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Soell-checked. Some parts read.

ASSASSIN!

Wolf lay till on hisback in human form, eyes glistening with rage. Narrow, luminous white ropeslay
across hislegs, chest, and neck. Thekiller stood over him, holding asword that glowed gently, with a
pulsating lavender light. A cold chill shot up Ardorn’s back as she recognized the weapon: a soulegter.

She shifted into the form of the small but deadly icelynx and legpt. The killer swept aside her rush with his
sword arm, but not before she had raked his back with her formidable claws. Pale sword and paler cat
feinted back and forth.

He managed to nick her as shelegpt at histhroat. Her off rear leg becameicily numb and folded
undernegth her, but worse was the strange sucking sensation that consumed her. The sword was dive,
and it was hungry—
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One

Thegreat hal of the castle was hisfavorite room. At first she'd believed it was the grandeur that
appedled to him—a weakness he fredly admitted. Now she concluded that it was something more.
Certainly the pleasure of desecrating with hisdark artsthe only room of the ag Magi’ s castle that had
been kept free of magic for over one thousand years was not lost on him. Even now she could see one of
the guests glance nervoudly at the shadowsin the corners of the room. People who couldn’t use magic
tended to get nervousin aroom where magic was performed often.

Mogt of dl, she thought, the reason he loved this room was the delight he took in watching the highest
aristocracy of adozen nations dancing gaily where only afew hours before ayoung child had screamed
out hislife.

Araorn shivered and paced behind the ornate black bars of her cage.

The great hal was resplendent, lavishly decorated for the pleasure of the people who tripped lightly
across the floor. Soaring cellings were etched with tear-shaped skylights. Pale pillars dripped downto a
polished ivory floor that reflected the jewellike colors of the dancers.

Ardorn’s cage sat on araised platform on the only wall of the room that lacked a doorway. From that
perch she could observe the whole room and be observed in return. Or rather, they could seetheillusion
that the a& Magi had placed on the cage. Savery was frowned upon by many of the nearby kingdoms,
and o ingtead of thetall, exotically blonde woman that the a€ Magi had purchased from atraveling
daver, observers saw arare snowfa con.



A chime sounded, announcing new visitors. Aralorn hugged hersdlf asthe ag Magi greeted his guestswith
awarm smile. He d smiled that same smilelast night when he held the boy’ s pulsing heart in his hands.

Biting her lip, Aralorn gazed at the dancing roydty in an effort to distract herself. She matched names and
countriesto the dancers faceswith the ease of the professiona spy that she was. Gradudly she replaced
the boy’ s dead eyes with dates and palitics, but she till paced her cage restlesdly.

There was a hypnotic quality to the kaleidoscopic, brilliant colors of the dancers: twisting around and
around only to stop, rearrange themselves and swirl into motion once again. They surdly fdtit. Ther
laughing faces were strangely blank, without a hint of any other emotion than smple enjoyment. She saw
the Duchess of Ti and the Envoy of the Anthran Alliance dancing cordialy with each other. Four years
ago the Envoy had the Duchess' s youngest son assassinated, sparking abloody feud that |eft bodies
littering the Alliance like a plague.

The Envoy said something and patted the Duchess s shoulder. She laughed gaily in return, asif she hadn’t
hed the Envoy’ sthird wife killed in a particularly nasty manner only amonth ago.

When the musicians paused for a break, people crowded around the Archmage, Geoffrey ag Magi,
drawn to histwinkling eyes and mischievous grin the way butterflies surround the flowering cordistree.
Likethe cordis, he was extraordinarily beautiful, with blue-black hair, high cheekbones and the smile of a
child with his hands caught in the cookie jar. But the true aitraction lay in his gentle warmth and the
uncanny ability to poke fun a himself and others without causing hurt to any. Before she' d come here,
Ardorn herslf had been more than half enamored of him.

When an insect lands on the sweet-smelling, scarlet flower of the cordis, the petals close and the flower
digestsits hapless prey over aperiod of weeks.

She turned away from the a€ Magi and back to the room. Leaning lazily againgt one of the pillars, a
short, square-built young man wearing the colors of the roya house of Reth also observed the throng:
Myr, Prince—no, King now, of Reth. His face was unremarkable except for the stubborn tilt to hischin
that he' d inherited from his paterna grandfather, aformidable warrior and king. What caught Aralorn’s
attention was the expression of distaste that briefly crossed hisface as helooked at the crowd,
remarkably different from the vacuous smiles that everyone else wore.

He shifted unexpectedly and met her gaze. He looked away quickly, but then began to make hisway
through the crowd toward her cage. When he reached the platform, hetilted his head down so that no
one could read hislips and asked in alow tone, “Do you need help, Lady?’

Surprised, she glanced quickly at the mirror that covered the back of the cage. The snowfacon stared
back a her indifferently. An old spy had oncetold her that the ruling family of Reth occasionally
produced offspring who were immune to magic. Looking a Myr, she decided that it was more probable
that he was unaware of theilluson that cloaked her than that he commonly asked caged birdsif they
needed help. Rethians deplored the practice of dave keeping, but it was abold move to offer to help one
of the a€ Magi’ s davesto escape.

Intrigued, she responded as herself, rather than the dave she was supposed to be. “No, Y our Highness, |
am hereto observetheag Magi.”

“A spy.” It was't aquestion. “Y ou must be from ether Sanim or Jetaine. They are the only oneswho
would employ female spiesin as ddlicate a postion asthis.” He seemed to be thinking out loud, because
when he finished speaking aflush roseto hisface as he redized how insulting hislast remark sounded.

Ardorn, though, was amused rather than offended. With ahaf smile she clarified. “I get paid for my



work.”

“A mercenary of Sianim, then.” He eyed her speculatively. “1 am surprised that they thought there was a
need for aspy here.”

“*Struth, soam 1,” Aralorn alowed, giving him no more information. Having satisfied his curiosity asfar
as shewas ever going to, she asked him a question of her own. “How did you see past theillusion of the
snowfalcon that the a€ Magi placed on the cage?’

“Isthat what you' re disguised as?’ His smile made him look even younger than heredly was. “I
wondered why no one said anything about the woman he had in the cage. Slavery might belegd here,
but most people don’t condoneit.”

He might have said more, but something in Aralorn’ s expression sopped him. Heimmediately
straightened and stared at her asif she fascinated him.

“Ah, | seeyou admiremy falcon. Lord.” The resonant voice could only belong to the ag Magi. “ Sheis
beautiful, isn't she? | purchased her severa months ago from atraveling merchant—somewherein the
Northlands, | believe ... | thought she would go well with thisroom.” Hewaved acasua hand that
managed to indicate the rest of the hall.

Araorn had grown adept at reading the a€ Magi’ svoice and it was just alittle too casud. He was baiting
Myr, and she didn’t known why—unless he too had heard rumors about the unusual talent that
sometimes cropped up in Reth’ sroya family.

* * %

rethwasasmall country in size, but rich in mineras and agriculture. It dso had awell-trained army, left as
legacy by Myr’sgrandfather. Myr was avery new king and certain conservative politica factionswould
have been happier had he been the same kind of puppet as hisfather. Myr seemed to have the paliticians
pacified, but it wouldn’t be hard for the a€ Magi to change that. Aralorn’ s growing apprehension was
more than professiond; Reth was her homeland.

Myr turned to the magician with a smile and more confidence than aboy his age should have. “Yes, the
ivory tinge isthe same asthe color in the marble here. 1’ sunusua to see a snowfacon thisfar south; you
must have paid agreeat ded for her.”

Araorn hoped desperately that the amusement shefelt didn’'t show on her face, asthe a€ Magi had little
trouble seeing past hisown illuson. Myr was quick.

They taked at length about falconry, something that Aralorn happened to know interested neither one of
them. When they had exhausted the subject, the ag Magi abruptly changed topics.

“Myr,” said the ag Magi, “1 wish to express my sorrow at the death of your parents. | feel some
responsbility for their deeths, since they were returning from one of my parties when their coach
overturned. | wish that they had decided to stay overnight—as | asked. The tragedy might have been
averted.” The sympathy in the magician’s blue eyes offered solace. With professona interest, Araorn
heard the edge of guilt in hisvoice, he d have made awonderful spy with hisacting ability.

Helad afine-boned hand on Myr’' s shoulder, effectively forestalling what the younger man might have
said. “Please, hear me out. If you have need of anything, fed freeto turn to me. | have connections and
subgtantial power asthe ag€ Magi, and you may need what aid | can offer. It has never been easy to

ascend athrone, especially now with the Uriah restlessin the eastern forests. Not to mention that there



are dways opposing factions or ..."—he hesitated, waving his hand expressvely—" other enemies.”

Myr bowed his head quickly in gratitude; Aralorn hoped she was the only one who recognized his
insgncerity. “I shal do asyou request, my Lord Magician. | know my parents counted you their friend.”
He paused and then said, “1 apologize, Lord, | have enjoyed our conversation, but | must excuse mysdlf
early. You see’—heleaned in closer with the air of ayoung boy confessing asecret™”! just bought a
new galion and I'm not sure | trust him on thetrails after dark.” Hisface lost its eagerness for amoment.
“ After what happened to my parents, gir, | fed the need to be overly cautious.”

The magician smiled understandingly. “I’ [l summon your servantsfor you.”
Myr shook hishead. “I left them outside with orders to meet me an hour before dark.”

“The gods follow you, then. With your courage and strength, you will do credit to your lineage. | wish
that my own son were morelikeyou.” To Ardorn’ s sensitive ears, the magician’ svoice held just theright
amount of pain. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed before she' d been assigned here that his emotions
were adways exactly right. She shouldn’t have needed the opportunity, if that were the correct term, to
observe hisless savory endeavors to notice that there was something benesth the surface.

“Lord Cain could not be termed acoward, sir.” Myr’ svoice held amatching amount of sympathy, as
fdseastheae Magi’s.

“No,” said theae€ Magi, “I think that it would have been better for dl of usif he were acoward. He
would have done lessharm. | have him under control now, but I don’t know how long | can keep him
quiet.”

* % %

aralorn had forgotten about the ag magi’ s son. the ag Magi kept his dark magics secret, but his son had
performed in the broad light of day. For awhile he’ d been an embarrassment to the ag Magi, stories of
the atrocities that he committed flying rampant. She' d never met Cain; he d faded out of the light before
she’ d become involved in her present occupation. She' d heard the rumors, though—they got worse with
each telling. The stories put the a8 Magi in the role of the grieving father who was forced to exile his son.
Araorn suspected that Cain’ s absence might be due to death rather than exile. It would have been
inconvenient if someone had questioned where the a& Magi’ s son learned so much about forbidden

meagic.

“Bethat asit may”—with apparent effort the Magician dismissed the thought of his son—
probably will be awaiting you even now.”

your servants

“Yes, | should go. You may be surel shal remember your gracious offer of assstanceif ever | need
help.” With that Myr bowed once more and | ft.

Watching Myr leave, the Magician smiled—the dight imperfection of one eyetooth lending charm to the
perfect curve of hislips. “What aclever, clever child you have grown to be, Myr,” Hisvoice purred with
approva. “It istoo bad you are forced to play your gameswith an adult.” Araorn felt her apprehension
turn to real concern for the welfare of the King of Reth.

It was late before the crowd began to thin and later till before everyone had gone, Ardorn fell more
nervous as each person |eft, knowing that the meager protection they offered would soon be gone. Alter
seeing the last couple out, the ae Magi walked dowly over to the cage.

“So,” he said, swaying gently back on his hedls, “the Rethian doesn’'t see my pretty Northland bird.



When he looked at you, he looked where your eyes are, not where the eyes of the falcon would have

Pagueit, she thought, the man istoo observant. The a€ Magi put one hand through the bars and
caressed her neck. Sheleaned against him and rubbed her cheek on his hand, forcing herself to obey the
vague compulsion of the charismatic spell that he maintained.

The ae Magi tilted her face so that her eyes met hisand said in aleading tone, “I wonder how he broke
through my illuson.”

She' d had sometimeto think out her actions after Myr |eft. If hefound out for sure that Myr wasimmune
to magic, then it would be the king' s death sentence. She heaved an inward sigh and braced hersdf. “But
he didn’t break through your spell, Master,” she answered without apparent thought.

Helooked down at her expressionlesdy, and she quit fighting the urgeto curl into abal on thefloor of
the cage. He made a small motion with afinger and she screamed as her body twisted helplesdly.

Each time he did thisto her was worse than the time before. She watched as the tendons pulled and
stretched, protesting the sensations they endured. When it findly stopped she didn’t fight the tremors that
shook her, telling hersdlf that she was playing her part—but wondering deep inside whether she could
have stopped had shetried. After shelay till he said softly, “I don't like to be contradicted, child. He
knew you were not afacon.”

“Yes” shesaid hoarsdly, from her position on thefloor of the cage. “He knew. | think that hismagician
broke the spell for him.”

“What magician?’ The ag Magi’ s voice was sharp, dmost worried.
“Hewas ditting over behind that pillar.” She pointed to someplace vaguely on the far side of the room.
“What made you think that he was amagician?’

“He made gestures like you do sometimes. He left with theking.” Aralorn kept her voice to awhisper
such asafrightened girl might use.

“What did helook like?’
“I don’'t know; he stayed in the shadows.”

“What did the boy say to you?’ He held the word boy just alittle longer than necessary, apparently liking
it better than “king.”

“I don't remember ...” Thistime it was worse because shefelt her mind begin to lose control of itself. As
amercenary she had learned not to let pain bother her too much; but whatever it wasthat he did with his
gpdll didn’t work only on her body—though her muscles cramped hard enough that she could hear the
bones begin to break. The now-familiar feding of shame crept over her. She should try harder to
please the Master; why wasn’t she behaving herself? Guilt wormed itsway in dong with asensation
of unworthiness. As suddenly asit had begun it stopped, leaving her shuddering and crying helplesdy.

“When | ask you something, | expect an answer.” The ag€ Magi’ s voice was gentle.

“Heasked if | wanted to befreed and | told him that | wanted to be here. | live only to serveyou,
Magter. Itismy honor to servetheag Magi ...” Shelet her voicetrall off. That'sit, she cheered hersdlf
slently, placate him, stay in character; the gasps as she fought against crying and the whimper at theend



were anicetouch; artigtic, really—it was too bad that she hadn’t thought of them hersdif.

He reached ahand out to her and she cuddled againgt it, getting as close to him as she could, amost
wishing that the spell he used to increase his charismawas more effective on her. Asit was she
experienced an overwhelming desire to bite the manicured fingers—or throw up. The cold, painted
bronze of the cage dug into her side.

“What dse did you say to him, Little One?’ Hisvoice was at itsmusical best.

She pulled back from him and gave him awide-eyed, somewhat confused |ook even as she felt hersdlf
regain some of her sanity. “Did you want me to say something elseto him?1 didn’t because | wasn't sure
if youwould want meto.” She ddliberately widened her eyes asif she were pleading with him to be
pleased with her, trying to keep hersdf from tensing in anticipation of the wild, twisting pain.

“No. You did well.” He absently patted her cheek. “Y ou arelearning more rapidly than | thought you
could. I’ve been working lately and haven't had the time to do more with you. Tomorrow, when I’'ve
completed thisspdl, I'll ssewhat | can do to remedy that.” If she werein any doubt about what he was
talking about, the hand that ran lightly down her breast would have clarified it for her. The ag€ Magi
seemed satisfied that the shudder that ran through her at histouch wasin response to desire. He smiled
warmly at her and, humming aswest tune, waked lightly through the archway.

Araorn sared a hersdlf in the mirror, the ag Magi having dispdled hisilluson of the bird. Theflickering
light from the torches gave a dancing appearance to the fine, blonde hair. The fragile face that stared
expressionlessly back at her was extraordinarily beautiful. A thin sheen of swest glistened on her
forehead; the misty, sea-green eyeslooked dazed and vulnerable.

Abruptly irritated with that vulnerability, Aralorn stuck her tongue out at her reflection. It didn't make her
fed any better. She wrapped both armstightly around her legs. Head bowed on her knees, she listened
to the sounds the servants made as they banked the fireplaces and snuffed the torches, trying to think
over the uncontrollable panic that the thought of hisintimate touch brought on.

“Logic, Ardorn, logic,” shewarned hersdf soundlesdly. “If you leave now—granting that you can
leave—heis going to doubt what you told him about Myr, which may not matter in the long run anyway.”

Shetilted her head back and whispered with bleak humor, “But if | don’t get out of here I’ m going to
break and tel him everything from the fact that Audreasthe Vainisbald to the name of my first pony.”
Decison made, she waited while the sounds of the castle diminished and the moon hung high in the sky,
reveded by the clear pandsin the cailing.

When she was more or |ess satisfied that the people who were going to deep that night were adeep, she
knelt in front of the cage door. Grasping each edge she began to mutter quietly, sometimes breaking
briefly into song or chant, grateful that the cage was not made out of iron, which her magic couldn’t
manipulate. The phrases she uttered were amogt intelligible, asif aperson werejust not listening quite
closgy enough.

Firgt her fingers, then her hands began to glow a phosphorescent green. Gradualy the light spread to the
metal between her hands. When al the metd of the gate held that soft flickering glow, she stepped
through, leaving the spells on the locks intact. When she stopped singing the light faded abruptly—Ieaving
the great hail even darker than before. She stood absolutely still to let her eyes get used to the darkness.

Theonly light in the room came from the moon through the skylights high above, which madeit difficult to
find the doorway. She exited the first one that she could find, hoping that it was one of the two which
traversed the outer wall of the cagtle.



Before she entered the hallway she dropped to her hands and knees. Guards generally look at eyeleve,
so that from her lower vantage point she should be able to see them before they saw her—an edge that

could turn shaky oddsto her favor. Her position also had the secondary benefit of making her asmaller

target if shewere seen.

The corridor was lighter, athough not much. The stone of the floor was dry and cool to the touch as, ill
crouching, sheran ahand lightly over thewalls. It took her longer than expected to find the small opening
she was searching for. Panic clawed at her, and the temptation to run blindly down the halway fought for
control of her body. This, she thought with wry salf-humor, must be how a pheasant fedsjust before it
jumps out of hiding and into the path of the arrow.

She had amost decided to ook for another way to leave when she found what she was looking for. Just
above the bottom row of blocks, one end of ahollow copper pipe was cut flush with the wall. Silently,
Araorn blessed her hobby of collecting folk tales and the old man at a shadowy bar near Sianim who
had told her the story.

A long time ago an apprentice to one of the ag Magi discovered arain spell in abook he was reading
while the master was away. Three weeks later when the Magician came back the castle was flooded and
the gpprentice was camped outside. The Magician drained the castle by the smple technique of placing a
drain pipe every sixteen stonesin the outer corridors.

One such drainage pipe was under her fingers. It was bigger than she' d hoped for, being about four
fingersin diameter. It cut directly through the thick ssonewall of the castleto the outside. The air coming
through it smdled like amodt.

“Ah, the sweet perfume of freedom,” murmured Aralorn with astrained smile.

She took a deep bresth and concentrated—The familiar tingle spread through her body until it wasdl the
sensation she could absorb, leaving no room for any of her other senses. Unableto see or fed, Ardorn
focused on one part of the mouse a atime; nosefirst, then whiskers. It took her only thetime it takesto
breathe deeply three times before avery smal mouse crouched where she had been.

She shrank againgt the wdl underneeth the pipe for aminute and waited for the Magician to investigate
the magic that she' d used—but he didn’t come. Human magicians weren't usualy sengtive enough to
detect that someone else was using magic, but the a€ Magi was alaw unto himsdf. He d said hewas
tired, so maybe (she hoped) he was aseep. The mouse shook hersalf briskly, twitched her whiskers, and
scratched an itchy spot where the tingle hadn’t quite worn off yet; then she climbed up into the dark
tunnd of pipe.

Centuries of dudge had built up in the opening, and if severd other bold rodents hadn’t foraged through
(perhapsto escape a castle feline) she wouldn't have made it—asit was, Aralorn was submerged in
dimy suff of unknown origin up to her belly.

It was dark which didn’t bother her much, and smely which did. As she was busy not thinking about the
composition of the muck under her feet she dmost fell out of the pipe and into the moat some distance
below, only saving herself by some ungraceful but highly athletic scrambling.

She caught her breath and thought, “Okay, now what? | need to be something that can swim”—awhiff
of the moat’ s unsubtle aroma cut through the stench of the pipe—" or better yet, fly. Hmm ...”

The little dime-coated mouse legpt. The air blurred and awhite, domestic goose flapped awkwardly over
the water, one wing dripping goo from the moat. Hampered by the wet wing, Aralorn was unableto gain
any dtitude and cameto aflapping hdt in front of the bushes that sgnaed the beginning of the woodland



surrounding the castle severa hundred yards beyond the moat. She straightened her feathers and started
to waddle into—the woods, carefully leaving the ooze-covered wing stretched away from the rest of her

body.

From the shadows, a black form emerged growling, itsivory fangs catching the light of the moon asit
landed directly in Araorn’s path. The goose squawked and dodged backward, resuming a human form
jugtintimefor Ardornto fal on her rump rather than her tail. Instead of thetall, dender beauty she had
been in the cage, she was abit shorter than average, brown-haired, and plain-faced—only the sea-storm
eyesremained the same. At this moment they glittered with unsuppressed fury.

“Allyn’ stoadflax! Wolf, what are you trying to do to me?” Mindful of the proximity of the castle, she
lowered her voice to asoft tone that didn’t carry, but did not lack for force either. “1 could have died of
shock.” She put her hand thegtrically over her pounding heart. “1 ill might. Why didn’t you warn me you
were here?’

The Wolf stood over her, fey and ferd, with the stillness of awild thing. The deep, macabre voice was
cam and passionless when he spoke without replying to her question. *“Y ou should have told me that you
intended to spy on the a8 Magi—if | had known that you were contemplating suicide | would havekilled
you mysdf. At least it would be a cleaner death than any he would bestow.” Fathomless golden eyes
gazed at her without emation.

Shelooked at him for amoment, giving him the dominant position by remaining on the ground. “Do you
know,” she said softly, “that you are the only person that | have ever talked to who had anything
unpleasant to say about him? Asfar as| could determine he was the perfect gentleman. | even asked
why | was being sent to spy there.”

She nodded her head at the dark shape of the castle, its silhouette dmost blacking out the sky to the east.
“| wastold that there were rumors of an assassination plot and | wasto investigate it and warn the
Magter Magician if necessary.” Her customary grin restored itself. “If thereissuch aplot, | can only wish
them luck in their endeavors.”

“It has aways amazed me how well he can blind people, even without the use of magic,” replied the
Wolf. He looked at the cagtle with the stillness that was so much apart of him. Hisyellow eyes glistened,
glowing with alight that might not al have been areflection of the moon. A growl roselow in hislupine
throat, and the hair on his neck and back stiffened with rage.

Araorn cautioudy set ahand on hisback. In dl the time she’ d known him he’' d dways been dow to
warm from his customary passionlessness, and dthough she' d seen him kill severa times she'd never
seen him quite this upset. “What' swrong?’

TheWolf quieted and lowered his head for amoment. Then he shook himsdlf as dogswill and said softly,
“Nothing. It must be the moon. | find that it sometimes hasthis effect on me.”

“Right. Uh-huh. The moon.” She nodded solemnly, then she caught his gaze and raised one eyebrow, the
Wolf staring silently back at her. She gave up the contest immediately, knowing that he was perfectly
capable of continuing the stare-down al night. “ Shall we go, or do you want to wait for the Magician so
we can destroy him and win the world back for goodness and light?’

TheWolf grinned ferally and snorted. “If we killed the Magician, the world would be morelikely to draw
and quarter usthan praise us as saviors. So by al means, let us make haste so as not to be forced to
destroy the a€ Magi.” He turned and made hisway back through the brush with Araorn following.

Severd hundred yards from the edge of the woods agrey war stalion wastied to the trees, and at their



approach hewhickered agreeting. Aralorn laughed asthe anima lipped the plain tunic she wore and then
drew back in obvious disgust at the taste.

“Where did you come from, Sheen?’ She danted alook at the Wolf and said to him, “ Thanks. | wasn't
looking forward to walking back.”

Over the years she' d learned not to question him too closdly. If he wanted to be a Wolf, who was she of
all peopleto question it? But the knot that attached the colorful cloth reinsto the tree would have been
difficult to tie for someonewith no fingers.

Ardorn untied the reins and mounted, only to dismount and shorten the stirrups. She sighed loudly as she
untied the leather strings. Someone with much longer legs than hers had ridden the horse last. She'd
known for along time that Wolf was't redly awolf, or at least not an ordinary one. Thefirst timehe
spoke to her removed the last of the doubts that she had. She might not question him out loud, but she
liked to make it obviousthat it was cooperation and not stupidity.

“Sheen, how many times have | told you not to give strangersaride? Y ou never know where they might
takeyou.”

TheWolf tilted his head to one side, and there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. He woofed softly in
acknowledgement of her restraint. She laughed and continued to unweave the strings.

* % %

wolf was an enigma. even though he’ d been drifting in and out of her lifefor nearly four years, shewasn't
aureif sheactualy knew anything about him at dl. Every time she decided that she had him figured out,
he baffled her again. She had been relieved when she' d decided that he wasn't redly awolf. Her fedings
for him, athough still confusing, had been plaguing worrisome when she felt them toward an animdl.

Sometimes she thought that he might be a renegade shape-shifter, one of her mother’ s people—though
he lacked the grey-green eyes that were characteristic of the race. But he could do too many things that
were not possible for awielder of green magic. Also, dthough she was not well trained in green magic,
having been brought up by her human father, she knew enough to tell whether a spell was done by green
magic or human. When Wolf cast aspell, it had ahuman fed toit, aswell asatouch of something else
that she couldn’t quite pin down.

That he was ahuman magician was more likely, but human magic—the kind the a8 Magi used—didn’t
lend itself well to shapeshifting because instead of blending in with the forces of nature it sought to control
them, and that required immense concentration which wasimpossible to maintain for extended periods of
time. Most magicians had to st dtill in isolation to perform any magic. To turn onesdlf into an animd for a
prolonged period would require the strength of the ag Magi .... Her normaly deft hands faltered at their
familiar task, so she stopped and gazed almost impersondly at her hands, which trembled without her
consent. The mindless, babbling fear threatened her as she worked her way through her suspicion. He
couldn’t possibly be the a8 Magi. Could he?

The Wolf watched her and saw the wear that three weeks with the a8 Magi had caused. He saw the
tremor of her hands and smelled the swest of her fear. He saw that the cheerful demeanor-that was her
habit had been used like amask and he lost the hope that she had by some miracle escaped unscathed.
The desireto kill the Archmage rosein histhroat and was set aside for future use. He saw theterror in
her eyes, but until he stepped closer to comfort her he didn’t redlize that she was afraid of him.

Instantly he halted. Thiswas the one thing that he hadn’t expected. Four years, and never had he seen the
fear that heinspired in everyone else. Not even when she had reason to fear.



The old ache of hitter loneliness, amost forgotten over the years he' d known her, was back with a
vengeance, and with it came astrong desire to flee. If they had been somewhere else he would have left
without a backward glance, but here near the castle she was il in desperate danger. Already he could
samell the excitement of the Magician’s* pets.” She wouldn’t be able to lose them on her own: and,
despite her formidable combat skills, even a her best she couldn’t handle more than two or three of
them. After three weeksin confinement she was hardly at her best, so he stood and waited.

As shelooked at him the gold eyes were no more readable than ever. She remembered the fever-bright
agony that had been in them when first they met. He' d been caught in the harsh jaws of an old trap and
had been there for some time, unable to free himself because the pain was great enough to block any
attempt at concentration. His eyes had glittered their defiance at her with an eerie intelligence. For that
reason, ingtead of killing him in mercy as had been her first thought, she sang to himin her mother’s
tongue and freed the mangled hind leg.

It had taken only aweek for her to hed theleg, but he' d fought the fever for dmost amonth. He' d left as
soon as he could stand up, at least for awhile. One day she’ d looked up to find him watching her with his
uncomfortably canny eyes. After that he came and went, sometimes staying away for months at atime,
then gppearing without aword of explanation.

She remembered how long she’' d worked to gain histrust. It had taken time to get him to let her touch
him, more time before he would eat the food she gave him, and dmost ayear before he trusted her
enough to reved that he talked. She compared his remotenessto the Magician's easy smile and beautiful
voice. If she ever met a corpse that talked, sheimagined that its voice would be similar to the Wolf's.
Wolf was not the ae Magi.

She crouched down to look him in the eye, athough she didn’t haveto lower herself fa—hewas abig
anima “I’'msorry. I'm .. just alittle shaky”—she gave ahdf laugh and held up an unsteady hand—"as
you can see. He' s got me doubting everything | know.” She moved the hand to touch him and he quietly
moved just out of reach.

She knew that she had hurt him, but before she could speak the stallion snorted softly. She turned back
to him and saw that he was twitching his ears back and forth and shifting hisweight uneasly.

“Uriah,” commented the Wolf. “If they are getting close enough that even Sheen can smdll them, we'd
best be on our way. There areriding clothes in the saddliebags. Put them on; we may have along ride
d’]w.”

She wiped hersdf off as best she could on the smple cotton tunic. Ten years of being amercenary had
destiroyed any vestige of ladylike modesty she might once have felt, but she hurried into the clean clothes
anyway, asthey could use every second to avoid a confrontation with the Uriah.

She swung into the saddle and let the Wolf lead the way at the careful trot dictated by the rough country
and the dark. Had the Uriah been closer, she would have chanced afal with afaster gait, but for now
there was no need for panic. When she had rummaged for her clothes, Aralorn found that the saddlebags
also contained oatcakes. She pulled a couple out and ate one as she rode, feeding the other to the horse.
When she offered one to the Wolf, he refused. She let him pick the way, trusting him to do hisbest torid
themselves of the Uriah.

The Uriah were vaguely human-looking creatures that appeared more dead than aive, though they were
amost impossibleto kill. Theinsatiable hunger that drove them gave them aberserker’ sferocity. They
were normaly found only in the far eastern regions that bordered the impassable Marshlands, but in the
last decade or s0 they’ d begun to turn up in unexpected places further west. But to find them thisfar west



was dmost unheard of.

“Runyons!” She swore a her own stupidity. “They're his, aren't they?” The warhorse, dightly spooked
by the nasty smell behind them and miffed by the dow pace they were taking, took exception to the
sudden sound and bucked hard. Shedidn’t fall off, but it was anear thing, and it took awhileto stop the
curveting completely.

The Wolf waited until the show stopped and then said, “Y es, they belong to him,” Without waiting to
comment further he continued on, leaving Aralorn to follow as she could.

The sun began to rise on the silent travelers. Aralorn was quiet, first because she didn’t know whét to say
to Wolf and later because fatigue kept her silent. Three weeks with no exerciseleft her feding asif she
was recovering from a prolonged ilIness. Depite her tiredness, when the Wolf halted and told her they
were stopping for the afternoon she protested.

“If we don't stop and let the horse graze and get some rest, you'll be walking tomorrow.” He spoke
dowly and clearly, and his voice managed to pierce through her exhaustion.

She nodded, knowing he was right, but the urge to run away from the castle was stronger than her
common sense, so shedidn’t dismount. The horse arched his neck and blew, dancing suddenly on his
hind legs asif preparing for battle, reponding to theinvisble signasof hisrider.

Wolf was slent until he saw her sway in the saddle from sheer exhaugtion. “1 will stay on watch tonight,
Lady. | know when the ag Magi or his playthings are near and | won't et them take you back.” His
Voice was Softer, not quite as harsh asit had been that day.

Again she nodded but thistime she dismounted and, with more ingtinct than willpower, began to untack
the horse. The light saddle seemed to weigh more than she remembered and it was an effort to reach high
enough to get the bridle off, but she managed. Sheen waswell trained and needed no restraint to keep
him close. She untied the deeping roil and climbed in it without even dusting off her clothes. The Wolf
gretched out beside her and the last thing she noticed was the comforting sound of the stallion munching
grass.

Two

Ardorn breathed in ragged gasps and rubbed a shaky hand across the wetness on her cheeks. Sweating,
and il haf caught in her nightmare, she covered her earswith her hands to shut out the soft, seductive
voice of theag Magi.

She observed the gtill-dark sky, wishing that she wouldn’'t have to try to deep again. Every time she
closed her eyes, all she could see wasthe Magician’ s fine-boned hand holding the ornate silver dagger he
used to butcher his sacrifices. The spellsthat he used to increase his magnetism kept hisvictims, usudly
children, from objecting so they stood quietly between his hands. One brown-eyed boy was so caught by
the spdll that he smiled asthe ag' Magi drew hisknife.

The ag Magi killed them without passion or pleasure. To Araorn, life and death were passionate things,
and to rob them of emotion made them seem meaningless.

She sat up abruptly and wiped again at her wet cheeks. The horse stood nearby, dozing with one hind
foot cocked and his Roman nose lowered dmost to knee level. Near Sheen, Wolf lay Hill. Only the
glitter of hiseyesin the darkness showed that he was awake as promised. His gaze was focused in the
darkness of the trees. She knew that he must have heard her when she woke up, so his inattention was
deliberate; her distrust had hurt him badly last night.



She spoke softly, knowing that he would listen, whether he appeared to do so or not. “1 didn’t redlly
think that you were the ag Magi,” she said. When he made no reply, she pulled her knees up and
wrapped her arms around them.

Ardorn thought hard for amoment, trying to put into words the feelings that had made her distrust him.
When she spoke, her voice was muffled behind her knees. “It’ sjust that place—it ... twists everything.
Thereis so much magic in the castle that | could dmost seeit. Almost every thought that | had was
distorted in one way or another. He lovesit, you know—the deception.”

She shuddered dightly and continued. “1”d see him drink the blood of a newborn baby and I'd find
mysdlf thinking how beautifully thelight of the sacrificid fire colored hishair. It' s plaguing scary not to
know whether your Feglings are your own or only the result of aspell.” Her hands tightened on her legs
until the knucklesturned white.

“I have never been o frightened in my entirelife. | dwaysthought that | was strong-willed, but even with
my mother’ sblood to help meresist the spells, | couldn’t block the fedling that | wanted to please him, to
make him want me,” Her voice died to awhisper at thelas.

She leaned on one cheek, turning her head to look at him. “I might have been able to block it toward the
last—when | knew what the spells were and how he worked them—>but | couldn’t because | had to act
asif the spdll were having its effect on me. Sometimes| think ... that maybe | didn’t want, to block the
spell because it made mefed so much better ...” She knew that she would have bruisesin the morning
from gripping her aams so hard.

Shetook ashuddering breath and concesaled her face once more against her knees before continuing in a
whisper, “1 thought that once | left that everything would be back to normdl, but it isn't. | can’'t get him
out of my mind. | see hisface every timel close my eyes.”

Sowly Wolf stood up and left his place. He sat down and leaned against her. Sheloosed her grip on her
legsand ran ahand in the thick pelt. Although usualy aoof, Wolf occasionally choseto act like adog
would. A cold nose worked itsway under her arm and hiswarm, wet tongue licked at her chin until she
squedled and pulled away with a quavering laugh, wiping at her face with her deeves.

The Wolf smiled, aswolves do, and rolled over againgt her on his back. She rubbed his ssomach
(something that he didn’t alow in public) and one back leg snapped rapidly back and forth as she caught
just theright spot.

After hefelt he had cheered her up he said, “ Don't worry abouit it, Lady. | know that living in that place
for any length of timewill twist your thoughts and fedlings until what you fed and what he wants you to
fed are tangled together in aknot that would baffle asage.” His voice was gentler than she had ever
heard it, sounding like velvet on gravel. “Timewill help.”

“I know,” replied Ardorn softly, gtill rubbing his ssomach, and then she continued in alighter tone, “but
I’m not looking forward to the next decade or s0.”

Wolf rolled over with hisimprobable quickness and nipped her lightly on the hand in response to her
quip. Hetacitly agreed with her unspoken decision that the discussion was too serious.

Ardorntilted her head to the Sde, adow grin twisting her lips. “ So you want to fight, do you?’ She
tackled him and began awrestling match that left them both flat on the ground and panting.

“Will you be ableto deep now?’ he asked, rather hoarsely, even for him.,



She nodded and rolled over until she was on the bedding, unwilling to use enough energy to get up and
walk. She mumbled a“goodnight” that lost most of its consonants. He touched his noseto her cheek and
woofed softly before curling up againgt her.

Inthe end, it was the sta lion that woke them both. His high-pitched whistle plit the early dawn. Ardorn
legpt to her feet and had the bed rolled up almost before she opened her eyes. Bridling and saddling the
horse took somewhat longer, as the obstinate beast wouldn’t stand ill. As she worked she kept an eye
on the Wolf as he stared into the darkness. At hissigna she left what was not aready attached to the
saddle and mounted the stalion, who was aready trotting. Although not built for speed, Sheen managed
avery credible galop as he followed the Wolf’ slead. The Uriah were close enough behind them that
they could hear the howls the beasts made when they found their camp.

Araorn had fought the Uriah before, and she knew that they were faster than any horse she'd seen. They
weretoo close behind and gaining fast. She drew her unusualy dender sword from its sheath on the
saddle and dowed the stalion in preparation for facing the creatures.

Noticing that Sheen was dowing, the Wolf darted back and nipped at the stallion’ s hedls, nimbly dodging
the war-trained horse’ swell-placed kick. “No,” he snarled. *Y ou don’'t stand a chance againgt the
number that we have behind us. If you keep going | can lure them away.” With that the Wolf began to
veer off, but Aralorn guided Sheen to block his path.

She shook her head and shouted over the sounds of the Uriah, “It's me that they want. They won't
follow you, and even if they did it would mean that you would have to face them aone. Together we
might sand achance.”

“Y ou know better than that, Lady.” Histones rang with impatience. “Againgt two or three maybe, but
there are many more than that. Y ou needn’t worry about me; | can keep ahead of them on my own.”
Here the Wolf paused amoment, asif hewere choosing hiswords carefully. “ They will follow meif given
achoice between the two of us.”

“What do you mean by that?’ Then before he could answer she said, “ Cursed obscure Wolf. Never
mind. We don't havetimeto argue.” It was getting difficult to talk and keep Sheen from bolting asthe
howls grew nearer.

Heflashed hisfangsat her in amock smile asonly awolf can do. “Lady, thisisn't thefirst time I’ ve dedlt
with them, nor will it bethelast.”

Shedidn’'t want to leave him. If she hadn’t known he was no ordinary wolf she wouldn’t have even
considered leaving. But, againgt this many Uriah she would be more of a hindrance than ahelp. She
heard thewails of the Uriah increase exponentidly asthey sghted their prey.

“Right,” she said abruptly. “I'll seeyou in Sianim. But, plagueit, Wolf, take care not to let them ruin your
fur coat.” With that she turned Sheen inthe origina direction and urged him on.

The Wolf stayed in the path of the Uriah and watched with yellow eyes asthey came closer. When the
tone of their cals changed and became even more frantic, he knew that they had recognized him, and he
broke into aswift run, leading them away from the path taken by his companions. Aralorn, looking back,
saw that the Wolf had been correct; adl of the grotesque, humanoid forms followed the Wolf’ strail.

Araorn traveled during the dark and dept or at least tried to during the day—not because it was safer
that way, but because she couldn’t stand to wake from her nightmares alonein the dark. Sometimes she
traveled for mileswithout seeing anything.



On the evening of thethird day sheleft the forested mountains behind for the gentler hillsand valleys of
the lowlands. Traveling was fagter there, and it was only another day until she caught sight of Sianim.

Thefortressed city stood on the lop of an artificid plateau in the middle of a large valey. Nothing but
grass was alowed to grow within ahaf mile of the hill, and even that was kept short. The plateau itsalf
was steep-sided, and the road that led to the only gate into the city was narrow and walled so that only
three people could ride side by side through it. Although it was good for defense, the narrow path made
it anightmareto get large groups of soldiersin and out of Sianim.

The origins of the city were shrouded in the dust of ages past: even the oldest known manuscripts
mentioned it asathriving city. Originaly the city had been acenter of trade, but the small armies hired by
the merchants to accompany their wagon trams drew mercenaries from al over. Peoplelooking for
groups of mercenariesto hire began to go to Sianim, Gradually the mercenaries themsdves became the
center of Sianim’ seconomy. A schooal for training in the arts of war was founded, and as one event led to
another Sianim became acity of professona warriors.

Mercenaries of Sianim were some of the finest fightersin the world. With the only other military school at
Jetaine, which had the minor drawback of dlowing no foreign males entrance within itswals. Sianim had
little competition. In addition to training its own mercenary troops, Sanim aso trained fightersfor various
kingdoms and principditiesfor ahedthy fee. The éite guard for most of the rulerswere Sianim-trained.

Because politics and war go hand in hand, Sianim a so had a spy network that would have amazed an
outsder. It was run by adender, short, academician—severa decades past hisfirst youth but by no
means ancient. It wasto hissmall office tucked away in the rabbit warren of the government building that
Ardorn went, after stabling Sheen.

She dipped through the worn door without knocking, for if the Spymaster had wanted privacy the door
would have been locked. She closed the door, sat on aratty-looking chair and waited patiently for Ren
to acknowledge her.

Hewas reading a oud from a collection of poems by Thyre. Thyrewasn't one of her favorites; he
reached too hard for hisrhyme. Usudly shefished abook from Ren'simpressive library and read until he
decided to question her, but today shejust sat quietly listening. Since Thyre was notorioudy long-winded,
she had plenty of timeto rest.

When Ren finished she was dozing peacefully, but she was edgy enough that the soft sound the book
made as Ren stuffed it into one of the many bookcases made her jump. He offered her aglass hefilled
from the bottle on his desk.

Ardorn accepted it, but Spped cautioudy. Bottles on Ren’s desk could contain anything from water to
Wyth, aliquor more affectionately known as Dragondayer. Thistimeit was fehlta juice, only amildly
acohalic drink, but she set it down on arickety table anyway. She had the rueful feding that it would be
along time before she would take anything that could cloud her thoughts.

When Ren findly spoke he sounded almost nervousto her senditive ears. “I trust that everything went
smoothly as usud, hmm? Got in, got out, came here.”

“Yes. I—" He cut her off before she could speak.

“Did you talk to him about the assassination attempt?’ Ren sat down on the three-legged stool behind his
desk.

“No, the—"



“Good,” he said breaking in once again before she could continue. “1 would hate to have him upset with
us, or think that we were spying on him—although | doubt that he would mind. I’ m sure he would have
understood that we gather information whenever we can. | trust that you were either able to put ahdt to
the nsor discovered that the rumor | sent you to investigate was just arumor.”

That he was babbling didn’t bother her; he alwaystalked like that. He oncetold her that it distracted
people, and they said things that they wouldn't normally have said—just to get him to shut up. She used
the technique hersdf upon occasion and found it effective.

What did bother her wasthat hewas't listening. Usualy he listened carefully to everything she said and
then quizzed her for hours about what she’ d heard and seen. It just was't like him to gloss over anything
or stop anyone from speaking. He never, not ever, interrupted. The bright, black, beady eyes shifted
restlesdy ... asif he were embarrassed. She had never seen him embarrassed before, so it look her a
while to identify the emotion that brought ared tinge to hisface. Ren was ashamed that he had sent her to
spy on the ae Magi—the same Ren who had sent her to spy on his own brother!

None of her disquiet showed on her face; she' d been aspy too long to display her emotions unless she
wanted to. She didn’t want to heed the intuition that was hinting that something was awry. She wanted to
give her report with no more than the usual lies. (Not even Ren knew that she could dter her shape.
Shapeshifters were not wholeheartedly approved, even when you found someone who actudly believed
inthem.)

She wanted to ignore the ingstent disquiet, but she couldn’t. While he talked she carefully edited what
shewas going to tell him, waiting with gpparent good humor as he drifted from topic to topic until he got
around to asking her about her misson.

Ardorn gave him abrief description of her method of entry; incorrect, of course. Someday Ren would
find out just how poor shewas at picking locks and would be deeply disappointed. Sherattled on at
length about the various heads of stale at the gatherings the a8 Magi had hed—obligingly going into as
much detail as she could when Ren requested it. Evidently, he was only upset about her spying on the
a€ Magi. She hedged when he asked her about Myr, saying only that she’ d seen him talk with the
Magician, but hadn’t been near enough to hear what was said. Time enough to inform Ren of the young
king' sinteresting talent after she found out what was making the Spymaster act so far out of character.

To digtract him from Myr, Aralorn continued to the main reason for her mission and said with some
caution, “1 couldn’t gather any information on the nation attempt. If thereisone, it doesn’t
originate from within the cadtle. | did get theimpression that if there is such an attempt, the ag' Magi
would be perfectly cgpable of handling it without need for our aid.”

She paused, to give herself time to choose just theright words. “I |€ft early, | know. But, | felt so
uncomfortable.” What an understatement! “1 thought that | had better get out before he figured out who
| was and took offense. Heis very powerful aswell as popular. If it were widely known that Sianim
spied upon the ag Magi, half of the world would be angry at us.”

“Ah, yes, | quite understand.” Ren nodded and picked up another book—his habitua method of
dismisA.

If she needed confirmation that something was awry, she had it then. Ren would never, ever accept
discomfort asareason for leaving an assgnment early. She should have been a the a8 Magi’ scastle at
least another se' nnight. Impassive-faced, she exited the room.

Alone, Ren relaxed and rubbed his hands together with great satisfaction. If that performance didn’t
cause Araorn to start thinking, then nothing would. He needed her to be suspicious and questioning, but



aso cautious. He couldn’t afford to come out and warn her; the a€ Magi had his own ways of learning
things ... and if anyone would be subject to the Archmage s watchful eye, it would be the Spymaster of
Sanim.

* * %

aralorn’ sfeet were silent on the yellow stone of the steps; she was deep in thought as she wandered
down the cobble street. She absently waved at acquaintances, though she didn’t stop to talk. She
shivered alittle, though it was warm enough out. Why was he acting asif he' d never had a suspicious
thought about the ag' Magi? Ren was suspicious of everybody.

She found the dormitory where she stored her few possessions more by chance than design and
retreated through the hallsto her room.

It was musty after her prolonged absence and in desperate need of dusting. There were only afew pieces
of worn furniture placed here or there, but the room was small enough that it seemed cluttered. She
sneezed once; then, ignoring the much-abused chair, she sat on the rough stone floor that was unrelieved
by carpet or fur.

Never before had Ren seemed worried about where he sent her to spy. He cared little for poalitics,
leaving that to the statesmen to whom he gave selected bits of information. Instead he thirsted for
knowledge the way that some men thirst for food or sex. It was from him that she had gleaned many of
the folk stories she collected.

He was no respecter of persons, not ever. When she had protested her assignment with the Sorcerer, he
had laughed at her and quoted her hisfavorite saying: “He who does no wrong need not fear perusal.”
He used it so often and said it with such pride that she suspected that he had made it up himslf.

When he sent her to the castle he’d made it clear that athough nominaly she wasinvestigating the

“ nation attempt,” her main objective would be to gather information on Geoffrey ag Magi. Why
elsewould he send his most successful agent to spy on the castle when asimple note of warning would
have done the same thing?

All of which led her back to her origind question: why was Ren troubled about it now?

She sat for awhile and cameto no brilliant conclusions; but it was better than worrying about the
Wolf—though she did some of that aswell. Fretting about one was about as useful asfretting about the
other—s0 she, being egdiitarian a heart, gave equal timeto each.

Findly, tired in mind and body, she stripped off her clothes and threw them on the floor. She stretched
out carefully, dowly working each muscle until it wasrelatively limber. She pulled off the top covering of
her cot, careful to take most of the dust with it. Then she collapsed onto the top of the bed and dept.

The nightmare came back. It wasn't as bad asit had been thefirst few days, but it was bad enough. She
was only haf awvake when she touched the wall that her cot sat againgt and thought for aminute that she
was back in the cage. Shereacted asif she had touched something hat, rolling quickly away from it and
landing with a thump, fully awake and surrounded by a cloud of dust from the blanket, on the floor.

She sneezed severd times, swore, and wiped her watering eyes. Laughing, she thought that she should be
glad that the Wolf wasn't here to see her make afool of herself. It was obvious that shewasn't going to
get any more deep for awhile, so shelit asmall lamp and dressed, pulling on her practice
garments—knee-length leather boots, |oose breeches and tunic.



* * %

the nice thing about being home in Sanim wasthat even in the busy summer season there were dways
peoplein the practice arenas willing to go afew rounds; mercenaries tended to keep strange hours. She
strapped on sword and daggers and dlipped out the window and onto the narrow ledge just below.

Gingerly shetraversed the narrow pathway until it was possible to drop onto the roof of the building next
door. From there it was only a short jump to the ground. It would have been easier to exit by normal
means, but she took practice where she-could get it.

Outside, the street torches were dreadly lit for the night, but people were still wandering around. There
was afriendly brawl going on at one of the pubswith bystanders betting on the outcome.

Shetook adeep breath of air. The smell of Sianim was afusion of sweat, horse, dust and ... freedom.

Aradorn had grown up gtifled by the restraints placed on women of the high aristocracy, even outcasts.
Reth might have outlawed davery, but women of high estate were surrounded by acollar of rules strong
enough to confine any drudge. If it hadn’t been for her father she might have been forced into the
traditional usdlessrole.

The Lyon of Lambshold was an unusua man. When hisillegitimate daughter cameto him and stated her
objections to the constant needlepoint and etiquette lessons that hiswife imposed on his daughters, he
taught her to ride like aman. He a so taught her to fight with sword and staff. When she left home, he
sent her off with hisfavorite warhorse.

She had tried Jetaine, but found that the women there were endaved to their hatred of men even more
than women on the outside were endaved to their socid position. Aralorn had never hated men, she just
hadn’t wanted to St and smper dl her life. She' d often wondered what it would have been like for her if
she’ d been born a merchant’ s daughter, or someone who had to work for aliving instead of an aristocrat
who was expected to be an art object.

The thought of hersalf asan art object made her snicker. Even before she' d become battle-scarred she'd
been short, plain, and too willing to speak her own mind.

The two men who had been following her were getting close enough to be bothersome. Out of the corner
of her eye she noticed them dink behind acart she'd just passed. Her left hand went automatically to her
sword. Her right aready held adagger.

One of the thugs said to the other in a stage whisper meant to carry to her, “Runyons! She saw us again.
| told you to change those shoes. They make too much noise.”

She laughed and spun around to face them. “’ Struth! Y ou’ re getting better, though. Thistime | honestly
thought that you were just a couple of thieves.”

The second one pushed the first sdeways with aplayful punch. “ See, Kai?1 told you that we' d do better
blending in with the environment. Who pays attention to a couple of hog-loversin this place?’

Kai twitched one eyebrow upward, managing despite the muck to look aristocratic. “ However, if you
had worn the shoes| told you to ...” Helet hisvoicetrail off and flashed the snapping grin that made him
look morelike histwin, Taor. With practiced case he dipped out of his assumed character and flung an
arm around Araorn’sneck. “Well, my dear, it lookslike | have you a my mercy.” Or at least that’ swhat
he meant to say. Actudly, thought Araorn, the last word sounded more like “eyah” than “mercy.”

Sheturned to Taor and with a straight face remarked, “| need to bathe in muck more often. It seemsto



work better than throwing him on the ground and making him look silly like | did thelast time hetried to
kissme, don’t you think?’

Taor assumed a serious demeanor, but before he could say whatever he intended to, Kai brokein. “Tell
me. Lady, what villain gave you that perfume? Surely it must be cursed. Let me day him for you that you
may once again be your sweet-smdling sef.”

Shelaughed. “Thefunny thing isthat | had amost gotten useto smelling like this. | was going to go to the
practicering but | think that I’ll head to the bathsfirst. Interested in alittle fun?’ Kai brightened comically
until she added, “Inthering, of course.”

Ka bowed low. “To my sorrow | have aprevious engagement.” He danted her agrin. “Do you
remember that redhead in the thirty-second?’

“Uhm-hmm,” Sheraised an eyebrow, shook her head and then in an exaggeratedly sorrowful tone
commented, “Poor girl, doomed to abroken heart.” Then she grinned and said, “Have agood time,
Ka.” He waved and sauntered away.

Ardornlooked a Taor and inquired, “Does he redlly have a date with Sera?’

Helaughed. “Probably not, but hewill. Especidly if he remembersto clean up first. Hejust doesn't like
being beaten by awoman. The whole squad ribbed him about it for two weeks the last time you beat
him. I, on the other hand, have no pride and, after you rid yourself of the unfair advantage you now
hold”—he grabbed his nose with a hand to show her what he meant—"1 will await you at the Hawk and
Hound when you get back from the baths.”

“Done.” She gave him amock sdute and headed for the baths, grinning.

* % %

in one of the sparring rings the hawk and hound tavern provided, they faced each other warily with the
body-length staffs held lightly in their hands. Normaly they were evenly matched, Talor being a better
lighter than his brother, but Aralorn was dtill giff. They fought together often, because no one dse wanted
to face them with Staves.

Because they were sparring, they played with variations on training dances, and rather than hitting for
body shotsthey tried to hit asmal metd plate, which dangled from abelt. Normdly there would bea
third to cal shotsfair or foul and to award points at the sound of wood striking metd, but she and Tdor
were veterans and cared more for the sport than for the winning or losing. Thering that they had chosen
was in the basement of the tavern, so they had no spectators. By mutual consent they stopped for abit to
rest before they proceeded out of the standard patterns.

“So, what wasthat smell anyway? It seems somewhat familiar but | just can't placeit. Something tikea
cross between an outhouse and apig barn.” Taor’ s voice was somewhat unsteady because he was
sretching out as he talked.

Araorn leaned, unashamedly panting, against one of thewaist high walls that surrounded thering; she'd
recovered most of her normal strength on the ride home, but not al. She started to think up areason for
the moat smell, but decided that there was no harm in letting him know what she’ d been doing. It would
go no farther than his brother, and both Kai and Talor knew when to keep their mouths shut.

“Wadl,” shesad, “unlessyou’ ve been visiting the Magician' s castlelately it probably wouldn’t betoo
familiar. | wish the a8 Magi smdlled aspureashismoat ....” Conditioned reflexes were the only thing that



brought her staff up to deflect hisfrom her face. The sheer force of the blow numbed her hands, as she
hadn’t been holding the staff in aproper grip.

She ducked underneath hisarm to come to the center of the arena and give herself some room for
maneuvering. The move also gave her achanceto talk. “What are you doing?’

Taor' sface twisted with wrath as he came after her. “How dare you! How can you be so disrespectful
of the ag' Magi? Y ou ungrateful witch!” Even as he swung he proceeded to call her, methodically, every
foul name she'd heard. It was hisrage that saved her, interfering with the timing and precison of his
attacks. Time and time again she was able to block or turn aside hisfurious blows.

This unchecked anger was unlike him; agood warrior strives above al for control. It was dso far too
sudden. Since when had Talor become a devotee of the Archmage? She knew something wasterribly
wrong, but his ruthless barrage |eft no more time for speculation or andysis. She cleared her mind and
concentrated on daying dive.

Findly, one of hisswings caught her hard behind the back of her knees and shefell backward, letting his
daff carry her legsup with it. She turned thefdl into aroll, going over backward on her shouldersand
coming up on her feet. As soon as her feet touched the floor, she automaticaly raised her staff to guard
position, trying to protect her face and torso.

Theroll had forced her to take her eyesfrom her opponent, and she barely saw the flicker of movement
as hisstaff came under her defenses. Rather than the standard sweep-strike, Taor had chosen to thrugt.
The end of the staff caught her low in the chest and drove the breath out of her body. Without the
protective padding she wore, it would have broken ribs. Had his staff struck just afew finger-widths
higher it would have been fatd, padding nr not.

Shetwigted frantically to the side, trying to dive out of striking range. It was a desperate maneuver,
exposing her vulnerable back to her opponent, and after the blow she'd just received she knew shewas
moving far too dowly. Even as she moved, she waited for his strike—knowing that there was no way for
her to evade the impact of the meta-shod staff that would shetter bone like kindling.

The blow didn’t come. She completed the diving roll and snapped to her feet, staff poised and lungs
working desperately for air.

Tdor stood in the middle of the ring, leaning againgt the staff. He shook his head like awet dog and then
looked up at her in dazed bewilderment. “What has happened to me?’ He whispered thewords. “Are
youdl right, Ardorn?’

“Fine.” She gasped the word out, her digphragm not operating quite correctly yet. “Don't ... worry about
it. No harm done, and | ... needed aworkout. Y our stick work has improved, but you're till alittle dow
on your returns .... Watch your hands. Y ou hold on too tightly when you' re mad, and it makesit easier
for your opponent to force you to drop your staff.” As she got her breath back she made heir tone more
baiting, trying to get him to forget what had happened. If she were correct about the cause, then it would
do him more harm than good to worry about it.

Hetook the refuge she offered. “Y ou need to pay more attention to the opponent’ s eyes. Y ou watch the
body too much, and that doesn’t give you much advance warning. If you’ d been watching more closdy
you could have avoided that |ast hit.”

She dropped her staff and waved her hands out in the traditional surrender and said, “ Okay, you best
me. My reputation isin tatters. Just do me one favor and don’t tell your brother about it. Last timeyou
beat me, he challenged me, and then | had to put up with his sulksfor aweek.”



“I had to go out on maneuvers with him and he sulked for dmost amonth. Okay, | won't tell him.
Besides’—here he struck up an obvioudy false pose and looked down his nose a her—"it ill becomesa
man to brag about beating a woman.”

For dl of hishumor Aralorn could tdll that he was feding uncomfortable, and she wasn't feding much
better. The wild ideathat she’ d been toying with as an explanation was becoming more and more
reasonable. Talor reacted to her unflattering observation about the ag Magi the same way that she would
have reacted to it when she had been in the Magician’s castle had she not had the benefit of unorthodox
heritage. Somehow, the a8 Magi had increased the area of effect of his charismaspell grestly.

Taor excused himsdlf asfast as he could, before the avkwardness grew further. When she turned to
watch him leave she noticed the Wolf lying just ingde the doorway, his head on hisfront paws. Taor
stooped and patted him on the back, which Wolf answered with asmal movement of histail, but his
clear yellow eyes never wavered from Aralorn’ sface.

Ardorn waited until Talor was gone before dropping exhausted to the floor and patting the space beside
her ininvitation. The Wolf obligingly got up and trolled over and resumed hisrelaxed pose, subgtituting
Ardorn’sshinsfor hischinrest.

They sat likethat for awhile, Aralorn running her hand through the thick fur—separating the coarse dark
hair from the softer, lighter-colored undercoat. When her bresthing had returned amost to normd, she
broke the silence,

“It' sgood to have you back,” she commented. “1 takeit that they didn’t kill you.”

“I think that is asafe assumption to make, yes.” Hisvoice was more noncommittal than it usualy was.
Shegave him ahaf-hearted grin.

“How long have you been here?’ she asked.

“Long enough to see you put your foot init and dmost let that clumsy young fool remove you from his
life”

Sheobligingly roseto hishail. “ Clumsy! I'll have you know that he isthe second best staffsmanin
Sanim.”

“Y ou being thefirs? Amusement touched hisvoice.
She cuffed him lightly. “ And you know it, too!”

“It looked to me asif he had you beaten. Y ou might have to step into second place.” He paused and said
inaquieter voice, “Findly noticed that people are abit touchy concerning the a€ Magi, have you?’

Shelooked at him, sartled. “Hasit been going on for along time? | hadn’t noticed anything.”

He grunted an affirmative. “1 noticed it starting about ayear ago, but it ssemsto have gotten much more
intense”

“It must be some sort of variation of the spellsthat he had at his castle, but | didn’t think that anyone
could create aspell of thismagnitude alone.” Ardorn’s tone was questioning.

“He snot doing it done,” replied the Wolf. “He started smdll. The villages near the Magician’scastle
have quite afew people who are strong in magic. The sde effect of having groups of young, virile



magicians apprenticing at the castle for several hundred generations.” Histonewasironic. “ The adults
that he couldn’t subdue he killed, because they were not suitable for his purposes. But the children ...”

Aralorn shuddered, and rubbed her arms asif chilled.

“| perceive that you' ve seen what he does with the children.” Wolf’ stone gentled. “ Apparently he's
found some way to use them to increase his ahilities. Fifteen years ago, in thevillage, if you madea
negative remark about the a€ Magi, their reaction would be somewhat like Talor’'s. Now the Streets are
empty of al but old men and women. He needs still more prey. Sianim, | think, ismerely getting the
backlash of the main focus”

“Wheat isthe main focus?’ she asked.

“Whereismagic at its strongest? Where do many of the common villagers have the ability to work
charms? Where has magic nourished, protected by strong rulers from the persecution that magic-users
were subject to after the great wars?’

“Reth,” she answered.
“Reth,” he agreed.
“Crud,” shesad.

Three

Theinn was built snugly to keep out the bitter cold of the northern winters. When the snow lay thick on
the ground the inn was picturesque, nestled cozily in asmal valley between the impressive mountains of
northern Reth. Without the masking snow, the building showed the onset of neglect. It lay about hafway
between the small village of Kestral and the dightly larger village of Torin.

Theinn had been prosperous while the trappers of the Northlands were bringing down the thick pelts of
the various anima s that inhabited the northern mountain wilds. For many years merchantsfrom dl over
flocked to Kestra each summer because it was as far south asthe reclusive trapperswould travel. But
over the last severa yearsthe trappers had gradualy grown fewer, and what fursthey now brought to
trade were hardly worth owning.

The North had dways been uncanny: the kind of place that a sensible person stayed away from. The
trappers traded stories of the Howlaas that screamed unseen in Iron! of the winter windsto drive men
mad. They told of the Old Man of the Mountain who could make aman rich, or turn him into a beast
with nothing but awhisper. Now there were new stories, though the storytellers were fewer. Oneman’s
partner disappeared one night, leaving his bedding and clothes behind athough the snow lay thick on the
ground. A giant bird was seen dying over acampsite where four bodies sat in front of ablazing fire. One
trapper swore that he saw a dragon, though everyone knew that the dragons had been gone since the last
of the Wizard Wars.

Without the furs, fewer and fewer merchants came. The inn grew less prosperous, depending more and
more on theloca farmers night out. The oncetidy yard was overgrown and covered with muck from
horses and other beasts, some of them two-legged.

Inside, the greasy tallow candles sputtered fitfully on the rough-hewn walls and would have tent asoiled
air to afar more presentable crowd than the one that occupied the inn. The chipped wooden pitchers that
adorned the tables were rifled with some unidentifiable but undeniably acoholic brew. The tabletops
themselves were black with grease and other less savory substances.



Rushing here and there amid the few customers, awoman trotted blithely between tables refilling pitchers
and obvioudy enjoying the fondles that were part of any good barmaid’ sjob. Shewasn't as clean asshe
could have been, but then neither were her customers. Shewasn't as young as she claimed to be ether,
but the dim light was kind to her wrinkles and much was forgiven because of her wholehearted approva
of the mae species.

The only other woman in the room was wielding amaop across the uneven floor. It might have done more
good if the water she was using hadn’t been dirtier than the floor. The wet bottom of her skirt did as
much to remove the accumulated muck as the mop. As she passed close to the tables she deftly avoided
the casua handsthat came her way. Not that many did. Most of the customers were regulars and were
aware that if someone got too pushy he was liable to end with the bucket over his head for histroubles.

Dishwater-blonde hair was pulled into an irregular bun at the back of her neck. Her plain face was not
improved by the discontented pout that held sway on her thin lips as she siwung the mop.

Ardorn was discontented. A month after she' d finished in the Sorcerer’ s castle, Ren had called her into
his office and told her that he was sending her to the middle of nowhere to keep an eye on theloca
inhabitants. The only reason that she’ d been able to think of for her demotion to thiskind of assgnment
wasthat Ren no longer trusted her; something that he had in common with most of therest of Sianim. The
story of what she had said to Talor had somehow become common knowledge and now even her closest
friends avoided her asif she had a case of the pox. She' d accepted this assgnment only because she'd
thought that anything would be better than being an outcast.

After she' d spent thefirst day at the inn she' d decided that even the a€ Magi’ s castle had been a better
option. At least there she hadn’t been quite so bored.

Even though the business at the inn was brisk due to a high rate of alcoholism and infidelity among the
people of both villages, not much happened. If the tavern had been located in the middle of abusy town
she might have been resigned to staying there in hopes of picking up someinformation, even if her gbilities
were better utilized in amore perilous setting. However, the inn was mostly frequented by tinkers,
drunken “family men,” and occasiondly by one very impoverished highwayman—the more skilled and
ruthless of hiskind having left for richer pastures.

The most interesting thing that had happened here so far was when she heard that the daughter of the
Headman of Kestral ran off with somebody named Harold the Rat. When the highwayman camein next
time looking more miserable than usua accompanied by afemaewho wastdler than him by agood six
inches, Araorn concluded that he was the mysterious Harold and offered him her silent condolences.

Theworst part of this monotony was that she had more time than she wanted to think about the ag Magi.
She knew that she should do something, but for the life of her she couldn’t think what.

Tonight was worse than usud; the innkeeper’ swife was sick and the innkeeper was doing dl of the
cooking—rendering the food even less edible than it usually was. Thisled to more than the usual number
of customers getting sick on the floor—because the only thing lft to do at the inn was drink, and the
acohol that they served was none of the best and quite probably mildly poisonous, judging by the state of
the poor foolswho drank it.

Asthe newest barmaid, the task of cleaning up fell to Aralorn. She' d found that this consisted mostly of
moving the mess around until it blended with the rest of the grime on the floor. Thelyein thewater ate a
the skin on her hands dmost as badly asthe smell of theinn ate at her nose.

She dipped the foul-smelling mop into the fouler-smelling water and occupied hersalf with the thought of
what she would do to Ren the next time she saw him. As she was scrubbing, humming amerry



accompaniment to her thoughts, a sudden hush fell over the room.

Startled out of her reverie, Aralorn looked up to see the cause of the unusual quiet. Againgt the grime and
darkness of theinn, the brilliant clothing of the two men in court attire was more than alittle incongruous.

Not nobles surdly, but pages or messengers from the roya court. They were usually used to run
messages from the court to anoble' s estate. What they were doing at thislittle, pedestrian inn was
anyone' sguess.

Unobtrusively, Araorn worked her way to a better observation post and watched the proceedings
carefully.

One of the pages stayed near the door. The other walked to the center of the room. He spoke dowly so
that his strange court accent wouldn'’t keep the northerners from understanding his message. It was
obviousto Aralorn from his stilted style that the speech had been memorized.

“Grestings, people. We bring you tragic news. Two weeks ago Myr, your king, overset by the deaths of
his parents, attacked and killed severa of his own palace guard. Overwrought by what he had done, his
majesty seized ahorse and |eft the royd castle. Geoffrey ag Magi has consented to the request by the
Assembly to accept the regency of Reth until such time asKing Myr isfound and restored to his senses.
The a€ Magi has asked that the people of Reth look for their king so that a cure may be effected. Ashe
isnot right in hismind it may, regrettably, be necessary to restrain the king by force. Asthisisacrime
punishable by death, the Regent hasissued apardon. If the king can be brought to the a€ Magi, thereis
every possibility that he can be cured. Asloya subjects, it isyour duty to find Myr.

“It isunderstood that ajourney to theroya castlewill be afinancid hardship, thus hewill have just
recompense for his serviceto hisking. A thousand markswill be paid to the party that brings King Myr
to the capital. | have been authorized to repeat this message to the citizens of Reth by the Regent,
Geoffrey ag Magi.” He repeated his message twice, word for word each time, then he bowed and |eft
theinn with hiscompanion.

“So,” thought Ardorn, “the day isn't such aloss after dl.”

Wandering between tables, she caught bits and pieces of conversation and found that everyone thought
that the a8 Magi had done them agreat service by taking the throne. They didn’t al agree on what ought
to be done for the king. One man said that everything should be done to see that Myr was captured and
taken to be cured. He was answered by agreeable muttering from histable.

Olin, the tanner from Torin, stood up, more than dightly drunk and spoke loudly. “ Anyone who cares
about Reth should kill Myr and ask for Geoffrey ag Magi to take the kingship of us. Who needs aking
what isgoing to attack hisown folk out of the blue like that? Just think what' d be like havin’ the Sorcerer
for aking. We d not worry " bout those Darranians who' re claiming our mines over intheeast.” He
paused to belch. “” N with the most powerful magician in the world, we could even drive those Uriah
spooks outtathe wilds. Then we could berich again.”

Not to mention that athousand marks was more than aman earned in alifetime of farming or mining,
thought Aralorn. The tanner’ s speech wasn't odd, but Aralorn was surprised how it was received. The
patrons of the inn shifted uncomfortably, and chose another topic to speak on; but they didn’t disagree
with what he' d said. The whole nation had adored their young king, who was promising both asawarrior
and a statesman. Two years ago Olin’ swords would have gotten him into arough argument or even a

fight.
Moving unobtrusively. Aralorn took the dop bucket outside to dump it. That done, she walked to the



stables where Sheen was.

Shereceived alot of harassment from Ren when she took the warhorse with her on assignments because
he was too vauable to go unremarked. Tdor carried an old coin for luck when he went into battle: it
must be much more convenient than ahorse.

She did what she could to disguise hisworth. He d long ago learned to limp on command, which hel ped
somewhat. She also left him ungroomed, but anyone with an eye for horses could see that he was no
farmer’ splug.

Here at theinn, she'd let it be known that he was the only legacy |eft to her when her elderly protector
died. Theinnkeeper didn’t ask her too many questions—just retained the better part of her weekly sdary
in payment for boarding the horse.

Araorn scuffed her foot lightly in the dirt as she leaned againgt the stall door. Sheen moved over to her
and shoved his head againgt her shoulder. Obligingly she rubbed hisjaw.

“It'sgot to be the a€ Magi’ sdoing, Sheen. Thelast time | saw Myr hewas hardly distraught enough to
go berserk. | think that it istoo convenient that the Assembly decided to place the &€ Magi as Regent,
don't you?' The stdlion whickered softly, asif in reponse. Aralorn laughed at histiming and gave him
the carrot she’ d taken before it would have goneto its death in the greasy pot of stew.

She tangled her hand in the coarse grey-black mane and listened to the munching sounds he made and
continued with some enthusiasm. “1 could go to Ren with this, but given his present attitude toward the
a€ Magi, | don’'t, know what he would do. Myr needs to be protected from the a8 Magi. Since Myr is
the king and immune to magic, he’ sthe idedl hero to stand against the ag Magi. Someone hasto stand
againgt him, and people would hardly follow amercenary from Sianim.

“I only wish | had someway of contacting Wolf. Knowing him, he probably could tell us exactly where
Myr went. It could take me quite awhileto find him; I’'m not nearly good enough with magic to locate
anyone, let aone someoneimmuneto magic.” She paused and then smiled. “But | would be much better
occupied looking for Myr than struggling with the futile bettle to clean the floor of theinn.”

Finished with the carrot, Sheen bumped her impatiently, asking for more rubbing. “Well, Sheen, what do
you say? Should we abandon our post and go missing-monarch hunting?’ The grey head moved
enthusadticaly againg her hand when she caught aparticularly itchy spot. Aralorn laughed softly: it
looked for al the world asif he were nodding his head in agreement.

When Araorn decided to move, she moved fast. She snuck into the kitchen and blessed her luck
because no one was there. Shelocated alarge cloth that was amost clean and folded it to hold such
provisions aswould keep on ajourney: bread, cheese, dried salt meat.

Cautioudy she made her way upstairs without meeting anyone and crept into the room that had belonged
to the only son of theinnkeeper. He' d died last winter of some disease or the other and no one had yet
had the heart to clean out his room. She murmured a soft explanation of what she was doing and why in
case hisunquiet spirit lingered nearby.

Shelook apair of leather trousers and atunic, neither of which were remarkablein any way. She found
asoapair of sturdy riding boots and a set of riding gloves. Searching through a chest by the font of the
bed, she discovered aworn cloak, which she wrapped her loot in.

In her attic room she retrieved her siword from its hiding place ingde the straw mattress (she generdly
dept onthefloor, it being lesslikdly to beinfested by miscellaneous vermin). Before diding the sheath



onto her belt, she drew the sword and ran afinger over its smooth, curioudy colored surface. It wasa
sword she' d found hidden in one of the many cubbyholes of her father’ s castle—the pinkish-gold luster
of themetal had intrigued her. Aside from Sheen, it was the only thing she' d taken from her home when
sheleft. Shewasn't that good with the plaguing thing, having found it most useful againgt beastslike the
Uriah, creaturestoo big to bekilled quickly with adagger and not easily downed with agtaff. She'd only
brought it because she didn’t know if shewould be returning to Sianim.

She gratefully rid hersdlf of the maidservant’ s dress and dropped it on the floor. She removed the knives
from their position on her thighs and rethreaded the sheaths onto her borrowed belt. She donned the
stolen garments and found that, as she expected, they were very tight in the hips and chest and
ridiculoudy big everywheredse.

Most shapeshifters could switch their sex as easily as most people changed shoes, but she had never
been able to take on amale' s shape, perhaps because of her human blood. Fortunately, the boy whose
clothes she' d appropriated had been dender, so that it was an easy thing to create atall, angular,
androgynoudy femae body that could passasaman’s.

Once dressed she gppeared to be a young man neither rich nor poor, who wouldn’t look out of place on
asturdy draft horse. Most of the itemsin the room she left behind, though she was careful to take the
copper piecesthat she' d earned as well asthe small amount of coinsthat she dways kept with her asan
emergency fund.

Quietly she shut the door to her room and made sure that the bundle that she was carrying wasn't
awkward-looking. As she made her way down the stairs she was met by the other barmaid. Aralorn
gave the woman a hedlthy grin and swept past her unchallenged.

In the stable Aralorn quickly saddled Sheen. The cloak and the food she packed into her copious
saddlebags. Shefilled an empty sack that was lying nearby with grain and tied it onto the saddle. From
oneof the saddlebags she took out asmall jar of white paste. Carefully, she painted the horse's
shoulders with white patches such as a heavy work collar tendsto leave with time. No farmer’ s plug, but
he could well passfor asquire s prize draft horse.

On the road she hesitated before turning north toward Kestral. That was the direction that the
messengers had been traveling. In the guise of ayoung farmer she could question them, as a servant
would not. A better reason for looking north was that the northern mountains were the best place for
someone seeking to hide from ahuman magician. For some reason, human magic didn’t work aswell in
the Northland mountains asit did other places. There were stories of places where human magic
wouldn’'t function at al. Users of green magic, on the other hand, found that magic was easier towork in
the North—most of the remnants of the shapeshifters lived in northern Reth and the Northlands.

AsMyr wasfrom Reth, Ardorn fell that it was safe to assume that he was aware of the partia protection
that the Northlands offered. There were very few other places as easily accessible that offered any
protection from the ag€ Magi. Unfortunately, the a8 Magi would aso be aware that the Northlands were
the mogt likely place for Myr to go; hence the messengers.

Although it was till 1ate summer the air was brisk with the chill winds of the Northlands. The winds
retained their bite thisfar north year-round, making Araorn grateful for the soft leather gloves and warm
cloak.

Severa miles down the road she turned off to take atrail me highwayman had once described. The
shortcut traversed the mountain rather than wandering around its base. With luck and the powerful animal
under her, she could cut more than an hour off her travel time. Sheen snorted and willingly took on the



climb, his powerful hindquarters pushing his bulk up the treacheroudy steep grade. Hisweight and large
hooves worked against him on the angular, rocky ground; and Aralorn held him to adow trot which left
Sheen snorting and tossing his head in impatience.

“Easy now, sweetheart. What' s your hurry? We may have along way to go yet thisevening. Saveit for
later.” One ear twitched back and he settled into stride, only occasionally breaking gait to hop over an
obstaclein hisway.

Asevening wore on, the light began to fade; and Aralorn dowed him further into awalk as he began to
stumble over rocks and brush made invisible by the play of light and shadow. Being unable to see clearly
around him made the seasoned campaigner nervous, and he began to snort and dance at every sound. A
branch snapped loudly to the left of them, and before Araorn could pull him up, Sheen plunged off the
trail and into the trees.

“Just you behave, you old worrywart you. It' sal right. Nothing’ s going to get us but ghosts and vampires
and other nice things that feed on stupid people who ride in the woods after dark.” She pasted him
reassuringly, silting back to ask him to dow down. The dark mountainside was too treacherousto alow
her to pull up on the reins at the pace he was going.

The horse calmed marginaly at her soft voice, so she babbled on. Gradually he dowed and stopped,
lowering his head to snatch abit of grassasif he hadn’t been snorting and charging a minute before.

Ardorn stretched and looked around to catch her bearings. As she did so she heard something, a
murmur that she just barely caught. Sheen’ s ears twitched toward the sound aswdll, if he hadn’t heard it
too, she' d have been tempted to put it to imagination. Following the direction of the sdlion’sears, she
moved him toward the sound. When she could pick up the direction hersalf she dismounted and
whigpered acommand that would keep the horsein place until she called.

She crept closer, moving as sowly as she could so as not to make any noise. Severd yards from Sheen
she picked up the smell of acampfire. If it hadn’t been for that, even with the sounds to guide her she
would have missed it.

Agang the side of the mountain, rendered dmost invisible by agigantic boulder that had rolled down the
hill, was a cave. When Araorn carefully peeked around the boulder she could see the reflection of
firdight againg the rock walls, but nothing more.

Mouse time again, she thought. The wonderful thing about mice was that they were everywhere and
never looked out of place. She' d long ago perfected many different kinds of mice because of their
usefulness, so that the medium-sized, northern-type mouse looked perfectly at home as she scampered
into the entrance to the cave.

The adrendine smell of fear hit her as she entered the cave, Two men stood by alarge pile of goods that
ranged from swords to flour, but consisted mainly of tarps and furs. The scent of fear drifted clearly to
her rodent-sharp nose from the more massive (at least in bulk) man as he cowered away from the other.
Hewore ornate facid tattooing of the merchant’ sguild of Hernd, alarger city of the country Y nstrah,
which lay severa weeks travel to the south. It was unlikely that the merchant had wandered that far, a
least nat in hisnightshirt.

The second man wastall and dender, but something about the way he moved told her that this man had
cither been a dancer or fighter and was in very good shape. He wore a hooded cloak that flickered red
and gold in the light. Undernegth the hood of the cloak he wore a smoothly wrought silver mask in the
shape of agtylized fate.



Traveling players used such masks when they acted out skits—allowing one player to take on many roles
inasingle play without confusion to the audience. Usudly, though, these masks were made out of
inexpensive materidslike clay or wood.

Each mask’ sface wore a different expression denoting explicit emotions. As a Rethian noblewoman,
Araorn had spent many adreary hour memorizing the dight differences between concern and sympethy,
weariness and suffering, and other such nonsense. She found it interesting that the mask’ s face displayed
the curled lips and furrowed brow of rage.

In one hand the dender man held a staff made of some kind of very dark wood. On the lower end was
the clawed foot of abird of prey molded in brass; its outspread ta ons glowed softly orangein the
darkness of the cave, asif it had been held in hot coals. The upper end of the staff was encrusted with
crysdsthat lit the cave with their blue-white light.

The gtaff madeit obvious that this man was amagician. If he had spirited the merchant and his goods
from the south as she expected, then he was a sorcerer of no little power.

Hmm, she thought, maybe this mouse ideawasn’t such agood one. Magicians have this strange way of
finding mice that weren't really mice and not being very pleasant about it. Even as she thought about this,
the magician turned with incredible speed. She didn't even have time to squesk before she was stuffed
into aleather bag that smdlled strongly of magic.

She tried once to shift back into her human shape, but as she’ d expected she was unable to do so.
Rather than panicking she relaxed and thought wryly that at least she wasn't bored anymore.

“How much, merchant?’ the magician asked in Rethian. His voice was distorted with a strange
accent—or maybe it was just the leather bag.

“Fourteen kiben.” The merchant too spoke good Rethian but his voice was hoarse and trembling. Still,
Araorn noticed, the price he' d quoted was at |east twice what the items were worth, unless there was
something extremely valuable amongst them.

“Six, merchant.” The magician’ svoice may have had an odd dur to it, but it was ill effectivein striking
terror into the heart of the merchant. Aralorn had the fedling that it wouldn't take much to strike terror
into this merchant’ s heart.

“Six, | accept,” he squeaked. There was the sound of money changing hands, then adistinctive pop,
which Araorn thought either sgnaed the merchant or the magician and hersdf being removed to other
places. There was amoment’ s pause and then athird person’ s voice spoke.

“Thank you, my friend. It worked asyou said it would.” The voice was reserved and of courtly accents.
It was ds0 young and belonged to Myr, sometime king of Reth.

“Hopefully our friend will not think to question dl of the merchantsin Hernd.” There was something
about the tone of the magician’ s voice that was familiar, but the accent kept throwing her.

“Hewouldn’t learn much even if he did. The merchant doesn’t know where you brought him to.”

The magician grunted. “He knows that it was in the North, because of the cold. He knowsthat it wasin
the mountains, because of the cave. That is more than we can afford to have the a€ Magi know.”

Myr gave no voca reply, but he must have nodded, because when he spoke again it was on a different
topic. “What wasthat you grabbed off the floor?’



“Ahvyes, that. Just a... 3py. Small but effective nonetheless.” Was that amusement she picked up in his
tone?

The bag was opened and she found hersdf hanging by her tail for the perusal of the two men. She twisted
around and bit the hand that held her, hard. The magician laughed, but moved his hand so that she sat
comfortably on hispam.

“My Lord, may | present to you the Lady Aralorn, sometime spy of Sianim.” She twisted about to look
a him; just how had he known her name ? It was't asif she were one of the famous generas that
everyone knew. In fact, as a spy she' d worked pretty hard to keep her name out of the spotlight. Her
mouse shape now shouldn’t make matters any easier. Then, without the additiona muffling of the bag,
she recognized the voice. It was dtered through the mask and a human throat, but she knew it anyway.
No one else could have that particularly macabre timbre. It was Wolf.

“S0.” Myr’svoice was quiet. “ Sianim spies on me now.” Araorn turned her attention to Myr. Inthe
short time since she' d seen him he' d aged years. He was thinner, his mouth held taut and his eyes

bel onged to the harsh old warrior who had been his grandfather. Instead of state robes he wore clothing
that arough trapper or atraveling merchant might wear, patched here and there with neat stitches.

Ardorn jumped nimbly off her perch and resumed her norma shape, which was not one that he would
recognize. Magic was used to change her form, but unlike human magic, shapeshiftersdidn’t need magic
to keep that shape, so that even someoneimmune to magic would see only the form that a shapeshifter
wore. When he’ d seen her a the magician’'s castle, she' d been a pretty blonde designed to catch the

o€ Magi’seye.

“No, my Lord,” sheanswered. “Or at least not me. Sianim has spies on everyone. In fact, thisisarather
fortunate meeting; | waslooking for you to tell you that the ag Magi’ s messengers have reported your lit
of madnessto all the nearby townsfolk.” She spoke dowly and formally to give him a chanceto adjust to
her atered state.

Rethians were not less prejudiced againgt werefolk, just more likely to admit their existence. Since the
shapeshifter tribeslived in the northern mountains of Reth and paid tribute yearly to theking of Rethinthe
form of findy woven tapestries and carefully crafted tools delivered in the night by unseen persons, the
Rethians had atougher time dismissing them as hearsay.

Folk taleswarned villagersto stay out of the forests at night, or they would be fodder of the
shapeshifters. Given the antagonism that the shapeshifters felt toward invading humans, Aralorn was
afraid that the stories might not have it dt wrong. Theroya family tended not to be as wary, probably the
result of the yearly tribute.

Myr glanced at the magician, who nodded his head and spoke. “Whether she was spying on you or not |
cannot say. That she meansyou no harm, | will vouch for.” The durred quaity was not a product of the
muffling of the pouch, after dl, maybe it was the mask.

“Sheis something of ascholar, and | need someone to help mein my research. If sheisnot occupied
with other things, it would do no harm to bring her to camp with us. She can fight, and Temris himsalf
knows that we have need of fighters. Also, she sandsin danger from the a€ Magi if he should discover
who it wasthat spied on him.”

“Y ou spied on the Magician?’ Myr raised an eyebrow at her.

Araorn nodded, “It wasn't my favorite assgnment, but definitely one of the moreinteresting.” Shelet her
face shift quickly to the one he'd seenin the ag Magi’ s castle and then went back to normal.



Myr smiled. “Yes, | see. Welcomethen, Lady. | invite you to join our smal camp.” Myr gave ashort
bow of his head, which she gppreciated as exactly the correct height for amale sovereign to give in polite
invitation or acceptance to afemae who was neither his subject nor fellow royally.

Shein her turn, dressed in the dead son of the innkeeper’ s clothes, gave him the exact curtsy shewould
have given him as her father’ s daughter. Rethian nobility overdid manners, so she knew he' d catch the
subtle difference.

Hedid. “Who areyou?’

She gave him an gpol ogetic smile as she pulled at the uncomfortably tight front of thetunic. “Lady
Aradorn of Lambshold.”

“One of Henrick’ s daughters.” Myr’ svoice carried ahint of incredulity.

Araorn nodded, smiling gpologeticdly. “1 know, | don’t look much like him, do 1?7 He didn’t think so
ether. | was quite adisappointment to him.” Sherolled up the deeves until she could see her hands again.

“No, that’ snot what | mean,” said Myr. I’ ve seen you in court—along time ago. Y ou're his oldest
child?’

Shelaughed, “No, oldest daughter, but | have abrother ayear older than | an. Wetwo arethe
illegitimate get of youthful folly. My older brother’ s mother was a household maid and my mother wasa
shapeshifter who seduced poor father in the nearby woods. With fourteen of us| can see where you
could have trouble keeping us straight. My siblingsare dl copies of their father, rather unfortunate for my
sgters, but my brothersare dl considered handsome.”

She dartled alaugh out of Myr at her description of her family. HE' d met severd of her sstersaswell.
They were dl quite beautiful, golden like their father: like their father they overtopped most men by a
good handspan. “How did you end up with Sanim?’

Shetilted her head, thinking about how to best frame areply. “1 am too much my father’ s daughter to be
content with sewing adress or Seaming how to converse. He taught me swordplay with my brothers
because | asked him. When it came time for meto go to court it was obvious to both him and me that as
alLady | was hopeless. He gave me his own horse, armed me, and sent me on my way.” Asshetalked,
sheworked at rolling up her pant legs. Finally she cut the bottom off with her dagger.

“* Somehow that sounds like the Lyon of Lambshold. He' sthe only man | know who is unconventiona
enough to do that.” Myr shook his head.

Straightening up to her unimpressive height, Aralorn continued with agrin. “He sad, if memory serves,
that if no one had the nerve to laugh in hisface when he was addressed asthe ‘ Lyon of Lambshold’ no
onewould say anything about an absent daughter.”

“If you are through talking, it might be best if we left for camp.” The harsh voice was distracted, and
Wolf’s eyes focused on some distant point.

“Someone coming?’ Myr changed in an instant from courtier to warrior.
Wolf grunted and then said, “Not here, but near enough that we ought to move out.”

Aralorn |eft them to their packing and ducked through the trees to grab her horse. As she checked the
girth she muttered to Sheen, “I wonder what mischief our friend. Wolf, has been up to; and for what

purpose.”



Four

When Ardorn avoke it was still dark. She dipped out through the tent opening, moving quietly to avoid
disturbing the two women who had shared their quarters with her. She reiied the crude flap so the cold
early morning air would stay outside.

Mogt of the tentsin the camp were makeshift. Severa were little more than arug stretched over astick
or ropeintruefied-soldier style. The only tent in the camp worthy of the name belonged to Myr, who
shared it uncomplaining with anumber of the smaler children.

As she passed Myr’ stent, near the firepit, she gave the dragon embroidered on the side a respectful nod,
but it glared baefully a her anyway. Theflickering light of the lire gave theillusion of life to the green-gold

eyes.

Also near thefirepit was one of the few wooden structuresin the camp. The kitchen waslittle more than
athree-sided shed, but it kept the food dry. The camp cook was aready up, chopping something by
lantern light, but he stopped long enough to give Aralorn alook no more friendly than the dragon’s had
been. Aralorn grinned cheerfully a him and kept on her way.

The camp was located in asmal dae, no bigger than the largest of the riding arenasin Sanim, and lay
half aday’ sride north of the Rethian border. It waslong and narrow, with astream in the middle that she
suspected would cover amuch larger areaiin the spring when the top layer of snow melted off the
mountain peaks. Asit was, the ground near the stream was marshy and made soft, durping soundswhen
shewalked over to take adrink and throw water on her face.

Thetentswere dl in the eastern end of the valey near the only obvioustrail down the steep, amost
clifflike Sdes. Those sides, heavily covered with brush on the top, were the strongest defense that the
camp could have, rendering it dmost invisible to anyone not aready inthe valley.

By the smple expedient of running asplit-rail fence acrossthe valey the narrow way, the western end
had been turned into a pasture for most of the livestock—two goats, four donkeys, several horsesand a
scrawny cow. It wastoward this part of the valey that Aralorn headed.

Knowing how well Wolf liked people, she thought that he would be as far from the tents as he
could—although she couldn’t see him anywherein the dale. As she neared the pasture she was
welcomed with asoft whinny. Sheen, only dightly inconvenienced by the soft leether hobble that bound
his front legs, bounced up to her to get his nose rubbed. She' d hobbled him outside the pasture so that
the owners of the two mares didn’t end up with unwanted foas. He followed her for awhile before
wandering off to forage.

It took her alittletimeto find the faint trail running up the steep dope near the fence. Theterrain was
rough and treacherous with loose stones, and she thought ruefully that a person would have to be part
mountain goat to try thisvery often—or part wolf.

Grabbing aragged piece of brush, she pulled herself up aparticularly steep areaand found hersdlf
unexpectedly in ahollow that hadn’t been visble from below. A smdl, smokelessfire burned near a
bedroll. The rather large, Sank Wolf turned amber eyesto her and swayed itstail in casua welcome.

Since hewasn't using it, she seated herself on the bedroll and rested her chin on her raised knees.
Casudly shethrew afew more sticksinto thefire, leaving it for him to bresk the sllence. Typicaly he
explained nothing, but questioned her instead.

“Tell me about the camp.” Hisvoice was mildly curious.



“Why?Y ou ve been here much longer than | have.”
He shook his head. “1 just want to know what you see—how much | need to explain to you.”

“Wll,” she began, “there has been ft camp here for severa months, probably starting this spring.
Originaly the person or people who started it didn’t know much about camping in thewoods, so I'd
guessthat they weren't locals. It looks like someoneisin the process of reorganizing camp. If | werea
gamester, | would place gold that Myr isthe reorganizer.” She looked to the Wolf for confirmation.

Wolf nodded and Araorn continued to spesk.

“Fromwhat | can tell, most of these people came with not much more than the clothes on their backs.
There are what, maybe fifty people here?’

“Fifty-four with you,” Wolf replied.

“Then over athird of them are children. Thereis no common class amongst them. I’ ve seen peasants,
towngfolk, and severd aristocrats. The children are, asfar as |’ ve seen, without family. They are dmost
al Rethian.” Ardorn lay back and made hersaf comfortable. “ They have dl the earmarks of refugees,
and I'd lay my lagt gold that they are running from the a€ Magi.”

Woalf grunted an affirmative.

“How did they dl get here, though? | could see northernersfinding thisvaley, but | heard southern Reth
accentstoo.”

“You, of al people, should know the reputation of the northern mountains,” replied Wolf.

Araorn thought about what she had heard about the Northlands. “'Y ou mean the stories about how
human magic doesn’t work? | thought that was nonsense. | saw you transport the merchant, and my
understanding isthat teleportation isamage-level spel.”

Wolf shook hishead. “1 wouldn't havetried it thisfar north even if we weren’t worried about the

a€ Magi finding the valey. Smal spdls seem unhampered, but more ddlicate spells ssem harder to work.
Some people it affects more than others—the ag Magi won't travel into northern Reth. Ft doesn’t seem
to have much effect on my magic’—he nodded at the fire, which flared up, dancing wildly with purple
and gold flames—*but | wouldn’t have bet even the merchant’ slife onit; so we traveled south. The effect
seemsto be highly locdized, sowe didn't haveto travel very far.”

“The stories about that aspect of the Northlands are common enough, even in southern Reth. | suppose
that thisareawould be agood placeto runto if you were trying to hide from ahuman magician,”
commented Aradorn.

“I ...” He hestated a minute and Aralorn got the distinct fegling that he changed what he was going to
say. “| located thisvalley as a possible refuge, dthough | never intended to set up acamp of thissize
here”

He gazed with an air of bemusement over the camp. “I don’t know how these people found thisvalley in
particular. Y ou can ask, but everyone has adifferent story. It is unreasonable that fifty people, most of
whom have never been amile outsde of their own front doors, would wander blithely into ahanging
valley that would be hard for aforester or trapper to find.”

After a dight pause he continued. “ Asyou speculated, they areal running from the ag€ Magi, in amanner
of gpeaking—theway that you would have been fleeing from Sianim if you had made afew more



negative comments about the a€ Magi. Most of them were driven from their villages by the townspeople.

“Except for Myr, everyone in camp can work alittle magic. The adults didn’t have enough ability to be
trained as magicians and escaped the ag Magi’ s control that way. The children are young enough that
they were not yet sent for training.”

“The ae Magi controlsthe trained magicians?’ Aralorn was sartled into slting up. “1 know that heisthe
a€ Magi, but | thought that was like a guildmagter. Y ou make it sound likeit’s more than that.”

“Itis” replied Walf, his hoarse voice softened to keep it from carrying. “ After the Wizard Wars, it was
decided that the magicians could not be allowed to go without controls. | don’t know exactly what the
means of control are, but | do know that the control isreal. The ag Magi can stop atrained magician
from using his magic, rendering them as vulnerable to the a8 Magi’ s gpdlls as magicless people are.”

Araorn turned until shefaced him. “Why aren’t you under his control 7’

Wolf moved in alupine verson of ashrug. “1 ether broke theties of the binding, or | wasn'tintraining
long enough, | am not surewhich.”

Araorn and Walf sat in sllence, watching the camp gtir in the valey below them. Ardorn stretched her
feet out to thefire, which gtill flared uneasly, asif waiting for another command.

Watching thered play of flame reflected on her feet in the dim Sight, she ventured a question. “How long
have you been helping Myr?’ She noticed with self-directed amusement that her tone was disinterested,
revedling none of the jedousy shefdt. It had surprised her to fed resentful of Myr, but she had gotten
used to being the only one to whom Wolf reveaded himsalf. When she found out that not only wasthere
someone ese close to him, but that he knew things about Wolf shedidn’t, it bothered her.

Wolf spoke dowly, like one who was turning histhoughtsinto words for thefirst time, “I have been
looking for away to move against the ag' Magi for along time. It came to my attention that Myr didn't
hold the &€ Magi in the same esteem that most people do; apparently Myr is not susceptible to magic. |
am gill not surewhat use hewill be againgt the ag Magi, but it seemed prudent to watch him. At first |
did little more than observe, but after Myr’s parentswerekilled, | introduced mysdf and offered my help.
For themost part dl that | did was offer advice and block afew spellslaid to cause permanent
accidents.”

“Accidents like a carriage overturning unexpectedly,” offered Araorn.

Wolf nodded. “Or an archer’ sarrow going astray; things that immunity to magic does not shield againg. |
am not sureif | helped much inthe end. Thelast attack that the a€ Magi set against Myr was more
subtle. Did you hear what happened?’

Araorn shook her head. “Thefirst that | heard about it was back at the inn, when some messengers from
the capital rode in and spouted nonsense. Myr was supposedly crazed with grief and attacked one of his
own men.”

Wolf snorted with disgust. “Myr wasin his persona courtyard in the palace when he was attacked by an
elementd. They made enough noisethat | went out to investigate. | think that Myr would have won even
if I hadn’t been there.” Wolf shrugged and continued. “When it was dead, the demon transformed into a
more mundane cresture—one of Myr’s persona guards. We were gill standing over the body when the
better part of the castle guard ran into the courtyard. They attacked and we managed to flee. Hereis
where we' ve been ever since.”



“What now?’ asked Araorn, drawing picturesin the dirt near the blankets.

Wolf let out a sound that passed as alaugh. “Now, Myr istrying desperately to prepare this camp for
winter and | am trying to find away that | can move against the a€ Magi.” He paused and then saidina
tone that reeked of frustration, “I1t’snot that | don't have the power. It isthetraining | lack. Most of what
little | do know I’ ve learned mysdlf, and it’s not enough. If | could find just one of the old magicians not
under hisspell | could find something to use againgt him—instead | have to wade through piles of books
that may be utterly usdless”

“I will help with the books,” offered Ardorn, “if they’ rein alanguage | know.”

“I had intended that you should. If | have to read through the dusty old rdlics, you might aswell suffer
t00.” Hewasteasing her, knowing that she would devour every time-scarred tome with azedlot’'s
passion. “How many languages do you read? |’ ve heard you speak three or four.”

Araorn thought for aminute. “Including dialects? Ten, maybe twelve. Sometimes | can pick out the
essentiasin areated language.” She grinned at him, “Father was afanatic on it. He got caught in a battle
onetime trying to negotiate a surrender—someone e s’ s—and the only person who spoke both
languages had been killed. When | started collecting stories | Seamed alot of others. Anything very old,
though, will bein the ancients' tongue. | can pick my way through that but I'm not fluent.”

He gave her awolfish laugh. “ And they dways said that collecting folk taleswas a usaless hobby.” He
continued more serioudy. “1’m short on time, and we can get through more materia than | canaone. If |
even had the name of amagician with aspell that could stop him, | could savetime. | have alibrary near
here, and if you can go through the secular booksit would leave me free to work with the grimoires.”

Araorn made apoint of looking around at the mountain wildernessthat surrounded them. “Y ou have a
library nearby?’ she questioned in afasely bright voice.

“Yes” hereplied succinctly.

“Yes” sherepeated. “ Y ou are aware that if it were anyone but you telling methis, I might not believe
them.”

Gravely he met her eyes. If she hadn’'t known him aswell as she did, she might not have seen the faint
humor in the amber depths.

Faintly from the valley rose the sound of ametal spoon hitting a cooking pot—the time-honored cal to
medl.

Wolf rolled lithdly to his paws, changing dmost as he moved into thetall, masked figure that was his
human form. Courteoudly, he extended a hand to help her to her feet.

Ardorn accepted the hand alittle warily, finding that Wolf in his human form was somewhat more
intimidating than the wolf was. As a human he maintained the grace that he had as awolf. She watched
envioudy the easy way he negotiated the dope that she scrambled and did down.

A stray thought caught her as she struggled down the dope. At the bottom she caught hisarm to stop him
when he would have set out for the camp.

“Walf, | think that | may have caused aproblem for you.” Anxioudy she bit her lip.
“What' sthat?’ he asked.



“During the bal at the Magician’s castle the night | left, Myr saw mein the cage where he should have
seen only abird. The ag Magi saw him talking to me and questioned me about it. | told him that I'd seen
ameagician hep Myr bresk theilluson pdlt, hoping to keep Myr’ simmunity to magic from the ag Magi.”
She kept her eye on the contrast her hand made againgt the black silk of hisdeeve: it was hard to
remember that the masked figure was Wolf. “What | didn’t know wasthat Myr did haveamagician
aiding him. Did | cause you any problems?’

He stood slently for aminute before he said, “1 don’t think so. That was probably why he went from
sraying arrowsto sending e ementals—the timing is about right. But sSince we survived it, there was no
harm done.”

* * %

myr was up and arranging breskfast with a dexterity that Aralorn found fascinating to waich. She let
hersdf be organized with abowl of cooked grain that made up in amount what it lacked in flavor. After
the food she' d eaten at the inn, she felt no inclination to complain. Wolf neither ate nor removed the
mask, a Stuation that seemed an established pattern, since no one commented onit.

Assheate, Ardorn took the time to observe the people. The introductions she’ d received the night
before had been needfully brief, and many of the people had been adeep. She could only place the
namesto afew of the faces.

The sour-faced cook was a smith from a province in southern Reth. A large snake tattoo wrapped itself
around one massive forearm, disappearing into his deeve. She noticed that for dl hisgruffness, hisvoice
softened remarkably when he was talking with the children. His name was Haris.

Edom st alittle gpart from the rest. He had the dark, straight hair and sallow skin typica of parts of
western Reth, the legacy of interbreeding with the dark Darranians. His hands were the soft,
well-cared-for hands of an aristocrat. He was an oddity in the camp. Too old to be a child, yet younger
than till the adults. He was arecent arrival and gtill looked asif hefelt alittle out of place.

All but two of the children had been deeping when she’ d arrived at the valey. Those two were now
seated as close to Myr asthey could get. Stanis had the red hair and freckles of the Southern Traders
and the flamboyant persondity to go with it. The second boy, Tobin, was aquiet shadow of hisfriend.
Stanistugged impatiently at Myr’s shin until he had the young king' s attention. Then he settled back on
his knees and started talking with grand gestures of hisarms that |ooked alittle odd on aboy of ten or
eeven summers

Araorn wasjust about to look away when she saw Myr’ s expression sharpen with aert interest. He
looked around for Wolf and waved him over. Araorn followed.

“Stanis, tell Wolf what you just told me.”

Stanis hesitated for amoment, but the enjoyment of being the object of attention manifestly won out over
any shynessthat he fdlt around the intimidating magician.

“Wdll, yesterday afternoon when it wastime to eat lunch, nobody could find Astrid. Me and Tobin
thought that she might have been playing up near the old caves. So we al went up thereto seeiif she till
was. Edom wastoo scairt to go in but | wasn't. Welooked for hours and hours. Then when we al got
back out together she was waiting with Edom.

“She said that she met a nice man who knew her name and took her out of the caves. Edom saysthat he
didn’t see no one with her when she came out. And Haris said that he thinks that she wandered into the



month of one of the caves and fell adeep and dreamed about the man. But | think that she met a
shapeshifter and Tobin doestoo, only he thinksthat it could have been a ghost too.”

Araorn suppressed a smile at the boy’ s delivery—he' d gotten most of that oat in one breeth.

“What do think, Wolf? Astrid doesn’t tell stories, for dl that she' s but achild. Who do you think she
saw?’ Myr stone was quiet, but it was evident that the thought of someoneliving in the caves (wherever
they were) bothered him.

Wolf thought for amoment. “It’ sentirely possible that she did meet someone. Those caves interconnect
with cave systems that run throughout the mountain chain. | have seen many srange thingsin these
mountains and heard stories of more. | know for afact that there are shapeshiftersin thisarea.” Hedidn't
even look a Ardorn ashe said that. “I’ ve never seen anyonein there, but if a shapeshifter doesn’t want
to be seen, heusudly isn't, | wouldn’t worry too much. From hisactionsit is apparent that he means us
no harm.”

Myr relaxed alittle, relying on the older man’ sjudgement. Stanis looked pleased with himsdf—Wolf had
agreed with him.

* * %

after breskfast aralorn found herself cornered by Myr, and before she knew it she was agreeing to give
lessonsin swordsmanship. Myr divided the adults into four groups, to be taught by Aralorn, Myr, Wolf
and aone-armed ex-guardsman with an evil smile and the unlikely name of Pussywillow. The other three
were al much better with asword than Aralorn was, but luckily none of her students was good enough to
redlize how badly outclassed shewas.

Thefirgt part of any low-level lesson was adrill in basic moves. Haris Smith-Turned-Cook handled the
sword with the same strength and sureness that agood smith usesin swinging ahammer. He learned
rapidly From aword or atouch. Edom had the normal flaws of adolescence—all elbows and
awkwardness. The otherswerein the middle range. Given three or four years of steady sword work,
they would be passable, maybe.

She fought her firgt bout with Haris, deciding to face the best fighter first—when shewasfresh. It wasa
good idea. He might not have had much experience with a sword, but he had been in more than one dirty
fight. If she'd had to rely on only her swordsmanship to fight him, she might have logt, but she'd beenina
few dirty fights hersdf.

When shefinaly pinned him, Haris gave her the first genuine smile she' d seen on hisface, “For alittle bit
of athing, you fight pretty well.”

“For ahulking brute, you are not too bad yoursdlf,” she said, letting him up. She turned to the observers.
“And that ishow you light on abattlefied. But not in atraining session on swordsmanship. The sword got
in hisway morethan it helped him. If he werefighting in a baitle today, he' d be better off without his
sword. That will not be truein amonth, for any of you—I hope.”

The otherswere easier, 0 she lectured as she fought. By the time she was facing the last student, Edom,
she was short on bresth. Cleaning the inn had been good for keeping in shape, but atwo-hour workout
with asword was enough to test her powers of endurance.

She opened with the same move that she' d used in dl the other fights—a simple sidesweep that dl the
others had been able to meet. Edom fell, which should have shown him to be an utter idiot with asword.
She heard afew suppressed sniggers from the audience. But something about thefal struck her asalittle



off; if he had falen from the force of the blow he shouldn’t have fdlen quite asfar as he had. Shewasn't
big enough to push him that distance without more leverage than a sidesweep dlowed for.

She helped him up and handed him his sword. Grasping hiswrist, she showed him the proper block and
swung again. Hemet it that time, clumsly. Sheworked dowly with him at first, gradudly speeding up. He
progressed dowly, with nothing more odd than ineptness showing in hisfighting.

She worked with him on three blocks, aiming different attacks at him and showing how each block could
be used. She was getting tired, and made a mistake that a better swordsman would never have made.
She used acomplex swing, difficult to execute aswell as counter, and migudged it. Horrified, she waited
for her sword to cut into hisleg.

He blocked it.

He shouldn’t have been ableto, not at hislevel. She wasn't sure that she could have blocked it. She
certainly couldn’t have executed the combination that he used. She stepped back and met his eyes.
Softly, so that no one but she could hear, he said, “Can | explainin private?’

She considered aminute and nodded. Turning back to the others she dismissed them, sending them to
waich Myr, dill fighting nearby .

Alone, Edom met her gaze. He shuffled afoot in thedirt. “You ...” Hisvoice cracked and he cleared his
throat and tried again. *Y ou know that I’ m not quite what | gppear to be. I'm not even Rethian, I’'m from
Darran. | don't know if you know it, but Darran is under the a8 Magi’ sinfluence too, | didn’t know what
to do. | played dong with it aslong as| could and then | left.” He shrugged. “1 don't know why | came
here; something ... drew me here, | guess. It seemed as good a place to go asany. | found the valey full
of peoplelike me, hiding from the a€ Magi, But they were al Rethians, Given current feglings between
Darran and Reth, | could hardly tell them that | was a nobleborn Darranian.

“So | told them that | was the son of a Rethian merchant. | thought that it was agood idea. | speak
Rethian with afaint enough accent that | could pass for any number of western provinces, and it
explained the richness of my clothes.

“Then Myr came and started this swordsmanship training, Where would amerchant’ s son get trained in
Darranian-style swordsmanship? So | faked it.”

Araorn found hersalf grinning despite hersdlf. “Quite aproblem, | agree. What | would do istdll the truth
to Myr; he' snot as prejudiced as most Rethians are. Lel him figure out away to let you explain your
sudden ability.” She waved ahand in the vague direction of the rest of the camp, “With the lack of
trained fighters here, Myr can’t afford to waste your abilities.”

Edom smiled then, looking dightly relieved. “I’ll do that now. It would be niceto be useful, insted of
gtting onthesddinesdl thetime.” He gave her abrief bow and then ran off to where Myr wasfighting.

Araorn smiled and stretched wearily. Tired as shewas, it had felt good to work out with asword rather
than amop—if was dmost as good as playing at Saff.

The exercise had made her hoi and itchy, so she wandered over to the creek. It took her awhile, but she
found a place degp enough to wash in with alarge, flat rock that she could knedl on and avoid the worst
of the mud. She ducked her head under the water, itsicy temperature welcome on her overheated skin.

As shewas coming up for air she heard anewly familiar voice say, “ See, | told'yashehad a
funny-looking sword. Look, the handl€ s made out of metd.”



Araorn took her timewiping her face on her deeve and smoothing her dripping hair away from her face,
Stanisand hisslent but grinning companion, Tobin, sood observing her. She hid asmile when she
recognized Stanis' s solemn-faced, feet-apart, hands-behind-his-back pose. Myr did that when he was
thinking.

“Haveyou killed anyone 7" Stanis svoice wasfilled with gruesome interest.
She nodded, rolling up the long deeves of theinnkeeper’ s son’ stunic.

“Y ou’ re not supposed to fight with swords that don’t have wooden handles.” The silent Tobin at last had
spoken.

“Yeah,” said Stanis. “If you kill amagician, hismagic will kill you.”

She nodded again. “1 only wound magicianswith my sword. When | kill magicians, | dways use my
knife”

“Oh,” said Tobin, gpparently satisfied with her answer.

They were slent for amoment; then Stanis said, “ Tobin wanted to know if you would tell us about killing
someone.”

Araorn nodded and sat cross-legged on the grass, far enough away From the stream so that the ground
wasrdatively dry. Far beit from her to give up the chanceto tell stories.

That was where Wolf found her. Her audience had grown to include most of the camp. He walked
quietly closer until he could hear what she was saying.

“... S0 we snuck past the dragon’ s nose a second time. We had to be careful to avoid the puddles of
poison that dripped from the old beast’ sfangs asit dept.

“Dragons cars are very acute—so acute that we al were holding our bresth when we neared it. We
would have madeit if Wikker hadn’t dropped one of the bgeweled, golden goblets. He dropped it right
onthefiend sgligening muzzle.....”

“What happened’ 7’ asked a hushed voice from the crowd.
Ardorn smiled mysterioudy and said, “It ate us, of course.”

Therewas ashort sllence, then a sheepish laugh asthey redlized that she' d been telling them atall tale
from the beginning. Wolf was close enough to hear Stanis sdisgruntled, “ That’s not how it should have
ended. Y ou' re supposed to kill the dragon.”

Ardorn laughed and ruffled the boy’ s hair. “ Thereis another ending to the story. I'll tell you it later. Now,
though, | think that | hear someone calling usfor lunch.”

* % %

after lunch the wolf touched aralorn on the shoulder and motioned for her to follow him. They dipped
quietly out of camp and scaled one Side of the valey. Once on the top they followed afaint trail through
thetreesthat led to a cliff honeycombed with caves.

Wolf chose one of the dark entrances and lit the way through the tunnels with his staff. Ardorn hadn’t
noticed that he was carrying the staff while they were walking, but she supposed theat it was just part of
being amysterious mage.



“Wolf, these caves would make amuch better winter shelter than the tents. Why aren’t you using them?’

Wolf motioned her to asmall branch and halted her with one hand on her arm. Hetilted the saff dightly,
until sheredlized that directly in front of them wasadark hole. “I don’t know how far down that one
goes, but there are some holes that seem amost bottomless. If there were no children, you might risk i,
but it’ stoo difficult to keep them from wandering. We are storing alot of the suppliesin afew caves near
the surface, and | drew up amap for Myr of asection that is pretty isolated from the main cave system. If
it becomes necessary to move the camp into the caves, we can. But it issafer inthevaley.”

Ardorn looked at the blacknessin front of them and nodded. She aso stayed close to Wolf the rest of
the way through the caves.

They cameto alarge chamber that heilluminated with aflick of ahand. The chamber was easly as
gpacious asthe great hdl inthe a8 Magi’ s castle. Carved into dl the walls were shelves covered with
hooks. Wooden bookcases were packed tightly with more books and stacked in rowswith only a
narrow walkway between them. Here and there were careful dacks of volumeswaiting to find a place on
the crowded shelves.

Araornwhistled softly. “| thought that Ren’ slibrary wasimpressive. We re going to read al of these?’

Wolf shrugged. “Unless we find something before we have to read them al.” Ashe spoke heled her
through one of the narrow pathways between bookcases to an open area occupied by aflat table that
held an assortment of quills, ink and paper, On ether Side of the table were small padded benches.

Ardorn looked around and asked, “Where do you want meto start?’

“Anywhere. Normally, | know, you can tell if something is magic, but for your safety let melook at the
books before you open them. There are spells to disguise the presence of magic, and some of the
grimoires are set—with trgps for the unwary. I’ d prefer not to spend vauable time trying to resurrect
you,” hesaid.

“ Can you resurrect people?’ She kept her voice mildly curious, though she’ d never heard of such athing
actualy happening.

“Let’snot find out,” was hisreply.

“So, what do | look for, | mean other than a book titled. Twenty-five Foolproof Waysto Destroy a
Powerful Evil Magician'?’

He gave a short laugh before he answered. “L ook for aname of a mage who fought another magician. If
| haveanamel

might be able to find hisgrimoaire. Y ou aso might note down any object that could be of use. Although
magica items are notorioudy hard to find—even if they’ re not the creation of some bard’ s overactive
imagination—and we don’'t have the leisure time to go on aquest.”

Ardorn inspected one shell’, pulled out abook at random and took it to the table. She ran her fingers
lightly over the metdlic binding of the book. Originaly it had been slver but it had tarnished to adull
black. She could read the title only because she once coaxed Ren into teaching her the words inscribed
on the old wall mosaicsin some of the older placesin Sanim. Reluctantly she put it away without opening
it, knowing that it wouldn’t have anything of use. The people who used that language had didiked magic
to such an extent that they burned the practitioners of it. They had been atrading people, and merchants
in genera were not overly fond of magicians. She thought about the chubby merchant she'd seenin



another cave and smiled; maybe merchants had reason to didike magicians.

It took several more tries before she found abook that suited her and passed Wolf’ sinspection. Thisone
was about three hundred years old and told the history of atribe of tinkers that used to roam the landsin
great numbers. They were scarcer now and tended to keep to themselves. Whoever wrote the book she
was reading gill believed in the powers of the old gods, and he intermixed history and myth with a
cynicism that she thoroughly enjoyed. Taking a piece of blank paper, she kept careful note of anything
that might be potentialy useful.

Her favorite was the story of the jedl ous chieftain whose wife was unfaithful. Frustrated, he visited the
locd magician, who gave him alarge bronze statue of the demigod Kinez, the faithful. When hiswife
kissed aman inits presence it would come to life and kill the unlucky suitor. The chieftain had the statue
placed in hiswife' swagon, and after severa of her favorites died she sinned no more, or at least found
another placeto sin.

She got her revenge, though. At last satisfied that hiswife would be faithful, he entered her wagon and
started making love with her. Unfortunately he forgot to remove the statue first. She became chieftain and
ruled for many prosperous years.

* % %

wolf often wondered why it was that magicians had such wretched handwriting. The fine motor skills
prerequisite to spellcasting should be reflected in decent writing: hisown was very nearly flawless. He
painstakingly cross-checked the word he was trying to decipher with severa othersto compare the
letters. As hewaswriting the actua word negtly in the space above the original, he heard Aralorn laugh
oftly.

Safe behind the mask, he smiled at the picture she made with her quill scratching frantically dong the
paper. Her handwriting wasn't any better than what he' d just been attempting to read. The hand moving
the quill was calloused and ink-spattered. Ink also resided in blotchy patterns across her face where
she'd pushed back her hair. Reluctantly he returned to hisreading.

* % %

aradornfinished her book and replaced the dender volume on its shelf. When she found another
likely-looking candidate. Wolf was deeply engrossed in hisgrimoire, so she sat to wait.

“Wolf,” she said suddenly, artled by a strange thought.

He held up ahand to ask her to wait while he finished, which she did with someimpatience. Findly he
looked up.

“What isthe difference between human and green magic? | have dways thought that it was that human
mages draw the magic from themsalves, while green magic users draw power from the outside world, but
didn’t you say that the a8 Magi had found away to link to outsde power?’

Intypica Wolf fashion he started his answer with aquestion. “How much training have you had in
megic?’

She grinned at him. “Not much. Y ou human mages are not especidly open to sharing knowledge even
amongst yourselves, and the shgpeshifters are not exactly fascinated by intdlectud pursuits. The only
thing | know about magic ishow to useit, and in that I’ m by no means an expert. | spent enough time
with my mother’ s people to learn how to shapeshift and afew minor magics.”



He grunted in acknowledgement and then paused to choose hiswords. “ The difference between human
and green magicis generaly explained the way you explained it to me, but as Ren would say,
generdizations have ahabit of ignoring much of the truth.

“The ancients said that magic existed in a secret pool in the castle of the goddess of nature, and she used
this magic to make the seasons change and the grass grow. One day a clever man found away to stedl
some water out of the pond without the goddess knowing about it. He was the first human magician.

“Based on that story, you might picture magic asapool of raw, unshaped power that gradualy seepsinto
the natural world to act as nature would have it—making the trees grow and the sun rise. My
undergtanding of green magic isthat it isthe magic dready harnessed by nature that the green magician
can use. He dters, rather than creates; the magic makes the grass grow faster or dower, makesawind
blow stronger or not at al. The magic that he usesis nature’ s magic aready shaped. It is safer and
perhaps easier to use, but it is not asflexible asthe raw stuff.

“Human magic worksin thismanner, a least for most magicians. Firs, the human magician must tap into
our magical pooal. It islike drinking through astraw—when one runs out of breeth, the liquid stops
flowing. The magician then takesthis raw power he has gathered and usesit to form aspell or pattern
that he shapes himsdlf. The more magic the magician can pull, the stronger heis, but he needsto know
the patternsto shape the magic into.

“If he cannot shape the magic, he must release it as raw power. Raw magic let loosein the world will
take the form of fire and burn itself out: fortunately few magicians can call enough power that uncontrolled
magic could do much more than sart acampfire.

“For most magiciansit isthe gathering of magic that isthe most difficult. Containing it and making it follow
one swill isgenerdly amatter of memorizing aspell or two, dthough alarge amount of raw magicis
more difficult to shgpe then asmaller amount.

“The a€ Magi has devel oped away to leach energy o that he can useit to hold open the magical
channelslonger than he otherwise could have. He has greetly increased the amount of power that he can
capture at any onetime, making him stronger than any wizard living.”

“You said that it works thisway for most magicians, not for you?’ asked Araorn.

“Quick, Lady, very quick.” Hisyellow eyes caught herslike abird of prey. He seemed astranger to her,
hostile dmogt.

Ardorn set her chin and stubbornly refused to let herself fed threatened. “How doesit work for you?’
She rephrased her question.

Suddenly he relaxed and she had the feding that if she could see behind his mask hewould be amiling. “I
forget sometimes how difficult it isto intimidate you. Very well then, yes, it isdifferent for me.

“When | gtarted working magic, it was't obvious at first that | was different. It wasn't until | started
working the more powerful spdllsthat the difference made itsdlf felt. Most magicians are limited by the
magic that they can draw into themsdlves; | am limited more by the amount of magic | can shapeinto a

.

“I suspect that the ag Magi, who was my teacher, knew long before | did, as | lacked anyone with whom
to compare mysdlf. The ag Magi doesn't take on many apprentices. When | wasten or eleven, the

a€ Magi decided to try to use me to gather more power. He had me gather al the magic that | could so
that he could useit.”



Wolf fell slent. Ardlorn waited for aminute and then asked, *“ Something happened?’

Wolf made a sound that could have been alaugh. “Y es, something happened. Either the method that he
was trying to use wasn't successful or he wasn't ready for the amount of power | drew, but before he
could do anything | destroyed most of the tower that we were in. The stones were melted. | don’t know
how he managed to keep usdive, but he did.

“It was three months before | could bring mysdlf to collect enough magic to light acandle.” He paused
for aminute, collecting histhoughts.

Ardorn waited patiently for him to continue or not, asit suited him. He had told her more about himsdlf in
the last five minutes than he' d told her in the four years she' d known him. If he choseto stop, shewasn't

going to push him.

In time he began again. “He began to experiment with drawing power from others. Not with me, because
that first experiment had proved such adisagter. It was during these experiments that he found that with
the aid of certain rituals—rituds forbidden even before the Wizard Wars—he could use the power of
untrained magic-users, especially children. They don’'t have the defenses that others do.” He stopped
again, his golden eyes bleak.

“For alongtimel helped him,” he continued findly, his sepulchral, emotionless voice making it sound asif
he were telling the story about someone else, “even though | knew what hewas. | used dark magic. |
worked hiswill and gloried in the power and the madness of it. | knew what he was and hated him and
mysdlf, but it didn’t matter. He has amagnetism that binds as solidly asiron.”

His hands gripped the table until they were white-knuckled, giving the lie to his passionlessvoice. “I don't
know exactly when it wasthat | began questioning what we were doing.”

He released his grip on the table abruptly, and when he spoke again Aralorn thought he was changing the
subject. “When | was young, the passages of the Magician's castle fascinated me. | wandered through
them for hours, sometimes. There are placesin the passages that haven’t seen human hands for
generdions.

“About ayear before |eft the cagtle, | found an abandoned library; it fascinated me. Almost everything
that | had read before | found the library were grimoires and the like. The booksin the little room were of
another ilk entirely. Someone had collected books about people—histories, biographies, mythsand
legends. | learned fromwhat | read.” He hesitated. “What | learned made my current occupation ...
distasteful. So | |eft. Departing the castle was easy enough; but changing what | am has proven to be
much moredifficult.”

She could tdll by the stiffness of hisbody that he was hurting and decided to lighten the mood. “If you
changeinto one of those zed ots who give everything they have to the poor and go around dl thetime
telling everyone e se to do the same, | will feed you to the Uriah mysdlf.”

She dartled arductant laugh out of him and he shook his head in mock reproof. “ You ought to watch
what you say around me. | might forget that | have repented of my evil ways and turn you into something

redly nagty.”
Five

The next morning Myr decided that the camp needed improvement more than the refugees’ wegpon skills
did. So after breskfast, anyone who could ply a needle was sent to turning the yards of fabric, recently
purchased from the accommodating merchant, into atent. The design of the tent was Myr’s own, based



loosely on tents used by the northern trappers.

When the project was finished there would be three large tents that could house the popul ation of the
camp through the winter. The tents would be stretched over sturdy frames, designed to withstand the
weight of the snow. Thewals of the lent were sawn with adouble wall; it could be stuffed with dry grass
that would serve uk insulation in the winter, A smple, ingenious flap system would makeit possibleto
keep afireingde the tent.

The rest of the camp was put to work building what Myr termed “the first priority of any good
camp’—thelavatories. Therisk of disease was very redl in any winter camp, and any military man knew
stories of regiments destroyed by plagues due to the lack of adequate waste facilities. Myr’ s grandfather
had been afanatic on the subject. Myr, thought Araorn with private amusement, was like his grandfather
in more ways than one.

Ardorn searched futildly for Wolf and ran into Edom looking frustrated as he wastrying to dop the tears
of alittlegirl in aragged purple dress.

“I want Mummy. She dways knows how to fix it so her hat doesn’'t come off.” Clutched in the child's
grubby hand was an equaly grubby doll.

“Astrid, you know that your mumisn’t here and can't help you,” said Edom impatiently.

“Hdlo, Agtrid. May | seeit?’ Ardorn held out her hand. Astrid looked at the hand distrustfully for a
minute before carefully placing the doll and itshat on Ardorn’s pam.

Y ears of being the oldest daughter of fourteen gave her the experienceto twist the hat on at just the right
angle so that it dipped firmly over the doll’ swooden head, Astrid look the doll in one hand and smeared
her tear-wet cheeks with the other.

“Can you seeif you can get dl of you young ones over here?’ asked Araorn. Astrid nodded and ran off.
Turning to Edom, Aralorn said, “I take it that you are supposed to be keeping an eye on the children?’
Edom rolled hiseyes. “ Always.”

“I can relieveyou for awhile, if you like,” she offered. He nodded and took off with agrin. She
wondered if he' d be as pleased when Myr cornered him for latrine duty.

She had the children Sit in asemicircle around her. Before she began she looked at their facesto help her
select agtory. Her information source, Stanis, had told her that most of them hadn’t been there much
over amonth. None of them had any family at the camp and, judging by Astrid’ stears, they weredl
fedinglog.

She sat cross-legged and began aRethian folk tale that most of them would be familiar with. “Once upon
atime, when the old gods walked the earth and interested themsdl ves with the affairs of men, therelived
asmithinasmal, isolated village. The smith was a craftsman of greet skill and his name was known far
and wide. Although he was agentle man, helived in atime of war and so spent most of his day shoeing
the great warhorses of the nobility, mending their weapons, and creating and repairing their armor. These
things he did so that he would have money to live, for food was scarce and dear. At night, in the privacy
of the forge, he created works of marvelous grace and beauty to take his mind off the ugliness that war

brings.
“It cameto passthat Temris, the god of war, had broken afavorite sword in battle. He heard of the
smith’ s skill and so came to the village one night and knocked upon the smithy door.



“The smith had been working on a piece of sngular beauty—asmall, intricately wrought tree of slver,
bearing upon each branch asingle, golden fruit. Temris saw it and coveted it and, as was the custom of
the gods when they wanted something from amortal, demanded it.

“The smith, who had seen the devastation that war had caused those that he loved, refused, saying that
he who was the creator of the ugliness of war could not demand the beauty of peace. The smith cast the
statue to the ground, and such was the strength of his anger, he shattered it into a thousand thousand
pieces.

“Temriswas angered and he spoke then to the smith. ‘I say now, smith, that you will forge only three
more pieces and these will be wegpons of destruction such asthe world has never seen.’” Ardorn let her
voice drop dramaticaly and was rewarded by a gasp from someone in her audience,

“The smith was horrified, and for many days he sat donein theforge, not daring to work for fear of
Temris swords. During thistime he prayed to Mehan, the god of love, asking that he not be forced to
build the instruments of another man’s destruction. It may be that his prayer was answered, for he was
seized by afit of energy that left dl the village amazed. For three fortnights he labored, day and night,
neither eating nor deeping until hiswork was done.

“The wegpons he created could only be used by humans, and would only harm those who preyed upon
mankind. He built Nekris, the Flame, which was alance made of a strange materia: ared metd that
shimmered likefire. It was Nekris that King Taris used to drive the seamongter back into the depths
when it would have destroyed his city.

“The second wegpon was the mace, Sothris, the Black. The wegpon that, according to legend, was
respons ble for one of the nine deaths of Temris himself. It was used during the Wizard Wars to destroy
some of the abominations created in the desperate fina days.

“Thelast weapon was the sword, Ambris, called aso the Golden Rose. There are no stories about
Ambris. Some say that it was|ogt or that the gods hid it away for fear of the wegpon. But | think that it
was hidden until atime of great need when it will appear to day agreat monster.”

“Donkey warts!” exclamed Stanisin approval. “Do you know any other stories? Ones about swords an’
godsan’ suff?1 like’emwith blood an’ fight' n, but Tobin saysthat it might scare the young’ uns.”

Araorn grinned and started to reply, but noticed that Wolf waswaiting nearby. “It lookslike I’ll haveto
wait and tell you a story another time. I’ ve got one about a boy, his dog and amonster named Taddy.”
She organized agame of hide the stone and sent the children il running.

“Did you ever redize how closdly thetraditional description of Ambrisresemblesyour sword?” Wolf
commented, walking toward her when the children were gone.

She laughed and shook her head, saying in mock seriousness, “ Talor has ablack mace, and therewasa
bronze ceremonial lance on thewall of the Red Lance Innin Sianim. | guesswe don’t have to worry
about the ae Magi. We'll just take the Smith’ s Wegpons and destroy him.” Then she gave him asheepish
gmile. “I will admit, though, that when | found it in the old weapons hall a Lambshold, one reason | took
it with mewasits resemblance to Ambris.”

She drew the sword and held it up for hisingpection. It gleamed pinkish gold in the sunlight, but aside
from the admittedly unusud color it was plain and unadorned. “ It was probably made for awoman or a
young boy; see how dender it is?” She turned the blade edgewise. “ The color is probably the result of a
smith mixing metalsto make it strong enough not to breek evenif it issmal enough for awoman. Even
the metal handleisn't unusud; before it was understood how common magic-users are there were many



swords made with ameta grip. It has only been in the last two hundred yearsthat meta grips have
become unusud.”

“There might be no magicin her, but ...”—Arad urn executed afew quick moves—“she' slight and well
balanced and takes agood edge. Who can ask anything more than that? | don’t need a sword for
anything else, so she suits my purposes. | don’t use asword when aknife or staff will do, so | don’t have
to worry about accidentally killing amagician.” She reshesthed the sword with afind pat.

“I brought Edom back with me.” Wolf indicated metal boy running with the smaller figures. “Hewas
pleased to resume hisduties.”

Araorn grinned, “ He decided it was better than digging trenches, | take it?’
Wolf nodded.

* % %

the route that they took to the library was different thistime; Aralorn wasn't sure whether it was
deliberate or just habit. Wolf traversed the twisted passages without hesitating, ducking the cave
formations asthey appeared in the light From the crystdsin his stuff, but she had the feding thet if she
weren't there hewouldn’t need thelight at all.

Thelibrary was asthey had |eft it. Aralorn soon started skimming books, rather than reading them——but
even S0, the sheer volume of the library was daunting. Once or twice she found that the book that she
arrived a the table with wasn't the one that she thought she had picked up. The fourth timethat it
happened she was certain that it wasn't just that she picked up adifferent book by mistake. The book
that she had taken off the shelf was unwieldy; the one that she set in front of Wolf to check over waslittle
more than a pamphlet.

Intrigued, she returned to the shelf where she’ d gotten the book and found the massive tome she thought
she' d had, sitting where she d found it. She tapped it thoughtfully, and then smiled to hersdf—wizards
libraries, it ssemed, had afew idiosyncrasies.

Wolf had taken no notice of her odd actions, but set the thin, harmless book on her side of the table and
returned to the unreadable scribbles of amediocre and half-mad warlock who passed away into
much-deserved obscurity severd centuries before: safe from the curses of an untrained magician,
however powerful.

Araorn, returning to the table, listened to his muttering with interest. The mercenaries of Sianim were
possessed of awide variety of curses, mostly vulgar; but Wolf definitely had a creative touch.

Still smiling, Aradorn opened thelittle book and began reading. Like most of the hooks she chosg, this
onewas acollection of taes. It waswritten in an old Rethian didect that she didn’t find difficult to read.
Thefirgt story was aversion of the tae of the Smith’s Wegpons that she hadn’t read before. Guiiltily,
because she knew that it wasn't going to be of any help defeating the a Magi, she took quick notes of
the differences before continuing to another sory.

Whoever had written the volume had been an extraordinarily good storytdler. Araorn quit skimming the
stories and read them instead, noting down a particularly interesting turn of phrase here and adetall there.
She was athird of the way through the last story in the book before she realized just what she was
reading. It wasaamy told to illustrate amoral; in this case the theme was “think before you act.”

Apparently the ae Magi (the one ruling at the time that the book was written) had, as an apprentice,



designed anew spell. He presented it to his Master, to that worthy’ s misfortune. The spell was one that
nullified magic, an effect that the apprentice’ s two-hundred-year-old Master would have appreciated
more had he been out of the area of the spell’ s effect.

Araorn hunted futildly for the name of the apprentice-turned-ae' Magi or even any indication when the
book was written. Unfortunately, during most of Rethian history it had not been the custom to note the
dale abook was written or even who wrote it. With acollection of stories, most of which were folk tales,
it was virtualy impossible to date the book rdliably within two hundred years, especialy onethat was
probably a copy of another book.

With asigh, Araorn set the book down and started to ask Wolf if he had any suggestions. Luckily she
glanced at him before a sound left her mouth. He wasin the midst of unraveling aspell worked into a
lock on amildewed book asthick as her hand. He didn’t seem to be having an easy time with it, although
it was difficult to judge from his masked face.

“Doesn't that thing ever bother you?” She asked in an I-am-only-making-conversation tone as soon as
the lock popped open with athesatrica puff of blue smoke.

“What thing?’ He brushed the remaining blue dust off the cover of the book and opened it to arandom
page.

“The mask. Does't it itch when you sweat?”’

“I don’'t sweat.” Histone was so uninterested that she knew that it was a safe topic to push, even though
he was deliberately avoiding her point.

“You know,” she said, running afinger over adust pattern on aleather book cover, “when my father
took meto vigt the shapeshifters| thought that it would be really fun to be able to be someone ese
whenever | wanted. So | sudied and learned and worked at it until | could look like amost anything |
wanted. My father, though, had the uncanny knack of finding me out, and he was a crestive geniuswhen
it cameto punishments. Eventudly | got out of the habit of shapechanging at all.

“The second timethat | visited with my mother’ s people, | was severd years older, | noticed something
that time that made me think twice about shapeshifting. If a shapeshifter doesn't like something about
himsdlf, he can just changeit. If hisnoseistoo long or hiseyesaren’t theright color, it iseasly dtered. If
he did something that he wasn't proud of, then he could be someone ese for awhile, until everyone
forgot about it .. They, dl of them, hide from themsalves behind their shapes until thereisn’t anything left
to hidefrom.”

“I assureyou,” commented Wolf dryly, “that as much as| would like to hide from mysdf, it would take
more than amask to do it.”

“Then why do you wear it?” sheasked. “| don’t, mean out there.” She waved impatiently in the genera
direction of camp. “I am sure that you have your reasons. But why do you useit to hide from me too? |
am hardly likely to tell everyonewho you are.”

He tensed but answered with the same directness that she had shown. “I have reasons for the mask that
have nothing to do with trust or the lack of it.” She'd noticed before the curious durring to hiswords that
the Wolf did not have, although the coarse sepulchra tone was the same.

She held hiseyes. “Don't they? There are only the two of usin thisroom.”
“Cave” heinterjected mildly.



She conceded his correction but not the change of subject. “* Cave,” then. A mask is something to hide
behind. If | am the only one hereto look at your face, then you are hiding from me. Y ou don't trust me.”

“Plaguetakeit, Ardorn. | have reasonsto wear thismask.” He tapped the silver mask. There was
enough temper in hiseyes, if not hisvoice, that a prudent person would have backed down.

Not even her enemies had ever called Araorn prudent.
“Not with me,” Shewouldn't retrest.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath and opened them again. The glitter of temper had been
replaced by something that she couldn’t read. “The mask is more honest than what isbeneath it.” There
was emotion coloring his voice, but it was disguised so it could have been as mild as sorrow or aswild as
the rage portrayed by the mask.

Shewaited, knowing that if she commented on his obscure statement he was fully capable of sdetracking
her into his peculiar philosophica mishmash until sheforgot her purpose.

When he saw that she wasn’t going to spesk he said softly, “I find thet trust ishard for meto learn,
Lwy.”

There was nothing obvious holding the mask on hisface, no hidden straps to hinder him when he put his
hands up and undid the smple spell. He gripped the mask and took it off smoothly. She probably only
imagined the dight hesitation before hisface was revealed.

She had thought that it was hisidentity that he hid. If she had been another person she might have
gasped. But she had seen burn victims before, even afew who were worse—most of those had been
dead. The area around the golden eyes was unscarred, asif he' d protected them with an arm. The rest of
his face matched hisvoice. It could have belonged to a corpse; it had that same peculiar tight 1ook, asif
the skin was too small. His mouth was drawn o tightly that he must have trouble esting. She knew now
why his voice had sounded muffled, less clearly enunciated than it had been when he took wolfshape.

She looked for along time, longer than she needed to so that she could think of the best way to react.
Then she stood up and walked around the table, bent over and kissed him lightly on the lips.

Returning to her seat she said quietly, “Leave your mask off when we are here aone, if you will. | would
rather look at you than amask.”

He smiled warmly at her, with hiseyes: hislipswere capable of no such feat. Then he answered what she
didn't fed freeto ask. “It wasthat spell of which | lost contral. | told you that uncontrolled magic takes
the shape of flame.” As he spoke he clenched hisfist and then opened it to show her thefireit held.
“Human flesh burns easier than stone, and the a8 Magi wasn't able to extend his shield to me fast

enough.”

It took effort but she sensed that he was till uncertain, so she grinned at him and playfully knocked his
hand aside. “Get that out of here. Y ou, of al people, should know better than to play with fire.” She
knew by hislaugh that she had taken the right tack and was glad for the years of acting that allowed her
to lighten the mood.

Obediently he extinguished the flame, and with no more ceremony than he usudly exhibited he turned
back to hisbook. Araorn went to the nearest bookcase and picked out another book. After it had been
duly inspected for traps and pitfalls she opened it and pretended to read as she pondered on severa
other questions that popped up. Thingslike: why couldn’t amagician, who could take on the form of a



wolf indefinitely, ater hisface until it was scarless? The most likely answer to that wasthat he didn’t want
to. That led to awhole new set of questions.

She was s0 engrossed in thought that she jumped at the sound of Wolf’ s voice as he announced that it
wastimeto leave. She set the hook she' d opened on the table on top of the book she' d forgotten to tell
Wolf about. Tomorrow was soon enough for both books. As she started after Wolf she caught amotion
out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned there was nothing there. Nonetheless, she fdll theitch of
being watched by unseen eyes dl the way through the caverns.

Asthey |eft the caves, Aralorn noted that there were faded markings just inside the entrance. Some sort
of warding was her guess, dthough shewas't familiar with at of the symbols. Wolf had probably put
them up to keep unwanted visitors out of the cave, dthough they didn’t seem to have had much effect on
whatever it wasthat wasin hislibrary. They hadn’t stopped the little girl, Agtrid, from her explorations
ether. With ashrug Araorn followed Wolf outside.

Outside the grey skies carried the dimness of early evening. Reluctant drops of rain fell here and there,
icy and cold on her skin. There was no wind near the caves but Aralorn could hear its relentless pirit
weaving itsway through the nearby trees. She looked apprehensively at she sky. It was il too early for
snow, but the mountains were renowned for their fresk storms, and theicy rain boded ill.

Seeing her glance, the Wolf said, “ There will be no snow tonight at least. Tomorrow, maybe. If it hitstoo
soon we might have to move them into the caves. | would rather not do that; it’ stoo easy to get logt, asit
has aready been demonstrated. Next time there might not be arescue.” She saw that he had replaced
the mask without her noticing when he did it.

* % %

if it did not snow, it might aswell have. the sorm that hit that night was violent and cold. Thewind
cardlessly shredded the makeshift tents that till comprised most of the camp. Everybody huddied in the
tents that leaked the least and waited out the storm. It |eft as abruptly asit had struck. With the wind
gone, the body hesat from the huddled people warmed the remaining overpopulated tents. Tired asthey
were, everyone, with the exception of the second-shift night watch, was soon fast asleep.

Araorn woke to the sound of agtdlion’s, whistle. There was probably amarein hest. She swore softly,
but when Sheen whistled again she knew she had to go quiet him before he woke the camp. It probably
would be agood ideato check on the horses after the storm anyway.

Shereached under the furs she dept on—not an easy feat with SO many others deeping on the furs
too—and strapped on her knife. Carefully, she stepped over the dumbering bodies and threaded her
way to the door.

Once outside she jogged toward the corra. Sheen’ slight grey underbelly was easy to see against the
darkness. Just as he was about to cry out again he saw her and came toward her, hopping because of the
hobble. She checked him over, but saw nothing unusual.

Me shifted abruptly asif thewind brought a scent to his nose. His attention was focused high on the ridge
surrounding the valley. Every muscle tensed and only aquick word from Aralorn kept him quiet.

It could have been only the scent of one of the two guards Myr posted every night in shifts or, more
probably, awild animal of some sort. For her own peace of mind, Aralorn decided to trek up the side of
the valley and seeif she could locate whatever was disturbing the stallion. She commanded him to silence
again and garted the climb.



Theterrain was more cliff than anything else. There was an easier climb over more open ground, but she
chose to stay in the sparse cover of the tough brush that grew here and there. Once on the crest,
crouched in the dense thicket of young willowsthat surrounded the valey, she glanced back down to see
if Sheen was il upset.

His attention was till focused, but he could have been just watching her. Swearing softly to hersdlf, she
crept through the brush. If it had been awild animal it was probably long gone, or waiting for anice tasty
human to join it for its evening meal—wasn't it dragons that were supposed to enjoy feasting on young
women?

It was mere chance that she found the cause of Sheen’salarm.

Shetripped over it before she saw it—or rather him. Hewas very dead. She called adim light bail that
would alow her to get abetter look at the corpse without drawing attention to herself.

It was one of the guards—Pussywillow, the one-armed veteran. He had been killed recently because the
body was till warm, even in the chill of the wet foliage. What redlly bothered Ardorn wasthe way he'd
been killed. He d probably been knocked out, judging by the lump on his head. With him unconscious
and unableto struggle, it had been an easy matter to cut his heart out of his chest and carve the runeson
it.

Impulsively shetraced asymbol over arune. She didn’t know alot about human magic: shedidn’t even
know alot about her own type of magic. But she did know that certain symbols and runes held a power
of their own independent of green or human designation. Once when she and Wolf had been traveling she
had seen him trace the symbol with astick held in hisjaws. Curious, as adways, she asked him the
meaning of it. Woalf told her that it was a powerful symbol that smply promoted good rest and taught it to
her a her request. She hoped it would help.

She gtarted to run around the edge of the valley without worrying about cover. She dmost hoped to
draw the attention of the killer; she was better able to take care of hersaf than dmost anyoneelsein the
camp. From the signs around the body there had been only one person, but he was skillful.

Heart pounding, and not from effort, she searched the darkness for some clue asto his whereabouts.
Lessthan hafway around the camp she found the other guard. Her heart lay, ill faintly beating, on the
grassthat wastoo dark even in the night.

She had probably been killed after Ardorn found the first body. Thekiller, safe in his knowledge that
there was no other guard to worry about, had taken histime and done the ritual more properly, though
gtill without active magic use that might have derted Woalf, or anyone esein the camp for that matter. The
guard had been awake for the ceremony, gagged so that she could make no sound. A small pewter
drinking glass lay near the body, stained dark with blood.

Gently, Aralorn closed the open eyes.

Taking stock of her position, Aralorn realized that she was no more than ahundred yards from Wolf's
camp. 11 would be wiser to have two people looking for the kilter. Finding the camp from her position
on top of the rim was not as easy asfinding it from the bottom; there were no faint trailsto lead her toiit.

Just as she decided that her timewould be better spent trying to find the enemy, she saw thelight from
the meager campfire Wolf preferred. With asigh of relief she; made her way down the steep dope,
taking the path dowly to avoid twisting an ankle.

Without warning a violent surge of magical backlash drove her to her knees. She waited until the wash of



magic dulled to a point that was no longer painful before struggling back to her feet. Forgetting caution,
she grabbed astick and used it for balance as she did down the hill, announcing her presence with a
modest avalanche of stonesand dirt.

Shedidto astop just above the smdll, flat areathat Wolf had appropriated as his camp. Wolf lay still on
his back in human form, eyes glistening with rage. Narrow, luminous white ropeslay acrosshislegs,
chest, and neck. Edom stood over him, his attention momentarily diverted to Aralorn. Half raised in his
right hand he held a sword that was not the sword he' d been using in the sparring match. It glowed
gently, with a pulsating lavender light. The sight of it sent acold chill up Aralorn’ s back as she recognized
the weapon for what it was. asoulester. The blades were asrare asthey were unnatural. Aralorn had
only seen one before, but there were alot of stories about them. Even minor wounds from a soul eater
could be mortd.

The section of the ledge that she stood on was just far enough above Edom to be out of the sword's
reach. She drew her knife and shifted it lightly by the blade in athrower’ sgrip. At this distance shedidn’t
even need to aim, so she had it in the air before he would have been able to see what it was she threw.
He certainly shouldn’t have been able to dodgeit, but her blade landed harmlesdy on the ground behind
him.

The speed of hismovetold her that he was amuch better fighter than he had shown himself to be. Easily
good enough that he could have fooled her into thinking him unskilled. Darranians being singularly
prejudiced against women, he probably smply hadn’t bothered.

Hisface, revedled more by thelight of the souleater than the modest campfire, appeared ol der—although
that could amply have been amistake of thelight. He smiled.

She was unarmed againgt him. Normally that wouldn’t have worried her, but the souleater made the
Stuation anything but normal. She could only hope to hold out until someone from the camp got there.
No one who was tuned into magic could miss the disturbance that Edom’ s unholy sword was causing,
now that it was active. Already she could hear voices from below.

All the shapes that she could take quickly were suited to her chosen trade as a spy: the mouse, severd
types of birds, afew insects. Nothing that would hold off an experienced siwordsman for long enough to
keep both her and Wolf alive.

Shetook an apparently involuntary step sideways, away from Edom, and lost her footing. She made sure
that thefall carried her past Wolf’ sledge and on down the hill into some brush.

Edom had two options; either he would follow her down, getting more distance between that sword and
Wolf, or hewould turn to finish Wolf off—giving her the extrafew seconds that she needed. He turned
back to finish hisbusinesswith Walf.

She chosethefirgt form that she could think of; it was deadly enough, though small. Theicelynx had little
trouble with the steep climb and was leaping silently at Edom’ s back before he even had his sword raised
at Wolf.

Warned by the brief shadow she caused when sheran in front of the fire, Edom turned—sweeping aside,
her rush with his sword arm, but not before she raked his back with her formidable claws. Hissing and
growling, she faced him as she crouched between him and the till form on the ground.

Pde sword and paler cat feinted back and forth: she just out of reach of the letha sword; he careful not
to expose himsdlf to the poisonous fangs of theicelynx.



Suddenly Edom spoke softly asif not to antagonize the cat, though his tone carried anxious desperation.
“It's Ardorn. She' sashapeshifter; don't you seeit? | came up to ask Wolf about something and | found
her here, with Wolf like that. Y ou' ve dl heard of the arcane practices of shapeshifters. Help me before
shekillshim.”

Ardorn didn’'t have to look to see what her nose had belatedly informed her. A ragtag band from camp
had just shown up to rescue the wrong person. In aform she was unfamiliar with, Araorn was without
the power of speech and unable to defend herself.

Edom continued to speak, even as hetried to maneuver closer to Wolf. “I’ ve heard that shapeshifters
need to kill when themoon isfull. | guessthat Walf, out here done, seemed an easy victim. | found this
sword near; it must be Wolf’'s. She seems afraid of it.”

The scent of humans and metal was getting stronger, and Araorn knew that she had to move before she
was unable to do anything. Despite the legends, shapeshifters were quite vulnerable to cold stedl
wespons. Disregarding the sword, she legpt at histhroat while he was distracted by the sound of hisown
voice.

She missed as he threw himsdlf flat on the ground. However, Edom managed to nick her with the sword
as she passed him. Her off rear leg becameicily numb and folded undernegath her, but worse wasthe
strange sucking sensation that consumed her. The sword was dive, and it was hungry.

Edom quickly regained hisfeet. On threelegs, fighting the pull of the sword, she didn’t have much of a
chance. Aralorn watched as the sword descended.

Abruptly it wasjerked out of itsintended path. Aralorn could fed the sword' s intense disappointment as
Edom was suddenly consumed in flames. The smdll of burning flesh offended her fdine-sengitive nose
amogt as much asthe light bothered her nocturnal eyes.

Apparently someone—she found out later that it was Stanis—had findly thought to remove the ropes
that held Wolf down. Wolf did amore thorough job of burning Edom than was absol utely necessary, but
then it must have been maddening to lay there and know what was going on without being able to do
anything about it.

Sheyowled at him demandingly. With her leg numb and the odd dizziness that accompanied the wound,
she was stuck where she was. He also made her nervous, putting so much effort into burning a dead
body. He needed adigtraction. When the yowl didn’t do it, she rolled until she could bite him on the
ankle, hard enough that he could fed it, but not hard enough to release the venom in the glands
underneeth her fangs.

Abruptly she was gathered up and set gently down on his bedroll. Wolf grabbed his staff from wherever
it wasthat he put it when hewas't using it and balanced it on its feet so that he could examine her
wound in more certain light. She noticed with interest that the rest of the camp was staying well away
from them. Well, Walf’ s pyrotechnics had been pretty impressve.

Wolf traced aquick design over the wound with afinger; Aralorn decided that it was to break the
sword' s hold rather than close the wound, since human magic-users were not the best hedlers. Nothing
seemed to change. He frowned and traced it again; thistime she could fed that power that he used. Still
nothing happened. She meowed at him nervoudy. He ignored her and chanted afew words.

Abruptly he stood and looked inward the crispy skeleton that was al that wasleft of Edom, Aralorn
rolled to stand shakily on her three good legs to see what he waslooking at. At first shedidn’t seeit, but
aflicker of movement caught her eye. It was the sword. Edom, or the thing that was Edom, had kept its



grip on the sword. Now it lay agood foot away. Except for the flicker that caught her eye &t first, she
didn’'t seeit move again.—but it was undeniably closer to her than it had been when shefirgt saw it.

The coldness that numbed her leg seemed abruptly to be spreading and Aralorn lost her precarious
baance and fel, missing exactly what Wolf did.

With aharsh, dmost human cry of anguish that she heard only partly though her ears, the sword broke.
Abruptly the numbness ceased and for a brief moment the pain made her wish it back; then it wasonly a
smdl cut thet bled alittle.

Theiceynx twitched its stubby tail and exploded to its feet with legendary speed. When shewas sure dl
her legs were working, Aralorn arched purring against Wolf, who was gill knedling beside the blankets.

When she' d stood she heard someone cry out, reminding her that there was an audience. Looking at al
the fear and hodtility in the surrounding faces, Aralorn decided that it might defuse mattersif they weren't
being reminded that she was a shapeshifter. She transformed hersdlf into her usua shape and dusted of f
the innkeeper’ s son’ s tunic that was looking the worse from her roll down the wet hillside. Without
appearing to, she kept aclose eye on the others. It was then that she redlized that most of their fear was
amed a Wolf.

He had furnished an excellent display of what happenswhen awizard of his power loses histemper.
They dl must have known that he was powerful, but knowing something and seeing it were different
mailers. Most people lacked the casua acceptance of gore that mercenaries had. It didn’t help that Wolf
didn’t wear hismask to deep in and his horribly scarred visage had been clearly reveded in the flaring
light. He wore his mask now, but the knowledge of what lay underneath it was with them al. What was
really needed right now was someone to take control.

Ardorn looked around to seeif she could find Myr, but he was conspicuous by his absence. There was
awaysthe possihility that he was still adeep, unaffected by the magic disturbance that avoke the rest of
the camp; but, given what she knew about him, Aralorn thought that unlikely. The noise done should
have brought him by now.

Asthethought crossed her mind, Myr—his clothes covered with bits of brush and blood—took the
same path down the side of the hill that she had. Plagueit! She must have woken him up when she went
to check on the horses. If he' d been following her around, there was agood chance that he thought that
she’ d been the one who murdered the guards. As she had not been trying to hide anything, her footprints
would be much more conspicuous than Edom’ swere.

Myr ignored the commotion in favor of investigating the blackened corpse. Ardorn wondered how much
he hoped to learn from the scorched, skeletal remains. When he stood up he seemed dightly paer,
though it could have been atrick of the light.

Composedly, he directed his question at Wolf. “Who wasit?’

“Edom,” answered Wolf in hisusud chilling tones. If Wolfs hand hadn’t been locked on her shoulder
with abruisng grip, Araorn would have thought him unaffected by the events of the night. It was obvious
from the incredulous looks they directed at Wolf that most members of the little gathering were disturbed
by hiscamness.

“Ishethevictim or the attacker?’ asked Myr, voicing the question that was on dmost everyone smind.

“The attacker and the victim, though he didn’t intend to be the latter,” answered Aralorn, deciding to lake
part in her defense. She continued to tell them what she had done and the discovery of the dead guards.



“When | saw therunes, | knew that the a8 Magi had something to do with it because I’ ve seen him use
those patterns before. | cameto seeif Wolf wanted to help track him down and found Edom with his
nasty little sword drawn, standing over Wolf.”

An unfamiliar voice asked, “How do we know she' stdling the truth? She could have laid aspell on
Magter Wolf so that he thinks that she hastheright of it. Shapeshifters can do thingslike that. Edom was
just aboy. Why would he attack Wolf? Asfor magic rituas, | spent three days teaching him how to
move astick without touching it. He didn't have hardly any magic at al.”

Wolf spoke, and even the most unobservant could see that he was not in control of histemper yet.
“Edom was the assailant tonight. | could see what was happening, even if | could do nothing about it.

“I have known Ardorn for sometime. She does not have the skill required to deceive my eyes. Also, the
sword Edom fought with was a soulegter. It did not belong to me; and Aralorn, with her shapeshifter
blood, could not have held anything so unnatura for long enough to draw it.”

Myr nodded. “It’ sdark, but from what | could tell, the guards were dead before Aralorn found them.”

Tobin spoke up from his position as Stanis s shadow. “Edom had alot of booksin histent writtenin
Daranian.”

Therewas abrief slence. Aralorn dmost smiled as she saw the meaning of Tobin’ swords echo inthe
mindsof dl present. It was Tobin' stestimony that bore the most weight. A shapeshifter, being, after al,
native to the Rethian mountains, was better than a Darranian. The last war with Darran was not so long
past and the Sories of the atrocities they committed (doubtless the worse for the telling) were il strong
in everyone smind. If Edom wasaDarranian it put an entirely different light on the events of the night.

All the same, nobody but Myr met her eyes asthey left to collect the bodies.

They buried the guards in rough graves dug in the night, as Wolf said they should. He had counteracted
the runespell as best he could, but runes enacted on living flesh were stronger than they might otherwise
be. He never made clear the exact purpose of Edom’ s runes, but he said that burying the bodies would
give strength to hisown spdlls.

When the last shovelful of dirt had been spread, Wolf raised his hands and spoke words of power and
binding. Two great stones formed out of nothing rested side by side on the freshly turned earth. Each
stood astall asagrown man, and glowed with symbolsthat faded rapidly until they were merely large
rocks.

The huddled group of people stood uneasily for aminute. The sting of death was no new thing to any of
them, but that didn’t make it any more pleasant. They al shared guard duty, and it could have been any
of them. None held any illusions that they would have escaped better than Pussywillow had. The magic
they had witnessed this night had its effect aswell. Mogt of them were not quite comfortable with magic,
even though they could work atouch of it themselves.

Gradudly they drifted back to their tentsuntil Aralorn, Myr and Wolf were left done by the cairns.

Myr hit the stone he was standing near with a clenched fist, hard enough to break the skin. He spoke
with quiet force. “I amtired of feding like acow waiting for daughter. If we didn’t redize before thisthat
the &€ Magi isjust biding histime until thereisn't something more interesting to turn his attention to, we
know that now. Edomis... was too young to be anything but aminor servant, and we aimost didn’t stop
him in time. When we face the &g Magi, we don't stand a chance.”



“Edom was more than aminor servant if he worked the runes that were on the bodies,” commented Wolf
camly, having recovered most of hisusud control. “ Carrying asouleater is not much easier. Don't make
the same migtake that the ag Magi is heisnot invincible.”

“Y ou think that we have a chance against the a€ Magi?” Myr’ stone was doubtful.

“No, but we can bother him for longer than he thinks that we can.” Ardorn’stone waslight and teasing,
but her face wastightly drawn, with something more than weariness. “Now, children, | think that it istime
for usto go to deep. Don't forget that we have the sanitary facilitiesto dig in the morning. Walf, if you
don’t mind, | think that everyone would be alittle more comfortableif | degp in your camp rather than
thetent I’ ve been sharing. L et them meet their shgpeshifter in thelight of day.”

Six
Somewhere in the darkness a nighthawk cried out in defeat: and amouse escaped for another night.
Araorn sympathized with the mouse; she knew exactly how it fdt.

Nothing remained of the blackened body except adight scorched smell, asif someone had left the stew
on thefiretoo long. Edom’ s remains had been gone when she arrived with her belongings. She supposed
that Wolf had disposed of the body somewhere; she hadn’t been inclined to ask.

Now that the excitement was over it wastimeto rest, but she couldn’t do it. When she closed her eyes
shecould al but fed the not-quite-cold meta cutting her and tearing at more than the flesh of her thigh.
Every time she managed to doze off she had nightmares; either she arrived too late to help Woalf, or the
sword'’ s bite had been more conclusive.

The blankets she used seemed too thin to protect her from the dight chill inthe air, she pulled her legsup
and wrapped her arms around them in an effort to get warm, but even that didn’t seem to help. She
shivered convulsively and knew that it was dueto fear rather than the night air.

She sat up and rested her forehead on her knees. She closed her eyes, but that didn’t stop the jumbled
images from presenting themsalvesto her.

If she hadn’t decided to find out what was bothering Sheen, or Edom had been just alittle swifter in his
work, Wolf would be dead now. Not only would that have meant the end of any chance of defeating the
a€ Magi, but she would have logt her enigmatic Wolf. Some part of her was amused that of the two
results, it was the second that bothered her the most. Ren would not approve.

She was s0 intent on her thoughts that she didn’t notice that Wolf had gotten up until he sat down beside
her.

“Areyou dl right?’ he asked softly.

She started to nod and then abruptly shook her head without lifting it from her knees. “No. | am not al
right. If I weredl right, | would be adeep. | am not adeep; therefore something iswrong.” As she spoke,
gtill without looking up, she scooted nearer to him, until she wasleaning againgt his shoulder.

There was a pause, and then he did an arm around her shoulder. “What’ swrong. Lady?’
She shrugged. “1 don’t know.”
“Isthere something | can do?’

Shelet go of her legs and snuggled closer until shewasamost stting in hislap. “You' redready doing it,



thanks. I'm sorry; I’ ve never been thisjittery after afight.”

“I don't mind.” He sat till, holding her dmost awkwardly, but hiswarmth seeped in and dleviated the
cold that blankets hadn’t been able to dispel.

Ardorn relaxed, but felt no pressing need to move away. “1 must be turning into one of those women
who moan and wall at thefirst chance that they get, just so ahandsome man will takethem into hisarms.”

“Hmm,” he said, gpparently considering what she had said, “Isthat why they do it? | have dways
wondered.”

“Yup,” shesad wisdy, noticing that he wasn't holding her as tiffly. “ Then,” Araorn continued, “ she has
her way with him and he hasto marry her. It' sniceto know that | haven't falento that levd ... yet.”

She paused and then said, 1 was just getting alittle chilled and thought to mysdlf, * Aralorn, what isthe
easest way to get warm? The fireis nice but moving requires so much effort. Ahyes,’ | said to mysdlf,
‘why didn’t | think of it before? Thereisal of that heet going to waste on the other side of thefire.” All
that it took was afew broad hints and presto, you' re here: instant hesat.”

“Yes” hesad, tightening hisgrip in abrief hug, “I can see how that works, underhanded of you.”

She nodded happily: the tension caused by the nightmare dissipated with the familiar banter. “1 thought so
too. | got that way by being a soy—we are taught how to be sneaky.” She yawned deepily, closing her
eyes. “Oh, | meant to ask—who is keeping watch on the camp?’

“Don’t worry about it,” he answered her. “The ag Magi won't have planned two attacksin the same
evening, and hewon't find out about Edom’ sfailure until he does't report. Magica communication is't
al that it could be in these mountains”

“Right.” Her voice durred as she spoke. As she shifted to amore comfortable position she decided that
Wolf was more comfortable to deep on when he was wearing human shape; he smelled better too.

Wolf waited until she was adeep before he set her back down on her blankets. He added his blankets to
hers and tucked it carefully around her. He brushed ahand againgt her cheek. “Good night, Lady.”

He shifted into hiswolf shape and stretched out beside her and stared into the night.

* k% %

as she had expected, aralorn was a one when she woke up. Wolf’slongest absences were the result of a
display of affection on his part, asif it was something with which he was not comfortable or, she thought
with sudden insght, felt he didn’t deserve.

To her surprise, her reception at camp was cordial. She collected afew wary looks and that was all.
Maybe, having so recently been the object of persecution themsalves, they were lessinclined to judge
someone ese. More probably, decided Aralorn, Myr was keeping them too busy sewing and digging to
worry about her oneway or another.

If the adults showed little reaction, the children were fascinated by their shapechanger. They wanted to
know if she could changeinto arock (no) or abird (they liked the goose, but would have preferred an
eagle or better yet avulture) and if shapeshiftersredly had to drink blood once ayear, and ... she was
grateful when Wolf cameto get her. For once shewastired of telling stories.

“I hope,” she said, asthey reached the caves, “that they don’t believe half of what | tell them.”



“They probably don't,” Wolf replied. “Y our problem isthat they will believe the wrong haf.”
Shelaughed and ducked into the opening in the limestone wall.

When they reached the library, she noticed that her notes had been scattered around. One of the pages
that she had been writing on the previous day was conspicuoudy Stuated on the space where Wolf
worked in. Looking closer at it, she saw that it was the one that she’ d been using to jot down the stories
she'd found in the last book she' d read the day before. She never had gotten around to telling Wolf
about the gpprentice’ s spell that negated magic.

Wolf took up the paper and read her closdy written scribblings with interest. While he did so, Ardorn
looked carefully around the library and wondered what kind of abreeze could pull a sheet of paper out
from under the books that were still negtly stacked where she had |eft them.

“I assumethat if the gpprentice were given aname, you would have mentioned it?” Wolf asked as he st
down the paper.

She nodded. “1 don’t remember overseeing that story before, so it can't be very well known.”

Wolf tapped the paper impatiently with afinger. “1 have read that story somewhere dse. | know that the
onethat | read gave hisname. | just need to remember which book | read it in.” Wolf stood silently a
minute before shaking hishead in disgust. “I can't think of it now. If | kegp trying | may never remember
it. Let’swork on thismess’—he waved his hand vaguely at the bookcases—" and hopefully | will
remember later.”

They sat in their respective chairs and read. Aralorn waded through three rather boring histories before
she found anything of note. As she was reading the last page of the history of the Zorantrafamily (who
were known for developing a second-rate wine), the spine of the poorly preserved book gave way.

While inspecting the damage, she noticed that the back cover consisted of two pieces of |egther that
were carefully stitched together to hide asmall space insde—just big enough for the folded pagesiit
contained. Slipping the sheets out of their resting place, she examined them cautioudly.

By thistime Wolf was used to Aralorn laughing at odd moments, but he had just finished deciphering a
particularly useless spdll and so was ready to relax for aminute. “What isit?” he asked.

She grinned at him and waved the frail cluster of parchment in hisgenera direction. “Look at this, | found
thishidden in abook and thought that it might be aspell or something interesting, but it looks as though
someone who had the book before you acquired it was quite an artist.”

Hetook the sheetsfrom her. They were covered with scenes of improbably endowed nude figuresin
even more improbable positions. He was about to give it back to her when he stopped and took a closer
look. His eyes were in the shadow, and the burn scars made hisface asimpassive as his mask, so she
couldn’t tell what he was thinking. After amoment he crumpled the pages and they burgt into flame—but
the flame was the wrong color and burned too hot.

“Y ou wereright on your first guess, itisaspdll. It'sarather crude representation of how to summon a

“Demons?’ asked Ardorn. “I didn’t think that there were any such things, or do you mean elementds,
likethe onethat tried to kill Myr?’

Wolf tilted his head and then laughed without humor. “This from a shapeshifter? Y es there are demons,
I’ve summoned them myself. Not many magiciansare willing to try it. Mistakesin the spellcasting can be



dangerous, and it’ s getting difficult to find avirgin who can be forced to submit to the process. The
a€ Magi never had aproblem with it, though; his villagers could aways produce some sort of victim.

“This depiction was not entirely accurate: it isn't necessary for the magician to participate in the sexud
activitiesunlesshewishesto.”

Wolf continued to talk, outlining the practices of summoning demons. It wasn't something she'd want to
listen to on afull somach, and if Aralorn hadn’t been amercenary she wouldn't have been ableto sit
coolly through it all—but areaction was what he wanted, and she' d be plague-stricken before she gave it
to him. So she maintained aremote facade while she listened. This, she decided, was hisway of driving
her away after the closeness of last night.

“... Afterwardsit is necessary to dispose of the focus, or the demon will be able to use her again to return
without summoning. The blood of awoman used in such afashionisvauable, asisthe hair and severd
other body parts, so the proper method of killing the girl isto dit her throat,” Hisvoice was clinicaly
precise. Hisglittering eyes never left hers,

She listened to his detached description of the horrors he' d committed and decided that she must bein
love, because what she redlly heard was the sdlf-directed hatred that initiated hislecture. Doubtlesshe'd
participated in the twisted ceremony of demon summoning and probably worse. Aralorn was even more
certain that it now revolted him as much as he intended it to appd| her.

Shewaited until he was starting to run out of details, cupping her hand under her chinin feigned
boredom. Then she said, “Fine. You'reavile person. Y ou’ ve done things that anormal human being
would find abhorrent. All right. Y ou’ ve stopped doing them ... | hope. Now can we get back to work?’

Therewas along pause; then Wolf commented in the same dry tones he’ d been using before. “ Y ou are
frugtrating at times, aren’t you?’

Shegrinned a him. “Sorry, Walf. | can’t help it; melodramahas that effect on me.”
“Pedt,” hesaid, histone not at dl affectionate, but then his voice seldom showed what he thought.
“I try,” she said modestly, and was pleased when his eyes warmed with humor.

Deciding that the crisiswas over, she walked to a bookcase severd rows away from the table, out of
sight of Wolf, to give them both time to cam down and sort things out. Absently, she plucked a book
from anearby shelf. She started to open it when it whisked itself out of her hands and leapt back on the
shdf with aloud thud.

She stared at it for aminute, and then at Wolf, who was seated half of the room away with his back
toward her, muttering to himsdf ashewrote. There wasno onedseinthelibrary.

Carefully thistime, without opening it, she picked up the book and examined it. Now that she was paying
attention, she could see the faint magica aurathat was just barely visible woven into the cotton that
covered the thin wood that lent the cover its hardness.

She dutifully presented the book to Wolf for ingpection. It was hardly a surprise when he found that it
was indeed trapped. He broke the spell easily enough and gaveit to her without aword.

She sat down with the book, for lack of anything better to do. It contained the autobiographica history,
exaggerated, of amediocre king of along-forgotten relm. Asadistraction, it ranked right up there with
sewing and digging holesinthedirt.



“Wolf,” she said, staring a her open book.
“Hmm?’
“Isthere someone besides usin your library?” She kept her tone carefully nonchdant.

“Hmm,” he said again, and there was a quiet thump as he set his book on the table. Aralorn did the same.
He tapped the dark wooden surface of the table. “What prompted you to ask?’

Shetold him of her odd experiences, leaving out the last incident to spare herself his censure. When she
was through he nodded, commenting, “1’ ve seen afew things that cause meto consider the possibility
that there may be something here. These mountains have areputation for odd happenings, like Agtrid’'s
guide through the cave, A ghost or spirit of some sort would not he out of place.”

* % %

when they |€eft the cavesit was dtill light outside. the skieswere dightly overcadt, but the wind wasfrom
the south so it was warm enough. Aralorn took a deep bregth of air and Wolf’sarm at the sametime.

Smiling, she asked, “Have | thanked you yet for rescuing me from the tedium of mopping the floor of the
inn for another six months, or however long Ren decided to leave me there?’

His stride broke when she took his arm, but when she spoke he resumed his customary gait. “No, | don’t
believe that you have. | am certain that | will find the proper way for you to express your gratitude. |
noticed just today that the library floors are sarting to get abit dusty.”

Araorn laughed softly and quickened her pace a bit to keep up with him. He noticed what she was doing
and dowed his stride until her shorter legs could keep up.

They were traveling in comfortable silence until Wolf stopped abruptly and snapped hisfingers. He spoke
hurriedly. “I know where else | read that story. It will take me afew daysto get the book. Tell Myr that

I’ ve gone seeking a clue. Between the two of you, you should be able to handle anything that happens.
Don't go to the library without me; I d rather lose afew days work than have you turned into arock if
you opened the wrong book.”

Araorn nodded. “ Take care of yoursdlf.” She hugged him quickly and stepped back.

Hetook the wolf’ s shape and disappeared into the woods without a sound. It wasn't until he was gone
that she thought to wonder how the camp would take the fact that she was returning without Wolf after
the events of last night. Edom’ s death would not have vindicated her of dl suspicion. With awry smile
she resumed her course.

At the camp, Ardorn skulked around until she found Myr organizing ahunt for the next day, asthe camp
supplieswere gelling low. She caught his attention and then waited for him to finish. Listening to him work
was fascinating. She had worked in anumber of courts and seen the best politiciansin the seventeen
kingdomswork their wiles, and none of them even came close.

He reassured and soothed and organized until he had asmall, skilled party who knew whereto go and
how to get back—without any of those who were not chosen fedling dighted or overlooked. With
everybody as edgy asthey were, thiswas amgor accomplishment. If Myr survived to regain histhrone,
hewould be aruler that Reth would not soon forget.

“What did you need, Aralorn?” Myr asked, approaching her after he sent the othersto their appointed
tasks.



“Wolf isgoing to be absent for afew days. Heislooking for abook that might be able to help usfight the
a€ Magi.” She kept her voice noncommittally informative, not certain whether he would accuse her or
not. He had no reason to trust her, except that Wolf did, and Wolf was gone.

Myr started to nod and then caught the problem. “ Since you are the only one who heard that, the first
thing that people are going to wonder isif you wereredly thevillain last night and have completed your
nefarious plot today.”

Araorn nodded, relieved that he seemed not the least bit leery of her. “I didn’t think of it until Wolf was
aready gone, or | would have made him come back to camp before hel€eft. | thought that you might want
to break the news rather than 1.”

Myr nodded. “I’ll tell them that he left and leave out the details. There are enough things to worry
about—we don't need another.” Abruptly, like an extinguished candle, the taut energy that generaly
characterized him was gone. He just looked very tired.

“Y ou need to let them look after themselves for awhite. They don’t redlly need you to tell them what
shoe they should put on which foot or how to make stew,” she commented.

Myr laughed involuntarily. “Y ou saw that one, huh? How should | know how much salt to put in?1’ve
never cooked anything in my life—anything that was edible, at any rate.”

“I wish | could help you more; but even if they aren't terrified of me, I’ m not someone they can trust.
Y ou have my sympathy, for what it' sworth. Anything | can do, just ask.”

“Thank you, Aralorn.” He glanced up at the cloudless evening sky. “1 wish that dl the tentswere done
and we had twice as much food. The winter comes without much warning here. | once knew aman who
could predict the westher. He told me that the air had atartnessto it before a snowstorm, but | could
never smdl it.” Hewastaking to himsdf more than Araorn. Abruptly he turned on his hed and headed
toward the center of activity.

Ardorn watched as he stopped and laid a hand on the shoulder of an older woman plying aneedle.
Whatever he said made her smile.

Araorn had watched him on and off when she' d been in the Rethian court, and he’ d impressed her. At
fifteen he' d been working in the background to keep hisfather from destroying Reth without undermining
hisfather’ s seat on the throne. Here, he gave the people something to do so that they wouldn't it and
think about what they’ d lost and what their fate wasto be. He was amaster at the art of ruling—but it
cost him. Helooked asif he' d seen ten years more than his eighteen. Shewondered if he'd liveto seehis
nineteenth year. He probably wondered about that too.

Since Wolf had asked her to stay out of the library, Aralorn did her best to keep busy. It wasn't difficult.
Without Pussywillow or Woalf, only she and Myr had the training to teach the motley band of rebels how
tofight.

Haris was eadly the best; the heavy musclesthat he' d devel oped swinging a smith’s hammer lent an
impressive strength to hisblows. Like most big men he was alittle dow, but he knew how to compensate
for it. In unarmed combat he could take Araorn, but not Myr.

Therest of the camp varied from bad to pathetic. There was a squire’ s son who had at one time been
quite an archer, but he was old and his eyesight wasn’t what it had been. One of the farmers could swing
ascythe but not a sword. Then there was the farmer Traven, whose greatest asset as afighter was his
sze, which he more than made up for by his gentleness.



“Okay now, keep your sword abit lower and watch my eyesto seewhereI’ll move. Now, in dow
motion I’m going to swing at you. | want you to block overhanded, then underhanded and then thrugt.”
The big farmer would have been alot better off if he could forget she was awoman. The only way that
she could get him to Strike at her wasit’ shedid it in dow motion. But when they sped things up, he
wouldn’t use hisfull strength. She was about to change that if she could.

“Good,” she said when he had completed the maneuvers. “Now at full speed.” He blocked and blocked,
but his strike was dow and careful, lacking the power that he should have been able to put behind the
blow. Ardorn stepped into it and insde. With adeft grip and twist, she tossed him over her head and
into the grass. Before he had a chance to move, she had her knee on his chest and his sword arm twisted
so that it would hurt him; maybe enough that he would fight her when shelet him up.

There had been a collective gasp from her audience when she tossed the farmer on his back. The move
looked more impressive than it was, especialy since he easily outweighed her by a hundred pounds.

Stanis, who was watching, put afinger on hischin and said, “I wouldn't pin’im that way, Ardorn. Two
coughsfromacat and I’d be out of it if it'd been me you caught.”

Ardorn raised an eyebrow and let Traven up. Stanis had been born to agroup of traders, traveling clans
no better than they should be. It was very possible that he had afew good tricks up hisdeeve.

“*Right, then. Come on, Stanis,” sheinvited.

Hedid. She must have pinned him adozen times, but he kept dipping out of her grasp. Drawn by the
noise, Myr quit his bout to come and watch too. Soon the whole crowd was cheering for Stanis as he
broke away again and again. Ardorn quit finaly and raised her handsin surrender.

“Magic?’ she queried Stanis as she shook his hand.

Stanis shook his head, gave her awary ook, then grinned and nodded. “Most of *em are easier with
magic, but there’ safew tricksthat the Clansmen know if yawannalearn’em.”

So Stanistook aturn at teaching. He must have been avery good thief, and doubtless there were afew
meagistrates who were looking for him; though, thought Aralorn with asmile, they’ d have ahard time

kesping him.

When it wastimeto dig latrines, sew, or hunt, Araorn watched over the children. It was niceto havea
ready audience who believed every word that came out of her mouth, at least until they got to know her
better. Keeping thirty-odd mischievous magic-loting tots out of trouble kept her from getting restless
while Wolf was away. It dso kept her from latrine duty.

* % %

the snowstorm struck without warning two nights later. Within moments the temperature dropped bel ow
freezing. Without atent to cover her, since shewas till deeping in Wolf’ s camp, Aralorn woke asthe
firgt few flakesfdl. Ingtincts devel oped from years of camping had her gathering her bedding before she
wasredly avake. Even o, by the time she had |eft Wolf’ s chosen spot and made it into the main camp,
most of what she carried was aready covered with snow.

At the camp, Aralorn found that Myr, efficient as ever, was shuffling people who had occupied
inadequate tents to the few that looked like they would hold up in the storm. Seeing her trudgein, Myr
motioned her toward his own tent.

Shefound it full of frightened people. The storms of the North were legendary. Although their camp was



protected from the brunt of the storm by the steep walls of the valley, the angry how! of the wind was so
loud that it madeit difficult to hear.

Evduating the situation, Araorn casudly found a place for her blankets, lay down and closed her eyes,
ignoring the dight dampness eft on her bedroll after she had brushed the snow off. Her nonchalance
seemed to work, because everyone quieted down and they were mostly adeep when Myr returned to his
bed.

By morning the worst of the storm was over, but the snow was knee deep, and in placesit had drifted
nearly wais-high.

Araorn was helping with the fire when Myr found her and pulled her aside. “1’m no magician, but | do
know that thisisafresk scorm. Fed theair. It' saready getting warm, the snow is starting to melt. The
storms come suddenly here, I know—but thisis more like the spring storms. The winter storms hit and
don’t ease for weeks. Did you notice anything unnatural about it?’

Araorn shook her head and sneezed; deeping in damp bedding wasn't the best thing for on€e' s hedlth.
“No, | wondered about that mysdlf, so | tried to check. | couldn’t find any trace of human magicin the
storm—although there was something strange about it, I'll grant you.” She shrugged. “If the ag€ Magi was
causing that storm, he wastrying to hideit, and he could certainly do that, at least from me—although
sorms aren’t something that human magicians are generaly good with. The trappers who hunt these parts
for furswould tell you that it was the Old Man of the Mountain who caused the storm.”

There was abrief slence; then Myr, who was beginning to know her, smiled dowly. “I’ll take my cue.
Who isthe Old Man of the Mountain?’

She grinned cheerfully a him. “ The trappersliketo tell alot of storiesabout him. Sometimesheisa
monster who drives men mad and eats them. Other times heisakindly old man who does things that
kindly old men can’t do—like change the weather. Heisinvited to every trapper’ swedding or gathering,
and aceremonid placeislaid for him when the trapping clans meet in their enclave each year to decide
which trapper goeswhere.”

“Isitjust astory or isthere such aperson?’ he asked.

Aralorn shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ ve met trappers who swear that they have met him. But I’ ve never
seen the gory in any book. No human magician could perform the feats that heis credited with, and I’ ve
never seen a shapeshifter widd that kind of power—most of them concentrate on the little stuff. Greeat
feats are not their strong point. There are damn few other wielders of natural magic, and none of them
would beinclined to live in the mountains—or have any dedlingswith humans.”

His curiosity satisfied, Myr changed the subject. “1 wish | knew how long this weather was going to last.
We need to get somefood, and | can't send the hunters out in this. They don’t have the skillsto hunt in
the snow. Only two or three of them have the skillsto hunt at al, and none are experienced with northern
wesather.” As he spoke he paced back and forth restlessly.

“Don’'t worry so0.” Araorn’stonewas brisk. “If we starve, there is nothing that you can do abot it.
However, Sheen’ s not been getting much exercise lately and I’ m not too bad with abow. | aso know
how to set traps if we need to. Keep your hunters home, and I'll seewhat | can do for our larder.”

Myr’sface cleared. “If you would, | can put the hunting party to work hunting wood instead.”

She hadn’t intended to leave just then, but the relief on hisface kept her from putting it off until afternoon.
She recovered her gear from the storage tent, commandeered a pair of boots, and borrowed a crossbow



and arrows from one of the erstwhile hunters.

* % %

sheen snorted and danced while she saddled him and took off at a dead run when she was only haf in the
saddle, adramatic departure that was met with ragged cheers and good-natured laughter. When she was
ableto pull him up and scold him, they were dready headed up the main trail out of the valey.

It wasn't as difficult to navigate the mountain once they were out of the valley, asthe harsh winds had
swept the snow away from many places. The degp snow was usudly avoidable, and when it wasn't, the
heavy horse had little trouble forcing away through.

There were few tracksin the snow. Aralorn wasn't familiar enough with the northern animals to know if
they were waiting in shelter for the snow to melt—or if something €lse was keeping them away. Severa
miles away from the valley she stumbled upon tracks that she' d never seen before. The printswere
severad hours old and smeared hopelesdy by the melting snow. Whatever it was, it was big—shefound a
branch as big around as her leg that the anima had snapped off atree. She looked at the branch aminute
and guided her nervous mount away from thething' strail.

“Anything that big, Sheen, is bound to be too tough and stringy to make good egting. Besides, it would
be apain to drag the body back to camp.” The big horse snorted at her and increased his speed.

Severd hourslater Araorn wiped agloved hand across her nose and squinted against the glare of the
sunny, snow-covered meadow. The oiled boots that she'd found in the storage shed worked well to
keep out the water. She appreciated them al the morefor the fact that al of the rest of her waswet. The
brush was laden with the heavy, wet snow, so that even riding she got drenched. Therewas alot of
undergrowth on the steep dope behind them. The sun had melted enough of the snow that water ran
down everywhere to make the ground muddy and dick. To make matters worse, the light sneezes of this
morning had turned into afull-blown, plaguing cold.

“Y ou know, Sheen”—she patted his glossy neck, dso somewhat damp—"*1 think that | would prefer it if
it wereredlly cold. At least that way we would be just chilly and not wet too.”

She pushed a soggy strand of hair out of her face with asigh. The sun was starting the trek toward its
evening rest, and they hadn’t seen so much as arabbit. It was unusualy bad luck. The camp wasfar
enough away from commonly hunted areas that the game animals were unafraid of people. Just on the
wak from the camp to the caves, Ardorn generdly saw severa deer. Today even the birds were scarce.

Maybe whatever large beastie that | eft itstraces for her to find had scared off all of the prey. She hoped
not. That would mean that it was probably something that people should be running from, too. She
wished Wolf were hereto tell her what it was. A grin caught her lip as she thought about what his
response to being viewed as arescuer of ladiesin distresswould be. The picture of herself asalady in
distress caused her smileto widen abit. She gtill wished for his comforting presence.

Absently she looked a the meadow and admired the pristine beauty of the untouched snow that gleamed
subtly with al the colors of arainbow, more startling because of the dark, dense forest surrounding it.

She was deciding whether it was worth crossing the meadow to theriver that ran on the other sde or if
she ought to head back up the steep muddy path and start back to camp when she noticed that there was
something odd about the peaceful meadow.

She stiffened at the same time that Sheen noticed them. Y awan!” The filthy word described exactly the
way shefdt. Stupid, stupid to have missed them when in front of her, the whole meadow was moving
dowly. The covering of deep snow completely masked their scent, or maybe the cold kept them from



rolling. Whatever the case, not two feet in front of her aUriah rose from its snowy bed. It wasn't the only
one. There must have been at least ahundred of the defiled things, and though none of them were on their
feet, their heads were turning toward her.

The path behind was no escape. The dick mud would dow Sheen much more than it would the Uriah.
Cold dowed them, but not enough. The best waysto stop them werefire and running water. There were
no fires around that she could see, but running water there was aplenty.

All thistook less than a second to run through her head. She squeezed Sheen with her knees, and bless
hiswarrior’s heart he plowed right into the meadow filled with moving mounds of snow. The Uriah
howled and Sheen redoubled his speed, leaping and dodging the creatures. One of them stood up,
reaching for thereins. Aralorn shot it in the eye with a bolt from the crossbow; it redled back but
recovered enough to catch Ardorn’s stirrup. Desperately she hit it hard with the butt of the crossbow,
breaking the arm off the body at the shoulder. Sheen struck it with hishind feet asit fell.

The cold must have had agreater effect on their speed than she thought it would, because—much to her
surpriss—Araorn madeit to theriver while the Uriah were still duggish. Sheen protested the cold water
with agrunt when he hit, but struck out strongly for the other sde. Araorn took agood grip on Sheen's
mane and lay flat on the fast-running surface, letting the water take most of her weight.

Theriver was deep and swift, but narrow. The horse towed Araorn to the far bank without mishap. The
current had swept them far enough downstream that the Uriah were no longer in sight, but she thought
that she could hear them above the rush of the water. When she turned back to mount again, she noticed
that the arm she’ d severed from the Uriah gtill held fast to her stirrup.

There was astory about aman who kept afinger from aUriah’s hand for atrophy of war. Ten years
later the Uriah who owned the finger showed up on the man’ s doorstep, Araorn didn’t believe that story,
not really; shejust wasn't enthusiastic about riding around with ahand attached to her saddle,

Araorn pried at it with grim haste. The thing was strangely stubborn, so shefinaly used an arrow asa
lever to pull it away. As she worked she noticed that it wore aring of heavy gold—stolen from some
poor victim, she supposed. Ren would be fascinated—Uriah were not generaly looters; their primary
interest was food.

Shethrew thearm and itsring in the river and watched in some satisfaction asit disappeared in the
depths. She reloaded the crossbow from habit; it obvioudy wasn't much good against Uriah. Mounting
Sheen, she headed in the genera direction of camp, hoping that there would he a bridge over theriver
between here and camp.

The only thing that the Uriah could be after thisfar north was Myr—assuming that Wolf was correct in
labeling them servants of the a€ Magi. They had obvioudy been caught by the storm and incapacitated by
the sudden cold. If the ssorm hadn’t stopped them, they would have reached the camp early in the
mormning.

Now, she had a chance to warn Myr.

Shaking with cold, she urged the stallion to atrot that he could maintain until they made it back to camp.
Asthey went, she sawed at the girth and dumped the saddle and bags to the ground to reduce the
weight, keeping her seat somehow while they fell. She retained her grip on the loaded crossbow.

The river was between the Uriah and Araorn, but it stood between her and the camp aswell. Sherode
asfar asshe could, looking for abridge, but there was none. The only choice wasto swim again. When
they came out of the water the second time, Aralorn was blue with cold and Sheen was stumbling



heavily. Warming was one of the easier magicsthat she knew, but it took her threetimesto get it right.

She rode right into the camp, scattering people as she went. She stopped finally in front of Myr’ stent.
Drawn by the sound of horse hooves, Myr ducked outside just as Araorn dipped off the stalion’ s back.

“What' swrong?’ he asked, taking in her appearance.

“Uriah ... about ahundred of them. They're coming.” Araorn panted heavily, her voice hoarse with what
wasturning into the grandfather of al colds. “I think that the caves will be safer. Leave the tents behind,
but take dl the food, blankets and wegpons that you can.”

He was acting before she finished speaking. The children, under the leadership of Stanis, were sent ahead
with such things asthey could carry. Myr had the mgority of the camp packed and on thetrail to the
caves before anyone had time to panic.

Ardorn and Myr brought up the rear of the procession. Ardorn, listening for the Uriah behind them,
chafed at the dow pace they were forced to take because most people were on foot—but then again,
even adead run would have been too dow. She walked beside her exhausted horse and hoped that
Sheen wasn't so tired that he wouldn't give warning if the Uriah got too close.

By thetimethey arrived a the caves, Aralorn found hersalf mildly surprised that they had beaten the
Uriah there. Myr put her in charge of organizing supplies while he worked on sorting out living quarters.

When he had achance, Myr sought Aralorn out. “ Thisisonly going to delay them, you know that. I've
been told they can track aman aswell asahunting dog.” Myr spoke in asoft voice designed not to carry
to anyone but Ardorn. “I don’'t have much experience with Uriah. All that | know isthat they are very
hard to kill and are dmost asimmuneto magic as| am. Isthere some sort of defense that we can
mount?’

Araorn nodded. “They don't likefire, S0 make sure that there are torches ready. Thislot”—she swung a
hand in the generd direction of othersin the cavern—"will fight better with torches than swords.”

Myr gave her atired smile. “ And no worries about how to light the torches either, with this assortment of
amateur magic-users. | think that the only onewho can't light atorch with magicisme. Haris!” He caught
the attention of the smith who was organizing the storage of supplies. “1 want abonfirelaid in the entrance
and someone who can light it from a distance gtationed to watch for the Uriah.”

Haris nodded, and Myr returned his attention to Araorn. “ There are three or four here who should be
ableto light the fire from agood distance. I'll saiontheminrelays”

Araorn shivered in her ill-damp clothes. “1 don't know if they’ll comeinsde the caves. Thereis some
kind of warding near the entrance; you can see the markingsif you want to look. Wolf must have set
them. | suspect that the warding was the reason that Edom wouldn'’t enter the caves. Do you
remember?’

Myr nodded. “When we were looking for Agtrid, yes.”

Araorn continued. “If it works like the spdlls that shape-changers use, the Uriah won't even seethe
caves unlesswe arelighting fires and running in and out to attract their attention. Thetrail that we took up
hereisvirtudly a stream from the melting snow, so that in alittle while there will be no sign that we came
thisway.”

“I'll seethat everyone staysinsde.” Myr started to go; someone was caling to him from astorage cave.
“Ardorn?



“Y&?’

“Change your clothesfor something dry, before you catch lung-fever. Y ou can use something of mineif
you need to. My packs are marked over against the far wall.”

“Thanks.” She made her way to his packs, unmistakable because of the embroidered dragon that glared
at her as sherifled through his belongings. True shapeshifters could probably ater the clothesthat they
were wearing, but Aralorn had no idea how to go about it. She pulled out apair of plain trousersand a
tunic of adark hue (she couldn’t see the color in the shadows of the cave) and, best of al, apair of dry
cotton stockings.

With clothesin hand, she hunted down an unoccupied cranny and exchanged the wet clothes for the dry
ones. The ail coaing on the boots worked boiler in snow than in rivers. The water had run in from the top
and been prevented from leaving by the oil on the outside, so that they were marshy inside. Ardorn dried
them out as best she could and pulled them on over her newly acquired socks. She had hoped for better
results.

She surveyed hersdf wryly when she was done. Myr was not tal, for aman, which left him only ahead
or so tdler than she. He was, however, built like astone wall.

Well, shethought, lugging at the front of thetunic, at least she wouldn't have to worry about it being too
tight.

The camp was starting to look organized again. Rather than upset Myr’ s plans, Ardorn found the cave
that was functioning as atemporary corra and began a better-late-than-never rubdown on Sheen. He
stood quietly with head and tail lowered—a sure Sign that he was astired as she was.

Stanisfound her there using a handful of hay in an unequa battle against the mud on the stdlion’ s belly.
“Ardorn. | think Agtrid went back to camp.” Hisnormally cheerful expression was anxious.
“What? ... Why?” Araorn |eft off grooming, dropping the straw as she spoke.

“I can't find her anywhere an’ neither can Tobin, we searched an’ searched. Shewas crying al of the
way up here because she left the doll her mother made her at camp. Wetried to tell her that it would be
al right, everyone knows that Uriah don’t eat dolls, just people. But | haven’t seen her since you camein,
and neither hasanyone dse”

She knew that it was foolish—if Agtrid had gone back to camp she would be dead by now—~but Aralorn
would not be ableto live with hersdf if shedidn’t look.

“How many people have you told thisto?" Shewasfitting her bridle to one of the camp horses, since
Sheen wastoo tired to make the trip back into camp.

“Lots of people know I’'m looking for her, but you' re the only onethat | told what | thought happened to
her. | tried to tell Myr, but Hariswas talking to him and lots of other people.”

“Here swhat we' re going to do. I'm going to sneak out of here and go look for her. | don’t want you to
tell anyonethat I’ ve gone. Keep looking for her here. She was pretty excited about the man who helped
her find her way out of the caves.

She may just have wandered deeper into the caveto seeif she could find him. Wait until Myr isv't busy
and then tell him where I’ ve gone; that should take long enough that I’ 1l either be back or I’'m not coming
back. Tdl him that | said not to send anyone el se after me. There aren’t enough people to spare. I'm just



going to sneak down to our camp and seeif | can spot her. If | don't see her, I'll ride right back up.”

She paused only long enough to get her sword. As she belted it on, the thought occurred to her that if she
were going to haveto kegp using it againgt Uriah, it would behoove her to get more proficient at wielding

the plaguing thing.

It wasn't easy, with her limited magical powers, to sneak through a cave filled with magic-users, dbeit
weak ones. The gdding, sulky at leaving the other horses munching dinner, complicated matters aswell.
She dmost left him behind, but athough he madeit alittle bit more difficult to escape undetected, he dso
gave her an edge if she were discovered or had to rescue the girl. The mice and birdsthat she could
eadly shapeshift into weren't much use againgt Uriah, and she wastoo tired from her frantic rideto try

anythinges.

Once out of the occupied caves, she gave up trying to remain unseen. The guards didn’t challenge her as
shetook the horse past them. They werelooking for Uriah coming in, not people going out.

* % %

outsde, the screaming cries of the uriah were clearly audible as they fought over the provisonsthat had
been left behind. At least she hoped that was what they were lighting for, but the thought of what could
happen to alone child made her urge the horse to a speed that wasn't quite safe in the early evening
shadows, darting through the underbrush. She drew her sword so that it would be ready.

She stayed off the trails and followed a creekbed to the far Sde of the valley near Wolf’ s camp, so the
Uriah couldn’t easly follow her back trail to the caves. It wasn't until she got to the valey that she
redlized that Astrid would have followed the main trail down.

She was turning to go when she heard awhistle from down below, She would have known it anywhere.
Tdor had dways been tone deaf—giving hissignads a peculiar flat sound al their own aswell asmaking it
unclear exactly wha hewas signaing. In this case it could have been either “dl clear” or “help.” Given
the circumstance, Araorn picked the latter.

Without hesitation she urged the horse down the dope. The only excuse that she had for her action was
that she was exhausted and reacting from ingtinct instead of thought. Her borrowed horse was not as
sure-footed as Sheen, and stumbled badly on the rocky slope. The horse made alot of noise, and ended
up diding most of theway down on asmal avaanche of hisown making.

Wéll, shethought, so much for the element of surprise. Maybe her grandiose arrival would at least see
her immortalized in song; sadly, no bards or troubadours seemed to be present.

The gdding was il diding uncontrollably when sheran into asmal group of Uriah. Asthey easily pulled
down the horse benegth her, Araorn jumped clear, hoping that the horse would distract most of them
and give her achanceto find either Taor or Astrid. Her jJump took her clear of the feeding frenzy, and
earned her only a scraped shin and modest bruises. By the time sheregained her feet there were two
Uriah nearly upon her. She used the split-second before they attacked to search for apossible escape,
but everywhere she looked there were more of them converging.

Bleakly, she thought of another of Ren’s homilies—it only took one stupid move to topple athrone. She
used her sword in a usaless attempt to defend hersalf and waited to die.

It seemed likeit took forever. She swung and limbsfdl, still writhing asif unwilling to accede to desth
with somber dignity. She swung until her arms were heavy and her tendons burned like dow acid in her
shoulders. Her body was covered with myriad scrapes. Surprisingly, none of her woundswasin itsalf



serious, but collectively they sapped her strength and dulled her reflexes. The Uriah just kept coming. The
horse' s screams had stopped, for which she was profoundly thankful. It had been stupid of her to come
running; any human who had been here was beyond anyone' s ability to help. She had littletalent asa
mindspeaker, but she sent acry to Wolf anyway not being oneto givetip. Then she bit her lip and grimly
hacked away.

Her arms were numb by the timethat it dawned on her what was going on. Shetimed her strokesto the
refrainin her head: stupid, stupid, silly hitch. They could have killed her anytime they wanted to, but
they didn’t want to. They were trying to capture her to take back to the ag Magi for questioning. The
thought of that redoubled her efforts. If she could win herself enough space, she could draw her knifeand
eliminate the chance of being questioned by the ag Magi again. Her sword, athough shorter than normd,
was gill too awkward to kill hersalf with before they stopped her.

She spun around with akilling stroke when she heard something approach behind her. She caught a
quick glimpse of hisface and recognized Tdor: she' d forgotten about him. Frantically she avoided hitting
him by anarrow margin. Then she got aclear view of him—something waswrong. Bilerosein her throat
as she brought the sword back up again, but before she could strike she was caught from behind and
held helpless.

What happened next was enough to top her worst nightmares. The thing smiled—and it was Tdor's
amile despite therotting flesh—and it said in Taor’ steasing voice, “1 told you to aways follow through
on your strokes or you would never make a swordmaster.”

She thought that she screamed then, but it might have been just the sound of a Uriah, lucky enough to
feast on the horse.

Seven

Thewolf legpt neatly over the small stream that hadn’t been there the week before and landed in the soft
mud on the other side. The moon’slight revealed other evidence of the recent storm—branches bent and
broken from the weight of aheavy snowfal; long grasslying flattened on the ground. The air smelled
sweset and clean, washed free of heavy scents.

Knowing that the camp was near, Wolf increased his speed to a swift lope despite histiredness. He
reached the edge of the valey and found it barren of people. Hefelt no darm. Even if the storm hadn’t
driven them to the caves, the meltwater from the heavy snow that turned most of the valey bottom to
marsh would have.

With asnort he started down the valey side nearest where he had made his private camp. He decided to
stop there and get histhings before going on to the caves. Aralorn’s bedroll was gone, but his was negtly
folded and dry under its ailcloth cover.

He muttered afew words that he wouldn’t have employed had there been anyone to see, and took on his
human form. Wearily he stretched, more than hdf inclined to stay where ho wasfor the night and join the
othersin the morning.

He' d dways been solitary by nature. Asaboy and while an apprentice, he' d spent time alone as often as
he could manage. He had become adept at finding places where no one would look. When he l€ft his
apprenticeship behind him, he' d taken wolfshape and run into the wilds of the Northlands, escaping from
himself more than the ag Magi. He had avoided contact with people because, after he'd been doneinthe
woods for awhile, they’ d made him as uncomfortable as he made them. He hadn’'t seen ahumanin
months when he had been caught by that stupid trap.



Hewould have uded it easily (it hadn’t been well hidden), but he' d taken sick the day before and was
half delirious from fever. Between fever and pain of the meta jaws, he’ d been unable to spring the trap
by himsdf. By the time that Aralorn had found him, he' d been more deed than dive.

He left when he was able to do so, but he didn’t go very far. Ardorn fascinated him; he' d never met
anyone so content. On impulse he' d returned to her—though the attraction he felt for her made him
nervous.

Absently Wolf moved his bedroll with the toe of his boot. He made a sound that was not humorous
enough to be alaugh. He d been running away from and to Aralorn for along time. She had caught him
inaspell, and he hadn’t even known that she was weaving one.

He' d told himsdlf that he was a disinterested observer at firgt. It was awoeful attempt. No one, but no
one, could be objective around Ardorn. She was always doing something; and somehow she managed it
S0 that everyone else was involved too. She had away of finding the ridiculousin everything. It had been
along time since laughter had made Wolf fed anything but repulsed—the ae Magi laughed so essily.

Needing someone made him very uncomfortable. He didn’t remember ever needing someone before. It
was't until he’ d found out that Aralorn was spying on the a€ Magi that he knew how much she meant to
him. Even the thought of her there made him shake with remembered rage and fear.

He wasn't quite certain when hisinterest had turned to need. He needed her to et him laugh, to be
human and not aflawed creation of the ag Magi. He needed her trust so that he could trust himsdlf. Most
of dl he needed her touch. Even more than laughter, he associated touch with the ag Magi—awarm
hand on his shoulder (cut it S0, child), an affectionate hug (it won't hurt so much next time ...)—Araorn
was atactile person too, but her touch didn’t lie. It made him uncomfortable to fed her hands on him, but
he craved it anyway.

He picked up the bedroll and finished his descent into the valley, since it was the shortest way to the
caves. When he arrived at the valey floor, even his dulled human nose caught the scent. Uriah.

Alert now, helooked around him and noticed the signs of hasty packing aswell asthe fact that the tents
(including the one that Myr had worked so hard to get finished) were torn into pieces by something other
than the wind. He jogged into the main camp to get a closer took. Here the scent was stronger and
everywhere were sgns of anger vented on inanimate objects.

Human bones were conspicuoudy absent, and he felt afaint sense of rdlief. Myr must have had enough
warning to get the camp into the caves. Aslong as the Uriah hadn’t been within sght when the people
entered the caves, the wards would keep the entrances hidden from the Uriah.

Wolf gstarted once more for the caves when he saw something white in the drying mud. Curious, he
investigated and found ahorse' s skeleton. To hisrdlief, it wastoo smal to be Sheen.

It was picked clean, with only awisp of maneto distinguish it. The leg bones had been cracked so that dl
the marrow could be sucked out. It wasn't until he noticed the digtinctive patterns on the silver bit that lay
nearby that he knew that Aralorn had been riding the horse.

He found another pile of bones, also picked clean, fifteen or twenty paces away. They dl had the
peculiar twists of the Uriah. He found three skulls—she’ d accounted for three of them. He had hoped
that if helooked long enough, he would find her among the dead—something insgde him laughed
mockingly at the thought.

He left his bedroll forgotten among the ruins of the camp and took wolf shape to run toward the caves.



On theway there he found the pitiful remains of asmdl child; adirty battered dolt lay nearby. Astrid—he
remembered the doll. He knew then why Aralorn had confronted the Uriah. Rage sang in hisblood. He
restrained it with a pae sense of duty and the faint hope that Myr would know something to help his
search, and continued rapidly to the caves.

He planned quickly as he ran so that he wouldn'’t think too much on other things. He was conscious of a
numbness that crept over him, covering hot rage with athin coating of ice.

The furious arguments were audible even before he entered the darkness of the cave.

“Silencel” Myr’svoice cracked with tiredness, but its power was still enough that it stopped the
bickering. “Thereis nothing that we can do. Aradlorn and Astrid are gone. | will not send out partiesto be
picked off two at atime by the Uriah. Wewill wait here until | am satisfied that they are gone. Evenif
Araorn and Astrid were il dive, evenif our whole party went down to the camp and found them
prisoners of the Uriah, it wouldn’t matter. We could not take them.”

Wolf stopped in the shadows of the entrance to the great cavern. Myr stood in front of him, facing the
main room o that Wolf had aclear view of Myr’sprofile. Thelight from the torch reveded thetired lines
of hisface. “It wouldn’t matter because four Uriah could destroy al of us, however we were armed.
They would kill usand we' d belucky if wekilled one of them. Ardorn knew that when she went out
looking for Agtrid. She stood a better chance than any of us because she has dealt with them before. Had
| known what she was doing, | would have stopped her, but | didn’t. | will, however, stop any of you
who try to leave now. When the sun comesup | will look.”

“Afraid of thedark, princeling?’ A swarthy man stepped out of the crowd. Hisface was unfamiliar, so he
must have arrived after Wolf left. He was an aristocrat, from his clothes—lessimpressed with the
boy-king than the peasants were.

Wolf spoke then from the darkness of the entryway. “ Asyou should be. If | were him, | would send you
out on your own to find out what happensto foolsin the dark.” Wolf stepped to the left of Myr, clearly
reveded in the light of the torch. When he was sure that al eyeswere upon him, he took his human form
with dl the theatrics that even the ag Magi could have used. Masked and cloaked, he stood with ahand
on hisglowing staff that made Myr’ storch look like acandle. “ Asit happens, it is unnecessary for
anyoneto go out.

“Adrid isdead.” Wolf pitched hisvoice so that it carried to everyonein the room without echoing. “I
found her remains uswell asthose of the horse that Aralorn wasriding. | found no trace of Aralorn’s
body. | suspect that sheisaprisoner of theag' Magi.” He could tell from their reaction that most of them
hadn't redlized that this attack too had been engineered by the ag Magi. He couldn’t work up the effort
to care. “Hewill concentrate on her until he finds out where we are now. To break Ardorn, hewill have
to do the questioning himsdlf; sheistoo well trained for conventional methods to work. He will probably
not congder this an urgent matter—he istoo busy ferreting out the locations of other magic-usersin Reth.
Hemay give Ardorn enough timeto find away to kill hersdlf.”

He paused and continued in adisinterested voice, thistime speaking directly to Myr. “My adviceisfor
you to stay herefor now. It is probably quite safe for you to go out for awhile yet. The ag Magi won't
expect you to be thiscloseto the origina camp. If | am not back in afortnight it would be best for you to
move on.” Wolf started to leave but turned back. “I would find away to block off the pathsthat | didn’t
map for you so that no oneis hurt or logt. Y ou could follow these cavesfor ahundred milesif you
wanted to.” Heleft then, as quietly ashe camein.

* % %



he knew al the a& magi’ s castles, even those acquired after he' d left. He had made a point of exploring
each of them, partidly to seeif he could, but aso because he might find that he needed the knowledge.
Even as he had done so, he' d been amused that Aralorn’s passion for information had passed on to him.
Now hewas grateful for the habit.

Firgt he went, traveling by magic, to the Archmage' s Castle since it wasthe ag Magi’ s preferred
residence aswell asthe closest one to the camp—about four days' ride. He took the time to seeif the

a€ Magi wasin residence, not that it would have kept Wolf out if he had been. He searched the dungeon
twice, certain that she would be there, but he didn’t see her among the pitiful captives of the ag€ Magi, He
looked through the castle, even the stables, but saw no sign of her anywhere. Then he continued on to the
next hold.

He searched through the night and al the next day, even theroya paace of Reth and the small cottagein
which the ag& Magi had been born. Finally he had to admit defeat. He thought that she must have been
abletokill herself, because he found no trace of her anywhere that the ag Magi was remotely connected
with. For lack of anything better to do, he returned to the caves.

* % %

aralorn traveled out of the northlands on the back of the Uriah who had captured her—she would not
think of it as Talor. The smel of the thing at this close range was debilitating, and she was glad enough for
the cold that stuffed up her nose. She had been stripped of her weapons with ruthless efficiency and
bound hand and foot. The constant jostling of the thing’ s shoulder in her midriff wasgiving her a
headache that made it difficult to think clearly.

They stopped when they were out of the mountains and dumped her ignominioudy face-down on the
ground. By turning her face to the Sde she could see them moving restlesdy, snarling irritably at each
other. For the most part they ignored her, but she received enough hungry looks that she tried to make
hersdf asinconspicuous as possible. She tried shapechanging once when nothing was paying attention to
her, but the pain in her head kept distracting her.

Shewas concentrating for another attempt, but thistime the distraction camein theform of athud
originating just out of her field of view. One by one the Uriah dropped to the ground; only the glitter of
their eyes gave indication that they were not adeep—or dead.

“Sat. Filthy things. Why he usesthem | cannot imagine,” The voice was alight tenor, spesking Rethian
with a high-court accent. Her position on the ground limited her field of view, but she could seethe
elegant shoes topped by the embroidered stockings of atrue dandy.

“S0,” the soft voice continued, “you are the prisoner the ag Magi is o anxiousto get.” She was pushed
over on her sde by amagica shove and got her first ook at the magician. His face was handsome
enough, although overpowered by the purple wig he affected. She didn’t, know him by sight, but his
ability to immobilize an army of Uriah and hisdress|et her put anameto him: Lord Kisrah, aminor noble
whose abilities had been invauable to Myr’ s grandfather in the last war. Her father told her once that he
was a competent tactician and diplomat, high praise from a man who despised the courtier type.

“Not very much of you, isthere? From dl the fussthe ag Magi is putting up over you, | had expected
more—although you would clean up well enough, | suppose. It istoo had that you chose to attack the
a€ Magi in such treasonous fashion.” He shook his head sadly at her, and she noticed with shock that his
eyeswerekind. “ Get set now. I’'m going to transport you to the a8 Magi’scastle. | don't like
trangporting humans, it’ stoo hard on them. But the a& Magi is concerned about Prince Myr. It' s not right
to take advantage of a man whose mind isturned by grief, and we need to get to him as soon as



possible” He rubbed his hands together aminute in preparation. “ The ag Magi is much better at thisthing
than | am, but he isbusy with other mailers, so | will haveto do.”

His magic hit her body with enough force that she dmost passed out. She hit a hard stone floor, sweeting
and coughing. If shewas't careful she was going to die of lung-fever before the magician could get his
hands on her. She laughed at the thought, bringing on another fit of coughing.

Ungentle hands grabbed her upper arms with bruising strength, but the man grunted as he picked her
up—shewas alot heavier than shelooked. It had been daylight outside, so the gloominess of the torchlit
stone walls and her hair, which had come undone from its customary braid and now hung over her face,
rendered her effectivdy blind.

She was gtripped with ruthless efficiency. To take her mind off what that meant, shetried to recapture a
stray thought she’'d had just before Lord Kisrah had sent her over. She had avague notion that it might
be important. Her aching head didn’t want to cooperate.

“Look, here, Garogue, sheain't assmall asshelooks!” Rough laughter and comments she would have
felt better not hearing as a second guard neared.

Think, Aralorn, shetold hersdlf. | was relieved that ... that | had not met Lord Kisrah before. Her
face felt hot and tight, in spite of the coolness of the stone under her feet. Lord Kisrah would not
recognize me as the Lyon’ s daughter. She waited a minute before the significance of that thought hit
her. | have, however, met the ae' Magi as the Lyon’ s daughter. He was intrigued with the color of
my eyes—my shapeshifter blood.

Gods, shethought blegkly, if he realizes who | am, he can use my father against me.

While the guards were preoccupied shetried again to change. Not adrastic change thistime, just an
adjustment to her face and eyes. Her features sharpened until they were as common to Rethian peasant
stock as her medium brown eyes. With abit more effort, her skin darkened to add authenticity.

“Too bad we can’'t do nothin with her but look.” A calloused hand ran over her hip.

“Yup, don’ you ever think nothing else. Just you remember what happened to Len. He thought the
a€ Magi wouldn’t ever know. Besides, we usudly get aturn at’em.”

She was dragged forward again, her exhaustion making her more of adead weight than before. Her head
contacted the stone wall when she was swung over abroad shoulder.

“Yawan! They sure grow these Northerners heavy!” More laughter, but by then Aralorn was beyond
caing.

* % %

it waslate night when wolf returned to the camp. he expected everyone to be adeep. Instead he came
upon Myr seated on arock in front of the caves and polishing Aralorn’s sword by the light of the moon.

“Where did you find it?” Wolf asked. Startled, Myr leapt to hisfeet, holding the sword at ready.

Seeing Wolf, Myr resumed hisformer position on therock. “Oh, it'syou, Wolf. No luck?’ Myr didn’t
need to see Wolf’ s nod to know that Aralorn had not been found; the Wolfs posture was evidence

enough.
Myr held the blade up to thelight. “1 found it in asmall cave off the entranceway this evening. Someone



had made an attempt to clean it but they didn’t do avery good job. | suppose that one of the children
found it, and l€ft it there when heredlized what it was. | couldn’t deep, so | thought I'd clean it—no
sense letting agood sword rust.”

“No,” agreed Wolf, lying down facing Myr with his muzzle on his paws.
After awhile Myr asked, “Where did you look?’

So Wolf told him: it took some time. Myr listened, running the soft cloth over the odd-colored blade.
When Wolf was done, Myr thought for aminute.

“How did you look for her? | mean, did you just look? Couldn’t a shapeshifter change her shape and
ecape?’

Wolf shook his head. “ Once she' sin the dungeons, she wouldn’t be able to change. The bindingsin the
dungeonsaredl coldiron.”

“Iron does suppressmagic?’ Myr said, only half asking.
“Green magic, yes.”

The night was still except for the noise the soft cloth made on the sword. Then Myr said, “1’d met her
once before, did you know that? It took me awhile before | could pin down just where, because | was
only, hmm, seven? A more pompous, self-centered, proper little brat than | was you’ d be hard pressed
tofind. Atthetimel didn’t redlize exactly who she was, but she had the same mannerisms. Equa with
anybody and observing protocol only because it suited her. | was offended, but my grandfather laughed
and kissed her hands and said something about counting on her to liven up adull reception.”

Therewas abrief pause before he continued with his story. “Y ou have to understand that I’ ve been
raised reading peopl€e sfacesdl my life. | saw that she redlly respected the tough old man, and the lack
of sncerity in her manners was merdly didike for the untruths that protocol demanded. It was alesson
that | took to heart.” Myr paused, absently noting that the blade was amost clean.

Myr set the sword aside and said, “What I'm getting to isthis: the ag Magi was at court alot in those
days. My grandfather thought theworld of him. If | met Ardorn at court, wouldn't he have? She'snot ...
pretty, but sheismemorable.”

Wolf caught his breath sharply during Myr’s comment and said afilthy word. “ She would be much more
conscious of that than we are, so if it occurred to us, then it occurred to her too. Knowing who sheis
would alow him to use her family asalever againgt her. With that in mind, she would do her best to
make hersdlf unrecognizable. How long isil since she wastaken?’

“Four days.”

Findly the Wolf spoke again. “ She' s In one of the dungeons, obvioudy—otherwise she would have
escaped. | think that it is probably the first place | looked—in the Archmage' s Castle. When | searched
the last few castles, | was thorough—I had gone too quickly at first. She doesn’t have much time; the
dungeon mastersin his kegps are not renowned for their gentle treatment of the prisoners—to say nothing
of the a& Magi himsalf. She should be safe from him, though; he’ s got other concernsthat are more
important.”

Wolf paused to think before he continued. “If she’ snot there, I’ [l come back here to check in with you. If
she escapes, thisisthe only sanctuary that she hasto cometo.” On those words, the Wolf melted into the
forest shadows, leaving the young king sitting on hisrock.



* * %

“myr has amagician with him. what doeshelook like?” The ag Magi’ svoice wasredly extraordinary,
thought Araorn. Soft and warm, it offered sanctuary—but she knew those tones, and terror cat-footed
toward her.

But not even that fear, combined with the cuts he was making on her arm, was enough to hold her
attention for long. The pain from centuries of magic woven tightly into the stones of the dungeons made
what he was doing to her body seem surreal. She wondered if she ought to tell him that if he used iron
manaclesin the torture chamber aswdll asin the cdll that she would be much more aware of what he was
doing; theiron blocked her meager talents from picking up on the twisted magic that athousand years of
meagicians had |&ft in the stone of the dungeon.

A bucket of cold water brought her attention back to her body. It felt good against her hot skin at first,
but then the chill made her shake helplesdy. In arational moment she smiled; the lung-fever would take
her soon, in afew days, if she could just hideit from him so that he wouldn't turn her into one of the dead
thingsthat hung restlesdy in her cdll. She' d been grateful when she'd lost her sight and she didn’t haveto
look at them anymore—if only she could do something about hearing them.

Hewasn't usng magic on her as he had thefirst time she' d visited his castle. Maybe the dungeon
inhibited his magic aswell—or maybe hewas usng dl hismagic for something ese.

* % %

baffled, the a8 magi looked at the pathetic figure hanging in front of him. He had seen her smilewhile he
was cutting her, and it bothered him. She wasn’t one of those who enjoyed pain; shedidn’t seem to even
fed it. Torture was't working on her.

She seemed confused sometimes, though. Perhaps stedlth could get him what pain could not.

“Sweetheart, sweetheart, listen to me,” said Myr’ svoice, histones as gentle as ayoung man could make
them.

Ardorn jerked in reflex at the voice,

“Sweetheart, | know that you hurt. I’ ve come to get you out of here, but you need to tell mewhere Cain
is. We need him to get you out.”

She frowned and said in apuzzled voice, “Can?’
“Yes,” sad Myr; she heard atouch of anger in the voice now. “Whereis Can?’

Myr wouldn’t be angry with her. The certainty came from somewhere. She should know who Cain was,
though, and it bothered her that she didn’t. That didn’t mean that she wanted the person who had stolen
Myr’svoice to know thet.

“Dead,” she said then, with utter certainty. Somewhere apart of her gpplauded the edge of melancholy
she gave to her voice. “Heis dead and gone.”

That hadn’t occurred to him, it Smply hadn’t occurred to him. The ag Magi paced the length of the
chamber. It wasn't possible. Angrily he stripped off the gloves he' d fastidioudy donned to separate him
from her filthy flesh.

It would ruin everything if his son were dead. All hiseffortswould befor nothing. He raised the knife to



her throat and then thought better of it. Turning on his hed, he stalked out of the chamber. As he passed
through the guardroom he left orders to have her moved back into her cell and, as an afterthought, told
the dungeon magter that if he could find out where the rebel swere hiding now, he would give him aslver
piece.

* % %

the master magician’ s castle was over athousand years old, and the result of those years on the dungeon
was not lovely. The smell made Wolf choke as he dunk into it from the hidden entrance. Magic had
taken him to the castle, but he’' d been forced to use mundane methods to enter.

No one saw him as he emerged. The night guards were in the room that was the only passageway from
the main dungeon, other than the hidden ones, of course. There was no need for their presence in the
actua dungeon, unlessthey were escorting a captive to or from the cells.

He stood on awide stone wakway, in human shape. On one side were seven cdlls, sunken the depth of
agrave, inthe old style. On the other side was the torture chamber, aso so sunken. It was unoccupied at
the moment. The only hint of life came from the smoldering codsin the raised hearth in the center of the
cdls

Therewas no light in the dungeon other than Wolf’ s staff, but it was sufficient. Thering of keyswas il
kept on its holder near the guardroom door for convenience' s sake.

He did the nearest door open and stepped in. The prisoners watched him with fear, hatred, or
indifference. He took wolfshape because of the wolf’ s sharper senses and immediately regretted the
necessity. The smells of adungeon were bad enough to a human nose, but the Wolf’ s eyes were watering
as he backed out of the ed!. Shewasn't in there. He found the same at the second and third cdlls.

Inthelast cell, chained corpseslittered the floor and hung on the wall like broken dalls, but they moaned
and breathed with the pseudo-life that animated Uriah, They watched him with glittering eyesashe
shifted again to wolfshape to sample the air. She was here. Back in human form again, he waded through
the corpses, indifferently pulling free when one caught & hisfoot.

Hefound her at last. Her skin was darker and her face was different, but she was muttering to herself,
and it was her voice; her scent under thefilth. Her bresthing was hoarse and difficult, bresking into heavy
coughing when he shifted her againgt him to take off the irons. He swore softly at the woundsthey left on
her anklesand wrigts.

Gently he picked her up, ignoring the smell of dungeon that clung to her. He stepped over the huddled
bodies of her fellow inmates with no more attention than if they had been bundles of siraw. Although he
had no hands freeto carry it, the staff followed him like an obedient dog.

As he closed the cell door and locked it again, he heard voicesin the main guardroom. Swearing softly
under his breath, he moved back into the shadows. The secret door he' d entered through was a crawl
space, too narrow to get through quickly with Aralorn unable to move on her own.

He touched the mask with his staff and it disappeared. A brief moment of concentration, and the scars
followed.

Trying to avoid causing her any further hurt, he positioned Aralorn on his shoulder, holding her in place
with one hand and letting the other hang cardlesdy free. The staff disgppeared, leaving only itslight
behind.



The sound of the inner door opening left the guards scrambling for their wegpons, until they saw who it
was that stood there.

Wolf cardesdy tossed the keys on the rough-hewn table, where they left atrack in the greasy build-up as
they did. When he spoke, it waswith the a& Magi’ s hated voice, soft and warm with music.

“I think that it would be wiser from now on for the guard in charge to keep the keyson hisperson. It is
too easy for someone to enter the dungeon by other paths. There is no reason that we should make it any
eager to get into the cellsthan it dready is”

Without looking at the men again he walked to the far door, which obediently opened to let him through
and closed after him. The wide staircase that led to the upper floors stretched in front of him, leaving but
anarrow space against thewall, supposedly to alow accessto the areaunder the stairsthat was
sometimes used for storage. It wasthis path that he took, ducking as he moved under the stairway.

He needed no light; most wizards see well in the dark and he better than most. Unerringly he touched the
exact spot that triggered the hidden door. As he stepped through he whispered a soft spell, and the dust
under the sairsrearranged itself until it looked asit had before he had walked there.

With the stone door shut behind him, the passage was as dark as pitch, and there waslittle light for even
his eyesto pick out. Tiny flecks of illumination that found their way through openingsin the mortar made
the towering walls glitter likethe night sky. Their presence gave ample warning againgt lighting the
way—Ilest someone in adark room on the other side of the wall witness the same phenomenon.

Wolf kept one hand againgt awall and the other securely around Aralorn and felt the ground ahead with
hisfeet. He dowed his progress when a pile of refuse he kicked with hisfoot bounced down an unseen
stairway. With agrim smile that no one could see, he started blindly down the sairs.

There were shuffling noises asrats and other less savory creatures scrambled anonymoudly out of his
way. Once he dmost lost hisfooting as he stepped on something not long dead. A growling hiss
protested his encroachment on dinner.

Only when they reached the last of the long flight of steps did he decide they were far enough down that
he dared alight. The floor wasthick with dust; only faint outlines showed where he had disturbed the
dust the last time he' d been here saverd years before, raiding one of the hidden libraries.,

Content that the passage had remained undiscovered, Wolf walked to ablank wall and sketched
symbolsintheair beforeit. The symbols hung glowing orange in the shadows until he wasfinished; then
they shimmered and moved until they were touching thewal. Thewadl glittered initsturn before aoruptly
disappearing—opening the way to still another obscure passage, deep in the rock under the castle. He
continued for sometime, twisting hisway thisway and that through passages once discovered by alondy
boy seeking sanctuary.

Twice he had to change his route because the way he remembered wastoo small for him to take carrying
Ardorn. Once the passage was blocked by arecent cave-in. Severd of the corridors showed signs of
recent use, and he avoided them aswell. They surfaced findly from the labyrinth, severd mileseast and
well out of easy view of the cadtle.

He shifted her from his shoulder then, cradling her in his arms though she was harder to carry that way.
There was nothing that he could do until they reached safer ground, so he trod swift of foot through the
night-dark forest, listening intently for sounds that shouldn’'t hethere.

He wished that he hadn’t had to show himself, because now, after dl of his caution, it was going to be



obviousthat he was mixed up with Myr’sgroup. The a€ Magi had been seeking him for along time.
Now the atacks on Myr’s camp were going to intensify. There was no way that they could withstand the
a€ Magi’ sdirect atention.

It was possible that the guards wouldn't mention the incident to the ag Magi—but it was aways better to
be prepared for the worst. He was going to have to stage his confrontation with the Archmage soon. He
hoped now that he had the name of the apprentice, he could find the way to dispd the magic.

He wasn't looking forward to the coming battle. Old stories of the Wizard Wars, Aralorn could tell them
by the hour, spoke of battles of pure power between one magician and another—the great glass desert,
over ahundred square miles of blackened glass, gave mute evidence of the costs of such battles. If he,
with his strange mutations of magic, ever got involved in abattle on those terms, the results could be far
worse.

It might be far better to let the magician extend his power. Even the best magicianslive only threeto four
hundred years, and the a€ Magi waswell into his second century. Expending his power the way that he
was now, even taking into account the energy* he stole, would take years off hislife. A hundred years of
tyranny was better than the destruction of the earth.

The glass desert had been fertile soil once.

Hewaked until well after the sun rose, following no visible trall—osing them in the wilds asbest he
might. He stopped when they reached the cache he' d set up on hisway here, far enough off the trails that
they should be safe for awhile.

He opened the bedroll awkwardly, unwilling to set her on the hard ground, and gently placed her on the
soft blankets. His arms were cramping and sore from carrying her, so he had to stretch abit before he
did anything else.

Her darker skin hid the Hush of fever, but it was hot and dry to histouch. Her breathing was hoarse and
he could hear the fluid in her lungs. He rolled the second blanket up and stuffed it under her head to help
her breathe. Efficiently, gently, he cleaned her with spell-warmed water.

Onthe dark skin it should have been more difficult to see the bruises, but her skin was grey from
illness—reveding the darker patches. Some were obvioudy old, probably from her initia capture. But
fresh bruises overlaid the old ones.

Three ribs were either broken or cracked; he wasn't well enough trained in healing to tell the difference.
Theribsand alarge lump on the back of her head seemed the worst of her wounds—both were more
likely theresult of her initid capture than any torture.

Her fingernails had been removed, swollen knuckles reveding the violence of the method used to pull
them. The toes on her right foot were broken, the smalest torn off completely. She had been whipped
with efficiency from the top of her shouldersto the backs of her knees. But these would hedl in afew
weeks, except of course for the misplaced toe.

He pulled out the bag of smplesthat he had brought with him. He wasn't ahedler by any means, but
he' d picked up enough to bind her wounds.

When he was through cleaning her back, he covered it with amold paste and wrapped the bandage
around tight enough to help her ribs. He splinted the toes and cleaned and bandaged her ankles, hands
and wrigts.



It was while he was working on her wrists that he noticed the large sore where the inner side of her arm
had been skinned. He stilled, then very gently covered the sore with ointment and wrapped it.

It was one of the a€ Magi’ sfavorite games. The inner arm was tender, and aman who was skilled with a
skinning knife could cause sgnificant pain without incapacitating hisvictim. Theag Magi usudly
did—something extremely nasty first to “ soften” the victim.

Carefully Wolf opened Aralorn’s mouth and examined theingde of her cheek, the roof of her mouth,
under her tongue, and her teeth. Nothing. He looked inside her ear and said afew soft words of magic.
Nothing. As he turned her head to look at her other ear, something sparkled in the sun. Her eyes.

Carefully Wolf held her face in the sunlight and examined her eyelids. They were both, on careful
examination, dightly swollen, but it was the seepage that told the red story.

He held his open hand severa inches over her eye and murmured another spell. When he look his hand
away, he hed four long, dender, stedl needles, barbed like afisherman’ s hook. The needles were sharp
enough that they did in with little pain, but every time the eye moved the sharpened edges of the needle
cut alittle more. They were not the expensive silver needles, but the cheagper iron-based steel—made
primarily for coarser work.

Helooked at them for aminute and they melted, leaving his hand undamaged. As he removed them from
her other eye, he wished passionatdly, and not for thefirst timein hislife, that he knew more.

True hedling was one of thefirgt things taught to a shapeshifter, but for a human magic-user it was one of
the last artslearned. Increasing the efficacy of herbs wasthe best he knew. He doubted that in this case
even ashapeshifter could heal her eyes—he seemed to remember something about wounds made with
cold iron being more difficult than others. He put her in asoft cotton shirt that reached to her thighs. For
lack of abetter idea, he put a cold compress over her eyes and bound it tightly in place.

He had reached the end of hisexpertise. Tiredly, he covered her with another blanket and lay down next
to her, not quite touching. He dept.

* * %

her world congisted of vague impressions of vision and sound. She saw people she knew, strangely
dtered. Sometimesthey filled her with horror, other timesthey drew no emotion from her a al. There
was Taor ashe' d been thelast time she' d seen him in Sianim—then something happened to him and he
was dead, only he wastalking to her and telling her things that she didn’t want to hear.

Sometimes she floated in agreat nothingness that scared her, but not as much asthe pain. Her body was
agreat distance away, and she would pull back asfar as she could because she was afraid of what she
would find when she returned. Then, like the stretchy Iubris rope that children played with, something
would snap and she would find hersalf back in the midst of the pain and heat and terror. Someone
screamed; it hurt her ears and she wished they would stop.

* * %

thistime her return was different. besides being hot, she was also wet and sticky. The pain was dimmed
to bearable levels, even the achein her Sde wasless. There was something that attracted her attention
and she concentrated, trying to figure out what it was. It had called her back from her nothingnessinto
somewhere she’ d much rather not be. She decided in amoment of pseudo-rationdity that she needed to
find it and kill it so she could be free to go away.



Shelooked for it in her dreams, and fragments of memory touched her. There was something terribly
wrong with her eyes. Cold iron whose wounds were permanent. It had bitten and chewed and ...

She shied away and found another piece of memory. Magic horribly distorted and twisted, making dead
men breathe. It frightened her. There was no safety in death here, and she wanted the sanctuary that
death should offer. Then the cold iron cut off her awareness of the dead things that shared her space. She
had never fdt so helpless; it gave her adispirited claustrophobiathat made her Srain repeatedly against
the bonds, until she exhausted hersdlf. Bonds that most well-trained, full-blooded shapeshifters could
have gotten out of, but she had al the weaknesses and too little power.

There ... while shewasfighting ... shedmost had it. The thing that had pulled her back and made her hurt
again, it was sound, afamiliar sound. Why should that bother her?

Shewas so tired. Shewaslosing her concentration, and pictures came more rapidly until shewaslost in
her nightmare memories again.

* % %

they’ d been camped in the same place for three days. it worried him because they were much too close
to the ag Magi’ s castle, but the thought of moving her worried him more. Instead of getting better snce
being out of the cell, she seemed worse. Her eyes were seeping with the pus of infection. Her fever was
no higher, but it was no lower either. Her breathing was more difficult, and when she coughed he could
tell that it hurt her ribs.

As hewatched her, he tormented himsdlf with guilt. Had he been quicker to find her, she would have
stood a better chance. The needles had been used on her eyes only recently.

Asit did when he was angered, the magic in him flickered fey; nudging him, tempting him. Usudly he
controlled it, twisting it toward his own ends, but thistime he wastired with worry, guilt and
degplessness. The magic whispered, seducing him with visons of hedling.

His eyes closed, without conscious thought he stretched out carefully beside Ardorn. Gently he touched
her face, seeing the wrongness there—the dight fracture in the skull that he hadn’t been aware of. Ashe
gave control away to the seductive whispers of his magic, he found that he could fed her pulse, dmost
her thoughts. Sex notwithstanding, this was closer than he’ d ever been to another human being. With
anyone e se he would have lashed out, done anything just to get avay—to be safe done.

But thiswas Aralorn and he had to heal her, or ... he caught aflicker of the desperation of that thought,
but was soon lost in the peace of his magic. He floated with it for what could have been ahundred years
or asngleingant. Gradudly thefear of theloss of control, so well learned when his searing magic had
legpt out burning, searing, hurting, crept upon him—breaking the trance he'd falen into.

He opened his eyes and gasped for air. His heart was pounding, and swesat poured off his body. Great
shuddersracked him. He turned his head enough to look at Araorn.

Thefirg thing that hit him wasthat he was looking at Aralorn. The guise she'd donned was gone. The
bruises on her legs|ooked much worse on her own relatively pale skin. Fever brought unnaturd color to
her pale cheeks.

When he could, he bent over and removed the bandage from her eyes. The swelling had amost
completely gone, and her eyes gppeared norma when he carefully lifted her eydids. Hefet carefully
where he' d seen the break in her skull, but could locate nothing.



Almost too tired to move, he pulled her head on his shoulder and drew blankets neetly around them. He
knew he should stay up and keep watch—there was no warhorse to share guard duty with—but he
hadn’t been thistired since his early apprentice days.

* * %

it was morning when ardorn awoke, till dightly delirious. She' d had dreams of the quiet sounds of the
forest before, and she let hersdf take that comfort now. She knew that dl too soon she would haveto
faceredlity again. The nicething wasthat thetimesredlity crept in were getting farther and farther apart.

She thought about that for aminute before she redlized that there was a man beside her. Ddlirium took
over then, and she was drowning dowly. It was very hard to breathe, and shelost track of the forest
while she srangled.

The soft sounds of afamiliar voice lent her comfort and strength, but there was something wrong with the
voice. It wastoo soft; it should be cold and rough, harsher. She associated unpleasant things with the
warmer tones. The voice she wanted to hear should be dead like the Uriah, like Taor. She could hear
someone whimpering and wondered who it was.

She ate and it tasted very good, salty and warm on her sore throat. She drank something else, and a part
of her tasted the bitter herb with approva, knowing that it would help her breathe. Wasn’t there some
reason that she didn’t want to get better—but she couldn’t decide why she wouldn’t want to get well,
and while she thought about it, she drifted back to deep.

Wolf watched her and waited. Without the unquenchable energy that characterized her she looked
fragile, breakable. Awake, she had atendency to make him forget how small she was.

He raged when she cried out in terror. She was not a mindspeaker, but he had some talent in that
direction. Her mind called out to him, out to her father, to no one, dmost ceaselesdly at times. Although
she babbled out loud, she said nothing that would have been any use to the ag8 Magi were he listening.

Shewas quiet findly, and Wolf sat propped up against atree, near enough to keep an eye on her, but far
enough away that he wouldn’t disturb her dumbers.

He should never have been able to hedl her. Indisputably he had. Even if he did nothing more than
eliminate the paths the needles had cut into her eyes, it was more than human magic dlowed for. Less
dramatic but even further outside the bounds of magic, as he understood it, was the fact that she now
wore the appearance that was hers by birth.

He' d dways had the ability to do things beyond the generdly accepted bounds of human magic—taking
wolfshape for extended periods of time was one of those. Before now he could attribute thisto the
enormous power he wielded. Human magic could hedl, but it required a more detailed knowledge of the
human body than he had acquired; killing required much less precision. Human magic could not recognize
ashapeshifter’s natural shape and restore her toiit ... as he had done.

His magic had blithely crashed though the laws of magic established for thousands of years. What was he
that he could do such things?

He found no answers. He' d seen the woman who bore him only once that he could remember. She'd
seemed ordinary enough—for awoman who had spent a decade in the ag Magi’ s dungeon. But the
a€ Magi had got a son on her and kept her dive afterwards. She must have been more than she seemed.

Wolf had been the result of an ... experiment, perhaps. one that had gotten out of hand.



Araorn stirred, catching his atention. He got to hisfeet with rdlief at being drawn from histhoughts, and
went to her.

Eight

Araornwasin the habit of waiting until she knew where she was and who she was supposed to be
before she opened her eyes—a habit developed from frequently being someone other than hersdlf. For
some reason it seemed more difficult than usual. The warm sun on her face seemed as much out of place
asthe sound of ajay squeaking from its perch somewhere above her.

She moved restlessly and felt awarning twinge from her sde that was ingtantly echoed from various other
parts of her body. Asamemory aid she found it effective, if crude.

The problem was, she had no idea how she had gotten from the a€ Magi’ s dungeon to where she was.
Deciding that it was unlikely that she would come to any earth-shattering conclusions lying around
feigning deep, she opened her eyes and sat up—an action that she had immediate cause to regret. The
abrupt change in position caused her to start coughing—no pleasant thing with cracked ribs. She
collapsed dowly back into her prone position and waited for her eyesto quit watering.

Breathing shallowly, she redtricted hersdlf to turning her head to examine her current environment. She
wasaoneinasmall clearing, surrounded by thick shrubsthat quickly gave way to broad-leafed trees.
She could hear abrook running somewhere nearby. The sun was high and edging toward afternoon.
Mountains rose, not far away, on at least three sdes. They were smaller than their Northland
counterparts, but impressive enough.

The blankets that Aralorn was more or less cocooned in were of afine, intricate weave. She whistled
softly at the extravagance. Just one of them would cost a mercenary two months salary, and shewas
wrapped in two of them with her head pillowed on athird. She should have been too warm, bundled up
30 heavily—hut it felt good.

The bandaging on her hands and wrists was nestly tied and just snug enough to give support without
being too tight. Whoever tied them was better at binding wounds than she was—not agreet feat. She
didn’t bother to examine the other bandages that covered her here and there; preferring not to scrutinize
her woundsin case too many body parts were missing or nonfunctional.

It occurred to her then that her eyes should belong to the category of missing and nonfunctiond items.
The method the a8 Magi had used to blind her had been ... thorough; enough o that she had not thought
that even shapeshifter magic could heal her. The ag€ Magi was a master torturer.

She shivered in her blankets. The unwelcome thought occurred to her that it would be possiblefor a
strong magician to create theilluson of this meadow. Much easier than hedling her eyes. Shelooked
nervoudy around, but she was till the only occupant of the clearing.

Somehow, she' d been assuming that Wolf had found away to get her out of the ag Magi’ s dungeon. It
was more likely aploy by the a€ Magi, either to get more information from her, or to toy with her for a
while

Deciding that if it were the a& Magi who was going to show up, she didn’t want to face him lying on her
back, so she found adender tree growing near her head. She pushed hersalf back until she bumped into
it. Gradualy, so0 as not to trigger another coughing spell, she raised hersdlf with its support until she was
gtting up with her back againgt the tree. She waited for aminute, and when she didn’t start coughing she
did hersdf up againgt the tree until she was standing, more or less.



Shedidn’t hear him until he spoke from behind her. His voice waswithout its usua sardonic overtones,
but it was ill blessedly Wolf’s. “Welcome back. Lady.”

Sheturned her head with asmile of greeting that |eft her when she saw hisface. Only years of training
kept her from giving her fear voice; even that couldn’t stop the involuntary step backward that she took.
Unfortunately, her feet tangled in the blanket that had covered her and shefell awvkwardly.

From her position on the ground she looked up at the ag Magi’ s face. He too had stepped back, abeit
more gracefully. He raised ahand to hisface and then dropped it abruptly. His face emotionless, he
waited until she finished coughing and could talk.

Araorn found hersdlf grateful that she was unable to speak for aminute, because it gave her achanceto
think. The ag Magi’ sfaceit might be, but Wolf’ syelow eyesglittered at her—as volatile asthe face was
not. Shewould not hurt him again by suspicion.

Before she could clear her throat enough to say anything, Wolf spoke softly. “1f | thought that you could
make it to safety alone, | would leave you in peace. Unfortunately that is not possible. | assure you that |
will leave as soon asyou are back ...”

She ended his speech with arude word and, assuming as much dignity as she could muster sitting on her
rump amidst the tangle of blankets, said hoarsdly, “Idiot! Certainly | knew that you werethe a€ Magi’s
son, Cain. Just how many apprentices do you think the ag Magi has had?1 know the name of every one
of them, thanks to Ren. How many magicians do you think would have the power to do what you did to
Edom? Just how stupid do you think | am?’ She paused to catch her breath before continuing. “Why are
you dways hiding from me? First the wolfshape, then the mask and the scars. Do you distrust me so
much?’

“No,” said Wolf with abrief touch of laughter in his eyes; not many people would have the courage to
attack him like that. Trust Araorn to do it even when she was so weak she couldn’t stand up. “1 just had
forgotten this.” Hewaved ahand in the generd direction of hisface. “ The scars arelegitimate; | acquired
them as| told you. It wasn't until | |eft the service of the a€ Magi that | redlized that | could get rid of
them the same way that | could take wolfshape. All things considered, | preferred the scars. When | got
you out of the dungeon, it was necessary to appear to be the a€ Magi in order to get past the guards. |
must have forgotten to resume the scars. I'm sorry; | didn’t mean to startle you.”

With an expression that was't quite asmile Aralorn commented, “When | die of heart failure the next
time you frighten melike that, you can put that on my gravestone—‘1 didn’'t mean to dartle her.”” Asshe
talked, shelooked at him carefully, seeing things that hadn’t been apparent, at first. His face was without
the laugh lines around the eyes and mouth that characterized the a8 Magi’s. Therewasno grey inthe
black hair, but the expression in his eyes made him look much older than hisfather. Wolf’s eyes, Wolf
eyes they were—with ahunter’ s cold, amora gaze.

“Does Myr know who you are?’ she asked.

Henodded. “1 told him before | offered my assistance. It was only fair that he knew what he was getting
into.”

There was adight pause and then Aralorn said, “ The ag Magi asked me about you, about Cain.” That
much she could remember.

Wolf raised an eyebrow. “What did you say?’

Ardornraised hersinreturn. “| told him that you were dead.”



“Did he believeyou?’ he asked.

She shrugged, and started to tug discreetly at the heap of blankets that intermingled with her feet. “At the
time he did, but snce you choseto rescue me, helll probably cometo the conclusionthat | lied to him.”

Helet her struggle with the blankets until she was through talking and then he said, “Let’sget youinto a
more comfortable position”—he indicated her makeshift hobble with a careless hand—*and back under
the covers with you before you catch your death, shdl we.” His voice was awicked imitation of one of
the hedlersat Sianim.

Even as he untangled her and restored her makeshift bed to its previous order, she could fed animp of a
headache coming on. “Woalf,” she said softly, catching his hand and tilling it, “don’'t use the scars. You
are not the a8 Magi—you don't have to proveit.”

He tapped her on the nose and shook his head with mock despair. “ Did anyone ever tell you that you are
overbearing, Lady?’ He resumed his efforts and tucked a pillow behind her head.

“Where are we, and how long have we been here?’ It was an effort to keep her eyes open any longer,
and her voice durred as she finished the sentence, ending in aracking cough. As she hacked and gasped
for breath, he held her upright. She didn’t notice that it helped any, but thefed of hisarmsaround her
was pleasant. The hazy thought occurred to her that she d left Reth to go to Sianim to get away from the
feeling of being protected; she didn’t think that he' d notice that the last few coughs were suppressed
sounds of salf-amusement.

He listened to her laughter and choseto ignore it outwardly, knowing that it came from weskness as
much as amusement. “We re about aday’ s brisk wak away from the Master Magician's Castle. We ve
been here for three days. As soon as you wake up we' |l start on our way.” He couldn’t tell how much of
it she heard, but it didn’t matter. He d tell her again when she woke up.

* % %

the next time aralorn regained consciousness, she was fed and dressed in atunic and trousers she
recognized as her own before she had a chance to do any more than open her eyes. She was propped
up with brisk efficiency besde atree and told to “ stay there.” Wolf then piled al of the blankets, clothes
and uteng|s together and sent them on their way with abrisk wave of his staff.

“Where did you get my clothes?” Araorn asked with idle curiosity from where she sat leaning against a
tree.

“From Sianim, where you left them.” With efficient motions he was cleaning the areathey had occupied
until only the remains of the firewould give indication that someone had camped there.

Sheraised an eyebrow at him, crossed her armsin front of her, and said in a deceptively mild tone, “You
mean dl thetimethat | wasall but bursting out of the innkeeper’ s son’s clothes, you could have gotten
minefor me?’

He grunted without looking at her, but she could see ahint of asmilein hisflawless profile.
“| asked you aquestion,” she said in adangeroudy soft tone.

“I waswaiting for the tunic seamsto finadly giveway ...” He paused to dodge the handful of grass she
threw at him, and then shrugged. “I am sorry, Lady. It just never occurred to me.”

Ardorntried tolook stern, but it turned into alaugh.



Wolf brushed the grass from his shoulders and went back to packing. Aralorn leaned back against her
tree and watched him as he worked, trying to get used to the face he wore.

In an odd sort of way he looked more like hisfather than hisfather did. The ag Magi’ s face was touched
with innocence and compassion. Wolf’ s visage had neither. Hiswas the face of aman who could do
anything, and had.

“Canyouride?’ he asked, caling her back from her thoughts.

She conddered the state of her body. Everything functioned—sort of, anyway. Riding was certainly
better than any aternative she could think of. She nodded. “If we don’'t go any faster than awalk. | don’'t
think thet | could St atrot for very long.”

He nodded and said three or four brisk wordsin alanguage she didn’t know. He didn’t bother with the
thestricsin front of her. Thear merdy shimmered around him strangely. Not unpleasant—just difficult to
look at, much nicer than when she changed shape. The black horse snorted at her and then shook itself
asif it were wet.

She stood up stiffly, trying not to start coughing again. When she could, she walked shakily up to him,
grateful to reach the support of hisneck. Unfortunately, athough Wolf’ srendition of ahorsewasn't as
massive as Sheen, hewas astall, and in her weakened condition she couldn’t climb her way up. After her
third attempt, he knelt in the dust so that she could dip on his back.

They werefollowing an old trail that had falen into disuse; the only tracks on it were from thelocal
wildlife. The woods around them were too dense to allow easy travel, but Wolf appeared to know them:
when thetrail disgppeared into alush meadow, he picked it up again on the other sde without having to
take astep to the left or right. His gaits, she found, were much smoother than Sheen’s, but the motion il
hurt her ribs.

To digtract hersdf she thought up aquestion dmost at random. “Where did you find ahedler so near the
ae Magi’scadtle? | don't remember everything, but | do remember getting hit on the head and having
something doneto my eyesthat was ... unpleasant.” The dust of the road set her coughing. When she
could talk again she said, “Y ou got rooked if you paid very much; any heder worth hisfee would have
taken care of the ribs and cough too.”

Wolf twitched hisears and said in an odd tone, even for him, “He didn’t have enough time to do much.
Evenif there had been the time, | wouldn’t have trusted him to do more than what was absolutely
necessary—he ... didn’'t have thetraining.”

Something felt wrong about hisanswer. Aralorn had an inkling that she should be paying more attention
to theway he phrased his explanation, but she wasin too much misery between her ribs and her cough to
do much more than fed sorry for hersdlf.

Wolf kept to awalk, trying to make the ride as smooth as possible for her. He could discern that shewas
inalot of pain by the way her hands shook in his mane when she coughed, but she made light of it when
he questioned her. Asthe day progressed she leaned wearily againgt his neck and coughed more often.

He continued until he could stand it no more and then he called ahalt at alikely camping ares, far from
the main thoroughfares and out of sight of thetrail they’ d been following. Araorn did carefully off him
and kept diding until her rump hit the ground.

Wolf regained his human form before making a cushion of evergreen bows and covering the result with
the blankets. While Aralorn dept on the makeshift bed. Wolf stood watch, feding the weight of too many



deegplessnightson hiseyes.

The night was peaceful, marred only by Ardorn’s harsh coughing. It got so bad toward the morning that
shefindly stood up and started breaking camp, despite the pain in her ribs. Wolf sat her firmly down on
the ground with agrowl that would have done credit to hiswolf-form and finished erasing all traces of
their presence.

Dawn’slight had barely begun to show before they were on their way.

Once she was ditting up rather than lying down, Ardorn’s coughing mercifully eased. 1t helped that today
they were cutting directly through the woods, and there was lesstrail dust to exacerbate the problem.
When her modest herb lore identified some beggar’ s-blessing on the side of the road, she could look at
the day’ sjourney with some equanimity.

The narcotic dleviated the pain of her ribs and some of the coughing, athough it did makeit alittle more
difficult to stay on Wolf’sback asit interfered with her equilibrium, Severd times only Wolf’s quick
footwork kept her from fdling off.

Wolf decided that the giggling was something he could do without, but found that on the whole he
preferred it to her sllent pain.

Thusthe second day of travel was better than thefirst, and it wasthe last. When they stopped, Wolf
took agood look at Araorn, pae and dark-eyed from the drug she' d been using. She' d refused food,
because beggar’ s-blessing would make her sick if she ate while under its effects.

The end result was that she was weaker now than she' d been when they started this morning. He had not
trangported them by magic, because he was afraid that it would be too hard on her, but he didn’t think
that it could be as severe astrying to continue the way they were. Although it was only four days' ride on
afast horse, at the pace they were holding it would take another eight days to make it to camp.

He donned his human form once again, with his scars, and added the silver mask before he bent and
lifted her semiconsciousform in hisarms. Without aword of warning to her, he transported them into the
Northlands.

Transporting people wasn't easy, and it was as hard on the passenger asit was on the magician. It was
difficult enough that most magicians preferred travel on horseback or coach rather than by magic, evenin
the spring when the roads were nothing more than a giant mud puddle. Transporting someone into the
Northlands, where human magic had a tendency to go awry, was madness, but the cave where he had
brought the merchant was far enough outside the effect of the Northlands that it should be possible. That
would leave them with only one day’ sride to their camp. Concentrating on the shallow cave, he pulled
themtoit, but something caught them and jerked them on with enough force to stun Wolf momentarily
... Helanded on his knees on the hard stone floor of hislibrary.

There was no time for wonder. Aralorn was unconscious. He set her down gently on aleather couch that
he used occasiondly for deeping and stroked back the sweat-matted hair, loose from its usud braid. He
covered her with his cloak to protect her from the norma chill of the cave and set his claw-footed staff
beside her so she would have light if she awoke while he wastalking to Myr.

* % %

in the cadtle of the archmage, the ag magi sat gently drumming hisfingers on the burled wood of his desk.
Hewas not in the best of moods, having tracked an intruder from castle to hold trying to discover who
would be foolhardy enough to trespass and powerful enough to get away withiit.



The room that he occupied was covered in finely woven carpets. Great beveled windows lined the
outside wall behind the desk, bathing the room with awarm golden glow. On the oppositewall wasa
large, ornate fireplace that sat empty in deference to the warmth of late summer. In front of the fireplace,
the pretty blonde girl who wasthe Master’s newest pet combed her hair and looked at the floor. She
trembled abit. A month as hisleman had made her senstive to the a8 Magi’ s mood, which wasvile
today.

Facing the desk was one of the dungeon guards; he held his cap deferentially in his hand. He spokeinthe
low tones that were proper when addressing someone in a position so much higher than hisown. Hewas
garting to feel nervous, asthe ag Magi had been silent for sometime.

Finally the a Magi spoke. “Y ou saw Cain take one of the female prisoners?’ he asked, gentle-toned.

“Yes, Lord. | remembered him from when helived here, but | didn’t redlize who it was until he' d already
gone. Last time | saw him hewere al scarred up, but | ‘ membered mesdf when he were atyke he
looked alot likeyou, sre.” The old guard fell pleased with himsdlf for bringing the matter to hislord’'s
attention for, ashetold hiswife thismorning, “My Lord isthe best of magters, he’ snot oneto punisha
man for acommon migtake. It dwayswas difficult to tel the father from the son. Most likely I'll get a
promoation for noticing something amissat dl.” Hiswife had spent dl that night darning his best uniform
for hisaudience with the Lord.

Hiswifewouldn’t haveto darn hisuniformsagain.
“Clean up the dust and leave me.”

Shuddering, the twelve-year-old silk merchant’ s daughter siwept the ashes of the guard into thellittle
shove that was kept near thefireplace. Sheleft quickly, grateful that someone else had taken the brunt of
the Magician’ swrath thistime.

Alone he sat at the table in his study and tapped at the table even more gently than before.

“Soit was Cain helping the boy king. The bitch lied. There are few other sorcerers who could have taken
Edom and none that could walk into my dungeon and steal from me. What isworseisthat | had the bait
to cal him into my trap and didn’t even know it. He must care grestly about her to risk traipsing in and
out of my demesne”

Moodily hetook the stopper off the crystal decanter which sat on acorner of his desk and poured amber
wineinaglass. He held it up to the light and swirled the liquid, admiring the fine gold color—the same
shade as Cain’' s eyes. He tipped the glass and drank it dry.

“There are, however, some compensations, my son. | know that you are actively working against me.

Y ou cannot remain invisibleif you ready yoursdf to attack, and | will find you. Maybe you have dready
made that mistake. | know that you have aweaknessfor thisgirl, and | do have a source of information
on her. Shewill makeit possible for meto use you for my purposes.”

He whispered aminor summoning spell and waited only a short time before he was answered by a knock
on thedoor. At hiscal, the Uriah who had once been Talor entered the studly.

“Y ou told methat you were familiar with the girl you look from Myr’'s campsite,” the ae€ Magi said.
The Uriah bowed his head in assent.

“Tel me about her. What is her name? Where do you know her from?’ The problem with Uriah, the
a€ Magi had found, was that communication was not al that it could be. Information could only be gotten



with detailed questions, and even then avita fact could beleft out.
“Sheiscdled Ardorn—I knew her in Sianim,” it replied.
“Wheat did shedoin Sanim?’

The Uriah shrugged cardlesdy. “ She taught quarterstaff. Trained horses. She did some work for Ren, the
Spymeaster, | don’t know how much.”

“Sheworked asaspy?’ The ae Magi pounced oniit.

“She never came out and said so. Most of us did some work for Ren the Mouse at one time or another,
but | think, from the number of her unexplained comings and goings that she worked for him more often
than most.”

“What was she like? What were her strengths and weaknesses?’

The Uriah hegitated. “ Sheis extraordinarily good with disguises. She can blend in anywhere. Sheis
deadly with aquarter-staff or knife. The only other weapon I’ ve seen her useisasword. Sheis
competent enough, but no expert. She may know alittle magic, dthough she never said anything about
it”

“Why do you think that?” The ag€ Magi was sarting to tensein hischair.

“| saw that wolf of herswhen shefirst found him. He wasin rough shape. He was amost hedled not a
week |ater. She dways claimed that she smply had away with herbs.”

The Magician looked alot like his son when he let the perpetua smile drop from hisface. “Y ou say that
shewas aheder? That she was good with disguises?’ There was athread of panic inthe Magician's
voice, the Uriah noted with atouch of satisfaction even asit indicated its agreement with adight bow.

“Describe her tome.”

“Sheisshort and pale-skinned, even with atan. Brown hair, blue-green eyes. Sturdily built. She moves
fest.”

The ag¢ Magi compared the description to the girl in the dungeon and came to an interesting conclusion.
“ Shapeshifter,” he murmured, “Y ou said she had awolf?’

“ YS,”

The ag Magi remembered abruptly that he' d recently had another escape from his castle. That girl had
been aided by awolf that had killed apack of the ag Magi’ s Uriah.

Whilethe ag Magi was digtracted the Uriah stedthily moved closer to him, hand on sword, fierce craving
initseyes.

“Leaveme,” the ag Magi ordered abruptly, backing his command with magic. The Uriah skulked out,
growling with frustrated hunger.

Alone, Geoffrey ag Magi, Lord of the Magicians, set his boots on the finely polished surface of the desk
and contemplated the empty fireplace.

* * %



aralorn was too tired to wake up when the covering was pulled back, |etting the cool air sweep over her
warm body. She moaned when gentle hands probed her ribs, but felt no urgent need to open her eyes.
She heard a soft sound of dismay as her hands were unwrapped. A touch on her forehead sent her back
into deep.

* % %

it was the sound of voices that woke her the second time, afew minutes later, much more dert. The
nausea that was the usua companion to both beggar’ s-blessing use and magica travel had dissipated.

She noticed that she wasin thelibrary, covered with abrightly colored quilt. A familiar cloak, Wolf's, lay
carelessy tossed over the back of the sofa. She started to Sit up, only to redlize that the clothing scattered
on the floor was what she had been wearing. Hastily she pulled the blankets up to her neck to protect her
dignity just as Myr came around a bookcase.

“So he did manageto find you,” commented Myr with awide amile. “1 seethat you're more or lessintact
after your experience with the a8 Magi’ s hospitdity. | must say, though, that it will be along time before
loan you any of my clothesagain. | didn’t bring many with me.” The pleasure and relief in hisvoice was
real; shewas surprised and not alittle flattered that he cared so much about someone he' d known such a
ghort time.

Aralorn smiled back at him and started to say something, but noticed that Wolf, who had followed My,
was focusing intently on her hands. She followed his gaze to where her hands gripped the top of the
blanket. Ten hedthy nails dug into the cloth. The beggar’ s-blessing had left her wits begging too; she
hadn’t even noticed that shedidn’t hurt at dl.

Araorn nodded and answered Myr. * Y es. Though he wasn't the best of hosts. | only saw him two or
threetimesthe wholetime | wasthere.”

Myr perched on the end of the sofanear Aralorn’sfed and looked, for once, as young as he was. “And
he prides himsdlf on histreatment of guests,” he said with amournful shake of hisheed. “It doesn’'t even
look like he left you any mementoes.”

“Wadll,” said Ardorn, looking at her hands again, “actualy he did, but | seem to have logt them.” She met
Myr’sinterested look and waved her hands a him. “Last time| looked, my hands were missing the
fingarnails”

“How isyour bresthing?’ asked Wolf.
Ardorn took adeep breath. “Fine. Isthisyour healer’ swork?’

Wolf shook hishead. “No, | told you that he was not experienced enough to do more than he did.” Wolf
glanced at Myr. “1 saw afew new people here; are any of them healers?’

“No,” replied Myr, disgust rich in hisvoice, “nor are they hunters, tanners, or cooks. We have six more
children, two nobles and abard. The only one who is of any help isthe bard, who is passably good with
his knives. The two nobles it around watching everyone else work or decide to wander out in themain
cave system so that a search party hasto be sent out.”

“Y ou might try just letting them wander next time,” commented Wolf.

Myr smiled dowly. “Now there’ sanidea.” Then he shook his head with mock sorrow. “No, it wouldn't
work. With my luck they’d run into the dragon and lead it back here.”



“Dragon?’ asked Aralorn in astartled tone, dmost dropping her blanket.

“Or something that looks an awful lot like one. It s been seen by two or three of the hunting parties,
athough it hasn't seen them yet,” replied Myr.

“I guess| must have found itstracksthe day | ran into the Uriah—or at least | found the tracks of
something big. It was about six miles away and traveling fast. Where have you sighted it?” asked Ardorn.

“Eagt and north, never closer than ten miles. Do you know anything about dragons? Something along the
lines of whether or not they eat people would be helpful,” said Myr in ahopeful tone, Sitting down on one
arm of the couch.

“’Fraid not. The only onesthat I’ ve heard of arein storieswhere, for some reason, they seemto only eat
virgins chained to rocks. Since | haven't heard of anyplace nearby where thereis asteady supply of
virgins chained to rocks, | would supposethat it is a safe bet that this one has differing dietary
requirements,” she answered in adry tone, and then nodded at Wolf. “Why don’t you ask the magical
expert around here?’

Wolf shrugged. “ The closest that I’ ve ever gotten to one was the one adeep in the cave undernesth the
ae Magi'scastle. Sinceit had been adeep for severd centuries, | didn’'t learn much. | thought, though,
that it was supposed to be the last of its kind—the reason that it was ensorcelled rather than killed.”

“Wel,” said Myr with alifted eyebrow, “if thiscreatureisn’'t adragon, then it isclosely rdated. I’'m not
too surethat I'm comfortable with it being so close.”

“Maybeit’ Il eat the noblesthat are giving you such abad time,” suggested Araorn. “Y ou might try
chaining themto arock.”

Shefound that she was starting to get tired, so she leaned back against a cushion and closed her eyes.
Shedidn’'t deep but drifted quietly, listening to the otherstalk quietly. She found it comforting. There was
something she wanted to ask. She sat up abruptly when she remembered what it was.

“Adrid,” she said, interrupting them in the middle of adiscussion on the best method of drying mest. “Did
someonefind her?’

“I did,” replied Wolf, “ or what was|eft of her after the Uriah finished.”
Ardorn swalowed, and in ahoarse voice not at dl like her own she asked, “Will she ...”
“Will shewhat?’ asked Myr.

Araorn watched her hand asil traced patternsin the quilt and asked in alow voice, “Will she become
one of them, now?’

Myr started asif to say something, but held back, wanting to hear Wolf’ s answer first.

“No,” answered the ae€ Magi’sson. “Thereisaritua that must be followed to turn men into Uriah. She
wassmply eaten.”

She spoke in amonotone, gtill not looking up. “I’ d dways heard that they were the creation of some
long-forgotten magician who left them to infest the Eastern Swamp—yprotecting something hidden there. |
assumed that the ag Magi just found some way of controlling them.”

“Hefound out how to control them, yes. He aso found out how to make them—it wasin the same



book.” Woalf reached casudly to ashelf near Myr’shead and pulled athin ratty volume out of a shelf.
“Thisbook, asamatter of fact.”

Myr looked over Aralorn’s bent head to meet Wolf’ seyes. “ That’ swhy you put the stone over the
guard sgraves.”

Wolf nodded, replacing the book in the shelf. “The runesthat Aralorn traced over the bodies, and the
fact that Edom hadn’t completed the ritua—the heart must be eaten—should ensure that they rest
quietly. I just didn’t want to take chances.”

Ardorn spoke amost to hersdlf. “ Taor was one of them. | heard Talor’ ssignd—hewas awaysalittle
off pitch. | thought that he was caught by the Uriah and needed help.” Her hands gripped the quilt with
white knuckles athough her voice was cam. “I guessthat was more or less the case, but there was no
way that | could help him.”

Scenes she had suppressed whipped violently through her mind like amadman’s dream. They were
without sound, because aviolent blow to her head had set up abuzzing clamor that eclipsed any other
sound. There were more faces that she knew, viewed from the thing that had been Taor’ sback. Twisted
and rotted amost beyond recognition she saw the faces of friends, comrades-in-arms.

A sharp sting on her cheek brought her back, shaking and gasping. Wolf sat on the couch beside her,
and she buried her head againgt his shoulder and shuddered dry-eyed, grateful for the firm armswrapped
around her back.

“Thewordt of it was, he knew me,” she whispered. “It was till Taor, but he was one of them. He talked
to me, but helooked at melike afarmer looks at dinner after ahard day’ swork. | didn’t even know that
Uriah could talk.” Then, with difficulty, because she didn’t have much practice, she cried.

Myr took Wolf’s cloak and covered her back where the quilt left her exposed. He touched her hair a
little awkwardly and said quietly to Wolf, “ She won'’t appreciate my presence when sherecovers. Il tell
the othersthat she' swell. Stanis has been blaming himsdlf for her capture—hewon't egt. It will bea
weight off his back to find out that she’ s been rescued and is here unhurt.”

Wolf nodded and watched him go. He rocked Aralorn gently and whispered soft reassurances. He was
concentrating on her, so that the voice took him by surprise.

“Tell her to stop that.”

Wolf brought his head up, darmed at the strange voice. It was heavily accented and firmly masculineif a
bit fussy. It dso didn’t seem to come from anywhere, or rather there was no one where the voice came
from.

“Tell her to stop that, | said. She'sdriven Lysaway, and | smply won't abide that. | have alowed her
here because Lys likes her—but now she’ s made Lys go away by thinking of dl of those bad things. Tell
her to stop it, or | will haveto ask her to leave no matter what Lys says.” The voice logt alittle of its
firmness and became sulky.

The sound of someone elsein the room distracted Araorn, and she pushed hersdf up away from Wolf's
chest, wiping her nose and eyes dike with the deeve of the tunic she snagged from the cavefloor. She
too looked at the conspicuoudy empty space at the end of the sofanear her feet. Magicd invishility
conssted of blending into shadows and turning eyes away rather than absolute invisibility; when someone
actively looked, theinvisible person could be seen. There was nothing at the end of the sofa



“Can you see him?” she asked Wolf, thinking that it might be another side effect of the beggar’ s-blessng.
She never had liked drugs.

When he shook his head, she directed her questioning to the man who wasn't there. “Who are you?”
“That’ s better,” said the voice, and there was the distinct pop of air that accompanies teleportation.
“He sgone,” Wolf confirmed.

“What do you think?’ asked Araorn, settling back onto Wolf, her voice husky from crying. “Wasthat
our friend who gives us a hand with the books?’

“If | were ahazarder, | would lay you odds for yes.” Wolf’s voice was somewhat distracted, as he was
feeling dightly uncomfortable with Aralorn lying relaxed and naked in hisarms. It hadn’t bothered him
before, when she' d been upset.

He started to shift her off him with the end god of getting as much distance on hisside as possible.
Before he could do more than move his hand to her shoulders, she turned her faceinto his neck,
terminating hisresolve with the smple gesture of affection. He d found himsdlf craving her affection more
and morelately. Although, he thought with atouch of self-derision, in this case “affection” might not be
the proper expression.

Sdlf-absorbed, he only caught thetail end of Aralorn’s question. “Say that again?’ he asked.

With her face tucked safely out of sight, she smiled and repeated hersdlf. “| asked how long you left me
doneinthelibrary.”

“Not more than fifteen minutes, less probably.”

She made asound of amazement. “I’ ve never heard of anyone who could hedl that fast. No wonder |
fed likeamonth-old babe: by dl rights| should be comatose now.”

“Powerful,” Wolf agreed. “ But something was funny about him; did you catch it?’

Araorn nodded. “It was odd in a voice that young, but he sounded a bit querulous, maybe even senile.”
She closed her eyes, and the companionable slence lulled her toward dumber. More adegp than awake,
she murmured with atouch of her unquenchable curiosity, “I wonder who Lysis?’

When Wolf made no attempt to add to or answer her question, she drifted unprotestingly off to deep.

Golden eyes glittering. Wolf cradled her protectively—againgt him. He thought about shapeshifters, and
the ag Magi’ s haf-mad son who wandered into these cavesto find solace one night, led by asmall, grey
fox with ageless, sea-green eyes.

Nine

From her station on the couch, Aralorn watched Wolf deposit another armload of books and set them on
the floor beside the worktable. Thetable, her chair, and most of the floor space were Smilarly adorned.

“Did our gpprentice write dl of these?” Aralorn made avague gesture toward the stacks before
continuing to put a better edge on her knife.

Wolf turned to survey the piles. He let the sllence build and then growled briefly, “ Y es.” With that he
stalked back into the forest of bookcases.



Araorn grinned, shesthed her knife and levered hersdlf to her feet, wesak from days of enforced inactivity
inthe a8 Magi’ s dungeon aswell as being healed of the damages inflicted during her visit there. Scanning
the nearby shelves, she found a book on shapeshifters and wobbled with it to the table, careful not to fall.
Wolf had dready made it clear that he would rather that she stay put on the couch for a couple of days; if
shefel, there would be no living with him. She cleared off her chair and space enough to read. Now that
the search had been narrowed to books that were likely to be trapped. Wolf had forbidden her to help.
Araorn decided if she couldn’t be useful, at least she could enjoy herself.

Wolf baanced the books he carried on another stack and eyed the collection. “1 suppose | might aswell
dart on these.”

“I didn’t think that even human mages werethat verbose,” commented Araorn as she handed him her
book.

Helooked at it carefully and handed it back to her before he replied. “Most mages restrict their writings
to theintricacies of magic; Iveress, ‘our gpprentice,” fancied himsaf an expert on everything. Thereare
treati ses here on every subject from farming to governmental philosophy. He was long-winded, brilliant
and had the annoying habit of diding in obscure magic spdlsin the middle of whatever he waswriting
when the spell occurred to him.”

“Better you than me,” commented Araorn sympatheticaly before burying herself in her book.

The author of Araorn’s book had never met a shapeshifter; they wererare and adept at hiding evenin
histime. Instead the writer collected al the bits of lore and odd tales ever spun to create a powerful,
mythic race whose main hobby seemed to be eating innocent young children who lost themselvesin the
woods.

Ardorn wasinterested to observe that shapeshifters could only bekilled by silver, garlic or wolvesbane.
The author was of the opinion that shapeshifters could |ake the shape of only one animal, and he devoted
asection to horrific tales of shapeshifter wolves, lions and bears (mice, she supposed, were too
mundane).

She shared bits and pieces of the better wolf-tales with Wolf, as he waded through avolume on
pig-training. He responded by telling her how to train apig to count, open gates and fetch. Pigswere dso
useful for predicting earthquakes. Iveressincluded three spellsto start earthquakes.

Araorn laughed and returned to her reading. At the end of the book, the author included stories “which
my research has proven to be merely folk tales’ to entertain hisreaders. Aralorn supposed that it was no
mere coincidence that the“merefolk tales’ were the only storiesin which thevillain wasnot a

shapeshifter.

Sheread thefirgt story, then thoughtfully closed the book and glanced curiously around the room.
Nothing was moving that shouldn’t be today. Wolf set the pig book aside and was reaching for another
one when Araorn started to speak in alow voice.

“Once upon atime there was a young shapeshifter who spied ayoung girl donein thewoods.” She
didn’t need to use the book to help her memory, but kept her eyes on Wolf. “Curious, because she was
in aplace no young girl should be, hefollowed her to her home. She lived done in a cottage near enough
to thevillage that she could walk there eadily, but far enough that her visitors were few. Shewas an
empath, forced to live away from her family and relatives by her gift.

“The shapeshifter, entranced by her beauty of face and spirit, took to following her around in the guise of
acrow or squirrel. Finaly, when he could keep hislove hidden no more, he reveded himsdf to her. She



loved him too, for not only was he as comely as al werekind are, he was sweet of spirit aswell.

“They lived together for severd years with no one knowing of their aliance—for the hatred and fear with
which humankind looked upon shapeshifters was more than returned. Once a month the shapeshifter
returned to hisvillage to assure his people that he was well. Once aweek the empath made her way to
the human village,

“One day a Southern Trader saw her as sheleft the village for her home in the woods. He asked about
her and found out that she lived aone. Like most of hiskind he was no better than he should be, so when
he finished histrading with the villagers, he and his fellows took the path that the girl had used. She would
bring good pricesin the dave market in the south.

“It happened that it was one of the times that the shapeshifter was vigting hisfamily. He returned to find
the cottage empty, with the door swinging in the wind.

“Hetracked them asthey headed into the wild Northlands. The girl had told them that her lover wasa
powerful magician, and so they took to the North, where human magic is hindered. The shapeshifter was
achild of the Northlands, and the harsh winds brought him news of hisbeloved' s path, but even so he
wastoo late.”” A moaning sound echoed through the caves as shefinished the last words. Wolf tilted his
head dightly so she knew that he heard aswell.

“When hereached thedavers camp,” she continued, “ he found nothing left of the would-be davers
except mindless bodies. The girl, terrified and alone, had evoked an empath’ s only defense, projecting
her terror and pain onto her tormentors. She was aive when the shapeshifter found her, so he took her to
acave, sacred to hiskind, where he tried to heal her. Theworst of her wounds were of the spirit that
even a shagpeshifter’ smagic may not touch; and though her body was whole, she spoke not aword to
him, but stared through him, asif he were not there.

Not entirely sane from his grief, the shapeshifter swore to keep her dive until he could find away to heal
her soul. And s0 helives on, with hisbeloved, from that day until this.”

Wolf raised an eyebrow at her and nodded dowly. “The Old Man of the Mountain.”

“That' swhat the book says,” replied Ardorn. “And ‘Lys isan old version of the shapeshifter word for
‘sweetheart.””

Wolf nodded dowly. “Our voice from last night. But | have never heard of a shapeshifter with the power
that the Old Man is supposed to have.”

Araorn rubbed her cheek thoughtfully, leaving behind astreak of black dugt. “ The older ashapeshifter is,
the more powerful heis. Like human mages, it is not unusud for a shapeshifter to live severa hundred
years. A redly powerful shapeshifter can shift himsalf younger constantly and never grow old. They area
nonviolent race, and the only reason that you don’t see a shapeshifter much older than severa hundred
yearsisthat they are constantly changing to new and more difficult things. It sdifficult to remember that
you are supposed to be human when you change into atree or thewind. An uncle of my mother once
told me that sometimes a shapechanger forgetsto picture what heis changing himsdlf into and he changes
into nothing. Thereis no reason why our Old Man of the Mountain couldn’t be severa thousand years
old rather than just afew hundred. That would make him incredibly powerful—maybe on par with the
old gods”

She stopped as something occurred to her. “Wolf, there was a snowstorm the night before the Uriah
came. If it hadn’t dowed them down, they would have come upon us at night and daughtered the camp.”



Wolf shrugged. “ Snowstorms are unpredictable here, but | suppose that it could have been he who
caused the storm. | suspect that we' |l never know.”

They went back to reading. Ardorn found it more and more difficult to concentrate asthe little energy
she' d regained disspated. The words blurred in front of her eyes, and soon she was turning pages from
habit.

She dozed off between one sentence and the next while Wolf wasin the stacks |ooking for another pile
of books. When he touched her shoulder, she jumped to her feet and had her knife drawn before she
opened her eyes.

“Plagueit, Wolf! One of these days, you are going to do that and I’ [l knife you by mistake. Then I'll have
tolivedl my lifewith the guilt of your desth on my hands,” she snapped.

Her threat didn’t seem to bother him much as he caught her and lowered her to her chair as her legs
collapsed under her. “It’ stimefor lunch. Y ou aretoo thin,” he said with disapproval, and then added,
“Speaking of knives, Myr recovered your sword and brought it here while you were degping. | put it
under the couch.”

Her facelit with asmile. “Redly?1 thought that it was gone for good when Taor knocked it out of my
hand.” Sheretrieved the sword and returned to her chair, where she could inspect the blade for damage.
“I don’'t know why I’'m 0 attached to the plaguing thing when I’ m such an inept idiot with asword.”

She was interrupted by the sound of running feet. Stanis popped into the room at a dead run. Having run
the better part of the mile or so of tunnel that connected the library to the living quarters of the rest of the
camp, he only had breath to gasp out oneword: “Uriah!” But that was enough.

Araorn tangled with her chair when she tried to push it out of the way too fast, but kept from falling with
the aid of afirm hand on her arm. She was again hel ped back into her sedt.

Wolf, who had somehow donned his mask again, looked her sraight in the eye and said, “Y ou stay
here.” Hisvoiceleft no room for argument. He shifted into the wolf and melted into the tunnel.

Just because she hadn’t argued didn’t mean that sheintended to obey him. She waited until he was safely
gone before ssumbling for the sofato grab the sword belt and scabbard.

“Aren’'t you going to do what he says?’ Stanis asked. Hewasn't one for following the rules, but he knew
that if Wolf ever told him to do anything in that tone of voice hewould do it, fast.

Araorn glanced up as she shegthed the sword. “It’ swritten on my filein Ren’soffice at Sanim: ‘ Does
not take orderswell, will occasiondly listen to suggestions.” Did it sound like he was suggesting anything
toyou?’

Stanis shook his head; then, noticing that she was adjusting the position of the sheeth and not looking at
him, said, “No.”

Finished, she shrugged. “Then I’'m not going to do what he said.”

Stanisled her through the tunnels, because the way was not marked. With her hand on his shoulder for
support, she kept their speed to a brisk walk.

As she swung over the barricade erected to keep people from wandering the tunnels, Wolf and Myr
weretaking on thefar sde of the large cave. Asfar as she could tell, al the people were gathered in this
room, the largest of the occupied caves, From what Stanis had told her, it was furthest from the outside.



Even here she could hear the enraged howls of the Uriah.

For the most part the people in the cave were silent, the children huddled in afar corner, except Stanis,
who was standing behind her. After taking a quick look around, she stalked leisurely toward the
conferring men.

“...why they aren’t just coming in, | don’t know how long they’ ve been there, A couple of hunters went
out an hour ago, and they weren't there then. Thefirst time that we knew anything about them was when
they started that howling. That’swhen | sent Stanisto get you.” Myr’s hands flexed on the hilt of his
sword, and then gripped it white-knuckled. “I’ ve brought al the rest of usto this cave, asit’ sfurthest
from the outsde. The opening is narrow enough that they can only comein one or two at atime.”

Ardorn brokein, ignoring Walf. “1f we stack the bodies back in the opening, we' |l buy ourselves some
time. If won't take many to block the entrance, and then they’ Il have to eat their way through before any
more can atack.” There was a horrified gasp from someone in the huddled masses and she redlized
belatedly that “force” would have been abetter choice than “eat,” if less accurate.

Wolf, gpparently saving hislecturefor later, spoke. “It' sinteresting that they haven't areedy comein. By
the sound of it, they are standing right outside the entrance and howling. They are not notoriousfor their
patience. The ward on the entrance that I’ ve reinforced would not be enough to keep them out, only
makeit difficult for themto find.”

“Edom couldn’t go into the caves,” Araorn commented.
“But that was just fear of closed-in spaces.” Myr’stone grew less assured as he talked.

“Perhgps.” Wolf’ s tone was thoughtful. “ There are wards that will keep out specific animas—such a
gpell could be altered to keep out beings who exhibited certain emotions or types of magic. Thereis
another explanation aswell. Ardorn said that one of the Uriah talked to her—the Uriah that | have seen
were not capable of it. The a€ Magi must have dtered them in some way. If he has made them more
intelligent, it is possible that they are waiting for something before they attack.”

“Wolf, do you know of any exit from the caves that opensto another side of the mountain? Myr asked.

Wolf nodded. “Yes, I’ ve thought of that. We could send most of the people through and leave afew
fightersto dow the pack. Once across the river they would be safe, at least until the Uriah found a place
to cross”

“It’ sbetter than nothing,” agreed Ardorn. She waited until they were engrossed in the planning before
she dithered around them. Once in the tunnel she drew her sword and held it in afighter’ s grip. Someone
had painted sgnson thewalls of the tunnelsto facilitate travel, and it was asmple matter to follow the
arrows to the outside by the magelight she held cupped in one hand.

The howls were louder as she turned into a cave marked “ Door to Outside” over the top. She smiled at
the awkward | ettering even as the cold swest of fear gathered on her forehead. Cautioudy she crept
forward through the twisted narrow channdl.

The Uriah were there, howling with frustrated rage at the wall of flame that covered the entrance.
Someone, Araorn noted with absent gpproval, had a so set up the wood for a bonfire where the tunne
narrowed—it sat unlit, agood ten feet behind the fire that blocked the entrance. Ardorn couldn't fed the
heat from thefirgt fire, but toasted bodies of Uriah lay twitching feebly just outside the cave as evidence
to its effectiveness.



Shaking with the aftermath of adrendine, Araorn leaned against the side of the cave and watched as
another Uriah, incited by her presence just insde the barrier, dove into the flames. Nausea touched even
her hardened stomach as she watched the hungry flames engullf it.

“Ardorn!” If the unexpectedness of hisvoice hadn’t made her jump, the underlying anger init would
have. Lt was only bad luck that there was alow spot in the celling.

“Plague take you, Wolf! | was supposed to hurt you the next time you startled me like that, not myself,”
she hissed, putting her hand to her head where therock had cut it.

After evauating the flaming entrance in one quick glance, he steered her away and set his staff upright on
its clawed feet. With ahand on her chin, he used the other to explore the damaged area despite the fact
that she squirmed and batted at his hand. In clipped tones he said, “'Y ou need a plaguing bodyguard. It
seemslike every time I’ ve turned my back on you lately, you are getting hurt one way or another.”

To her surprise he bent down and pressed his cheek against hers. She hadn’t experienced the hedling of
agreen magic-user very often, barring her more recent experience. Generdly she hadn’t been in any
shape to know exactly what it was that they did, but she knew enough to know that thiswas very
different. Thiswas not purely physical, there was an emotional link too; ameeting on amore prima level.

It was over before she could analyze it further. Wolf stepped back asif bitten; she could hear him
gasping for breath benesth his mask. Shelooked at him in wonder, knowing enough about human magic
to redlize that he shouldn’t have been capable of doing what he just had done.

“Wolf,” she said quietly, reaching out to touch him. He backed away, keeping his head away from her
and his eyes closed.

“Wolf, what’ swrong?’ When he said nothing, she took a step back to give him room. “Please, talk to
rre”

He flung his head up then, and blazing yellow eyes met hers. When he spoke, it wasin awhisper that his
ruined voi ce made even more effective. “What am 1?1 should not be able to hed you. The other
things—the shapeshifting, the power | wield—they could be explained away. But magic doesn't work
thisway. It doesn't take over before | can react and do thingsthat | don’t ask of it. | sworethat | would
never .., never let anything control me the way that my father did; but even heleft me free will in the end.
This... doesnot.”

“It was you who hedled my eyes.” It was an inane comment at best, stating the obvious. She wanted to
give hersdf timeto think. There _was something that she should be grasping, a puzzle to be solved if she
could just figure out how to look &t it.

“Yes” hesad.
“Wereyou trying to?” she asked.

He obvioudy forced himsdlf to relax, and leaned againgt the wall as he spokein closer to normal tones.
“If youmean did | try to heal you with aspdll, no. | just ... wanted you to quit hurting.” She could dmost
see the effort he made to open up to her, this man who was so private.

He continued with hiseyes closed again. “I was so tired. | hadn’t dept much since | found that you were
gone.” He opened hiseyesto look at her. “Y ou were getting worse and | couldn’t do anything about it. |
do not recall what | wasthinking, precisdly. | had done dl that | could for you and knew that it would
never be enough, and something made me lie beside you and this magic took over.” He clenched his



handsin what was very near revulsion.

“Who was your mother? Do you know”?’* asked Aralorn quietly. “1’ ve heard atot of stories about
Cain, the son of the ag Magi, but none of them ever mentioned his mother.”

Wolf shrugged, and his voice had regained its cold tone when he answered. “1 only saw her once, when |
was very young, maybefive yearsold, | remember asking Father who she was, or rather who she had
been, for she was quite dead, killed by some experiment of his, | suppose. | don’'t remember being
particularly worried about her, so | suspect that it wasthe only time | saw her.”

“Describe her for me,” requested Aralorn in afirm voice that refused to condemn or sympathize with the
boy he had been.

“I wasyoung; | don’t remember much. Shelooked smdl next to my father, fragile and lovely—like a
butterfly. The only time | ever heard him say anything about her was when some noble asked about my
mother. He said only that shewas ‘flawlesdy beautiful’.”

Araorn nodded, her suspicions confirmed—"1 would have been surprised if she had been anything ese.”
She amiled a him. “Would it help you to know what iswrong?’

“Do you know?’

She nodded. “Y our mother must have been a shapeshifter, or some other green magic-user—but the
‘flawlesdy beautiful’ soundsalot like a shapeshifter. That feding that the magic istaking control of youis
fairly common when dealing with green magic, | suppose because you are dealing with magic shaped by
nature first and only then by amagician. Y ou need learn to work with it so that you can modify it. If you
fight it, it will prove stronger than you.”

He dared a her abit and then joined her on the floor without speaking, holding hissilver mask in lightly
clenched fingers.

“I suspect,” continued Araorn, “if you hadn’t been taught how magic should work, you would have
discovered your half-blooded capahiilities long since. Y ou were told that you couldn’'t hedl, so you didn't

try.
“Itfits” said Wolf finally.

“| should have thought about it sooner,” gpologized Araorn. “I mean, | am ahaf-breed. It'sjust that I’ ve
never met another haf-breed. | could tell that you weren't a shapeshifter, so | just assumed that you were
amply an extraordinarily powerful human magician.”

Wolf gave ahdf laugh with little humor init. “It soundsjust like an experiment the a€ Magi would try. To
aDarranian, it would be the ultimate form of begtidity. Just the thing to spark hisinterest,” Wolf observed
sourly.

Aralorn leaned over, pushed aside, his mask and bussed him on the unscarred mouth with akiss that was
anything but romantic. “Y ou beast, you,” she said.

He got to hisfeet and pulled her to hers, his eyes warmed with rdlief, humor and something else. Gripping
her shoulders, he kissed her with a passion that |eft her breathless and shaken. He stepped back and
returned the mask to its usual position.

“WEe d better get back and tell Myr he can relax. It doesn’t gppear that the Old Man is going to welcome
the Uriah into his cave anytime in the near future,” he said, offering her hisarm to lean on.



She caught her breath, smiled and tucked her arm through his. “ Do we tdll the whole camp that we are
being protected by the Old Man?’

“It might be the best thing. | have the fedling that we shouldn’t push his hospitdity by wandering around
too much. The best way to seethat it doesn't happen isto tell them the whole truth—if they’ Il believeit.”
Wolf did through anarrow passage with hisusua grace, towing Aralorn beside him.

“We are deding with people who have some minor magic cagpabilities; are following adethroned king
who just barely received his coming-of-age spurs, who number among their acquaintances not just one
half-breed shapeshifter, but two half-breed shapeshifters—one of whom, incidentally, wearsa silly mask.
We could tell them that we were in the den of the old gods and that Paris, empress of the dead,
conceived a sudden passion for Myr and it probably wouldn't faze them,” was Ardorn’ sreply.

Wolf laughed and Araorn pulled him to ahdt. “Wait. Did you say thet the a€ Magi is Darranian?’

He nodded. “ Peasant stock. Apparently his Master was very surprised to find a magician who was
Darranian—used to tell jokes about his Darranian gpprentice. My father smiled when he talked about
how he killed histeacher.”

Ardorn let her hand drop and followed thoughtfully.

Wolf wasfirg in the tunnel that opened into the main chamber. He hissed and jumped back, narrowly
avoiding Myr’'ssword.

“Sorry,” said Myr. “| thought that you were one of the Uriah. Y ou should have said something before
you camein. Did you find out why the Uriah aren’t coming in?’

“Our guardian of the cave doesn’'t want them in,” replied Araorn, coming up beside Wolf. Shewasin
her element now, with a captive audience and a story to tell. She projected her voice and told them the
gtory about the origin of the Old Man of the Mountain and finished with the barrier that was keeping the
Uriah out.

Wolf observed that she made thetale sound asif it were part of shapeshifter history rather than a
forgotten story in the book. Usudly she did it the other way around—turning an unexciting bit of history
into high adventure. He hadn't realized that she could do it backward.

As she had predicted, the refugees accepted her story. For some reason most people seemed reassured
to have aguardian, even if he were guarding the cave and not them. People believe what they want to
believe right now they wanted amiracle, and Aralorn was giving it to them.

Responding to Wolf’slook, Myr joined him just outside the cave, leaving Aralorn to her work.

“We may belocked in here for sometime,” Wolf informed Myr. “The Uriah are being kept out of the
caves with some sort of fire show, but they can smell food in here, and there is no way to determine how
long they are going to howl at our door. Do we have enough food to last usaweek or so?” Wolf asked.

Myr shrugged. “We have enough grain stored to last usinto next summer, feeding animas and people.
WEe re short on mest, which iswhy | sent out the hunters this morning, but for aweek we can do without.
If it turnsinto amonth we can always daughter agoat or a sheep to feed oursalves. Our red problems
are going to be morae and sanitation.”

Wolf nodded. “WE |l have to ded with morade asit comes. | might be able to do something about the
sanitation, though. The blocked-off tunndl where you're storing grain leads to a cave with apit deep
enough that you can throw arock into it and not hear it hit bottom. It’ sfairly narrow, so you should be



ableto put some sort of structure over it to keep peoplefrom fdling into it.”

“That should relieve Ardorn,” commented Myr, asmile lighting histired face for thefirst timesincehe'd
heard the Uriah.

Wolf nodded serioudy. “ She wasredly worried that before thiswas al over she'd he pressed into
digging larines”

Myr laughed wearily and pushed his hair out of hisface. “1 should have asked this before. Isit possble
that the Uriah can find their way in here through another entrance?”’

“Maybe,” answered Walf, starting to head toward Araorn, who was swaying wearily as she finished her
gory, “but there are only two other entrancesthat | have found, and they were al heavily carved with
runes. If thisentranceis protected, | suspect that al of them are.”

* % %

outside, the uriah quieted and sank to their knees asarider cameinto view. His horse was lathered and
Sweating, showing the whites of itseyesin fear of the Uriah. But it had learned to trust itsrider, and Lord
Kisrah was careful to keep the Uriah motionless with the spells of control that the ag Magi had taught
him.

He dismounted near the entrance to the cave. Thewall of flame had subsided somewhat when the Uriah
backed away, but it was ill higher than Lord Kisrah's head. He could see the runes just inside the
entrance, but he couldn’t touch them to dter their power.

He sketched asymbal in the air that glowed faintly yellow and passed easily through the flames. It
touched arune and the flames started to die down, low enough that he could see aman walk into the
cave opening.

“Y ou are not welcome. Leavethis place”” The man was amost inhumanly beautiful, and Lord Kisrah
caught his bresth in admiration. Abruptly the flames returned; for thefirst time Lord Kisrah could fed the
heet on hisface.

He hacked up and tried to push the flames down again with no effect. The third time hetried it, the Uriah
began stirring as his hold on them weakened. With acurse, he desisted. He led the horse back through
the Uriah until he had some space.

“Y ou will stay here until the a€ Magi releasesyou,” he ordered briskly. “If someone comes out of the
cave, you will not harm them. Take them prisoner—you know how to contact meif that happens.” He
mounted the horse and let it choose its own speed away from the Uriah.

* % %

“thank you, lord kisrah. | am sure that you did your best with the warding—but the old runes are tricky
at best, and in the North they could easily be the work of one of the races that use green magic.” The
a€ Magi smiled gracioudly.

Lord Kisrah looked only alittle lessmiserablein his seet in the a€ Magi’ s study. “I got alook at some of
the runesthere, and I'll look them up and see what can be done about them. The magician had no trouble
with my spell, though. HE' s more worrisome than the runes.”

“| agree, dr,” purred the ag Magi. “I intend to find out just who heis. Can you describe him for me
agan?’



Lord Kisrah nodded and set aside the warmed ale he' d been drinking. “He was no more than medium
height. Hishair was blond, | think, athough it could have been light brown. His eyes were either blue or
green—again, thelight madeit difficult to tell. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-four or
twenty-live and could have been younger except that he was so powerful. His voice was oddly accented,
but he didn’t say enough that | could tell much about the accent, other than the Rethian he spoke was not
his native tongue.”

“Therewas no way that his hair could have been darker? His eyes golden?’ queried the ag' Magi softly.

Lord Kisrah shook his head. “No. His eyes, maybe. They were some light color. But his hair waslight.”
He yawned abruptly.

The a€ Magi stood and offered hisarm for support to the young nobleman. “1 am sorry; | have kept you
up talking and you are amost dropping from exhaustion.” He led him to the door and opened it, clapping
his hands lightly. Before he clapped asecond time, a pretty young serving girl appeared.

“Take Lord Kisrah to the blue room, Rhidan, and seeto hiscomfort.” The ag Magi turned to his guest.
“Pray follow the girl—shewill atend to your every need. If you want anything, just ask.”

Lord Kisrah brightened visibly and wished him agood night.

Alonein hisstudy, the a8 Magi brooded, didiking the thought of yet another magician in hisway.
Abruptly he got to hisfest; all thisworry’ could do no good. It wastoo late a night to try to think and he
was too frustrated to deep. He motioned abruptly to the pale young girl who had sat in her corner,
unnoticed by Lord Kisrah. Obedient to his gesture, she dropped the clothes she wore and stood naked
and submissive before him.

He cupped her chin in one hand and stroked her body gently with the other. “Tonight,” he said, “1 have
something specia in mind for you.”

Ten

Araorn went back to work taking care of the children to give herself something to do. It was harder than
it had been before. There was no place for them to run and play, and they were restless with the Uriah
just outside. To distract them, Araorn taught them the letters of the aphabet and how they fit together to
form words. And then she told stories until she was hoarse.

“So Ka bet the whole troop that he could sneak into camp and stedl the pot of coffee on the coalswith
no one seeing Mm.” Seated on abump in the floor, Aralorn checked to make sure that most of the
children wereligtening. “He and Talor wereraised in a Trader Clan, just like Stanis. When hewaslittle
he learned how to be very quiet and to St ill in shadows so no one could see him.

“That night they doubled the guard on the camp and assigned a specid guard just to follow Kid around.
Two men sat and just watched the coffeepot. But despite dl of that, the next morning the pot was gone.
The guard who was supposed to be following Ka around had actually been following Taor, who looked
enough like histwin to be mistaken for himin the dark.” Aralorn smiled at her intent audience. Stories
about the twins were dways guaranteed attention-holders.

“Ka was not only good enough to get the pot, he dso painted awhite ‘X’ on the back of every one of
the guards without them knowing it.”

“Wow! Can you do that, Stanis?” asked Tobin.



“Ardorn,” Myr said quietly, putting hishand on her shoulder.
She turned from watching Stanis preen under the attention. “What’ swrong?’ Myr looked a bit pale.

“It sWalf. HE sinthelibrary. | think that you need to seeif you can calm him down.”

* % %

the library was engulfed in shadows when she cautioudy peered into it; it felt warmer than usud. The only
light came from Wolf’ s saff, which glowed adull orange. Wolf sat in hisusua chair, motionless. Only the
scorched smell in the library suggested that the scene wasn't as peaceful asit looked.

Using her own magic, Araorn lit the chamber. One of the bookcases was nothing but ashes on the cave
floor. Thoughtfully, Aralorn wandered over to it and kicked the ashes. The bookcase next to her burst
into flames and was reduced to the same state before she even felt the heat. She winced at the
destruction of theirreplaceable books.

“Runyons, Walf,” she asked in cdculatedly exasperated tones, “isn't this hard enough without losing your
temper?’ Sheturned to look at him. He wore hismask again.

“I haveit, Ardorn,” he murmured softly. “| have the power to do anything.” Another bookcase followed
thefirst two. “If | didn’t have so much yawaning power, | just might be able to do something withiit.
There saspdl here to remove the ability to use magic from amagician who ismisusing his power. | can’t
useit. If | tried, we' d have another glass desert on our hands.” His eyes glittered with thefires of his

magic.

Ardorn went to him and sat on the floor beside him, resting her head against hisknees. “If you had less
power, there would be no way to lake the ag Magi. Y ou would never have been able to free yourself
from the binding spdllsthat keep dl of the other magicians bound to hiswill. Therewould be no oneto
resst him. Quit tearing yoursdf into pieces and winning the battle for the a8 Magi. Y ou are who you are.
No better and no worse.”

It was quiet for along timein the library. Aralorn let her light die down and sat in the darkness with Wolf
for along time. No more bookcases burned in magic fire. When Wolf’ s hand touched her hair, Araorn
knew that it would be dl right.

* % %

aralorn trotted up the tunndls at a steady pace, walking now and again when she ran out of
breath—which shefell wasfar too often. Sowly, though, her strength was coming back, and she had to
stop less frequently today then she had the day before. Morning and night for The past four days, she had
run the tunnels from the library to the entrance, trying to rebuild the conditioning that she'd lost.

Her path was free of people for the most part. The library was quite a distance from the main caves, and
most of the refugees respected Wolf’' s claim that the Old Man of the Mountain wanted to keep them out
of the tunnels, Ardorn was of the opinion that Wolf didn’t want to spend histime searching for lost
wanderers, because she' d seen no sign that the Old Man objected to anyone' s presence. Although the
path to the library was carefully marked out and considered part of the “occupied” caves, it was seldom
that anyone besides Araorn, Wolf or Myr went there.

The few times someone cameto the library with amessage, they looked nervoustraveling the dark
tunnels. Wolf said that they were waiting for the wrath of the Old Man to full on them. Myr said that it
was Wolf, not the Old Man, that they were frightened of—Myr was probably right.



The two nobles had ignored the ban on the inner cavestwice. Thefirst time Myr brought them back. The
second time Wolf went after them. Wolf wouldn't tell her what hef d done to them, and neither of them
volunteered information, but they came back white-faced and had been remarkably subdued ever snce.

As she cameto the outer caves, Aralorn dowed to awalk. There were too many people around for her
to dodge at afaster speed. When she started down the path that |ed to the entrance, thefirst thing that
she noticed was the sound of her own footsteps. It took her aminute to redlize that the reason she could
hear them was because the Uriah weren't howling.

Sure enough, when she reached the entrance, the only evidence of the flaming barrier was the pile of
Uriah bodies that lined the outside of the cave. The bonfire Myr had ordered laid near the entrance was
gill unlit. Other than the bodies, there was no sign of the Uriah or the barrier that had kept them out.

She stepped around the corpses, moving cautioudy to seeif therewere any lying in wait. After so many
daysin the caves, the sunlight nearly blinded her. The air smelled fresh and pure, without the distinctive
odor that accompanied Uriah. Only adight burnt smell marred the fragrance of the nearby pine.

The source of the singed smelt wasn't only the corpsesin the cave. It looked asif abdl of fire had been
spewed from the cave’ s mouth, A blackened path in the grass and soil began from the entrance and
traveled in agtraight line afarr distance before disappearing. Within the blackened areawere ten or
fifteen bodies of Uriah. They werein much worse condition than the bodiesin the cave, asif they had
been gnawed upon by alarge scavenger.

Ardorn followed the burnt path up the mountain and found that the trail abruptly dopped on awide, Hat
area. She started back and was severd lengths down the dope when she redlized that she might be
thinking backward. What if the fireball hadn’t come from the cave, but had been launched at it?
Muittering to hersdlf, she trotted back to where the trail had stopped.

Tracking wasn't her specidty, but it didn’t take her long to find what she sought. When she was looking
for them, they were hard to miss—very large, reptilian footprints with marks beside them that could be
trailing wings. Just like the ones she’ d seen the day she' d been taken by the Uriah.

“Wdl, Myr,” she said thoughtfully, examining the teeth marks on one of the corpses, “I think | know what
dragons egt.”

* % %

“s0,” said myr in dry tones after aradlorn related her discovery, “we exchange Uriah for adragon.
Wonderful.”

“At least the dragon’ squieter,” commented Araorn, leaning againgt the cave wall and watching Myr
pace.

The main cave was dmost empty. Myr sent out aparty to look for the missing hunters aswell as a party
to look for mesat. He' d also ordered severa watches on the lookouts.

“At least we knew something about the Uriah,” Myr complained. “A dragon ...” He broke off when the
sounds of ragged cheers echoed into the cave, followed by the missing hunting party and the searchers.

When the wel coming was done, Haris the smith, who had led the party, told their tale, “We came upon a
herd of mountain sheep and got two, so we headed back, About halfway here we stumbled upon some
tracks, asif an army were wandering around out. We followed the trail and pretty soon we could smell
’em and knew that they were Uriah. Since their path was the same one we were on, it was obvious that



the things were coming here.

“Figuring that we were too late to make much difference, we worked our way up the sde of the
mountain until we could see the Uriah. We couldn’t see the cave, but the way they were swarming
around showed that you must have found away to keep them out. We decided that there was nothing
we could do but wait. Our vantage point was far enough away that the chance of the Uriah seeing us
wasn't congderable.”

Hans cleared histhroat and then said, “Late last night, just after the moon had set, | heard acry likea
swan makes, only deeper. | was on watch and it wasn't loud enough to wake anyone el se up. Something
big flew over thetop of us, but | couldn’t quite seeit. After something passed overhead | saw aflash of
golden fire down here and heard the Uriah step up their noise. Then it quieted down.

“Thismorning it looked like the Uriah had |ft, so we started home. The reason it took us so long to get
hereisthat there are ill alot of Uriah scattered about. We were dodging two parties of the things when
we amost ran into athird. I1t'sagood thing that they smell so bad, or we wouldn’t have made it back at
al”

* % %

awar council was convened with myr presiding. they kept careful record of where the Uriah were seen,
and hunting parties were directed away from those areas. Wolf took time out from his research to
produce a detailed map of the area on sheepskin, which was hung on awall of the central chamber.

With tactics that drew grunts of approval from Wolf and admiration from Aralorn, who had seen afew of
the great military mindsin action, Myr developed a series of Uriah trapsin key locations.

Each group of hunters had arough copy of the map, and if they ran into agroup of Uriah they would lead
them to one of the traps. The Uriah were dowed enough by the cold of the degpening fall that the humans
could outrun them most of the time, especidly since they were careful only to go out when it was coldest.

Hans suggested an adaptation of atraditional castle defense and created atar trap that was one of the
most effective. The easiest way to kill aUriah waswith fire. So pots of tar were hung here and there,
kept warm by magic. Ropes were carefully rigged so that they would not easily he tripped by wild
animas. When they were pulled the potstipped over, and the motion triggered a secondary spell that lit
them on fire, dousing the Uriah with flaming tar. The spells on the trgps were smple enough that
everybody, except for Myr, could do them after alittle coaching from Wolf.

With this renewed purpose, the smdl group became a close-knit community, the grumblersfewer. Every
evening they would adl sit down and talk, when complaints and suggestions were heard and decided upon
by Myr. Looking at the scruffy bunch of peasants (the nobles, by thistime, blended right in with the ret)
consulting with their equally scruffy king, Aralorn compared it with the Rethian Grand Council that met
onceayear and hid agrin at the contrast.

Only Wolf was excluded from the camaraderie, by his own choice. He made them nervous, with his
macabre voice and slver mask. Once he saw that they were intimidated by him, he went out of hisway
to make them more s0. He was seldom with the main body of the camp, deeping somewhere degpinthe
caverns and spending most of hiswaking timein the library. He atended The nightly sessionswith
everyone dse, but kept his own council in the shadows of the cave' srecesses unlessMyr asked him a
question directly.

Most mornings Aralorn spent entertaining the children. Occasionally she went out with a hunting party, or
alone to exercise Sheen and check the traps. The afternoons she spent in the library with Wolf, keeping



him company and reading as many books as she could.

The nights she spent in thelibrary aswell, for she was il having nightmares and didn’t want to wake the
whole camp. Night after night she woke up screaming, sometimes seeing Taor’ sface, divewith dl that
made him Taor, but consumed with a hunger that was inhuman and wholly Uriah. Other timesit wasthe
o€ Magi’ sface that she saw, aface that changed from father’ sto son's. It was because of the latter that
shedidn’t tell Wolf about her dreams.

Latein the afternoons Myr usualy joined them, talking quietly with Araorn while Wolf read tirdessly
through books on rabbit breeding, castle building, and three hundred ways to cook a hedgehog.

It was on one such occasion that Myr camein to find Aradorn watching as Wolf carefully measured
powdersin abeaker. Ardorn looked up with awelcoming smile and waved him over.

“Wolf thinksthat he found the spell. We regoing to try it out outside. No telling what would happen if he
worked it in herewith al of the grimoires, especialy since we don’t know the range of effect.” Araorn
spoke quietly, so as not to disturb Wolf’ s concentration.

They watched as he took asmdll via from the open leather pack on the table. Opening it, he poured a
milky liquid into the grey powder mixture, which became red mush and gave off apoof of noxious fumes.
He donned his mask and cloak; then, ignoring his audience, he capped the beaker and took it and an
opague bottle and strode toward the exit, leaving Araorn and Myr to trail behind.

“Won't the spell be affected by whatever it isthat restricts human magic in the North?” asked Myrina
whisper to Araorn, but it was Wolf who answered.

“No,”” hesaid. “Itisavery smple spdl. | only seem to have-problems with working more delicate
megics”

Heled them to the valey, where they were unlikely to have anyone interrupt them. Aralorn found herself
holding the containerswhile, at Wolf’ sdirection, Myr paced off circles, each bigger than thelast until the

dirt looked like an archery target. Wolf disappeared into the underbrush and regppeared holding a
handful of small stones. He sat severd of them in each ring, floating about knee-high above the ground.

“This shouldn’t be a particularly powerful spdll; if | can get it to work, it doesn’t need to be. If he doesn’t
know that it's coming, then he won't know to block it. Ardorn, stand over by the old firepit so that you
are out of range of the spell. It won't hurt Myr, but | don’'t know what this could do to a shapeshifter,”
Wolf said as he sat on the cold ground in the middle of the innermost circle.

“How old isthe ag Magi?’ asked Aralorn, moving to the position he' d indicated.

Wolf shrugged gracefully and gave her ahaf amile. “Y ou aren't going to kill the a€ Magi the way that
Iveresskilled hisMaster. The Master wasill and near degth, kept alive only by magic. Asfar as| know,
the a€ Magi is nowhere near death, unfortunate as that may be—at least not from disease.”

“What are our chancesif the spell works asit is supposed to?” asked Myr. “Will you be ableto kill him?
I’'ve seen him fight.”

Wolf shrugged. “If the spell takes him by surprise, then the odds are about even. | used to spar with him
often and sometimes | beat him, sometimes not. This spell gives us achance, but that’sal it does. If he
recognizesthe spdl, it iseasy enough to counter. That would leave uswith only magic. I’ velearned alot
sancel last faced him.” He looked a Araorn. “I’ ve learned some things about what | can do that he
doesn’'t know, but even so hewould easily best me that way. Without magic, at least we stand achance



of killing him. Perhaps.” Looking unconcerned, Wolf returned to hiswork.

Ardorn and Myr watched as he poured the substance into the beaker. Wolf shook it and then poured it
onto the ground in front of him, where it gathered into aglowing pool of violet patterned with inky swirls.
Dipping afinger into the pool, he used the liquid to draw several symbolsin the air. Compliantly the

purple substance hung inthe air asif on aninvisblewal. Wolf repeaed the procedure with hisleft hand.

He picked up the pool in both hands then. It swayed and oozed, never quite escaping its confines. He
held it up and blew on it gently.

Pain hit Aralorn hard enough to knock her to her knees. She fought to maintain consciousnessfor a
moment, but she never felt hersdf hit the ground.

When she recovered, she fdt the hard strength of Wolf’ sthigh underneath her car. Carefully shelooked
around. The spell was obvioudy directiond. It had knocked down the stonesina®“V” pattern with Wolf
at the apex. She had been ditting on the edge of the path of the spell; apparently the firepit hadn’t been far
enough away.

“How long was | out?’ she asked hoarsly, trying to Sit up.
She was propelled down again with anone too gentle hand, as Wolf answered, “ Not too long.”
“How do you fed?” asked Myr, concern evident in hisvoice.

“Like the entire mercenary army of Sianim just got through inarching over my head.” She closed her eyes
and let hersdf enjoy their concern. Sheloved sympathy.

“Not too bad, then,” Myr teased lightly.

“Not too,” Araorn replied, and decided that her headache had subsided enough so that she could open
her eyesagain.

“Wolf,” said Myr. With Ardorn dive and well, the young king turned to the issue a hand. “ Do you think
that the a& Magi will let you complete the spell? It seemed to take alot of preparation.”

“I won't need to,” answered Wolf, relaxing against the wall of Haris' sformer kitchen. “With aspdl this
smple, it's easy enough to re-create the effect, once | see the pattern to push the magic into. It redly is
something only a beginning magic-user would have created. Takedl of the most common spell
components mixed together, add the first five symbols|earned in magic and blow—ypoof: instant spell.
What isredly amazing isthat it didn’t blow up in hisface. It came uncomfortably closeto doing that with
me.” Hetapped Ardorn’snosein emphasis. “Next time| tell you that you will be safe somewhere, don't
ligentome”

“What are you going to do now that you' vefound it?” asked Myr.

Wolf took off hismask wearily. In the bright light of the winter sun, Aralorn noticed the strain he/ d been
under written into fine lines and dark shadows under the golden ambient eyes. “What ese?| gorm the
Cadtle of the Master Magician and chalenge him to aduel. Whereupon he engages mein best
Aradorn-gtorytime fashion. Then ether | win, and go down in history asthe crud villain who destroyed
the good wizard, hisfather; or hewins” Wolf’ svoice was coolly ironic.

“If hewins, what happens?’ Araorn spoke from her prone position and showed no intention of moving.
“I mean, what is hetrying to do? Do you have any ideaa al?’



Wolf played with astrand of hair that had worked itsway out of her braid while he answered. “I’ ve been
thinking about that for along time, trying to remember what it was that he wanted most. Y ou asked me
about that once before; | think | know the answer now.

“I thought at first that it was mere power he wanted. When | was his apprentice, that seemed to beit. He
could link with me and use the power that | gathered for his own spells, much, | believe, in the same
manner that he now uses the magic released by the degth of the children he kills. But therewas an
incident that scared him,” Briefly, Wolf explained his destruction of the tower for Myr’ s benefit.

Myr whistled. “ That was you? I’ d heard a story about that; I’ ve forgotten who told me. They said that
the tower looked like a candle that someone forgot to blow out. The very stone was melted.”

Wolf nodded. “He started to try using control spellson me, but | eft before he had much success. But
what surprised mewas that he continued to try to get me back under his control. He's been looking for
mefor along time. If it were only power he wanted, then he' swasted alot more of it trying to find me
than he could ever get from me. I am more powerful than most magicians, but Lord Kisrah isvery strong
aswdl, and the &€ Magi never atempted to tap into his magic. The magic that he gets from one of the
children hekillsis probably more than he could get from me, because my defenses are stronger.”

“Revenge, then?’ suggested Myr. “ Because he thought that he had you under his control and you
escaped?”’

“So | thought,” answered Wolf, “until Aralorn told me that she thought that | was haf shapeshifter and
that some of themagic that | am using isgreen magic.”

Myr gtarted. “ Areyou? That'swhy you have so little trouble taking the shape of awaolf. | thought it was
unusud.”

Wolf nodded. “Most of the magic that | useis human magic. Since | found out that | could useit, I've
been trying to work with the green magic. It is bound by much stronger rulesthan what I’ m used to; o,
except for shagpeshifting. | find it much harder to work. Even o, it might give me an edge over the
aMagi.”

Wolf paused and then continued. “ The question still remains, what does the a€ Magi want from me? He
isaDarranian and while the animalism of having sex with a shapeshifter might appedl to him, | couldn’t
conceive that he would raise the resultant offspring as hisown. Not until | redlized that it wasthe green
magic that he wanted. Green magic that | didn’t use until | left his control.”

“But why green magic?’ asked Myr. 1 can't imagine that he values shapeshifting that highly.”
“Hedling,” said Aralorn softly, beginning to see where Wolf was headed.

Wolf nodded. “Exactly. Asyou told me, Ardorn, ashapeshifter can heal himsdf until heisvirtudly
immortal. What the a€ Magi hopesto do isto reestablish the link that he had with me and use green
meagic to give himsdf immortality.”

“No point in ruling theworld unlessyou havetimeto doit in,” offered Myr.

“Yes” agreed Wolf. “ There was another clue aswell. Neither of you were particularly well acquainted
with Uriah asthey were afew years ago. | wasin the a€ Magi’ s castle when he created the firgt of his,
using hisown spell. The Uriah that | knew were barely able to function. They could not even understand
speech aswell asadog can. Now, from what Aralorn says, he has some that even retain the memories
of the person that they once were.”



“The Uriah in the swamplands were created during the Wizard Wars, they are close to being immortal,”
commented Araorn.

Wolf nodded. “They don’t die unlessthey arekilled. If he could get them just abit more pretty, he'd
probably turn himsdlf into one.”

Soberly, Myr said, “I don't think that he ever intended to turn himself into aUriah. I’ ve known him for a
long time too. Thereisno way hewould turn himsdf into something that by itsvery natureisadaveto its
need for food—pretty or not. If aUriah retains most of its persondity, then it ispossible that it aso
retainsits ability to work magic. | would guessthat he wantsto kill you, Wolf, and turn you into one of
his Uriah, obedient to his command, but just as powerful asyou have dways been.”

Blank-faced, Wolf considered Myr's comment and said, “1 hadn’t thought of that. But | think that you
areright. I'll have to make surethat it doesn't happen, hmm?’

There was a heavy slence and then Ardorn said in abright tone, “ Speaking of Uriah, do you redize what
amesswe are going to have to clean up when the a8 Magi is dead and we have severa hundred
meagterless Uriah roaming the countryside? Sianim is going to be making good money off this.”

* * %

wolf worked at the spell for days, until he could direct it better, but the force of the spell varied widdly.
Wolf muttered and findly even went back to mixing the powders, but the spdl till wouldn’t stabilize. He
decided to try afew different herbs that might refine the reaction. He didn’t have dl that he needed, so he
|eft to do some trading in the South.

* % %

the sun was drifting toward evening, turning the peaks of the mountainsred. Aradorn shifted contentedly
on her rock near the cave entrance. Severd days ago someone found a huge patch of berries, and the
whole camp had spent the better part of two days harvesting the find. Haris had been mixing them into
everything and today had managed to cook severd pies. Given that the only thing that he had to cook on
was agrate over afire, it was probable that he' d used magic to do it, but no one was complaining.

Licking her fingers clean of thelast of the sweet stuff, Aralorn ran an idle gaze up the cliff face and caught
something out of the corner of her eye. It was a shadow in the evening sky that was gone almost as soon
asshe saw it. She got to her feet and backed away from the cliff, trying to figure out just what it was that
she saw, caling out an darm as she did so.

The four or five people who were out milling about with various chores started for the entrance at arun.
Stanis and Tobin were coming up thetrail to the valley with adonkey cart laden with firewood. Although
they heard the alert too, they weren’t abide to increase their pace much because of the donkey and they
weren't about to abandon the results of their labors.

Ardorn distractedly glanced at them and then looked back at the cliff, just in time to seethe dragon
launch itsdlf. The scales of its belly and wings mimicked the evening sky closaly enough that it appeared
only asamoving shadow, despite its nearness.

Araorn headed for Stanis and Tobin asfast as she could. Seeing her, they abandoned the donkey and
began running themselves. As she neared them, the shadow on the ground told her that the dragon was
just overhead. She knocked both boys to the ground in awrestler’ stackle and felt the razor-sharp claws
run amost gently across her back.



The dragon gave ahissthat could have been either disappointment or amusement, and settled for the
donkey, which it killed with a casud swipe of itstall. Asit ateit watched idly as Aralorn drove the two
boys into the cave and stood guard at the entrance.

Ardorn met its gaze and knew that her siword was pitifully inadequate for the task, even if shewerea
better swordswoman. She had some hope that the runes that had kept the Uriah at bay would do the
same to the dragon, but dragons were supposed to be creatures of magic and fire. A flaming barrier
would be of little use.

She heard the sounds of running footsteps behind her and then Myr’ s exclamation when he saw the
dragon. He drew his grandfather’ s sword and held it in readiness. Aralorn noted with atouch of
amusement that hislarger sword looked to be a much more potent barrier than her own.

“How big do you think that thing is?” asked Myr in awhisper.

“Not ashig asit looked when it was over the top of me, but big enough that | don’'t want to fight it,”
murmured Aralornin reply. The dragon paused in its eating to look over at them and amile, quite an
impressive sght—eeadly asintimidating asWolf's.

Myr stiffened. “It heard us”

Araorn nodded reluctantly. “ And understood what we said. Wdll, if you haveto die, | guessadragonis
animpressive way to do it; maybe even worth a song or two. Just think, we arethe first peopleto seea
dragon in generations. Asde from Wolf, of course.”

“Heisbeautiful,” said Myr. Asif in gpprova of hiscomment, aripple of purple traveled through the blue
of itsscales.

“Watch that,” said Ardorn. “1 think that he can dter hiscolor a will; when | first saw him he was nearly
invisible. It could make him even harder to fight.”

“It makes you wonder why there aren’'t more dragons, doesn't it?” commented Myr.

Finished with the donkey, the dragon rose and stretched. No longer completely blue, its scales showed
highlights of various colors. Only itsteeth and the claws on itsfed and the edges of itswingswere an
unchanging black. When it was done it started, almost casually, toward them.

Myr stepped out from the meager protection of the cave entrance into the fading light and Aralorn
followed hislead. Something about Myr appeared to catch the dragon’ sinterest: it stopped and whipped
itslong, swanlike neck straight, shooting the e egant head forward. Brilliant, gemlike eyes glittered green
and then gold. Without warning it opened its mouth and spat flame at Myr. Itsaim was so exact that
Araorn wasn't even singed, although she stood near enough to Myr to reach out and touch him.

Myr, being immune to magic, was untouched, athough the same could not be said about his clothes. The
hand that held his sword was steady, though his grip wastighter than it needed to be. He was no coward,
thisKing of Reth. Ardorn surprised herself with abit of national pride.

Thedragon drew its head back and said, in courtly Rethian that Ardorn felt as much as heard,
“Dragon-blessed, thisisfar from your court. Why do you disturb me here?’

Myr, clothed in little more than the tattered remnants of cloth and leather, somehow managed to look as
rega and dignified asthe dragon did. “My apologiesif we are troubling you. Our quarrel is not with you.”

The dragon made an amused sound. “| hardly thought that it was, princeling.”



“King,” said Ardorn, deciding that the contempt that the dragon was exhibiting could get dangerous.
“What?’ said the dragon, its tone softening in amanner designed to send chills up weaker spines.
“Heisking of Reth and no princeling.” Aralorn kept her voice even and met the dragon’ slook.

It turned back to Myr and said in aamused tone, “ Apologies, Lord King. It seems| have given offense”

Myr inclined his head. “ Accepted, Lord Dragon. We owe you thanks for driving away the Uriah, sent by

The dragon raised its head with ahiss asits eyes acquired crimson tones. * Y our enemy isthe ag Magi?’
“Yes” answered Myr.

The dragon stood silently, obvioudy thinking; then it said, “ The debt dragonkind owed your blood isold
and weak, even by dragon standards. Long and long ago, ahuman saved an egg that held aqueen; afesat
that we were most grateful for, as we were few even then. For this he and his blood were blessed that
magic hold no terrors for them. For this deed of the past | would have |eft you and your party aone.

“Severd hundred years ago, after the manner of my kind, | chose a caveto deep in—waiting for the
coming of my mate. | chose a cave deep under the ag' Magi’ s castle, where | was unlikely to be
discovered.

“| was awakened afew decades past by savage pain that drove me out of my cave and into the North.
Dragons are magica in away that no other creatureis; we live and bresthe magic, and without it we
cannot exist. The ag€ Magi istwisting magic, binding it to him until there will be nothing left but that which
istwisted and dark with the souls of the dead. The castle of the a€ Magi has protectionsthat | cannot
cross, and the power that he has over magicissuch that if | wereto attack him, it is possible that he
could control me. That isarisk that | cannot take. Except for the egg that lies hidden from dl, | an the
last of my kind. If | die, therewill be no more dragons.” It stretched itswingsrestlessly.

“King,” it said, “your sword is new, but the hilt is older than your kingdom, and token of our pledgeto
your line. If ever | can ad you, without directly confronting the ag Magi, plunge the sword into the soil,
run your hands over the ruby eyes of the dragon on the hilt and say my name.” Aradorn heard nothing but
the rushing of the wind as the dragon spoke its name for Myr. Then in the degpening light of the evening it
reared back onits hind legs and fanned itswings, changing its color to an orange-gold that gave off its
own light. Soundlesdly it took flight, disgppearing long before it should have been out of Sight.

“Beautiful, isn't he?” Wolf’ sfamiliar hoarse voice emanated from somewhere behind and between
Ardorn and Myr. It comforted Aralorn that Myr jumped too.

* % %

the herbs that wolf brought back did work better. Once he got the spdll just as he wanted it, he began
working it without the props until he could direct it effortlesdy. When he could drop the ensorcelled
rocksin any pattern he chose, he spoke to the council.

“I have what | need to face the ag Magi. | will leave tomorrow for his castle.”

“Youaren't going done,” said Myr. “Thisismy battle aswell. Hekilled my parentsto further his plans.
Y ou will need someone at your back.”

Wolf shook hishead, “Y ou are too vauable to your peopleto risk yourself in such away. If you are



killed, then thereisno oneto rule Reth. If | am killed, your immunity to magic may be the only wegpon
left againgt the ag Magi.”

“Wolf’ sright,” agreed Ardorn, “but soisMyr. Walf, the a€ Magi is not the only thing that you will have
to face. He has quite an assortment of *pets.” They will tire you out before you even reach the ag Magi.”

“True,” said Wolf. “However, | know how to avoid most of the monsters. The ag' Magi will seethat none
of themkill me. Even if he wants me deed, he wantsto do it himself. If thereis someone el se with me that
| have to worry about and guard, then it will be more of aliability than an asst, I'll leave at first light.” He
turned on one hedl and walked away, without giving anyone achance to argue further.

* % %

that night, asaralorn lay drowsing on the library couch she’ d commandeered as her bed, she heard
voicestaking to each other, aman’svoice and awoman’'s. Being half adeep, shedidn’t think to question
why she was hearing anything.

The woman spokefirdt. “I’'m worried about them. There are too many things that can go wrong with
what they’ re planning. | wish that they’ d paid attention to what you tried to show them.”

“I didwhat | could.” Aralorn recognized the voice of the Old Man. He sounded alittle petulant.

“It' sup to them.” The woman’ s soft voi ce soothed agreeably. “ She' s hedled him enough that he might be
ableto carry it off. Can't you give them aclearer hint, though?’

“No. It isn't our concern. Aslong as he leavesyou aone, | don’t care what the ag Magi does.” He
sounded like alittle boy pouting.

“Of courseyou do, dear heart.” She might have been shaking a finger a him from the tone of her voice.
“Who wasit that brought that young wolf to shelter here? Who gathered al of the people to shelter from
the human Archmage swrath?’

“I’'m worried that I’ ve interfered too much.” The old shape-shifter’ s voice sounded completely rational
for the moment. “My timeispast. | should have died with you, Lys. It isnot right to be aghost and not
be dead. If | tell them what to do, it might cause more harm than good. | fear that | have let you talk me
into too much.” There was a pause and then he said in aresigned tone, “Ah, well, once more then. Can
she hear me?’

“Yes, she' sligening.”

“Then, daughter of my brother’ sline, you must go with him to the ag Magi’ s castle and take what is
yourswith you.” Araorn felt ahand on her cheek and then she heard the rush of air that Sgnaed the
shape shifter’ sexit.

Oncethey’ d l€eft her, she found that she wasn't as deepy. She sat up and waved on the lights. “ So now
you are hearing voices. It issad to say, Araorn, but you have definitely lost whatever touch of sanity you
once had. That bodeswell for the corning adventure, though—only an insane person would go to the

&€ Magi’ s cadtle three times. Once was enough, twice was too many, but my little voicestdl methat I'm
going to makeit three.” She shook her head in mock disgust. Knowing that she wasn't going to get any
more deep she got up, strapped on her knives and began working out. By the time she had warmed up
she knew how she was going to arrange to accompany Wolf.

Beforefirg light hit the mountainside, she snuck out on four feet, following her noseto the small cave
Wolf occupied. She'd never been in it before and was distracted from her intended goal by the



opportunity to see adifferent Sde of her mysterious magician. He kept asmall magdight glowing to keep
the room from the total darkness that was naturd to the cave. Wolf himsalf was lying with his back to her
on acot againg the far end of the room. Although it was spartan and immaculate, she could tell by the
smell that Wolf had occupied it for along time. Being amouse had its advantages.

Fascinated, she wandered around, noticing that for al of its surface plainness there were touches that
showed an appreciation of beauty in small things. A small knob of rock reaching up from the floor was
polished to ahigh gloss. A large clear glass vessd was placed in asecure nook: the tiny fractures that
spiderwebbed the glass glittered even in the dim light. Wolf moved restlesdy on the bed. Aralorn waited
to make sure that he was still deeping before she crept into the pack that lay out of place near the
entrance, trusting that its position signified that it was something that he was going to take with him.

She made aplace for hersdf amongst the various items and sat very ill. Shedidn’t have to wait long.
Although he had announced that he would leave at first light, shewas't a all surprised that he was
leaving well before that. It had been obvious that neither she nor Myr had been particularly happy with
his decision to go and face the a€ Magi alone.

To her rdief he swung the pack up and carried it with him when he left. She hadn’t quite figured out what
shewould have doneif he'd left it.

Shefdt theroar of dizzinessthat signaed the magical legp from one place to another. When the sensation
passed she scrambled for a secure position where the shuffling contents, which seemed to consist of
nothing but hard angular objects, were not aslikdly to squish her. Even in human form it seemed that
Wolf’sfavorite gait was a ground-egting run.

Apparently he transferred to a point several milesfrom the castle, as he ran for along time. Battered and
bruised, Ardorn was beginning to wish that she' d never heard voicesin thefirst place when he stopped.

When Wolf opened the pack, thefirst thing that he saw was a bedraggled grey mouse, who looked at
him with reproachful eyesand said, *“Would it have hurt to pack something soft, like ashirt or
something?’

He picked her up out of the bag and held her a eyeleve inthe pam of his hand. He shook his head with
reproach. “When one comes aong without being invited, one cannot complain about the
accommodations.”

“Oh, dear,” said the mouse, in ashocked voice. “1 hope | am not intruding.”

Hetook off the silver mask and sat cross-legged on the ground—careful not to knock her off her perch
on the palm of hishand. “I don’t suppose that you would go back, would you? 1 trust it has occurred to
you that it would be very easy for the a€ Magi to use you against me.”

Sheran up hisarm and poised for an instant on his shoulder. “Yes,” shereplied, cleaning her whiskers,
“but it dso occurred to me that my friend was going off doneto kill hisfather. Granted that heisnot the
typica father, but | don’'t think thisis as easy for you asyou' d like everyoneto believe.”

She hesitated for a minute before she continued. “1 know how heis. How he can twist things until black
seemswhite. His power isfrightening, but it is not as dangerous as his ability to twist thoughtswith
words. | was only there for ashort time; you were raised by him. It doesn’t seem to me that exposure
would make you immune to him; rather the opposte, | think. Perhaps having someone with you might
makeit esser.”

Wolf was ill. Araorn abruptly jumped to the ground so she could see hisface. She might aswell have



saved hersdf the trouble, because his visage revealed no more than it usualy did.

“I couldn’t have lived with mysdlf if something happened to you and | was not there.” She shrugged and
twitched her whiskers. “ Besides, why should you have dl the fun? He will see only amouse, if helooks. |
will do nothing unlessyou are killed: then | will destroy your body so that he cannot work hiswill.”

He wanted to send her away, not just for her safety, but because he didn’t want her to know what he'd
been before, even though he' d done hisbest to tell her himsalf. These fedingsthat she brought out in him
were 0 painful and confusing. It was easier when he had felt nothing, no pain, no guilt. No desire. His
father had taught him how to be that way. When Wolf had seen what he was becoming, it had terrorized
him into escaping. The desire that he fdlt, to return to what he had been, |eft him with atouch of the same
terror. Aralorn wasright. He needed her to keep him from returning to his old ways. The knowledge that
she was watching might be enough to strengthen him.

“Stay,” wasdl that he said.

He turned then, apparently ignoring her. Knedling, he emptied the contents of the backpack, amotley
collection of jarswhich he organized in an overtly random fashion. He stripped himsdlf of his clothes and
began aritud of purification usng the water from anearby stream.

Ardorn watched for awhile, but when he started to meditate she went for a scurry—mice seldom walk.
Once out of sght, where she wouldn’t pull his concentration back to her, she shifted into her own form.

She stopped when she had agood view of the castle. It was funny how she dways pictured it as black
on the outside, the way it appeared both of the timesthat sheleft it. In the sunlight it sparkled apearly
grey, dmost white—like something out of old staries. She could dmost visudize the noble knight riding
out to face the evil dragon. She hoped in this story the dragon (accompanied by hisfaithful mouse) would
defeet the knight.

She clenched her fingersinto the bark of the tree she stood next to and turned her cheek against the
rough texture, closing her eyes againgt the very red possibility that this story would turn out like dl the
rest—the knight living happily ever after and the dragon dain.

When the shadows lengthened into dusk, Aralorn—once again the mouse—snuck back to where Wolf
sat with closed eyes, thelast light resting on his clean-shaven, unblemished face with loving affection.
Araorn fought the chill that crept over her, knowing that if helooked, the dl-too-discerning golden eyes
would see her anxiety. It was unsettling to be in love with someone who looked like the facein her
nightmares. Ah, well, at least he was handsome.

Sheleapt blithdy onto hisleg and ascended quickly to his bare shoulder, feding adight mdicious
pleasure when he jerked in surprise. When he turned to glare at her, she kissed him on the nose and then
began to clean her forepaws with industry. With asound that might have been alaugh, heran afinger
lightly up her back, rubbing her fur the wrong way. She bit him—but not too hard.

He smoothed her hair and set her down on the ground so that he could regain his clothing. She noticed
that it wasn't the same outfit he' d taken off. It wasn't like anything that she' d ever seen him wear. The
main color was till black, but it was finely embroidered with slver thread. The shirt was gethered and
puffed, hanging down well over histhighs, which was just aswell, because the pants were indecently
tight, from mouse-height anyway. She could see the faint flickering of magic in the fabric, so assumed that
the clothes he wore were the magician’ s equivaent of armor.

When he was dressed he replaced her on his shoulder and strode out of the clearing like a man who was
at last within reach of amuch coveted god. He talked to her while he walked.



“I thought of confronting him in the castleitsdlf, but it has been the center of so much magicthat | redly
don’t know how this spell would affect it. | suspect thet at least some of the construction of the older
parts of the building was done purdly by magic. Without magic, it could collgpse on top of us. | don't
know about you, but | thought it might be interesting to survive long enough to find out just what the
a€ Magi’sloyd followerswill do to hismurderers. That is, if we manageto makeit that far.”

“I"d forgotten that aspect of it,” answered Ardorn. “Will hisspell still bein effect when he dies?’

“Probably not, but people will till remember how they felt. Wewill remain thevillains of thisstory.” Wolf
legpt easily over asmall brook.

“Oh, good!” she exclaimed, holding on tightly with her fore-paws. “I’ ve dwayswanted to be avillain.”
“I am happy to please my lady mouse.”

“Uh, Wolf?’ she asked.

“Umm?’

“If we' re not going to the castle, where are we going?’

“Well,” hesaid, diding down asteep section of his salf-determined path, “when | lived in the castle, he
had a habit of going out to meditate every night. He didn't like to do it in the castle because he said that
there were too many conflicting auras—too many people steeped in magic had lived and died therein the
past thousand years or so. Thereisaspot just south of the moat that he used to like to use. If he doesn't
do it tonight, he probably will tomorrow.”

Ardorn sat quietly, thinking of al the things she' d never asked him, might never get achanceto ask.
“Wolf?

“YS?I
“Has your voice dways been theway it is?’

“No.” Shethought that was al of the answer that she was going to get until he added, “When | woke up
after melting the better part of the tower”—he pointed to one of the graceful spiresthat arched into the
evening sky—"1 found that I’ d screamed so loud that | damaged my voice. It isvery useful when | want
to intimidate someone.”

“Wolf,” said Araorn, setting apaw on his ear snce they were on reatively smooth ground, “not to
belabor the obvious, but your voice isn't what intimidates people. What does intimidate peopleisyour
habit of scorching anyone who bothersyou.”

“Do you think that might beit?’ he inquired with mock interest. “I had wondered.”

Shelaughed, and looked at the castle as it rose black againgt the lighter color of the sky. She had the
funny feding that it was watching them. She knew that it wasn't so, but she was grateful that shewasa
mouse al the same, and even more grateful that she was a mouse on Wolf’ s shoulders. She leaned lightly
agang hisneck.

Sheknew that they were near the place Wolf had spoken of, from the tension in the muscles she
balanced on. A stray wind brought the smell of the moat to cut through the smell of green things growing.
It almost disguised another scent that touched her nose.



“Wolf!” Ardorn said in an urgent whisper. “Uriah. Can you smell them?”

He stopped completdly, his dark clothes helping him to blend in. Hisritua cleansing had left no human
scent to betray him, only the sharp/sweet scents of herbs. Even aUriah couldn’t track in the dark, so
unlessthey had aready been seen they were safe for amoment. Wolf scanned with other sensesto find
where the Uriah were. It wasn't hard. He was surprised that they hadn’t run into one before. Hisfather, it
seemed, had been busy. There were alot of the things around, waiting.

Once he had watched a spider at her web. Fascinated, he had tried to see what she thought about,
waiting for her prey to become entangled in the airy threads. He got the same fedling from the Uriah. He
wondered if he were the victim of thisweb.

He thought about turning back. If the a&€ Magi were aware that he was here, it might be better to return
another time. In the end he shrugged and continued on with more caution. The ag Magi knew his son well
enough to know that he would be coming sometime; a surprise appearance would make no difference
ather way.

Ardorn buried her face in the pathetic shield of Wolf’ s shirt, trying to block out the smell. For some
reason the smell of them was worse than the sounds that they had made outside of the cave. Hearing
Tdor’ svoice, seeing his eyes on that grotesque mockery of ahuman body, had made her want to retch
and cry at the sametime; it ill did. By the time she' d gained control, Wolf stopped for a second time
and st her on the ground, motioning her to hide hersalf. He hesitated and then shifted into his, familiar
lupine form before gliding into the clearing.

The a8 Magi sat mationless on the ground, hislegs and arms positioned in the classic meditation form. A
small fire danced just between Wolf and the magician. The newly risen moon caught the clear features of
the Archmage ruthlesdy, reveding the remarkable beauty therein. Character was etched in the dight
laughter lines around his eyes, and the aquiline nose. His eyes opened, their color appearing black inthe
darkness, but no less extraordinary than in full light. Hislips curved awe coming smite. The warm tones
vocalized the sentiment in the expression on the a€ Magi’ sface.

“My son,” hesaid, “you have come home.”

Eleven

If Wolf wanted to believe that smile, Ardorn could see no sign of it from where she sat hiding under the
large leaves of aplant that happened to be growing near the ag Magi. Wolf lay down and began cleaning
the toes of hisfront feet with along pink tongue.

The ae Magi’ sfacefroze at theimplied insult and then relaxed into arueful expression. “It was aways so
with you. Say wak and you run, stop and you go. | should have expected no joyous reunion, but | had
hoped. It warms my heart to seeyou again.”

The wolf who was his son looked up and said, “We have no audience here. Do you take me for afool ?
Should | return asthe long-lost son to hisloving father? Let me know when you are through making
speeches so that we may talk.”

Aradorn marveled at the perfect response the magician made. A hint of tragedy crossed hisface, to be
supplanted by alook of stoic cheerfulness. “Let ustak then, my son. Tell mewhy you are comeif it be
not out of lovefor your father.” It hit her then that something waswrong, but she couldn’t figure out just
what it was. “I pray you be seated.” He indicated a spot not too near him with hisleft hand. It wasjust in
character to politely offer Wolf aseat, making him look like an unruly child if hedidn’t takeit. If he did



takeit, it would give the a& Magi the upper hand to have had Wolf obey hisfirst request. He d reckoned
without Wolf, who looked not at al uncomfortable and made no move to come closer to the ag Magi.

“I do not play your games. | have cometo stop you. Everywherethat | go, | see one of your filthy pets.
Y ou are annoying meand | will not put up withit.” Wolf put no force behind hiswords; the gravelly tone
carried threat enough.

The ag Magi stood and stepped dightly to hisleft so that the fire no longer was abarrier between himsdlf
and theWalf. “1 am sorry if | have caused you bother. Had | had known that the shapeshifter woman
wasyours, | would never have taken her. Shedidn’t tell me about you until we were done and there was
nothing | could do about it. Did shetdll you that she cried when ...”

Wolf roseto hisfeet with agrowl of rage and stalked toward the figure. Abruptly Araorn redized what it
was that bothered her about the a& Magi. He cast no shadow from the light of the fire. She noticed
something else; Wolf’ s path would take him right across the place that the a€ Magi would have had him
gtat.

“Wolf, stop!” she yelled asloud as she could in mouseform, hoping that he' d heed her. “He hasno
shadow. It sanilluson.”

Wolf stopped, muting the fera tonesin histhroat. Her voice broke into his unexpected rage, forcing him
to reason. He did then what he should have donefirgt. Sniffing the air, he smelled only the taint of moat
and Uriah; no lire—no human.

Ignoring the pseudo-ae Magi, Aralorn the mouse scampered to the space that Wolf had been baited
toward. “ There sacircle drawn in rosemary and Uiarrnud root here.”

“A containment spell of some sort,” commented Wolf. “It' s probably best if wedon't trigger it.” His
voice was cam but hisbody was Hill siff. He growled aword and the image of the ag Magi frozein
mid-sentence.

“Ishemonitoring it, do you think?" asked Araorn, bouncing away from the circle toward Wolf.

“I doubt it. Both theillusion and the trap are smple enough spellsthat he wouldn't haveto.” He regained
his human form and picked up Ardorn, setting her on his shoulder. “If | had triggered the containment
spdll, it would probably have derted him then.”

“Likeaspider' sweb,” said Ardorn softly.
“Just 0,” agreed Wolf.
“Whereto now?’ Ardorn asked, “Do wewait for the Uriah to attack or do we look for the ae Magi?”’

“For someone who should be scared and cowering, you sound awfully eager.” Wolf stood staring at the
slhouette of the ag€ Magi; hisvoice wasn't as emotionless as usudl.

“Hey,” replied Ardorn, trying to break the mood, “it’ s better than spending the winter cooped up in the
caves”

Wolf made no answer except to run an absent-minded hand over the smooth skin of hischeek. Araorn
waited as patiently as she could and then said, “He knew that you were coming.”

Wolf nodded, “He' s been expecting mefor along time. | knew that. | should have been more dert for
something like this. Aralorn, when he had you here, did he ...” His voice tightened with rage and stopped.



“No,” shesad ingantly. “ Thefirgt time he was working on aspell and wanted to save his energy—much
tomy dismay.” Sarcasm crept into her voice. “ The second time he was too interested in finding you to
worry about it. Y ou shouldn't let him pull your strings so easily.” She curled her tail againgt hisneck ina
quick caress.

Thetension eased out of him. “Y ou areright, Lady. Shal we go a-hunting sorcerersin the castle?
Perhaps you would prefer a Uriah or two to begin with, or one of my father’ sother ‘pets.” | believe that
there are afew that you haven't seen before. Would Milady prefer to be outnumbered a hundred to two
or just one to two? We can be accommodating.”

“Then, of course,” said Aradorn, “once you have atained your god we can arrange to have the castle fdll
on you o that you will escape muitilation from the outraged popul ace that you have saved from davery
and worse. Sounds like something | want to spend my day doing.” She thought that Wolf might have
been smiling as he headed downhill and away from the castle, but it was hard to tell from her vantage

point.
The woods grew increasingly dense as Wolf walked further from the castle. A hoot from an owl just

overhead made Ardorn-the-mouse cringe lighter againgt his neck. “Lots of nastiesin thesewoods,” she
sad inamousdike voice void of al but ahint of humor.

“And |,” announced Wolf in agrim voice that was designed to let Aralorn know that it wastimeto be
serious, “am the nastiest of all.”

“Areyouredly?’ asked Ardornin aninterested tone. “Oh, | just adore nasties.”

He stopped and looked at the mouse sitting innocently on his shoulder. Most people cowered under that
look. Aralorn began, industrioudly, to clean her whiskers. When Wolf stared to walk again, though, she
said in astage whisper, “| redly do, you know.”

* % %

they emerged from a particularly thick growth of brush into anarrow aide of grass. In the center of it sat
an oddly shaped dtar dedicated to one of the old gods. It was so heavily overgrown with moss and
lichen it wasdmost Impaossibleto tell the original color of the stone. There was nothing unusua about
finding the atar, as such remnants dotted the landscape from well before the Wizard Wars. However, the
dtar itsdf wasunusud.

“Oh, dear,” said Ardorn drally, “I supposethat it must have belonged to one of the fertility gods, hmm?’

It stood astdl asaman and amost as big around. When Wolf touched it, it did Sdeways with a cresk
and agroan, dthough it didn’t appear to be difficult to move. Wolf dipped insde the dark hole that was
revedled and started down the ladder. Aralorn darted off of his shoulder and down hisarm to get a better
look.

“Theladder isalot newer than the altar,” she commented, flashing back to her post and tucking a paw
inddehiscallar.

“I put it up mysdf, when | saw that there was some kind of exit from the tunnels up here. Therewasno
sign of another one, so | suppose it must have rotted completely away. Plagueit, Ardorn, you're going to
fal and kill yourself if you don't stay put!” The last was said as she darted out on his other aam to get a
closer look at the tilework on the wall. He picked her off hiswrist and set her firmly back on his
shoulder. “Just wait until we get down and you can have a better look.”



Once on the floor, he closed the opening with awave and | et his staff light the hall thet they stood in.
Araorn scrambled to the floor and took her own shape, sneezing a bit from the dust. She scuffed afool
on thefloor, reveaing adark, polished surface. The celling was as high or higher than the greet hall inthe
castle and the walls were covered with detailed mosaic patterns of outdoor revelries of times gone by.
The cealling was painted like the night sky, giving the overall impression of being outdoors. Or at least that
waswhat. Aralorn assumed. The years had covered the tile on the wallswith cracks and knocked down
whole sections. The ceiling was badly water-damaged, showing the sonework that held it up through
gaps|eft by falen plaster.

Reuctantly, Araorn followed Wolf through agap in thewall that led to adrab little tunnel that looked as
if agiant mole had dug through the earth. It branched severa times, but Wolf never hesitated.

“How many times did you get lost exploring this?’ asked Ardorn in asoft voice.

Wolf shot her an amused look. “ Severd, but | found abook hidden in one of the old libraries that
detailed some of the passages and there was a copy of the master plansin thelibrary | found herein the
tunndls. The passages are extensive; it'sawonder the whole thing hasn't collgpsed. There are only fifteen
or twenty large rooms like the one we started in, most of them about in the same condition. If we makeit
through the next few days, I’ [l show you alibrary that makes mine look smdll. | don’'t know al of the
passages. There are alot of secret panels and hidden doors, magica and mundane, that make it difficult
to find mogt of the interesting places. Like thisone.” Wolf waved ahand and alarge section of the tunnedl
just disappeared into afinished and ornate corridor.

When they stepped through, the opening disappeared— eaving ablank wal inits place. The end of the
corridor widened into a huge room with awater fountain at its center. The floor had once been wood,
now mostly rotted away, leaving awalkway that was uneven and hazardous. Araorn stumbled and
tripped forward, staring at the frescoed ceiling and the elaborate stone carvings on the walls. When she
started muttering about ‘“where the fourth Earl of Such-and-Such met with the Queen to defeet the
Sorcerer What' s-His-Face.” Wolf put afirm hand on her shoulder and led her patiently around the old
trgps and pitfals. He enjoyed her enthusiasm quietly, as any comment on his part waslikely to spark a
full-blown story.

Heled her through severd other unexpected doorways before they came to stairsthat led up to the
cadtleitsdlf. Thefirg place he took them to wasthe master’ s auite. It consisted of eight interconnected
rooms, al covered with tapestries of great age. The rooms were empty except for the silk merchant’s
youngest daughter, who was crouched sobbing in acorner.

Her nakedness made her ook even younger than she was. The white skin of her back was mottled with
bruises and lash marks. An arcane symbol whose meaning eluded Araorn was etched into one shoulder
in bright red.

Wolf, who recognized the symbol, grabbed both of Aralorn’s arms when she would have reached out to
touch the girl. He pushed Araorn behind him with more speed than gentleness and gripped his saff in
one hand. Noiselessly he drew hissword in the other.

“Child.” Theword was gentle, histone sad—for him; but he gripped the sword and held it in readiness. It
was fortunate that he did so.

With achilling cry and uncanny speed she turned and legpt. Once her face had been uncommonly pretty,
thought Aralorn. Now the skin was drawn too tightly against the One bones. Her china-blue eyes were
surrounded by pools of blood red. Her full lips were stretched over pearly teeth, the kind that all of the
heroinesin the old stories had—with adight difference. The lower set of teeth were aslong asthefirst



two knuckles of Araorn’sring ringer. Her mouth gaped impossibly wide as she launched hersdf a Wolf.

He knocked her aside easily enough, for her weight was dight, and in the process cut her deeply in the
abdomen. He ended her suffering with a cut to the back of her neck.

Death was no stranger to Araorn, so examining the body didn’t bother her—much. “One of your
father’ s pets, | assume?’ It was acomment more than aquestion.

Wolf grunted an affirmative and touched the symbol on her back. “ She’' d have been alot harder to fight if
she hadn’t been so new at it. She didn’t even know how to attack.”

Araorn jerked the embroidered bedspread off the bed and covered the pathetic little body with it before
following Wolf into the next room in the suite.

The study was awonder in cultured taste, not that Aralorn expected anything else. Wolf walked to the
desk and picked up a sheset of paper. He laughed humorlesdy and handed it to Araorn. It read smply,
“I'min the dungeon.”

“Apparently,” said Walf, *he was monitoring hislittle trap. He probably knowsthat you are with me. |
want you to go back. Now.”

Shelooked a him consderingly. “1 probably should tell you that | will, and then just follow youin.”

“Y ou would, wouldn’t you?” Wolf’ s voice was soft. He glanced a a decanter on the a€ Magi’ s polished
desk. It imploded loudly enough to make Ardorn jump. “Plagueit, Ardorn, don’t you see? Hewill use
you againg me. He already has.”

Ardorn fdt her own temper riseto the surface. “ Plagueiit, yoursdlf,” she hissed. “ Do you think that | am
some week helpless femal e who can do nothing but stand around while you protect her? 1 am not
helpless againg human magic or anything else he' slikdly to throw at us.” She made human sound likea
filthy word.

He was slent for along moment and then he waved his hand with an haphazard motion and the decanter
re-created itsdlf, leaving the desk unblemished. He walked over and pulled the stopper. Taking atoken
drink from the neck of the bottle, he met Ardorn’sglare. “1 owe you an gpology. Lady. I’m not used to
caring about anything; it's ... uncomfortable.”

Shetilted her chin up a him, flags of temper still on her cheeks, then she took the decanter that he was
gill holding and took a mouthful herself. She set it on the desk and muttered something that he wasn't
supposed to hesr.

“What?” Obvioudy hedid heer it.

She put her hands on her hipsand glared a him, tapping afoot impatiently on thefloor. * ‘I said, quote:
‘It'sagood thing that | love you or you'd be Uriah bait’: unquote. Now that’ s settled, why don’'t we go
find ourselves an ag€ Magi?’ Without waiting for him, she stalked out the door into the hallway.

“Araorn, you're going thewrong way if you want to find the dungeons.”” If it had been anyone e,
she’ d have thought that his voice was meek.

She followed him through the twists and turns of the castle hats that were amost as convoluted asthe
secret tunnels. The dimly lit passages that had seemed threstening and huge when she had gone through
them alone were not asintimidating as she remembered them.



Apparently there were no humansin the castle thislate at night; at least they didn’t see any. The Uriah
standing a guard here and there paid them no heed. Aralorn was careful to keep her eyesfrom their
faces, but she recognized Talor’ s boots anyway. Wolf’ s grip was steady on her shoulder asthey went by
it.

When they passed the entrance to the great hall, she couldn’t resist the opportunity to look inside. The
black bars of the cage were discernible in the moonlight, but the light wasn’t good enough to seeiif it
were occupied.

The stairway that led down to the lower levelswaswell lit and smelled of grain and acohol. Each storage
room on thefirst sublevel was carefully labeled asto contents. Most of them contained foodstuffs, but
other label s read things like weapons, fabric, and old accounting records.

The second sublevel was only under one part of the castle. Here there were several small deeping
guartersintended for the use of apprentices, at least so Ardorn judged them by the traditional sparseness
of the cdlls. The only other rooms were obvioudly intended for labs, but judging from the dust that coated
the tables they hadn’t seen use for sometime.

The dungeon was on the third sublevel, degp below the earth’ s surface. Like the caves, the temperature
was consstently chilly, but not cold. The smell was overpowering.

Ardorn fdt the hair on her asams move with the magic impregnated in the walls of the castle at thislevd.
Countless magicians had bespelled the stones of the castle here to prevent the escape of the inmates, and
the haf of Aralorn that wasn't human told her that the spells had been strong enough to keep in some of
its prisoners even after they died. It occurred to her that they were lucky that neither of them were
full-blooded shapeshifters—they could sense the dead amost as clearly astheliving. A shapeshifter
wouldn't keep his sanity for very long in aplace such asthis.

Without the fever that kept her from shielding hersdlf from the human-twisted magic, she could block out
enough of the emanations that the pain was nominal. Sheignored the discomfort that was left and kept
closeto Waolf.

The guardroom was empty. By prearranged plan, and it took a strong argument to convince Wolf, she
entered the dungeons firs—because it was unexpected, and the more off-base they could throw the
a€ Magi, the better off they were.

Thefirgt thing that she noticed was the lack of sound. There had never been a cessation of the moaning
and coughing—sometimes the noise had driven her crazy. Now it was till and silent. Thelight wasdim;
Wolf's staff had stayed in the guardroom with him, so she couldn’t seeinsde the cells. She crept
carefully down one side of the path and hid in the shadows.

It wasn't hard to tell when Wolf entered the dungeon. His staff bounced daylight throughout the room.
Ardorn saw then what she hadn’t noticed before. The a€ Magi stood at the far end of the room. He, too,
carried a gtaff, massve and eaborately carved, which hetilted asif it werealance, it wasn't aimed at
Wolf, but at her. She dropped ingtantly to the floor, which vibrated with the force of the explosion of the
wall behind her. She was so distracted that she amost missed the Wolf’ s countermove, designed to force
the ag Magi to ded with him.

Asplanned, it caused the a8 Magi to turn to Wolf. While he was watching his son, Araorn pulled one of
her knives and threw it at the a€ Magi. She hit him in the chest. She only had amoment to congratul ate
hersdlf before the knife passed through him without effect and clattered harmlesdy to the floor behind
him. The ag' Magi didn’t even glance her way.



With aphilosophical shrug she stayed on the floor where she was and prepared to watch the fight. It
would have looked odd to someone who was not sensitive to magic and could only see two men
gesturing wildly at each other. Aralorn could fed the currents of magic moving back and forth, gaining
momentum and power with each countermove, but the only gesture that her limited experience with
human magic adlowed her to recognize was the deceptively smple spell that Wolf had been working on.
Shewas dso the first one to understand what would be the results of an anti-magic spell let loosein the
dungeon of the ancient seat of the master magicians. A dungeon seeped in magic of centuries of spells.

Since shewas dready on thefloor, al that she had to do was flatten hersdf tighter and hopethat it was
enough. Then the spell hit and chaos reigned.

Shedidn’'t know if it knocked her out, or just blinded her: either way shelost track of time. Thefirst thing
that she saw clearly was Wolf sitting on the floor and leaning avkwardly againgt awall, his saff clenched
in hisright hand. She scurried to him on hands and knees.

“Areyou dl right?’” she queried anxioudy.
“Yes,” hesaid, holding his staff out to her, asif he needed both hands to get to hisfest.

Araorn heard the noise behind her and twisted her head to see the a€ Magi getting to hisfeet even asshe
reached for the staff. She turned back to Wolf to warn him and noticed something she would have
noticed right away if she hadn’t been so dazed—she' d been in enough rights to know a broken back
when she saw it. She saw the same knowledgein hisface. He smiled a her with a haunting sweetness as
shetouched the staff. He said something that might have been, “I love you too,” but ajolt of magic
traveled up her arm and she blacked out.

When she woke up the floor she was|ooking at was bare stone, not cobbled as the floor in the dungeon
was. But it was by the musky smell of the books that she knew where she was.

“No! You stupid son of a... Plague take you, Wolf!” Her scream was muffled by the rows of
bookshelvesin thelibrary. Helplesdy she pounded alist on thefloor, letting her rage keep back her tears.

“The sword!” Shedidn’'t see anyone, but afirm hand pulled her to her feet. He materiaized and shook
her by the shoulders. His features were the too-perfect features of a shapeshifter.

“The sword, you stupid girl! Whereisthe sword?’

Ardorn had been through alot. She had long Since outgrown any patience with being manhandled. With
adeceptively easy twist recently learned from Stanis, she freed herself and backed away.

With the distance between them, she could see the aura of age that clung to him, despite the smooth skin
on hisface. Hewas only afew inchestaler than she was and far more beautiful to look upon. At another
time shewould have been more courteous to the Old Man of the Mountain, but Aralorn wasn't in the
mood for politeness.

“What, sword are you talking about, old man?’ she spat.

“Thesword! Thesword!” Hisarms swung widely in one of the overblown gestures that shapeshifters
favored. He dropped into their language, and Araorn had to struggle to understand the dia ect he spoke.
“You haven't let the a& Magi get hishands on it, have you? Where isit? He mustn’t have control over it.”

“What sword?’ Aralorn’ s voice was harsh with impatience; she needed to travel back to the castle, and
agoosewasn't, the swiftest of fliers. “Sir, you will haveto explain yourself more clearly.”



“Your sword, did you leave it there? Didn't ...” He stopped and looked behind her.

Curious, she looked behind her and saw her short sword, the one that she had left in its usua place under
the couch, floating gently in the air behind her. She could dmost see the person holding the sword—it
was likelooking at an image in rough water.

“Youdidn't takeit?” The Old Man’ svoice wasfilled with disgust. “What iswrong with you? I’ ve given
you so many hints| might aswell have come out and told you what you needed to do! If it weren't for
the fact that Lys cares about that Wolf, | would let you stew in your own pot.”

He stalked to the sword and took it from the apparition that held it. He unsheathed it and swung it once.
“Thisisthethird of the Smith’ s great Weapons.” He gave it aname, but Aralorn wastoo distracted to
trandateit. “If the a8 Magi gets his hands on her and redlizes what he has, there will be no one who can
stand against him. Y ou were supposed to take her with you and use her. | takeit that your slly little spell
didn't work?’

Hedidn't wait for her nod but continued on. “1 thought that he just might pull it off. Here’—abruptly the
shapeshifter’ svoice logt its force and became querulous like that of avery old man—*takeit and go
back. I'm very tired—maintaining this shape is burdensome. Lys?’ He shoved the sword at Araorn and
was gone with an abrupt pop.

Aralorn took the sword and looked at it. It looked no more magical than it ever had, but till ... it did
match the description given for the Smith’ s sword.

Sheathing it abruptly, she dipped it onto her belt. With Wolf’ s staff in one hand, she ran out of thelibrary
tofind Myr.

Tweve

Myr was never difficult to locate. Aralorn smply had to look for the largest group of people and head in
that direction. She found him just outside the cave entrance giving knife-fighting lessonsto agroup of the
younger refugees. He glanced up and saw her as he was avoiding a cruddly wieded blade; the distraction
amost cost him adlitted throat.

Hetaked for just aminute to hisformer opponent, who was white-faced and shaking; it was no light
thing to come so closeto killing aking. Araorn shifted impatiently from one foot to the other asMyr
dismissed the class and strode to her.

Hetook along look at her, noting the scrape on her check that she' d gotten rolling across the floor, the
filth that clung to her, and Wolf’ s saff that she held clutched in one hand. He didn’t demand any
explanations, merely asked in abusinesdike tone, “What do you need?’

“I need you to call the dragon to take me back to the a€ Magi’s castle. | can't get there fast enough by
myself.” She noticed with detached surprise that her voice was steady.

Myr nodded, gestured for her to wait for him and ducked back into the caves. He returned carrying his
sword in one hand, the belt dangling from its sheath, and led the way through athicket of brambleberry to
agmdlishdearing.

Carefully he unsheathed his sword and gave arueful look to the blade that years of his grandfather’s
warring had left unmarred. Then he droveit into the sandy sail, trying not to wince a the grating sound.
Another time Aralorn would have smiled.



When he was done calling the dragon he stood quietly beside her, not asking her what had happened. It
was Araorn who finaly broke the sllence.

“Wemadeit into the ag Magi’ s castle. He was waiting for usin the dungeons. | think that Wolf’s spell
would have worked anyplace e se. There was too much old magic and the spell wasn't strong enough
and backlashed. | was on the floor dready so it didn't hit me very hard. The a€ Magi was knocked out
momentarily. Wolf ...” Her voice cracked and she stopped, swallowed and tried again. “Wolf’ sback is
broken; he tricked me into touching his staff and sent me back here. | don’t know how fast adragon can
fly. Evenif it consentsto take meto the castleit will probably betoo late” She laughed then, though it
could have been a sob, and clasped the staff tighter. “He may have been right and it was too late when he
sent me back.”

Myr didn’'t say anything, but he put a comforting hand on her shoulder. A cold wind swept down the
mountaingde, and Araorn shivered with impatience as much as chill. Even though she was watching
intently, she didn’t see the dragon until it was overhead. Silver and green and as graceful asa
hummingbird, the great reptile landed and eyed them with interest—or perhaps hunger.

“1 need you to get meto the &€ Magi’ s castle asfast aspossible.” Aralorn had no more regard for
protocol than she had ever had. The dragon tilted its head back in offense.

Myr’ s grip tightened warningly on Ardorn’s shoulder as he said, “Lord Dragon, the only one of uswho
stands a chance of facing down the a€ Magi isby himsdf at the castle. We need to get there to help him
or theae' Magi haswon. Y ou are our only chance of doing sointime.” Aralorn started at the“we,” but

decided not to protest asit waslikely to offend the dragon even more.

The dragon hesitated a minute and then asked, “ Speed isimportant?’
“Very, Lord Dragon,” Ardorn said carefully, keeping arespectful tone.

It nodded, saying, “I can travel much faster than flying, but it meansthat because of your safeguards
againgt magic | cannot take you, King Myr. The shapeshifter half-breed | can take.”

Myr looked unhappy, but he nodded his, acceptance. When the dragon lowered its belly to the ground
and folded itswings, Myr helped Aralorn up, as she was hampered by the necessity of keeping the sharp
clawsat the end of Wolf’ s staff away from the dragon.

The scales on the dragon’ s back were dick, but otherwise it was no worse than riding a horse bareback.
Thewings beat steadily until they caught an updraft, then flattened and spread wide, letting the wind pull
them south.

Abruptly the dragon lurched forward and Araorn felt anow-familiar dizziness seize her and clutched the
fist-szed scales reflexively. When she was able to focus her eyes again, the castle of the a8 Magi lay just
below.

Shouting so that the dragon could hear her past the sound of the wind, Ardorn said, “Land wherever you
canfind asafe place, Lord. | canfind my way in.”

In acknowledgement of her words the dragon changed its angle of flight until it waslosing dtitude fast.
Ardorn’s ears popped painfully and she tightened her grip on the dragon’ s scales until they cut into her
hand. When the dragon landed, thejolt loosened Aralorn’ s grip and she landed with athud next to an
impressively armed forepaw.

Sherolled to her feet with more speed than grace. She turned to face the dragon and bowed respectfully.



“My thanks, Sr, and gpologiesfor my clumsiness.” Without waiting for areply, she shifted quickly into a
goose and flew asfast as she could to the castle.

The moat didn’t smell any better than it had before, and it took her some time to find a pipe that was not
plugged with grime and il intact. Once she found one, she balanced precarioudy on it until she could
turn into amouse. Even in the mouseshape she had trouble negotiating the tricky business of crawling into
the pipe from the top, but she managed without faling into the moat.

The corridor that she entered was only dimly lit by wall sconces, and from what she could see it was not
onethat she' d been in before. She considered staying amouse, but decided that she would have a better
chance of recognizing something familiar if she werein human form, ance she d been in human formwhile
shewasfollowing Wolf.

When shetook her own shape again, the staff appeared beside her. She hadn’t been sure that it would.
She wondered if it had changed with her, like the sword and her clothes, or if it werefollowing her onits
own. Thethought caused her to pick it up gingerly as she started down the hallway.

There were still Uriah posted in the hals. Asbefore, they alowed her to pass without bothering her,
though they followed her progress with their eyes. She kept asteady, rapid pace, hoping that she would
find aclue to where she was soon enough to be of some help to Wolf.

The castle was eerily silent, so that when she heard sounds coming from inside aroom she stopped
impulsively and opened the door. Lord Kisrah looked up startled from where he' d been eating breakfast

in bed with agiggling young beauity.

“Lord Kisrah, you wouldn’t be interested in showing me the way to the dungeons, | suppose?’ asked
Araorn. Shewondered if she should pull her sword or knife. She didn’t have a chance to act. Something
flashed at her out of Lord Kisrah's hands. Ingtinctively, because it was aready in her grip, she moved the
staff to block it. When the flash hit the dark, oiled wood, the crystals on one end of the staff, which up to
this point had been dull and lifeless, flared brightly and Lord Kisrah's magic dissipated without a sound.

Unwilling to let him get another spell off, Ardorn attacked with the staff. Lord Kisrah, unarmed, not to
mention unclothed, didn’t have much of achance againgt Ardorn wielding her favorite type of wespon.
Her first blow broke hisarm and her second knocked him unconscious on the floor next to the bed.

Araorn turned to his bedmate with gpologies on her lips, but something about the girl made her tighten
her grip on the staff instead. Focused intently on the unconscious man, the red-haired woman dithered
out of the bedclothes, knocking the bedtable with their food onto the floor.

Remembering the harpy that she and Wolf had met earlier, Araorn tapped the girl’ s shoulder gingerly
with the clawed end of the staff. She hadn’t realized how sharp the claws were until they drew blood.
Shefelt bad about it until the girl turned and Aralorn got agood look at her.

The girl snarled and Aralorn jumped back and serioudy considered leaving Lord Kisrah to hisfate. As
the girl moved, her shape dtered rapidly into something vaguely reptilian with alarge, spiked tail and
impressive fangs. It was fast and strong enough that when itstail hit the post of the bed, the wood
cracked. It was dso, thankfully, stupid—uvery stupid. It jumped at Aralorn with ashrill cry and impaled
itself on the claws of Wolf’ s staff.

Dying, it changed back into itsformer beautiful salf and the woman blinked her green eyesand said
softly, “Please ...” before she was unable to say anything.

“Plagueit,” said Aradorn in an unsteady voice as she retrieved the staff in shaky hands. She backed into



the corridor and started down it when she noticed the hungry gaze of one of the Uriah focused on the
bloody end of the staff. She thought of Lord Kisrah lying like an appetizer beside his bedmate’ s corpse;
she went back and shut the door to the bedroom and locked it with asimple spell that Lord Kisrah
would have little trouble breaking when he woke up.

Just as she was about to give up hope, Aralorn rounded a corner and found hersdlf in the great hall. From
thereit was asmple matter to find her way to the dungeon. She was concentrating so hard on doing o
that the whisper took her by surprise.

“Ardorn,” said the Uriah from its position in the shadows near the stairway that fed down to the
dungeons.

She came to an abrupt halt and spun to face Taor. “What do you want?’

It laughed, sounding for aminute as carefree as he dways had, and then said in aharsh voice, “You
know what | am. What do you think that | want. Aralorn?’ It took a step closer to her. “I hunger, just as
your companion will shortly. Leave, Ardorn; you can do no good here.”

Ardorn shifted her grip on Wolf’ sstaff from, her right hand, which was getting stiff and swesty, to her
left. “Taor, whereisyour brother? | haven't seen him here.”

“He died making thetrangition to Uriah,” it said softly, and smiled. “Lucky Ka.”

Araorn nodded and turned asiif to go down the stairs. Instead she continued her turn, drawing the sword
as she moved. Smith’ s Wespon or not, the blade cut cleanly through the Uriah’ s neck, beheading it. The
body fell motionlessto the sonefloor.

“Sweet dreams, Tdor,” she said soberly. “If | find Wolf in your condition, | will strive to do the same for
him”

With the sword in her right hand and the staff in her eft, she started down the stairs. The lower levels
were darker, but now Wolf’s staff was emitting afaint glow that allowed her to see where she put her
feet. Asshe started down the third set of stepsit occurred to her that she didn’t really know what she
planned to do. Alone againgt the ag Magi, she had no chance. Not only was he a better magician by
infinite orders of magnitude, but if he was Wolf’sequa with asword then he was amuch better fighter
than Ardorn.

The smells of the dungeon were strong now, and the stench didn’t help her ssomach, which was dready
clenched with nerves. In the guardroom she abandoned the staff because she didn’t know how to stop
the crystasfrom glowing.

Not wanting the sword to make any noise, she sheathed it and then dropped to her belly, ignoring thefilth
on the cold stone floor. Sowly she did into the dungeon, keeping to one side. The voicesthat had been
indigtinct were now intdligible. She heard Wolf speaking, and the huge weight of grief lifted off her
shoulders.

“...why should | makethiseasier for you than | already have? Thisisavery easy shield to break through,
most third-year magicians could do it. Would you like me to show you how?” Wolf’ s voice was weaker
than sne' d ever heard it, but there was no more emotion in it than it ever had. “It docs have the
unfortunate effect of incinerating whatever the shidd isguarding.”

“Ah, but I have another method of removing your protection.” The ag Magi’ s voice was asmooth
contrast to hisson's. “I have been informed that the girl whom you so impetuoudy sent away has



returned al alone. She should be here momentarily, if sheisn't dready.”

For aningtant Araorn plastered hersalf motionlessto the floor before her common sense reasserted itself.
It redly didn’'t matter if the a€ Magi knew she was coming; the element of surprise wasn't going to help
her much anyway. What did matter was that somehow Wolf had managed to hold the ae Magi at bay,
and no matter how much Wolf cared for her, he knew that it was more important that the a€ Magi not be
ableto control Wolf’s powers. Hewouldn’t give himsdlf to the ag Magi just to save her skin ... she

hoped.

Sheinched forward afew steps more until she could see Wolf reveded by thelight of the a€ Magi’s
daff. He sat in dmost the same position that he had been in when sheleft him. He had drawn asingle
orange line of power around himself, and there was something different about his position. She looked
carefully and saw that he was cautioudy moving histoes. She smiled; he had bought enough timewith his
barrier to hea himsdif.

Aralorn drew the sword and stepped into the light in front of Wolf. She expected an immediate reaction,
but the &g Magi was pacing back and forth with his back to her.

“... you should not have crossed me. With your power and my knowledge, you could have become a
god with me. That'sdl that the gods were, did you know it? Mages who had discovered the secret to
eternd life, and | haveit now. | will be agod; the only god, and you will hdp medo it.”

All of the dictates of honor demanded that she call attention to herself before she could attack, Araorn,
however, was a spy and arotten swordswoman besides, so she struck him in the back.

Unfortunately the same spdll that had rendered her knife useless previoudy was a0 effective againgt the
sword, which did harmlesdy through him and knocked Ardorn off balance. Sheturned her fal into aroll
and kept going until she hit awall. Although the sword hadn’t done the magician any harm, the metd grip
had heated enough that she was forced to drop it on the ground. It had something to do with hitting a
magician with metal, she supposed.

“Ah,” said the ag Magi with asmile, “who would think that the son of my flesh would fal for aslly girl
who is stupid enough to try the sametrick twice.” He turned to Wolf and started to say something else,
but Araorn quit listening. She couldn’t believe that the Archmage wasjust dismissing her. She decided
not to question her luck and began to shapechange, trusting that Wolf would see her and keep the

a€ Magi’ s attention long enough that she could complete the trangition to icelynx.

“Don't discount Aralorn so lightly; you may be surprised,” commented Wolf, stretching the siff muscles
of hisneck. “ Certainly | never thought that she could get back from the Northlands so quickly. Perhaps
the Old Man of the Mountain sent her back.”

The ag Magi snorted in disbelief, “Y ou could not have sent her so far; the Northlands would have
blocked such transportation. | do not care where she was. Asfor the * Old Man of the Mountain® myth,
thereisno such person or | would have run into him long since.”

Wolf curled hislipsinthe dim light of the ag Magi’ s staff. “ If you are so sure that the old gods arered,
why not afolk tale aswell?’

The keener senses of the icelynx made the smdll of the dungeon worse, and she curled her lipsinaglent
snarl of disgust as she stalked dowly toward the ag Magi. She crouched down behind him and twitched
her stub of atail, waiting for just the right moment before she sorang.

Her front claws dug into his shouldersfor purchase while her hind legs raked his back, scoring him



deeply. But that was al that she had time for before the ae Magi’ s staff caught her in the sde of the head
with enough force to toss her against awall. As she lay dazed, her eyes focused on Wolf.

On hisknees, Woalf carefully retraced the circle of power. Reaching out dmost casually, he snagged his
daff whereit gpparently had been waiting for him in the darkness.

“Father,” he said getting to hisfet.

The ag Magi turned and, seeing Woalf, brought his staff up and look up afighting stance. It was quiet for a
moment and then Wolf struck. Some of the fighting was physicad, some of it was magica, most of it was
both—accompanied by avery impressive lightshow.

Araorn watched from her corner and got dowly to her feet. Anything that she could do asanicelynx was
likely to do as much harm as good with so much magic flying around. She look back her human shape,
from habit as much as anything else. She started to lean against the wall and watch, when she caught a
glimpse of the sword, half buried in the filthy rushes on the floor. On impulse she picked it up; the heet
that had made her drop it was gone.

Atryx lblis, the Old Man had called it in an archaic didect. “ Atryx” was easy; it meant “devourer.”

“Iblis’ took her awhile longer but when she understood it she smiled and held it at reedy, waiting for a
chanceto useit again.

Hedling himsdlf had weakened Wolf, and he was showing it. His blocks were less sure and he lashed out
in fewer and fewer attacks. The ag Magi was a0 tiring; the blood he was losing to the deep dashes that
Araorn had made on his back was bothering him. But it was Wolf who dipped in the muck on the floor
and fell to one knee, losing his saff in the process.

For asecond time Ardorn attacked the a€ Magi’ s back with the sword, but this time she stabbed him
withitinstead of cutting him and then released the grip. The sword Ambris hung grotesquely from his
chest, though it was doing no apparent harm. Without taking his eyes off Woalf, the a€ Magi swung thetip
of hisstaff at Ardorn and said aquiet phrase.

Nothing happened, but the Smith’s Sword was glowing brighter than either of the staves, bathing the
dungeon with pink. Wolf got to hisfeet and retrieved his saff, but made no moveto attack. Franticaly
the &g Magi grabbed the blade and pushed the sword out, cutting hisfingersin the process athough the
blade did out easily enough and fdll, shimmering, to the floor.

Araorn grabbed it, heedless of the heat, and sheathed it as she said conversationdly, “ The Old Man says
that it's one of the Smith’ s Wegpons. Atryx Iblis, hecdlsit—Magic Eater.”

The aeg Magi’ s saff was dark now, just an elaborately carved stick to histouch. The ag€ Magi’ s hands
formed the smple gesturesto cdl forth light and nothing happened. Turning to hisson, he said, “Kill me,
then.”

Passionlesdy, the predator the ag Magi had created looked at him with glittering yellow eyes and then
sad in hismacabre voice, “No.”

Wolf turned to Aralorn and, gripping her arm tightly, trangported them to the meadow where they’ d
faced the ag€ Magi’ sillusion, leaving the Archmage in the darkness, done.

* % %

wolf stepped back from ardorn amost immediately and stood looking at the Magician’ scastle. Ardorn



looked at his brooding face and wondered what he was thinking.
He spoke softly. “I am ill what he made me, it seems.”
“No,” said Aralornin apositive voice.

“Doyou know what | just did? | mercifully”—he bit off the word—"Ieft him bleeding, to face acastlefull
of Uriah that he no longer controls. | would do it again.”

“A kinder fate than he had in mind for you,” Aralorn reminded him, examining the burns the sword had
left on her hand. “He has as much chance of escaping from the Uriah as Agtrid did. He may escape
anyway. There seem to be alot of secret passages around.”

She amiled then. “Y ou dso iminated the threat that hisfaithful followerswould attack us after wekilled
the a€ Magi. He will either disappear, or be found mostly eaten by hisformer pets.”

Wolf caught her hand and the burns disappeared from it, dong with much of the dirt. Ardorn laughed
softly and wiped her other hand on his cheek, showing him the smudge oniit. “ Thistime, you are dmost
asdirty asl am.”

She caught hisarm and tugged gently. “Come on. Let’ sgo find Myr and let him know what’ s happened.
Then | haveto get back to Sanim and let Ren know that there is going to be a plaguing awful mess of
Uriah running around that someone’ sgot to clean up. If heworksit right, Sanim standsto make alot of
gold off this”

Finis
Thefirst baron of Tryfahr, Seneschal of the Royal Palace (dlso known as Hans the Smith), stepped into
the kitchen to examine the food being prepared for the feast celebrating King Myr’sforma coronation.

Seeing the Senescha dip into the kitchen, the Lyon of Lambshold, who currently held thetitle of Minister
of Defense, decided tojoin him.

In the main kitchen, the cook who ruled there sprawled asleep in her rocking chair near the dessert trays,
anasty-looking wooden spatulain one hand. The new court taster stood silently near the stove.

The new cook was amarvel; the fowl had never been so moist, the beef so tender, and her sveetswere
beyond comparison. More wondrous still was that she was able to maneuver her bulk around (though no
one but the hulking taster who lurked in the corner had ever witnessed it) and cook.

“S0,” commented Hans, “the mercenaries have offered to help clean up the Uriah.”

“Aye,” snorted the Defense Minigter, “for adiscounted rate, sncetheir troopswill bein the vicinity
clearing the Uriah out of Darran aswell. They’ ve dready cleared out the a€ Magi’ s castle.” His hand
crept out involuntarily to hover over one of the lacy sugar cakes.

“I wouldn't,” muttered the Seneschal to the Lyon, nodding at the massive hand that was tightening around
the spatula s handle though the cook’ s eyes had remained closed. He cleared histhroat and remarked in
alouder tone, “Likely they were hoping to find the ag Magi in astate to pay them, but | heard that they
couldn’t find atrace of him anywhere.” There was atrace of satisfaction in histone.

The Lyon snatched his hand back and said absently, “ Eaten, most likely, poor man. Sianim’ |l probably
make the next a€ Magi pay them before they turn the castle over to—" He was interrupted by a shout
from one of the pages who seemed to be taking over the castle lately.



“Handl ... umm, excuse me.... | mean, my Lord. Myr ... uh, King Myr wants to know if the delegation
from Y ngtrah ishere yet. He can’t find them anywhere, though the gatekeeper saysthat they camein last
night.” The page stood at the top of the stairs, pulling at the velvet surcoat he wore.

“Tel himI’'m coming, Stanis,” grunted the Seneschd.
The Lyon gave alast look at the cakes as he followed Hans up the stairs.

When they were safely gone, the smdll, bright sea-green eyes of the cook opened, amost concedled in
thefolds of her face. She shifted her amazing mass out of the chair and waddled to the bakery trays.
Taking acakein her pudgy hand, shethrew it to the guardsman who served astaster. He caught it eesily
despite the eyepatch he wore.

“| told Ren that we wouldn’t learn anything at an event thissize” she said. “ Thereisn’t enough privacy
for any good plotting. The only thing that ever happens at a state occasion is an assassi nation attempt, but
Myr has dready hired Sianim guardsto stop that.”

The guard nodded his head—he d heard her complaint more than once. He examined the little delicacy
with hisgood eye before biting into it, saying, “Y ou could have let him have the cake, Ardorn. They're
easy enough to make.” Another cake appeared in his hand as he spoke and he tossed it to Aralorn.

“I couldn’t undermine the authority of the castle cook,” said Aralorn in ashocked voice, while catching
the treat with a dexterity that was out of character. ‘“Besdes,” she added, taking abite of her cake, “this
way they’ Il enjoy the two that Hans snitched even more.”

Wolf sauntered to the dessert trays and saw that there were indeed three delicacies missing. “ Should we
tell Myr that his Seneschd islight-fingered?’

“Not unless hewantsto pay for theinformation. Y ou need to art thinking like amercenary, Wolf.”
Ardorn licked her fingers. “By theway, where did you learn to cook like this?’

Wolf bared histeeth a her and said, his voice as macabre as aways, “ A magician needs must keep some
secrets, Lady.”



