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1

Dark Hopes

The deet-laden wind buffeted Magyana, whipping wet strands free from the wiz-ard's thick white braid
as shetrudged across the churned ground of the battle-field. In the distance, the tents of her queen's
sprawling encampment billowed and creaked adong the riverbank, black specters on adun plain. Inthe
makeshift corrals, the horses huddled together, their backs to the wind. The unlucky soldiers on sentry
duty did the same, their green tabards the only spots of color againgt this grim palette.

Magyana pulled her sodden cloak more closdaly around her. Never in al her three hun-dred and three
years had shefelt the cold so keenly. Perhaps faith had kept her warm be-fore, she reflected sadly, faith
in the comfort-able rhythms of her life, and faith in Nysander, the wizard who'd been a part of her soul
for two centuries. This damnable war had robbed her of both, and more. Nearly athird of the Oreska
House wizards were dead, centuries of life and learning snatched away. Queen Idrilain's sec-ond consort
and two younger sons had fallen in battle, together with dozens of nobles and countless common
soldiers—sent by blade or disease down to Bilairy's gate.

Magyanas grief was mingled with resent-ment at the disruption of her orderly life. She was awanderer,
ascholar, agatherer of wonders and tales. Only reluctantly had she taken Nysander's place at the aging
Queen'sside.

My poor Nysander. She wiped awind-smeared tear from her cheek. You would have relished all this,
seen it as a great game to be won.

S0 here she was, winter-locked in the wilds of southern Mycena, a nation once more bathed in the
blood of two bellicose neighbors. Plenimar stretched greedy talons westward toward Skala's borders
and north to the fertile freeholdings dong the Gold Road. This harsh second winter had dowed the
fighting, but as the days now dowly lengthened toward spring, the queen's spies brought daily re-ports of



the unthinkable; their Mycenian alies were consdering surrender.

And no wonder, Magyana thought, reaching the outskirts of the camp at last. It had been just five days
sncethelast battle. These ravaged fields where farmers had once cut sheaves of grain were sown now
with acruder crop: shredded banners, broken buckles, arrow heads overlooked by scavenging camp
followers, and the oc-casiona pitiful scrap of human remains, frozen too hard for even the ravensto peck
out. It would yield a bitter spring harvest with the thaw, one she doubted any of them would be hereto
witness, now that things had gone so horribly wrong.

The Plenimarans had surprised them just before dawn. Throwing on her armor, Idrilain had rushed to
rally her troops before Magyana could reach her. One side of the queen's corselet had been | eft
un-buckled, and during the ensuing battle a Plenimaran arrow found the gap, piercing Idrilain'sleft lung.
She survived the extraction, but the wound quickly festered. Plenimaran archers dipped their
arrow-headsin their own excrement before a battle.

Sincethen, ahost of drysian healers had exerted their combined skillsto keep her alive while the wound
putrefied and fevers melted the flesh from her bones. It was agony, watching Idrilain fight thissilent bettle,
but she refused to order her own release.

"Not yet. Not asthings are," she'd groaned, clutching Magyanas hand as she panted and shook and laid
her plans.

Reaching the queen's gresat pavilion, Magyana sent up asilent prayer.O lllior, Sakor, Astellus, and
Dalna, now isthe hour! Give our queen strength enough to see our ruse through.

A guard lifted the flgp for her, and she stepped into the tifling heat beyond.

Huge tapestries suspended from the ridgepol es overhead en-closed the audience chamber, aready
crowded with officers and wizards gathered by the queen's summons. Magyanatook her place to the left
of the empty throne, then nodded to Thero, her protege and coconspirator, who stood nearby. He
bowed, his cam, aesthetic face betraying nothing.

The tapestries behind the chair parted, and Idrilain entered lean-ing on the arm of her eldest son, Prince
Korathan, and followed by her three daughters. All but plump Ardan werein uniform.

Idrilain took her seat and her heir, Phoria, placed the ancient Sword of Gherilain unsheathed across her
mother's knees. Bold in war, wisein peace, Idrilain had wielded the ancient blade with honor for more
than four decades. Now, unbeknownst to al but her closest advisers, she was too wesk to lift it unaided.

Her thick grey hair fell smoothly over her shoulders benesth her golden circlet, hiding her thin neck. Soft
leather gauntlets covered withered hands. Her wasted body was muffled in robesto hide the extent of her
decline. The drysan'sinfusions blunted the pain enough not to tax her exhausted heart, but there were
limitsto even their powers. It took Thero's magic to limn the semblance of flesh and color in the queen's
cheeks and lend false power to her voice. Only her pale blue eyes were unchanged, sharply aert asan

osprey's.

The effect was flawless. The pity of it was that such deception must be practiced on Idrilain'sown
children,

The queen's two consorts had given her three children each, the two triads as different as the men who'd
fathered them. The elder three—Princess Phoria, her twin Korathan, and their sster Ardain, weretall,



fair, and solemn.

Klia, the youngest and sole survivor of the second three, had the same handsome features, chestnut hair,
and ready wit asthe father and two brothers for whom she gill wore ablack baldric. Of these Six, it had
aways been the e dest and youngest girls whom the Oreskawizards watched most closdly.

Skilled and fearlessin battle, Phoria had risen through the ranks of the Queen's Horse Guard to High
Commeander of the Skalan Cav-alry. Nearing fifty now, she was asrenowned in military circlesfor her
tactical innovations as she was at court for her blunt speech and ill-starred barrenness. While her merits
asawarrior might have been sufficient for the crown in her great-grandmother's day, times had changed
and Magyanawas not the only oneto fear that Phorialacked the vision to rule anation touched by the
intricacies of the wider world.

Just before his death Nysander had a so hinted to Magyana of a breach between heir and queen, but
was forestalled by some oath from revealing more.

"We are the oldest of the Oreska wizards now, my love. No one knows better than we how
precarioudy the common good balances on the edge of Gherilain's Sword," held warned. "Keep closeto
the throne, and to al those who might one day it uponiit.”

Magyanaturned her atention back to Kliaand felt afamiliar surge of fondness. At twenty-five, she not
only commanded afull squadron of Queen's Horse, but had demonstrated atalent for diplo-macy, as
well. It was no secret that a good many Skalans wished she was the firstborn.

Idrilain raised her hand and the assembly fdll silent. "Wewill losethiswar,” she began, her voice ahusky
wheeze.

Magyanaslently guided astream of her own life force into the woman's ravaged body. The connection
brought a backwash of pain, threading her veinswith the dull crush of Idrilain's suffering and ex-haustion.
Magyanaforced herself to bresthe dowly, letting her mind rise above it and retain itsfocus. Acrossthe
room, Thero was doing the same.

"Wewill lose thiswar without Aurenen,” Idrilain continued, sounding stronger. "We need the Aurenfai€'s
srength, and their wizardsto turn the tide of Plenimaran necromancy. And if Mycenafals, wewill need
Aurenfaietrade, aswell: horses, weapons, food."

"Weve done well enough without the 'faie," Phoriaretorted. "Plenimar hasn't managed to push us back
from the Folcwine, for dl their necromancers and abominations.”

"But they will!" Idrilain croaked. An attendant offered her agob-let but she waved it away; no one must
seethetremor in her hands. "Even if we manage to defeat them, we shdl need the Aurenfaie af-ter the
war. We need their blood mingled with our own again.”

She gestured imperioudy for Magyanato continue.

"The power of wizardry cameto our people by the mingling of our two races, human and Aurenfaie”
Magyana began, reminding those who needed reminding of their own higtory. "It wasthe Au-renfaie who
taught our first wizards the ways of Oreskamagic.”" Sheturned to the Roya Kin. ™Y ou yoursdves il
carry the memory of that blood, the legacy of Idrilain the First and her Aurenfaie consort, Corruth i
Glamien. Since hismurder and the closing of Aurenen's borders againgt usthree centuries ago, few
Aurenfaie have cometo Skalaand so their legacy dwindles among us. Fewer wizard-born children are



presented at the Oreska House each year, and the abili-ties of the young ones are often limited. Because
wizards cannot procregte, thereis no remedy save arenewed commerce between our two lands.

"The Plenimaran's attack on the Oreska House cut down some of our best young wizards before the
war had truly started. The fight-ing since has thinned our ranks till further. There are empty bedsin the
Oreskas gpprentice hal now, and for the first time since the founding of the Third Oreskain Rhiminee,
two of the House's tow-ers stand empty."

"Wizardry is one of the foundations of Skalan power," Idrilain rasped. "We had no idea, before thiswar
began, how strong necro-mancy had grown in Plenimar. If wizardry islost to uswhen they are so clearly
gaining srength, then in afew generations Skalawill belost!"

She paused, and Magyanaagain felt Thero's magic joining her own as she willed more strength into the
queen'sfailing frame.

"Lord Torsin and | have been negotiating with the Aurenfaie for over ayear,” Idrilain went on. "Heis

there now, a Viresse, and sends word that the lidsidrahas at last agreed to admit asmall delegation to
Settle the matter.”

Idrilain gestured a Klia. "Y ou will go as my representative, daughter. Y ou must secure their support.
Wewill discussthe detailslater.”

Klialooked grave as she bowed her acceptance, but Magyana de-tected aflash of joy in her blue eyes.
Stisfied, the wizard quickly skimmed the minds of the others. Princess Aralain glowed with re-lief,
anxious only to return to her own safe hearth. The rest were an-other matter.

Phorias expression gave nothing away, but the jealousy that gripped her |eft the bitter taste of bile at the
back of Magyanas throat.

Korathan wasless subtle. "Klia?' he growled. ™Y ou'd send the youngest of usto a people who live four
centuries? They'll laugh in her face! 1, at least—"

"I do not doubt your abilities, my son,” Idrilain assured him, cut-ting short his protest. "But | need you
here to assume Phoria's com-mand." She paused again, turning to her eldest daughter. "Asyou,

Phoria, must step into minefor atime. My hedlers are too dow with their cures. Y ou are War
Commander until | recover.”

She grasped the Sword of Gherilain in both hands. On cue, Thero levitated the heavy blade, dlowing
Idrilain to passit to her daughter.

Though Magyana had orchestrated this moment, she felt achill of premonition. The sword had passed
from mother to daughter since the days of Gherilain, thefirst of the long line of warrior queens, but only
upon the mother's death.

"And Regent?' asked Korathan, rather too quickly for Magyanastaste.

Or for hismother's, it seemed. Idrilain glared a him. "1 need no Regent.”

Magyana saw amuscle jump in Korathan's jaw as he gave her asilent bow.



Areyou so anxious for your sister's honor, or to see her on the throne?wondered Magyana, brushing the
surface of hismind asec-ond time. The Afran Oracle might prevent mae heirsfrom ascend-ing the
throne, but it had never prevented one from ruling from behind it.

"I must spesk privatdy with Klia" said Idrilain, dismissng the others.

Night had fallen and Magyana retreated into the shadows between two nearby tents, waiting for the rest
of the assembly to disperse. Somewhere above the blanketing clouds, afull moon rode the sky; she
could fed itsuneasy pull as an ache behind her eyes.

When theway was clear, she dipped into Idrilain's tent again to find Klia bent anxioudy over her
mother, who lay dumped back in her chair, fighting for breath.

"Help her!" Kliabegged.
"Thero, fetch thedrysian,” Magyana caled softly.

The younger wizard emerged from behind an arras at the back of the tent, accompanied by the healer
Akaris. Thedrysian held a steaming cup ready in one hand, hisworn staff in the other.

"Get some of thisinto her," Akarisinstructed, giving the cup to Thero, then touched the Sllver lemniscate
symbol of Danahanging at histhroat. He placed his hand on the queen's drooping head and apae glow
engulfed both of them for afew seconds. She went limp, but her breathing had eased.

Thero and Klia carried her to the cot at the back of the tent and tucked heated stones in among the
blankets.

Idrilain opened her eyes and looked wearily up at the others. Thero offered the cup again, but after a
few sps sheturned her head away. "This must be settled quickly,” she whispered.

"Y ou have my word, Mother, but maybe Kor'sright,” Kliasaid, knedling beside her. "I'll look like a
child tothe Aurenfaie”

"Y ou'll soon teach them otherwise. Korathan was the only other choice, but held frighten them to death.”

"l understand. | just don't know what | can do that Lord Torsin hasn't tried aready. He knowsthe 'faie
better than anyonein Skaa."

"Not quite everyone," Idrilain murmured. "But Seregil would never go—not with Korathan—"

"Seregil?' Klialooked up a Magyana, darmed. "Her mind's wandering! He's still under ban of exile. He
can't go back."

"Y es, he can—at |east for the duration of your vist," Magyanatold her. "The lidsidrahas agreed to his
temporary return asyour adviser. If hewill go."

"Y ou haven't asked him?"
"It's been nearly ayear since he and Alec were last heard from,” said Thero.

Magyanalaid ahand on Klias shoulder. "Fortunately, we know someone who can find them. Don't you



think that red-haired captain of yours would welcome ajourney back to Skala?"
"Beka Cavish?' Kliasmiled dightly, understanding. "I believe shewould.”

Korathan and Aralain had accompanied Phoria back to her tent, where she sat slently over her wine,
waiting for word from her spy.

Korathan paced restlesdy, chewing on some thought he was not yet ready to share. Aralain huddled ina
fur robe beside the brazier, nervoudy clasping and unclasping her soft, ineffectual hands.

Since childhood Phoria had despised Ardain'stimidity and re-liance on others. Sheld have ignored her
completely if Araan had not been the only one who'd managed to produce an heir to the throne. Her
eldedt, Elani, was now atractable girl of thirteen.

"l don't understand why you're so opposed to this plan of Mother's" Ardain said at last, arching her
brows in that annoying way she had when she wanted to be taken serioudy.

"Becauseit will fail," Phoria sngpped. "The Aurenfaie insulted our honor with their Edict of Separation.
Now we're giving them another opportunity, and at the worst possible time. When we most need to
appear strong, we're seen running for help from those least

likely to giveit. Ther refusal will dmost certainly cost usMycena”
"But the necromancers—7?'

Phoriagave aderisve snort. "I haven't met the necromancer yet that good Skalan sted can't dedl with.
Weve grown too dependent on wizards. These past few years Mother's been ruled more and more by
them—first Nysander, and now Magyana. Mark my words, thisfool's gambleis her doing!"

Phoriawas nearly shouting by the time sheld finished and was pleased to see Ardain properly cowed.
Kor had stopped pacing, too, and was watching her warily. Womb mates they might be, but she never
let him forget who held the power. Satisfied, sheforced athin smile and went back to her wine. A few
minutes later, a soft scratch-ing came at the tent flap.

"Coméd" shecdled.

Captain Traneus stepped insde and saluted. The man was only twenty-four, considerably younger than
most of her persond staff, but he'd proven remarkably close-mouthed, loyal, and eager for
preferment—amost useful combination—and she'd groomed him as a second set of eyesand ears. In
turn, he had amassed a useful cadre of informants.

"l kept watch asyou ordered, General," he reported. "Magyana returned to the queen's tent under cover
of darkness. | so heard the voices of two men insde: Thero and the drysian.”

"Could you hear what was sad?'

"Some of it, Generdl. | fear the queen's hedlth is worse than we've been led to believe. And Commander
Kliais having doubts as to whether sheis equal to the task the queen has set for her." He paused, shifting
uncomfortably under Phorias probing gaze.

"Was there something more?' she demanded curtly.



Traneusfixed his gaze somewhere on the tent wal behind her. "It was difficult to make out the queen's
voice, Generd, yet from what | was ableto hear, Idrilain believes the commander isthe only one of her
children capable of carrying out the mission.”

Phoriasfingers clenched momentarily on the arms of her chair, but she schooled hersdlf to patience.
Much as the words rankled, she knew they would only strengthen her position with the others.
Korathan's face had darkened. Aralain was studying her fingernails.

"The queen plansto send Lord Seregil with Klig," Traneus added. "Apparently Magyanaknows where
to find him and that young man of his

"Mother's pet Aurenfaie brought back to hedl, en?" Phoria sneered.

"Dont be hateful," Ardlain murmured. "He was dways kind to us. If Mother didn't mind that he left when
the war began, why should you? It's not asif held have been any use asasoldier.”

"And good riddance!" Phoriamuttered. " The man was a sensud-ist and afop. He clung to rich young
nobleslike atick to adog's back. How much of your gold did he help spend, Kor?'  He shrugged. "He
was an amusing fellow, in hisown peculiar way. | imagine hell do well enough asan interpreter.”

"Keep aclose eye on my mother and her visitors, Captain,” Pho-riaordered.

Sauting, Traneus disappeared back into the night.

"Seregil?' Korathan mused. "I wonder what Lord Torsin thinks of that? He's more of your opinion, as|
recal.”

"l can't imagine Seregil's people will bein any hurry to welcome him back, either," Phoria agreed,
dismissing the matter. "Now, asfor thismisson of Klias, well want an observer of our own among the

"Y our man Traneus?" suggested Araain with her usud lack of imagination.

Phoria spared her awithering glance. "' Or perhaps we should be-gin with someone Kliatrusts, someone
shéll speak openly around.”

"And someone in a position to send dispatches,” Korathan added.

"Who, then?' asked Ardain.

Phoria arched aknowing eyebrow. "Oh, | have one or two peoplein mind."

2

An Unexpected Summons

Beka Cavish paced the ship's foredeck, scanning the western horizon for thefirst dark line marking
Skala's northeast terri-tories. It had been aweek since they'd rid-den out from Idrilain’'s camp; it might be

another before they rgoined Kliafor the voy-age south and she didn't take well to inactivity. She plucked
absently at the new gorget hanging at the throat of her green regimental tunic. The captain's brass seemed



to St more heavily againgt her chest than the plain sted crescent of lieutenant. She'd been perfectly
content leading her turma and they'd made a name for themsalves asraiders behind the enemy'slines:
Urgazhi, "wolf demons'—be-stowed on them by the enemy during the early days of the war. They wore
the epithet as abadge of honor, but it had been dearly bought. Of the thirty riders under her command
today, only haf had come through those days and knew the truth behind the silly ballads sung across
Skdaand Mycena, knew where the fallen bodies of their comrades|ay aong the Plenimaran frontier.

Theturmawas at full strength now for thefirst timein months, thanksto this misson. Never mind that
some of the newer recruits had only just lost their milk teeth, as Sergeant Braknil liked to say. Perhaps,
Sakor willing, they could be taught athing or two before they dl found themselves back in battle.

Lessthan amonth before, Urgazhi Turma had been dogging through frozen Mycenian svamps, and
even that was better than some fighting they'd seen.

Fighting across windswept sealedges, the waves red with blood about their feet.

Bekaleaned on therail, watching aschool of dolphinslegping ahead of the prow. The closer she came
to seeing Seregil and Alec again, the more the memories of their last parting after the defeat of Duke
Mardus rose to haunt her.

That brief battle had cost her father the use of hisleg, Nysander hislife, and Seregil his sanity for atime.
Months later sheld had aletter from her father, saying that Seregil and Alec had quit Rhiminee for good.
Now that she knew the reason, she wasn't so sure ar-riving with adecuria of riders was the best way to
coax them home.

She gripped therail, willing those thoughts away. She had work to do, work thet for at least alittlewhile
was sending her back to those she loved best.

Two Gullswas bardly large enough to merit thetitle of village. One poor inn, aramshackle temple, and a
dicer'sthrow of shacks clus-tered around alittle dent of aharbor. Micum Cavish had spent alife-time
passing through such places, wandering on his own or on Watcher business with Seregil.

These past few years held stuck close to home, nursing his bad leg and watching his children grow. Hed
enjoyed it, too, much to hiswife's ddight, but thisjourney had reminded him just how much he missed the
open road. It was good to find out that he still knew in-stinctively where to show gold and whereto
guard hispurse,

Five days earlier amud-spattered messenger had ridden into the courtyard at Watermead, bearing news
that the queen required his service and that of Seregil and Alec. It fdll to him to talk hisfriends out of their
sef-imposed exile. The best news, however, had been that hiseldest girl, Beka, was dlive, whole, and on
her way home from the war to act as his escort.

Within the hour, he was on the road with asword at his side and pack on his back, heading for avillage
he'd never heard of until that day.

Just like old times.
Sitting here now on abench in front of the namelessinn, hat brim

pulled down over his eyes, he consdered the task ahead. Alec would listen to reason, but awhole troop
of soldierswouldn't be enough if Seregil dug hishedsin.



"Sir, dr!" areedy voice cdled. "Wake up, Sir. Your ship'scoming in!”

Micum pushed his hat back and watched with amusement as his excitable lookout, alad of ten, came
scampering up the muddy street. 1t was the third such announcement of the day.

"Areyou sureit'stheright onethistime?' he asked, then winced as he stood. Even after aday'srest, the
scarred muscles behind his right thigh ached more than he cared to admit. The wounds|eft on aman by a
dyrmagnos went deep, even after the flesh healed.

"Look, Sr. You can see the banner,” the boy insisted. " Crossed swords under a crown on agreen field,
just like you said. There's Queen's Horse Guard aboard, all right.”

Micum squinted out across the cove. A few years back, he wouldn't have had to.
Damn, I'm getting old!
The boy wasright thistime, though. Taking up hiswaking stick, Micum followed him down to the shore.

The ship dropped anchor in deep water and longboats were low-ered. A small crowd had gathered
aready, chatting excitedly asthey watched the soldiersrow in.

Micum grinned again as he caught sight of a redheaded officer standing in the prow of the lead boat. Old
eyesor not, he knew his Bekawhen he saw her. She spotted him, too, and let out a happy whoop that
echoed across the water.

At adistance, it was easy to seethe girl sheld been when sheld |eft home to join the regiment, dl long
legs and enthusiasm. From here, she looked too dight to bear the weight of chain mail and weapons, but
he knew better. Beka had never been frail.

Asthelongboat drew closer, however, theilluson dissolved. A mix of authority and ease emanated from
her as she shared some joke with atall rider standing just behind her.

She haswhat she dways wanted, he thought with arush of bitter-sweet pride. Just shy of twenty-two,
she was a battle-scarred officer in one of Skalas finest regiments, and one of the queen's most dar-ing
raiders.

It hadn't given her airs, it seemed. She was out of the boat before it ground up on the shingle.

"By the FHame, it'sgood to see you again!" she cried, throwing her arms around him, and for amoment it
seemed that she wasn't going to let go. When she did finally step back, her eyes were bright

with unshed tears. "How are Mother and the children? Is Watermead just the same?™

"Weredl just asyou left us. | have lettersfor you. lllidsisfour pagesliong,” he said, noting new scarson
her hands and arms. Freckles still peppered her face, but two years of hard fighting had sharpened her
features, stripping away the last vestiges of child-hood. "Captainisit?' he said, pointing at the new
gorget.

"In name, a least. They gave me Wolf Squadron, then sent me and my turmahome. Y ou remember
Sergeant Rhylin, don't you?"



"I dways remember people who save my life," Micum said, shak-ing hands with the tall man.

"Asl recdl, it was as much the other way ‘round,” Rhylin replied. ™Y ou took on that dyrmagnos cresture
after Alec shot her. | don't think any of uswould be standing here if you hadn't.”

The comments drew curious stares from the bystanders and Micum quickly changed the subject.

"l only count one decuria here. Where are the other two?" he asked, waving ahand at the ten riders
who'd come ashore with them. He recognized Corpora Nikides and afew of the other men and women,
but most were strangers, and young.

"Therest salled with Klia. Well meet up with them later on," Bekatold him. "Thislot should be enough
to get us safely where we need to go.”

She glanced up a the afternoon sky, frowning dightly. "1t take awhileto ferry our horsesin but I'd like
to cover some ground be-fore nightfall. Can we get ahot meal in this place before we go? One that
doesn't include salted pork or dried cod?’

"I've had aword with the innkeeper," hereplied, giving her awink. "I think he can come up with dried
pork or salted cod."

"Solong asit'sachange," Bekasaid, grinning. "How long will it take usto reach them?”
"Four days. Maybe three if this good wegather holds."

Another look of impatience creased Beka's brow. "Three would be better.” With alast restless glance at
the ship, shefollowed him up to theinn.

"Whatever happened to that young man you wrote us of last year?' Micum asked. "That lieutenant
what's-his-name? 'Y our mother's beginning to get notions about him."

"Markis?' Beka shrugged, not looking a him. "He died.”

Judt like that?Micum thought sadly, sensing there was moreto the story. Ah, well, war wasaharsh
business.

The weather held fair, butthe roads grew worse the further north they went. By the second day, their
horses were sinking to the fet-locks as they plodded aong what passed for roads in this stretch of
wilderness.

Easing his bad leg against the mud-caked stirrup, Micum scanned the jagged peaksin the distance and
thought wistfully of home. Littlelllia, just turned nine, had been picking daffodilsin the pasture below the
house the day Micum |eft. Here, in the shadow of the Nimramountains, snow still lingered in dirty drifts
benesath the pines.

Bekadtill hadn't explained the exact reason for their journey, and Micum respected her sllence. They
rode hard, making use of the lengthening days. At night, she and the others recounted bat-tles, raids, and
comrades |ogt. Lieutenant Markis was not men-tioned around the campfire, so Micum madeit his
businessto get Sergeant Rhylin aside one morning when they'd halted to water the horses.



"Ah, Markis." Rhylin glanced around, making certain Bekawas out of earshot. "They were loversal
right, when they found the time. Cut from the same cloth, too, but hisluck ran out last autumn. Histurma
ran into an ambush. Those who weren't killed in the fight were tortured to deeth.” Rhylin'seyesgot a
pinched, distant look, asif he were squinting into harsh light. "A lot's made of what they do to our woman
soldiers, but | tel you, Sir Micum, the men fare just as badly. We found the remains—Markis hadn't
been among the lucky, if you take my meaning. The captain didn't speak for two days after that, didn't
eat or deep. It was Sergeant Mercale who fi-nally brought her out of it. Mercalle's buried more than her
share of kin over the years, so | guess she knew what to say. Beka's been fine since, but she never

gpesksof him."

Micum sighed. "I don't imagine she likesto be reminded. And there's been no one since?”
"No one to spesk of."

Micum had agood ideawhat that meant. Sometimes the body's needs overrode the heart's pain.
Sometimesit wasaway to hedl.

Theroad findly grew drier asit wended up into the foothills. By early afternoon of the third day, Beka
could see out over the tops of the trees behind them to the lowlands they'd traversed the day before.
Somewhere beyond the southern horizon lay the Osiat coast-line and the long ishmus that connected the
peninsular country of Skalato her mainland territories. Therest of Urgazhi Turmawere probably cooling
their hedsat Ardinlee by now.

"Y ou're sure well reach them today?' she asked her father, rid-ing beside her.

"The way you've driven us, we should get there before supper-time." He pointed out anotchin the hillsa
few miles ahead. "Therésavillage up there. Their cabin liesup atrack just beyond.”

"l hope they don't mind acrowd."

The sun was afew hoursfrom the western horizon when they reached the little hamlet nestled in the cup
of avalley. Sheep and cattle grazed the hillsides, and she could hear dogs barking in the distance.

"Thisisthe place" said Micum, leading the way into town.

Villagers gawked at them as they rode into the muddy square. There were no temples or inns here, just a
little shrine to the Four, festooned with faded offerings.

Just beyond the last cottage an enormous dead oak spread |eaf-less branches againgt the sky. A trail
wound up into the woods be-hind it. Following it for half amile or so, they came out in ahigh meadow.
A dream ran through it, and on the far Sde stood asmall log house. A wolfskin was stretched to dry on
onewall, and aspiky row of antlers of varying shapes and sizes decorated the roofline. In the kitchen
garden near the door, afew speckled hens scratched among the dead leaves. A little way off, abyre
sagged next to acorral. Half adozen horses grazed there, and Beka recog-nized Alec's favorite mare,
Patch, and two Aurenen horses. The chestnut stallion, Windrunner, had been her parents gift to Alec
during hisfirst stay at Watermead. The black mare, Cynril, Seregil had raised from acolt.

"Thisisit?' sheasked, surprised. It was peaceful. Rustic. Not at al the sort of place she associated with
Seregil.

Micum grinned. "Thisisit."



The sound of an ax came from somewhere beyond the byre. Ris-ing in the firrups, she cdled out, "Hello
at the housa!"

The ax fdl abruptly slent. Aningtant later Alec loped out from behind the byre, hisfarr, unkempt hair
flying around his shoulders.

Rough living had left him as shaggy and gaunt as held been the first time they'd met. Gone was the citified
finery held adopted in Rhiminee; histunic was as patched and stained as any stable boy's. HEd be
nineteen in afew months time, she redized with surprise. Half 'faie and beardless, he looked younger to
those who didn't know him, and would for years. Seregil, who must be sixty now, had looked like aman
of twenty for aslong as she remembered.

"| believe he'sglad to seeus,”" her father noted.

"He better be!" Dismounting, Bekamet Alec in arough hug. Hefdt asthin as helooked, but there was
hard muscle under the homespun.

"Ydanti bek kir!" he exclamed happily."Kratis nolieusi ‘'mrai? "

"Y ou spesk better Aurenfaie now than | do, Almost-Brother," she laughed. "I didn't understand aword
of that after the greeting.”

Alec stepped back, grinning at her. " Sorry. We've spoken amost nothing else dl winter.”

The beaten look he'd had back in Plenimar was gone; looking into those dark blue eyes, sheread the
sgns of something her fa-ther had hinted at in hisletter. Sheld asked Alec onceif hewasin lovewith
Seregil, and he'd been shocked by such anation. It seemed the boy had findly figured things out.
Somewhere in the back of her mind atiny twinge of regret stirred, and she squelched it mercilessly.

Releasing her, Alec clasped hands with Micum, then cast aques-tioning look at the uniformed riders.
"What'sdl this?'

"I have amessage for Seregil,” shetold him.
"Must be quite amessage!”

It is,shethought.One he's been waiting for since before | was born. "That's going to take some
explaning. Whereishe?'

"Hunting up on theridge. He should be back by sunset.”

"Wed better go find him. Time's running short.”

Alec gave her athoughtful look but didn't press. "I'll get my horse.™

Mounted bareback on Patch, he led them up to the high ground above the meadow.

Bekafound hersdf studying him again asthey rode. "Even with your 'faie blood, | thought you'd be more
changed,”" shesaid a last. "Do | look much different to you?"



"Yes" hereplied with ahint of the same sadness sheld sensed in her father when they'd met at Two
Guls

"What have you two been doing since | saw you last?"

Alec shrugged. "Wandered for awhile. | thought we'd head for the war, offer our servicesto the queen,
but for along time he just wanted to get asfar from Skala as possible. We found work along the way,
snging, spying—" Hetipped her arakish wink. "Thieving abit when things got thin. Weran into some
trouble last summer and ended up back here.”

"Will you ever go back to Rhiminee?' she asked, then wished she hadntt.

"I'd go," he said, and she caught aglimpse of that haunted look as he looked away. "But Seregil won't
even talk about it. He il has nightmares about the Cockerel. So do |, but hisare worse.”

Beka hadn't witnessed the daughter of the old innkeeper and her family, but shed heard enough to turn
her somach. Beka had known Thryis since shewas achild hersdlf, playing barefoot in the garden with
the granddaughter, Cilia. Cilids father had taught her how to carve whistles from spring hazel branches.

These innocents had been among the first victims the night Duke Mardus and his men attacked the
OreskaHouse. The attack at the Cockerel had been unnecessary, a vindictive blow struck by Mar-dus's
necromancer, Vargul Ashnazai. He'd killed the family, cap-tured Alec, and lft the cruelly mutilated
bodiesfor Seregil to find. In hisgrief, Seregil had set the place ablaze as afunerd pyre.

At thetop of theridge Alec reined in and whistled shrilly through histeeth. An answering cal came from
off to their left, and they fol-lowed it to apond.

"It reminds me of the one below Watermeed,” she said.
"It does, doesn't it?" said Alec, smiling again. "We even have otters.”

None of them saw Seregil until he stood up and waved. He'd been sitting on alog near the water's edge
and hisdrab tunic and trousers blended with the colors around him.

"Micum? And Bekal" Feathersfluttered in al directions as he strode over to them, still clutching thewild
goose he'd been plucking.

He was thin and weathered, too, but every hit as handsome as Beka remembered—jperhaps more o,
now that she saw him through awoman's eyesingtead of agirl's. Though dender and not overly tdl, he
carried himsdlf with a swordsman's grace that lent un-conscious stature. His fine-festured Aurenfaie face
was sun-browned, hislarge grey eyeswarm with the humor sheld known from childhood. For thefirst
time, however, it struck her how old those eyeslooked in such ayoung face.

"Helo, Unclel" she said, plucking abit of down from hislong brown hair.

He brushed more feathersfrom his clothes. ™Y ou picked agood time to come visiting. Thereve been
geese on the pond and | findly managed to hit one."

"With an arrow or arock?' Micum demanded with alaugh. Mas-ter swordsman that he was, Seregil
had never been much of ahand with abow.



Seregil gave him acrooked smirk. "An arrow, thank you very much. Alec's been paying me back for all
thetraining I've put him through. I'm admost as good with abow as heiswith alock pick."

"I hope I'm better than that, even out of practice,” Alec muttered, giving Bekaa playful nudgein theribs.
"Now will you tell uswhat brings you and adecuriaof riders clear up here?!

"Soldiers?" Seregil raised an eyebrow, asif noticing for the first time that she wasin uniform. "And
you've been promoted, | see”

"I'm here on the Queen'sbusiness," shetold him. "My riders know nothing of what I'm about to tell you,
and | need to keep it that way for now." She pulled a sealed parchment from her tunic and handed it to
him. "Commander Klianeeds your help, Seregil. She'sleading a delegation to Aurenen.”

"Aurenen?' He stared down at the unopened document. " She knows that's impossible.”

"Not anymore." Dismounting with practiced ease, Micum pulled his stick from the bedroll behind his
saddle and limped over to hisfriend'sside. "Idrilain squared things for you. Kliasin charge of the whole
thing."

"Therésnotimeto losg, ether,” Bekaurged. "The war's going badly—Mycena could fal any day now."
"We get rumors, even here" Alectold her.

"Ah, but thereés worse news than that," Beka went on. "The queen's been wounded and the Plenimarans
are pushing their way west every day. Last we knew, they were hafway to Wyvern Dug. Idrilain'still in
thefield, but she's convinced that an aliance with Aurenenisour only hope.”

"What does she need with me?"' asked Seregil, handing the un-read summonsto Alec. "Torsin's dedlt
with the lidsidrafor yearswithout my help.”

"Not likethis," Bekareplied. "Klianeeds you as an additional adviser. Being Aurenfaie, you understand
the nuances of both lan-guages better than anyone, and you certainly know the Skaans.”

"Givendl that, | could end up with neither side trusting me. Be-sdes which, my presence would be an
affront to half the clans of Aurenen.” He shook his head. "Idrilain actudly got thelidsidrato let me
return?'

"Temporarily,” Bekaamended. "The queen pointed out that since you're kin to her through Lord
Corruth, it would be an affront to Skalato exclude you. Apparently it was also made clear that it was
you who solved the mystery of Corruth's disappearance.”

"Alecand," he corrected absently, clearly overwhelmed by this news. "She told them about that?!

Before Nysander's death he, Alec, and Micum had been part of the wizard's network of spiesand
informers, the Watchers. Even the queen had not known of their rolein that until he and Alec had helped
uncover aplot againgt her life. In the process, they'd discov-ered the mummified body of Corruthi
Glamien, who'd been mur-dered by Lerans dissenters two centuries earlier.

"| don't supposeit hurt that your sister isamember of theliasidranow,” said Micum. "Word isthat the
faction favoring open trade is stronger than ever."



" S0 you see, there's no problem with al that,” Beka broke in im-patiently. If she had her way, they'd be
riding back down the moun-tain before sunset.

Her heart sank when Seregil merely stared down at his muddy boots and mumbled, "I'll haveto giveit
some thought."

She was about to press him when Alec laid ahand on Seregil's shoulder and gave her awarning look.
Clearly, some wounds hadn't healed.

"You sy Idrilanisdill inthefidd?' he asked. "How badly was she hurt?

"I haven't seen her. Hardly anyone has, but my guessisit'sworse than anyoneis|etting on. Phoriais
War Commander now."

"Isshe?' Seregil'stone was neutral, but she caught the odd look that passed between him and her father.
The "Watcher look," her mother called it, resenting the secretsthat lay between the two men.

"The Plenimarans have necromancers,”" Bekaadded. "1 haven't met up with any yet, but those who have
clam they're the strongest they've been since the Great War."

"Necromancers?' Alec's mouth tightened. "I suppose it was too much to hope that stopping Mardus
would put an end to dl that. Y ou and your people are welcome to make camp in the meadow tonight.”

"Thanks," said Micum. "Come on, Beka. Let's get your people settled.”
It took her amoment to redize that Alec wanted time adone with Seregil.

"l expected him to be hgppy about going home, eveniif itisonly for alittlewhile," she mused, following
her father down thetrail. "He looked asif held received a sentence.”

Micum sighed. "He did, along time ago, and | guessit hasn't really been changed. I've dways wanted to
know the story behind what happened to him, but he never said athing about it. Not even to Nysander,
asfar asl know."

A pair of otterswas frisking on the far bank, but Alec doubted Seregil saw them, or that it was news of
the war that had |eft him so pensive. Joining him at the water's edge, Alec waited.

When they'd finaly become lovers, it had done much more than degpen their friendship. The Aurenfaie

word for the bond between them wastalimenios. Even Seregil couldn't fully interpret it, but by then
theré'd been no need for words.

For Alec, it was aunity of soulsforged in spirit and flesh. Seregil had been ableto read him like atavern
date since the day they'd met; now his own intuition was such that at times he dmost knew hisfriend's
thoughts. Asthey stood here now, he could fed anger, fear, and longing radiating from Seregil in papable
waves.

"| told you alittle about it once, didn't 77" Seregil asked at last.

"Only that you weretricked into committing some crime, and that you were exiled for it."

"And for once you didn't ask ahundred questions. I've ways ap-preciated that. But now—"



"Y ou want to go back," Alec said softly.
"Therésmoretoit than that." Seregil folded hisarmstightly across his chest.

Alec knew from long experience how difficult it wasfor Seregil to speak of hispast. Even talimenios
hadn't changed that, and held long since learned not to pry.

"| better finish plucking thisgoose," Seregil said at last. "Tonight, after the others are settled, | promise
well talk. | just need timeto tekethisdl in."

Alec clasped Seregil's shoulder, then left him to histhoughts.

Aloneat last, Seregil stared blindly acrossthe water, feding unwel-come memoriesrising like astorm
tide.

the solid findity of the knifé's bloody handle clenched in hisfis—choking, suffocating in the darkness
—angry faces, jeering—

Bowing his head, he pressed his hands over hisface like an eye-less mask and sobbed.
3
Old Ghosts Stirring

An early half-moon was dready rising in the evening sky when Seregil returned. Bekas riders had set up
camp and had cook fires going. He looked for fa-miliar faces, wondering which decuria she'd brought,
and was surprised at how few peo-ple he recognized.

"Nikides, isntit?" he asked, gpproaching asmal group gathered around the nearest fire.

"Lord Seregil! It'sgood to seeyou again,” the young man exclaimed, clasping handswith him.
"Areyou dill with Sergeant Rhylin?'

"I'm here, my lord,” Rhylin caled, com-ing out of one of thelittle tents.

"Any ideawhat dl thisisabout?' asked Seregil.

Rhylin shrugged. "We go whereweretold, my lord. All | know isthat we head back down toward
Cirnafrom here, to meet up with the rest of the turma. The captain's wait-ing for you over at the cabin.
Just s0 you know, she'sin one hdl of ahurry to move on.”

"So | gathered, Sergeant. Rest well while you can.”

Bekawas sitting with Alec and Micum by the front door. Ignoring her expectant ook, Seregil tossed
Alec the goose and went to wash his handsin abasin by therain barrel.

"Supper smellsgood,” he noted, giving Micum awink as he sniffed the pleasant aromas wafting from the
open doorway. "L ucky for you Alec's the cook tonight, and not me."



"| thought you looked thin,” Micum said with achuckle asthey went in.
"Not quite your Whed Street villa, isit?' Bekaremarked, gestur-ing around the cabin's single room.

Alec grinned. "Cdll it an exercisein austerity. The snow got so deep this past winter we had to cut ahole
inthe roof to get out. Still, it's better than alot of placesweve been.”

The place was certainly afar cry from the comfortably cluttered rooms he and Seregil had shared &t the
Cockerdl, or Seregil'sfine Whed Street villa. A low-dung bed took up nearly aquarter of thefloor. A
rickety table stood near it, with crates and stools serving as chairs. Shelves, hooks, and afew battered
chests held their modest belongings. Squares of oiled parchment were nailed over the two tiny windows
to keep out the drafts. In the stone fireplace a kettle bubbled on an iron hook over the flames.

"I looked in at Whed Street last month,” Micum remarked asthey crowded around the table. "Old
Runcer's been ailing, but he gtill manages to keep the place just asyou left it. A grandson of his helps out
around the place now."

Seregil shifted uncomfortably, guessing that his friend had meant the statement as more than a casud
remark. The house was hislast remaining tiein Rhiminee. Like Thryis, old Runcer had kept his master's
secrets and covered histracks, enabling Seregil to come and go as he pleased without arousing
suspicion.

"Where does he say weve been all thistime?' he asked.

"By last report, you were at Ivywell, watching over Sir Alec'sin-terests and providing horsesto the
Skdan amy,” Micum said, giv-ing Alec awink. Ivywdl was thefictitious Mycenian estate bequesathed to
Alec by hisbucolic and equally fictitious father. This obscure squire had supposedly made Lord Seregil
of Rhiminee the guardian of hisonly son. Seregil and Micum had concocted both tale and title over wine
one night to explain Alec's sudden gppear-ance in Rhiminee. Given theinsignificance of thetitle and
locae, no one had ever questioned it.

"What's said of the Rhiminee Cat?' asked Seregil.

Micum chuckled. "After sx months or so, rumors began to go round that he must be dead. Y ou may be
the only nightrunner ever mourned by nobility. | gather there was asignificant lgpse of in-trigues among
that classin the wake of your disappearance.”

Here was one more reason not to return. Seregil's clandestine work asthe Cat had made hisfortune. His
work as one of Nysander's Watchers had given him purpose, while the public role hedd played as foppish
Lord Seregil, the only oneleft him now, had become increasingly burdensome.

"l suppose | should sdll the place off, but | don't have the heart to put Runcer out. It's been more his
home than mine. Perhaps I'll deed the house over to your Elsbet when she finishes her training at the
temple. She'd keep him on.”

Micum patted Seregil's hand. "It'sakind thought, but won't you be needing it again, one of these days?'

Seregil looked down at the big freckled hand covering his own and shook hishead. "Y ou know that's
not going to happen.”

"How iseveryone out at Watermead?' Alec asked.



Micum sat back and tucked his hands under his belt. "Well enough, except for missing the pair of you."

"I've missed them, too," Seregil admitted. Watermead had been a second home to him, Kari and her
three daughters a second family. They'd claimed Alec as one of their own from the first day the boy had
set foot in their house.

"Elsbet's till in Rhiminee. Shetook sick in the plague that swept through last winter, but came through it
whole" Micum went on. "Temple life suits her. Shei'sthinking of becoming an initiate. Kari has her hands
full with the two babes, but Illias old enough to help now. It'sagood thing, too. Ever snce Gherin
learned to walk he's been trying to keep up with hisfoster brother. That Luthas has the gift of mischief.
Kari found them hafway down to the river one morning.”

Seregil smiled. " Shades of thingsto come, I'd say, with you for afather.”

They chatted on for awhile, exchanging news and stories asif this were some casud vist. Presently,
however, Seregil turned to Beka.

"I suppose you'd better tell memore. Y ou say Kliasin charge of this delegation?”’

"Y es. Urgazhi Turma's been assigned as her honor guard.”

"But why Klia?' Alec asked. "She's the youngest.”

"A cynicd person might say that makes her the most expend-able,” Micum remarked.

"She or Korathan would be whom I'd choose, in any case," Seregil mused. "They're the smartest of the
pack, they've proven

themsealvesin battle, and they carry themsalves with authority. | as-sume Torsin will go, dong with a
wizard or two?"

"Lord Torsnisin Aurenen dready. Asfor wizards, they're as hard to sparein thefield as generalsthese
days, so she'staking only Thero," Bekareplied, and Seregil knew she was watching him for areaction.

And with good reason, he thought. Thero had succeeded him as Nysander's pupil after Seregil had failed
in that capacity. They'd didiked one another on sight and bickered like jealous brothersfor years. Y et
they'd ended up in each other's debt after Mardus had kid-napped Thero and Alec. From what Alec had
told him afterward, they'd kept each other dive through ahorrific journey, long enough for Alecto
escape before thefind battle on that lonely stretch of Plenimaran coast. Nysander's death had laid their
rivalry to rest, yet each remained aliving reminder to the other of what had been logt.

Seregil looked hopefully a Micum. ™Y ou're coming, aren't you?"

Micum studied ahangnail. "Not invited. I'm just here to con-vince you to go. Y ou'll have to make do
with Bekathistime out.”

"l see" Seregil pushed hisdish asde. "Wdll, I'll give you my an-swer in the morning. Now, who'sfor a
game of Sword and Coin? It's no fun playing with Alec anymore. He knows al my cheats.”

For atime Seregil was ableto lose himself in the smple enjoyment of the game, the pleasure made dl the



more precious by the knowl-edge that this moment of peace was afleeting one.

Hed enjoyed their long respite. He often felt asif held stepped from hisworld into the one Alec had
known before they'd met: asimpler life of hunting, wandering, and hard physical work. They'd found
enough mischief to get into aong the way to keep up their nightrunning skills, but mostly they'd done
honest work.

And made love. Seregil smiled down at his cards, thinking how many times he and Alec had lain tangled
together in countlessinns, by countlessfires under the stars, or on the bed Micum was cur-rently using as
aseat. Or on the soft gpring grass benegth the oaks down by the stream, or in the sweet hay of fall, or in
the pool on the ridge, and once, floundering haf-dressed in degp new snow under arecklesswaxing
moon that had broken their deep for three nights running. Cometo think of it, there weren't too many
spots around here where the urge hadn't overtaken them one time or another.

They'd come along way from thet first awkward kiss Alec had given himin Plenimar, but then, the boy
had always been afast learner.

"Those must be some good cards you're holding,” said Micum, giving him aquizzica look. "Careto
show usafew?It'syour turn.”

Seregil played aten pip and Micum captured it, cackling triumphantly.

Seregil watched hisold friend with amix of sadness and affec-tion. Micum had been about Bekas age
when they firs met—atall, amiable wanderer who'd happily joined Seregil in hisadventures, if not in his
bed. Now silver hairs outnumbered the red in hisfriend's thick hair and mustache, and in the stubble on
his cheeks.

Tirfaie, we cal them: the short-lived ones.He watched Bekalaughing with Alec, knowing held watch
dlver stresk her wild red hair, too, while hiswas still dark. Or would, Sakor willing, if she survived the
war.

He quickly kenneled that dark thought with the others baying somewherein the back of hismind.

They burned two candles to ssumps before Micum threw down his cards. "Wdll, | guess that's enough
losng for one night. All that riding'sfinaly caught up with me"

"I'd put you up in here, but—" Seregil began.

Micum dismissed his apology with aknowing look. "It'saclear night and we have good tents. Seeyouin
themorning.”

Seregil watched from the doorway until Beka and Micum had disappeared among the tents, then turned
to Alec, belly aready tight with dread.

Alec sat idly shuffling the cards, and the flickering light of the fire made him look older than hisyears.
"Now?" he asked, gentle but implacable.

Seregil sat down and rested his elbows on the table. "Of course | want to go back to Aurenen. But not
thisway. Nothing's been forgiven.”

"Tdl meeverything, Seregil. Thistimel wantit al.”



All? Never that, tali.

Memories surged again like adirty spring flood burgting its banks. Wheat to pluck out first from the
debris of his broken past?

"My father, Korit i Solun, wasavery powerful man, one of the most influentid members of the lidsidra.”
A dull ache gripped his heart as he pictured hisfather's face, so thin and stern, eyes cold as sea smoke.
They hadn't been like that before hiswife's death, or so Seregil had been told.

"My clan, the Bokthersa, is one of the oldest and most highly re-spected. Ourfai'thast lieson the
western border, closeto the Zengati tribal lands.”

" 'Fadeas?'

"Fai'thast. It means 'folk lands; 'home.’ It's the territory each clan owns." Seregil spelled the word out for
him, acomfortingly fa-miliar ritual. They'd doneit so often that they scarcely noticed the interruption.
Only later did it strike him that of al the words held poured out in his native tongue over the past two
years, that one had not been among them.

"The western clans dways had more dedlings with the Zengati— raids out of the mountains, pirates
aong the coadt, that sort of thing," he continued. "But the Zengati are clannish, too, and sometribesare
friendlier than others. The Bokthersaand afew other clanstraded with some of them over the years, my
grandfather, Soluni Meringil, wanted to go further and establish atreaty be-tween our two countries. He
passed the dream on to my father, who finally convinced the lidsidrato meet with aZengati delegation to
discuss possibilities. The gathering took place the summer | was twenty-two; by Aurenfaie reckoning that
made me younger than you are now."

Alec nodded. There was no exact correlation between human and Aurenfaie ages. Some stages of life
lasted longer than others, someless. Being only half faie himsdf, he was maturing more rgpidly than an
Aurenfaie would, yet he would probably live aslong.

"Many Aurenfaie were againg atreety,” Seregil went on. "For time out of mind the Zengati have raided
our shores—taking daves, burning towns. Every house dong the southern coast has afew bat-tle
trophies. It's atestament to the influence of our clan that my fa-ther got asfar with hisplan ashedid.

"The gathering took place beside ariver on the western edge of our fai'thast, and at least haf the clans
there had come to make sure he failed. For some, it was hatred of the Zengati, but there were oth-ers,
likethe Viresse and Rabas, who didiked the progpect of west-ern clans alying with the Zengeti.
Looking back now, | suppose it was ajustifiable concern.

"Y ou recdl me saying that Aurenen has no king or queen? Each clan isgoverned by akhirnari—"

"'And the khirnari of the eleven principa clansform the liasidra Council, which acts as amesting place
for the making of aliances and the settling of grievancesand feuds' " Alec finished, rattling it off likea
lesson.

Seregil chuckled; you seldom had to teach him anything twice, especidly if it had to do with Aurenen.
"My father wasthe khirnari for Bokthersa, just as my sster Adzriel isnow. The khirnari of al the
principa clans and many of the lesser ones came together with the Zengati. The tents covered acres, a
whole town sprung up like apatch of summer mushrooms." He smiled wigtfully, remembering kinder



days. "Entire families came, asif it were afestival. The adults went off and growled a each other dl day,
but for therest of us, it wasfun.”

He rose to pour fresh wine, then stood by the hearth, swirling the untasted contents of his cup. The
closer he cameto the heart of the story, the harder it wasto tell.

"I don't suppose I've ever said much about my childhood?' "Not alot,” Alec alowed, and Seregil
sensed the lingering resent-ment behind the bland words. "I know that, like me, you never knew your
mother. Y ou oncelet dip that you have three Ssters besdes Adzriel. Let's see: Shalar, Mydri,
and—who'sthe youngest?' "llina."

"lling, yes, and that Adzrid raised you." "Wéll, she did her best. | was rather wild asaboy." Alec
smirked. "1'd be more surprised to hear that you weren't." "Really?" Seregil was grateful for thisbrief,
bantering respite. "Still, it didn't much please my father. In fact, | don't remember much about methat did,
except my skill at music and swordplay, and those weren't enough most days. By the time I'm speaking
of, | mostly just stayed out of hisway.

"This gathering threw us back together again, and at first | did my best to behave. Then | met ayoung
man named llar." Just speaking the name made his chest tighten. "llar i Sontir. He was a Chyptaul os, one
of the eastern clans my father hoped to sway to our side. My father was ddlighted—at first.

"llar was..." The next part came hard. Just spesking the man's name aoud brought him back like a
summoned spirit. "He was handsome, impetuous, and aways had plenty of timeto go hunting or
svimming with my friends and me. He was nearly man grown, and wewere dl terribly flattered by his
attention. | was hisfavorite from the start, and after afew weeks the two of us began to go off on our
own whenever we could.”

Hetook along sip from his cup and saw that his hand was trem-bling. For years he'd buried these
memories, but with asingletdling the old fedings surfaced, raw asthey'd been that long ago summer.

"I'd had afew flirtations—friends, girl cousins, and the like—but nothing like this. | suppose you could
say he seduced me, though as| recdll it didn't take much effort on his part.”

"Youloved him."

"No!" Seregil snapped, as memories of slken lipsand calused hands againgt his skin taunted him. "No,
not love. | was passion-blind, though. Adzriel and my friendstried to warn me about him, but by then |
was S0 infatuated 1'd have done anything for him. Andintheend, | did.

"lIronicaly, llar wasthe first to recognize and encourage my less noble talents. Even untrained, | had
clever hands and aknack for skulking. Hed devise little challenges to test me—innocent at first, then less
0. | lived for hispraise” He glanced guiltily a Alec. "Rather like you and me, back when wefirst met.
It's one of the things that made me keep you at arm's length for so long; the fear of corrupting you the
way hedid me."

Alec shook hisheed. "It was different with us. Go on, finish thisand be done with it. What happened?”

Older than his years, Seregil thought again. "'Very well, then. One of my father's most vociferous
opponentswas Nazien i Hari, khirnari of Haman clan. Ilar convinced methat certain papersin Nazien's
tent would aid my father's cause, that | alone had the skill to sneak in and 'borrow' them." He grimaced,
disgusted at the green fool held been. "So | went. Everyone else was off at someritua that night, but one



of Nazien's kinsmen came back and caught me at it. It was dark; he must not have seen that it was a boy
he was drawing his dagger againgt. Therewas just enough light for me to see the flash of his blade and
the angry glint in hiseyes. Terrified, | drew my own and struck out. | didn't mean to kill him, but | did.”
Helet out abit-ter laugh. "1 don't suppose even llar expected that when he sent the Haman back.”

"Hewanted you to be caught?'

"Oh, yes, that'swhat al his attentiveness had been leading to. The 'faie sldom stoop to murder, Alec, or
even to outright vio-lence. It al comes down toatui, our code of honor. Atui and clan are
everything—they definetheindividud, thefamily." He shook hishead sadly. "llar and hisfdlow
conspirators—there were severd, asit turned out—had only to manipulate me into betraying the atui of
my clan to accomplish their end, which wasthe disruption of the ne-gotiations. Well, they certainly got
that! What followed was dl very dramatic and tawdry, given my reputation and my al-too-obvious

relaionship with Ilar. | wasfound guilty of complicity inthe plot, and of murder. Did | ever tell you what
the penalty isfor murder among my people?!

"No."
"It'san ancient custom caleddwai sholo."
""Two bowls?'

"Y es. Punishment is the responsibility of the crimind's clan. Thewronged clan claimsteth'sag againg the
family of the guilty per-son. If that clan breaks atui and does not carry out their duty, the wronged family
can declare afeud and any killing that follows is not considered murder until honor is restored.

"Anyway, for dwai sholo, the guilty personisshut up in atiny cell in the house of their own khirnari and
every day they are offered two bowls of food. One bowl is poisoned, the other not. The condemned can
choose one or refuse both, day after day. If you survive ayear and aday, it's consdered asign from
Auraand you're set free. Few manageit.”

"But they didn't do that to you."

"No." —the choking heat, the darkness, the words that flayed—
Seregil gripped the cup. "1 was exiled instead.”

"What about the others?’

"Thesmall cell and two bowls, asfar as| know. All except for llar. He escaped the night | was caught.
And held accomplished his purpose. The Haman used the scandal to wreck the negotiations. Everything
my family and others had worked decades to accom-plish was swept aside in less than aweek'stime.
Thewhole plot had hinged on duping the son of Korit i Solun into betraying the clan's honor. And you
know what?"

Hisvoice was suddenly husky, so husky that he had to take an-other gulp of wine before he could finish.
"Theworst of it wasn't thekilling or the shame, or even the exile. It wasthe fact that people | should have
trusted had tried towarn me, but | wastoo vain and headstrong to listen." He looked away, unable to
bear Alec'slook of sympathy. "So there you have it, my shameful past. Nysander was the only other
person | ever told.”



"And this happened over forty years ago?"
"By Aurenfaie reckoning, it's il last season's news.”
"Hasyour father ever forgiven you?'

"He died years ago, and no, he never forgave me. Neither did my sisters except for Adzrie—did |
mention that Shalar wasin love with aHaman? | doubt very many of my clan who've borne the burden of
the shame | brought on our name will bein any hurry to wel-come me back, ether.”

Taked out, Seregil knocked back the last of hiswine asimages from that final day in Viresse harbor
flashed unbidden through hismind: hisfather'sfurious slence, Adzrid'stears, the scathing jeersand
catcdlsthat had propelled him up the gangplank of aforeign ship. He hadn't wept then and he didn't
now, but the crushing sense of remorse was asfresh asever.

Alec waited quietly, hands clagped on the table in front of him. Stranded in silence by the fire, Seregil
suddenly found himself aching for the reassuring touch of those strong, deft fingers.

"So, will you go?' Alec asked again.

"Yes" Hed known the answer since Beka had first told him of the journey. Framing the question he
hadn't yet dared to ask, Seregil forced himsdlf across the bit of floor that separated them and ex-tended a
hand to Alec. "Are you coming with me? It may not be very pleasant, being the talimenios of an exile. |
don't even have aproper namethere.”

Alec took his outstretched hand, squeezing it dmost to the point of pain. "Remember what happened the
last time you tried to go off without me?*

Seregil'srelieved laugh Startled them both. "Remember? 1 think I've till got some of the bruises!”
Tightening hisown grip, he pulled Alec out of hischair and onto the bed. "Here, I'll show you.”

Seregil's sudden demand for lovemaking surprised Alec less than the wildness of what followed. Anger
lurked just benegth hislover'sfrenzied passion, anger not meant for him, but that still |eft a scat-tering of
small bruises across his skin to be discovered by tomor-row's sun.

Alec didn't need the heightened senses of the talimenios bond to tell him that Seregil wastrying to
somehow burn al memory of that hated first lover from hisown skin, or that it hadn't worked.

Locked swesaty and breathlessin Seregil's arms afterward, Alec listened as the other man's ragged
breathing dowed to norma and for thefirst time felt empty and uneasy instead of sated and safe. A black
gulf of glence separated them even asthey lay heart againgt heart. It frightened him, but he didn't pull

avay.
"What became of Ilar? Was he ever found?' he whispered at last.

"l don't know."

Alec touched Seregil's cheek, expecting to find tears. It was dry. "Once, just after we met, Micum told

methat you never forgive be-trayd," he said softly. "Later, Nysander told me the same. They both
believed it was because of what happened to you in Aurenen. It was him, wasnt it? llar?!



Seregil took Alec's hand and pressed the palm to hislips, then moved it to hisbare chest, letting him fed
the quick, heavy beat of his heart. When he spoke at last, hisvoice wasthin with grief.

"To give someone your love and trust—I hate him for that! For robbing me of innocence too early.
Spoiled and silly and willful as1 was, I'd never had to hate anyone before. But it taught me things, too:
what love and trust and honor redlly are, and that you can never take them for granted.”

"l supposeif we ever met I'd have to thank him for that, at leest—" Alec murmured, then froze as
Seregil's hand suddenly tightened around his.

"You wouldn't havetime, tali, before | cut histhroat."

4

New Journeys

Seregil found Beka done by the corra the next morning. "When does this expedi-tion of yoursleave for
Aurenen?’ "Soon." Sheturned and gave him an appraising look. Damn, she looked like her father. "Does
that mean you're coming?"

”YS,"

"Thank the Flame! Wé're to meet Com-mander Kliain alittle fishing town below the CirnaCandl, by the
fifteenth of themonth.”

"Whét route is she taking to Aurenen?’

"l don't know. Thelessinformation she gives out ahead of time, the lesstherell be for Plenimaran spies
to pick up.”

"Veywise"
"If we push, we can be in Ardinleein three days. How soon can you be ready?'

"Mmmm, | don't know." He looked around the place asif taking stock of somevast holding. "Isa
couple of hours soon enough?'

"If that's the best you can do."

Watching her stride briskly off toward the tents, he decided she had agood dedl of her mother in her,
too.

Alec dipped his black-handled dagger into his boot and settled his sword belt more com-fortably against
hisleft hip. "Don't forget this" Seregil took their tool

rollsfrom ahigh shelf and tossed Alec's over to him. "With any luck, well be needing them.”
Alec unrolled the black leather case and checked the dender im-plements stored in its stitched pockets:

lock picks, wires, limewood shims, and asmall lightstone mounted on a knurled wooden handle. Seregil
had made everything; these weren't the sort of tools you found in the marketplace.



Satisfied, Alec dipped it ingde his coat, whereit lay againgt hisribswith acomfortably familiar weight.
That left only his bow, some clothes, a bedroll, and afew persond effectsto pack. He'd never had much
intheway of belongings; as Seregil wasfond of saying, the only things of real vaue were those you could
take away with you in ahurry. That suited Alec and made packing asmple matter.

Seregil had finished with his own gear and was looking rather wistfully around the room. "Thiswasa
good place.”

Coming up behind him, Alec wrapped an arm around hiswaist and rested his chin on Seregil's shoulder.
"A very good place" he agreed. "But if it hadn't been this moving us on, there would have been
something dse”

"l suppose so. Sill, were spoiled with privacy,” Seregil said, pressing back against him with alewd grin.
"Just wait until we're trapped aboard some ship, cheek by jowl with Bekas soldiers. Y ou'll wish we were
back hereand sowill I."

"Hey in there, are you ready yet?' Beka demanded, appearing suddenly in the doorway. Seeing them
together, however, she hated uncertainly.

Alec jJumped back, too, blushing.

"Yes, wereready, Captain,” Seregil told her, adding under his breath, "What did | tell you?"

"Good." Beka covered her own embarrassment brusquely. "What about al this?' She gestured around
thelittle room. Except for their clothes and gear, the cabin looked much asit had last night. The firewas
banked, and clean disheslay drying on ashelf by the window.

Seregil shrugged and headed for the door. "1t'll be of use to someone.”

"He's ill not wearing asword?' Beka asked Alec when Seregil was gone.

"Not since Nysander's death.”

She nodded sadly. "It's a shame, agreat swordsman like that.”

"There's no point in arguing with him," Alec said, and Beka guessed from histone that thiswas a battle
he'd lost with Seregil more than once.

They set off a midmorning, following the road south.
Despite Seregil's miggivings, it fet good to be riding with Micum again. Every so often the two of them
would find themsalves out ahead of the others, and for awhileit waslike old times: the two of them off

on amission for Nysander, or pursuing some harebrained quest of their own for the sheer hdll of it.

But then the sun would gtrike silvery glintsin hisold friend's hair, or held catch sight of Micum's crippled
leg, tiff inthe stirrup, and Seregil's exhilaration evaporated again into atwinge of guilty sadness.

Micum'swas not thefirst generation held outlive, but it didn't get any easier with experience. In Skala,
among these Tir heloved, only the wizards endured, and even they could bekilled.



Now and then he caught Micum watching him with abemused expression that suggested he was having
smilar thoughts, but he seemed to accept the Stuation. It was Seregil who'd quietly drop back to find
Alec, like acold man seeking afire.

Theroads grew drier asthey turned west the next day, and the rolling plains were already thick with
crocus and ydlowstar. Trust-ing the clear nights, they rode long and dept rough, letting the horsesforage
asthey went.

Except for the number of troops they met, Seregil found it hard to imagine the terrible war that was being
waged on land and sea. Talk-ing with Bekas riders soon brought the redlity of the Stuation hometo him,
however. He recognized only four of Rhylin'stenriders: Syra, Tedlah, Tare, and Corpora Nikides,
who'd aged into aman since they'd met, aswell as acquiring ajagged white scar down hisright cheek.
The other sx were new to the turma, replacements for those who'd fallen in battle.

"Well, Beka, | dways knew you'd amount to something," Seregil said asthe group sat around thefire
their second night on the road. "Right hand to Commander Klia? That'samark of red favor.”

"It getsthem out of harm'sway for abit, too," Micum added.
Beka shrugged noncommittaly. "Weve earned it.”

"Wevelog alot of people snceyou last saw us, my lord,” Sergeant Rhylin remarked, stretching the
day's stiffnessfrom his

legs. ™Y ou recdl the two men who were planked? Gilly lost a hand and went home, but Mirn healed up
fine; he and Steb are in Braknil's decuria now."

"Welost Jared at Steerwide Ford aday after we got back,” Nikides put in. "And remember Kaylah?
She died scouting an enemy camp.”

"She had alover in theturma, didn't she?" asked Alec, and Seregil smiled to himsdif.

Alec had been more taken with the idea of soldiering than he'd ever et on and had formed quite abond
with Bekasridersin the short time they'd known one another in Rhiminee, and later during the dark days
inFenimar.

Nikides nodded. "Zir. He took it hard, but you have to go on, don't you? He's Mercall€'s corpora

"Sergeant Mercale?' Seregil looked up in surprise. Mercalle was an experienced old soldier, one of the
sergeantswho'd helped train Beka and then requested the honor of serving with her when she was given
acommand. "I thought you lost her in thefirst battle of the war?'

"So did we," replied Beka. " She went down under her horse and broke both arms and aleg, along with
afew ribs. But she tracked us down again before the snow flew that fall, ready to fight."

"Wewere lucky to get her back," said Corpora Nikides, " She fought with Phoriahersdf in their younger
days"

"She and Braknil have seen usthrough some dark days," Bekaadded. "By the Flame, their lessons have
saved usatime or two!"



Never one to waste va uable time, Seregil spent much of the journey drilling Alec and anyone el sewho
cared to listen on the clans of Aurenen: their emblems, customs, and most importantly, their effiliations.
Alectook intheinformation with al hisusua quickness.

"Only eleven principd clans?' hed scoffed when someone €l se complained at the complexities of
Aurenfaie palitics. "Compared to deding with Skaan nobility, that's no worse than your mother's market
lig."

"Don't betoo certain," warned Seregil. " Sometimes those eleven fed more like eleven hundred.”

Beka and the others also saw to it that Alec brushed up his swordplay. He was soon bruised but happy
to be reclaming his hard-won kills.

Seregil pointedly ignored the hopeful glancesthey cast in his di-rection during these sessions.

They met with columns of soldiers more frequently as they neared the coast and from them learned that
Plenimaran ships now controlled much of the Inner Sed's northeastern waters, and that raids on eastern
Skadan wereincreasing. Skalagtill held crucid control of the isthmus and cand, but the pressure was
mounting.

News of the land battles was more encouraging. According to an infantry captain they met just north of
Cirna, Skalan troops held the Mycenian coastline as far west as Keston, and had pushed east to the
Folcwine River. As Seregil had long ago predicted, however, the Plenimaran Overlord had extended his
influence into the northlands and was gradudly seizing control of the trade routes there.

"Have they taken Kerry?' Alec asked, thinking of his home vil-lagein the Ironheart Mountains.

"Don't know Kerry," the captain replied, "but I've heard rumors that Wolde's gone over to them."

"That'sbad," Seregil muttered.

Wolde was an important link in the Gold Road, the caravan route between Skala and the north. If the
P enimarans captured the north'siron, wool, gold, and timber at their source, it wouldn't mat-ter if Skaa
held the Folcwine; theréd be no more goods coming downriver.

They reached the isthmus on the third day and crossed the echoing chasm of the great Cirna Cand.
Following the Queen's Highroad west, they camein sight of thelittle village of Ardinleejust before sunset.

Micum reined in to take his leave where the road branched and Seregil felt again that gulf of change and
distance.

Bekaleaned over to hug her father. "Give my love to Mother and the others.”

"l will." Turning to Alec and Seregil, he grinned ruefully. "Since | can't comewith you, I'll just haveto
trust you three to keep each other out of trouble down there. | hear the 'faie are persnickety about
foreigners”

"I'll kegp that in mind,” Seregil replied dryly.

With afind wave, Micum turned his horse south and galloped away.



Seregil remained for amoment, watching his old companion dis-gppear into the evening's dusty haze.

Kliawas camped at a prosperous estate just south of the village. Riding through avineyard, they found
Sergeant Mercalle on guard at the front door of the house. She saluted Beka smartly asthey rode up,
then gave Alec awel coming wink. Despite her injuries she ood as straight &t fifty asthe young soldiers
on duty beside her.

"Well met, my lords," she greeted them as they dismounted. "I haven't seen you since that fancy send-off
you gave us back in Rhiminee."

Seregil grinned. "'l remember the early part of the evening, but not much later on.”

"Ah, yes" Shefeigned disgpprova. "Thanksto you, most of my riders were carrying sore heads the next
morning. Tell me, Sir Alec, do you recal the blessing you gave us when we were al pissed as newts?'

"Now that you mention it, | do seem to remember standing on atable, saying something pretentious as|
poured wine on people.”

"I wish you'd gotten afew more drops of it on me. It might have saved me afew broken bones,"
Mercdle said, rubbing her left arm. " Of those you splashed, only onesbeen killed. Therest aredl ill
with us. Y ou're aluckbringer, and no mistake."

Seregil nodded. "I've dways thought so."

They found Kliain alibrary on thefirst floor, poring over reports and chartswith severa uniformed
ades.

"Tdl himwe can't wait for his shipment,” she was saying when Seregil entered with Alec and Beka
"Therell be digpatch ships every few days. He can send it dong with one of them.”

Seregil studied her profile as hewaited for her to finish. Klia had aways |ooked more the commander
than the princess, but war had left its mark on her al the same. Her uniform hung loosely on her dender
frame, and faint worry lines bracketed her mouth when she frowned. A new sword scar cut acrossthe
tiny faded burn marks that peppered one cheek.

When she looked up at last and smiled, however, he saw that alit-tle of the girl hed known lived onin
her bright blue eyes.

"So you talked them into it, Captain?’ she said to Beka. "Well done. We sail the day after tomorrow.
Any trouble on the road?’

Bekagave her acrigp sdlute. "Just asore ear from traveling with Seregil, Commander.”
Kliachuckled. "I don't doubt it. | expect you want to see your sergeants, en? Y ou're dismissed.”
Sduting again, Bekaand the aides withdrew.

Kliawatched Bekago, then turned to Seregil. "I'm in your debt for wrangling that commission for her.
She's saved my life more than once.”



"I hear her turma spends more time behind the enemy than they do in front of them.”

"That'swhat comes of growing up under your influence, and her father's™ Kliacame around the table to
clasp handswith them. "I was afraid you wouldn't come."

"Bekamadeit clear that the queen had gone to some trouble to smooth my way with the lidsidra,”
Seregil replied. "Under the cir-cumstances, it would've been most ungrateful of meto ignore your
reques.”

"And for that | thank you," shereplied with aknowing look. Loya kinsman he might be, but asan
Aurenfaie, exile or not, he was not hers to command. "By the Flame, it's good to see you both! | take it
you mean to comewith us, Alec?'

"If you'l have me."

"I will, and gladly." She waved them to seats near the window and poured wine. "Asde from my respect
for your taents, it may prove favorable to have asecond ‘faiein my entourage.”

Seregil noted Alec's quiet flicker of amusement; Kliahad never mentioned his faie heritage before.
"Who eseisgoing? s Captain Myrhini with you?' he asked.

"She's Commander Myrhini now, promoted to take my placein thefied," Kliareplied with poorly
conceded regret. "Asfor an en-tourage, it will be asmall one. We've done our best to keep word of our
journey from getting out, since were till not sure what Plenimar's intentions are regarding Zengat. The

last thing we need isthem gtirring up trouble for Aurenen just when we want the liadsdrasfull attention.

"Lord Torsinisdready there. Urgazhi Turmawill be my honor guard and household; Bekawill serve as
alde-de-camp. | suppose she'stold you that Thero's coming as my field wizard?'

Like Beka, she stole aquick glance at him as she said this; she'd spent enough of her girlhood underfoot
at the Oreska House to know of the famousrivalry.

Seregil sghed inwardly. "A good choice. May | ask how you set-tled on him?"

"Ogtensbly, because the more experienced wizards are needed in the field.”

"And thered reason?'

Kliapicked up an ornate map weight and tapped it absently against her palm. ™Y ou don't walk among
swordsmen without a sword, but if your blade istoo big, they're insulted and mistrust you. If it'stoo
smdll, they scorn you. Thetrick isto find the right baance.”

"And if you can make alarge sword look smaller and less threat-ening, then so much the better?
Nysander aways claimed he was re-markable. A year with Magyanawill only have enhanced his
talents—perhaps even his persondity.”

Alec shot him awarning look, but Kliasmiled.

"He'san odd duck, | admit, but I'll fed safer having him adong. We'refacing agreat ded of oppodtion,
not the least of which isthefact that there are plenty of Aurenfaie who don't want us going any-where



except Viresse."

"Y ou mean that's not where were going?' Seregil asked, sur-prised. No Tirfaie had been alowed to
land anywhere except the eastern port since Aurenen had closed its borders.

"There's not much choice" Kliatold him. ™Y ou can practicaly wak acrossthe Strait of Bal on the decks
of enemy shipsthese days. We'reto land at Gedre. Do you know the place?’

"Very well." The name was tinged with bittersveet memories. " So we're to meet the liasidra there?”
Kliassmileintengfied. "No, over the mountains, at Sarikadi."
"Sarikai?" Alec gaped. "I never thought I'd see Aurenen, much less Sarikai!"

"| could say the same," Seregil murmured, fighting to retain his composure as awave of conflicting
emotionsraged through him.

"There is one more thing you ought to know," shewarned. "Lord Torsin has opposed including you."
The wordstook a moment to register. "Why?"

"He believes your presence will complicate negotiations with some of the clans.”

Seregil et out aderisive snort. "Of courseit will! Which means

the queen must have some very pressing reason for sending me against the advice of her most
experienced envoy."

"Yes" Kliaturned the map weight over in her hands. "As envoy to Aurenen, Lord Torsin has served my
family faithfully for three de-cades. There's never been any question asto hisloyaty or wisdom.
However, in dl that time, outsiders have never been alowed beyond the city of Viresse, which means
he's more familiar with that clan and their alliesin the east. It would be—understandableif hislong
association with certain khirnari might unconscioudy predigoose himin their favor. Thequeenand |
believe your westerner's point of view will prove avery vauable baance.

"Perhaps,” Seregil said doubtfully. "But asan exile, | have no connections, no influence.”

"Exileor not, you're dill Aurenfaie, dtill the brother of akhirnari. Asfor influence—" Shegavehima
knowing look. "Y ou know bet-ter than most in how many directionsthat can work. Y ou'll certainly be
Seen as having my ear. I'm betting that some Aurenfaie will see you as a sympathetic conduit. Alec, too,
for that matter.”

Thiswasfamiliar ground. "WEell do what we can, of course.”

"Besideswhich,” Kliacontinued earnestly, "therésno oneelsein dl Skaal'd rather have a my back
than the pair of you if things get complicated. I'm not asking you to spy on them, but you do have atalent
for ferreting out information.”

"Why do you think they're letting you come there, after dl these years?' asked Alec.

"Sdf-interest, | suppose. The progpect of Plenimar controlling Mycenaand perhaps striking abargain



with Zengat to the west has made a |east some of them reexamine their aliegences.”
"Has there been more news of the Zengat Situation?" asked Seregil.
"Nothing certain, but there are enough rumors flying around to make the lidsidranervous.”

"It should. Theworld'sasmdler place than it once was; it'stime they redized that. So, what isit that
Idrilain wants?"

"Idedly? Wizards, fresh troops, horses, and open trade. The northlands and Viresse are dready al but
lost to usand it's likely to get worse. At the very least, we need Gedre as an open port. The
es-tablishment of an armorers colony at the outer Ashek iron mines would be even better.”

Seregil ran ahand back through his hair. "By the Light, unless things have changed significantly from
what | remember, weve got

ahard task ahead of us. The Viresse will oppose anything that threatens their monopoly on Skalan trade,
and everyone e se will be horrified at the thought of a Skaan colony on Aurenfaie soil."

Flexing her shoulders weerily, Kliareturned to the paper-strewn table. "Diplomacy isalot like horse
trading, my friends. Y ou have to set your price high so they can beat you down to what you redly want
and il believe they got the best of the bargain.

"But I've kept you long enough and Thero isanxious to see you. A room's been made ready for you
updtairs. By the way, | took the liberty of asking your manservant in Whee Street to send down some
necessities. Bekasaid you two had been living rough up therein your hideaway." Shetook intheir plain,
mud-spattered clothing with acomic grimace. "l see now she rather understated the Situation.”

Sarikali. The Heart of the Jawd.

Alec repeated the magica name silently as he and Seregil climbed the stairs. Hed listened carefully to all
Kliahad said, but that one detail, and Seregil's shocked reaction, had captured hisimagination.

They'd spoken of Sarikali only once that Alec could recdl. "It's magica ground, Alec, the most sacred
of dl,"” Seregil had told him in the depths of along winter night. "An empty city older than the faie
themsdlves; the living heart of Aurenen. Legend saysthat the sun pierced the heart of thefirst dragon with
agolden spear, and that the eleven drops of blood which fdll from its breast asit flew over Aurenen
created the 'faie. Some of the stories say that Auratook pity on the dying dragon and placed it in adeep
deep beneeth the city until it hedlsand wakensagain.”

Alec had dl but forgotten the tale, but now a hundred images sprang up before hismind's eye, like the
firs ‘faiefrom the blood in the legend.

They found Thero at work at asmall desk in thefirst bedchamber at the top of the stairs. Of al of them,
the wizard had changed the most. The scruffy black beard was gone, and his curly hair was pulled back
inashort queue. Histhin face had filled out abit, and he'd lost his bookish pallor. His customary reserve
was dtill in place, but ahint of warmth in his pale green eyes made his gaunt festures somewhat less
imposing. HeEd even shed hisimmaculate robesin favor of the smple traveling garb Nysander had aways
favored.

It suits him, Alec thought. Hed seen glimpses of this side of the man during the dark days of their



captivity in Plenimar and was glad that Magyana had found away to cultivate it. Perhaps the sense of
compassion Nysander had dways hoped would balance There's great potentid was findly emerging.

Seregil wasthefirg to clagp hands with him. The two stood amo-ment, regarding each other without
speeking. Therivary that di-vided them for so many years had died with Nysander; what would fill that
void remained to be seen.

"Y ou've prospered,” Seregil said at last.

"Magyands aremarkable mentor. And the war—" Thero shrugged expressively. "Wadll, it'sbeen aharsh
but efficient training ground.” Turning to Alec, hesmiled. "I ride like asoldier now, if you canimagine
that. I've even lost my seasickness.”

"That'salucky thing, crossing the Osat thistime of year."

"Kliasad you've brought more information regarding my return?' asked Seregil.
"Yes" Thero'ssmilefdtered. "Thelidsdrahaslaid down certain conditions.”
"oh?"

"Asyou know, the ban of exile has not been lifted,” Thero replied with a briskness that undoubtedly
masked discomfort. "Y ou're be-ing dlowed a specid dispensation at the queen's request.”

"| understand that." Seregil sat down on the edge of the bed, hands clasped around one up-drawn knee.
"What'sit to be then? Branding me on the cheek, or just a placard around my neck read-ing, Traitor?"

"No on€e's branding him!" Alec exclaimed, darmed.

"I'mjoking, tdli. All right, Thero, lay out the terms.”

Thewizard clearly took no pleasurein histask. "Y our nameis sill forfet; you'll be known as Seregil of
Rhiminee. Y ou're forbid-den to wear Aurenfaie clothing or any other clan marks, including thesen'gai.”

"Fair enough,” said Seregil, but Alec saw amuscletightenin hisjaw. The sen'ga, atraditiond Aurenfaie
head cloth, was an integral part of Aurenfaieidentity. Its color, patterns, and how it was wrapped
denoted both clan and status.

"Y ou are banned from al temples, and from participating in any religious ceremony,” Thero went on.
"Y ou will be accepted as avoice of council on behdf of Skalabut have none of the common rights of a

fae. Finaly, you are not alowed outside Sarikali except to accompany the Skalan delegation. Y ou will
lodge with them, and

carry no weapons. Violate any of these and teth'sag will be declared against you."
"Isthat dl?No public flogging?"
Thero leaned forward with alook of genuine concern. "Come now, what did you expect?'

Seregil shook hishead. "Nothing. | expect nothing. What does I drilain think of dl this?’



"I'm not certain. These details arrived after 1'd |eft her in Mycena.”
"Then you have seen her since she was wounded?' Seregil pressed.

Thero wove aspell in the air before continuing. The change was o subtle that at first Alec couldn't figure

out what had happened. An ingtant later, he realized he could no longer hear sounds from out-side the
room.

"Between us as Watchers, | can tell you that we need to accom-plish the queen's purpose as quickly as
possble”

"ldrilainisdying, isnt she?" asked Seregil.

Thero nodded grimly. "It'sonly amatter of time. Tell me, what's your impression of Phoria?'

"Y ou've seen more of her than | havethis past year."

" She's opposed to our course of action.”

"How could shebe?' asked Alec. "If Kliasright, Skalaisn't strong enough to defeat Plenimar.”
"Phoriarefuses to accept that. Prince Korathan and a number of generals support her view, refusing to
admit that magic is asimportant aweapon as bows or swords. No doubt you've heard about the
Plenimaran necromancers?' The wizard's mouth set in ahard line. "I've faced them in the field. The queen
is quite cor-rect, but Magyanas convinced that Phoriawill abandon the plan as soon as her mother dies.

That'swhy she sent Kliarather than Korathan. He's an honorable man, but loya to hissgter.”

"Phorias been in the middle of things from the start,” mused Seregil. "How could she not understand
what she'sup agang?'

"At first the necromancers didn't seem much of athreat. Their numbers have grown, dong with their
power."

"Just imagineif they had the Hdm," Alec said.

A chill seemed to pass over the room as the three men recalled the glimpse they'd had of the power
embodied by the Hem of Seriamaius.

"Nysander didn't dieinvain,” Thero said softly. "But even without the Helm, the necromancers are
strong and without mercy. Phoriaand her supporters smply haven't seen enough of them to be-lieve yet.
| fear it may take atragedy to sway her."

" Stubbornness can be adangeroustrait in ageneral .”

Thero sighed. "Or aqueen.”

5

VIRESSE

S0, they are coming, and not by way of your city, Khirnari," said Raghar Ashnazai, turning hiswine cup



idly on the polished surface of the balcony table.

The gaunt Plenimaran's nailswere smooth and clean, Ulan i Sethil noted, watching his guest from his
place by the ba ustrade; this was a Tirfaie whose tools were words. Three centuries of trade with such
men had taught Ulan to be wary.

"Yes, Lord Torsin left to meet them yesterday,” he replied, turning his attention to the harbor spread out
bel ow the bacony. Silently he counted the foreign vessals moored there—more than two dozen today in
spite of thewar. How empty the harbor would be without them.

"If the Bokthersaand their dlies have their way, your great marketplace will not be so full of northern
traders,” the Plenimaran envoy went on, asif reading histhoughts.

Hewasn't, of course; Ulan would have sensed any magic and countered it with hisown. No, thisman's
power lay in astuteness and patience, not magic.

"It'strue, Lord Raghar," he replied. His old knees ached badly today, but standing alowed him to look
down at the Plenimaran, a position worth the discomfort. "It would be agreat blow to my clan and our
dliesif

the present routes of trade were changed. Just asit might be a serious blow to your country if Aurenen
joined forces with the Skaans.”

"Then our concernsare Smilar, if not our interets.”

Ulan acknowledged the truth of this, glad that he had not under-estimated whom he was deding with; as
khirnari of Viresse, hed dedlt with five Tirfaie generations from the Three Lands and be-yond. The
Ashnaza were one of the oldest and mogt influentia familiesin Plenimar.

"Andyet | am curious," he countered, keeping hisvoice neutrd. "There are rumors suggesting that
Plenimar needs no ass stance from anyone in their war againgt the Skalans—something to do with
necromancy, | believe?’

"Y ou surprise me, Khirnari. The practice of necromancy was out-lawed centuries ago."

Ulan shrugged gracioudy. "Herein Viresse we take amore prag-matic view of such things. Magicis
magic, no? I'm sure your cousin, Vargul Ashnaza, would say the same. Or would have, had he not
dready given hislifein the service of your Overlord's haf-brother, the late Duke Mardus.”

Thistime Raghar's surprise was genuine. "'Y ou are wdl in-formed, Khirnari."

"I think you will find most of the eastern clansare.” Ulan amiled, hisslver-grey eyes narrowing like an
eagle's. "Y our country has very long arms, we know better than to underestimate such aneighbor.”

"And the Skaans?'
"Asadlies, they would pose adifferent sort of threat."

"Far beyond athreat to Viresse's port monopoly, | think. Bokthersa clan's blood tiesto the Skalan
throne, for ingtance?"



Ah, yes, very astute indeed. "Y ou have a better grasp of Aurenfaie palitics than most, Raghar Ashnazai.
Mogt outsidersthink of usasasingle, united land ruled by the liasidrain place of aqueen or overlord.”

"Overlord Esmar understands that the eastern and western clans have different concerns. And that clans
such as Bokthersa and Bry'kha are looked on by many as troublemakers, too ready to mix with
foreigners”

"The same has been said of the Viresse. But thereis adifference. The Bokthersans are fond of
foreigners, whilewein Viresse..." He paused and looked directly at the Plenimaran for thefirst time,
let-ting ahint of his power travel dong thethread of their gaze. "We merely consder you—useful.”

"Then weare of smilar minds, Khirnari." Ashnazai smiled coldly through his beard as he pulled aseded
document tube from hisdeeve and laid it on the table. " According to my sources, Queen Idrilainisdying,
though few outside theroya circle know of it. I do not think shewill live long enough for Kliato
complete her misson.”

Ulan eyed the tube. "1 understand Phoriais aworthy successor.”

The envoy tapped the tube meaningfully with aringed finger and smiled again. "So one might think,
Khirnari, and yet there are cer-tain rumors suggesting arift between her and the queen. Rumorsthat even
now my people in Skalaare allowing to seep out into cer-tain well-placed ears. Even without this
information, there are some Skalans who do not welcome the idea of abarren queen. There are few
enough rightful heirsasit is. Just the second sigter, Araain, and her daughter. And Klia, of course."

"That would seem sufficient," remarked Ulan.

"In time of peace, perhaps, but in war? So much desth and uncer-tainty. Let us hope for Skalas sake
that their four gods guard these women lovingly, en?!

"| pray Auramay watch over their lives" Ulan retorted, turning away to hide hisrevulsion; how easily
these Tir turned to the expedi-ency of nation and outright murder. The brevity of their lives seemed
to engender a bruta impatience abhorrent to the Aurenfaie mind.

"I am grateful asadwaysfor your information and support,” he went on, till gazing out over the harbor.
Hisharbor.

"Y ou honor mewith your trust, Khirnari."

Ulan heard the scrape of the chair and the rustle of acloak. When heturned at last, Ashnazai was gone,
but the sedled tube still lay on the table.

Avoiding the chair the Plenimaran had occupied, Ulan eased painfully into the one opposite and
gtretched hisaching legs. At last he opened the tube and shook out its contents: three parchments. One
was a Plenimaran affidavit of sorts signed by someone named Urvay. The other two were Skalan court
documents apparently hav-ing to do with the treasury. Each bore the signatures of Princess Phoriaand
the late Skalan Vicegerent, Lord Barien. One of these dso carried the Queen's Sedl.

Ulan read them al carefully, then again. When held finished he set them down with asigh, wishing not for
thefirg timethat it was Skalaor Mycenalying so close across the Strait of Bal, rather than Plenimar.

That night Ulan sat again on the balcony, thistime entertaining three other members of thelidsidra. The



med had been cleared away and the wine poured. As was the custom, they sat in silencefor awhile,
watching the waning moon climb the canopy of stars. Two of Ulan's guestswerethere a hisinvitation.
Thethird had surprised them al with her unexpected arriva.

A fragrant breeze fluttered the ends of their sen'gal againgt their faces and lifted Lhaar alrid'sthin Slver
hair, revealing the tracery of Khatme clan marks on her wizened neck behind her heavy jew-eled

earings.

Her arriva that afternoon was amixed blessing. Because of her, Raghar Ashnazai's scrolls remained
tucked away out of sght in Ulan's study. The fact that the Khatme khirnari would travel so far to meet
with him might be interpreted by some asa sign of support, yet who could guess what any of that strange
clan was thinking behind their painted eyes and € aborate tattoos?

The others were adifferent matter. Elosi Orian, khirnari of nearby Golinil, was husband to Ulan's
daughter. Mdleable, and transparent as water, Elos understood how intertwined the interests of the
Goalinil werewith those of Viresse.

Old Gamyni Nemius, who'd come east from L hapnos bearing messages of support from hisown clan
and the Haman, was another matter. Theinterests of those two clans were more complex, and more
obscure, yet they had both voted against the impending dele-gation from Skala. What would have
happened, Ulan wondered, if the Skalans had not insisted on bringing the Bokthersan exile, Seregil i
Korit, with them? No matter, redlly. It would work to hisfa-vor at Sarikali.

"We meet under a propitious moon,” Elosi Orian observed cheerfully.

Lhaar alrid spared him acold glance. "The same moon shineson dl. Asl recdl, it was under Auras
Bow that the vote went againgt you at the liasidra.”

"Only that the delegation could come, nothing more," Gamyn i Nemius reminded her tersely. No doubt
his thoughts echoed Ulan's."Went against you,” she'd said, not "us." What is the woman do-ing
here?

"Judt fifty years ago the Skalans would have been given aflat refusad,” Elos observed. "Now we agree to
parley with them—and at Sarikai! That most certainly meanssomething.”

"Perhaps that the western clans are gaining influence,” Ulan said. "Their interests are not necessarily
competible with our own."

"One might say the same of Lhapnosand Viresse" Gamyni Nemiusput indryly. "Yet herel am.”

"L hapnos stands with the Haman, and the Haman stand against Bokthersa and the other border clans.
Therésno mystery there" Lhaar alrid stated bluntly.

Ulan smiled. "1 enjoy plain speech among friends. Perhaps you would explain where Khatme stands?!

"Inthemind of Aura, asaways. The Khatme have no love for Tirfaie of any sort, but the Skalans honor
Aura, under the name of Illior. Although they blaspheme by placing the Lightbearer with other gods, their
wizards are descendants of our own Oreska and continue to thrive. It presents us with agreat quandary,
one which neither the Lightbearer nor the dragons have yet clarified to our priests.”

Gamyni Nemius arched one greying brow. "In other words, you still have aleg on either sde of the



dile"

The clan marks on Lhaar alrid's face seemed to subtly rearrange themselves as she turned to him. "That
isnot at dl what | said, Khirnari."

The Lhapnosan's sef-important smile died on hislips. For along moment the othersfound it more
comfortableto return their atten-tion to the moon.

"Who can we be sure of, then?" asked Elos.

"Besides oursalves and Haman, with due respect to you, Lhaar, | think we may aso depend on the
Rabad," replied Ulan. "The Akhendi remain uncertain, but have more to gain from supporting open
borders. A few others must be swayed.”

"Indeed," the Lhapnosan murmured. " And who better than you to sway them?'

6
Leaving Home, Going Home

Thefollowing day wasfilled with final preparationsfor Klias voyage. A steady stream of baggage carts
and dispaich rid-ersraised clouds of dust aong the vine-yard road al morning.

Alec went with Seregil and Kliadown to the shipyard to ingpect the three vessels an-chored there.
Dressed in plain riding clothes and mounted on scrub horses, they passed unnoticed through the
waterfront crowds and onto along quay where a high-prowed carrack was moored. Sailors swarmed
over her like ants on a sweetmeat, wielding ropes and tools.

"ThisistheZyria. She'sabeauty, isn't she?' Kliasaid, leading them aboard. "And those two out there
are our escorts, theWolf and theCourser?

"They'rehuge!” Alec exclamed.

Over ahundred feet long, each ship was easily twice aslarge as any held been on. Their aft castlesrose
like houses in the stern. The rudders behind were as high as an inn. Square-rigged with two mastsand a
bowsprit to carry the red sails, their bulwarks were lined with shields bearing the flame and cres-cent
moon crest of Skala. These shieldswere bright with new paint and gilt work that did not quite hide the
scars of recent battles.

The captain, atdl, white-haired man

named Farren, met them on deck wearing anava tunic stained with pitch and sdt.

"How goestheloading?' Kliaasked, looking around with approval.

"Right on schedule, Commander,” he replied, consulting ataly board at his belt. "The hold ramp for the
horses needs a bit of work, but well have her ready for you by midnight.”

"Each ship will carry adecuriaof cavary and their horses” Kliaexplained to Alec. "The soldiers will
double as ship'sarchersif the need arises.”



"Lookslike you're prepared for the worst,” Seregil remarked, peering into alarge crate.

"What are those?' asked Alec. Insde were what looked like large pickle crocks sealed with wax.
"Benshd Fire" the captain told him. "Asthe nameimplies, it was the Plenimarans who discovered how
to makeit years ago. It'sanasty mix: black ail, pitch, sulfur, nitre, and thelike. Launched from abalista,

it ignites on impact and sticksto whatever it hits. It burnseven in water.”

"I've seenit," Seregil said. ™Y ou have to use sand or vinegar to douseit.”

"Or piss," added Farren. "Which iswhat those barrels under the aft platform are for. Nothing goesto
wagte in the Skalan navy. But we won't be looking for battle thistime out, will we, Commander?”

Kliagrinned. "Wewon't, but | can't vouch for the Plenimarans.”

Excitement left ahollow void in Alec's belly ashe and Seregil joined the othersfor afina supper in Skala
that night. They were dressed once more as Skalan nobility and Klia arched an apprecia-tive eyebrow.

"Y ou two look better than | do."

Seregil made her a courtly bow and sat down beside Thero. "Runcer's shown hisusual foresight.”
Opening their trunks the night before, they'd found the best of the garmentsthey'd worn in Rhiminee: fine
wool and velvet coats, soft linen, gleaming boots, doeskin breeches smooth asamaid'sthroat. Alec's

coatswere a bit tight through the shoulders now, but there was no time for tailoring.

"Will you be meeting the faie as Princess Kliaor Commander Kliawhen we arrive in Gedre?' asked
Alec, seeing that Kliawas il in uniform.

"It'sgowns and glovesfor me once we get there, I'm afraid.”
"Any newsfrom Lord Torsin?" asked Beka, noting astack of dispatches at Klias elbow.

"Nothing new. Khatme and Lhapnos are asinsular as ever, a-though he thinks he senses ahint of
interest among the Haman. Silma support isstill strong. Datsa seemsto beturning in our favor.”

"What about the Viresse?' asked Thero.

Kliasoread her hands. "Ulan i Sathil continuesto hint that they and their dliesin the east would just as
soon trade with Plenimar as Skala."

"With the Plenimaran Overlord openly supporting the resur-gence of necromancy?’ Seregil shook his
head. "They suffered more at the hands of the Plenimarans during the Great War than any other clan.”

"The Viresse are pragmatists at heart, | fear." Kliaturned to Alec. "How doesit fed, knowing we set sall
a dawn for the land of your ancestors?

Alec toyed with abit of bread. "It's hard to describe, my lady. Growing up, | didn't know | had any ‘faie
inmeat dl. It'sgill hard to comprehend. Besides, my mother was Hazadrielfaie. Any Aurenfaiel meetin
the south will be distant relatives a best. | don't even know what clans my people came from.”

"Perhaps ther hui*aur os could divine something of your lineage," suggested Thero. " Couldn't they,



Seregil?'

"It'sworth looking into,” Seregil replied with no great enthusiasm.

"Who arethey?' asked Alec.

Thero shot Seregil alook of pure disbelief. ™Y ou never told him of , the rhui‘auros?”
"Apparently not. | was only achild when | left, so | hadn't had much to do with them.”

Alec tensed, wondering if anyone else noticed the edge of anger in hisfriend's voice. Here were more
Secrets.

"By the Light, they're the—the—" Thero waved ahand, at alossfor words and too caught up in hisown
enthusiasm to notice the cool reception he was getting from the one person among them who might have
direct knowledge. "They stand at the very source of magic! Nysander and Magyana both spoke of them
with reverence, Alec, asect of wizard priestswho live at Sarikdi. The rhui‘auros are smilar to the oracles

of lllior, aren't they, Seregil 7'
"Mad, you mean?' Seregil looked down at the food he was not eating. "1'd say that's afair assessment.”

"What if they tell me I'm related to one of the unfriendly clans?* Alec asked, trying to draw Thero's
atention.

Thewizard paused. "That could create difficulties, | suppose.”
"Indeed," mused Klia. "Perhaps you should be circumspect in your inquiries.”

"l dwaysam," Alec replied with asmile only afew at the table fully understood. "But how could the
rhui‘aurostell who my ances-tors were?"

"They practice avery specid sort of magic,” Thero explained. "Only the rhui'auros are dlowed to travel
the inner roads of the soul.”

"Like the truth knowers of the Oreska?"

"The Aurenfaie don't have that magic, exactly,” Seregil inter-jected. "Y ou'd do well to keep that in mind,
Thero. The punishment for invading another'sthoughtsis severe.”

"My skillsin that direction are not particularly strong. As | was saying, the rhui'auros believe they can
trace a person'skhi, the soul thread that connectsusdl to lllior.”

"Aura," Seregil corrected.
"Being afull haf ‘faie, Alec, yours should be strong,” said Beka, following the conversation with interest.

"I'm not sure that makes any difference,” said Thero. "I'm gen-erations away from my ‘faie ancestors, yet
my abilitiesare equa to those of Nysander and the other old ones."

"Y es, but you're one of the few younger ones |eft who possess such power," Seregil. reminded him.



"If dl wizards have some Aurenfaie blood, do they know which clansthey're related to?" asked Beka

"Sometimes," said Thero. "Magyands father was an Aurenfaie trader who settled in Cirna. My line goes
back to the Second Oreska at Ero, with generations of intermarried mixed-bloods. Nysander's teacher,
Arkonid, wasfrom the sameline.

" Speaking of rhui'auros, Seregil, have you thought of visiting them yourself? Perhaps they could discover
why you have such trouble with magic. Y ou've got the ahility, if only you could magter it."

"I've managed well enough without it."

Wasit hisimagination, Alec wondered, or had Seregil actualy gone abit pale?
7

Striped Sailsand Fire

By dawn, theZyria and her escorts were dready well out to sea. Much to Alec's disappointment, Beka
had sailed aboard theWolf with Mercalle's decuria. He could see her striding around the deck, red hair
shining in the sun. They exchanged shouted greetings, but the distance and rushing sea made conversation
difficult.

Thero accompanied Kliaon their ship, and dthough Alec was happy to renew their ac-quaintance, he
soon began to sugpect that the wizard had changed less than held originally thought. Thero wasless
abrupt, to be sure, but il abit distant—a cold fish, as Seregil liked to say. Forced together in close
quar-ters, he and Seregil were soon sparring again, if not quite so bitterly as before.

When Alec remarked on this, Seregil merdly shrugged. "What did you expect, for him to somehow turn
into Nysander? We are who we are.”

They followed the coastline dl day, sailing afew miles outside the scattered idands that edged the
western shore.

Standing at therail, Alec scanned the distant sea cliffs and thought of hisfirst jour-ney here aboard the
Grampus, when Seregil

lay dying in the hold. The steep land between cliff and moun-tains showed the first green of spring, and
from hereit al looked peaceful—except for the red sailslike their own that began to appear with greater
frequency the further south they traveled.

Alec was @ therail again when they passed the mouth of Rhiminee harbor later that day. Gazing
longingly at the distant city, he could make out scores of vessals a anchor on both sides of the moles.
Beyond them, atop her towering grey dliffs, the upper city glowed like gold in the danting afternoon light.
The glass domes of the Oreska House and its four towers gave back aburning glare like points of flame,
leaving black spotsin front of his eyeswhen helooked away. Blinking, he searched the deck for Seregil
and found him leaning againgt the aft castle wall, arms folded across his chest as he gazed up at the city
he'd forsaken. Alec took a hesitant step in his direction, but Seregil walked away.

As Rhiminee dowly dipped from sight behind them, the three ships struck south east acrossthe Osiat
with afresh following wind. A growing air of tension hung over the three vessels as sallors and soldiers
alike kept watch for striped Plenimaran sails. As darknessfell, however, conversation grew freer. A



waning moon rose above them, spangling the waves with silver.

Seregil and Torsin retired to the bow with Kliato discuss negotia-tion tactics. Left to their own devices,
Alec and Thero paced the deck. They could make out the dark shapes of the escort ships sail-ing

abreast of theZyria afew hundred feet to either Sde. It wasacam night, and voices carried easily across
the water. Some unseen musician aboard theCourser struck up atune on alute.

Braknil and hisriders had gathered around the hatchway lantern on the foredeck. Spying Alec and the
wizard, the old sergeant waved them over.

"That'll be young Urien strumming away," he said, listening to the distant music.

When the song ended, someone aboard theWolf answered with thefirst verse of apopular balad.
A pretty young maid strolled down the shore, with naught but her

shadow beside her. Over in the bushes hid the farmer's lad and lustfully he eyed her.

One-eyed Steb produced awooden flute, and his comrades bawled the mel ody across the water.

Seb'slover, Mini, gave Alec aplayful jab with hiselbow. ™Y ou too good to sing with ustonight? Y ou're
the closest thing to abard here.”

Alec made him an exaggerated bow and took up the next verse:
"Oh, comewith me, my swest pretty maid,” the farmer'slad

sad he. "I'll make you my wife and keep you for lifeif only you'll lie
withme"

Mirn and young Mina hoisted Alec onto a hatch cover and helped lead the interminable randy verses.
Thero hung back by therail, but Alec could see the wizard's lips moving. When the song was done,
cheers and catcalls echoed from the other ships.

"Well now, isn't thisahard life?" Sergeant Braknil chuckled, lighting his pipe. "Were like abunch of
nobles off on apleasure voyage."

"I don't supposeit'll be much harder once we get to Aurenen,” aveteran named Ariani agreed. "As
honor guard, we'rejust dong for show."

"You'vegot that right, girl. After afew weeks of standing about on guard duty, we'll be happy enough to
get back to the fighting. Still, it's something to be the first to see Aurenen after al these years. Lord
Seregil mugt've told you something of it, Alec?

"He saysit'sagreen place, warmer than Skala. There was a song he sang—"
Alec couldn't recall the tune, but some of the words had stayed with him. " 'My loveiswrappedin a

cloak of flowing green, and wears the moon for acrown. And al around has chains of flowing slver. Her
mirrorsreflect the sky.' Therésmoretoit, al very sad.”



"Magic ismore common there, aswell," Thero added with mock severity. "Y ou'd al better mind your
manners, the 'pretty young maids might answer an insult with more than clever words.”

A few of theriders exchanged worried looks &t this.

"A drange land with strangefolk init," Braknil mused around his pipe stem. "As| hear it, they're handy
with their swords and bows, too. But you only haveto look at Lord Seregil to seethetruth in that. Or
did, anyway. And perhapsit's what makes you such afine archer, eh, Alec?’

"Morelike having an empty belly if | didn't shoot true.”
Someone brought out dice, and Alec joined in afriendly game. The

soldierswere agregarious ot and even managed to pull Thero into the circle despite hisinitia reticence.
There was much joking about the wisdom of dicing with awizard, but Thero managed to adlay their
worries by losing every toss. Eventudly people began to wander off to find their bedsfor the
night—some adone, somein pairs.

Alecfdt apang of envy as Steb dipped an arm around Mirn on their way below. Seregil had been
distracted by other concernslately, and the lack of privacy here hadn't helped matters. Stretching out on
the hatch cover, heresigned himsdlf to afew more days of abstinence.

To hissurprise, Thero joined him. Crossing hisarms behind his head, the wizard hummed afew bars of
the song, then said, "I've been watching Seregil. He seems apprehensive about returning to Aurenen.”

"There are plenty of folkswho won't welcome him."

"| felt the same, going back to the Oreska House that day we dl returned from Plenimar,” Thero said
softly. "Nysander saw to it that my name was cleared before he | eft that last time, but therelll always be
doubts in some people's minds as to how much my—" He paused, asif the words were as distasteful as
the memory. "How much my affair with Y linestra had to do with the attack on the Oreska House that
night. Even I'll never be certain.”

"Better to look forward than back, | guess.”
"l suppose s0."
They fdl dlent again, two young men gazing into the infinite mystery of the night sky.

The next few days passed quietly enough. Too quietly, in fact. Bored and at loose ends, Alec found
himsdf missing their lost solitude, just as Seregil had predicted.

Quarters belowdecks were too close for Seregil'staste, the air too pungent with the smell of oil and
horses. Curtained acoves had been hastily knocked together for the passengers of rank, but these
afforded little more than the illusion of privacy. Taking advantage of the fair westher, he and Alec clamed
asheltered section of deck be-neath the overhang of the forward castle. It was comfortable enough
there—for deeping.

Not one to stand on rank, Klialolled about with the rest of them, sharing tales of the war.

"l don't suppose you two would consider joining the Horse Guard?' she asked, giving Seregil and Aleca



pointed ook asthey

sat in the shade of the sail with There and Braknil. "Men with your talents are in short supply these days.
| could useyou.”

"l never expected it to last thislong,” Alec said.

"'Something's changed since the new Overlord took over," Kliasaid, shaking her head. "Hisfather kept
the treaties”

"This oné's been fed on tales of lost glories,” Braknil said around the stem of his pipe.
"By hisuncle Mardus, no doubt," Seregil agreed. "Still, it was bound to happen.”
"What makes you say that?' asked Thero.

He shrugged. "Peace followswar. War follows peace. Necro-mancy is suppressed, only to grow in
secret, until it burstslike aboil. Somethings are eternd, like the pattern of the tides.™

"Then you don't think alasting peace can ever be achieved?'

"It depends on your point of view. Thiswar will end, and maybe ther€lll be peace through Kliaslifetime,
perhaps even that of her children. But wizards and Aurenfaie live long enough to see that sooner or later
it al starts again—the same old pull and haul of greed, need, power, and pride."

"It'slike agreat whed, dwaysturning, or the changes of the moon," mused Braknil. "No matter what
thingslook like today, change is always coming, for good or ill. When | wasalad, new to the regiment,
my old sergeant used to ask usif wed rather live ashort timein peace or along timeinwar."

"What did you say?' asked Seregil.

"Well now, as| recall | always wanted more choices than that. Thank the Flame, | think | got 'em. But
it'struewhat you said, though | often forget it. Y ou and these two young fellows will see more turns of
that whed than any of us. Someday when you look in the mirror and see as much grey inyour hair asl've
got, drink apint to my dusty bones, won't you?"

"| forget sometimes, too," Kliamurmured, and Alec saw her study Seregil'sface, and then hisown, an
indefinable expression in her eyesthat was neither sadness nor envy. "I'll do well to keep it in mind once
we get to Aurenen, won't 1?1 understand negotiating with them is something of achalenge.”

Seregil laughed softly to himself. "Well, their concept of hurry-ing will certainly be different than ours.”

Alec was pacing the deck their third afternoon out when alookout suddenly shouted down, "Plenimaran
ship to the southeast, Captain!'

Seregil was up on the aft castle with Kliaand Captain Farren, and Alec hurried up to join them.
Everyone was scanning the horizon. Shading his eyes, Alec squinted across the water and found an
omi-nous shape againgt the late-afternoon glare.

"l seeher," Captain Farren said. "She'stoo far off yet to tdll if she's spotted us.™



"Isit the Plenimarans?' Thero asked, joining them &t therail.
"Timeto earn your keep," Kliatold him. "Can you keep them from seeing us?'

Thero thought a moment, then plucked aloose thread from his deeve and held it up. Alec recognized the
trick; he wastesting the wind's direction.

Satisfied, Thero raised both handsin the direction of the enemy vessdl and chanted in ahigh, faint voice.
Drawing awand of pol-ished crystal from the folds of his coat, he flung it toward the distant ship.
Glittering likeanicicle, it spun end over end and disappeared below the grey-green waves. Tendrils of
mist immediately curled up whereit fell.

Thero snapped hisfingers; the wand sprang out of the water and into hishandslike alivething, trailling a
thick rope of mist initswake. Pulled by the wizard's spell, heavy fog spread with super-natura speed
into athick bank that shielded their vessel from sight.

"Unlessthey have awizard of their own aboard, they'll think we're just abit of weether," he said, drying
the wand with the edge of his cloak.

"But we can't see them, either," said the captain.
"l can,”" Theroreplied. "I'll keep watch."

The ruse worked. Within haf an hour Thero reported that the Plenimaran ship had disappeared over the
horizon. He ended the spell and the fog bank fell behind them like a hank of wool torn from a digteff.

The sailors on deck let out acheer, and Kliagave Thero an ap-proving sdute that brought aflush to the
young wizard's cheeks.

"That'sas nice abit of magic asl've ever seen,” Farren called from the stern.

From across the deck, Alec saw Seregil stroll over to the wizard. He was too far away to hear what
passed between them, but Thero was smiling when they parted.

Shouts of landfall woke Alec at dawn the next day.

"Aurenen dready?' he said, scrambling from benegth the blan-kets. Seregil sat up and rubbed his eyes,
then rose to join the crowd aready gathered at the port rail. They could just make out a distant line of
low idands on the western horizon.

"Those are theEa'malies, the 'Old Turtlebacks,' " Seregil said, stifling ayawn.

Kliaeyed thedoselyingidands disrustfully. "A likely place for an ambush.”

"I've sent up extralookouts," Farren assured her. "We should reach Big Turtle by this afternoon. Well
put in there for fresh water, then it'sjust another day to Gedre.”

Thisday seemed longer to Alec than dl the rest put together. Bows dung ready over their shoulders, he
and Seregil took their turn on watch, scanning the surrounding water. In spite of Klias concerns,
however, they reached the outlying idands without inci-dent and set a course toward the largest.



Sitting atop the forecastle with Thero and Seregil, Alec studied theidands for signs of life. But they were
arid, little more than domed masses of pale, sun-baked stone scattered over with patches of sparse
vegetation.

"I thought you said Aurenen was green,” said Thero, clearly less than impressed.

"Thisisn't Aurenen,” Seregil explained. "No one clamsthem, readly, except sailors and smugglers. Gedre
isdry, too, asyou'l soon see. The winds sweep up from the southwest across the Gathwayd Ocean and
drop their rain asthey go over the mountains. Across the Asheks the green will hurt your eyes.”

"Sarikdi," Thero murmured. "What do you remember of it?'

Seregil leaned hisarms on therall. Though his gaze was on the passing idands, Alec could tell that his
friend was seeing another place and time.

"It'sagtrange, beautiful place. | used to hear music there, just coming out of the air. When it was over |
couldn't remember the tunes. Sometimes peopl e hear voices, too."

"Ghosts?" asked Alec.

Seregil shrugged. "We cdl themBash 'wax, the Ancients. Those who claim to have seen them aways
describe them astdl, with black hair and eyes, and skin the color of strong tea.”

"I've heard there are dragons there, too," said Thero.
"Just fingerlings, mostly, but they're common aslizards. The
larger ones keep to the mountains. A lucky thing, too. They can be dangerous.”

"Isit true that they're magica from the start, but that they don't develop speech and intelligence until
they're quite large?"

"That's right, which means you're more likely to bekilled by one the size of ahound than those bigger
than houses. Only afew of the fingerlings survive and they move up into the mountains asthey grow. If
you do happen to meet one of any size, awaystreat it with respect.”

"Then therésthekhtir'bai —" Alec began, but was interrupted by another warning cry from the lookout.

"Enemy vessels off the port bow!™

Jumping to their feet, they spotted two sets of striped sails round-ing apoint of land no more than amile
ahead. Alec's handstight-ened around his bow; the Sght of those sails brought back ugly memories.

"Something tells me they knew we were coming,” Seregil muttered.
"Are they showing the battle flag?' Farren called up to the lookout.
"No, Captain, but they've got fireslit."

"Run up the battle sandards!"



Sleek and fast aslion hounds, the great ships cleared the point and wheeled in their direction. Plumes of
black smoketrailed in their wakes.

"Too latefor tricks," said Thero, halfway to the castle ladder aready.
"At least we outnumber them,” said Alec.

Seregil shook hishead. "They're bigger, faster, and more heavily armed than our ships. And probably
crawling with marines”

"Marines?' Alec'smouth set in ahard line. Dodging through the throng of sailors and soldiers scrambling
to their posts, he led the way to the port rail and joined the line of archers aready positioned.

Sailors struck the mizzen, dowing theZyria to dlow the other shipsto engage the enemy first. Asthe
Wolf sailed past, Alec saw Beka among those hurrying around the deck with wegpons and jars of
Benshd Fire. Busy shouting orders, she didn't see the luck sign he madein her direction.

TheWolf was thefirgt to attack, striking one of the enemy vessels amidshipswith canisters of Benshd
Fire. Oily smoke billowed up, but the ship held its course and sent avolley of arrowsin return asit swept
past to bear down on theZyria.

On Alec'sleft, Mind shifted nervoudy. "Werein for it now."
"Archers at the ready!" Kliashouted from the forecastle deck. " Shoot at will!"

Alec chose aman on the foredeck of the enemy vessdl, drew the Black Radly's bowstring to his ear, and
released the first shaft. Not pausing to seeif it struck home, he drew one arrow after another and sent
them speeding across the water. Beside him, Seregil and the archers of Urgazhi Turmadid the same,
each setting their own grim rhythm asthe greet ship closed in on them.

Enemy shafts were flying around their ears now, thudding into the deck and the wooden shields mounted
ontherail. The hissing song of string and shaft was soon joined by the first cries of the wounded.

Asthe ship loomed ever closer, Alec spotted what appeared to be the bronze heads of some sort of
monster mounted below her fore-castle rail. The placement seemed too Strategic to be mere decora-tion,
but he couldn't imagine what they could be.

He was about to point them out to the others when Seregil |et out a startled curse and staggered back,
struck in the right shoulder by ablue-fletched Plenimaran arrow.

"How bad?" Alec demanded, pulling him to shelter againgt therail.

"Not so bad," Seregil hissed through gritted teeth, yanking the shaft out with surprising ease. Thethick
leather strap of his quiver and the mail beneeth his coat had prevented the head from piercing his
shoulder, but the arrow had struck hard enough to drive the metd rings of the mail through the shirt
below, leaving abloody dent in his shoulder mereinches from histhroat.

He handed the enemy shaft to Alec with awry grimace. " Send this back to its owner for me, will you?"

Standing up, Alec nocked the shaft and raised hisbow to take aim at the vessel looming over them now.
Before he could draw, how-ever, the bronze heads on the Plenimaran's port side suddenly spewed



streams of liquid fire. It struck the rigging overhead and fresh screams burst out. A sailor fell to the deck,
neck snapped like an oat stalk. Another hung tangled and screaming in the yards, sheathed in flame. Fire
crews clambered up with buckets of sand and urine to douse smoking holesin the sails.

Aboard the Plenimaran ship, marines jeered and waved.
"What'sthat?" cried Alec, ducking down in darm again.

"Bilairy'sBald" gasped Seregil, grey eyeswide with astonishment. "The Fire. They've learned to pump
it, the clever bastardd"

The two shipswere nearly pardld now, and Alec felt ajolt go

through the deck boards astheZyria's &ft ballistas launched their loads of canister. One struck the
enemy's mast; another exploded near her far rail, engulfing men in aspreading sheet of flame. Alec
quickly looked away, but as the huge ship swept past he saw more men burning in her wake. Taking
careful aim, he put three out of their misery before the ship carried him out of range. Taking advan-tage
of the momentary Iull in battle, hejoined the other archers gathering enemy arrowsto refill their quivers.

"Down, Alec!" Steb yelled, jerking him sideways just in timeto avoid agtrip of burning canvas. The
headsail wasin flames and coming to pieces asit burned. Overhead, sallorsworked frantically to cut it
free before the mast caught fire, while others on deck dapped flames out with wet sacking. The mingled
ginksof ail, piss, and burning flesh settled over the vessd inapdl of stinging smoke.

Coughing, Alec gave the one-eyed soldier aquick nod of thanks. Y ou know, | believe I'd rather fight
onland."

"Sowould |," Steb agreed.
Aboard theWolf, Bekaand the ship'scaptain, Y aa, were having Smilar misgivings. Thefirst Plenimaran

ship had dipped past too easily and was heading for Kliasvessdl. TheCourser turned in pur-sit, leaving
Wolf to block the second man-of-war aone.

Standing atop the &ft castle, they watched as the Plenimaran's striped sailsfilled the sky and heard the
sharp groan of her forward catapults. A sack of quicklime struck the forward castle, bursting to engulf a
knot of ridersin achoking grey cloud; asecond struck the mainsail, blinding severd sailorsand archers
perched inthe yards.

The screams of the maimed were terrible. Some of the archers positioned in the waist Sarted in their
direction, but Beka barked out, "Tell your ridersto hold their positions, Sergeant Mercalle. Stand and
shoot!"

"Stand and shoot!" Mercalle yelled, pushing men and women back into place.

But the Plenimaran ship was ftill coming at them bow on, pre-senting alimited target. TheWolfs bdlistas
sent jars of fireinto her rigging and prow, but she till came on.

"Shel'sgot aramming prow!" someone yeled from the shrouds.

"Hard about!" shouted Captain Yda.



The hemsmen threw themselves againgt thetiller, and the ship yawed, sending archers tumbling across
the deck.

The enemy catapults sang again, and spiked iron balls splintered

theWolfs forward mast and tore a gaping hole in the headsail. The ship shuddered and dowed, her falen
mast dragging over the side.

The man-of-war swept past, close enough for Bekato see the fierce, grinning faces of the black-clad
marines sghting down their arrows. Mercalesriders howled out their war cries and returned ahail of

arrows, aiming skyward to arch their shafts onto the higher deck. The forward ballista crews launched
morefirejars, but these missed their mark.

Asthe crew of theWolf watched in horrified wonder, bronze lion heads mounted under the Plenimaran
vessd'srail vomited streams of liquid fire that streaked theWolfs torn sails with flames. From bel owdecks
came the screams of panicked horses and the cries of the wounded.

"By the Four!" Beka gasped. "What the hell wasthat, Captain?”

Before Yaa could answer, ashaft buzzed past Bekas cheek and struck the woman in the eye. Clutching
at it, Yaasank to the deck with an agonized groan.

"She'srounding on us, Captain,” alookout warned. "And she's running up fresh canvag!”

"Prepare—" Y dadumped dowly forward, blood flowing down her cheek. "Prepare to repe—"
Trailing smoke from one smoldering sail, the man-of-war closed on them again with athick volley of
arrows. Pinned down in the shelter of the rail shields, the remaining Skalan defenders shot back as best

they could. A dozen or more bodies littered the deck, and Beka's heart sank as she counted three green
tabards among them. Spotting Mercalle and Zir near the aft castle, Bekaraced across the deck to them.

"Ydasdead. Have you seen the mate?'

The sergeant jerked athumb at the forecastle. "That first load of quicklime got him."

"They'refixing to ram!" the remaining lookout shouted down to them.

"Towhat?' called Bekaindam.

Everyone on deck had heard the warning, but there wasllittle that could be done about it now. Marten
and Ileah hurried over, support-ing Ileah's brother Orineus between them. The young rider's tabard was

stained dark around the broken arrow shaft in his chest. Beka could tell by his color that he was dying.
Kallien brought up therear.

The enemy vessd was amost upon them now, aiming straight for theWolfs waist. Another burst of fiery
liquid shot from the bronze heads as she bore down on the doomed carrack.

"Sakor's Eyes, the horses!" gasped Zir, face pae beneath his thick beard.

"Comewithme," ordered Beka, starting for the main hatch.



"No time, Captain!" Mercalle warned.

Thelast thing Bekaremembered before the whole world heaved under her feet was the muffled screams
of the horses.

Searching the deck for Seregil, Alec caught sight of Thero for the first time since the battle began.
Standing calmly on the forecastle deck, he raised his hands pams outward & the oncoming enemy vessdl.

A bright coronaof light flashed around him, obscuring him from sight for amoment. Alec was Htill blinking
when agreat shout went up from the crew.

The enemy ship was foundering crazily off course, her fallen sails sagging over her spars and deck. Fires
broke out and quickly spread, driving men overboard into the sea. TheCourser swooped down to finish
her off.

Alec scaded the forecastle ladder and found Thero sitting on a crate surrounded by grinning sailors.
"What did you do?' Alec asked, elbowing hisway into him.

"Turned their ropesto water,” Thero said hoarsaly, looking quite pleased with himsdf. "And rieved
them of this™

At hisfeet lay aheavy metd rod nearly six feet in length.

"Their rudder pin!" Farren exclamed. "Even with their rigging, they wouldn't get far without that.”

But their triumph was short-lived. TheWolf was sinking.

Clambering down the ladder again, Alec joined Seregil and Klia at the starboard rail. Ahead of them, the
Wolf listed in the shadow of the second man-of-war. The Plenimarans were showering the vessal with
arrows and liquid fire. The carrack's sails and masts were in flames, sending a great column of smoke
danting across the water. They could al make out figuresfalling or leaping into the sea from thettilting
deck.

"They've broken her back," Kliagasped.

"Hoist what sailswe've got,” Farren shouted to the mate. " Pre-pare the attack!™

The battle call traveled the length of the ship astheZyria headed for the embattled craft. TheWolf "was
going down fast.

"Bekasthere," Alec cried, staring helplesdy across at the foundering vessel. "Thero, can't you do
something?'

"Quiet. Heis" sad Seregil. "Givehimtime.”

Thero stood alittle apart from them, eyes squeezed shut. Sweat poured down the wizard'sface as he
clenched his handstogether in front of him. Then histhin lips curved up in asmileand he let out asmall
grunt of satisfaction. Without opening his eyes, he chanted softly under his breath and wove a series of
symbolsontheair.

"Ah, good choice, that,” Seregil murmured approvingly.



"What?What isit?' demanded Alec.
Seregil pointed acrossto the enemy vessdl. "Watch. This should beimpressive.”

Aningtant later ahuge ball of fire erupted from the belly of the Plenimaran ship. Flamesfar fiercer than
those aboard the doomedWolf burst from every hatch, quickly engulfing everything above the waterline,

"Beautiful!" Seregil crowed, thumping Thero on the back. "Y ou've dways had away with fire. How did
youdoit?'

The wizard opened his eyes and expelled a pent-up breath. "Her hold was full of Benshal Fire. | merely
concentrated on that until it exploded. The rest took care of itself."

Leaving theCourser to her work, theZyria sailed on for theWolf. The broken carrack was rolling dowly
onto itssde, walowing in the swells. Sheets of oily flame spread out from her smashed hull.

"Comeon, come on!™ Seregil hissed, hanging over therail to scan the debris surrounding the wreck.
Besde him, Alec did the same, praying to find Bekaamong theliving. All too quickly, dark forms
resolved into bodies, some charred beyond recognition, oth-ersfighting to stay afloat and crying out for
help. A few horses—too few—churned in circles, screaming in panic.

"All boats away," the captain ordered. "Quick now, before the sharks get them."”

Seregil and Alec ran for the nearest longboat being lowered over the sde. When it smacked own in the
water with ajolt, they took the prow seats, searching the waves while the sailors pulled the oars.

"There's someone, over thereto theright,” Alec cdled to the oarsmen, pointing the way. The boat
legped forward, closing the distance between them and a struggling Skaan sailor.

They were within ten feet of him when a huge shape broke the surface and dragged the man under. For
one awful instant, Alec looked into the doomed man'swild eyes, and the shark's soulless black one. Then
they were gone.

"Maker's Mercy!" he gasped, rocking back on hishedls.

"Poor old Almin," someone said behind him, and the sailors rowed harder.

L eaving the dead to the sea, they rounded theWolf's stern and found severa people clinging to abroken
Spar.

"That'sMercalel" Alec exclamed.

The sergeant and two of her riders were supporting another be-tween them. Alec recognized the sodden
mass of red hair even be-fore they had her al the way into the boat. Beka's face was white as milk
except for agash across her right temple.

"O Ddna, let her bedive" he muttered, feding for apulse at her throst.

"Sheis," Mercdletold him through chattering teeth. " She needs aheder, though, and soon.”



The other riders|ooked only dightly better. Ilesh was weeping silently, her face amask of grief. Sitting
close on ether sde of her in the bottom of the boat, Zir and Marten were chilled but apparently unhurt.

"It'sher brother,” Zir told him, putting an arm around lleah. "He was dead before the bastards rammed
us. How'sthe cgptain?' He looked anxioudy at Beka.

Bent over Bekas gill form, Seregil did not look up as he replied, "Too soon to tell.”

Aboard theZyria, they carried Beka below to one of the little cab-ins. Groans and screams came up
from the hold, where the wounded sailors had been laid out. The stink of blood and Bensha Fire hung
srong onthe galeair.

While Alec went in search of the ship'sdrysian, Seregil stripped off Beka's sodden clothes. Hed done

the same when she was a child, but she was a child no more. For once, he was glad of Alec's absence.
Surprised at his own embarrassment, he finished as quickly as he could and wrapped her in blankets. It
hadn't been only her brief nakedness that was discomforting but the number of battle scars marring her

palefreckled body.

That sort of thing had never bothered him before, not even with Alec. Sitting on the floor besde Beka
now, though, he rested his head in his hands, fighting down guilt and grief. Hed been thefirgt after Micum
to hold Bekain hisarms at her birth; he'd carried her on his shoulders, carved toy swords and horses for
her, helped teach her to ride and how to fight dirty.

And got her the commission that put her here, unconscious, scarred, and bloody, he thought dismally.
Thank the Light | never had any children of my own.

Thedrysan arrived at last, Alec on hishedswith abasin of seaming water.
"' She was thrown when the enemy ship rammed hers," he said, watching asthe heder set to work.

"Yes, yes, Alec'stold meadl about it," Lieus said impatiently, sponging blood from the ragged wound.
"Shetook abad knock, al right. Still, the cut didn't go deep, thank the Maker. Shelll wake upinawhile
with quite a headache, and probably some sickness. There's nothing for it now but to clean her up, keep
her warm, and let her deep. Y ou two clear out; you'rejust in my way here." He jerked athumb at
Seregil. "I'll seeto your shoulder later. Arrow, wasit?'

“Itsnothing”

The drysian grunted, then tossed Alec asmall jar. "Wash hiswound and keep some of thison it until the
scab dries. I've seen wounds like that go putrid aweek later. Y ou don't want to lose your sword arm,
now, do you, my lord?"

On deck, they found Kliabusy taking stock of the situation. TheCourser had finished with the other
Plenimaran vessal and now rode at anchor nearby.

"You heard him," Alec ordered, mimicking the drysian's gruff tone. "L et me see what that arrow did to
you."

The cutsfrom the mail rings were gill 0ozing, and the whole areawas dark and swollen. Now that the
excitement of the crisswas over, Seregil was surprised a how much it hurt. Alec heped him re-move
the mail shirt and set about dressing the wound, histouch as sure and gentle asany heder's.



Those same hands were drawing abow not so long ago, Seregil reflected with another stab of guilt. Alec
had never killed aman be-fore they'd met, and probably never would have if he'd been left to his
trgpping and wandering. Life changes, he mused,and life changes us.

The soft afternoon breeze off the idands carried a sun~warmed mingling of scents he hadn't known for
nearly forty years: wild mint and oregano, footcatch cedar, and fragrant powder vine. Hed last visited
these idands afew months before his banishment. Looking across the water to Big Turtle, he could
amogt see hisyounger sdf jumping across the rocks, diving fish-naked in the coves with hisfriends—a
slly, sdf-involved boy who'd had no ideawhat immen-gity of painlay just over the horizon of his short
life

Lifechangesusadll.

Kliaclimbed on anearby hatch, till wearing her filthy green bat-tle tabard. Braknil and Mercdlesriders
gathered on the deck in front of her as she began to take stock.

"Who do you have left, Sergeant Mercale?' Seregil heard her ask.

"Fiveriders and my corpora, Commander,” the woman replied, betraying no emotion. Behind her, Zir
and the other looked bedrag-gled and dispirited. Most appeared unhurt, athough the lute player, Urien,
was cradling a bandaged hand against his chest. "We've lost most of our wegpons, though, and the
horses."

"Those can be replaced. Riders can't,” Kliareplied brusquely. "And you, Braknil ?"

"No deaths, Commander, but Orandin and Adiswere badly burned by those damned fire streams.”

Kliadgghed. "Well leave them in Gedreif the khirnari is agreegble.”

Spotting Seregil, shewaved him over. "What did you make of that?"

"That they were expecting us" hetold her.

Kliascowled. "And | thought we'd been so careful.”

Theinformation didn't necessarily come from Skala, he thought, but kept the thought to himself for the
timebeng.

"Can we make Gedre without stopping for water?' she asked the captain.

"Y es, Commander. But it will be dark by the time we've run up the new sail. Plenty of timeto send
landing crews over to fill some casks.”

Kliarubbed the back of her neck wearily. "If those ships were waiting to ambush us, then they knew
why we were going to theis-land. They could have ambusherswaiting at the spring. I've had enough
surprisesfor one day. | say we push on to Gedre."

No one dept that night, or spoke above awhisper asthey sailed on under the dark new moon. Every
lantern was extinguished, and Thero stood guard on the rear castle with the captain and Klia, ready to
weave whatever magic they needed to evade notice.



The groans of the wounded came up from belowdecks like the voices of ghosts. Alec and Seregil
ventured down every hour or so to check on Beka When shewoke at last, shewas so ill that she
or-dered them to go away and leave her in peace.

"That'sagood sign,” Seregil noted as they made their way up to the bow. " Shell be well enough in aday
or two."

Perched on alarge coil of rope behind the bowsprit, they settled in to scan the starlit waters ahead for
any gn of enemy lightsor salls.

"She's lucky she wasn't burned,” Alec said as another agonized cry floated up to them over the rush of
the water.

Seregil said nothing, hisface logt in shadow. At last he pointed up to the dark moon, just visible over the
western horizon. "At least the moon's on our side tonight. Most 'faie call the dark moonEbraha Rabds,
the Traitor's Moon. Where we're headed, she's calledAstha Noliena.”

" 'Lucky black pearl,'" Alec trandated. "Why'sthat?" Seregil turned to give him ahumorless grin.
"Smuggling's acom-mon sideline where I'm from, ever since the Edict closed Gedre asalegd port.
Viresseisalong way off from landlocked Bokthersa; much smpler to head up to Gedre for the 'fishing.'
My uncle, Akaien i Solun, used to bring my ssters and me dong with him sometimes. On nightslikethis
we'd sail out in fishing boats with our goods hidden under the netsto meet Skaan trade ships.” "I thought
you told me heisaswordsmith?' "Heis, but as he used to say, '‘Bad laws make good rogues.' " "So
you're not thefirst nightrunner in your family after dl." Seregil smiled. "1 suppose nat, though smuggling's
practicaly an honorable trade here now. Gedre was a thriving trade port once, but when the lidsidra
closed the borders she began to die. She's been dowly withering ever snce—along with Akhendi—the
fai'thast on the other side of the mountains. For centuries the northern trade routes were their life's blood.
Klias misson represents agreat hope for them.”

And for you, tdi,Alec thought, sending up asilent prayer to the Four for their mutua success.
8
Gedre

The next morning, Seregil watched the port town of Gedre gppear out of the thin mistslike afamiliar
dream just reemembered. Her white domes shone in the bright morning light. Beyond them, brown hills
patched with green rose like mounting wavesto the feet of the jagged Ashek pesks—the Wall of
Aurenen, Drag-on Home. He was probably the only one aboard who noted the scattering of ruins above
thetown, likealine of dried foam left in the tides wake.

A land breeze swept the scent of the place across the water: tender spring sweetgrass, cooking smoke,
sun-warmed stone, and tem-pleincense.

Closing hiseyes, herecdled other dawns, skimming into this harbor in alittle skiff laden with foreign
goods. He could amost fed his uncle's big hand on his shoulder, smell the salt and smoke and sweat on
the man's skin. It had been Akaien i Solun who'd given him the praise he never seemed to meritin his
own father'shouse." You're a good bargainer, Seregil. | never thought you'd talk that merchant up
to such a price for my swords" or"Well steered, my boy. You've learned your stars since our last
voyage."



Hisfather was gone, but so was his clam on thisland. Reaching up, he touched the lump Corruth'sring
made, hanging inside his somber grey surcoat. Only he and Alec knew it was there; the rest of the world
saw only the flame and crescent emblem on aheavy slver chain on hisbreast, Sgnifying hisrank among
Klias entourage. For now, it was best that thisbe all that they see, these strangers who were once his

people.

He knew the others were watching him and kept hisfaceto shore, letting thewind cool the stinging
behind his eyes as he watched the boats of Gedre put out from shore to welcome them.

Alec's heart beat faster as he watched the little vessal's skimming across the waves under their colorful
lateen sailsto greet theZyria and her remaining escort.

Heleaned over therail, waving to the half-naked sailors. They wore only asort of short kilt around their
dim hips, regardless of age or gender. Skimming in past the larger ships prows, they laughed and waved,
their long dark hair streaming in the breeze.

Severd of Bekasriderslet out appreciative whistles.

"By the Light!" murmured Thero, eyes widening as he saluted alithe, sun-browned girl. She gestured
back, and afragrant purple blossom gppeared behind the young wizard's left ear. Other boat-men
followed her lead and more flowers materialized to adorn or shower the Skalan visitors.

"Sort of makes you want to reconsider that wizard's vow of cdlibacy, doesn'tit?' asked Alec, giving him
ateasng nudgeintheribs.

Thero grinned. "Well, itisdrictly voluntary.”

"It's a better welcome than we've had anywhere for along while," said Beka, joining them. Someone had
magicked awresth of blue and white flowers around the brim of her burnished helmet, and more
blossoms were tucked into her long red braid. She was il pale beneath her freckles, but no one had
been able to convince her to lielow onceland camein sght.

Standing nearby, Kliawas clearly as excited as any of them. To-day she wore agown and jewels
worthy of her roya status. Freed fromitsusua military braid, her thick chestnut hair fell in waves about
her shoulders. Some Aurenfaie admirer had decked her with agirdle and wreath of wild roses.

Alec had put on hisbest, aswell, and the neck of his cloak was

fastened with a heavy slver and sapphire brooch. Kliahad smiled when she caught sight of it; it had
been a gift from her own hand, an ungpoken gesture of gratitude for saving her life.

Looking around, he saw with asudden twinge of guilt that Seregil was standing done. Heheld asingle
white bloom, absently twirling it by the stem between hislong fingers as he watched the boats.

Going to him, Alec stood close enough to touch shoulders and took Seregil'sfree hand in his beneath the
cover of their cloaks. Even after al their months of intimacy, he was il painfully shy about public
gestures.

"Don't worry, tai," Seregil whispered. " Gedre holds good memoriesfor me. The khirnari isafriend of
my family.”



"I'll haveto learn who you are al over again,” Alec Sghed, rub-bing his thumb across the back of
Seregil's hand, loving the familiar play of bone and tendon benesth the skin. "Do you know the town
wdl?'

Seregil'sthin lips softened into a smile as he tucked the white flower behind hisear. "1 used to.”

TheZyria and theCourser glided into harbor like two storm-battered gulls and dropped anchor at two
of the town'sremaining quays. Tumbled piles of stones stretching out into the water were dl that
remained of severd others.

Alec studied the crowd at the waterfront in awe. HeEd never seen so many Aurenfaiein one place, and
from adistance they all looked distressingly dike, evenin their varying states of dress. Everyone seemed
to have Seregil's dark hair, light eyes, and fine features. They weren't identical, of course, but the
smilaritiesthreatened to blur into an indigtinguishable whirl.

Most wore asimple tunic and breeches and colorful red and yel-low sen'gai. Seregil had spent agood
ded of the voyage schooling the Skalans on the various combinations, but thiswasthefirst time held seen
the actua headdress. They added a bright, exotic note to the scene.

As he came nearer, however, differences began to emerge: He saw blond and ruddy hair scattered
among the crowd, a man with agreat wen on his cheek, achild missing aleg, awoman with ahunched
shoulder. Still, they were dl Aurenfaie, and beautiful in Alec's eyes.

Any of them could be blood kin to me, he thought, and in that mo-ment felt the first true tirrings of
underganding. Inthisforeign

place he saw faces that resembled his own more than any hed seenin Kerry.

TheZyria docked beside the quay and the crowd fell back™ asthe Skalan sailors ran out the plank for
Klia. Following her with the oth-ers, Alec saw abearded old man in Skalan robes awaiting them with
severa important-looking ‘faie.

"Lord Toran?" he asked, pointing him out to Seregil. HEd met the envoy's niece severd timesin
Rhiminee; shewasaregular in Lord Seregil'scircle. Torsin, however, held seen only at adistance at a
few public assemblies.

"Yes, that'shim," said Seregil, shading his eyes. "Helooksill, though. | wonder if Kliaknows?"

Alec craned his neck for acloser look at the old man astheir two groups converged on the quayside.
Torsn's skinwas salow, his eyes sunk deeply beneath his thick white brows. The skin of hisface and
neck hung infolds, asif hed recently lost weight. Even so, the man till cut animposing figure, austere
and dignified. The close-cropped hair showing beneath his plain velvet hat was snowy white, hislong face
creased with solemn furrows that seemed to sag with the weight of hisyears. As he gpproached Klia,
however, his stern expression gave way to asurprisng smile that immediately dis-posed Alec in the man's
favor.

The principad members of the Aurenfaie contingent were easlly distinguished by their fine tunics of
ceremonia white. Foremost among these were a Gedre man with thick streaks of whitein hishair, and a
young, fair-haired woman wearing the green-and-brown-striped sen'gai of Akhendi clan. Of the two, she
wasthe more heavily jeweled, denoting higher status. Smooth gems set in heavy gold glowed inthe



sunlight on her fingers, wrists, and at her throat.

The man wasthefirgt to spesk. "Bewedcomein thefai'thast of my clan, Kliaaldrilain ElestheraKlia
Rhiminee," he said, clasping handswith Klia. "I am Riagil i Molan, khirnari of Gedre. Torsini Xandus has
been extolling your virtuesto ussince hisarriva yester-day. | seethat, as usua, he speaks without

exaggerdion.”

Removing athick slver bracelet from each wrist, he presented them to her. Among the 'faie, Alec had
learned, one gained honor by being able to make alavish gift to one's guests asif it were only atrifle.

Smiling, Kliadipped the bracdets onto her wrigts. "'l thank you for your welcome, Riagil i Molan Uras
Mien Gedre, and for your great generosity.”

Thewoman stepped forward next and gave Kliaanecklace of

carved carndians. 'l an Amali aY assara, wife of Rhaishi Arlisandin, khirnari of Akhendi clan. My
husband isin Sarikali with the liasidra, so it ismy great pleasure to welcome you to Aurenen and to
accompany you on your remaining journey.”

"Solovdy," Kliasaid, placing the necklace around her neck. "Thank you for your great generosity.
Please dlow meto present my advisers.”

Kliaintroduced her companions one by one, rattling off the lengthy strings of patronymics or
matronymics with practiced ease. Each Skalan was greeted with polite attention until they cameto
Seregil.

Amali aY assaras smile disappeared. She gave no direct insult but instead treated Seregil like so much
empty air as she stepped quickly past. Seregil pretended not to notice, but Alec saw the way hisfriend's
eyeswent hard and blank for amoment, shutting away the pain.

The Gedre khirnari regarded Seregil thoughtfully for along mo-ment. "Y ou are greatly changed,” he said
at lagt. "1 would not have known you."

Alec shifted uneadly; thiswas not the greeting of an old friend.

Seregil bowed, gtill betraying neither surprise nor disappoint-ment. *1 remember you well, and kindly,
Khirnari. Allow meto pre-sent my taimenios, Aleci Amasa.”

The Akhendi till kept her distance, but Riagil clasped Alec's hand between his own with evident delight.
"Bewedcome, Aleci Amasal Y ou arethe Hazadridfaie Adzrid aMiatold us of when she returned from

Skaa"

"Haf, my lord. On my mother'sside,” Alec managed, still rocked by their trestment of Seregil. He hadn't
expected anyone to know of him, much less care.

"Then thisisadoubly happy day, my friend,” Riagil said, patting his shoulder kindly. "Y ou will find Gedre
awecoming clan forya'shel."

He moved on, greeting the lesser aides and servants. Alec leaned closer to Seregil and whispered,
"Ydshd?'



"The respectful word for 'half-breed.’ There are others. The Gedre have the most mixed bloods of any
clan in Aurenen. Seethat woman with fair hair? And that fellow there by the boat, with black eyes and
dark skin? Y ashd. They've mixed with Dravnians, Zengati, Skalans—anyone they trade with."

"Word of your arrival has dready been sent to Sarikai, Kliaa

Idrilain," Riagil announced when the introductions were finished. "' Please be my gueststonight, and we
will begin the journey tomor-row. The clan house liesin the hills above town, only ashort ride.”

While the nobles exchanged their greetings, Beka oversaw the un-loading of their remaining horsesand
riders.

Rhylin's decuria had fared better than the others, despite the fighting they'd done. Counting them over,
Bekawasrdieved to seethat all were accounted for and none seriously wounded. There werelong faces
among the survivors of theill-fatedWolf, however. Lessthan haf of Mercale's decuria had escaped
unscathed.

"Bilairy'sBdls, Captain, | haven't understood aword since we got here," Corpora Nikides muttered
nervoudy, eyeing the crowd. "I mean, how would we know whether someone wanted afight or was
offering ustea?'

Before Beka could answer, a degp, amused voice just behind them drawled, "In Aurenen, the brewing
of tea does not involve wegpons. | am certain you would soon discern the difference.”

Turning, she saw that the speaker was a dark-haired man dressed in aplain brown tunic and worn riding
leathers. Histhick brown hair wastied back beneath a black-and-white-patterned sen'gai. By his stance,
Beka guessed him to be asoldier.

He's as handsome as Uncle Seregil,she thought.

The man wastaller than Seregil, and perhaps a bit older, too, but had the same wiry build. Hisface was
darkly tanned and wider through the cheekbones, giving it amore angular cast. He met her questioning
look with adisarming smile; his eyes, she noted for no good reason, were aparticularly clear shade of
hezd.

"Greetings, Captain. | am Nyd i Nhekai BeritisNagil of Rabas clan,” he said, and something in the
lilting timbre of hisvoice stirred awarm flutter deep in Beka's chest.

"BekaaKari ThaliaGrelandaof Watermead," shereplied, ex-tending ahand asif they werein some
Rhiminee slon. Hetook it, his callused pam warm and familiar againgt her own for the ingtant the
handclasp lasted.

"The lidsgdra has charged meto act asyour interpreter,” he ex-plained. "Am | correct in assuming that
most of your people do not speak our language?!

"I think Sergeant Mercale and | know enough between the two of usto get into trouble.” Shefelt a
sdf-conscious grin threatening

and quickly quelled it. "Please give the liasidramy thanks. |s there someone | can speak to about horses
and weapons. Weran into some trouble on the way across."



"But of course! 1t wouldn't do for Princess Klias escort to enter Sarikdi riding double, no?* Giving her a
congpiratoria wink, he strode off toward a group of Gedre nearby, speaking rapidly in his own tongue.

Bekawatched him for amoment, caught by the way his hips and shoulders moved benegth hisloose
tunic. Turning back, she caught Mercale and severd riders doing the same.

"Now, theré'salong-legged hit of joy!" the sergeant exclaimed appreciatively under her breath.

" Sergeant, see that your people get their gear packed for riding,” Beka snapped rather more sharply than
sheld intended.

The Rabas was as good as hisword. Though many of Mercalle's decuriastill lacked proper weapons,
they set off for the khirnari's house on horses each worth half ayear's pay back home.

Kliasfamous black stallion had weathered the voyage well and pranced proudly at the head of the
procession, shaking itswhite mane.

"That'saSiima horse" Nya noted, riding at Bekas sde. "The moon-white maneistheir gift from Aura;
it occurs nowhere dsein Aurenen.”

"He's carried her through some fierce battles," Bekatold him. "Klia cares as much for that horse as some
women do for their husbands.”

"That isclear. And you handle an Aurenfaie mount asif you wereborntoit.”

Hisdight, musicd accent sent another odd little shiver through her. "My family has Aurenfaie sock in our
herd, back home at Watermead," she explained. "l wasriding before | could walk."

"And hereyou are, inthe cavdry."

"Areyou asoldier?' She'd seen nothing that looked like auni-form, but Nyal had the air of someone
used to command.

"When necessaxry,” hereplied. "It isthe samewith al the men of my clan.”

Bekaraised an eyebrow. "I didn't see any women among the honor guard. Are they not allowed to be
oldiers?’

"Allowed?' Nyd considered thisfor amoment. "Thereis no a-lowance necessary. Most smply choose
not to. They have other

gifts" He paused, lowering hisvoice. "If | may be so bold, | had not expected Skalan soldier women to
be so pretty.”

Normally Bekawould have bristled a such a statement, but the words were said with such earnestness
and obvious goodwill that it took the edge off. "Well—thanks." Anxious to change the subject, Beka
looked around at the white buildings that lined the streets. They were topped with low domesingtead of a
pitched roof; the shape reminded her of a bubble clinging to ablock of sogp. None were more than two
stories high and most were unadorned, except for apiece of dark, greenish stone set into the wall by the
front door.



"What are those?' she asked.

"Sacred stone from Sarikdi, atalisman to protect whoever lives within. Hasn't anyone ever told you that
you are pretty?'

Facing him thistime, Beka pursed her lipsinto astern line. "Only my mother. It's not the sort of thing that
mattersmuchto me.”

"Forgive me, | meant no offense.” Nyd's eyes widened in dismay and the way the danting light struck the
irises made Bekathink of paeleaveslying at the bottom of aclear forest poal. "I know your language,
but not your ways. Perhaps we can learn from each other?'

"Perhaps,”" Bekatold him, and to her credit, her voice did not be-tray the undisciplined pounding of her
heart.

The Gedre horsemen formed an honor guard for Kliaand the Aurenfaie dignitaries asthey rode out from
the town and up into hills scattered with farms, vineyards, and deep-shaded groves. Drifts of fragrant
purple and red flowers grew thickly in the coarse, pae grass dong the roadside.

Alec and Seregil rode with Thero and the other aides just behind Lord Torsain. It felt good to have
Windrunner under him again after so many days at sea. The glossy Aurenfaie gelding tossed his heed,
scenting thewind asif he recognized his homeland. Seregil's black mare, Cynril, was doing the same.

Both horses drew admiring glances, and Alec, who sedom gave thought to such things, was suddenly
glad of theimpression they made.

"Who'sthe Rabas, | wonder?' he murmured, nodding toward a man riding beside Beka at the head of
the column. What Alec could see of the fellow's face from this angle made him curiousto seethe rest.

"He'salong way from home," said Seregil, who'd aso taken note of the stranger. "Beka seems rather
taken with him, don't you think?"

"Not redly,” Alec replied. The Ralbas was obvioudy trying to

make conversation, but her responses came mostly in the form of terse nods.

Seregil chuckled softly. "Wait and see.”

In the distance ahead, snow-covered peaks gleamed against the flawless blue of the spring sky. The
sight brought Alec an unex-pected pang of homesickness, "The Ashekslook alot like the Iron-heart
Range around Kerry. | wonder if the Hazadrielfaie felt the same when they first saw Ravensfell Pass?!

Seregil pushed awindblown lock of hair out of hiseyes. "Probably."

"Why did those Hazad folks leave Aurenen?' asked Sergeant Rhylin, riding on hisleft. "Evenif thisisthe
dry edge of the place, it's better country than anyplace I've seen north of Wyvern Dug."

"l don't know much about it," Seregil replied. "It happened over two thousand years ago. That'salong
time, even for the 'fae”

The Rabas stranger appeared out of the press and fell in beside them.



"Forgive mefor intruding, but | could not help overhearing,” he said in Skalan. "Y ou are interested in the
Hazadridfaie, Seregil i Korit?' He paused, looking abashed. " Seregil of Rhimineg, | meant to say.”

"Y ou have me at adisadvantage, Rabag," Seregil replied with asudden coldnessthat sent awarning
shock through Alec. "Y ou know the name taken from me, but | don't know the one you carry."

"Nya i Nheka BeritisNagil Rabad, interpreter for Princess Kliads cavary. Forgive my clumsiness,
please. Captain BekaaKari speaks so highly of you that | wished to meet you."

Seregil bowed dightly in the saddle, but Alec could tdll he till had hisguard up. 'Y ou must have
traveled. | hear the accents of many ports asyou spesk.”

"l hear the samein yours," Nyal replied with an engaging smile. "Auragifted mewith an ear for languages
and restless feet. Thus, I've spent most of my life asaguide and interpreter. | am most hon-ored that the
liasdra considered me worthy of thiscommission.”

Alec watched the handsome newcomer with interest. From what held heard, the Ralbas clan had
everything to gain if the borders were reopened, yet they were dso closdly tied to their northern
neighbors, Viresse and Golanil, who opposed any dtering of the Edict of Separation. So far, their
khirnari, Morid aMorid, did not openly support either Side.

It was amoment before Alec redized the man was aso study-ing him.

"But youre not a Skaan, areyou?' hesaid. "Y ou have naither

the look nor the accent—ah, yes, | seeit now! Y ou are the Hazadrielfaie! What clan are you descended
of?"

"I never knew my people, or that | was one of them until quite re-cently,” Alec told him, wondering how
often held have to give this explanation. "It ssemsto mean agreat deal here, though. Do you know
anything of them?’'

"Indeed | do,” Nya replied. "My grandmother hastold metheir story many times. She'saHaman, and
they lost many peopleto the Migration.”

Seregil raised an eyebrow. "Y ou're related to the Haman?"

Nya grinned. "I'm from awandering family. We're related to haf the clansin Aurenen oneway or
another. It's said to make us more—what's the word—forbearing? Truly, Seregil, even with a Haman
grandmother, | bear you no ill will."

"Or | you," Seregil replied rather lessthan convincingly. "If you'll excuse me?”

Without waiting for reply, he whedled his horse and rode toward the rear of the column.

"It'sabit overwheming for him, being here," Alec gpologized. "I would like to hear what you know of
the Hazad. Tomorrow, perhaps?’

"Tomorrow, then, to passthe time during our long ride." With ajuanty salute, Nya rejoined the line of
Skaanriders.



Alec rode back to rgjoin Seregil. "What wasthat al about?' he demanded under his breath.
"Hell bear watching,”" Seregil muttered.
"Why, because he's part Haman?"

"No, because he overheard what we were talking about from twenty feet away, over the noise of the
horses”

Looking back over his shoulder, Alec saw the interpreter chatting with Beka and her sergeants. "He did,
didnt he?'

"Yes, hedid." Helowered hisvoice and said softly in Skalan, "Our long holiday istruly over now. It's
timeto gart thinking like..." Lifting hisleft hand, Seregil briefly crossed histhumb over hisring finger.

A chill ran up Alec's backbone; it wasthe hand sign for "Watch-ers” Thiswasthefirst time since
Nysander's death that Seregil had used it.

The clan house Riagil had spoken of turned out to be more like awalled village. White, vine-raddled
walls enclosed asprawling

maze of courtyards, gardens, and houses decorated with painted designs of sea creatures. Flowering
trees and plantsfilled the air with heavy fragrances, underscored by the smell of fresh water close at
hand.

"It'sbeautiful!" Alec exclamed softly, though that hardly came close to expressing the effect the place
had on him. Indl histravels, hed never seen anything so immediately pleasing to the eye.

"A khirnari'shomeisthe centrd hearth of thefa'thast,” Seregil told him, clearly ddighted with his
reaction. "Y ou should see Bokthersa."

By the Four, | hope we both do someday, Alec thought.

Leaving the escort ridersin alarge courtyard insde the main gate, Riagil led his gueststo a spacious,
many-domed house &t the center of the compound.

Dismounting, he bowed to Klia. "Welcome to my home, honored lady. Every preparation has been
made for your comfort and that of your people.”

"Y ou have our degpest thanks," Kliareplied.

Riagil and hiswife, Yhali, led the Skalan nobles through coal, tiled corridors to a series of rooms
overlooking an inner courtyard.

"L ook there!" Alec laughed, spying apair of smal brown owlsroosting in one of thetrees. "They say
owlsare the messengers of Illior—Aura, that is. Isit the same here?"

"Not messengers, but afavored creature al the same, and abird of good omen,” Riagil replied. "Perhaps
because they are the only predatory bird that does not feed on the young of the dragons, Aurastrue
messengers.”



Alec and Seregil were given asmadl, whitewashed room to them-selves at the end of the row of guest
chambers. The rough-textured walls were inset with numerous well-blackened lamp niches. The
furnishings were e egantly smple, made of paewoods with little ornamentation. The bed, a broad
platform surrounded by layers of an airy cloth Seregil caled gauze, was a particularly welcome sight after
their cramped public quarters at sea. Looking around, Alec felt urges held firmly at bay during the sea
crossing making themselves known and regretted they were only spending one night here.

"Our bath chamber is being prepared for you and your women,” Y hali told Klia as she and Riagil took
their leave. "I'll send a ser-vant to escort you.”

Riagil spared Seregil acool glance. "The men will use the blue chamber. Y ou remember theway, I'm
certan?'

Seregil nodded, and thistime Alec was certain he saw aflicker of sadnessin hisfriend'sgrey eyes.

If the khirnari saw it, he gave no sign. "My servantswill conduct you to the feast when you have
refreshed yoursdves. And you, Torsini Xandus?'

"I will remain herefor now," the old man replied. "I'm not ac-quainted with some of our party, it seems.”

" Asthe khirnari and hislady withdrew, Torsin turned and ad-dressed Alec directly for the first time
gncehisariva. "1 have heard many times how you saved Kliaslife, Aleci Amasa. My niece
Meé essandra al so speaks most highly of you. | am honored to make your acquaintance.”

"And | yours, honored sir." Alec managed to keep a straight face as he accepted the man's outstretched
hand. After alifetime of com-plete obscurity, such widespread notoriety was going to take getting used
to.

"1 will join you momentarily, if you will excuse me?"" Torsn said, entering his chamber.

"Comedong, you two," Seregil said to Alec and Thero. "I be-lieve you'll enjoy this. | certainly intend
to."

Crossing the flower-filled courtyard, they entered a vaulted chamber, the walls of which were painted
blue and decorated with more of the whimsical sea creatures Alec had seen on the exterior walls.
Sunlight streamed in through severd small windows set near the ceiling, the rays dancing off the surface of
asmall, seam-ing pool sunk into the floor. Four smiling men of varying ages stepped forward with
murmured gregtingsto help them out of their clothing.

"Leaveit to the Aurenfaie to make a guesting custom of bathing," Alec remarked to cover hisinitia
discomfort with such attentions.

"It doesn't do to tell your vistorsthat they stink,” Seregil mur-mured with a chuckle,

Before Alec had met Seregil, a bath was something undertaken only as an absol ute necessity, and then
only in the heet of high sum-mer. Daily ablutions struck him not only as absurd but downright unsafe until
he'd been won over in Rhiminee by the amenities of heated water and tubs without splinters. Even then,
he'd considered Seregil's devotion to such physica comfortsto be just another of hisfriend'sforgivable
quirks. Later, Seregil had explained that bathing was an integra part of Aurenfaielife and the heart of

hospitality.



And now at last, he was going to experienceit firsthand—if in adightly atered verson. Separate bathing
for men and women was a Skalan custom; Alec wasn't sure how he could have gotten through a
communa bath with Klia

Clay pipes brought heated water into the bath chamber from somewhere outsde. The steamy air was
redolent with sweet herbs.

Surrendering the last of his clothesto the attendant, Alec fol-lowed the othersinto the bath. After so
many days a ses, it was ade-licious sensation and he soon relaxed, watching the play of reflected light
acrossthe ceiling asthe embracing water drew out al the ten-sons and bruises of their journey.

"By the Light, I've missed thid" Seregil sighed as he stretched lazily, resting his head againgt the side of
the poal.

Thero's eyes narrowed as he caught sight of the arrow wound on Seregil's shoulder. The skin was il
swollen, and an ugly purple bruise had spread darkly across hisfair skin, reaching hdfway to the smal,
faded circular scar at the center of his chest.

"l didn't redlize it wasthat bad,” he said.

Seregil flexed the shoulder nonchaantly. "It looksworsethan it feels.”

After aproper soak and scrub, the servants dried them and led them to thick palets on the floor, where
they massaged them from head to toe, kneading aromatic oilsinto every joint and muscle. Seregil's
attendant took special care with his bruised shoulder and was rewarded with a series of appreciative
groans.

Alec did hisbest to relax as skilled hands worked inexorably down his back toward portions of his
anatomy he generdly consd-ered off-limits to anyone but Seregil. None of the others seemed to have
any quams about it, though, not even Thero, who lay growling contentedly on the next pallet.

Take what the Lightbringer sends and be thankful ,Alec reminded himsdif, still striving to adopt Seregil's
avowed philosophy.

Torsn joined them during the massage, lowering himself dowly into achair beside them.

"And how are you enjoying our host's hospitaity?' he asked, smiling down at Alec and There. "We
Skalans may consider our-selves a cultured people, but the 'faie put us quite to shame.”

"I hopethey offer it everywherewe stay," the wizard mumbled happily.

"Oh, yes," Torsin assured him. "It's consdered a great disgrace for host or guest to neglect such
niceties”

Alec groaned. "Y ou mean if | don't wash or use the proper table-ware I'll cause a scanda?!

"No, but you will bring dishonor on yourself and the princess," Torsin replied. "The laws governing the
behavior of our hosts are even gricter. If aguest is harmed, the entire clan carries the dishonor.”

Alec tensed; there was no mistaking the velled reference to Seregil's past.



Seregil rose on one elbow to face the old man. "1 know you didn't want me here." Hisvoice wasleve,
controlled, but the knuckles of his clenched fistswerewhite. "'I'm as sendtive asyou to the
compli-cations of my return.”

Torsan shook hishead. "I'm not certain you are. Riagil was your friend, yet you cannot have misread his
reception today." He broke off suddenly and coughed into alinen napkin. Thefit went on for severa
seconds, bringing a sheen of swest to the old man's brow.

"Forgive me. My lungs aren't what they once were," he managed at last, tucking the ngpkin into his
deeve. "Asl was saying, Riagil could not bring himsdlf to welcome you. Lady Amali will not even spesk
your name, despite her support of Klias cause. If our alies cannot bear your presence, what will our
opponents make of it? If it were up to me, | would send you back to Skala at once rather than risk
jeopardizing the task our queen has set us.”

"I'll bear that in mind, my lord," Seregil replied with the same fal se compaosure that had worried Alec
earlier. Risng from the pal-let, he wrapped himsdlf in a clean sheet and |&ft the room without a backward
glance.

Swallowing his own anger, Alec followed, leaving Thero to sort things out as best he could. He caught
up to Seregil in the garden court and reached to halt him. Seregil shook off his hand and strode on.

Back in their chamber, he tugged on apair of doeskin breeches and used the sheet to dry hishair.
"Come dong now, make yoursdf presentable, my yashe," he said, face till obscured.

Alec crossed, the room and grasped hiswrigt, pulling the cloth away. Seregil glared at him through a
tangled mass of hair, cold fury burning in his eyes. Pulling roughly away again, he grabbed acomb and
yanked it through his hair hard enough to pull out severd strands.

"Give methat before you hurt yoursdf!" Shoving Seregil down into achair, Alec took the comb and set
to work more gently, work-ing out the knots, then settling into a soothing rhythm asif currying a
high-spirited horse. Anger radiated from Seregil like heat, but Alec ignored it, knowing it was not
directed a him.

"Do you think Torgn redly intended—?"

"It'sexactly what heintended,” Seregil fumed. "For him to say that, and in front of those attendants—as
if I need to be reminded why | have no namein my own country!"

Alec set the comb aside and drew Seregil's damp head back
againg his chest, cupping hisfriend'sthin cheeksin his hands. "It doesn't matter. Y ou're here because
Idrilain and Adzriel want you here. Give the rest time. Y ou've been nothing but alegend here for forty

years. Show them who you've become.”

Seregil covered Alec's hands with his own, then stood and drew him close. "Ah, tali," he growled,
hugging him. "What would | do without you, eh?"

"That's nothing you ever have to worry about,” Alec vowed. "Now, we've got afeast to get through.
Play Lord Seregil for dl you're worth. Confound them with your charm.”

Seregil let out abitter laugh. "All right, then; Lord Seregil itis, and if that's not enough to win them, then



I'm il the talimenios of the famous Hazadriefaie, aren't I? Like the moon, I'll hang close to you through
the night, reflecting your brilliance by virtue of my own dark surface.

"Behave yoursdf," Alec warned. "1 want you in a sweeter temper when we get back heretonight.” He
brought his mouth to Seregil's to underscore his meaning and was gratified to fed the tight lips soften and
open beneath hisown.

[llior, patron of thieves and madmen, lend usthe guile to survive this evening, he thought.

Torsn was not in evidence when ayoung woman of the household arrived to guide them to the feest.
Thero was, however, and Alec saw that the wizard was out to make an impression; his dark blue robe
was embroidered with silver vine work, and the crystal wand he'd used aboard theZyria was tucked into
abet embossed with gold. Like Alec and Seregil, he aso wore the flame and crescent medal-lion of
Klias household.

Thefeast was held in alarge courtyard near the center of the clan house. Ancient trees overhung the long
tables sat there, their gnarled trunks and lower branches studded with hundreds of tiny lamps.

L ooking over the assembled company, Alec wasrelieved to see that the Gedre didn't stand on
ceremony. People of dl ageswere d-ready gathered there, laughing and talking. Growing up in the
northlands, the 'faie had been creatures of legend for him, magical and avesome. Standing herein the
midst of awhole clan of them, Alec felt like he was back at Watermead, sharing acommuna med a
day'send.

Spotting Beka at atable near the gate, he cast Seregil a hopeful

look, but their guide was aready ushering them toward the khirnari's table benegth the largest tree. Klia
and Torsin sat to Riagil'sright, Amali aY assarato his|eft. Alec was chagrined to find himself furthest
from the others, seated between two of Riagil's grandchildren.

All the same, he found the food and etiquette involved in dining considerably |ess complicated than what
he'd encountered at Skalan banquets.

Poached fish, arich venison stew, and pastries stuffed with cheese, vegetables, and spices were served
with baskets of bread shaped into fanciful animals. Platters of roasted vegetables, nuts, and severd kinds
of olives soon followed. Attentive stewards kept his cup filled with aspicy drink hisdining companions
caledrassos.

No formal entertainment had been arranged; instead, various guests of the feast smply stood up on their
benches and started a song or performed some colorful magical trick. Asthe mea pro-gressed and the
rassos flowed, these impromptu exhibitions grew more frequent and more boisterous.

Too far from the othersto participate in their conversation, Alec looked with envy toward Beka'stable.
Theriders of Urgazhi Turmawere mingling sociably with those of the Aurenfaie honor guard. The
interpreter, Nyal, was seated beside Beka, and the two looked to be sharing some joke.

Seregil dso seemed to be making the best of things. Amali was till ignoring him, but held managed to
dtrike up a conversation with severd other faie. Catching Alec watching, Seregil gave him an amused
wave, asif to say, "Be charming and make the best of things.”

Alec turned again to hisyoung dining companions.



"Y ou redly knew nothing of your ‘faie blood?" asked the boy, Mid, after quizzing him pointedly about
hisfamily background. "Don't you have any magic?'

"Well, Seregil did teach me atrick with dogs," Alec said, showing him the left-handed sign. "But that's
about it."

"Anyone can do that!" scoffed the girl, Makia, who appeared to be about fourteen.
"It'sgill magic," said her brother, though Alec had theimpres-sion he was merely being polite.

"I dwaysjust thought of it asatrick," Alec admitted. "None of the wizards we know seem to think |
have any red magicinme."

"They're Tirfaie" Makia scoffed. "Watch this"

Furrowing her brow, she scowled down at her plate. Three olive pits dowly roseinto the air and hung
ungteadily in front of her face for amoment before clattering back to thetable. "And I'm only
twenty-twol "

"Twenty-two?' Alec turned to Mid in surprise. "And you?' The young Aurenfaie grinned. "Thirty. How
old areyou?' "Almost nineteen,” Alec replied, suddenly feding abit srange. Miad stared at hima
moment, then nodded. "It's the same with some of our haf-breed cousins; you mature much faster &t first.
Y ou might want to keep your age to yourself once you get over the mountains, though. The purer clans
don't understand yashel the way we do here. Thelast thing your talimenios needs is another scandd.”

Alecfdt hisface go warm. "Thank you. I'll keep that in mind.”

"You areto advise Princess Kliaon the western clans, | under-stand?' Amali aY assararemarked,
addressing Seregil directly for thefirgt time.

Seregil looked up from his dessert to find her studying him coolly. "I hopeto be of service to both our
lands”

"And you do not think their request was in part motivated by the possibility that your presence would
elicit srong reactionsin cer-tain quarters?’

Kliasmiled at Seregil over the rim of her cup; blunt speech was consdered asign of goodwill in
Aurenen. After dl hisyears of in-triguein Skala, however, it was going to take some getting used to.

"The thought did occur to me," Seregil replied, adding pointedly, “However, as Lord Torsin opposed my
incluson for the very samereasons, | doubt that wastheir am."”

"Despite the errors of hisyouth, | can assure you that Seregil isaman of honor," Kliainterjected camly.
He kept his eyes on his dessert dish as she went on.

"I've known him al my life, and he's been invaluable to my mother. No doubt you have heard thet it was
he and Alec who found the remains of Corruth i Glamien while uncovering aplot againg the Skdan
throne? I'm sure | don't have to explain to you the effect that discovery has had on relations between our
two countries. If not for that, | might not be Stting here with you now, nor would Skalan shipsberiding at
anchor in this harbor again after al these years."



Riagil saluted her with hiscup. "1 begin to see why your mother entrusted you with thismisson, Kliaa
Idrilain.

"I do not doubt what you say of him, or disparage his good works," Amali said, apparently content to
peek again asif Seregil were not there. "But if heis till 'faiein his heart, then he knows that one cannot
change the past.”

"Y et may not one's past be forgiven?* Klia countered. When the question went unanswered, she turned
to Riagil. "What do you think his reception will be at Sarikai?

The khirnari gave Seregil athoughtful look, then replied, "1 think that he should keep hisfriends close
by

A warning or athreat?wondered Seregil, unable to discern the sentiment behind the man's bland words.
Asthe evening wore on, he often looked up to find Riagil watching him with that same enig-matic
look—not smiling, but not cold, ether.

After the med people wandered among the tables, sharing wine and conversation.

Seregil wasjust looking about for Alec when hefdt an arm around hiswaist.

"Torsin wasright about her, wasn't he?' Alec muttered, nodding dightly in Amali a'Y assaras direction.
"It'satui,” Seregil replied with aloose shrug.

"She dso fears the effect you'll have on the lidsidra," Nya said behind them.

Seregil rounded on the eavesdropper with poorly conceded an-noyance. "It seemsto be the prevailing
atitude.”

"Princess Klia's success means agreat deal to the Akhendi," the Ralbas observed. "1 doubt shewould
judge your past so harshly if it did not pose athreat to her own interests.”

"Y ou seem to know much about her."

"Asl told you, | am atraveler. Onelearns much that way." Bow-ing politely, he wandered off into the
crowd.

Seregil watched him go, then exchanged adark ook with Alec. "Remarkable hearing that man has."
The gathering gradually tapered off as restless children disappeared into the shadows beyond the trees
and their elders made their farewelIsto the Skalans. Released from socid obligations at last, Alec had
retreated to the company of Bekaand her riders. When Seregil rose at last to take his leave, however,
Riagil sayed himwith agesiure.

"Do you remember the moon garden court?' asked the khirnari. "As| recdl, it was afavorite haunt of
yours."

"Of course.”



"Would you careto seeit again?'
"Very much, Khirnari," Seregil replied, wondering where this unexpected overture would lead.

They waked in slence through the warren of dwellingsto asmall courtyard at the far Sde of the
enclosure. Unlike the other gar-dens, where colored blossoms contrasted vividly against sun-baked
walls, this place was made for the meditations of the night. It wasfilled with every sort of white flower,
medicinal herb, and silvery-leafed plant, banked like drifted snow in beds aong paths paved with black
date. Even under the waning crescent that rode the stars tonight, the blossoms glowed in the darkness.
Overhead, tubular pa-per kites with calligraphy-covered streamers rustled on wires, breathing their
painted prayers on the night breeze.

The two men stood quietly awhile, admiring the perfection of the place.

Presently Riagil let out along sigh. "'l once carried you degping to your bed from here. It seems not so
long ago.”

Seregil winced. "I'd be mortified if any of my Tir companions heard you say that.”

"Wearenot Tir, you and |," Riagil said, hisfacelost for amoment in shadow. "Y et | see now that you've
grown strange among them, older than your years.”

"l dwayswas. Perhapsit runsin the family. Look at Adzriel, akhirnari aready.”

"Your eldest sster isaremarkable woman. Akaien i Solun was glad enough to hand thetitle to her as
soon as shewas of age. But bethat asit may, the lidsdrawill still perceive you asagtripling, and the
queen asafool for employing you as an emissary.”

"If I've learned anything among the Tir, it'sthe vaue of being underestimated.”
"Some might interpret that asalack of honor."

"It's better to lack the semblance of honor but possessit than to possess the semblance and lack the
honor."

"What aunique point of view," Riagil murmured, surprisng Seregil withasmile. "Still, it hasits merits.
Adzrid brought favor-able news of you from Rhiminee. Seeing you today among your companions, |
believe her hopes arejustified.”

He paused, hisface serious again. "Y ou are a sort of two-edged blade, my boy, and as such will |
employ you. Gedre has dowly withered since the Edict wasimposed, like avine whose roots are cut. It
isthe samefor Akhendi, who shared in the trade through our

port. Kliamust succeed if we areto survive aswe are. Trade with the north must be reestablished.
Whatever the liasidradecides, let your princess know what Gedre will support her cause.”

"'She has no doubt of that," Seregil assured him.

"Thank you. | shal degp more peacefully tonight. Let meleave you with this." Riagil drew a seded
parchment from his belt and handed it to him. "It isfrom your Sster. Welcome home, Seregil i Korit."



Seregil'sthroat tightened painfully at the sound of histrue name. Before he could reply, Riagil tactfully
withdrew, leaving him done with the soft rustle of the kites.

He rubbed athumb over the tree and dragon imprint in the wax, imagining his father's heavy sed ring on
hissster's dender fin-ger. Prying the wax up with athumbnail, he unfolded the sheet.

Adzrid had tucked afew dried wandril flowersinto the letter. Crushing the faded red petas between his
fingers, heinhaed their spicy scent asheread.

"Welcome home, dear brother,” the letter began, "for so | addressyou in my heart even if it isforbidden
elsawhere. My heart breaksthat | cannot yet claim you openly as kin. When we mest, know that itis
circumstance that prevents me, not coldness on my part. Instead, | thank you for undertaking this most
painful and dangerous task.

"Asking for your inclusion was no sudden ingpiration. Thefirgt glimmer of it wasaready in my mind
during our al-too-brief re-union that night in Rhiminee. Auras blessings on Nysander's poorkhi that he
told me of your true work. Take care for the safety of our kinswoman, and may Auraguard you until we
embrace again a Sarikdi. | have so much to tel you, Haba—Adzriel"

Haba.

Thetightnessin histhroat returned as he reread the precious let-ter, committing it to memory.
"At Sarikdi," he whispered to the kites.

9

Into Aurenen

The sound of small wingswoke Seregil the next morning. Opening his eyes, he saw a chukaree perched
on thewindowsll, its green plumage shining like Bry'khaenamel work asit preened its stubby tail. He
willed it to drop afegther, but it had no gift for him today; with aliquid trill, it fluttered away.

Judging by the brightness of the window, they'd overdept. The distant jangling of har-nesswarned that
Bekasriders were aready making ready to go.

Y et helay quiet amoment longer, savoring the fedling of Alec'swarm body still wound contentedly
around his own, and the comfort of a proper bed. They'd made good use of it, he thought with deepy
satisfaction.

Hisfragile sense of peace dipped away dl too quickly. The coat thrown carelesdy over achair caught
his eye like an accusation, bring-ing with it the memory of Toran'swords and those of Riagil. Asthe
khirnari had so suc-cinctly pointed out, life among the Tir had forced him to grow up far more quickly
than the friends he'd left behind. Hed known more of death and violence, intrigue and passion than most
‘faletwice hisage. How many of the youngsters held played with had killed anyone, let lonethe
uncounted numbers he had in hisyears as Watcher, thief, and spy?

He stroked the arm draped over his chest, smoothing the fine golden hairs. Most ‘faie his age hadn't even
|eft the family hearth yet, much less made such abond with anyone.

Whoam |?



The question, so easy to ignore dl those yearsin Rhiminee, was staring him in the face now.

Sounds of morning activity grew louder outside their window. Sighing regretfully, he ran afinger down
the bridge of Alec'snose. "Wake up, tdi."

"Morning dready?' Alec mumbled bleerily.

"Theres no fooling you, isthere? Come, it'stime to move on.”

The central courtyard wasfilled with people and horses. Urgazhi and Akhendi riderswere busy loading
agtring of packhorses; others were gathered around smoking braziers where Gedre cooks were serving

ahagty breskfast. Nyd clearly had his handsfull, Seregil thought, watching the man with growing didike.

"It'sabout timel" Beka called, seeing them. "Kliaslooking for you. Y ou'd better grab something to eat
with uswhileyou can.”

"No onewoke us," Seregil muttered, wondering if the dight had been intentiond.

Begging fry bread and sausage at the nearest brazier, he and Alec ate as they wandered among the
riders, picking up detalls.

Two of Mercdles six remaining riders, Ari and Marten, were re-maining behind with Corpord Zir to
serve as digpatch couriers, car-rying messages that would come by ship from Skala The otherswould
do the same from Sarikali.

Braknil was short afew riders aswell; Orandin and Adis had been too badly burned at seato continue
and had remained aboard theZyria for the return voyage.

The remaining members of Urgazhi Turma seemed out of sorts.
"Did you hear?' Tare grumbled to Alec. "We haveto rideblindfolded parts of the way, for hell's sakel™

"It'sdways been that way for foreigners, even before the Edict,” Seregil told him. "Only the Aurenfaie
and Dravnian tribesmen who livein the mountains can pass over fredy.”

"How are we supposed to get over amountain pass blind?" Nikides muttered.
"I'll just move my patch over to my good eye," Steb offered with agrin.

"Hewon't let you cometo any harm, Corporal,” Seregil assured Nikides, pointing to the Akhendi
clansman ditting his horse nearby. "1t would blemish hishonor.”

Nikides glowered at his escort. "I'll be sure to beg his pardon when I'm falling to my death.”
"He'sworried about faling,” Alec explained to the Akhendi.
"He can ride double with me," the man offered, patting his horse's rump.

Nikides scowled, needing no interpreter. "I'll manage.”



The man shrugged, "He can suit himself, but at least get him to accept this.” Pulling a piece of wild
gingerroot from abelt pouch, hetossed it to Nikides, who examined it distrustfully. "And tdl him my
nameisVanos"

"Some get queasy riding blind," Seregil explained. "Chew thisif you do. And you might thank Vanos
herefor the consderation.”

"Theword is'chypta," Alec added helpfully.

Nikides turned rather sheepishly to his escort and held up the root. "Chypta.”

"Youwedkin," Vanosreplied with afriendly grin.

"Lookslikethey'll havelotsto talk about,” Alec chuckled. "Hope you brought some of that root for me."

Seregil took apiecefrom awalet at hisbelt and presented it to him. " A disgraceto onetaimeniosisa
disgrace to both. It would re-flect poorly on meif you showed up covered in puke. And don't worry,
most of thetime you'll ride with your eyes open.”

Riding to the head of the column, they fell in behind Kliaand her hosts.

"My friends, we now begin thelast leg of your long journey,” Riagil announced. "It'sawell-traveled
route, but there are dangers. First among these are the young dragons, those larger than alizard but
smaller than an ox. Should you meet with one, be still and avert your eyes. Under no circumstances must
you hunt or atack them.”

"And if they attack first?" Alec whispered, recaling what Seregil had told them aboard theZyria.

Seregil motioned him to silence.

"The youngest ones, fingerlingswe cdl them, arefragile creartures” Riagil continued. "If you kill one by
accident, you must un-dergo severa days purification. To willfully kill oneinvokesthe curse of its
brethen, and brings that curse on your clan unless your people seeto it that you are punished.

"Any animd that speaksis sacred and must not be harmed or

hunted. These are thekhtir'bai, inhabited by the khi of great wiz-ards and rhui'auros.”

"If we're not supposed to harm anything, why are you al armed?' Alec asked one of their escort, who
carried bows and longswords.

"There are other dangers,”" hetold him. "Rock lions, wolves, sometimes eventeth'brimash.”
“Teth' what?"
"People cut off from their clan for some dishonor,” Seregil ex-plained. " Some of them turn outlaw.”

"I'm honored to guide you," Riagil concluded. "Y ou arethefirgt Tir to vist Sarikali in centuries. Aura
grant that this be the first of many journeys shared by our people.”

The road into the mountains started out broad and level, but asit | eft the foothills and twisted dong the



edge of ajagged precipice, Alec began to share Nikides's doubts about riding blind. Looking up, he
could see the gleam of snow gtill clinging to the Sdes of pesks.

Seregil had other concerns.

"I'd say abond was forming there, wouldn't you?" he asked un-der his breath, his expression neutra as
he nodded dightly toward Beka and the interpreter.

"He's ahandsome man, and afriendly one." Alec rather liked the garrulous Rabas, in spite of Seregil's

reservations. For Beka's sake, he hoped that his friend's celebrated intuition was off its mark thistime.
"How old would you say heis?

Seregil shrugged. "Eighty or 0.

"Not so old for her, then," Alec observed.

"By the Light, don't go marrying them off yet!"

"Who said anything about marriage?' Alec teased.

Bekawaved and rode over to them. "I've been bragging up your archer's skillsal morning, Alec.”
"Isthisthe famous Black Radly?' Nya asked.

Alec passed the bow to him, and Nyal ran ahand over itslong limbs of polished black yew.

"I've never seen afiner one, or such wood. Where does it comes from?"

"A town called Wolde, up in the northlands beyond Mycena." Alec showed him the maker's mark
scrimshawed on the ivory arrow plate: ayew tree with the letter Rwoven into its upper branches.

"Bekatells meyou destroyed a dyrmagnos with it. I've heard leg-ends of these monstrous beings! What
did it look like?"

"A dried corpsewith living eyes," Alec replied, suppressing a shudder of revulsion at the memory. "I only
struck thefirst blow, though. It took more than that to destroy her.”

"To harm such acreature at dl isawizard'stask,” Nya said, hand-ing the bow back. "Perhaps someday
you will tell meof it, but | be-lieve | oweyou atdetoday. A long rideisagood timefor astory, no?"

"A very good time," Alec replied.

"Bekatells me you did not know your mother or her people, so I'll begin at the beginning. Long ago,
before the Tir came to the northern lands, awoman named Hazadridl claimed to have been given avison
journey by Aura, the god you cdl Illior in the north.”

Alec amiled as helistened. Nya sounded just like Seregil, launching into one of hislong tales.

"In this vision asacred dragon showed to her adistant land and told her she would make anew clan

there. For many years Hazadrid traveled Aurenen, telling of her vison and cdling for followers. Many
dismissed her as mad, or chased her off as atroublemaker. But others welcomed her until eventualy she



and agreat army of people sailed from Bry'kha; they were never heard from again and given up aslost
until many generations later when Tir traders brought tales of ‘faieliving in aland of ice far north of their
own. It was only then that we learned they had taken the name of their leader, Hazadridl, astheir own.
Until then, they were Smply re-ferred to astheKalog, the Lost Ones. You, Alec, arethefirst to ever
cometo Aurenen claming kinship with them.”

"Then | can't trace my family to any one Aurenen clan?' Alec said, disappointed.
"What a pity not to have known your own people.”

Alec shook hishead. "I'm not so sure. According to Seregil, they didn't take much of Aurenfaie
hospitdity with them."

"It'strue," Seregil told him. "The Hazadridlfaie have areputation for enforcing their ownisolation. | had a
brush with them once, and dmost didn't liveto tell about it."

"Y ou never told methat!" Bekaexclaimed indignantly.

Nor me,Alec thought in surprise, but held histongue.

"Wl it wasavery brief brush," he admitted, "and not a pleasant one. Thefirst time | traveled to the
northlands, before | met Bekasfather, | heard an old bard telling tales of what he called the Elder Folk.
Alec here grew up hearing those same stories, never suspect-ing it was his own people they were talking
about.

"I hounded the poor fellow for al he knew, dong with every other storyteller | met for the next year or
0. | suppose that was the beginning of my education asabard. At any rate, | finaly got enough out of
the talesto trace them to aplace in the Ironheart Mountains called Ravensfell Pass. Hungry for the sight
of another 'faieface, | struck off in search of them.”

"That's understandable,” Nya threw in, then gave Beka an em-barrassed look. "I mean no insult.”

Bekagave him awry look. "None taken."

"I'd beenin Skalafor over ten years and wasterribly homesick,” Seregil continued. "To find other ‘faie,
no matter who they were, be-came an obsession. Everyone | talked to warned that the Hazadriel-faie
killed strangers, but | figured that only gpplied to Tirfaie.

"It was along, cold journey and 1'd decided to go dlone. | started through the passin late spring, and a
week or so later finally came out in ahuge valley and saw what |ooked like a settled fai‘thast in the
distance. Certain of awarm welcome, | headed for the closest village. Before I'd gotten amile down the
valey, though, | ran into agroup of armed horsemen. All | saw at first was that they were wear-ing
sen'gal. | greeted them in Aurenfaie, but they attacked and took me prisoner.”

"What happened then?' Beka demanded as soon as he paused.

"They held mein acdlar for two days before | managed to escape.”

"That must have been a bitter disgppointment,” Nya remarked kindly.

Seregil looked away and sighed. "It wasalong time ago.”



The column had dowed steadily asthey talked, and now came to acomplete halt.
"Thisisthefirgt hidden gtretch,” Nya explained. " Captain, will you trust me asyour guide?"
Bekaagreed just atad too readily, Alec noted with amusement.

Skaan riders paired off with Aurenfaie, handing over their reins and tying white cloth blindfolds over
their eyes.

A pair of Gedre riders gpproached Alec and Seregil.

"What'sthis?' asked Seregil as one of the men sidled his horse up next to Seregil'sand held out a
blindfold.

"All Skalans musgt ride blind,” the man replied.

Alec choked down a hard knot of resentment, dmost grateful when his own blindfold hid the scene.
How many morelittle wayswould the faie find to underline the fact that Seregil wasreturning asan
outsder?

"Ready, Aleci Amasa?' hisown guide asked, clagping his shoulder.

"Ready." Alec gripped the saddlebow, fedling off balance aready. Renewed grumbling among the
Skalans came from all sdes, then abrief chorus of surprise asapeculiar sensation came over them, a
tingle on the skin. Unableto resst, Alec lifted a corner of the blind-fold just enough to peek out from
under it, then pulled it hastily back into place as his eye was assaulted by a stinging burst of swirling color
that sent abolt of pain through his head.

"I wouldn't do that, my friend,” his guide chuckled. "The magic will hurt your eyes, without the covering.”

To make amendsto their guests, or perhaps to drown out the com-plaining, someone began to sing and
others quickly joined in, voices echoing among the rocks.

Oncel loved agirl sofair, with ten charmswoven in her hair. Slim asthetip of the newborn moon, Eyes
the color of amountain sky. For ayear | wooed her with my eyes And ayear with dl my heart. A year
with tears unshed, A year with wandering feet, A year with sllent songs unsung, A year with Sghsreplete.

A year until shewasthe wife of another and my safety was complete.

The play of sun and shadow across Alec's kin told him that the trail twisted sharply and it wasn't long
before he dug in his pouch for the root Seregil had given him. It smelled of moist earth, and the pungent
juice made his eyeswater, but it did settle his scomach.

"l didn't think I'd be sick," he said, spitting out the stringy pith. "It fed slike wereriding around in
crcles”

"That'sthemagic,” said Seregil. "Whole miles of the passarelikethis.”

"How areyou doing?' Alec asked softly, thinking of Seregil's frequent difficultieswith magic.



Warm, ginger-scented breath bathed his cheek as Seregil leaned close and confessed, "I'm managing.”

The blind ride went on for what seemed like adark, lurching eter-nity. They traveled beside rushing
water for atime, and a others Alec sensed wals closing in around them. Riagil findly called ahat, and
the blindfolds were removed. Alec

rubbed his eyes, blinking in the afternoon brightness. They werein asmal meadow bounded on dl sides
by steep cliffs. Looking back, he saw nothing but the usud terrain.

Seregil was bathing hisface a a spring that bubbled up among the rocks afew yards away. Joining him,
Alec drank as he studied the stunted bushes and clumps of tiny flowers and grasses clinging in clefts of
rock. A few wild mountain sheep clattered among the rocks overhead.

"Would fresh meat be welcome tonight?' Alec asked Riagil, who was standing nearby.
The khirnari shook his head. "We have food enough with us for now. Leave these creatures for someone

who needsthem. Besides, | think you'd have ahard time making such a shot. They are agood distance
off."

"I'd bet a Skalan sester he can shoot that far,”" Seregil told him.

"An Akhendi mark sayshe can't,” Riagil countered, producing athick, square coin seemingly out of thin
ar.

Seregil gave Alec amischievouswink. "Lookslikeit's up to you to defend our honor."”

"Thanks," Alec muttered. Shading his eyes, he looked up at the sheep again. They were dtill onthe
move, at least fifty yards away now, and the breeze was uncertain. Unfortunately, anumber of peo-ple
had heard the challenge and were watching him expectantly. With an inward sigh, he went back to his
horse and pulled an arrow from the quiver dung behind his saddle.

Ignoring his audience, hetook aim in the generd direction of the hindmost sheep and released
purposefully high. The shaft glanced off the rocks just over the large ram's head. The creature let out a
bleat and sprang away.

"By the Light!" someone gasped.

"You'll makealiving for yoursdf with that bow in Aurenen,” Nya laughed. "Archery's a betting sport
here"

Objects of some sort were changing hands around the circle of onlookers.

Severd men showed Alec their quivers, where masses of small ornaments strung on thongs hung from
bosses set into the sides. Some were carved from stone or wood, others cast in meta or fash-ioned from
animal teeth and bright feathers.

"These areshatta, betting trophies, used only by archers,” Nya ex-plained, plucking one made of bear
clawsfrom his own considerable collection and tying it onto Alec's quiver strap. "There, that shot of

yours should earn you something. This marksyou asachalenger.”

"Y ou may not be ableto lift that quiver of yours before we head home again, Sir Alec,” said Nikides. "If



they let usbet for drinks, I'll be laying my luck on you every time."

Alec accepted the praise with ashy grin. His shooting was one of the few things he'd been proud of
growing up, though more for the successit had brought him as a hunter.

As he returned to the spring to drink, he felt glad of those skills again. In patches of soft ground around
the spring he saw the marks of panther and wolves, together with severa larger tracks he didn't

recognize.
"Just aswell wemissed him," Seregil remarked.

Looking where his friend pointed, Alec saw asplayed, three-toed print twice the length of hisfoot.
"A dragon?"
"Yes, and of the dangeroussize."

Alec placed his hand in the track, noting the deep imprint of talons at the end of each toe. "What
happensif we meet one of these while we're blindfolded?" he asked, frowning.

Seregil'simpassive shrug was |ess than reassuring.

Thetral grew narrower till from here, barely wide enough in places for ahorseto pass. Alec was
pondering what it must be like to venture through here in the winter when something landed on the
turned-back hood of his cloak. He reached back, expecting to find aclump of dirt. Instead, something
dithered dusvely beneath hisfingertips.

"There's something on me," he hissed, praying to Danathat whatever it was wasn't poisonous.

"Hold dill," Seregil cautioned, dismounting.

Easer said than done, Alec thought as whatever it was scrambled up through hishair. Thetickle of tiny
claws assured him that it wasn't a serpent. He kicked afoot free of the stirrup, and Seregil stepped in and

pulled himsdf up for acloser view.

"By the Light!" he called out in Aurenfaie, clearly delighted by what held found. "First dragon!”
The cry was taken up by the Aurenfaie, and those that could crowded around to see.

"A dragon?' Alec turned his head to see.
"A fingerling. Careful now." Seregil gently disentangled it and placed it in Alec's cupped hands.

Thelittle creature looked like amanuscript illustration cometo life. Perfectly proportioned in every

respect, it was scarcely five inches long, with batlike wings so delicate he could see the shadow of his
fingersthrough the stretched membranes. Its golden eyes had ditted pupils. Spiky whiskersfringed its
narrow jaws. The only dis-gppointment was the color; from snout to tail, it was mottled brown like a

toad.

"Y ou're the luckbringer today," Riagil told him, emerging from the crowd of soldierswith Amdli, Klia,
and Thero.



"It isacustom we have, going over the pass," Amdi told him, amiling. "Thefirg traveler to be touched so
by adragon isthe luck-bringer, and anyone who touches you beforeiit flies away sharesthe luck.”

Alec fdt abit self-conscious as the others crowded around to touch hisleg. Thefingerling seemed in no
hurry to go. Wrapping itswhip-end of tail around his thumb, it poked its bristly head under the edge of
hisdeeve asif investigating apotentid cave. Its oft belly was fever-hot againgt hispam.

Kliareached up to stroke the dragon's back. "1 thought they'd be more colorful.”

"The laws don't extend to hawks and foxes," said Seregil. "These little ones take on the color of their
surroundingsto hide. Even so, only afew survive, which is probably agood thing. Otherwise wed be hip
deep indragons.”

Alec'slittle passenger rode with him for over an hour, exploring the folds of his cloak, burrowing through
hislong hair, and resisting dl efforts to be passed to anyone else. Suddenly, however, it scram-bled
around to hisleft shoulder and bit him on the earlobe.

Aleclet out aydp of pain and it fluttered away, clutching afew strands of hishair initsclaws.

Their Aurenfaie escorts found this highly amusing.

"It's off to make itsdlf agolden nest,” VVanos declared.

"A kissto welcome you home, Kaos!" said another, thumping him on the shoulder.

"It stings like snakebite!" Touching hisear, Alec fdt thefirst sgnsof swelling and swore.

Vanos produced a glazed vid from a pouch dung from his belt and tapped out afew drops of viscous
blueliquid.

"Don't worry, the venom's not much worse than ahornet's at that size," he said, holding out hisfinger.
"Thisiglissik. It takesaway the pain and healsthe wound faster.”

"It'saso pigmented to permanently color the teeth marks, like ataitoo,” Seregil said behind him. "Such
marksare highly prized."

Alec hestated, thinking of the ramifications of such an unusud distinguishing mark for someonein his
profession.

"Should I?" he asked Seregil in Skalan.
"It would be an insult not to."
Alec gave adight nod.

"Thereyou are," Vanos said, dabbing lissk on the wound. It was oily and smelled bitter, but it cooled
the burning ingtantly. "That'll be ared beauty mark onceit heals"

"Not that he needs one," said another ‘faie, giving Alec afriendly wink as he showed him asmilar mark
at the base of hisright thumb.



"Y our earlobelookslike agrape,” Thero observed. "Odd that the creature took such adidiketo you."

"Actudly, afingerling's biteis consdered asign of Aurasfavor,” said Nyal. "If that little one survives, it
will know Alec and dl his descendants.”

Other riders showed off their own marks of honor on hands and necks. One named Syli laughed as he
proudly displayed three on each hand. "Either | am grestly loved by Aura, or | taste good.”

"Known to adragon, eh?' Bekalet out awhistle of admiration. "That could be ussful.”
"To the dragon, perhaps,” Seregil remarked.

They made camp at away station that stood at the meeting of two trails. It was unlike any structure Alec
had seen in Aurenen so far. The squat, round tower was at least eighty feet in diameter and had been
built into the uneven rocks that rose around it like a mud swal-low's nest. It was topped with aconical
roof of thick, dirty felt and entered by a sturdy wooden ramp leading up to adoor halfway up the tower.
A few dark-eyed children watched their approach from the top of alow stonewall that fronted it. Others
could be seen be-hind them, laughing as they chased black goats and each other up the tower ramp. A
woman appeared at the door, then came out ac-companied by two men.

"Dravnians?' asked Thero.

"They are, aren't they?" said Alec, who'd recognized them from Seregil's stories. Shorter than the 'faie,
and more heavily built, they had black, almond-shaped eyes, bowlegs, and coarse black hair dicked
back with grease. Their shegpskin clothing was richly decorated with colorful beading, animal teeth of
varioustypes, and painted designs. "I didn't expect to see them thisfar east.”

"They wander the whole Ashek range,” Seregil told him. "These mountains are their home; no one
knows more about how to survive the snows. Thistraveler'slodge has stood here for centuries and
probably will forever, with the occasiona new roof. The 'faie share the use of it with the locdl tribes.”

Though Alec couldn't understand their language, there was no mistaking the welcoming smilesthe
Dravnians gave Riagil and the others. Tethering their horsesin the stone enclosure, they al trooped up the
ramp.

The upper floor was a single large room with asmoke hole in the center of the floor. Stone stairs
followed the curve of the wall down to the lower room, which doubled as hearth room and byre. More
Dravnians were at work down there, mucking out from the winter. One of the younger woman waved up
a them, flashingashy amile.

"That custom you told us about, of having to deep with their daughters—?' Thero asked nervoudly,
wrinkling his nose at the pungent odors wafting up from below. Seregil grinned. "Only a& ahome hearth.
It's not expected here, though I'm sure they'd be flat-tered if you offered.”

The girl waved again, and Thero retreated quickly, hiswizard's cdlibacy evidently safe for the moment.
The evening passed in rel ative comfort, though the frequent howlsthat drifted to them on the night wind

made Alec and the others dou-bly grateful for the tower's thick walls and stout door. The Dravni-ans, he
learned, cdlled thistime of year the end of the hungry season.



Though stark by Aurenfaie standards, the tower was warm and the company good. They traded some
of their bread for Dravnian cheese and ended up making acommuna med of it. The evening was passed
trading tales and news, with Nyal and Seregil interpret-ing for the Skalans.

After severa hours, the Ralbas excused himsdlf and went out-side for abreath of air. A few moments
later Seregil did the same, giving Alec the surreptitious signa to follow in amoment. Assum-ing hewas
offering a brief moment of privacy, Alec counted to twenty, then dipped out after him.

But Seregil had something esein mind. Just outside the door he

touched Alec's arm and motioned toward two dark figures barely visible up thetrall. "Nya and Amdli,"
he whispered. " She went out a few minutes ago and he followed.”

Alec watched the pair disappear around abend in thetrail. " Should we follow them?”

"Too risky; no cover and these rocks echo every sound. Well just sit here and see how long they're
gone.”

Walking down the ramp, they sat down on alargeflat rock by the enclosure wall. Above them, sudden
laughter rang out from the doorway.

They must have found themselves another interpreter, thought Alec. A moment later he heard Urien strike
up asoldier'sbalad.

Staring out into the darkness, Alec tried without success to gauge his companion's mood. The further
they ventured into Aurenen, the more distant Seregil became, asif he were listening ever more closdly to
someinner voice only he could hear.

"How come you never told me about getting captured by the Hazadrielfaie?' he asked at last.

Seregil laughed softly. "Because it never happened, at least not to me. | heard the story from another
exile. The bit about collecting the legends was true, and | was homesick enough to consider making the
journey, but the man to whom the tale belongs talked me out of it, just as| did you once, if you recall.”
"So you do think Nyal'saspy?"

"He'salistener. And | don't like how quickly he's cozied up to Beka If you were aspy, what better
place to be than at the side of Klias protector?”

"So you gave him afase sory?'
"And now we wait to seeif it resurfaces, and where."
Alec sghed. "Will you say anything to Klia?

Seregil shrugged. "There's nothing to report yet. I'm more wor-ried about Beka just now. If he does turn
out to bea spy, it will re-flect badly on her."

"All right then, but | till think you'rewrong.” Hope you're wrong, he amended silently.

They'd kept watch for perhaps half an hour when they heard the sound of returning footstepsin the



darkness. Moving into the deeper shadow below the ramp, they watched as Nyal regppeared supporting
Amdi with one arm. Their heads were close together in conversation, and neither ssemed to notice Alec
and Seregil in the shadows.

"Then you'l say nothing?' Alec overheard her whisper to Nyal.

"Of course not, but | must question the wisdom of your silence," he replied, sounding worried.

"Itismy wish." Releasing hisarm, she waked up the ramp.

Nya watched her go, then wandered back up thetrail alone, ap-parently lost in thought.

Seregil's hand closed over Alec's. "Wdll, well," he whispered. " Secretsin the dark. How interesting.”
"We dtill have nothing. The Akhendi support Klia"

Seregil frowned. "And the Rabas may not."

" ill say you'rejumping at shadows.”

"What? Alec, wait!" Seregil hissed.

But Alec was aready gone, ambling noisily up the trail. Stones crunched and tinkled under his boots. He
hummed aloud for good measure.

Hefound the interpreter Sitting on arock beside thetrail, looking up at the Sars.
"Who'sthat?' Alec called out, asif startled to find someone there.

"Alec?' Nya jumped to hisfest.

Guiltily?Alec wondered, unable to make out the man's expres-sion at this distance.

"Oh, thereyou are!" Alec said lightly, striding up to him. "Did the Dravnians wear you out aready?
There are stories going untold for lack of you.”

Nya chuckled, hisvoice degp and rich in the darkness. "They'll go on dl night whether we understand
them or not. Seregil'sthroat must be raw by now, left done with them so long. What are you do-ing out
hered| done?'

"Had to tap the hogshead,” Alec said, patting the lacings of his breeches.

Nyal looked blank for amoment, then broke into abroad grin. "Piss, you mean?"

"Yes" Alec turned asde to make good hisclam.

Nyad chuckled behind him. "Even when you speak my own tongue, you Skalans are not aways easy to
understand. Especidly the women." He paused. "Beka Cavishisyour friend, isn't she?"

"A good friend,” Alec replied.



"Has she aman of her own?"

Still facing away, Alec heard the hope in the man's voice and felt an irrationd twinge of jedousy.

His own fleeting attraction to Bekain the early days of their

friendship had been no match for her determination to follow amili-tary career. No doubt the difference
intheir ages had played alarger part in her mind than his, too. Nyal, on the other hand, was man-grown
and handsome besides. There was no faulting Beka's choice on that account.

"No, no man of her own." Tugging his breeches closed, Alec turned to find Nyd till smiling & him. The
man was either acon-summate actor or more guilelessthan Seregil cared to believe. "Don't tell meyou

fancy her?'
Nyd spread his hands, and Alec suspected he was blushing. "I admire her very much.”

Alec hesitated, knowing Seregil would disapprove of what he was about to do. Stepping-closer to the
fale, helooked himin the eye and said gravely, "Beka admires you, too. Y ou asked if I'm her friend. |
am, and her amost-brother aswell. Y ou understand? Good, then as her dmost-brother, I'll tell you that |
likeyou, too, though | don't know you well. Are you aman she can trust”?'

The Rabas squared his shoulders and made him arespectful bow. "1 am aman of honor, Aleci Amasa.
| would bring no harm to your dmogt-sster.”

Alec stifled an undignified chortle and clapped Nya on the shoulder. " Then why don't you go and keep
her company?'

Grinning, Nyal strode off toward the tower. Alec hoped the man's celebrated hearing wasn't acute
enough to hear his own strangled snort of laughter. Another of amore nervous variety escaped as he
stopped to think what hisfate would likely be if Beka ever learned that he'd appointed himsdlf the
defender of her honor. He hoped the talkative Ralbas had enough discretion to keep his mouth shut
about their little chat. HEd just started back when Seregil emerged from the shadows.

"| thought you said it was too risky to sneak up on people out here?' Alec gasped, sartled by his
sudden appearance.

"Not with al the noise you were making," Seregil retorted curtly.
"Then you heard?"
"Y es, and you're ether brilliant or adamn fool!"

"Let'shopeit'sthe former. | don't know what he was up to with Amdli, but if he's not redlly love-struck
for Beka, then | amafool.”

"Ah!" Seregil held up an accusing finger. "But he didn't happen to mention the good lady Amdi, now did
I,EI?I

"He wouldn't, would he? We heard him promise to keep silent about something.”

"Clearly aman of honor, your Ralbas friend,” Seregil observed



dryly. "To hiscredit, | think you'reright, at least about hisfedlings for Beka. Let's go keep an eyeon
him."

It was clearly Bekawho occupied the interpreter's thoughts that night and the following morning,
athough she continued to greet his attentions with gpparent bemusement.

The second day was much the same asthefirst. Theair grew colder, and when the breeze shifted, Alec
fet the chill kissof glacia air on the back of his neck. Just after midday, the pitch of thetrail beginto
drop. Riding blind, Alec found it hard not to doze off. His chin was dowly sinking on hisbreast when a

sudden warm gust of damp, acrid mist brought him awake.
"What isthat?' he asked, wrinkling hisnose.
"Dragon breath!" an Aurenfaie exclamed.

Hewas dready grasping the edge of the blindfold when someone gripped hiswrist. Laughter broke out
around them.

"A joke, Alec," hisescort assured him, sounding like hewas shar-ing iniit. "It'sjust ahot spring. There
arelots of them on thissde of the mountains, and some smell even worse than this."

Alec smédlled the strange odor again just asthe hated blindfoldsfi-nally came off later that afternoon.

A few miles ahead, anicefield hung in avaley high between two pesks. The passwaswider here, and
in places dong its doping sdes clouds of white steam boiled from the ground, or wafted off the faces of

little pools between the rocks.

Beow lay asmdl tarn, its brilliant blue surface shimmering like ashard of Ylani porcelain beneath a
shifting pall of vapor. Deep azure &t its center, the waters gradually lightened to a pale turquoise toward
the shore, where the rocks were adull yellow. Rocky ground surrounded it, devoid of vegetation. A line
of darker stone ran down the dope to the water's edge and beyond, like astain.

"One of your 'mirrors of the sky'?" asked Alec.

"Yes" sad Seregil. "It'sthe largest hot spring dong thistrail, avery sacred spot.”

"Why isthat?"

Seregil smiled. "That's Amdi'staeto tel. Werrein Akhendi fai'thast now."

They made camp upwind of thetarn. It waswarmin thelittle vae; the ground gave off hesat they could

fed through the soles of their boots. The foul odor was stronger here, too, like eggs gone bad. The
yellow coloration Alec had noted earlier turned out to be a crusty rime built up just above the waterline.

"Sulfur,” Thero said, taking a pinch between hisfingersand ignit-ing it in a puff of orangeflame.

Despite the smell, most of the 'faie were dready stripping off to batheinit. Amali aYassaradipped up a
cupful and presented it to Klia

"Odd sort of spot to call sacred, don't you think?" asked Alec, eyeing the gently roiling water



distrugtfully. "1t can't be poison, though. Everyonesdrinking it."

Testing the water, he found it hot as a bath. He scooped up a small amount in one cupped pam and
took asip. It was an effort to swal-low; theflat, metalic flavor was not something that invited deep
drinking.

"A minera spring!" Thero noted, wiping hislips—though not discreetly enough to escape Amdi's notice.
"Y ou are perhaps wondering why we revere such aplace?’ she asked, laughing at the wizard's
expression. "'l will show you in alit-tlewhile. In the meantime, you dl should bathe, especidly you, Aleci
Amasa. The waters are healing and would do that ear of yours good.”

"Ismy taimenioswelcome, aswell?' Alec asked, keeping his tone respectful even as his gut tightened.
Amali colored, but shook her head. "That | cannot grant.”

"Then | thank you for the offer." He gave her adight bow and strolled off to the cluster of tents nearby.
Seregil followed.

"You didn't haveto do that!"
"Yes, | did. | can't stand them al fussing over me while they dap you down at every opportunity.”

Seregil pulled himto ahdt. "They aren't doing it to insult me, you damn fool!" he whispered angrily. |
brought thison mysdf along timeago. Y ou're herefor Klia, not me. Any insult you offer to our hosts
reflectson her."

Alec stared at him amoment, hating the resignation that underlay hisfriend's hard words. "I'll try to keep
that in mind," he mumbled, pulling his pack down from the saddle and carrying it into the tent assigned to
them. He waited, expecting Seregil to comein. When he didn't, Alec looked out through the tent flaps
and saw him back at the water's edge, watching the others swim.

Seregil kept up hisair of cordia distance, speaking little but making no effort to retrest from the main
company. When Amadi invited the Skalansto wak aong the shore that evening, he joined in without
comment or gpology.

Sheled them up to the outcropping of dark stone. Bulging up from the surrounding stone and skree, it
gpread like an ink stain to the edge of the lake.

"Look closdy," shetold them, running her hand over acurv-ing dab.

Examining it, Alec saw nothing out of the ordinary except the pe-culiar smoothness of the weathering in
places.

"It'sskin!" Thero exclamed from the other sde of an upthrust dab. "Or at least, it was. And herésthe
ridge of aspine. By the Light, was thisadragon? It must have been over three hundred feet long, if were
seeing al that therewas of it."

"Thenit'struewhat I'veread,” Kliamused, climbing around to where the crumbling edge of what might
have been awing bone jut-ted from the ground. " Dragons do turn to stone when they die."



"Thisonedid,” Amali replied. "But it isthe only one of this size ever found. How they die, just ashow
they are born, remainsamys-tery. The little ones gppear; the great ones disappear. But this place, called
Vhadanakori, is sacred because of this creature, so drink deeply, deep well, and attend carefully to your
dreams. Inafew days, wewill bein Sarikai."

Seregil knew the Akhendi woman had not meant to include him in her invitation at the V hadanakori;
sheld been unfailingly distant since Gedre. Perhaps her ill will accounted for his poor deep that night.

Curled beside Alec in the tent they shared with Torsin and Thero, he tossed restlesdy through adream
of uncommon vividness, even without aid of the waters.

It began like so many of his nightmares had over the past two years. He stood again in hisold sitting
room at the Cockerdl, but thistime there were no mutilated corpses, no heads gummed in their own
blood on the mantel piece chattering accusations at him.

Instead, it was as he remembered it from happier days. The clut-tered tables, the piles of books, the
toolslaid out on the workbench beneath the window—everything was just as it should be. Turning

to the corner by thefireplace, however, hefound it empty. Alec's nar-row cot was gone.

Puzzled, Seregil walked to the door of his bedchamber. Opening it, he found himsdlf instead in his
childhood room at Bokthersa. The details here were equdly clear and achingly familiar—the cool play
of leaf shadow on the wall above his bed, the rack of practice swords near the door, therich
colors of the corner screen in the cor-ner—painted by the mother he'd never known. Toys long
since lost or packed away were there, too, as if someone had collected all of his most treasured
belongings and laid them out for hisreturn.

The only discordant element were the ddlicate glass orbs strewn across the bed. He hadn't noticed these
when hed first comein.

He was taken by their beauty. Some weretiny, othersthe size of hisfist, and they gleamed like jewels,
multihued and trand ucent. He didn't recognize them, but in the strange way of dreams, knew that these,
too, werehis.

As he stood there, smoke suddenly seeped up through the floor-boards around him. He could fedl heat
through the soles of his boots and hear the angry crackle of flamesfrom below.

Hisfirst thought was to save the orbs. Try as he might, though, afew aways dipped away and he had to
stop and pick them up again. Looking around frantically, he knew that he couldn't save everything; the
firewas bursting up through the floor in earnest now, licking at the corners of the room.

He knew he should run and warn Adzrid. He longed to save fa-miliar mementos but could not decide
what to take, what to sacri-fice. And dl thistime, he was il trying to gather the glistening spheres.

L ooking down, he saw that some had turned to iron and threatened to smash the more fragile ones.
Otherswerefilled with smoke or liquid. Confused and frightened, he stood helpless as smoke boiled up
around him, blotting out the light—

Seregil woke drenched in swest, with his heart trying to hammer itsway out of hischest. It was il
dark, but he had no in-tention of deeping again in this place. Finding his clothes, he dipped out.

The stars were gtill bright enough to cast faint shadows. Dress-ing quickly, he climbed up to the dragon



stones overlooking the water.
"AuraLightbearer, send meinsght,” he whispered, siretching out on his back to wait for dawn.
"Welcome home, Korit's son," astrange little voice replied, closeto hisear.

Seregil looked around in surprise. No one was there. Leaning over the edge of the rock, he peered
undernesth. A pair of shining yellow eyes|ooked back at him, then tilted as the creature moved its head.

"Areyou khtir'bal?" asked Seregil.
The eyestilted in the other direction. "Y es, child of Aura. Do you know me?"

"Should I, Honored One?" Seregil had encountered only one such being, the khtir'bal of an aunt who'd
taken the form of awhite bear. This cresture was far too small.

"Perhaps,” the voicetold him. ™Y ou have much to do, son of Korit."

"Will | ever be caled that again?' Seregil asked asit findly sank in that the khtir'bai had addressed him
by histrue name.

"We shdl see." The eyesblinked and were gone.

Seregil held hisbreath, listening, but no sound came from under the rock. He lay back again, staring up
at the stars as he pondered this new turn of events.

A few minutes later he caught the soft scuff of bare feet on stone. Sitting up, he saw Alec climbing up to
joinhim.

"Y ou should have come sooner. There was akhtir'ba under there, one who knew my name.”
Alec'slook of disappointment was dmost comical. "What did it look like?"

"It wasjust avoicein the dark, but it welcomed me home."

Alec sat down next to him. "At least someone has. Couldn't you deep?”

Seregil told Alec dl he could recall of hisdream: the glass balls, the flames, the childhood memories.
Alec listened quietly, gazing out across the mist-covered water.

"Y ou've dways claimed to have no magic, but your dreams—!" Alec said when held finished.
"Remember those visons you had be-fore we found Mardus?'

"Before he found us, you mean? The warnings | didn't under-stand until it wastoo late? A lot of good
thet did us."

"Maybe you're not supposed to do anything about them. Maybe you're just supposed to be ready."

Seregil sighed, thinking again of the khtir'bai's words. You have much to do, son of Korit. "No, thiswas
different. Just adream. What about you, tli? Any greet revelations?'



"I wouldn't cdll it that. | dreamt about being aboard Mardus's ship with Thero, only when Thero turned
around, he was you and you were weeping. Then the ship sailed over awaterfdl and into a

tunnd and that wasthe end of it. | don't think 1'd make much of an oracle.”

Seregil chuckled softly. "Or anavigator, from the sound of it. Well, they say dl answers can befound a
Sarikali. Perhapswell turn up afew there. How's the ear?"

Alec fingered the swollen skin and winced. "My whole neck hurts. | should have brought the lissik.”

"Come on, | know something even better.” Rising, Seregil pulled Alec to hisfeet and led him down to
the water's edge. "Get in and give it agood soak."

"No. | dready told you—"

"Who'sto know?" Seregil challenged with awink. "Go on now, before | tossyou in. The ride ahead of
uswill be uncomfortable enough. Take what healing you can get.”

"Well, did anyone else dream last night?" Kliaasked asthey stood around the morning fire afew hours
later. "1 couldn't recall athing when | woke up, but I never do.”

"Neither did 1," said Beka, clearly disappointed.
None of the Skalans had anything to report, asit turned out.
"Perhaps the magic doesn't work for Tir?"Alec offered, still pon-dering his own strange dream.

When Thero emerged at |last from the tent, however, he knew he was going to have to reeva uate his
theory. The young wizard looked too dark under the eyesto have rested well.

"Bad dreams?" asked Seregil.
Thero gazed out over the poal, looking rather perplexed. "I dreamed of drowning here, with the moon
shining in my eyes so brightly it hurt, even through the water. And al thewhile | could hear someone

snging 'home, home, home." "

"Youreawizard,” Amali said, overhearing. "Y our magic came from Aurenen, so perhaps you are home,
inasense”

"Thank you, lady," Thero said. "That isamore positive interpre-tation than | was able to cometo. It felt
very much like adream of death to me."

"And yet does not water aso signify birth among your people?’ she asked, strolling away.

Below the VVhadanakori, the trail grew steeper and the Skalans had to ride most of the morning
blindfolded. Chewing doggedly on

adiceof ginger, Alec clung on with thighs and hands; at timesit fet asif the horse were about to walk
out from under him.

After afew milesof thistorture, he swallowed his pride and let an Akhendi named Tagl mount in front of



him and take the reins. Judg-ing by the muttered epithets he heard on al sides, he wasn't the only oneto
givein. Even with this help, however, hisback and thighs were soon aching again as he clung on behind
hisguide

Luckily, historment was short-lived. Reaching aleve patch of ground, the column hated and the hated
blindfolds were removed.

Alec blinked, then let out awhigtle.

Far below, arolling green vista dotted with scattered |akes and netted with rivers stretched toward
lowlands on the southern horizon.

"So green it hurtsyour eyes," Thero murmured.

They came down into the foothills through groves of flowering trees so dense it seemed asif they were
riding through clouds. Beyond this, a packed-earth road led through the thick forests of Akhendi fai'thast.

Alec'sfingertips ached for the pull of abowstring. Sunlight danted through the towering trees, illuminating
little glades where herds of deer grazed. Flocks of game birds calledkutka darted acrossthetrail like
dartled chickens.

"Doesn't anyone hunt here?' he asked Tadl.

The Akhendi shrugged. "Aurais bountiful to those who take only what they need.”

Thetrail met abroader road that led through small, scattered vil-lages. People gathered by the road,
garing and waving a the Skalans and cdling out to Amali, who was clearly well loved. Men, women,

and children dike wore various versons of the familiar tu-nic and trousers, which some had augmented
with colorful open-work shawls or sashes fashioned like fisherman's nets, but el aborate as lace.

"I can't tell the men from the women," said Mindl.

"| assure you, rider, those who need to can tell the difference!” Nya told him, eliciting around of
laughter from his companions.

The dwellings here were smilar in design to those at Gedre, but built of wood instead of stone. Many
had open-sded sheds nearby, where their owners plied their trades. From what Alec could make

out from the road, woodworking was acommon occupation in this part of the country.

Many of the bywaysthat branched off from the main road looked disused and overgrown, he noticed. In
the larger villages, many houses sood empty.

Riding up beside Riagil and Amali, he asked, "My lady, thiswas atrade road once, wasn't it?"

"Y es, one of the busiest. Our marketplaces saw goods from every corner of Aurenen, the Three Lands,
and beyond. Our innswere a-waysfilled with traders. But now those same traders go downriver to
Bry'kha, or overland to Viresse. Many of our people have moved closer to the routes, even goneto
other fai'thasts."

She shook her head sadly. "Thevillage | grew up in stands empty now. It isa shameful thing for any ‘faie



to be forced againgt her will to leave the place her family lived in for generations out of mind, to walk
away from the house of her ancestors. It has brought our clan ill luck.

"It iseven more difficult for my husband, both as our khirnari and as one who haslived so long and
remembers what the Akhendi once were. | assure you, hewill do dl in his power to support your lady's
misson, aswill 1."

Alec bowed, wondering again what she and Nya had been doing together on that dark trail in the
mountains

Anxious as shewas to see Sarikdi, Bekafound hersdf wishing they could stay longer in Akhendi. This
country reminded her of the rolling forests she/d roamed asagirl, and of the peaceful life sheld taken for
granted.

They stopped for the night in one of the larger villages, and their arrival created quite adtir, if aquiet one
afirgt. A few at atime, villagers gathered to greet Amdi and gawk at the Tirfaie visitors. Before long, the
Skaans were surrounded by asilent, staring throng.

"We're as much creatures of legend here asthe ‘faie are in the northlands,” Bekartold her riders. "Come
on. Givethemasamile!”

A amall girl wasthefirst to gpproach. Pulling free of her mother's hand, she marched up to Sergeant
Braknil and stared with un-abashed curiogity at his grizzled beard. The old veteran returned the stare with
amusement, then presented his chin for closer ingpection. Thegirl dug her fingersinto it and burst out
giggling. At this, other

children came forward, touching beards, clothing, and weapon hiltswith delighted wonder. The adults
followed, and anyone who spoke both languages soon had their hands full trandating questions back and
forth.

Bekas hair and freckles were the focus of especidly intent curi-osity. Pulling her braid loose, she shook
out her hair and sat grin-ning as children and. adults gently lifted the strands to see the coppery play of
sunlight through them. Looking up, she saw Nya watching her over the heads of the others, his
leaf-and-water eyestilted up at the corners with slent amusement. He winked and she looked quickly
away as her cheeks went warm. Turning, she found hersdf face-to-face with the little girl who'd walked
so boldly up to Braknil, who was now accompanied by ayoung man about Alec's age.

The child pointed to Beka and said something about "making.”

Beka shook her head, showing that she didn't understand.

The young man held out his hand, showing her abundle of color-ful leather thongs. He covered them
with his other hand, rubbed his palms together, then presented her with an intricately braided bracel et
with loose strands a each end for tying.

"Chypta," she said, ddlighted. She'd watched Seregil do this sort of deight of hand most of her life.

He gestured that he was not finished. Taking it back from her, he held it by one end and pulled it dowly

through the fingers of his other hand. When he was done, asmall wooden frog dangled from the middie
of the weave.



Thelittle girl tied it around Bekas left wrist, then touched ahand to her scabbard and the bruise on her
forehead, talking excitedly.

"It'sacharm to help wounds hedl," explained Seregil, who'd wandered over with Alec. " She says she's
never seen awoman sol-dier before, but she can tell you are very brave and so probably get hurt alot.
She's not old enough to make charms hersdf yet, so her cousin here obliged, but the gift was her idea.”

"Chyptal" Beka said again, touched by the gift. "Hold on aminute, | want to give her something, too.
Damn, what have| got with me?"

Rummaging in her pouch, she found asack of fancy gaming stones she'd bought in Mycena, jasper
lozengesinlaid with Slver. "For you," she said in Aurenfaie, placing onein the child's hand.

Thelittle girl clagped the piecein her fist and gave Beka akiss on the cheek.
"And thank you." Bekalooked up at the cousin, doubtful that he'd be impressed by such areward.

He leaned down and touched afinger to his cheek. Bekatook the hint and gave him akiss. Laughing, he
ledthelittlegirl away.

"Did you seethat performance?' Beka asked Seregil, admir-ing the bracelet. "It reminds me of tricks
you used to do for us after supper.”

"What you just saw was magic, not deight of hand. So isthe charm, though not avery powerful sort.
The Akhendi are known for their skill with charm making and weaving."

"I thought it wasjust atrinket! | should have made her a better gift.”

Seregil grinned. "Y ou saw her face. Shélll be showing that bakshi stone to her greet-grandchildren, agift
from a sword-carrying Tir-faie woman with hair the color of—let's see, what would the proper poetic

smilebe? Ah, yes, bloody copper!”

Beka grimaced comicaly. "I hope she comes up with something better than that.”

Just then ayoung woman touched Alec on the deeve and per-formed asimilar trick, producing a
bracelet with three red beads worked into it. He thanked her, asked some questions, then laughed and
pointed to Seregil.

"What was that al about?" asked Beka

"It'salove charm,” Seregil explained. "Hetold her that he doesn't redlly need one of those.”

The girl gave some teasing answer, arching abrow coyly in Seregil's direction, then passed the bracel et
through her hand again. The beads disappeared, replaced by a dangling wooden bird carved from pale
wood.

"That'smorelikeit," Alec said. "Thisonewarnsif someone's having evil thoughts about me."

"Perhaps | should get one of those before | facethe lidsidraagain,” Seregil murmured.

"What'sthis?' Beka asked, noticing what appeared to be a pol-ished cherry pit hanging from abeaded



thread in Seregil's hair.

"It's supposed to keep liesfrom my dreams.”

Alec exchanged an odd look with hisfriend, and Beka felt atwinge of envy. There were secrets
between these two she knew she'd never share, just as there were between Seregil and her father. Not

for thefirg time, she wished regretfully that Nysander had lived long enough to induct her asaWatcher,
too.

Meanwhile, her riders had gotten into the spirit of things. With
Nyd's help, gifts and questions were still being exchanged and everyone was sporting acharm or two.
Nikideswasflirting with sev-erd women at once, and Braknil was playing grandfather to acircle of

children, shaking his beard and pulling coppersfrom their ears.

"It won't al bethiseasy, will it?' Beka said, watching one of the village elders present Kliawith a
necklace.

Seregil Sghed. "No, it won't."
10
The Heart of the Jewe

Lady Amali seemsto havetaken quitealiking to Klia" Alec observed, watching the two women
laughing over some shared exchange asthey set out again the next morning.

"I've noticed that," Seregil replied quietly. He glanced around quickly, no doubt making certain that Nyal
was safely out of earshot. "They're of an age to be friends. She's much younger than her husband. She's
histhird wife, according to our Ralbas friend.”

"So you find him useful after al?'

"I find everyone useful,” Seregil said withady grin. "That doesn't mean | trust them. | haven't seen him
snesk off with her again, though. Have you?'

"No, and I've been watching. She's civil to him, but they seldom speak.”

"Well haveto keep an eye on them in Sarikali, seeif they seek each other out. The young wife of an
aging husband, and Nyal such ahandsome, entertaining fellow—it could be interesting.”

Reaching abroad, swift river, they followed it south through ever degpening forest for the rest of the
day. Villages grew scarcer, and game more plentiful—and at times peculiar.

Herds of black deer no bigger than dogs were common in marshy bends of the river, where they grazed
on malow shoots and water liliestorn from the mud.

Therewere bearsaswdll, thefirst Alec had seen snce leaving his mountain homeland. But these were
brown rather than black, and bore the white crescent of Auraacrosstheir breasts. Strangest and most
pleasing of dl, however, werethelittle grey tree-dwellers caledpories. Thefirst of them gppeared just
after midday, but soon they seemed to be everywhere, common as squirrels.



About the Sze of anewborn child, the pories had flat, catlike faceslarge, mobile ears, and long,
black-ringed tails that gyrated wildly behind them asthey legpt among the branches with clever, grasping

paws.

A few mileslater, the pories disappeared as abruptly asthey'd come. Midafternoon shadows were
weaving themsdves beneath the trees when the travel ers reached awide fork in theriver. Asif sundered
by the parting of the waters, the forest opened up to either side, affording aclear view across a broad,

rolling valley beyond.
"Welcometo Sarikdi," Seregil said, and something in hisvoice made Alec turn to look at him.

A blend of fierce pride and reverence seemed to transform the man for an instant, making the Skalan
coat he wore look asill suited as mummer's garb.

Alec saw the same expresson mirrored in other Aurenfaie faces, asif their very souls shonein their eyes.
Exile or not, Seregil was among his own. Ever the wanderer, Alec envied him alittle.

"Welcome, my frienddl” cried Riagil. "Wecometo Sarikai!"
"I thought there was acity,” Beka said, shading her eyes.

Alec did the same, wondering if some magic like that guarding the high passesin the mountains was at
work. There were no signs of habitation that he could see within the embrace of the two rivers.

Seregil grinned. "What's the matter, don't you seeit?"

A broad stone bridge arched across the narrower of the two branches, allowing ridersto cross four
abreast.
The sted hemets of Urgazhi Turmashone like chased silver in the danting afternoon light, and sted and

chainmail glinted benesth their embroidered tabards. Riding at their head, Kliawas resplen-dent in
wine-dark velvet and heavy jeweled ornaments. Polished ru-bies glowed in the large golden brooches

that pinned her riding

mantle at the shoulders and in the golden girdle of her gown. She dso wore dl the Aurenfaie gift jewelry
shed received, even the hum-ble warding charms. Though she'd put aside armor for the occasion, her

sword hung at her sdein aburnished scabbard worked with gold.

Once acrosstheriver, Riagil led them toward adark, rambling hillock severa miles off. Therewas
something odd about the shape of it, thought Alec. Asthey drew nearer, it looked stranger till.

"That's Sarikdli, isnt it?" he sad, pointing ahead. "But it'saruins.”

"Not exactly,” sid Seregl.

The city's dark tiered buildings and thick towers appeared to draw themselves out of the ground.
Masses of ivy and cregpers growing thickly up the sconework reinforced theillusion that the place had
not been built by hands but erupted from the earth. Like agreat sconein theriver of time, Sarakali sood

deadfast and immutable,



The closer Seregil cameto Sarikali, the more the long yearsin Skala seemed to fade away. The one
dark memory he had of the city, ugly asit was, could not efface thejoy hed dways associated with this
place.

Mogt of hisvigtshad beenin festival times, when the clans gath-ered to populate its streets and
chambers. Banners and strings of kites festooned the streets of everytupa, the section of the city each
clan traditionaly used when visiting. In the open-air marketplaces one could find goods from every
corner of Aurenen and beyond. Outside the city, colorful pavilionswould sprinklethe level ground like
great summer flowers; bright flags and painted poles marked out racetracks and archery lists. Theair
would be filled with magic and music and the smells of exotic foods to be tracked down and sampled.

Today the only signs of habitation were afew flocks of sheep and cattle grazing on the plain.

"Y ou'd think the liasdrawould come out to meet the princess,” Thero remarked disapprovingly in
Skaan.

"l wasjust thinking the same." Alec eyed the place dubioudly.

"That would give status," said Seregil. "They retain it by having her cometo them. It'sdl part of the
game”

Their Aurenfaie escort dropped back when they reached the city's edge, and Urgazhi Turmaformed up
into two mounted ranks, flank-ing Klia.

Turning to Riagil and Amali, Kliabowed in the saddle. "Thank you both for your hospitdity and
guidance.

Amali nudged her mount forward and clasped hands with Klia. "1 wish you success. The blessings of
Aurabewith you!"

She and Riagil rode off, disappearing from sight with their re-spective riders among the dark buildings.

"Wedll, then," Kliasaid, squaring her shoulders. "It's up to usto make an entrance, my friends. Let's show
them the queen's best. Seregil, you're my guide from here.”

No curtain wals shielded the city; it had no gates, no guards. In-stead, open ways paved with springy
turf cut into the jumbled mass of the place like rambling fissures westhered through amountain by a
thousand years of rain. Its street were empty, the arched windows of it towers blank as dead eyes.

" didn't expect it to be so empty," Alec whispered asthey contin-ued along a broad, winding
CONCOUrse.

"It's different when the clans gather for thefedtivals" Seregil told him. "By the Light, I'd forgotten how
beautiful itid"

Beautiful 7Alec thought. Eerie was morelikeit, and alittle oppressive.

Evidently he was not the only oneto fed it. Behind him, he could hear the Urgazhi plying Nya with
guestions, and the steady mur-mur of theinterpreter's replies.

Smooth walls of dark green stone etched with bands of complex designsrose on dl sides. There were



no recogni zable figures, no carved animals, gods, or people. Instead, theintricate patterns seemed to fold
and knot themselves into greater interconnected pat-terns that drew the eye to asingle central point or
away dong lines of rhythmically repesated shgpes and symbols.

Theturf gave beneath their horses hooves, sending up the scent of crushed herbs and deadening the
sound of their passing. The deeper they rode into the city, the more muted sounds became, underscoring
the strangeness of the place. The wind brought the oc-casiona distant crowing of a cock or the sound of
voices, but just as quickly whipped them away.

Alec gradually became aware of an unsettling sensation creeping

over him, asort of tingling on his skin and the hint of a headache be-tween his eyes.

"I've come over dl strange," said Beka, feding it, too.

"Itsmagic,” Thero said in an awed voice. "It fedslikeit's seep-ing from the very ground!™
"Don't worry; you'll get used to it soon,” Seregil assured them.

Asthey rounded a corner, Alec saw alone robed figure watching them gravely from the lower window
of atower. Beneath the red-and-black sen'gal and facid tattoos that marked him as aKhatme, the man's
expresson was aoof and unwelcoming. Alec uneasily re-caled afavorite saying hisfather had had: How
you come into a place is how you go out.

Seregil'sinitia joy at seeing Sarikai did not entirely cloud his per-ception. Clearly theisolationists ill
held the upper hand. Nonethe-less, his pulse quickened as he felt the quicksiiver play of exotic energies
across his skin. Childhood habit made him peer into the shadows, hoping for afleeting glimpse of the
fabled Bashwal.

Rounding afamiliar corner, they came into the open again, at the center of the city, and the breath caught
in Seregil'sthroat.

Herelay theVhaddsoori, aclear pool severa hundred yards wide and so deep that its waters remained
black at high noon. The magic was said to radiate from this spot, the most sacred ground in Aure-nen.
Here, at the heart of the Heart, oaths were given, aliances forged, wizardry powerstested. A pledge
sedled with acup of the poal's clear water wasinviolable.

The pool wasringed by one hundred and twenty-one westhered stone statues that stood a hundred
yards or so back from the water's edge. Neither the reddish-brown stone nor the carving style wasto be
found anywhere esein the city, or in Aurenen beyond. Thirty feet tall, and vaguely man-shaped, the
statues were said to be arelic of some people older than the Bash'wai. They towered and tilted now
above the crowd gathered outside the circle. Expectant faces and sen'gai of every description formed a
colorful mosaic against the muted backdrop of dark stone.

"That'shim," he heard someone whisper loudly, and guessed they were talking of him.

The crowd parted quietly as he led Kliaand the others to the edge of the stone circle. Inside, he saw the
eleven white-clad members of the lidsdrawaiting for them at the water's edge, flanking the Cup of Aura
on itslow stone pedestal. Itslong, crescent-shaped bowl,

carved from milky aabaster and set on atdll silver base, glowed softly in the | ate-afternoon sunlight.



With asudden sharp pang, he recdled hisfather bringing him here asasmall child; it was one of the few
positive memories he had of the man. Legends differed asto the Cup's origins, Korit had ex-plained.
Some said it wasthe gift of Aurasdragon to thefirst Eleven; others claimed that the first wandering band
of 'faieto dis-cover the city had found the Cup onits pillar already. Whatever the casg, it had been here
time out of mind, unmarred by centuries of use and westher, asymbol of Auras connection to the faie,
and of their connection to one another.

A connection | was cut away from like a diseased branch from a tree, Seregil thought bitterly, focusing a
last on the faces of the lidsidra. Nine of this Eleven had spared hislife, but they had so sealed his
humiliation.

Hisfather had been khirnari then, and ready enough to see atui served by his only son's execution.
Adzrid stood in his place now, though Seregil could not meet her eye yet. The other new member of the
council wasthe khirnari of Golinil, Elosi Orian. Ulani Sathil stood nearby, dignified and staid, hislined,
angular face betraying nothing.

Besde Adzrid sood Rhaishi Arlisandin of Akhendi. Hislong hair was whiter than Seregil recdled, his
face more deeply lined. Here was one dependable dly, at leadt, if not apowerful one.

With an effort, Seregil forced himself to ook back at his sster, who stood closest to the Cup. She saw
him but looked quickly away. —know that it is circumstance that prevents me, not coldness on my
part.As he stood here, outside the circle, the assurance sheld sent him could not fill the void in his chest.
Fighting down the choking sensation that suddenly gripped him, he hastily looked away.

At Kliassgnd, Seregil and the others dismounted. Unbuckling her sword belt, Kliapassed it to Beka
and strode into the stone circle with the assurance of agenerd. Seregil followed afew paces behind with
Thero and Torgin.

The magic of Sarikai was strongest here. Beside him, Seregil saw Thero's pae eyeswiden dightly as
pal pable waves of it en-folded them. Kliamust have felt it aswell, but did not hesitate or break her
gride. Halting before the lidsdra, she spread her hands, palms up, and said in perfectly accented
Aurenfae, "l cometo you in the name of great Aurathe Lightbearer, reveded to usaslllior, and on
behaf of my mother, Idrilain the Second of Skaa."

Ancient Brythir i Nien of Siimai stepped forward, thin and dry as

adead willow branch. Asthe eldest member of the lidsidra, he spokefor al.

"Bewelcome, Kliaaldrilain Elesthera Corruthesthera Rhimi-nee, Princess of Skalaand descendent of
Corruth i Glamien of Bok-thersa," he replied, lifting aheavy necklace of gold and turquoise from hisown

neck and placing it around hers. "May the wisdom of the Lightbearer guide usin our endeavors.

Kliareturned the gesture, giving him her girdle of golden plaques ename ed with the Dragon of Illior.
"May theLight shineinus"

Adzrid took up the Cup of Auraand filled it at the water's edge. Graceful in her white tunic and jewels,
sheraised it toward the sky, then presented it first to Klia, then Lord Torsin, Thero, and findly, to
Seregil.

Seregil'sfingers brushed his sster's as he accepted the Cup and raised it to hislips. The water was as



cold and sweet on histongue as held remembered. As he drank, however, his eyes met those of Nazien i
Hari of Haman, grandfather of the man held killed. There was no welcome for him here.

Alec sat on hishorse and listened as Nyal quietly named the various khirnari; al eleven wore white
clothing and sen'ga for the cere-mony, making it impossible to distinguish one clan from another.

There was one face Alec knew without being told, however. Hed met Adzrid once, just before the war,
and watched with athrill of excitement as she offered her brother the moon-shaped cup. What must they
be fedling, he wondered, being so close at last, yet having to maintain such reserve?

Otherswere not so careful to guard their expressions. Severa people exchanged dark glances as Seregil
drank; afew others smiled. Among the latter was the first truly ancient Aurenfaie Alec had seen. Theold
man was thin to the point of gauntness, his eyes deeply sunk benesath sagging lids, and he moved with the
caution born of frailty.

"That's Brythir i Nien of Simai," Nyd told him. "Heisfour hun-dred and seventy if he'saday, an
uncommon age even for us.”

Still wrestling with the ramifications of his own heritage, Alec found the prospect of such alife span
vagudy darming.

Turning his attention to the nearest bystanders, he noted the sen'-gai of severd principa clans, aswell as
ascattering of minor ones. Though many wore tunics, others wore robes and long, flowing coats. The
sen'gal weredso diversein style. Someweresmple

srips of loose-woven cloth; others were fashioned of silk and edged with small tassals or meta
ornaments. Each clan had its own man-ner of wrapping them, aswell, some smple and close to the head,
others piled into el aborate shapes.

He was most pleased to discover asmall group wearing the mod-est dark green of Bokthersa. One of
them, ayoung man with an in-congruous streek of whitein hishair, suddenly looked hisway, asif hed
sensed Alec's gaze. He regarded Alec with friendly interest for amoment, then turned to whisper to an
older couple. The man had along, homely face. The woman was dark-eyed, with athin, severe mouth
that tilted into awarm smile as shelooked Alec'sway. She had facid tattoos, aswell, though nothing as
elaborate as those of the Khatme; just two horizontal lines benesth each eye. She nodded a greeting.
Alec returned it, then looked away, suddenly salf-conscious. It seemed they'd dready guessed who he
was.

"That woman who just greeted you is Seregil'sthird sigter,” Nya murmured.

"Mydri alllia?" asked Alec, surprised. Thiswoman bore little re-semblance to Adzrid or Seregil. "What
do those marks on her face mean?"

"She hasthe heder's gift.”
"What about the other people. So you know them?”
"| don't recognize the younger man, but | believe the elder is Adzrid's new husband, Saaban i Irais.”

"Husband?' Alec looked at the Bokthersans again, then back at Nyal.



Nyd arched an eyebrow at himin surprise. "Y ou did not know of this?'

"I don't think Seregil knows," said Alec. He hesitated amoment, then asked, "Are there any Chyptaulos
here?"

"Oh, no. Because of liar's escape, theth'sag has never been settled between them and the Bokthersans,
the bad blood between the two clansis ill very hitter. For the Chyptaul os to come here would also be
seen asinaulting Kliaslineage.”

"Lord Toran said Seregil's presence may have the same effect.”

"Perhaps,”" replied Nyal, "but Seregil has the more powerful dlies.”

When the ceremony of greeting was over, the khirnari dispersed, disappearing with their kin down one
of the many sreetsthat fanned out into the city.

Adzriel accompanied Kliafrom the circle. As soon as they were outside the stones, however, she and
Mydri embraced Seregil, clutching the back of his coat with both hands asif fearing he'd be

spirited away. Seregil returned the embrace, hisface hidden for amoment in their dark hair. The other
Bokthersansjoined them, and for amoment he was lost from sight in the happy, chattering group.
Saaban was introduced, and Alec watched as alook of amazement came over hisfriend's face, followed
at once by agrin of delight. It appeared that Seregil approved of the match.

Kliacaught Alec's eye and grinned. Beka and Thero were trying not to be too obvious as they strained
for ther firgt glimpse of Seregil'sfamily.

"To seeyou hereagain!" said Adzrid, holding her brother at arm'slength. " And you, too, Alectali.”
Extending a hand, she drew him close and kissed him soundly on both cheeks. "Welcome to Au-renen at
lest!

"But I'm forgetting my duty," she exclamed, hagtily wiping at her eyes. "PrincessKlia, dlow meto
present the rest of the Bokther-san delegation. My sister, Mydri alllia. My husband, Saaban i Irais. And
thisisKheetai Branin, agreat friend of Seregil's youth who has kindly offered to serve asyour equerry in
Saikdi."

Thislast was the young man who had stared so openly at Alec during the ceremony. A gresat friend,
indeed, it seemed. Seregil grabbed the younger man in arough hug, grinning like afool.

"Kheetai Branin, isit?' helaughed. "l seem to remember getting into trouble with you atime or two."
"Two?Y ou were the cause of half the beatings| ever received,” Kheeta chuckled, hugging Seregil again.
Wasthisfellow one of the "youthful flirtations' Seregil had spo-ken of ? Alec wondered.

"Y ou'd better close your mouth before something fliesinto it,” Bekawhispered, poking himin theribs.

Ducking his head sdlf-conscioudly, Alec prayed that his thoughts hadn't been quite so obviousto anyone
dse

Releasing Seregil, Kheeta gave Kliaarespectful bow. "Honored kinswoman, quarters have been



prepared for you in Bokthersatupa. Whatever you need there, just ask me.”
"Y our house stands next to my own," Adzrid told her. "Will you dine with ustonight?"

"I'd like nothing better,” replied Klia "I can't tell you what acomfort it isto know that thereisat least
onekhirnari of the lidsidrain whom | can place my complete trust.”

"And herés another!" Mydri said as Amdi aY assarajoined them, wakingarminarmwith a
white-garbed khirnari.

By the Four! thought Alec. Hed known that Amali's husband was older than she, but this man could
have been her grandfather. His face was deeply lined around the eyes and mouth, and the scant hair
showing beneath hiswhite sen'gal wasthe color of iron. If hiswife's proud smile and glowing eyeswere
anything to go by, however, age was no barrier to affection.

"Kliai Idrilain, thisismy husband, Rhaishi Arlisandin, khirnari of Akhendi clan,” Amadi said, positively
beaming.

Y et another round of introductions ensued, and Alec soon found himsalf clasping hands with the man.
"Ah, theyoung Hazadridfaie himsdf!" Rhaish exclamed. "Surdly it isasgn from the Lightbearer that
your princess comes to us with such acompanion!™ Without releasing Alec's hand, he raised his other to

touch the dragon bite on Alec's ear. "Y es, Aura has marked you for dl to see.”

"Y ou're embarrassing poor Alec, my lovel" Amali said, patting her husband'sarm asif he were her
grandfather after dl.

"I'm grateful to be here, whatever the reason,” Alec replied.

The conversation mercifully turned to other things and Alec re-treated back among the Urgazhi. Nyal
was there, too, but had not come forward to greet the Akhendi. Instead, he watched from a dis-tance,
hisface somber as he followed Amali with hiseyes.

"My wife spesks most affectionately of you, dear lady," Rhaish was saying to Klia. "It isagreat event,
having Skalans on Aurenfaie soil after so long an absence. Pray Aurawe may see more of your people
herein thefuture.”

"Y ou and your family must feast with ustonight, Khirnari," Adzrid offered. "Both in thanksfor your kind
escort of my kinswoman and her people, and because Klia can have no better dly than you."

"The hospitality of Bokthersais aways an honor, my dear," Rhaish replied. "Wewill leave you now to
settle your guestsin. Unil tonight, my friends.”

Leaving Seregil to hisfamily, Alec rode beside Beka.
"What do you think of it al sofar?' he asked in Skalan.

She shook her head. "I can till hardly believe we'rereally here. | expect any minute for one of those
dark-skinned ghosts of Seregil'sto pop into sight.”

Rounding a corner, Alec glanced up and saw someone watching



them, but it wasn't Bash'wai spirits. Severd white-clad khirnari stood on abalcony high above the street.
He couldn't see faces clearly at thisangle, but he had the uneasy feding that they were not smiling.

"The Skalan queen sends achild led by children!” Rueni Uri of Datsia declared as he stood with Ulani
Sathil and Nazien i Hari, watching the Skalansride past.

Ulani Sathil dlowed himself the hint of asmile. Ruen had sup-ported this parley with Skala; the
introduction of alittle doubt suited his purposes nicely.

"Y ou must not be deceived by their apparent youth,” he warned. "The celadon fly hatches, mates, and
diesin aday, but in the narrow space of that same day, it breeds hundreds of itskind, and its sting can
kill ahorse. So it iswith the short-lived Tir."

"Look at him!" Nazieni Hari muttered, glaring down at the hated Exile riding fregly through the streets.
"Queen'skin or not, it'san af-front to bring my grandson's murderer here. Can the Tir be such fools?'

"It'san affront to dl Aurenen,” Ulan agreed, never letting on that he had voted in favor of Seregil's
temporary return.

Rhaishi Arlisandin dipped an arm about hisyoung wiféswaist and kissed her asthey waked dowly
toward Akhendi tupa.

"Y our journey has agreed with you, tdia. Tell me your impres-sons of Kliaand her people.”

Amdi toyed with the amber amulet lying againgt hischest. "The Skaan princessisintdligent, forthright,
and honest. Torsini Xan-dusyou know. Asfor the others?' She sighed. "Asyou saw, poor Alecisa
child playing at being aman. Y ashd or not, he is so inno-cent, so open, that | fear for him. Thank Aura
heisof no rea impor-tance. But the wizard—he's astrange, deep fellow. We must not underestimate
him, in spite of hisyouth. Hewill not show histrue powers.”

"And the Exile?'

Amali frowned. "He's not what | expected. Under that respectful manner liesaproud, angry heart. He's
grown too wisefor hisyears among the Tir, and from what my men picked up among the Skaans, there's
more to him than meets the eye. It's fortunate that his goas are the same as our own, but | don't trust him.
What does
the liasdrasay of him? Will his presence here present an obstacle?!

"It'stoo soon to say." Rhaish walked on amoment in silence, then asked blandly, "And what of young
Nya i Nheka? Such along ride must have given you opportunity to renew your acquaintance.”

Amadli colored. "We spoke, of course. It seems he's quite taken with Kliasred-haired captain.”
"Isthat jedlousy, talia?" he teased..
"How can you ask such athing?'

"Forgive me." He pulled her closer. "Besotted with a Tirfaie, you say? How extraordinary! That could
prove useful.”



"Perhaps. | think our hopeiswell placed in Klia, if she can im-pressthe lidsdraas she hasme. She
must!" Amdi sighed, pressing ahand to the dight swell of her belly wheretheir first child was growing.
"By Aura, so much depends on her success. May the Lightbearer'sfavor liewith us.”

"Indeed,” he murmured, smiling sadly at the strong faith of youth. Too often it was the god'swill that men
make their own favor in theworld.

11
SatlingIn

Alec's heart sank alittle when Adzriel pointed out their guest house. Tdl, nar-row, and topped with
some sort of small, open-sided structure, the house loomed ominoudly against the late-afternoon sky.

Insde, he found little to dter his opinion. Though well gppointed and staffed by smil-ing Bokthersans, the
place had a shadowed, oppressive fee—not at dl like the airy com-fort of Gedre.

What in the world makes them think this place is beautiful ?he wondered again, but kept his opinionsto
himsdlf as Kheeta guided them through the house. The warren of dimly lit rooms were stacked at odd
levels and con-nected by narrow corridors and galleries that seemed to dl dant to some disconcerting
de-gree. Interior rooms had no windows, while the outer ones opened onto broad bal conies, many
without the privacy of draperiesor screens.

"Y our Bash'wai had an interesting con-cept of architecture,” Alec grumbled to Seregil, sumbling over an
unexpected risein a passageway.

Theinterior walls were crafted of the same patterned stone as the outer ones. Accus-tomed to therich
murals and statuary of Skaa, it struck Alec as odd that a people would leave no pictorid record of their
daily life

A largereception hall took up much of the ground floor. Smaller rooms behind it were appointed for
private use. At the back lay sev-erd bathing chambers and an enormous kitchen that overlooked a
walled stable yard. Thiswas flanked on the right by the stables, and to the left by alow stone building
that would serve as a barracks for Bekasturma. A back gate let out onto an aley between this house
and Adzrid's.

Klia, Torsin, and Thero had rooms on the second floor. Alec and Seregil had alarge room to themselves
on thethird. Cavernous de-spite the colorful Aurenfaie furnishings, its high ceiling waslost in shadow.

Alec discovered anarrow staircase at the end of the hallway and followed it up to aflat roof and the
octagona stone pavilion that stood there.

Arched openings on each of its eight walls afforded pleasant views of the valley. Inside, smooth blocks
of black stone served as benches and tables. Standing there alone, he could easily imagine the house's
origind inhabitants Sitting around him, enjoying the cool of the evening. For an instant he could amost
hear thelost echo of voices and footsteps, the rise and fall of music played on un-known instruments.

The scuff of leather againgt stone sartled him and he jerked around to find Seregil grinning at him from
the doorway.



"Dreaming with your eyes open?' he asked, crossing to the win-dow that overlooked Adzridl's house.

"l guess 0. What's thisthing called?’

"Acolos"

"It feds haunted.”

Seregil draped an arm around Alec's shoulders. "And so it is, but theré's nothing to fear. Sarikali isacity
dreaming, and sometimes she taksin her deep. If you listen long enough, sometimes you can hear her.”

Turning Alec dightly, he pointed acrossto asmal bal-cony near the top of hissister's house. " See that
window up there, to the right? That was my room. | used to Sit there for hoursat atime, just listening.”

Alec pictured the restless grey-eyed boy Seregil must have been, chin propped on one hand as he
listened for alien music seeping from the night air. "1s that when you heard them?”

Seregil'sarm tightened around his shoulders. "Yes," he mur-mured, and for one brief moment hisface
looked aswigtful asthat logt child's. Before Alec could do more than register the emotion, however,
Seregil was hisold bantering self again. "I cameto tdl

you that the baths are prepared. Come down as soon as you're ready.”

And with that he was gone.

Alec lingered abit, listening, but heard only the familiar bustle of hisfelow travelers settling in.
Bekadeclined aroom in the main housein favor of asmall sderoom in the barracks.

"I haven't seen a decent fortification Since we got here," Mercale grumbled, looking the place over.

"Makes you wonder what happened to those Bash'wai folks," Braknil observed. "Anyone could ridein
and take the place.”

"I'm no happier about it than you are, but it can't be helped,” said Beka. "Get watch fires sarted, give
the place athorough ingpection, and set guards at al entrances. Well rotate everyone between guard
duty here, escort detail for Klia, and freetime. That ought to keep them from getting bored too quickly."

"I'll keep those off duty to standard city drill," said Mercalle. "No less than threein agroup, old hands
watching out for the new ones, and keep them close to homefor thefirst few days until we see how
warm our welcome redlly is. Judging by some of the Aurenfaie | saw today, there'slikely to be abit of
chest thumping.”

"Well said, Sergeant. Passthe word, dl of you; if thereis any trouble with the 'faie, Commander Klia
doesn't want steel drawn unlesslifeis about to be logt. Isthat clear?"

"Asspring rain, Captain,” Sergeant Rhylin assured her. "It's bet-ter politics to take a punch than to give
one"

Bekasighed. "Let'shopeit never comesto that. Weve got enough enemies back over the sea™

Entering the long main room of the barracks, she found Nya stowing his modest pack next to one of the



pdlets.

"You're bunking in with us, then?" she asked, fedling another odd little flutter below her breastbone.
"Shouldn't 17" he asked, reaching uncertainly for his pack again.

From the corner of her eye she saw Kalas and Steb exchange knowing grins. "We till need you, of
course," shereplied tersdy. "I'll have to consider how to assign you, now that well be splitting into
details. Perhaps Lady Adzrid can find me another interpreter or two. We can't expect you to be
everywhere a once, can we?"'

"I shall do my best to be, nonetheless, Captain,” he replied with a

wink. But his Smile faltered as he added, "I think it might be best if | don't attend the feast tonight,
though. Y ou and your people will bewell looked after by the Bokthersans.”

"Why not?" asked Beka, surprised. Y ou're living herein Adzrid'stupa. I'm sure shed welcomeyou in
her house."

The Rabas hestated. "May we speak privately?"
Beka ushered him into her side room and closed the door. "What's the problem?”

"It is not the Bokthersans who would not welcome me, Captain, but the Akhendi. More specificdly,
their khirnari, Rhaish i Arlisandin. You see, Amdi aYassaraand | wereloversfor atime, before she
mar-ried him."

The news sank in like akick in the gut. What's the matter with me? | barely know the man! Beka
thought, struggling to remain dis-passionate. Instead, she suddenly recalled with merciless clarity how
Nya had kept his distance from Amai during the journey from Gedre when he had been so friendly with
everyone else, and how he had faded into the background when her husband appeared at the
V hadasoori.

"Areyou gill inlove with her?" She wished the words back as soon as she spoke them.

Nyad looked away with asad, shy smile. " regret the choice she made, and will dways consder mysdlf
her friend."

Y es, then.Bekafolded her arms and sighed. "It must have been uncomfortable—being thrown together
aganthisway."

Nya shrugged. "She and |—it was along time ago, and most agreed that she made awise choice. Still,
her husband is jealous, the way old men are. It'sbest that | stay in tonight.”

"Very wel." Onimpulse, shelad ahand on hisarm as he turned to go. "And thank you for telling me
this”

"Oh, | think it would have been necessary sooner or later to say something,” he murmured, and was
gone.

Sakor's Flame, woman, are you losing your mind?Beka berated hersdf silently, pacing the tiny room.



You barely know the man and you're mooning over him like a jealous kitchen maid. Once this
mis-sion isover you'll never see himagain.

Ah, but those eyes, and that voice! her mutinous heart replied.

HesaRabag, for dl histraveling,she countered. By dl reports that clan was expected to support
Viresse. And Seregil obvioudy distrusted Nyal, though he hadn't come out and said so.

"Too many months without aman,” Beka growled adoud. That

was easy enough to remedy, and without al the bother of falling in love. Love, shed learned through
harsh experience, was aluxury she could not afford.

Freshly bathed and brushed, Alec and Seregil headed downstairs to meet the othersin the main hall.

Reaching the landing at the second floor, however, Seregil paused. "I'd fedl better if we were down here,
closer to Klig," he noted, walking the length of the crooked corridor where the other guest roomslay. At
the far end was another stairway, with awindow overlooking the rear yard. "This goes down to the
kitchen, as| recdl,” said Seregil, following it down.

Wending their way past baskets of vegetables, they greeted the cooks and were directed down a
passageway to the main hal at the front of the house. Klia, Kheeta, and Thero were there dready,
Sit-ting next to acheerful blaze on the hearth.

"It'stoo bad, having Akhendi there hisfirgt night with—" Thero was saying to Kheeta, but broke of f
when he caught sight of them.

"Hospitality must be served,” Kheeta murmured tactfully, giving Seregil aknowing look that sent a
niggling littlejolt through Alec's gut. The two men may not have seen each other for forty years, but an
undeniable rapport remained between them.

"Of course," Seregil agreed, brushing the matter aside. "Waiting for Lord Torsin, are we?"
And changing the subject as quickly as ever, too, thought Alec.

"He should be down in amoment,” Kliasaid. The sound of cheers echoing down the back corridor just
then.

"Ah, yes, and Captain Beka, too," Kliaadded with aknowing wink.

A moment |later Beka strode in dressed in abrown velvet gown. Her unbound hair had been brushed
until it shone and she even had on golden earrings and a necklace. It suited her, but if her expres-son
was anything to go by, shedidn't agree. Sergeant Mercalle camein just behind her, grinning broadly at
her captain's unease.

"No wonder your riders were cheering,”" Kheeta exclaimed. "For amoment there | scarcely recognized
you."

"Adzrid sent word that | wasincluded among the guests,” Beka explained, blushing as sheflicked an
imaginary bit of lint from her skirts. Shelooked up in timeto catch Alec and Thero taring and bristled.
"What are you gawking at? Y ou've seen mein adress before.”



Alec exchanged a sheepish glance with the wizard. "Y es, but not for along time."
"Y ou look very—rpretty," Thero hazarded, and got adark look for histrouble.

"Indeed you do, Captain,”" chuckled Klia. "An officer on the rise has to know how to carry hersdlf inthe
sdon aswell asinthefidd. Isn't that right, Sergeant?

Mercale cameto attention. "It is, my lady, though thiswar hasn't given the younger officers much
opportunity for anything except fighting.”

Torsin came down the main stair and gave Beka an approving nod. ™Y ou do your princess and your
country honor, Captain.”

"Thank you, my lord," Bekareplied, softening a bit.

Adzrid had included Klids entire entourage in her invitation, and everyone wasin high spirits asthey
waked over, even Seregil.

"It'sabout time | brought you to meet my family," he said, grin-ning crookedly as he dipped an arm
around Alec and Beka

Adzrid greeted them, flanked by her husband and sgter. "Wel-come, welcome at last, and Auraslight
shineon you," she cried, clasping hands with each in turn asthey entered. Seregil and Alec were soundly
kissed on both cheeks. The word "brother” was not spoken but seemed to hover ontheair likea
Bashwal spirit.

"The Akhendi and Gedre are here dready,” Mydri told them asthey waked through severa eegant
chambersto alarge courtyard beyond. "Amadli isvery taken with you, Klia She'stalked of nothing else
snceshegot here.”

This house was larger, but seemed to Alec to be more welcoming, asif centuries of habitation by this
family had imbued the harsh one with something of their own warmth.

Low, two-person couches for the highest ranking guests had been set out on a broad stone platform
above an overgrown garden, posi-tioned so that the members of the dinner party could watch the moon
rise over thetowers of Sarikali. Alec counted twenty-three people wearing the colors of Bokthersa, and
half again as many Akhendi and Gedre. The riderswho'd accompanied Klia over the passwere seated at
long tablesin the garden among banks of fra-grant, funned-shaped white flowers. They called out happily
to the Urgazhi, making space for them among their ranks.

Amadi was dready stretched prettily beside her husband. She had not warmed to Seregil during the long
ride, and showed no signs of thawing now. Alec was glad to be seated severa couches away from her,
near Adzriel and the Gedre khirnari.

Sitting down next to Seregil, however, he studied the Akhendi khirnari with interest. Rhaishi Arlisandin
sat with one arm clasped

loosaly around hiswife, clearly pleased to be with her after along absence. Looking up at Alec, he
amiled. "Amadi tells me you were the luckbringer of the journey?'



"What? Oh, this." Alec raised ahand to the dragon bite on hisear. "Yes, my lord. It was a bit of a
urprise”

Rhaish arched an eyebrow a Seregil. "I would have thought you'd have told him al about such things."

Alec was close enough to fed Seregil tense, though he doubted anyone else noticed. "1've been very
remiss, but I've dwaysfound it painful to—remember.”

Rhaish raised ahand in what appeared to be some benediction. "May your time here be one of heding,”
he offered kindly.

"Thank you, Khirnari."

"Y ou must Sit with me asamost honored guest, BekaaKari," Mydri invited, patting the empty place
beside her. ™Y our family took our—took Seregil in. The Cavish clan will dways be welcome at the
hearths of Bokthersa"

"l hope we can offer your people the same hospitality one day," Bekareturned. " Seregil has been agreat
friend to us, and saved my father'slife many times."

"Usudly because I'd gotten him into trouble in thefirst place," Seregil added, drawing laughter from
many of the other guedts.

Servants brought in trays of food and wine as Adzriel made intro-ductions. Alec quickly lost track of the
names but noted with inter-est the various Bokthersans. Many were referred to as cousins, such terms
often indicated ties of affection rather than blood. One of these people turned out to be Kheetal's mother,
adark-eyed woman who reminded Alec of Kari Cavish.

She shook afinger sternly at Seregil. "Y ou broke our hearts, Haba, but only because we loved you so."
The stern look gave way to atearful smile as she embraced him. "It isso very good to seeyou in this
house again. Come to the kitchen anytime and I'll bake spice cakes for you."

"I'll make you keep that promise, Aunt Mdli," Seregil replied huskily, kissng the backs of her hands.

Alec knew he was seeing glimpses of ahistory he did not share. Asthe old familiar ache threatened to
close around his heart, how-ever, hefet long fingers close over his own. For once, Seregil understood

and offered sllent apology.

The med began informdly with severa courses of finger foods: morsdls of spiced meat or cheese
wrapped in padtry, olives, fruit, fanciful nosegays of edible greensand flowers,

"Turab,a Bokthersan specidty,” aserver murmured, filling Alec's cup with afrothy reddish ae.

Seregil clinked hiscup againg Alec's, murmuring, "My tdi.”

Meeting hisfriend's gaze over the rim of his cup, Alec saw an odd mix of joy and sadnessthere.

"I'd like to hear of thiswar from you, Captain,” said Adzrid's husband, Saaban i Irais, asacourse of
mesets was served. "And from you, aswell, Kliaaldrilain, if it isnot too upsetting to speak of it. There

are many Bokthersanswho will join your ranksif the lidsdraalows." Judging by the worried frown that
crossed Adzrid'sface, Alec guessed that Saaban might be one of them.



"Themore| see of your people, the more | wonder why they would risk themsalvesin aforeign
conflict,” Bekareplied.

"Not al would, or will," he conceded. "But there are those who would rather meet the Plenimarans now
than fight them and the Zengati on our own soil later.”

"We can use dl the help we can get,”" said Klia. "For now, how-ever, let's keep the darkness awvay and
speak of happier things.”

Asthe evening progressed and theturab flowed, conversation turned to reminiscences of Seregil's
childhood exploits. Kheetai Branin figured in agood many of thesetales, and Alec was surprised to
learn that the man was actudly afew years older than Seregil. Seregil had moved to Kheeta's couch to
share some story, and Alec studied the pair and those around them, trying yet again to get hismind
around the long ‘faielife span that he himsdlf shared. Adzridl and her hushand, he knew, werein their
twelfth decade, ayouthful prime among the Auren-faie. The oldest guest, a Gedre named Corim, wasin
histhird century and looked no older than Micum Cavish, at least at first glance.

It sthe eyes, Alec thought. Therewas agtilinessin the eyes of the older 'faire, asif the knowledge and
wisdom of their long lives|eft its mark there—one that Kheeta did not yet show. Seregil, though—he had
old eyesin ayoung face, asif held seen too much too soon.

And s0 he has, just in the time I've known him, Alec reflected. By the time they'd met, Seregil had
dready lived ahuman lifetime and seen ahuman generation age and die. HEd made aname for himsdlf
whilethefriends of hisyouth were il finishing out their long childhoods. Seeing him here, anong hisown
kind, Alec redized for thefirst timejust how young hisfriend actualy was. What did his own people see
when they looked at Seregil?

Or at me?

Seregil threw his head back, laughing, and for amoment he looked asinnocent as Kheeta. It was good
to see him like that, but Alec couldn't keep away the darker thought that thiswas how he might have
been if hed never goneto Skala

"You'reas solemn as Auras owl, and as quiet,” Mydri observed, sitting down next to him and taking his
hand.

"I'm il trying to believe I'm redlly here," Alec replied.

"Soam |," shesad, and another of those unexpectedly warm smiles softened her stern features.

"Can the ban of exile ever belifted?" Alec asked, keegping hisvoicelow.

Mydri sighed. "It happens, especialy with one so young. Still, it would take a petition from the Haman
khirnari to begin the debate, and that doesn't seem very likely. The Haman are an honorable peo-ple, but
they are proud in away that breeds bitterness. Old Nazien is no exception. He still grieves at the loss of
his grandson and resents Seregil's return.”

"By the Light, youreagrim pair,” Seregil called over, and Alec redized that he was drunk, ararity for
Serggil.



"Arewe?' Mydri shot back, agleam of challengein her eyes. "Tdl me, Alec, does Seregil sill have his
finesanging voice?'

"Asfineasany bard's" Alectold her, giving Seregil ateasng wink.

"Singfor us, tdi!" Adzrid urged, overhearing. At her signal, a servant came forward with something large
and flat wrapped in pat-terned silk and placed it in Seregil's hands.

He unwrapped it with aknowing smile. It was a harp, its dark wood polished with use.

"We kept it for you, dl these years" Mydri told him as he settled it againgt his chest and ran hisfingers
acrossthe strings.

He plucked out asimple tune that drew tearful smilesfrom his sisters, then moved on to acomplex tune,
fingersflying across the strings as melody followed melody. Even drunk and out of practice, he played
beautifully.

After amoment he paused, then began the exile's lament held sung the first time held spoken to Alec of
Aurenen.

My loveiswrapped in acloak of flowing green

and wears the moon for acrown. And al around has chains of flowing silver.

Her mirrorsreflect the sky. O, to roam your flowing cloak of green

under thelight of the ever-crowning moon.

Will | ever drink of your chains of flowing silver and drift once more across your mirrors of the sky?

"A bard's voice, indeed," said Saaban, dabbing at his eyes with the edge of hisdeeve. "With such power
to move the emotions, | hope you know happier tunes.”

"A few," Seregil said. "Alec, give usthe harmony on'Fair RisssMy Lover.'"
The Skalan song was warmly received, and more instruments appeared asif on cue.

"WherésUrien?" Seregil demanded, squinting out into the gar-den at the soldiers. " Someone give that
boy alutel"

This broke through the Urgazhi's reticence. The young rider'sfriends al but carried the blushing musician
forward, demanding favorite ballads asif they were at a crossroads tavern.

"For the pride of the decuria, rider!" Mercalle ordered with mock severity.
Urien accepted an Aurenfaie lute and smoothed an admiring hand over its round back.
"For the pride of theturma," he said, siriking achord. "Thisisfrom before my time with the Urgazhi."

Ghost wolvesthey cdl us, and Ghost Wolveswe are. Drawn to the enemy by aplague star Fighting and
burning, deep in their lines Our Captain was fearless, we followed behind.



Death and dark magic, demons she faced, Under the black sun, in that dread londly place. The black
shields of Plenimar, rank upon rank Until their Duke Mardus, in hisblood sank .

Alec watched in dismay as Seregil's smile froze and Thero went pale. One of severa ballads that
extolled the Urgazhi's early ex-ploits, this one spoke of Nysander's death. Fortunately, Beka caught on at
once.

"Enough, enough!" she begged, masking her concern with acomic grimace. "By the Four, Urien, of all
the grim, threadbare ba-lads to choose! Give us'lllior's Face Upon the Waters to honor our good
hogs™

The chagrined rider nodded and commenced the tune, playing each flourish flawlessly. Seregil moved to
gt by Alec again.

"You looked as. if you'd seen aghost. Areyou dl right?' he whis-pered, asif the previous song had not
affected him.

Alec nodded.
The song ended and Kheeta held aharp out to Klia.
"What about you, my lady?"

"Oh, no! | have the voice of acrow. Thero, didn't | hear you sing a passable ballad after our victory at
Two Horse Crossing?'

"I'd had a bit more to drink then, my lady," the wizard replied, thin cheeks coloring asal eyesturned his
way.

"Don't be shy!" Sergeant Braknil called out. "We heard you sing sober aboard theZyria."

"All the same, perhaps our hostswould prefer asmall demonstra-tion of Third Oreskamagic?” Thero
countered.

"Very well," laughed Mydri.

Thero produced a pouch of fine white sand and sprinkled it in acircle on the ground in front of the
couches. Using his crystd wand, he wove a series of glowing sigilsover it. Instead of thetidy
config-urations he usudly produced, however, they swelled and bulged, then exploded with enough force
to scatter the sand and knock wine cupsin all directions. Thero dropped the wand with astartled yelp
and stuck hisfingersin hismouth.

Alec stifled alaugh; the normally reserved wizard looked like a cat that had just dipped on a patch of
ice, chagrined and determined to regain his dignity before anyone noticed. Seregil shook with silent
laughter beside him.

"My gpologies!" Thero exclamed in dismay. "1—I can't imagine what happened.”

"Thefaultismine. | should have warned you," Adzrid assured him, clearly fighting down asmile of her
own. "Magic must be per-formed with greeat care here. The power of Sarikali feedsinto our own, making



magic sometimes unpredictable. All the more so in your case, evidently.”

"So | see” Thero retrieved hiswand and tucked it in his belt. Af-ter amoment's thought, he sprinkled
more sand and tried the spell again, drawing the Sgilswith hisfingersthistime. The patternshung in the
ar afew inches above the ground, then coaesced into aflat disk of slvery light asbig around asa
serving platter. He added another sigil, and the smooth surface took on amottled array of sun-washed
colors, then resolved itsdlf into aminiature city set high above aminiature harbor.

"How wonderful!" exclaimed Amdli, leaning forward to admire his creation. "What placeisit?"
"Rhiminee, my lady," hereplied.

"That sorawling black-and-grey monstrosity isthe queen's Palace, my home," Kliaremarked dryly.
"Whilethis lovely white structure over here, the one with the sparkling dome and towers, isthe Oreska
House"

"] vigted it during my timein Rhiminee," said Adzrid. "Asl| re-call, thewizards of Skalawere origindly
scattered around your land, some solitary, others serving various noble houses."

"Y es, my lady; what we called the Second Oreska. After the old capitd, Ero, was destroyed, Queen
Tamir founded Rhiminee and forged an alliance with the greatest wizards of her day, the Third Oreska
They helped build her city and other wonders; in return she gifted them with her paironage and the land
for the OreskaHouse."

"Then it istrue that those among you with magic are kept gpart from others?' an Akhendi asked.

"No, not a al,” Theroreplied. "It'sjust that we are so different by virtue of that magic and its effect on
us—life spans comparable to your own, and the barrenness that isits price—that it was good to have a
haven, a place where we could live and share our learning among ourselves. Wizards are not required to
livethere, but many chooseto. | spent most of my lifethere, in the tower of my master, Nysander i
Azusthra. Wizards are highly honored in Skda, | assureyou.”

"Y et do you not find it sad, to be cut off from the natura flow of life among your own kind?' the same
Akhendi asked.

Thero consdered this and shrugged. "No, not redly. I've never known any other life."

"Rhaish and | visited your city asboys" Riagil i Molan told Klia. "We went to attend the wedding of
Corruth i Glamien to your ances-tress, Idrilain the First. We were taken to visit this Oreska House of
yours. Rhaish, do you recall that wizard who did tricks for us?'

"Orieng, | think her name was," the Akhendi khirnari replied. "It was abeautiful place, with gardens
whereit was aways springtime, and a grest mosaic on the floor showing Aura's dragon. The queen's

Palace was much darker, with thick walls like afortress.”

"Which only goesto prove that my ancestor, Queen Tamir, should have included more wizards among
her builders" Kliasaid, smiling.

"| should liketo seethis Third Oreska," said Amadli.

"With pleasure, my lady, though it isaless happy place now than it oncewas." Thero uttered a quick



command, and the city's image was replaced with aview of the Oreska gardens. A few robed

figureswere visible there, but the place looked strangely deserted. The scene shifted, and Alec
recognized the view of the central atrium from the balcony by Nysander's tower door. Sections of the
dragon mosaic gill showed the damage caused by the attack of Mar-dus and his necromancers. Here,
too, there were fewer people than Alec remembered from histime there,

"Thisishow it looks now?" Seregil asked softly.
"Yes" Thero changed theimage again, showing them Seregil's Whed Street villa
"My Skdan home," Seregil said with ahint of irony.

What would they seeif Thero conjured up their true home? Alec wondered. Was the blackened cellar
hole till there, or had some new establishment been built over the ruins?

"I know asimilar magic,” said Sagban. A servant brought him alarge silver basin mounted on atripod.
Filling it with water, he blew gently acrossit. Ripples ridged the surface for an ingtant, then cleared,
leaving in their wake aview of green forests below snow-capped pesks. On a hill overlooking a broad
lake lay awhite sprawl of interconnected stone buildings smilar to the khirnari's house a Gedre, but
much larger and more elaborate. A town spread down the hill from it to the water's edge. At the forest's
edge, apillared temple stood in agrove of white birches, its domed roof gleaming in the brilliant sunlight
that bathed the scene.

"Bokthersal" breathed Seregil. "I've forgotten so much.”
Theimage faded and more turab was poured. Seregil drank deeply.

"We saw abit of Akhendi magic aswe passed through your fai'thast, Khirnari," Kliatold Rhaishi
Arlisandin, holding up her left wrist to show him the carved lesf hanging there.

"They're perigpts, aren't they?" asked Thero, who wore asimi-lar one.

"Very good," thekhirnari said, acknowledging him with anod. "It isthe knots as much as the amulet
itself that hold the magic. Ei-ther by itself does not work."

"I'd liketo learn how they're made, if that's dlowed. We have nothing quite like them in Skala."

"But of course! It's quite acommon skill among my folk, though some are better at it than others.”
Rhaish turned to hiswife. "Tdlia, you have away with such things. Have you the makings with you?"

"I'm never without them." Amali moved to St next to the wizard and produced ahank of thin leather
lacesfrom apurse at her blt. "It's smply amaiter of knowing the patterns,” she explained. With

one smooth gesture, she pulled the laces through her hand and pro-duced a short band of intricate
weave, far more complex than any the Skalans had seen so far. "The second pass sets the amul e,
ac-cording to the needs of the intended wearer." She took out asmal pouch and spilled a collection of
little wooden carvings onto her lap. She gazed at Thero amoment, then chose asimple, tapered plague
carved with an eye symbol. "For wisdom," shetold him, set-ting the charm into the weave and tying it
around hiswrigt.



"One can never have enough of that,” laughed Klia

Amadi quickly created another and presented it to her, this one with abird charm very smilar to ones
Alec and Toranwore. "It'sjust asmple binding spdl. It warnsif someoneisill-wishing you."

"I've found those to be of use many times," Torsin remarked, show-ing her his. "1 only wish the Oreska
wizards had the knack for them."

"Can you tell me what these are?" asked Klia, showing her the carved leaf charm and another made
from an acorn strung on afew twisted strands. "1 couldn't understand aword of what the woman who
meadethem said.”

Amali examined them and smiled. "These are more trinkets or luck piecesthan charms, but given witha
loving heart. Theleaf isfor good hedth; the acorn symbolizes a fertile womb.”

"I'll take the hedlth, but I'd best save this other for later.” Kliaun-tied the acorn charm and tucked it
away.

"And you say thismagic is possessed only by Akhendi?' asked Thero, examining a.charm on hisown
wrist with interedt.

"Others can sometimes learn afew tricks, but it's our clan's gift— magic using knots, weaving, or
bindings" Amdi handed him afew laces. "Careto try?"

"But how?" he asked.
"Just think of someone here and will the lacesto weave for them.”
After severd unsuccessful tries, Thero managed to knot two strands into an uneven tangle.

Rhaish chuckled. "Well, perhaps with practice. Allow meto show you something rather more
sophigticated.”

Hewalked down into the garden and returned with ahandful of flowering vines. Taking agold ring from
hisfinger, he threaded some of the vine through it, then pressed both between his hands. The vine turned
to geld before their eyes, each delicate blossom and leaf gleaming like fine jeweler'swork. Rhaish wove it
into awreath and presented it to Klia

"It'slovely!" she exclaimed, placing it on her head. "How won-derful it must be, to create such beauty
with such ease”

"Ah, but nothing isever aseasy asit seems. Thered magicisin hiding the effort.”

The conversation rambled on over thewine, asif they'd al gath-ered for an evening of smple pleasure.
Presently, however, Kliagently brought them back to business.

"Honored friends, Lord Torsin i Xandus had describe to me hisimpressions of the liasidras stand
regarding our arriva. | would be most interested to hear your thoughts.”

Adzrid tapped along finger againgt her chin as she considered the question, and Alec was again struck
by the strong resemblance she bore to her brother.



"It'stoo soon to tell,” shereplied. "While you may be certain of the support of Bokthersaand Akhendi,
or the opposition of Viresse, there are till many who remain undecided. Y our god isto gain aidefor
your embattled country. Y et what you ask requires usto violate the Edict of Separation, thus embroiling
you unwittingly in adebate that has been festering herefor years.”

"It doesn't haveto," Klia countered. " One more open port— that's al were asking for."

"One port or adozen; it'sall thesame," said Riagil. "The Khatme and their supporters want to bar all
foreignersfrom Aurenen soil. Then you have the Viresse; Ulan i Sathil will oppose any change that
challenges hismonopoly on northern shipping.”

"And those who have cometo rely on his good favor to market their own wares are being cowed with
subtleties not to oppose him," the Akhendi khirnari added, his face darkening with anger. "What-ever you
do, never underestimate Ulan i Sathil.”

"I remember him well, from the negotiations with the Zengati," said Seregil. "He could charm the stones
from the earth, but behind that slky manner lurks the will and the patience of adragon.”

"I've come up againg that will many times over the years,” Torsn said with arueful chuckle.

"Who are hissurest dlies?’ asked Thero.

Adzrid shrugged expressvely. "Goalinil and Lhapnos, without question. Golinil because of blood ties”

"And Lhapnos because they stand to lose vauable trade routes if Gedre opens and northern goods no
longer must be shipped down Lhapnos's greet river and up the coast to Viresseinstead of the short way
over our mountains,” Rhaish i Arlisandin added.

"That istrue, but | till say it isthe Edict itself which creates the grestest opposition,” said Mydri.

"But that came about because of the murder of Lord Corruth,

didn'tit?" asked Alec. "Seregil and | proved who killed him. Hasn't honor—atui—been served?’

She shook her head sadly. " That was not the reason for the Edict, only the catalyst. From the time of the
first contact between the Tir and the Aurenfaie, many of our race have ressted mingling with Tir of any
sort. For someitisamatter of atui. Others, like the Khatme, claimitisthewill of Aura. What it comes
down to, however, isthe smple drive to preserve our kind."

"Agang themaking of yashel like me, you mean?' said Alec.

"Yes, Aleci Amasa. As much asyou resemble the 'faie, the yearsrun differently in your blood—it shows
dready in thefact that you are dmaost man-grown at nineteen. That will dow asyou get older, but look at
Seregil, and Kheeta; three times your age, but not so far ahead. Y ou are neither Aurenfaie nor Tirfaie,
but amingling of both. There are those who fed that moreislost than gained by such abreeding.

"But | think it's the Skalan wizards who concern them most of dl," shewent on, looking & Thero. "The
wizards of Skalacall themselvesthe Third Oreska. The First Oreskais my own race. The mingling of

blood gave your people magic, but it so changed that magic over the years. The barrenness of your
kind isonly part of that change. Y ou can move objects, even people, over great dis-tances, some of you,



and read thoughts, a practice strictly forbidden here. Y ou have lost the power of hedling, aswell.” Mydri
touched the marks on her cheeks. "Thisis|eft to priests of other gods.”

"Thedrysans" Seregil said.

"Yes, thedrysans. The only vestiges of that gift seem to exist among the Plenimarans, who took the gift
of Auraand mingled it with the black cults of Seriamaiusto create necromancy, the perver-sion of
heding."

"Thiswas all being debated generations ago," Adzrid explained. "Corruth's disappearance was only the
find puff of wind that caused the smoldering tinder to ignite. Our people still trade with lands to the south
and west of Aurenen. The reason they were not in-cluded in the ban isthat there is no magic among the
yashel bred of their kind."

Thero blinked in surprise. "No magic?'

"None that they did not aready possess,” Saaban amended. "Thus, the existence of the Third Oreska
itsdf remains an impedi-ment in the minds of some, no matter how persuasve your argu-ment. But to
answer your origina question, those who stand now against you are Viresse, Golinil, Lhapnos, and
Khatme, four of the Eleven aready."

"What about Ralbas ?* asked Alec, thinking of Nyal. "They bor-der Viresse to the south, don't they?"

"Moriel aMoriel has not stated her clan's position openly, nor have the Haman, for whom the opening of
Gedre would dmost cer-tainly work to advantage. They have withheld support out of loyalty to their

dliesin Lhgpnos"

"And to spite Bokthersa," Seregil said quietly.

Saaban nodded. "That, aswell. Ill will till cloudstheir judg-ment. The Simai, Datsia, and Bry'khaare
aso dusive asfar west asthey are, with trade to the west and south and blood ties mostly among
themsdlves, they havelittleto gain or lose"

"Who among those three has the most influence?' asked Klia.

"Brythir i Nien of Siimai isthe Elder of the lidsidra, greatly re-spected by dl," said Mydri, and others
nodded agreement around the circle.

"Then perhaps Aurais smiling on our endeavors, after dl," said Klia. "We dine with him tomorrow."
The gathering moved indoors asthe night air cooled. Alec over-heard Thero, Mydri, and Saaban
comparing spdls and would have joined them, but found himsdlf cornered by a succession of

well-intentioned Bokthersans. Acrossthe room, Seregil wasjust visblein asmal crowd of well-wishers.

On hisown for the moment, Alec soon gave up trying to keep track of the intricate family connections
each new acquaintance listed off to him.

"If the ban of exileisever lifted, you can beinitiated into our clan as histaimenios, you know," awoman
informed him in the course of one such conversation.

"That would be agreat honor. | was aso hoping to trace who my mother's people were."



The faces around him grew solemn. "Not to know your family line, that isa greet tragedy,” the woman
sad, patting hishand kindly.

"How long have you been talimenios?' asked Kheeta, coming over to join them.
"Two years," Alec told him, watching for areaction.

But Kheetamerely nodded approvingly as he looked across at Seregil. "1t's good to see him happy a
legt.”

"Where are Seregil's other ssters?

Kheetamade asour face. "Adzriel brought only Bokthersans who accept Seregil's return. Don't be
mided by what you see here.

There are agreat many who don't. Shalar and Ilina count them-selves among that group. | supposeit's
understandable with Shdar; she wasin love with aHaman and the match was forbidden after— well, the
trouble. Asfor llina, she and Seregil were closest in age, but they never got on.”

More discord; no wonder Seregil never spoke of his past.

"What about Saaban? Seregil didn't know that he/d married Adzrid, but he seems quite happy with her
choice

"They knew one another before Seregil was sent away. Saaban and Adzriel have been friendsfor years.
He'saman of grest honor and intelligence, aswell as possessing akeen gift for magic.”

"Hesawizard, you mean?'

"As| understand your use of the word, yes. Quite agood one."

Alec wasjust beginning to mull over the possibilities this new in-sight presented when they were
interrupted again and he was drawn away to answer the same few questions over and over: No, he had
no memory of the Hazadrielfaie; yes, Seregil wasagreat man in Skala; yes, he was happy to bein
Aurenen; no, hed never seen any place like Sarikai. He was scanning the room for escape routes when
hefelt ahand on hisarm.

"Comewith me. There's something | need to do and | need your help," Seregil whispered, guiding him
through a doorway and up aback staircase.

"Wherearewegoing?'
"Youll see"-

Seregil smdled strongly of turab, but his steps were steadier than Alec would have expected. They
climbed three sets of tairs, paus-ing on each leve to ingpect aroom or two. Seregil could usudly be
counted on to hold forth at length, telling him more than anyone needed to know about the history of a
place or thing. Tonight, how-ever, he said nothing, just stopped to touch an object here and there,
reacquainting himslf with the place.



Alec had atalent for sllence. Hands clasped behind his back, he followed Seregil down awinding
third-floor corridor. Plain wooden doors opened off the passage at irregular intervals, each one no
dif-ferent from thelast asfar ashe could tel. A smdl village could easily have put up in the place, or an
entireclan.

Seregil hdted in front of adoor next to asharp turning of the passage. He knocked, then lifted the latch
and dipped into the dark-ened room.

It had been along time since they'd burgled a house, but Alec au-tomaticaly took stock of the place: no
light, no smell of hearth or

candle smoke, no coverlet on the bed. The room was a safe one, not in use.
"Over here"

Alec heard the creak of hinges, then saw Seregil's lean form framed against an arch of night sky across
the room. Drunk or not, he could move silently when he chose.

The arch let onto asmal bal cony overlooking the guest house,

"That's our room," Seregil told him, pointing out awindow there.

"And thisroom was yours."

"Ah, yes. | told you, didn't 1?" Seregil leaned on the stone para-pet, face inscrutable in the moonlight.
"Thisiswhere you sat lisening to the city dream,” Alec murmured.

"l did considerable dreaming of my own. Wait here." Seregil went back insde and returned with adusty
feather tick from the bed. Wadding it againgt thewall, he sat down and reached for Alec, pulling him

down between hislegswith hisback to Seregil's chest.

"There" He nuzzled Alec's cheek, holding him close. "Her€'s one dream come to pass, anyway. Aura
knows, nothing el se has turned out the way | thought it would.”

Alec leaned back againgt him, enjoying their shared heat. "What else did you dream about, Stting here?"
"That I'd leave Bokthersaand travel.”
"LikeNyd."

Alec felt rather than heard Seregil'sironic chuckle. "'l suppose so. I'd live among foreign people, immerse
mysdf in their waysfor years and years, but ways return here, and to Bokthersa."

"What would you do on your travels?"

" Just—search. For places no Aurenfaie had seen, for people I'd never meet by remaining at home. My
uncle aways sad therésarea-son for every gift. My skillswith languages and fighting—he guessed that
all added up to someone who was meant to wander. Looking back now, | suppose deep down | was
hoping I'd find a place where | was something more than my father's greatest disgppointment.”



Alec consdered thisin slence for amoment. "It's difficult for you, isn't it? Being here, the way things
ae"

IIYall
How could asingle quiet word convey such pain, such longing?

"What else did you wish for, stting here?" Alec asked quickly, knowing there was nothing he could do
to assuage that wound; bet-ter just to move on.

A hand did dowly under hisjaw, cupping hischeek aslips

brushed his cheek. The touch spread atingle of anticipation down hiswholeright sde.

"This, tali. You," Seregil said, breath warm on hisskin. "I couldn't see your face back then, but it was
you | dreamed of. I've had so many lovers—dozens, hundreds maybe. But not one of them—" He broke
off. "l can't explainit. | think some part of me recognized you thet first night we met, battered and filthy as

you were."

"Inthat distant foreign land.” Alec turned to meet the next kiss with one of hisown. How long before
someone missed them and came looking?

Timeenough. .

But Seregil only pulled him closer, cradling him without any of the usua playful groping that preceded
their lovemaking. They sat like that for sometime, until Alec findly redized that thiswaswhat Seregil had
come herefor.

They fdl slent again, and Alec felt himsdf dipping into adoze. He sngpped awake again when Seregil
shifted hislegs

"Well, | suppose we should go back down,” Seregil said.

Alec rose awkwardly, still deep dazed. The night ar felt cold againgt hisright Sdewhere held lain against
him. The sudden loss of physical contact |eft him disoriented and alittle melancholy, asif held absorbed
Seregil's sorrow through his skin.

Seregil was looking at the guest house again. "Thank you, tali. Now when | look over here from there, |
can remember this as more than just aplace that isn't mine anymore.”

They replaced thetick and were amost out the door when Seregil paused and turned back, muttering
something to himsdf.

"What isit?" asked Alec.
Instead of answering, Seregil pulled the bedstead to one side and disappeared behind it.

Alec heard the scrape of stone against stone, followed by atri-umphant cackle. Seregil popped into
view again, holding up agrap-pling hook and rope.

"Where did that come from?" Alec asked, amused by hisfriend's obvious ddlight.



"Come seefor yoursdf."

Alec climbed onto the dusty bed and peered over the edge. Seregil had pried up one of the polished
stonefloor tiles, reveding a dark space undernesth.

"Did you makethat hole?!
"No, and | wasn't thefirst to useit, either. The grapple was mine,

alater addition, and this" Helifted out aclear quartz crystd aslong ashispam. "'l found the loosetile
by accident. These other thingswere aready here. Treasures." A pretty box of Aurenfaieinlay work
followed the crystd, and insgde Alec found a child's necklace of red and blue beads and afacon's skull.
Seregil placed a painted wooden dragon with gilded wings besideit, then asmall portrait of an
Au-renfaie couple painted on ivory. Finaly, with greet care, he lifted out afragile wooden dall. Itslarge
black eyes and full-lipped mouth were painted on, but the hair was redl—Ilong, tightly curled ringlets of
shining black.

"By the Four!" Alec touched afinger reverently to the hair. "Do you think thisis Bashwal?"

Still knedling behind the bed, Seregil touched each object with obvious affection and nodded. "The doll
is, and perhaps the neck-lace."

"And you never told anyone?'

"Just you." Seregil carefully replaced everything except the grap-ple. "1t wouldn't have been specid if
anyone el'se had known.”

Standing, hetilted Alec acrooked grin. "And you know how good | am at keeping secrets.”

Alec uncoiled the grapple rope. It was still supple, and knotted every few feet for climbing. "It'stoo
short to reach the ground.”

"I'm disgppointed in you, tali," Seregil chided, carrying it out to the balcony. With one easy toss, he
threw the hook up and secured it on the edge of the roof above. Giving Alec aparting wink, he
shim-mied up and out of sight.

Knowing that he'd just been issued achdlenge, Alec followed and found Seregil waiting for himin the
large colosthere.

"] used to sneak out of my room thisway, then use the back stairs over there to get out of the house. Or
Kheetaand | would meet up here and trade sweets we'd nicked from the kitchen. Later on it was beer,
or turab. Actudly, it'sawonder | didn't break my neck one of those nights on the way back down.” He
looked around a moment, then laughed outright. "Onetime six of uswere up here, pissed as newts, when
our lookout heard my father on hisway up. We al went down the rope that night and hid out in my room
until dawn."

Alec smiled but couldn't quite suppress another jealous pang, es-pecialy at the mention of Kheeta.
Tagging dong after hisnomadic father most of hislife, Alec hadn't had areal home or many friends.
Thoughts of the rhui‘auros flashed to mind, and he silently vowed that before thisjourney was over, he
was going to learn whatever he could of his own missing past.



Seregil must have sensed thisroil of emotion, for suddenly he was close beside Alec again, pressing a
turab-scented kissto his. lips. "It's one of the few memories| have now that doesn't hurt," he offered.

"Shall we go down the same way we came up?' Alec asked, pass-ing it off lightly.
"Why not? We're practically sober.”

Back on the balcony, Seregil gave the rope anest flick that un-seated the hook. Coiling it up again, he
returned the grapple to its hiding place with the other toys.

"Leaving it for the next child who discovers your secret cache?' Alec asked.

"It seemsonly right." Seregil set thetile back in place and pushed the leg of the bed over it. "It'sgood to
know something around here hasn't changed.”

Alec pondered the toys hidden in the dark asthey returned to the gathering. Somehow, they seemed to
fitinto the strange, complex mosaic of Seregil'slife, atiny modd of the treasure-strewn and equally
hidden rooms they'd shared at the Cockerel, or the unex-pected bits of his own past that Seregil doled
out like preciousrelics.

Or perhaps precious wasn't the right term.

It'sone of the few memories| have now that doesn't hurt.
Y ou never told anyone?

Just you.

How many times had someone looked at him in surprise when held mentioned something Seregil had
shared with him?He told you about that?

Humbled by thisredization, he steered Seregil back to Kheetaand went off to find Beka.
12
The Great Game Begins

Thefirst round of negotiations began the next morning, and from the outset Sere-gil could seethét it was
going to be alaborious process.

Theliasdramet in astone pavilion over-looking the great pool at the center of the city. The origind
builder's purpose for the broad, octagonal building was not known; inside, it was one huge, two-story
chamber with asweeping stone gdlery. A temple, per-haps, dthough no one knew what gods the
Bash'wai had worshiped. The eleven princi-pal khirnari were aready seated in open booths arranged
around the hall's centrd cir-cle. Thekhirnari and their chief advisers sat in front; scribes, kin, and servants
of various sorts were alotted seats behind them. Out-side the circle and in the gallery above, mem-bers
of the numerous minor clans had their own hierarchy. They might not votein theliasidra, but they did
have avoice.

Seated with Alec just behind Kliain the Skalan booth, Seregil gazed around the vaulted chamber,



studying faces. Hed won-dered how he would fed, attending the liasidra for the first time as an adullt.
As he caught sght of Adzriel and her smal entou-rage he decided the experience was not an d-together
pleasant one. Saaban, who aso acted as adviser, sat at Adzrid's right, Mydri

on her left. Seregil would have held arightful place there, too. In-stead, he sat on the opposite sde of
the council circle, wearing the clothes and speaking the words of strangers. Better not to dwell on that, he
told himsdf sternly. Hed put himsdlf here; now there was work to be done, honorable work for an
honorable cause.

Klia had once again displayed a considerable talent for appear-ances. Today sheld ridden to the council
hal in full dressuniform, with two decuriafor escort. Torsn and Thero flanked her like someliving
tableau of aged wisdom and youthful intellect. Anyone ex-pecting a supplicant from adying nation wasin
for quiteasurprise.

When everyone had settled, awoman stepped forward and struck ahollow silver staff against the floor.
Its solemn chime reverberated around the stone chamber, commanding silence.

"L et no person forget that we stand in Sarikdi, the living heart of Aurenen,” she announced. "Stand in
Auras sight and spesk the truth.”

She struck the chime again and withdrew to asmal platform. Brythir i Nien rosefirst to spesk.

"Brothersand ssters of the liasidra, and dl people of Aurain thisplace,” he began. "Kliaaldrilain,
Princess of Skala, seeks audi-ence today. Are there any who object to her presence, or that of her
minigers?"

Therewas aweighty pause; then the khirnari of Haman, Lhap-nos, and Golinil rose as one.
"We object to the presence of the exile, Seregil of Rhiminee," stated Gamyn i Nemius.
Alec and Thero both shot Seregil worried glances, but he'd ex-pected as much.

"Y our objections are noted,” Brythir i Nien told the dissenters. "Any others? Very well, then. Kliaa
Idrilain, you may spesk."

Kliarose and made the assembly adignified bow. "Honored Khirnari and people of Aurenen, | come
before you today as arepre-sentative of my mother, Queen Idrilain. From her | bear gregtingsand a

proposition.

"Asyou know, Plenimar is once more making war against Skalaand our aly, Mycena From your own
agentswe also know that they have courted the favor of your own enemy, Zengat. Aurenen has fought
with us against Plenimar before. | stand before you today as awarrior who has faced this aggressor in the
field, and they are as mighty now asin the days of the Great War.

"Already our trade routes with the northlands have been cut off. Mycenawill dmost surely fdl. We
Skalans are great warriors, yet

without alies or supplies, how long can we stand come winter? If Plenimar lays claim to the Three Lands
and their territories, how long will it be before their fleets and those of the Zengeti pirates mass aong your
coast?



"QOur two races sood against Plenimar through the dark days of the Great War. For many yearswe
mixed our blood and called each other kin. In the face of thisnew crigs, Queen Idrilain proposesa
re-newed aliance between our two lands for our mutual defense and benefit.”

Gamyni Nemius of Lhapnoswasthefirst to respond. Y ou spesk of supplies, Kliaaldrilain. You
aready have these from us, do you not? Aurenfaie goods are till carried north from Viresse by Tir-faie
ships”

"But few of them are Skalan shipsthese days,” shereplied. "Few of our vessels can reach Viresse, and
fewer dtill return. Plenimaran ships lurk behind every idand. They attack without provocation, pillage the
cargoes, kill the crew, and send the ships to the bottom of the Osiat Sea. Then they sail back to trade at
your port. And their reach is growing. My own ship was attacked no more than aday's voyage from
Gedre"

"What would you have of us, then?' asked the Khatme, Lhaar alrid.
Kliamotionedto Lord Torsin. "Theligt, please.”

The envoy stepped forward and unrolled a parchment. Clearing histhroat, he read: "Queen Idrilain asks
first that the lialsidra Coun-cil grant Skala a second open port, Gedre, and leave to mass ships there and
inthe Eamdlie Idandsfor no longer than the duration of the present conflict. In return, she pledges
increased payments for Aurenfaie horses, grain, and wegpons.

"In addition, the queen proposes amilitary aliance for the mu-tual benefit and defense of our two lands.
She asksthat you commit to alevy of Aurenfaie warships, soldiers, and wizards, with her pledgein kind
to provide the samein the event that Aurenen is attacked.”

"A hollow pledge, from aland that cannot even defend itsalf," ob-served aHaman. Torsin pressed on as
if he hadn't heard.

"Finaly, she earnestly desiresto reestablish the accord that once existed between our two peoples. In
this dark time, she praysthat the liasidrawill honor the cal of blood to blood and once again trest Skaa
asher friendand dly."

Nazieni Hari was on hisfeet before Torsin finished rolling up hisscrall. "Arethe memories of the Tir so
ghort, Torsni Xandus?' he

demanded. "Has your queen forgotten what sundered our peoplesin the first place? 1 am not the only
one present today who is old enough to recall the outcry of your people againgt Corruth i Glamien when
he married thefirst Idrilain, or how he disgppeared immediately after her desth—murdered by Skalans.
Adzrid alllia, how can you support those who ask usto embrace the murderers of your own kinsman?”'

"Arethe Skdansasngle clan, that the action of one member brings shameto dl?* Adzrid replied. "The
Exile, once my brother, stands among us now in part dueto hisrolein solving the mystery of Corruth's
disappearance. Thanksto his efforts, the bones of my kinsman liein Bokthersaat last, and the clan of
those who killed him has suffered disgrace and punishment. Atui had been served.”

"Ah, yes" sneered Nazien. "And what an advantageous discov-ery that was. It occursto methat we
have only theword of his mur-derers that the bundle of charred bones we saw was that of Corruth.
What proof has been offered?”



"Proof enough for his kinswoman, the queen,” Kliaretorted. "Proof enough for me, who saw the body
before it was burned. And proof remains. Seregil, if you would?"

Seding himsdlf, Seregil rose and faced Nazien. "Khirnari, did you know Corruth i Glamien well?*

"l did," Nazien snapped, then added pointedly, "in the days long before discord sundered the bonds of
friendship between Haman and Bokthersa."

Thanks so much for bringing that up here, Seregil thought.But strike a br uise often enough and it goes
numb.

"Then you would recognize this, Khirnari." He pulled out the ring and carried it dowly around the circle
for ingection.

Nazien's face darkened with suspicion asit came round to him. "Thiswas Corruth's," he grudgingly
acknowledged.

"I removed this and the consort's sed ring from the hand of hisintact corpse before it was burned,”
Seregil told him, looking the man squardly in the eye. "As Princess Kliahas stated, she hersalf saw the
body." When al had seen and acknowledged the ring, he re-turned to his sedt.

"The murder of Corruth isthe concern of Bokthersa and the Skalan queen, not of thisassembly,” Elosi
Orian of Golinil argued impatiently. "What Princess Kliahasjust proposed chalenges the Edict of
Separation. For more than two centuries we have lived peacefully within our own borders, trading with
whom we choose without alowing foreigners and barbarians to roam our soil."

"Trading with whom Viresse chooses, you should say!" Rhaishi Arlisandin burst out angrily, prompting a
groundswell murmur of agreement from many of the minor clans tting in the outer circle. "It'sal wel and
good for you eastern clans—you do not have to cart your goods past the ports you once used, and you
profit from those who must. When isthe last time the markets of Akhendi or Ptalos saw Tirfaie goods
and gold? Not since your Edict of Separa-tion closed its hold about our throats!™

"Perhaps Viresse would prefer to see Skalafal?' Irid aKasrai of Bry'’khasuggested. "After dl, it has
aways been a shorter voyage to Benshd than to Rhiminee!”

Ulani Sathil remained conspicuoudy slent asthe others of the council warmed to the familiar fight;
evidently the khirnari of the Viresse knew when to let othersfight his battlesfor him.

"Theresyour strongest adversary,” Seregil told Klia, letting the surrounding uproar cover hiswords.
Kliaglanced in Ulan'sdirection and smiled. "Yes, | can seethat. | want to know this man better.”

Silmai wasthe wealthiest of the western clans, and Brythir i Nien had spared nothing in the name of
hospitaity. Tense as he was from the day's business and the prospect of the evening il ahead, Seregil
felt something loosen alittlein his chest as he and the others entered the rooftop garden Brythir i Nien
had prepared for them.

Flowering plants and treesin huge carved urns were thickly banked around three sides of the roofline,
screening the rest of the city from view except for the broad avenue below, which had been cordoned of f
for displays of horsemanship. Bright silk banners and prayer kites rustled softly in the evening breeze
overhead. In water-bowls decorated with sea creatures, tiny slver ships carried candles and smoking



cones of incense on their decks. The sen'gai of the Datsians and Bry'khanswho'd already arrived added
to theillusion that they'd al been trangported to Siimai itself.

"| thought the Haman were to be here?' Alec whispered, scan-ning the crowd warily.

"Not here yet. Or perhaps my presence scared them off?" "Nazien i Hari doesn't strike me as someone
eadly frightened.” Dressed in asen'gal and flowing festival robe of Silmai turquoise, Brythir i Nien leaned
on the arm of adark-eyed young woman as he welcomed Kliaand her party.

"Y ou honor our household with your presence,”" he said as he gently urged alittle girl in acolorful
embroidered tunic forward. The child bowed and presented Kliawith apair of heavy gold and turquoise
bracelets. Watching her place them on her wrists with the Gedre bracel ets and Akhendi charms, Seregil
wondered if such giftsdidn't eventudly burden the arms. It was unlikely held ever find out for himsdlf.

"I'm told that you have an uncommonly fine appreciation of horses" Brythir went on, giving Kliaa
knowing smile. "YourideaSilmai black, | understand?'

"The finest mount I've ever owned, Khirnari," shereplied. "He's carried me through many abattle
between here and Mycena."

"How | should like to show you the great horsdlands of my fai'thast. Our herds cover the hills."
"If my time herein Sarikdi is productive, perhapsyou shdl,” Kliareplied with asubtle smile.

The old man recognized the unspoken implication. Offering her hisfrail arm, he gave her amischievous
wink that belied hisyears as he led her into the garden. "' believe tonight's entertainment will be very
much to your liking, my dear.”

"l underdand Nazien i Hari will bejoining us™" said Klia "Ishean dly of yours?'

The old man patted her hand asif she were one of his grand-daughters. "We are friends, heand I, and |
hope to make him one of yours. This Edict hasworn sorely on me over the years, much as| loved
Corruth i Glamien. He was a nephew of mine, you know. No, we Siimai are travelers, sailors, the best

tradersin Aurenen. We don't like being told where we may go and where we may not. How | misslovely
Rhiminee aop her high diffd"

"Y our garden makes me long for the western coast,” Seregil re-marked as he and the otherstrailed
along beside them. "I dmost ex-pect to see the green Zengati Sea shining beyond the rooftops.”

Brythir clagped Seregil's arm for amoment with onefrail hand. "Lifeislong, child of Aura. Perhapsone
day you will seeit again.”

Surprised, Seregil bowed to the old man before moving on into the garden.
"That's encouraging!" Alec whispered.
"Or politic,” Seregil muttered back.

His reception was somewhat cooler among the other guests. Dat-Sia, Bry'kha, Ptalos, Ameni,
Koramia—these clans had al sup-ported hisfather's efforts with the Zengat, and thereby lost the most



through Seregil's crime. He approached them with cautious civility and was greeted with the same by
mog, if only for the sake of Brythir's hospitality, or perhapsther interest in Alec.

If the weight of being anovelty was wearing on his companion, Alec gave no sign. Despitetheir long
absence from the salons of Rhimineg, the lessons Alec had learned there still served him well. Modest,
quiet, quick to smile, he moved among the guests as easily aswater among stones. Trailing in hiswake,
Seregil watched with amix of pride and amusement as various guests clasped Alec's hand a moment too
long, or let their gaze wander alittle too fredly.

Stepping back, Seregil imagined seeing hisfriend, histalime-nios, through their eyes. adender,
golden-haired young yashel ut-terly unconscious of hisown appedl. It wasn't just hislooks that struck
people, either. Alec had agift for listening to people, away of focusing on whomever he was conversing
with that made them fed like they were the most interesting person in the room. It didn't mat-ter if that
person was atavern dopper or alord, Alec had the touch.

Pride gave way to awave of sensua hunger, reminding him that they hadn't done much more than fall
adeep together since Gedre, and that it had been lean timesfor amost two weeks before that. Alec
looked hisway just then and smiled. Seregil hid his own grin behind the rim of awine cup, suddenly glad
of hisfull-skirted Skaan coat. Taimenios could be atricky thing in public.

The tenor of the gathering changed subtly with the arrival of the Haman. Keeping to the background,
Seregil watched asKliagreeted Nazien i Hari and his entourage. Surprisingly, the man greeted her
cordialy, clagping her hands and presenting her with aring from his own finger. She did the same, and the
two fell into con-versation as Brythir looked on benevolently.

"What do you think of that?" Alec exclaimed softly, coming up behind him.

"Interesting. Perhaps even encouraging. After dl, it'sme the Haman hate, not Skala. Why don't you
wander over for aligen?’

"Ah, thereyou are!" Kliasmiled as Alec joined her. "Khirnari, | don't think you've met my aide, Aleci
Amasa?"

"How do you do, honored sir?* Alec said with abow.

"I have heard of him," Nazien replied, suddenly cool. Clearly, the man knew who he was and detested
him on principle. With asingle, subtle glance, the Haman dismissed him asthoroughly asif hed

ceased to exist. More amazing till, Klia seemed not to have noticed the dight.

Alec stepped back a pace, feding asif the breath had suddenly been sucked from hislungs. It was his
Watcher training that kept him there with Klia, listening, when every ingtinct counseled ahasty retreat.

So he hovered, studying the faces of the Haman beneath their yellow-and-black sen'gal as he pretended
to listen to anearby con-versation. There were twelve Haman with Nazien—six men, Sx women, most
of them close kin with the same dark, sharp eyes astheir khirnari. Most choseto consider Alecinvisible,
though one, a broad-shouldered man with adragon bite on his chin, spared Alec achallenging glare.

Alec was about to go when Nazien mentioned something about the Edict.

"It isacomplex matter,” the khirnari was saying to Klia. "Y ou must understand, there was a great dedl



moreto it than Corruth's disgppearance. The exodus of the Hazadrielfaie centuries before was il fresh
in the minds of our people—theterribleloss™

Alecinched closer; thiswasin line with what Adzrid had told them the night before.

"Then, astrade grew with the Three Lands, we watched as more ‘faie disappeared to northern lands,
mingling their blood with the Tir," Nazien continued. "Many of our clan mingled with yours, los-ing their
tieswith their own kind.”

"Then you fed a'faie belongsin Aurenen and nowhere dse?' asked Klia.

"It isacommon sentiment,” Nazien replied. "Perhapsit is diffi-cult for a Tirfaie to understand, asyou find
those like yourselves wherever you travel. We are arace gpart, uniqueto thisland. We arelong-lived, it
istrue, but we are dso, in Auras great wisdom, dow to breed. | do not say that our lives are more
sacred to usthan those of the Tir are to you, but our attitude toward such things aswar and murder is
one of greater horror. | think you will be hard-pressed to convince any khirnari to send their people off to
dieinyour war."

"And yet if you would only alow thosewho wish to go," Kliacountered. "Y ou must not underestimate
our own love of life. Every day | am here more of my people diefor want of the help you could so easily
give. Itisnot honor wefight for, but our very lives."

"Bethat asit may—"
They wereinterrupted by acal to the banquet. Thelight wasfailing

quickly now, and torches were lit around the garden and in the street below. Kliaand Nazien went to
jointheir hogt. Alec moved off, looking for Seregil.

"Well?" asked Seregil asthey took their seats on a couch near Klias.
Alec shrugged, still smarting from the Haman's treatment. " Just more politics.”

The entertainment began with the feast. A horn sounded and a dozen riders on Siimai blacks appeared
from around the corner of adistant building. The horses harnesses and girth straps were hung with
tinkling gold and turquoise ornaments, and their streaming white manes and tails shone like combed
milkweed SlK.

The riders, men and women both, were equally exatic. Their long hair was bound tightly back into aclub
at the back of their necks, and each wore asilver crescent of Auraon their brow. The men wore short
kilts dyed the turquoise blue of their clan and tightly belted with gold. The women wore tunics of smilar
design.

"They'reyashd, too, aren't they?" Alec asked, pointing out sev-era riders with golden-tan skin and
curling black hair.

"Y es. Some Zengeti blood, 1'd say,” Seregil told him.
Riding bareback at breakneck speeds, the performers leaped from one mount to another and rode

standing on their horses backs, their ailed limbs shining in thefirelight. As one, they clapped their hands,
and swirling masses of colored lights unfurled from their fingertips like banners, then were woven into



patterns by theintri-cate drills they executed. The Skalans clapped and cheered. Stand-ing guard behind
Klia, Bekas riders cheered the loudest of all.

When the performers had finished and retired, asingle rider took the field. Dressed like the others, he

cantered out and saluted his au-dience, gripping his mount's sideswith long, leen-muscled legs. Hisskin
was agolden tan, his hair acascade of long black curls.

"My youngest grandson, Taanil i Khormai," Brythir announced, beaming at Klia

"And the banquet's main course, | suspect,” murmured Seregil, nudging Alec with his ebow.

As Taanil st off on hisfirgt circuit of the grassy riding area, the khirnari leaned closer to Klia. "The skills
of my grandson are not limited to riding. Heisafearless sailor, and astudent of languages. He speaks
your tongue quite flawlessy, I'm told. He would wel-come the opportunity to converse with you."

I'll bet,thought Seregil, grinning behind hiswine cup.

Coming down thefield at agallop, Taanil gripped his mount's girth strap and vaulted from sdeto sde
over its back, then went into a handstand, his lean body straight as a spear. The sight drew morethan a

few admiring sounds from the Skalan contingent.

Theyoung Simai joined Kliaon her couch after hisride and charmed them al with histales of seatrade
and horsemanship.

When he left to perform again, Klialeaned over to Seregil and whispered. "Am | being courted?"

Seregil gave her awink. "There's more than one way to forge an dliance. Marrying off ayoungest
grandsonisasmall priceto pay for anew trade dly, wouldn't you say?"

"Areyou saying I'm being offered second-rate goods?"

Seregil raised an eyebrow. " lcertainly wouldn't call Taanil sec-ond rate. What | meant isthat they
wouldnt belosing apotentia khirnari if heleft.”

Kliachuckled at this. "I don't think they have much to worry about on that score, but | suppose | can
bear his company while were here." She winked. "After al, we do need the horses.”

13

Guides

Alec woke the following morning to find Seregil standing over him, dressed from head to foot in black:
black leather breeches, black boots, long black velvet coat dashed with black silk. Above his gold badge
of office, Corruth's ruby ring glowed on itssilver chain. The overal effect wasrather sinister. Seregil
looked grim and tired.

"You wererestlesslast night," Alec com-plained, yawning.

"| had that dream again, the one| had in the mountains.”

"About going home?"



"If that'swhat it is." He sat down on the edge of the bed and laced his fingers together around one
up-drawn knee.

Alec reached up to touch the Akhendi charm il braided into Seregil's hair. "It must be atrue one, with
thisto guard your dreams.”

Seregil gave anoncommittal shrug. "1 think you'll be of more use behind the scenestoday.”

Changing the subject again, are you?Alec thought resignedly. Giving up for now, he settled back againgt
the bolsters. "Where should | start?”

"Y ou should learn your way around the city. I've asked K heetato guide you until you
get used to the place. It'stoo easy to get lost when it'sempty like this."

"How very tactful of you, Lord Seregil." Alec's sense of direction had a disconcerting way of deserting
himindties

"Familiarize yoursdlf with the area, make friends, keep your ears open.” Leaning over, heruffled Alec's
aready disheveled hair. "Look as smple and harmless as you can, even around our support-ers. Sooner
or |later someone will let dip someinteresting bit of information.”

Alec affected alook of wide-eyed innocence and Seregil laughed.

"Perfect! And to think you used to say I'd never make an actor of you."

"What about that?' Alec said, pointing at thering.

Glancing down in surprise, Seregil dropped it ingde the neck of his coat, then headed for the door.

"Idrilain wouldn't have given it to you if she didn't think you wereworthy of wearingit," Alec called after
him.

Seregil gave him alagt, thoughtful look and shook his head. "Good hunting, tali. Kheetalswaiting.”

Alec lay back, thinking about the ring and wondering whose ap-prova Seregil awaited. The lidsdras?
Adzrid's? The Haman's?

"Oh, well," he muttered, rolling out of bed. "At least I've got something to do today."

He washed with cold water from the pitcher and dressed for rid-ing. Heleft his sword belt hanging with
Seregil's over the bedpost. Most of the Aurenfaie he'd seen went unarmed except for belt knives. Inthe
event of trouble, he aways had the dender dagger in hisboot. Their tool rollswere ill hidden away for
now, aswell. Ac-cording to Seregil, there were few locksin Sarikdi, and most of those were magicd in
nature. That fact aside, it certainly wouldn't do for erstwhile diplomats to be caught carrying such afine
collec-tion of lock picks.

Instead, he dung his bow and quiver over his shoulder and headed down in search of breskfast.

A cook gave him apocket breskfast and newsthat Klia and the oth-ers had aready left for the liasidra.



In the stable yard, he found Windrunner saddled next to another Aurenfaie mount. "Fedslikerain today,
I'd say," Rhylin observed, on duty there.

Alec studied the hazy sky and nodded. The breeze had dropped and the clouds were aready darkening
ominoudy. "Have you seen Khegta?"'

"He went back to his room for something. He asked that you wait here.”

The sound of voices drew Alec into the stable, where he found one of Mercalle€'s dipatch riders and her
Akhendi guidestrying to argue about linimentsin two broken languages.

"Heading north?" he asked Ileah.

She patted the large pouch dung over her shoulder. "Maybe | can come by afew fancy dragon marks
like yours aong theway. Any letters you want carried to Rhiminee?"

"Not today. How long do you reckon it takes to get a message back through?”

"Lesstimethan it took usto get here. WEll push harder over the unguarded sections of the pass, and
well have fresh horses al aong the way, compliments of our Akhendi friends."”

"Good morning, Aleci Amasal" said Kheeta, the fringed ends of his green sen'gai flying about his
shouldersashe hurried in. "I'm to show you around, I'm told.”

"Let usknow if you find any decent tavernsin this ghost city,” Ilesh implored.
"1 wouldn't mind finding something like that mysdlf,” Alec ad-mitted. "Where do we start, Kheeta?'
The Bokthersan grinned. "Why, at the VV hadasoori, of course.”

Cloud shadows scudded acrosstheir path asthey set off aong the turf-muted avenue leading back to
the center of the city.

It felt less deserted today. Riders galloped past, and there were people in the streets. Marketplaces had
been set up at crossroads, with goods being sold on blankets or out of the backs of carts. Most of the
people Alec saw looked like servants and attendants. Clearly, it took a sizable population behind the
scenes to maintain the ban-quets and bathhouses that helped court aliances.

"It'sdifficult to believe acity like thisjust sands empty most of thetime," Alec remarked.

"Not quite empty,” said Kheeta. "There are the Bash'wai, and the rhui'auros. But asyou say, Sarikali
belongs mostly to itsalf and its ghosts. We are merdly occasiond lodgers, coming herefor festivals, or to
eitle clan disputes on neutral ground.”

He pointed to astag's skull set on apost beside the street. It was painted red, with silvered horns. " See
that. It's aboundary marker for Bokthersatupa. And that white hand with the black symbol on the pam
painted on the wall acrossthe street marks the tupa of Akhendi.”

"Are people very territoria here?' Given the chances that he'd be nightrunning here sooner or later, it
was agood ideato know thelo-cal customs.



"It depends on who isinvolved, | suppose. Violenceisforbidden, but trespassers can be madeto fed
quite unwelcome. | stay clear of Haman tupaand you and your companions will do well to do the same,
especidly when you're done. The Khatme aren't much for vigitors, ether.”

At the VVhadasoori they left their horses outside the circle of stones and entered on foot. Alec paused
besde one of the mono-lithic figures, pressng apam to itsrough surface. He haf expected to fed some
magical vibration, but the sone was silent beneath the cool morning dew.

"Y ou did not have a proper welcome the other day,” Kheeta said, going to the moon-shaped chalice that
dill good onitspillar. "All who cometo Sarikdi drink from the Cup of Aura.”

"Isit left heredl thetime?" Alec asked, surprised.

"Of course." Kheeta dipped up water from the pool and presented it to him.

Alectook it in both hands. The narrow aabaster bowl was per-fectly smooth, its silver base untarnished.
"Isit magicd?' he asked.

The Bokthersan shrugged. "Everything ismagica in someway, even if we cannot perceiveit.”

He drank deeply, then handed it back to Kheeta. "Don't you have any thieves herein Aurenen?”

"In Aurenen? Of course. But not here.”

A city without locks and without footpads and thieves?Alec thought skepticaly. That would be magic
indeed.

They spent the rest of the morning exploring. There were hundreds of tupas, counting those of the lesser
clans, so Alec concentrated on those of the Eleven for the moment. Kheeta was atalkative guide,
pointing out clan marker and points of interest. One hulking dark structure looked very much like another
until he named it asatem-ple or meeting place.

Alec found himsdlf studying his companion aswdll. "Does Seregil ssem much changed to you?' he asked
alast.

Kheetasighed. "Y es, especialy when he's dedling with the lidsidra or your princess. Then again, when
he looks at you, or makes ajoke, | see the same old haba."

"l heard Adzrid cdl himthat," Alec said, pouncing on the unfa-miliar word. "Isit like 'ti'?"

Kheeta chuckled. "No, habaare small black—" He paused, searching for the Skalan word. " Squirrels?
Yes, squirrds, that live in the western forests. They're everywhere in Bokthersa, feisty little creatures that
can chew their way into the tightest bale, or will stedl the bread from your hand when you're not looking.
Seregil could climb like ahaba, and fight like one when pushed to it. He was a-ways trying to prove
himsdlf, thet one™
"Tohisfaher?

"Y ou've heard about that, have you?'



"A bit." Alec tried not to sound too eager. Thiswasn't the sort of information held been sent to gather,
but he wasn't about to let the opportunity pass.

"Wll, you've met Mydri, so you can see the difference. Seregil and Adzriel were the only ones of the

four who took after their mother. Perhaps things might have been different for Seregil if she'd lived.”
Kheeta paused, frowning at some unpleasant memory. "There are those in the family who say it was
Korit'sguilt that kept father and son at odds."

"Guilt? For what?'

"For Illids desth in childbirth. Most Aurenfaie women bear only one or two children, but Korit i Solun
wanted ason to carry hisname. Illiaobliged him out of love, having daughter after daughter until she was
past her prime. Thelast birthing was too much for her, or at least that's how I've heard it.

"Theraisng of Seregil fell to Adzriel, and agood thing, too. Wheat finaly happened with that bastard
llar—" Kheeta gpat vehe-mently over his horsgs flank. "Well, there are those who laid the blame as
much on hisfather ason Seregil. | tried to tell Seregil as much last night, but hewon't listen.”

"1 know what you mean. It's best to leave certain subjects aone.”

"And yet he became agreat hero in Skaa" Kheeta's admiration and affection for Seregil was evident.
"And you, aswel, fromwhat | hear?'

"We got through some bad times with whole skins" Alec replied vaguely, not in the mood to extol their
exploitslike some bard'stae.

He was spared the trouble. Asthey came around a corner, they saw awoman dressed in ared robe and
bulbous black hat standing in the shadowed doorway of atemple, apparently in the midst of an animated
conversation with someone insde. Asthey drew closer, Alec could make out complicated patterns of
black lines covering the woman's hands.

"What clanis she?"

"No clan. That'sarhui‘auros. They give up their clan when they enter theNha'mahat" Kheetatold him,
making asign of some sort in her direction.

Before Alec could ask what a nhalmahat was he came abreast of the rhui‘auros and saw that she was
talking to empty air.

"Bash'wal," Kheetasaid, noting Alec's surprise.
A chill ran up Alec's spine as he looked back at the empty door-way. "The rhui‘auros can see them?"

"Some do. Or claim to. They have some strange ways, and what they say is not always what they

"They lie?"
"No, but they are often—obscure.”

"I'll kegp that in mind when we visit them. Seregil hasn't had afree moment snce we—"



Kheetagtared at him. " Seregil spoke of going there?"

Alec thought back to that odd, tense conversation back in Ardinlee. Seregil hadn't spoken of the
rhui‘auros snce.

"Y ou mustn't ever ask him to go there," Kheetawarned.
IIWI,lyI?I
"If he'snot told you, then it's not for meto say.”

"Kheeta, please," Alec urged. "Mogt of what | know about Seregil I've learned from other people. He
givesaway 0 little about himself, even now."

"I shouldn't have spoken. It'sfor himto tell you thet tale, or not.”
Being close-mouthed and stubborn must be a Bokthersan trait, Alec thought, asthey rode on in sllence.
"Come," Kheetasaid at ladt, relenting abit. "I can show you whereto find them for yoursdlf.”

L eaving the more populated tupas behind, they rode to a quarter at the southern edge of the city. The
buildings here were overgrown and crumbling, the streets choked in places with tal grass and wild-

flowers. Weeds had claimed the courtyards. For dl its strangeness, however, it appeared to be a
popular destination; people strolled the ruined streetsin pairs and smal groups. Dragonlings, thefirst
Alec had seen since they'd | eft the mountains, were as plentiful as grass-hoppers, basking on the tops of
wallslikelizards or fluttering among the flowering vines with the sparrows and hummingbirds.

This placefdt different, aswell, the magic stronger and more unsettling.

"Thisis caled the Haunted City," Kheeta explained. "It's be-lieved that the veil between oursalves and
the Bash'wai isthinnest here. The Nhamahat liesjust outside the city.”

They rode past the last of the crumbling houses and out into the open. On arise just ahead stood the
most bizarre-looking structure Alec had seen hereyet. It was a huge tower of sorts, built in a series of
square tiersthat diminished in size asthey went up. It was topped with alarge colos and Alec could see
people moving in the archways there. Although different in design from anything he had seen in Sarikdi, it
was made of the same dark stone and had the same grown-from-the-earth look. Behind it, the white
vapor of ahot spring billowed up, roil-ing on the dight breeze.

"The Nhamahat," Kheeta said, dismounting well away from the building. "WEell go on foot. Be careful
not to step on thelittle drag-ons. They'rethick here.”

Alec kept anervous eye on the ground as he followed.

The ground level was bordered by acovered arcade. Prayer kites hung from the pillars, some new,
some faded and tattered.

Entering, Alec saw that the wakways were lined with trays of food: fruit, boiled grains dyed yellow and
red, and milk. Fingerlings seemed to be the main beneficiary of this bounty; masses of the lit-tle creatures



vied for ameal under the watchful eye of severa robed rhui'auros.

Strolling around to the back of the building, Alec saw that the ground fell away sharply. The vapor held
seen issued from the dark mouth of a grotto beneath the tower. Steam belched from it like smoke from a
forge. More rose in wigps from the stream that flowed down among the stones below.

Something happened to him here, Alec thought, suddenly pictur-ing amuch younger Seregil being
dragged into the darkness below.

"Would you liketo go in?" asked Kheeta, |eading him back toward a doorway.

A gust of cold wind whipped across the open plain, carrying the first spattering of rain. Alec shivered.
"No. Not yet."

If Kheeta sensed his sudden discomfort, he choose not to pry. " Suit yoursdf," he said amiably. "Since
we have to go back through the Haunted City, how do you like ghost stories?”

The gash Beka had gotten during the sea battle was hedling, but she still suffered from sudden
headaches. The brewing storm had brought on another, and by midmorning its effects must have shown,
for Kliasent her home with gtrict ordersto rest.

Returning to the barracks aone, she retreated to her room and ex-changed her uniform for alight shirt
and tunic. Stretched out on the bed, she settled one arm over her eyes and lay listening to the soft clatter
of gaming stones in the next room. She was drifting on the edge of deep when she caught Nya'svoice
outside. She hadn't ex-actly been avoiding him these past few days, she just hadn't had time to deal with
the slly flux of emotions he provoked in her. The approach of booted feet warned that there was no
avoiding it now except to plead illness. Not wanting to be caught at a disadvantage, she sat up quickly on
the narrow bed, then choked down the wave of nausea the sudden move cost her.

"It'sNyal," Urien announced, peeking in around the door. "He's brought you something for your head.”
"Did he?' How in Bilairy's name had he known sheweasill?

To her horror, he entered carrying alittle nosegay of flowers. What were the others going to make of
thet?

"I heard you werefeding unwell,” he said. Instead of the flowers, however, he held out aflask. "I've
picked up afair bit of herb lorein my travels. This decoction workswell for painsin the head.”

"And those?" Beka asked with awry grin, pointing to the flowers.

He passed her those aswdll, asif they'd been an afterthought. "'l don't know al their namesin Skaan. |
thought you might wish to know what wasinit."

Bekabent over the flowers, hoping he wouldn't notice her guilty blush.Bringing you flowers, was he?
And why are you so damned disappointed? "I recognize afew of them. Thelittle white onesare
feverfew, and these branch tips are from awillow." She pinched athick, dark green leaf, then took a
nibble. "And thisismountain cress. | haven't seen these others before."

Nya kndt in front of her and pushed her hair back to ingpect the scabbed cut on her brow. "Thisis
hedingwel."



"The Cavishes are ahardheaded bunch,” Bekatold him, pulling back from the light brush of hisfingers
againg her face. Opening the

flask, she took a swig and grimaced. There was honey in the mix, but not enough to mask the underlying
bitterness.

"l didn't see any wormwood in that bouquet of yours," she sputtered.

Helaughed. "That's the little pink blossom we cal 'mouse ears.' " He poured a cup of water and handed
it to her. "My mother used to hold my nose when she dosed me. I'll Sit with you amoment until we seeiif
it'sgoing to doitswork."

An awkward slence ensued. Beka wanted nothing more than to lie down and deep, but not with him
stting there. Thelittle room was stuffy; she could fed swest trickling down her chest and back and
regretted putting on the tunic.

After afew moments, however, she redlized that the throbbing behind her eyes was nearly gone.

"That's quite abrew!" she said, sniffing the flask again. "I wouldn't mind keeping some of this on hand for
the others. Sergeant Braknil does most of our healing for usin the field when thereisn't adrysian handy.”

"I'll see he getstherecipe.” Nya roseto go, then paused, eyeing her criticdly. "Theair is so ill today,
perhaps awalk would do you good. | could show you some more of the city before the rain comes.
There's so much you haven't seen yet.”

It would have been asimple matter to plead illness. Instead, she smoothed her hair back and followed
him out, telling herself that asthe head of Klias bodyguard, it was her duty to learn the lay of theland. In
case of trouble.

They st off on foot as thunder wandered ever closer acrossthe valey. Nyal headed south, pointing out
tupas of various lesser clans asthey went. He seemed to know a bit about al of them and shared afew
amusing stories dong the way. Asthey passed the outskirts of Akhendi tupa, she was tempted to ask
more about the khirnari'swife but ressted the urge.

Most of the city was uninhabited, and the further they got from the center of it, the more overgrown the
streets became. The grass grew longer here, and mud swallows had built nestsin the corners of open
windows.

One place looked very much like another to Beka, but Nya seemed to have a particular destination in
mind. Thisturned out to be a deserted neighborhood in the southern part of the city, one more silent and
peculiar than any she'd seen sofar.

"Heresaplacel think you'll enjoy," he announced at last, leading her into a broad thoroughfare where
scrubby bushes were taking back the open spaces.

She glanced around nervoudy. "I thought 1'd gotten used to the fed of Sarikali, but thisis different.
Stronger.”

"Wecdl it the Haunted City," Nyd replied. "The magic works differently here. Can you fed it?"



"] fed something." Whether it was the magic of the place, the im-pending storm, or the way hisarm
occasiondly brushed hers asthey walked, she suddenly felt hot and restless. Pausing, she pulled the
tu-nic off over her head, caring little that the loose linen shirt under-neath was stained with swesat and
metal tarnish. Tugging it free of her breeches, she undid the neck lacingsto let the quickening breeze cool
her skin. Like most of her femaeriders, she didn't bother with binding her breastswhen not in the field.
Glancing hisway, she saw an enigmatic smile on hislips and knew that she had his attention. Alonewith
him here, she had to admit at last that sheliked it.

"Thisisavery specid place," he continued. "The Bash'wa who lived here smply walked away one day,
leaving everything they owned behind."

They entered one of the houses and passed through an empty gallery to afountain court. A stonetable
near the leaf-choked basin was set for six, complete with cups and cracked plates of fine red porcelain.
A tarnished slver pitcher stood in the center, itsinterior still stained with the wine that had dried away
countless years be-fore. Beyond the courtyard lay a bedchamber. The furnishings were rotted with age,
but a carved wooden tray on achest till held a col-lection of gold jewelry, asif the woman who'd
owned them had just taken them off before her bath.

"Why haven't thieves carried dl this away?' Bekaasked, picking up abrooch.

"No one dares rob the dead. One of my auntslovesto tell the story of awoman who found aring here
that was so beautiful she couldn't resst taking it. Her clan went home soon after and amost immediately
she began to suffer nightmares. They became so pow-erful and terrifying that at last she threw thering
into ariver. When she returned to Sarikdi the following year, that ring was lying ex-actly where shed
found it."

Returning the brooch to the tray, Beka gave him alook of mock disgpproval. "1 think you brought me
here to scare me, Rabas.”

Nyal took her hand in his, stroking it with long fingers. "And why should | attempt such athing with a
brave Skalan captain?'

Histouch sent a sensuoustingle up her arm, stronger than before.

"To test my bravery, perhaps?’ she teased. "Or to create the op-portunity to offer comfort?"

Looking into those clear hazel eyes, shefdt another jolt of sensud anticipation; there was no mistaking
the passion kindling there, or the open affection. It would be so easy to close the distance between her
lipsand his, she thought, asif gauging an arrow'sflight. Without further thought, she kissed him.

Sheld wanted this—wanted him—ifrom the ingtant sheld laid eyes on him at Gedre. Now shelet her
hands roam, greedily exploring the hard, responsive body pressed to hers. His mouth was as sweet as
sheld imagined, and when he pulled her close she buried her fin-gersin hishair, nipping his lower lip.

His hands dipped beneath the hem of her shirt, encircling her bare wai st above her sword bet, working
their way dowly higher.

"Lovely one, beautiful Tir," he murmured against her ear.

"Don't." Shetensed and took a step back. Other lovers had used such blandishments and sheld let them
pass, from Nyal they were unbearable.



"What isit?" he asked, concerned by the sudden shift. "Areyou avirgin, or do you distrust me?"

Bekalaughed in spite of the hot, resentful ache in her belly—or perhaps because of it. "I'm no virgin. But
I'm not beautiful either, and don't need to fancy myself so. I'd rather we just be honest with each other, if
itsal the sameto you."

He Stared at her in amazement. " Anyone who clamsyou are not beautiful isafool. Thefirst timel
looked into your eyes| saw it, yet you have been denying it Snce we met.”

Hetook her hand again. "I gpologize for the clumsiness of my persstence, but | swear | will continue to
say S0 until you believe me. Y ou're unlike any woman I've ever met."

Trapped between doubt and arousal, Beka froze, unable to reply.

Misreading her hesitation, he brought her hand to hislips. "At least dlow meto cal you ‘friend.’ |
promised your amost-brother | would never bring dishonor on you. | keep my word.”

Perhaps he/d meant the gesture to be a chaste one; the warmth of hislips on her pam sent awave of
raw desire spiraing through her. Suddenly the light brush of her shirt againgt her skin wastoo much to
bear. Freeing one hand, she pulled the shirt off, letting it drop to the dusty floor at her feet. Nyd'slips
parted in asigh as he traced the scars on her arms, chest, and side. "A true warrior.”

"All my wounds arein thefront,” Bekamanaged, trying to sound flippant but shivering at the
hot-and-cold touch of hisfingers across her skin. By the time he reached her shoulders and breasts she
wastrembling.

"I like your spots," he murmured, bending to kiss her shoulder.

"Freckles," she corrected breathlesdy, tugging up histunic.

"Ah, yes. Freckles." He paused long enough to help her with his clothes, then pulled her close again. "So
exotic."

That's afirgt,she thought, too far gonein thefed of hisbody warm against hersto care. Hisfingers
traced burning patterns across her skin wherever he touched her, the sensation unlike any-thing she'dd
ever fet. Pulling back alittle, she asked in wonder, "Are you usng magic on me, Rabas?'

The hazel eyeswidened, then tilted up at the corners as he laughed. Therich vibration of it against her
chest and belly was anew and unprecedented pleasure.

"Magic?' he exclamed, shaking his head. "By the Light, what sort of dolts have you let makeloveto
you?"

Beka's laughter echoed around the ruined room as she pulled him closer. "Educate me!™
Nyd's expert tutelage lasted well over an hour, Beka guessed, see-ing how the shadows had crept
closer to where they lay. When it was over she was agood deal wiser, and happier than sheld beenin

re-cent memory.

The bed had proved too rickety, so they'd made do with apdlet of clothing on the floor. Unsnarling her



breeches from the tangled mass, she reluctantly pulled them on, then leaned down to give her new lover a
lingering kiss. Outside, thunder rumbled heavily in the distance.

Nya's flushed face reflected her own dation. "Beautiful Tir," he said, gazing up at her.
"Beautiful Aurenfaie,”" shereplied in his own language, no longer contesting his opinion.
"| did not think you would have me. Do dl Tir hold back so?*

Bekaconsdered this. "'l have duties. What my heart and body want aren't what my head thinks| should
do. And—"

"And?' he asked when she looked away.

"And I'm alittle afraid of what you make mefed, afraid be-cause | know it won't last. | lost someone,
too. Hedied. Waskilled." Beka closed her eyes against sorrow long denied. "Hewas awarrior, an
officer in my regiment. | didn't have long with him, but we cared a greeat dedl for each other. Thepain|
felt when hedied was...." She stopped again, searching for words that wouldn't sound too cold but not
finding them. "It wasa

digtraction. | can't dlow that sort of thing, not when | have people depending on meto lead them.”

Nya stroked her face until she opened her eyesagain. "'l won't hurt you, Beka Cavish, or cause you any
digtraction if it'sin my power to avoid it. What we do—" He grinned, waving ahand around at the
disordered room. "We are two friends sharing a gift of Aura. There's no pain from that. Whether you're
here or in Skala, we arefriends.”

"Friends," Bekaagreed, even asthelittle voice from her heart taunted, Too | ate, too late!

"Itsearly yet," shesad, risng. "Show me more of your city. Seems| have an unquenchable appetite for
wonderstoday."

Nya sprawled limply and let out acomic groan. "Warrior women!"

They were nearly dressed when something held said earlier sud-denly struck her. Turning to Nyal, she
raised an eyebrow and de-manded, "When exactly did you and my 'almost-brother' discuss what to do
withme?'

Beka's sudden appearance in the doorway of one of the ruined houses startled Kheeta as much asit did
Alec.

"AurasFingerd" the Bokthersan laughed, reining in. "That's the first red-haired Bash'wal 1've ever seen.”

Bekafroze for amoment, face reddening behind her freckles. Aningtant later Nya stepped from the
shadows behind her.

"Well, well, Captain,” Alec said in Skaan, grinning mercilesdy ashetook in their disheveled hair and
dust-streaked clothing. "Out reconnoitering?"

"I'm off duty," sheretorted, and something in the look she gave him warned againgt further teasing.



"Have you shown her the House of Pillarsyet?' Kheeta asked, apparently obliviousto the Situation, or
why hisinnocent question should draw such aloud and poorly suppressed snort of laughter from Alec.

"Wewerejust heading there" Nyal replied, fighting to keep a straight face. "Why don't you come along
with us?'

"Yes,do come!" Beka said, waking up to Alec and grasping his stirrup. In alow voice, she added, "Y ou
can keep acloser eye on me that way, Almost-Brother."

Alec winced.Damn you, Nyal!
The housein question lay severd streets away. Thunder cracked
again, much closer now, and asudden gust of wind blew their hair into their eyes.

"Thereitis," Kheetasaid, pointing out a sprawling, open-sided structure through the gloom. Just then the
skies opened up in earnest. Lightning bleached the air white for an instant, then darkness closed down
around them with adeafening roll of thunder. Gripping the reins of their nervous mounts, Alec and
K heeta dashed toward shel-ter through the pelting rain with Bekaand Nya close behind.

The House of Rillarswas a pavillion with aflat, tiled roof set on ranks of tall, evenly spaced black
columns. Shreds of faded cloth hung here and there, suggesting that walls of asort had been created by
hanging tapestries between the columns.

"Lookslikewell be here awhile," said Beka, raising her voice to be heard over the downpour.

A damp wind swept through the outer columns, and they retrested farther to avoid the soaking rain that
blew inwithit. Alec reached in-side his coat for the lightstone in histoal rall, then remembered held | eft
both back at hisroom. Kheetaand Nyal flicked their fingers, and smal globes of light snapped into being
at ther tips.

"What wasthis place?’ asked Alec, speaking Skalan for Beka's benefit.

"A summer retreat,” said Nyadl. "It getsterribly hot herein sum-mer. The roof makes shade and there are
bathing pools further in."

Occasional flashes from outside threw bars of light and shadow acrosstheir path as they walked deeper
into theforest of pillars.

Alec had assumed they had the place to themsalves, but soon heard the sound of water splashing and
the echo of voices from somewhere ahead of them.

Emerging into alarge chamber, they came to alarge round bathing pool fed by underground springs.
Channels fanned out from it to smaller pools and what appeared to have been water gardens or fish

poals.

A few dozen people were swimming naked in the large pool. Oth-ers sat nearby playing some kind of
game by thelight of hovering light orbs. Alec noted with atwinge of unease that most of those who were
dressed wore the sen'gal of Haman or Lhapnos. Judging by their age and clothes, they were young
retainers of those delega-tions, taking their ease while their elders attended the council.



Nya approached them with his usua openness, but Kheeta hung back warily.

"Nya i Nhekal!" called aLhapnosan youth. "It's been too long since I've seen you, my friend.Comejoin
lﬁ"

Hiswelcoming smile died, however, a sight of Alec and the oth-ers. Getting to hisfest, the L hapnosan
let one hand rest near the hilt of the knifein hisbet. Severd of his companions did the same.

"But | forgot," he said, eyes narrowing. "Y ou're not keeping the best company these days.”

"He certainly isn't," one of the swimmers remarked, climbing from the pool. He strode up to them, his
face set inadisdainful frown.

Alec tensed, recognizing him by the dragon bite on his chin. Thiswas no servant. Hed been with the
Haman khirnari last night at the Simal banquet.

The Haman stood amoment, eyeing them with distaste. "A Bok-thersan, aTirfaie" Hisgaze cameto
rest on Alec. "And the Exilésgarshil ke 'menios.”

Alec understood only half the phrase—gar shil meant "mon-grel"—but that and the Haman'stone eft no
doubt that it was a cal-culated insult.

"ThisisEmid i Moranthi of Haman, the khirnari's nephew," Nya warned in Skalan.
"I know who heis" said Alec, kegping histone neutrd, asif he hadn't understood the insuilt.

Kheeta had no such reservations. "Y ou should choose your words more carefully, Emid i Moranthi!" he
snarled, stepping closer.

Aleclaid ahand on hisarm, then said in Aurenfaie, "He can use what words helikes. It's of no concern
tome"

His antagonist's eyes narrowed; none of the Haman had bothered chatting with him the night before and
no doubt assumed he did not speak their language.

"What's going on?" Beka muttered, sensing trouble.
"Just afew insults between clans,” Alec said evenly. "Best to walk away.”

"Yes" Nyal agreed, no longer smiling as he urged the glowering Kheeta back the way they'd come. But
Bekawas dill eyeing the naked man.

"It was nothing,” Alec repeated firmly, snagging her by the deeve and following.

"What's the matter, too frightened to join us?' Emid jeered.

It was Alec who whedled around and, against dl better judgment, strode back to face him. With the
same bravado held once used star-ing down back-aley toughs, he crossed his arms and cocked his head

to one sde, dowly scanning Emie from head to foot until his would-be adversary shifted uncomfortably
under the scrutiny.



"No," Alecreplied at lagt, raising hisvoicefor al to hear. "1 see nothing here that frightensme.”

He sensed the attack coming and jumped back as Emiel lunged for him. The Haman's companions
caught at him, dragging him back. Alec felt hands on hisarms, too, but shook them off, needing no
restraint. Somewhere behind him, Beka was cursing pungently in two languages as Kheetarestrained her.

"Remember whereyou are, dl of you," Nya warned, shoulder-ing in between them.

Emiel hissed softly between clenched teeth, but fell back. " Thank you, my friend,”" he sneered, though his
gaze never left Alec. "Thank you for not letting me soil my handswith thislittle garshil kémenios™

With that, he sauntered back toward the poal.

"Comeaway," Nya urged.

The skin between his shoulder blades prickled and he tensed, ex-pecting any moment for the Haman to
change their minds and re-new the fight. Aside from afew jeers and muttered insults, however, the

defenders of the poal let them go in peace.
"What was that he called you?' Beka asked again as soon as they were out of earshot.

"Nothing that matters.”

"Oh, | can seethat! What did he say?' Beka demanded.

"l didn't get dl of it."
"He cdled you amongre boy whore," Kheeta growled.

Alec could fed hisface burning and was glad of the shadows.

"I've been caled worse," helied. "Let it go, Beka Thelast thing Klianeeds s the head of her bodyguard
getting into abrawl."

"Bilary'sBalls Thét filthy son of a—"

"Mease, Beka, you mustn't say such thingsaoud. Not here,” said Nya. "Emid's behavior is
understandable. Seregil murdered his kinsman, and by our reckoning, Aleciskin to Seregil. Surdly it's

not so different among your own people?!

"Back home you can knock somebody's teeth in without starting awar,” she snapped.

Nyal shook his head. "What a place this Skalamust be."

Alec caught a hint of motion out of the corner of his eyejust then and dowed, peering into the darkness
between the pillars. Perhaps the Haman hadn't been put off so easily after dl. He caught ahint of an

unfamiliar scent, heavy with musk and spice. Then it was gone.

"What isit?' Bekaasked softly.

"Nothing," he said, though instinct warned otherwise.



Outsde, it wasraining harder than ever. Curtains of mist an-chored the clouds to the rooftops.
"Perhaps you should ride back with us," Kheeta suggested.

"| suppose s0," Beka agreed. Accepting the Bokthersan's out-stretched hand, she swung easily up
behind him.

Alec kicked astirrup free for Nya. The Rabas reached to accept a hand up, then stopped to examine
the Akhendi charm dangling from Alec'swrigt. Thelittle bird carving had turned black.

"What happened to it?" Alec asked, peering at it in surprise. A tiny crack he hadn't noticed before
marred thetip of onewing.

"It'sawarning charm. Emiel ill-wished you," Nya explained.

"A waste of good magic, if you ask me," Kheetamuttered. "It takes no magic to read the heart of a
Haman."

Alec pulled out his dagger, intending to cut the charm free and tossit into the bushes.

"Dont," Nyd said, staying his hand. "It can be restored so long as you don't destroy the knots.”
"l don't want Seregil seeing this. Hell know something hap-pened and | hate lying to him."
"Giveit to me, then," the Rabas offered. "I'll get one of the Akhendi to fix it for you."

Alec plucked the lacings free and handed it to him. "1 want your word, al of you, that Seregil won't hear
about this. He has enough to worry about.”

"Areyou surethat'swise, Alec?' asked Kheeta. "He's not achild.”

"No, but he does have atemper. The Haman insulted meto get a him. I'm not going to play their game
for them."

"I'm not so sure,” Beka said, more concerned than angry now. ™Y ou keep your distance from them,
especidly if you're done. That was more than bluff and bluster just now."

"Don't worry," Alec said, forcing agrin. "If thereés one thing I've learned from Seregil, it's how to avoid
people.”

14
Mysteries

Thero envied Beka the headache that had released her from the day's duties. As ne-gotiations rambled
on, the wizard grew increasingly restless. Most of the day's speeches were hollow posturing, currying
fa-vor with one side or the other. Stories and grievances from centuries past were trotted out and argued.
Apparently there was no shame in ngpping during these interludes; a number of onlookers up in the
gdlery were snoring audibly.



Thunderstorms descended on the city soon after midday, throwing the liasidra chamber into lamp-lit
gloom. Cold winds swept in through the windows, carrying rain and leaves. At times thunder drowned
the voice of the speaker on thefloor.

Chin on hand, Thero watched the lightning illuminate rippling sheets of rain lashing down outside. It
brought back memories of his apprentice daysin Nysander's tower. Sit-ting at the window of his
chamber on sum-mer afternoons, he'd watched the barbed white bolts spike down over the harbor and
dreamed of capturing that power, channeling it through his hands. To control something that could
destroy you in an instant—the thought had made his pulse race. One day he'd blurt-ed out hisideato
Nysander, asking if it could be done.

The older wizard had merdly given him alook of kindly forbear-ance and asked, "If you could contral it,
dear boy, would it be as beautiful ?"

The response had seemed nonsensical to him at the time, he thought sadly.

An especidly long, bright flash lit the lidsidrajust then, trans-forming the window held been staring a
into an oblong of weird blue-white brilliance. Thero saw the black outline of awoman framed there, asif
in adoorway.

The window went dark again, and aclap of thunder shook the building, driving in afresh gust of wind.
The figure had been no fleeting vision, however. A young rhui‘auros stood there, resting one hand lightly
againgt the stone frame as she stared across the chamber at him. Her lips moved and he heard avoice
whigper in hismind,Come to us afterward, my brother. It istime.

Before Thero could even nod, she had faded away in ablur of color.

Thankfully, the council adjourned early that day. Thero doubted he could have told anyone what had
been said. Following Kliaand the others out into the storm, he found the woman waiting for him by his
horse. She was very young, with grey-green eyes that seemed overly large beneath her ridicul ous hét.
Her soaked robe clung to her thin frame like awrinkled second skin, and the wind had whipped her wet
hair into lank strands against her cheeks. She should have been shivering, but she wasn't.

Kliagave her asurprised glance.
"With your permission, my lady, | would like to visit the rhui‘au-ros,”" he explained.
"Inthisweather?' Kliaasked, then shrugged. "Take care. I'll need you first thing tomorrow."

Thero's strange companion did not speak as they set out, nor would she accept his cloak or an offer to
ride. He was soon glad to have aguide. In this weather, one broad, deserted street looked no different
from another.

Reaching the Nhamahat &t last, the girl motioned for him to dis-mount, then led him by the hand dong a
well-worn path to the cave benesth the tower. Clouds of vapor issued from the low opening, crawling
low across the ground to disappear in wisps on the wind. Mineral secretions coated the rock here, white
and yelows shot through with wavering bands of black. Untold pairs of feet had worn a smooth path
ingde

A sudden rush of wonder brought alump to Thero'sthroat as he followed it into the large natural
chamber beyond. If Nysander had been correct, this was the very womb of mysteries, the source of the



magic that had come to his own people through the blood of Aurenen.

The place was humid and primitive, its rough walls unaltered ex-cept for afew scattered lampsand a
broad staircase that curved like aram's horn at the center of the room, its even stonework out of placein
such asetting. Light shone down from some upper room, and Thero smelled the sweet reek of incense as
they passed. Down here there was nothing of ritua or decoration. Steam curled up from anetwork of
fissuresand small poolsin the floor. Rhui'auros and ‘faie moved among the shadows, quiet as ghosts.

The girl gave him no timeto get his bearings but continued down one of severa passageway's that
branched off from the main chamber. There were no lamps here and she did not strike alight. The
darkness posed no problem for Thero, either; when his eyesfailed other sensestook over, showing him
his surroundings in muted shapes of black and grey. Wasthisatest, he wondered, or did she smply
assumethat, sharing asimilar magic, Tir wizards could seein the dark?

Sweltering air closed in around them as they went on, and Thero was aware of the downward dant of
the tunnd floor benegth hisfeet. Small, hive-shaped structures stood here and there along the way, large
enough to hold a person or two. Brushing hisfingers across one as he passed, he felt thick, sodden wool.
Leather flaps covered asmall door and an opening at itstop.

"Dhimafor meditation,” shetold him, speaking at last. Y ou may use them whenever you like."

Evidently this was not the point of the current expedition. The passage took a sharp jog to the right and
theair grew cooler, the way more steep and narrow. There were no dhima here.

In places they had to duck their heads as the overhanging stone dipped low. In others, they grasped
thick ropes strung through metd eyelets driven into the stone, lowering themselves over short drops. He
lost track of timein the darkness, but the fedling of magical en-ergy grew stronger with every step.

At last they reached level ground again, and Thero heard a sound like wind in branches. After afew
yardsthe tunnel curved again, and suddenly he was blinking in the relative brightness of clear moonlight.
Looking around in surprise, he saw that they were stand-ing at the edge of aforest clearing under aclear
night sky. The

ground doped gently to the edge of aglassy black poal. The cres-cent moon's reflection floated
motionlessonits till surface, undis-turbed by any ripple.

The light grew brighter as he stood there. Looking around, he could find no sign of hisguide, but the
pool was now surrounded by a great throng. Those he could make out wore the robes and hats of the
rhui‘auros. He knew by thelifting of the hair on hisarmsthat at least some of them were spirits, though
onelooked as solid as an-other, even the oneswith the curling black hair and dark skin of Bash'wai.
Beyond them, in the thick, night-black forest, something moved—many creatures, and large ones.

"Welcome, Thero son of Nysander, wizard of the Third Oreska," adeep voice rumbled from the
darkness. "Do you know where you are?"

Caught off guard by the misnomer, it took Thero amoment to grasp the question. As soon as he did,
however, he knew the answer.

"The Vhadasoori pool, Honored One," he replied in an awed whisper. How he knew it was a
mystery—there was no sign of the statues, much lessthe city itsdlf, but the magic that radiated from the
black water was unmistakable.



"Y ou see with the eyes of arhui'auros, Nysander's son.”

The girl who had been his guide stepped from the crowd and of-fered him a cup fashioned from a
hollow tusk. It was aslong as his forearm and wrapped in an intricate binding of leather thongs that
formed handles on ether side. Grasping these, Thero closed his eyes and drank deeply. Beneath his
fingers, the cup vibrated with the touch of athousand hands.

When he looked up again, he and the girl were donein the clear-ing. Her face no longer looked so
young, and her eyeswere flat disks of gold.

"Wearethe First Oreska,” shetold him. "We are your forebears, your history, Wizard. In you we see
our future, asyou perceive your past in us. The dance goes on, and your kind will be made whole."

"] don't understand,”" he said.

"Itisthewill of Aura, Thero son of Nysander son of Arkonid son of lyadaughter of Agazhar, of theline
of Aura”

Gentle, unseen hands |oosened the fastenings of Thero's gar-ments and they fell away, shoesand al. A
will other than his own guided him to the water's edge, and on, until he was up to his neck in the pool.
Thewater waswinter cold, so cold it robbed the breath from his lungs and burned his skin likefire.
Turning back toward

shore, he was surprised to see himsdlf gill standing there beside the woman. Then he was dragged
under.

Thewater closed over him, filling his eyes and nose and mouth, and then hislungs, yet hefdt no
discomfort, no panic. Lost in the formless dark, he floated, waiting. And remembering. The night they'd
dept by the dragon pool in Akhendi held dreamed of this place and of drowning. The dream itsalf had
rav-eled to mere fragments since then, yet it resonated with the same surety held felt when held named
this place as the VVhadasoori.

"What is the purpose of magic, Thero son of Nysander?' the deep voice asked.

"To serve, to know—" Thero was unsure whether he spoke aoud or only thought the words; it made no
difference, for the other heard him.

"No, little brother, you are wrong. What is the purpose of magic, son of Nysander?”
"To create?!
"No, little brother. What is the purpose of magic, son of Nysander?'

The darkness pushed in on him. He felt the pressure of it in hislungs, smothering him. Thefirst cold stab
of fear hit him then, but heforced himsalf to remain ill. "1 don't know," he replied, humbled.

"Y ou do, son of Nysander.”

Son of Nysander. Sparks danced in front of hissightless eyes, but Thero held on to theimage of hisfirst
mentor, the plain, good-humored man he'd too often underestimated. He recalled with shame hisown



arrogance and how it had blinded him to Nysander's wisdom until it wastoo late to honor it. He recalled
the bitterness he'd felt when Nysander kept him from spells his skill could master but his empty heart
could not wisdly employ. For an ingtant he heard his old teacher's voice, patiently explaining, "The
purpose of magic isnot to replace human endeavor but to aid it." How many times had he said that over
the years? How many times had Thero ignored the impor-tance of the words?

The crescent moon wavered into view in front of him, dancing gently over the water's surface far above.
Still mired in darkness, Thero felt the power of it breaking in on him, and his mouth stretched wide with

10y.

"Baance"

Like acork buoy suddenly released, he shot to the surface, shat-tering the moon's reflection.
"Baance!" he shouted up at it.

"Yes" thevoice said approvingly. "Nysander understood better

than any Tir therole of Aurasgifts. We waited for him to cometo us, but it was not to be. Thetask falls
toyou."

What task?Thero wondered with athrill of excitement.

"Balance was lost long ago between your people and our own, between the Tir and the Light. Light
bal ances darkness. Silence baances sound. Degath balanceslife. The Aurenfaie preserve the old ways,
your kind, left to dance donefor atime, have forged the new."

Thero reached atentative foot down and found solid ground in easy reach. Wading from the pooal, he
walked to thelone figure awaiting him, an ancient Bash'wai woman. Her face and skin were black inthe
moonlight, her hair siver.

Thero fell to hiskneesin front of her. "Isthat why Kliawas a-lowed to come here, and at thistime? Did
you make this happen?’

"Make?' She chuckled, and her voice was deep, too large for such afrail frame. She stroked his head
likeachild's. "No, little brother, we only dance the dance with whatever steps we can manage.”

Confused, Thero pressed a hand over his eyes, then looked up again. "Y ou said the wizards of Skala
would be made whole. What doesthat mean?"

But the Bash'wai was gone. In her place sat alarge dragonling with golden eyes. Before Thero could do
more than register its pres-ence, it darted forward between his bare thighs and bit him on the scrotum.
Lesping up with a panicked shout, he felt his head connect with something hard and the moon spun away
like adropped ring.

When Thero cameto again, he was sprawled facedown and fully clothed just inside the mouth of a
tunne leading off from the main cavern beneath the Nhamaheat.

A vison! he thought in dazed wonder. He shifted to stand up, then pressed flat again, squeezing hiseyes
shut asfiery tons of pain tightened around hisballs. The memory of Alec's bitten earlobe, swelled three
timesitsnormal sze, presented itsalf ungracioudy, and helet out agroan.



The sound of movement against stone made him open his eyes again. Through a haze of pain, he saw a
seeted figure uncoil itsdf from the nearby shadows and resolve into hisyoung guide.

"Lissk." She held aflask down for him to see before disappear-ing behind him.
A mark of honor, they cdl these bites! he thought helplesdy as

she went about her minigrations.If | survive long enough to heal, how am | ever going to show it
off?

People came and went around him. If the Sight of a Skalan wizard cackling hystericaly on the ground
with hisrobe tucked up around hiswaist struck any of them as odd, none were so ungracious asto say
0 in hishearing.

15
Discomfort

Where's Thero?" Alec wondered aoud as they sat off for abanquet in Bry'khatupathat evening. "Gone
to vigt therhui'auros” Kliatold him. "I'd expected him back by now."

Therain had dacked off to awarm, sullen drizzle. Everyone rode with hoods pulled up, in little clumps

behind Kliaand Torsin. Alec and Seregil brought up the rear, the closest semblance of privacy they'd had
al day. Saizing the opportunity, Alec confided his encounter with Bekaand Nya in the Haunted City.

Seregil took the news more camly than he'd expected. " According to Thero, Queen Idrilain hersalf
encourages such unions as part of themisson,” he said quietly.

Alec glanced around at their Urgazhi escort. "What? Marrying her soldiers off to Aurenfaie?"

Seregil smirked. "'l don't think marriage isapriority, but one of the goals of our current missonisto get a
hedlthy infusion of Auren-faie blood to renew that stock.”

"Yes, but—! Y ou mean she hoped Beka and her female riders would come home pregnant?’ Alec
exclamed. "I thought they got drummed out for that?"

"The rules have been relaxed for the time being. No one istalking openly about it, but

Thero heard rumors that a bounty has even been offered. | suppose the men are free to bring home any
Aurenfaie bridewho'll have them, too."

"Bilairy'sBalls, Seregil, that's coldhearted, turning the best turmain Skalainto breeding stock!™

"When it comesto the surviva of anation, there's not much that's considered beyond the pae. It's not
even that unusua. Remember my sojourn among the Dravnians? | kept up my duties as guest, so to
speak. Who knows how many of my own offspring are toddling around somewhere up in the Asheks as

we spesk?'

Alec raised an eyebrow at this. "You'rejoking."



"I'm not. Asfor our current Situation, it'sall for the greater glory of Skaa, which makesit honorable
enough. How patriotic areyou feding these days?'

Alecignored the jibe, but found himsdlf watching the Urgazhi more closely during the banquet that
followed.

Seregil was edting breakfast with Kliaand Torsinin the hall early the next morning when Thero came
shuffling in. Hisface was grey and he held himsdlf asif hisinsdes were made of glass and poorly packed.

"By the Light!" Toran exclamed. "My dear Thero, shall | send for aheder?”

"I'm fine, my lord, just abit under the weether," Thero replied, coming to ahat behind an empty chair
and grasping the back of it.

"You'renot fing" Kliaretorted, turning to look at him.

"It could beriver fever," Seregil offered, suspecting it was no such thing. "I'll send for Mydri."
"No!" Thero said quickly. "No, that's not necessary. It'sjust adight distemper. It will pass.”
"Nonsense. Take him back to hisroom, Seregil,” Klia ordered.

Thero's skin felt hot and clammy, and he leaned heavily on Seregil's arm as he limped back upgtairs.
Reaching hisroom, helaid down but refused to undress.

Seregil ood over him, frowning. " So, what happened?’

Thero closed hiseyes and ran ahand over his unshaven cheek. "A dragon bit me."
"Bilairy'sBdls, Thero! Wherein Sarikai did you find one big enough to make you thissick?"
The wizard managed asickly smile. "Where do you think?"

"Ah, of course. You'd better let me have alook."

"I'veused lissk onit dready.”

"Lissk won't do for large bites. Come on now, whereisit? Arm? Leg?'

With asigh, Thero pulled up the front of hisrobe.

Seregil'seyeswidened. "Y ou said Alec's ear looked like a grape when he got bitten by that little one.
Thislooks more like—"

"Iknow what it lookslike!" Thero snarled, covering himsdlf.
"This needs atention. I'll get something from Mydri. No one hasto know the details.”
"Thank you," Thero rasped, staring up at the ceiling.

Seregil shook hishead. ™Y ou know, I've never heard of anyone getting bitten on the—"



"It was an accident. Justgo!" Thero pleaded.
An accident?Seregil thought, hurrying next door.Not if the rhui‘auros had anything to do with it.

To hisconsderablerelief, Mydri asked few questions. He de-scribed the injury in genera terms, and she
mixed severd infusions and abowl of poultice. Eyeing the latter, Seregil hoped Thero was up to treating
himsdlf.

16
An Evening's Entertainment

Thero kept to his bed through the next day. Having been bitten himsdlf, Alec couldn't share Seregil's
amused attitude and was happy enough to keep Thero's secret. He was thankful when Klia decided that
he was of more use wandering at large than at the liasidra. Aurenfaie deliberation was con-ducted a a
glacia pace, every issue seemingly tied to centuries of history and precedent. Ex-cept for occasional
vigtsto stay abreast of de-velopments, he found other ways to occupy himself.

Asareault, he saw little of Seregil during the day, and the evenings were taken up by a seemingly
endless number of banquets with clans mgor and minor, each fraught with un-spoken undercurrents of
influenceand will.

When they finaly did reach their room again, sometimes only afew hours before dawn, Seregil ether fell
adeep immediately or disappeared up to the colosto pace in the dark. Alec had seen enough aready to
know the rgjection Seregil faced each day. In pub-lic, al but afew avowed friends kept their distance.
Members of the Haman clan made no secret of their animosity. Asaways, how-ever, Seregil preferred
to battle his demons done. Alec's love might be welcome; his concern was not. Adzriel noted her
brother's withdrawal

one night during avist with Klia, and Alec's muted pain. Putting an arm about his shoulders, she hugged
him and whispered, "The bond isthere, tai. For now, let it be enough. When he's ready he will cometo
you."

Alec had no choice but to heed her advice. Fortunately, he had work of his own to do. As he became
more familiar with his sur-roundings, he went more often alone and soon formed afew a-liances of his
own—and among the class held always been most a home with.

Whilethe lidsdraand influentia clan members spent their daysin solemn debate, the lesser members of
the various househol ds fre-quented the city's makeshift taverns and gaming houses. Alec's bow was as
good asaletter of introduction in such company. Unlike Seregil, most Aurenfaie were consummeate
archers and loved to ar-gue makes and weights as much as any northland hunter. Some fa-vored
longbows; others carried gracefully reflexed masterpieces of wood and horn. But none had seen anything
quite like his Black Radly, and curiosity dmost always led to friendly shooting contests.

Alec had fashioned afew shattafrom Skalan coins, and these were much sought after, but he generdly
won more than he lost and he soon had a respectabl e collection dangling from his quiver strap.

Such pastimes bore other fruit, giving him accessto that most useful of resources, the careless chatter
servants exchange out of their masters hearing. Gossip was gold to any spy, and Alec quietly took note.
Inthisway, helearned that the Khatme khirnari, Lhaar alriel, had taken an interest in Klias occasiona



evening rideswith the young Silmai horseman, Taanil i Khormai. Alec even managed to sow afew
rumors about that himself, though the truth was that Kliafound the man something of abore.

Alec aso picked up reliable rumors that the khirnari of severd key minor clans supposedly digned with
friendly Datsia had been seen vigiting Rabas tupaunder cover of night.

Perhaps his most important discovery, however, was that the khirnari of Lhapnos had quarreled with his
supposed ally, Nazien i Hari, over support for Skala, and that severd of the Haman's own people had
taken the Lhapnosan's sde. Principal among the dis-senters was Alec's nemesis, Emiel i Moranthi.

"Thisisanew development,” Lord Toran remarked as Alec made his nightly report to Klia.
The princess gave Alec awink. "You see, my lord? | told you he'd earn his keep."
Their tenth night in Sarikai brought awel come respite. For the first time since their arrival they had no

outside obligations, and Kliasent word for the evening med to beasmple, commund affair inthe main
hall.

Alec wasin the stable yard passing the time with some of Braknil's men when Seregil returned from the
lidsdraaone.

"Had agood day, did you, my lord?' Mina called out.
"Not especialy,” Seregil snapped, not dowing as he disappeared into the house.
With aninward sigh, Alec followed him up to their chamber.

"Auras Fingers, | was never meant to be adiplomat!" Seregil burst out as soon asthey weredone. A
button flew across the room as he yanked off his coat. He flung it into a corner and the sweat-soaked
shirt beneath quickly followed. Grabbing the ewer from the wash-stand, he stalked out onto the bal cony
and emptied it over hishead.

"Y ou might have been abit more pleasant to poor Mina," Alec chided, leaning against the doorframe.
"Hethinksalot of you, you know."

Ignoring him, Seregil dicked the water from his eyes and pushed past him into the room. "No matter
what Kliaor Torsin says, some-one managesto twist it around into athregt. "We need iron.' 'Oh, no,
you want to colonize the Asheks!" ‘L et us use a northern port.' 'Y ou would steal Ralbasi's trade routes?

"Ulani Sathil isthe wordt, though he seldom spesaks. Oh, no! Hejust Sitsthere, smiling asif he agrees
with everything we say. Then, with asingle well-chosen comment, he throws everyone into an up-roar
again and sts back to watch the fun. Later, you see him gather-ing the uncertain ones around him,
whispering and wagging hisfinger. Bilairy's Bdls, the man's smooth. | wish to hell hewas on our sde.”

"What can you do?'

Seregil snorted. "If it were up to me, I'd chalenge the whole damn lot of them to ahorse race and settle
the matter! It's been done before, you know. What are you laughing at?'

"You. You'reraving. And dripping." Alec tossed him acloth from the washstand.



Seregil gave him an apologetic grin as he toweled off. "And how did you do today? Anything new?
"No. It seems|'vegleaned dl | can among the friendlier folk, and

| till haven't found away to wiggle in among the Haman or Khatme." He decided not to share how
often his presence had drawn chalenging stares and whispers of "garshil” in certain quarters. "In
Rhimineg, dl | had to do was change clothes and blend into the crowd. Here they mark me as outlander
and guard their words. | think it'stime| did alittle nightrunning.”

"I've broached the subject to Klia but she saysto wait, honorable woman that sheis. Be patient, tali."
"Youcounsding patience? That'safirg!"

"Only because | don't see any other choice just now," Seregil ad-mitted. "At least we have anight off.
However shdl we passthetime?

Most of the others were already seated by the time they came down-stairs for supper. Long tables had
been set up, Skalan style, inthe main hal, and Beka waved them over to seats at the end of Kliastable.

"I wondered where sheld gotten off to al day,” Seregil muttered, seeing Nyal at her side.
"Behaveyoursdf,” Alec warned.

"Y ou can thank your captain for the fine desserts and cheese we're having tonight,” Nyal announced as
they sat down.

"Me?' Bekalaughed. "He got word yesterday of atrader's cara-van coming in from Datsa We met it
outside the city and haggled the best pickings out of them before anyone else wasthewiser. You've
never tasted such honey, Alec!”

"| thought you looked like you'd found something sweet,” Seregil remarked blandly.
Alec used Thero'sfortuitous arrival to mask the kick he dealt him under the table.

Kliastood and raised her wine cup, asif they were all comradesin aplain soldier's mess. "We've no
priestsamong us, so I'll do the honors. By Sakor's Flame and Illior's Light. May they smile on our
endeavors here." Turning, she sprinkled afew drops on the floor asalibation, then took along drink.
The othersdid the same.

"What'sthe word at the lidsidra, Commander?' Zir caled from the next table. " Should we keep our
packstight, or settlein?”

Kliagrimaced. "Given our reception so far, Corpordl, 1'd say you might aswell get comfortable. Time
seemsto mean agreat ded lessto the 'faiethan to us." She paused, sauting Seregil and Alec with her
cup. "Present company excepted, of course.

Seregil returned the salute with anironic chuckle. "If | ever had any Aurenfaie patience, 1'velong since
logtit.”

The windows and doors had been thrown open to let in the soft breeze; evening birdsong provided the
medl's music as the shadows crept dowly across the floor. The only discordant noteswere Torsin's



occasond fitsof coughing.

"He's getting worse," Thero murmured, watching the envoy dab at hislipswith a stained ngpkin. "He
won't admit it, of course— clamsit'sthe climate here"

"Could it be that fever you had?' Beka asked.

Thero looked blank for an instant, then shook his head. "No, not that. | can see a darkness hovering
about his chest.”

"Will he survive the negotiations?' asked Alec, gazing over a the old man with concern.
"By the Light, thelast thing we need ishim dying inthe midst of dl this" muttered Seregil.

"Why wouldn't helet his niece comein his place?' Bekawhis-pered. "Lady Meessandraknows as
much of the faie as he does."

"Thisisthe crowning achievement of along and distinguished career,” Seregil replied. "'l suppose he
couldn't bear not to seeit through to its conclusion.”

Asthe med ended Kliawandered down to their end of the table. "Weve been given the luxury of doing
nothing tonight, my friends. Kheetai Branin saysthe colos offers a pleasant view of the sun-set. Anyone
caretojoin us?'

"WEeIl make an Aurenfaie of you yet, my lady," Seregil said, ris-ing to accompany her.
"Good. You and Alec can be our mingrelsfor the evening.”

"If youwill excuse me, my lady, | must retireearly,” Torsan said, still seated.

Klialaid ahand on the old man's shoulder. "Of course. Rest well, my friend."

Servants carried wine, cakes, and cushions up to the colos. Seregil made a quick detour to their room
for hisharp. By the time he joined the others, they'd settled in to enjoy the cool of the eve-ning. The
lingering green glow of sunset was fading quickly on the western horizon. To the east, aruddy full moon
was dready risng over the city.

He and Alec were laughingly given the place of honor acrossfrom Klia. Bekaand Nya sprawled on the
floor near the door, their backsto the wall.

A sudden lump rose in Seregil'sthroat as he struck thefirst notes

of "Softly Acrossthe Water"; from where he sat he could see the colos on Adzrid's house, where he'd
played for hisfamily on so many eveningslikethis. Before he could halt or fater, Alec took up the
melody, catching hiseyewith asmal, questioning lift of an eye-brow. Fighting off the unexpected rush of
sadness, Seregil focused Al his attention on the intricate fingering of the song and came in with harmony
on the refrain with the others, | etting their voices cover any lingering unsteadinessin hisown.

It till amused Alec to find himself consorting with royalty. Not so long ago held thought it atreet to Sit
next to asmoking hearth in somefilthy tavern, back in the dayswhen the ‘faie were fill, crea-tures of
legend rather than hisown kin.



Seregil cheered up asthe evening wore on, and the two of them acquitted themselves admirably as
mingtrels. When their throats went dry, Thero took over with a pretty collection of illusons hed picked
up in histravelswith Magyana.

"Thewinesrun low," Kheetaannounced at last.

"I'll lend ahand," Alec offered, wishing his bladder felt aslight as his head. He and Kheeta gathered the
empty jugs and made their way downstairs toward the servant's sair at the end of the second-floor
corridor. Thistook them past Toran's chamber, and Alec saw that the door was dightly gar. Theroom
beyond was dark.Poor old fellow, he thought, gently pulling the laich shut. He must have been sicker
than helet on to retire this early.

"She'sagresat lady, your princess,” Kheeta observed warmly as they headed down to the kitchen. Hed
had his share of the wine and was durring hiswordsalittle. "It'ssad...”

"What's sad?"

"That the 'faie blood hasrun so thinin her," the Bokthersan replied with asigh. "Y ou don't understand
yet how fortunate you are, being yashd. Just you wait afew hundred years."

The cooks had propped the kitchen door open to catch the breeze from the yard. Passing it, Alec
caught sight of a cloaked figure hurry-ing out the postern gate. Something in the doped set of the man's
shoulders made him pause; afamiliar, muffled cough made him thrust the still empty winejugsinto his
companion'sarms and follow.

"Where are you going?' Kheetacdled after him.
"l need someair." Alec sprinted across the yard before the other man could question him.

The guards by the watch fire took no more notice of him than they had of Torsin. Why worry about one
of their own going out when it wasfolk cregping in they were set to guard againgt? Outside the gate Alec
paused, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. A cough nearby guided him to the | eft.

Hed acted on pureingtinct until now, but suddenly he fdt rather foolish ghosting along after Klia's most
trusted adviser asif he were a Plenimaran spy. What was he going to tell her when he got back, or say to
Torgnif the old man caught him tailing dong behind him? Asif in answer, alarge owl—thefirst held seen
sncethey'd left Akhendi—glided padt, flying in the same direction Torsin had gone.

| can clam | had an omen, he thought.

[l or not, Torsn moved asif he had a purpose more serious than taking the night air. The tavernswere
busier than ever, and music seemed to come from al directions. Aurenfaie were out in pairs and groups,
enjoying the night. He stopped now and then to exchange a greeting with some person he knew but didn't
linger to chat.

L eaving Bokthersatupa, he led Alec down a succession of streetsthat took them past boundary
markers of Akhendi and Haman. When he dowed at last, Alec's heart sank. This street was marked with
the moon symbol of Khatme. Thankfully, there were fewer folk abroad here, but Alec was careful to
keep to the shadows of door-ways and dleys. He wasn't nightrunning, he told himself, hoping he never
had to justify that to anyone else. He was just keeping an eye on an ailing old man.



Torsn stopped a an imposing house Alec guessed rightly to be the house of Lhaar alrid. A brief dice
of candle glow from insde illuminated the old man's face as he entered, and Alec was close enough to
read what looked like resignation on Torsin's haggard features.

There were no obvious waysinto the house, even for Alec. The well-guarded villas of Rhiminee
possessed a comforting symme-try of design by comparison. There might be wallsto climb, dogsto
avoid or charm hisway past, but you could dmost aways find some aperture to wiggle through if you
knew your business. Here there were only barred doors and windows out of reach.

Hewas further stymied by the fact that this building, whatever it was, abutted severd others, dl of which
presented equally blank faces. He was about to give up when he caught the sound of severa voices
somewhere overhead.

Looking up, he made out the dark jut of abalcony. The voices

were too soft for him to catch the gist of the conversation, but the erratic punctuation of Torsin's
coughing left no doubt in Alec's mind that heldd found his man again.

There were at least two others with him, aman and awoman— Lhaar alriel hersdlf, perhaps.

The conference did not last long. The unseen conspirators soon disappeared back into the house. Alec
waited afew minutesto seeif they'd return, then headed back to the front of the building to wait.

Torsn emerged afew minutes|ater, but not alone. A man waked with him for several minutes before
turning in the opposite direction.

Alec was il trying to decide which one to follow when afamil-iar shape emerged from the shadows
besdehim.

"Seregil ?"

"Youtake Torsn; I'll follow this other fellow. Watch out for Khatme dong theway. Y ou won't be
welcome here" With that, Seregil disappeared as quickly ashe'd come.

Torsinled Alec straight back to their own door, the front one thistime. After exchanging afew words
with the sentries, he went inside.

Looking up at the colos, Alec saw lights till burning there. Not knowing what excuses had been made
for his absence or Seregil's, he went in through the stable yard and up the back stair. Halfway up, he
heard Klias voice, and Torain's.

"| thought you'd turned in dready,” Kliasaid.

"A short walk inthe night air helpsme deep,” Torsin replied. No mention of where he'd been.

Alec waited until he heard two doors close, then continued on to his chamber and settled in to wait for
Seregil sothey could get their stories straight. That seemed a safe enough plan, far more attractive than

being the oneto tell Kliathat her trusted minister has just been consorting with their opposition behind her
back.



Seregil's man was not wearing asen'gai, but he guessed from the cut of histunic that he was from one of
the eastern clans. He was soon proven right. The man led him to the house of Ulani Sathil.

Lurking in anearby doorway, Seregil pondered the possible con-nections. Intractable Khatme and
worldly Viresse; the two clans were divided as much by their ideology as they were by the spur of
mountainsthat lay between their ancestral lands. The only uniting factor he knew of wastheir opposition
to the Skalan treaty.

The greater question was whether Torsin knew of the connection.

He returned to the guest house to find the colos dark, the music tilled. Entering by the back gate, he
found Korandor and Nikides on guard duty.

"Has anyone else come or gone thisway tonight, Corporal?" he asked.
"Just Lord Torsin, my lord,” Nikidesreplied. "He left awhile back and we haven't seen him since.”
"| thought held turned in for the night."”

"Couldn't deep, he said. Now, | say night air'sthe worst thing for weak lungs, but there's no telling these
nobles anything—begging your pardon, my lord."

Seregil gave the man aknowing wink and continued on asif held just been out on acondtitutiond of his
own.

Hefound Alec pacing impatiently in their room, every lamp blaz-ing. Shadows till clung in the corners,
resisting his superdtitious ef-forts to banish them.

"Seemsthey can't carry on without us." Seregil grinned, pointing up toward the abandoned colos.

"Kliacame down about half an hour ago,” Alec told him, coming to arest in the center of the room.
"What did they say when | didn't come back?'

"Kheeta had some story about you fedling your wine, but he dipped me the nod. What happened?’

Alec shrugged. "Luck in the shadows, if you can cdl it that. | just happened to be there when Toran | eft.
He came straight back here from Khatme tupaafter | saw you. Kliamet him in the passage as he came

up.”

"Did she know where he'd been?'

"I couldn't tell. What about your man?'

"Careto guess?’

"Virese?'

"Smart boy. Too bad we don't know what was said either place.”

"Then you didn't learn anything, either." Alec sank into achair by the hearth. "What do you suppose
Torsnwasup to?"



"The queen'sbusiness, | hope," Seregil replied doubtfully, sorawling in the chair opposite.
"Dowetdl Klig?'

Seregil closed his eyes and massaged the lids. "That'sthe red question, isn't it? | doubt that spying on
our own people was quite what she had in mind when sheinvited usaong.”

"Maybe not, but she did say she wasworried that he might be too sympathetic to Viresse. This proves
it"

"It proves nothing, except that he and someone with connectionsto Ulan i Sathil met at the house of
Lhaar alrid."

"So, what do we do?"

Seregil shrugged. "Bide our time alittle longer, and keep our eyes open.”
17

Alec Kegps Busy

Bideour time.To Alec, it seemed dl they'd done since they arrived was wait, held impo-tent by the
grictures of diplomacy and the plodding pace of Aurenfaie debate. The last thing he felt like doing was
biding histime now that something interesting had fi-nally happened.

Herose early the next morning and took himsalf out for a dawn ride around the city walls. The distant
hillsfloated like idands above the thick mist risng from therivers. The bleat of sheep and goats came
from closer by. Reaching the Nhamahat, he stopped to exchange greetings with a rhui‘auros who was
setting out fresh offerings for the drag-ons. At this hour the little crestures fluttered in swvarmsthick as
spring swallows, circling the tower. Others scrabbled over the bowlsin the arcade. Severd lit on Alec
and hefroze, not relishing the thought of another painful bite, no matter how auspicious the marks might
be.

Riding back through the Haunted City he passed the House of Pillars and was sur-prised to see Nya's
horse, ablack gelding with three white stockings, grazing there next to asturdy white pafrey. Alec had
an

eye for horses and recognized thislittle mare as the mount Lady Amali had ridden over the mountains
from Gedre.

If it hadn't been for Beka, he might have ridden on. Instead, he tethered Windrunner out of sight and
hurried insde.

Voices echoed from severd directions, and he set off following those that sounded most promising to the
pools at the center of the sprawling place. At last, he found hisway to asmall, weed-grown court some
distance further on, where the comforting rise and fall of a man's voice sounded a counterpoint to a
woman's soft weeping. Creeping closer, Alec dipped behind atattered tapestry that till hung near the
courtyard's edge and peered out through ahole.

Amadli sat on the edge of an empty fountain, her facein her hands. Nya stood over her, stroking her hair



gertly.

"Forgiveme," Amali said through her fingers. "But who else could | turn to? Who esewould
understand?"

Nya drew her close, and for an instant Alec scarcely recognized him. The Rabas's handsome face was
suffused with an anger Alec had never seen in him before. When he spoke again, his voice was ad-most
too low to hear. Alec could make out only the words "hurt you."

Amali raised her tear-stained face and clasped his hands beseech-ingly. "No! No, you must never think
such athing! He'sin such distressat times| hardly know him. Word came that another village near the
Khatme border has been abandoned. It'sasif Akhendi isdying, too!"

Nya murmured something and she shook her head again. "He cannot. The people would not hear of it.
Hewon't abandon them!"

Nyd pulled awvay and walked off afew steps, clearly agitated. "Then what isit you want of me?’

"I don't know!" Shereached out to him. "Only—I needed to know you are still my friend, someone |
can open my heart to. I'm so done there!™

"It'swhere you choseto be," Nyd retorted bitterly, then relented as she dissolved into tears again.

"l am your friend, your dear friend," he assured her, gathering her close and rocking her gently. ™Y ou can
aways cometo me, talia. Al-ways. Just give methis much: Do you ever regret your decison? Evenjust a
little?"

"Y ou mustn't ask methat," she sobbed, clinging to him. "Never, never, never! Rhaishismy life. If only |
could meke him well."

Amali could not see the despair that filled Nyal's eyes at her words, but Alec could. Ashamed of his
eavesdropping, he waited until the pair had gone, then set off for home.

Seregil and the others had |ft for the lidsidra by the time Alec ar-rived. He checked at their room, in
case Seregil had |eft any last-minute ingtructions, but found nothing. On hisway down to the kitchen for
breakfast, however, he found himsdf pausing outside Torsin's door, his heart beeting just alittle too fast.
It seemed to be his day for opportunities; the door was gar again.

The envoy's strange behavior the previous night was too much to ignore, given Seregil's concerns about
the man'sloyaties. And this—the open door was just too tempting to pass unexplored.

With alast guilty glance around and aquick prayer to Illior, he dipped insde and closed the door.

Torsin'sroom was alarge one, with an alcove at the far sde. A desk stood beneath awindow there,
digpatch box, writing materids, and afew sedled parchments arranged negtly on its polished top. The
room was furnished with the usua accoutrements. gauze-hung bed, awashstand, clothes chedts, dl made
inthe smple Aurenfaie style— pale woods and clean, sweeping lines accented with darker inlay.

Fedling guiltier by the moment, he worked quickly, examining the desk and its contents, the clothes
chests, and the walls behind the hangings, but found nothing of note. Everything was meticu-lous, orderly.



Picking up adaybook from a stand by the bed, he found aterse but detailed record of each day's
developmentswritten in Torsin's precise script. The firgt entry was dated three months earlier. Ashe
moved to put it back it fell open to more recent entries, one dating aweek or so beforeKliasarriva in
Gedre. The handwriting was still recognizable, but the letters were not as clearly formed, and words
occasondly strayed from the careful lines or were marred by blots and smudges.

That's hisillness doing that. Alec paged back through the book, trying to gauge how long Torsin had
been failing, but was inter-rupted by the sound of brisk footsteps from the corridor.

Aurenfaie beds were low-dung affairs, yet he managed to wedge himself out of sght under it without too
much trouble. It wasn't un-til he was hidden that he redlized he was till clutching the book.

Thelatch lifted and he held his breath, watching from beneath the edge of the coverlet asthe door swung
open and apair of boot-clad feet—awoman's, by the size—strode across the room to the desk. It was
Mercale; herecognized her limp. He heard the small squesk of the dispatch box'slid and the
unmistakable rustle of parchments.

Turning his head, he looked out under the other side of the bed and could see the bottom of a dispatch
pouch hanging againg her thigh.

Seems|'m the only spy here, after dl,he thought, letting out a pent-up bresth when sheld gone out. Sheld
smply cometo collect the day's dispatches.

He remained where he was amoment, and opened the daybook again. Thefirst sgn of wesknessin
Torsin's handwriting appeared severd weeks before Klias arrival. Pondering this, he turned to the latest
entry, asummary of the previous day's debate.

U.S. remains subtle, letting the L. raise opposition—

Alec alowed himself awry smirk. What had he expected?'Met with the Viresse. Plotted against the
princess"?

His current position afforded him adifferent perspective on the room. From here, he could see the
careful polish on the row of shoeslined up next to aclothes chest, and the crisply folded pleatsin the hem
of arobe hanging onthewall.

One glanceinto a person's private roomswill tell you more about him than an hour's conversation, Seregil
had once told him. Alec had found the statement amusing at the time, considering the source; any space
Seregil inhabited was soon in complete disarray. Torsin's room, on the other hand, shouted order.
Everything wasin its place, with nothing extraneousin evidence.

Ashedid out from under the bed he noticed aflash of red in the ashes on the hearth, just benegth the
metal bars of the grate. If he'd been standing, held have missed it.

Crawling over, he saw it was the hdf-charred remains of asmdll slk tassd, dark red with afew blue
threads mixed in. He doubted Torsin owned a garment with such embellishments, but they were common
enough on Aurenfaie clothing, edging cloaks and tunics.

And sen'gal.

He gingerly plucked it out, heart racing again. It was the right Sze and colors to have come from the



edge of aViresse head cloth. Someone had meant to destroy it, but it had fallen through the grate before
the fire had completely consumediit.

No chance of it being missed, then, he reasoned, tucking it into the wallet at his belt.

He spent the rest of the morning loitering about the edges of Khatme tupain hopes of striking up a
profitable conversation.

Skilled as he usudly was at such ploys, he had no luck here. Unwel-coming stares and whispers of
"garshil" warned him off whenever he ventured too deeply into the area.

Perhgps | used up al my luck this morning, he thought, frustrated.

Thefew outlying streets he did manage to explore had none of the usua gathering spots. Unfriendly
tattooed faces peered at him from windows and bal conies, then disappeared from view. No one, it
seemed, had timeto drink or game here. Or perhaps, insular asthey were, their taverns were located
deeper inthe tupa, far from prying impure eyes.

Asmidday approached he gave up and started for home. It took only afew turnings, however, to redlize
that he had once again got-ten himsdf logt.

"Illior's Fingerd" he muttered, scowling as he scanned the anonymous walls and doorways.
"Blagpheming won't get you free, haf-breed. Y ou must use the Lightbearer's true name here.”

A Khatme woman stepped into view afew yards away, her tat-tooed face impassive beneath her
bulging red-and-black sen'gai. She wore none of the usud heavy jewdry Alec associated with the clan,
but her tunic was gtitched with rows of silver, pomegranate-shaped beads.

"I meant no disrespect,” Alec replied. "And you can spare your-sdf the effort of magic; | get lost on my
own without any help.”

"I've been watching you al morning, haf-breed. What isit you want here?"

"l wasjust curious.”

"You'relying, haf-breed.”

Do the Khatme read thoughts after dl, or do | just look as guilty as | fed ?Putting on the bravest face he
could, hereplied. "My apologies, Khatme. It'sa practice we Tir have when what we are do-ing isnone
of another person'sbusiness.”

"There's an etiquette to duplicity, then? How interesting.”

Alec thought he saw a hint of asmile shift the black tracery cov-ering one cheek. "Y ou say you've been
watching me, yet | haven't seen you," he countered. "Were you spying on me?"

"Were you spying on Lord Torsin when he came here a our khirnari's request last night, half-breed?”

There was no use dissembling. "That doesn't concern you. And my nameisAleci Amasa, not
half-breed.”



"l know. Retrace your steps.” Before he could respond, she was gone, disappearing like smoke on the
ar.

"Retrace my steps?' Alec grumbled. "What else have | been doing?”
Thistime, however, it worked and he found himsdf back in fa-miliar territory, near the lidsidrachamber.
Having nothing better to do, he went in and settled in an inconspicuous corner, watching faces. He

watched Torsn'smost closdly of dl.

He managed to catch Seregil's attention when the council ad-journed for the midday meal. Motioning
him outside, Alec walked him quickly into an empty Side Stret.

"Find out anything in Khatme tupa?' Seregil asked hopefully.

"Wl no. Not there" Stedling himsdlf, Alec plunged into ahur-ried account of hisfindingsin Toran's
room, what he/d seen be-tween Nya and Amai momentarily forgotten.

Seregil stared ahim increduloudy, then whispered, "Y ou burgledTorsin's room? Bilairy's Bdls, didn't |
tell you to wait?"

"Yes, andif I'd listened to you we wouldn't have this, would we?' Alec showed him the Viressetass.
"What's the matter with you? A member of Klia's own del egation snesks out to talk to the enemy and
you say wait? Back in Rhiminee you'd have been in there last night yourse f!"

Seregil glared a him amoment, then shook his head. "It's not the same here. Thisian't the Plenimarans
were dedling with. The Au-renfaie are Skaddsadliesin spirit if not in actua fact. It'snot asif they'relikey
to be plotting her nation. And Torsin?'

"But this could be the proof Kliawas looking for, about hisdi-vided loyalty.”

"I've been thinking about that. 1t's not sympathy that would make Torsin court Ulan'sfavor. Hesworried
that we could lose dl by of-fending the Viresse: not get Gedre, and lose our port in Viressein the
bargain. Still, if he did go behind her back to do it—?"

"How did he seem at the lidsidra?'

"Any guilty glances or secret nods exchanged, you mean?' Seregil asked with a crooked grin. "None
that | saw. The one possi-hility we haven't considered isthat he was acting on Klia's bendf, and thet it's
the rest of uswho aren't supposed to know."

"W, that brings us right back to my origina question. What do we do?"

Seregil shrugged. "Were Watchers. Well watch."

" Speaking of watching people, | saw Nya and Amali together again early thismorning.”

"Oh?' Thisclearly piqued Seregil'sinterest. "What were they up to?'

" She was upset about her husband and it was Nya sheturned to.”



"They wereloversonce. Clearly theres still abond there,” said Seregil. "What wasit she was upset
about?'

"I didn't hear everything, but it sounded like this debate istaking atoll on Rhaish.”

Seregil frowned. "That's not good. We need him strong. Do you think Amali and Nya are il secretly
lovers?'

Alec thought back over the morning's scene: Amali clinging to the tall Ralbag, the anger hed seeninthe
man's face a the mere hint of abuse. "I don't know."

"I think it's time we found out, and not just for Klias sake. Let's seeif Adzrid knows more than she's
been letting on."

They found Adzrid sitting with Saaban in her colos.

"Nya and Amai?" Saaban chuckled when Seregil broached the subject. "Have you two been gossiping
inthetaverns?'

"Not exactly,” Seregil hedged. "I've heard afew rumors, and Nya's been showing alot of attention to
Beka Cavigh; if he'slead-ing her on, | mean to take steps.”

"They were lovers before her marriageto Rhaishi Arlisandin," Adzrid said. "A sad story, the Stuff of
bdlads”"

"What happened?’

Adzriel shrugged. " She chose duty over love, | suppose, marry-ing the khirnari of her clan rather than an
outsider. But | know she's grown to love Rhaish dearly; it's Nya who carries the pain of that decision.
He strikes me as the sort of man who does not stop loving even when hislove isturned away. Perhaps
Bekacan hed hisheart.”

"Just s0 long as he doesn't break hersin the process. Rhaish is getting long in years. Ishewel 1?7

"I've been wondering that mysdlf. He doesn't seem himsdlf; the strain of the negotiations, no doubt.”
"He's known more than his share of sorrows, t00," said Saaban. "He's seen two wives die, one barren,
onein childbed, aong with the child. Now Amali carriestheir first child. That's bad enough by itsalf, but
to be khirnari and watch your people suffer as hisdo—I can only imagine how much this businessweighs

on hismind. | suspect Amali wanted nothing more from Nyal than ashoulder to cry on.”

"Try as| may to didike the man, | hear nothing but good spoken of him," Seregil muttered asthey
walked back to their room.

"The Akhendi khirnari?' asked Alec.
"No, Nya. Caring for the lover who threw you over shows more character than | have."
Alec dlowed himsdf asmug grin. "See?1 knew you were wrong about him.”

Amadi huddled in darkness by the bedchamber window, fighting back tears as Rhaish thrashed again in



hisdeep. Hewould not tell her what his dreams were, though they grew worse every night, making him
swesat and groan. If she woke him hewould cry out, glaring a her with mad, Sghtless eyes.

Amali aY assarawas no stranger to fear; she'dd seen her family skirt starvation, driven by it out of the
landsthey knew to live like beggarsin the streets of successive towns and cities across Akhendi. Sheld
let Nyal heal her fearsfor atime, but he wanted to take her away, to wander like ateth’brimash again. It
was Rhaish who'd saved her, lifted her up and made her proud again to wear the sen'-gai of her people.
Her parents and brothers ate at the khirnari's table now, and she carried the khirnari's son under her
heart. Before the Skalans had come, bearing hope, she had felt safe. Now her hus-band shouted
madnessin hisdeep.

With a guilty shudder, shefdt in the pocket of her nightdressfor the warding charm Nya had given her
to mend. It wasn't his, but it was alink to him, an excuse to meet again when shed finished with it. Her
fingers stroked the crude knots of the wristband: a child'swork, but effective. Nya's fingers had brushed
her palm as hed given it to her when they first arrived at the House of Pillars. Shelet hersdlf savor the
memory of that touch, and those that followed; hisfingerson her hair, hisarms around her, shielding her
for alittlewhilefrom dl her fears and worries. It wasn't the Ralbasi she ached for now, but the sense of
peace held dways been able to give her— just never for long enough.

She pushed the charm back into her pocket, her talisman to sum-mon that comfort again if she needed it.
Drying her tears, she found a soft cloth and went to wipe her beloved'sbrow.

18
Magyana

Cool mountain ar againg her face. Jagged peaks againgt aflawless sky. One more pass to traverse and
sheld be on the high plains beyond. She closed her eyes for amoment, savoring the mingled scents of wet
stone, wild thyme, and the sweat steam-ing from her horse'swithers.

Freedom. Nothing ahead of her but end-less days of exploration—

Magyanajerked out of her doze asthe quill dipped from her fingers. Her mouth was dry. The Sale,
overheated air insde the queen's tent made her head ache. The dream had been so clear—for just an
ingtant aflash of resentment overwhelmed her.Inever asked for thig!

Retrieving the fallen pen, Magyanatrimmed it and settled resignedly back in her chair. Freedom wasan
illusion sheldd been able to maintain too well for too many years. The giftsthat raised awizard to the
high-est levels of the Oreska came with a price— different for each, according to their talents.

The bill for her wandering years had come due, and here she sat, unable to do more than watch over the
best of queensas|drilain fought deeth, her find adversary.

Being Idrilain, she had managed torally, at least for atime. Klia's departure for Aurenen had somehow
buoyed her. In the month since,

she clung doggedly to life, even putting on alittle flesh asthe infec-tion in her lungs receded. Most days
she hovered in amurky haf-deep, surfacing now and then into lucid conversation, catching up with afew
guestions on the progress of the war and Klias mission, though of the latter therewas il crudly littleto
report. Nether strong enough nor willing to make the long journey back to Rhi-minee, Idrilain was
content to remain in what was now essentialy Phoria's camp. As Queen's Wizard, Magyanaremained



with her, trapped in this stuffy tent, surrounded by medicine vessd's and the heavy smdll of ilinessand an
old woman dying—

Magyana pushed away the guilty thoughts. Y et tied she was, by love, oath, and honor, until Idrilain saw
fit to release her, or was released hersdif.

Leaving the queen to deep, Magyana carried her chair and writ-ing materids outside. Late-afternoon
light bathed the sprawling en-campment in adeceptively gentlelight. Dipping her pen in theinkpot, she
began again.

"My dear Thero, yesterday the Plenimarans drove aline of Mycenian troops back to within afew miles
of wherel git. In Skalamore towns have been burned along the eastern coast. Stories of a darker sort
comein from al quarters—hdf aregiment of White Hawk archers stricken in one night, overwhelmed by
evil vapors, dead men rising to strangle their own comrades; a dyrmagnos sum-moning ghostly terrors
and fountains of firein broad daylight. Some are mere soldiers taes, but afew have been verified. Our
colleague, Elutheus, himsalf witnessed a necromancer caling down lightning at Gresher's Ford.

"Even Phoria cannot discount such reports, but she stubbornly maintains that such attacks are so isolated
asto beof little concern. In the short term, she may be right. With the destruction of the Helm, the
Overlord's necromancers cannot command enough power to overwhelm us with mere magic, but the
threat of it among our soldiers, fed by rumor and report, does great harm nonetheless.

"The newsisnot dl bad, however. To Phorids credit, sheisade-cisive leader, if not a diplomatic one,
and the generalstrust her. Over the past week she has organized sgnificant strikes against enemy forces
to the east, and has had severa victories. Tdl Kliathat her friend, Commander Myrhini, captured fifty
enemy horses. A great coup indeed, as many cavdry soldiers are afoot for lack of mountsto replace
those killed in battle. Others are making do with whatever horses they can commandeer about the
countryside, aSituation that is not endearing them to thelocals.

"Thethird of Klias dispatches reached us here yesterday. Phoria said little, but her impatienceisclear.
Surely some smdll concession can be coaxed from the lidsidra? Otherwise, | fear she will recdll you.
With every new desth of an able commander reported, Klias presence on thefield ismore grestly
missd.”

Magyana paused, consdering information she dared not entrust to writing, even in such amessage as
this. Like the fact that she, €-dest of the remaining Oreska wizards, dared not openly trandocate this
parchment to her protege lest Phoriahear of it. The Princess Roya made no secret of her distrust of
wizardsin genera, and her mother's adviser in particular. Magyana had aready been sum-moned onceto
explain her actions, and for nothing more than per-forming ascry a General Armeneuss request. Inthe
weeks since Phoria had taken over as War Commander, a subtle shift had oc-curred. Watchful eyesand
earswere at work for her in every quarter, including those of that handsome snake, Captain Traneus.

Kliahas enough to occupy her mind,thought Magyana, obscur-ing the letter with aspell only Thero
could unravel. Shewould put it in the hands of the dispatch rider hersdlf later. Let Traneus make of that
what he would.

19

Ancther Evening's Entertainment

The dream was |ess coherent thistime, but more vivid. The burning room was still hisold chamber in



Bokthersa, yet here were the heads of Thryisand the others glaring at him from the mantel piece. There
was no chance thistime to choose what things to save, what to abandon. Fire raced up the hangings of
the bed, the draperies, up hislegs, but its touch was deadly cold.

The smoke boiling up through the floor-boards thickened the band of sunlight spill-ing into thelittle
chamber, blinding him with itsbright glare. Histhroat wasfull, his hands usdess.

Acrossthe room, just visible through the smoke, alean figure moved closer.
"No!" hethought. "Not here. Never here."

[lar'spresence made no more sense than that of the glass spheres he clutched so des-perately in both
hands. The flames cleared before llar as he approached, his smile warm and welcoming.

So handsome. So graceful.

Seregil had forgotten how the man moved, light and easy asalynx. Almost close enough to touch now.
Seregil fdt the cold flames eating into him, felt smooth glass dipping through hisfingers.

Ilar reached for him. No, he was offering him something, a bloody sword.

"No!" Seregil shouted, clutching franticdly at the glassorbs. "No, | don't want it!"

Seregil started up in bed, drenched in sweat and amazed to find Alec sill adegp beside him. Hadn't he
been shouting?

Shout?he thought in sudden alarm. He couldn't even get his breath. The cold smoke from the dream il
filled hislungs, making even the dight weight of Alec'sarm across his chest astifling bur-den. Hewas
choking, suffocating.

Hedid out of bed as carefully ashisrising panic alowed, still ir-rationaly concerned about waking Alec.
Snatching up discarded clothing, he blundered out into the dimly lit corridor.

Breath came easier once he wasin motion. But when he paused to drag on his breeches and boots, the
smothering sensation over-whelmed him again. He hurried on, pulling on the surcoat—Allec's, it turned
out—as he went.

Hewas practically running now, past the second landing and on down the broader staircase that led to
thehdl.

What am | doing?

He dowed, and asif in answer, the breath locked tight in his chest. So he blundered on, praying he
didn't meet anyonein his cur-rent Sate.

Raw ingtinct guided him down aside passage and out through the kitchen to the stable court. The moon
was down, the shadows thick. A murmur of voices and afaint glow of firelight near the gate marked
where the sentries stood, just outside the gate. Scaling the back wall unseen was asimplefesat for the
man once know as—



Haba
—the Rhiminee Cat.

The soft turf of the street muffled the sound of his boots as he jumped down from the top of thewall and
loped away, the unfastened coat flapping loosdly around his bare Sides.

For awhilethefed of hisheart and breath and the long legs carrying him aong were enough to fend off
thought. Gradually, however, he grew calmer, and the panicked dash dowed to awaking meditation.

The confusion of the Cockerel with his childhood room—a homecoming of sorts? he wondered,
beginning to pick away &t the dream that had precipitated this headlong nocturna perambulation.

But therest: glass orbs, fire, smoke, lar. Try ashe might, the dresm'simport still euded him.

But then again, the images spoke of the past he'd mourned and here he was, done under the ars, as
he'd so often dreamed of being during the lonely yearsin Skala.

Alonewith his own thoughts.

I ntrospection had never been afavorite pastime. In fact, he was quite skilled a avoiding it. "Take what
the Lightbearer sends and be thankful." How many times had he quoted that, his creed, his cata-ly<, his
bulwark againg sef-revelaion?

The Lightbearer sent dreams—and madness. His thin mouth tilted into a humorless smirk: better not to
dwell too long on that. Nonetheless, this dream had driven him out donefor thefirst time sncetheir
arrival in Sarikai. Goose flesh prickled his skin, and he fastened the coat, noting absently that it wasa
little loose in the shouldersfor him.

Alec.

Seregil had been with him or others day and night without cease sSincetheir arriva, making it asmple
matter to fill every waking moment with the business at hand—so many concerns, so much to do. So

very easy to stave off the thoughts brewing since held set foot in Gedre—hell, snce Beka had told him
about thismissonin thefirgt place.

Exile

Traitor

Alone herein the haunted stillness of a Sarikali night, he was stripped of his defenses.
Murderer

Guest dayer

With hdlucinatory clarity, he fdt the hardness of along-gone dagger's hilt clenched in hisright figt, felt
againfor thefirst timethe jar and give as the blade sank into the outraged Haman's—

Y ou knew him. He had aname. Hisfather's voice now, filled with disgust.



Dhymir i Tilmani Nazien
Guest dayer

—into Dhymir i Tilmani Nazien's chest al those nights and years and desths ago. There was an obscene
amplicity to that sensation. How wasit that it took less effort, less Strength, to stab the life from aperson
than to carve one's mark in atavern tabletop?

With that thought came the old unanswerable question: What had made him draw steel againgt another
when he could just aseaslly

have run away? With asingle stroke held taken alife and changed the entire course of hisown. One
stroke.

It had been dmost nine years before he killed again, thistimeto protect himself and the Mycenian thief
who'd taught him the first rudiments of the nightrunner'strade in the dark stews and filthy streets of
Keston. That killing had been fraught with no such doubts. His teacher had been pleased, said she could
make afirg-class snuffer of him, but even under her questionable tutelage he had never killed unless

driventoit.

Later gill, when hedd killed a clumsy ambusher to protect a young, recently met companion named
Micum Cavish, hisnew friend had assumed it was Seregil'sfirst time and made him lick alittle of the
blood from the blade, an old soldier's custom.

"Drink the blood of your firgt kill and the ghosts of that and any other can't haunt you,” Micum had
promised, so earnest, so well intentioned. Seregil had never had the heart to confessthat it was a-ready
far too late, or that only one death had ever haunted him, one that galled enough to pay off al the others.

A glint of light ahead as he rounded a corner broke in on his thoughts. He'd been striding dong without
thought of direction, or so held imagined. A grim smiletugged at the corner of his mouth when he redlized

that his wandering feet had taken him deep into Haman tupa.

Thelight camefrom alarge, brazier, and in the compass of itsflickering glow he saw the men gathered
around it. They were young, and drinking. Even at adistance, he recognized afew of them from the
council chamber, including severa of Nazien'skin.

If he turned now, they'd never know he'd been there.
But hedidn't turn, or even dow.

Takewhat the Lightbearer sends—

With aperverse shiver of excitement, he squared his shoulders, smoothed his hair back, and strolled on,
passing close enough for thefirdight to strike the sde of hisface. He said nothing, gave no greeting or
provocation, but he could not suppressasmall, giddy smile asahalf dozen pairs of eyes widened, then
tracked him with instant recognition and hatred. Thetightnessin Seregil's chest re-turned as hefelt the
burn of their gaze between his shoulder blades.

Theinevitable attack was swift, but strangely quiet. There was the expected rush of feet, then hands
gragped a him out of the dark-ness. They dung him againgt awall, then threw him to the ground. Seregil
rased hisarmsingtinctively to cover hisface but made no other moveto protect himself. Boots and fists



found him again,

sriking from all directions, finding hisbelly and groin and the till tender arrow bruise on his shoulder. He
was picked up, shoved from one man to another, pummeled, spat on, flung down, and kicked some
more. The darknessin front of hiseyeslit up momentarily in aburst of white sparks as afoot connected
with the back of his head.

It might have gone on for minutes or hours. The pain was crude, erratic, exquisite.

Sidying.

"Guest dayer!" they hissed asthey struck. "Exilel" "Nameesd"

Strange how sweset such epithets sounded when flavored with the dry lilt of Haman, he thought, floating
dreamily near unconscious-ness. He'd have thanked them if he could have drawn breath to speak, but
they were intent on preventing that.

Where are your knives?

The beating stopped as abruptly asit had begun, though he knew without uncurling to look around that
they were still standing over him. A muttered order was given, but he couldn't make out the words over

theringingin hisears.

Then ahat, stinging stream of liquid struck him in the face. An-other fell across his splayed legsand a
third hit his chest.

Ah,hethought, blinking pissfrom hiseyes Nice touch, that.

Giving him afew last disdainful kicks, they left him, tipping over the brazier asthey went asif to deny him
the comfort of itswarmth. They could just aseasily have emptied it onto him.

Noble Haman. Merciful brothers.

A low chuckle scraped out of hischest like atwist of rusty wire. Oh, it hurt to laugh—he had afew
cracked ribs to remember the night by—but once he got started he couldn't stop. The breathless gasps
grew to undignified giggles, then bloomed into raw, full-throated cackles that racked fresh pain through
his sides and head. The sound would probably draw the Haman back, but he was too far goneto care.
Red spots swirled in front of his eyes, and he had the strangest sensation that if he didn't stop laughing
soon, his unmarked face would come loose from his head like an ill-fitted mask.

Eventudly the whoops lessened to hiccups and snorts, then dwindled to whimpers. He felt amazingly
light, cleansed even, though his dry mouth tasted bitterly of piss. Crawling afew feet to safer ground, he
gprawled on the dew-laden grass, licking moisture from the blades beneath hislips. There was just
enough moisture to torment him. Giving up, he staggered to hisfedt.

"That'sdl right,” he mumbled to no onein particular. "Time to go home now."

Something twisted painfully in his chest as he whispered the word again.

Home.



Seregil wasn't sure afterwards just how he got back to the guest house, but when he came to he was
curled up in aback corner of the bath chamber, dawn light streaming in softly around him through the
open windows. It hurt to breathe. It hurt to move. It hurt to have his eyes open, so he closed them.

Hurried footsteps brought him around.

"How did he get there?!

"l don't know." That was Olmis, one of the servants. "I found him when | arrived to hegt the water.”
"Didn't anyone see?"

"| asked the guards. No one heard anything."

Seregil cracked an eyelid and saw Alec knedling beside him. He looked furious.

"Seregil, what happened to you?" he asked, then recoiled, nose wrinkling in disgust at the rank odor
emanating from Seregil's damp clothing. "Bilairy's Guts, you stink!™

"l went for awalk.” Fire erupted in Seregil's Side as he spoke, turning the words to gaps.
"Ladt night, you mean?'

"Yes. Just had to—walk off abad dream.” The ghost of a chuckle dipped out before he could stop it.
More pain.

Alec stared a him, then motioned for OImisto help strip off thefilthy clothing. Both let out startled
exclamations as they opened his coat. Seregil could guess what he must 1ook like by now.

"Who did thisto you?' Alec demanded.
Seregil consdered the question, then sighed. "I fdll in the dark.”
"Down aprivy, by the smdl of him," muttered Olmis, wrestling off his breeches.

Alec knew hewaslying, of course. Seregil could tell by the hard set of hislover's mouth as he helped
Olmislift him into awarm bath and wash away what they could of the night's debacle.

They probably tried to be gentle with him, but Seregil hurt too much to appreciate the effort. He didn't
fed light anymore. The night's euphoric spell was broken; this pain was dull, nausegting,

and constant—no brilliant flashes or crests. Closing his eyes, he endured the bath, endured being lifted
out and swathed in asoft blanket. Helet himsdlf drift off, away from the massive throbbing in his head.

"l should fetch Mydri," Olmiswas saying, hisvoice dready faint in Seregil'sears.

"I don't want anyone else seeing him like this. Not hissisters, es-pecialy not the princess. This never
happened,” Alec told him.

Wil done, tdi, Seregil thought.Idon't want to have to explain it, either, because | can't.



Seregil awoke propped up in asoft bed. Squinting up in confusion, he made out the play of firdight on
rippling gauze hangings over-head.

"Youdept dl day."

Moving only hiseyes, Seregil found Alecin achair close beside their bed, abook open across hislap.

"Where—?" he rasped.

"Soyoufdl, did you?'

Snapping the book shut, Alec leaned forward to place a cup of water to Seregil'slips, then one
containing amilky sweet concoc-tion that Seregil fervently hoped was either apainkiller or swift poi-son.
He had to lift his head dightly to drink, and when he did, hot wires of pain drew taut in hisneck and
throat. He swallowed as quickly as he could and sank back, praying he didn't vomit it back up. That

would involvefar too much movement.

"| told everyone you came down with afever in the night." Thistime there was no mistaking Alec'stightly
reined anger.

Something fell into placein Seregil's addled brain. "'l wasn't out spying without you." Helonged for some
of the previous night's hysteriato buoy him, but it was long gone, leaving him flat and depressed.

"What, then?' Alec demanded, pulling back the blankets. "Who did thisto you, and why?"

Glancing down, Seregil saw that hisribs were expertly ban-daged, the bands just tight enough to ease
the pain and help the cracked bones to knit. The rest of his naked body was covered with atruly
impressive array of bruises of varying sizes and shapes. The acrid stink of urine had been replaced by the
cloying aroma of some herba salve. He could see the greasy sheen of it on hisskin.

"Nya bound you up,” Alec informed him, replacing the bed-clothes with hands far more gentle than his
tone. "l waited until the others|eft for the day, then brought him up. No one e se knows about this yet,
except Olmis. | told them both to keep quiet. Now, who did this?*

"l don't know. It was dark." Seregil closed hiseyes. It wasn't too grest alie, redly; held known only one
of them by name, the khirnari's nephew Emid i Moranthi, and Kheeta had hinted at bad blood between
him and Alec, though he'd refused to el aborate.

If it's vengeance you're &fter, tdi, don't bother. The scaes are ill too heavily laden in the Hamans favor.

Once his eyes were closed, he found it hard to open them again. The milky liquid evidently wasa
painkiller and he welcomed its dulling influence.

After amoment he heard Alec sigh. "The next time you fed the need to go out for a'fall,’ youtdl me,
understand?"

"I'll try," Seregil whispered, surprised by the sudden sting of tears behind his eydids.
Warm lips brushed hisforehead. "And next time, wear your own damn clothes.”

At Alec'singstence, Seregil's "fever" lasted through the follow-ing day.



"I'll go keep an eyeon Torsin and the Viresse" Alec told him, or-dering Seregil not to stir from bed. "If
anything of interest actudly happens, I'll bring you every detail .

Truth was, Seregil wasin no condition to argue the point. A short trip to the chamber pot had been an
exercisein painin more ways than he wanted to think about, though held managed it by himsdlf. Hewas
pissing blood, and thanked any gods <till listening that Alec wasn't nursemaid enough to check. Hed have
to spesk to the dop boy, tell him to keep his mouth shut. Hell, held pay him if he had to. Hed survived
worse trestment and there was no sense in worrying Alec any more than he was dready.

Left donefor the day, Seregil lapsed back into deep for atime, only to awaken in apanicky sweet to
find llar bending over him. He braced to roll away, only to hit asolid wall of pain.

Hefdl back with astrangled moan and found himsdlf looking up instead at Nyal. From the ook on the
Rabas'sface, hiswaking ex-pression hadn't been awelcoming one.

"| cameto check your dressings.”

"Thought you were—someone dse," Seregil croaked, fighting down the hot nauseawelling at the back
of histhroat.

"You're safe, my friend,” Nyal assured him, not understanding. "Here, drink some more of this."
Seregil Spped gratefully at the milky draught. "What isit?"

"Crushed Carian poppy seed, chamomile, and boneset leaf boiled in goat's milk and honey. It should
easeyour pan.”

"It does. Thanks."

Seregil could fed the effects dready, just blunting the edges. He stared up at the ceiling while the Ralbas
gently checked the bindings around his chest, asking himsalf what the hell he had been thinking, handing
himsdf over to the Haman like that. Mor-tification wrenched at his heart as he thought of what would be
made of his absence from the lidsdra chamber. His attackers would have better sense than to brag
about committing violence on sacred ground, but rumors might aready be lesking out aong the fretted
network of gossip that underlay any large gathering. That aside, held virtualy abandoned his
responghilities and left the burden on Alec.

"Madness," he hissed.
"Indeed. Alecisdill very angry with you, and rightly so. | never took you for astupid man.”
Seregil managed aweek chuckle. "Y ou just don't know me well enough.”

Nya frowned down a him, suddenly devoid of sympathy. "If that little night encounter had happened so
much as a pace outside the boundaries of Sarikali, your talimenios might bemourning you right now."

Ashamed, Seregil looked away.

"What, no laughter at that? Good." Nya produced a steaming sponge from somewhere below Seregil's
line of vison and set about cleaning him.



"I didn't know you were aheder," Seregil said when he trusted himself to speek again.
"I'm not, really, but one picks up dl sortsof skills, traveling.”

Seregil studied the other man's profile. "We do, don't we?"

Nya glanced up from histask. "That sounded amost friendly, Bokthersa"

"Youll get into trouble cdling methat."

Nyd gestured doppily with the sponge. "Whao'sto overhear?!

Seregil acknowledged the barb with agrin of hisown. "You'rea

nosy bastard, and an easterner. Not to mention the fact that you're the lover of ayoung woman whao's
the closest thing to adaughter I'll ever have. The combination makes me nervous.”

"So I'venoticed.” Nya gently turned Seregil over to spread fresh salve on hisback. "A spy, am |7
"Perhaps, or maybe just a baance to my presence.”

Nya eased him back down, and Seregil looked him in the eye. In-credible eyes, redly, clear and
seemingly guiléless. Strange that he hadn't noticed them before. No wonder Beka—

He waswandering, heredlized. "So are you?"
"A bdancing factor?'
IIA w.ll

Nyal shrugged. "l answer to my khirnari, like anyone else. What I've told her isthat what your princess
saysin privateis no different than what she saystothe liasidra.”

"And Amdi aYassara?' Auras Fingers, had he said that aloud? Nya's potion must be having more of
an effect than held thought.

The Ralbas merely smiled. "Y ou're an observant man. Amali and | were once lovers, but she choseto
accept the hand of Rhaishi Arlisandin. But | till care for her and spesk with her when | safely can.”

"Seely?

"Rhaishi Arlisandin loves hiswife very much; it would be un-worthy of me to be the cause of discord
between them.”

"Ah, | see" Seregil would have tapped the sde of his nose know-ingly if he could have raised his hand
thet far.

"There's nothing dishonorable between Amali and me, | give you that on my honor. Now come, you
must get up and move before your muscles stiffen any more. | expect it will hurt.”



Getting out of bed proved to be theworst of it. With Nyal's assis-tance and considerable cursing,

Seregil managed to dip on aloose robe and stagger woozily around the room severa times. On one pass
he caught sight of himself in the mirror and cringed—eyestoo large, skin too pae, expression too
nakedly helplessto be the infa-mous Rhiminee Cat, No, here was the frightened, shame-laden young
exile come home again.

"I canwak by mysdf," he growled, and pulled away from Nya only to find that he couldn't, not by a
long shat.

Nya caught him as he staggered. "That's enough for now. Come, you can do with somefresh air.”
Seregil surrendered himsdf back into the man's capable hands

and was soon settled more or less comfortably in a sunny back corner of the balcony. Nyal was just
tucking a blanket around him when a brisk knock sounded &t the door.

Nya went to answer it, but it was Mydri who returned. Seregil hagtily checked the neck of hisrobe,
hoping no telltale marks showed. It was afutile effort.

"A fever, isit?" shesad, glowering down a him. "What were you thinking, Seregil ?*
"What did Alectdl you?'

"Hedidn't haveto tdl me anything. | could seeit in hisface. Y ou should tdll that boy not to bother lying;
he's got no skill for it.”

He does when he wants to, Seregil thought. "If you're here to scold me—"

"Scold you?' Mydri's eyebrows arched higher, the way they d-ways had when shewastruly angry.

"Y ou're not achild anymore, or so I'm told. Do you have any ideawhat it would do to the negotia-tionsif
word got out that amember of Klias delegation had been at-tacked by aHaman? Nazien is aready
expressng admiration for Klia—"

" Who said anything about the Haman??

Her hand moved so fast it took him a second to register that he'd been dapped, and hard enough to
make his eyeswater and his earsring. Then she was bending over him again, poking him painfully in the
chest with onefinger.

"Don't compound your stupidity with alie, little brother! Did you think such ahollow act would make
anything right? Did youthink at al, or just hare off blindly like you dways did? Have you changed so
little?"

The words hurt far more than the blow. He probably hadn't changed al that much, though he knew
better than to say so just now.

"Does anyone else know?" he asked dully.
"Officialy? No one. Who would strut around bragging of break-ing Auras sacred peace? But there

have been whispers. Y ou must be at the liasidratomorrow, and you'd damn well better look like you've
beenill"



"That shouldn't be aproblem.”

For amoment he thought she was going to hit him again. Sparing him alast disgusted glare, she swept
out. He braced to hear the door dam in her wake, but she refrained. Mustn't give the servants
any-thing to talk about.

He pressed his head back against the cushions and closed his eyes, concentrating on the sounds of the
birds and breeze and people passing by aong the street below. The brash of cool fingers againgt his
cheek amoment later startled him badly. He thought Nya had gone when hissster had arrived, but here
he was again, studying him with unwel come concern.

"Are people so eager to hit you back in Skaa?' the man asked, examining whatever new mark Mydri
hed | ft.

Seregil should have been angry at the intrusion, but suddenly he was too tired, too sick.
"Now and then," hereplied, closng hiseyes again. "But thereit'susudly strangers.”

20

ThePassing of Idrilain

Midnight was long past by the time Ko-rathan reached Phorias camp. He'd outdistanced his escort
some miles back, pressing on donein the vain hope of catching his mother's dying words.

The pickets recognized his shouted greet-ing and cleared out of the road without cha-lenge. Thundering
into camp, hereined in at the tent showing his mother's banner, scatter-ing acrowd of servants and
officers gathered there.

Inside, the heavy odor of death assailed him.

Tonight only Phoria and awizened drysian attended the queen. His sister's back wasto him ashe
entered, but the drysian's solemn face told him that his mother was dready dead.

"Youretoo late" Phoriainformed him tersdly.

From the state of her uniform, he guessed she'd been called in off the battlefield, too. Her cheekswere
dry, her face composed, but Korathan sensed aterrible anger just held in cheek.

"Y our messenger was delayed by an am-bush,” he replied, throwing off his cloak. Joining her beside the
narrow field bed, he looked down at the wasted corpse that had been their mother.

The drysian had aready begun the final ministrations for the pyre. Idrilain was dressed in her scarred
fidld armor beneeth the lav-ish burid cloak. That would please her, he thought, wondering if these

cons derations were Phorias doing or the servants. The strap of her war helm was cinched tight to hold
her jaw shut, and her dimmed eyes were pressed open for the soul's journey. Her ravaged face had
regained acertain dignity in desth, but he saw traces of blood and dried spittle crusting her colorlesslips.

"Shedied hard?' he asked.



"Shefought it to the end,” replied the drysian, closeto tears.

"Astdlus carry you soft, and Sakor light your way home, my Mother," he murmured hoarsaly, covering
Idrilain's cold hands with his own. "Did she spesk much before she went?"

"She had little breath for talking," Phoriatold him, turning aoruptly and stalking out. "All she said was,
‘Kliamugt not fail." "

Korathan shook his head, knowing better than anyone the pain Phorias anger hid. Hed watched for
yearsin slence as the gulf be-tween queen and heir had widened whileldrilain and Kliadrew ever
closer. Loya to both, he had been able to comfort neither. Phoria had never spoken of what caused the
final rift between hersdlf and their mother, not evento him.

Whatever it was, you are queen now, my sister, my twin.

Leaving the drysian to complete histask, Korathan walked slowly to Phorias tent. As he approached,
he heard her voice raised sharply. A moment later Magyana emerged hagtily from the doorway.

Seeing Korathan, she gave him arespectful bow, murmuring, "My sympathies, dear Prince. Y our mother
will be sorely missed.”

Korathan nodded and continued in.

Hefound Phoriaditting at her campaign table, greying hair loose about her shoulders. Her soiled tunic
and mail lay in aheap beside her chair. Without |ooking up from the map before her, she said tonelesdy,
"I'm gppointing you as my vicegerent, Kor. | want you in Rhiminee. The situation hereistoo direfor me
to leave the field, so well hold the coronation tomorrow as soon as you round up the necessary priests.
My fidd wizard will officiate.

"Organeus?’ Korathan took a seat across from her. "It's custom-ary for the former queen'swizard to
officiate. That would be—"

"Magyana. Yes, | know." Phorialooked up at last, pae eyesflash-ing dangeroudy. "But only because
Nysander died. Who was she before that but awanderer who spent moretime in foreign landsthanin
her own? And what did she do while she served Mother ex-cept convince her to become dependent on
foreigners?’

"The misson to Aurenen, you mean?'

Phorialet out an indegant snort. "The queen's not cold an hour and Magyanaisin here badgering me for
apledgeto continue with Idrilain's plan! Nysander would have been no different, | suppose. Meddlers
al, these old wizards. They've forgotten their place.”

"What did you tell her?' Korathan asked quickly, hoping to cir-cumvent another tirade.

"I informed her that as queen | do not answer to wizards, and that she would be informed of my
decisonswhen | saw fit."

Korathan hesitated, choosing hiswordswith care. One had to, when Phoriawas like this. Do you mean
to abandon the negotia-tions? The way things have gone these past months, Aurenfaie aid might be of
vaue"



Phoriarose and paced the length of the tent. "It's a Sign of weak-ness, Kor. | dare say the surrender of
the Mycenian troops a ong the northwestern border—"

"They surrendered?' Korathan groaned. Never in the history of the Three Lands had Mycenafailed to
stand with Skalaagaingt the incursions of Plenimar.

"Y esterday. Laid down their weaponsin return for parole. No doubt they've heard that the Skalan
gueen sent her youngest daugh-ter begging to the 'faie and it took the last of the heart out of them, exactly
as| predicted it would. Southern Mycenais still with us, but it's only ameatter of time until they turn codt,
too. And of course, the Plenimarans know. 1've had reports of raids on the western coast of Skalaasfar
northasYlani."

Korathan rested hisfacein his hands amoment asthe enormity of the Situation rolled over him. "I've
been pushed back nearly ten milesin the past six days." The force we met above Haverford had
necromancersin the front line. Powerful ones, Phoria, not the hedgerow conjurers you've met with back
here. They killed an entire turma's horses beneath them as they charged, then sent the corpses galloping
back among our ranks. It wasarout. | think—"

"What? That Mother wasright?' Phoriarounded on him. "That weneed the Aurenfaie and their magic to
aurvivethiswar? I'll tell you what we need: Aurenfaie horses, Aurenfaie stedl, and the Au-renfaie port of
Gedreif wereto defend Rhiminee and the southern idands. But Hill the lidsidra debates!™

Korathan watched with wary fascination as his twin paced, |eft hand clenched over the pommel of her
sword so tightly that the knuckles showed white.

Her old campaigning sword, he noted. She'd put aside the sword

of Gherilain for now so that she could be formaly invested with it a her crowning, with al the power and
authority it represented. Hed known all hislife that this moment would come, that his sster would be
queen. Watching her now, why did he suddenly fed asif the ground had given way under him?

"Have you sent word to Klia?' he asked at last.

Phoria shook her head. "Not just yet. I'm expecting fresh dis-patches by tomorrow. Well wait to see
which way the wind's blow-ing down there. Strength, Kor. We must preserve a position of strength at dl
costs”

"Any newsyou get by dispatch, even if it comestomorrow, will be a least aweek old. Besides, Kliais
sureto put the best light on things, especialy once word reaches her that you've taken the throne.”

Phoria gave him astrange, tight smile that narrowed her pale eyeslikeacat's. Going to atable at the
sde of the tent, she unlocked an iron box and took out a sheaf of small parchments. "Kliaand Torsin are
not my only sources of information at Sarikdi.”

"Ah, yes, your spiesin the ranks. What do they say? Will the lidsidra give uswhat we ask?"

Phorias mouth set in aharsh, unyielding line. "One way or an-other, we shal have what we need. | want
you in Rhiminee, my brother."

Going to him, shetook one of hislarge handsin hers and tugged aring from hisfinger, the one set with a



large black stone carved with adragon swallowing itsown tail. Smiling, she dipped it on the fore-finger
of her left hand. "Be ready, Kor. When this dragon comes back to you, it'stime to go after another.”

21

Rhui‘auros

It won't take much acting to play the recov-ering invaid, will it?" Alec said as he helped Seregil dressthe
third morning after the beating. His friend's body showed a shocking array of purple and green bruises
whereit wasn't bandaged, and he still wasn't eating much except broth and Nya'sinfusions.

"The act will beto convince them that 1am recovered.” Seregil let out a strangled groan as he eased his
armsinto the deeves of his coat. "Or to convince mysdlf."

Seregil il refused to divulge what had redly happened to him that night. Thefact that he seemed in
better spirits since the at-tack bothered Alec amost as much as his friend's stubborn silence on the
metter.

No sooner do | rake afew old secrets out of him than he goes and takes on aload of new ones.

"I'll comewith you today," he said. "It'samost gotten interesting. The khirnari of Sil-mai has been taking
Klids part openly, and she's convinced the Ralbas are about to tum-ble our way. Y ou missed the
banquet with them last night; most cordia, and the Viresse noticeably absent. Do you think Nya had a
handin thet?'

"He claims not to have been asked his

opinion. It could be that Ralbas is getting tired of being under Viresse's sway." Seregil limped to the
small mirror over the wash-stand. Evidently satisfied with what he saw there, he stretched hisarms
tentatively and let out another pained gasp. "Oh, yes, I'mmuch better!" he muttered, grimacing at his
white-faced reflection. "Help me downgtairs, will you?1 think | can manage after that.”

The otherswere at breakfast in the hall. Klia sat poring over a stack of new dispatches.

"Fedling better?' she asked, glancing up.

"Much," Seregil lied. He eased into achair next to Thero and ac-cepted a cup of tea he had no intention
of drinking. The wizard wasfrowning over aletter.

"From Magyana?' he asked.

"Yes" Thero passed it to him and Seregil skimmed the contents, holding it so Alec could seg, too.

" 'Thethird of Klias dispatches reached us here yesterday. Pho-riasaid little, but her impatienceis
clear,'" Alecread doud. " 'Surely some small concession can be coaxed from the lidsidra? otherwisg, |

fear shewill recdl you—'"

"Yes, weve dready seen that,” Torgntold him. "A smal conces-sion, she asksfor. What else have we
been laboring for al these weeks?!

Seregil saw the quick glance Alec shot the envoy and knew he was recaling the man's night visit to



Khame tupa.

"l get hints of the same threat from my honored sster,” Kliagrowled, tossing aside the letter sheld been
reading. "Let her come down and see what I'm up againgt. It'slike trying to argue with treesl™ She turned
to Seregil with agrimace of frugtration. "Tell me, my adviser, how to make your people hurry! Time's
running short.”

Seregil Sghed. "Let Alec and | do what we're best at, my lady.”
Kliashook her head. "Not yet. Therisks aretoo great. There must be another way."
Seregil stared into the depths of his cup, wishing his head was clear enough to think of one.

Therideto the council chamber was atense affair. Ignoring Seregil's muttered warnings, Alec helped
him mount and dismount, claiming helooked faint. By thetime Seregil wasfindly seated in

his place just behind Klia, he was pae and swesting, but seemed to recover alittle once held gotten his
wind back.

Alec scanned the faces around the circle. Reaching the Haman contingent, he stopped, a sudden knot of
tenson tightening hisbelly. Emid i Moranthi was grinning openly at Seregil. Catching Alec'seye, he gave
him adight, sardonic nod.

"It was him, wasn't it?" Alec grated under his bregth.

Seregil merdly glanced a him asif he didn't know what Alec was talking about, then motioned him to
Slence

Alec looked back at Emidl, thinking,Just let me and a few friends catch youin a dark street some
night soon. Or just me alone, come to that. He hoped the thought showed on hisface, whatever the
cost.

Seregil saw the Haman's ppraising leer, but steadfastly ignored him. It was easier to carry on with the
pretense that he had recog-nized no one in the darkness that night.

And just who are you trying to fool ?

He pushed the thought aside with practiced ease. There were more important thingsto be dealt with
right now.

Alec had been correct about a shift in the Ralbas's stance. Moriel aMorid took it upon hersdlf to
contest apoint being put forth by Elos of Golinil about certain Skaan shipping practices. Whether it
represented full support remained to be seen.

Satisfied that Seregil was back on hisfeet, Alec returned to his ram-blings through the city the next day.
At Klias request, he comman-deered Nya and set out to ingratiate himself anong the Rabas inthe
hope of gleaning both goodwill and useful information.

It proved an easy task. Alec soon found himsalf welcome at a makeshift tavern, known for itsready
supply of strong beer and spiced eggs. Not only wasit apopular meeting, place for people of various
clans, but Artis, the brewer who ran the place during the day, was a servant of one of the Rabas



khirnari's closest advisers. HEd set up shop on the Street level of a deserted house, serving his customers
through an open window that overlooked awalled gar-den. Archery, dice, and wrestling were the sports
of choiceto passthetime.

The beer proved passable, the eggsinedible, and the results of Alec's spying meager. After three days of
loitering and drinking, he'd added nearly a dozen shattato his collection, lost his second-best

dagger to a Datsian woman who outwrestled him, and learned only that the khirnari of Rabas had some
sort of falling out with the Viresse aweek before, though no one seemed to know the details.

Lounging there with Nya and Kheeta after a shooting match, Alec decided that he'd probably learned
everything there was to be learned among the Ralbasi. He was about to |eave when he over-heard Artis
launch into atirade againgt the Khatme. Evidently held had arun-in with amember of that clan the night
before over akeg of beer hed sold. Still smarting from his own failure among that strange clan, Alec
sauntered over to hear more.

"Arrogant bunch of stargazers, that'swhat | say," Artisfumed as he served beer from hiswindow perch.
"Think they're closer to Aurathan therest of us"

"They don't take to outsiders much, I've found,” Alec ventured. "Or yashel, for that matter.”
"They've dways been a strange, stlandoffish bunch,” the brewer muttered.
"What do you know of the Khatme?' a Golinil woman scoffed.

"Asmuch asyou do," he drawled, passing out cups of murky new beer. "They keep to themsalves and
they servethemsdves, for dl therr talk of Aura”

"l hear they makefinewizards," Alec put in.
"Wizards, seers, rhui'auros,” the brewer dlowed grudgingly. "But magic isagift meant to serve and that's
something the Khatme don't do willingly. Instead, they stay up in their eagles nest of afai‘thast, dreaming

their strange dreams and handing down proclamations.”

"Y ou know, in al thetime I've been here, | haven't seen much magic used. Where | come from, folks
imagine the faiethrowing it around left and right.”

Severd of Alec's companions snickered.

"Look around, Skaan," Artissaid. "Do you see any need for magic? Should wefly through the air
instead of using our own feet? Or knock birds out of the sky instead of learning archery?!

"Thisbeer of yours could use abit of magicking," aboy laughed.

Artisgave him ahard look, then wove abrief Sgil over their cups. The beer foamed dightly, giving off a
strong, malty odor.

"Tagte that, then," he challenged.

The contents of Alec's cup were certainly clearer than before. Im-pressed, he took adrink, but
immediately spat it out.



"It tastes like swamp water!" he sputtered.

"Of course," Artisdeclared, laughing now. "Beer hasits own magic. It doesn't need any help, asany
brewer knows."

"And s0 knowing, takesit too much for granted,” said anew voice.
A grey, wizened little rhui‘auros stepped from the shadows of a cul-de-sac next to the building.

Kheeta and the othersraised their let) hands and gave the man arespectful nod. Inturn, heraised a
tattooed hand in blessing.

"Welcome, Honored One," said Artis, coming out to offer him beer and food.

The others made room for the old man and he sat down, wolfing down the eggs and bread asif he
hadn't eaten in days and dribbling his beer down the front of his aready none-too-clean robes.

When held finished he looked up and pointed to Alec. "Our little brother asks about magic and you
scoff, children of Aura?' Shaking his head, he picked up abow lying near hisfeet and placed it in Alec's
hands. "Tell me, what do you fed?'

Alec rubbed his pam over the smooth limbs. "Wood, sinew—" he began, then gasped as the rhui'auros
touched afinger firmly to the center of hisforehead.

A cool sensation swept the skin between his eyes, like the kiss of amountain breeze. Asit spread
deeper, the bow seemed to subtly vi-brate in his hands, reminding him of the time held touched a
drysian's staff and felt the surge of power through the wood.

"| fee—I don't know. It'slike holding aliving thing."

"Itis Shariel aMaa'smagic you fed, her khi," the rhui'auros replied, pointing to the Ptalos woman who
owned the bow. He mo-tioned for Kheetato give Alec the knife from his belt.

Gripping it, Alec felt amilar sensations from the metal. "Y es, it'sthere, too."

"Our khi suffuses usthe way oil soaksawick," the rhui'auros ex-plained. "Everything we touch takes on
abit of it, and from it comes |l our gifts. Sharidd aMdai, take up Aleci Amasa'sbow.”

She obeyed, eyes widening in surprise as the man touched her brow. "By the Light, the khi isstrong asa
gormwindinit!"

"Y ou shoot well, do you not?" the rhui'auros asked, noting the collection of shattaon Alec's quiver.
"Y es, Honored One."

"Better than mogt?"

"Perhaps. It's just something I'm good at."

"Good enough to strike a dyrmagnos?”



"Yes, but—"
"Hefought a dyrmagnos?’ someone whispered.

"It was agood shot,” Alec admitted, recaling the strange, dreamlike cam that had come over him when
he took aim at his hated tor-mentor. His bow had trembled strangely in his hands as hed let fly, but hed
always put those sensations, indeed even his success, down to the spells Nysander had woven around it.

"Little brother, when will you vist me?' the rhui'auros chided. "Y our friend Thero comesto the
Nhamahat often now, yet for you | wait and wait."

"I'm sorry, Honored One. I—I didn't realize | was expected,” Alec ssammered, taken aback by this
revelation about Thero. The wizard had never mentioned it. "1've been wanting to, but—"

"Youmust bring Seregil i Korit, aswell. Tdl him to come tonight.”
"The Exile no longer bearsthat name," an Akhendi reminded him.

"Doesn't he?' the rhui'auros asked, turning to go. "How forget-ful of me. Cometonight, Aleci Amasa.
Thereis so much you must tdl me."

Tdl you?thought Alec, but before he could question the man fur-ther the rhui'auros blurred before his
eyes, disappearing like adesign of colored sand in astrong wind.

"Wadll, a least you can't complain of not seeing magic,” said Artis. "Now what's this about you killing a
dyrmegnos?'

Alec'sfirg thought wasto find Seregil and tell him about the rhui'auros's strange summons, but his
drinking companionswouldn't let him go without hearing the tale of the battle againgt Irtuk Beshar and
Mardus. Struck by a sudden inspiration, he played heavily on Seregil's role in the fight, reasoning that
doriesof the"Exil€s’ heroism could only do Seregil good in reclaiming his place among his people. As
he recounted his own part that day, however, the rhui'auross words kept coming back to him, making
him wonder if there actualy had been more than experience guiding his hand that day.

Afternoon sunshine it the eastern half of the lidsidrachamber and threw the other half into near
darkness. When Alec dipped in, amember of the Khatme delegation was pacing the open floor at the
center of the room, haranguing the assembly with an extensive list of the historic depredations of
outlanders.

Many in the audience were nodding approval. Just visible behind Klia, Thero appeared angry, Seregil
bored and tired. Braknil and his honor guard loomed behind them, faces duty-blank. Wending hisway
through the minor clans, Alec took a sesat beside Seregil.

"Ah, youve come at the most interesting part,” hisfriend mur-mured, stifling ayawn.

"How much longer will you be?"

"Not long. Everyone's out of sortstoday; | think most of them are ready for ajug of rassos. | know |



Torsin turned and shot them a pointed look. Seregil covered asmirk with his hand and sank abit lower
in hischair. With his other, he sgned for Alec to Say.

The Khatmefinished at last, and Klia stood to reply. Alec couldn't see her face, but from the set of her
shoulders he guessed she'd had enough, too.

"Honored Khatme, you speak well and clearly of Aurenen's con-cerns, " she began. "Y ou speak of
raiders, and those who have be-trayed the laws of hospitdity, yet in dl thesetaes, | hear no mention of
Skaa. | don't doubt that you have good reason to fear some for-eigners, but why should you fear us?
Skala has never attacked Aure-nen. Instead, we have traded in good faith, traveled your land in good
faith, and respected the Edict of Separation in good faith, d-though we believeit isunjust. Many here do
not hesitate to remind me of the murder of Corruth; isthat becauseit isthe only transgres-sion you can
throw up at us?'

"Y ou demand access to our northern coast, our port, our iron mines,” aHaman declared. "If welet you
bring miners and smiths to make settlements, how then can we expect them to leave when your need is

gone?”

"Why do you think they will not?" Klia countered. "I have seen Gedre. | have ridden through the cold,
barren mountains where the mines are. With al due respect, perhaps you ought to visit my land. Perhaps
then you would understand that we have no desirefor yours, only theiron to fight our war and save our

Thisresponse gained her aripple of applause and afew poorly muffled laughs among her supporters.
But Kliaremained stern.

"I have listened to llbisi Tarien of Khatme recite the history of your people. Nowherein that history did

| hear of Skala acting as aggressor toward your land, or any other. Like you, we understand what it isto
haveenough. Through husbandry and trade and the blessings of the Four, we have never needed to take
what was not fredly offered. The same can be said of the Mycenians, who even now sway, driven to their
knees by the ondaught of Plenimar. Wefight to repd the aggressor, not to conquer. The previous
Overlord of Plenimar was content within his own borders for many years. It is his son who has renewed
the old conflict. Must |, youngest daughter

of aTirfaie queen, remind the Aurenfaie of their heroic rolein thefirst Great War when we fought as
one?

"My throat grows sore from giving the same assurances day after day. If you will not alow usto mine,
then sdll usyour iron and let our ships cometo Gedreto get it."

"And S0 it goes," Seregil muttered. "The war could be lost before we can get beyond whether or not
Kliais persondly responsible for Corruth's murder.”

"Arethere any plansfor tonight?' Alec asked, glancing ner-voudy in Torsin's direction.

"Wereto dinein Khaladi tupa. I'm actudly looking forward to this one. Their dancers are exceptiond.”
Alec settled back with an inward sigh. The shadows crept afew more inches acrossthe floor asRhaishi
Arlisandin and Galmyn i Nemius of Lhapnoslaunched into averbd battle over someriver that divided

their lands. The argument ended when the Akhendi stalked from the chamber in arage. The outburst
signaled the end of the day's debate.



"What did that have to do with Skala?' Alec complained asthe assembly broke up.

"Baance of trade, asusud,” Toran told him. "At the moment Akhendi must depend on Lhapnoss
goodwill to float goods down to port. If and when Gedre opens, then Akhendi will gain the advan-tage.
That isonly one of severa reasons why L hapnos opposes Klias request.”

"Maddening!" Kliamuttered under her breath. "Whatever they de-cidein the end, it will have moreto do
with their troubles than ours. If we were dedling with asingle ruler, thingswould be different.”

Their host of the evening swept down on her, and Kliaalowed herself to beled asdefor aprivate
conversaion.

Seregil gave Alec aquestioning look. ™Y ou've been waiting to tell me something, | think?*
"Not here."

Thewak back to their lodgings seemed along one. When they were finaly donein their room, Alec
closed the door and leaned back againgt it.

"l met arhui'aurostoday.”

Seregil's expression did not change, but Alec detected a sudden tightness at the corners of hisfriend's
mouth.

"He asked that we come to the Nhamahat tonight. Both of us."
Stll Seregil said nothing.
"K heeta hinted that you have—bad fedlings about them?"

"Bad fedings?' Seregil raised an eyebrow asif consdering Alec's choice of words. "Y es, you could say
that."

"But why? The one | met seemed kind enough, if alittle eccentric.”
Seregil folded hisarms. Wasit Alec'simagination, or was he trembling dightly?

"During my trial—" Seregil began, gpeaking so softly that Alec had to strain to hear. "' A rhui'auros came,
saying | wasto be brought here, to Sarikali. No one knew what to think. I'd aready confessed

evearything "

Hefdtered, and the hint of adark memory traveled to Alec across the talimenios bond; hisvison
darkened as aburning stab of panic congtricted his chest.

"They tortured you?' Memories of his own experiences added to the leaden weight settling in the pit of
his stcomech.

"Not in the way you mean." Going to aclothes chest, Seregil threw back thelid and rummaged inits
depths. "It was along time ago. It doesn't matter.”



But Alec could il fed the sour tang of panic clinging to his companion. Going to him, helaid ahand on
Seregil's shoulder. The man sagged alittle under the light touch.

"| just don't understand what they want with me now.”
"If you'd rather not go, | could make some excuse."

Seregil managed alopsided grimace. "'l don't think that would be wise. No, well go. Together. It'stime
youdid, tai."”

Alec was slent amoment. "Do you think they can tell me about my mother?' The words came hard.
"|—I need to know who | am.”

"Takewhat the Lightbearer sends, Alec.”

"What do you mean?"'

The strange, guarded look came into Seregil'seyesagain. "You'll see”
22

Dreamsand visons

The minor clanshad no officid voicein the lidsdra, but they were not without influ-ence. The Khal adi

were among the most respected and fiercely independent; Klia considered them an important potential
dly.

At Sarikdi they occupied asmall section in the eastern part of the city. The khirnari, Maliaa Tama, met
them at the head of what appeared to be her entire clan and led them on foot to the open land beyond
the city's edge. Her blue-and-yellow sen'gai was made of twisted bands of silk intertwined with red cord,
and shewore avoluminous silk coat over her tight-fitting tunic. "

The Khaadi weretaler and more muscu-lar than most of the 'faie Alec had met, and many had bands of
intricate tattoos encir-cling their wrists and ankles. They smiled readily and treated their guestswith amix
of respect and warm familiarity that quickly put him at ease.

On aflat expanse of ground just beyond the city's edge, acircular areaafew hundred yardsin diameter
had been covered with huge, multicolored carpets and ringed with bonfires. Insteed of the usud dining
couches, low tables and piles of bolsters were ar-ranged around the perimeter. Malliaa Tamaand her
family served Klids party themsalves, washing their guests hands over basinsto

symbolize the customary bath and offering them wine and dried fruits dipped in honey. Musicians arrived
carrying pipes and long-necked stringed instruments unlike any Alec had seen. Instead of plucking or
strumming the latter, the players sawed at the strings with ashort bow, producing a sound at once
mournful and swest.

Asthe sun sank and the feast progressed, it was not difficult for Alec to imagine himsdf trangported to
their mountain fai'thast. Un-der different circumstances, he would have been content to spend the entire
night in such company.

Instead, he kept awatchful eye on Seregil, who often fell silent and glanced frequently at the progress of



the moon.

Do you dread the night's destination so much?Alec wondered with atwinge of guilt a hisown
anticipation.

Asthe banquet neared its end, thirty or more Khaadi rose and shed their tunics, stripping down to short,
tight-fitting leather breeches. Their lightly oiled skin shonelike satin in thefirdight.

"Now welll see something!™ Seregil exclaimed under his breath, looking happy for thefirgt timethat night.

"We are great dancers, thebest in al Aurenen,” the khirnari wastelling Klia "For in the dance we
celebrate the circles of unity that make our world—the unity between our people and Aura, the unity of
sky and earth, the unity that binds us one to another. Y ou might fed the magic of it, but do not be
adarmed. Itisonly the sharing of khi that unites the dancers with those who watch them.”

The musicians struck up adark, skirling melody asthe perform-erstook their places. Working in pairs,
they dowly lifted and bal-anced each other with snuous grace. Without the least hint of strain or tremor,
their bodies twined into configurations a once disci-plined and eratic, arching, folding, curving asthey
rose and fell.

Rapt, Alec felt the flow of khi the khirnari had spoken of; differ-ing energies of each successve dance
enfolded him, drawing him in athough he never stirred from where he sat.

Some dances featured asingle gender or mae and female cou-ples, but most involved all the varying
groups at once. One of the most moving was a performance by pairs of children.

Kliasat motionless, one hand pressed unconscioudy to her lips. Pure wonder showed on Thero'sthin
features, softening them to something approaching beauty. Beyond them, Alec could see Bekaamong the
honor guard, the hint of tears glistening in her eyes. Nya stood beside her, not quite touching as he
watched her watch the dance.

One pair of men held Alec's attention for dance after dance. It

was not smply their skill that moved him but the way they seemed to hold each other with their gaze,
trusting, anticipating, working in perfect unison. Histhroat tightened as he watched them during one
particularly sensua dance; he knew without being told that they were talimenios and that they had lived
thisdance, thismingling of souls, together most of their lives.

Hefdt Seregil's hand cover his own. Without the least embar-rassment, Alec turned his hand, weaving
their fingers together and letting the dance spesk for him.

Asthe moon rose higher, however, Alec found himsdf increas-ingly distracted by the thought of the
rhui’auross summons.

Ever ance Thero had first mentioned the rhui‘auros and their abilities back in Ardinlee, he/d wondered
what it would be like to have that missing piece added to the smdl mosaic of hislife. Wan-dering with his
father, knowing no kin, claiming no town astheir own, hed never questioned hisfather's silence. Only
when held gone to Watermead and been embraced by Micum Cavigh'sfamily had he redized what hed
lacked. Even hisformal name reflected that: plain Aleci Amasaof Kerry. Where there should be
additiona namesto link him with hisown history, there were only blanks. By the time held been old
enough to ask such questions his father was dead, al the answers reduced to ash plowed into astranger's



fidd.
Perhaps tonight he would learn his own truth.
He and Seregil saw Kliahome, then turned their horses for the Nhamahat.

The Haunted City was deserted tonight, and Alec found himself starting at shadows, certain he saw
movement in the empty win-dows or heard the whisper of voicesin the sighing of the breeze.

"What do you think will happen?' he asked at last, unable to bear the silence any longer.

"l wish | could tell you, tdi," Seregil replied. "My experience wasn't the ordinary sort. | believeit'slike
the Temple of Illior; peo-ple comefor visons, dreams—the rhui‘auros are said to be strange guides.”

| remember that house, that street, Seregil thought, amazed at the power of memory.

He'd avoided this section of the city sincetheir arriva, but he/d come here often as a child.Inthose days
the Nhaimahat had been an

enticingly mysterious place only adults were alowed to enter, and the rhui'auros just eccentric folk who
might offer sweets, stories, or acolorful spell or two if you loitered long enough between the arches of
the arcade. That perception had been shattered aong with his childhood when held findly entered the
tower.

The fragmented memories of what followed had haunted the far-thest reaches of his dreams ever since,
like hungry wolves hovering just outside the safe circle of acampfires glow.

The black cavern.

Thedifling heat ingdethetiny dhima

The probing magicks stripping him, turning him insgde out, flay-ing him with every doulbt, vanity, and
bandity of hisadolescent self asthe rhui'auros sought the truth behind the killing of the unfortu-nate

Haman.

Alec rode beside him cloaked in that specid silence of his, happy, full of anticipation. Some part of
Seregil longed towarn him, tell him—

He gripped thereins so tightly that his knuckles ached.No, never speak of that night, not even to you.
Tonight | enter the tower a free man, of my own will.

At the command of arhui'auros,an inner voice reminded him, whispering from among the gaunt wolves
of memory.

Reaching the Nhamahat at |ast, they dismounted and led their horses to the main door. A woman
emerged from the darkened ar-cade and took the reinsfor them.

Still Alec said nothing. No questions. No probing looks.

Blessyou, tdi.



A rhui‘auros answered their knock. The silver mask covering hisface was like those worn at the Temple
of lllior: smooth, serene, featureless.

"Welcome," adeep mae voice greeted them from behind it.

Thetattoo on his pam was smilar to those of the priests of Illior. And why not? It wasthe Aurenfaie
who'd taught the ways of Aurato the Tir. For thefirst time since hisarriva, it struck him how deeply
intertwined the Skalans and ‘faie still were, whether they redlized it or not. There had been years enough
for the Tir to forget, perhaps, but his own people? Not likely. Why then did some of the clansfear
reclaming theold ties?

The man gave them masks and led them into ameditation cham-ber, alow, windowless room lit by
nichelamps. At least a dozen people lay naked on paletsthere, their dreaming faces hidden by silver
masks. The damp air was heavy with thick clouds of fragrant smoke from a brazier near the center of the
room. Just beyond it, a

broad, circular stairway spiraled down out of sight. Wisps of steam curled up from the cavern below.

"Wait here" their guide told Seregil, pointing to an empty palet againgt the far wall. " Someonewill come
for you. Elesarit waits up-stairsfor Aleci Amasa."

Alec brushed the back of Seregil's hand with his own, then fol-lowed the man up anarrow Staircase at
the back of the chamber.

Seregil walked acrossto his assgned pallet. Thistook him past the round stairway, and his chest
tightened. He knew whereiit led.

Alec resisted alook back at Seregil. When the rhui‘auros had told him to bring Seregil, he'd assumed
they would make their visit together.

They climbed three flights of stairsin silence, meeting no onein the dark corridors. On the third floor
they followed ashort halway to asmal chamber. A clay lamp flickered in one corner, and by its
wavering light Alec saw that the room was empty except for an or-nate metd brazier by the far wall. Not
knowing what was expected of him, he turned to ask his guide, but he was dready gone.

Strange folk, indeed, he thought, yet they held the key that could unlock his past. Too excited to sit lill,
Alec paced thelittle cham-ber, listening anxioudy for the sound of gpproaching footsteps.

They came at last. The rhui‘auros who entered wore no mask, and Alec recognized him as the old man
he'd met at the tavern. Striding over to Alec, he dropped the leather sack he carried and clasped hands
warmly.

"So you have come at lagt, little brother. Seeking your past, | think?”

"Y es, Honored One. And I—I want to know what it meansto be Hazadridlfaie."

"Good, good! Sit down."

Alec sttled cross-legged where the man indicated, in the center of the room.

Elesarit dragged the brazier to the center of the room, summoned fire there, then took two handful s of



what looked like amix of ash and small seeds from the sack and cast them into the flames. Sharp,
choking smoke curled up, making Alec's eyes water.

Elesarit pulled his robe over his head and threw it into a corner. Naked except for the tattooed whorls
covering his hands and feet, he began to dowly circle Alec, bare soles whispering acrossthe floor ashe
moved. Thin and wizened as he was, he moved gracefully, weaving his patterned hands and thin body
through the

smoke. Alec felt goose flesh break out on hisarms and knew at once that, like the dances of the Khaadi
he'd watched earlier, these movements were aform of magic. Faint music, strange and distant, hovered

at the edge of his perception, perhaps magic, perhaps only memory.

It was unnerving, this ceremony: the old man's silence, the shapesthat twisted themselves from the
smoke and dissolved be-fore he could quite make them out, the heady smell of the sub-stances burning
on the coals of the brazier. Lightheaded, Alec fought against a sudden wave of dizziness.

And il the rhui'auros danced, moving in and out of Alec'sfield of vision, in and out of the
ever-thickening smoke that seemed to wind itself into denser coilsin hiswake.

The man'sfeet fascinated Alec. He couldn't look away from them as they whisper-shuffled past: long
toes, brown skin, and branched ridges of veins benegath the shifting black tracery.

The smoke stung Alec's eyes, but he found he didn't have the strength to lift his hand and wipe them. He
could hear the rhui‘auras circling behind him now, yet somehow the feet stayed before him, filling his
vison.

Those aren't hisfeet, Alec redized in slent awe. They were awoman's—small and delicate in spite of the
dirt that edged the nails and darkened the cracks on the callused hedls. These feet were not dancing.
They wererunning.

Then he waslooking down at them asif they were his own feet, flying benegath the edge of astained
brown skirt, running dong atrail through afrost-rimed meadow just before dawn.

A misstep on asharp stone. Blood. Thefeet did not stop running.
Feang.

There was no sound, no physical sensation, but Alec knew the desperation that propelled her on as
clearly asif the emotionswere hisown.

Meadow gave way to forest with dreamlike speed, one landscape melting into another. Hefelt the
burning in her lungs, the clenching ache deep in her belly where dark blood il flowed and the dight
weight of the burden she carried in her arms, atiny bundle wrapped in along, dark sen'gai.

Child
Theinfant's face was il covered in birthing blood. Its eyes were open and blue

ashisown.

Gradudly hisline of sght shifted upwards and he gazed through her eyes at alone figure in the distance,



standing on aboulder againgt the first pae wash of dawn.
The girl's desperation gave way to hope.

Amasa

Alec had recogni zed hisfather first by the way he carried his bow across his shoulders. Now the wind

whipped tangled blond hair back from that square, plain, bearded facein which Alec had tried so often
without successto find himself. He was young, not much older than Alec himself, and racked with

desperation as he glared back past the girl.

Heloomed closer until he seemed tofill Alec'svison. Then came awrenching lurch, and Alec was
looking down into the face of ayoung woman with hisown dark blue eyes, full lips, and fine-boned

features, dl framed by ragged clumps of dark brown hair, hacked crudlly short.

Ireyal

Hedidn't know if the voice was hisown or hisfather's, but he felt the agony of that despairing cry.
Helpless as hisfather had been, Alec watched in horror as she thrust the baby into hisarms and dashed

back the way she'd come, toward the horsemen who pursued her.
Then Alec was looking down at the small, bruised feet again as sheran at them, spreading her empty
armswide asif to gather the arrows speeding at her heart from the bows of

brothers

Theforce of the first shaft knocked Alec flat on hisback and hot pain diced the breath from hislungs. It
passed as quickly asit had come, however, and he fdt hislife leaving like smoke from the wound, risng
on the sparkling morning air until he could see the horsemen gathered around the till body below. He
couldn't seetheir facesto know if they were pleased or horrified at their own deed. He saw only that

they ignored the distant figure fleeing west with histiny burden.
"Open your eyes, son of Ireyaa Shaar.”
Thevision collgpsed.
Opening hiseyes, Alec lay sprawled on the cold floor, arms flung wide.
Elesarit crouched next to him, eyes half closed, lips parted in a strange grimace.

"My mother?" Alec asked through dry lips, too weak to sit up. The back of his head hurt. In fact, he hurt
al over.

"Yes, little brother, and your Tirfaiefather," Elesarit said softly, touching Alec'stemple with the fingertips
of one hand.

"My father—he had no other names?"

"Nonethat he knew."

The smoke closed in around him again, bringing another wave of dizziness. The celling overhead



dissolved into amiasmacof shifting color.
Stop! he begged, but his throat was numb. No sound escaped.

"Y ou carry the memories of your people,” the rhui'auros said, lost somewherein the shifting blur. "I take
these from you, but not without giving something back."

Suddenly Alec was standing on arugged mountai nside benegth a huge crescent moon. Barren pesks
stretched out in front of him for asfar as he could see. Far below, atorch-lit procession wended its way
aong atwigting track, hundreds of people, it seemed, or thousands. The chain of tiny, bobbing lights
stretched back through the night like a necklace of amber beads tossed on rumpled black velvet.

"Ask what you will," alow, inhuman voice rumbled behind him, like rocks grinding together in an
avdanche.

Alec whirled, reaching for asword that wasn't there. A few yards from where he stood, a cliff roseinto
the darkness overhead, sheer except for asmall hole near the bottom not much larger than the door of a
dog kenndl.

"Ask what you will," the voice said again, and the vibration of it sent loose pebbles clinking and pattering
down around Alec's feet.

Sinking to his hands and knees, he looked into the hole, but there was only darkness beyond.

"Who areyou?" hetried to ask, only somehow the words came out "Who am 1?" instead.

"Y ou are the wanderer who carries hishomein his heart,” the un-seen spesker replied, sounding pleased
with the question. "Y ou are the bird who makes its nest on the waves. Y ou will father achild of no
woman."

A deathly chill rolled over him. "A curse?"

"A blessng."

Suddenly Alec felt weight and heat againgt his back. Someone placed athick fur robe over him, one that
had been warmed before afire. It was so heavy that he couldn't lift his head to see who had cov-ered
him, but he glimpsed a man's hands and recognized them— strong, long-fingered Aurenfaie hands.
Seregil's

"Child of earth and light," the voice pronounced. "Brother of shadows, watcher in the darkness,
wizard-friend.”

"What clan am 17" Alec gasped as the warm robe pressed down on him.

"Akavi'shd, little yashd, and no clan at dl. Owl and dragon. Al-ways and never. What do you hold?"

Alec looked down at his hands, pressed to the rocky ground as he fought now to hold up the weight of
the robe. Tangled in the fingers of hisleft hand was his Akhendi bracel et with the blackened charm.
Wadded benegth his right was a bloodstained length of cloth—a sen'gai, though he couldn't make out the
color.



The weight of the robe was too much for him. Falling forward, he was trapped by its smothering bulk.

"What name did my mother give me?" he groaned as the moon was blotted out.

Therewasno reply.

Exhausted, trapped, and aching in every muscle, Alec cradled his head on his arms and wept for a
woman nineteen years dead, and for the silent, bro