains that have never before been seen by
Ruwendian eyes, built by the Vanished Ones."

There had been afew web-building lingits in the upper passages, tiny harmless
creatures that fed on household bugs. But at the bottom of the stairs they came
into alow roofed chamber hung with dripping mud stalactites, and among these
were much larger lingits, with bodies the size of ladu fruit and nasty teeth. The
creatures had spun clumsy sticky nets as big as black bedsheets, and Jagun and
Kadiya drew their blades and hacked through those that impeded their passage.
Anigel shrank back in loathing when Immu kicked aside the indignant displaced
spinners, which cheeped and squeaked and tried to bite through the shoes and
boots of the intruders.

Once past this obstacle, they descended another flight of roughly carved stairs,
and the smell of tainted water grew offensively strong. They came to arusted gate
that stood half open. Beyond it was another portal gaping wide, and on the walls
empty torch-holders and pegs holding bunches of keys so attacked by verdigris
that they crumbled to greenish clots when Kadiya ventured to touch them. The
floor was covered with pools of water, and as they hurried down a corridor,
becoming more mud-splashed by the moment, the gloom lightened and a
yellowish radiance shone forth.

They entered alarge arched room and the girls exclaimed aloud, for the place was
akind of prison ward, with rotting cells all around it, and the floor and ceiling and
walls were streaked with dlippery glowing matter. Shapeless little creatures
dithered languidly about, leaving shining trails behind them.

"They are the dlime dawdlers,” Jagun said. "Such also dwell in the remote reaches
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of the Misty Mire."

"Ugh!" cried Anigel. And she pointed in horror to one cell where the door had
fallen from its decayed frame, and within lay a skeleton still chained to the wall by
rusted fetters. The eye sockets glowed, for slime dawdlers had made their
dwelling inside it.

"What a nauseating place. Look! There are rusted instruments of torture in that
corner. And these horrid dlimy things— . They lurk in every nook and cranny.
See, this old bucket is crawling with them. Oh! Thereis one climbing up my
shoe!" Shetried in vain to scrape the clinging thing off against a stone plinth,
shuddering all the while with abhorrence, and then burst into helpless tears.

|mmu went to her darling's rescue, skewering the slug expertly with the dagger
she wore sheathed behind her apron, and flipping it away. She drew out adry
kerchief and wiped Anigel's muddy and tear-stained face, murmuring words of
solace.

"How much farther must we go?' Kadiya demanded of Jagun. "My poor sister's
court slippers give scant protection from the wet, and her gown and light cloak are
soaked through. She will catch her death.”

"There will be warm, dry clothing waiting," Jagun said, "but we shall get wetter
still before quitting this place — hark!"

They all stood stock still. Jagun snatched off his hunter's cap to give his great ears
full play. His face became a mask, the skin drawn tightly over the bones, the eyes
like refulgent globes of amber, the wide lips parted alittle to show those fanglike
foreteeth that humans usually did not notice, reminders that even the peaceful
Nyssomu had been in their time hunters who went equipped with more than
blowpipes and spears.

The girls heard nothing but the tinkle of dripping water; but Jagun said: "They
have followed us! Doubtless they discovered our tracks in the brewery. Quickly!"

He dashed to alow opening on the other side of the dungeon, which proved to be
the entry to another steep staircase. It had akind of railing at Oddling waist
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height, and a good thing, for the steps were fiendishly slippery. The girls held on
for their lives asthey all went hurtling downward, not noticing that they |eft
behind them faint luminous footprints that became less and less bright as they
descended.

The wildly swinging lanterns of the Oddlings revealed nothing of what lay ahead
until they reached the very bottom. There they found themselvesin adark
cavernous chamber, ankle-deep in mud and water. The place was crowded with
strange, rusting machinery and broken pipes thicker than tree-trunks, which
harbored more of the glowing slime dawdlers aswell as larger flying creatures
that took fright at their presence and skittered off hooting into the darkness. Jagun
led them to a circular paved platform in the chamber's center. In the middle of it
was a round black hole about two ellsin width, circled by alow stone curb.

Now, from above came faintly the sound of armor clanking, and human voices.
Anigel cried out in terror. Jagun peered into the well-like opening and then picked
up a stone that lay nearby and cast it in. A long moment later there was a faint
splash.

"Good!" he exclaimed. "I feared that, it being still the dry season, the great cistern
would have drained. But all iswell and our escape route is at hand." He beckoned
to Kadiya. "Come, my brave kit! The cistern is the ancient water storage chamber
of the Citadel, built long ages before the edifice attained its present size. It isfed
by a conduit leading to the Mutar River north of Citadel Knoll. The Archimage
has commanded my brother Rapahun to bring a punt to the conduit's secret mouth.
All we haveto doisjump."

"Jump?' Kadiya repeated increduloudly.

Jagun tucked his lantern into his belt-wallet. A wetting would not harm it at all.
“I'll go first, and assist each of you as you splash down."

"But | can't swim!" Anigel wailed.
"The rest of us can, sweeting," said Immu encouragingly. "We'll hold you up."

The noise of the approaching Labornoki force was becoming louder.
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"No time to waste," Jagun said. "I'm off!"

With a cheery wave, he stepped over the edge and vanished. There was a distant
splash, and a hollow call: "Jump! It's quite al right!"

Kadiyatook a deep breath. "May the Lords of the Air grant me courage!"

She took hold of her trillium amulet, approached the well's lip, and jumped before
her rising panic could freeze her muscles.

Shefdll.
White Lady, help! Oh, let me land softly...
She floated.

"What isthis?' Kadiyas fear turned to stupefaction. She still gripped the amulet.
A light breeze, seeming to blow upward in the darkness, told her that she drifted
slowly into the depths. Down, down, down — and then she slipped into cool water
aseasily as aknifeinto an oiled sheath. She found herself afloat. Jagun's strong
nonhuman hand towed her along until she bumped squared stones.

"Thereis anarrow walkway," the Oddling said. "Climb up and | will pass the
lantern.”

But she did not climb. Bemused, clinging to the ledge in the dark, water dripping
into her eyes, she whispered: "Jagun... old friend... | did not fall but wafted
through the air like awinged salith seed!"

"What say you, girl?" The Oddling's voice, usually kind and diffident, had
sharpened.

"| clasped tight my trillium amulet, and prayed that | would land soft, and it
happened. The very Lords of the Air bore me up."
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"Triune God! This cannot be!"
"I did float, | tell you! And landed easily in the water."

Suddenly there was light, as Jagun hauled out his lantern and set it on the cistern
ledge. Kadiya saw the little being in the black water beside her, his great eyes
bulging, his face working, torn between consternation and anxiety.

"The prophecy —but there is no time for this!" he groaned. " The mystery must
wait upon our safe deliverance." He lifted his head and called out to Princess
Anigel to jump, his words echoing in the vast hollow dark.

Up in the well-chamber, Anigel heard and approached the lip of the hole, with
|mmu encouraging her.

"Jump!" the faraway voice urged. "Jump, daughter of the King. Fear not!"

And then came Kadiya's voice, strangely exultant. "Jump, Ani! Hold fast to your
amulet and pray that you will fall slowly, and it will happen! The trillium amul et
Is magical, and we can command it!"

"What's this?' Immu leaned over the edge. "Princess Kadiya! Did thisreally
happen?"

"It did, it did, dear Immu! And to think we never suspected' Jump, Ani, and trust
the White Lady's gift!"

Anigel gritted her teeth, clutched the pendant, and began to tremble so violently
that Immu feared she would fall in afit. "I cannot jump! I'm afraid! What if the
magic won't work for me?"

Orange flamelight now flickered dimly from the stairwell. The clashing of armor
and arms mingled with the sound of men cursing the slime-dawdlers. Someone
cried: "Prince Antar! Thisway! Follow the glowing footprints down the stairs!"
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"Y ou must jJump," Immu pleaded. "Dearest Ani, they will soon be upon us. Here,
let me take one hand, and do you hold your amulet with the other, and we will
step off together."

But the girl leapt back from the brink, eyes wide. "No! No!"

Jagun's voice rose hollowly from the depths. "What are you waiting for, silly
women? Hurry! The knights dare not follow, for they would sink from the weight
of their iron. Jump! Jump!"

"The Princessis afraid, and | cannot abandon her," Immu called.
"Then pull her, lackwit!" Jagun screeched.

Immu turned to the cowering Princess, lantern high, but the girl drew back,
shaking her head wildly, eyes now rolling and mouth wide in a grimace of fear-
madness. The little Oddling female took hold of Anigel'swrist and pulled, but the
girl fought back. Both of them dipped and fell off the platform into the shallow
muck, where they howled and thrashed about like Skritek worrying their prey.

It was thus that Prince Antar and his men found and laid hold of them.

Sodden and weeping, Anigel and Immu were forced to their feet. They stood with
hanging heads amidst the twelve armed men, who held high their smoking torches
and made rude jests. But Prince Antar, his face taut, said: "Where are the others?"

|mmu stuck out her long prehensile tongue at him. One of the knights drew his
sword and would have slain her on the spot, but the Prince cried: "Hold, Rinutar!"
The man stepped back, grumbling.

Gently, the Prince took bedraggled Anigel and looked into her face. It was without
expression, the eyes turned dull and dead. "Lady," said he, "have they.gone into
yon well?'

Anigel said softly: "Yes. They have escaped. So kill us, but remember that my
sister Kadiya now possesses great magic, and will one day wreak vengeance for
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the foul deeds you have done today."

The assembled knights exclaimed at this, and threw questions at the girl, but she
would say no more.

"Shall | put them to death, my Prince?' asked Sir Rinutar.

“Nay. They will have to be questioned, so that we know what manner of
enchantment — if any — opposes our rule of Ruwenda."

"Just let me have the Oddling dut," Rinutar said eagerly, sheathing his sword and
drawing aglittering poniard, "If | only toy with her abit before the eyes of the
Princess, she shall soon tell us all that we want to know."

"Oh, no! Please, no..." Anigel'svoice trailed off into a moan, and she fell
senseless into the muddy water.

Prince Antar bent to lift her, and as he held her frail body in his arms and looked
down upon her, pallid in the flickering torchlight, he thought that he had never
seen so beautiful awoman, for al her sad and besmirched state. He was relieved
that he would now not be obliged to condone the torture of the Oddling hag, much
less day the lovely, helpless creature whose head lay against his armored breast.

"We can do nothing more here," the Prince said. "It is plain that the others have
eluded us, and that it isimpossible for usto follow. We must abandon this pursuit
and take these prisonersto my Royal Father. Let their disposition be up to him."

The knights concurred with enthusiasm, for the eeriness of the Citadel bowels had
al but unmanned them. Antar commanded his marshal Sir Owanon to bind Immu
and carry her across his shoulder, and he himself did likewise with Princess
Anigel. Then they began the long slow climb upward.

Chapter Four

Haramis ran, following the pattering, uneven steps of the Oddling court musician,
and her headlong flight told her things about her courage — or lack of it — that
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she had never suspected.

They traveled upward through secret passages and stairways that became ever
more cramped and choked with dust and webbing, places where Uzun assured her
no foot but theirs had trod since the first Ruwendians took over the ancient
Citadel. Finally the hidden way ended, and they were forced into the open to face
the broad stone spiral staircase of the keep's High Tower, which was Ruwendian-
made. The wall fixtures, wrought iron baskets that held tubs of oil with wicks, had
been lighted, and it was clear that Labornoki searchers were already abroad in the
tower.

Haramis and Uzun toiled upward floor after floor, past the enormous royal library,
where Haramis had spent many long happy days in study, her greatest pleasure.
The library levels were deserted, but Haramis gasped with indignation at the sight
of toppled shelves and precious volumes | eft in random heaps on the floor. Still,
nothing seemed to be malicioudy destroyed. No doubt Orogastus has given orders
to preserve this, she thought. | certainly would, in his place.

In spite of herself she felt a grudging admiration for the enemy sorcerer, aman
who had learned to command the lightning, who had traced out the convoluted
pathway through the Mazy Mire with his clairvoyant eye. It was only through the
power of Orogastus that Ruwenda had fallen, and Haramis respected competence,
even when it was turned against her and hers. She was curious about him; even as
she followed Uzun upward, she wondered about their enemy. What sort of man
can hebe, if heisaman at all?

Haramis and Uzun cautiously moved past the open iron gate of the antechamber to
the tower's fifteenth floor, where the crown jewels were kept. The Princess
faltered when she heard the sound of searchers within the closed doors of the
strongroom, but no one appeared to challenge them. They continued climbing past
the next locked and barred level, where cut and uncut gems and fresh-minted
specie were stored, to the seventeenth floor, a kind of fortified workroom, where
damaged precious articles were repaired or melted down. There were only two
more levels, Haramis knew, between them and the roof: first a small armory, then
the dormitory for guards and certain other tower workers.

Uzun paused to rest. He took off his beret, mopped his sweating, lined forehead,
and struggled to catch his breath, while Haramis regarded him with concern. The
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Oddling musician had been her friend from early childhood, and she was fond of
him and trusted him, even though he was not human. The Nyssomu, of all the
aborigines, in external appearance most resembled humans, but their blood was a
gueer dusky red, and their bones were oddly shaped within, and their hearts beat
on the other side of the breast. All of them claimed to have the Sight, and it was
certain that at times they could speak to one another from a distance,
communicating by means of the speech without words. But most Ruwendians
believed them to be inferior beings for all that, lacking in culture and barely
civilized, even though they learned human ways quickly enough and sometimes
even excelled humans at their own arts and crafts. Asasmall child, Haramis had
thought for a time that the Nyssomu Oddlings belonged to her Father the King, as
the animals did. But her Father had explained to her that the little aborigines were
free, and had souls, and must be treated as true people...

When Uzun had rested, they resumed their stealthy climb. Asthey approached the
last section of stairs, Uzun made Haramis hang back while he went to spy that all
was clear ahead. She was becoming increasingly anxious about what would
happen when they reached the tower's battlements. As Uzun peeked over the edge
of the top-floor landing, Haramis frowned and drew her cloak tightly about her. A
cold wind whistled through the unglazed embrasures and flattened the flames of
the blazing wall cressets.

Haramis was dismayed when Uzun failed to beckon her on. He crept back down
with one wide, clipped talon pressed to hislips. Alarm shone in his huge yellow
eyes. When he reached her side, he whispered: "A single knight on guard,
Princess. No doubt others are searching the rest of thislevel."

"I knew it!" Haramis whispered. "We are trapped up here, with enemy soldiers
above and below us! Y our White Lady's plan has failed."

"Hush, hush," the Oddling pleaded. "I think there may be away past, but it will
demand that you be brave, and move quickly. Can you tie up your gown? "

She nodded grimly, dropped her cloak, and set the Crown carefully on top of it.
Then she kilted her skirts through her jeweled belt until they hung bloused to her
knees. She wrapped the Crown in her cloak, tied the corners together, and slung
the bundle over her shoulder. She looked to Uzun. "And now?"
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"The parapet is reached by aladder near to the stairs, perhaps four ells from where
the guard stands. He has been wounded in one arm and it is bound up, but his
sword-arm is quite whole. Heis very likely fatigued and sick of the futile
searching, which has deprived him of the anticipated joys of looting, feasting, and
drinking."

"And violating the Citadel women," Haramis added. " Such will doubtless now be
my fate, before they dlit my throat and cast my body into the cesspit."

Uzun looked at her reproachfully. "Princess, you will be harmed only over my
dead body. Trust in the White Lady and listen to my plan, | beg of you."

Haramis played nervously with the trillium amulet, running one thumb over and
over the smooth amber that encased the small black flower bud. | don't doubt your
dedication, she thought, but "over your dead body" may not be difficult for armed
soldiersto achieve. Not wanting to hurt the little Oddling's feelings, she said
merely: "l am listening, Uzun."

"I shall spring suddenly up from the stairwell and dart toward the knight,
pretending to be scared out of my wits."

"If you are as frightened as | am, that should present no difficulty."

"I shall caper and gibber and roll my eyesin and out on their stalks." She knew
that what he was saying was areal sacrifice; she had not seen him extrude his eyes
since she was avery small child, when he had sometimes done it to amuse her or
her sisters. However, she had learned before she was six or so that no adult
Nyssomu would show such alack of control unless he was virtually beside
himself.

"I shall distract the villain," Uzun continued. "Meanwhile, you must climb up the
ladder and open the upper trap. | shall follow, and together we'll overthrow the
ladder and slam shut the trapdoor and bar it against him."

"And then? Even if we can hold off the soldiers — and assuming their sorcerer
doesn't blast us with one of his damnable lightning bolts — the top of the tower is
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no place for asiege. We could, of course, die heroically of starvation and thirst,
but that will hardly help Ruwenda!"

"I don't know what happens then!" Uzun snapped. "1 only follow the White Lady's
commands! Oh, Princess, can you not leave off your incessant questioning? More
knights may appear at any minute! Just give me a moment to seize this man's
attention, and then follow quickly."

He hopped up the steps and into the guards' anteroom.

Haramis heard the soldier curse, and then came the ringing swish of adrawn
sword. But Uzun was cackling like an insane thing, his footsteps dancing over the
boards, and the knight's filthy language changed to a startled guffaw. Tensing,
Haramis looked over the top step and saw the normally staid musician cavorting
about, long pointed ears comically aflap like the wings of a night-caroler drunk on
fermented fruit. His eyes popped in and out of their sockets on stalks, and his
lolling tongue coiled and uncoiled while their owner hooted ridiculously up and
down the musical scale.

The knight doubled over with laughter, lowering his sword, and in aflash Haramis
scrambled up the ladder and flung open the ceiling-trap.

"Uzun! Come up! Hurry!" She knelt on the roof and gripped the heavy ladder just
as the Oddling streaked over to it and began clambering up the rungs. The
bamboozled knight cried out an alarm and stumbled toward the ladder waving his
sword at Uzun. Haramis grabbed Uzun's wrist and hauled him up beside her. The
sword, aimed at his ankle, became embedded in the ladder's rung. Together they
gave a mighty heave and thrust the ladder away, while the knight was still
clumsily trying to pull his sword from the wood.

Entangled and unbalanced, the armored form fell with an ear splitting crash.
Shouts came from within the dormitory, and as Uzun slammed shut the trapdoor
and barred it, more knights of Labornok rushed forth to investigate.

There was a strong wind up on the High Tower roof; redolent of the marshes, it
tore at the low-lying fog that hid the Mazy Mire and the lower reaches of the
Citadel. The blood-colored Labornoki banner snapped from the tall flagstaff at the
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side of the tower facing the river. Directly below, some fires still burned among
the buildings of the inner ward, flickering eerily beneath the mist. The deep blue
sky was bright with stars, and in the west the Triple Moons moved toward their
conjunction, which would occur at full phase, four weeks hence.

Fear and indignation over her plight now suffused the Princess with a burning
anger. They were in a cul-de-sac with no exit. Knights were smashing on the
trapdoor with swords and battleaxes, and soon it would give way. But she would
not let the Labornoki take her alive! Better to leap from the tower's battlements —

The trapdoor broke open and a knight whose helmet was a grotesque iron mask
hauled himsalf up, whooping in triumph.

Haramis stood with Uzun at the very brink of the parapet, clutching her amulet as
she had when terrified by nightmares as a child. But this nightmare was real.

"Lords of the Air, protect us!"
Uzun cried: "White Lady! Be thou at her aid!"

Three armored men bounded toward them with weapons raised. But at the same
moment there was a great blast of wind, and the stars were blotted out by two
huge dark forms swooping down. They gave voice like monstrous brazen
trumpets, and one stooped and dropped straight at the thunderstruck armored trio.

"Lammergeiers!” one of the knights yelped. "Beware!" But an instant later, a
gigantic wing bowled the three men over like dolls and swept them over the edge
of the parapet. Their voices blended in one scream, which lasted for severd
seconds before stopping abruptly. Their companions, who were just emerging
from the trapdoor, dodged back down to safety. There was a clanging and a
smashing and yells of pain and fury as several presumably fell from the ladder.
Others of the Labornoki kept their footing and watched, although none dared to
venture out.

L ater they would tell King Voltrik and the sorcerer Orogastus what they had seen:
two gigantic creatures with white bodies and wings banded black and white,
soaring down to land on the High Tower roof, their talons striking sparks from the
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stones, and their eyes and toothed beaks glistening in the dim moonlight. Princess
Haramis mounted one, and the Oddling musician Uzun clambered onto the back
of the other. Then the great lammergeiers spread their wings and took flight,
bearing the fugitives away to the northwest, toward the distant rampart of the
Ohogan Mountains.

Chapter Five

The ignominious retreat added fuel to Kadiya's anger. She thought of them being
discovered creeping on hands and knees along the narrow, slippery ledge of the
conduit. Since it had been disused for countless hundreds, the Ruwendians having
built a new water supply system when they took over the ancient citadel, this way
was not only falling to pieces but was nearly choked with noisome and rotting
debris. Jagun had slung the lantern about his neck, but time after time he was
forced to pause and pass the light back to Kadiya until he had broken away a mass
of dead branches or pawed up a soggy haystack of marsh grass. In some placesthe
masonry had crumbled utterly, so that they waded, swam, and worked their way
around obstacles. The knees of Kadiya's |eather trews were soon worn through,
the skin beneath scraped raw. Under her breath she muttered words she had heard
in the stables but never before voiced aloud.

"Istheriver far?' she demanded at |ast, nursing hands torn painfully by thorn
ferns she had taken an equal part in clearing away.

"Not far. If it were day we could see the light ahead, for these accursed ferns
cannot grow in total darkness. Take special care now, for thisis an excellent
lurking place for gradoliks or water-worms."

Kadiya spat out alump of foul tasting mud and felt, rising to flame within her, that
anger which had been born at the first alarm.

"May the everlasting mud sink them all! May the vipers of Viborn lace them
throat and wrist — "

"Save your breath, King's Daughter. Doubtless in time the spirits will provide
fates for your enemies even you may find adequate."
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"No fate save that | deal myself!" she flared back.

His hand grabbed her wrist in ahold Kadiya knew of old to be awarning. She
swallowed and was still.

Now they waded, slipped and did over quaking mud, netted by aweb of small
riverlets, until they at last found atime-rusted grill and worked their way around it
where part of the stone which had anchored it had fallen away. Above was open
sky at last. Once again Jagun cautioned her with outstretched hand.

He moved a little farther from her, his head high. Apparently he was listening
intently, as well as using his hunter's sense of smell to test the safely of that small
stretch of forgotten wasteland.

"The Labornoki must have established an outpost not far from here."

Kadiyalooked up over her shoulder, having to strain her head at an angle to see
better. Fire above, looping flames. There was little enough within the Citadel to
fuel that victory blaze unless those who had riven its defenses had ripped old
hangings from the walls, smashed all the furnishings. Distant shouts, shrill
screams, against which Kadiyatried to steel herself— striving to shut out of her
mind what must be happening there.

"May | liveto give you new mouths to laugh with straight across your filthy
throats!" Her lacerated hand crossed her breast to seek her belt knife, touched the
amulet which had slipped out through atear in her shirt.

If the power of this had been able to waft her down into the cistern... well, it
might have even more to offer. She clutched the amber in one hand so tightly that
she might be trying to force it into her wounded flesh.

Will—will and strength — and what words she could summon:

"Lords of the Air, all ye who hold by the God Triune, may thy power be lent to
mine, thy will to mine for this, that these be brought to death even as they have
dain those who call upon you. Pay blood price, ye of the upper ways, grant me
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blood price!"

With the amulet gripped as tightly as she would have held a sword, Kadiya
pointed to the light of the holocaust behind her.

Her answer was atortured scream out of the night, ahoarse call for another keg.

Kadiyas lips tightened against her teeth. "It does not work!" Almost she made to
fling the amulet from her, but her fingers were so locked that she could not loose
them.

"No," Jagun answered quietly, as he might speak to soothe an impatient child.

"But | used my will! | did so more strongly than when | went into the well." She
opened her fingers one by one to survey what she held. "Or does it work for me
alone? Will it carry me to the White Lady? Or both of us-?"

Jagun watched her patiently. "One can only try, King's Daughter."
Again Kadiya's fingers imprisoned the amul et.

"By what power lives within you —bring us now to she who made you —the
Archimage!"

The night held fast about them.
"Carry me, then, if there be any virtue within you, sorceress's gift!"
No answer.

"So! Did | then dream it all?* Kadiya asked of the night. "Was | so bereft of my
senses, Jagun?’

"Little one, | cannot answer you truly, it was too dark within. Perhaps | mistook
the time of your jump. | am no dealer in old wisdom."
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She dropped the pendant, to let it dangle on its chain. "Magic seemsto have
deserted us, Jagun — if it ever touched us at all. Well, at least that flatland scum
cannot hope to trace us through the Mazy Mire."

Kadiya had been many times in the swamps — but only along well-marked
Oddling routes. There were other secret ones, some being the jealoudly guarded
knowledge of single-family clans. It was a point of honor not to remember any
guidances if one was not of the Kin. Now she bent her head closer to the hunched
shadow of Jagun to ask grimly:

"Those plains-crawlers dare not follow us there, is that not so?"

Half concealed by bushes, the Oddling was groping in the water near a tumble of
rocks.

"Their sorcerer has called the Skritek. Also Pellan has joined them."

"Pellan!" That one of the merchants guides — lored almost from birth in the
matter of hidden trails—would betray them seemed utterly impossible. But before
yesterday she would have sworn that it was impossible that Kadiya of the House
of Krain would have bellied like a snake across sucking mud.

"Voltrik holds that which some find it difficult to refuse.” Jagun's voice was cold
and hard. He straightened up, bringing out of the mud a stout rope which ended in
deep water. On this he pulled with care. "The Labornoki King has power which
rests on wealth. And wealth comes from the efforts of men. What king grubsin
the mountain for precious ores, lays hand to axe to down trees, bespeaks strange
and rare finds from the swamp peopl€e? It is those of Pellan's kin who gather these
riches. Voltrik takes amighty share, yes. But he can grant the leavings to those
who serve him, and even those leavings will make many men rich. Come,
Farseer." He used now the name she had been so proud to gain half ayear earlier
— aswamp-given name that brought with it respect. "Farseer, thereisyet along
way to go."

She was not readlly listening, still shaken at the thought of Pellan's treachery. Why,
she knew him — smiling, pleasant, he had even guided her to one of the strange
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ruins.

"Did Pellan truly act for gain as you say, Jagun? Or out of fear? He has kin within
the flatlands. We have seen this murderous King and what he would do to those
who cross him. Fear is mightier perhaps than magic. Did not Anigel surrender to
fear?"

"Judge not so quickly, King's Daughter. Y our sister made no willing surrender.
Fear can become so great as to give birth to madness. In that there is no guilt."

"Only weakness," Kadiya muttered.

"Weakness you may taste of also, and even you may know great fear. Speak not
against any one whose burden you have not weighed yourself."

Jagun gave a jerk to the rope and there glided out of the swamp mist a stout punt
stocked with poles and a sculling oar, as well as alarge bundle well wrapped
against the damp.

"Blessings be upon my brother!" Jagun said. "He has followed very well the
Archimage's instructions. Now we have our way of travel, food, and clothing
aso."

The punt was big enough for four passengers, and Kadiya realized with a stab of
sorrow that Anigel and Immu had been meant to travel with them. But surely they
were now helpless within enemy hands. And Haramis? Kadiya had no way of
knowing. This night she stood alone, and on her would doubtless fall the burden
of resistance against the invaders.

They embarked and Jagun mounted the sculling oar at the stern.

Their craft began to move up the sluggish stream which skirted the northeastern
part of the Citadel. For a moment the mists parted and Kadiya caught a glimpse of
the mighty castle-crowned rock and a star or two above it.

Her home —in the hands of the enemy! And where were her sisters? They might
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be already dead — or worse.

NO! Her hands went to her head as if she could reach inside and pull out the
pictures forming there. She must not think of that — she must not!

"Where do we go?' There were many kinds of resistance possible. While
vengeance would certainly be hers, she could not bring down King Voltrik alone.
Haramis, Anigel — if they lived — might they join with her?

She had not spoken those names aloud, yet Jagun answered, and not for the first
time she was startled, for now he said:

"For your sisters are roads waiting also. It isonly our own way we must keep in
mind now."

"Where do we go?' she demanded again.
"Y ou must answer that, Farseer."

"How?"' She had settled into the punt, glancing back once more at the Citadel. The
fire there was dying. Still she felt that the swamp seemed unnaturally warm. She
looked down. Under her mud-smeared, rent bodice there was a pale spot of light.
She clapped a hand to it — the amul et!

Kadiyadrew it forth. It seemed to move on her grimed palm. A spark of light
pointed skyward as if from some strange candle. Her breath came raggedly.
Perhaps after all it still held magic! But magic certainly did not work according to
her own will, she had already proven that. Steel in the hand was more certain.

Voltrik's soothsayer Orogastus —he dealt in magic which obeyed him. He could
even command his own King, treating him as though he were but atool and atoy.

Tool and toy! That might be the story of her own birth, and the Archimage's gift-
giving! Perhaps magic was like all else —it grew old, rusted, brittle, broken when
it was called upon too late.
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Under Jagun's stirring the punt made a sharp turn, carrying themin anew
direction. She saw the spark move as might the needle of a compass.

"Jagun, thisisaguide!"

"What is?" asked the Oddling, weariness in his voice. He had drawn closer to the
bank and anchored them with a stone-weighted rope. Now he was tugging at the
wrappings of the bundle.

Kadiya held out her hand and told him excitedly of the change in the spark of
light.

"So —then it points the way to the Archimage's dwelling at Noth. That is good,
for | knew of few trails thither. None of the Nyssomu hunt there. That country, the
Goldenmire, is Uisgu territory."

From the wrapping he had shaken out tunics and breeks woven from aromatic
grass by his people. There were also hoodcapes of fedok skin, which could turn
aside atorrent, and wood-soled sandals. After the clothing came two stoppered
jars which he opened, and the scent of the well-crushed and creamed herbs within
fought against the swamp odors.

"You can wash and dry your leathers later, if they can be repaired. But now you
must be of the swamp."

She skinned out of her garments, which were indeed torn, and redressed, taking
the cream from the jar to anoint her skin and even plaster through her tangled hair.
Theinsect life of the swamp could make life atorture for any without such
protection.

One more precaution Jagun produced, thistime from aloop on his belt. It was a
hunter's trick Kadiya had seen before. Between his fingers he held a pipe which
was hardly more than areed in thickness. This he put to hislips. The sound he
produced was very thin and without atune, but he was answered.

Passage along any waterway of the Mire could bring a betraying silence which
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would alert any tracker. Kadiya had not been truly aware of the quiet about them
until Jagun's piping unleashed the normal sounds of life. Now she heard the buzz
of insects, small gulping and peeping sounds, and the deepthroated call of a
gulbard on the hunt, so close that she could see its soft grey-green body lurking
just at the surface of the murky water. Ahead, all was darkness.

They sculled up the broad Mutar slowly, staying far out from the inhabited
southern shore. Jagun was especially cautious as they passed the wharfs of
Ruwenda Market at the Knoll's western edge, where the river swung away at last
from its skirting of the high ground and entered the Blackmire. This densely
forested region extended over many square leagues between the Citadel and the
ruins of Trevista, and received its name from the sunless aspect of the swampland,
where tall, intertwined trees were mated by leafy vines and other growth into a
dense canopy, so that the surface was nearly always in shadow.

After awnhile the river broke up into braided watercourses without a clearly
defined mainstream. There were thousands of swampy islands and mudbars
without number in this part of the Blackmire, so that an ordinary human traveler
would have become hopelessly lost trying to find the way in broad daylight —
much less at night, in intermittent patches of mist. But Jagun sculled confidently
onward.

Kadiya huddled in the bow, nibbling now and then at a piece of adop root, the
tuber which made up much of their food stores. These seemed to suck all the
moisture from the mouth and left a bitter aftertaste but she knew them for the
travel ration of the Oddlings. To gnaw at one was to remember her first venture
into the deep swamp with Jagun.

She had delighted so in the strange animals and plants he had brought to show her
that she had pestered him to let her visit the Mazy Mire. Her father had very
reluctantly given his permission and for awhole day she had traveled through a
green gloaming alive with mysterious creatures and plants. That venture had
changed her whole life. Kadiya had sworn then to learn the ways of the swamp
and those dwelling within.

However, she had never gone where the amulet spark now pointed — toward the
remotest and most secret lands. Ahead, the country of the friendly Nyssomu and
the shyer Uisgu merged with that of the abominable Skritek.
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Skritek! Their very appearance was a horror out of some nightmare. Though they
strode two-legged, the skulls atop their sinewy, mottled bodies bore no
resemblance to either human or Oddling. Flattened, the forepart elongated into a
snout which split to show greenish fangs, dagger sharp, the head of a Skritek
seemed designed by nature to rend and kill.

Their eyes were bulbous, as were those of al the swamp Folk, set high on their
heads and somewhat to the side so they had awide range of vision. Unlike the
Oddlings, however, those eyes were not golden but avivid orange, scarlet
streaked. The green-blue of their bodies blended easily with the Mire vegetation
except for those eyes; and so they usually awaited their prey almost submerged in
the swamp, draped with water fern, and pulled their victims under. Thus were they
spoken of in the swampland as the Drowners.

Most knew them only through travelers' tales, which were grisly enough. In their
own country, which bordered on the farthest known Oddling territory, the Skritek
were said to walk boldly, carrying spears and knives on occasion, although their
strongest armament was their own fangs and the talons on their three-fingered
hands. Their passage was noiseless but the choking musky odor of their bodies
betrayed them. They were known to roll in mud wallows into which they tossed ill-
smelling herbs to mask their stench. In their own territory they attacked without
warning, frenzied by blood lust, either tearing their victims apart and devouring
them — sometimes still living — or carrying them away to torture them to death.

"Y ou spoke of the Skritek." Kadiya had wrapped her arms around herself, chilled
now. "By what kind of power could those monsters be made to obey any will save
their own?"

Jagun answered: "By the will of that one whose shadow overreaches even that of
the King he is supposed to serve — Orogastus. Do not down-say him as a
soothsayer, a purveyor of petty trickery. He is not one who follows fairs to read
the future by casting colored sands. There are those born with unusual talents,
King's Daughter, and most do not misuse their gifts. However, there are some
adepts who tread a darker path in their search for strange knowledge, and such
will spend alifetime searching for that which gives them power—that power
which is not of hand or sword, but rather of thought and will — over others. There
are many stories of Orogastus which have come even to our ears herein the Mire.
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One can perhaps discount a half or two-thirds of such rumors —but what remains
isdire enough! Like callsto like— it may be that the Skritek recognize in this
King's wizard aforce akin to what moves them. Perhaps, as yet, they are not his
creatures, but their present alliance rests on avery old law: if your enemy isalso
mine, then until he is dead we shall walk acommon path."”

Kadiya sighed. "Jagun, you have long been my teacher and still you know much
more that | must learn. | am sometimes hardly more than that child you humored
when you first brought me into this country. Y our people named me Farseer, but
that is mere flattery. Yes, | may see some things well, but in other ways| am
blind!"

"To know that oneisblind isto begin to see," Jagun replied quietly.

He was steering them toward one of the larger hummaocks. Over their heads the
patches of sky were greying. Dawn was not far off. "Peril not only threatens the
body, it also strikes against the spirit."

"l do not understand."

"Persons, even those you once loved and trusted, might want to use you as a tool,
even as | usethis oar to steer by."

"Use me?' Kadiyawasincredulous. "If they tried they would face my steel!"

"Fight, always fight," the Oddling's voice was gentle mockery. "My little Farseer,
you have spied atree-vart on a branch a hundred ells away, but have you ever
tried to see the inner, not the outer? Seeing one's own self isthe hardest of all.
Now, day comes and with it we shall camp. Pull aside those branches, so."

As she obeyed, he sent the punt neatly into an indentation of the hummock toward
which he had guided them. But even on shore, and with fatigue weighing her
down, Kadiya was not to be denied her answers:

"Y ou shall teach me wisdom," she stated, with a note of command.
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"Not I," he told her somberly.
"That you will leave for the Archimage?' She made a challenge of it.

"Nor she. Understand: only experience teaches wisdom. Each of us must learn it
in our own way and in our own time."

Before she could think of an answer to make he looked about him. "Thisis good
solid earth." He stamped on the soil with one foot. "We can camp safely here until
dark. We shall even be ableto build afire. A pelrik broiled, or a karuwok —will
that not be better than adop roots?"

"We will travel by night?' Now Kadiya wished mostly for a nest of ribbon grass
—and there was indeed some growing in sight —in which she could curl up and

sleep.

"That will be safest until we pass the Upper Mutar River. Perhaps — if Voltrik is
clever enough — he will approach the Nyssomu as a friend, or under the mask of
one. Most of us Folk know very little concerning those of your blood, Farseer. To
some of us you humans seem to be all of one kin, and since we have long trusted
you Ruwendians it may be that smooth words from the Labornoki will keep us
from the truth until too late."

"We can warn your people." Kadiya halted in her energetic pulling of the grass.
" Perhaps other defeated Ruwendians will escape by river— surely the Nyssomu at
Trevistawould help such who flee."

Jagun had taken out his pouch of needle-sharp blow-gun darts and was inspecting
each with care.

"Farseer, we dare not be seen by any along the Mutar. We have but a short time
before the Winter Rains, when no one can travel."

Now he looked up and his golden eyes were webbed with dark veins raised by
fatigue. Beads of dlimy sweat had worked through the insect-repellent paste on his
face and hands. "Y ou must reach Noth. It liesin the very foothills of the Ohogan
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Mountains more than a hundred |eagues to the north. Once we cross the Skritek
country, we enter the Goldenmire wilderness. We will then need the help of the
Uisgu."

Jagun smoothed a small space of ground with the side of his hand and then began
to draw upon it.

"This," he made an indentation with one nail, "is where we are now. Here" — he
drew with nail tip northward — "lies Noth, where we must go-"

She had heard tales of Noth. Throughout the swamp there were many ruins on
sturdy outcrops of earth such as the small one they now shared. Some of those
remnants of an earlier time had not been so ill-treated by age as crumbling
Trevista, but were said to be as sound as the Citadel. Great treasure was rumored
to be hidden in some ruined cities. Now and then there appeared at the market in
Trevista peculiar trinkets and mysterious artifacts which the visiting merchants
eagerly bargained for. Many were brought in by the shy Uisgu clans who allowed
their bolder kin, the Nyssomu, to sell on their behalf. Kadiya had heard of human
adventurers who had ventured north and west seeking forgotten islands and what
treasure they might hold. Men near crazed by hardships had returned to the
Citadel, and one had babbled of a city greater than ruined Trevista standing locked
and silent, its walls unmanned and no way to be found within. And that was Noth,
or so he had said.

There might be only wraiths to guard that lost city, but all Ruwenda knew that
Noth was the hold of the Archimage. Some said that she was of an elder race, out
of a past when city-crowned islands dotted a great |ake. By the history of Kadiya's
own people, the Archimage had always been. If not the same woman always, then
one who was twin, and twin, and twin...

Jagun disappeared and was back before she had finished a second nest of grass for
his bed place. He swung a pelrik by its broad flat tail and Kadiya proved her worth
as atraveler in hunting out dry twigs and broken branches to build a neat pile of
sticks ready for a spark from Jagun's fireshell. He skinned and cleaned his catch
and quartered it with his hunter's long knife, spitting the raw meat on sticks near
enough to the fire to roast.
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Kadiyafound herself nodding, even though the smell of the cooking meat set her
mouth watering. She could not remember when she had been so tired — not
realizing that the horrors just behind her had had their part in draining her
strength.

Chapter Six

Princess Anigel did not recover her wits until her captors had attained the
brewery. There the Labornoki knights rested, since they were worn out from the
long climb out of the Citadel's lower levels, which had followed upon aday's
battle. Sir Rinutar proposed to Prince Antar that they catch their breath and sample
the Ruwendian liquor, barrels of which stood about on every hand.

"Well spoken, Rin," said Sir Owanon, "for this Oddling croneis agood deal
heavier than she looks, and my back is nigh broken." He dropped |mmu onto a
heap of grain sacks. She groaned but kept her great eyes tightly closed.

Prince Antar cautioned them. "A brief refreshment only, then. King Voltrik and
the sorcerer will be angered if we delay long in bringing these prisoners for
guestioning. If aone of you drinks to excess, | shall see that the drunken rascal is
severely punished."

He set the Princess Anigel down with great gentleness, and smoothed her hair
before joining his companions at a freshly broached barrel. Beer flowed merrily
from the bunghole into waiting cannikins and then poured onto the floor.

"The cravens of Ruwenda brew afairish batch of suds," said Sir Rinutar, wiping
his mustaches after taking along pull. "In fact, it's better than ours by along
sight." He drank again, draining the mug, and went for arefill before that barrel
emptied.

"Small wonder," whispered Immu, "for oursis aged and eight percent, while the
L abornoki brew is naught but infant's piddle."

"Thisisindeed excellent stuff,” said another knight, Sir Penapat. Why can we not
obtain such back home in Derorguila?"

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Juli...20-%20Trillium%201%20-%20Black%20Trillium.html (61 of 442) [10/18/2004 3:45:58 PM]



Trillum 01 - Black Trillium by Bradley, May and Norton (v1.0) (html).html

"The brewersin Derorguila Town are ever complaining about the antics of beer-
witches," said Sir Owanon, "blaming suchlike evil dames for souring the brew or
otherwise making it so often strange to taste. | heard they burnt a beer-witch at the
stake just before the army marched. She was taken as she lurked about the
kettlehouse, where she was clearly up to mischief. Women know nothing of
brewing."

"L othok dung!" snapped Immu. Her voice was muffled, for they had thrown her
on her stomach, but this time her captors heard.

"Well, flay me alive and nail my hide to the wall,” Sir Owanon laughed. "My late
burden speaks! And saucily, too."

"Give her agood kick," Rinutar suggested.

Princess Anigel struggled up, with her hands tied behind her as Immu's were, and
cried: "Hold off, you ruffian, and for shame! For if you think our beer is good, you
have Immu to thank for it, since sheis the brew-mistress of this Citadel."

"Shelies," growled Sir Rinutar. "What scrawny Oddling hag could understand
such mysteries?' He gestured at the great copper cookers, the maze of tubing, the
complex system of troughs that delivered malted grain to the mash tun and then
transferred the clarified wort to the huge brew-kettle. There were catwalks about
the rims of these vessels, where the workers could stir and strain and otherwise
inspect the liquors.

"| understand brewing very well." Immu, like the Princess, had turned over. Her
voice was cool and confident. "And only ajelly-brain would blame soured beer on
imaginary beer-witches. Such happens most times because the kettles and
fermenting vessels and tubing are not scoured out properly, and fetid growths
form therein and taint the liquor."

"Say you true?' Prince Antar was interested. " Perhaps we should let you live, and
see if you could teach our Labornoki brewersto come up with better drink."

"A good idea," Sir Owanon said, but others shouted him down, and they began
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then to quarrel, striking the bungs from other barrels and refilling their cannikins
as they emptied.

Then they were diverted, for clattering down the steps came General Hamil,
leading another force of knights. They were also fatigued to the bone, and greeted
their comrades' discovery with great enthusiasm.

Hamil came to Antar, who only sipped at his brew, and congratulated him upon
his capture of Princess Anigel. Then the General took his Lord aside and spokein
alow voice, but Anigel and Immu heard it clearly.

"There has been a dire and portentous happening, my Prince. Milotis and his men
were searching the upper reaches of the High Tower when they chanced upon
Princess Haramis and an Oddling companion. They pursued them to the parapet,
whereupon Haramis stood upon the very brink of the battlement, held tight to an
amulet around her neck, and called upon the Lords of the Air."

"So would | have also," the Prince said wryly, "in her position."

"But two monstrous lammergeiers came,” Hamil said, "and bore the two away on
their backs!"

The Prince uttered an oath. "Milotis saw this prodigy with his own eyes?'

"He did. | communicated the news to the mighty Orogastus, who was stricken
with fury. Milotis and all his men were put to death by order of the King."

The Prince muttered, "Madness. Milotis was a worthy captain, and how could he
be expected to counter magic? That is Orogastus's business. And | wonder if he
will demand my own slaughter, since | snared but one Princess, while the other
got away." He described Kadiya's escape through the cistern, and Anigel's
statement that her sister now was in possession of great magic.

General Hamil came to stand over the two captive women, aterrible figure in
blood-red armor ornamented with gold. On his red-enameled helmet were
mounted golden antlers, and the visor was made in the form of avolumnial's skull.
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"Princess Anigel," he demanded, "is it true that your sisters have magic?"

But the terrified girl only burst into tears, and thrashed about piteously while
Immu said: "Now look what you've done, you great lummox! By the Flower, |
know not why the lammergeiers came, but you can be sure no magic was
involved. Are the three Princesses not triplets? Would not all three possess magic
if two of them did? Yet here lies poor Anigel in your power." She began to speak
softly to the girl, but in an urgent manner.

"The Oddling granny makes good sense,' said the Prince, frowning. "But we had
better leave all thisto Orogastus." He lifted his voice. "Companions, we must quit
this place now and return to the throne room with our captives."

Immu left off whispering to the distraught Princess and addressed Prince Antar in
wheedling tones. "My Lord, have pity on this doomed maiden. Before you carry
on, untie her briefly and permit her to relieve herself behind yon pile of sacks, lest
she humiliate herself and soil you."

Anigel hung her head in shame, and General Hamil chortled and made a crude
remark. But the Prince knelt and undid Anigel's bonds. She thanked him with a
woeful countenance and begged that he also release her serving-woman, to help
with her garments.

"That | will, but the two of you be quick," said Antar. He made certain that there
was no exit from the corner behind the sacks, then let the women go.

"There is another matter | would mention," Hamil said. "The King's hand is much
inflamed after his being bitten by the rogue squire. Heisin afoul temper from the
pain, and both the royal physician and the sorcerer's Green Voice say that he must
take to bed with a strong herb poultice over it, and drink hot infusions and rest,
lest the wound fester and blood poisoning set in."

"The wizard himself can do nothing?"

"Evidently not, although he did pronounce an incantation over the poultice-pot.
He concurs with the diagnosis of his minion and the leech that the King must rest,
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and so the search for the two eloped Princesses will fall upon us."

"The men are exhausted. They must have severa daysto recover before an
intensive search can be mounted. The time can be used to seek out information —
especially from the Oddlings. The aborigines of the swamp would know where the
Princesses have gone if any do."

Hamil nodded. "All Oddlings have fled the Citadel, but we can go to Trevista, that
ruined ancient city where they have their fair. The turncoat riverman Pellan, who
commands a fleet of flatboats carrying merchantsto Trevista, will cooperate fully.
And there are those among the Master-Merchants of Labornok who may advise us
what pressures to put upon the little bog-trotters to gain their help."

"I will speak to my Royal Father, and see that all is put in order. Perhaps you and |
and this Pellan can go at daylight to Trevista with asmall force, while the rest of
the army briefly takes its ease. We ourselves can nap on theriver."

"A splendid suggestion, my Prince."
Antar now frowned and cast an eye about. "The women — where are they?"

Hamil strode at once to peer behind the piled sacks. "Gone! By the Sacred Bowels
of Zoto, they are gone! But where?"

He began shouting orders to the others, and the knights raced about, searching
every cranny of the great brewery, even though there seemed no way that Immu
and Anigel could have passed Prince Antar and General Hamil.

Then, when they were making such a din that no man could hear the other, Prince
Antar saw the cloddish knight Rinutar go stomping across one of the catwalks that
circled a great wooden fermentation vat. Suddenly Rinutar began to stagger about
and push at the air, and howl! words that no one could understand, and he
overbalanced and fell into the foam-topped, strong-smelling liquor with a great
splash.

Every man fell silent from astonishment, and then they began roaring with
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laughter. Some went to fish the spluttering Rinutar out. His face was as black with
fury as his armor was white with suds, and when they had hauled him up he
screamed.:

"Who pushed me?"

"Drunken numskull," the Prince said, disgusted. "No one pushed you. Y ou simply
lost your footing."

"Nay," Rinutar contradicted stoutly. "I was pushed —and more than that, | heard a
voice say: "Takeagood long drink' as | fell."

Many knights greeted this protestation with skeptical guffaws, but General
Hamil's brow darkened. He bellowed: " Silence, everyone!"

Every mouth clamped shut. In the sudden stillness that followed one could hear
dripping beer, and men breathing heavily from exertion... and the quick patter of
footsteps on the catwalk, and then on the open stairway leading down to the
tapping room where the barrels were filled.

"Magic!" Hamil howled. "Magic at work! They have goneinvisiblel Down to the
lower level, all! And go softly, damn you, and listen!"

Anigel, clutching her amulet, whispered anxiously to Immu. "We will be found.
We are leaving wet footprints!"

"Thisway," hissed her invisible companion. "To the dumb-waiter that hoists the
barrelsto the kitchen level."

They ran to the lift, which was counterweighted and would carry them up with the
simple release of alever. Anigel climbed on, but Immu said: "Wait one minute,
Princess." Her wet footprints turned back and approached a great stack of empty
kegs waiting in serried ranks to be filled.

Asthe knights led by the Labornoki General dashed down the stairway, the pile of
barrels began to teeter at the end nearest the dumbwaiter. One barrel nudged
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another, and before the knights knew what was happening the whole stack
collapsed with arumbling crash. Large kegs and small rolled about, tripping up
the men and shattering as the knights stamped futilely upon them with mailed feet.
But the way to the dumb-waiter was blocked completely.

Princess Anigel let loose of her amulet for a moment from laughing, and so the
L abornoki saw the two fugitives clearly as they ascended out of sight.

"| prayed your ideawould work," Anigel said, "but | was still sore afraid.”

Immu smiled in the dimness of the Citadel Gatehouse, where they had paused to
rest, hidden in a deserted sentry kiosk. "But you did not doubt and that was the
important thing. Hearing that your sister Haramis also escaped with the aid of her
amulet, you had confidence at last that yours would respond to your command,
and render usinvisible. And it did. So now all we have to do iswalk away!"

Anigel sagged back against the flimsy wall. "Good friend, have mercy and let me
stay here alittle, for if we continue on now, | will surely collapse.”

"Lie easy, sweeting." Immu took off her shawl and tucked it around the girl's
shoulders. "We are safe for awhile. Thereisno hue and cry out here."

The Labornoki believed that the Princess and Immu were still inside the central
keep, and so General Hamil had barred all its doors. But Immu had known of a
secret exit from the kitchens, where lazy scullions had been wont to slip away
from their duties. Thisled to the ward outside the keep, and the two women had
crossed it swiftly, invisible, dodging knots of Labornoki soldiers dozing around
their watchfires.

Although Anigel was exhausted, she felt that she dare not close her eyes, fearing
that sleep would cancel the beneficent magic that had brought them safely to the
sentry kiosk.

"| still can scarce believe that we truly became invisible," she whispered. "The
talisman would not save me at the rim of the cistern... why did it act later?"

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Juli...20-%20Trillium%201%20-%20Black%20Trillium.html (67 of 442) [10/18/2004 3:45:58 PM]



Trillum 01 - Black Trillium by Bradley, May and Norton (v1.0) (html).html

"At the cistern, you were without hope and mad with fear. In the brewery, more
useful emotionsinclined you to follow my counsel."

"It'strue that | was angry there," the Princess said slowly. "l despised myself for
the cowardice that had caused us both to be captured. And | was mortified by the
undignified stratagem that you used to make the villains |oose our bonds — "

Immu chuckled. "Y our anger clarified your mind, banishing the fear that
paralyzed your will. You finally believed me when | bade you call upon your
amulet's magic. Anger is amuch more useful emotion than fear. Y ou must learn to
make more use of it, sweeting. In the state you now find yourself, meekness and
dainty manners will do you little good."

"And magic will?* Anigel spoke wearily.
"That remains to be seen."

The Princess was lost in thought for several minutes, then asked: "Do... do your
people make common use of magic, then?"

"Oh, no. It isa special thing, not to be invoked lightly. Sometimesit is there and
sometimes not, no matter how desperately one wishes for its help. For your poor
Mother and Father, there was no magical assistance — "

"And that was cruel! It makes no good sense that the King and Queen of Ruwenda
perish and the country be conquered while magic shields me and my sisters!”

"Peace, child, peace. Magic isamystery, like so much of life. It can be wielded
for good or evil, and we do not always know which is which, any more than we
really understand what magic is."

Anigel sighed. "Perhaps the Archimage will tell us."

She huddled down close to her old nurse and finally her eyes closed; but the
Princess still held tightly to the trillium amber even when she was sound asl eep.
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They had not rested more than two hours when they heard bugle-horns sounding,
and the soldiers sleegping about the Gatehouse began to awake snarling and
growling. It was nearly dawn. The men were in an evil mood because |ooting of
the Citadel had been forbidden. They built up their fires against the chill, prepared
scanty breakfasts from field rations, and relieved themselves most offensively in
any place at all.

"Don't look outside, Princess," Immu said. "The cultureless bumpkins!”

"Oh, Immu, | don't care about that. What worries me is what we are to do next.
How will we ever get to the home of :he Archimage?"

"Jagun had our escape all planned, and his brother brought a boat. But doubtless
Jagun and Kadiya have embarked in the punt long ago, giving us up for lost."
Immu's brow furrowed in thought. "We shall have to find another way to get up
the Mutar. If we can reach Trevista, my Folk will help us contact the Uisgu, in
whose lands the ruins of Noth lie."

"But Trevistais so far away, with the Blackmire lying between it and the Citadel!"

Outside there was a flourish of trumpets. Immu peered through a crack in the door
to see what was happening. A knight-commander and his escort came cantering
into the forecourt of the inner ward, and pulled up not a dozen ells from the guard
kiosk. There a sergeant-quartermaster was supervising the distribution of supplies
from atrain of covered wagons. The knight said: "The company will move out in
one hour. We shall march across the Knoll to Ruwenda Market on the western
side, and there board flatboats for Trevista. Be sure to bring adequate food and
materiel, and fodder for the beasts."

The sergeant saluted and the knight wheeled his war-fronial about and clattered
away with his escort through the Gatehouse and into the outer ward.

Immu laughed softly. "Our problem is solved. The foemen themselves will carry
usto Trevista, all unawares! Are you hungry, my child?'

"Yes, Immu. And very tired."
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"Y ou cannot render us invisible while you sleep, but | think we will be able to find
a suitable place of concealment after we have had our breakfast." She explained
her plan, and the eyes of Princess Anigel began to dance, and she hugged the
Oddling woman. Then Anigel clasped her amulet and made them disappear, and
they started off to find a suitable wagon.

Chapter Seven

High over the fogbound Mazy Mire the lammergeiers flew, carrying Haramis and
Uzun toward the ruins of Moth.

When her thudding heart slowed, and her senses told her that what she
experienced was indeed real and not some fantastic dream, Haramis took stock of
her situation. She was unharmed, and the appearance of the powerful creature had
saved her from almost certain death. Was this the magic of the Archimage? Did
the White Lady retain some power, even though her magic had not been sufficient
to stand against Orogastus and prevent the invasion of Ruwenda?

The lammergeier's enormous wings beat strongly and regularly, making a faint
thrumming sound as they stroked the air. Its white-plumed back was as wide and
as soft as a bed quilted in down. Haramis sank so deeply into the hollow behind
the bird's great black-streaked neck that it was hardly necessary to cling tightly to
the plumage. When they had been aloft for nearly an hour, the lammergeier's
crested head turned to regard its strange burden, but the dark eyes were mild and
the toothed beak offered no threat.

Not knowing whether it understood, she said to it: "My thanks for rescuing me
and my companion."

There might have been a miniscule nod, or perhaps not. The creature looked upon
her no more, but flew steadily onward. Haramis waved to Uzun, but they could
not converse, since the two lammergeiers were too far apart.

The world below was a pale cloud deck and in the clear night sky above, familiar
constellations glittered: the Drawn Bow, the Kettle, the Ladu Tree, the Great
Worm, the Northern Crown.
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