Davi d Gemel
Wnter Warriors

Chapter One

The night sky over the nountains was clear and bright, the stars |ike dianonds on sable. It was a
late winter night of cold and terrible beauty, the snow hangi ng heavy on the branches of pine and
cedar. There was no col our here, no sense of life. The land lay silent, save for the occasiona
crack of an overladen branch, or the soft, whispering sound of fallen snow being drifted by the
harsh north wi nd.

A hooded rider on a dark horse energed fromthe tree line, his nount plodding slowy through the
thick snow. Bent |ow over the saddle he rode on, his head bowed agai nst the wi nd, his gl oved hands
hol di ng his snow crowned grey cloak tightly at the neck. As he cane into the open he seened to
beconme a focus for the angry wi nd, which how ed around him Undaunted he urged the horse on. A
white ow launched itself froma high treetop and glided down past the horse and rider. A thin rat
scurried across the noonlit snow, swerving as the owl's talons touched its back. The swerve al nost
carried it clear.

Al nost .

In this frozen place al most was a death sentence. Everything here was bl ack and white, sharp and
clearly defined, with no delicate shades of grey. Stark contrasts. Success or failure, life or
deat h. No second chances, no excuses.

As the oWl flew away with its prey the rider glanced up. In a world w thout colour his bright blue
eyes shone silver-grey in a face dark as ebony. The bl ack man touched heels to his tired nmount,
steering the aninmal towards the woods. 'W are both tired,' whispered the rider, patting the
gelding's long neck. '"But we'll stop soon.'

Nogusta | ooked at the sky. It was still clear. No fresh snow tonight, he thought, which neant that
the tracks they were following would still be visible cone dawn. Moonlight filtered through the
tall trees and Nogusta began to seek a resting place. Despite the heavy, hooded grey cloak and the
bl ack wool I en shirt and | eggi ngs he was cold all the way to the bone. But it was his ears that
were suffering the nost. Under nornal circunstances he woul d have wapped his scarf around his
face. Not a wi se nove, however, when tracking three desperate men. He needed to be alert for every
sound and novenent. These nen had already killed, and would not hesitate to do so again.

Looping the reins over his pormel he lifted his hands to his ears, rubbing at the skin. The pain
was intense. Do not fear the cold, he warned hinself. The cold is |life. Fear should cone only when
hi s body stopped fighting the cold. Wen it began to feel warm and drowsy. For death's icy dagger
lay waiting within that illusory warnmth. The horse pl odded on, follow ng the tracks |ike a hound.
Nogusta hauled himto a stop. Somewhere up ahead the killers would be canped for the night. He
sniffed the air, but could not pick up the scent of woodsnoke. They would have to light a fire.

O herwi se they woul d be dead.

Nogusta was in no condition to tackle themnow. Swi nging away fromthe trail he rode deeper into
t he
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woods, seeking a sheltered hollow, or a cliff wall, where he could build his own fire and rest.

The horse stunbled in deep snow, but steadied itself. Nogusta alnost fell fromthe saddle. As he
righted hinmself he caught a glinpse of a cabin wall through a gap in the trees. A nost entirely
snow covered it was near invisible, and had the horse not bal ked he woul d have ridden past it.

Di smounting Nogusta | ed the exhausted gelding to the deserted buil ding. The door was hangi ng on
one | eat her hinge, the other having rotted away. The cabin was | ong and narrow beneath a sod roof,
and there was a lean-to at the side, out of the wind. Here Nogusta unsaddl ed the horse and rubbed
himdown. Filling a feedbag with grain he looped it over the beast's ears, then covered his broad
back with a bl anket.

Leaving the horse to feed Nogusta noved round to the front of the building and eased his way over



the snow that had piled up in the doorway. The interior was dark, but he could just make out the
grey stone of the hearth. As was customary in the wild a fire had been laid, but snow had drifted
down the chimey and half covered the wood. Carefully Nogusta cleaned it out, then re-laid the
fire. Taking his tinder box fromhis pouch he opened it and hesitated. The tinder would burn for
only a few seconds. If the thin kindling wood did not catch fire imediately it mght take him
hours to start a blaze with knife and flint. And he needed a fire desperately. The cold was making
himtrenble now. He struck the flint. The tinder burst into flane. Holding it to the thin kindling
wood he whi spered a prayer to his star. Flames |licked up, then surged through the dry wood.
Nogusta settl ed back and breathed a sigh of relief, and, as the fire flared, he | ooked around him
studyi ng the room The cabin had been neatly built by a man who cared.
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The joints were well crafted, as was the furniture, a bench table, four chairs and a narrow bed.
Shel ves had been set on the north wall. They were bare now There was only one w ndow, the
shutters closed tight. One side of the hearth was filled with logs. An old spider's web stretched
across them

The enpty shelves and | ack of personal bel ongi ngs showed that the man who had built the cabin had
chosen to nove on. Nogusta wondered why. The construction of the cabin showed a neat nan, a
patient man. Not one to be easily deterred. Nogusta scanned the walls. There was no sign of a
wonman' s presence here. The buil der had been a nman al one. Probably a trapper. And when he had
finally left - perhaps the nountains were trapped out - he had carefully laid a fire for the next
person to find his hone. A considerate man. Nogusta felt welcone in the cabin, as if greeted by
the owner. It was a good feeling.

Nogusta rose and wal ked out to where his horse was patiently waiting. Renoving the enpty feedbag
he stroked his neck. There was no need to hobble him The gelding woul d not | eave this place of
shelter. The stone chimey jutted fromthe wooden wall of the cabin here, and soon the fire would
heat the stones. 'You will be safe here for the night, ny friend,' Nogusta told the gel ding.

Gat hering his saddl ebags he returned to the cabin and heaved the door back into place, wedging it
against the twisted frane. Then he pulled a chair up to the fire. The cold stones of the hearth
were sucking alnost all the heat fromthe fire. 'Be patient,' he told hinmself. Mnutes passed. He
saw a woodl ouse run along a log as the flames |icked up. Nogusta drew his sword and held the bl ade
agai nst the wood, offering the insect a way of escape. The woodl ouse approached the bl ade, then
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turned away fromit, toppling into the fire. 'Fool,' said Nogusta. 'The blade was life.

The fire was bl azing now and the bl ack man rose and renoved his cloak and shirt. H's upper body
was strongly nuscled and heavily scarred. Sitting down once nore he | eaned forward, extending his

hands to the blaze. Idly he twirled the small, ornate charm he wore around his neck. It was an
anci ent piece, a white-silver crescent noon, held in a slender golden hand. The gol d was heavy and
dark, and the silver never tarnished. It remained, |ike the moon, pure and glittering. He heard

his father's voice echo down the vaults of nenory: 'A man greater than kings wore this magic
charm Nogusta. A great man. He was our ancestor and while you wear it make sure that your deeds
are always noble. If they remain so you will have the gift of the Third Eye.'

Is that how you knew the robbers were in the north pasture?
"Yes.'
"But don't you want to keep it?

"It chose you, Nogusta. You saw the magic. Always the talisman chooses. It has done so for
hundreds of years. And - if the Source wills - it will choose one of your own sons.'

If the Source wills .

But the Source had not will ed.



Nogusta curled his hand around the talisman, and stared into the fire, hoping for a vision. None
cane.

From hi s saddl ebag he took a small package and opened it. It contained several strips of dried,
salted beef. Slowy he ate them

Adding two logs to the fire he noved to the bed. The bl ankets were thin and dusty and he shook
themout. Away fromthe blaze he shivered, then | aughed at

hinself. 'You are getting old," he said. 'Once upon a time the cold would not have affected you
this way.'

Back at the fire once nore he put on his shirt. A face canme into his mnd, sharp featured and with
an easy, friendly snmle. Orendo the Scout. They had ridden together for al nbst twenty years,
serving first the old king and then his warrior son. Nogusta had always |iked Orendo. The man was
a veteran, and when you gave him an order you knew it would be carried out to the letter. And he
had a heart. Once, several years back, Orendo had found a child lost in the snow, unconscious and
hal f dead fromthe cold. He had carried himback to canp, then sat with himall night, warm ng

bl ankets, rubbing the boy's frozen skin. The child had survived.

Nogust a si ghed. Now Orendo was on the run with two other soldiers, having nurdered a nerchant and
raped his daughter. She too had been left for dead, but the knife had m ssed her heart, and she
had |ived to name her attackers.

"Don't bring them back,' the Wiite WiIf had told him 'I want them dead. No public trials. Bad for
nmoral e.' Nogusta had | ooked into the old nan's pale, cold eyes.

'Yes, mny general .’

"You want to take Bison and Kebra with you?' asked the general

"No. Orendo was Bison's friend. I'lIl do it al one.

"Was Orendo not your friend al so?" said Banelion, watching himclosely.

"You want their heads as proof that | killed then

"No. Your word is good enough for me,' said Banelion. That was a source of pride to Nogusta. He
had served Banelion now for alnost thirty-five years - alnost all his adult life. The general was
not a man given to praise, but his nen served himwith an iron loyalty.
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Nogusta stared into the fire. It had been nore than a surprise when Orendo had betrayed him But
then Orendo was bei ng sent home. Like Bison and Kebra. And even the Wiite Wl f hinself.

The king wanted the old nen culled. The sane old nmen who had fought for his father, saving the
Drenai when all seened | ost. The sane old men who had invaded Ventria, snmashing the enperor's
armes. Paid off and retired. That was the rumour. Orendo had believed it, and had robbed the
merchant. Yet it was hard to believe he had al so taken part in the rape and attenpted nurder of
the girl. But the evidence was overwhel mi ng. She said he had not only been the instigator of the
rape, it had been he who had plunged the knife into her breast.

Nogusta stared nmoodily into the fire. Had the crime shocked hin? A good judge of nmen he woul d not
have thought Orendo capable of such a vile act. But then all those years ago he had | earned what
good men were capable of. He had learned it in fire and bl ood and death. He had learned it in the
ruin of dreans and the shattering of hopes. Banking up the fire he noved the bed closer to the
hearth. Pulling off his boots he | ay down, covering hinmself with the thin bl ankets.

Qut side the wi nd was how i ng.

He awoke at dawn. The cabin was still warm Rising fromthe bed he pulled on his boots. The fire
had di ed down to gl owi ng enmbers. He took a long drink fromhis canteen, then put on his cloak
hefted his saddl ebags, and went out to the gelding. The back stones of the hearth were hot, the



tenperature in the lean-to well above freezing. 'How are you feeling, boy? he said, stroking the
beast's neck. The gel ding nuzzled his chest. 'W'll catch themtoday, and then I'l| take you back
to that warmstable.' Back in the cabin he put out the
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remains of the fire, then laid a fresh one in its place, ready for any other weary traveller who
came upon it. Saddling the gelding he rode out into the w nter woods.

Orendo stared gloonily at the jewels, purple amethysts, bright dianonds, red rubies, sparkling in
his gl oved hand. Wth a sigh he opened the pouch and watched themtunble back into its dark
interior.

"I'"'mgoing to buy a farm' said the youngster, Cassin. 'On the Sentran Plain. Dairy farm |[|'ve
al ways loved the taste of fresh mlk.' Orendo's weary eyes glanced up at the slimyoung nman and he
sai d not hi ng.

"What's the point?" countered Eris, a thickset bearded warrior with small dark eyes. 'Life's too
short to buy hard work. G ve ne the whorehouses of Drenan and a fine little house high on the
Sixth HIl. Adifferent girl every day of the week, small, pretty and slim hipped."'

A silence grew anong them as each renmenbered the small, pretty girl they had nurdered back in the
city of Usa. 'Looks like we're clear of snow today,' said Cassin, at |ast.

"Snow is good for us,' said Orendo. 'It covers tracks.'

"Why woul d anyone track us yet?' asked Eris. 'No-one saw us at the nmerchant's house, and there's
no roll-call until tonorrow.'

"They'll send Nogusta,' said Orendo, |leaning forward to add a chunk of wood to the fire. It had
been a cold night in the hollow and he had sl ept badly, dreanming awful dreans of pain and death.
What had seened a sinple robbery had beconme a night of murder and shame he woul d never forget. He
rubbed his tired eyes.

"So what?' sneered Eris. 'There's three of us, and we're not exactly easy neat. If they send that
bl ack bastard I'lIl cut his heart out.' Orendo bit back an angry retort.
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Instead he rose and stepped towards the taller, heavier man

"You have never seen Nogusta in action, boy. Pray you never do.' Stepping past the two younger nen
Orendo wal ked to a nearby tree and urinated. 'The man is uncanny,' he said, over his shoulder. 'l
was with himonce when we tracked four killers into Sathuli |ands. He can read sign over rock, and
he can snmell a trail a hound would m ss. But that's not what nmakes hi m dangerous.' Orendo
continued to urinate, the water coming in slow, rhythmc spurts, sending up steamfromthe snow.
He had endured trouble with his bladder for over a year now, needing to piss several tines a

ni ght. ' You know what makes hi m dangerous?' he asked them 'There is no bravado in him He noves,
he kills. It is that quick. Wen we found the killers he just wal ked into their canp and they were
dead. | tell you it was awesone.'

"I know,' came the tonb-deep voice of Nogusta. '|Il was there.'

Orendo stood very still, a feeling of nausea flaring in his belly. Hs water dried up instantly
and he retied his leggings and turned very slowy. Eris was lying flat on his back, a knife
through his right eye. Cassin was beside him a blade in his heart. 'l knew they'd send you,' said

Orendo. 'How did you find us so fast?
"The girl lived,' said Nogusta.
"l thank the Source for that,' said Oendo, with a sigh. 'Are you al one?

"Yes.' The black man's sword was sheathed, and there was no throwing knife in his hands. It does
not matter, thought Orendo. | don't have the skill to best him



"I"'mglad. | wouldn't want Bison to see ne now. Are you taking me back?
"No. You will remain here, with your friends."'
17

Orendo nodded. ' Seens a shanme to end a friendship this way, Nogusta. WIIl you take back our
heads?'

"The Wite WIf told ne ny word was good enough.

Oendo felt a trickle of hope. 'Look, man, | was only the look out. | didn't know there was going
to be nurder. But it happened. There are enough jewels in that pouch to give us a life ... a real
life. W could buy a palace with them you and ne.' Nogusta shook his head. 'You could just tel
themyou killed ne. And keep half the jewels.'

"That is what | will tell them For you will be dead. You were not the |ook out,' said Nogusta,
sadly. 'You raped the girl, and you stabbed her. You did this. You must pay for it.'

Orendo noved to the fire, stepping over the bodies of his companions. 'They were sending ne hone,'
he said, kneeling down and pulling off his gloves. The fire was warm and he held his hands out to
it. '"How woul d you feel ? How does Bison feel? He glanced up at the tall warrior. "Ah, it is
different for you, isn't it? The chanpion. The blade master. You're not quite as old as us. No-
one's told you you're useless yet. But they will, Nogusta. The day will cone.' He sat down and
stared into the flanes. 'You know, we had no intention of killing the merchant. But he struggled
and Eris stabbed him Then the girl ran in. She had been sl eeping, and she was wearing a
transparent shift. | still can hardly believe it happened. The room went very cold. | renmenber
that, and | felt something touch nme. Then | was filled with rage and lust. It was the sane for the
others. W spoke about it last night.' He |looked up at Nogusta. '|I swear to you, Nogusta, that |
bel i eve we were possessed. Maybe the nerchant was a sorcerer. But there was sonmething evil there
It affected us all. You know me well. In all the
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years we have fought together | have never raped a wonan. Never.'

"But you did three nights ago,' said Nogusta, noving forward, and drawi ng his sword.
Orendo lifted a hand. 'If you will permit me | will do the deed nyself?

Nogust a nodded and squatted down on the other side of the fire. Orendo slowy drew his dagger. For
a nmonent he considered hurling it at the black man. Then the inage of the girl cane to his mnd
and he heard her voice begging for life. Swiftly he drew the sharp bl ade across his left wist.
Blood flowed instantly. 'There is a bottle of brandy in ny saddl ebag. Wuld you get it?

Nogusta did so and Orendo drank deeply. 'l-amtruly sorry about the girl,' said the dying man
"WIIl she recover?

"l don't know. '

Orendo drank again, then tossed the bottle to Nogusta. The black nan took a deep swallow 'It al
went wong,' said Orendo. 'Never put your trust in kings. That's what they say. It was all so
glorious in those early days. W knew where we were. The Ventrians invaded us and we fought back
W knew what we were fighting for.' Blood was pooling on the snow now. 'Then the boy-king

convi nced us we should invade Ventria, to force the enperor to end the war. No territorial
anbitions, he said. Justice and peace were all he wanted. W believed him didn't we? Now | ook at
hi m Enperor Skanda, woul d-be conqueror of the world. Now he's going to i nvade Cadi a. But he has
no territorial anbitions. Ch no ... the bastard!' Oendo |ay back and Nogusta noved around the
fire to sit alongside him 'You renmenber that boy | saved?' asked O endo.

"Yes. It was a fine deed.

"You think it will count for ne? You know ... if there is a paradise?



"l hope so.'

Orendo sighed. 'l can't feel the cold now That's a good thing. |'ve always hated the cold. Tel
Bi son not to judge ne too hard, eh?

'l amsure that he won't.

Orendo' s voice was slurring, then his eyes flared open. 'There are denons,' he said, suddenly. T
can see them There are denons!'’

He di ed then, and Nogusta rose, collected the pouch of jewels and wal ked to his horse.
He gl anced up at the sky, which was blue, clear and bright. Not a trace of cloud.
Stepping into the saddl e he gathered the other three nounts and headed back for the city.

There were denons in the air over the city of Usa, shroud-pale and skinny, their talons |ong,
their teeth sharp. Ordinary eyes could not see them and they seened to pose no threat to ordinary
f ol k.

Why then are they here, thought U nenetha? Wiy do they hover close to the pal ace? The | arge
priestess pushed her thick fingers through her short cropped blond hair. Rising fromher bed she
poured water into a bow and washed her face. Refreshed she silently opened the connecting door
and stepped through into the queen's bedroom Axiana was asleep, |lying on her back, one white

sl ender armcurled around a satin pillow U nmenetha smled. Only a few years before that arm had,
in the same manner, cuddled a stuffed toy - a woollen lioness with only one gl ass eye.

Now Axi ana was a child no | onger

U nmenet ha sighed. Despite her bulk the priestess noved silently across the royal bedroom casting
an affectionate | ook at the pregnant Axi ana. The queen's face shone in the nmoonlight, and, in

sl eep, U nenetha could just discern the child she had grown to | ove. 'Muy your dreans be rich and
joyful,' she whispered.

Axi ana did not stir. The fat priestess reached the wi ndow bal cony and stepped out into the
nmoonl i ght. Her white-streaked bl ond hair shone |ike silver beneath the stars, and her vol um nous
ni ghtdress of white cotton shimered, as if turned to silk. There was a marbl e-topped table set on
the bal cony, and four chairs. Easing herself down she untied her rune pouch and placed it on the
table. U nenetha gazed up at the night sky. Al she could see with the eyes of her body were the
stars, shining bright. To her left a crescent noon seened to be bal ancing precariously on the
upper nost tower of the Veshin tenple. Cosing the eyes of her body, she opened the eyes of her
spirit. The stars remained, brighter and cl earer now, robbed of the twinkling illusion caused by
human astigmati smand the earth's atnosphere. Tall nountains could clearly be seen on the far-away
face of the crescent noon. But it was not the night sky U nenetha wi shed to see.

Above the pal ace three scaled forns were hovering.

For weeks now t heir mal evol ent presence had kept her chained to her flesh, and she longed to fly
free. But the last time she had tried they had conme for her, screeching across the sky. U nmenetha
had barely made it back to her body.

Who had summoned them and why?

C osing her eyes she | oosened the drawstring of her rune pouch and reached inside, her fingers
stroking the stones within. They were snooth and round and fl at,

and for a while she continued to stir them At |ast one stone seened to call for her, and she drew

it fromthe pouch. Painted upon it was a cracked goblet. U nenetha sat back

The Broken Flagon was a stone signalling mstrust. At best it warned of caution in dealings with
strangers. At worst it signalled treachery anong friends.



From t he pocket of her white dress she produced two | eaves. Rolling theminto a ball she placed
themin her nmouth and began to chew. The juices were acrid and bitter. Pain lanced into her head
and she stifled a groan. Bright col ours danced now on the edge of her vision, and she pictured the
Br oken Fl agon, holding to the inmage and freeing her mnd of conscious thought.

A silver serpent slithered up and around the flagon, slowy crushing it. The flagon suddenly
shattered, the pieces exploding outward, ripping through the curtain of tinme. U nenetha saw a tree-
shrouded hol |l ow and four nmen. Axiana was there. U nenetha saw herself kneeling beside the queen, a
protective arm around her shoul der. The four nen were warriors, and they had fornmed a circle
around Axi ana, facing outward ready to fight off sone unseen threat. A white crow was hovering

over themall, his wings beating silently.

U nenet ha sensed a col ossal evil, about to sweep over the hollow. The vision began to fade. She
struggled to hold the image, but it collapsed in upon itself and a fresh scene unfol ded. A canp-
fire beside a dark frozen | ake stretching between high mountains. A nman - a tall nan - sitting
with his back to the | ake. Behind hima dark, taloned hand reached up through the ice, then a
denonic formpulled itself clear. It was col ossal and wi nged and stood blinking in the noonlight.
The great w ngs spread wi de and the denon floated closer to the man at the

camp-fire. It extended an arm Ul nmenetha wanted to cry out, to warn him but she couldn't. The
talons rammed into the back of the seated man. He reared up and screamed once, then sl unped
f orwar d.

As U nmenet ha wat ched the denon began to shimrer, his body becane bl ack snoke, which swirled into
the bl oody wound in the dead man's back. Then the denbn was gone, and the body of the man rose.
U nmenet ha could not see his face, for he was hooded. He turned towards the | ake and raised his
arns. Through the surface of the ice a thousand tal oned hands rose up to salute him

Once nore the vision faded and she saw an altar. Upon it, held with chains of iron, was a naked
man with a golden beard. It was Axiana's father, the nurdered enperor. A voice spoke, a soft

voi ce, which she felt she should recognize, but it was blurred sonehow, as if she were |istening
to a distant echo. 'Now,' said the voice, 'the day of Resurrection is at hand. You are the first
of the Three.' The chai ned enperor was about to speak when a curved dagger sliced into his chest.
H s body arched.

U nenetha cried out - and the vision disappeared. She found her gaze focused now only on the bare,
moonlit wall of the royal bedchanber.

The visions nade no sense. The enperor was not sacrificed. Having lost the |ast battle he had fled
with his aides. He had been slain, so it was said, by officers of his own guard, men disgusted by
his cowardi ce. Wiy then should she see himsacrificed in this way? Was the vision synbolic?

The incident at the |ake of ice was equally nonsensical. Denons did not |ive belowice.

And t he queen woul d never be in a wood with a mere

four warriors. Where was the king and his arny? Where were the royal guards?

"Dismiss the visions fromyour nmind," she told herself. 'They are flawed in some way. Perhaps your
preparation was at fault.

Axi ana noaned in her sleep and the priestess rose and noved to the bedside. 'Be still, ny pet,’
she whi spered, soothingly. "All is well.’

But all was not well, U nenetha knew. Her |orassiumvisions were certainly nysterious, and m ght
i ndeed be synbolic. They were, however, never false.

And who were the four nmen? She summoned their faces to her mnd. One was a black man, with bright
bl ue eyes, the second a huge bald man, with a white, drooping noustache. The third was young and
handsone. The fourth held a bow. She renenbered the white crow and a shudder went through her



This was one sign she could read without interpretation
The white crow was Deat h.

Kebra t he Bowran dropped a snmall golden coin into the pal mof the outraged innkeeper. The fat
man' s anger faded instantly. There was no feeling in the world quite so warning as that of gold
agai nst the skin. The seething anger at the thought of broken furniture and | ost business receded
into minor irritation. The innkeeper glanced up at the bowran, who was now surveying the w eckage.
Il bren had | ong been a student of hunman nature, able to read a man swiftly and accurately. Yet the
friendship of Kebra and Bison remained a nystery. The bowran was a fastidi ous man. H s cl ot hes
were al ways clean, as were his hands and skin. He was cultured and softly spoken, and he had a
rare talent for creating

space around hinself, as if he disliked crowds and the cl oseness of bodies. Bison, on the other
hand, was an uncul tured oaf and Il bren despised him The sort of nman who woul d al ways drink two
nmore flagons of ale than he could handle, and then becane aggressive. |nnkeepers |oathed such
customers. Bison's saving grace, however, was that to reach the last two flagons he could drink an
inn dry, and would nmake every effort to do so. This naturally created |large profits. Ilbren
wonder ed how Kebra could tolerate such a friend.

"He did all this? asked Kebra, shaking his head. Two | ong bench tables had been smashed, and
several chairs were lying in pieces on the sawdust-covered floor. The far w ndow had been snashed

outward, and shards of broken glass still clung to the lead frane. An unconscious Ventrian officer
was being tended by the wi ndow, and two other victins, common soldiers, were sitting near the
doorway, one still bleeding froma gashed cheek, the other hol ding his bandaged head in his hands.

"All this and nore. W have al ready swept away the broken crockery and two bent pots, which cannot
be used again.'

"Well, at least no-one is dead,' said Kebra, his voice deep and sonbre, 'so we nust be grateful.’

The i nnkeeper snmiled and lifted a flagon of wine, gesturing the grey clad bowran to join himat a
nearby table. As they sat down he | ooked closely at Kebra's face. Deeply lined, as if carved from
stone, Kebra | ooked every inch his fifty-six years. The bowmran rubbed his tired eyes. 'Bison's
like a child," he said. 'Wen things go against himhe | oses control."'

"I do not know how it started,' said Ilbren. 'The first 1 knew of trouble was when | saw that
of ficer flying
through the air. He hit that table there, and cracked it clean through.'

Two Ventrian soldiers came in carrying a stretcher. Tenderly they lifted the unconscious man onto
it, and carried himout. A Drenai officer approached Kebra. He was a veteran, and well known to
the bowran as a fair man. 'You' d better find himfast!' he warned Kebra. 'The wounded man is an
officer on Malikada's staff. You know what the penalty will be if he dies.

"I know, sir.

'CGods, man! As if we haven't enough trouble with the cursed Ventrians as it is, wthout one of our
men cracking the skull of one of their officers.' The Drenai swung to the innkeeper. 'No of fence
meant, Il bren,' he said.

"Ch, none taken | amsure,' replied the Ventrian, with just a trace of sarcasm The officer
wander ed away.

"I amsorry for the trouble, Ilbren,' said Kebra. 'Do you know where Bi son went ?'

‘I do not know. He is old enough to know better than to weak such . . . such devastation.' The
i nnkeeper filled two goblets, passing one to Kebra.

"This has not been a good day for him' said Kebra, softly. 'Not a good day for any of us.' He
sipped the wine, then laid the goblet down.



Il bren sighed. '|I heard of the king's decision. W all have. For what it is worth I shall mss
you.' He smiled. 'l will even miss Bison.' He stared at the white-haired archer. '"Still, war is
for young nen, eh? It is way past the tine when you should have settled down with a wife and
rai sed sons.

Kebra i gnored the conmment. 'Wich way did Bison
go.-1

"l did not see.'

Kebra noved away, stepping past the injured nen in
2.6

the doorway. 'It was just a bad joke,' said the soldier with the bandaged head. 'Then he went
berserk.'

‘"Let ne guess,' said Kebra. 'Sonething about his age, was it?
The young sol di er | ooked suddenly sheepish. "It was just a joke,' he repeated.
"Wll, I"'msure Bison didn't take it too seriously.'

'How can you say that?' storned the second soldier. 'Look what he did to ny face.' Blood was stil
seeping fromhis swoll en cheekbone, and his right eye was closed tight, purple swelling distending
the eyelid.

"l can say it because you are still alive, boy,' said Kebra, coldly. 'Did anyone see where he
went ?'

Bot h nen shook their heads and Kebra stepped out into the fading winter sunlight. Across the
square narket traders were packing up their wares, and children were playing by the frozen
fountain, scooping snow and fashi oning balls which they hurled at one another. Atall black man in
a long dark cl oak noved through the crowd. The children stopped to watch him Then one child noved
silently behind him a snowball in his raised hand.

"Not a wise nove, child,' said the black man, without |ooking back. 'For if you throwit | shal
be obliged to -' suddenly he swung around '- cut off your head!' Terrified the boy dropped the
snowbal I and sprinted back to his friends. The bl ack man chuckl ed and strode on to where Kebra
wai t ed.

‘I take it he was not at the barracks,' said Kebra. Nogusta shook his head.
' They have not seen him'

The two men made an incongruous pair as they wal ked of f together, Nogusta black and powerful,
Kebra wand slim white-haired and pale. Cutting through the
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narrow streets they reached a small eating house overlooking the river. They took a table by the
fire and ordered a nmeal. Nogusta renoved his cloak and the sheepskin jerkin he wore below it and
sat down, holding his hands out to the blaze. 'I, for one, will be pleased to say farewell to this
frozen country. Wiy is Bison so depressed? Does he not have three wives waiting for himback
hone?'

"That's enough to depress anyone,' replied Kebra, with a snile.

They ate in conpani onabl e silence and Nogusta added another log to the fire. "Wiy is he
depressed?’ he asked again, as they finished their neal. 'There nust conme a tine when a nman is too
old for soldiering, and we are all way past that. And the king has offered every soldier a pouch
of gold, and a scrip to give theml|and when they return to Drenan. The scrip alone is worth a



hundred in gold."

Kebra thought about the question. 'There was a time,' he said, 'when | could outshoot any archer
alive. Then, as the years went by, | noticed |I could no | onger see quite as clearly. VWen | turned
fifty I could no | onger read small script. That was when | began to think of going home. Nothing
lasts for ever. But Bison is not a thinker. As far as he is concerned the king has just told him
he is no longer a man. And he is hurting.'

"There is sonme pain for all of us,' said Nogusta. 'The Wite WIf will be |eading al nost two
thousand nmen home. Every one of themw Il feel sonme sense of rejection. But we are alive, Kebra.
fought for the king's father - as you did - and | have carried nmy sword through thirty-five years
of warfare. Now | amtired. The | ong narches are hard on old bones. Even Bison nmust adnit to
that.'

Kebra shook his head. 'Bison admts to nothing. You

shoul d have seen his face when they called the roll. He could not believe he had been chosen. |
was standi ng beside him You know what he said? "How can they send ne back with all the old nen?"
I just laughed. For a nonent | thought he was joking. But he wasn't. He still thinks he's twenty-

five.'" He let out a soft curse. "Wiy did he have to hit a Ventrian? And what if the nan dies?'

"If he dies they will hang Bison,' said Nogusta. 'Not a pleasant thought. Wy did he hit the nan?
'He nade a j oke about Bison's age.'

"And the others?

"l have no idea. W'll ask himwhen we find him The officer was one of Mlikada's nen.'

"That nmakes it worse,' said Nogusta. 'He night denand a hanging, regardless. He's a hard nman.'
"The White WIf would never allowit.

"Tines are changing, Kebra. The Wiite WIf is being sent hone with the rest of us. | doubt he has
the power to oppose Mlikada.'

"A pox on Bison,' snapped Kebra. 'He's always been trouble. You remenber when he and Orendo stole
that pig . . . ?° The bowran's voice faded away. 'I'msorry, ny friend, that was crass.

Nogusta shrugged. 'Orendo took part in a rape and a nurder. It saddens ne that he is dead, but he
was the victimof his own actions.'

"Strange, though,' said Kebra. 'I ama fair judge of nen and I woul d never have believed O endo
capabl e of such an act.'

"Nor |I. Were shall we |look for Bison? asked Nogusta, changing the subject.

Kebra shrugged. 'He was drunk when he thrashed those nen. You know Bison. After a fight he'll |ook
for a woman. There must be two hundred whorehouses

wi thin wal ki ng distance. | do not intend to spend the night scouring them'
Nogust a nodded, then he gave a wide grin. 'W could try just one, though,' he said.

"For what purpose? The odds agai nst finding himare enornous.

Nogusta | eaned forward and placed his hand on his friend' s shoulder. 'I was not thinking of
finding Bison,' he said. '|I was thinking of soft skin and a warm bed."'
Kebra shook his head. 'l think I'll return to the barracks. | have a warm bed there.’

Nogusta si ghed. 'Bison refuses to get old, and you refuse to stay young. Truly, you white nmen are
a nystery to nme.'

"Life would be dull w thout nmysteries,' said Kebra.



After Nogusta had gone he ordered another flagon of wine, then made the |ong wal k back to the
barracks. The room he shared with Nogusta and Bi son was cold and enpty. Bison's bed was unnade,
the bl ankets in a heap on the floor beside it. The Senior Cul no | onger nmade inspections, and
wi thout the threat of punishnent Bison had reverted to slovenly behaviour.

Nogusta's bed was tidily nade, but he had left a tunic upon it.

Kebra's pall et was i mmacul ate, the blankets folded into a square, topped by the pillow, the
undersheet pulled tight, the corners overlapped with a perfect horizontal fold. Kebra noved to the
hearth and lit the fire. He had cl eaned out the ash and re-laid it that norning, the kindling

pl aced with perfect symretry.

Just about now Nogusta would be Iying beside a fat, sweating whore. He woul d be, perhaps, the
twentieth nman she had opened her legs for that day. Kebra

shuddered. It was a nauseating thought.
/
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Silently he padded out to the bath house. The boilers had not been |it and the water was col d.
Even so Kebra undressed and i mmersed hinsel f, scrubbing at his body with soap. There were no cl ean
towel s on the rack. Angry now he searched through the large |aundry basket and dabbed at his cold
body with the cl eanest of the used towels.

The col | apse of discipline unnerved the bowran. Carrying his clothes he returned to the room and
sat, shivering, in front of the fire. Then he took a nightshirt fromhis chest and slipped it on.
It was crisp and clean and he could snell the freshness of the cotton. It eased his nind.

Il bren"s words haunted him 'It is way past the tine when you should have settled down with a wife
and rai sed sons.'

Kebra felt the weight of the words, |ike a stone on his heart.

Most of Palima's custoners thought of her as a whore with a golden heart. This was a view she
cultivated, especially as she grew older, with age and the laws of gravity conspiring to ravage
her features. The truth was nore stark: Palim's heart was like gold, cold, hard and well hi dden

She lay now on her bed, staring at the hulking figure by the wi ndow. Bi son was well known to her

a generous gi ant, unhindered by inmagination or intellect. H s needs were sinple, his demands
limted, his energy prodigious. For a year now - ever since the Drenai had taken the city - he had
come to her at |east once a week. He paid well, never troubled her with small talk or prom ses,
and rarely outstayed his wel cone.

This night was different. He had conme to her bed and

had cuddl ed her close. Then he had fallen asleep. Bison usually paid with a single silver coin
upon | eaving. Yet tonight he had given her a gold half raq just after he arrived. Palinma had tried
to rouse him- not usually a difficult feat. But Bison was in no nmood for sex. This did not
concern Palima. |If a man wanted to pay for a hug with gold she was nore than happy to oblige. He
had slept fitfully for two hours, holding her close. Then he had dressed and noved to the w ndow.
Bi son had been standing there in the lantern Ilight for sone tinme now, a huge nan, with great

sl opi ng shoul ders and | ong, powerful arms. ldly he tugged at his bristling white, walrus noustache
and stared out at the night dark square bel ow.

' Conme back to bed, lover,' she said. 'Let Palinma work her magic.'
"Not tonight,' he told her.
"What is wong?' she asked. 'You can tell Palina.'

He turned towards her. 'How old do you think |I an?' he asked, suddenly.



Sixty-five, if you're a day, she thought, staring at his bald head and white noustache. Men were
such children. 'Maybe forty,' she told him

He seened satisfied with the answer, and she saw himrelax. 'I"'molder than that, but | don't fee
it. They're sending ne hone,' he said. "All the older nmen are going hone.'

"Don't you want to go home?

"I was one of the first to join the Wite WIf,' he said. 'Back when Drenan was beset on all sides
and the king's arnmy had been all but destroyed. W beat themall, you know One after another

When | was a child nmy country was ruled fromafar. W were just peasants. But we changed the
worl d. The king's enpire stretches for -' he

seermed to struggle for a noment with the mathematics. '- thousands of mles,' he concluded |anely.

"He is the greatest king who ever lived,' she said, softly, hoping that was what he wanted to
hear .

"His father was greater,' said Bison. 'He built fromnothing. | served himfor twenty-three years.
Then the boy-king for another twenty. Twenty-six nmajor battles |'ve fought in. There. Twenty-six.
What do you think of that?

"It's a lot of battles,' she admtted, not knowi ng where the conversation was | eading. 'Cone back
to bed.'

"It's alot of battles, all right. I've been wounded el even tinmes. Now they don't want me any
nmore. Ei ghteen hundred of us. Thank you and goodbye. Here's a bag of gold. Go home. Wiere's hone,
eh?" Wth a sigh he noved to the bed, which creaked as his huge frane settled uponit. 'l don't

know what to do, Palina.
"You are a strong man. You can do anything you want. Go anywhere you want.
"But | want to stay with the arnmy. I'ma front ranker! That's what | am That's what | want.'

Sitting up she cupped his face in her hands. 'Sonetines - npbst tines - we don't get what we want.
Rarely do we even get what we deserve. W get what we get. That's it. Yesterday is gone, Bison. It
wi Il never come again. Tonorrow hasn't happened yet. \What we have is now. And do you know what is
real ?* She took his hand in hers and lifted if to her naked breast, pressing his fingers to her
flesh. ""'This is real, Bison. W are real. And at this nonment we are all there is.’

H s hand fell away, then he | eaned down and ki ssed her cheek. He had never done that before. In
fact she couldn't renenber the last tine a man had ki ssed her cheek. Then he rose. 'I'd better be
getting back,' he said.
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"Way not stay? | know you, Bison. You'd feel better afterwards. You al ways do.'

"Aye, that's true. You are the best, you know. And | speak froma lifetime of having to pay for
it. But I have to go. I'll be on charges. The Watch is probably | ooking for ne.'

"What have you done?'

"Lost ny tenper. Tapped a few soldiers.'

' Tapped?'
"Vell, maybe nore than tapped. One of them |l aughed at me. Ventrian scum Said the arnmy would be
better off without the greybeards. | picked himup and threw himlike a spear. It was really

funny. But he |l anded on a table and broke it with his head. That upset the Drenai soldiers who
were eating there. So | tapped themall.’

' How nany were there?



"Only five or so. | didn't really hurt no-one. Wll, not badly.' He grinned. 'Well, not very
badly. But I'Il be on charges.'

"What ki nd of punishment will you get?
T don't know . . . ten lashes.' He shrugged. ' Twenty. No problem

Palima clinbed fromthe bed and stood naked before him 'How did it feel when you were tapping
t hen?' she asked.

"It was . . . good,' he admitted.
"You felt like a man?
"Yes. | felt young agai n.

Her hand slid down over his leggings. 'Like a man,' she whispered, huskily. She felt himswell at
her touch.

"And how do you feel now?" she asked him

He et out a long sigh. 'Like a man,' he said. 'But they don't want me to be one any nore.
Goodbye, Palina.'
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Wt hout another word he wal ked out into the night.

Pal i ma watched himfromthe wi ndow. 'A pox on you and all your kind, Drenai,' she whispered. 'Co
away and di e!

Banel i on, the | egendary Wiite WIf, gathered his maps and carefully placed theminside a brass
bound chest. Tall and lean, his long white hair tied at the nape of the neck, the general's
moverments were swift and preci se, as he packed the chest with the expertise of a lifetime soldier.
Everything neatly in its place. The naps were stacked in the order they would be needed during the
1400 mile journey to the western port. Al ongside themwere notes listing the names of tribes and
their chieftains, way stations, fortresses and cities along the routex As with everything el se he
undert ook the journey hone woul d be planned neticul ously.

Across fromthe broad desk a young officer in full arnmour of gold and bronze stood watching the
general . The old man glanced up and gave a swift grin. 'Wiwy so sad, Dagorian?'

The young man took a deep, slow breath. 'This is wong, sir.
' Nonsense. Look at nme. What do you see?

Dagorian stared at the white-haired general. Leathered by desert sun and winter wi nds, the Wite
Wl f's face was seanmed and winkl ed. Beneath bristling white brows his eyes were pale and bright -
eyes that had seen the fall of enpires, and the scattering of armes. '|l see the greatest general
who ever lived,' said the younger man.

Banelion smled. He was genuinely touched by the officer's affection, and thought nmonmentarily of
t he
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boy's father. The two were so unalike. Catoris had been a cold, hard nman, anbitious and deadly.
H's son was infinitely nmore |ikeable, |loyal and steadfast. The only virtue he shared with his
father was courage. 'Ah, Dagorian, what you should see is a nan two years past seventy. But you
are | ooking at what was, boy. Not what is. | will be honest with you, | am di sappoi nted. Even so
do not believe the king is making a m stake. Like ne the soldiers who first narched agai nst the
Ventrian Enpire are growing old now. Eighteen hundred nmen over fifty. Two hundred of those will
not even see sixty again. The king is only thirty-five, and he wants to cross the G eat River and



conquer Cadia. Al reports suggest that such a war will last five years or nore. The arny wil
have to cross deserts and nountai ns, wade rivers thick with crocodiles, hack their way through
jungl es. Young nmen will be needed for such an enterprise. And sone of the older men are yearning
for hone.'

Dagorian renmoved his black and gold helm and absently brushed his hand over the white horsehair
plune. 'l don't doubt you are right about the older nen, sir. But not you. Wthout you sone of the
battles would have been . . .' The Wite WIf raised his finger to his |lips, the novenent sharp
and swift.

"All ny battles have been fought. Now | will go honme and enjoy ny retirement. | will breed horses,
and watch the sun rise over the nountains. And | will wait for news of the king's victories, and
will celebrate themquietly in ny hone. | have served Skanda, as | served his father. Faithfully
and well, and to the best of ny considerable abilities. Now |l need a little fresh air. Walk with
me in the garden.'

Swinging a sheepskin cloak around his shoul ders
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Banel i on pushed open the doors and strode through to the snow covered garden. The paved path could
no | onger be seen, but the statues that lined it pointed the way. Crunching the snow underfoot the
two nen wal ked out past the frozen fountain. The statues were all of Ventrian warriors, standing
like sentries, spears pointed towards the sky. The ol der nman took Dagorian's armand | eaned in
close. "It is time for you to learn to curb your tongue, young man,' he said, keeping his voice

| ow. 'Every whi sper spoken inside the palace is reported to the king and his new advisers. The
wall's are hollow, and listeners wite down every sentence. You understand?

They even spy on you? | cannot believe it.'

"Believe it. Skanda is no |longer the boy-king who charnmed us all. He is a man, ruthless and
anbitious. He is determned to conquer the world. And he probably will. If his new allies are as
trustworthy as he thinks.

'You doubt the Prince Milikada?

Banelion grinned and | ed the young nan around the frozen lake. '|I have no reason to doubt him O
his wi zard. Mlikada's cavalry are superbly disciplined, and his men fight well. But he is not
Drenai, and the king puts great faith in him' On the far side of the |ake they cane to a stone
arch, beneath which was a bust of a handsonme nan, with a forked beard, and a hi gh sl oping brow.
"You know who this is? asked Banelion

"No, sir. A Ventrian noble of sone kind?

"This is the general, Bodasen. He died three hundred and fifty years ago. He was the greatest
general the Ventrians ever had. He it was - with Gorben - who laid the foundations of their

enpire.’
The ol d man shivered and drew his cloak nore tightly
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about him Dagorian stared hard at the white stone of the bust. 'I have read the histories, sir
He is described as a plodding soldier. Gorben was said to have led the army to victory.'

Banel i on chuckl ed. 'As indeed has Skanda. And in the nonths to conme you will hear the sane of ne.
That is the way of the world, Dagorian. The victorious kings wite the histories. Now let us go
back, for this cold is eating into ny bones.'

Once back inside Dagorian banked up the fire and the general stood before it, rubbing his hands.
"So tell me,' he said, 'have they found Bison yet?

"No, sir. They are scouring the whorehouses. The nan with the cracked skull has regai ned
consci ousness. The surgeons say he will not die.



"That is a blessing. | would hate to hang old Bison.'
"He's been with you fromthe first, | understand.

"Aye, fromthe first, when the old king was nmerely a young prince, and the ki ngdomwas in ruins.
Days of blood and fire, Dagorian. | would not want to live themagain. Bisonis - like ne - a
relic of those days. There are not many of us |eft.

"What will you do when we find him sir?

"Ten |l ashes. But don't tie himto the post. That'll hurt his dignity. He'll stand there and hold
toit. H's back will bleed, and you'll not hear a sound fromhim'

"I take it you like the man.'

Banel i on shook his head. 'Can't stand him He has the strength of an ox, and the brains to match.
A nore irritating, undisciplined wetch | have yet to see. But he synbolizes the strength, the
courage and the will that has brought us across the world. A man to nove nountains, Dagorian. Now
you best get some rest. We'll finish in the norning.'
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"Yes, sir. Can | fetch you sone nulled w ne before you retire?

"Wne does not sit well with ne these days. Warm ni |l k and honey woul d be pl easant.'
Dagori an saluted, bowed and left the room
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Chapter Two

Regi nental discipline was observed in ritual fashion. Every one of the zooo nmen of the reginent,
in their armour of black and gold, stood in a giant square around the barracks ground. At the
centre the twenty senior officers waited, and, seated on a dais behind themwas the Wite WIf. He
wore no arnour, but was dressed in a sinple tunic of grey wool, black |eggings and boots. Around
his shoul ders was a hooded sheepskin cl oak

The norning was bright and clear as Bison was |ed out. The lunbering giant had been stripped to
the wai st, and Dagori an suddenly understood the man's bizarre nicknane. H's head was totally bald,
but thick, curling hair grew fromhis neck and over his massive shoulders. Mre |like a bear than a
bi son though, thought Dagorian. The young officer's dark gaze flickered to the nen wal king with

Bi son. One was Kebra, the fanmed bowran, who had once saved the king's life, sending a shaft
through the eye of a Ventrian |lancer. The other was the bl ue-eyed bl ack man, Nogusta, swordsnan
and juggl er. Dagorian had once watched the nan keep seven razor sharp knives in the air, then, one
by one send themflashing into a target. They wal ked straight and tall. Bison cracked a joke with
soneone in the first |ine.

"Silence!" shouted an officer
Bi son approached t he whi ppi ng- post and stood besi de
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the | ean, hawk-faced sol di er who had been ordered to conplete the sentence. The man | ooked ill at
ease, and was sweating despite the norning cold.

"You just lay on, boy,' said Bison, amiably. '"I'lIl hold no grudge for you.' The man gave a weak
relieved snmle.

"Let the prisoner approach,' said the Wiite Wl f. Bison nmarched forward and saluted clunsily.

"Have you anything to say before sentence is carried out?



"No, sir!' bell owed Bison
"Do you know what is special about you?' asked the general
"No, sir!’

" Absol utely nothing,' said the Wiite Wl f. 'You are an undisciplined wetch and the clunsi est nman
ever to serve under ne. For a copper coin |I'd hang you and be done with it. Now get to the post.

This cold is chilling my bones.' So saying he lifted the sheepskin hood over his head and pul | ed

the cl oak around him

"Yes, sir!' Bison spun on his heel and marched back to the post, reaching up and taking hold of
t he wood.

The man with the whip untied the thong binding the five | ashes and cracked it into the air. Then
he shrugged his shoul ders twi ce and took up his position. H s arm cane back

"Hol d!''" came a conmmandi ng voi ce. The soldier froze. Dagorian turned to see a snmall group of nen
striding onto the barracks ground. They were all Ventrian officers wearing gol den breastpl ates and
sporting red capes. At the centre was the Prince Malikada, the king's general, a tall, slender

nobl eman, who had been chosen to replace the Wite WIf. Beside himwas his chanpion, the
swordsman, Antikas Karios. A fox and a cobra, thought Dagorian. Both men were slimand graceful

but

Mal i kada's power was in his eyes, dark and brooding, gleamng with intelligence, while Antikas
Karios radi ated a physical strength, built on a striking speed that was inhuman

Mal i kada strode to the dais and bowed to the general. His hair was jet black, but his beard had
been dyed with streaks of gold, then braided with gold thread. Dagorian watched himcl osely.

"Greetings, ny lord Banelion,' said Mlikada
"This is hardly the time for a visit,' said Banelion. 'But you are nost wel cone, Prince.'

"It is exactly the tine, General,' said Malikada, with a wide snile. 'One of ny men is about to be
di sciplined incorrectly.

"One of your nen?" enquired the Wite Wl f, softly. Dagorian could feel the tension in the
of ficers around him but no-one noved.

"Of course one of ny nen. You were present when the king - glory be attached to his name - naned
me as your successor. As | recall you are now a private citizen of the enpire about to head for
hone and a happy retirenment.' Malikada swung round. 'And this man has been accused of striking one
of my officers. That, as | amsure you are aware, under Ventrian law, is a capital offence. He
shal | be hanged."

An angry nmurnur sounded throughout the ranks. Banelion rose. 'O course he shall hang - if
convicted,' he said, his voice cold. 'But | now change his plea to not guilty and - on his behal f -
demand trial by conbat. This is Drenai law, set in place by the king hinmself. Do you wi sh to deny
it?" Malikada's snmile grew w der, and Dagorian realized in that noment that this was exactly what
the Ventrian wanted. The swordsman, Anti kas, was al ready renoving his cloak and unbuckling his

br east pl at e.
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"The king's lawis just,' said Malikada, raising his left armand clicking his fingers. Antikas
stepped forward, drew his sword and spun it in the sunlight. 'Wich of your . . . fornmer

officers will face Antikas Karios? | understand your aide, Dagorian, is considered sonmething of a
swor dsman. '

"Indeed he is,' said Banelion. Dagorian felt fear rip into him He was no match for the Ventrian
He swal |l owed down the bile rising in his throat, and fought to keep his enotions fromhis face.
d ancing up he saw Anti kas Karios staring at him There was no hint of a sneer, or nockery of any



kind. The man sinply stared. Sonmehow it made Dagorian feel even worse. Rising fromhis seat
Banel i on gestured for Nogusta to cone forward. The black man approached the dais, saluted, then
bowed. 'WII| you defend the honour of your conrade?' asked the Wiite Wl f.

"But of course, ny general.'

Dagorian's relief was intense, and he reddened as he saw a slight snmile appear on the face of the
Ventri an swordsnan.

"This is not seenmly,' said Malikada, snoothly. 'A conmon soldier to face the finest swordsman
alive? And a black savage to boot? | think not.' He turned to a second Ventrian officer, a tal
man with a |long gol den beard, crinped into horizontal waves. 'Cerez, will you show us your
skills?

The man bowed. Wder in the shoul der than the whip | ean Antikas, Cerez had the sane econony of
novenent and catlike grace found in all swordsmen. Mlikada | ooked up at Banelion. '"Wth your
perm ssion, Ceneral, this student of Antikas Karios will take his place.’

"As you wish,' said Banelion

Nogusta stepped forward. 'Do you wish ne to kill the
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man, or nerely disarmhim General ?

"Kill him' said Banelion. 'And do it swiftly. My breakfast is waiting.'

Bot h nen renoved their arnour and upper clothing and strode out bare-chested into the centre of
the barracks ground. Nogusta lifted his sword in salute. Cerez attacked inmedi ately, sending out a
lightning thrust. Nogusta parried it with ease. 'That was di scourteous,' whispered Nogusta, 'but |
will still kill you cleanly.’

Their bl ades clashed as Cerez charged forward, his curved sword flashing with bew | dering speed.
But every thrust or cut was parried by the black man. Cerez dropped back. Dagorian watched the
contest closely. The Ventrian was younger by thirty years, and he was fast. But there was not an
ounce of fat on Nogusta's powerful frame, and his vast experience enabled himto read his
opponent's noves. Dagorian flicked a glance at Antikas Karios. The chanpion's dark, hooded eyes
ni ssed nothing, and he | eaned in to whisper sonething to Mlikada.

The two warriors were circling one another now, seeking an opening. The action had been fast, and
the black man, though skilful, was visibly tiring. Cerez al nbst caught himw th a sudden ri poste,
the bl ade sl ashing close to Nogusta's cheek. Suddenly Nogusta appeared to stunble. Cerez |unged -
and in that noment realized he had been tricked! Ninbly spinning on his heel, all signs of fatigue
vani shed, Nogusta swayed away fromthe blade, his own sword slicing through his opponent's gol den
beard and biting deep into his throat. Cerez stunbled forward, falling to his knees, bl ood gushing
fromthe wound. Dropping his sword he tried to stemthe rush of life fromhis severed jugul ar
Slowy he toppled
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forward, tw tched once, then was still. Nogusta strode back across the barrack-square and bowed to
the Wiite Wolf. 'As you conmanded, Lord, so was it done.'

I gnoring the furious Malikada the Wite Wl f rose. 'The prisoner is not guilty,' he said, his

voice clear and firm 'And since this is ny |ast noment anmong you all, let ne thank you for the
service you have given the king, while under ny comand. Those anong you chosen to retire wll
find me canped on the flat ground to the west of the city. We will be ready for departure in four
days. That is all. D smssed!

As he stepped fromthe dais Mlikada noved in close. 'You have nade an eneny this day,' he
whi spered. The Wiite WIf paused, then net the prince' s hawk-eyed gaze.

"An infinitely better prospect than having you for a friend,' he said.



The king's birthday was al ways cel ebrated wi th extravagant displays; athletics conpetitions,
boxi ng mat ches, horse races, and denonstrations of magic to thrill the crowds. Spear-throw ng,
archery, sword bouts, and westling were also included, with huge prizes for the winners in al
events. This year prom sed even greater extravagances, for it was the king's thirty-fifth
birthday, a nunber of great nystical significance to Drenai and Ventrian alike. And the event was
to take place in the Royal Park at the centre of Usa, the ancient capital of the old Ventrian
Enpire. The city was older than time, and nentioned in the earliest known historical records. In
myth it had been a hone for gods, one of whomwas said to have raised the royal palace in a single
night, lifting mamoth stones into place with the power of his wll.
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Hundreds of huge tents had been pitched in the nmeadows at the centre of the thousand-acre Roya
Park, and scores of carpenters had been working for weeks building tiered seating for the
nobility.

The tall towers of the city were sil houetted against the eastern nountai ns as Kebra the Bowran
| eaned on a new fence and stared sonbrely out towards where the archery tourney woul d be held.
"You should have entered,' said Nogusta, passing the bowran a thick wedge of hot pie.

'To what purpose,’ answered Kebra, sourly, placing the food on the fence rail and ignoring it.
"You are the chanpion,' said Nogusta. 'It is your title they will be shooting for."'

Kebra said nothing for a nonent, transferring his gaze to the snowtopped peaks away to the west.
He had first seen these nountains a year ago, when Skanda the king, having won the Battle of the
River, had ridden into Usa to take the enperor's throne. Cold w nds bl ew down now fromthese grey
gi ants and Kebra shivered and drew his pale blue cloak closer about his slender frame. 'My eyes
are fading. | could not win.'

‘'No, but you could have taken part.' The words hung in the cold air. Ateamof thirty workers
noved to the king's pavilion and began to rai se wind-shields of stiffened crinson silk around it.
Kebra had seen the pavilion constructed on many occasions, and recalled, with a stab of regret,
the last time he had stood before it, receiving the Silver Arrow fromthe hand of the king

hi nsel f. Skanda had gi ven his boyish grin. 'Does wi nning ever get boring, old |lad?" he had asked.

"No, sire,' he had answered. Turning to the crowd he had raised the Silver Arrow, and the cheers
had thundered out. Kebra shivered again. He | ooked up into
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the black man's pal e, unreadable eyes. '|I would be hunmiliated. |Is that what you want to see?
Nogusta shook his head. 'You would not be humiliated, nmy friend. You would nerely | ose.

Kebra gave a tired snmile. 'If | had entered npst of the Drenai soldiers would have bet on ne. They
woul d [ ose their noney.'

'That would be a good reason to decline,' agreed Nogusta. 'If it were truly the reason.

"What is it you want fromne?' storned Kebra. 'You think there is a question of honour at stake
her e?'

"No, not honour. Pride. False pride, at that. Wthout |osers, Kebra, there would be no
competitions at all. There will be nmore than a hundred archers taking part in the tourney. Only
one will win. OF the ninety-nine |osers nore than half will know they cannot win before they draw
the first shaft. Yet still they will try. You say your eyes are fading. | know that is true. But
it is distance that troubles you. Two of the three events require speed, skill and talent. Only
the third is shot over distance. You would still be in the top ten.'

Kebra stal ked away fromthe fence. Nogusta followed him 'Wen the day cones that you don't w sh
to hear the truth fromne,' he said, 'you nmerely have to say.



The bowran paused and sighed. 'Wat is the truth here, Nogusta?

The bl ack man | eaned in close. 'You denean the chanpionship by refusing to take part. The new
chanmpion will feel he has not earned the title. In part, | fear, this is why you have declined."'

"And what if it is? He will still earn a hundred gold pieces. He will still be honoured by the
ki ng, and carried shoul der high around the Park.'

"But he will not have beaten the | egendary Kebra. |
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seemto recall your delight fifteen years ago when you took the Silver Arrow fromthe hands of
Meni on. He was as old as you are now when he stood against you in the final. And you beat him
finally only when it cane to the distant targets. Could it be that his eyes were fadi ng?

Bi son strolled over to where they stood. 'Going to be a great day,' he said, w ping crunbs from
his white nmoustache. 'The Ventrian sorcerer, Kalizkan, has prom sed a display no-one will ever
forget. | hope he conjures a dragon. |'ve always wanted to see a dragon.' The bald giant | ooked
fromone nan to the other. "Wat is it? Wat am | nissing here?

"Not hing,' said Nogusta. 'W were just involved in a philosophical debate.'

"l hate those,' said Bison. 'l never understand a word. Gad | nissed it. By the way |'ve entered
the westling. | hope you two will be cheering for ne.'

Nogust a chuckl ed. Ts that big tribesman taking part this year?
"OF course.’

"He nust have thrown you ten feet last year. It was only luck that you | anded head first, and
t hereby avoided injury."’

Bi son scowl ed. 'He caught ne by surprise. |'ll take himthis year - if we're matched.'
"How many times have you entered this conpetition? asked Kebra.

"l don't know. Al nost every year. Thirty tines, maybe.’

"You think you'll win this tine?
"Of course I'lIl win. |'ve never been stronger.'
Nogusta | aid his hand on Bison's nmassive shoulder. 'It doesn't concern you that you've said the

sanme thing for
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nmore than thirty years? And yet you' ve never even reached the quarter-finals.'

"Why should it? asked Bison. 'Anyway, | did reach the quarters once, didn't I? It was during the
Skat hi an campai gn. | was beaten by Coris.' He grinned. 'You renmenber hin? Big, blond fellow Died
at the siege of Mellicane.'

"You are quite right,' said Nogusta. 'Coris was beaten in the senmifinal. | renmenber |osing noney
on him'
"lI've never |lost noney on the king's birthday,' said Bison, happily. 'I always bet on you, Kebra.'

H's smle faded and he swore. 'This will be the | ast year when you pay off all my winter debts.'
"Not this year, ny friend,' said Kebra. 'I'mnot entered."’

"l thought you might forget,' said Bison, '"so | entered you nyself.'



"Tell me you are joking,' said Kebra, his voice cold.
"I never joke about mnmy debts. Shouldn't you be out there practising?

The crowds were beginning to gather as Dagorian strolled out onto the meadow. He was unconfortable
in full arnour, the gilded black and gol d breastplate hangi ng heavy on his slimshoulders. Still,
he thought, at least | don't have to wear the heavy plunmed hel m The cheek guards chafed his face
and, despite the padded cap he wore belowit, the helmdid not sit right. Once when the king
called out to him Dagorian had turned sharply and the hel m had swivelled on his head, the left
cheek guard sliding over his left eye. Everyone had | aughed. Dagorian had never wanted to be a
sol di er, but when your father was a hero general - and, worse, a dead hero general -the son was
left with little choice.
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And he had been lucky. The Wiite WIf had taken himon to his staff, and spent tine teaching the
youngster tactics and | ogistics. Wile Dagorian did not enjoy soldiering he had di scovered he had
atalent for it, and that nade a |life of canpaigning at |east marginally tol erable.

The preparations for the king's birthday were conplete now, and within the hour the crowds woul d
begin to surge through the gates. The sky was clear, the new day | ess cold than yesterday. Spring
was comng. Only in the evenings now did the tenperature drop bel ow freezi ng. Dagorian saw the
three old warriors talking by the fence rail. He strolled across to where they stood. As he
approached, Kebra the Bowran strode away. He | ooks angry, thought Dagorian. The bl ack swordsnan
saw Dagori an approach and gave a sal ute.

" Good nmorning to you, Nogusta,' said the officer. 'You fought well yesterday.'

'He does that,' said Bison, with a wide, gap-toothed grin. 'You' re the son of Catoris, aren't
you?'

"Yes.'

" Good man,' said Bison. 'You could always rely on the Third Lancers when he was in comand. He was
a hard bastard, though. Ten lashes | got when | didn't salute fast enough. Still, that's the
nobility for you.' He swung to Nogusta. 'You want nore pie? The black man shook his head and

Bi son anbl ed away towards one of the food tents.

Dagorian grinned. 'Did he just praise ny father, or insult hin?' he asked.
"Alittle of both,' said Nogusta.

"An unusual man.'

"Bi son or your father?

"Bison. Are you entered in any of the tournaments?

5o

"No," said the black man.

"Way not? You are a superb swordsman.

"I don't play ganes with swords. And you?

"Yes,' answered Dagorian. 'In the sabre tourney.

"You will face Antikas Karios in the final.'

Dagori an | ooked surprised. 'How can you know that?

Nogusta lifted his hand and touched the centre of his brow 'I have the Third Eye,' he said.

"And what is that?'



The black man smiled. "It is a Gft - or perhaps a curse - | was born wth.
"Do | win or |ose?

"The Gft is not that precise," Nogusta told him wth a smle. "It strikes like I|ightning

| eaving an image. | can neither predict nor direct it. It comes or it. . .' Hys snle faded, and
hi s expression hardened. Dagorian |ooked closely at the man. It seened he was no | onger aware of
the officer's presence. Then he sighed. '|l amsorry,' he said. 'I was nonentarily distracted.'

' You saw anot her vision?' asked Dagori an.
"Yes.'
"Did it concern the sabre tourney?

"No, it did not. | amsure you will acquit yourself well. Tell ne howis the Wite WIf?' he
asked, suddenly.

"He is well, and preparing plans for the return honme. Wiy do you ask?

"Malikada will try to kill him' The words were spoken softly, but with great authority. The bl ack
man was not venturing an opinion, but stating a fact.

"This is what you saw?’
"l need no nystic talent to make that prediction.

"Then | think you are wong,' said Dagorian. 'Mlikada is the king' s general now. Banelion does
not
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stand in his way. Indeed he will be going home in three days, to retire."'
"Even so his life is in danger.'

' Perhaps you shoul d speak to the general about this? said Dagorian, stiffly.

Nogusta shrugged. There is no need. He knows it as well as |. Cerez was Malikada's favourite. He
believed himto be alnost invincible. Yesterday he learned a hard I esson. He will want revenge.'

"If that is true will he not seek revenge agai nst you al so?
"Indeed he will,"' agreed Nogusta.

"You seem renarkably unperturbed by the prospect.

' Appear ances can be deceiving,' Nogusta told him

As the morning wore on Nogusta's words continued to haunt the young officer. They had been spoken
with such quiet certainty that the nore Dagorian thought of them the nore convinced he becane of
the truth they contained. Mlikada was not known as a forgiving nan. There were nany stories anobng
the Drenai officers concerning the Ventrian prince and his nethods. One story had it that Malikada
once beat a servant to death for ruining one of his shirts. As far as Dagorian knew there was no
evi dence to support the tale, but it highlighted the popul ar view of Malikada.

Such a man woul d i ndeed nurse a grudge agai nst Banelion

Wth at | east another two hours before the start of his duties Dagorian decided to seek out the
general. He loved the old nman in a way he had never learned to love his own father. Oten he had
tried to work out why, but the answer escaped him Both were hard, cold nen, addicted to war and
the met hods of war. And yet with

Banel i on he could relax, finding words easy and conversation snooth. Wth his father his throat



woul d tighten, his brain nelt. C ear and concise thoughts would travel fromhis mnd to his nouth,

appearing to becone drunken on the way, spilling out - at least to hinself - as stuttering

gi bberi sh.

"Spit it out, boy!' Catoris would yell, and the words would dry up, and Dagorian would stand very
still, feeling very foolish.

In all his life he could only recall one nmonent when his father had shown himaffection. And that
was after the duel. A nobleman named Rogun had chal | enged Dagorian. It was all so stupid. A young
woman had smiled at him and he had returned the conplinment. The man with her storned across the
street. He sl apped Dagorian across the face, and issued a chall enge.

They had net on the cavalry parade-ground at dawn the following day. Catoris had been present. He

wat ched the fight wi thout expression, but when Dagorian delivered the killing stroke he ran
forward and enbraced himclunsily. He remenbered the incident nowwth regret, for instead of
returning the enbrace he had angrily pulled clear and hurled his sword aside. "It was all so
stupid!' he stornmed. 'He nade ne kill himfor a snmile.'

"It was a duel of honour,' said his father, lamely. 'You should be proud.
"I amsick to ny stonach,' said Dagori an.
The following day he had entered the nonastery at Corteswain, and pledged his |ife to the Source

When his father died at Mellicane, |eading a charge that saved the king's life, Dagorian had known
enornous grief. He did not doubt that his father I oved him nor indeed that he |oved his father
But - apart from
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that one enbrace - the two of them had never been able to show their affection for one another

Shaki ng of f the nenories Dagorian approached the gates, and saw the crowds waiting patiently
outside. They parted and cheered as the Ventrian sorcerer, Kalizkan, made his entrance. Tall and
dignified, wearing robes of silver satin, edged with golden thread, the silver-bearded Kalizkan
smil ed and waved, stopping here and there to speak to people in the throng. Six young children
stayed close by him holding to the tassels of his belt. He halted before a young wonan, with two
children. She was wearing the black sash of the recently w dowed, and the children | ooked thin and
under nouri shed. Kalizkan |l eaned in close to her, and lifted his hand towards the cheap tin brooch
she wore upon her ragged dress. 'A pretty piece,' he said, '"but for a lady so sad it ought to be
gold.' Light danced fromhis fingers, and the brooch gleaned in the sunlight. Were it had sat
close to the dress the sheer weight of the new gold made it hang down. The wonman fell to her knees
and ki ssed Kalizkan's robes. Dagorian smiled. Such deeds as this had nmade the sorcerer popul ar
with the people. He had also turned his vast home into an orphanage in the northern quarter and
spent much of his free tinme touring the slumareas, bringing deserted children to his house.

Dagorian had met himonly once - a brief introduction at the palace, with twenty other new
officers. But he liked the man instinctively. The sorcerer gave a |last wave to the crowd and | ed
his children into the park. Dagorian bowed as he approached.

' Good norning to you, young Dagorian,' said Kalizkan, his voice curiously high pitched. 'A fine
day, and not too cold.’

The  officer was surprised that Kal i zkan had
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renenmbered his nanme. 'lIndeed, sir. | amtold you have prepared a wondrous exhibition for the
king."

' Modesty forbids ne to boast, Dagorian,' said Kalizkan, with a mischievous grin. 'But ny little
friends and | will certainly attenpt sonething special. Isn't that right? he said, kneeling down
and ruffling the blond hair of a small boy.



"Yes, uncle. W will nmake the king very happy,' said the child.

Kal i zkan pushed hinself to his feet and snoothed down his silver satin robes. They matched the
colour of his long thin beard, and highlighted the sumer sky blue of his eyes. 'Wll, cone al ong,
nmy children,' he said. Wth a wave to Dagorian the tall sorcerer strode on

Dagori an nmoved out through the gates, and along the highway to where the horses of the officers
were stabled. Saddling his chestnut gelding he rode out to where the Wite WIf was canped, west
of the city walls. The canp itself was largely deserted, since nost of the men would be at the
cel ebrations, but there was a handful of sentries, two of whom were standi ng outside Banelion's
| arge, black tent. Dagorian dismounted and approached the nen.

'"I's the general accepting visitors?' he asked. One of the sentries lifted the tent flap and
stepped inside. He returned nmonents |ater

"He will see you, Captain,' he said, saluting.

The sentry lifted the flap once nore and Dagorian ducked into the tent. The Wiite WIf was sitting
at a folding table, exam ning maps. He was | ooking frail and elderly. Dagorian hid his concern and
gave a salute. Banelion smled. 'Wat brings you here today, mnmy boy? | thought you had duties in
the Park.'

Dagorian quietly told himof the conversation with
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Nogusta. The White WIf listened in silence, his expression unreadable. Wen the young man had
finished he gestured himto a chair. Banelion sat quietly for a noment, then | eaned forward. 'Do
not take this am ss, Dagorian, but | want you to forget about the warning. And | et us nmake our
goodbyes now, for you nust not come close to ne again.'

"You think it is true, sir?

"True or false it nust not affect you. You are remaining behind, and will serve Malikada as you
served ne -with loyalty and honour.

"l could not do that if he was responsible for your death, ny general.’

"I amno |longer your general. Mlikada is!' snapped Banelion. His face softened. 'But | am your
friend. What is between Malikada and nyself is for me to concern nyself with. It has no bearing on
your dealings with the king's general. W are not talking friendship here, Dagorian, we are
talking politics. More than this we are talking survival. | can tolerate an eneny |ike Mlikada.
You cannot .

Dagori an shook his head. 'You talk of honour, sir? How could | honour the man who nurdered ny
friend?

"Try to understand, boy. Two years ago Malikada was | eading an arny that killed Drenai soldiers.
He faced the king in tw battles and did his best to kill him Wen the last city fell we all
expected Mali kada to be executed. Skanda chose to nake himhis friend. And he has proved a
remarkable ally. That is Skanda's great talent. Half the arnmy he | eads used to be his enenies.
That is why he took the enpire, and why he will hold it. Three of Skanda's closest friends were
killed by Mlikada and his nen - including your father. Yet Skanda honours him If Malikada
manages to have ne killed it will not natter to the king, for | am yesterday,
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Mal i kada is today. Let it not matter to you either.’

The White WoIf fell silent. Dagorian reached out and took the old man's hand.
I am not even a soldier by choice. And | cannot think as you would wish nme to. Al
see you live.

am not the king.
I I want is to



"Many men have tried to kill ne, Dagorian. | amstill here.' Banelion rose. 'Now go back to the
cel ebrations.

Dagorian noved to the tent entrance and turned. 'Thank you, sir, for all you have done for ne.

"And you for ne,' said Banelion. 'Farewell.'

Qutside the tent Dagorian sumoned the sentries to him Both were older nmen, their beards flecked
with silver. 'The general's life is in danger,' he told them keeping his voice |low. 'Watch
carefully for strangers. And if he | eaves the canp for any reason nake sure soneone is close to
him'

"W know, sir. They'll not get to himwhile we live,' said the first.

Dagori an stepped into the saddl e and rode back through the city. Leaving his horse at the stables
he joined the last of the crowd surging through the open gates. He had been gone for nore than an
hour, and many of the events had al ready begun. Threading his way through the throng he nmade his

way to the king's pavilion and rejoined the guards.

The wrestling was under way. More than forty pairs of fighting men were grappling, and the crowd
was cheering |loudly. Dagorian saw the giant Bi son hurl an opponent out of the circle. Far to the
| eft the archery tournanent had al so begun. Two hundred bowren were shooting at strawfilled
targets.

Dagori an gl anced at the nobles seated around the king. Mlikada was sitting besi de Skanda. The
ki ng
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| ooked magnificent in his arnmour of polished iron. Unadorned it gleanmed like silver. Skanda

| aughed and gestured towards one of the westling bouts. Dagorian's eyes did not follow where the
king pointed. H s gaze remmined fixed on Skanda's profile. The king was a handsone man, his gol den
hair, streaked now with silver, shone in the sunlight like a lion's mane. This was the man who had
conquered nost of the world. Beside the powerful figure of Skanda the Ventrian prince Mlikada
seened al nost frail. Both nen were | aughing now.

Two rows behind the king sat the pregnant queen, Axiana. Serene and exquisitely beautiful she
seened to have no interest in the proceedings. The daughter of the Ventrian enperor deposed by
Skanda she had been taken in marriage to cenent Skanda's claimto the throne. Dagorian wondered if
the king loved her. A ridiculous thought, he chided hinself. Wwo could not |ove Axi ana? Dressed in
white, her dark hair braided with silver thread, she was - despite the advanced state of her
pregnancy - an arresting vision of beauty. Her gaze suddenly turned to Dagorian, and he | ooked
away, guiltily.

The snell of roasting neats drifted out fromthe huge tent behind the pavilion. Soon the tourneys
woul d be suspended for an hour for the nobles to eat and drink. Dagorian noved back to check the
guards around the tent. Sixty spearnmen were waiting there. They stood to attention as the young

of fi cer approached. 'Take your places,' he commanded. All but four of the men filed out around the
tent. Dagorian led the last group to the entrance behind the pavilion

"Tie your chin strap,' he ordered one of the men.

"Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.' Passing his spear to a conrade the man hastily tied the thongs.
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"Remain silent and at attention until the last of the guests return to the pavilion. You are the
King's Guards. Your discipline is |egendary.

"Yes, sir!' they chorused.

Dagori an stepped into the tent. Food tables had been set all around the huge encl osure, and a
score of servants waited, bearing trays on which goblets of wine had been set. Dagorian gestured
the servants forward, and they noved in two lines to flank the entrance. Trunmpets sounded fromthe



Par k. Dagorian noved behind the first line of servants and waited. Wthin nonents the king and
queen entered, followed by Skanda's general s and nobl es.

Imredi ately the silent tension within the tent di sappeared, as wi ne was served and the guests nade
their way to the food tables. Dagorian relaxed, and allowed hinself to gaze on the wonder that was
Axi ana. Her eyes were dark blue, the colour of a sunset sky, just after the sun had fallen. They
are sad eyes, he thought. In his young |life Dagorian had never given much thought to the status of
worren, but now he wondered just how the queen had felt when ordered to marry the nan who took her
father's enpire. Had she and her father been close? Had she sat upon his knee as a child and
tugged his long beard. Had he doted upon her? Pushing such thoughts fromhis mnd Dagorian was
about to | eave when a young Ventrian officer approached him The nman gave a slight, al nost

cont enpt uous, bow. 'The Prince Malikada would Iike a word with you, sir,' said the man.

Dagori an eased his way to where Malikada waited. The Ventrian prince was dressed in a black tunic,
enbroidered with a silver hawk at the shoul der, and his beard was now braided with silver wire to
match it. He gave a friendly smle as Dagorian approached and
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extended his hand. His grip was firmand dry. 'You were Banelion's aide, and | understand you
acconpl i shed your tasks with dedication and efficiency.'

' Thank you, sir.

"l have ny own aide, Dagorian, but | wanted you to know that | appreciate your talents, and that |
will bear you in mind for pronotion when a suitable position arises.'

Dagori an bowed, and was about to step away when the prince spoke again. 'You were fond of
Banel i on?’

"Fond, sir? He was ny general,' replied Dagorian, carefully. 'l respected himfor his great
talents.'

"Yes, of course. In his time he was a fornidable foe. But now he is old and spent. WIIl you serve
me with the same dedication?'

Dagorian found his heart beating faster. He | ooked into Malikada' s dark, cold eyes, and saw again
the fierce intelligence there. There would be no point intrying tolie to this man directly. He
would read it inmmedi ately. Dagorian's nouth was dry, but his words when they cane were spoken
steadily. 'l amdedicated to the king's service, sir. You are the king's general. Any order you
give me will be carried out to the best of nmy ability.'

"That is all one can ask,' said Mlikada. 'Now you may go. Antikas Karios will take over your
duties here.' Wth that he snmiled and swng away.

Dagorian turned, and al nost collided with the heavily pregnant queen. 'My apol ogies, ny |ady,' he
stuttered. She gave hima distant smle and noved past him Feeling |ike a dolt Dagorian |eft the
tent and wandered back to the open park.

Thousands of people were wandering across the grass, or sitting on blankets and eati ng prepared
| unches. Soldiers and athletes were practising for their events,
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horse trainers were running their nmounts, stretching themfor the races ahead. Dagorian | ooked
around for the king's horse, Starfire. It was always entered in the races, and never failed. But,
as he scanned the horses he saw that the giant black gel ding was not anong the nmounts being
exercised. He strolled to one of the handl ers and enquired of the horse.

"Lung rot,' said the man. 'It's a damm shane. Still he's getting old now. Mist be eighteen if he's
a day.'

Dagori an was saddened to hear it. Every Drenai child knew of Starfire. Bought by the king's father



for a fabulous sumit had carried Skanda into all his major battles. Now it was dying. Skanda nust
be heartbroken, he thought.

Relieved to be free of his duties he wandered back to the officers' rest area and stripped off his
armour, ordering a young Cul to return it to his quarters. Then he strolled out to enjoy the
festivities. The prospect of becom ng Malikada' s ai de had been an odi ous one, and he was gratefu
that the task had been taken fromhim | should have gone hone with the Wite WIf, he thought,
suddenly. | hate soldiering. Wile his father had been a living hero Dagorian had attended the
Doci an Monastery at Corteswain, studying to beconme a priest. He had been happy there, his
lifestyle hunbl e and al nost serene.

Then his father had died, and the world changed.

Movi ng through the crowd he saw Nogusta sitting on the grass, Bison stretched out beside him The
bald giant had a swollen eye and a purple bruise on his cheekbone. Dagorian joined them 'How are
you faring? he asked Bison

"Quarter-finals,' said the giant, sitting up and stifling a groan. 'This is ny year.'
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Dagori an saw the vivid bruises and the nan's obvi ous fatigue, and nmasked his scepticism 'How | ong
bef ore your next bout?'

Bi son shrugged and | ooked to Nogusta. 'An hour,' said the black man. 'He's fighting the tribesman
who beat himlast year.'

"I'll take himthis time,' said Bison, wearily. "But | think I'Il take a nap first.' Lying back
the giant closed his eyes. Nogusta covered himw th a cloak and rose.

"You saw the general ?' he asked Dagori an
"1 did.’

'He advi sed you to stay away fromhim'
"You have a great gift.'

Nogusta smiled. 'No, that was just commpbn sense. He is a wise nan. Malikada is not so w se. But
that is often the way with anbiti ous nmen. They cone to believe in tales of their own destiny.
Everything they desire, so they believe, is theirs by right. Chosen by the Source."'

"The Source is given credit and blane for many deeds,' said Dagorian. 'Are you a believer?

"I would like to be," admitted Nogusta. 'It would certainly nake life nore conplete if one could
believe in a grand plan for the universe. If we could be certain that evil men would receive
judgenent. However, | fear that life is not so sinple. Wse nen say that the universe is in a

state of constant war, a battle between the Source and the forces of chaos. |If that is true then
chaos comrands the nost cavalry.'

"You are a cynic,' said Dagorian
T think not. | amjust old and have seen too nuch.

The two nmen sat down beside the sleeping Bison. "How is it that a black man serves in the arny of
Drenan?' asked Dagori an

‘I ama Drenai,' answered Nogusta. 'My great-grand-

father was a Phoci an seaman. He was captured at sea and the Drenai nade a slave of him He was

freed after seven years and became an indentured servant. Later he returned to his honel and and
took a wife, bringing her back to Drenan. Their first son did the sane, bringing my grandnother
back to our estates in G nava.'



"Estates? Your family have done well.

"My people had a talent with horses,' said Nogusta. 'My great-grandfather bred war nmounts for the
old king's cavalry. It made us rich at the tinme.'

"But you are rich no |onger?

‘"No. A Drenai nobl eman becane jeal ous of our success, and fostered stories about us anong the

| ocal villagers. One night a child went mssing. He told themwe had taken her for an obscene
sacrifice. Qur house was burned to the ground, and all nmy fam |y slaughtered. The child, of
course, was not there. It transpired she had wandered into the nmountains and fallen down a steep
sl ope. Her |eg was broken.

"How is it you were not killed with your famly?
"I went out to find the child. Wien | got back with her it was all over.'

Dagori an | ooked into Nogusta's strange blue eyes. He could read no enotion there. 'Did you seek
justice?" he asked. Nogusta smil ed.

Twel ve villagers were hanged.'
" And t he nobl eman?’

"He had friends in very high places and was not even arrested. Even so he fled to Mashrapur, and
hired four swordsmen as his permanent bodyguards. He lived in a house behind high walls, and
rarely came out in public.

'So he was never brought to justice?
' No. !
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"What becane of hin? Do you know?'

Nogusta | ooked away for a nonent. ' Sonmeone scaled his walls, slew his guards and cut his heart
out.'

"l see.' For a while both men sat in silence. 'Are you pleased to be going hone?" asked Dagori an.

The bl ack man shrugged. 'I amtired of constant war. \Wat does it achi eve? Wen the old Kking took
arns agai nst the enperor we all felt the cause was just. But now . . . ? Wat has Cadia ever done
to us? Now it is about glory and building an everlasting nanme. The Ventrian Enpire once boasted a
t housand universities, and hospitals for the sick. Nowit is bled dry and all the young nen want
to fight. Yes, | amready to go hone.'

'"To breed horses?

"Yes. Many of ny father's horses escaped into the high country. There will be a sizeable herd by
now. '

"And will Bison go with you?'

Nogusta | aughed aloud. '"He will sign on with a nercenary regi nent somewhere.' His snile faded.
"And he will die in a snmall war over nothing.'

The winter sun was high now, its pale warnth nelting the patches of snow

"Il wanted to be a priest,' said Dagorian. '|I thought | heard the call. Then ny father was killed
and ny family informed ne it was nmy duty to take his place. Froma priest to a soldier
there's a | eap!’

"Once there were warrior priests,' said Nogusta. 'The Thirty. There are nmany | egends of them'



" There has been no tenple since the War of the Twins,' said Dagorian. 'But the order had slipped a
Il ong way by then. One of ny ancestors fought al ongside the Thirty at Dros Del noch. H s nane was
Hogun. He was a general of the Legion.
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"l only know about Druss and the Earl of Bronze,' adnmitted Nogust a.

"That's all anyone renenbers. | sonetines wonder if he even existed at all ... Druss, | nean. O
was he just a conbination of many heroes?'

"Don't say that to Bison. He swears he is of Druss's line.'

Dagori an gave a wy chuckle. 'Al nost every soldier | know clains Druss as an ancestor. Even the
king. But the sinple fact is that nost of the earliest stories tell us Druss had no children.'
Trunpets sounded and Dagorian | ooked up to see the royal party noving back to their seats. Nogusta
woke Bi son.

"Alnost tinme, ny friend,' he said.
Bi son sat up and yawned. 'That was all | needed,' he said. 'Now |I'mready. How s Kebra doi ng?'

"He didn't take part in the elimnation event,' said Nogusta. 'As reigning chanmpion he can cone in
for the final stages, the Horse, the Hanging Man, and the Di stance.'

"He'll win,' said Bison. 'He's the best.'
"Place no noney on him ny friend,' said Nogusta, lightly touching the centre of his forehead.
"Too late,' said Bison.

Dagorian strolled to a food tent and purchased a wedge of neat pie, which he ate swiftly, then
returned to the neadow. He saw Bi son engaged in a furious contest with a massive opponent. Bison
was bl eeding fromcuts above both eyes, and seemed to be suffering. H s opponent charged in,
ducking to grab Bison's leg and up-end him But the Drenai warrior skipped back, then dived onto
the tribesman's back. Both nmen rolled, but Bison had a neck lock in place. Robbed of air the
tribesman was forced to subnit. Bison rose, staggered,
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then sat down. Nogusta ran to his side, helping Bison fromthe circle. Men were cheering now, and
cl appi ng Bi son on the back

Dagorian noved forward to offer his congratul ati ons when a giant of a nan stepped in front of him
"You will be easy neat, old man,' he told Bison. 'Look at you! You're exhausted.' Dagorian saw
anger in Bison's eyes, but Nogusta half dragged hi maway. The young officer followed them

"Who was that?' he asked Nogust a.
' The Ventrian chanpi on, Kyaps,' said the black man.
“I*1l. . . whip. . . himtoo," nuttered Bison

Dagorian nmoved to Bison's |left and between them he and Nogusta half carried Bison to a bench seat.
The big man slunped down. 'Semifinals, eh?" he said, spitting blood to the grass. 'Just two nore
and I'll be chanpion.'

"When is the next bout?' asked Dagorian.
'"They are preparing for it now,' said Nogusta, massagi ng Bi son's huge shoul ders.
"I think he should withdraw,' said the officer

"Don't worry about ne,' said Bison, forcing a grin. 'I'mjust acting like this to fool themall."'



"It's certainly fooling ne,' said Nogusta, drily.

"Have faith, black man,' grunted Bison, heaving hinself to his feet. The Ventrian chanpi on was
waiting for them He tied his long dark hair into a pony-tail and gave a wide snile as the ol der
man entered the circle. At the sound of the drum Bison surged forward, to be met with a kick to
the chest that halted himin his tracks. A chopping el bow opened a huge cut on his cheek, then
Kyaps ducked down, threw an arm between Bison's |egs and heaved hi mhigh, hurling himout of the

circle. The old man | anded hard. He lay still and did not nove. Nogusta and Dagorian noved to his
side. He
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was out cold. Nogusta felt for a pulse. 'Is he alive? asked Dagorian

"Yes.'

After sonme mnutes Bison stirred. He tried to open his eyes, but one was swollen shut. 'I guess

didn't win,' he nmunbl ed.

"l guess you didn't,' agreed Nogusta. Bison sml ed.

"Still, | earned sone noney,' he said. 'l only bet nyself to make the sem s. Ten to one they

of fered.'

"I't'"ll cost you what you won to have your face nmended,' Nogusta told him

" Nonsense. You can stitch the cuts. They'Il be fine. I'"'ma fast healer.' He sat up. 'l should have
entered the boxing,' he said. 'I would have won that."

The two nmen helped himto his feet. 'Let's go see Kebra win,' said Bison.
"I think you should have another nap,' advi sed Nogusta.
"Nonsense. | feel strong as an ox.'

As they were about to nove off Kyaps strolled across to where they stood. He was a full head
taller than Bison. 'Hey, old man,' he said. 'The next tine you see ne you kiss my boots.
Under st and?

Bi son chuckl ed with genui ne hunour. 'You have a big nouth, child,' he told him

Kyaps | eaned forward. 'Big enough to swallow you, you Drenai scunl'

"Well,' said Bison, "swallowthis.' H's fist snashed into Kyaps' chin, and Dagori an wi nced as he
heard the snapping of bone. The Ventrian champion hit the grass face first and did not nove.
"See,' said Bison. 'l should have entered the boxing. |I'd have won that.'

Chapter Three

Kebra t he bowran was rel axed, his mnd focused, his enotions suppressed, all thoughts of Bison's
actions forgotten. Anger would not be an ally now Archery required cal mconcentration and great
tim ng.

He had entered the tourney in the fifth stage with only twenty archers left. The target, thirty
paces away, was a straw man, with a round red heart pinned to the chest. Kebra had struck the
heart ten tines with ten shafts, giving him 100 points. The Ventrian bowran standing to his right
had hit nine, and two other nmen had seven

These four al one noved on to the sixth stage.

The crowd anpng the conpetitors was swelling now, and once again Kebra could feel the old
excitement coursing through him He had watched the other three conpetitors, and only the stocky
Ventrian posed any real danger. But the man was being unsettled by the mainly Drenai crowd, who
jeered and shouted as he took aim



The next event was one of Kebra's favourites. He had al ways enjoyed the Horse, for it was the

cl osest the tourney could offer to conbat shooting. Led by running soldiers four ponies bearing
figures of straw tied to the saddl e, would pass before the bownen. Each archer was allowed three
shafts. There was a larger element of luck in this event, as the horses would swerve, causing the
straw figures to sway in the saddle. But the crowd loved it. And so did the Drenai chanpion.
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Kebra stood waiting, one shaft notched to the string, two others stuck in the ground before him
He gl anced at the four ostlers, watching them eke out the guide ropes. A trunpet sounded. The nen
ran forward, exhorting the ponies to follow them Three obeyed i medi ately, the fourth hanging
back. Kebra drew back on the string, sighting carefully, allowing for the speed of the first

horse. He | oosed the shaft. Wthout waiting to see it strike hone he ducked down and notched a
second arrow. Comi ng up snoothly he shot again at the second target. An angry roar went up from
the crowd. Kebra ignored the inmpulse to see what had caused it and brought his bow to bear. The

| ast pony, an arrow jutting fromits flank had reared up and was fighting the rope. It broke | oose
and gal | oped towards the king's pavilion. Kebra | oosed his |ast shaft, and watched as it arced
towar ds the panic-stricken pony. The arrow punched hone in the back of the straw man.

Angry jeers turned to a roar of applause at the strike. Several nmen ran out onto the meadow and
gat hered the wounded pony, which was | ed away. The nan whose arrow caused the wound was
di squal i fi ed.

Only then did Kebra have a chance to check his score. Al three shafts had scored. Another thirty
poi nt s.

The Ventrian archer, a snall, chubby man, turned to him 'It is an honour to see you shoot,' he
said. He held out his hand. 'I amDirais.' Kebra accepted the handshake. He gl anced at the
scoreboard, held aloft by a young cadet. The Ventrian was ten points behind him The other archer
a slim young Drenai, was a further twenty points adrift.

A dozen sol diers noved out onto the neadow, dragging a wheeled, triangular scaffold, 2.0 feet
hi gh, across the grass. As they were setting it into place Kebra
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saw the king and Malikada striding out fromthe pavilion, comng towards them

Skanda gave a wide grin and cl apped Kebra on the shoulder. 'Good to see you, old lad,' he said.
"That |ast shot rem nded me of the day you saved ny life. A fine strike.'

' Thank you, sire,' said Kebra, with a bow Mlikada stepped forward.

"Your legend is not exaggerated,' he said. 'Rarely have | seen better bowmanship.' Kebra bowed
agai n. Skanda shook the young Ventrian's hand.

"You are conpeting with the finest,' he told Dirais. 'And you are acquitting yourself well. Good
luck to you.' Dirais gave a deep bow.

Mal i kada | eaned in close to the Ventrian. "Wn,' he said. 'Make ne proud.
The king and his general noved back and the | ast three archers faced the Hangi ng Man

A figure of straw was hung fromthe scaffold. A soldier dragged the figure back, then released it
to swing |ike a pendul um between the supports. The young Drenai stepped up first. His first shaft
struck the straw man dead centre, but his second hit a support pole and glanced away. His third
m ssed the Hangi ng Man by a whi sker.

Next came Dirais, and the Hangi ng Man was swung back once nore. It seemed to Kebra that it was
given an extra push by the Drenai soldiers, and was noving at greater speed. And the Drena
soldiers in the crowd began again to jeer and shout in an effort to unsettle the Ventrian. Even so
t he chubby archer hamrered his first two shafts into the dunmy. His third also struck a support
pol e.



Kebra stepped up. The figure was swung again, this
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time nore sedately. For the first tine anger flared in the bowran. He did not need this advantage.
Even so he did not conplain, and, calming hinself, sent three arrows into the target. The appl ause
was thunderous. He glanced towards Dirais, and saw the fury in the nan's dark eyes. It was bad
enough for himto be facing the Drenai chanpion without such partisan efforts fromthe officials.

The young Drenai archer was elimnated, and now cane the final test. Two targets were set up
thirty paces distant. They were the traditional round targets, with a series of concentric
circles, each of a different colour, surrounding a gold circle at the centre. The outer rimwas
white, and worth two points. Wthin this was blue, worth five, then silver worth seven, and lastly
gold for ten.

Kebra shot first, and struck gold. Dirais equalled him The targets were noved back ten paces.
This time Kebra only nmanaged blue. Dirais, despite the increased jeering struck gold once nore.

Wth only two shafts | eft Kebra was | eading by 175 points to 160. Keep calm he told hinself. The
targets were lifted and carried back another ten paces. The colours were a distant blur to Kebra
now. He squinted hard and drew back on the string. The crowd was silent. He | oosed, the shaft
arcing gracefully through the air to thud home into the white. There were no cheers fromthe crowd
now. Dirais took aimand struck gold once nore - 177 points to 170, with only one shaft left.

The targets were noved back again. Kebra could only dimy make out the outline. He rubbed his
eyes. Then, taking a deep breath he took aimat the target he could barely see - and let fly! He
did not know where the shaft |anded, but heard one of the judges shout: 'Wite!' He

was relieved to have hit the target at all - 179 points to 170.

Dirais would need gold to win. Kebra stepped back. The crowd were shouting now at the top of their
Voi ces.

Pl ease niss, thought Kebra, wanting the chanpionship nore than he had ever wanted anything in his
life. Hs chest felt tight and heavy, and his breathing was shallow. He glanced at the crowd, and
saw Nogusta. Kebra tried to force a snmile, but it was nore like a death's head grin

Dirais stood up to the mark, and drew back on the string. He stood, rock steady. Kebra's heart was
poundi ng now. What were the odds on a man striking three golds in a row? A nminor fluctuation in
the breeze, a slight inperfection in the shaft or the flights. The gold was no bigger than a man's
fist, and the distance was great: sixty paces. During his best days Kebra would have hit only four
in five at this distance. And this Ventrian was not as skilled as | once was, he thought. Wat,
three in five? Two in five? Sweet Heaven, just m ss!

Just as Dirais was about to |oose his final shaft a white dove flew up out of the crowmd in a
frantic flurry. Hi s concentration nonentarily |ost he shot too quickly, his arrow punchi ng hone
into silver. Kebra had won.

Strangely there was no joy. The crowd was cheering wildly but Kebra | ooked at Nogusta. The bl ack
man was standing very still. Dirais turned away, offering no congratul ati on. Kebra took himby the
arm 'Wait!' he conmanded him

"For what?' asked the Ventrian

"I want you to shoot again.' Dirais |ooked puzzled, but Kebra drew himto the line.

"What i s happeni ng here?" asked one of the judges.
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' Soneone rel eased that dove deliberately,' said Kebra. 'l have asked Dirais to shoot again.'

"You cannot ask this,' said the judge. 'The | ast shaft has been fired.' The king nmoved through the



crowmd, and the judge expl ai ned what had happened. Skanda approached Kebr a.

"Are you sure this is what you want?' he asked, his good hurmour vani shed, his face hard and col d.
‘"It makes no sense.'

"l have been chanpion for fifteen years, sire. | have beaten every man who stood beside me at the
line. | beat themw th skill. The jeering was unpl easant, but a true chanpion rises above that.
The dove, however, is a different matter. Such a sharp and flurried nmovenment woul d have unsettl ed
anyone. It was a deliberate act to sabotage the nman's chances. And it succeeded. | ask you, sire,
to let himshoot again.’

Suddenly Skanda grinned, and for a nonment he | ooked |ike the boy-king again. 'Then let it be so,'
he said.

The king clinbed to a fence rail and stood above the crowd. ' The chanpi on has requested that his
opponent be allowed to shoot one nore arrow,' he bellowed. 'And there will be silence when he does
so.' He leapt down and signalled Drais.

The young Ventrian notched his shaft and sent it unerringly into the gold.

Kebra's heart sank. Ventrian soldiers swarnmed forward and hoisted Dirais into the air. Kebra stood
by silently. The king approached him 'You are a fool, man,' he whispered. 'But the deed was not
w thout nerit.’

Skanda handed himthe Silver Arrow, and Kebra waited until the cel ebrations had di ed down. The
Ventrians |lowered Dirais and the snmall archer stepped
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up and bowed deeply before Kebra. 'This is a day | shall renenber all ny life,' he said.
"As shall 1," Kebra told him presenting the arrow. The little nan bowed agai n.

"I amsorry your eyes let you down.' Kebra nodded and swung away.

No- one approached himas he stal ked fromthe nmeadow.

St unned and di sbelieving Bi son watched himgo. 'Wiy did he do that?' he asked, dabbing at his
wounded cheek with a bl ood-soaked cl ot h.

"He is a man of honour,' said Nogusta. 'Cone, it is tine that wound was stitched.'
"What has honour to do with paying ny debts?

"I fear it would take too long to explain,' the black man told him Taking himby the armhe | ed
the bewi |l dered Bison to a nedical tent. Nogusta borrowed a sickle shaped needle and a | ength of
thread and carefully drew the folds of the cheek wound together. Altogether ten stitches were
needed. Bl ood slowy seeped between them The cuts above Bison's eyes were shallow, and needed no
stitches. Already scabs were fornming there and the trickle of blood had ceased.

"He really let me down,' grunbled Bison. 'He let us all down.' Dagorian, who had stood by in
silence nmoved al ongsi de the giant.

"You are not being fair on him' he said, softly. "It was an act of greatness. The Ventrian was
bei ng barracked and jeered. And soneone did release that dove in order to throw his aim'

"Of course he did,' said Bison. 'l paid himto do it.'

Dagori an's expressi on changed, becoming cold. 'You nake nme ashaned to be a Drenai,' he said.

Turning away Dagorian left the two warriors.
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"What's wrong with hinP' enquired Bison. 'Has the world gone mad?



"You are an idiot sonetines, ny friend,' said Nogusta. 'Perhaps you should go back to the barracks
and rest.'

"No. | want to see Kalizkan's nagic. There m ght be a dragon.

"You could ask him"' said Nogusta, pointing to a section of open |ands between the tents. The
silver garbed wi zard was sitting on a bench, surrounded by children

"l don't think so,' said Bison, doubtfully. 'l don't like wizards much. | think I'Il collect ny
Wi nni ngs and get drunk.'

"What about your debts?
Bi son | aughed. 'W're | eaving next week. They'll never follow ne back to Drenan.'

"I's the word honour just a sound to you?' asked Nogusta. 'You have built up credit on trust. You
gave your word to repay. Now you will becone a thief whose word cannot be trusted.'

"What's put you in such a foul nood?' asked Bi son

"You woul d not understand if | carved the answer on your siman forehead,' snapped the black nan
'Go and get drunk. A man should always stick to what he does best.' Leaving Bison he wal ked across
t he nmeadow, threading his way through the crowd.

Anti kas Kari os approached himas he passed the king's pavilion. The swordsnman gave a thin smle.
"Good norning to you,' he said. 'That was a clever trick you used against Cerez. | had warned him
in the past about arrogance. | will not have to warn himagain.'

Nogusta was about to nove on, but the Ventrian stepped into his path. 'The king would |ike you to
entertain his guests before the races.' Nogusta nodded
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and followed the officer towards the front of the pavilion. Skanda saw hi m conmi ng and gave a broad
smle, then turned to say sonmething to Malikada. Nogusta approached the king and gave a deep bow.
"My congratul ations on your birthday, sire,' he said.

Skanda | eaned forward. '|I have told Prince Mlikada of your skill with knives. | fear he doubts ny
word. '
"Not at all, majesty,' said Malikada, snoothly. Skanda cl apped hi mon the shoul der, then rose.

"What can you show us today, ny friend?' he asked Nogusta. The black nman called for one of the
archery targets to be brought up. Wiile this was being done a sizeable crowmd began to gather
Nogusta renoved five throwing knives fromthe sheaths stitched to his baldric, then spread the
bl ades in his left hand.

"I's the target |arge enough?' asked Malikada, as the 6 foot high target was placed within 10 feet
of the black man. The Ventrian officers around himlaughed at the jest.

"I will make it smaller, nmy lord,' said Nogusta. 'Perhaps you would care to stand in front of it?
Mal i kada's smile froze in place. He glanced at the king.

"Either you or ne, old lad,' said Skanda.

Mal i kada rose and wal ked to the front of the pavilion, where a soldier opened the gate for him He
strode out to the target and turned, his dark eyes staring intently at Nogusta. 'Do not nove, ny
lord,' said Nogusta.

The bl ack man spun a razor sharp knife in the air, then caught it. He repeated this with the other

bl ades, throw ng each one higher than the last. Then, while one was still in the air, he sent up
anot her, then another, until all five were spinning and glittering in the sunlight. There was
absol ute silence now as the crowd waited in tense expectation. Still spinning the knives Nogusta

sl ow y
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backed away until he was ten paces fromwhere Malikada stood at the target.

The Ventrian prince watched the whirling bl ades. He seenmed rel axed, but his eyes were narrowed and
unbl i nki ng. Suddenly Nogusta's right armshot forward. One of the knives slashed through the air
punchi ng hone in the target no nore than an inch from Malikada's left ear. The Ventrian jerked,

but renmmi ned where he was. A bead of sweat began at his tenple, trickling down his right cheek
Nogusta was juggling once nore with the four renaining blades. Another knife thudded hone

al ongsi de Malikada's left ear. The third and fourth slanmed into the target al ongside his arms.

Nogusta caught the last knife then bowed deeply to Skanda. Led by the king the crowd burst into
appl ause.

"You want to risk the blindfold?" asked Skanda, 'or is that the end of the display?
"Let it be as you desire, sire,' said Nogusta.

The king | ooked across at Malikada. 'Wat do you think, ny friend? Wuld you like to see himthrow
bl i ndf ol ded?

Mal i kada gave an easy smile but stepped away fromthe target. '|I accept that his skills are
remar kabl e, maj esty, but | have no wish to stand before a blind man with a throwing knife.' The
crowd | aughed and appl auded the prince, who returned to the pavilion

"I'd like to see it,' said Skanda, noving down the steps and vaulting the gate. He strode to the
target and stood before it. "Don't let me down, old lad,' he told Nogusta. 'It's bad luck for a
king to be killed on his birthday."'

Anti kas Karios noved al ongsi de Nogusta. He was holding a black silk scarf, which he folded to
create a blindfold. This he tied over Nogusta's eyes. The black man stood for a nonment, statue
still. Then spun on his
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heel, making a conplete circle. The throwi ng knife flashed through the air. The crowd gasped. For
just a nonment they believed it had slanmed into the king's throat. Skanda lifted his hand,
touching his finger to the ivory hilt which was nestling al ongside his jugular. Nogusta pulled
clear the blindfold. Skanda stepped up to him Applause and cheers rang out.

"Just for a noment there you had me worried,' said the Kking.
"You take too many chances, sire,' Nogusta told him

Skanda grinned. 'That is what makes life worth living.' Wthout another word he turned back to the
pavilion. Nogusta gathered his knives and sheathed them then nmade his way back through the crowd.

Three nmen foll owed himat a discreet distance.

As Nogusta had predicted Dagorian won his way through to the final of the sabres, and there net
Anti kas Karios. The Ventrian was faster in the strike than any nman Nogusta had ever seen, his

bl ade a shimering blur. Three tinmes in swift succession he pierced Dagorian's defences, lightly
touching his sabre to the padded chest guard. The contest was short, and enbarrassingly one sided.

Wth the contest over Dagorian waited courteously while Antikas Karios received the Silver Sabre
then faded back into the crowd. Nogusta tapped himon the shoulder. 'You fought well,' said the
black man. 'Your armis swift, your eye good, but your narrow stance |et you down. Your feet were
too cl ose together. Wen he attacked you were off bal ance."’

"Even so he is the npost fornidable swordsman | have ever seen,' said Dagorian

"He is deadly,' agreed Nogusta.
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"Do you think you could have beaten hin?
'Not even at ny best.'

Dusk was closing in and the crowd began to mill at the neadow. Kalizkan strode out alone to the
centre of the field. As the sky darkened he raised his slender arns. Bright |ight shone fromhis
fingers, spraying up into the air in vivid parallel flashes. The crowd appl auded. In the sky the
| ights becanme a sea of stars, flowing together to forma nale face, crowned with horns. This was
the Bat-god, Anharat. Qther divine faces glowed into view, gods and goddesses from Ventri an
nyt hol ogy. The faces spun in the air, creating a colossal circle of light that filled the sky.
Lastly a white horse and rider could be seen, galloping between the stars. It cane cl oser and
closer. The rider was a handsorme nman, his armour glowi ng, his sword held high. He rode to the
centre of the circle of gods, and reared his horse. Then he pulled off his helm and the crowd
roared to see it was Skanda. The king of kings to whom even the gods showed obei sance. Appl ause
rang out. The image shinmmrered for several seconds, then the eldritch stars broke up once nore,
flowi ng over the heads of the crowd, and lighting the way to the three exit gates.

The carriages of the nobles had been drawn up outside the pavilion. The king and Ml i kada rode
t oget her, Skanda waving to the people as the carriage nade its slow way to the gates. Then the
crowmd was allowed to | eave. Nogusta bade farewell to the young Drenai and wandered away.

Ni ght fell upon the nmeadow, and worknen noved in to disnantle the tents and the pavilion

A lone wagon pulled up outside the tent of Kalizkan, and four men clinbed fromit. Furtively they
gl anced around, to be sure they were not overl ooked. Then they
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entered the tent, and renoved the bl ood-drenched bodi es of six young children

Nogusta was troubled as he made his way through the city streets. The crowd was thinni ng now, nany
stopping at ale houses and taverns, or noving through to the lantern |it night nmarkets and the
whores who plied their trade there. Nogusta was uneasy - and it was not the three nen foll ow ng
who made hi mso. He had becone aware of themearlier in the day. No, it was the talisman he wore.
Sonetinmes a year could pass without a vision. Yet today he had experienced three, bright, vivid
scenes. The first he had outlined to Dagorian. The second he had w thheld, for it showed the young
man fallen and bl eeding upon a bridge of stone. But the third was altogether nore nysterious; he
was faci ng soneone wearing black armour. H s eneny was not human, and when their swords clashed
lightning | eapt up fromthe bl ades. And there was sonething el se. The shadow of huge w ngs
descendi ng towards him Nogusta shivered. He had experienced the vision during Kalizkan's magi cal
di spl ay, and wondered if sonmehow the sorcery had affected the talisman, causing a false vision. He
hoped so.

He glanced up into the night sky and shivered. The last of the winter could be felt now that the
sun had gone down, and the tenperature was barely above freezing. Lifting his head he scented the
night, the city snells, hot food, spicy and rich, snoke fromwod fires, the nusty human scents
left by the crowd. The last vision had left himon edge. It was like the night before a battle,
when the air is charged with tension.

Pausing in the Lantern Market he stopped at a stall and examnined the wares, gl azed pottery and
neckl aces of jade. He gl anced back the way he had cone. Two of the
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assassins were engaged in conversation. The third he could not see. Swiftly he scanned the crowd.
Then he saw him sonme way ahead, in a shadowed doorway.

Nogusta had no wish to kill these men. They were nerely obeying the orders of their commander. But
it would not be easy to evade them A woman approached him She was young and bl onde, her face and
lips painted. He smled at her and she took his arm leading himinto an alley. A narrow flight of
stairs led to a small roomand a griny bed. Nogusta paid her, then opened the wi ndow and stared



down. The three assassins were waiting in the shadows.
"I's there anot her way out of here?" Nogusta asked the girl.

"Yes.' She pointed to a curtain. 'Through there, along the corridor, and down into the back
streets. Wy?

Thank you,' he said, opening his pouch and tossing her a silver coin. He was about to | eave when
she opened her dress and |ay back on the bed, noonlight gleam ng fromher full breasts, her ivory
belly and her pal e thighs. Nogusta chuckled. Let themwait in the cold, he thought.

And nmoved to the girl.
An hour later he slipped through the curtain, along the corridor and out into the night.

The feeling of unease was still strong upon him and he had |Iong ago learned to trust his
instincts. He smiled as he renenbered the lion. It had been a night like this, cold and bright. He
had awoken, nostrils flaring, aware of danger. Armed with only a knife the fourteen-year-old
Nogusta had slipped fromhis roomand out into the night. H's father's horses had been uneasy, and
they stood in a tight group, watching warily. The lion had burst fromthe undergrowh, and | eapt
the paddock fence. In one novenent Nogusta had hurled his knife. It
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slamed into the lion's side. Wth a startled roar it turned on the boy. Nogusta had sprinted
towards the barn, knowing the lion would catch him But then Palarin, the lord of the herd, a huge
bl ack stallion of seventeen hands charged the lion, rearing up and |l ashing out with his hooves.
The sudden attack made the lion swerve, but then he continued after the boy. Nogusta nmade it to
the barn, grabbed a pitchfork, and turned just in time. The lion leapt, inpaling itself on the
twin blades. Inits dying rage it |ashed out, snapping the pitchfork and sl ashing Nogusta's chest,
breaking three ribs.

He smiled at the nmenory. Never as good with horses as his brothers he had, for a tine at |east,
been the hero who saved the herd. It was a good nenory. Palarin had sired many fine warhorses, and
fromhis line came the king's great war nount, Starfire.

Yet, like nme, even he is getting old now, thought Nogusta, with a sigh. And he had been i ssing
fromthe afternoon races. The runour was that Starfire was ill. Nogusta decided to seek out the
horse tonorrow, and see what treatnent had been reconmended.

He noved off into the back streets, enjoyed a nmeal at a small tavern, then headed for the
barracks. He had no doubt the men, having lost him would be waiting there. How he woul d handl e

the situation would depend entirely on their skill. If they were clunsy he woul d di sable them but
if they were skilful he would have to kill them This thought was not a happy one. In truth
Nogusta had seen enough killing in his Iife, and wanted nothing nore than to return to the high

mount ai ns and find the descendants of the herd. It would, he thought, at |east nake some sense of
the remainder of his life. H s thoughts turned to Skanda. The man was brave and adored by his
troops. He was charismatic and intelligent.
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Yet there was sonmething missing in him some cold enpty place untouched by human warnth. Despite
this Nogusta liked him Wo could not? The man was capabl e of innmense generosity. Yet equally he
coul d be suddenly vain and jeal ous, and act with incredible malice. Perhaps all kings are this
way, thought Nogusta. Perhaps it is the nature of powerful mnen.

The sky was clear, the noon and stars bright as he made his way through the back streets. The
smel | of freshly baked bread fromthe barracks kitchens wafted to himon the breeze, and he sl owed
his wal k. Sone thirty paces ahead the street intersected the Avenue of Light. Across the avenue,
past the statues of the enmperors was the old barracks buil ding. Nogusta halted. Three nen, arned
with knives or short swords, were waiting sonewhere ahead. Three nmen he had never net, who had
been ordered to kill him He did not hate them They were nerely sol di ers obeying orders.



Yet neither was he prepared to die. Taking a deep breath he strode out onto the Avenue of Light.
Lanterns were placed on tall poles along both sides of the Avenue, the bronze statues of the
enperors gleanming |ike gold.

Nogusta noved out into the open and wal ked across the broad paved road. As he skirted the statue
of the ancient king, Gorben, two nen sprinted fromthe shadows. Both carried knives. Nogusta | et
them cone. As the fastest nman approached hi m Nogusta spun to one side, then | aunched a kick into
the man's kneecap. The strike was not perfect, but the assassin was hurled fromhis feet. Nogusta
i gnored himand | eapt to neet the second nan, knocki ng aside the knife arm and hamering a right
hook to the man's chin. He too spun to the ground, but rolled to his feet imediately. The first
man was sitting in the road, unable to stand on his tw sted knee.
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But he hurled his knife. Nogusta swayed aside fromthe bl ade, which flashed harm essly by to
clatter against the base of CGorben's statue. The second assassin attacked again, this tinme nore
warily. Nogusta stood very still, encouraging the man to nove in close. He did so with a sudden
rush. Nogusta grabbed his wist and dragged himinto a savage head butt which snmashed the nman's
nose. He groaned and sagged agai nst the black warrior. Nogusta spun himthen slamred the edge of
hi s pal m agai nst the assassin's neck. The man fell wi thout a sound. The third man had not shown
hi nsel f.

Nogust a wal ked on. The barracks gate was only thirty paces ahead now. Nogusta gl anced back. The
Ventrian with the injured knee had hobbled to his conrade and was sitting beside him The bl ack
man noved into the shadow of the gate arch. A whisper of novenent! Nogusta dived forward just as a
knife sliced the air above him The assassin was fast and | eapt upon Nogusta before he could rise.
Nogusta's el bow sl amred back into the man's ribs, bringing a grunt of pain. The black man
swivelled and sent a straight left into the Ventrian's face. The man | ashed out, his fist cracking
agai nst Nogusta's cheek. Nogusta's head thunped agai nst the stone wal kway. Bright stars expl oded
before his eyes and Nogusta felt a wave of dizziness threatening to engulf him For a while the
two nen grappled, and the older warrior felt his strength drai ning away. The assassin drew a
second knife. Wth the last of his strength Nogusta hit himin the throat with stiffened fingers.
The man gagged and reared up. Nogusta grabbed himby his shirt and threw himto one side. Rolling
to his feet the black warrior kicked the assassin under the chin, catapulting hi mbackwards. He
moved in for a second strike, but his opponent was unconsci ous.
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Br eat hl ess and exhausted Nogusta slunped to a bench seat under the arch. It would have been | ess
effort to kill themall, he thought.

Hooded and cl oaked agai nst the night w nds U nmenetha wal ked slowy up the wi nding path towards the
white nmarble tenple that crowned the hill. She was tired, her calves burning as she reached the
open gates. There was a tinme, back in Drenan, when she would have run this hill for the sheer

pl easure of it. In the days of her youth she had been slimand fast, and physical exertion had
been a joy that lifted her spirits. Not now Now it was a chore to drag her overweight frane up
such an incline. Panting she sat herself down on the steps of the tenple entrance and waited for
her hanmmering heart to sl ow down.

A young priest in white robes wal ked by her, bowi ng as he passed.

Heavi ng herself to her feet she entered the building, curtsying towards the Hi gh Altar. D pping
her finger into a stone bow full of holy water she traced a circle upon her brow then wal ked to
the back of the tenple, seating herself in an al cove beneath a weath of elegantly carved vines.

Anot her priest, a tall, balding young man with a prom nent nose and a weak chin, saw her there and
approached. 'Wat do you seek, nother?' he asked her. 'The Oracle Voice is not present.

'l need no Voice,' she told him

'Then why are you here at this late hour?" He was wearing the grey robes of a Senior Brother and
his bl ue eyes | ooked worl d-weary and bored.



"Are you a Seer?' she asked him

"Sadly, no, nother. | amstill a student in such nmatters.
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But | have hopes that one day the curtain will part for me. What encouragenent do you seek?

"l seek a place without denons,' she told him Instantly his face changed, and he nade the sign of
the Protective Horn

"Such a word shoul d not be used here,' he adnoni shed her, his voice less friendly.

She snmiled. '"If not here, then where? Never mind,' she added, seeing his confusion. 'Is there one
anong your order who is a Seer?

'"There was one,' he told her. 'Father Am nias. But he died | ast week. W were all saddened, for he
was a fine nman.'

"Was he ill?

"No. He was attacked while out on his pastoral duties. A nmadman, it seens. He was screeching at
the top of his voice, and he stabbed poor Aninias nany tines before he was dragged away.'

"And there is no-one el se?
"No, mother. Such Gfts are becoming increasingly rare, | think.'
"And yet they are ever nore inportant,' she said, pushing herself to her feet.

"You spoke of ... unholy beings. Wy was that?' H s blue eyes were suddenly fearful. U nenetha
shook her head.

"You do not have the power to help ne,' she said.
"Even so, nother, | would be grateful if you would enlighten ne.'

U nmenet ha was silent for a nonment. She | ooked at the grey robed priest. Her first inpression had
been of a weak man, but as she | ooked nore closely she felt she might have m staken sensitivity
for weakness. And she desperately needed soneone to confide in.
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U nenet ha took a deep breath, and sat down once nore. 'Sonmeone i s sumoni ng denons,' she said, at
| ast. 'They are everywhere, and growing in nunber. | have the eyes to see them but not the wit to
di scern their purpose.' The balding priest sat down beside her.

"Father Aminias said the same thing,' he told her. "It was his belief that a great spell was being
wrought. But | cannot see these . . . these creatures. And | know not how to conbat them Nor even
if I should try.' He gave a wan snile. 'Wio are you, nother?

‘"I amthe Priestess U nenetha, the conpani on of Axiana the queen.'
"And what did you hope to achi eve here?

"l sought answers. | have had three visions, and can make no sense of any of them' She told him
of the four warriors and the white crow, of the denon in the |ake, and of the sacrifice of the
enperor. He listened in silence.

"l have never been blessed with your Gft,' he said, 'but what | have been given is the Gft of

Di scernment. Your visions are true ones. This | know. You saw three scenes. Three is a nunber of
great power among nystics, and your experience is not unique. What you saw is called a kiraz. The
first scene concerns the cause of the problem The second illunm nates how the problemw ||

mani fest itself. The third is nore conplex. It always reveals the protagonists, but also often
reveals a clue to the solution of the problem Now |let us exanmine themin detail. The Denon of the



Lake - the cause - is nore of a synbolic vision. It cane out of the ice, you say. If | read it
correctly the lake is a synbol for a gateway between its world and ours. You say it flowed |ike
snoke into the body of a man. This is a nan bei ng possessed. But nore than that it is a nman being
possessed after having been slain. Wat we have is a denon inhabiting a corpse. This
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demon must therefore be a nost powerful creature. He now dwells in the world of men. He it is who
has sumoned the creatures you see over the city. It is his purpose that nust be di scerned.

"As to the enperor being sacrificed . . . this is not a synbol. There were many runours when he
was slain, and the body was never recovered. But the voice you heard was interesting. "The day of
Resurrection is at hand. You are the first of the Three." Once again we have the nunber three. But
what is to be resurrected? And who are the other two? This is the nmanifestation of the problem
Three are to be sacrificed in order for the Denon to achieve his purpose. One is already slain.

"Now to the scene in the forest. You and the queen stand protected by a few soldiers. Three old
men and a youngster are all that stand between you and a terrible evil. The clue here, | believe
is the person you are protecting. Axiana is obviously one of the Three. It nakes sense, since her
father was the first. Perhaps there is something in the bloodline that the Denon requires.' He
smiled and spread his hands. 'I can tell you no nore, U nenetha.'

"Should I try to find these soldiers?
He shook his head. 'Wat you saw is what will be, whether you seek them out or not.'
"You did not nention the white crow,' she pointed out.

"No," he said, sadly. "Nor did | need to. You know what that neans.'

"Aye, | know,' she said, wearily. She gazed around the tenple, unwilling to |l eave its qui et
sanctuary. On the wall above the Hi gh Altar was carved the synbol of Ensharas, the slender hand
hol ding a crescent noon. 'I thought this to be a Source tenple,' she said. Tt is
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unusual to find the crescent nmoon in such a place.
" You perceive Ensharas to be a creature of evil?
"Was he not, according to | egend, a denobn?' she asked.

'He was indeed one of the Wndborn, a spirit being. The name "denon" is a description devised by
man. We have here in this tenple many of the ol dest scrolls in existence, and even sone |egends
engraved on gold foil. | have studied themover the years. | have cone to adm re Ensharas, and
beli eve he was Source driven. Did your studies include the | egends of the Denon Wars?

"Very briefly,' she told him 'Thousands of years ago Ensharas and his brother, Anharat, were
eneni es. Enmsharas joined the human arm es of the Three Kings, and bani shed all denbns fromthe
worl d. That is the sumtotal of my know edge.'

"In truth that is probably the sumtotal of all our know edge,' he said. 'But you notice the
figure three appearing again? It is of great nystical significance. However, he did not nerely
bani sh denmons fromthe world. All the creatures of the Wndborn vani shed as a result of the Geat
Spel | .'

"And now they are com ng back,' she said.
"It woul d appear so,' he agreed.

Banel i on sunmoned his twenty senior officers soon after dawn. Al were veterans, many of them nen
who had served with himfor nore than thirty years. They were survivors, tough and | ean, hard eyed
and iron willed. They stood to attention around him filling the tent. No-one could ever have
accused the Wiite WIf of sentinentality, and yet, as he | ooked into their faces, he felt an acute



sense of family. These nen had been his brothers, his sons. He
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had rai sed them and trained them and |led them across the world. Now he was taking them honme, to
aretirement few desired, but all deserved.

Banelion rarely looked into mrrors. He had | ost that vanity at sixty. But now, | ooking at these
men he felt the weight of his years. He could renenber themall as they had been, bright eyed,
fresh of face, their hearts burning to serve - aye and to save - the country of their birth.

"There will be no easing of discipline," he told them "W wll have eighteen hundred men with us,
all private citizens now. But | will not lead an unruly nmob back to Drenan. Every man who travels
with us will sign on for the journey as a soldier, subject to ny discipline and under ny orders.
Any who do not wish to do so will be turned away. The paynent will be one half silver per man per
month, to be paid out of my own treasury. Officers will receive five full silvers. The paynent
wi Il be made upon | anding at Dros Purdol. Any questions?

There were many, and for nore than an hour he discussed the |ogistics of the journey with the
of ficers, then dism ssed them

Al one once nore he sat down on his pallet bed and spent a further hal f-hour planning for the
probl ens he expected upon the journey. Satisfied he had covered nost of the areas of possible
delay he finally allowed his nind to dwell on the inmedi ate danger posed by the threat of

Mal i kada.

Despite what he had tol d Dagorian about the king, and his |ack of concern over the fate of his

ol dest general, the Wite Wl f knew that Mlikada was unlikely to send Ventrian assassins to kill
him Such a nove woul d cause uproar in the arnmy, and affect the king's plan to march on Cadi a.
That march would begin in three days. If the Wiite Wl f was murdered Skanda woul d be forced
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to call for an inquiry. No, Malikada' s attenpt would be nore subtle. A Drenai might be paid to
kill him a man known to harbour resentnent agai nst Banelion. And there were plenty of those,
comon sol diers who had suffered under the Iash for mnor infringements of discipline, junior
of ficers who felt they had been overl ooked for advancenent, senior officers who had suffered
public rebuke. Then there were nmen stripped of their rank for inconpetence. Banelion snmiled. If
Mal i kada of f ered enough noney he could be tranmpled to death under a stanpede of nen anxious to
earn it.

Banel i on poured hinself a goblet of water. But if the nmurderer was taken alive and questioned
under torture such a paynent would come to light, and that woul d throw suspicion back upon
Mal i kada, no matter who he hired to make the transaction. The Wiite WIf dismissed the idea. It
was too unsubtle for the Ventrian fox.

What then? Banelion |ifted the goblet to his Iips. He hesitated, and stared down at the clear
I'iquid. Poison would be the likeliest answer. Not a cheerful prospect, he thought, putting down
the goblet. From now on he would eat at the conmunal kitchen, standing in line with the rest of
hi s men.

Sati sfied he had considered every possibility for attack he rel axed.
He was w ong.
Chapt er Four

The ol d barracks building was three hundred years old, built to house the Inmmortals, the Enperor
CGorben's elite reginent. At the time of its construction it was one of the wonders of the world.
Famobus artists and scul ptors had been summoned fromall over the enpire to paint its ceilings, and
scul pt the nasterpieces that surrounded it. Now nobst of the statues had been renobved, and shi pped
to Drenan, or sold to collectors to raise nmoney for the king's wars. The painted ceilings and
wal I s were chi pped, cracked and faded. Mdst of the Drenai soldiers of the king's new arny were



housed in the north of the city, in three new barracks.

Here, off the Avenue of Light, the old building was slowy surrendering to the ravages of tine and
| ack of care. Already there were plans to demolish it, and erect a colosseum But for now it

remai ned the tenporary quarters of the old nen being sent hone. Discipline was al ready non-

exi stent, and there were no guards at the gates, no bugle call to announce the dawn, no officers
to oversee drills or exercises.

Nogusta shivered as he wal ked across the deserted parade-ground and on into the east wi ng where he
shared a roomw th Bison and Kebr a.

Once upon a tinme architects fromall over the world visited this barracks, to marvel at its
desi gn.

Now it was a dying place, full of decaying nenories no-one wanted to share.

Wearily Nogusta clinmbed the stairs. There were no |anterns here now, the interior lit only by the
shafts of noonlight spearing through the high wi ndows of each |anding. Slowy Nogusta made his way
to the fourth fl oor.

Kebra and Bison were sitting in stony silence within the room Nogusta guessed the question of
wi nter debts had been discussed. He noved past his conrades towards a blazing fire in the hearth.
Its warnth was conforting.

Nogusta renoved his black shirt and allowed the heat to bathe his upper body. The gold and sil ver
charm he wore glittered in the firelight. Sonething cold touched his back, |ike the whisper of a
frozen wind. He stood and turned, expecting to see the door or the w ndow open. But they were

cl osed tight.

"Did you feel that breeze? he asked the silent men. They did not answer him Kebra was sitting on
his bed, his face stony, his pale eyes glaring at Bison. Suddenly an icy chill envel oped the room
the heat fromthe fire dying away. Nogusta stared at the flanes, which were high and bright. No
warnth cane fromthem The only heat he could feel was radiating fromthe crescent noon charm upon
his breast. It glowed with a bright light. In that nonment a terrible fear settled on the black
man, for he knew why the charm was gl ow ng.

Bi son surged to his feet with a nmenacing grow . 'You slagging traitor!' he shouted at Kebra. Hi s
huge hand snatched his sword fromits scabbard. The sl ender bowran drew a curved dagger and rose
to nmeet him

"No!' shouted Nogusta, |eaping towards them The
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sound of his voice, deep and powerful, cut through the tension. Kebra hesitated. But Bi son noved
in for the kill. "Bison!' yelled Nogusta. For a noment only the giant hesitated. H s eyes were
glittering strangely, and his nmouth was frozen into a snarl.

"Look at me! Nowl ' bell owed Nogusta. Bison paused again. The cold was now al nost intol erable, and
Nogust a began to shiver uncontrollably. Bison turned towards him his eyes distant. 'Take ny
hand,' said Nogusta, reaching out. '"Do it for friendship, Bison. Take my hand!’

Bi son blinked, and his expression softened for an instant. Then his anger blazed again. Tm goi ng
to kill him'

'Take my hand first, then do what you nust,' urged Nogusta. For a fraction of a nonent he thought
Bi son woul d refuse, but then the big man reached out. Their fingers touched, their hands gripped.
Bi son Il et out a long, shuddering sigh and fell to his knees. Kebra | eapt at him Nogusta caught
the novenent at the | ast nonment. Draggi ng Bi son back he | eapt between them his |eft hand snaking
out to grab Kebra's wist. The bowmn's face was twisted into an evil grimace, his pale eyes
bul gi ng. Nogusta hung on to the knife wist. 'Be calm Kebra,' he said. '"Be calm It is Nogusta.
It is your friend, Nogusta.'



Kebra's twi sted face rel axed, the madness ebbi ng away. He shuddered and dropped the knife. The
room grew warner. Nogusta released his grip on the two nen. Kebra sagged to the bed.

“I... | don't know what came over ne,' said Bison. He stunbled towards Kebra. 'I'msorry,' he
said. 'Truly.' Kebra said nothing. He merely sat and stared at the fl oor.

The glowi ng |ight of Nogusta's charm faded, |eaving only the sinple silver crescent and the gol den
hand which held it.
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"W have been attacked,' he said, softly. 'You are not at fault, Bison. Nor is Kebra.
The white-haired bowran gl anced up. 'What are you talking about?

"Sorcery. Did you not feel the cold in the roon?' Both nen shook their heads. Nogusta pulled up a
chair and sat. Kebra and Bison were staring at himnow He touched the crescent charm 'This is
what saved us.'

'Have you gone mad?' asked Kebra. 'It was just rage, that's all. Bison kept on and on about ne
| osing the tournanent. W just got angry.'

"Can you really believe that?' asked Nogusta. 'You have been friends for thirty years. Never have
you drawn weapons agai nst each other. | urge you to trust me on this, ny friends. Orendo told ne
the sane thing. He said when they were in the nerchant's house a terrible cold came upon the room
and they became full of rage and lust. That's when they killed and raped. He said there were
denmons in the air. | did not believe him | believe hi mnow Do you renenber how you felt when you
ran at Bi son?

"I wanted to cut his heart out,' admtted Kebra.
"And you believe now that it was really what you wanted?’

"It felt real then,' said Kebra. He shook his head and w ped his hand across his face. 'Wat did
you nean about the charm saving us?

"Sinply that. It is a "ward charnmi'. A talisman. It has been in ny famly for generations.'

"It was gl owi ng when you reached out for ne,' said Bison. 'It shone |like a huge dianond.'

'l saw that,' said Kebra. 'But, gods, nman, who would want to use sorcery agai nst us?

"Mal i kada perhaps. Had | not been wearing the charm
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my rage woul d have surged also. W could have killed each other.'

"Well, let's kill Mhkada,' said Bison

'CGood idea,' said Kebra. 'Then we'll grow our magic wings and fly away free over the nountains.'
"Vell, what then?' asked the giant.

"W leave the city,' said Nogusta. 'We won't travel with the Wite Wlf. W'Ill head south into the
mountai ns until the army nmarches on the Cadian border, then we'll join the other returnees.'

"I don't like the idea of running away,' said Bison

"As | recall,' said Kebra, drily, 'I once saw you racing like a sprinter to get out of the way of
a flash flood. And are you not the man who had his arse scarred while fleeing fromthat |ioness
out si de Del noch?

That was different,' argued Bison



"No it wasn't,' said Nogusta. 'Malikada is the king's general. W cannot fight him It would be
like fighting a stormor, indeed, a flash flood. Pointless. Added to which we do not know for sure
that this was Malikada's work. No, the safest and nost sensible plan is to leave the city. In two
days the arny marches and Mali kada will have other problens to consider. He will forget about us.

"What will we do in the nountains? asked Bison
"Hunt a little meat, pan for gold in the streams, perhaps,' Nogusta told him

"CGold. | like the sound of that,' said Bison, tugging on his white wal rus noustache. 'We could get
rich.'

"Indeed we could, my friend. Tonorrow | w Il purchase horses and supplies.
"And pans for the gold,' Bison rem nded him

The giant noved to his own bed and pulled off his boots. 'I still say you shouldn't have let that
Ventrian shoot again,' he said.
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Kebra | ooked up at Nogusta and shook his head. Then he smiled. 'l would feel a lot better if I
didn't agree with him' he said. 'l still can't believe | did it.'

‘I can, ny friend. It was noble,' said Nogusta, 'and no nore than | would expect fromyou.'

U nenet ha took hold of the iron chains, |eaned back upon the sw nging wi cker chair and gazed out
over the distant mountains. She could feel themcalling to her, like a mother to a lost child. In
the nmountai ns of her hone she had known great happi ness. There was anci ent wi sdomthere, and
serenity radiated fromthe eternal peaks. These were not her nountains, but they called
nonet hel ess. U nenetha resisted the pull and turned her attention to her inmedi ate surroundi ngs.
The roof garden of the |late enperor’'s pal ace was a wondrous place in sumer, its terraces abl aze
with colour, and filled with the scent of nany perfunmed flowers. Hi gh above the city it seened an
enchanted place. In winter it was | ess so, but now, with spring but days away, the yellow and
purpl e pol yanthuses were flowering, and the cherry trees were thick with bl ossom gossaner thin
petals of faded coral. Sitting here alone in the bright sunshine thoughts of denmons seened far
away, like a child s dreamin a darkened bedroom U nenetha had enjoyed her early chil dhood.
Wapped in love, and full of joy, she had played in the nountains, living wild and free. The
menory lifted her, and - just for a nonent - she felt like a child again. U nenetha swing the
chair around and around on its iron chains. Then she |l et go and watched the nountains spin before
her eyes. She giggled and cl osed her eyes.

"You |l ook foolish,' said Axiana, sternly. "It does not becone a priestess to play on a child's
sSwi ng.'
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U nenet ha had not heard the queen's approach. She | eaned forward, her feet thunping to the ground,
halting the swing. 'Wiy do you say that?' she asked. '"Wiy is it that so many people believe that
religion and joy have little in comon?

U nenet ha eased her | arge franme upright and wal ked with the pregnant queen to a w de bench seat
beneath the cherry trees. Already they were rich with blossomof coral and white. 'There is no
dignity in such behaviour,' the young wonan told her. U nenetha said nothing for a noment. Axiana
settled herself down, her slender hands over her swollen belly. You never |augh, child, thought

U nenet ha, and your eyes radiate sorrow.

"Dignity is much overrated,' she said, at last. "It is a concept, | think, devised by nmen to add
gravitas to their strutting.' A flicker of a smle touched Axiana's beautiful face. But it passed
as swiftly as a noonday shadow. 'Men are ridiculous creatures,' continued the priestess, 'arrogant
and vain, insensitive and boorish.'

"I's this why you becane a priestess? To avoid contact with then?



U menet ha shook her head. 'No, dear heart. | had a jewel among nmen. Wien | lost himl knew there
woul d never be another.' She took a deep breath and stared out over the southern nountains. She
coul d just nake out three riders heading into the high country.

"I amsorry, Unenetha,' said the queen. 'My question brought you sadness.

"Not at all,' the priestess assured her. "It brought ne remenbered joy. He was a fine man. He
spent two years trying to woo ne, and becane convinced that if he could beat ne to the top of Five
Rise nountain | would nmarry him' The queen | ooked nystified. 'I used to run through the
mountains. | was slimer then, and | could run for
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ever. No man could best nme on the |longer races. Vian tried for two years. He trained so hard.
That's when | grew to love him'

"And did he beat you?

'No, but he won ne. Good days.' They |lapsed into silence for several mnutes, enjoying the warnth
of the norning sun

"What is it like to be in |love? asked Axiana. U nenetha felt sadness swell in her, not for the
| ove she had lost, but for the lovely young wonman at her side. How sad it was that a woman only
weeks fromgiving birth should still wonder about |ove.

"Sometinmes it arrives like a flash flood, but at other tines it grows slowy until it becones a

great tree. Perhaps it will be that way for you and the Kking.

Axi ana shook her head. 'He thinks nothing of ne. | aman ornanent of no nmore worth than any of the
ot her ornanents he owns.'

"He is a great man,' said U nenetha, aware of the shall owness of her response.

"No, he is not. He is a great killer and destroyer. Men worship himas if he were a god, but he is
not. He is a plague, a cancer.' The words were not spoken with passion, but with a quiet
resignation that sonmehow added to their power.

"He has a good side,' said Unenetha. 'H's people love him and he is often generous. And | have
seen hi mweep. Wien he was younger and it was thought that Starfire was |anme, he was
i nconsol abl e.

"Inconsol abl e?' queried Axiana. 'He did not appear inconsolable when Starfire went to the tannery.
| understand they use the hides for furniture, the neat for food, and the hoofs and bones for
glue. Is that right?

"You nust be m staken, ny pet.’
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"I amnot mstaken. | heard himon his birthday. All the older horses - including Starfire - were
sol d. The noney received went into the war chest. The nan is without a soul.'

‘Do not speak this way, dear heart,' whispered U nenetha, feeling a sudden chill

' No- one can hear us. There are no secret passages in the garden, no hollowwalls for clerics to
hi de behind with their quill pens. Skanda cares only for war, and he will never be satisfied. The
world could fall to himand he would know only despair, for there would be no nore battles to
fight. So, tell me, U nenetha, about |ove.'

The priestess forced a snile. 'There is an old legend. | amrather partial to it. In the beginning
the old gods created a herd of perfect animals. They had four |egs, four arns and two heads. And
they were blissfully happy. The gods | ooked upon this perfection of happiness and grew jeal ous. So
one day the Chief of the Gods cast a mghty spell. And in an instant all the animals were ripped



in half and scattered across the world. Now each of the beasts only had one head, two arns and two
l egs. And they were destined for ever to search the earth for their other halves, seeking that
perfect fit.'

"That is a vulgar story,' chided Axiana.

A young, femal e servant approached them and curtsied deeply. 'You have a visitor, ny lady,' she
said. 'The Lord Kalizkan.' Axiana clapped her hands together in delight.

"Send himout to us,' she said.

Moments |later the tall w zard nade his entrance. He was wearing robes now of sky blue satin, and a
mat chi ng wi de-bri nmed hat of stiffened silk. Sweeping off the hat he nade an el aborate bow. ' And
how i s the queen today?' he asked, with a wi de, enchanting snile.
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"I amwell, sir. Al the better for seeing you.' U nenetha rose and offered the wi zard her seat.
He gave her a dazzling smile and sat beside the queen. U nenetha noved back to all ow them privacy
and returned to her seat in the swinging chair. It was a pleasure to see Axiana in such high
spirits. Kalizkan was good for her, and U nenetha |liked him The wi zard leaned in close to the
queen and the two tal ked for sone tinme. Then Axiana called out. 'Cone here, U nenetha, you nust
see this!'

The priestess obeyed and stood before the white-bearded wizard. 'Wiat is your favourite fl ower?'
he asked her.

"The high nountain lily,' she told him
"The white lily with blue stripes?
"Yes.'

Kal i zkan reached down and lifted a handful of dirt. Then his pale eyes narrowed in concentration.
A tiny stemappeared in the dark earth, then grew, putting out slender |eaves. A bud appeared and
opened slowy, exposing long white petals, striped with the blue of a sumrer sky. Reaching out he
of fered her the flower. U nenetha's fingers touched it, and it becane snoke, dispersing on the
breeze. 'Is that not wonderful ?' said Axiana.

U nenet ha nodded. 'You have a great talent, sir,' she said.

"l have studied long and hard,' he told them 'But it pleases me to bring pleasure to nmy friends.
"I's your orphanage prospering, Kalizkan?' asked the queen

"It is, dear lady, thanks to the kindness of the king and your good wi shes. But there are so nany
nmore children living on the streets, close to starvation. One w shes one could help themall."'
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As the two tal ked on, oblivious to U nenetha, the priestess found herself once nore thinking of
the denons in the air. Quietly she nade her way back to the swinging chair and settled her back
agai nst the cushions. The sun had reached noon and was shining down with painful brightness. She
cl osed her eyes —and a thought cane to her

Denmons had no | ove of bright |ight. Perhaps now she coul d soar unobserved.

Wth a last ook at the chatting couple she took a deep breath, reaching for the inner cal mthat
precipitated flight. Then she rel eased her spirit and fled towards the sun like an arrow. High
above the city she floated, and gazed down. The roof garden was tiny now, the size of her
thunbnail, the river flowing through the city no nore than a thin web-thread of glistening blue
and white. No denons were flying now, but she could see themin the shadows, under the eaves of
bui |l di ngs. There were hundreds of them Perhaps thousands. They were withing over the city like
white maggots on rotting pork



Three detached thensel ves fromthe shadows of the palace, and swept up towards her, their tal ons
reaching out. U nenetha waited, frozen in terror. They cl osed upon her, and she could see their
opal eyes and their sharp teeth. There was nowhere to run. They were between her and the safety of
her flesh.

A shining figure of bright |ight appeared al ongside her, a sword of flane in his hands. U nmenetha
tried to look into his face, but the brilliance of the light forced her to turn away. The denpbns
veered away fromhim A voice whispered into her nmind. It was strangely fanmliar. 'Go now,
swiftly!" he urged her.

U nmenet ha needed no urging. Wth the denons fallen back she fled for the sanctuary of her flesh.
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She swept over the roof garden and saw the queen sitting beside . . . sitting beside

The eyes of her body flared open, and a strangled cry burst fromher |ips. Axiana and Kalizkan
noved swiftly to her side. 'Are you well, U nmenetha?" asked Axiana, reaching out to stroke her
friend s cheek.

"Yes, yes. | had a bad dream So stupid. | amsorry.'
"You are trenbling,' said Kalizkan. 'Perhaps you have a fever.
"I think I will go inside,' she said, 'and lie down.'

She left themthere and returned to her own room al ongsi de the queen's apartnents. Her nouth was
dry and she poured a cup of water and drank deeply. Then she sat down and tried to picture what
she had seen in the roof garden

The i mage had been fleeting, and she found that the nore she concentrated upon it the |ess clear
it becane.

Silently she returned to the roof garden, pausing in the doorway, unseen. From here she coul d see
the kindly wi zard and the queen sitting together. Cd osing the eyes of her body she gazed upon them
both with the eyes of spirit.

Her heart hanmered, and she began to trenble once nore.

Kal i zkan's face was grey and dead, his hands only partly covered in flesh. Bare bone protruded
fromthe ends of his fingers. And as U nenetha | ooked nore cl osely she saw a snall maggot slither
out froma hole in the wizard' s cheek and drop to the shoul der of his blue satin robes.

Backi ng away she returned to her room and prayed.

Dagorian stood in the centre of the snmall room Blood had splashed to the white walls, and the
curved dagger
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that caused the terrible wounds had been tossed to the floor, where it had sneared a white
goat skin rug. The body of the old worman had been renoved before Dagorian arrived, but the nurderer

was still sitting by the hearth, his head in his hands. Two Drenai soldiers stood guard over him
"It seens fairly straightforward,' Dagorian told Zani, the slender Ventrian official. 'In a rage
this man killed his nother. There are no soldiers involved. No threat to the king. | do not see

why you called ne to the scene.’

"You are the Oficer of the Watch for last night,' said Zani, a small man, with cl ose cropped dark
hai r and a pronounced wi dow s peak. 'W are to report all cases of multiple killings.

' There was nore than one body?



"Yes, sir. Not here, but el sewhere. Look around you. Wiat do you see?

Dagori an scanned the room Shelves lined the walls, some bearing jars of pottery, others bottles
of coloured glass. On the low table beside the hearth he saw a set of rune stones, and severa
papyrus charts of the heavens. ' The wonan was a fortune-teller,' he said.

"I ndeed she was - and a good one, by all accounts.
"This is relevant?' asked Dagori an.

"Four such people were killed last night in this quarter of the city alone. Three nen and a woman.
Two were murdered by custoners, a third by his wife, and this wonman by her son.'

Dagori an crossed the room and opened the back door, stepping out into the narrow garden beyond.
The Ventrian followed him The sun was bright in the sky, the warnth welcone. 'Did the victins
know one anot her?' asked Dagori an

"The son told nme he knew one of the dead.'’
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"Then it remains coincidence,' concluded Dagori an

The Ventrian sighed and shook his head. 'Twenty-seven in the last nmonth. | do not think
coincidence will stretch that far.'

" Twenty-seven fortune-tell ers? Dagorian was astoni shed.

"Not all were fortune-tellers. Some were nystics, others priests. But their talent was the conmon
factor. They could all walk the path of Spirit. Mst could read fragnents of the future.'

"Not very well, apparently,' Dagorian pointed out.

"l disagree. Cone, let nme show you.' Dagorian followed the snall Ventrian back to the door. Zan
pointed to recent scratches upon the wood, in the shape of an inverted triangle, with a snake at
the centre. "Al the entries to the roombear this sign. It is part of a ward spell, protective
sorcery. The old woman knew she was in danger. Wen we found her she was clutching an anulet. This
too was a protective piece.’

"Protection agai nst sorcery,'1 said Dagorian, patiently. 'But she wasn't killed by sorcery, was
she? She was nurdered by her son. He admits to the crine. Does he claimhe was denon possessed? Is
that his defence?

"No,' adnmitted Zani. 'But perhaps it ought to be. | have spoken to the nei ghbours. He was devoted
to his mother. And even he no | onger knows why his rage expl oded.'

Dagori an approached the distraught young nman sitting by the hearth. 'Wat do you recall of the
crime?" he asked him The nan | ooked up

"I was sitting in my room and | just got angrier and angrier. The next thing | knew | was here
inthis room And | was stabbing, and stabbing . ' He broke down and hid his face in his
hands.
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"VWhat made you angry?

It seenmed at first that the young man had not heard the question, but the sobbing subsided and he
wi ped his eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. 'l can't renenber now. | really can't.'

"Way did your nother nake the ward signs on the doors?

' She was frightened. She woul dn't see any customers and she wouldn't cone out of the room W were
runni ng out of money. | think, maybe, that's why | got angry. W couldn't afford fuel, and ny room



was so cold. So terribly cold.' He began to sob once nore

' Take hi maway,' Dagorian told the soldiers. They lifted the man to his feet and marched him from
the house. A snall crowd had gathered outside. Sone of them shouted abuse at the prisoner.

"There is sonmething very wong here,' said Zani
"Send nme the details of the other crines,' Dagorian told him 'I will ook into them'

"You think you will solve the nystery in a day?" asked Zani. 'O wll you not be marching with the
arnmy tonorrow?

"l leave tonorrow,' said Dagorian. 'But still | wish to see the reports.'

Leavi ng the house he mounted his horse and rode back to the new barracks. Once there he waited for
the reports, read themcarefully, then requested a neeting with his i mediate superior, the
Ventrian swordsman Anti kas Kari os.

He was kept waiting outside the Ventrian's office for an hour, and when he was at |ast ushered
i nside, he saw Antikas walk in fromthe garden beyond, where he had been exercising. Stripped to
the wai st he was sweating heavily. A servant brought hima towel. Antikas sat
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down behi nd the broad desk and drank a cup of water. Then he towelled his dark hair. The servant
moved behind himwith a brush and a jar of oil. Lightly he massaged the Ventrian's scal p, before
brushing his hair back and tying it in a pony-tail. Wth a flick of his hand Antikas disnissed the
man, then turned his dark eyes on Dagorian

"You wi shed to see me?'

"Yes, sir.' Swiftly he told the officer of the spate of nurders, and the concerns of the officia
Zani that sone orchestrated canpaign of killing m ght be under way.

"Zani is a good nan,' said Antikas. 'He has been a city official for fourteen years, and served
with distinction. He has a fine mnd. Wiat is your opinion?

"l have read the reports, sir. In each case the killers have been apprehended, and confessed,
Wi thout torture. But | do share Zani's concern in one respect.

"And that is?

" Twenty-seven nystics in sixteen days. And, according to the reports, every one of themwas living
in fear.'

Anti kas rose fromhis desk, crossed the roomand took a fresh shirt froma drawer. Shaking the
rose petals fromit he pulled it over his head. Then he returned to the desk. 'You are a good
swordsman,' he said. 'Your noves are well executed.'

" Thank you, sir,' said Dagorian, confused by the change of subject.

"It is your footwork that lets you down.'

'So Nogusta told nme, sir.

"Yes,' said Antikas, with a cold smle. '"If he were twenty years younger | would challenge him He
is exceptional.' Antikas sat down and took a second drink fromthe water cup. '|I see fromyour
dossier that you were training for the priesthood.
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"I was, sir. Until ny father died.'

"Yes, a man nust uphold famly honour. Did your teaching incorporate nysticisn®



"Only briefly, sir. But no sorcery.

"I think you will find that these crinmes are based on rivalry anong petty w zards. Even so, such

actions cannot be tolerated. Find out which nystics are still alive. The true source of the
murders will be one of those.’

"Yes, sir, | will try, but | cannot do this in a day.'

"I ndeed so. You will remain here. | will send for you when we have crossed the Geat River.'

"Yes, sir. Is this a punishnent, sir?

"No. Merely an order.' Antikas began to shuffle papers on his desk, but Dagorian stood his ground.
' There was sonething el se?" he asked.

"Yes, sir. | was wondering if the Lord Kalizkan could help us. His powers are great, and it would
save tine.'

"The Lord Kalizkan is busy preparing spells to aid the king in his comng battle with the Cadi ans.
But | will convey your request to him' Dagorian saluted crisply and took one step back, before
spi nning on his heel and marching to the door. The Ventrian's voice halted him 'Trust ne,
Dagorian, you will never need to ask if | am punishing you. You will know.

Dagori an and Zani rode to three addresses in the north of the city, each said to be the hone of an
astrol oger or seer. Al were enpty. Nei ghbours were unable to supply information. The fourth
address was a house in a rich area called Nine Oaks. The houses here stood in several acres of

| andscaped gardens, with fountains and wal kways neandering through cultivated woodl and.

The two nmen rode their horses through the woods, conming at last to a tall house, the outer walls
faced with
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bl ocks of green nmarble. No servant nmoved out to greet themas they made their way to the front of
the buil ding. Dagorian and Zani disnmounted and tied the reins of their nmounts to a hitching rail.

The main doors were | ocked and barred, the green wooden shutters of the wi ndows closed tight. A
one-eyed old man wearing a green patch and pushing a wheel barrow cane into sight, moving slowy
across the garden. He stopped as he saw them Dagorian approached him 'W are |ooking for the
mast er of the house,' he said.

"Gone,' the old nman told him

' Gone where?

"Just gone. Had all his val uabl es packed into three wagons and left."'
"When was this?

"Four days ago. No . . . five now.'

Zani noved al ongside the old nan. 'Wat is your name?

"I amChiric, the head gardener. The only gardener now, come to think of it.'
"Did your master seemtroubl ed?” asked Dagori an

"Aye, that would be one word to describe it. Troubled.'

"What ot her words mght you use?' put in Zani

The old man gave a crooked grin. 'I mght say terrified.'

"OF what?' queried Dagorian. Chiric shrugged.



"Don't know and don't care. Spring's conming and |'ve too nuch planting to do to worry about what
frightens the likes of him Can I go now?

"In a nonent,"' the Ventrian told him 'Do you live in the house?

"No. Got a small cabin back in the woods. WArm and snug. Suits me, anyway.
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'Has anyt hi ng strange happened here recently?' asked Dagorian

The old man gave a dry, rasping |laugh. 'Strange things happen here all the tinme. That's the way
with wi zards. Coloured lights, flashes of fire. G oups of themused to cone round. They'd chant
late into the night. Then he asks ne why the hens have stopped |aying. Asked ne to join in one
night. Said they were one short of some nystic nunber. No thank you, said I.'

"What was it that terrified hin?' persisted Dagorian.

"Do | get paid for all this information?' asked Chiric. '"If not |I've got better things to do than
stand around jawi ng all day.'

Zani's anger overflowed. 'You could spend a few weeks in the Watch dungeons,' he said, 'for

obstructing officers of the king. How does that sound?

Dagorian stepped in swiftly, dipping his hand into his noney pouch and producing a small silver
coin. The old man pocketed it with incredible speed, then cast a surly glance at Zani. 'Labourers
get paid,' he said. 'That's why they | abour. Anyway, you were asking about his fear. Well | was
away for a few days last nonth. My youngest got wed to a farmer from Captis. Wien | got back sone
of the servants had gone. And the naster had bought three big black wol fhounds, teeth |ike knives.
Hated the bastards, | did. | asked Sagio about it. . .'

' Sagi 0?' put in Zani

"My under gardener. Good lad. He quit too - afterwards! Anyways, he said that the naster woul dn't

come out of the house. d ainmed someone had put a death spell on him He spent days and days in his
library poring over scrolls and the like. And al ways the dogs were paddi ng around the house. Then

| ast week, the dogs attacked him Went nad by all accounts. He nanaged to | ock
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hinself in the library. Wen he cane out the dogs had torn each other to pieces. Blood everywhere.
| had to clear it up. Wll, ne and Sagio had to clear it up. Still, horrible it was. But then if
you're going to keep wild dogs you've got to expect trouble, haven't you. | reckon it was the cold
got to 'em Marble houses, pah! Can't keep themwarm can you? Roomthey were in was freezing.'

"And he left the city?

' The sane day. You should have seen him' Chiric chuckled. 'He was covered in charns and
talismans. And he was chanting all the way to the coach and four. You could still hear himas it
drove through the gates.

Dagori an thanked the man and wal ked back to his horse. Zani cane al ongside. 'Wat now, Drenai?

"W break in,' said Dagorian, noving to one of the shutters on the ground floor and draw ng his
swor d.

'Hey, what are you doing?' shouted the old nan

"W are officers of the king,' Zani told him 'You are wel cone to observe our investigation. But
if you seek to hinder us | will keep ny prom se about that dungeon.'

"It was only a question,' grunbled Chiric, grasping the handles of his wheelbarrow. dearing his
throat the old man spat on the path, then trundl ed the wheel barrow off towards the woods.



Dagorian slid his sabre between the shutters and lifted the bar beyond. It fell clear with a
hol | ow thud. Opening the shutters Dagorian sheathed his bl ade and clinbed inside. The interior was
gl oony and he opened two other wi ndows. Zani clanbered into the building. 'Wat are we | ooking
for?" he asked. Dagorian spread his hands.

"I have no idea.' They were standing now in a beautifully decorated sitting-room wth seven sof as
and a
in

spl endi d nosaic floor and painted walls. Passing through it they entered a hall, and searched the
roons beyond. The furniture throughout was expensive. The library was shelved fromfloor to
ceiling, the shelves bent under the wei ght of books, scrolls and parchnents. The north wall was
still bl ood-stained, as was the pal e green carpet.

"I hope Chiric is a better gardener than a cleaner,' said Zani

A door at the back of the library led to a study. This too had shelves on all four walls, nost of
them bearing glass jars, filled with viscous liquids. In one floated a human hand, in another a
smal |, deforned foetus. Others contained organs. There was a | arge cupboard set into the western
wal | . Dagorian opened it. Mre jars were stored here, this tine filled with herbs. The Drena

of ficer scanned them finally selecting one and carrying it to a narrow desk, upon which was a
human skull, re-sculpted into a container for two ink wells. Dagorian placed the jar on the desk
and broke the wax seal around the lid.

"What is it?" asked Zani

"Lorassium | eaves. They have great healing powers, but lorassiumis essentially a heavy narcotic
used by nystics to aid their visions.

"I have heard of it. It is very expensive.'

The young Drenai officer sat down, dipped his hand into the jar, pulling two |eaves fromit. They
were a dark, lustrous green, and a heady scent filled the air. 'Wat are you doi ng?' asked Zani

For a monment Dagorian said nothing, then he | ooked up at the Ventrian. 'There is a force working
here that is outside the real mof normal human senses. W coul d stunble around the city for days
and never find the
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answer. Perhaps it is time to use the eyes of the spirit.'
"Are you versed in these things?

"Not entirely. But | know the procedure.’

Zani shook his head. 'l know nothing of sorcery - nor do | wish to. But there have been a | ot of
deaths, Drenai. | think the risk is too great for one who only - as you openly admt - knows the
procedure. | think it mght be wiser to take the problemto the Lord Kalizkan. There is no greater

w zard than he.'

"l have already set that in notion, Zani,' said the officer. 'But arrogance conpels ne to try to
solve this nystery nyself.

As he finished speaking he rolled the two | eaves and placed themin his nouth.

Bright colours flashed before his eyes, and a sharp pain lanced fromhis neck, down his arnms and
into his fingers. Calm ng hinself Dagorian began to recite in his mnd the Mantra of Dardalion

the sinplest of the Three Levels. He felt as if he were floating inside his own body, tw sting and
turning. But there was no rel ease, and he did not soar free as he had hoped. Slowly he opened his
eyes. Zani's blue tunic was shining now with ethereal |ights and dancing colours. A bright aura
flickered around the man. Dagorian realized that it was not the tunic which was shining, but the
man hinmsel f. Over his heart there was violet light, tinged with red, which deepened into maroon



over his belly. This then was the aura nystics spoke of. How beautiful it was. He | ooked at Zani's
round face. Honesty, loyalty and courage shone there, and he had a vision of the Ventrian sitting
in a small room three children playing at his feet. A young wonan was cl ose by, plunp and raven
hai red. She was sniling.

Transferring his gaze he glanced at the walls. Ward
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spel |l s had been placed over the wi ndows and the doors, and these he could see now, glowing faintly
red. Turning in the chair he | ooked out of the east w ndow at the shadowed garden. He blinked. A
face was staring in, a ghost white face, with large dark, protruding eyes and a |lipless nouth. The
skin was scaled like a fish, the teeth sharp as needles. O her faces clustered around it, and a

| ong skinny arm pushed into the room The ward spell flared and the armwas hastily w thdrawn.

' There are denons at the window,' he said, huskily, his words echoing inside his head.
"l see no denons,' said Zani, his voice trenbling.

"Yet they are there.'

"It is getting cold in here,' said Zani. 'Can you feel it?

Dagorian did not answer. Rising fromthe desk he wal ked to the inner door and | ooked out into the
library and the stairs beyond. Wiite forns were floating close to the ceiling, others were huddl ed
toget her away fromthe sunlight |ancing through the western w ndows.

Fear touched the officer. There were scores of them

They flew at him their talons |ashing out. The pain was great and he stunbl ed back. 'Wat is it?
shout ed Zani

In pani c Dagorian ran for the front door. The denons were covering himnow, tearing at him He
screanmed al oud, blundered into the door, then scrabbled for the handle. It was |ocked. He fell to
his knees, the pain indescribable. Zani grabbed his arm hauling himto the western w ndow. Bri ght
l'ight bathed him and the denons wi thdrew. Zani helped himclinb out into the garden. Dagorian
stunbl ed out to the grass, then fell and rolled to his back under the shadows of the trees.

White, translucent forms dropped fromthe branches above, talons and teeth ripping at his face.
Wldly he
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thrashed his arns at them but his fingers passed through them

A shining sword of fire swept out. The denons fell back. A voice whispered to him 'The Prayer of
Light! Recite it you fool, or you will die here.

Pain and terror were bl ocking Dagorian's nmenory. The voice spoke again. 'Say it with me: Oh Lord
of Light, Source of Al Life, be with me nowin this hour of peril and darkness . . . Say it
al oud!"

Dagori an began to recite the prayer. The denons w t hdrew, but hovered cl ose by, their dark
mal evol ent eyes glaring at him

Ri sing to his knees Dagorian watched them Slowy the power of the |orassiumbegan to fade, and
with it his spirit sight. The denons becane nore and nore translucent, until, at last, they
appeared no nore than shapel ess wi sps of wood snmoke. Then they were gone.

Saf e now he stared down at his arns and hands, anmazed that there was no bl ood. The tal ons had
ripped into himso nmany tinmes. He slunped back exhausted. 'What happened here?' whispered Zani
"What were you struggling agai nst?

Dagorian did not answer. The lorassiumdid not nerely increase visual powers, but also enhanced



perception and cognitive skills. As the effects faded he fought to hold to the inpressions he had
gai ned, even during his panicked flight.

The denons were not sentient - at least not in a way any human coul d understand. They were ..
the word ' Feeders' came to his mind. Yes, that was it. Like a hungry pack they sought to devour

what ? What was the source of his pain? It was not physical, and yet it would have killed him
The | orassi um was al nbst gone now, and he struggled to hold to the know edge he had gai ned.

Though not sentient the creatures had a purpose that was beyond their own desires. Their viol ence
was directed.

The sun was setting behind the nountains. Soon the dark woul d cone. Fear rose again in Dagorian
"W must get away from here,' he said.

116
Chapter Five

Moonl i ght glistened on the outer skin of the Wite WIf's tent, turning its flanks to silver.
Inside the old man opened the map casket, and began searching through it. A brazier full of hot
coals filled the tent with warmh, and two glowing lanterns cast flickering shadows on the inner
wal |'s.

Fi nding the map he was | ooking for the old man straightened. His | ower back ached, and he
stretched his arms high, trying to | oosen his nmuscles. The cold struck himthen, bitter as a
winter blizzard. Wth a groan he turned towards the brazier of coals. No heat canme fromthem now.
He sat on the pallet bed, suddenly weary, dropped the map upon the thin nattress and reached out
his hands towards the fire. The hands were old and liver spotted, the knuckles large with
rheumati sm

Depression grewin him Once | was young, he thought. He renenbered his first battle in the old
king's re-formed arny. He had fought all day, with never a hint of fatigue. And that night he had
bedded two of the canp women, one after the other. He glanced down at his thin, winkled |legs, the
| oose skin slack over withered nmuscles. You should have died years ago, he said to hinself.

The cold grew nore intense, but he had ceased to feel it.
The depression deepened into a bl eak despair, fornmed
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of regret for what had passed, and a chilling fear of all that was to cone; incontinence and
senility. What would he do back in Drenan? Hire servants to change his soiled bed linen, and to
wi pe away the drool that dripped fromhis nouth. Perhaps he would not see the disgust on their
faces. Then again, perhaps in moments of clarity, he woul d.

The old man drew his dagger and laid the blade upon his wist. Cenching his fist he saw t he
arteries stand out. Swiftly he sliced the dagger blade across them Even the blood that flowed was
weak and thin, punping out to stain the |eather cavalry kilt, flowi ng on over his thighs and down
into his boots.

He sat very still, remenbering the glory days, until at |ast he toppled fromthe bed.
The fire flared, and heat began once nore to perneate the tent.
After some minutes the tent flap was opened and two nmen stepped inside.

The first man ran to the body and knelt beside it. 'Sweet Heaven,' he whispered. 'Wiy? He was in
good spirits when you sent himfor the map, ny lord. And he won heavily on the king's birthday. He
was tal ki ng about his home near Dros Corteswain, and his plans for the farm This makes no sense.

The Wiite Wl f stood silently, his pale gaze scanning the interior of the tent. Upon the folding
table was a goblet and a jug, that had contained water. Now it was filled with nelting ice.
Condensation had al so created a sheen of ice on the tent walls.



Banel i on masked his anger. The possibility of a sor-cerous attack had not occurred to him and he
cursed hinself for his stupidity.

T don't understand,' said the grey-bearded officer
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kneeling by the corpse. 'Wiy would he kill hinself?

"Why does anyone kill thensel ves?' countered Banelion. 'Have the body renoved.'

Dagori an and Zani stabled their mounts. The ride had been a silent one, and now, as they wal ked
t hrough the dusk shadowed streets, the little Ventrian nmoved in close to the taller officer. "I
think you should tell ne what happened back there,' he said.

The Drenai warrior nodded, then led Zani to a small tavern just off the Market Square. It was

al rost enpty and they took a wi ndow table. Dagorian ordered wine, added a little water, then

si pped the drink. There were denons,' he said, at l|last, keeping his voice |low 'Scores of them
Per haps hundreds. They filled the house - all except for the roomwth the ward spell. They tore
at me with talons and teeth. | thought nmy flesh was being ripped fromny bones."'

"But there were no wounds. Perhaps it was just the drug.'

Dagori an shook his head. 'There were wounds, Zani. | can still feel them They were tearing at mny
spirit - ny soul, if you like. They were even outside, in the trees. Wrse, | sensed they were
everywhere. They are probably here even now, in the shadows of the ceiling, by the walls.’

Zani gl anced around nervously. But he could see nothing. 'Wat were they |ike? Dagorian described
them their bone-white faces and bul ging eyes, their sharp teeth and talons. Zani shivered. It
sounded like the ravings of a madman - which Zani would have infinitely preferred to be true. But
they were investigating nore than a score of bizarre nmurders, and everything Dagorian descri bed
had the ring of truth to it. Even so
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it was wildly beyond Zani's understanding. The Drenai officer fell silent. Zani spoke again,
keeping his voice |low. 'Wat does all this nean, Drenai?

"I do not know. It is far beyond what | was taught. But there was sonething else. | was rescued by
a shining figure with a sword of fire. He it was who made ne recite the holy verses.'

"A shining figure,' repeated Zani. 'An angel, you nean?

Dagori an saw scepticismswell once nore in the Ventrian's expression. 'I amsorry, Zani. Wre

you | woul d al so be deeply suspicious. Is the man mad? Did the lorassiumnerely swell his

del usi ons?' Zani relaxed and smled. "Wll, the man is not nad. But he is frightened. And he does

have a theory, of sorts.

"That, at |east, sounds pronising,' said Zani

"All the people killed - or fled - were seers. They could see the denons.
"Wi ch neans?

"Think of an army on the march in eneny territory. The scouts are the eyes. Therefore the first

objective is to kill the scouts. The arny is now blind.'

'But these denons cannot kill. They did not aicack ne. And once the drug wore off you were also
safe.’

'They cannot kill directly. But they can influence enotions. That much | was taught back at the

Tenple. If their nmalevolence is directed by a power nmagus they can inspire great nalice and
hatred. That is the key to the killings. The boy who killed his nother, the dogs who attacked



their master. Al of them'

"I know little of denons - and | wish | knew less,' said Zani. 'But what | do knowis that this is
far beyond ny talents. W nust consult Kalizkan.

"Before this norning | would have agreed with you,' said Dagorian. 'I will think on it.
12.0

"What is there to think about? He is the greatest sorcerer in the enpire.

"1 know. That is what worries nme.'

'You nake no sense.'

"I have read stories about sorcerers sunmmoni ng denons. In ones or twos. Here we have hundreds.

Only the greatest of the magi could even consider such a spell. A sorcerer of such power woul d not
be unknown. He woul d be famous, rich and powerful. |Is there another such sorcerer in Usa?

Zani's face darkened. '| have net Kalizkan nmany tinmes,' he said, coldly. '"He is a fine nman, and
much admired. He rescues children fromthe streets. He is kind and greatly |l oved. To speak of him
sunmmoni ng denons is a slander. And 1'll hear no nore of it. | think the drug addl ed your senses,
Drenai. | suggest you return to the barracks and rest. Perhaps tonmorrow you will be clear headed
again.'

The Ventrian pushed back his chair and strode for the door. Dagorian nmade no attenpt to call him
back. If the situation were reversed he too would be sceptical. Zani reached the door, pulled it
open and stepped outside. Dagorian heard himscream The Ventrian officer stunbled back into the
tavern, blood punping froma terrible wound in his throat. Three dark-clad warriors noved inside
They were hooded and nmasked. The first thrust a sword deep into Zani's belly. The other two ran at
Dagori an. The Drenai warrior up-ended the table in their path, slowing them then drew his own

bl ade. A sword lunged for his throat. Dagorian swayed asi de and | aunched an overhand cut that
chopped deep into his opponent's neck, slicing through the bone beneath. He was dead before he hit
the floor. As his sabre cane cl ear Dagorian | eapt backwards. The second assassin's sword
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sliced air. Bringing up his sabre in a reverse cut Dagorian slashed the blade into the assassin's
arm It cut deep. The man screaned and dropped his sword. The killer who had stabbed Zani threw a
kni fe, which nissed Dagorian and clattered against the far wall.

The man with the wounded arm scranbl ed back and ran for the door. His conpanion hesitated - then
joined him and the two escaped into the night. Dagorian ran to Zani, but the little Ventrian
lying in a spreading pool of blood, was dead.

Anger rose in the Drenai officer, and he ran fromthe tavern, trying to catch the killers.

The streets were dark now, and there was no sign of them Sheathing his sabre he returned to where
the bodies lay. The tavern keeper approached him 'l have sent for the Watch,' he said. Dagorian
nodded and noved to the rear of the room where the dead assassin lay. Flipping the body with his
foot he knelt down and wrenched away t he mask and hood. The man was unknown to him He heard a
soft curse fromthe tavern keeper and swung round.

"You know this man?

The tavern keeper nodded dunbly. 'He has been in here several tines - usually in uniform
"Who is he?

"l don't know his nane. But he's an aide to Antikas Karios."'

For the third time that afternoon Nogusta signalled a halt to rest the horses. The two nares
ri dden by Kebra and Bison did not need rest, but Nogusta's huge bl ack gel di ng was breat hi ng
heavily and sweat bathed its flanks. Nogusta stroked its sl eek neck. 'Do not be downhearted, G eat



One,' he whispered, soothingly. 'You have
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been ill, and you need tinme to regain your strength.' The black nman | ed hi mthrough the stand of
pine and up the last rise. On the crest he paused and gazed down at the verdant vall ey bel ow

"I still can't believe it,' said Bison, noving al ongside Nogusta. 'Sold for his hide! There rnust
have been a m st ake."'

"No m stake. He has a lung infection, and the king deci ded he was no | onger of use.'
"But this is Starfire. He's been the king's warhorse for years. The king loves this horse.'

"Beware the | ove of kings,' said Nogusta, coldly. "Starfire is like us, Bison. He's at |east
ei ghteen years old, and not as strong and fleet as once he was. Skanda had no nore use for him So
he was sold for hide and neat and gl ue.'

"If he's useless why did you buy hin®
'He deserved better.'’

' Maybe he did, but what will you do when he drops dead?' argued Bison. '|I nean . . . look at the
state he's in! Horses don't survive lung rot."'

"The diagnhosis is wong. There is no wasting of the nmuscles. It is just an infection and he wl|
improve in the mountain air. But if he does die it will be under the sky, free and proud, anong
friends who care for him'

"He's just a horse,' persisted Bison. '"Do you really think he cares?

"l care.' Taking up the reins Nogusta started the long wal k down into the valley. Bison and Kebra
rode ahead and by the tine the black warrior led the warhorse to |evel ground his two conpani ons
had nmade canp beside a stream Bison had collected dry wood for a fire and Kebra had unpacked pots
and plates for the evening neal.
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Nogusta unsaddl ed the bl ack gelding, let himroll, then groomed him The horse was huge, al nost

ei ghteen hands, with a strong, arched neck and a beautiful back. A white blaze, in the shape of a
star, adorned his brow. 'Rest now, nmy friend,' said Nogusta. 'The grass here is good.' The weary
gel di ng pl odded onto the neadow and began to crop grass.

"This is a fine place,' said Kebra. 'Good farming land. If | was twenty years younger |'d build
here."'

As dusk deepened jack rabbits began to appear. Kebra shot two, skinned and cl eaned them adding
the fresh neat to the broth.

Nogusta wrapped hinself in his cloak and sat with his back to a tree. It was peaceful here, and
the view was nmjestic. Snow crested nountains broke the Iine of the horizon, and folds of hills
and valleys lay before them Away to the east he could see a deep forest part bathed in mst. To
the west a |l ake glimered blood red in the dying sunlight. Kebra was right. It was a place to
build on, and he imgined a wi de, |ow house, with wi ndows that | ooked out on the nountains. Horses
and cattle would prosper here. He gazed lovingly upon the nmountains. What were the works of Man
when set agai nst these giants of nature, he wondered? Man's evil seened small here, tiny and

i nsubstantial. The nountains cared nothing for the whins of kings and princes. They were here
before Man, and they would outlast him surviving perhaps even when the sun failed and eterna
darkness fell upon the planet.

Kebra brought hima plate of food and the two nen sat in conpanionable silence, eating their neal.
Bi son finished his swiftly, then took a flat pan and headed off upstreamto search for gold.

"He'll find nothing,' said Kebra. 'There is no gold here.'
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"It will keep him occupied,’' said Nogusta, sadness in his voice
"You still expect us to be foll owed?

Nogusta nodded. 'Malikada is not a forgiving man. He will send nen, and | will kill them And for
what ? One nman's arrogance.

"W might be able to avoid them' offered Kebra. Nogusta took a deep breath and pushed hinself to
his feet.

"Maybe. | have had no fresh visions to tell ne otherwi se. But death is coming, Kebra. | can snell
it." Kebra did not reply. Nogusta was rarely wong about these things.

Starfire noved closer to the two men. His breathing was still ragged. Nogusta noved snoothly to
his feet and stroked the gelding's |ong neck. 'Bison could be right,' said Kebra. 'Trying to
escape pursuit upon a sick horse does not seemto nmake a great deal of sense.'

'He has been poorly stabled,' said Nogusta. 'My father knew about these things. He al ways soaked
the straw, and ensured the stables were clean. And Starfire has not been exercised.'

"That's not ny point,' said Kebra, softly.
"I know, ny friend. It is not sensible.' He grinned. 'But | would do it again.'

U nmenet ha wat ched fromthe roof gardens as the arnmy narched fromthe city. Four thousand Drena
foot soldiers, in ranks of threes, and three thousand Ventrian cavalry in colums of twos. Behind
them were the wagons, bearing supplies, or dismantled siege engines and ballistae. Wrd had
reached Usa that the Cadian arny was on the nmarch and Skanda was eager to neet them
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The king had not bothered to visit Axiana, but had sent a farewell nessage via Kalizkan. U nenetha
had avoi ded the wi zard, keeping to her roonms until he had gone. Now she stood hi gh above the
cheering crowds as Skanda rode fromthe city. The popul ace were scattering rose petals before his
horse, and he was waving and smiling.

Amazi ng, thought U nenetha. A few years ago he had been an invading foreigner, feared by all. Now,
despite the endl ess battles and the destruction of enmpire, he was a hero to them He was a god.

She wondered idly whether it would have been different had he been ugly. Could a man with an ugly
face command such devotion? Probably not. But then Skanda was not ugly. He was handsome and tall
gol den haired, with a winning snmile and enornmous charm W are so stupid sonetinmes, she decided.
Last year Skanda had donated 10,000 raq to the city orphanage - one hundredth of the amount he
spent on his wars. Yet the people loved himfor it. It was the talk of the city. In the same nonth
a respected holy man had been accused of trying to seduce a young priestess. He was savagely
condemed and bani shed from Usa. This also was the talk of the city. Such extremes, thought

U nmenetha. All the holy man's life work was dust follow ng one m sguided action. People scorned
him Yet the greatest killer in the enpire could win |love by giving away a tiny portion of the
money he had plundered fromthe city treasury.

U nenet ha sighed. Who coul d understand it?

As the last of the soldiers left the city she wandered back through the upper |evels of the
pal ace, and down to the long kitchens. Servants were sitting around with little to do and
U nenet ha hel ped herself to a second break-
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fast of cheese and eggs, followed by bread and a rich red strawberry preserve.

Wil e eating she listened to the chatter anbng the servants. They were tal king about a young



Drenai officer who had gone insane, and stabbed to death a Ventrian official and an officer from
the staff of Antikas Karios. Soldiers were scouring the city for him Ohers had ridden south to
see if he had tried to join the nen marching honme with the Wiite Wl f. Returning to the upper

| evel s she sought out Axiana. The queen was sitting on her bal cony, a wi de-brimed hat shiel ding
her face fromthe spring sunlight. 'How are you feeling today?' asked U nenet ha.

"I amwell,' answered Axiana. 'Kalizkan wants ne to nove into his hone. He wi shes to be cl ose when
the boy is born.'

U nenetha felt a sudden chill in her heart. 'What answer did you give hinf?" she asked.

"l said | would think onit. Did you hear about Dagorian?

' Dagori an?"

' The handsome young of ficer who al ways stares at ne. | told you about him'

"I remenber. What has he done?

' They say he went mad and killed sone people. |I find it hard to believe. He has such gentle eyes.
'Looks can be deceptive,' said U nmenetha.

"l suppose so. | have been to Kalizkan's house. It is very confortable. He has wonderful gardens.
And he is so anusing. You like himtoo, don't you?

"l have always enjoyed his conpany,' adnitted U nenetha. 'But | think you should stay here.'

"Why?' asked Axiana, |ooking up. U nenetha was at a loss to explain her remark. She was not even
tenpted to
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tell the queen of what she had seen on the roof garden

"His house is overrun by shrieking children,' she said, finally, 'and nost of his servants are
male. | think you would be nore at your ease here.' She saw Axiana's expression harden. '"But it is
your decision, ny |ady. Watever you think best.

Axi ana rel axed and snmiled. 'You are probably right. | shall consider your advice. WIIl you do
sonet hing for nme?

'O course.'

Fi nd out what happened wi th Dagori an.

It may be too gruesonme,' argued U menet ha.

Even so.'
"l shall do it inmediately,' said U nenetha.

Wth Antikas Karios and his staff gone fromthe city U nmenetha wal ked the two niles to the offices
of the MIlitia who were seeking the renegade officer. There a thin cleric, with deep-set eyes,
told her of the nmurder of Zani. She asked what investigation the two nen were working on, and was
told it involved a series of murders. She pressed for further details.

"What is your interest here, |lady? asked the cleric, suspiciously.

"I amthe queen's midwi fe, and she herself asked nme to ascertain the facts. The young officer is
known to her.

"Il see.' The nman's expression changed instantly, and he gave an oily smile. "Can | fetch you a
chair?



"No, | amfine. You were about to tell me the details of their investigation.'

He | eaned forward across the broad counter that separated them 'The papers relating to their case
are no longer here, lady,' he said, lowering his voice. 'They were transferred to the offices of
Anti kas Karios. But | can tell you that the investigation involved the killing of mystics.
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| spoke to Zani about it nyself. He was convinced there was nore to the nurders than was
i medi ately apparent.'

'l see. And where was Zani killed?

He gave her the address of the tavern, and once nore U nenetha trekked across the city. It was
noon before she reached the tavern, which was already full. Easing her way through the throng she
sought out the innkeeper, but was told that he was visiting his famly to the west of the city.
Further inquiries were useless in the noise and the hustle. She found a seat at the back of the
tavern, and ordered a lunch of roast chicken, followed by several pieces of freshly baked fruit
pie and cream Then she sat quietly, waiting for the nidday rush to ease. She stayed in the tavern
for alnost two hours, and when the crowd di ssipated she sunmoned a serving naid.

"Were you here when the nurders took place?" she asked. The girl shook her head.
"Did you want nmore food?' she enquired.

"Yes. Another slice of pie. Wre any of the serving naids here that night?
"Yes. Dilian.

Ts she here today?

"No. She went away w th Pavik.'

Tavi k?'

'The tavern keeper,' answered the girl, nmoving away.

Monments later a thick set wonan in her early fifties strode to where U nenetha sat. 'Wiy are you
pestering ny staff?' she asked, belligerently, her large arns fol ded across her anple bosom 'And
why shoul d you be interested in the whereabouts of ny husband?

‘I aminvestigating the nurders,' said U nenetha. The woman gave a scornful |augh
"Ch, | see. Now the army has gone the city police have
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turned power over to you, eh? Is that right, you fat cow?'

U nmenet ha gave a sweet snile. 'Perhaps you would prefer to answer ny questions in the city
dungeon, you raddled slut. One nmore foul word fromyou and I shall send the Watch to arrest you.'
U nenet ha spoke the threat softly, and with quiet confidence, and the power of the words |anced
t hrough the wonan's bl uster

"Who are you?' she asked, licking her I|ips.
"Sit down,' ordered U nmenetha. The woman sank to the seat opposite.

"I have been sent here by sonmeone in a very high place - soneone who coul d cause you great harm
Now tell me all you know of the killings.'

"l wasn't here. My husband saw it all.

"What did he tell you?



This is not fair,' whined the woman. 'We've been told what to say. And we've said it. W' ve done
our duty, Pavik and nme. W don't want to be involved in ... in politics.’

"Who told you what to say?

' Soneone in a very high place who could do ne considerable harm' spat the woman, regaining sone
of her courage.

U nenet ha nodded. '| understand your fear,' she said. 'And you are quite right in your desire to
avoi d beconmi ng ennmeshed in the intrigues of the nobility. But you have already told ne nuch.'

"I'"ve told you nothing.'

U nmenet ha | ooked into the wonan's frightened eyes. 'You have told ne that your husband |ied about
the murders. Therefore | nust assune that the officer, Dagorian, did not conmit them This neans
that you have accused an innocent man of a crime. Wiatever the intrigue you are now facing the
deat h penalty.
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"No! Pavik told the truth to the first man. Absolutely the truth. Then this other nan canme and
made hi m change his story. Then he told Pavik to |leave the city for a few days.'

This other man has a nane?'

"Who are you?

"I dwell at the palace,' said Unenetha, softly. 'Now, give ne the nane.'
"Anti kas Karios,' whispered the woman.

"What really happened that night?

' The policeman, Zani, was nmurdered as he left the tavern. Then three nen tried to kill the Drenai
He sl ew one, wounded another, and they fled. That's all | know But please, for pity's sake, tell
no-one | told you. Say you heard it from soneone in the tavern that night. WIIl you do that?

"Indeed | will. You say your husband and the serving nmaid have left the city. Do you know where
t hey went ?'

"No. Antikas Karios sent a carriage for them

"l see. Thank you for your help.' U nenetha rose. The wonman pushed herself to her feet and grabbed
the priestess by the arm

"You won't say. You prom se!'’

"I promse.’

U nmenetha | eft the tavern. She gl anced back once to see the woman's fearful face at the w ndow.
She will never see her husband again, thought U nenetha.

When Dagorian |left the tavern that night he ran back to his roons at the new barracks, changed his
clothing, leaving his arnour, breastplate and greaves behi nd, gathered what noney he had saved and
wal ked away into the city night.
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The death of Zani had been shocki ng enough, but to discover that the assassins had been sent by
Anti kas Karios was a bitter blow Dagorian knew that his life was in far greater peril than he had
feared. Antikas Karios had no reason to order himkilled, and this neant that the order nust have
come from Mali kada hinsel f. And, as Banelion had pointed out, Dagorian did not have the power to
wi t hstand such an eneny.



Wirse, the whol e poi sonous busi ness was undoubtedly linked to the deaths of the nystics, and the
denons over Usa. It was therefore likely that he would be hunted on two fronts, on one side hy
swords, on the other by sorcery.

Dagori an had never been nore frightened. He had no plan, save to make his way to the ol dest
quarter of the city. Here he could hide anong the nultitudes of the poor and the di spossessed, the
beggars and thieves, the whores and the urchins. It was the nbst densely popul ated quarter, with
narrow streets and tw sting | anes, dark all eyways and shadowed arches.

It was close to nmidnight as Dagorian lay down in the doorway of an old warehouse. He was
desperately tired and close to despair.

A figure emerged fromthe nmoon shadows. Dagorian pushed hinself to his feet, his hand on his knife
hilt.

In the nmoonlight he could see the man was not an assassin, but a beggar, dressed in rags. The nan
approached him cautiously. He was painfully thin, and his skeletal face was pitted with old sores.
'Spare a copper coin, sir, for an unfortunate victimof the war?

Dagori an rel axed and was about to reach into his nmoney pouch, when the man sprang forward, a rusty
knife in his hand. Dagorian swayed asi de, blocking the knife armand sending a right cross to the
beggar' s chin.
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The man fell heavily against the warehouse door, striking his head on the wooden frane. Dagorian
westled the knife fromhis grasp, and flung it to one side. The man sank to his haunches.

"G ve me your clothes,' said the officer, renoving his own cloak and shirt.

The man blinked in the noonlight, and stared up at the Drenai with a | ook of inconprehension
"Your clothes, man. | need them In return you get this fine cloak.'

Slow y the beggar peeled off his wetched coat and the soiled shirt he wore beneath it. 'And your
footwear,' said Dagorian. 'You nay keep your breeches. | think |I'd rather hang than wear them
The man's body was fish white in the noonlight, his chest and back criss-crossed with old scars -
the marks of many whi ps.

The officer donned the clothing and the coat, then sat down and pulled on the nan's boots. They
were of cheap hide, the soles as thin as paper

"You're the one they seek,' said the beggar, suddenly. 'The killer Drenai.
"The first part is right,' Dagorian told him

"You won't pass for a beggar. You're too clean. Wll scrubbed. You need to lie low for a few days,
| et your hair get greasy, and get some dirt under your fingernails.'

"A pleasant thought,' responded the Drenai. Yet he knew the man was right. He | ooked at the
beggar, who had nade no attenpt to clothe hinself, despite the chill of the night. He is waiting
for me to kill him thought Dagorian, suddenly. And that is what | should do. 'Get dressed and be
on your way,' he said.

"Not very bright, are you?' said the beggar, pulling on the fine blue woollen shirt, and giving a
gap-toothed grin.
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"You'd prefer it if | slit your throat?

"It's not about preference, boy. It's about survival. Still, I'mgrateful.' The beggar rose, and
swung the bl ack cloak around his thin shoulders. 'You' d better start thinking about a hiding
pl ace. If you can stay clear of themfor a couple of days they' |l believe you escaped fromthe

city. Then you can nake a nove.'



"l do not know the city,' admitted Dagorian

" Then good luck to you,' said the beggar. Holding the boots in his |eft hand he noved to where his
knife lay and picked it up. Then he was gone.

Dagori an nmoved away, ducking down a dark alley. The man was right. He needed a place to hide. But
where could a man hide fromthe powers of sorcery?

He felt the rising of panic, and quelled it. The Wite WIf had taught himnuch, but the nost

val uabl e | esson was that, when in peril, keep a cool head. 'Think fast if you have to - but always
thi nk!' Dagorian sucked in a deep, calnming breath, and | eaned against a wall. Think! \Where can the
powers of sorcery be held at bay? In a holy tenple. He considered travelling to one of the many
churches, but that would nean asking for sanctuary. The building nay be holy, but he would be
putting his life in the hands of the nonks. And - even if they did not betray him- he would be
risking their lives. No, that was not an option. Were else then? At the hone of a friendly
sorcerer, who could place ward spells around him But he knew no sorcerers - save Kalizkan

Then a thought struck him The old wonman who had been killed by her son. She had laid ward spells
on all the doors of the inner room

Dagorian carried on walking, trying to get his bearings. The old woman had lived in the northern
section of the old quarter. He glanced at the sky, but there were
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thick clouds and he could see no stars. He wal ked on for an hour. Twi ce he saw soldiers of the
Wat ch, and ducked into the shadows.

At | ast he reached the wonman's house. Moving to the rear he scaled a wall and entered the
bui | di ng. There were no windows in the back roomand Dagorian lit a lantern. Blood still stained
the walls, and the rune stones remained scattered on the table. He glanced at the two doors. Both
bore the carved triangle and the snake.

Hopi ng that the ward spells were still active he blew out the lantern and noved to a narrow bed in
the corner.

Sl eep cane instantly.

He was sitting in a cave, and a fire was burning. He felt hot and confused. 'Be calm child,' cane
a famliar voice. He tried to place it, and renenbered the shining figure who had rescued him at
the wi zard's house.

"What am | doing here?" he asked, sitting up and | ooking around. The cave was enpty, and when the
voi ce spoke again, he realized it was com ng fromthe blazing fire.

"You are not here. There is no here. This is a place of spirit. Your body lies in the woman's
hovel . It was a good choice. They will not find you.'

"Way do you not show yoursel f?

"All in good tinme, child. Have you put together the clues? Do you even begin to understand what is
happeni ng?"

"No. Al I knowis that Mlikada w shes ne dead.

"Mal i kada cares nothing for you, Dagorian. You are an incidental in a great design. Kalizkan - or
the creature that calls itself Kalizkan - is a Denon Lord, of enornous power. He seeks to cast the
Spell of the Three Kings. If he succeeds the world will be changed beyond the recognition of nman
It will beconme as it once was. The denons

will be flesh once nore, and the two worlds will becone one.'

Dagorian raised his hand. 'Stop for a nonent. This is making ny head spin. The two worlds? What is



t he neani ng?

" Aeons ago the creatures we call denons |ived anmong us. Shape-Shifters, blood-drinkers, were
beings. W were at war with themfor a thousand years. Then three kings canme together, and with
the aid of a mighty wi zard they changed the world, banishing the denbns to another place, a grey
real mof spirit. Sorcerers can still summon denons using bl ood magi ¢, openi ng the gateways for
fleeting heartbeats. But when the spell is done the denpbns return to the grey. Kalizkan seeks to
repeat the Spell of the Three Kings.

"And he can do this?

"It has al ready begun, child. The Ventrian enmperor was the first to be sacrificed. But the spel
requires three deaths, each of kings, and each king to be mightier than the last. Wen the fina
death blowis delivered the world will be cursed as it was in time past. The drinkers of bl ood

will return.

" Three kings? Then they will try to kill Skanda. | nust get to him'

"You cannot. His death is but hours away, and on the fastest horse you could not reach the arny
within a day. By this tinme tonmorrow the Drenai arnmy will be destroyed, and Skanda will be strapped
to the altar.

' Sweet Heaven! There nust be something | can do.
"You can save the third king.'
"There is no king greater than Skanda.

"There is his unborn son. If destiny allows himto live he will be a greater nan than his father.
But Kalizkan plans to destroy him'
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7 could not get into the palace. They are searching for ne everywhere.'
"I'f you do not then all is lost.'

Dagori an awoke in a cold sweat. As he saw the solid walls of the house relief swelled within him
It was a dream He | aughed at his foolishness, and fell asleep once nore.

W apped in his cloak against the night cold Nogusta | eaned back against the tree and fed anot her
stick to the fire. Bison was snoring softly, the sound strangely conforting in the quiet of the

ni ght. Nogusta drew one of his ten di anond-shaped throw ng knives fromthe bl ack bal dric draped

across his chest and idly twirled the blade through his fingers. The silver steel gleaned in the
noonl i ght .

Ushuru woul d have | oved this place of high, |onely beauty, the vast expanse of the nountains, the
wi | dness of wood and forest. She woul d have been happy here. W woul d have been happy here, he
corrected hinself.

Ti me had not eased the grief. Perhaps he had not wished it to.

H's mind flew back, ghosting over the years, seeing again the huge living-room They had all been
| aughi ng and j oking, sitting around the hearth. His father and his two brothers had just returned
from Drenan, where they had negotiated a new contract with the army for a hundred horses, and the
celebrations were in full flow He could still see Ushuru sitting on the couch, her long |egs
drawn up beneath her. She was Grafting a dream decei ver for Nogusta's youngest nephew. A web of
twi sted horse hair, woven around a sapling circle that would hang over his bed. N ghtnmares were
said to be drawn to the deceiver, and trapped in the web, |eaving the sleeper free

of torment. The twenty-year-old Nogusta noved to her side, placing his armover her shoul der
Li ghtly he ki ssed her cheek.

"It is a fine piece of work,' he told her



She smiled. 'It will confuse the sleep denons.'

He grinned. She had | earned the western tongue well, but her translations were always too literal
"Do you miss the lands of Opal ?' he asked her, in the ancient tongue.

"I would like to see ny nother again,' she told him 'But | amnore than content.'
She continued to weave the web. 'Of what does Kynda drean?' he asked her
"Fire. He is surrounded by fire.'

"He burned his fingers |last week at the forge,' Nogusta told her. 'Children |earn by such painfu
m st akes.' Even as the thought canme to hima bright picture forned in his mnd. Asmall child
tunbling down a steep slope. As she fell her foot becane trapped under a jutting tree root,
snappi ng her | eg. Nogusta stood.

"What is it, ny love? asked Ushuru
"Achild hurt inthe hills. I'Il find her.'

He ki ssed her once nore, this tine upon the lips, then left the house. The nenory burned at him
now with exquisite pain. He had been twenty years of age, and woul d never kiss her again. The next
tinme he saw her, less than ten hours distant, she would be a corpse, her beauty destroyed by
knives and fire. Kynda's nightnares would have conme true, flanmes roaring through his bedroom

But this he did not know as he set out to find the village child. Wen he cane upon her she was
unconsci ous. Freeing the child he splinted the | eg then carried her back to the village. He had
been surprised to find no search parties, and it was just after dawn when he entered the village
fromthe north.
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A crowd surged out fromthe neeting hall as he approached. The girl was awake now. Her father -
Grinan the baker - ran forward. 'l fell down, daddy,' she said. 'l hurt nyself.' Nogusta saw that
the baker's shirt was sneared with soot. He thought it strange. Ginan took his daughter from
Nogusta's arms. Then he saw the splint.

"I found her by Sealac Hollow,' said Nogusta. '"Her leg is broken, but the break is clean. It wll
mend wel | .’

No- one spoke. Nogusta knew the villagers had little love for his famly, but even so their
reaction was strange, to say the |least. Then he saw that a nunber of the nen in the crowd al so had
scorch narks upon their clothes.

From t he back of the crowd canme Meni nas, the nobleman. He was a tall thin man, with deep-set dark
eyes, and a noustache and beard trimed to a perfect circle. "Hang him' he said. 'He is a denpn
wor shi pper!"'

At first the nmeaning of the words did not register. 'Wat is he saying? Nogusta asked Grinan. The
man avoi ded his eyes. He | ooked down at his daughter

"Did this man take you away, Flarin?' he asked her
"No, daddy. | fell down in the woods. | hurt ny leg.'

Meni mas stepped forward. 'He has bewitched the child. Hang him | say!' For a nonent no-one noved,
then several nmen ran at Nogusta. He downed two of themwith a |eft and right conbination, but

wei ght of nunbers overpowered himand he was westled to the ground. They bound his arns and
dragged himto the oak on the nmarket square. A rope was thrown over a high branch, and a noose
fastened around his neck

He was hoisted up, the rope burning into his throat. He heard Meninas scream 'Die, you bl ack
bastard!' Then he passed out.
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Somewhere within the darkness he becane aware of sensation; warmair being forced into his |ungs.
He could feel the flow of it, his chest rising to accommopdate it. Then he felt the warnth of a
nmout h upon his own, pushing nore air into his starved lungs. Gradually other sensations foll owed;
a burning pain on the skin of his throat, the cool of the ground beneath his back. Strong hands
pushed down upon his chest, and he heard a commandi ng voi ce. 'Breathe, damm you!'

The warm air had stopped flowi ng now, and Nogusta, grow ng short of oxygen, sucked in a huge,
j uddering, breath.

He opened his eyes to find hinmself |lying on the ground, staring up at the | eaves of the oak. The

rope still hung froma thick branch, but it had been hacked in two. The face of a stranger swam
into sight. Nogusta tried to speak, but his voice was a croak. 'Say nothing,' said the grey-eyed
man. ' Your throat is bruised, but you will live. Let nme help you stand.' Nogusta struggled to his

feet. There were soldiers in the square, and twelve villagers were standing by under guard.

Nogusta touched his throat. The noose still hung there. He lifted it clear. The skin bel ow was raw
and bleeding. 'I ... rescued ... a child,' he nanaged to say. 'And . . . they attacked ne. |
don't know why.'

"l know why,' said the man. Turning to Nogusta he laid a slender hand on his shoul der. 'Last night
t hese peopl e burned your hone. They killed your fanmily.'

"My famly? No! It cannot be!’

'They are dead, and | amsorry for your loss. | cannot tell you how sorry. The killers believed .
were led to believe . . . that your famly kidnapped the child for ... sonme blood rite. They
are sinple and stupid people."’
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The pain in his throat was forgotten now 'They didn't kill themall? Not all of then?

"Yes. All of them And though it will not bring them back you will see justice now Bring the
first!' he ordered. It was the baker, Ginan.

"No, please!' he shouted. T have a fanmily. Children. They need ne!’

The pal e-eyed sol dier stepped in close to the pleading man. 'Every action a nman takes has
consequences, peasant. This nan also had a family. You have committed nurder. Now you will pay for
it." Awman outside the ring of soldiers screanmed for nercy, but a noose was placed over Ginan's
head and he was hauled into the air, his feet Kkicking out.

One by one the twelve villagers with fire-blackened cl othes were brought forward and hanged.
"Wiere i s Meninmas?' asked Nogusta, as the last man died.
"He fled,' said the soldier. 'He has friends in high places. | doubt he will be convicted.'

Leaving the village to bury its dead the soldiers and Nogusta returned to the burnt-out estate.
Nogusta was in deep shock now, his mind swinmmng. The seven corpses had been w apped in bl ankets
and laid out in a row before the ruins. One by one he went to them opening the shrouds, and
staring down at the dead. The child Kynda was unmarked by fire, and his tiny hand was cl utching
the dream decei ver made by Ushuru. 'Snoke killed him' said the officer

One by one Nogusta dug the graves, refusing all offers of help.

When they were all buried the pal e-eyed officer returned. 'W have rounded up sone of your horses.
The rest escaped into the nountains. The tack room was
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| argely intact and I have had a horse saddled for you. | need you to cone with ne to the garrison
to make a report on the . . . incident.’'

Nogusta did not argue. They rode for nost of the day, and canped that night at Shala Falls.
Nogusta had spoken to no-one during the ride. Now he lay within his blankets, his enmptions nunbed.
It was as if he could feel nothing. He kept seeing Ushuru's face, and her smle

Two of the soldiers were talking nearby, their voices low 'Did you see it?" said one. 'It was
horrible. I've never seen the like. Don't want to again. Made ne feel sick.

Even through the nunbness Nogusta felt grateful for the synpathetic reaction in the soldier

"Yes, it was gross,' said his companion. 'The Wiite Wl f blowing air into a black man's nout h!
Wio' d believe it?

Even now - nore than thirty years later - Nogusta felt a cold anger rising in himat the nmenory.
Still, anger is a better enotion than sorrow, he thought. Anger is alive and can be dealt wth.
Sorrow is a dead creature and sits |ike a weight that cannot be rel eased.

He rose and wandered away into the trees, gathering nore dead wood for the fire. You should sl eep
he told hinmself. There will be killers com ng. You will need all your strength and skill

Returning to the fire he fed it then settled down under his blanket, his head resting on his
saddl e.

But sl eep would not cone, and he rose again. Bison groaned and woke. Pushi ng back his blanket the
gi ant pushed hinself to his feet and stunbled to a nearby tree, where he urinated noisily. Retying
his | eggings he turned and saw Nogusta sitting by the fire.

‘"Didn't find any gold today,' he said, squatting down beside the black nan.
' Maybe tonorrow. '’
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"You want ne to keep watch?

Nogusta grinned. 'You never could keep watch, Bison. By the time | lie down you'll be asleep.’

"I do find it easy to sleep,' admtted Bison. '|I was dream ng about the Battle at Purdol. You, ne
and Kebra on the wall. Have you still got your medal ?'

"Yes.'

"I sold mne. Got twenty raq for it. Wsh | hadn't now. It was a good nedal .’

"You can have mne.'

"Can |1?' Bison was delighted. 'l won't sell it this tine.'
"You probably will, but it doesn't matter.' Nogusta sighed. 'That was the first great victory. It
was on that day we realized the Ventrians could be beaten. | renmenber it rained all that day,

lightning in the sky, thunder over the sea.'

"l don't remenber nmuch about it,' admitted Bison. 'Except that we held the wall and the Wite Wl f
supplied sixty barrels of rumfor the arny.'

"l think you drank nost of it.'
'That was a good night. Al the canp whores gave it away for free. Have you sl ept?
"Not yet,' said Nogusta.

Bi son tugged at his white wal rus noustache. He could see his friend was unhappy, but did not have
the courage to broach the subject. Nogusta and Kebra were both thinking nen, and nuch of what they



spoke of sailed high above Bison's head. 'You ought to sleep,' said Bison, at last. "You'll fee
better for it." At the thought of sleep he yawned. Then he wandered back to his bl ankets. Nogusta
settl ed down again and cl osed his eyes.

In that noment he experienced a sudden vision. He saw ten riders nmoving slowy across green hills,
whi t e-t opped nount ai ns behind them Nogusta | ooked at the

riders. The sun was high, the ten riders hooded against its glare. They rode into a wood. One of
t hem pushed back his hood and rempved a hel mof black iron. His hair was |ong, and ghost white,
his face grey, his eyes blood red. An arrow flashed fromthe trees. The rider threw up his hand,
and the shaft sliced through it, driving on to pierce the flesh of his face. He dragged it clear.
Bot h wounds heal ed instantly.

The vision changed. Suddenly it was night, and two noons hung in the sky, one a crescent, the
other full. And he saw hinself standing by the tree line on a hillside beneath alien stars. A
wonman was wal king towards him It was Ushuru. And she was sniling.

This vision also faded, and Nogusta found hinself floating high above a plain. He saw the Drena
infantry comrit thenselves to an attack on the Cadi an centre. Skanda was | eading the charge. As
the Cadi ans reel ed back a trunpet sounded and Skanda signalled to Malikada for the cavalry to
attack the right. But Mlikada did not nove, and the cavalry renmained, holding to the hill.

Nogusta coul d see the despair in Skanda's eyes; the disbelief and the dawni ng realization of
betrayal and defeat.

And then the slaughter began

Nogusta awoke in a cold sweat, his hands trenbling. Bison and Kebra were asl eep, and the dawn
i ght was creeping above the nountains. Pushing aside his blankets the black warrior rose
soundl essly. Kebra stirred and opened his eyes.

"What is wong, ny friend?

' Skanda is dead. And we are in peril.

Kebra pushed hinself to his feet. 'Dead? That cannot be.'
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"He was betrayed by Malikada and the Ventrians. They stood by while our conrades were
sl aughtered.” Slowy, renenbering every inage, he told Kebra of his visions.

The bowran listened in silence. 'The betrayal and the battle |I can understand,' he said, when
Nogusta had finished. 'But denonic riders with eyes of blood? Wiat is that supposed to nean? It
can't be real, can it? Any nore than wal king with Ushuru beneath two npons.

"I do not know, ny friend. But | think the riders will cone. And I will face them'
' Not al one you won't,' said Kebra.
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Chapter Six

Al'l her life U nmenetha had known many fears. Her nother's sickness and death had filled her with a
terror of cancer that caused awful nightmares, and left her trenbling in her bed, her face and
body bathed in cold sweat. Small, scurrying rodents inspired a sense of dread in her, |eaving her

i ncapabl e of novenent. But nost of all the death of her bel oved Vian had nade her fear |ove
itself, and to run for the sanctuary of the convent.

She sat now in her room staring up at the stars, contenplating the nature of fear

For U nmenetha terror began the nonent control was |ost. She had been powerl ess when her nother was
dying. She could only watch in silent anguish as the flesh shrivelled away and the spirit fled. As



a consequence U nmenetha had worried over Vian, making sure he ate well, and was al ways dressed in
warm cl ot hes when the winter winds blew He had | aughed at her coddling. U nenetha had been
prepari ng an eveni ng neal when word reached her he was dead. Wiile searching for a | ost sheep he
had slipped on the ice and fallen fromthe high ridge. There was nothi ng she coul d have done to
prevent it, but that did not stop the guilt fromeating its way into her soul. It was she who had
urged himto find the sheep. GQuilt, renorse and sorrow had overwhel med her.

So she had run fromher fears, and even taken the extra precaution of becoming fat, in order that
nen
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woul d no longer find her attractive. Al this so that she would never again suffer the true
terrors of life.

Yet here she was, sitting in a palace bedroom w th the denons closing in.

What can | do, she asked hersel f? The first answer, as always, was to run, to | eave the pal ace and
make the long journey back to Drenan and the convent. The thought of running, putting these fears
behi nd her, was imensely seductive. She had noney, and coul d book passage on a caravan to the
coast, and then take a ship to Dros Purdol. Sea air on her face. The thought of flight brought
calmto her mnd

Then she pictured Axiana's face, the large, childlike eyes, and the sweet smle. And with it the
menory of Kalizkan's rotting, maggot-ridden flesh

| cannot | eave her! The panic began again. Wat can you do agai nst the power of denons, whispered
the voice of flight. You are a fat priestess with no arcane skills. Kalizkan is a sorcerer. He
could blast your soul from your overwei ght body. He could consign you to the Void. He could send
assassins to plunge their knives into your obese belly!

U nenet ha rose fromher chair and noved to the table by the wi ndow Froma drawer she took a
silver-rimmed oval mirror and held it up to her face. For years she had avoided mirrors, hating
the bl oated i mage they portrayed. But now she | ooked beyond the flesh, and deep into the grey
eyes, recalling the girl who had run the nmountain paths - the girl who had run for joy and not for
fear.

At last calm her nmind set, she returned the mirror to the drawer. First she nust tell Axiana of
her discoveries concerning Dagorian. The officer was innocent, and the true villain, she was sure,
was Kal i zkan. Then realization
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struck her. Kalizkan was not the eneny. Kalizkan was dead! Sonething had taken over the body;
sonet hi ng powerful enough to cast a sweet and reassuring spell, enchanting all who cane into
contact with it.

If she were to tell Axiana the sinple truth the queen would think her nmad. How then to convince
her of the perils that lay in wait?

You nust walk with care down this road, she warned herself.

Gat hering her thoughts she was about to find Axiana when a servant tapped at her door. U nenetha
called for her to enter. The girl stepped inside and curtsied.

"What is it, child?

' The queen wi shes you to prepare your belongings. They will be taken to Kalizkan's house in the
nmor ni ng. '

U nmenet ha fought for calm 'Is the queen in her apartnents?

"No, ny lady. She left this afternoon. The Lord Kalizkan canme for her.'



At noon on the second day Dagorian found his hunger overriding his caution. Leaving his sabre

behi nd, but hiding his hunting knife beneath the beggar's rags, he left his hiding place and
risked the short walk to the market. The sun was bright in a clear sky, the market square packed
with people. Easing his way through the crowmd he stopped at a neat stall, where a spit of beef was
being turned over a charcoal grill. The cook | ooked at himsourly, but Dagorian produced two
copper coins and the man cut several thick slices, placing themon a wooden platter. The snell of
the roasting neat was divine. It was alnost too hot to hold and Dagorian burned his fingers. He
blew on the neat, then tore off a chunk. It was exquisite. Juices ran down his stubbled
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chin. The cook's expression softened. ' Good?' he enquired.
The best,' agreed Dagori an.

A commotion began at the far end of the narket place. Instantly alert Dagorian prepared to run
Had he been spotted? Wre they comng for hin? The cromd mlled, and word spread like a fire
through dry brush. An old man pushed his way through them conming to the stall.

"The arny's been crushed,' he told the cook. 'The king is dead.
' Dead? The Cadi ans are coning here?

The old man shook his head. 'Apparently Prince Mlikada forced them back across the river. But all
the Drenai perished."’

The crowd surged around Dagori an, everyone tal ki ng. Skanda dead? It was unthi nkabl e.
Hi s hunger gone he felt sick with anguish. Turning fromthe stall he stunbled back into the crowd.

Everywhere people were tal king, theorizing, wondering. How had Malikada repul sed the Cadi ans? How
could all the Drenai have been wi ped out, and yet Malikada's force renmain intact? Dagorian was a
soldier - albeit a reluctant one - and he knew t he answer.

Treachery.

The ki ng had been betrayed.

Sick at heart he nmade it back to the seer's home and sl unped down in a chair.

The dream cane back to him Two kings slain. The third - the unborn child - in terrible danger

What can | do, he thought? | am alone, trapped at the centre of a hostile city. How can | get to
the queen? And even if | can how do | convince her of the danger she is in. He recalled trying to
tell Zani of his fears concerning Kalizkan. The little man had rounded on himinstantly. The
sorcerer was probably the nost
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popular man in the city, loved by all for his good works.

Dagori an took a deep breath. A phrase his father used came to his mind. 'If a man has a boil on
his arse, you don't heal it by lancing the foot.

Strapping his sabre belt to his waist Dagorian opened the back door, wal ked through the snal
garden, and out onto the crowded streets.

Kal i zkan's house was an old one, originally built for Bodasen, the general who had |ed the
Inmmortals in the time of Enperor Gorben. The facade was of white narble, inlaid with statues, and
fronted by four tall colums. The building was three storeys high, with more than a hundred roons,
the grounds around it beautifully | andscaped, with flowering trees and willows clustered on the
banks of a snmall | ake.

A high wall surrounded the estate, and a wought-iron double gate ensured privacy for the master



of the house.

U nmenetha's carriage drew up outside the gate, and a soldier clinbed down to open it. The carriage
moved on, coming to a halt before the marble steps leading to a high, arched doorway. A second
sol di er opened the door of the carriage and U nmenetha stepped down.

"Stay with me until | have spoken to the queen,' U nenetha told the two soldiers. Both bowed. They
were strong nmen, tall and broad shoul dered, and the priestess felt nore confortable know ng they
were to be cl ose.

She strode up the marbl e steps and was about to knock when the door opened. A hooded nan stood in
t he shadows beyond. She could not see his face clearly.

"What is it you want?' he asked her, his voice deep, and curiously accented.

U nmenet ha was unprepared for such a cold greeting, and she bridled. 'I amthe queen's conpani on
and here

150

at her invitation.' The hooded man said nothing for a nonent, then he stepped aside. Sunmoning the
sol diers U nenetha wal ked inside. Curtains were drawn everywhere, and the interior was gl oony.

"Wiere i s the queen?' she demanded.

"Upstairs . . . Resting,' replied the man, after a nmonment's thought.
"VWhi ch roons?

"Go to the top of the stairs and turn right. You will find them

Turning to the soldiers she said: 'Wiit here. | will be down presently."’

There was the snell of strong perfune in the air, cloying and strangely unpleasant, as if it
masked sonme dank, underlying odour. U nenetha began to clinb the wi de, red-carpeted staircase. Her
footfalls raised dust on the carpet and she shivered. Fear was strong in her now. This gl oony,
shadow haunt ed pl ace was cold and unwel comi ng. G anci ng back she saw the sol di ers standing by the
open door, sunlight streanming through and shining on their arnmour. Fortified by the sight she

wal ked on. U nmenetha was breathing heavily by the tine she reached the top of the stairs. There
was a gallery here, the walls covered with old paintings, nost of them|andscapes. She noticed one
of themwas torn. She shivered again. This was no place for Axiana!

Reaching the first of the doors she found it was |ocked. A large key was still in the | ock and she
turned it. The door opened, the dry hinges creaking.

Dressed in a gown of blue and white satin Axiana was sitting on a couch in front of a barred
wi ndow. She | ooked startled as U nmenetha entered.

"Oh!' she cried, running to U nenetha and throw ng
her arns around the priestess's shoulders. 'Take ne away fromhere! Now. This is an awful place!’
"Where are your servants?' asked U nenet ha.

'He sent them away. The hooded man. He | ocked ne in! He locked ne in, U nenetha! Can you believe
it?" The priestess stroked the queen's hair.

"There are soldiers downstairs to bring you hone. | shall send themto you to fetch your
bel ongi ngs."'

"No. Never mnd them Leave them Let us just go!
Taki ng the queen by the hand U nenetha returned to the gallery.

She gl anced down. One of the soldiers was | eaning against the far wall, the other sitting in a



chair. The hooded man was standi ng by the door, which was now cl osed.

" The queen wi shes her clothes to be packed, and the chests taken to the carriage,' said U nenetha,
supporting Axiana to the first of the steps. Her words hung in the dusty air. The soldiers did not
r espond.

' The queen nmust remain here,' said the hooded man. 'It is the will of ny lord.'
"You nen! Cone here!' called U nenetha. Still there was no novenent. It was not that they had
i gnored her, she realized with horror. They had not heard her. Both remained still and silent.

Axi ana gripped her arm
"CGet ne away from here!' she whi spered

U nmenet ha continued to wal k down the stairs. Hal fway down she saw a glint of netal in the standing
soldier's throat. It was a knife hilt and it had pinned himto the wooden panelling beyond.
Transferring her gaze to the seated man, she saw that he too was dead. The queen saw it too.

' Sweet Heaven,' whi spered Axi ana. 'He has killed them both.'
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The hooded man advanced to the foot of the stairs. 'Take the queen back to her room' he ordered.
U nenetha's right hand, hidden until nowin the folds of her volum nous white dress, canme into
sight. Even in the gloony half-light the blade of the hunting knife shone bright.

"Get out of ny way,' she told the hooded nan. He | aughed and continued to clinb the stairs.
"You think to frighten nme, wonan? | can taste your fear. | will feed upon it.'

"Feed on this!' said U nenetha. Her hand shot up in an underarm throw which sent the bl ade
slanm ng into the hooded man's throat. He stunbled, then righted hinmself, dragging the knife
clear. Black bl ood gushed to the front of his dark tunic, stream ng down his chest. He tried to
speak, but the words were drowned in a bubbling dark froth. U nenetha waited for himto fall.

But he did not. He continued to advance. Axi ana screanmed. U nenetha pushed her back up the stairs,
then swung to neet the threat frombelow The flow of blood fromhis ruined throat had now
drenched the man's dark | eggings, but still he came on

In that nonment the priestess knew what she was facing. A denon clothed in hurman fl esh. And yet
there was no fear in her, no rising panic. For this was no disease, to slip past her guard and
kill her mother, no icy |ledge to rob her of her husband. This was flesh and bone, and seeking to
harma girl that she loved |Iike a daughter

She was cal mer than at any tine she could remenber, her mnd focused, her senses sharp.

Closer and closer he clinbed. U nenetha waited until he raised the knife, then | eapt forward,
hanmering her foot into his chest. He was catapulted back, his body
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arching in the air. H s head struck the stair, his neck snapping. The body crashed to the fl oor

U nenet ha was not surprised as he struggled to his feet, his head fl opping grotesquely to his
shoul der. The hood had fallen away to reveal a pale, ghostly face, with a |lipless nmouth and
protrudi ng, blood-red eyes.

"Run, AxianaF shouted the priestess, pointing to the gallery on the left and the far door. Axiana
stood rooted to the spot. Tearing her gaze fromthe advanci ng man U nenetha noved swiftly to the

queen, grabbing her arm and hauling her along the gallery. The far door was | ocked, but, as with

Axi ana's roons, there was a key. Opening the door she pulled the key clear, pushed Axi ana through
then | ocked the door behind them A fist thundered agai nst the door panel, causing it to vibrate.
Twice nore it struck, and a long, narrow crack appeared in the panelling.



"How do we get out?' asked Axiana, the trenble of panic in her voice.

U nmenet ha had no idea. The house was like a warren, and the corridor in which they stood had many
doors, but no obvious stairway to take them back to ground level. 'This way,' said U nenetha,
nmovi ng al ong the darkened corridor, and through two nore doors. There were no keys here, and from
far behind themthe wonen heard a splintering crash

U nmenet ha | ooked around. They were in a dormitory, a dozen beds on both sides of the room Al the
beds were enpty. The priestess noved to a wi ndow and dragged back the heavy curtains. The w ndow
was barred. Light filled the roomnow, and she could see several toys on the dusty floor, and by
the far wall was a strawfilled doll, looking forlorn agai nst the bare, dusty boards. 'Keep

nmovi ng,' she told the queen. At the far end

154

of the dornmitory was another door. It was held shut by a | ocking bar between two brackets.
U nmenetha lifted the bar clear and pulled open the door. Wthin was a second dornitory.

Three children sat huddl ed against the far wall. A redheaded boy of around fourteen or fifteen
stepped in front of the two girls, a small knife in his hand. He was painfully thin, and U nenetha
coul d see open sores on his skinny arns. One of the girls noved forward. Perhaps a year ol der than
the boy she was also waif thin, and dressed in rags, but she held a | ong piece of jagged wood,
torn fromone of the beds. Together they forned a protective shield in front of the youngest

child, a small blonde girl of around four

"Come any closer and we'll kill you,' said the waif with the jagged wooden spear
There was no other exit fromthe room

A fl oorboard creaked behind them U nenetha swung to see the broken-necked man noving, knife in
hand, across the dormtory.

Reachi ng down she took up the | ong wooden bar that had secured the door. As the denonic creature
approached she rushed at him swinging the wood like a club. He took the force of the blow on his
shoul der. His arm snapped up, his fist cannoning into U nenetha's face. Thrown back she | ost
control of the wooden club and it clattered to the floor. The denon was upon her. Leapi ng back she
avoided his first thrust, and scranbled over a bed. H s red eyes stared at her, but as he noved
forward the head lolled on the broken neck. He staggered. Then gripped the head with his left

hand, dragging it by the hair until the eyes focused once nore on the priestess. Then he advanced.

The young red-headed boy Ileapt at the creature,
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slashing at his face with the knife blade. The denmon swatted him aside. As he did so the waiflike
girl crept up behind himand thrust the splintered wood into his back. He arched up. U nenetha
crouched down, swept up the wooden bar, and charged forward, using it as a ram which hanmered into
his chest, hurling himinto the far wall. As he struck the wall it seemed to U nenetha that his
chest expl oded. She blinked - and saw that the makeshift spear used by the girl had been driven

t hrough his back, tearing a huge hole in his chest. The body slid down the wall, then pitched
forward to the boards.

I medi ately the roomwas filled with the stench of rotting nmeat, and U nenet ha saw naggots
withing through the dead flesh. The waif girl put her hand to her nouth and gagged.

‘"Let us get out of here,' said Unenetha. 'Quickly.'

Despite her revul sion U nenetha gathered her knife frombeside the rotting corpse and, taking the
shocked queen by the arm |ed her back along the corridor, out onto the gallery, and down the
stairs. The red-headed boy picked up the four-year-old and foll owed.

Not knowi ng where to go U nenetha nmoved down a set of stairs to what she thought must be the
ground fl oor. A |locked door barred her way at the bottom A |arge key was hangi ng on a rusted



hook. Lifting it clear she opened the door and stepped inside. Light was streaming in fromtwo

wi nhdows on the far side of the chanber, and shining down onto a sea of snall bodies, carelessly
heaped around a bl ood-drenched altar. The sight froze her blood. Though never having been bl essed
with the gift of a child U nenetha' s nmaternal instincts were powerful, and the sight of so many
murdered children filled her with an achi ng sadness.

Cl osi ng her eyes against the horror U nenetha stepped
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backwards, just as the pregnant queen was about to enter. 'There is no way through,' said
U nmenet ha. 'We nust go back the way we cane.'

A cold and terrible fury grew in her as she led the group back up the stairs. There nmust have been
over a hundred children in that chanber, a hundred lives ended in torment and terror. This was
evil on a scale U nenetha could scarcely imagine.

Movi ng back to the | anding she cane to the broken door and energed onto the gallery above the
front door. Atall figure stepped fromthe shadows. Axiana screaned, and U nenetha swung round,
the knife flashing up and stabbing out. The bl ade was parried, then a cal mvoice spoke. 'I amno
danger, lady. | am Dagorian.'

U nmenetha | ooked into his face, recognizing it fromher |orassiumvision. Fear surged again in
her. The scene in the woods, four nmen - three old, one young - protecting the queen froma hi dden
evil. Dagorian was the young man fromthe dream 'Wy are you here?' denmanded U nenet ha.

"1 came to kill Kalizkan."
"He is with the arny,' said Unenetha. 'Now |l et us get out of this dreadful place.’

The sun was shining outside and the queen's carriage was still there, the driver stretched out
asl eep on the grass. U nenetha | ooked up at the bright, clean, blue of the sky with a gratitude
she coul d scarce believe

As the group approached the coachman yawned and stretched. Seeing the queen he scranbled to his
feet and bowed.

" At your bidding, your highness,' he said.
' Take us to the pal ace,' ordered U nenet ha.

Hel ping the queen into the carriage she gl anced back at the two girls and the boy. Al three were
badl y under -

nourished, clothed in rags. 'Get in,' she ordered them
"Where you taking us? asked the boy, suspiciously.
' Sonewhere safer than this,' U nmenetha replied.

They crowded in, followed by Dagorian. As the carriage noved away the young officer leaned in
close to Unenetha. 'There is nowhere safe in the city,' he said, keeping his voice | ow

"What do you suggest ?

"W nmust get to the coast, and find a ship. And we nust do it before Malikada returns. W shoul d
head for the nountains.'

"There are forests there,' whispered U nenetha.
"You fear forests? he asked, surprised by her reaction
"The white crow will be there,' she told him He was confused, but she turned away from hi m

As the carriage nmade its way al ong the broad avenues Axi ana saw the crowds mlling. 'Wat is



happeni ng?' she asked. 'Wiy is everyone gathering so?

' They have heard the news, highness. They are wondering what will happen to them now,' Dagori an
expl ai ned.

'The news? What news?' she asked, nystified. Dagorian blinked, and transferred his gaze to
U nmenet ha. She too was none the wi ser

The officer rubbed his hand over his stubbled jaw. 'l amtruly sorry, your highness. But word has
reached the city that our arny was defeated by the Cadi ans.'

"That is not possible,' said Axiana. 'Skanda is the greatest warrior alive. You nmust be m staken
This is just a runour.'

Dagori an said nothing, but his gaze net that of U nenetha. The queen was | ooking out of the w ndow
agai n. U nenet ha nout hed a question

" The ki ng?
Dagori an shook his head. ' Then we nmust brave the forest,' said U nenetha.
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Irritation crept into Malikada - a snall, dark cloud in the clear blue sky of his joy. He stood on
the hillside gazing down on the Drenai dead. Stripped now of arnour and weapons, gone was their
arrogance and their mght. They were nerely pale corpses, ready to be rolled into the huge pit
bei ng dug by Ventrian soldiers.

It was Malikada's nonment of triunph. The arny which had destroyed the enmpire of his ancestors was
now rui ned. He had al ways known revenge woul d be sweet, but had never guessed just how exquisite
the taste would be

Yet it was marred.

He swung to the swordsnman, Antikas Karios. 'Now we will rebuild Ventria,' he said. 'And we wil
burn away the Drenai presence.'

"Yes, nmy lord," replied Antikas, dully.

"What is wong with you, man? Do you have the toot hache?

"No, ny |ord.

Then what ?'

"They fought well and bravely, and it does not sit well with nme that we betrayed them

Mal i kada's irritation flared into anger. 'How can you tal k of betrayal ? That would be their
perspective. W fought them you and |I. We risked our lives to prevent Skanda's victories. The old
enperor was weak and indecisive, and yet we stood by him W served himfaithfully and well. At
the |l ast Skanda conquered us. W had two choices, Antikas. You renmenber that? W could have died,
or we could have gone on fighting a different kind of war. W both chose the latter. W have

remai ned true to our own cause. W are not traitors, Antikas. W are patriots.'

" Perhaps so, Lord. But this |eaves a bad feeling in nmy stomach.
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" Then take your stomach el sewhere,’ stormed Malikada. 'Go! Leave ne to ny pleasure.' Antikas bowed
and wal ked away. Mali kada watched the swordsman. He noved with such grace. The deadliest bl adesman
Mal i kada had ever seen, and yet, beneath it all, it now transpired, he was soft and weak! He had
al ways envied Antikas, yet now he felt only contenpt.

Mal i kada forced the imge of the man fromhis mnd, picturing again the nonent when Skanda had



signalled the charge. Oh, how he wi shed he could have been closer, to see the expression on the
bastard's face, to witness the realization that he was doomed, that Mlikada was endi ng his dreans
of enpire. Oh, how that nust have eaten into Skanda's soul

Irritation flared again within him Wen Skanda had been dragged unconscious fromthe battlefield
Kal i zkan had refused pernission for Malikada to witness the sacrifice. He would |Iike to have seen
that; to see the living heart cut fromthe body. A truly magnificent monent it woul d have been to
stand over the king, their gaze | ocked together, watching the death agony, feeling Skanda's dying
hatred. Malikada shivered with pleasure at the thought.

But then Kalizkan was a secretive man. Ml i kada had not been allowed to watch the old enperor's
sacrifice either.

The corpses were being tunbled into the pit now, and covered with oil and dry wood. As the fl anes
spread and bl ack snoke spiralled up Malikada turned away. It was al nost noon, and he needed to see
Kal i zkan. This was only the begi nning. There were other Drenai garrisons along the coast, and
there was still the problemof the Wite WlIf.

Al so there was the question of Mlikada's coronation.
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Enperor Ml ikada! Now that had a fine sound. He would order Kalizkan to create an even greater
illusion in the night skies over Usa - sonething that would dwarf the display Skanda had enjoyed.

He strolled back through the Ventrian canp towards the cliffs beyond. Red dust rose up around him
as he wal ked, staining his highly polished boots. The cave entrance was dark, but he could see
lantern light further inside. Stepping into the cave he felt a nmonentary fear. Kalizkan had become
so withdrawn lately, and had ceased to treat himwith his customary respect. Mlikada had all owed
the di scourtesy, for he needed the man. His spells and his w zardry had been vital

Had been vital
The thought struck himthat he no | onger needed Kali zkan

I need no-one, he realized. But | shall keep himwith me. His skills will be nore than useful when
it cones time to invade the lands of the Drenai. But first there is Axiana. | shall wait until she
has birthed the child, see it strangled, and then wed her mnyself. Wio can then deny nme the crown?

Hi s good hunour restored he continued on his way.

The body of Skanda was laid on a stone altar, the chest cut open. A linen cloth had been laid over
his face. Kalizkan was sitting by a small fire, his blue satin robes stained with bl ood.

"Did he scream as he di ed?" asked Muli kada.
Kal i zkan rose. 'No, he did not scream He cursed you with his |ast breath.
"I would like to have heard that,' said Mlikada

There was a foul odour in the cave, and Malikada pulled a perfunmed handkerchief from his pocket,
holding it to his nose. "Wat is that snell? he asked.
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"It is this form' said Kalizkan. 'It has served its purpose, and is now rotting. And | have no
wi sh to waste ny enhanced powers sustaining it any |onger.'

"FornP? What are you tal king about?'

"Kalizkan's body. It was already dying when | inhabited it. That was why he sumoned ne. To take
away his cancer. | took himinstead. H s arrogance was overwhel ming. How could he think to contro
Anharat, Lord of the N ght?



"You are making no sense, wzard.'

"On the contrary, Milikada. It all nakes perfect sense, depending, of course, upon your
perspective. | listened to your conversation with the swordsman. You were quite right. It is all a
questi on of perspectives. Skanda believed you betrayed him whereas you and | know you renai ned
true to the one cause you believed in, the restoration of the Ventrian throne. Naturally with you
to sit upon it. I, on the other hand, have no interest in the throne. And | have al so renmi ned
true to nmy cause -the restoration of ny people to the I and which was once theirs by right and by
force of arms.'

Mal i kada was suddenly frightened. He tried to back away, but found that his | egs woul d not obey
him The perfunmed handkerchi ef dropped fromhis fingers, and his arns fell uselessly to his sides.
He was paral ysed. He tried to shout for help, but, as his nouth opened, no sound cane forth.

"l don't suppose,' said the creature within Kalizkan, 'that you are interested in ny cause, save
that to tell it will extend your life by a few nonents.' The body of the w zard seened to shi mer,
and Mal i kada found himsel f gazing upon a rotting corpse. Half the flesh of the face had

di sappeared, the other half was grey-green and maggot infested. Mlikada tried to shut his eyes,
but
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even that was lost to him 'M people,' said Kalizkan, "lost a war. W were not killed. W were
bani shed, to a grey, soulless world al ongside your own. A world w thout colour, wthout taste,
wi t hout hope. Now, thanks in small part to you, Malikada, we have the chance to live again. To
feel the cold, heady night wi nds upon our faces, to taste the sweet joys that spring from human
fear.'

Kal i zkan cane cl oser, and reached out his hand. Talons sprouted fromthe fingers. 'Ch yes,
Mal i kada, |et your terror flow It is like wine, soft upon the tongue.' Wth an agoni zi ng | ack of
speed the talons slowy pierced Mlikada's chest.

"And now you can help me conplete ny mssion. The queen, you see, has escaped frommnmy hone, and |
need your formin order to use your nmen to hunt her down.'

The fierce pain of fire flowed through Malikada, searing its way across his chest, down into his
belly, and up the spinal cord, exploding into his brain. It was an agony beyond enduring, and
Kal i zkan shivered with pleasure at it.

The tal ons ceased their probing as they closed around Malikada's heart. '"If | had nore tinme,' said
Anharat, 'l would hold you like this for sone hours. But | have no tine. So die, Malikada. Die in
despair. Your world is ruined, and soon your people will be food for the Wndborn.' The Ventrian's
corpse twitched. The rotting body of Kalizkan fell to the floor

Wthin Malikada now t he denon stretched out his new arns. Kalizkan's body burst into flanes.

St eppi ng back the new Mali kada strode to the cave entrance. Lifting his hand he focused his
concentration on the rocks above him Dust filtered down, the rocks groaned. Mlikada stepped into
the sunlight.
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And the cave ceiling crashed down behind him bl ocking the entrance.

He strode down to where his nen were waiting, pausing only to sniff the snoke rising fromthe
great pyre. There was a delicious sweetness to it.

Back at his tent he sunmmpned Anti kas Karios. The swordsman bowed | ow.
"Go to the city and find the queen,' said Malikada. 'Protect her until ny arrival.'
"Yes, nmy lord. Protect her from whon?

"Just make sure she is there when | arrive.'



"I shall leave inmediately, nmy |lord.

"Do not fail me, Antikas.

An angry |l ook came into the swordsnman's deep, dark eyes. 'Wen have | ever failed you, cousin?
"Never,' replied Malikada, 'and nowis not the tine to start.

Anti kas said nothing for a noment, but the denpbn within Mlikada felt the swordsman's piercing
gaze. Coolly he cast a small spell, which radiated fromhim surrounding Anti kas. The swordsman
rel axed.

"It will be as you conmmand,' he said
' Take spare horses and ride all night. Be there before the dawn,'

The carriage noved slowy through the city streets. Crowds were everywhere now, and as dusk
deepened, the riots began in the poorer quarters of the city. Several buildings were set afire.
"Why do they do this? asked Axi ana, watching the distant snoke, and hearing the far-off screans.
"VWhat purpose does it achieve?

Dagori an shrugged. 'That is hard to explain, your highness. Sone people are in a state of panic.
They fear the Cadians will descend on themwth fire and sword.

164

O hers know that with the arny destroyed they are free to commit crines they woul d ot herwi se have
been puni shed for. They see the disaster as an opportunity to obtain wealth they could not hope to
earn. | do not know all the reasons. But there will be nmany deaths tonight.

The carriage pulled into the pal ace grounds, where it was stopped by an officer of the guards, and
a squad of spear men. The nan opened the door, saw the queen, and bowed | ow

' Thank the Source you are safe, your highness,' he said. She gave hima wan smle, and the
carriage nmoved on.

I nside the queen's apartnents Axi ana sank to a couch, resting her head on a satin pillow, and fel
asl eep. U nenetha began to gather clothes for the queen, packing themcarefully into an ornate
wooden chest. Then she went with the children to the deserted kitchens, where she gathered food:
sides of ham some hard cheese wapped in nmuslin, and several small sacks of flour, sugar and
salt. The children sat close by, gorging thensel ves on bread and preserves, washed down with fresh
m | k. U menetha paused and watched t hem

"What happened in that orphanage?’ she asked the red-headed boy.

Hi s bright blue eyes were suddenly fearful, but his expression renmai ned set and hard. 'Children
died,' he said. 'Everybody said Kalizkan was kind. You could be sure of a neal there. Lots of ny
friends had already gone. W went there ten days ago.' The boy closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. 'Mst of nmy friends were dead by then, but I didn't know They used to take them

under ground, but you could still hear the screans.' He opened his eyes. 'l don't want to talk
about it.'
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"l understand,' said the priestess. Mwving opposite the children she sat down. 'Listen to ne. W
are leaving the city. Tonight. You can conme with us if you wi sh, or you can stay in Usa. It is up
to you.'

"Where are you goi ng?' asked the older girl, her deep, dark eyes holding to U nenetha's gaze.

"W will try to find a way to the coast, and then a ship to Drenan. It is a long way, and | think
it will be a perilous journey. You may be safer here.'



'l amDrenai,' said the girl. "Or at least ny father was Drenai. | will cone with you. There is
nothing here for ne. I do not want to stay.'

"You won't |eave ne here!' wailed the small blonde child, taking hold of the girl's hand.
"I won't |eave you, little one. You can cone with us.'
"Way should we go?' asked the boy. '|I can steal food for all of us.'

Reachi ng out she ran her fingers through his tangled red hair. 'Maybe in Drenan you won't have to
steal food. W could live in a house.

The boy swore. '"Wio's going to give us a house, Pharis? Nobody gives anyone anything. You get
not hing for nothing. That's the way of it.'

"You found food for ne, Conalin. And you | ooked after Sufia when she was sick. You got nothing in
return.’

"You're nmy friends and I |love you. That's different. How do you know you can trust this fat
wonman?'

The girl | ooked up again into U nmenetha's eyes. 'She cane to rescue her friend. And she fought the
beast. | trust her.’

"Wll, | don't want to go,' said the boy, stubbornly.

"I'f you don't cone, who will protect little Sufia? she said.
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'Ch, please conme with us, Con,' pleaded Sufia. 'Please!'

He sat silently for a nonment, then stared up at U nenetha, his eyes angry. 'Wiy should we trust
you?' he asked her.

"l can offer no reason, Conalin. Save that | never lie. And | promi se you this: If we reach Drenan
safely the queen will buy you a house.

"Wy should you? You owe us not hing.

"That is not true. Your bravery, and that of your sister, helped to kill the . . . beast, as you
call it. Had you not helped me | would have been killed."'
"She's not ny sister. She's Pharis, nmy friend. And if she and Sufia are going, I'll conme too. But

| don't believe you about the house.

"Wait and see,' said Unenetha. 'Now let's find some sacks for supplies, and fill them W don't
want to be hungry when we reach the nountains.'

Back in the apartnents the queen was asleep on the couch, and Dagorian had swapped his beggar's
rags for one of Skanda's grey woollen tunics. It was enbl azoned with a rearing white horse at the
shoul der. He stood now on the bal cony, watching the glow fromthe fires in the western quarter

The rioting woul d die down during the night, and their best chance of escape lay in the hour
bef ore dawn, when the rioters were asleep, and the soldiers of the Watch were busy with the
aftermath of the chaos.

Escape?

How | ong before the pursuit began? And how fast could they travel ? The queen was heavily pregnant,
the child due within days. She could not ride a horse at speed. The threat of m scarriage was too
great. That neant taking a wagon. Hard-ridi ng horsenen would catch them wi thin hours.

167



Perhaps it would be wiser to try to reach Banelion. The Wite WIf and his nen could not be
further than a few days' ride to the west.

He dismi ssed the idea. That would be the eneny's first thought. And anyway what could a few
hundred ol d nmen do agai nst Malikada's Ventrian arny? Joining Banelion would nerely serve a death
warrant on nore Drenai soldiers.

What t hen?
Sone deception was necessary. Sonething that would give themtine.

He heard the queen give out a soft mpan in her sleep and noved back into the apartment. Sitting
down beside her he gently took her hand. "I will defend you with my life,' he whi spered.

U nmenet ha wat ched him fromthe doorway. He was hol ding her hand with great tenderness and she
realized, in that nonment, that the young man was in love with Axi ana. Sadness touched her. In a
just world they would have net two years ago, when both were free. Even if she returned his |ove
Axi ana was carrying the heir to the throne of two nations. Her life would renmain ruled by nen of
power. And they woul d never sanction a narriage to a junior officer |ike Dagorian

G earing her throat she stepped into the room the children follow ng her, bearing sacks of
suppl i es.

"What now?' she asked Dagori an

Rel easi ng the queen's hand he rose. 'Are the children conming with us?" U nenetha nodded. ' Good,"
he said. > W will need a wagon and extra horses. | will find them The queen nmust be disguised.
No silks nor satins. No jewellery. W will leave the city as a poor famly, fleeing fromthe
riots. There will be many such over the next few
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days. Wth luck we will pass unnoticed anobng them This will slow down the pursuit.’
"What can | do while you are fetching a wagon?

"Find maps of the nountains. There will be many box canyons, broken trails, and treacherous areas.
It would be hel pful if we could plan a route, and not nove blindly on faith al one.’

Swirling a dark cloak around his shoul ders Dagorian |eft them The youngest child, Sufia, was
exhausted, and Pharis led her to a couch, where she lay down and fell asleep. Leaving the children
in the apartnment U nenetha took a lantern and nade her way to the Royal Library on the ground
floor. There were thousands of books here, and hundreds of scrolls. She searched for some tine
through the index, locating three ancient maps of the mountains, and also a traveller's diary that
told of the trek fromUsa to Perapolis in the south. If the Source was with themthey would be
following this route for at |east part of the way.

Returning to the apartnent she found the red-headed boy, Conalin, sitting on the bal cony. Pharis
and Sufia were cuddl ed together on the couch, fast asleep. She covered themw th a bl anket then
nmoved to Axiana. The queen stirred, opened her eyes, and smled sleepily. 'I had a terrible
dream' she said.

"Rest, ny lady. You will need your strength in the norning.' Axiana closed her eyes.

U nmenet ha wal ked out onto the bal cony. The western quarter of the city was ablaze, and she could
hear distant screans. 'Are you not tired?" she asked Conali n.

‘"I amstrong,' he said.
"I know that. But even the strong need sleep."'
"They are killing one another,' he said, gesturing
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towards the distant flanes. 'Robbing, looting, raping. Slaughtering the weak.'

"Does it sadden you?'

"It is what the weak are for,' he said, solemly. 'That is why |I shall never be weak.
"How di d you conme to neet Pharis and the child?'

"Way do you want to know?' he demanded.

"l am maki ng conversation, Conalin. If we are to be friends we need to know one another. That is
the way of things. What is Pharis's favourite food?

"Plunms. Wy?

She smled. 'That is part of knowing a friend. Wen you go out to steal food you will ook for a
plum for Pharis, because you know she |ikes them Know ng is good anong friends. So where did you
meet ?'

"Her nother's a whore who worked Merchant Alley. | first saw Pharis there. Two summers ago. Her
nmot her was drunk, and lying in the gutter. Pharis was trying to lift her, to get her hone.'

" And you hel ped?
"Yes.'

"Wy did you do that?
"What do you nean?

U nenet ha shrugged. ' You were hel ping the weak, Conalin. Wiy did you not just rob her and wal k
away ?'

"That's what | was going to do,' he snapped. '|I saw her lying there and | knew she'd have coin
fromthe nen she'd doxi ed. But then Pharis cane al ong. She saw ne standing there and she said,
"Take her arm" So | did. Anyway, that's how we net.'

"What happened to the nother?

Now it was his turn to shrug. 'She's still around. She sold Pharis to a whorehouse. Where rich nen
like to fondle young girls. | took her away fromthat. | clinbed
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through the rear w ndow one night, and | got her out.’

'That was very brave of you.' He seenmed pleased at the conplinment and his hard face rel axed. As it
did so he | ooked younger, and terribly vul nerable. U nenetha wanted to reach out and stroke his
tangled red hair, to draw himto her. He spoke again.

"Had to pick the lock on her room And all the while the Breaker was asleep in a chair next to
it.'

' The Breaker?' she enquired.

The | eg-breaker. The man who watches out for the girls. WlIl, they say he watches out for them
but if a girl won't do what she's told he bashes them' He grinned suddenly. '|I bet he was in rea
trouble the foll owi ng norning.'

" And what about Sufia?

"We found her in that wizard' s house. She was hiding under a bed. She was the last of them Wy
was he killing children? he asked her.



"He was, | believe, making blood magic,' said Unenetha. 'It is a vile practice.’
"There's a ot of them' he said, softly. '"Vile practices.'
"Tell me about you,' she said.

"No,' he said, sinmply. 'l don't talk about ne. But you are right, | amtired. | think I'Il sleep
now for a while.'

"I''"1'l wake you when Dagorian gets back.'
"You won't have to,' he assured her.

Qut on the streets the rioting continued unabated. Dagorian had avoi ded the guards by cli nmbing
over the palace wall, and droppi ng down onto the broad Avenue of Kings. From here he could see
several bodies, sprawied in death. Rioters noved into sight, swilling | ooted wine. Keeping to the
shadows he noved down the Avenue, then darted across it to one of the w de roads
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| eading to the Merchants' Acre. Here, he knew, were the hauliers who daily distributed the
merchants' wares to shops, homes and market stalls in the city.

He reached the first to find the buildings engulfed by flanes, and coul d see wagons burning on the
open ground beyond. Anger swept through him threatening to engulf his nmind. He wanted to draw his
sword and run at the rioters, hacking and slashing. Hs fingers closed around the hilt of his
sabre. A voice whispered into his mnd, cold and calm dispelling the fury.

"Do not |et them possess you, Dagorian. They are everywhere.

Dagori an | eaned back against a wall, his hands shaking with the afternath of rage. 'Wwo are you?
he whi sper ed.

"Afriend. You renenber nme? | came to you when the denbons were rendi ng your soul. And again at the
home of the nurdered seer.'

"I remenber.

"Know this, then, child: The city is possessed, and the denpons are feasting on rage and mnurder.
Every hour they grow stronger. By tomorrow no-one will be able to resist them Do not succunb.
Think clearly and coolly. | will be with you, though | will not speak again. Now find a wagon!'

The officer noved away fromthe wall, and ducked down a narrow all ey. Snoke, thicker than any fog,
hung in the air, burning his lungs. Holding his cloak over his face Dagorian ran on. The sounds of
screaning cane fromall around himnow, from the burning buil di ngs where people were trapped, from
the al |l eyways, where victins had been cornered.

Anger touched hi magain, but he fought it down.

He canme to the wide gates of a second haulier. They had been burst open and a group of nmen and
wonen

carrying torches were running around the yard, setting the wagons ablaze. Ot hers had thrown
torches into the stables, igniting the straw i nside. Horses were whinnying in terror. Cutting
across the yard Dagorian opened the stable doors, ran inside, freeing all but two of the horses.
Panic stricken the freed beasts galloped into the yard, scattering the rioters.

Moving to the renmaining two horses Dagorian cal med them as best he could and |l ed them fromthe
stable. Fear was strong upon them but they were used to the sure touch of their handlers, and
they accepted Dagorian's authority. In the yard he tethered themto a wagon untouched by the
rioters. The traces and brasses used to hitch the horses were laid over the back of the wagon
Dagori an nmoved to them

Arioter ran forwards, tossing a torch to the wagon seat. Dagorian spun on his heel and sent a



thundering right cross to the man's jaw. He fell w thout a sound. Hurling the torch aside he noved
to the traces. A whoosh of burning air seared across the yard as flanes burst through the stables
wal | . The horses reared. Once nore Dagorian tried to calmthem stroking their |ong necks,

whi spering soothing words. The heat was intense and the rioters noved away. Dagorian hitched the
horses and clinbed to the driver's seat. Releasing the brake he took up the whip and cracked it.
The horses surged into the traces and the wagon noved forward. But to exit the yard they had to
drive past the burning stables and the horses faltered, unwilling to face the flanes again.

In the back of the wagon were several enpty sacks. Wth his dagger he sliced two strips from one
of them Leaping to the ground he blindfol ded the horses. Back in the driver's seat he cracked the
whi p. Reluctantly the
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team noved on. He could feel themfaltering again as the heat swelled, but |ashed themboth with
the whip and shouted at the top of his voice. The horses powered into the traces and the wagon
roll ed past the burning building and out into the road beyond.

Swi nging themto the right he took them at speed down towards the Avenue of Kings.

Anot her nmob was gathered there, but they scattered as the wagon bore down on them One man ran
forward and leapt at him His face was a tw sted mask of hatred, his eyes staring w de. Dagorian
|l ashed out with his foot, kicking the attacker in the chest, and pitching himto the street. Up
ahead a group of men tried to block his way, but the horses were galloping now, and woul d not be
stopped. A hurled knife thudded into the backrest behind him but then he was clear of them and
the pal ace gates were in sight.

They were open. And no guards could be seen
Dagori an drove through, then dragged on the reins, hauling the horses to a stop
Junpi ng down he struggled with the wought-iron gates, pulling them cl osed.

They woul d not hold firm agai nst a nob, he knew. Munting the wagon again he drove it to the main
doors.

The sky was lightening as he ran into the building, and up the long, w nding staircase. The queen
was awake now, and dressed in a sinple woollen gowmn of blue, edged with white cotton

"W must go quickly,' said Dagorian. 'The nmob will soon be here.'

' G? Where should | go? | amthe queen. They will not harmne,' said Axiana. 'They are ny people
and they love nme.' Her slender fingers touched the sleeve of her
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gown. 'And | will not wear this revolting outfit. It scratches ny skin.'

"A nob does not know of |ove,' said Dagorian. 'They are outside killing each other, raping and
looting. It will not be long before they realize that true riches can be found here.’

"My cousin Malikada will be back soon. He will protect nme,' said Axiana.

"Pl ease, ny dove,' urged U nenetha, 'trust ne! Your life is in danger, and we nust flee the city.

The nobility are not given to panic, U nmenetha. And certainly not in the face of peasant unrest.

"It is not nerely unrest,' Dagorian told her. 'The npobs are possessed.’

Possessed? That cannot be!’

"It is true, highness. | swear it. | discovered the denons while investigating a series of
murders. | believe Kalizkan sunmoned them | have seen nobs before, and | have been out there
anong those denmented people. There is a difference, believe nme.'



"You are saying this to frighten me,"' insisted Axiana.

U nenet ha approached the queen. 'What he says is true, ny dove. | have known about these denobns
for sone tine. | also know that Kalizkan is a wal king corpse. He too is possessed. You saw the
creature at his house. It was a zhagul. A dead man. | think we should listen to Dagorian and

follow himto the nmountains.'

"I will not!' insisted Axiana, draw ng back, her eyes fearful. 'Malikada will protect nme. | wll
tell himof Kalizkan's evil and he will punish him'

U nmenet ha stepped in close and put her hands on Axiana's shoulders. 'Be calm' she said, softly.
"I amhere. Al will be well.' Her right hand lifted, as if to stroke the queen's brow. Dagorian
saw a blue light radiate from her

pal m Axiana fell forward into U nenetha's arnms. The priestess lowered her to a couch. 'She wll
sl eep for several hours,' she said.

"You are a sorceress? whispered Dagorian

‘Il ama priestess!' she snapped. 'There is a difference. The little nagic | know is used for
heal i ng. Now carry her down - and be careful with her.'

Dagorian lifted Axiana to his arnms. Despite her pregnancy she was not heavy and he carried her to
the wagon, lifting her to the tailboard. U nenetha settled her down, rolling an enpty sack for a
pillow, and covering her with a blanket. Pharis and Sufia scranbl ed aboard, and Conalin clinbed to
the driver's seat. Dagorian stepped up to sit beside him

Dagori an drove the wagon to the royal stables, and there saddl ed a warhorse of sone seventeen
hands. 'Can you drive the wagon?' he asked Conalin. The boy nodded.

"Good. Then | will clear a way to the East Gate. If | go down do not stop. You understand?
"Ch, | won't stop,' said Conalin. 'You can count on that.'
"Then let's go.'

The Avenue of Kings was deserted now, and eerily quiet. Dagorian |l ed the way, the sound of his
horse's hoof beats |ike slow beating war drunms. He drew his sabre and scanned the Avenue. There
was not a sign of life.

The dawn sun cl eared the nount ai ns.

The wagon noved on. After half a mile they saw a group of nen sitting quietly by the roadside.
They were bl ood sneared, their clothing stained by snmoke. They | ooked up at the wagon, but nade no
hostil e noves. Their eyes were dull, and they seened weary beyond reckoni ng.

Dagori an sheat hed his sabre.
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They reached the gate and found thenselves waiting in a |ine of some twenty wagons and coaches,
all filled with fleeing fam lies and their possessions. The gate arch was narrow, and it was
taking time to manoeuvre the wagons through. A group of riders arrived fromoutside the city, but
coul d not pass, and Dagorian heard the begi nnings of an angry exchange.

D snounting he tethered his horse and was about to clinmb onto the wagon when he heard the voice of
Anti kas Karios, ordering a wagon driver to draw his vehicle aside. Ducki ng down bel ow the wagon he
wai ted until the group cleared the gate, and thundered their nounts towards the pal ace.

The wait now to leave the city seened interm nable. Two inpatient drivers noved forward at the
same tine. One of the horses reared, and | ashed out at the opposing team Both drivers |eapt down
and began a heated argunent. Dagorian's patience snapped. Vaulting to the saddle he rode to the
shouting nen. Drawi ng his sabre he held the blade to the neck of the first. 'Back off,' he said,



"or I'Il gut you like a fish!' The argument died instantly. The man scranbl ed back to his wagon
and hauled on the reins, reversing his team Swinging in the saddl e Dagorian shouted to Conalin
"Drive through!'

And then they were out onto open ground.

Conal i n headed the horses up the I ong slope towards the nountains. Dagorian rode al ongsi de,
constantly | ooking back, expecting at any nonment to see pursuers galloping after them 'Gve them
a touch of the whip!' he ordered Conalin. The boy did so and the horses broke into a run. In the
back of the wagon U nenetha was thrown to one side. The child Sufia began to cry. U nmenetha
gathered her close. There is nothing to fear,"
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she said, soothingly. The horses were breathing heavily as they reached the crest of the hill,
droppi ng down on the other side. Qut of sight of the city Dagorian ordered Conalin to slow down
and continue follow ng the road south and west.

The officer rode back to the rise and dismunted. Mnutes |ater he saw Anti kas Karios and his nen
| eave the city. For one dreadful nonent he thought they were heading in pursuit, but they turned
due west al ong the nerchant road.

How | ong before they realized their nistake? An hour? Less?

Back in the saddl e he caught up with the wagon. Axiana was conscious now, and sitting silently,
staring out over the nountains. Dagorian hitched his horse to the wagon and clinbed aboard. 'We
have | ost themfor now,' he told U nenetha. 'Were are the maps?

U nmenet ha passed himthe first. It was an old, dry scroll, which he carefully unrolled. The city
depicted was vastly smaller than the netropolis Usa had becone, but the nountain roads were
clearly marked. They formed part of a trade route to the ghost city of Lem zoo miles south. Built
around the wealth of nearby silver nines -which had failed nore than 200 years ago - Lem was now
an abandoned series of ruins. Dagorian studied the map carefully. They would travel south for just
over a hundred nmiles, then swing to the west for another 70 miles, crossing the Carpos nountains
and picking up the coast road to Caphis. It was not the nearest of the ports, but the route was
less well travelled, and should help them avoid the dangers of bandits and rebel tribesnen.
Merchants were constantly harassed by such bands around the cl osest port, Nbrec.

A secondary factor in choosing Caphis, but none-
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thel ess inportant, was that Mlikada was likely to expect themto head for Mrec, the intended
destination of the Wiite WIf and his nen

He showed the route to U nenetha. She peered at the map. 'Wat do the synbols nmean?' she asked
him tapping the scroll with her finger

They are a formof shorthand taken from Hi gh Ventrian. This one, which [ooks |ike the head of a
ram is a pictorial representation of three letters, NWP. It stands for no wi nter passage.'

"And the figures?

' Di stance between set points, using not the mle, but the Ventrian | eague. These will not be
precise.'

"How far must we travel ?' asked Phari s.

' Perhaps two hundred and fifty miles, nuch of it over rough country. W have no spare horses, so
we will have to nove with care, conserving the animals as best we can. Wth luck we will be in
Caphis within a nonth. It is but a short trip then across the sea to Dros Purdol - and hone!’

"Whose honme?' asked Axiana, suddenly. Dagorian | ooked across at the queen. Her face was pale, her
dark eyes angry. 'It is not nmy home. My home was raided by Drenai savages from across the sea.



These sanme savages saw ny father slain, and forced me to wed their |eader. Is Axi ana goi ng home?
No, she is being kidnapped and taken from her hone."

The officer was silent for a monent. '|I amsorry, your highness,' he said, at last. T amone of
those Drenai savages. But | would willingly give ny life for you. | have brought you fromthe city
because you are in danger. Kalizkan is a nonster. And, for purposes which | do not fully
understand, desires to kill the child you carry. He and Malikada are in | eague. O that | have no
doubt .

Mal i kada delivered your father to him Kalizkan killed him Now Mlikada's treachery has seen
Skanda simlarly nurdered. If it is in nmy power to bring you safely to Drenan then | shall. After
that you will be free. You will be feted as the queen, and, if it is possible, an army will bring
you back to Ventria and establish you once nore upon the throne.'

Axi ana shook her head. 'How can you be so naive, Dagorian? You think the Drenai nobility will care
about me? | ama foreigner. You think they will support ny child? | think not. He will die,

poi soned or strangl ed, and sone other Drenai nobleman will take the throne. That is the way it

will be. You say Malikada delivered up ny father. | can believe that. He | oathed him thought him
weak, and blanmed himfor the | osses agai nst Skanda. You say he betrayed Skanda. This | can al so
believe, for he hated him But he has always loved me. He is my cousin and would do nothing to
harm ne. '’

"And t he babe you carry?' asked U nenet ha.

"l care nothing for him He is a poisoned gift from Skanda. Let themtake him And as for you
Dagorian, return to your horse. | find your conpany repul sive.

The words hurt him but he stood, untied the reins of his nount and stepped into the saddle.
U nenet ha gathered up the map. ' You are wong, highness,' she said, softly.

"I need to hear no words fromyou, traitress.'

A dry chuckl e came from Conalin. He glanced back at U nenetha. 'You save her fromthe beast and
she calls you names. Gods, how | hate the rich.’

Axi ana made no reply, but stared out over the snow capped nountains, her face set, her expression
unr eadabl e. She wanted to apol ogize to U nenetha, to
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say that the words were spoken in anger. Ingratitude was not one of Axiana's weaknesses. She knew
that the priestess had risked her life to save her fromthe undead creature in Kalizkan's house.
More than this, she knew that U nenetha |oved her, and would never willingly see her cone to harm

But Axiana was frightened. Raised at court, her every whimcatered to instantly, the events of the
past two days had been deeply shocking to her. In the space of forty-eight hours she had been

| ocked in a dank room w tnessed violent death, heard of her husband's nurder, and was now in a
creaki ng wagon, heading into the wild I ands. She felt as if her mnd was unravelling. Kalizkan
whom she had trusted and been fond of, was now reveal ed as a mass nurderer, a child-killing beast.
The Source al one knew what he had planned for her. She shuddered.

"Are you cold, ny dove?" U nenetha asked her. Axi ana nodded dunbly. The priestess noved to her

| ayi ng a bl anket over her shoulders. Tears welled in Axiana's eyes. The wagon | urched over a rut
in the road and Axiana half fell into U nenetha. The priestess caught her. Axiana rested her head
agai nst U nenet ha's shoul der

"I"'msorry,' she whispered
"I know, child."’
' The baby is due soon. | amvery frightened.'

"I will be here. And you are strong. Everything will be all right.'



Axi ana took a deep breath, then sat upright. She could see Dagorian riding ahead, scanning the
trail. They were heading towards a forest that covered the flanks of the hills like a buffalo
robe. Axiana gl anced back. The city of Usa could no | onger be seen behind them
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The dark-haired Pharis took a red apple froma food sack, and offered it to Axiana. The queen
accepted it with a smle, then | ooked at the girl. She was terribly thin and undernourished, but
her face was pretty, her eyes large and brown. Axiana had never been this close to a comoner. She
studied Pharis's thin dress. It was inpossible to say what colour it had once been, for it was now

a drab, lifeless grey, torn at the shoulder, the hip and the el bow, and badly frayed at the wists
and the neck. It would not have been used as a cleaning rag in the palace. Reaching out she
touched the material. It was rough and dirty. Pharis drew back, and Axi ana saw her expression

change. The girl swng away and noved back to sit with Sufia.

At that nmonent the child within her noved. She gave a little cry. Then she smled. 'He kicked ne,'
she said. U nenetha gently placed her hand over Axiana's swollen belly.

"Yes, | can feel him He's lusty and anxious for life.'

"Can | feel hinP?' asked little Sufia, scranbling back on her hands and knees. Axi ana gazed down
into her bright blue eyes.

"Of course,' she said. Taking the child's snmall, griny hand, she placed it over her stonmach. For a
nmonment there was no novenent, then the baby kicked again. Sufia squealed with delight.

"Pharis, Pharis, conme feel!' she cried.

Pharis | ooked up and nmet the queen's gaze. Axiana snmiled and held out her hand. Pharis noved to
her, and the baby obediently kicked once nore.

"How did it get in there? asked Sufia. 'And howw Il it get out?

"Magic,' said Unenetha, swiftly. 'How old are you, Sufia? she added, changi ng the subject. The
child shrugged
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"I don't know. My brother Giss said he was six. And |'m younger than Giss.'
"Where is your brother? asked Axiana, stroking Sufia's greasy blond hair.

"The wi zard man took himaway.' She was suddenly frightened. 'You won't let himtake ne away, wll
you?'

" Nobody will take you away, little one,' said Conalin, fiercely. "I"ll kill any who try."'
This pleased Sufia. She | ooked up at Conalin. 'Can | drive the wagon?' she asked.

Pharis hel ped her clanber over the backrest, and Conalin sat her on his lap, allowing her to hold
the reins.

Axiana bit into the apple. It was sweet, wondrously sweet.

They had just reached the trees when they heard the sound of thundering hoof beats. Axiana gl anced
back. Five horsenen were cresting the rise behind them

Dagori an gal | oped back to the wagon, his sabre gleaning in his hand.
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Chapt er Seven

Vel lian had been a fighting nan for fifteen of his twenty-nine years, and had served Milikada and
Anti kas Karios for twelve of them He had joined the Ventrian arny for the G eat Expedition; the



i nvasi on of Drenan, and the righting of ancient wongs. Every Ventrian child knew of Drena
infamy, their broken treaties, their territorial inpudence, and their killing, centuries before,
of the Great Enperor Gorben.

The invasion was to have put right all past wongs.

That, at least, was how it was sold to the fourteen-year-old Vellian when the recruiting officers
arrived at his village. There was no greater honour, they said, than serving the enperor in a just
cause. They made extravagant prom ses about wealth and glory. The wealth did not interest Vellian,
but thoughts of glory swept through himlike a powerful drug. He signed that day, w thout seeking
permi ssion fromhis parents, and rode away to snmte the savages and seek his fane.

Now he rode a weary horse on the Od Lemroad, and all his dreans were dust.

He had watched the Drenai arny in their hopel ess battle against the Cadians and had felt the
enor nous wei ght of shame. None of the junior officers had known of Mlikada's plan, and they had
wai ted, swords drawn, for the signal to attack. The Drenai centre had fought bravely, driving a
wedge into the Cadi an ranks. The
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battle was won. O it woul d have been, had the Ventrian cavalry noved in on the signal and
attacked. Every man saw the signal, and sone even began to nove forward. Then Ml ikada had
shouted: '"Hold firm'

Vellian had at first believed it to be part of sone subtle, superior plan worked out between
Skanda and Mal i kada. But as the hour wore on, and the Drenai died in their thousands, the truth
revealed itself. Malikada, a man he had served loyally for alnost half his life, had betrayed the
ki ng.

There was worse to conme. Skanda was taken alive, and delivered to a cave high in the nountains,
where the wi zard Kalizkan waited. He was taken inside and sacrificed in sone foul rite.

For the first tine Vellian considered desertion. He had been raised to value honour and loyalty
and the pursuit of the truth. He believed in these things. They were at the heart of any civilized
nati on. Wthout themthere was anarchy, chaos, and a rapid descent into the dark

There was no honour in betrayal

Then Anti kas Karios had conme to him ordering himto gather his Twenty and follow himto Usa to
protect the queen. This duty, at |east, was honourable.

They had found the city in flames, bodies on the streets, and the pal ace deserted. No-one knhew
where the queen was hiding. Then Anti kas questioned a group of men on the Avenue of Kings. They
had seen a wagon | eave the pal ace. A red-headed boy was driving it, and a soldier was riding
beside it. There were wonen in the wagon, and it was headi ng towards the west gate.

Antikas had split the Twenty into four groups, and sent Vellian to the south.
"I may not cone back, sir,' he told him 'l have a desire to | eave the arny.'
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Anti kas had pondered the statement, then he gestured Vellian to follow him and rode away fromthe
other soldiers. 'What is wong? Antikas had asked him

"I would say just about everything,' Vellian told him sadly.
"You are referring to the battle.'

"To the slaughter, you nmean? To the treachery.' He expected Antikas to draw his blade and cut him
down, and was surprised when the officer laid a hand upon his shoul der

"You are the best of them Vellian. You are brave and honest, and | val ue you above all other



of ficers. But you betrayed no-one. You nerely obeyed your general. The weight of responsibility is
his alone. So | say this to you: R de south and if you find the queen bring her back to Usa. If
you do not find her then go where you will with ny blessing. WIl you do this? For ne?

"I will, sir. Mght | ask one question?

"OF course.’

"Did you know of the plan?

"l did - to ny eternal shame. Now go - and do this last duty.

An hour of hard riding followed, and then Vellian saw the wagon. As the men had said it was being
driven by a youth with red hair. A child was sitting on the seat with him and in the rear of the
wagon were three wonen.

And one was the queen
The soldier with them had drawn his sabre.

Keepi ng his hands on the reins Vellian rode his horse down the slope, and halted before the rider
H s men rode al ongside him 'Good nmorning,' he said. 'I am Vellian, sent by the General Antikas
Karios to fetch the queen back to her palace. The city is quiet now and the arny will be returning
before tonmorrow to fully restore order.'
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"An arnmy of traitors,' said Dagorian, coldly. Vellian reddened.

"Yes,' he agreed. 'Now return your sabre to its scabbard and |l et us be on our way.'

"l don't think so,' said Dagorian. 'The queen is in great danger. She will be safer with ne.'
' Danger from whon?' asked Vellian, unsure as to how to proceed.

" The sorcerer, Kalizkan.

"Then put your fears at rest, for he is dead, killed in a rock fall.'

"I don't believe you.'

"I amnot known as a liar, sir.

"Neither aml, Vellian. But | have pledged ny life to protect the queen. This | will do. You ask
me to turn her over to you. Did you not pledge your life to protect her husband the king?' Vellian
said nothing. 'Well,' continued Dagorian, 'since you failed in that | see no reason to trust you
now. '

"Do not be a fool, man. You may be as skilled as Antikas hinmself with that sabre, but you cannot
beat five of us. What is the point then of dying, when the cause is already |ost?

"What is the point of living without a cause worth dying for?' countered Dagorian
"So be it,' said Vellian, sadly. 'Take hinl"'

The four riders drew their sabres. Dagorian gave out a yell and slapped the flat of his sabre on
his horse's flanks. The beast |eapt forward, straight into the group. One horse went down, two
others reared. Swinging his nmount Dagorian slashed his sabre across the shoul der of the nearest
rider. The bl ade sank deep, then sang clear. Vellian stabbed at him but Dagorian parried the
thrust, sending a counter strike that sliced across Vellian's chest,
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cutting through his tunic and opening a shal |l ow wound.



A rider nmoved in behind Dagorian, his sabre raised.
An arrow pierced the man's tenple, pitching himfromthe saddle.

Then Nogusta cane galloping into sight. Dagorian saw his arm go back, then snap forward. A shining
bl ade flashed through the air, sinking deep into the throat of a second rider. Vellian attacked
Dagori an, but his blade was parried. Dagorian's return cut mssed him but in swaying back Vellian
al rost lost his balance. His horse reared, hurling himto the ground. He | anded heavily, and was
stunned for a noment. Struggling to his knees he gathered his sabre and | ooked around him Al

four of his nmen were dead.

Dagori an di smounted and approached him Vellian stood his ground. Fromthe trees cane two ot her
warriors, a bald giant with a white noustache, and an archer Vellian recognized as Kebra, the
former chanpion. 'It seens,' said Vellian, '"that the roles are now reversed.'

"l have no wish to kill you,' said Dagorian. 'You may travel with us as our prisoner. You will be
rel eased when we reach the coast.'

"I think not,' said Vellian. '"How could | fail to follow so bold an exanple.'

Leaping forward he launched an attack. Their bl ades clashed, again and again. Just for a nonent he
felt he could win, but then a nmurderous riposte from Dagorian sent a spasmof fire through
Vellian's chest. The sabre slid clear and the Ventrian sank to the ground.

He was |lying now on the grass, looking up at the blue sky. 'I would al so have protected the queen
with my life,' he heard hinself say.

"I know.'
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For Axiana the rest of the day had a dream i ke quality, both real and unreal. The lurching of the
wagon over the narrow forest trail, and the snell of danp earth, and green | eaves, were strong and
vital. But as she gazed about her at the faces of her conpanions she felt a curious sense of
detachment. Apart fromlittle Sufia they all seened so tense, their novenents sharp, their eyes
frightened. Well, not all, she realized, her gaze settling on the black warrior. There was no fear
in those strange bl ue eyes.

Dagori an rode silently alongside the wagon, occasionally swinging in the saddle to study the back

trail. There was little to be seen, for they were deep in the forest now, the trail snaking
through the trees. Yet still he | ooked. The other three also rode silently. Twi ce the black nman
|l eft the group, riding the huge gel ding back along the trail. The other two had placed thensel ves

on either side of the wagon, only dropping back when the trail narrowed, and the trees closed in.

Axi ana renmenbered the bownman, Kebra. He it was who had | ost the tournanent, and caused Skanda such
anger. And the other fellow - Kebra called himBison -was a hulking brute with a drooping white
noust ache.

The queen had never before been in a forest. Her father had often hunted here. He had killed Iion
and bear, deer and el k. She recalled seeing the trophies fromher w ndow. The bodies had | ooked so
sad, slung upon the back of the wagon

Bear and |i on.

The thought did not frighten her. Al fear had gone now. She was floating in harmony, living in
t he nonent.

"How are you feeling? asked U nenetha, placing her hand on the queen's arm Axiana | ooked down at
the hand. It was an inpertinence to touch her, and yet she felt no anger
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"I amwell." Sunlight broke through the clouds, and speared through a gap in the trees ahead,
slanted columms of gold illuminating the trail. 'How pretty,' said Axiana, dreanily. She saw the



concern in U nenetha's eyes, but did not understand it. 'W should be getting back to the city,"
she said. "It will be dark soon.'

U nmenetha did not reply, but noved in, drawi ng her close and cuddling her. She settled her head on
U nmenetha's shoulder. 'l amvery tired."'

"You rest, ny dove. U menetha will |ook after you.

Axi ana saw the five horses tied to the rear of the wagon, and her body tensed. U nenetha held her
close. 'Wat is wong?' asked the priestess.

'Those horses . . . where did we get thenf'
"W took them fromthe soldiers who attacked us.

"That was just a dream' said Axiana. 'No soldiers would attack ne. | amthe queen. No soldiers
woul d attack me. No-one would | ock ne away. There are no wal king dead nen. It is all a dream' She
began to trenble and felt U menetha's hand touch her face. Then she slid gratefully into darkness.

When she opened her eyes she saw bright stars in the sky. She yawned. '| dreamt | was in Mrec,'
she said, sitting up. T grew up there. In the spring pal ace overl ooking the bay. | used to watch
t he dol phins there.'

"Was it a nice dreanf

"Yes.' Axiana | ooked around. The trees were shadow haunted now, and the tenperature was dropping.
Here and there, in sheltered hollows, the snow still lay on the ground. 'Were are we?

"I"'mnot sure,' replied Unenetha. 'But we will be nmaking canp soon.'
' Canp? Are we canpi ng?'

"Yes.'
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"I's there no house cl ose by?

"No,' said U nenetha, softly. 'No house. But it will be safe.

"From bears and lions,' said Axiana, trying to sound authoritative.
"Yes, highness.’

Dagori an rode al ongsi de the wagon and clinbed to the driver's seat. 'Hold tight,' he said, taking
the reins fromConalin. "W are leaving the trail.' The wagon lurched to the right and down a
shal | ow sl ope. U nenetha held on to Axi ana. Dagorian drove the wagon down to a shall ow stream
Kebra and Bi son rode their horses across to where the black nman waited. There was a fire burning
against the cliff wall. The weary horses splashed into the stream and Dagorian cracked the whip
twice as the wagon was slowy haul ed across. Once on the other side he turned the team and applied
t he brake.

U nenet ha hel ped the queen to clinb down, and led her to the fire. There were flat rocks cl ose by
and Axi ana sat upon one of them Kebra lit a second fire and began to prepare a neal. The children
gathered firewood. Everyone seened so busy. Axiana gazed up at the towering cliff wall. There had
been cliffs like this in Mrec. She had clinbed one once, and her nother had scol ded her
dreadful ly. Suddenly she remenbered the Royal Guards who had ridden up to the wagon earlier. \Wat
had happened to then? Wiy had they gone away? She was about to ask U nenetha, but then she caught
the aroma of neat and spices conming fromthe pot on the canp-fire. It snelt delicious!

Ri sing she wal ked to the fire. The bowran, who was kneeling beside the pot, glanced up. "It wll
be ready soon, your highness.'

"It smells wonderful,' she said. She wandered to the
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moonlit stream then along the banks, captivated by the glittering lights on the snooth stones
beneath the water. They shone |ike gens. Al one now she sat down by the waterside, and renenbered
sitting on the beach in Mdrrec, her feet in the water. Her nurse used to sing a song to her there,
a song about dol phins. Axiana tried to renmenber it. She | aughed as the |ines cane back to her, and
began to sing.

"How | long to be,

such a queen of the sea,

to follow the ocean, always in notion
and al ways so wonderfully free.'

The bushes rustled al ongside her and a huge formreared up, towering over her. Axiana clapped her
hands and | aughed happily. The bear was so | arge, and, unlike the sad carcasses her father had
brought back, so full of life. The bear gave a deep, runbling grow.

"Do you not like my song, Bruin? she said.

She felt a strong hand upon her arm and | ooked up to see the black warrior beside her. He was
hol ding a burning torch in his left hand. Gently he drew her to her feet. 'He is hungry, highness,
and in no nmood for song.

Slowy he backed away, drawi ng the queen with him The bear spread his paws wi de and | unmbered
t hrough the bushes towards them 'He is coming with us,' said Axiana, brightly. The black man
moved carefully in front of her, holding out the burning torch. To her |eft she saw Kebra the
Bownan, a shaft notched to the bow string.

‘Do not shoot,' said Nogusta.

Bi son and Dagorian noved in fromthe right. Bison was al so holding a torch. The bear's great head
noved

192

fromside to side. 'Be off with you!' shouted Bison, darting forward. Surprised by the novenent
the bear dropped to all fours and anbled away i nto the darkness.

'He was so big,' said Axiana.
"I ndeed he was, highness,' the black man told her. 'Now let us return to the fire.'

The stew was served upon pewer plates and Axiana ate with relish. She asked for w ne, and

U nmenet ha apol ogi zed for forgetting to bring any. Instead she drank a cup of water fromthe
stream It was cool and pleasant. U nenetha prepared a bed for her beside the fire. Dagorian made
a snall hollow for her hip beneath the blankets. Resting her head on a rolled bl anket pill ow
Axiana lay quietly listening to the conversation around the fire. She heard the words. The child,
Sufia, was asleep beside her, the boy Conalin sitting watching over her.

"I saw a bear today,' Axiana told him sleepily.
"Go to sleep,' said the boy.

Bi son added a log to the fire as Kebra collected the pewter plates and carried themto the stream
for cleaning. The giant cast a furtive glance at Nogusta, who was sitting quietly, his back to the
cliff wall. Dagorian and U nmenetha were whispering to one another, and Bi son could not make out
the words. Bison was confused by the events of the day. Nogusta had woken themearly, and they had
set off back towards the city. 'The queen is in danger,' was all the black nan had said, and the
ride had been fast, with no tine for conversation. Bison was not a rider. He hated horses. Al nost
as much as he hated sleeping on the ground in winter, he realized. H s shoul der ached, and he had



a deep, nagging pain in his | ower back.
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Bi son gl anced towards where the queen was sl eeping, the children stretched out al ongside her. None
of this made any sense to the giant. Skanda was dead - which served himright for putting his
faith in Ventrians and sending all the best soldiers home. But this talk of w zards and denons and
sacrifices nade Bison unconfortable. It was a known fact that nen couldn't fight denons.

"What are we going to do?' he asked Nogusta.

" About what?' countered the bl ack nan.

"About all this!' said Bison, gesturing towards the sleepers.
"W'll take themto the coast and find a ship bound for Drenan.'

"Ch, really? Just like that?' snapped Bison, his anger growing. 'W've probably got the entire
Ventrian army on our heels and denons to boot. And we're travelling with a pregnant wonan who's
lost her mnd. Ch. . . and did | nention the fact that we're also saddled with the sl owest wagon
in Ventria?

'She hasn't lost her mnd, you oaf,' said Unenetha, icily. '"She is in shock. It will pass.'

"She's in shock? What about nme? | was kicked out of the arnmy. |I'mnot a soldier any nore. That was
a shock | can tell you. But | haven't started singing to bears yet.'

"You are not a sensitive seventeen-year-old girl, heavily pregnant,' said U nenetha, 'who has been
torn from her hone.'

"I didn't tear her fromher hone,' objected Bison. 'She can go back for all |I care. So can you
you fat cow. '

"What do you suggest, my friend?" asked Nogusta, softly.

The question threw Bi son. He was not used to being asked for opinions, and he didn't really have
one. But he
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was angry at the fat woman for calling himan oaf. 'W ought to ride on. She's not Drenai, is she?
None of themare.'

'l am' said U nmenetha, her voice edged with contenpt. 'But then that is not the issue, is it?
"l ssue? What's she tal king about?' Bi son demanded.

"This isn't about nationalities,' said Dagorian. 'The denons desire to sacrifice the queen's
child. You understand? If they succeed the world will slide down into horror. Al the evils we
know from | egends, the Shape-Shifters, the Hollow Tooths, the Krandyl ... all will return. W nust
protect her.'

"Protect her? There are four of us! How are we going to protect her?

' The best way we can,' said Nogusta. 'But you do not have to stay, ny friend. Your life is free.
You can ride away. You are not held here by chai ns.

The conversation was heading along a path Bison didn't |like. He had no wish to | eave his friends,
and was surprised that Nogusta would even suggest it. 'l can't read maps,' he objected. 'I don't
even know where we are now. | want to know why we should stay with her.’

Kebra returned to the fire, and carefully stowed away the clean plates. Then he sat down beside
Bi son. He said nothing, but his expression was one of anusenent.

"Way we should stay?' stornmed Dagorian. 'Wat kind of a question is that froma Drenai warrior?



Evil threatens to kill a child. Never nmnd that the child is the heir to the throne, and that his
not her is the queen. Wen evil threatens good nen stand against it.'

Bi son hawked and spat into the fire. 'Just words,' he said, dismssively. 'Just like all that high
soundi ng bull that Skanda used to spout before battles. Justice and right, forces of Light against
the Dark tyranny. And

where did it get us, eh? Arny's gone, and we're sitting in a cold forest waiting to be struck down
by denons.’

"He is quite right,' said Kebra, with a wink to Nogusta. There is no point in arguing the issue.
don't much care about wealth and glory. Never did. The thought of getting back to Drenan and
attendi ng parades and banquets in ny honour means nothing to nme. And | do not need to live in a
pal ace, surrounded by beautiful wormen. Al | require is a sinple farmon a nice plot of land. And
1"l best achieve those dreans by heading for the coast on a fast horse.’

"My point exactly,' said Bison, triunmphantly. Then he faltered. 'What was that about wealth?

Kebra shrugged. ' Meani ngl ess baubl es. But you can inagine the kind of reception given to the snall
band of heroes who rescued the queen? Showered with gold and praise. Probably given a conmi ssion

in the avenging arny that would return to Ventria. W needs it? You and | will head for Caphis
tonorrow. We'll sail home quietly and retire. You can have a place on ny farm
"l don't want to live on a farm' insisted Bison. 'I want to be in the . . . what did you call it?

t he avenging arny.'

"You probably can,' Kebra assured him 'You could dye your noustache black and pretend to be forty
again. Now |l'mfor bed. It's been a long and tiring day.'

Rising fromthe fire he strolled to his blankets. 'Wuld they really give us riches and fane?'
Bi son asked Dagori an

"I fear so.'
"They' d probably wite songs about you,' said Nogusta.

"A pox on songs! Can't buy a whore with a song. But can we fight denmons, Nogusta? | nean, can we
actual ly beat then?'
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'Have you ever seen ne | ose?' countered Nogusta. 'Of course we can beat them'

"Then | think you are right,' said Bison. 'Can't let evil get its own way. |'mw th you.' Pushing
hinself to his feet he wal ked back to his blankets and |ay dowmn. Wthin nonents he was snoring
softly.

' Sweet Heaven, he nakes ne sick,' said Dagorian

"Don't judge himso harshly,' Nogusta told him 'Bison is not a conplex man, but he has a little
nmore depth than you give himcredit for. He may have trouble with the concepts, but the realities
are different. You will see. Now you get sone sleep. I'll take the first watch. And I'll wake you
in around three hours.'

When Dagori an had gone U nenetha noved al ongsi de Nogusta. 'Do you believe we can nmake it to the
coast?' she asked him

"Do you believe in nmiracles? he countered.

Nogusta sat al one, enjoying the solitude. There was no real need to keep watch. They could do
nothing if attacked here, save fight and die. But he had al ways enjoyed forest nights, the w nd
whi spering in the |l eaves, the filtered noonlight, and the sense of eternity emanating fromthe
ancient trees around him Forests were never silent. Al ways there was novenent; life. Bison's
gentle snoring drifted to himand he snmiled. Dagorian and U nmenetha had gazed at the giant



scornfully when he decided to travel with themfor the wealth and the glory. Nogusta knew better.
Bi son needed an excuse for heroism Like all nmen of limted intelligence he feared being tricked
or mani pul ated. There was never any doubt that he would journey with them Kebra had known this,
and had gi ven Bison the excuse he needed. The giant woul d stand beside his friends agai nst any

f oe.
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Do you believe in mracles, Nogust a had asked U nenet ha?

Well, a miracle would be needed, he knew. Lifting Dagorian's map he turned it towards the fire.
The synbols stood out well in the flickering light. Some 2.0 niles to the south was the line of

the River Mendea. Three fords were marked. If they could reach the first by |ate tonorrow they
woul d have a chance to cross the water and | ose thenselves in the high country. After that there
was another 70 mles of rugged terrain. Ad forts were indicated along the southern route, but
these woul d be deserted now. There might be villages along the way, from which they could obtain
supplies. But probably not. This was inhospitable |and. Then they would reach the plains, and face
a further 150 miles west to the coast. Even with the five spare horses it would be a nonth of

hard, slow travel. W cannot make such a journey undetected, he realized. Despair struck him

Rut hl essly he suppressed the enption. One step at a time, he cautioned hinself. First the river
"Wy are you doing this for us?" U nenetha had asked him
"It is enough that | do,' he told her. "It needs no explanation.'

He t hought about it now, recalling the dread day he had arrived hone to find his fanm |y nurdered,
seeing their bodies, carrying themto graves he dug hinself. He had buried them and with it had
buried his dreams and theirs. All their hopes and fears had been consigned to the earth, and a
part of himhad remained there with them in the cold, wormfilled ground.

He gl anced around the canp. U nenetha was asleep in the wagon. Nogusta |liked the priestess. She
was a tough wonman, and there was no give in her. Rising he wal ked
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round the fire and stood over the sleeping children. Conalin was a sullen boy, but there was stee
in him The two girls were cuddl ed together under one bl anket. The child, Sufia, had her thumb in
her mouth, and was sl eeping peacefully.

Nogusta wal ked to the edge of the canp. Through a break in the trees the black silhouette of the
mount ai ns coul d be seen against the dark grey of the sky. He heard Kebra approach

'Can you not sleep? he asked the bowran.

T slept for a while. But | amgetting too old to enjoy cold nights on bare earth. My bones
obj ect .

The two nen stood in silence, breathing in the cold, clean air of the night. Then Kebra spoke.
"The riders we killed were carrying around three days of supplies. They may not be mssed for a
while.'

‘Let us hope so.'

I"'mnot afraid of dying,' said Kebra, softly. '"But | amafraid."’

"I know. | feel it too.'

Do you have a plan?' asked the bowran

Stay alive, kill all enemies, reach the coast, find a ship.'

" Thi ngs al ways | ook brighter when you have a plan,' said Kebra.



Nogusta smi |l ed, then his expression hardened. The black man ran his hand over his shaved head.
"The forces of evil are gathering, and all hope rests in the hands of three old nmen. It al nost
makes me believe in the Source. The sense of hunour here is cosmic.'

"Wll, ny friend, | do believe. And if | had to pick three old nen to save the world |'d nmake the
sane choice He did."'

Nogusta chuckl ed. 'So would I, but that just makes us arrogant old nen.'
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For two days Anti kas Karios searched to the west. Now he and his fifteen nmen rode weary horses
into Usa. The nmen were no less tired and sat slunped in their saddles. They had renoved their
bronze helns and hung them fromthe ponmels of their saddles. Their clothes were travel stained,
their white cloaks griny. Antikas was faced with two unpal atable truths. First that the fleeing
group nust have headed south, and secondly that Vellian had either betrayed him or was dead. The
latter was surely unlikely. Dagorian was a highly skilled swordsman, but he could not have
defeated five veteran sol diers.

Anti kas recalled the notes he had read concerning the young officer. The son of a hero genera
Dagori an had never wi shed to be a soldier. In fact he had trained for two years to be a priest.
According to the reports pressure fromhis fanmly had led himto enlist in his father's regi nent.
These facts al one woul d have neant little to nost nen, but to the sharp m nd of Antikas Kari os
they reveal ed a great deal. To becone a priest required not only i mense conmtnent and belief,

but a willingness to put aside all desires of the flesh. Such a decision could not be taken
lightly, and once taken would clothe a man in chains of iron. But Dagorian had shrugged off those
chains following 'pressure fromhis fanmily'. His conmtnent to his god, therefore had been |ess
than his commitnment to his kin. This showed either a weak personality, or a man destined always to
put the needs of others before his own desires. O both.

Anti kas had not been concerned when Mlikada ordered the officer's death. Nor had he been unduly
surpri sed when Dagori an bested the assassins. But his actions since were nysterious. Wiy had he
ki dnapped
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t he queen? And why had she, apparently, gone willingly with hinf

The tall chestnut he was riding stunbled on the wi de avenue, then righted itself. Antikas patted
its neck. 'Soon you can rest,' he said.

It was nearing dusk as they approached the pal ace gates. A pall of snmoke hung over the western
quarter of the city, and there was no-one on the streets. Sending his riders to the barracks to
tend their nmounts and get sone rest Antikas rode through the gates of the palace. Two sentries
were standing to attention as he passed. Quiding his horse to the stable he disnounted. There were
no stable hands in sight. This irritated Antikas and he unsaddl ed the gel di ng and rubbed hi m down
with a handful of dry straw. Then he led himto a stall. Antikas filled the feedbox w th grain,
drew a bucket of water fromthe stable well and covered the gelding' s back with a blanket. He
deserved nore, and Antikas was irritated that no ostlers were present. But then why should they
be, he thought? There are no other horses in the stables.

Anti kas was tired, his eyes gritty through |ack of sleep, but he went in search of Mlikada.

Rat her than face the long wal k back to the main doors he cut in through the kitchen entrance,
thinking to order a neal sent to his roonms. Here too there was no sign of life. The place was
deserted. As he noved on he saw pil es of unwashed, food-encrusted di shes and noticed that the
pantry door was open, the shelves enpty. It nmade no sense. At dusk the kitchens should have been
bustling with servants preparing the eveni ng neal

Adinbing the narrow winding stair to the first floor he energed into a wide, richly carpeted
corridor, and wal ked on, past the library, to the ornate staircase |leading to the roya
apartments. After his experience at the
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stabl es and kitchens he was not surprised to find no sign of servants, and none of the lanterns
had been lit. The pal ace was gloony, and lit only by the fading light of the dying sun streamn ng
through the tall w ndows.

He had just begun to believe Malikada was staying at the barracks when he saw two sentries at the
door of what had been Skanda's apartnments. Antikas strode towards them Neither offered himthe
customary sal ute. He paused to adnoni sh them then heard Malikada's voice call out from beyond the
door. 'Cone in, Antikas.

Anti kas entered and bowed. Malikada was standing at the bal cony, his back to him The swordsnan
was nmonentarily confused. How had Mali kada known he was outside?

' Speak,' said Malikada, wi thout turning.
"Il amsorry to report that the queen has gone, my lord. But | will find her tonorrow

Anti kas expected an angry outburst, for Mlikada was a volatile man. He was surprised, therefore,
when his cousin nerely shrugged. 'She is on the Od Lemroad,' said Malikada. 'She is travelling
with four men, her mdw fe, and three youngsters. One of the nen is the officer, Dagorian. | wll
send nen after her tonorrow. You need not concern yourself further.'

‘Yes, Lord. And what of the other matters?'
" her matters?' asked Malikada, dreanmily

"Cetting nmessages to our garrisons on the coast, dealing with the Wite WIf, rooting out Drena
synpat hi zers. Al of the plans we have been discussing for nonths.'

"They can wait. The queen is all inportant.'

"Wth respect, cousin, | disagree. Wien the Drenai |earn of Skanda's death they coul d nount a
second invasion. And if the Wiite WIf is allowed to escape . '
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But Mali kada was not listening. He stood on the bal cony, staring out over the city. 'Go to your
roomand rest, Antikas. Go to your room

'Yes, Lord.'

Anti kas left the room Once nore there was no salute fromthe guards, but he was too preoccupied
now to take issue with them He needed a change of clothing, a meal, and then rest. H's own

apartnment was snall, a tiny bedroomand a nodest sitting-roomw th two couches and no bal cony. He
lit two lanterns then stripped off his arnmour and the dust-stained tunic beneath, filled a bow
with water froma tall jug and washed his upper body. He would have preferred a hot, perfuned

bath, but, wi thout servants, it was unlikely that the bath-house boilers were working.
Where had the servants gone? And why had Malikada not gathered nore?

Clothing hinself in a fresh tunic and | eggi ngs he sat down and, out of habit, polished his
breast pl ate, hel mand greaves, which he then hung on a wooden frane. The room began to grow col d.
Anti kas strode to the window, but it was tightly shut. He thought of lighting a fire, but hunger
was gnawi ng at him The tenperature dropped even further. Antikas swung his sword belt around his
wai st and left the room The corridor was infinitely warnmer. How curious, he thought.

Behind him wthin the room the water in his washing bow froze, and ice patterns fornmed on the
Wi ndows.

Leavi ng the pal ace he crossed the Avenue of Kings. Canta's Tavern was but a short wal k, and the
food there was al ways good.

When he arrived he found the doors |ocked, but he could hear signs of novenment within. Angry now
he hamrered his fist on the wood. Al novenent inside
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ceased. 'Qpen up, Canta! There is a hungry man out here,' he called.

He heard the bolts being drawn back. The door swung open. Wthin were two nen. One, the owner
Canta, a short, fat, balding man with a heavy bl ack noustache, had a kitchen knife in his hand,
the other man was hol ding a hatchet. 'Cone in quickly,' said Canta. Antikas stepped inside. They
sl anmed shut the door and bolted it.

"What are you afraid of ?" asked Anti kas. The nmen | ooked at one anot her
"How | ong have you been back in the city?" asked Canta.
"I just rode in.'

There have been riots,' said the tavern keeper, dropping his knife to a table and sl unping down.
'"Riots |like you' ve never seen. People hacking and stabbing their neighbours. Last night the baker
murdered his wife and ran along the street with her head in his hands. | sawit with ny own eyes,
Anti kas, through the wi ndow slats. There is madness everywhere. Tonmorrow |'mgetting out.'

"And what of the MIlitia? asked Antikas.

"They're out there with them burning and looting. | tell you, Antikas, it beggars belief. By day
everything is quiet, but when the sun goes down the nightmare begins again. There is a great evil
at work here. | feel it in my bones.

Anti kas rubbed his weary eyes. 'The arny is back now. They will restore order."'

"The arny is canped a mle fromthe city,' said the other man, a stocky figure with a greying
beard. 'The city is defencel ess.'

The tavern was gl oony and dark, lit only by a fading log fire in the hearth. 'Do you have any
food?' asked Antikas. '|I have not eaten since yesterday.'
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Canta nodded and noved away to the kitchen. The other man sat opposite the swordsman. 'There is
sorcery here,' he said. 'I think the city is dying.'

" Nonsense,' snapped Antikas.

"You haven't seen it, man. Qutside. After dark. | have. I'Il not forget it. The nob becones
possessed. You can see it in their eyes.'

"That is the way with nobs,' said Antikas.

"Maybe it is, soldier. But yesterday . his voice tailed away. The man rose and wal ked away to
the fire, slunping down beside it and staring into the flanes. Canta returned with a plate of cold
beef and cheese and a jug of watered wi ne.

"It is the best | can offer,' said Canta. Anti kas reached for his noney pouch. 'Don't concern
yourself with that,' said Canta. Take it as a gift.'

The sound of sobbing cane fromthe hearth. Antikas | ooked at the weeping man with distaste. Canta
|l eaned in close. 'Last night he killed his wi fe and daughters,’' whispered the innkeeper. 'And he
| oved themdearly. He cane to ne this norning, covered in blood. He could not believe what he had
done.'

"He will be arrested and hanged,' said Antikas, coldly.
"WAit until you've lived through the night before making judgenents,' advised Canta.

Antikas did not reply. Slowy he ate the neal, savouring the taste of the cold beef and the
texture of the snoked cheese. At |ast replete he sat back. A stair board creaked. Antikas gl anced



up and saw a tall, thin priest, in robes of white, noving down the stairs. 'He has been here two
days,' said Canta. 'He says little, but he is mghtily afraid.

The priest acknow edged Antikas with a curt nod and noved past himto sit at a table at the far
wal |

205
"What is he doing at a tavern?' asked Antikas.

'"He says that this place was built on the ruins of a shrine, and that denmons will avoid it. He is
|l eaving with us tonorrow.'

Anti kas rose and noved across the room The priest glanced up. He had a thin, ascetic face, with a
prom nent nose and a receding chin. H's eyes were pale and watery. ' Good evening to you, Father,"
said Antikas.

"And to you, ny son,' answered the priest.

"What is it you fear?

"The end of the world,' said the priest, his voice dull and tonel ess.

Antikas | eaned forward on the table, forcing the man to neet his gaze. 'Explain,' he ordered him

"Words are usel ess now,' said the priest, once nore averting his gaze. 'It has begun. It will not
be stopped. The denobns are everywhere, and growi ng stronger each night.' He |apsed into silence.
Anti kas found it hard to suppress his irritation

"Tell nme anyway,' he said, sitting down on the bench seat opposite the nman.

The priest sighed. 'Sone weeks ago Father Ami nias, the ol dest of our order, told the Abbot he had

seen denons over the city. He maintained the city was in great danger. Then he was nurdered. A few
days ago a wonan cane to ne in the tenple. She was a priestess, and mdwi fe to the queen. She had

been bl essed with a kiraz - a threefold vision. | spoke with her, and tried to interpret it. After
she had gone | began to study the ancient scrolls and grinmoires in the tenple library. There

came upon a prophecy. That prophecy is being fulfilled now '

"What are you sayi ng?' persisted Antikas. 'You think the sun will fall fromthe sky, that the
oceans will rise up and destroy us?
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"Not hi ng so natural, ny son. Both the old enperor and Skanda were, | believe, descended fromthe
line of three ancient kings. These kings, and a w zard, fought a war long ago. It was not a war
agai nst men. There are few details of it now, and those that renmain are hopel essly distorted, and
full of bizarre inmagery. What is clear, however, is that it was a war agai nst non-hunans

- denons, if you like. Al the ancient tomes tell of a period when such creatures wal ked anobng us.
The three kings ended that period, banishing all denons to another world. There are no details now
of the spell that was wought, but one of the tones tells of the patterns of planets in the sky
that awesone night. A sinilar patternis in the heavens now. And | believe - with utter certainty

- that the denobns are returning.'
'Tomes, stars, denons - | understand none of this, priest,' snapped Antikas. 'O fer nme proofs!

"Proofs? The priest |aughed aloud. 'What proofs would be sufficient? W are in a city being torn
apart every night by those possessed. The prophecy tal ks of the Sacrifice of Kings. The priestess
told ne her vision showed the old enperor was killed in such a manner. Now Skanda is dead. You are
a soldier. Wre you there when his arny was destroyed?' Antikas nodded. 'Was he slain on the
battlefield, or taken to a secret place, and then killed?

"It is not ny place to discuss these things,' said Antikas. 'But, for the sake of argunent, let us



assune he was. What do you take it to nean?

"It nmeans the fulfilnment of prophecy. Two of three kings sacrificed. Wen the third dies the
gateways will open, and the denmons will be back anong us. In the flesh.'

"Pah!' snorted Antikas. 'And there your argunent falters, for there is no third king.
2. 07

‘"Not so,' said the priest. 'In the words of the prophecy the sacrifices will consist of an oW, a
lion and a | anb. The ow represents wi sdom and | earning. The old enperor was, as you will recall

a |l earned man, who founded nmany universities. Skanda, may his soul burn, was a ravening lion, a
destroyer. The third? A lanb is a newborn creature. A child, therefore, or a babe. | amnot a
seer. But | do not need to be, for |I saw Queen Axiana recently, and her child is soon due. He wll
be the third king.'

Anti kas | eaned back in his chair and drew in a long breath. 'You speak of spells and grinvoires,
but only one nan had such power. Kalizkan. And he is dead. Killed in a rockfall.'

"l do not speak of nen,' said the priest. 'No man could summon such magic. | knew Kalizkan. He was
a caring man, thoughtful and sensitive. Two years ago he cane to the tenple to be healed of a
terrible cancer. W& could not help him He had but days to live. He spent two of those days
studying ancient texts in our library. After the visit of the priestess | studied those sane texts
mysel f. One of the spells contained there was of a nmerging. If a sorcerer had enough power - so it
mai nt ai ned - he could draw a denon into hinself for the purposes of prolonging his Ilife. Shared
imortality.' The priest fell silent, then sipped water froma pewer tankard. Antikas waited
patiently. The priest spoke again. 'W were all surprised when Kalizkan continued to survive. But
he did not cone to the tenple again, nor visit any holy place. It is ny belief - though I can

of fer you no further proofs -that Kalizkan, in a bid to heal hinself, allowed his body to be
possessed. But either the prom se of the spell was a lie, or Kalizkan was not powerful enough to
wi t hstand the denon. Whatever, | think Kalizkan died |ong
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ago. And, if | amright, no rockfall would have killed him"
"And yet it did,' insisted Antikas.

The priest shook his head. ' The Denpbn Lord woul d nerely have found anot her host. You say he died
in a rockfall. Was there one survivor who wal ked away unscat hed?

Anti kas pushed back his chair and rose. '|I have heard enough of this nonsense. Your brains are
addl ed, priest.'

"It is ny sincere hope that you are right,' the priest told him

From out si de canme the sound of wailing. Scores of voices joined in. Antikas shivered, for the
sound was unearthly.

"It begins again,' said the priest, closing his eyes in prayer

Despite his apparent dismssal of the priest Antikas was deeply troubled. He had served Mlikada
for nore than fifteen years, and had shared his hatred of the Drenai invaders. And while he had
never fully condoned the treachery that led to the destruction of the Drenai arny, he had seen it
as the lesser of two great evils. However, the events of the past few days had concerned him and
now, with the added wei ght of the priest's words, doubt began to gnaw at him

Mal i kada had escaped the rockfall which killed Kalizkan, and fromthat nonment had seenmed changed.
He was col der, nore controlled. That, in itself, neant nothing. Yet he had also |lost interest in
strengthening his grip on the enpire. Killing Skanda was but a step towards freeing Ventria from
the grip of the Drenai. There were garrisons all over the land, many of them containing Drena
units. And the sea | anes were patrolled
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by Drenai ships. Both he and Malikada had planned this coup for nonths, and both had been acutely
aware of the dangers of Drenai reprisals. Yet now Malikada showed conplete disinterest in the
grand design. Al he seened to want was Axi ana.

Antikas crossed to the fire. The wife-killer was sitting silently, staring at the flanmes through
eyes red-rinmed from weepi ng. Qutside they could hear hundreds of people noving through the
streets. Canta crept across the room 'Stay silent,' he whispered. 'Make no novenent.

Anti kas nmoved to the shuttered wi ndow, and |istened. People were gathering together, and he coul d
hear a babble of voices. There were no words to be understood, though they seened to be speaking
to one another in strange tongues. Antikas shivered.

Suddenly a spear smashed through the shutters, passing inches fromAntikas's face. He | eapt back
An axe bl ade smashed the wood to shards and he found hinself staring at a sea of faces, al

twisted into fearsome grinmaces, their eyes wide and staring. At that noment Antikas knew the truth
of the priest's words. These peopl e were possessed.

Behi nd him Canta screaned and fled for the stairs. Antikas drew his sabre and stood his ground.
The axeman grabbed the wi ndowsill and began to haul hinself across the threshold. His face
changed, his expression softening. He blinked. 'In the nanme of Heaven, help ne!' he shout ed,
dropping his axe to the floor. A knife was plunged through his back and the body was dragged from
the wi ndow. The nob did not advance, but stood, staring with hatred at the | one swordsnan standing
i nside. Then they drew back and noved away down the street.

The priest approached Antikas. "A long tinme ago there
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was a shrine here. The remains of the altar can still be found at the rear of the cellar. G eat
and holy spells were once cast here. They cannot enter.'

Anti kas sheathed his sabre. 'Wat are they?

' The Entukku. M ndless spirits who live to feed. Sone say they are born fromthe souls of the evi
dead. | do not know whether that be true. But they swmin the air all around us now, |ike sharks,
feasting on the dark enotions of the possessed. Usa is a feeding ground, and faces extinction.'

"What can be done, priest?
' Done? Not hi ng.'

Anti kas swung on the man, grabbing his white robes at the neck and hauling himclose. 'There is
al ways sonet hing!' he hissed. ' So think!'

The priest sighed. Antikas released him 'Are you a believer? asked the priest.
"I believe in ny skills and ny sabre.

The priest stood for a nonent, staring out into the darkness. 'You cannot kill the Denon Lord,' he
said, '"for he is imortal. You could destroy the host body, but he would find another. And his
strength is growing. You saw the nob. A few days ago the Entukku could merely inspire men to acts
of violence. Skanda's death gave themthe ability to possess hosts utterly. How can you fight such
power with a sabre? Were you to step outside this door the demons woul d descend upon you and then
the great Antikas Karios would be running with the nmob, screaming and killing."'

Anti kas considered his words. 'That may be so, priest,' he said, at last, 'but you say his power
is derived fromthe nurder of kings. What happens if he fails to kill the third?

"How can he fail? Who can w thstand denons?"

Anti kas stepped in close to the man. The words he used were softly spoken, but the priest
bl anched. 'If | hear another negative phrase fromyou I will hurl you fromthis w ndow, and out
into the night. Do you understand ne?



"In the name of nercy . . . !'" wailed the priest. Antikas cut himshort.

"I amnot known as a nerciful man, priest. Now answer the question. What if the third king el udes
t he denons?

"I amnot sure,' answered the priest. 'The power he is using is derived fromthe previous
sacrifices. Such power, though great, is finite. If he does not conplete the third sacrifice in
time then he will - | believe - be drawn back into his own world.'

"What do you nean, in tine?

"The pattern of the heavens is the clue. There are tines when the strength of a spell is nade
i measurably nore powerful if cast with the right conjunction of planets. | believe this to be the
case now. '

"And how | ong does that give us?
"That is hard to estimate, for | amno astrol oger. But no nore than a nmonth. That is for sure.’

Canta returned fromhis hiding place upstairs. He and the man by the fire up-ended a table,
lifting it into place against the shattered window Antikas lit several lanterns. 'Wat are you
doi ng?' asked Canta, fearfully.

' They cannot pass the portals of the tavern,' said Antikas, 'so let us have sone light.' He
gestured to the priest to join himand returned to the table. 'I need to get to my horse before
dawn,' he said. 'Have you a spell to aid ne?

The priest shook his head. 'MWy skills were not suited to magick.'
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"What then, pray, are your skills?

"l ama healer.'

Anti kas cursed, then | apsed into thought. They were silent for several mnutes. Then the swordsman
gl anced up. 'You say this place is holy. Wiat makes it so?

"l told you. It was once a shrine.’

"Yes, yes. But what remmins here to keep it holy. Was a spell cast?

"Yes, many spells. They are held in the stone of the walls, and the wood of the beans.'
"Therefore, if we were to nove the shrine to another place, that would al so be hol y?

"l believe so.'

"Cone with ne,' ordered Antikas, rising and lifting one of the lanterns fromits wall bracket.
Toget her the two nen noved through to the back of the tavern. Finding the door to the cellar
Anti kas moved down the steps. It was cold bel ow ground, and he threaded his way past barrels of
beer, wine and spirit. 'Were is the altar?" he asked.

"Over here,' said the priest, leading himto a block of stone sone 3 feet high. The shape of a
bul | had been carved on the front of the stone, the inmge all but weathered away. On each side was
a scul pted hand, holding a crescent noon. These too had been eroded by tine. Antikas left the
priest holding the lantern and returned upstairs.

Gat hering the axe dropped by the first of the nob he noved back to the cellar.

"What are you going to do?' asked the priest. Antikas swung the axe, bringing it crashing down on
the altar. Twice he struck, then a fist-sized section broke away. Dropping the axe he took up the
st one.



"You say that spells are held in the stone. Perhaps this will shield me fromthe denons.'
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"l cannot say that for sure,' said the priest. 'Wiat you have is a tiny fragnent.'

"l have no choice but to try, priest. The queen is in the mountains, guarded by only four nen.'
"And you think a fifth will nmake a difference?

"I am Anti kas Karios, priest. | always nake a difference."'

Tucking the rock into his tunic Antikas returned to the upper room Myving to the upturned table
whi ch bl ocked the wi ndow he peered out into the street. Al was silent. H s nmouth was dry, his
heart beating fast. Antikas Karios feared no living man, but the thought of the denons waiting
threatened to unman him Placing his hand on the table he prepared to draw it aside.

"Don't go out there!' pleaded Canta, echoing the voice in Antikas's own heart.
"l nust,' he said, wenching the table aside and clinbing to the sill.

The ni ght breeze was cool on his skin, and he leapt lightly to the ground. Behind himthe others
hastily drew back the table. Antikas ran across the street, ducking into an alley. He had gone no
nmore than a hundred paces when the attack cane. The tenperature around hi mplumeted, and he heard
whi spers on the breeze. They grew | ouder and louder, filling his ears |like angry hornets. Pain
roared inside his head. Inside his tunic the rock grew warnmer. Antikas staggered and al nost fell
Anger surged - but as it did he felt the cold seep into his brain. Voices were hissing at hi m now
in a |l anguage he had never heard, and yet he knew what they were saying. '"Gve inl Gve in!l Gve
inl

He [ urched against the side of a building and fell to his knees. The pain fromstriking the
cobbl es cut through the
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di scordant shrieking inside his nmind. He focused on it -and on the heat fromthe rock against his
ski n.

He wanted to rage against the invasion, to scream But some deeper instinct overrode his enptions,
urging himto stay calm to fight coolly. Yet he felt |like he was drowning in this sea of voices -
at one with them sharing their hunger for blood and pain and death.

"No," he said, aloud. 'I am. ' For a noment there was panic. Wi am|? Scores of names surged
through his mind, shouted by the voices within. He fought for calm 'I am. . . Antikas Karios. |
am ANTI KAS KARI Cs!'' Over and over, like a mantra, he said his name. The voi ces shrieked | ouder
still, but with I ess power, until they receded into dim distant echoes.

Anti kas pushed hinself to his feet and ran on. The shrieking of human voices could be heard now,
sone distance to his left. Then to his right. Then ahead.

Unabl e to possess himthe denons were gathering their hunman forces to cut himoff.

Anti kas paused and | ooked around. To his left was a high wall, and, close by, a wought-iron gate.
He ran to it, and clinmbed the gate, stepping out onto the wall some 15 feet above the ground.

Ni mbly he noved along it, to where it joined the side of a house. There was an ivy covered trellis
here and Anti kas began to clinb. Below hima nob gathered, shouting curses. A hurled hamrer
crashed against the wall by his head. He clinbed on. A piece of rotten wood gave way beneath his
foot, but he clung on, drawing hinmself towards the flat roof. He heard the creaking of the iron
gate bel ow, and gl anced back. Several of the nob were clinbing the wall

Easi ng hinself onto the roof Antikas gazed around in the nmoonlight. There was a door to the
building. Mwving swiftly to it he forced it open. As he entered the stairwell

beyond he heard the sound of boots upon the stairs. Wth a soft curse he backed out onto the roof,



and ran to the edge of the building.

Some 60 feet below was a narrow all eyway. He gl anced at the roof opposite, gauging the distance.
Ten feet at least. On the flat he could nake the junmp with ease, but there was a | ow wall around
the rooftop

Paci ng his steps he noved back to the door then turned and ran at the wall. He leapt, his left
foot striking the top and propelling himout over the alleyway. For one terrifying nonment he

t hought he had mi sjudged his | eap. But then he | anded and rolled on the opposite rooftop. The hilt
of his sabre dug into his side, tearing the skin. Antikas swore again. Rising he drew the bl ade.
The gol den fist guard was dented, but the weapon was still usable.

The door on the second roof burst open and three nmen ran out. Antikas spun towards them the sabre
slicing through the throat of the first. H's foot |lashed out into the knee of the second, spinning
the man fromhis feet. The third died froma sabre thrust to the heart. Antikas ran to the doorway
and |istened. There was no sound upon the stairs, and he noved down into the dark, energing into a
narrow corridor. There were no lanterns lit, and the swordsman noved forward blindly, feeling his
way. He stunbled upon a second stair and descended to the first level. Here there was a w ndow
with the curtains drawn back, and faint moonlight illuminated a gallery. Opening the w ndow he

cl anbered out, and dropped the 10 feet to the garden bel ow

Here there was a lower wall, no nmore than 8 feet high. Sheathing his sabre he leapt, curling his
fingers over the stone and hauling hinself to the top. The street beyond was enpty.
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Antikas silently I owered hinself to the cobbles and ran on

Energi ng onto the Avenue of Kings he raced across the street towards the pal ace. The nob erupted
fromalleyways all around him shrieking and bayi ng. Ducking he sprinted for the gates. The two
sentries stood stock still as he approached, showing no sign of alarm Antikas reached themjust
ahead of the nob, and realized he could go no further. Angry now he spun to face them

But they had halted just outside the gates and were now standing silently, staring at him

The sentries still had not noved, and Anti kas stood, breathing heavily, his sabre all but
forgotten.

Silently the nob dispersed, noving back into the shadows on the opposite side of the Avenue.
Anti kas approached the first of the sentries. 'Wiy did they not attack? he asked.

The man's head turned slowy towards him The eyes were nmisted in death, the jaw hangi ng sl ack
Anti kas backed away.

Reaching the stable he noved to the stall where he had | eft his horse. The beast was on its knees.
He noticed soneone had changed the bl anket with which he had covered the beast. Hi s had been grey,
this was bl ack. Opening the stall door he stepped inside.

The bl ack bl anket withed, and scores of bats fluttered up around him their wi ngs beating about
his face.

Then they were gone, up into the rafters.
And t he horse was dead.

Angry now Anti kas drew his sword and headed for the palace. The priest had said he could not kil
the Denon Lord, but, by all the gods in Heaven, he would try. The rock grew warm agai nst his skin,
and a soft voice whispered into his mnd.
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"Do not throw away your life, ny boy!



Anti kas paused. 'Who are you?' he whispered.

"You cannot kill him Trust nme. The babe is everything. You nust protect the babe.'
"I amtrapped here. If | |eave the palace the nob will hunt ne down.'
7 will guide you, Antikas. There are horses outside the city.

Wio are you?' he repeated.

7 am Kal i zkan, Antikas. And all this pain and horror is of ny making.'
"That is hardly a recommendation for trust.'

7 know. | am hoping that the power of truth will convince you.

"My choices appear limted,' said Antikas. 'Lead on, w zard!"'

Hi gh in the palace the Denon Lord raised his arnms. Over the city the Entukku, in ecstasy and
bl oated with feeding, floated aim essly above the buildings. The Denon Lord's power swept over
them draining their energies. They began to wail and shriek, their hunger increasing once nore.

St eppi ng back fromthe wi ndow the Denmon Lord began to chant. The air before him shimrered. Slowy
he spoke the seven words of power. Blue light lanced fromfloor to ceiling, and a pungent odour
filled the room Were a nonent before had been a wall, decorated with a brightly col oured nural
there was now a cave entrance, and a | ong tunnel

Faint figures of light nmoved in the tunnel, floating towards him As they came closer the Denon
Lord held out his hands. Bl ack snmoke oozed fromhis fingers and drifted down the tunnel. The |ight
figures
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hovered and the snoke rose up around them The |ights faded, but the snoke hardened, taking shape.

Ten tall nen energed, wearing dark armour and full-faced helns. One by one they strode into the
room The Denon Lord spoke a single harsh word and the tunnel disappeared.

"Wl come to the world of flesh, ny brothers,' said the Denon Lord.

"It is good to feel hunger again,' said the first of the warriors, renoving his helm H's hair was
ghost white, his eyes grey and cold. H s face was broad, the lipless nouth wide.

'Then feed,' said the Denbn Lord, raising his hands. This tine a red m st flowed from his hands,
and fl oated across the room The warrior opened his nouth, displaying |ong, curved fangs. The red
nm st streanmed into his open mouth. The others renmoved their helnms and noved in close. One by one
t hey absorbed the mist. As they did so their bone-white faces changed, the skin blushing red.
Their eyes glittered, the grey deepening to blue and then, slowy, to crinson.

" Enough, mny brother,' said the first warrior. 'After so long the taste is too exquisite.' Mving
to a couch he sank down, stretching out his long, black-clad |inbs.

The Denon Lord's arms dropped to his side. 'The long wait is alnost over,' he said. 'Qur tine has
come again.' The others seated thensel ves and renai ned sil ent.

"What is it you require of us, Anharat?

"In the mountains to the south there is a woman. She carries the child of Skanda. It will be born
soon. You nust bring it to me. The Spell of Three nust be conpl eted before the Bl ood Mon.'

'She is guarded wel |l ?'
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"There are eight humans with her, but only four warriors, and three of these are old nen.'



"Wth respect, brother, such a mission is denmeaning. W are all Battle Lords here. The bl ood of
t housands has stained our blades. W have feasted on the souls of princes.

"It was not ny intention,' said the Denbon Lord, 'to offer insult to the Krayakin. But if we do not
take the babe then all will be lost for another four thousand years. Wuld you rather | entrusted
this task to the Entukku?

"You are wise, Anharat, and | spoke hastily. It will be as you order,' said the warrior. Raising
his hand he nmade a fist. 'It is good to feel the solidity of flesh once nore, to breathe in air

and to feed. It is good.' H's blood-filled eyes gazed on the body of Mlikada. 'How | ong before

you can let fall this decaying forn? It is ugly to the eye.'

"Once the sacrifice is conplete,' Anharat told him 'For now | need this obscenity around ne.'
A shimering began in the air around Anharat, and the hissing of many voices. Then it faded.

' These humans are so perverse,' said Anharat. '| ordered one of ny officers to rest in his room
Now he is fleeing the city in a bid to save the queen and her child. It seenms he went to a tavern
and a priest' spoke to him'

' He understands nagick, this officer? asked the warrior
"l do not believe so.'
' Then why have the Entukku failed to seize hin®'

"There are spells around the tavern, ancient spells. It is not inportant. He will afford you sone
pl easure, for he is the forenost swordsman in the land. His nanme is Antikas Karios, and he has
never |ost a duel.’

2.2.0
"I shall kill himslowy,' said the warrior. 'The taste of his terror will be exquisite.'

"There is one other of the group to be considered. His nane is Nogusta. He is the last of the |line
of Emsharas the Sorcerer.

The warrior's eyes narrowed, and the others tensed at the sound of the name. '|I would give up
eternity,' said the warrior, 'for the chance to find the soul of Ensharas the Traitor. | would
make it suffer for a thousand years, and that would not be punishnent enough. How is it that one
of his line still lives?

‘"He carries the Last Talisman. Some years ago one of ny disciples inspired a nob to destroy him
and his family. It was a fine night, with great terror. Pleasing to the eye. But he was not there.
Many times | have tried to engineer his death. The Talisman saves him That is why he nust be
considered with care.’

"He is one of the old ones guarding the wonan?
"Yes.'
'l do not like the sound of it, Anharat. It is not a coincidence.'

"l do not doubt that, at all,' said Anharat. 'But does it not show how far the eneny has fallen in
power that his only defence is a group of old nen? All but one of his priests here are slain, his
tenpl es deserted, his forces routed. He has beconme to this world a pitiful irrelevance. Wiich is
why it will pass to us before the Bl ood Mon.'

'Is this tavern far?' asked the warrior.
" No.

The warrior rose and put on his helm 'Then |I shall go and feast mnyself upon the heart of this



priest,' he said.

"The spells are strong,' warned Anharat.

The warrior laughed. 'Spells that would drain the

221

Ent ukku are as wasp stings to the Krayakin. How many other hunans are there?
"Only two.'

The warrior gestured and two of his fellows stood. 'The milk of the Entukku was good, but flesh
tastes sweeter,' he said.

The wagon |l urched as one of the rear wheels hit a sunken rock. The weary horses sagged agai nst
their traces. Conalin tried to back up the team but the horses stood their ground. Bison swore
| oudly and di smounted. Moving to the rear of the wagon he grabbed two spokes of the wheel. 'Gve
them a touch of the whip,' he ordered. Conalin cracked it above the horses' backs. They surged
forward. At the same tine Bison threw his wei ght agai nst the wheel and the wagon bunped over the

rock. The giant fell sprawming to the trail, the wheel narrowy nmissing his arm
The wonen in the wagon - save Axi ana - |aughed as he rose, mud on his face. '"It's not funny!' he
r oar ed.

"It is fromwhere I'"'msitting,' said U nmenetha. Bison swore again and trudged back to where Kebra
was hol ding the reins of his mount.

"This trail is too narrow,' he said, heaving hinself into the saddle. 'l don't think we've nade
nore than twelve niles today. And already the horses are exhausted.'

' Nogusta says we'll change the team again when we reach the flatlands.'

Bi son was not nollified. He glanced back to the spare nounts they had taken fromthe dead | ancers.
"They are cavalry nmounts. They're not bred to pull wagons and they tire easily. Look at theml They
were ridden hard even before we took them and they are exhausted al so.'

It was true, and Kebra knew it. The horses were al
2.2.2

weary. Sonewhere soon they would have to rest them 'Let's nove on,' he said.

The wagon finally crested a high hill and emerged fromthe forest. Far off to the south they could
see the glittering ribbon of the River Mendea, and beyond it soaring nountain peaks, snow crested
and crowned by clouds. 'W'Il not nmake the river by dark,' said Kebra.

"l could carry the cursed wagon faster than these horses can pull it," said Bison

"You are in a foul npod today,' observed Kebra.

"It's this damed horse. Every tine | go up, he goes down. He goes up, | cone down. He's treating
my arse like a drum' Another squeal of |aughter came fromthe wagon, this tine fromlittle Sufia,
who repeated the phrase in a sing-song voice.

"His arse is a drum Hs arse is a drum’

U nmenet ha scol ded her, gently, but was unable to keep the snmile from her face.
"I'"l'l ride your horse if you drive the wagon,' said Conalin

"Done!"' said Bison, happily. 'Heaven knows I'mno rider.’

Dagorian cane riding up the trail. 'About a mle further the road widens,' he said. 'There is even
a paved area. It is overgrown now, but it will help us earn back a few niles.'



Bi son clinbed to his place at the driving seat and sat upon a folded bl anket. 'Ah, but that is
good,' he murnured, settling hinmself down and taking up the reins. Kebra saw the boy was having
difficulty reaching the stirrup of Bison's nmount and edged cl oser, holding out his hand. Conalin
spurned it and clunsily haul ed hinsel f up. Kebra di smounted and adjusted the stirrups.

'Have you ever ridden, |lad?" he asked.
. 2.2.3
"No, but | ama fast |earner.’

"Gip with your thighs, not your calves. And trust the horse. He knows what he's doing. Cone, |'Il
give you a lesson.' Swinging into the saddl e he noved out over the rise and slowy rode down to
the flat |and bel ow. @ ancing back he saw Conalin holding the reins at chest |level as the horse
picked its way down the slope. At the base of the hill Kebra drew al ongsi de Conalin, showi ng him
the basics of guiding the nount.

"We'll try atrot,'" he said. 'You nust get in rhythmwith the horse. Gtherwise you'll end up like
Bison, and it will play a tattoo on your buttocks. Let's go!’

Kebra's mount noved snmoothly into a trot. Behind him Conalin was being bounced around in the
saddl e. His horse slowed. 'Don't haul on the reins, lad. That's his signal to stop.'

"I"'mno good at this,' said the red-head, his face flushing. '"I'lIl go back to the wagon.'
' Not hi ng good ever cones easy, Conalin. And | think you are doing fine. A born horseman.'
"Truly?

"You just need to get used to the horse. Let's try again.'

As the wagon trundl ed down the slope the two riders set off once nore. For a while Conalin felt
hi s spi ne was bei ng bruised, but then, suddenly and w thout warning, he found the rhythmand the
ride becane a delight. The sun broke through the clouds, and the tightness in his stonmach faded
away. He had lived his life in the squalor of the city, and had never before seen the glory of the
nmount ai ns. Now he rode a fine horse, and the breeze was fresh against his skin. He found in that
monent a joy he had never known. He gave Kebra a wide grin. The bowran sniled and rode in silence
beside him At the tree line they swng their nounts.

2.14
"Now for alittle canter,' said Kebra. 'Not too nuch, for the horses are tired.'

If trotting had been a joy, the ride back to the wagons was a delight Conalin would treasure al
his life. The rags he wore were forgotten, as were the sores on his back. Today was a gift no-one
could take away from him

"You ride so well —like a knight!' Pharis told himas he drew al ongsi de the wagon.

"It's wonderful,' he told her. "It's like . . . it's like . . .' He laughed happily. 'l don't know
what it's like. But it's wonderful!'’

"You won't be saying that by this evening,' warned Bison

Dagorian rode with themfor the next hour, then headed off towards the south to find a place to
canp.

As the sun began to slide towards the western nountai ns Nogusta cane galloping up fromthe rear
"There is no sign of pursuit yet,' he told Kebra. 'But they are coning.'

"W won't reach the river by tonight. The horses are tired,' said the bowman.

"As am|,' adm tted Nogusta.



They rode on, and as dusk deepened they cane across Dagori an, canped beside a small |ake. He had
lit afire and the weary travellers clinbed down fromthe wagon to sit beside it. Kebra and
Conal i n unsaddl ed the horses, wi ping their backs with dried grass. Kebra showed the boy how to
hobbl e the mounts, then they left themto graze and unhitched the wagon team Conalin was noving
stiffly and Kebra grinned at him ' The nuscles on the inside of your thighs have been stretched,’
he said. 'You'll get used to it. Did you enjoy the ride?

"It was all right,' said Conalin, nonchal antly.
2.2,5

"How ol d are you, |ad?

The boy shrugged. 'I don't know. What does it matter?
"At your age | don't think it does. | amfifty-six. That matters.'
1 \My?l

'Because ny dreans are all behind ne. Do you sw n®?'
"No. And | don't want to learn.'

"It is alnost as fine a feeling as riding a horse. But it is up to you.' Kebra strolled away to
the | ake side and stripped off his clothing. The water was cold as he waded out. Then he dived
forward and began to swimw th |ong easy strokes. Conalin wandered to the water side and watched
himin the fading light. After a while Kebra swam back and clinbed out of the water. He shivered
and dried himself with his tunic, which he then stretched out on a rock. Pulling on his |eggings
he sat down beside the boy.

"l don't dream' said Conalin, suddenly. 'l just sleep and then wake up.'
'Those are not the dreans | spoke of. | nmeant the dreans we have for |ife, things we w sh for
ourselves, like a wife and famly, or riches."'

"Why are they behind you? You could have these things,' said the boy.
" Perhaps you are right.'
"My dreamis to wed Pharis, and to fear nothing.

The sky darkened to crinson as the sun dropped behind the western peaks. 'It would be nice to fear
not hing,' admitted Kebra. Bison strolled up and draped a bl anket around Kebra's shoul ders.

"add men like you shoul d beware of the cold,' said Bison, walking on and di pping a cup into the
wat er. He drank noisily.

2,2.6
"Way did he say that?' asked Conalin. 'He |ooks old enough to be your father.' Kebra chuckl ed.

"Bison will never be old. You look at his bald pate and his white nmoustache and you see an old
man. Bison looks in a mirror and sees a young man of twenty-five. It is a gift he has.

"I don't like him'

"I agree with you. | don't like himmuch either. But I love him There's no nmalice in old Bison
and he'd stand by your side against all the armes of the world. That's rare, Conalin. Believe
me. '

The boy was unconvi nced, but he said nothing. Qut on the |ake the splintered reflection of the
nmoon | ay broken upon the water, and to the west the |ake gl eaned blood red in the dying sun
Conalin glanced up at the silver-haired bowman. 'WII | ride tonorrow?' he asked him



Kebra smiled. 'O course. The nore you ride the better you'll get.'

"It feels safer on a horse,' said Conalin, gazing out over the |ake.

"Wy safer?

' The wagon is so slow. Wen they catch us we'll not be able to escape in a wagon.'
' Maybe they won't catch us,' said Kebra.

"Do you believe that?

‘No. But there's always hope.' Conalin was pleased that the nan had not tried to lie to him It
was a norment of sharing that nmade the boy feel |ike an equal

"What will you do when they cone?' asked Conalin.

"I"lIl fight them So will Nogusta and Bison. It's all we can do.'
"You could ride away on your fast horses,' Conalin pointed out.
2.27

"Sone men could, but we're not nade that way.'

"Why?' asked the boy. It was such a sinple question, yet, at first, Kebra was unable to answer it.
He t hought about it for a while.

"It is hard to explain, Conalin. You start by asking yourself what makes a true man. Is it his
ability to hunt, or to farm or to breed stock? In part the answer is yes. Is it his capacity to
love his famly? In part the answer is also yes. But there is sonething else. Sonething grand. It
seens to ne that there are three instincts which drive us on. The first is self-preservation - the
will to survive. The second is tribal. W have an urge to belong, to be a part of a greater whole.
But the third? The third is what counts, boy, above all things.'

U nmenet ha noved silently al ongsi de them and renoved her shoes. Sitting down she rested her feet in
the water.

"What is the third thing? asked Conalin, angry that they had been interrupted.

"That is even harder to explain,' said Kebra, who was al so disconcerted by the arrival of the

priestess. 'The lioness would willingly give her life to save her cubs. That is her way. But |
have seen a woman risk her life for soneone else's child. The third instinct conpels us to put
asi de thoughts of self-preservation for the sake of another life, or a principle, or a belief.’

"l don't understand,' said Conalin.
"You shoul d ask Nogusta. He would explain it better.'

U nmenetha turned towards them 'You don't need it explained, Conalin,' she said, softly. 'Wen you
rescued Pharis it was that third instinct which came into play. And when you stood in that roomin
Kal i zkan's house and fought agai nst the beast."’

"It is not the sane. | love Pharis and Sufia. But | do not
2.2.8
| ove the queen. | would not risk death to save her.

"It is not about her,' said Kebra. 'Not specifically, anyway. It is about nany things: honour
self-worth, pride . ' he lapsed into silence.

"Woul d you die for nme?' asked Conalin, suddenly. 'I'mhoping not to die for anyone,' said Kebra,
enbarrassed. Swiftly he rose and wal ked back to the canp. 'Yes, he would,' said Unenetha. "He is
a good man.' 'l don't want anyone dying for me,' the boy told her. 'l don't want it!’



Z79
Chapt er Ei ght

Nogusta and Dagorian were sitting by the fire, studying the maps U nenetha had supplied. Bison was
stretched out alongside them his head resting on his arm 'Wen are we going to eat?' he
grunbled. 'My stonmach thinks nmy throat's been cut.

' Soon,"' prom sed Nogusta. He turned back to Dagorian, and spread a second nap on the ground beside
the fire. The map was of etched | eather, the hide stained white. Once there had been many col ours,
denoti ng woods, mountains and | akes. But these were badly faded now, and sonme of the etching had
worn away. Even so the scal e was good and both men could just nake out the symbols showi ng the
positions of forest roads and river crossings. 'l would think we are close to here,' said Nogusta,
i ndi cating an etched spear on the top right-hand corner of the nap. 'The outer edge of the Forest
of Lisaia. According to the map there are three bridges. Two questions arise: Are they stil

there, and, if they are, what effect will the spring floods have upon thenf? | have seen bridges
under water at this time of year in the nmountains.

"I'1'l ride ahead and scout themtonorrow,' said Dagorian. The young man stared down at the nap
"Once we reach the high country beyond we will have to | eave the wagon.' Nogusta nodded. The only
other route was to journey all the way to the ghost city of Lem and
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then take the coast road. This would add 80 miles to the journey. In the distance a wolf how ed.
The sound hung eerily in the air. Dagorian shivered.

Nogusta smled. 'Contrary to popul ar belief wolves do not attack nmen,' he said.
"I know. But it chills the bl ood nonethel ess.’
"I was bitten by a wolf once,' said Bison. 'On the arse.'

"One can only pity the wolf,' said Nogusta.

Bi son chuckled. "It was a she-wolf and | got too close to her cubs, | guess. She chased ne for
half a mle. You renenber? It was back at Corteswain. Kebra did the stitching. | had a fever for
four days.'

"I renenber,' said Nogusta. 'W all drew lots and Kebra | ost. He says the sight haunts himto this
day.'

"Left a nasty scar,' said Bison. Rolling to his knees he dropped his | eggings. 'Look at that!' he
said, pointing his buttocks towards Dagorian. The officer |aughed al oud.

"You are quite right, Bison. That's one of the ugliest things |I've ever seen.' Bison hauled up his
| eggi ngs and buckl ed his belt. He was grinning broadly.

"I tell all the whores it's a war wound froma Ventrian spear.' He swung towards Kebra. 'Are we
going to eat or starve to death?' he baw ed

Sone way back, sitting with her back to a tree, Axiana accepted a cup of water from Pharis. The
slim dark-haired girl squatted down before the queen. 'Are you feeling better now?' she asked.

"I am hungry,' said Axiana. 'Fetch me sonmething fromthe wagon. Sonme fruit.

Pharis was delighted to obey. The order nade her a servant of the queen, an honourable role, and
she was determned to fulfil it well. She ran to the wagon and runmaged in the food sacks. Little
Sufia was sitting there, unnoving, her eyes staring up at the sky.

"What are you | ooking at?' asked Pharis.



The little girl took a deep breath. 'Fetch Nogusta,' she said, her voice cool and distant.
"He's talking to the officer. 1'd better not disturb him'

"Fetch himnow,' said Sufia. Pharis | ooked hard at the little girl.

"What is wong?

"Do it now, child, for time is short.' Pharis felt goose-flesh upon her arns, and backed away.

"Nogusta!' she called. 'Conme quickly!" The black warrior ran across to the wagon, followed by
Dagori an and Kebr a.

"What is it?" he asked. Pharis sinmply pointed to the snmall blonde child. She was sitting cross-
| egged facing them her face serene, her blue eyes bright.

' The wol ves are coming,' said Sufia. 'Draw your swords! Do it nowl' Although the voice was that of
the child, the words were spoken with great authority.

Suddenly the queen screaned.
A huge grey wol f padded fromthe trees, then another. And another

One raced forward, straight at Bison, who was sitting beside the fire. The giant reared up and, as
the gl eamng fangs darted towards his throat, hanmered a blowto the wolf's face. The beast spun
away, rolled, and attacked again. As it |eapt Bison grabbed it by the throat and hurled it at the
pack. Nogusta grabbed Pharis and threw her onto the wagon, then drew his sword as a wolf |eapt for
him The blade flashed in the noonlight, slashing through the beast's neck. Kebra was hurled to
the ground as another beast lunged at him One of the horses screamed and went down. Dagori an

| anced his bl ade through the chest of a huge grey male, then swng towards Axi ana. She was sitting
by the tree, and not one

of the beasts approached her. Conalin and U nmenetha had waded into the | ake, and one of the beasts
was swi mmng out towards them Another wolf |eapt. Dagorian junped backwards, the fangs snappi ng
at his face. Thrusting up his sword he plunged it into the wolf's belly. On the ground beside him
his left hand gripping the fur of a wolf's throat, Kebra plunged his dagger again and again into
the side of the beast. The wolf sl unped down over him

On the back of the wagon Sufia stood and raised her arns over her head, bringing her hands slowy
toget her. She was chanting as she did so. Blue fire formed around her fingers. Her right arm
snapped forward, pointing to the lake. A ball of fire flew fromher hand, expl oding against the
back of the swiming wolf. It thrashed about, flanes licking over its fur. Then it swam away.

Her |l eft hand dropped and the fire flew down into the earth beside the wagon, flaring up with a
trenendous flash. The wolf pack scattered and ran back into the forest.

Dagorian felt a pain in his arm He glanced down to see blood dripping froma bite to his left
forearm He could not recall being bitten. Bison wal ked over to where he stood. His left ear was
sliced open, blood streaning to his thick neck

Five wol ves were dead in the canpsite.

Kebra pushed the body of the dead wolf to one side and rose unsteadily. For a nonent no-one spoke.
"Wl ves don't attack people, you said,' Bison pointed out to Nogusta. Lifting his hand to his
bl ood- covered ear he swore.

"They do if the Entukku inspire them' said the voice of Sufia. U nmenetha and Conalin waded ashore

and

approached the wagon. Pharis was sitting against the food sacks, her knees drawn up. She was
staring fearfully at the child.



"Who are you?' asked Nogusta. Sufia sat down, her little | egs dangling over the tail board.

‘I ama friend, Nogusta. O that you can be sure. | hel ped Dagorian back in the city, when the
denons were upon him And | rescued U nmenet ha when she sat upon the pal ace roof and saw the
monster. | am Kal i zkan the Sorcerer.

For a nonent no-one spoke. 'You are the cause of this terror,' said Nogusta, coldly.

"Indeed | am But it was done unwittingly, and no-one feels nore grief than |I. But tine is too
short to explain. | cannot stay in this child's formfor long, for it would damage her mnd. So
listen to ne now. The enemy has sent a force against you the |ike of which you will never have
seen. They are called the Krayakin. They are supreme warriors, but they are not immortal. Bl ades
can cut them but not kill them They fear only two things, wood and water.' The child turned to
Kebra. 'Your arrows can kill them if you pierce heart or head. The others of you nust fashion
weapons of wood, stakes, spears, whatever you can.

'How many are there?" asked Nogusta.
"There are ten, and they will be upon you before you reach the river.'

"What nore can you tell us? asked Dagorian

"Not hi ng now. The child must return. | will help you where | can. But death calls ne and the power
of my spirit is fading. | cannot remain anong the living for much longer. But trust ne, ny
friends. | will return.’

Sufia blinked and rubbed her eyes. 'Wiy is everyone staring at nme?' she said, her eyes filling

with tears.
2.34
"W were wondering if you were hungry, little one,' said Kebra. 'Wat shall | cook for you?

Baki |l as, Lord of the Krayakin, reined in his mount. The five nen lay spraw ed in death, and the
paral l el lines of the wagon tracks could be seen di sappearing into the forest. Bakilas di snounted
and exam ned the ground around the dead nmen. Renoving his black, full faced hel mhe wi nced as
sunl i ght speared against his skin. Swiftly he scanned the tracks. Replacing his hel mhe noved to
his horse and stepped into the saddle.

' The sol diers caught up with the wagon here, and were net by a single rider. They spoke to him
and then there was a fight. At this point other nmen joined in, having ridden fromthe forest. The
battle was brief. One of the soldiers fought a hand to hand duel and was killed cleanly."'

" How do you know they spoke first, brother? asked Pelicor, the youngest of the Krayakin. As well
as the black arnour and hel m he was hooded agai nst the sunlight.

Baki |l as swung in the saddle. 'One of the soldiers' horses urinated on the grass. You can still see
the stain. It was standing still at the tine.'
"It is still conjecture,' nuttered Pelicor

"Then let us see,' said Bakilas. They rode their horses in a circle around the dead nen, then
Bakil as pointed to one of the corpses. 'Rise!' he commanded. The body of Vellian tw tched and
slowy rose fromthe grass. The ten riders focused upon it. The body spasned, the air around it
shi nmeri ng.

Images formed in the mnds of the Krayakin; scenes drawn fromthe decaying brain of the slain
sol dier. They saw, through the dead man's eyes, the wagon and its

2.35

occupants, and watched as the young officer rode to neet them The conversation they heard was
fragmented, and they honed their concentration



"CGood nmorning, | amVellian, sent . . . Karios . .. palace. The city . . . restore order.'

"An arnmy .. . traitors.’
"Yes. Now .. . sabre . . . scabbard and let. . . way.'
"l don't think so ... great danger . . . safer with ne.'

There foll owed a sudden fracture in the inmage and the Krayakin saw a brief intrusion of other
menori es, of a young woman runni ng on the grass.

" The corruption has gone too far,' said Pelicor. 'W cannot hold the I|ine.
"W can,' said Bakilas, sternly. 'Concentrate!’

Once nore they saw the young officer facing the soldiers. The nan Vellian was speaking. 'Do not be
a fool, man. You may be as skilled as Antikas hinmself with that sabre, but you cannot beat five of
us. What is the point then of dying, when the cause is already |ost?

"What is the point of living without a cause worth dying for?' countered the officer.

The Krayakin sat silently as the scene played itself out, the young officer attacking, then being
joined by a black rider and a silver-haired bowran. As Bakilas had already said the battle was
brief, and the Krayakin anal ysed the skills of the victors.

The body sl unped back to the grass. 'The young man is fast, and sure,’ said Bakilas. 'But the
black man is a master. Speed, subtlety and strength, conbined with cunning and ferocity. A worthy
opponent .’

"Wrthy?' snapped Pelicor. 'He is human. There are no worthy opponents anmong them Only
sustenance. And he will supply little.

136
"So angry, brother? Are you not enjoying this return to the flesh?

"Not yet,' said Pelicor. 'Wiere are nmy arm es? Wiere is the glory to be found here, on this
m ser abl e nount ai n?'

"There is none,' adnmitted Bakilas. 'The days of Ice and Fire are |long gone. But they will return.
The vol canoes will spew their ash into the sky, and the ice will return. It will be as it was. But
first we nust bring the nother and babe to Anharat. Be patient, brother.'

Baki | as touched spurs to his horse and rode for the forest.

The sunlight was |ess harsh in the shelter of the trees and Bakilas once nore renoved his helm

his white hair flowing free in the slight breeze, his grey eyes scanning the trail. Pelicor was
not alone in lusting after the days of lIce and Fire. He too |onged for them Marching with the
armes of the Illohir, scattering the humans, feasting on their terror and sucking their souls

fromtheir skulls. Heady days!
Until Enmsharas had betrayed t hem

It remained a source of pain that woul d never ease. Yet even with Ensharas's treachery the Battle
of the Four Valleys could have been won, should have been won. The Krayakin had | ed the counter
charge, and had smashed the eneny right. Bakilas hinself had al nost reached the Battle Standard of
the human king, Darlic. Above the battle Anharat and Ensharas had fought on the Field of Spirit,
and, just as Bakilas breached the spear wall around Darlic, Anharat had fallen. The dark cloud of
ash shielding the Illohir fromthe harsh, deadly Iight of the sun, had been ripped apart. Illohir
bodies withered in their tens of thousands, until only the Krayakin remai ned. Ten thousand of the
greatest warriors ever to
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stride the earth. The humans had turned on themw th renewed ferocity, their Storm Swords -
enchanted by the traitor, Ensharas - had ripped into Krayakin flesh. By the end of the day only
200 Krayakin remained in the flesh to flee the field. The rest were Wndborn once nore.

The days of 11l ohir dom nance on earth were over

In the weeks that followed the Krayakin were harried and tracked down, until only ten survivors
remai ned.

Then Ensharas had evoked the Great Spell, and all the renmaining creatures of the Illohir, denons
and sprites, wood nynphs, trolls and warriors, were cast into the grey hell of Nowhere. Existing
wi t hout substance, inmortal without form the Illohir floated in a soulless sea. Only nenory

survived, nenories of conquest and glory, of the sweet wine of terror, and the sustenance it
suppl i ed.

Nothing in all of existence could surpass the joys the Krayakin had known. Bakilas hinself had
once adopted human form and had partaken of all the pleasures known to Man. Food and drink, drugs
and debauchery. Al were pitiful when conpared to the tasting of souls. A faint menory stirred,
and he renenbered Darela. What he had felt for her was frightening. They had touched hands, then
lips. Unused to human frailty Bakilas had been drawn into a relationship with the worman that |eft
his senses reeling. Wth the last of his strength he had returned to the caverns of the Illohir
and resumed his Krayakin form Then he journeyed back to the village and drank Darela's soul. He
had t hought that would end her spell over him

But he had been wong. The nenory of their days together cane back again and again to haunt him
The Krayakin rode in silence for several hours. The
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snel |l of death was strong upon the wind as they rode down a short slope and energed by the shores
of aglittering | ake. Keeping to the shadows of the trees Bakilas took in the canpsite. There were
five dead wol ves upon the ground, and a sixth body by the water-1line. Bakilas di smounted and
lifted his hood into place. Then he wal ked out into the sunshine. Pain prickled his skin, but he
ignored it. At the centre of the canp the grass was singed in a circle of around five feet in

di aneter. Renoving his black gauntlet he reached out and touched the earth. His hand jerked back
Pulling on his gauntlet he returned to the shadows.

"Magi ck,' he said. 'Someone used magi ck here.’

Tethering their nmounts the Krayakin sat in a circle. 'Anharat did not speak of nmgick,' said
Mandrak, at just under 6 feet tall, the smallest of the warriors. 'He spoke only of three old
men. '

'How strong was it?" asked Drasko, next to Bakilas the eldest of the group

"By the power of four,' he answered. 'The wol ves nust have been possessed by the Entukku and the
wi zard used the light of halignat. Only a naster could summon such power.'

"Why shoul d the wol ves have been possessed?' asked Pelicor

Bakilas felt his irritation rise. 'Study was never a strength of yours, brother. Had they been
nmerely wol ves then any bright flash of Iight woul d have di spersed them Halignat - the Holy Light -
is used only against the Illohir. It would have hurled the Entukku back to the city - and perhaps
beyond. Those closest to the flash m ght even have died.'

"If there is such a wizard,' said Drasko, 'why did we not sense his presence before now?
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"l do not know. Perhaps he is using a mask spell unknown to us. Watever, we must proceed with
nore caution.

"Caution is for cowards,' said Pelicor. 'I have no fear of this w zard, whoever he may be. His



spel | s may vanqui sh the Entukku, but they are little nmore than m nd-naggots. What spells can he
hurl agai nst the Krayakin?

"We do not know,' said Bakilas, struggling to remain patient. 'That is the point.'

Bakilas strode to his horse and stepped into the saddle. Mandrak rode besi de himas they set out
after the wagon. 'He has al ways been inpatient,' said Mandrak.

"It is not his inpatience which offends nme - but his stupidity. And he is a glutton. | have al ways
abhorred that trait.'

"His hunger is |legendary,' admtted Mandrak

Bakil as did not reply. They had reached the end of the tree line, and the bright sun scorched his

face. Putting on his helmhe pulled up his hood and spurred his nount onwards. The brightness hurt
his eyes, and he longed for the onset of night, the freshness of the breeze, the dark, cold beauty
of the star-filled sky.

Their nounts were tired as they reached the base of a tall hill. Bakilas exanm ned the trail. The
fugitives had stopped here to change the horses, and the occupants of the wagon had wal ked up the
hill. Two wormen and a child. He rode on. One of the wonmen had picked up the child and carried it.

A heavy wonman, whose inprints were deeper than the rest.

Spurring his nount up the hill he rode over the crest, and saw the tracks wendi ng away into
anot her wood. He was grateful for the prom se of shadow.

Did they know they were being foll owed? O course
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they did. No-one could hope to spirit away a queen w thout pursuit. Did they know they were being
foll owed by the Krayakin? Wiy should they not, since a wi zard was anongst then? Bakil as thought
hard about the wi zard. Drasko's point had been a good one. Wiy could they not sense the presence
of his nagick? The air should be thick with it. Cdosing his eyes Bakilas reached out with his
senses.

Not hi ng. Not a trace of sorcery could be detected. Even a nask spell would | eave a residual taste
inthe air. It was worrying. Anharat had al ways been arrogant. It was his arrogance that led to
the defeat of the Illohir at the Battle of the Four Valleys. \What had he said? How far had the
eneny fallen that he could rely on only three old men. It could be viewed quite differently. How
m ghty was the eneny that all he needed were three old nen. He thought of the black warrior. Such
a man was not built for retreat. Sonewhere along this trail he would seek to attack his pursuers.
It was the nature of the nan.

They approached the trees with caution, swords drawn, then entered the wood.

There was no attack. For another hour they foll owed the wagon tracks. They were fresher now, the
edges of the wheel inprints clean and sharp

Baki | as drew back on the reins. The wagon tracks turned off fromthe road and vani shed into the
trees. There was thick undergrowth beyond the tree Iine, and the wagon had crushed bushes and
saplings beneath it. Why would they take such a difficult trail? Bakilas renmoved his hel m and
sniffed the air.

Mandr ak noved al ongsi de his | eader. 'Can you snell it?" he asked. Bakilas nodded. Humans coul d
never surprise the Krayakin, for human gl ands secreted many scents, oozing fromtheir pores in the
di sgusting sweat

that bathed them O all of his brothers Mandrak's sense of snell was the nost keen. Bakilas drew
rein and scanned the tree line and the bushes beyond, careful not to let his gaze dwell on two of
the hiding places he had identified.

"Three nen are hidden there,' said Mandrak



"I have identified two,' whispered Bakil as.

"One is behind the | arge oak overhanging the rise, another is crouched behind a bush just bel ow
it. The other one is further back. Yes . . . with the horses.

"Wiy are we stopping? asked Pelicor
" Renove your helnmet, and you will know,' Bakilas told him his voice | ow

Pelicor did so. Like his brothers his hair was white, but his face was broad and flat, the eyes
smal | and set close together. Hs nostrils flared, and he smled. 'Let me take them brother. | am
hungry.'

"It might be wiser to circle them' offered Mandrak. 'Cut off their neans of escape.'

There are three of them' snapped Pelicor. '"Not thirty. How can they escape us? Cone |let us put an
end to this disnal mnission.'

"You wish to take them al one, Pelicor? asked Bakil as.
"I do.'
"Then by all neans charge. W will await your victory.'

Pelicor replaced his helm drew his |ongswrd and slashed his spurs into the horse's flanks. The
beast reared then galloped into the trees. Just beyond the trail the black warrior stepped from
behind a tree. Pelicor saw himand dragged on the reins. The warrior was holding a slimknife by
t he bl ade.

"You think to hurt ne with that?' yelled Pelicor, spurring the horse once nore.
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The warrior's armcane back, the knife flashed forward, nissing the charging rider. The bl ade
slanmed into a snall wedge of wood, beside the trail, slicing through a |ength of stretched twi ne.
A young tree, bent like a bow, snapped upright. Three pointed stakes lashed to it slamed into
Pelicor's chest, smashing through his black armour, breaking his ribs and spearing his lungs. The
horse ran on. The body of the Krayakin warrior hung in the air twtching.

Baki | as heard a whi sper of novenent. Flinging up his armhe took the arrow through his gauntleted
hand. The arrow head sliced through the linb and buried itself in the pale flesh of his face,
cutting his tongue. The wood of the shaft burned like acid. At first he tried to pull the arrow

| oose fromhis cheek, but the barbs caught against the inner flesh. Wth a grunt he pushed the
shaft through his other cheek, snapped off the head, then drew the arrow clear of his face and
hand. The wounds began to heal instantly. But where the wood had touched himthe soreness
continued for sone tine.

' They have run,' said Mandrak. 'Do we give chase?

"Not through the woods. There will be other traps. W will catch themupon the road . . . very
soon.'

Bakil as rode to where Pelicor hung fromthe stake. His eyes were open, his body in spasm
"Hel p nme,' he whi nper ed.

"Your body is dying, Pelicor,' said Bakilas, coldly. 'And soon you will be Wndborn again. W can
taste your fear. It is nost exquisite. Drasko, Mandrak and nyself fed only recently. Therefore our
brothers shall draw sustenance from what remains of your form'

'No ... |... can ... heal.

Baki |l as shivered with pleasure at the increase in fear emanating fromthe inpaled warrior. Like
the others
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Pel i cor had endured thousands of years in the tornment that was Nowhere. The thought of returning
toit filled himwth horror. 'Wo would have thought you could be capable of such intense terror
Pelicor. It is alnpst artistic,' said Bakil as.

Baki | as drew back, and the remaining six Krayakin noved in wi th daggers drawn.

Dagori an nmoved out onto the old bridge, testing each step. The anci ent boards beneath his feet
were 10 feet long, 18 inches wide, and 2. inches thick. They creaked om nously as he noved out
upon them Less than 12. feet wide the bridge spanned just over 100 feet. Below it the swollen
river rushed on down the nountains, white water surging over massive rocks, and sweeping on to a
runbling fall sone 2. mles down river. If he fell through he would be swept to his death. No man
could swimin such a torrent.

The boards were nailed to huge cross beans set every 9 feet, and gaping cracks showed between
them Dagorian was sweating heavily as he noved out over the river. Since the attack by the wol ves
his fears had been growing, preying on his mnd. Doubt had crept in, and with it a fierce |onging
to live. To be free of his duty. Only his sense of honour held himto this doomed quest, and even
this was fraying. You should have stayed in the tenple, he thought, as he noved carefully out over
the rotting boards. Nogusta had ordered himto get the wagon across, if possible. He gl anced back
to where the others waited. They were all |ooking at him including the queen. Carefully he noved
on to the safety of the far bank

There was still no way to be sure the bridge would take the weight of the wagon
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Moving swiftly back to where the others waited he instructed themto walk with care, keeping to
the stone reinforced rail. U nenetha took Axiana by the armand | ed her out onto the bridge.
Pharis followed with Sufia. Conalin renmained with the wagon.

'Get across, boy,' ordered Dagorian

"Il can drive it,' insisted Conalin.

"I don't doubt your skill. | just don't want to see you die.' The boy was about to argue, but
Dagori an shook his head. '|I know you have courage, Conalin, and | respect it. But if you want to
help ne then | ead the spare horses across. | will follow when you are safe on the far bank.'

Conal in clinbed down and noved to the rear of the wagon. Dagorian took his place, gathered up the
reins, and waited. The boy noved out past him 'Talk to themas you wal k,' advi sed Dagorian, 'for
the rushing water will frighten them

The boy was hal fway across when one of the boards suddenly noved. A horse reared, but Conalin
stepped in close, whispering to it, stroking its | ong neck. Dagorian | ooked on admringly. Conalin
continued on his way. Upon reaching the far side he turned and waved. Dagorian flicked the reins
and the team noved out onto the bridge. The horses were nervous and, keeping his voice | ow and
even, Dagorian encouraged them Underneath the wagon the boards groaned. One split, but did not
give way. Dagorian was sweating as they reached the centre of the bridge. The rushing of the water
bel ow sounded t hunderous now. One of the horses slipped, but righted itself.

Then a board cracked, and the wagon |urched. For a sickening heartbeat Dagorian thought he was
about to be pitched into the river. He sat very still for a nonent,
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his heart thudding in his chest, then carefully clinmbed down. The left rear wheel was hal f way

t hrough the boards, being supported only by the jutting axle head. Dagorian |l et out a soft curse
Putting both hands under the tailboard he struggled to lift it clear. It did not nove a hair's
br eadt h.

"They' re coming!' shouted Conalin. Dagorian swung to see Nogusta, Kebra and Bison. They were



gal l oping their horses, riding hard and fast. Nogusta reached the bridge first, dragging on the
reins. Then he leapt fromthe saddle and I ed the giant black gelding out onto the bridge. Kebra
and Bison followed his | ead. There was no roomfor themto pass.

Bi son tossed his reins to Kebra and strode to where Dagorian stood at the rear of the wagon. ' Get
back in the driver's seat,' said the giant,' and give thema lash when | call.'

"It won't nove,' said Dagorian
"Riders!' yelled Conalin.

The warriors of the Krayakin breasted the slope, and, swords drawn, rode for the bridge. Dagorian
scranbl ed up to the wagon. Bison grabbed the wheel. 'Now!' he shouted. The giant heaved, and the
wagon rose. At the sanme tinme Dagorian |ashed the reins across the backs of the team The wagon

I urched forward. Bison was hurled fromhis feet, but rolled clear of the iron shod wheel

Dagori an | ashed the backs of the team and the wagon picked up speed. Nogusta and Kebra cane
runni ng behi nd.

The child Sufia clinbed into the wagon as it reached the bank. In a high-pitched voi ce she chanted
sonmething in an alien tongue.

The Krayakin had reached the bridge, and two of them set off across it.
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A ball of flame flew from Sufia's hand, striking the bridge. A colum of fire reared up, and the
bri dge began to blaze. One of the Krayakin backed his horse to safety, but the second spurred his
mount, riding through the blaze. Bison ran at the charging horse, waving his arns and shouting at
the top of his voice. The beast reared. Bison hurled hinmself forward, ducking under the flailing
hoofs. Throwing up his arms Bison clanped his hands to the horse's chest and pushed with all his
strength. The horse toppled back hurling its rider into the flames. The boards gave way. Horse and
warrior crashed through to the roiling river below Fingers of fire swept along the boards.

Bi son's | eggi ngs caught alight. Spinning on his heel the giant ran, panic stricken, to the bank
Nogusta and Kebra | eapt upon him hurling himto the ground. They tried to beat out the flanes on
Bi son's burning clothing, but to no avail. Then Sufia stepped forward and held out her hand. The
fire leapt fromBison to the child' s waiting fingers, where it vanished. Bison tore off his

| eggings. Hs flesh was badly burned on the left thigh. Sufia nmoved to him dropping to her knees.
Her tiny hand reached out. Bison wi nced as her fingers touched the blistered flesh of his thigh
Then, as if a cool breeze was whispering over the burn, all pain ceased. She lifted her hand. The
burn was gone.

"Such small magick is still left to nme,' said the voice of Kalizkan. The body of the child settled
down agai nst Bison, her blond head resting on his chest. 'Let her sleep,' said Kalizkan. Bison
carefully lifted the sleeping child and carried her to the wagon, where he laid her down and
covered her with a bl anket.

U nenet ha approached the giant warrior. 'That was a brave act,' she said, 'to charge a nounted
knight. | nust say you surprised ne.'
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Bi son turned to her and gave a w de, gap-toothed grin. '"If you'd like to thank nme properly we
could move further back into the bushes.'

"Now, that reaction doesn't surprise nme,' she said. Wth a withering glance at his naked | ower
body she added: 'And find sonme fresh | eggings. There are | adies present.'

That's when | normally need it,' he said, still grinning.

Swi ngi ng away the priestess wal ked back to where Axiana and Pharis were sitting together. Fromthe
wagon Conalin grinned at the old man. 'Wnen,' said Bison, 'who can understand then?" Conalin
shrugged.



"l don't,' he adnmitted. 'But | know enough to realize that she doesn't |ike you.'
"You think so?" asked Bison, genuinely surprised. 'Wat makes you believe that?
Conal i n | aughed al oud. ' Perhaps |'m wong."'

"I think you m ght be,' agreed Bison

Bl ack snmoke was rising fromthe blazing bridge, and Nogusta strode to the bank, staring across the
river to where the eight remaining Krayakin warriors waited. Dagorian joined him 'There are other
bridges,' he said. 'But we have gained a little tinme.'

The Krayakin divided into two groups. Four warriors rode down river towards the west, the other
four headi ng east.

"W have had nore luck than we deserve,' said Nogusta, softly.
"VWhat happened back in the forest?

"W killed one. But only because the | eader wanted hi m dead. They are deadly foes, Dagorian. Mre
terrible than any | have faced before.

"And yet two are dead, and we have suffered no | osses.'
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"Not yet,' whispered Nogusta.

Dagori an shivered suddenly. He glanced at the black warrior. 'Wat have you seen with that Third
Eye of yours?

"Do not ask,' advised Nogusta.

U nenetha's spirit rose above the canpsite, hovering in the night air. The noon was bright, the
sky cl ear over the nountains. Fromhere she could see Nogusta, sitting alone on a hillside. C ose
by Kebra was talking to Conalin. Axiana, Pharis and Sufia were asleep in the wagon. Bison sat

al one by the canp-fire, finishing the |last of the stew prepared by Kebra.

There was freedomhere in this astral solitude, and U nenetha gloried in it. There were no denons
over the forest, no Entukku with their slashing talons. She allowed herself to rise further, the
moonl it forest shrinking below her. U nenetha flew north, over the ruined bridge, intending to
seek out the Krayakin.

A glowing formmaterialized in the air alongside her. This tine she could make out a face. It was
that of a young man, gol den haired and handsone. 'It is not wise,' he said, '"to journey far. The
Krayakin will be able to see you, and they can sumon the Entukku to attack you.'

"l need to know how close they are,' said U nenetha.

' The group heading east will |ose two days. Those heading west will cross the river at Lercis,
forty mles fromhere. They will not catch up with you by tonorrow. '

"Whay is this happening to us, Kalizkan? Wat did you do?

"It is not safe here, lady. Return to your body and sleep. W will talk again in a place of
sanctuary.'

The figure vani shed.
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U nenetha flew back to the canpsite, and there hovered for a while, enjoying a |last taste of
freedom



Back within her body she settled down, covering herself with a blanket. Sleep cane easily, for she
was very tired.

She becane aware of the snell of honeysuckle, and opened her eyes to see a small garden. A
latti cework arch was cl ose by, red and cream honeysuckl e growi ng up and through it. There were
flower beds full of summer plants, blazing with colour in the sunlight. U nenetha | ooked around,
and saw a snall cottage, with a thatched roof. She recognized it instantly. It was her

grandnot her' s house.

The door opened, and a tall nman stepped out. He was silver-haired and sil ver-bearded, and dressed
in a long robe of silver satin. Kalizkan bowed. 'Now we can talk,' he said.

"l preferred you as the gol den-haired young man,' said U nenet ha.

Kal i zkan chuckled. 'l nust adnmit to you, lady, that he is a conceit. | never was gol den haired,
nor handsone . . . save in the spirit form Wre you ever as you appear now? So slim and
i nnocent .’

"I ndeed | was. But those days are |ong gone.'
"Not here,' said Kalizkan.

"No, not here,' she agreed, wistfully.

So what would you have ne tell you?
"All of it.'

Kal i zkan | ed her to a wooden bench beneath the honeysuckl e arch, and they sat down in the shade.

"I was dying,' he said. 'Cancer was spreading through ne. For nore than ten years | used ny magick
to hold it at bay, but as | grew ol der ny powers began to fade. | was frightened. Sinply that. |

st udi ed many anci ent
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grinmoires, seeking spells to prolong ny life, but always avoi ding blood magick. Finally | sank to
that. | sacrificed an old man. | told nyself he was dying anyway - which he was - and | was only
robbing himof a few days of life. He came willingly for | offered to create a pension for his

wi dow. ' Kalizkan | apsed into silence. Then he spoke again. 'The deed was an evil one, though I

tried to convince nyself otherwise. |I thought of all the good I could still do if I lived. I
reasoned that a small evil was acceptable, if it led to a greater good." He smled ruefully. 'Such
is the path to perdition. | sunmoned a Denbn Lord and sought to control him ordering himto hea

me. I nstead he possessed me. Wth the last of ny strength | hurled nmy spirit clear. Fromthat day
to this | have watched all the good | have done in my life eroded and stained by the evils he used
my formto conmit. Al ny children were sacrificed. And now t housands are dead, and the city of
Usa is in tornment.

"There is little | can do nowto set matters right. My powers are limted - aye, and fading. Death
calls me and | will not be here to see the end.

"But what | can do in the time that remains is teach you, Unenetha. | can instruct you in the
magi ck of the land. | will teach you to use halignat —the holy fire. I will show you how to heal
| esser wounds.

"l have never been adept at such skills,' she said.

"Well now you must learn,' he told her. 'l can no |l onger use the child. She is mal nouri shed and
her heart is weak. It alnost failed when I burned the bridge. I will not have another innocent
Iife upon ny hands.'

"l cannot do it,' said Umnenetha. 'I cannot learn in a day!’

"Where we sit is not governed by time, U nmenetha. W are floating in the open heart of eternity.
Trust ne. What
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you take fromhere will be vital to the safety of the child and the future of the world."’

"l do not want such responsibility. | amnot. . . strong enough.'

"You are stronger than you think!' he said, forcefully. 'And you will need to be stronger yet.'

Angry now, U nenetha rose fromthe bench. 'Bring Nogusta here. Teach himl He is a warrior. He
knows how to fight!'

He shook his head. 'Yes, he is a warrior. But | do not need soneone who knows how to kill. | need
soneone who knows how to | ove.'

The night air was cold, but Conalin, a blanket round his shoul ders, sat in quiet contentnent

al ongsi de Kebra. The bowman did not speak, and this, in itself, pleased Conalin. They were
together in silence. Conpanions. Conalin flicked a glance at Kebra's profile, seeing the noonlight
glinting on the old man's white hair.

‘VWhat are you thinking? asked the boy.
"I was renenbering ny father.'
"l didn't nean to disturb you.'

"I"'mglad you did,' said Kebra. 'They were not pleasant nenories.' He turned to the boy. 'You | ook
cold. You should sit by the fire.'

"I amnot cold.' The open sores on his arns and back were troubling him Pushing up his sleeve he
scratched at the scabs on his arm 'What will you do if you reach Drenan?

"I''ll try ny hand at farming. | own a hundred acres in the nmountains close to the Sentran Plain
I"I'l build a house there. Maybe,' he finished, |anely.

"I's that what you really want?

Kebra gave a rueful smile. 'Perhaps not. It is a dream
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My last dream The Sathuli have a bl essing which says: May all your dreans - but one - cone true.
"Wiy is that a blessing? Wuld not a man be happier if all his dreanms cane true?

"No,"' said Kebra, shaking his head, 'that would be awful. What would there be left to live for?
Qur dreans are what carry us forward. We journey fromdreamto dream At this nmonent your dreamis
to wed Pharis. If that dream cones true, and you are happy, you will want children. Then you wll
dream for themal so. A nman without dreans is a dead man. He may wal k and talk, but he is sterile
and enmpty.'

"And you have only one dream | eft? Wat happened to all the others?

"You ask difficult questions, nmy friend.' Kebra | apsed into silence. Conalin did not disturb it.

He felt a great warnth within, that all but swanped the cold of the night. My friend. Kebra had
called him ny friend. The boy stared out over the sil houette of the nountains and watched the
bright stars glinting around the nmoon. There was a harnony here, a great enptiness that filled the
soul with the nmusic of silence. The city had never offered such harnony, and Conalin's life had
been an endl ess struggle to survive amd the cruelty and the squalor. He had | earned early that no-
one ever acted without selfish notives. Everything had a price. And nostly Conalin could not

afford it.

Nogusta strolled towards where they sat. Conalin felt his irritation rise. He did not want this
monent to be disturbed. But the black warrior noved silently past themand down to the canp-site.



"I's he your best friend? asked Conalin.

"Best friend? | don't know what that neans,’ Kebra told him
253

"Do you like himbetter than Bison?

"That's easier to answer,' said Kebra with a smle. 'After all, nobody |ikes Bison. But no, he's
not a better friend.' Reaching down he plucked two grass stens. '\Wich of these stens is better?
he asked Conalin.

"Neither. They are just grass.'
"Exactly.'
"l don't understand.'’

"Neither did | when | was young. In those days | thought that anyone who snmiled at ne was a
friend. Anyone who offered nme food was a friend. The word had little real meaning. But true
friendship is rarer than a white raven, and nore val uable than a nmountain of gold. And once you
find it you realize there is no way to grade it.

"What did he do to becone your friend? Did he save your life?

"Several times. But | can't answer that question. | really can't. No nore, | think, could he. And
now ny tired old bones need sleep. | will see you in the norning.'

Kebra rose and stretched his back. Conalin stood and they wal ked back to the canp-site. Bison was
asleep by the fire, and snoring loudly. Kebra nudged himw th his foot. Bison grunted and rolled
over.

Conal i n added sticks to the dying fire and sat watching the flanes flicker as Kebra settled down
al ongsi de Bi son. The bowman spread his bl anket over his |lean frame, then came up on one el bow.
"You are a bright lad, Conalin,' he said. 'You can be whatever you want to be, if your dreamnms are
grand enough.

For a while Conalin sat quietly by the fire. Dagorian emerged fromthe bushes and strolled to the
wagon. The young officer |ooked tired, his novenents heavy with weariness. Conalin watched him
take an apple froma
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food sack and bite into it. Seem ngly unaware of the boy Dagorian strolled back to the fire,
pausi ng to gaze down on the sleeping figure of Axiana. Pharis was |ying beside her, little Sufia
cuddl ed in close. Dagorian stood silently for a nonent, then sighed and joined Conalin by the-
dyi ng bl aze. Bison began to snore again. Conalin rose and prodded the giant with his foot, exactly
as Kebra had done. oligingly Bison rolled over, and the snoring ceased.

"Neatly done,' said Dagorian, reaching out and adding the |ast of the fuel to the fire. Conalin
did not reply. Rising he left his blanket and wandered to the tree line, gathering dry sticks and
twigs. He was not tired now, for his mnd was full of questions, and the only nan he woul d trust
to answer them was asl eep. He made several trips back to the fire, and was pl eased to see Dagori an
settle down in his blankets.

Conal in wal ked to the nearby stream and drank, then noved out away fromthe canp, strolling

t hrough the nmoonlit woods. The night breeze rustled in the | eaves, but there was no other sound.
The day's dranma seemed far away now, an incident fromanother life. Then he renenbered the big man
runni ng at the nounted kni ght, ducking under his horse and hurling the eneny back into the flames.
He knew what Ul nenet ha had neant when she said she was surprised. Conalin had not expected such a
rare di splay of courage fromthe obscene old man. Yet the others had not been surprised. Conalin
wal ked on, oblivious to his surroundings. The night air was full of new scents, fresh and vibrant
and utterly unlike the nusty stink of the city. He came to a break in the trees, and saw a noonlit



meadow. Rabbits were feeding on the grass, and he paused to watch them It seenmed strange to see
these creatures so full of life. H's only previous
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experi ence of themwas to see themhanging by their hind legs in the market place. Here, like him
they were free

A dark shadow swept over the neadow, and a great bird swooped | ow over the feeding rabbits. They
scattered, but the bird' s talons slashed across the back of one fleeing rabbit, bowing it over.
Before it could rise the bird was upon it, gripping it tight, its curved beak tearing the life
fromits prey.

Conal i n wat ched as the hawk fed.

"That is unusual,' said a voice. Conalin leapt |like a startled deer, and swung round, fists

rai sed. Nogusta was standing beside him The boy's heart was poundi ng. He had not heard the bl ack
man approach. Nogusta appeared not to notice Conalin's reaction. 'Hawks usually feed on feather,"
he said. 'They need to be wedded to fur by a fal coner.'

"How can they survive on feathers? asked Conalin, anxious to seemunperturbed by the warrior's
sil ent approach.

Nogusta smiled. '"Not literally feathers. It neans they generally feed on other birds, pigeon and -
if the hawk is clever enough - duck. This hawk probably escaped his handler and returned to the
wld.'

Conalin sighed. 'l thought the rabbits were free here,' said Conalin.
'"They are free,' said Nogusta.
"No. | neant really free. Free from danger.'

"Not hing that wal ks, flies, swinms or breathes is ever free from danger. Speaking of which you
shoul d not stray too far fromthe canp.'

Nogusta turned and wal ked away into the darkness. Conalin caught up with him 'If you do save the
queen,' he said, 'what reward will you get?
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"l don't know. | haven't given it any thought.'
"WII you becone rich?

' Per haps.'

They reached the edge of the canp and Nogusta paused. 'Go and get sonme rest. W will have to push
hard tonorrow. '

"I's that why you are doing this? persisted Conalin. 'For the reward?
"No. My reasons are far nore selfish.

Conalin took a step towards the canp. Then another question occurred to himand he swung round.
But Nogusta was nowhere to be seen

Gat hering his blankets Conalin |lay down beside Pharis. There was so nuch here that he didn't
under stand. What could be nore selfish than [ abouring for a personal reward?

Life in the city had been brutally hard, and Conalin had been alone for nmuch of his young life.
Even so he felt he understood the nature of human exi stence. Happiness was a full belly, joy was
havi ng enough food for a full belly tonorrow, and | ove was a conmodity nostly associated wth
money. Even his love of Pharis was ultimately selfish, for Conalin gained great pleasure from her



conpany. It was that pleasure, he believed, which led himto yearn for her. Like the men and wonen
who gathered at the Chiatze House, and snoked the | ong pipe, paying for pleasure dreans, and
returning again and again, with haunted eyes and shrinki ng purses.

Conalin had no recollection of his parents. His first nenories were of a small room packed with
children. Sonme of themwere crying. Al of themwere filthy. Conalin had been tiny then, perhaps
three or four years of age. He recalled the baby, lying on a soiled blanket. He renenbered
prodding it with his finger. It did not
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move. The | ack of novenment had surprised him A fly had | anded on the baby's open nouth, and
slowy wal ked over the blue lips. Sonme tinme later a tall man had renmoved the baby.

Conalin couldn't renenber the man's face. It had seened so high and far away. But he renenbered
the legs, long and thin, encased in loose-fitting black leggings. His tinme in the house of gl oom
had not been happy, for his belly was rarely full, and there were nmany beati ngs.

After that there had been several hones. One, at |east, had been warm and confortable. But the
price of that warnth had been too high, and he pushed the nmenories away.

Life on the streets had been better.

Conal in had even begun to think of hinmself as a wise man. He knew where to steal his breakfast,
and could always find a warm safe place to sleep, even in the depths of harsh winters. The
soldiers of the Watch could never catch him and his troubles with the street gangs had largely
ended when he had killed deft-tongue. The gangs avoi ded himthen, for Ceft-tongue had been
feared, and anyone who could kill himin one-to-one conbat was not to be trifled with. Conalin
remenbered the fight without any pleasure. He hadn't wanted to kill anyone. Al he desired was to
be left alone. But Ceft-tongue would have none of it. 'You steal on my patch, you pay rent,' he
had said. Conalin had ignored him Then, one night, the burly youth had conme at himwith a knife.
Conal in was unarned and had run. He recalled the |aughter which followed himon his flight. Angry
he had stolen a butcher's cleaver, and returned to where the gang had settled down for the night,
in a deserted alleyway. He had wal ked up to where C eft-tongue sat, called
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his name, and, as the youth turned, hit himin the tenple with the cleaver. The bl ade had sunk
deep, far deeper than Conalin had intended. Ceft-tongue died instantly.

‘"Now | eave nme alone,' Conalin told the others.
They had done so.

Unabl e to sl eep Conalin pushed back his blanket and rose, walking to a nearby tree and urinating.
Then he nmoved to the remains of the fire and added sone of the twigs he had gathered earlier. Wth
a stick he located the last glowing area of coals and, for sone mnutes, tried to blowthemto
fresh life. Finally admtting that the fire had died he sat back

That was when he noticed the glow on the far side of the canp, a soft white |light that was bat hing
the body of the sleeping priestess. Conalin watched it for some tine, then he noved to Kebra's
si de and woke the bowman.

"What is it, lad?' asked Kebra, sleepily.

"Sonmething is wong with the priestess,' said Conalin. Kebra sat up, then pushed back his

bl ankets. Dagori an awoke, saw the glowing light, and, with Conalin and Kebra, wal ked over to where
U nmenetha lay. The |light was stronger now, alnmost golden. It was radiating fromher face and
hands. Kebra knelt beside her

"She is burning up,' said the bowran. Conalin | ooked cl oser. Sweat was running fromthe wonman's
fat face, and her silver and blond hair was drenched. Kebra tried to wake her, but to no avail.
The Iight around her grew brighter, and small white flowers bl ossomed around her bl ankets,



withing up through the grass. A heady scent filled the air, and Conalin could hear far-away
musi c, whispering in his mnd. Kebra drew back the bl anket that covered the priestess. Only then
did they see that she was fl oating sone inches above the ground.
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Nogust a noved al ongsi de them kneeling down and taking U nenetha's hand. The gl ow ng |ight
swel l ed, and flowed up along Nogusta's arm bathing himin light. Releasing her hand he | eapt
backwar ds.

"I's she under attack?' asked Dagori an

"No,"' said Nogusta. 'This is not bl ood magick.’
"What should we do?' put in Kebra.

"Nothing. We will cover her and wait.

Conal in peered down at the priestess's glistening face. 'She is getting thinner,' he whispered. It
was true. Sweat was coursing over her body, and her flesh was receding.

"She'll die if this carries on,' said Kebra.
"What is happening to her is not of an evil origin,' said Nogusta. 'If it were | would sense it
through nmy talisman. | do not think she will die. Cover her.'

Conalin lifted the bl anket over U nmenetha. As he did so his hand touched her shoul der. Once nore
the light flowed, bathing him An exquisite feeling of warnth and security filled him Hi s back

itched and tingled, and he noaned with pleasure. Dizziness overcane himand he fell back to the

grass. Pulling off his filthy shirt he gazed down at his arns. The open sores had vani shed, and

his skin glowed with health. 'Look!' he said to Kebra. 'l am heal ed."

The bowman said nothing. Reaching out he also touched the priestess. The light flowed over him
Bright |ights danced behind his eyes, and it seened, at first, as if he was |ooking through a
sheen of ice, distorting his view Slowy the ice nelted, and he found hinself staring at the

di stant nmountains, their peaks sharp and cl ear against the new dawn. He too sat back. 'I can see!
he whi spered. 'Nogusta, | can see! Cearly!’

As the dawn rose, streaking the sky with gold, the light around U nenetha faded away, and her body
slowy
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settled down upon the carpet of white flowers.
Her eyes opened, the last of the golden light shining fromthem

"W cannot reach the coast,' she said. 'The Denon Lord is marching his arny across the nountains,
and the way to the sea is closed to us.'

Nogusta knelt beside her. 'I know,' he said, wearily.

U nmenetha tried to sit, but sagged back exhausted. Her |ips were dry. Nogusta ran to the wagon,
returning with a water skin and a cup. Helping her to sit he held the cup to her |ips. She drank
sparingly. 'W nust try ... toreach . . . the ghost city,' she said. 'Nowlet ne rest.' Nogusta
| owered her to the ground. She fell asleep instantly.

"What di d she nean?' asked Kebra. The sea is our only hope.'

"W woul d never reach it. The Krayakin are less than a day behind us, and the Ventrian arny is
nmovi ng across the nountains. Three thousand nmen are on the march, and nore than two hundred
caval ry have been sent to cut us off fromthe coast.’

Kebra knew the strength of Nogusta's Third Eye and he sat silently for a nonment, absorbing the



i nformati on. 'What then can we do?' he asked. 'We cannot fight an arny, and we cannot escape it.
Is our plan nerely to run until we are exhausted - like an elk tracked by wol ves?

"Who is being tracked by wolves?' asked Bison, rising fromhis blankets and wal ki ng across to join
them Before Nogusta could explain the situation to himthe giant saw the sl eeping priestess.
"Kreya's Tits!' he exclained. 'Look at her! She's thin as a spear. \Wat have | ni ssed?

"A great deal, ny friend,' said Kebra. Slowy he explained the events of the |ast few ninutes, the
gl owi ng
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around the priestess, the healing of his eyes, and the sores on Conalin's back and arns, and
|l astly, the news of the march of the Ventrian army. Bison ignored the |ast news.

' She heal ed you? What about my ear? It hurts like the devil. You could have woken ne up. Wat kind
of a friend are you?' He dropped to his knees beside the priestess and shook her shoul der
U nenetha did not stir. "Well, this is nice,' said Bison, glancing up at Kebra. 'So far |'ve been

bitten by wol ves, burnt by nagi ck and ki cked by a horse. And you get your eyes healed. Is that
fair?

"Life is not fair, Bison,' said Kebra, with a smle. 'As any one of your |arge number of w ves
would testify.' His smle faded. 'The question is what are we going to do?" At that nonent Axi ana
cried out. Beside her Pharis awoke and noved to her side.

"What is it, ny lady?" she asked.
"I think . . . the baby is coming,' said Axiana

Axi ana was frightened, and called for U nenetha. The black warrior, Nogusta, noved to her side.
' She cannot conme to you now,' he said, taking the queen's hand. 'She is sleeping, and cannot be
woken.' Fear turned to panic in Axiana.

'The baby is coming! | need her!' Her face spasnmed as fresh pain seared through her
' Move aside, man,' said Bison, dropping to his knees beside the frightened girl
"l don't want you!' shouted Axiana, horrified. 'Not you!'

Bi son chuckled. "As |'ve just been told, life isn't fair. But |I've birthed babes before, and a
| arge nunber of horses, cows and sheep. So you'll just have to trust nme.' He turned to Nogusta. 'I
want you to neke a screen

around her. G ve us sone privacy. And you, girl,' he told Pharis, 'can help ne.' Bison drew back
t he bl anket covering the queen. Her gown was wet. 'The water's broken,' he said. He | ooked across
at Nogusta. 'Could we get a little urgency going here?

Nogust a nodded and rose. Nogusta and Dagorian cut |ong branches fromnearby trees, then stripped
them of | eaves. Plunging theminto the earth around the queen they tied blankets to them creating
a roofless tent around her. Several times she cried out. Pharis energed and noved to the stream
filling a bowl with water, and returning to the tent.

Little Sufia sat in the doorway of the tent, staring wide eyed into the interior. Conalin wal ked
over to her, lifting her into his arms and carrying her to the wagon. The child was nervous and
frightened. 'They are hurting her,' she said, her eyes brimrng with tears.

"No they are not,' said Conalin, soothingly. 'A baby is comng. It's inside her, and it is going
to conme out.

"How did it get inside her? asked Sufia.
"It grewfroma very small seed,' said Conalin. "And now it is ready to live.'

A long shriek came fromthe tent. Sufia junped. 'Wiy is she hurting? Sufia began to cry. Kebra



wal ked to the wagon. 'It is all right,' he said, ruffling the child s blond hair.
' She wants to know why the queen is in pain,' said Conalin

"Wl l,' began Kebra, uneasily, '"she's . .. slimin the hips and -' Sufia's bright blue eyes were
| ocked to Kebra's gaze. '- and ...' He swung and called for Nogusta. The child has sone

guestions,' he said, brightly.

"Answer them' said Nogusta, wal king away towards the stream
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Thank you so much,' Kebra called after him He turned back to Sufia. 'I can't really explain,' he
told the child. "Childbirth is sonetimes painful, but soon the queen will be well, and you will be
able to see the baby boy. That will be nice, won't it?

The queen shrieked once nmore, and Sufia dissolved into tears.

Kebra noved away and began to prepare breakfast. Sitting beside the stream Nogusta and Dagori an
talked in | ow voices. 'Does Bison know what he's doi ng? asked the young officer

"Yes. Believe it or not nmany of the canp whores request Bison when they are ready to deliver.'

"I can't think why.'

" Maybe he fathered nost of the children,’ ventured Nogusta. 'But | believe she is in safe hands.’
' Saf e hands? How safe are any of us?

Nogusta heard the fear in the young nan's voice. He was concerned, for he had noticed the grow ng
tension in the officer ever since the wolf attack. 'Nothing has changed since you rescued the
queen,' he said.

"I didn't rescue her - Unenetha did that. And the children. | just canme later. And we would al
have been killed had you not arrived to kill the lancers. | don't feel that | have been of any

real use.' Dagorian sighed. 'I amnot |ike you, Nogusta. Nor the others. You are tough nen. The
stuff of heroes. I. . .'" he faltered. 'l amjust a failed priest.'

"You do yourself a disservice,' said Nogusta. Dagorian shook his head.

"You remenber when you warned ne about an attenpt on Banelion's life? I went to him as
told you.' 'Yes. He advised you to stay away fromhim That was good advice.'

"Maybe it was - but a hero would have di sobeyed him Don't you see? | was glad to be relieved of
responsibility. I thanked himand | left. Wuld you have done so0?

‘Yes,' said Nogusta.

"I don't believe you.'

"I wouldn't lie to you, Dagorian.’
"But would you have felt relief?

"You are torturing yourself unnecessarily,' said the black man. 'Wat is really at the heart of
t hi s?'

"I amafraid.' He | ooked into Nogusta's face. 'Wat is it that you have seen? | need to know.'

"You do not need to know,' Nogusta assured him 'And it would serve no purpose to tell you. This
gift 1| have is like a sharp sword. It can save a life, or it can take it. At this nmonent you and
are alive, and we have a mission. All we can do is try to stay alive. Wat | have seen, or not
seen, is irrelevant.'

"That is sinply not true,' said Dagorian. 'The future is not set in stone. You could, for exanple,



have seen ne wal king on a particular cliff top. The ground gives way and | fall to my death. But
if you warn me I will not walk on that cliff top. Then I will live.'

Nogust a shook his head. 'I told you once before that the gift is not that precise. | do not choose
what to see.

"I just want to know whether | will survive,' said Dagorian. 'Have you seen that, at |east?

"Utinmately no-one survives,' hissed Nogusta. 'That is the way of Iife. W are born, we live, we
die. All that counts is the manner in which we live. And even that does not count for |ong.
History will forget us. It forgets all nen eventually. You want certainty? That is certainty.'

"I fear I may be a coward,' said Dagorian. 'I mght run fromthis mssion.

"You will not run,' said Nogusta. 'You are a man of
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courage and honour. | know you are afraid. So you should be - for so am|. Qur enem es are great

in nunmber, and our friends are few Yet we will do what we nust, for we are nen, and the sons of
men.'

The queen cried out again. Dagorian jerked at the sound, then pushed hinself to his feet and
wal ked fromthe canp.

For nore than an hour the group waited, and there was little sound fromw thin the roofless tent.
Then Bi son energed, wandered to the fire and ate some of the hot oats Kebra had prepared for
breakfast. The bowran approached him

"What is happeni ng?' asked Kebr a.
"She is resting a little,' the giant told him
" How soon wi ||l she have the child?

Bi son shrugged. 'The water sac has burst and the baby is on its way. How long? | don't know.
Anot her hour. Perhaps two or three. Maybe nore.'

"That's not very precise,' snapped Kebra. '|I thought you were an expert in this.'

"Expert? A few tines doesn't nake you an expert. Al | knowis that there are three stages to
birthing. The first is under way. The baby is noving.'

"And t he second?

'The contractions will becone nore severe as the child enters the birth canal and on into the
vagi na.'

Kebra smiled. That's the first tine |I've ever heard you use the correct term'

"I"'mnot in the nobod for jokes at the noment,' said Bison. 'She's a slimgirl, and this is the
first child. There's likely to be a lot of torn flesh. And I know little of what to do if anything
goes wong. Has anyone tried again to wake the priestess?
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"I''1l sit by her,' pronised Kebra.

"You do that. Smack her face. Pour water on her. Anything.'
"As soon as she wakes I'll send her to you.'

Bi son rose and anbl ed back to the tent. Kebra noved to the sl eeping priestess. She was no | onger
bathed in sweat. Her skin was clear and firm and Kebra was surprised to see how pretty she was
now t hat the excess flesh was gone. And she | ooked so nuch younger. He had thought her to be in



her forties, but now he saw she was - despite the grey in her blond hair - at |least ten years
younger. He took her hand and squeezed her fingers. 'Can you hear ne, |ady?" he said. But she did
not stir.

The nmorning wore on, the sun clinbing towards noon. Nogusta, nornmally so cool and in control, was
paci ng the canp. Once he approached the tent and called out to Bison. The response was short,
coarse and to the point. Nogusta strode to the stream Kebra, still unable to wake the priestess,
j oi ned himthere.

"W are losing the tine we gained at the bridge,' said Nogusta. 'If this goes on nuch |onger the
eneny will be upon us.'

'Bi son doesn't know how | ong the I abour will last. It could be hours yet.

Nogusta suddenly smiled. 'Wuld you want Bison as the midwi fe to your first-born?
"It is a ghastly thought,' adm tted Kebra.

Chapter N ne

No ni ghtmare ever suffered by Axi ana had been worse than this. Her dress renoved, her bare feet
pressing into the danp earth, her |ower back a rhythnic sea of pain, she squatted |ike a peasant
beneat h an open sky. Her enotional state had been fragile ever since the horror of the events at
the house of Kalizkan, and everything since had conspired to fill her with terrible fear. Her
husband was dead, her life as a royal princess a dinmnishing nenory. All her |ife she had been
panpered, never know ng hunger or poverty; the heat of summer kept from her by servants with
peacock fans, the cold of winter barred fromthe palace by warmfires and fine cl othes of wool.

Only days ago she had been sitting in a padded satin chair am d the splendour of the roya
apartnents, servants everywhere. And despite her husband' s disdain of her, she had been the queen
of a great enpire.

Now, naked and frightened, she squatted in a forest, wacked with pain, and waiting to birth a
king in the wet and the nud.

Besi de her the giant, Bison, was supporting her weight. Hs ugly face was close to hers, and when
she turned her head she could feel the coarseness of his bristling noustache agai nst the skin of
her face. Hi s |l eft hand was rubbing gently across the base of her spine, easing the pain there.
Back in Usa U nenetha had showed her the
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satin covered birthing stool, and quietly explained all the processes of birth. It had al nost
seened an adventure then. Fresh pain seared through her and she cried out.

"Don't breathe too fast,' said Bison. His gruff voice cut through her rising panic. The
contractions continued, the rhythmof pain rising and falling. The girl, Pharis, lifted a cup to
Axiana's |lips. The water was cool and sweet. Sweat dripped into Axiana's eyes. Pharis wiped it
away with a cloth.

Cranp stabbed through her right thigh. She reared up agai nst Bison and screaned. 'MWy leg! My leg!'
Lifting her easily he turned her to her back, |eaning her against a fallen tree. Kneeling beside
her his huge hands began to rub at the nuscles above her knee. Pharis offered her nore water. She
shook her head. The humiliation was col ossal. No man but her husband had ever seen her naked, and
on that one night she had bathed in perfuned water and waited in a roomlit with the Iight of
three coloured lanterns. The Iight now was harsh and bright, and the ugly peasant was rubbi ng her
thighs with his huge call oused hands.

And yet, she thought suddenly, he cares! Wich is sonething Skanda never did.

Axi ana renenbered the night the king had come to her. He cared nothing that she was a virgin,
untutored and unskilled. He had nmade no attenpt to ease her fears, nor even arouse her. There had
been no pleasure in the act. It had been painful and - thank the Source - short lived. He had not



said a word throughout, and when he had finished he rose fromher bed and stal ked fromthe room
She had cried for hours.

Axi ana felt dizzy. She opened her eyes to see bright |ights dancing before her vision. 'Breathe
slowy,' advised Bison. 'You'll pass out else. And we don't want that, do we?'

Pain flared once nore, reaching new heights. 'There's blood! There's blood!' wailed Pharis.
"OfF course there's blood,' snapped Bison. 'Just stay calm girl. Go and fetch sonme nore water!'

Axi ana nmoaned. Bison leaned in to her. 'Try to think of sonething else,' he said. 'One of nmy w ves
used to chant. You know any chants?

Anger replaced the pain in Axiana, roaring up like a forest fire. 'You oaf! You stupid
Suddenly she let fly with a stream of coarse and obscene swear words, in both Drenai and Ventri an,
words she had heard but had never before uttered; would never have believed herself capabl e of
uttering. It was, as she had always believed, the |anguage of the gutter. Bison was conpletely

unf azed.

"My third wife used to talk like that,' he said. '"It's as good as a chant,' he added, brightly.

Axi ana sagged agai nst him exhausted. Al the years of nobility, the education and the instilled

belief that nobles were a different species to nere nortals, peeled away fromher, like the |layers
of an oni on. She was an ani mal now, sweating, grunting and noaning; a creature w thout pride.
Tears welled as the pain soared to fresh heights. 'l can't stand it!' she whispered. 'l can't!"’

"Course you can. You're a brave girl. Course you can.' She swore at himagain, repeating the sane
word over and over.

"That's good,' he said, with a grin. Her head sagged agai nst his shoul der. H's hand pushed back
the sweat-drenched hair fromher brow. Mre than anything else this one snall gesture restored her
courage. She was not alone. The pain eased nmonentarily.

"Where i s U nenetha?' she asked Bi son

"She'll be here when she wakes. | don't know why

Zyo

she's still sleeping. Nogusta thinks it's magi ck of sone kind. But |I'mhere. You can trust old
Bi son.'

Pharis leaned in and wi ped her face, then offered her nore water. Axiana drank gratefully.

The norning wore on, the sun passing noon and drifting slowy across the sky. For a tinme Bison
lifted her once nore to a kneeling position, but the cranps returned, and by nid-afternoon she was
sitting once nore with her back against the fallen tree. Her strength was al nost gone, and she was
floating in pain, sem -conscious. She renmenbered her nother, the wan young face, the eyes dark
circled. She had died in childbirth. Her son born dead, her body torn, her life blood draining
away. Axi ana had been six years old. Her nurse had brought her in to say goodbye. But her nother
had been delirious, and had not recognized her. She had called out a nane, screanmed it |oud. No-
one knew who she was calling for

She had been buried on a bright sumer afternoon, her son beside her
"I amgoing to die |like her,' thought Axiana.

"No, you're not,' said Bison

"I didn't . . . nean to say that . . . aloud,' whispered Axiana.

"You're not going to die, girl. Inalittle while I'll lay your son on your breast, and the
sunlight will touch you both.'



"My . . . son.' The thought was a strange one. For the duration of her pregnancy Axi ana had
thought only of the baby inside her. Skanda's baby. Skanda's child. An object created by a virtua
rape whi ch had changed her young life.

My son is waiting to be born.
"l can see the head,' said Pharis. 'The baby is coning!'

Zyi
Bi son wi ped away the sweat from Axi ana's face. 'Do not push,' he said. 'Not yet.'

She heard the advice, but the urge to propel the obstruction from her body was overpowering. 'I
can't .. . stop nyself!' she told him taking a deep breath.

"No!' he thundered. 'The head is not engaged fully.' Her face reddened with the effort of pushing.
"Pant!' he ordered her. 'Pant. Like this!' Pushing out his tongue he nade quick shall ow breaths.

"I"'mnot... a ... dog!' she hissed at him

"You'll danmage the child if you don't. Hs head is soft. Now pant, damm you!' Summoni ng Pharis to
support the queen's shoul ders Bi son noved back to observe the birth. The head was al nost cl ear
and one shoul der. Then he saw the unbilical cord, tight around the baby's neck Iike a blue-grey
serpent, choking the Iife away. His fingers were too thick and clunsy to dislodge it. Fear touched
himthen. Tw ce before he had observed this phenonenon. The first tine a surgeon had cut the cord.
The baby had lived, but the woman had died, for the afterbirth had not come away cleanly,

remai ning inside to rot and poison the blood. The second tine the cord had effectively strangl ed
the infant. '"Don't push!' he told the queen. Taking a deep breath Bison supported the infant's
head with his left hand then, as gently as he could eased the little finger of his right hand
under the cord. Twice it slipped back into place, but the third tinme he hooked it, drawing it
careful ly over the head.

Wth the threat renmpved Bison called out. 'Now you can push! Push like the Devil!'

Axi ana grunted, then cried out as the baby slid clear into Bison's hands. The babe's face and body
were covered in grease and blood. Swiftly Bison tied the unbilical cord, then cut it. Then he
wi ped the child's
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nostrils and nouth, clearing its airways. The babe's tiny armnoved, then it drewin its first
br eat h.

A thin wail sounded into the forest.

Bi son heard the sound of running feet outside the roofless tent. 'Stay back!' he yelled. He swing
to Pharis. 'Get sone fresh water.' Myving forward on his knees he laid the babe on Axiana's
breast. Her arms went around it. Pharis was staring open nouthed at the tiny, winkled creature in
the queen's arns. 'Get water, girl,' said Bison. '"You'll have plenty of tine to gawp later.'

Pharis scranbled up and ran fromthe tent.

Axi ana smiled at Bison. Then she began to sob. The old man ki ssed her brow. 'You did well,"' he
said, gruffly.

"So did you,' said U nenetha, from behind him

Bi son sucked in a deep breath and rel eased his hold on the queen. dancing up at the priestess he
forced a grin. "Well, if you really want to thank ne . ' he began

U nenet ha rai sed her hand to silence him 'Do not spoil this nonent, Bison,' she said, not
unkindly. 'Go back to your friends. I will finish what you have done so well.' Bison sighed and
pushed hinself to his feet. He was tired now. Bone weary.



He wanted to say sonething to the queen, something to show how nuch these | ast few hours had neant
to him how proud he was of her, and how he woul d never forget what had happened here. He wanted
to say he was privileged to have attended her

But U nenet ha had noved past him and the queen was |ying back with her eyes cl osed, her arns
hol di ng the infant Kking.

Bi son wal ked silently fromthe tent.

Bakilas sat in the starlight, his pale body naked, the water burns on his ankles and feet healing
slowy, the
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blisters fading. H s three conpanions were sitting close by. Drasko's burns were nore severe, but
the bl eeding had stopped. His horse had fallen as they forded the river, and only swift work by
Lekor and Mandrak had saved him They had hauled himclear, but the river water had penetrated the
bl ack arnour, and was scorching the skin of his chest, belly and arns. Drasko's npbod was not good
as he sat with the group.

Pelicor's physical death, and return to the Geat Void, had been anusing. The warrior had al ways
been stupid and Bakilas had never felt any kinship with him But the destruction of Nenor upon the
bridge had cast a pall over the conpany. They had watched the huge ol d man charge the nounted
warrior, and had felt their brother's terror as he fell through the flanmes and plumeted into the
raging river. They had experienced the pain of his burns as the acid water ate away his skin and
di ssolved his flesh and bones.

Even with the probabl e success of Anharat's Great Spell bringing the Illohir back to the earth, it
woul d still take hundreds of years for Pelicor and Nenor to build the psychic energy necessary to
take formonce nore. Two of his brothers had become W ndborn, and the eneny renmai ned untouched. It
was nost gal ling.

Yet, at |east, they now knew t he source of the magick hurled agai nst them The bl ond-haired child.
This, initself, led to other questions. How could a child of such tender years master the power
of halignaf}

"What do we do now, brother?' asked Drasko.
' Do?'" countered Bakilas. 'Nothing has changed. We find the child and return it to Anharat.'

Drasko idly rubbed at the healing wound on his shoulder. 'Wth respect, | disagree. W are al
warriors here, and in battle can face any ten humans. But this is
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not a battle. Two of our nunber have returned to the Gther Place, their forns lost to them And we
are no closer to conpleting our mission.'

"They will have to fight us,' said Bakilas. 'They cannot run for ever. And once we face themthey
will die.'

'l amnot so sure,' said Mandrak. 'They may be old, but did you feel the power of their spirits?
These nen are warrior born. There is no give in them Such nmen are dangerous.'

Baki | as was surprised. 'You think they can stand against the Krayakin?

Mandrak shrugged. 'Utimatel y? O course not. But we are not invincible, brother. Others of us may
| ose our forms before this nission is done.'

Baki | as considered his words, then turned to the fourth of the group. 'Wiat do you say, Lekor?

The thin-faced warrior |ooked up. 'I agree with Mandrak,' he said, his voice deep as distant
thunder. 'l too saw the spirits at the bridge. These nen will not die easily. They will choose
their own battl eground, and we have no choice but to follow them Then there is the question of



the sorcery. Wio is the power behind the child?

The night breeze shifted. Mandrak's nostrils flared. Wth one snmooth nove he threw hinself to his
right, and rolled to his feet al ongside where his arnour |ay. The others had noved al nost as
swiftly, and when the nmen enmerged fromthe tree |line the naked Krayakin were waiting for them
swords in hands.

There were a dozen men in the group, all roughly dressed in homespun clothing, and jerkins of
ani mal skins. The | eader, a large man with a forked bl ack beard, wore a hel mfashioned froma
wol f's head. Three of the men had bows drawn, the others held knives or swords
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and one was hefting a curved sickle. 'Well, what have we here?' said the |eader. 'Four naked
knights on a noonlight tryst. Perverse, if you ask ne.' H's nen chuckl ed obediently. Tut down your
swords, gentlenen,' he told the Krayakin. 'You are outnunbered, and once we have divested you of
your horses and gold we will let you go.'

Baki | as spoke, but not to the man. 'Kill themall - save for the |eader,' he said.

Instantly the four Krayakin warriors |leapt at the startled nmen. One bowran | oosed a shaft, but
Bakilas's sword flashed in the night air, snapping the arrow in two. Then he was anong the
robbers, his sword cleaving left and right. One man died, his neck severed, a second fell to the
ground, his chest gapi ng open. Mandrak bl ocked a savage cut fromthe | eader's sword, then stepped
i nside and hanmered a straight left to the man's face, breaking his nose. The | eader staggered.
Mandr ak | eaned back, then leapt, his right foot thundering against the | eader's chin. The man went
down as if pol eaxed. Drasko killed two nen, then | anced his sword through the back of another as
the man turned to run

Wthin monents the battle was over. Four survivors had fled into the forest, and seven nmen | ay
dead upon the grass. Bakilas noved to the unconscious |eader, flipping the man with his foot. The
| eader grunted and struggled to sit up. Still dazed he rubbed his chin. Then, incongruously he
cast around for his fallen helm Setting it upon his head he pushed hinself to his feet. He saw
the dead men |ying where they had fallen. He tried to run, but Mandrak was qui cker, grabbing him
by his jerkin and hurling himto the ground. 'Wat are you going to do with ne?" he wail ed.

Bakil as stepped up to the man, hauling himto his feet.
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"W need to contact our |eader,' he said, softly. 'You can help us with that task.'
"Anything,' said the man. 'Just ask.

Bakil as took hold of the man's shirt and ripped it open, exposing his naked chest. He traced a
Iine down the skin, locating the man's sternum Slaming his fingers into the man's chest he split
the skin beneath the breast bone. H's hand drove in |ike a blade, then opened for his long fingers
to encircle the still beating heart. Wth one wench he tore the organ free. Letting the body sink
to the grass he held up the dripping heart. 'Anharat!' he called. 'Speak to your brothers!'

The heart rose from Bakilas's hand and burst into a bright flane which soared up above the
clearing. Then it coalesced into a ball and slowy dropped to hover above the warriors.

‘"l amhere,' said a voice that whispered Iike a cold wind across a graveyard.

The Krayakin sat in a circle around the flame. ' Two of our conpany are W ndborn once nore,' said
Bakilas. 'We woul d appreciate your guidance.'

"The child is born,' said the voice of Anharat. 'The route to the sea is cut off, and they nust
journey south. | ammarching with the arny to the city of Lem There we will sacrifice the child.
His blood will flow upon ny own altar.

"What of the wi zard who is hel ping then?' asked Drasko.



"There is no wi zard. The soul of Kalizkan possessed the child, but he is now gone to the Halls of
the Dead. He will not return. Continue south. | have also returned a gogarin to the forest ahead
of them They will not pass him'

"W need no help, brother,' said Bakilas. 'And a gogarin could kill themall - the babe included.
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"They will not be foolish enough to attenpt to pass the beast,' said Anharat. 'Not once they know
it is there. And | shall see that they do.'

"You are taking a great risk, Anharat. Wat if it does kill the babe?

"l have already begun the Spell,' said the voice of the Denmon Lord. 'It hangs in the air awaiting
only the death of the third king. If the babe is killed before the time of sacrifice there wll
still be enough power released to bring back nore than two-thirds of the Illohir. Now find them

and bring the babe to ny altar.'

The flame faded, beconing thick, black snoke, which drifted in the air before slowy dispersing.
"The city of Lem' said Drasko. 'Not a place of good onens.'

"Let us ride, brothers,' said Bakil as.

Nogusta drew rein at the nouth of the great canyon, and for several nmonments all his fears and
tensi ons di sappeared, swanped by the awesone beauty before him The ancient map had shown a canyon
here, and a trade road w nding through it, but nothing etched on paper could have prepared Nogusta
for the sheer nmajesty before him Towering peaks, cloaked with trees and crowned by snow, deep
val l eys, full of lush grass and glittering streans and rivers, filled his field of vision

The road continued along a wide ridge, steadily clinbing and twi sting around a mountain. At each
curve a new panorama greeted him The canyon was col ossal

Nogusta rode on, lost in the natural splendour of this high country. He felt young again, clean
air filling his lungs, long-forgotten dreams rising fromthe dusty halls of his menory. This was a
place for a man to live

Starfire too seened to be enjoying the ride. The great

bl ack gel ding had been increasing in strength for sone days now and, though still a shadow of his
fornmer self, the horse was swiftly recovering fromthe lung infection that had condemmed himto

t he sl aught erhouse. Nogusta di snobunted and wal ked to the rim staring down at the forest and river
bel ow. What were the dreanms of men when conpared to this, he wondered?

The wagon was an hour behind him and he found hinsel f growi ng angry. How had he becone chained to
this doomed quest? The answers were obvious, but offered little confort. For life to have meani ng
a man needed a code to live by. Wthout it he was just a snall, greedy creature follow ng his

whi ns and desires to the detrinment of those around him Nogusta's code was iron. And it nmeant he
could not ride away and |l eave his friends and the others to the fate that so obviously awaited

t hem sonmewhere al ong the road

He had told the boy, Conalin, his reasons for hel ping the queen were selfish - and so they were.
He remenbered the day his father had taken the family to the Geat Museumin Drenan. They had
viewed the exhibits, the ancient swords and statues, the gilded scrolls and the many bones, and at
|ast his father had led themto the Sickle Lake, and there they had sat, eating a |unch of bread
and cold roast neat. It was his tenth birthday. He had asked his father about the heroes, whose
lives were celebrated at the nuseum He had wondered what nmade them stand and die for their
beliefs. H s father's answer had been | ong-w nded, and much of it had passed over the boy's head
But there was one, striking, visual nenory. His father had taken his nother's hand mrror and
placed it in Nogusta's hand. 'Look into it, and tell ne what you see,' he said. Nogusta had seen
his own reflection, and told him so.
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"Do you like what you see?" his father had asked. It was a strange question. He was seeing
hi nsel f.

"Of course | do. It's me!’

Then his father said: 'Are you proud of what you see?' Nogusta couldn't answer that. Hi s father
snmled. '"That is the true secret that carries a hero to deeds other men can only envy. You nust
al ways be able to ook in a mirror and feel pride. Wen faced with peril you ask yourself, if |
run, or hide, or beg or plead for life, will | still be able to look into a mrror and fee
pride?

Stepping into the saddl e Nogusta rode on. The ridge road di pped steeply and Starfire's hoofs
slipped on the stone. Riding with care the black warrior reached the canyon fl oor, and an old
stone bridge that crossed the river. He was riding under the trees now, and stopped to exanine the
map once nore. There was a second bridge narked, sonme 3 or 4 nmiles to the south-east. He decided
to exam ne it before heading back to the wagon. There were still patches of snow upon the
hillsides, and the air was cool as he heeled Starfire forward. The old road ran al ongside a steep
i ncline, then disappeared round the flanks of the hill

Knowi ng he could see nore of the land from hi gher ground Nogusta took hold of the pommel and ran
the gelding up the slope. Starfire was breathing heavily as he crested the hill and Nogusta paused
to allow the gelding to catch his breath.

Then he saw the cabin, set back in the trees, its walls built of natural stone, its roof covered
with earth. Cinbing ivy clung to the walls, and flowering shrubs had been set beneath the

wi hdows. The area around the cabin was well tended, and snoke drifted lazily fromthe stone

chi mey. Nogusta hesitated. He did not want to bring danger to any innocent nountain folk, but
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equal Iy they woul d know t he mountains and be able to advise himon the best route to Lem Touching
heels to Starfire he rode forward, but the horse grew nervous as they cleared the trees, and
backed away.

Nogust a spoke soothingly to the animal, stroking the Iong black neck. Once in the clearing before
the cabin he could see why Starfire was reluctant to approach the house. Partly hidden by a tal
flowering shrub lay a bl ood-drenched body. He saw it was that of a man - or rather the remains of
a man. The corpse was in tw hal ves. Disnounting and holding on to the reins Nogusta approached
it, kneeling to exam ne the tracks around it. The earth was hard, and little could be seen. The
man was around twenty years of age. In his right hand there was a rusty sword. He had known then
that he was under attack, and had faced his killer. Ragged tal on nmarks showed across his chest and
belly. He had literally been cut in half at the stomach by one viol ent slashing blow. Nogusta
glanced to the right. Blood had spattered the ground at |east 20 feet fromthe scene of death. No
bear could have done this. Still holding on to the reins Nogusta noved to the cabin. The door had
been caved in, the thick tinbers smashed to shards. To the right the door frane had been torn
away, and a section of wall caved in. Wthin the main roomlay the partially consunmed body of a
wonan.

Looping the reins over a fence rail Nogusta entered the cabin. He had seen great horror in his
life, fromthe nurder of his wife and famly, to the victins of sacked cities, and the awesone,
bl oody aftermath of great battles. But there was here, in this grimtabl eau, a sadness that
touched hi m deeply. The cabin was old, but had been lovingly restored by this young couple. They
had turned a deserted ruin into a honme. They had
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pl anted bright flowers, some of theminappropriate to forest soil, bloons that would never take
root, but would wither and die here. This young couple were not expert, but they were romantic and
hard working. Eventually they nmight have nade a good living here. But something had come upon
them Soret hi ng unexpected and deadly. The man had taken his sword and tried to defend his |ove.
He had failed, and had died knowi ng his failure



The wonman had hi dden behind a strong | ocked door, and had seen it smashed to shards. The beast had
been too large to pass through the doorway, and had caved in the wall. The woman had tried to run
through to the back of the house. Tal ons had swept across her back, ripping her apart. Death for
both of them had been mercifully swift.

Nogusta returned to the sunlight and scanned the clearing. The bl ood was al nost dry, but the
attack on these people was very recent. He gazed at the tree line. There was a broken sapling
there. Nogusta ran across the clearing. Here the earth was softer and he saw the footprint. Three
times as long as that of a man, flaring wide at the toes. Tal ons had nmade deep gouges in the
earth. The sapling, as thick as a man's arm had been snapped cleanly, and a | arge bush had been
uprooted by the charging beast. Back across the clearing Starfire whinnied. He pawed at the
ground, his ears flat to his skull. Nogusta noved to the horse, unlooping the reins. The breeze
shifted. Starfire reared suddenly. Taking hold of the pommel Nogusta vaulted to the saddle. He
felt heat flare against his chest, and realized the talisman he wore was beginning to gl ow

Beyond the cabin, to the north he saw tall trees swaying, and heard the splintering of wood. A
hi deous
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screechi ng began, and the ground trenbl ed beneath the horse. Swinging Starfire he let the horse
have its head. Starfire needed no urging, and | aunched hinself into a run. Behind them sonet hi ng
col ossal burst fromthe undergrowth. Nogusta could not risk glancing back, as Starfire was
gal | opi ng over rough ground towards the trees. But he could hear the beast bearing down upon them
with terrible speed. Ducking under a | ow branch he headed for the road, urging the gelding on
Starfire was tired now, but his hoofs pounded the ground and he qui ckened. Nogusta rode down the
incline at breakneck pace, Starfire slithering to his haunches. Only brilliant horsemanshi p kept
Nogusta from being hurled fromthe saddle. Then they were on flat ground and riding towards the
ridge road. Here Nogusta swung Starfire once nore.

There was no sign of pursuit, and the talisman was no | onger gl ow ng.

VWhat kind of an animal was strong enough to cut a man in half, fast enough to chase a horse as
swift as Starfire, and evil enough to cause a reaction in his talisman?

Nogusta had no answer.
Al'l he knew was that this beast stood between the wagon and the bridge.
And there was no other known route to safety.

Axi ana was sl eeping as the wagon slowy |unbered along the old road. U nenetha |aid her now

sl ender hand on the queen's brow. Axiana's life force was strong, radiating fromher. The

pri estess | eaned back against a pillow of enpty sacks and stared up at the blue sky. The sensation
of waking fromher long life with Kalizkan had been disorientating in the extrene. The old w zard
had
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told her that tinme had no neani ng where they sat, but she had not understood it fully until she
woke. It was as if she had slept for decades. The nenories of the flight fromthe pal ace seened to
belong to another life, a distant existence. U menetha had struggled to recall them Equally she
could not quite remenber the fat, frightened wonan she had been

The girl, Pharis, was holding the infant, and the child Sufia was asl eep beside her

"Isn't he beautiful ?" said Pharis. 'So small, so sweet.' 'He is beautiful,' agreed U nmenetha. 'And
so are you.' The girl glanced up, confused. Her face was thin, pinched and dirty, and her filthy
hair hung in greasy rat's tails. Her clothes were rags and there were sores upon her bony

shoul ders. 'I am not nocking you, Pharis,' said U nenetha. 'You have great |ove within you, and
that is a virtue of great beauty. Be sure to support the babe's head, for his neck is not strong.

"I will," she said, happily. 'I amholding a king!' 'You are holding an infant. Titles are



best owed by nmen, and no title would concern himnow. Wat he needs is love and his mother's mlKk.

U nmenet ha gl anced back to where Kebra and Conalin were riding behind the wagon. The boy was riding
close to Kebra, listening to the bowmran. Wth the talent Kalizkan had inspired in her U nmenetha
could see so much nore than the naked eye would allow. Conalin had been starved of affection al
his life, and had never known the | ove of a father. Kebra was a quiet, lonely man, frightened to
commit hinself to a wife and famly. The two were perfect for one another. She transferred her
gaze to Dagorian. The young officer was well to the rear, leading the five spare horses. He was
full of fear, and fighting to maintain his courage.
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You shoul d have remained a priest, thought U nenetha, for you are a gentle soul

Ri sing she clinbed across to sit beside Bison. He glanced at her and gave a crooked smile. 'How s
my boy doi ng?' he asked.

"He is sleeping. Wiere did you learn to birth a child?

"Here and there. The canp followers always used to call for ne when a babe was due. Only ever had
one die on ne. Cord strangled it. Al nost happened with our little prince. Apart fromthat, though
the canp whores thought | was a good-luck onen at a birth."'

The wagon energed onto open ground and in the distance U nmenetha could see the awesome mmjesty of
the canyon. 'How did you get so thin? asked Bison

"It is along story. How did you get so ugly? She said it with a snmile and Bi son chuckl ed.

"I was born ugly,' he said, 'but I was also born strong. I'mstill strong. Stronger than nost nen
hal f my age.

"How ol d are you?
"Fifty,' he lied.

"You are sixty-six,' she said, '"and | see no reason to be ashaned of the fact. And you are quite
right, you are stronger than nost nen half your age. You are also a better man than you like to
adnmit. So let's have no nore stupidity.'

"Well, | amstupid,’ he said. 'A ways have been. Nogusta and Kebra they tal k about things |I don't
under stand. Honour and such |ike. Philosophy. Goes over ny head like a flight of geese. I'mjust a
soldier. | don't know anything else. | don't want to know anything else. | eat when |'m hungry,
pi ss when ny bladder's full, and rut when | can afford the price. That's all life is for nme. And
it's all I want.'

"That is just not true,' said U nenetha. 'You have
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friends, and you stand by them You have ideals, and you live by those. You are not terribly
honest, but you are loyal.' She fell silent and studied his profile, then focused as Kalizkan had
taught her. Vivid i mages appeared in her mnd, bright with colour. Random scenes fromBison's life
sped across her vision. Honing her concentration she slowed them Mst were what she woul d have
expected, lust or violence, drunkenness or debauchery. But, here and there, she found nore

edi fyi ng scenes. She spoke again. 'Six years ago you canme upon four nen raping a worman. You saved
her, and received two stab wounds which al nost killed you.'

"How do you know that? Did Kebra tell you?

" No-one needed to tell ne. | know many things now, Bison. | can see nore clearly than | ever have
before. In fact, nore clearly than | would wish to. Wat is your greatest dreanf'

'l don't have dreans.'



"When you were a child. What did you dream of ?

"Flying like a bird," he said, with a wide, gap-toothed grin. 'I'd spread ny wi ngs and soar
t hrough the sky, feel the wind in ny face. 1'd be free.'

The child, Sufia, cane clinbing over the backrest. 'Did you really have wi ngs?" she asked Bi son
as she scranbled onto his |ap.

‘"I had great big wings,' he said. 'Wite wings, and | flew over nountains.
"I'd Iike big wings,' said Sufia. 'I'd like white wings. WIl you take ne flying with you?

‘"I don't fly any nore,' he said, ruffling her blond hair. 'Wen you get old and fat you | ose your
wi ngs.' He glanced at U nenetha. 'Isn't that right?

"Sonetines,' she agreed.
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Sufia snuggl ed up against Bison, holding on to his heavy, black woollen jerkin. He glanced at
U menetha. 'Children like ne. They're not so bright, are they?

"Children can nake mi stakes,' she agreed. 'But, in the main, they know a protector.' U nenetha
gazed fondly down upon the child. Her heart was weak, and, under normal circumstances, she would
be unlikely to reach puberty. Reaching out she laid her hand on Sufia's head, and, for the first
time, released the power that Kalizkan had taught her. 'There is a force in all of us,' Kalizkan
had told her. 'The Chiatze call it tshi. It is invisible, and yet terribly potent. It maintains
our lives and our health. It helps us to repair damaged tissue.

"Whay did it not work for you?' she asked.

"Man is not intended to be imortal, U nenetha. The cancer came on too fast, and too powerfully.
However, mastery of the tshi is an invaluable tool for a healer.'

U nenet ha focused her energies, flowing her own tshi into the child.
"Your hand is very hot,' said Sufia. 'It's nice.

U nenet ha rel axed as she felt the child' s fluttering heart grow stronger. It was not heal ed as
yet, but it would be.

"I preferred you with nore neat on you,' said Bison. 'But you do | ook younger.' He was about to
speak agai n but U nenetha gave hima warni ng gl ance.

" Renenber,' she said, 'no nore stupidities.'
"I'f you don't ask you don't get,' he said, with a grin.

Up ahead she saw Nogusta wal king his horse towards them Ul nenetha could sense his concern. The
bl ack warrior was a powerful man, not given to despair and negative thoughts. But now his spirits
were at a | ow ebb. Dagorian, Kebra and Conalin rode around the wagon to nmeet him Bison haul ed on
the reins. Swiftly Nogusta
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told themof the killings at the cabin, and the beast that had pursued him
"Did you get a look at it?" asked Bison

"No,' said Nogusta. '"Had | waited a heartbeat |onger | would have been as dead as the two | overs
found."'

"You're sure it wasn't just a bear?' said Bison

"If soit is the nother of all bears. But no, | do not think it a creature of this world. Nothing



I know of - or have heard of - could cut a grown man in half with one sweep.'
"What do we do then?' asked Dagorian. 'Find another way through?

Nogusta drew in a deep breath. 'l do not see that we can. Firstly the maps do not show a second
route. Secondly - even if there are other routes - if the beast was sent against us specifically
there nmay be others of his kind guarding them And |ast, but by no neans | east, we do not have the
strength or the weapons to fight, on open ground, the warriors trailing us. And they nust be
getting cl ose now.'

"Well, this is all very jolly,' snapped Bison. 'Wat nore bastard |luck can we expect? An outbreak
of plague anong us?'

"What choices do we have?' asked Kebra. 'W can't go back, we can't go forward, and if we stay
here the Krayakin will kill us. For once I'"'min agreenent with Bison - luck seens to be running
agai nst us.'

"W are still alive,' said Nogusta. 'And we do have choices. The question is, which one gives us
t he best hope of success.

"W cannot go back,' said U nenetha. 'Therefore we nust face the beast.
"Wth what?' queried Bison

"Wth nmagick and with | ances,' she said.
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"I like the sound of the magick part,' said Bison

"What do you have in mnd, |ady?" asked Kebra.

"Expl anations will need to wait. One group of the Krayakin are less than two hours behind us. Ride
back to the trees and fashion three long | ances. Make sure the wood is stout and strong.'

Kebra swung his horse and rode back to the woods. Dagorian followed him but Nogusta hesitated.

' Take the wagon on into the canyon, but do not |eave the nmain road,' U nenetha ordered Bison. He
gl anced at Nogusta for confirmation. The bl ack man nodded. Then he too rode to the woods.

"If you can kill it with nmagick,' said Bison, 'why do we need | ances?

"I cannot kill it,' she told him 'Wat | can do is cast a spell that masks our scent and renders
us alnost invisible.'

" Al nost i nvi si bl e?

"If the beast is close he will see a disturbance in the air around us - |like a heat haze.'
T don't want to go near any beasts,' wailed Sufia. Bison lifted her to his shoul der

'No beast can get you while old Bison is here,' he said. '"I'll bite his head off."'

"You haven't got any front teeth,' she pointed out.

"No, but |'ve got tough old guns,' he said, with a chuckle.

The | ances they cut were around 8 feet |long, strong but unw el dy. Nogusta and Kebra strapped
knives to the tips, and Nogusta added nore twi ne around the |ower haft, creating a hand grip.
Dagorian's lance was nore prinmitive, 7 feet in length the wood sharpened to a jagged point. As the
wagon rolled slowy along the ridge
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road Nogusta and Kebra rode ahead, the bases of their |ances resting on the saddle stirrups. There



was little conversation. Axiana, Pharis and Sufia sat in the wagon, Conalin with them his horse
tied to the rear.

"l could have cut a lance,' said the boy.

"You don't have the skill with horses yet,' said Bison. 'Wen horses get frightened they take a
deal of handling. You couldn't do that and wield a | ance.' Conalin was unconvi nced, but he said no
nor e.

The light was fading as they neared the | ower road. Nogusta and Kebra drew rein and the bl ack
warrior turned his mount and rode back to the wagon. He was about to ask when U nenet ha needed to
cast her spell, but she signalled himto silence. He was nonentarily confused. Then she asked him
"How i s your chest?

"My chest? It is fine.'
"No sensation of heat? How strange, for there should be.’

For a monment he thought she had | ost her senses. Then he felt the talisman gl owi ng. U nmenetha
touched her lips then her ear. Nogusta understood i medi ately. They were being observed, and
over heard.

"I amfeeling nmuch better,' he said. 'I think it nust have been a spring chill.’'
"Spring chill?' said Bison. '"What the ... ?' U nenetha's hand cane down upon his in a sharp pinch

"Do not speak,' she said, softly. Bison cast a glance at Nogusta and was about to di sobey
U nenet ha when Kebra's horse suddenly reared, half pitching the bowran fromthe saddle. Dropping
his lance Kebra clung to the pormel. The horse backed away.

Upon the road ahead a glowing figure had appeared, alnost 7 feet high, black wi ngs spreading from
its shoulders, like a massive cloak fluttering in the breeze.
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The face was dark, wide at the brow, narrow at the chin, an inverted black triangle with a wide
gash of a nouth, and high slanted eyes, burning |ike coals.

"It is only an inmage,' whispered U nenetha. But Nogusta did not hear her. He drew a throw ng knife
and hurled it with all his mght. The blade flashed through the dusk air, cutting through the
apparition and clattering to the road beyond.

"You cannot harm ne, human,' said the denon. The black wi ngs spread wide and it rose into the air,
floating close to the wagon. The creature peered inside, his gaze fixed to the babe carried by

Axi ana. Sufia screaned and buried herself under some bl ankets. The horses were grow ng uneasy. The
denmoni ¢ creature hovered for a nonment, then drew back. 'It is not necessary for you all to die,"'
he said. 'What will it achieve? Can you stop me? No. Wiy then do you struggle on? Behind you - oh
so close behind you - are ny Krayakin. Ahead is a gogarin. Do you need nme to explain the nature of
such creatures? Or do the | egends persist?

"It was a beast with six legs,' said Nogusta. 'It was said to weigh as nuch as three tall horses.

"Five would be closer,' said the apparition. He floated close to Nogusta, the burning eyes
glittering. 'Yes, you look like him' he said, and Nogusta could feel the hatred in the voice.

"The last of his nongrel line.' He noved away again. 'But | was speaking of the gogarin. It is a
creature unlike all others upon this earth. Eternally hungry it will eat anything that |ives and
breat hes. Not hing can approach it, for it radiates terror. Strong nen fall to their knees at its
approach, spilling their urine to drench their |eggings. You cannot defeat it with your pitifu
spears. | watched you flee fromit earlier today. You, at |east, understand what | am saying. Your
heart
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was beating like a war drum- and that was w thout seeing the beast. Soon you will see it. And



then you will all die.’
"What is the alternative you offer? asked Nogusta.

"Merely life. For you have already |ost. Had you the snall est chance of success | mght offer
riches, or perhaps even an extra hundred years of youth. | know that woul d appeal to your bald
friend. But | need offer nothing nmore. The babe is nmine. Leave it and its nother by the roadside
Then you can travel on to wherever you choose. My Krayakin will not harmyou, and | will draw the
gogarin back fromthis place. You also have my word that no harmw || befall the queen.

"l do not believe you,' said the warrior

‘"I do not blane you for that,' the apparition told him "but it is the truth. I can also say that

I will not be displeased should you reject my offer. You cannot stop ne taking the babe, and it
will give ne great pleasure to see you die, Nogusta. Your ancestor - of cursed nenory -visited a
great evil upon my people, ripping their souls fromthe joys of this planet, and consigning them
to an eternity of Nothing. No breath, no touch of flesh upon flesh, no hunger, no pain, no enotion
- no lifel" The apparition fell silent for a nonment, and seemed to be struggling to contain his
anger. 'Ride on,' he said, at last. 'Ride on and die for ne. But do you really wish to take your
friends to their deaths? They do not carry your blood guilt. They did not betray their race. Do
they not deserve a chance to live?

"My friends can speak for thensel ves,' said Nogusta.

The wi nged denon floated close to Bison. 'Do you wish to live?" he asked him |gnoring the denon
Bison lifted his buttocks fromthe driver's seat and broke w nd thunderously.
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"By Heaven, that's better,' he said. 'Are we noving on, or what?
"I think we should,' said U nmenetha, 'the stench is overpowering.'
"It was those wild onions,' said Bison, apologetically.

"Not fromyou . . . fool!' she snapped.

The denon drew back and hovered before Nogusta. Starfire whinnied and backed away. Nogusta cal ned
him 'l would like to stay to watch you die,' said the apparition. 'But the body | have chosen
waits for me sonme mles back - with the Ventrian arny. Be assured, however, your passing will be
pai nful . Not as painful, you understand, as | made it for your fam ly. You should have seen them
trying to flee the flanes. Your wife was running along a corridor, her hair and her dress abl aze
Her screans were delightful. Her flesh burned like a great candle.'

There was a sudden gust of wind, and the apparition di sappeared.

' That was Anharat, the Denmon Lord,' said Unenetha. 'He it was who possessed Kalizkan, and brought
such evil to the city.

Nogusta did not respond at first. H's face was streaked with sweat, and his face was set. \Wen he
did speak his voice was colder than the tonb. "He killed ny famly. He watched them burn.'

'"He has killed many fam|ies. Thousands upon thousands,' said U nenetha. 'His evil is colossal.'
Nogusta took a deep, cal mi ng breath.

"What did he nean about ny ancestor?

'He was tal king about Ensharas - his own brother. He it was who cast the first Geat Spell.’
"His brother? Are you saying that nmy ancestor was a denon?'
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"l have no answers for you, Nogusta. Little is known of Enmsharas, save that he is considered the



Fat her of Healers, and that his magick was holy. He was certainly of the Illohir, the Wndborn.'
"Then | have denon blood in ny veins?

' Forget about denobns!' she snapped. 'That is not inportant now. Wiy do you think he came to us? It
was to instil fear, to cause tornent and disquiet. You must overcone such thoughts. Any anger or
rage you feel will only add to our danger, increasing the chances of the gogarin to sense our
presence.'

"l understand,' said Nogusta. 'Let us nobve on.'

"When we reach the foot of the slope,' said Unenetha, 'you nust ride close to the wagon. The
spell will only extend a few feet. W nust be as quiet as possible.' Nogusta nodded, then rode
ahead and retrieved his | ance and the thrown dagger.

"Can we kill this gogarin if necessary? Bison asked U nenet ha.
"l don't know.'

"Could he really give me another hundred years of youth?'

"I don't know that either. Does it matter?

"N ce thought,' said Bison, lifting the reins and snapping them down to the backs of the waiting
team They lurched forward and the wagon noved slowy on down towards the canyon fl oor

In the distance stormcl ouds were gathering, and a runble of thunder echoed over the nountains.

At the foot of the slope U nenetha clinbed down fromthe wagon and ki cked of f her shoes, feeling
the soft earth beneath her feet. Relaxing she drew on the power of the |land. The magi ck here was
weak, and this surprised her
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It was as if the flow was being bl ocked. She wondered then if Anharat's power had affected the
magi ck. Surely not. Squatting down she dug her hand into the earth. Her fingers struck sonething
hard and flat. She smiled with relief. They were upon the old trade road. Over the centuries earth
had covered the flagstones, and it was these buried stones that bl ocked her. Stepping fromthe old
road she walked to a grove of nearby trees. The magi ck here was strong and anci ent, and she drew
upon it, feeling it flow through her legs, and up through the veins and arteries, swelling and
surging. It was alnost too strong, like fine wine, and she reached out to hold fast to the trunk
of a tree

Thunder runbled to the south. Myving away fromthe trees she strode to the front of the wagon, and
positioned herself to the left of the team Nogusta, Kebra and Dagorian rode in close upon her
command. Raising her hand she cast the spell. It was not especially difficult to create, but once
created it needed to be held in place. The air around the wagon shi mered. U nenetha gl anced back
She could no | onger see the others. Reaching up she ran her hand al ong the sleek, near invisible,
neck of the horse beside her, and curled her fingers around the bridle. 'Let no-one speak from now
until | give the word,' she said. 'Let us go!’

She heard the reins slap upon the backs of the team and, holding to the bridle she wal ked on
towards the forest. The soft footfalls of the horses seened as loud to her as the distant thunder
and the soft creaking of the wagon wheels swelled in her nmind. Be calm she warned herself, the
thunder and the wind in the trees will mask the sounds.

The sky darkened, the storm noving over the forest. Lightning flashed, lighting up the forest
road. A horse
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snorted in fear, and she heard Kebra soothe it with soft, whispered words. Ahead was the sl ope
down which Nogusta had fled the beast. The wagon continued on, slowy.



Rai n began to slash down fromthe heavy cl ouds above. U nmenetha wel coned it. The sound covered
them i ke a bl anket.

Hol ding to the spell she wal ked on

From above cane the sound of splintering wood, and a high screeching cry that tore against

U nenetha's ear druns, causing her knees to trenble. She dragged back on the bridle, halting the
team The screeching continued. One of the horses whinnied in terror. The screeching died away
instantly, and a terrible silence followed. U nenetha gl anced up the slope. Trees were swayi ng
there. Fear threatened to swanp her, but she held fast to the spell.

Li ghtning flashed. Two of the horses snorted and stanped their hooves.

Sone 30 feet above the wagon a huge, wedge shaped head energed fromthe trees. U nenetha could see
only the silhouette against the dark sky, but even above the lashing wind she could hear it
snuffling, sucking in the scents of the forest, seeking out its prey.

The rain eased, and a break in the clouds allowed noonlight to bathe the scene. U nenetha stood
very still, staring up at the great head. Fromthe serpentine shape she had expected it to be
scaled like a reptile. But it was not. Its skin was corpse white and al nost translucent, and she
coul d see the large bones of its neck pushing against the skin. The pale head twisted on its |ong
neck, and she found herself staring into a slanted blue eye as large as a man's head. The pupi
was round and bl ack, and horribly human. The gogarin stared unblinking
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down towards the road. Then the head withdrew into the trees, and she heard again the splintering
of wood as its enornous bul k crashed back through the forest. Tugging on the bridle she urged the
wagon on, follow ng the road around the base of the sl ope.

The storm swept on towards the north, the rain dying away. Breaks in the cloud cover came nore
often now, and the conpany kept noving towards the distant bridge and safety.

For an hour they plodded on. U nenetha was tired now, and finding it difficult to maintain the
spell. The flagstones beneath the earth of the road did not allow her to replenish her power, and
twice the spell faltered. She halted the teamand softly called out to Nogusta.

' Does your talisman gl ow?
"No,"' cane the response
"I must draw power fromthe land. | need to | eave the road.’

Rel easing the bridle she ran to the roadside. Inmediately the wagon and the surrounding riders
becane visible. Unenetha sank to her knees, pushing her hands into the earth. Unlike before the
power seeped slowy, and she felt the tension rise in her. Her fear slowed the fl ow even nore. She
fought for calm but it eluded her. 'Be swift!' called Nogusta. 'The talisman grows warmn

U nenet ha sucked in a deep breath, and sent up a swift prayer. The energy she sought had touched
her blood, but it was not enough! Ri sing she ran towards the wagon and took hold of the bridle
once nore. She could hear the beast's approach now, as it crashed through the undergrowth. Fear
made her falter on the third line of the spell, and she began it again
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The magi ck surged fromher, flow ng over the wagon and riders.

In the bright noonlight the gogarin enmerged fromthe trees to the road ahead. Now they could al
see it fully. It was over zo feet |ong. Nogusta had earlier described it as having six |egs, but
U nmenet ha saw that this was not quite so. The hind and m ddle | egs were powerful and treble
jointed, but the linbs at the beast's shoulders were nore like long arms, equipped w th nurderous
talons, each as long as a cavalry sabre. Rearing up on its hind legs it sniffed the night breeze
One of the spare horses, tied to the rear of the wagon, reared in terror, snapping its reins.
Turning, it galloped fromthe road, and into the forest.



The gogarin reacted with sickening speed, dropping to all six linbs and propelling itself forward
with incredible power. U nmenetha stood stock still as it raced towards the wagon. Then it veered
after the horse. Its nmighty shoulder struck a young tree, uprooting it. Then it was gone behind

t hem

The horse galloped on, then U nmenetha heard its death cry.

She coul d not nove, and stood trenbling beside the team Nogusta disnounted and carefully felt his
way to her side. 'W nust nove,' he whispered. U nenetha did not reply. Yet even through her
terror she maintained the spell. Nogusta led her to the front of the wagon and lifted her to the
seat beside the near invisible Bison. Renpunting his horse Nogusta rode to the head of the team
and reached down for the bridle. At his encouragenent the horses noved forward.

U nmenet ha could not stop the trenmbling in her hands. Her eyes were tight shut, and she al nost
cried out as Bison's large hand reached out and patted her |leg. He

| eaned in to her and whispered. 'Big whoreson wasn't he.'

Hi s voice was so calm and the strength of the man seened to flow with the sound. U nenetha felt
hersel f growi ng cal ner. She swung on her seat, gazing fearfully back down the trail. The wagon was
nmovi ng very slowy, and, with every nonent that passed the priestess expected to see the huge,
white formof the gogarin lunbering out behind them

They covered another half mle. Slowy the road began to rise, and they clinbed to a second ridge
road. The wagon filled alnost two thirds of it. The horses were tired, and twi ce Bison was forced
to lash themwith the reins, forcing themon. The power was al nost gone from U nenet ha now. She

tried to draw fresh strength fromthe nountains, but the old stone would not surrender its magick

Li cking her finger she raised it to the wind. It was blowing frombehind them Their scent could
no longer carry back to the forest. Wth relief she et fall the spell

"By Heaven, that's better,' whispered Bison

The ridge road | evell ed out and Bi son paused the team allowing themto catch their breath. The
moon was shining brightly now, and the forest was far bel ow t hem

A thin piping cry came fromthe back of the wagon, as the hungry babe awoke. Bison swore and swung
round. Axi ana was unbuttoni ng her dress. The babe's cries echoed in the nmountains. The queen tore
at the last two buttons, exposing her left breast. The infant cal ned down and began to suckle.

Bi son swore again, and pointed back to the forest.

Far behind themthe gogarin had energed fromthe trees and was noving swiftly along the road.
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Nogusta | eapt fromthe saddle. 'Everyone out of the wagon!' he yelled. 'Kebra, help me unhitch the
horses.' The bowran urged his horse forward, then disnounted. He did not even try to rel ease the
traces, but drew his dagger and cut themclear. Dagorian edged his horse around the wagon, then
junped down to assist him Pharis hel ped the queen down, while Conalin swept up little Sufia and
clinmbed over the side. Bison scranbled into the back of the wagon, picking up food sacks and

bl ankets and hurling themto the roadside.

The gi ant gl anced back down the steep incline. The gogarin was running towards them |t seened
smal |l at this distance, a white hound agai nst the nmoonlit grey of the rock road. The team
clattered clear. Nogusta clinmbed to stand al ongside Bison. In his hand was the heavy | ance, tipped
with a razor sharp throwi ng knife.

"You know what needs to be done,' said Nogusta. Bison |ooked into his friend' s pale blue eyes.
"I know. Let ne take the spear.'’

"No! The talisman will protect me fromthe terror it radiates. Now get down - and set the wagon
rolling on my signal.'



Bi son junped to the roadsi de and summoned Kebra and Dagorian. 'What is he doing?" asked the young
officer, as Nogusta settled hinself in the back of the wagon

"He's going to ramit,' said Bison. Stepping back he dropped down behind the front wheels, judging
the I'ine which the wagon would foll ow once they started it down the slope. There was a slight
curve to the right sonme 60 yards ahead. That would be the point where - if they m sjudged the
speed - the wagon would roll over the edge and plunge hundreds of feet down the nountainside.

Sweat beaded Bi son's brow and he wi ped his sl eeve across his face.
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"CGet ready!' shouted Nogusta. The three nmen put their shoulders to the vehicle.

On the rear of the wagon Nogusta hefted the lance. He too could see the curve in the road, and was
trying to judge the speed of the approaching beast. There was little roomfor error here. If the
wagon rolled too fast it would reach the curve before the gogarin, and Nogusta would die
uselessly. If too |late the wagon m ght not have picked up enough speed to hurl the creature out
over the abyss. Nogusta's nmouth was dry, and his heart was beating fast.

"Start her nmoving,' he called. The three men threw their weight against the wagon. It did not
budge.

"The brake is on!'" shouted Bison. Nogusta ran to the headboard and vaulted to the driver's seat,
pulling the brake clear. The wagon jolted forward. Nogusta alnost fell, but then righted hinself
and ran back to the rear, taking up his |lance. Valuable seconds had been |ost.

"Push harder!' he commanded. The wagon began to gather speed. The gogarin rounded the curve, and
saw the runbling wagon approaching. Rearing up on its hind legs it let out a hideous screech
Nogusta felt the wave of terror strike himlike a physical blow It ripped through his mnd and
belly, and he screaned and fell to his knees. In all his |life he had never known fear such as
this. The spear dropped fromhis trenbling fingers and he wanted to fall with it, burying his head
in his hands, and squeezing shut his eyes. He could feel the talisman warm upon his skin, but it
offered no help. In that noment, when despair threatened to unman him he saw again the face of
his wife, and renenbered the Denon Lord's words, of how she had run through the flames. Anger cane
to his rescue, flaring in his belly and burning into his brain. G abbing the |ance he surged to
his feet.
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The wagon was al nost upon the beast. The gogarin reared up high, then dropped to all six |inbs,
and charged. Nogusta braced hinself for the inpact. At the |ast second the gogarin reared again
its talons lashing out. The wooden side of the wagon exploded. Then the full weight of the vehicle
struck the beast. Lance extended, Nogusta was catapulted forward. The dagger strapped to the |ance
sliced into the beast, the weapon driving deep into its shoul der. Nogusta's wei ght powered it on
the wood plungi ng deeper still. Then it snapped. Nogusta's flying body struck the gogarin's neck
then sailed on to collide with the cliff wall. Searing pain burst through his shoul der as he fel
to the road and slid towards the edge. His | egs went over the side and he scrabbled for a hand
hol d. d ancing down he saw pine trees far below H s shoul der was nunb, and there was no strength
in his left hand. Fear touched him but he quelled it, and rel axed. Then he slowy haul ed hinsel f
back up to the ridge.

The gogarin had been driven to the lip of the road, and the beast was flailing at its wooden
eneny, its sweeping talons ripping at the wagon, snmashing it to shards. Nogusta pushed hinself to
his feet, staggered, then drew his sword and prepared to attack

Bi son cane running into sight carrying a | ance, followed by Kebra and Dagori an. The bowran sent a
shaft slanmming into the gogarin's neck. Then Bison scranbl ed over the remains of the wagon and
hurl ed hinmself at the beast. As the gogarin swng to nmeet this new attack its right hind foot
slipped on the rock. The beast staggered, and tried to right itself. Bison's spear slamed agai nst
its chest, barely breaking the skin. But the giant's weight tipped the bal ance, and the |ance
propell ed the creature back. The gogarin fell, tunbling through the air. Twi ce
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it crashed agai nst the nountainside, then it soared clear and plunged through the branches of a
tall pine, snapping the tree in two.

Bi son | eapt clear as the ruined wagon slid over the edge. He ran to Nogusta. 'Are you all right?
he asked.

The bl ack man groaned as he tried to nove his |left shoulder. 'Just bruised, | hope,' he said. 'Is

it dead?' Bison peered over the edge.
'l can't see it,' he said. 'But nothing could have survived that fall."’

Anti kas Karios was not a man usually given to regrets. Life was Iife, and a man nade the best of
it. Yet, strangely, on this misty norning, as he sat on the stone wall of the old bridge, he found
hi nsel f haunted by the ghosts of |ost dreanms. He had never before given much thought to the

opi nions of other men, or their criticisms of him They had called himcruel, vengeful and
nmerciless. The insults were never said to his face, but Antikas had heard t hem nonet hel ess, and
had believed hinmself immune to them No strong man woul d be affected by the sneers of |esser
beings. As his father used to say, '"Alion is always followed by jackals.

Anti kas Karios had been a nman with a nission, single-mndedly followi ng a narrow road. There had
been no tinme for introspection. No tinme for the casual niceties. No time for friendship. H s mnd
and his tinme had been fully occupied with thoughts of freeing Ventria fromthe aggressor

Not so now, as he gazed into the mst that rolled across the hills. Here in this |Ionely country
there was tine for little else but introspection

He had been waiting by this bridge for two days now, directed here by the spirit of the sorcerer
Kal i zkan. ' Wy
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do you not lead nme directly to then?' he had asked.

"This is where you will be needed nost.'

"Wherever they are they will be in peril. My sword could sway the bal ance.

"Trust ne, Antikas. Wait at the bridge. They will be with you in two days' The spirit had left him
then, and Antikas Kari os had waited.

At first the beauty of the nountai ns had been pleasant to the eyes, and he felt calm and ready to
give his life to the cause of the queen. But as the hours passed on that first day he had found
hinsel f reappraising his life. It happened wi thout conscious thought. He was sitting on the
bridge, and he suddenly thought of Kara, and the plans they had nade to build a hone by the sea.
Sweet, soft, gentle Kara. He had nmade her many proni ses, and had kept none of them It was not
that he had neant to lie. But the war with the Drenai had taken precedence. She shoul d have
under st ood t hat .

Dreans of love and famly had been washed away in a tidal wave of patriotism and then replaced by
the dream of independence. Now both dreams were dust.

During the last five years nenories of Kara had cone often to him but, as busy as he was, it had
been easy to suppress them Al ways there were plans and schenes that required his attention. But
here, during these two, |onely, soul searching days, he had found it increasingly difficult to
avoid his guilt

He renenbered the last tine he had seen her

"It was not cruelty or vengeance,' he said, aloud. 'She brought humliation upon nme. Wat then
coul d she expect?' The words hung in the air, and echoed, un-convincingly, in his mnd. Kara had
witten to him ending their engagenent. She had, she wrote, waited three years. She pointed out
that Anti kas had prom sed
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to return hone within one year. He had not done so. Nor had he witten for nore than ei ght nonths.
It was obvious that he no |l onger |oved her, and she had now fallen in | ove with a young nobl eman
from a neighbouring estate. They were to be married within the nonth.

And married they were. Antikas had arrived late for the cerenony. He had approached them both as
they wal ked hand in hand fromthe church, garlands of flowers around their necks. He had renoved
his heavy riding glove and had struck the groomacross the face with it. The duel had taken pl ace
that evening and Antikas killed him

That ni ght he had been sumoned to Kara's hone. He found her sitting in a darkened room the
|anterns unlit, heavy velvet curtains bl ocking out the moonlight. A single candle burned on a
smal | table, and by its flickering light he saw her, a heavy bl anket w apped around her sl ender
frame. Antikas renenbered how hard his heart had felt, and how he had decided to nake no apol ogy
for her loss. Hers was the blame, not his. He was planning to make her aware of this. But she did
not rail at him She nerely |ooked up in the gloomand stared at his face. There was no hatred in
her, he realized, nmerely a great sadness. In the candlelight she | ooked exquisitely beautiful, and
he had found hi nsel f wondering how he could ever have |l eft her for so long. In his arrogance he
believed that she had never truly loved the other man, but had accepted his offer know ng that
Anti kas woul d conme for her. Now he had, and, if she begged him he would take her back, despite
the humliation. He was prepared to be forgiving. But this scene was not what he had expect ed.
Tears, yes. Anger? O course. But this eerie silence was intol erable.

"What is it you want of me, lady?' he said.
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Her voice when it came was a faint whisper. 'You are ... an evil man .. . Antikas. But you will
hurt us ... no longer.' Her eyes held to his for a nmoment nore, then they cl osed and her head

sagged back. For a nonent only he thought she had swooned. Then he saw t he pool of blood around
the base of the chair. Stepping forward he wenched the blanket fromher. Both her wists were
cut, and her clothes were drenched in blood. Still wearing her wedding dress and her garland, she
had di ed wi t hout another word.

Antikas tried to push away the nenory, but it clung to himlike a poisoned vine. "It was not
evil,' he said. 'She should have waited for nme. Then it would not have happened. | amnot to
bl ame. '

Who then do we bl ame? The t hought | eapt unbi dden from his subconscious.

It had not ended there. Her brother had chall enged Antikas. He too had died. Antikas had tried to
di sarmthe boy, to wound himand stop the duel. But his attack had been ferocious and sustai ned,
and, when the nonment cane, Antikas had responded with instinct rather than intent, his bl ade
sinking into his opponent's heart.

Anti kas Karios rose fromthe wall and turned to gaze down into the rushing water below He saw the
broken branch of an old oak floating there, drifting fast. It stuck for a noment against a jutting
rock, then twisted free and continued on its way. Further down the bank a brown bear anbled out of
the woods and waded into the water. Antikas watched it. Twice its paw splashed dowmn. On the third
time it caught a fish, propelling it out to the bank. The fish flopped against the earth, its tai
thrashing wildly. The bear left the river and devoured the fish

Anti kas swung away and wal ked to where his horse
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was cropping grass. From his saddl ebag he took the Iast of his rations.

Thoughts of Kara intruded as he ate, but this tine he suppressed them concentrating instead on
the escape fromUsa. Kalizkan's spirit had taken himfirst to an old church by the south wall, and



there he had directed himto a secret roombehind the altar. By the far wall was an anci ent chest.
It was not | ocked. The hinges were al nost rusted through. One snapped as Anti kas opened the Iid.
I nside were three scabbarded short swords, each wapped in linen. Antikas renoved them

"These are the last of the Storm Swords,' said Kalizkan, 'created when the world was younger. They
wer e fashioned by Enmsharas the Sorcerer, for use against the denonic Krayakin.'

Anti kas had carried themfromthe city to where the army was canped beyond. There he had obtai ned
a horse and supplies and had ridden out into the nountains.

On his first night he had unw apped one of the swords. The ponmmel was inset with a blue jewel,
heavy and round, held in place by golden wire. The tang was covered by a wooden grip, wapped in a
pal e, greyish white skin, while the upwardly curved quillons were deeply engraved wi th gold

|l ettering. The scabbard was sinple, and w thout adornnent. Slowy Antikas drew the sword forth.

"Do not touch the blade!' warned the voice of Kalizkan. In the noonlight the blade was black, and,
at first, Antikas believed it to be of tarnished silver. But, as he turned it, he saw the nobon
reflected brilliantly on its dark surface.

"What is the netal ?' he asked Kalizkan

"Not netal, child. Enchant ed ebony, ' replied t he
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sorcerer. 'l don't know how he did it. It can cut through stone, yet it is made of wood.'

"Wiy is it called a Storm Sword?
"Stand up and hold the flat of your hand just above the bl ade.

Antikas did so. Colours swept along the ebony, then white blue Iightning |anced up into his palm
In surprise he | eapt back, dropping the sword. The point vanished into the earth, and only the
curved quillons prevented the bl ade sinking fromsight. Antikas drew it clear. Not a mark of mud
had stained the sword. Once again he held his hand over it. Lightning danced to his skin. There
was no pain. The sensation was curious, and he noticed that the hairs on the back of his hand were
tingling.

"VWhat causes the small |ightning? he asked Kalizkan
"I wish | knew. Ensharas was W ndborn. He knew far nore than any human sorcerer.'’
" A denpbn? Yet he nmde swords to fight denons? Wiy woul d that be?

"You have a penchant for asking questions | cannot answer. \Whatever his reasons Enmsharas allied
hinmself with the Three Kings, and he it was who cast the Great Spell that banished all denbns from
the earth.’

"I ncl udi ng hi nsel f?
"I ndeed so.'

' That makes no sense,' said Antikas. 'He betrayed nore than his own people, he betrayed his entire
race. What could induce a man to conmt such an act?

'He was not a man, he was - as you rightly say - a denon,' said Kalizkan. 'And who can know t he
m nds of such creatures? Certainly not I, for I was foolish enough to trust one, and paid for it
with nmy life.

"l loathe nysteries,' said Antikas.
"l have al ways been rather partial to them' adnitted
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Kal i zkan. 'But to attenpt an answer to your question, perhaps it was sinply hatred. He and his
brother, Anharat, were nortal enenies. Anharat desired the destruction of the hunman race. Ensharas
set out to thwart him You know the ol d adage, the eneny of my eneny must be ny friend? Therefore
Enmsharas becane a friend to hunmans.'

"I't is not convincing,' said Antikas. 'There nmust have been sone anong his people that he |oved -
and yet he caused their destruction also.'

"He did not destroy them - nerely banished themfromthe earth. But if we are questioning
notivations, did you not cause the destruction of the one you | oved?

Anti kas was shocked. 'That was entirely different,' he snapped.
"I stand corrected.'

"Let us talk of nore relevant matters,' said the swordsman. ' These warriors | amto fight are
Krayakin, yes?

"They are indeed - the greatest fighters ever to walk the earth.'
' They have not met ne yet,' Antikas pointed out.

"Trust ne, ny boy, they will not be quaking in their boots.'

' They ought to,' said Antikas. 'Now tell ne about them

Antikas was sitting once nore on the bridge wall when the riders energed fromthe nist. The bl ack
warrior, Nogusta, was |eading them Antikas could see the queen, sitting side saddle, her horse
led by a tall, slim blond-haired woman in a fl owi ng blue robe. Behind themcane the man, Bison
Anti kas had last seen himtied to the whipping post, on the day that Nogusta slew Cerez. A snall
fair-haired child was seated before him Behind
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the giant cane two nore youngsters, riding double, a red-haired boy of around fourteen and a wand-
thin girl with long dark hair. Then he saw Dagorian. The officer was holding a small bundle in his
arms. Bringing up the rear was the bowran, Kebra.

Nogusta saw himand | eft the group, cantering his horse down the shall ow sl ope.
'Good norning to you,' said Antikas, rising and offering a bow. 'l am pleased to see you alive.'

Nogust a di snobunted and nmoved cl oser, his expression unreadable. Antikas spoke again. 'I am not
here as an eneny, black man.'

"I know.'
Anti kas was surprised. 'Kalizkan told you about ne?

"No. | had a vision." Slowy the group filed to the bridge. Nogusta waved them on, and they rode
past the two swordsnen. Anti kas bowed deeply to Axiana, who responded with a smile. She | ooked wan
and terribly weary.

"I's the queen sick? he asked Nogusta, after she had passed.

"The birth was not easy, and she |ost blood. The priestess heal ed her, but she will need tinme to
recover fully.

"I's the child strong?

"He is strong,' said Nogusta. 'It is our hope that he remains that way. You know that we are
fol | owed?

Anti kas nodded. 'By the Krayakin. Kalizkan told me. | will remain here and bar their path.'



Nogusta smled for the first tinme. 'Not even you can defeat four such warriors. Even with the
bl ack swords.

"I't was a good vision you had,' said Antikas. 'Wuld you care to share it with ne?" Nogusta shook
hi s head.
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"Ah,' said Antikas, with a wide grin, 'l amto die then. Wll, why not? It is sonmething |I've not
done before. Perhaps | shall enjoy the experience.

Nogusta rernmi ned silent for a nonment. Dagorian, Kebra and Bi son cane runni ng back across the
bridge to stand alongside him 'Wat is he doing here? said Dagorian, his face flushed and angry.

"He is here to help us,' said Nogusta.

"That's not likely," hissed Dagorian. 'He sent assassins after nme. He is in | eague with the
eneny. '

"Such indiscipline in your ranks, Nogusta,' said Antikas. 'Perhaps that is why you never gained a
comni ssion. '

"Shall | break his neck? asked Bi son

"How novel ,' nuttered Antikas, 'an ape that speaks.' Bison surged forward. Nogusta threw out his
arm The effort of blocking the giant nmade himw nce, as his injured shoulder flared with fresh
pai n.

"Cal mdown,' he said. 'There is no treachery here. Antikas Karios is one of us. Understand that.
The past is of no consequence. He is here to defend the bridge and buy us tinme. Let there be no
nmore insults.' He turned to Antikas. 'The Krayakin will conme tonight. They do not |ike the sun
and will wait for the clouds to clear and the noon to shine bright. There will be four of them
But riding with themwill be a unit of Ventrian cavalry, sent by the demon who inhabits Mlikada.

"You say | cannot defeat them al one? WIIl you then stand with nme?'
"I would like nothing nore.'

‘"No,' said Dagorian, suddenly. 'Your shoulder is injured. | have watched you ride. You are in
great pain and your novenents are slow and sluggish. | wll stay.'

"l too,' said Kebra.
Nogusta shook his head. 'W cannot risk everything
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on one encounter. There are only four of the Krayakin directly behind us. Four nore are out there,
nmoving to cut us off. We need to put distance between us. Antikas Karios has chosen to defend this
bridge. Dagorian has offered to stand beside him That is howit will be.' He swing to Kebra. 'You
and Bison ride on with the others. Keep heading south. About a nile ahead the road branches. Take
the route to the left. You will pass over the highest ridge. Move with care, for it will be cold
and treacherous. | will join you soon.'

The two men noved away and Nogusta sat down on the bridge wall and rubbed his injured shoul der
U nmenet ha' s new found nmagi ck had knitted the broken collar bone, and he could feel hinmself healing
fast. But not fast enough to be of use to the two nen who woul d guard the bridge.

"Bring out the black swords,' he told Antikas. The swordsman nmoved to his horse and lifted clear
the bundle tied to the rear of the saddle. Warning Nogusta and Dagorian to beware of the blades he
unw apped them They were identical save for the crystal jewels in the pomels. One was bl ue, the
second white as fresh fallen snow, the third crinmson. The blue bl ade Antikas took for hinself.
Nogusta waited for Dagorian. The young officer chose the sword with the white ponmel. Nogusta



accepted the |ast.

"There is little | can say to advise you,' he told Dagorian. 'Stay close to Anti kas Karios, guard
hi s back as best you can.

"You have seen the coming fight, haven't you?

"dinpses of it only. Do not ask ne about the outcone. You are a good man, Dagorian. Few woul d
have the courage to face the warriors com ng agai nst you.'

"This is all very touching, black man,' said Antikas,
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"but why don't you ride on? I will take Dagorian under ny wing, as it were.
"l don't need your protection,' snapped Dagori an.

"You Drenai are so touchy. It cones fromlacking any sense of true nobility, | expect.' Antikas
strode back to his horse, nounted and rode past them down the bridge.

"Are you sure he can be trusted?' asked Dagori an. Nogusta nodded.

"Do not be fooled by his manner. He is a man of great honour, and he carries a burden of shame. He
is also frightened. What you are seeing is nerely a mask. He is of the old Ventrian nobility, and
he is drawing on its values in order to face a terrible eneny.

Dagori an sat al ongside the black swordsnan. '|I never wanted to be a soldier,' he said.

"You told ne, you wanted to be a priest. Wll, think on this, ny friend, is it not a priest's duty
to keep a lantern lit against the dark? Is it not his purpose to stand against evil in all its
forns?

"That is true,' agreed Dagorian
' Then today you are a priest, for the denmons are coming. They seek the bl ood of innocence.’
Dagorian smiled. 'l did not need encouragenment, but | thank you for it anyway.'

Nogusta rose. 'Wien your nission here is done, head south, follow the high road. You will see the
ghost city of Lemin the distance. W will neet you there.'

Dagori an said nothing, but he gave a knowing snmle. Then he held out his hand. Nogusta clasped it
firmy. Then he nounted Starfire and rode away.

Nogusta wal ked his horse to the far end of the bridge. U nmenetha stepped in front of his horse.
"Did you tell hinP' she asked.

"No,"' he told her, sadly.
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"Way? Does he not have a right to know?' 'Wuld he fight the better if he did?' he countered.

As the others rode away Dagori an took a deep breath then stared around the bridge. Built of stone
it was around 80 feet across and zo wide. He had seen it on two of Nogusta's maps. Once it nust
have had a nane, for it was a fine structure, carefully constructed. But it was |lost to history
now, as was the nane of the river it spanned. Built when Lemwas a thriving city it nust have cost
a fortune, he thought, picturing the hundreds of men who had | aboured here. There had once been
statues at both ends of the bridge, but only the plinths remained. It was as Nogusta had said,
"History forgets us all eventually.' Walking to the bridge wall he | ooked down at the river bank.
A stone armjutted fromthe nud. Dagorian strolled down to it, pushing the earth away, and
exposi ng a marbl e shoul der. The head was mi ssing. Casting around he saw a section of a stone | eg,
covered by weeds. Soneone had toppled the statues. He wondered why.



He drank fromthe river then clinmbed back to the bridge. 'Tinme for a little work, Drenai,' said
Anti kas.

The area around the north of the bridge was heavy with rocks and boul ders. Dagorian and Antikas
| aboured for two hours, rolling large stones onto the bridge to i npede eneny horses. The two nen
spoke little as they worked, for Dagorian renai ned uneasy in the presence of the hawk-eyed
Ventrian. This man had planned to kill him and had been instrunmental in the destruction of the
Drenai armny, and the rmurder of the king. Now he was to stand beside himagainst a terrible foe.
The thought was not a pleasant one.

Anti kas cut several |arge sections of brush and used his horse to drag themto the bridge, wedging
t hi ck branches
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into the stone side supports, and angling themto jut out over the rocks. At last satisfied he
carefully led his horse through the obstacles, tethering himat the far end of the bridge
al ongsi de Dagorian's nount.

"That is all we can do,' he told the young officer. 'Now we wait.' Dagorian nodded and noved away
fromthe nan to sit on the bridge wall. The mist was clearing now, and the sun shone clearly in a
sky of pal e bl ue.

"W shoul d practise,’ said Antikas.

"l need no practice,' snapped Dagorian. Antikas Karios said nothing for a nonent, then he stepped
in close.

"Your hatred neans | ess than nothing to ne, Drenai,' he said, softly. 'But your petulance is
irritating.’

"You are a nmurderer and a traitor,' said Dagorian. 'It should be enough that | am prepared to
stand beside you. | don't need to talk to you, and | certainly have no wi sh to engage in a
nmeani ngl ess training drill. | already know how to fight.'

"I's that so?" Antikas drew his sword. ' Qbserve!' he ordered. Lifting a thick piece of wood he held
the black sword to it. The blade slid through the old wood |ike a hot knife through butter. 'You
and |,' said Antikas, softly, "will be fighting al ongsi de one anot her. One clunsy sweep, one

carel ess nove and one of us could kill the other. How nmany tinmes, in close order battle, have
conrades accidentally caused injury to one another?

It was true and Dagorian knew it. Pushing hinself fromthe wall he drew his own bl ade. 'What do
you suggest?' he asked.

"Which side do you wish to defend, the left or the right?
The right.’

"Very well, take up your position, and | et us rehearse some sinple noves.' The two men wal ked out
onto the

bridge. The eneny will be forced to advance on foot, clanbering over the rocks and brush. W will
wait for them and engage themhere,' he said. 'No matter what happens you nust stay on ny right.
Do not cross over. Now you are less skilful than I, so at no tinme try to nove to ny defence. I|f I
move to yours | will call out, so that you know where I am'

For a while they practised noves, rehearsed signals and di scussed strategi es. Then they broke off
to eat fromDagorian's ration of dried beef. They sat in silence on the rocks, each lost in his
own t houghts.

"l have never fought a denmon,' said Dagorian, at last. 'l find the thought unsettling.

"It is just a nane,' said Antikas. 'Nothing nore. They wal k, they talk, they breathe. And we have



the weapons to kill them

"You sound very sure.'

"And you are not?

Dagori an sighed. 'l do not want to die,' he admitted. 'Does that sound cowardly?

"No man wants to die,' responded Antikas. 'But if thoughts of survival enter your mnd during the
fight, death will be certain. It is vital for a warrior to suspend imagi nation during a battle.
What if | get stabbed, what if | amcrippled, what if | die? These thoughts inpair a warrior's
skills. The eneny will conme. W will kill them That is all you need to focus upon.'

' Easier said than done,' Dagorian told him

Anti kas gave a thin smle. '"Do not be frightened by death, Dagorian, for it cones to all nen. For
mysel f | woul d sooner die young and strong, than becone a toothless, senile old man tal king of the
wonders of ny youth.'

T do not agree. | would like to live to see nmy children
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and grandchildren grow. To know | ove and the joys of famly.'
'Have you ever |oved?' asked Antikas.

"No. | thought. . .' he hesitated. 'l thought | |oved Axiana, but it was a dream an ideal. She
| ooked so fragile, lost alnmost. But no, | have never |oved. You?

"No,"' answered Antikas, the lie sticking in his throat, the nenory of Kara, burning in his nnd

"Do denons | ove, do you think? asked Dagorian, suddenly. 'Do they wed and have chil dren?
suppose they nust.'

"l have never given it much thought,' admitted Antikas. 'Kalizkan told ne that Ensharas the G eat
Sorcerer fell in love with a hunman wonan, and she bore himchildren. He was a denobn.

"All 1 know of himis that he cast the Great Spell thousands of years ago.

"Yes, and that | find curious,' said Antikas. 'According to Kalizkan he bani shed his entire race
to a world of nothing, enpty and void. Hundreds of thousands of souls ripped fromthe earth to
float for eternity without form Can there have ever been a crime worse than that?

"You call it a crime? | don't understand. Hunmanity was saved by the action.

"Humanity yes, but Ensharas was not human. Wy then did he do it? Why not cast a spell that would
bani sh humanity into a void, and | eave the earth for his own people? It makes no sense.

"It nmust have made sense to him Perhaps it was that his people were evil.

"Conme now,' snapped Antikas, 'that nakes even |ess sense. If we are to judge his actions as good,
then we nust accept that he was not evil. Wiy then shoul d he have been the only good denon in the
wor | d? What of
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the Dryads who lived to protect the forest, or the Krandyl who preserved the fields and neadows?
These al so are creatures of |egend, spirit beings, denons.'

Dagori an suddenly | aughed and shook his head. 'Wat is so anusing? asked Antikas.

"You do not find it anusing that two nmen sitting on a bridge and waiting for death can debate the
actions of a sorcerer who died thousands of years ago? It is the kind of conversation | would
expect to have sitting in the library at Drenan.' H's laughter faded away. '| don't care why he



didit. Wwat does it matter now? To us?'

"Are you determined to be norbid all day? countered Antikas. 'If so you will be a less than nerry
conpani on. You do not have to stay here, Dagorian. There are no chains.'

"Way do you stay?' asked the younger nan.

"I like to sit on bridges,' Antikas told him 'It calns my soul.’

"Wll | am staying because |I'mtoo frightened not to,' said Dagorian. 'Can you understand that?
"No,' admitted Antikas Kari os.

"A few days ago | attacked five Ventrian lancers. | thought | was going to die. But ny blood was
up and | charged them Then Nogusta and Kebra canme to nmy aid and we won.'

"Yes, yes,' interrupted Antikas. 'l saw you had Vellian's horse. But what is the point of this
tal e?'

"The point?' said Dagorian, his face twisting in anguish. 'The point is that the fear never went
away. Every day it grows. There are denons pursuing us. Unbeatable and unholy. And where are we
headed? To a ghost city with no hope of rescue. | could not take the fear any nore. So here | am
And | ook at ne! Look at ny hands!' Dagorian held out his hands, which were trenbling
uncontrol | ably.
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'So hunmour me, Antikas Karios. Tell nme why you are here on this cursed bridge?

Anti kas | eaned forward, his hand snaking out, the pal mlashing agai nst Dagorian's cheek. The sound
of the slap hung in the air. Dagorian surged to his feet, hand scrabbling for his sword. 'Were is
your fear now?' said Antikas, softly. The softly spoken words cut through Dagorian's fury, and he
stood, hand on sword hilt, staring into the dark, cruel eyes of Antikas Karios. The Ventrian spoke
again. 'It is gone, is it not, your fear? Swanped by rage.'

"Yes, it is gone,' said Dagorian, coldly. 'Wat was your point?

"You were right to stay here, Dagorian. A man would have to be a contortionist to both face his
fear and flee fromit." Antikas stood and wal ked to the side of the bridge, |eaning upon it and
staring down into the water below. 'Conme and | ook,' he said. The Drenai officer joined him

"What am | | ooking at?'

"Life,' answered Antikas. 'It starts high in the nountains with the nelting of the snow Snal
streans bubbling together, merging, flowing down to join larger rivers, then out to the warm sea
There the sun shines upon the water and it rises as vapour and floats back over the nountains,
falling as rain or snow. It is a circle, an endless beautiful circle. Long after we are gone, and
the children of our grandchildren are gone, this river will still flowall the way to the sea. W
are very small creatures, Dagorian, with very small dreans.' He turned to the young officer and
smiled. 'Look at your hands. They are no |onger shaking.'

They will - when the Krayakin cone.'
‘I don't think so,' said Antikas.
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Hi s experience within the body form of Kalizkan had given the Denon Lord, Anharat, great insights
into the workings of human nechani sns. Unable to halt the cancer spreading through the sorcerer's
body Anharat had allowed all the nechanisms to fail, then using nmagick to maintain the illusion of
life. Not so with this body form

Wth Malikada slain and departed Anharat repaired the pierced heart, and kept it punping, the
nutrients in the blood feeding the cells and keeping the formalive - after a fashion. The spel



needed to be maintained at all tinmes. If the magick ceased to flow the body woul d decay

i medi ately. This was not, however, a problem for the spell was a small one. He had nore
difficulty with the autonom c responses, |ike breathing and blinking, but, upon experinentation
overcanme them Using Kalizkan's corpse had been an effort, especially when corrupti on and decay
accel erated. More and nore power had been needed to maintain a cloak spell over the disgusting
form Now, however, he nerely needed to keep the blood flowing, and air filling the Iung sacs.
There were al so advantages to this new nethod. Senses of taste, touch and snell were incredibly
hei ght ened.

Anharat sat nowin his tent, sipping a goblet of fine wine, swilling it around his nmouth and
savouring the taste. Although he preferred his own natural form Anharat considered keeping this
one for a fewyears in order to fully appreciate the pleasures of human fl esh. They were so nuch
nore exquisite than he could have inmagined. Perhaps it was because the humans were so short-1lived,
he thought, a gift of nature to creatures who were in existence for a few, brief heartbeats.
Ensharas had di scovered these pleasures, and now Anharat under-
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stood them No wonder his brother had spent so nuch tine with the bl ack woman

Qutside the tent he could hear the sounds of the arny settling down for night canp, the rattling
of pans and dishes as the nen lined up for food, the snell of wood snoke fromthe fires, and the
| aughter of soldiers listening to tall tales.

He had di spensed with his undead guards. Their bl ank, unconprehendi ng stares had unnerved the
officers. Equally he had w thdrawn the Entukku fromthe city, allowing the terrified populace to
return to a senblance of normality before the arnmy marched. Thousands had died in the riots, and
none of the surviving humans had the | east notion of what had caused their own nurderous rages.
Curiously the Entukku, who normally thrived on terror and pain, had gorged thensel ves equally on
the waves of renorse that had billowed forth. These hunmans were a constant source of all kinds of
nouri shnent .

Anharat could hardly wait to experiment further upon them

A faint glow shone on the walls of the tent behind him His skin prickled, and he swung towards
the light, his hands opening, the first words of an incantation upon his lips. A pale figure was
form ng. Anharat saw that it was nerely an imge, for the legs of the figure were merging with the
iron brazier, filled with hot coals. He relaxed, his curiosity aroused. Was Kali zkan returned?

Then the |ight began to fade and the features of a man appeared. Anharat's rage grew and he began
to trenble. His face twi sted and he stepped forward, aching to rip his talons through the heart of
the figure. The newcomer was dressed in robes of white. H's skin was bl ack, his eyes pale blue.
Upon his brow he wore a circlet of gold. 'Geetings, ny brother,' he said
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Anharat was al nost too angry to speak, but he fought for control. If he could hold the inmage here
for a while he could concoct a search spell that would follow it back to its source. 'Were have
you been hidi ng, Enmsharas?' he asked.

' Nowhere,' answered the figure.

"You lie, brother. For | was sentenced to exist in the hell of Nowhere, with all the creatures of
the Illohir. And you were not there. Nor were you anong the humans, for | have searched for you
these last four thousand years.'

"I did not hide, Anharat,' said the figure, softly. "Nor was it - nor is it - my intention for our
people to exist in a void for ever.'

"l care nothing for your intentions, traitor. Did you know that | have destroyed your
descendant s?

"Not all of them One remains.'



‘I will see himdead, and | will have the babe. Then your evil will be undone. The people of the
Il1ohir will walk free upon the earth.

"Aye, they will,' said Ensharas. 'But they will not be able to drink the water or the w ne, nor
will they | aze under the sun.'

Anharat's m nd was working furiously, and the search spell was al nost conplete. 'So, brother, wll
you not tell ne where you have been all these centuries? Have you been enjoying life as a hunan?
Have you tasted fine wi nes and bedded great beauties?

"l have done none of these things, Anharat. Were do you think I found the power for the Geat
Spel | ?*

"l neither know, nor care,' |ied Anharat.

"Ch, you care, brother, for you know that you and | were al nost equally matched, and yet |
di scovered a source of power hitherto unknown. You could use it too.

I will willingly tell it to you - if you will help ne conplete ny work.'

"Complete . . . ? What new horror do you have in nind for the IIlohir, brother? Perhaps we coul d
create chains of fire to torture our people down the ages?

"l offer thema world where they can lie in the sun and swmin the rivers and | akes. A world of
their own.'

"Real | y? How ki nd you are, Ensharas. Perhaps though you woul d explain why they are not already
there. And why we have waited so long for this little discussion.'

"l did not have the power to conplete the Spell. | needed you, Anharat.'

Anharat's finger jabbed out, and the conpleted search spell flowed around Ensharas, bathing himin
a blue light. "Now |l will find you,' hissed Anharat. 'I will find you and I will destroy you.
swear it! But first | will kill the third king, and conpl ete the prophecy.

Enmsharas smiled. 'My prophecy,' he said. 'l left it for you, brother. And it is a true one. Upon
the death of the third king the Illohir will rise again. W will speak soon.'

Wth that the figure vani shed.

Anharat closed his eyes and fastened to the search spell. He felt it grow weaker and weaker, as if
comi ng to himacross a vast distance. Then it was gone.

The Denon Lord returned to his wine and drank deeply. In all his thousands of years held captive
in the void he had used every known spell to |ocate Ensharas, sending search spells out through
the universe. Yet there was nothing. It was as if Ensharas had never been

And now, with the hour of Anharat's triunph approaching, his brother had returned.

Anharat coul d have endured threats, but Ensharas had nade none. And what did he nmean by denying
that he had been hiding? A tiny seed of doubt seeped into
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Anharat's mnd. H's brother never lied. Refilling his goblet Anharat drank again, recalling again
the words of Ensharas. 'Oh, you care, brother, for you know that you and | were al nbost equally
mat ched, and yet | discovered a source of power hitherto unknown. You could use it too. | wll
willingly tell it to you - if you will help ne conplete ny work.' What source of power? Anhar at
noved to the pallet bed and lay down. Tell it to you. That's what Ensharas had said. Not give it
to you. Not tell you where it is. The secret power source was not then an object, like a talisnman

but something that could be passed on with words alone. It was inmpossible.

And yet . . . they had been al nost equally matched. Wiere then had his brother found the power to



bani sh an entire race?

There would be tine to ponder the question. For now Anharat w shed to see his victory draw cl oser
Allowing his mind to relax, his dark spirit floated free and fl ew over the nountains towards the
stone bridge.

32. 4
Chapter Ten

Anti kas Karios renoved his red cloak and neatly folded it, laying it upon the stone work of the
bridge. Then he tied his long hair into a tight pony-tail and began noving through a series of
routi nes designed to stretch his back and shoul ders and hi ps. At the begi nning the novenents were
sl ow, graceful and balletic. Then they grew nore swift, becom ng a dance, full of |eaps and turns.
Dagori an watched the man with a grow ng sense of sadness. Such a dance, he thought, should be to
celebrate life and youth, not as a prelude to violence and death.

The sun was falling below the western nountains, and the violet sky was streaked w th gol den
clouds. Antikas strolled across to where Dagorian waited. 'Wat a beautiful sunset,' he said.

The young officer did not reply. Aline of ten riders had appeared fromthe woods, and were noving
towards the bridge. As they cleared the tree line four nore riders appeared, tall nen, wearing
bl ack arnour and full-faced hel ns.

The Ventrian captain rode his horse to the first of the obstacles, then called out to Antikas.
"Gve way for the enperor's riders.'

"Whi ch enperor would that be?' Antikas responded.

"G ve way, Antikas Karios, you cannot stand against all of us. And | have no orders for your
arrest.' The captain shifted nervously on his horse, and continually
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gl anced back towards the bl ack arnmoured Krayakin

"I fear | cannot conply, captain,' said Antikas. 'You see | ama servant of the infant king, and
have been ordered to hold this bridge. Mght | suggest that you and your nen ride away, for you
are wong -' his voice hardened. '- | can stand against you. Mre than that, | can promnise you
that any man who steps upon this bridge will die.

The captain licked his dry lips. 'This is madness,' he said. 'Wat is your purpose here?
"l have already told you nmy purpose. Now attack - or be gone!

The captain dragged back on the reins and wheel ed his horse. Dagorian could see that none of the
Ventrian soldiers seemed willing to enter the fray. Such was the awesone - and justified -
reputation of the man facing them Still they disnpbunted and drew their swords, for they were
brave men and di sci plined.

" Renenber,' whispered Antikas, 'stay to the right.
"I shall.'

"Are your hands trenbling?

' No.

"Good. That is of sone relief to nme - for | cannot really take ten nmen alone.' He grinned at
Dagori an then drew both his swords, one of shining steel, one darker than the pit, and stepped up
to take his place on the left.

The bridge was w de enough for four warriors to wal k abreast and still |eave roomto swing a
sword. The Ventrians advanced slowy, picking their way through the rocks. Antikas stood very



still. As they got closer he suddenly leapt at themw th an ear-splitting battle cry. Hi s stee
sword swept out slashing through a soldier's throat, then the black blade sliced through the chest
of a second man, killing himinstantly. The Ventrians surged
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forward. Three made it past the swordsman. Dagorian junped forward. The bl ack bl ade Iicked out and
a man died. A sword pierced Dagorian's shoulder. He fell back. The swordsnman stunbl ed over a rock
and | ost his balance. Dagorian killed himwith a straight thrust to the heart. Then Dagori an was
struck again, this tine by the third soldier. He felt as if he had been kicked by a horse, and
could not, at first, locate the wound. Ignoring it he leapt to the attack, blocking a wild cut and
sending a riposte that swept through the man's ribs. He fell w thout a sound.

Dagorian | ooked up to see Antikas battling furiously, his blades a blur as he cut and parri ed.
There was blood on his face and left arm but five nmen were down. Only the captain and one ot her
remai ned.

Anti kas ran at them- and they turned and fl ed.
They did not get far.

The four warriors of the Krayakin blocked the bridge. Two of them stepped forward and sl ew the
fl eei ng sol di ers.

"Hardly sporting,' called out Antikas Karios. 'Do you often kill your own nen?

"You fight well, human,' canme a nuffled voice. 'And | see you have found a Storm Sword. It should
be an interesting encounter.'

"All at once - or one at atine. | care not,' said Antikas.

The sound of laughter greeted his challenge. Then the tallest of the warriors stepped forward. '
like you, human,' he said. 'But there is blood running into your eyes. Mve back and tie a scarf
around your brow. | will await you.'

Anti kas grinned then backed away to where Dagorian was sitting with his back to the bridge wall
"Taking a rest, Drenai?" he asked. Then his smle faded as he saw the bl ood soaki ng Dagorian's
tunic.
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"Do not concern yourself with ne,' said Dagorian, with a weak snile. 'Do as he bid.' Antikas had
been cut just above his left eyebrow The gash was around 2 inches |ong and bl ood was dri ppi ng
into his eye. Wth his dagger he slashed through his shirt sleeve, then ripped it clear. Tearing a
strip fromit he bound his brow

"Terrible thing to do to a good shirt,' he said. 'My tailor would be nost annoyed.'
Then he rose and gl anced down at Dagorian. 'Don't go away,' he said. 'l shall be back soon.'

"I don't think I'm going anywhere,' said Dagorian. 'Take the Storm Sword. | have a feeling you'll
need it.'

Armed with the two bl ack bl ades Antikas strode back to the centre of the bridge. 'Wat is your
name?' he asked the tall warrior.

"I am Col bar,' replied the Krayakin.
'Cone then, Colbar, let us dance a jig.'

"Bear with me, human,' said CGol bar, renoving his gauntlets. Slowy he renoved the bl ack arnour,
unbuckling the breastplate and the shoul der guards, the greaves and the forearm protectors. Lastly
he renobved his helm His hair was white, his eyes dark, his skin pale. Drawing his sword he turned
to one of his conrades, who threw hima second. He caught it cleanly and advanced across the



stones. Antikas watched his nmovenents. They were quick and gracef ul

Anti kas attacked, and as their swords net |ightning crackled fromthe blades. The attack was
parried with ease and Antikas only just managed to avoid a nurderous riposte that further sliced
the ruined satin shirt. The Krayakin cane at himw th bew | deri ng speed and Anti kas found hi nsel f
fighting for his life. Never had he faced a nore skilful opponent, nor met a man with refl exes as
fast as this Krayakin. Antikas parried and
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bl ocked with increasing desperation, and slowy he was forced further back along the bridge. Anger
touched himthen, for the Krayakin was toying with him Twi ce he had an opportunity to |lance a
thrust through the human's guard, and twi ce he nerely sliced small cuts in his opponent's chest.

"You are very good,' said Gol bar, conversationally, while still attacking. 'Not the best | ever
killed, but close. Do |l et ne know when you are ready to die.'

Anti kas did not answer. Despite his increasing weariness and desperate battle for survival he had
been readi ng his opponent's noves, seeking out a weakness. The nan was anbi dextrous - as indeed
was Antikas - but he favoured the right, and sought to kill with thrusts rather than cl eaving
cuts. Antikas |eapt back.

"I amready now,' he said. The Krayakin attacked. Instead of backing away Antikas noved suddenly
forward. As he had expected Gol bar sent a lightning thrust with his right hand bl ade. Antikas
swayed to the right, his eneny's sword glancing along his ribs. Ignoring the pain he slamed the
bl ack bl ade through the Krayakin's chest, spearing the heart. CGolbar's dark eyes wi dened in pain
and shock, his swords falling fromhis hands. Wthout a word he fell back to the stone of the
bri dge.

Anti kas nmoved forward to face the renaining three.
"Who gets to strip next?' he asked.
' No-one,' cane the response. 'Col bar always had a taste for the dramati c.

Hefting their swords they came at himtogether. Antikas watched them deternined to take at |east
one nore with him

The nmoon was shining now over the nountains, and a cool breeze was whispering over the bridge. It
woul d be so easy to sprint back to his horse and ride from here,
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ready to fight another day. He cast a quick glance at Dagorian. The young officer was sitting very
still, his hands | ocked over the terrible wound in his belly. He had a sudden desire to tell him
why he had chosen to fight on this bridge, to speak of redenption, and the loss of Kara. But there
was no tine.

The Krayakin were picking their way through the debris. Antikas tensed, ready to attack them

A col ossal, white formburst fromthe undergrowth, smashing aside trees as it cane. It thundered
towards the bridge, letting forth a terrifying screech. Antikas stared disbelievingly at the
monstrous form with its huge, wedge-shaped head and gaping jaws. It was noving at great speed.
Bl ood was streaning froma wound high in the beast's shoul der, and Anti kas coul d see a broken

| ance jutting there.

The three Krayakin swung round as the beast bore down upon them There was nowhere to run, save to
hurl themselves into the river. They stood their ground, dwarfed by the nmonstrosity | oom ng over
them One Krayakin tried to attack, but a sweep froma taloned armtore his head fromhis

shoul ders. The wedge- head | unged down, fastening to the shoul der of a second warrior, lifting him
hi gh. The Krayakin plunged his sword deep into the beast's neck. The beast's head flicked and the
warrior sailed out over the river, splashing down into the torrent and di sappearing bel ow t he
waves. The third Krayakin had run in and lanced his sword deep into the fish-white belly of the



beast, ripping a great wound, from which gushed a prodigi ous anount of bl ood. Talons ripped into
the kni ght, smashing through his armour. He was hurl ed back agai nst the stone supports of the
bridge, his sword wenched fromhis hand. The beast's head lunged at him He tried to avoid
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it, but the terrible teeth caught himin the midsection, ripping himapart.

The nonster reared up and the stone work trenbled as it let out a how of pain. The wound in its
belly ripped further open, spilling its entrails to the bridge. Twisting its head it saw Antikas
standi ng al one at the centre of the bridge. It nmade two faltering steps towards him then stunbl ed
si deways. The side bridge supports crunbled under its weight and it toppled into the rushing
river.

Anti kas nmoved to the edge, staring down. The body was noving slowy out of sight, towards the
distant falls.

Renenbering Kalizkan's warni ng about the near mracul ous healing powers of the Krayakin Antikas
ran to the first body and heaved both sections into the river. He paused at the second, and stared
down at the decapitated head. The hel mvisor was still closed. Antikas flipped it open and found
himsel f staring into glowi ng eyes, that were alive and full of hatred. The nouth noved, but

wi t hout vocal chords no sound issued forth. Antikas picked up the head and tossed it into the
water, then rolled the body after it. Lastly he noved to the arnour-|ess body of CGolbar. This too
he fed to the river

Ret urni ng to Dagorian he slunped down beside the dying officer. 'How do you feel?' he asked.
"There is no pain, but | can no |onger nove ny legs. | amdying, Antikas.

'Yes, you are. But we won, Drenai

' Perhaps. Then again, perhaps we nerely delayed the inevitable. There are four nore Krayakin, and
the Ventrian arnmy has closed off the road to the sea.'

‘"Let tonorrow take care of itself, Dagorian. You fought well, and bravely. It was an honour to
stand beside you. | do not know nmuch about your religion. Is there a Hall of Heroes contained in
it?
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" No. "

' Then you should convert to mine, ny friend. Init you will find a palace full of young virgins

ready to obey your every whim There will be wine and song and endl ess sunshine.’
"It... sounds . .. very fine,' whispered Dagorian

"I will say a prayer for your spirit, Drenai, and that prayer will shine above you like a lantern
Follow it to the palace that awaits me. | will see you there.' Antikas reached across and cl osed
the dead eyes. Then he scabbarded the Storm Swords and wal ked sl owy back to the horses. The cut
on his ribs was stinging now as the blood clotted over it. He stepped into the saddl e and gazed
back al ong the bridge.

Then he fulfilled his pronmi se and sent a prayer-light to shine for Dagorian.
Swi ngi ng the horses he rode after the others.

The cave was deep, and curved like a horn. The biting wind could not reach them here and the group
huddl ed around two fires. Nogusta stood apart fromthe others, heavy of heart. He had not lied to
Dagori an. He had not seen himdie. Yet he had known that the young man woul d not survive the
encounter on the bridge, for in the vivid flashes of the future which had cone to himthere had
been no sign of the officer.

Kebra noved fromthe fire and stood beside him *'How |l ong before we cone down fromthis nountain?



he asked.
"Sone time late tonorrow. '

"l have fed the last of the grain to the horses, but they need rest, Nogusta, and good grass and
wat er.'

Nogusta unrolled the parchnent map, and held it up so that they could both see it in the
firelight. 'Tonorrow
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we will reach the highest point. It will be bitterly cold and the road will be ice covered and
treacherous. After that we begin the I ong descent to the five valleys and Lem'

"The fires will not last the night,' said Kebra, 'and it will be below freezing in here w thout
them' They had gathered wood in the last valley, and Bison had also tied several bundles of dried
timber fromthe smashed wagon. It was these which were burni ng now.

"Then we will be cold,' said Nogusta. Though not as cold as Dagorian.'
"You think we should have stayed?'

Nogust a shook his head. 'The other Krayakin are close by.'

"What have you seen?’

Too much,' said Nogusta, sadly. The Gft is nore of a curse than ever. | see, but | cannot change
what | see. Dagorian asked ne if he was to die. | did not tell him | think he knew nonet hel ess.
He was a good nan, Kebra, a nan who should have lived to build, to sire children and teach them
the virtues of honesty, courage and honour. He should not be |ying dead on a forgotten bridge."

"W will not forget him' said the silver-haired bowran

"No, we will not. And what does that count for? We are old nmen, you and |I. Qur tinme is passing.
And when | | ook back over ny life | wonder whether it has been for good or ill. | have fought for
nmost of nmy life. | defended the Drenai cause, even though nmost of my conrades either feared nme or
| oathed nme for the colour of nmy skin. Then |I took part in the invasion of Ventria, and saw the
destruction of an ancient enpire. Al for the vanity of one arrogant nan. What will | say to the
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Book when | stand before hin? What excuses shall | offer for ny life?

Kebra | ooked closely at his friend, and he thought carefully before speaking. 'This is probably
not the tine to consider it,' he said, at last. 'Despair touches you, and there is no confort to
be found in nelancholy. You have in your life rescued many, and risked yourself for others. You do

so now. Such deeds will also be recorded. I amnot a phil osopher, Nogusta, but there are things
know. If your Gft sees us fail, and the child is destined to fall into the hands of evil, no
matter what we do, will you ride then away and |l eave himto his fate? No you will not. Even if
death and defeat are inevitable. No nmore will |I. No-one can ask nore of us than that.

Nogusta smi |l ed. He woul d have reached out and enbraced the man, save that Kebra was not tactile,
and disliked being touched. 'My father once told me that if a man could count true friends on the
fingers of one hand then he was bl essed beyond riches. | have been bl essed, Kebra.'

"l too. Nowget a little rest. | will keep watch for a while.
"Listen for a single horse, for Antikas Karios will be trying to find us.
‘"I have to say that | do not like the man,' admitted Kebra. 'H s arrogance sticks in ny throat."'

Nogusta smi |l ed again. 'Renminds you of us sone twenty years ago, doesn't he?



Kebra nodded and wal ked to the mouth of the cave. Sitting back fromthe wind he | ooked out over

t he peaks and shivered. They were thousands of feet above the valley floor, and the clouds | ooked
cl ose enough to touch. Drawi ng his cloak about him he | eaned back agai nst the wall. Dagorian's
deat h had saddened hi m
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al so. He had |liked the young nan. Hi s fear had been great, his courage greater still. He would
have rai sed fine sons, thought Kebra.

The rocks were cold and he lifted his hood into place. Fine sons. The thought saddened him What
kind of a father would | have been, he wondered? He woul d never know. And, unlike Bison or
Nogusta, there was no chance that he had sired children with any of the whores he had encountered
through thirty years of canpai gning, for he had never coupled with any of them He had, of course,
visited the brothels with both his conrades, but upon reaching the quiet of the bedroom he had
merely paid the girls to sit and talk with him To make | ove one had to touch, and Kebra coul d not
even bear the thought of it. Flesh upon flesh? He shuddered.

From out of the past the nenory came. It caught hi munawares, for he had | ong ago buried it beyond
the reaches of his inagination. The dark walls of the barn, the huge hairy hands of his father

the pain and the terror, and the threats of death if ever he spoke of it. He blinked and focused
hi s gaze on the nountai n peaks.

Conalin crept up to sit alongside him a blanket wapped tight around his thin shoul ders. "I
brought your bow and arrows,' said the boy.

"Thank you - but | don't think we'll need themtonight.' He glanced down at the boy, seeing the
fear in his eyes.

"Anti kas Karios and Dagorian held the bridge. Antikas will be conmi ng soon.
' How do you know?'

"Nogusta had a vision. His visions are always true.'

"You said Antikas will be comi ng. What about Dagori an?'

There was no other way to say it. '"He died for us,' said
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Kebra. 'He fought like a man, and he died Iike a man.’

"l don't want to die,' said Conalin, mserably.

"But you will, one day,' observed Kebra. He chuckled suddenly. 'l had an old uncle, and he used to
say, "Only one thing inlife is certain, son, you won't get out of it alive." He lived every day
to the full. He was a man who loved life. He was a soldier for a while, then a nmerchant, and
lastly a farmer. He never did anything brilliantly, but he always gave it his best. | liked him -
and he once did nme a great service.'

"What did he do?
"He killed my father.'
Conal i n was shocked. 'And that was a service?

"Indeed it was. Sadly he killed himtoo late, but that was not his fault.' He fell silent for a
nmoment. Conalin wanted to ask himother questions, but he saw the sadness in the old man's eyes.
Then Kebra spoke again. 'What would you like to be, Conalin?

"Married to Pharis,' answered the boy, instantly.



"Yes, | know that. But what career do you desire?
Conal i n thought about it. 'Something to do with horses. That's what |'d really like.'

" A good occupation. Nogusta has simlar plans. Once his famly were renowned for their horses. But
his wife and all of his kin were murdered, the great house burned to the ground, the stables
destroyed. The herd escaped into the nountains. Nogusta has a dream of returning to the fanily
estate and rebuilding it. He says that deep in the nountains there are many valleys, and that the
herd will have grown now. He plans to find them'

Conalin's eyes were shining now. 'lI'd like to do that. Wuld he let ne, do you think?
"You woul d have to ask him'

"Coul d you not ask himfor ne?

336

"I could,' agreed Kebra, 'but that is not the way it should be. A strong man nakes his own way in
the world. He does not ask others to do that which he fears hinself.'

Conal in noved out of the wind. He was a little too close to Kebra now, and the bowman felt
unconfortable. 'I will ask him' said the boy. 'WIIl you be there with us?

"I might be - if the Source wills it.
The boy's excited expression suddenly faded. 'Wiat is wong? asked Kebra.
"What is the point of talking about horses? W are going to die here.'

"W've made it this far,' Kebra pointed out. 'And | have yet to see the eneny who coul d def eat
Nogusta. And as for Bison . . . well, he is the strongest man | ever knew, and he has nore heart
than any ten denons. No, Conalin, do not dismiss themso lightly. They may be old, but they are
canny.'

"VWhat about you?

"Me? | amquite sinply the finest archer ever to walk the earth. | could hit a fly's testicles
fromthirty paces.'

"Do flies have testicles? asked Conalin.
"Not when I'mclose by, answered Kebra, with a snmle

Anti kas Karios reached the cave just before mdnight. H's beard was caked with ice, as was his
horse's mane, and both he and his nount were nortally weary. For the last 2 miles he had been
swaying in the saddle, and fighting to stay awake.

Kebra stepped out into the biting wind, taking hold of the horse's bridle and I eading himinto the
cave. It took Antikas two attenpts before he could sumobn the energy to di smount. Nogusta
approached him
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"Sit by the fire and warm yoursel f,' he said.

"Horse first,' muttered Antikas. Fromthe back of his saddle he untied a thick bundl e of wood and
handed it to Nogusta. 'I| thought the fuel might be running low,' he said. Dragging off his

gauntl ets Antikas rubbed life back into his cold fingers, then began to unsaddl e the chest nut
gelding. H's novenents were stiff and sl ow

‘"Let ne help you,' said Kebra, lifting the saddle clear and laying it over a rock. Antikas did not
thank him but noved to the saddl ebags. Hs cold, swollen fingers funbled at the buckles, but, at
| ast he opened them taking out a body brush and a cloth. Returning to the horse he rubbed the



animal dry then, with deep circular strokes, brushed him Conalin watched with interest. He had
seen Kebra and Nogusta do the same sone hours before, when they had first arrived at the cave.
"Way is it so inportant for the horse to have a brushed coat?' he whispered to the bowran

"Goonmng is not just about the coat,' answered Kebra. 'That horse is cold and tired. The brush
hel ps to inprove the circul ation of blood, and tones the nuscles.’

Anti kas stepped back fromthe horse, cleaned the brush and returned it to his saddl ebag. Then he
renoved his crimson cloak and laid it over the gelding's back. It was then that the others saw the
dried blood on his torn, satin shirt. U nenetha rose fromthe first of the fires and bade Antikas
to remove his shirt. He did so with great difficulty. Satin fibres had stuck to his wounds, and as
he pulled the shirt clear the small cuts in his chest and the long, jagged slice along his ribs
began to bl eed once nore. Sitting himdown by the fire U nenetha exam ned the wounds. The small er
cuts she could heal immediately without stitches, but the wound caused by Gol bar's |ast thrust
first needed nore traditional treatnment. Nogusta
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handed Anti kas a cup of broth, which he accepted gratefully. As U nenetha prepared her needl e and
thread Antikas stared around the firelit cave. The ape, Bison, was asleep by the far wall

Al ongside him huddl ed close for warnth was a young girl and a child. Beyond themthe queen was
sitting in the shadows, hol ding her babe close to her breast. Antikas saw that the child was
feedi ng, and | ooked away guiltily.

"Stand up,' ordered U nmenetha. Antikas did so. The priestess cane to her knees, and began to
stitch the wound, beginning first at the centre, drawing the flaps of skin together. Antikas
| ooked across at Nogusta, and their eyes net.

"He died well,' said Antikas.
"I know.'

"Good, for | amtoo tired to discuss it further.' He winced as U nenetha drew tight the centre
stitch. 'You are not knitting a rug, woman,' he snapped.

"I'"1'l wager you did not whine so when the Krayakin faced you,' she responded. Antikas grinned, but
said nothing. Three nore stitches were inserted, then U nmenetha laid a slender hand over the
wound, and began to chant in a | ow voice. Antikas glanced down at the priestess, then gave a
questioning | ook to Nogusta. The black man had turned away and was untying the bundl e of wood.

Antikas felt a tingling sensation begin in the wound, heat flaring fromit. It was mldly
unconfortabl e, but not at all painful. After some ninutes U nenetha renmoved her hand, then, with a
small knife, cut the stitches and pulled themclear. Antikas touched the cut. It was al npst

heal ed. More than this he felt curiously rejuvenated, as if he had slept for several hours.

"You are very talented, |lady,' he said.
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"You should see ne knitting a rug,' she answered, rising to stand before him She repeated the
Heal i ng Prayer on the smaller chest wounds, then reached up to pull clear the blood-stained satin
strip around his brow. 'Bend your head,' she ordered him Antikas obeyed.

As she heal ed the cut she spoke again. 'You are a |lucky nman, Antikas. Had the bl ow been two inches
| ower you woul d have | ost an eye.'

"Strangely, the nore | practise the luckier | get,' he said.

U nenet ha stepped back fromhim and apprai sed her work. Satisfied she noved back to the fire and
sat down. 'Had you renmined at the bridge you m ght have saved Dagorian,' he said. U nmenetha shook
her head.

"His internal injuries were far beyond ny powers.' So saying she turned away from him Kebra
handed hima clean, folded tunic of off-white wool. Antikas thanked him Lifting it to his nose he



snmled. 'Scented rosewood,' he said. "How civilized. You are a man after my own heart.
"Probably not,' said Kebra.

Anti kas slipped on the shirt. The arns were too long, and he fol ded back the cuffs. 'Well,
Nogusta,' he said, 'what now? What do your visions tell you?

"W go to the ghost city,' answered Nogusta. 'That is all | can say. | do not yet know the outcone
of this quest. But all questions will be answered in Lem'

The child sl eepi ng beside Bison suddenly cried out and sat up. The girl beside her awoke, and took
her in her arns. 'Wiat is wong, Sufia? she asked, stroking the child s blond hair

‘"l had a dream Denons in nmy dream They were eating me up.' The child began to cry. Then she saw
Anti kas, and her eyes wi dened.

"Hello,' said Antikas, giving her his best smle. Sufia let
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out a wail and buried her head in Pharis's chest. 'I've always had a way with children,' said
Anti kas, drily.

The noi se awoke Bi son, who gave a great yawn, then belched Ioudly. He too saw Anti kas, and | ooked
around for Dagorian. Rising he scratched at his groin then noved to the fire, where he bel ched
again. 'Killed "emall, did you?" he asked Anti kas.

‘One of them A huge beast canme fromthe forest and sl aughtered the others.

Fear showed in Bison's face. '"Is it still alive?
"No. It fell into the river and drowned.'
"Wll, that's a relief,' said Bison. 'Al nost makes up for the fact that you survived. Were is the

| ad, Dagori an?'

'He died.'

Bi son absorbed the information w thout coment, then swung to Kebra. 'Is there any broth left?
"No, Antikas ate the last of it.'

"What about the biscuits?

"Afewleft,' said Kebra. 'But we are saving themfor the nmorning. The children can have them for
br eakf ast .’

Antikas renoved his sword belt, and laid it beside him There are four nore Krayakin,' he said.
'Believe me, Nogusta, that is four too many. | fought one. He had a sense of honour, and renpved
his armour to fight me. He was faster than any man | have ever known. | amnot sure | coul d defeat
another, and | certainly could not defeat nore than one.’

"What then do you suggest?' asked Nogusta.

"l have no suggestions. What | amsaying is that | treated themtoo lightly. | thought of them
merely as nmen, and there is no man nore skilled than |I. But they are not nen. Their reflexes are
astoni shing, and their strength prodigious.'
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"And yet we nust face them' said Nogusta. 'We have no choi ce.

"What ever you say,' said Antikas. He stretched out beside the fire, then glanced up at Bison. 'W
could al ways send hi magainst them' he said. 'H s body odour would fell an ox.'



Bi son glared at him 'I'mbeginning to really dislike you, little man,' he said.

Breakfast was a sorry affair, with the last of the oatcake biscuits being shared by Sufia, Pharis
and Conalin. Pharis offered hers to the queen, but Axiana smled and shook her head. Bison
grunbl ed about starvation as he saddl ed the horses.

As she finished her food little Sufia clinbed onto Unenetha's lap. 'Did you sleep well, in the
end, little one?" asked the priestess.
"Yes. | didn't dreamno nore. It's very cold,' she added, snuggling close. The | ast of the wood

had | ong burnt away, and the tenperature in the cave was dropping fast.
"W are going down into the valleys today,' Umenetha told her. "It will be much warmer there.’
"I"'mstill hungry.'

"W are all hungry.' Sufia gave a nervous gl ance across at Antikas. 'He | ooks |like a denon,' she
said. Antikas heard her and gave her a grin. She scowmed at himfromthe perceived safety of
U nenetha' s | ap.

"Il amnot a denon,' said Antikas. '|I amearth born, as you are.'
"What does that nean?' Sufia asked the priestess.

"It neans that we cone fromthe earth, whereas denbns are born of the wind. W are solid. W can
touch things. Denons are |like the wind. They can bl ow agai nst us, but they cannot |ive and breathe
as we do.'
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Pharis came and sat alongside them 'If that is true, how can the Krayakin fight us? Are they not
solid?

"There is an old story,' said Antikas, 'that ny father used to tell. It is part of Ventrian
history and nmyth. Once there were two W ndborn gods, great and powerful. They floated above the
earth, and watched the deer and the lion, the eagle and the | anb. They were envi ous of them and
their ability to walk the Iand. These gods had many W ndborn subjects, and they too | ooked upon
the earth with jeal ousy. One day the two gods - who did not |ike one another '

"Wiy didn't they |ike one another?' asked Sufia
"That's not inportant. Anyway .
"I think it is inportant,' said Pharis. 'Wy would gods not |ike one another?

Anti kas suppressed his irritation. 'Very well, let us say that one of the gods was evil, the other
good. One was a lord of chaos and destruction, while the other lIoved the light, and delighted to
see things grow. They were |ike night and day.'

"All right," said Pharis. 'l can understand that. Go on.'

" Thank you. One day these gods decided to use their great power to cast a spell that would all ow
their people, the Illohir, to take on fleshly fornms. These spirit beings floated down to the
earth, and wherever they landed they drew matter to thensel ves, creating bodies that could wal k
upon the earth.'’

"How did they do that?' asked Sufia
"I don't know how they did it," snapped Antikas.

"l do,' said Unenetha. "All matter is nmade up of tiny nolecules - so tiny that the human eye
cannot see them They literally drew these nolecules to them l|ike so many bricks and built their
bodi es.'



"There,' said Antikas to Sufia. 'Does that satisfy you?
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The child | ooked nystified. Axiana, who had been listening to the tale, wal ked across to them the
babe asleep in her arns. Antikas rose and bowed to her. She responded with a smile. 'l too heard
this story,' she said, softly. There is great beauty in it. Sonme of the Wndborn | anded in
forests, and drew their strength fromthe trees. They becane Dryads, protectors of woodl and, their
souls entwined with the trees they Ioved. O hers cane down in the nmountains, building their forns
fromthe rocks and stones. These were the H gh Trolls. Some groups energed near |iving creatures,
i ke wol ves. Because they drew particles fromeverything around themthey becane Shape-Shifters,
manl i ke during the day, but becom ng wolves at night. Al over the world the Illohir took on
different fornms, and rejoiced in their newfound freedom'

"Did any becone birds?' asked Sufi a.
"l expect that they did,' said Axiana.

"That neans Bison is a denon,' said Sufia, 'because he once had big white wings and flew over
nmount ai ns. '

"Must have been really big wings,' said Antikas.
Conalin joined them 'If they were all so happy why did they start a war with peopl e?

U nenet ha answered him 'They weren't all happy. Sone of the Wndborn had | anded in places that
were . . . unclean. Battlefields, graveyards, scenes of violence or terror. Wat they drew into

t hensel ves was dark and fearsome. These became the Holl ow Toot hs, who suck bl ood from sl eepers. O
the Krayakin, who live for war and sl aughter.'’

"And these were the ones who started the war?' persisted Conalin.

Anti kas took up the story again. 'Yes. The real problemwas in the nature of the spell which
brought the
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W ndborn to the earth. They were . . . are . . . creatures of spirit, and though they could build
their bodies with magi ck, they could not hold themtogether for long. They could not feed as we
do, and, as the years passed, sone of the Illohir began to wither away, and return to the air.

Those that renai ned needed to find a new source of nourishnent. W were that nourishment. The

Il ohir began to feed on hunman enotions. The Dryads, the fauns, and other creatures of the forest
found they could draw energy from human happi ness and joy. That is why there are so many stories
of wild celebration involving fauns and hunans. Fauns were said to have invented wi ne, to further
enhance human joy. But the darker denons fed on terror and dismay - as you saw back in Usa. It was
said that the fear and pain inspired in a human tortured to death could feed a denon for years.
And because they had magi ck - which gave them dom nation over us - they treated us like cattle, as
a food source. Mankind suffered through nany centuries under their rule, until at |ast three hunman
ki ngs rebell ed agai nst them The war was long and terrible, the battles many.'

"How did we wi n?'" asked Conalin.

"No-one really knows,' Antikas told him 'for it was so long ago, and there are so many | egends.
However, Kalizkan told me that Emsharas the Sorcerer - hinmself a demon - betrayed his own people
and cast a great spell that banished all his brethren fromthe earth. He nmade t hem W ndborn agai n,
and | ocked themaway in a great void.

"And now they are coming back,' said Conalin.
Nogusta stepped forward. 'It is time to ride,' he said.
For the first hour they rode in single file along the
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narrowi ng ridge road, Nogusta |eading, followed by Kebra and Conalin. U nenetha was wal ki ng, and
holding to the bridle of the queen's nmount. Behind her came Bison, also wal king, and | eading the
horse ridden by Pharis and Sufia. Antikas Karios rode at the rear, |leading the two spare horses.
The wi nd was col d, hissing over jagged rocks, whipping snowinto their faces.

By noon they had reached the highest point and Nogusta drew rein, scanning the road ahead. It

di pped gently, curving round a nountain towards an area of high tinmber several hundred feet bel ow
them From here Nogusta could see a waterfall and a river enptying into a wi de |ake. Ducking his
head agai nst the wind he urged Starfire on. The road wi dened, and Anti kas Kari os rode past the
others, drawing rein alongside the black warrior

"W need to rest the horses,' shouted Antikas. Nogusta nodded and pointed to the distant falls.
"I''l'l scout the area,' said Antikas, and rode on ahead.

There were patches of ice on the road, and the queen's horse slipped. Axiana lurched in the
saddl e, and found herself staring down into a deep abyss. G abbing the saddle pormel with her free
hand she righted herself in the saddl e. The sudden jerk woke the babe. But, safe and warmin his
bl anket, he went straight back to sleep

Kebra spotted novenent in the trees bel ow. Several snall deer noved out of the trees. Taking his
bow he al so rode al ongsi de Nogusta. 'I'Il see you at the falls,' he said, and followed Antikas
Kari os down the nountain.

They journeyed on for another hour before reaching the falls. It was still cold here, for they
were several thousand feet above the valley floor, but the thick stand of trees dispersed the
wi nd, and there was enough dead wood to light a good fire. Kebra returned with a deer,
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whi ch he had al ready skinned and quartered, and soon the snell of roasting neat filled the air.

Nogusta ate swiftly, then wal ked away fromthe group to stand at the edge of the falls. Antikas
Karios joined himthere. '|I see you ride the king's horse,' he said. 'l thought it was dying.'

"It had a lung infection caused by poor stabling.
"It was a fine beast once,' said Antikas. 'But it is old now'

"ddit may be, Antikas, but it will outrun any horse anpong the Ventrian cavalry, and it would
ride through the fires of Hell for a rider it trusted.'

"Trusted? It is just a horse, black man. No nore, no |less. A beast of burden.'
Nogusta did not reply. 'l think it is time to tell me what you have seen,' said the Ventrian
Nogusta swung back towards him 'You want to know if you live or die?

"No. Tinme will tell about that. But you are carrying a great weight. | can tell. It mght be
better if you shared it.

Nogusta thought about it for a monent. "My G ft,' he said, at last, 'is not precise. If it were
woul d have saved nmy fam|ly from nassacre. Wat | see are sudden, vivid scenes. You renenber the
king's birthday celebrations? | was talking to Dagorian. | saw himfighting you in the final of
the sabres. | could not see if he was winning or losing. The vision |lasted a heartbeat only. But
then | saw hi m besi de you again, on a bridge. He was sitting against the wall, badly wounded. |
had no way of knowi ng where that bridge was, or when in the future the event would take place. Al
| knew was that Dagorian woul d probably die al ongside you. |Indeed, you may have been the one to
cause the wound.'

"l understand,' said Antikas. 'So now tell ne what el se you have seen.'
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For a nonent Nogusta did not speak, and stood staring out over the |lake. '|I have seen the death of
a friend,' he said, at last, dropping his voice. 'And the question that haunts me is this, can |
change his destiny? Could | have prevented Dagorian from standing on that bridge with you? And if
| had woul d you have won al one?

"Probably not. Dagorian took out three soldiers. Ten would have been too nmany - even for ne.'

"That is what | thought,' said Nogusta. 'Wich could nean that, although | could change the future
and save ny friend, by doing so | mght bring about the return of the denons.'

"Alternatively, by changing the future you m ght bring about the opposite,' Antikas pointed out.
"Have you ever tried to alter events, based on your visions?

Nogusta nodded. 'I saw a wagon crushing a child to death outside an inn. | knew the inn, and
could tell the event was to happen just before dusk. | went to the area, seeking out the child.
waited at the inn. She canme on the second day, and | spoke with her. | told her to beware of
running out in front of wagons. | went every day for a week, and we tal ked often. Then, one
afternoon, she was running towards nme when | saw a wagon turn the corner. | shouted to her, and
she stopped running. The wagon m ssed her.'

"Then you can alter the future for the good,' said Antikas.

Nogusta shook his head. 'No. | thought | had acconplished the task. The foll owi ng day she was
struck by anot her wagon and killed. But that was not the worst of it. She was running to neet ne,
because she enjoyed our conversations. Had | not sought her out she m ght never have been outside
the inn at all.'
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"It is all very conplicated,' said Antikas. 'l amglad that | do not have visions. | do have one
observati on, however. The Denmon Lord needs to sacrifice the babe in order to bring about the end
of the Spell. If the child were to die before the sacrifice the Spell would be thwarted.'

'That has occurred to nme,' admitted Nogusta.
" And what concl usion did you reach?

"VWhat ever destiny holds in store for me it will not be as a killer of children. Wat the Denpn
Lord plans is evil. | do not believe that the way to fight great evil is to comrit a | esser one.
My role nowis to protect the child. That | will do.'

"You are very rigid in your thinking,' Antikas pointed out. 'Kill one babe to save the world? It
seens a small price to pay.'

"It is not a question of scale,' said Nogusta. 'If it were then ten thousand babes would be a
smal | price for such a great reward. It is a question of right and wong. That child may prove to
be one of the greatest nmen ever born, a peacermaker and a builder, a prophet or a phil osopher. Wo
can say what wonders he may bring about?

Anti kas chuckled. 'Mre likely he will be another Skanda, full of vanity and arrogance.

"I's that your advice then, Antikas Karios, to kill the child?
"Answer nme this first,' responded the Ventrian. 'If your vision told you that the babe was certain
to fall into the clutches of the Denon Lord, would you reconsider?

"No. | will defend it to the last drop of ny blood. Now answer my question.

‘I amno |onger a general, Nogusta. | amnerely a man. You are in comand here. As |ong as you
live | will follow your orders, and | too will defend the child to the last.'
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"And if | do not live, and you survive nme?
"I will do whatever | think is right by my own principles. Does that satisfy you?
'O course.’

Anti kas snmiled and began to turn away. Then he stopped. 'You are a ronmantic, Nogusta, and an
idealist. | have often wondered how nmen like you find happi ness in such a corrupt and sel fish
wor | d."'

" Perhaps one day you will find out,' Nogusta told him

Anti kas returned to the canp. Conalin was rubbi ng down the horses, while Bison sat by the fire
eating roast meat, the juices running down his chin and staining his already filthy tunic. Antikas
moved to where Axi ana was sitting with U nenetha and the young girl, Pharis. The priestess was
hol di ng t he sl eepi ng babe, and the queen was daintily picking at her food.

"A far cry from pal ace banquets,' observed Anti kas, naking a deep bow.

"And yet very welcone, sir,' she told him Axiana's dark eyes net his gaze. 'W thank you for
com ng to our assistance.

"My pleasure, highness.'
As Anti kas noved away U nenetha |l eaned in to the queen. 'Do you trust him child?" she asked.

"He is a Ventrian noble,' she replied, as if that answered the question. Reaching out she took
back her son, and held himclose to her, carefully supporting his head. His tiny hand fl apped out
fromthe blanket. 'Look at his finger nails,' she said, 'how snall and perfect they are. So tiny.
So beautiful.' She gazed down into his face. 'How coul d anyone wi sh to hurt hin®

U nenet ha gave no answer. Stretching out upon the cold ground she rel eased her spirit and flew
hi gh above the trees. The fierce winds were nerely a sound here, and
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they shrieked around her, as if angry that they could not buffet her spirit. Like a shaft of |ight
she sped south, searching the land for sign of the Krayakin

Her spirit soared over woodl and and vall eys, over tiny settlenents and farns. Nowhere coul d she
find evidence of the black-armoured riders. She noved north, back over the canyon and al ong the
G eat River. The arny of Ventria was marching here, in colums of threes, cavalry riding on the
flanks. U nenetha drew away fromthem afraid that the Denon Lord woul d sense her spirit.

Back over the canyon she flew, until, far below, she saw the canp-site.

Pain struck her like an arrow, claws digging into her spirit flesh. Instantly she produced the
fire of halignat, which blazed around her. The claws wi thdrew, but she could sense a presence
cl ose by. Hovering in the air she gazed around her, but could see nothing.

' Show yoursel f,' she commuanded.

Just outside the white fire, so close that it shocked her, a figure materialized. It was that of a
man, wth ghost-white hair, and a pale face. H's eyes were blue and large, his nouth thin |ipped
and cruel. 'Wat do you want of ne?" she asked him

"Nothing," he told her. 'l want only the child.'
"You cannot have him'

He smiled then. 'Six of ny brothers have returned to the great void. You and your conpani ons have
done well, and have acted with great courage. | admire that. | always have. But you cannot
survive, woran.'



"W have survived so far,' she pointed out.

"By flight. By running into the w | derness. Think about where you are heading. To a ghost city,
whose wal | s have |l ong since crunbled. A stone shell offering no
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sanctuary. And what is behind you? An arnmy who will reach the city by dusk tonorrow. Were then
will you run?

U nmenet ha coul d think of no answer. 'You seek to protect a flower in a blizzard,' he said. 'And
you are ready to die to do so. But the flower will perish. That is its destiny.'

"That is not its destiny,' she told him 'You and your kind have great powers. But they have not
prevailed so far. As you say six of your brothers have gone. The rest of you will follow Nogusta
is agreat warrior. He will kill you.

" Ah, yes, the descendant of Ensharas. The |ast descendant. An old man, tired and spent. He will
def eat the Krayakin and the army of Anharat? | think not.'

U nenet ha renenbered the Denon Lord's words as he floated above the wagon. He had | ooked at
Nogusta and said, 'Yes, you look like him the last of his nongrel line." U nenetha sniled and

| ooked into the eyes of the Krayakin. 'Do you not find it strange that the descendant of Ensharas
shoul d be here now, defying you as his ancestor defied you? Does it not cause you concern? Does it
not have a feeling of destiny at work?

"Yes, it does,' he admitted. 'But it will not alter the outcome. He has no nmagick. He is not a
sorcerer. All his gifts stemfromthe talisnman he wears. It can turn aside spells, but cannot
defl ect a sword bl ade.’

"Your evil will not conquer,' she said.

He seened genuinely surprised. "Evil? Wiy is it you hunmans al ways speak of evil as sonething that
exi sts outside of yourselves? Do your cattle think of you as evil because you devour then? Do the
fish of the ocean see you as evil? Such arrogance. You are no different to the cattle, and we are
not evil for feeding upon you. You
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wi sh to hear ny view of evil? The actions of Enmsharas, banishing his people to a soulless hell,
void of sound and snell, of taste and joy. | see our return as no nore than sinple justice.'

‘I will not debate with you, denon,' she told him and yet she did not nove away.

"Not will not, woman. Cannot! By what right do you deny us a chance at |ife under the noon and
stars?

"l do not deny you,' she said. 'But by what right do you seek to kill a child?'
"Kill? Another interesting concept. Do you believe in the soul ?
"l do.'

"Then we kill nothing. All we do is end the nortal existence of humans. Their souls go on. And
since their nortal existence is fragile and short-lived anyway, what have we really taken from
t hen?'

"Your kind are immortal. You can never know the val ue of what you so casually renove from ot hers.
Death is alien to you. Yes, | believe in the soul, but I do not knowif it is imortal. Al | know
is the pain you cause to those who are left behind. The m sery and the despair.'

He sniled again. 'These things you speak of are our food source.'

"There is no point in this conversation,' she told him



"Wait! Do not go yet!'

In that nonent, as she |ooked into his eyes, U nenetha saw a nonment of panic. Why did he want her
to stay? Could it be she was reaching him in sone indefinable way. She rel axed and prepared to
talk on. Then, though he tried to hide it, she saw the triunph in his eyes. And she knew She was
the only one anong the group who could use magi ck. His only purpose was to detain her
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Spi nning away from hi m she sped for her body. It was too |ate. Three Krayakin burst fromthe
bushes and charged into the canp.

Drasko stepped into the clearing, Mandrak to his left, Lekor to his right. Their swords were in
their hands, and Drasko felt the long forgotten surging of battle fever in his veins. The bald
gi ant who had killed Nenor ran at him Drasko spun and plunged his sword through the man's ribs,
t hen backhanded hi macross the face, hurling the giant to the ground.

On the far side of the fire a hawk-eyed swordsnman leapt to his feet. Drasko saw that he carried
two Storm Swords. Beyond hima silver-haired man had rolled to his left, coming up with a bow, and
notching an arrow to the string. Opening his hand Drasko tossed a small, black crystal gl obe
across the clearing, then closed his eyes.

The expl osi on was deaf ening, and Drasko's eyes, even through tightly closed lids, were hurt by the
blinding light which foll owed. Opening his eyes he saw that the swordsman had been hurl ed across
the clearing and was |ying, stunned, beside a tall pine. The bownan was spraw ed sone distance
fromhim The queen had al so been caught by the blast, and was |ying unconsci ous by the bushes,

t he babe beside her. A red-headed youngster canme running fromthe trees, grabbing the hand of a
skinny girl and draggi ng her away. Drasko had no interest in them

He turned towards the queen. At that nonent the bl ond-haired woman |ying beside her lunged to her
feet. The holy fire of halignat burst around his helm He staggered back. The priestess advanced,
holy fire blazing fromher fingers. Instantly all was confusion. A firebal
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envel oped Mandrak, who fell back into the undergrowth. Then Lekor hurled a knife, that spun
through the air, slamming hilt first into the wonman's tenple. She dropped to her knees, the fire
extingui shed. The stunned swordsman was stirring, and Drasko turned once nore to where the queen
| ay unconsci ous.

Fl i ppi ng open the visor of his helmhe | ooked for the baby. It was nowhere in sight. The shock was
i mense. The infant could not have vani shed. He knew enough of humans to know that newborn babes
could not crawl! He glanced around. The gi ant human had al so gone, and where he had fallen there
was now only a bright red stain of blood upon the grass.

"The bald one has the child,’ he told the others. "Find him kill him and then return here.’
Lekor and Mandrak turned and ran back through the undergrowth, following a grisly trail of blood.
Drasko noved towards the swordsman. The nman was on his knees now, sucking in great gulps of air.
"Gat her your swords and face ne,' said Drasko. "It is long since | killed a Storm Swordsman.'
"Then face me, denon,' cane a voice from behind.

Drasko spun on his heel and saw the black warrior, Nogusta standing by the canp-fire. He too held
a StormSword. 'Very well, old one,' said Drasko. 'You shall be -as you humans say - the appetizer
before the main course.’

Behi nd him Anti kas Karios fell once nore, then rolled to his side, his vision sw nm ng.

Drasko |l eapt to neet Nogusta. The black man noved in, then swayed away froma wild cut. Their
swords net, and lightning flared fromthe bl ades. The sound of clashing swords filled the clearing



with savagely di scordant nusic. As his vision cleared Antikas Karios watched the
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warriors circle one another, their blades shinering in the sunlight, lightning |eaping up from
every exchange. He knew what Nogusta was goi ng through, and, worse, he knew the end result.

Drasko knew al so that the old man was tiring. Al ways a careful fighter he took no chances. The
nmonent a swordsman went for the kill, was al so the nost dangerous tine. |If such an attack was m s-
tinmed a fatal riposte could follow Therefore Drasko fought on, naking no attenpt to end the
contest, nmerely waiting for the tiring old man to | eave an openi ng.

Nogusta | eapt back, then stunbled, his fatigue obvious. Fromthe ground Anti kas watched him A
slow smile began as he recalled the fight with Cerez. Nogusta was trying the sane tactic. It

wor ked. Drasko suddenly leapt to the attack. Nogusta swayed away fromthe thrust. But not fast
enough. The bl ade slamed hone in his shoul der, smashing the bone, and energing at the back. Then
his own Storm Sword swept across and down, striking Drasko's sword armat the el bow The enchanted
bl ade slid through arnour, flesh and bone, severing the linb in one strike. Drasko screamed in
pain. The severed arm flopped to the ground, and the black nman stood stock still facing his eneny,
the sword jutting from his shoul der.

"Time,' said Nogusta, 'to return from whence you cane.’

Drawi ng a dagger with his left hand Drasko |unged. But the Storm Sword flashed in a glittering arc
beheadi ng the warrior cleanly. As the body fell Nogusta staggered, then fell to his knees beside
it. Flipping his sword he held it dagger fashion, plunging it into Drasko's heart.

Antikas Karios canme to his feet and stunbled to where Nogusta knelt. 'Let me help you,' he said.
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"No. Follow the trail. Bison has the babe.'

Anti kas began to run through the trees. He had seen

Bi son stabbed. The wound was nortal. And Bison's

sword was still lying where it fell. Unarnmed and dying he was the only hope now for the

child.

Bi son stunbl ed on, his body wacked by spasns of pain. Sweat dripped into his eyes as he ran
Sufia's arnms were around his neck, and she was crying. He couldn't renenber picking her up. He
did, however, renenber picking up the baby and staggering into the wood. It was all so confusing.
He gl anced down. There was bl ood on the baby's head. For a nonent he was worried. Then he realized
that the blood was his, and that the child was unhurt. Relieved he noved on. Wiy am | running, he
t hought, suddenly? Why am | hurting? His shoulder struck a tree trunk and he spun and al nost fell
Regai ni ng hi s bal ance he pushed on.

The Krayakin had cone. One of them had stabbed him then struck himon the tenple. He had never
felt such a blowin his life.

The ground was sl oping upwards now. He struggled to the top of a rise and stood, breathing
heavily. Then he began to cough. He could feel warmliquid in his throat, choking him He spewed
it out, then gasped for air. Sufia pulled back in his arns and stared at him her blue eyes w de
and fearful. 'Your nmouth is bleeding,' she cried.

He couldn't renenber being hit in the nouth. He coughed again. Blood dribbled to his chin.
Di zzi ness swanped him 'They're coming!' shouted the child. Bison swing round.

Two Krayakin in black arnour were wal ki ng purposefully towards him black swords in their hands.
Hol di ng
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firmy to the babe and the child Bison pushed on. He had no i dea where he was going. Al he knew
was that he had to carry the children to safety.

But where was safety?

Emerging fromthe tree line he saw a towering cliff face, and a narrow | edge wi nding al ong the
face. Blinking sweat fromhis eyes he struggled on

"Where are we going?' asked Sufia. Bison did not answer. He felt weak and disoriented, and his
breath was com ng now in short, painful gasps. |'ve been wounded before, he told hinmself. | always
heal . 1'Il heal again. d ancing back he saw t he Krayakin reach the top of the rise sone 70 yards
behind him Were is Nogusta, he wondered. And Kebra.

They' Il be conming! Then | can rest for a while. Nogusta can stitch ny wound. Blood was pooling in
his boot, and his |eggings were drenched. So rmuch bl ood. He stunbled on. The | edge was narrow
here, no nore than 3 feet w de. He | ooked down over the edge. They were inpossibly high. Bel ow him
Bi son coul d see wispy clouds clinging to the side of the abyss, and through them he could just
make out a tiny river flow ng through the base of the canyon. 'W are above the clouds,' he told
Sufia. 'Look!" But she clung to his shoul der, her head buried against his neck. 'Above the

clouds,' he said again. He swayed and al nost fell. The baby began to cry. Bison focused his mnd
on novenent and continued al ong the | edge.

Anot her coughi ng spasm shook him and this tine there was a rush of blood, that exploded fromhis
mouth in a crinmson spray. Sufia was crying again. Bison stopped noving. The | edge ended here, in a
bl ank, grey wall of rock. Gently he laid the baby on the | edge, then pulled Sufia's arms from
around hi s neck.
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"dd Bison needs a rest,' he said. "You . . . look after the baby for ne.

He was on his knees, but couldn't renenber falling. There's lots of blood,' wailed Sufia.

"Look . . . after the baby. There's a good girl."' Bison crawled to the edge and gazed down agai n.
"Never . . . been this high,' he told her

"What about when you had w ngs?' she asked.

"Big. . . white . . . wings,' he said. He | ooked back along the | edge. The Krayaki n nust be cl ose
now, but he could not see themyet.

I don't want to die! The thought was a terrible one, and far too frightening to contenplate. |I'm
not going to die, he told hinmself. I'lIl be fine. Afew stitches. The sun was shining, but it was

cold here on this exposed face. The cold wind felt good. The wi nd had been cold back at Mellicane.
It was winter then, a hard, harsh winter. The rivers had frozen solid and no-one had expected an
army to march through the raging blizzards. But the Drenai had, crossing nountains and | akes of
ice. The Ventrian arnmy had been surprised at Mellicane. That's where | got ny nedal, he
remenbered. The nedal he had sold for a night with a fat whore

She was a good whore, though, he recall ed.

He sat with his back to the cliff, a great wave of weariness covering himlike a warm bl anket.

Sl eep, that was what he needed. Healing sleep. Wien he woke up the wound woul d be nendi ng. That
priestess, she can heal ne. A few days' rest and I'll be good as new. Were is Nogusta? Wiy has he
I eft ne al one here?

The baby wail ed. Bison thought it best to pick himup, but he didn't seemto have the strength.
Sufia screamed and pointed back al ong the | edge. The two Krayakin
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were in sight now, noving in single file along the narrow finger of rock.



Twi sting round Bison scrabbled at the rock face, dragging hinself to his feet. So this is howit
ends, he thought. And this tine there was no fear. He glanced at Sufia. The child was terrified.
Bi son forced a smile. "Don't you worry . . . little one," he said. 'No-one's going ... to hurt
you. You just. . . look after . . . the little prince until. .. Nogusta cones.'

"What are you going to do?' she asked him

The Krayakin were closer now. The | edge had wi dened, and they were advanci ng toget her

Bi son pushed at the rock wall, and stood bl ocking their way.
"Did you know,' he told them "that | have wings? Big white wings? | fly ... over
nmount ai ns. '

Suddenly he launched hinself at them spreading his arns wi de. The Krayakin had nowhere to run. In
desperation they stabbed at him plunging their blades into his chest. Wth a | ast desperate |unge
he hurled his weight forward, into the cold nmetal that clove through his heart. Dying, he cl anped

his huge arns to their arnmour and propelled them over the edge.

Sufia | ooked out, and saw them spiralling away, down and down, Bison with outstretched arns,
falling into the white, w spy clouds.

Antikas Karios had arrived just in time to see themfall. He ran to Sufia and knelt beside her
"He got his wings back,' she said, her eyes bright with wonder. 'Big, white wi ngs.'

Little Sufia put her arms around Antikas Karios's neck. Instinctively his own arm curl ed around
her. Then he | ooked down at the baby. This was the source of all their
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problens, this tiny package of flesh, soft bone and tissue. It was crying still, thin piping wails
that echoed fromthe rocks. It would be so easy to choke off that sound. The baby's neck was so

sl ender that Antikas could crush the life fromit by merely pinching the flesh between his thunb
and index finger.

The world woul d be safe fromthe denons. His hand reached down. As his finger touched the baby's
cheek its head turned towards it, nouth open, seeking to suckle. 'CGot to | ook after the baby,'
Sufia whispered into his ear.

" What ?'
"That's what Bison said before he flew away. '

He pondered what to do. If he killed the baby, then he would have to kill Sufia too. He could toss
them both fromthe | edge and say he had arrived too late to help them H s thoughts turned to

Bi son. The grotesque old man had run for alnost half a mle, with a wound that should have killed
himinstantly. Then he had carried two Krayakin to their deaths. He had shown enornobus courage,

and in that nonment Antikas realized that, were he nowto kill the child, it would sully the nenory
of Bison's deed. Gathering up the baby he wal ked back al ong the | edge, and down the slope to the
canp-site. Kebra and the queen were still unconscious, and Conalin and Pharis were sitting by the

fire, hand in hand. The girl | ooked up as Antikas wal ked into the canp. Her thin face broke into a
wide smle. Surging to her feet she ran to him lifting Sufia clear. The little girl imrediately
began to tell her of Bison's wi ngs.

U nmenet ha was sitting beside Nogusta. Antikas wal ked over to them Nogusta was | ooking twenty
years ol der, a grey sheen covering the ebony of his features. H's pale blue eyes were tired beyond
description. The black sword still jutted from his shoul der
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"Can you renpve the sword?' U nenetha asked Antikas. Laying the baby on the grass he took hold of
the hilt. Nogusta gritted his teeth.



"Brace yourself,' said Antikas, setting his boot against Nogusta's chest. Wth one savage w ench
he dragged the bl ade clear. Nogusta cried out, then sagged agai nst U nenetha. Hol di ng her hands
over the entry and exit wounds she began to chant.

Anti kas nmoved away fromthemto where Kebra lay. Kneeling beside himhe felt for the man's pul se
It was firmand strong. Conalin appeared alongside him 'He is just sleeping,' said the boy.
"U nenet ha has al ready prayed over him'

' Good,"' said Antikas.
"Did you see Bison's wings? asked Conalin.

"No.' He gazed up at the boy, angry now. 'There were no w ngs,' he snapped. 'Such stories are for
children who cannot deal with the harsh realities of life. A brave man gave his life to save
others. He fell thousands of feet and his dead body was smashed upon the rocks bel ow. '

"Wy did he do it?
"Wy indeed? Go away and | eave ne, boy.'

Conal i n wal ked back to the fire, and the waiting Pharis. Antikas pushed hinself to his feet and
made his way to the water's edge, where he drank deeply.

The death of Bison had noved himin a way he had difficulty understandi ng. The man was an ani nal
ill bred and uncul tured, uncouth and coarse. Yet when the Krayakin had attacked he had been the
first to tackle them and had, wi thout doubt, saved the children. He had gone willingly to his
death. Al his life Antikas had been taught that nobility lay in the blood |ine. Nobles and
peasants, thinking beings and near aninmals. Only the
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nobility were said to understand the finer points of honour and chivalry.

The manner of Bison's sacrifice was unsettling. Axiana was a Ventrian princess, her child the son
of the man who had spurned Bison's services. Bison owed them nothing, but gave them everyt hing.

It was nore than unsettling. It was galling.

In Ventrian history heroes had al ways been nobl enen, full of courage and virtue. They were never
bel ching, groin-scratching sinpletons. A thought struck him and he sm|ed. Maybe they were.

Conal in had asked himif Bison had grown wings. If they survived this quest the story woul d grow.
Anti kas would tell it. Sufia would tell it. And the story to be believed would be the child's. And
why? Because it was nore satisfying to believe that heroes never die, that sonehow they live on

to return in another age. In a hundred years the real Bison would be renmenbered not at all. He
woul d becone gol den haired and handsone, perhaps the bastard son of a Ventrian noble. Antikas

gl anced at the sl eeping queen. Mst likely he would also, in future | egends, becone Axiana's |over
and the father of the babe he saved.

Anti kas returned to the canp. Nogusta was sl eepi ng now. Axi ana was awake and feeding the child.
U nenetha signalled for Antikas to join her. 'The wound is a bad one,' she said. '|I have done what
I can, but he is very weak, and may still die.'

"I would lay large odds against that, lady. The man is a fighter.'

"And an old man devastated not just by a wound, but by grief. Bison was his friend, and he knew
his friend was to die.'

Anti kas nodded. '| know this. What would you have nme do?
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"You nmust lead us to Lem'

"What is so vital about the ghost city? What is it we seek anong the ruins?



"Cet us there and you will see,' said Unenetha. 'W can wait another hour, then | will wake the
sl eepers.’

As she turned her head he saw the angry, swollen bruise upon her tenple, and renmenbered the knife
hilt [aying her low 'That was a nasty blow,' he said. 'How are you feeling?

She smled wearily. 'l feel alittle nauseous, but | will live, Antikas Karios. | have the maps
here. Perhaps you would like to study them' He took them fromher and unrolled the first.

U nenetha |l eaned in. 'The Ventrian arny are noving fromhere,' she said, stabbing her finger at
the map, 'and they have swept out in a sickle formation, expecting us to make for the sea. Wthin
the next two days they will have secured all the roads leading to Lem'

"There is no proper scale to this map,' he said. '|I cannot tell how far we are fromthe ruins.'
"Less than forty miles,' she told him 'South and west.'

"I will think on a route,' he said. He glanced at Axiana, who was sitting just out of earshot. Tt
woul d have been better for the world had Bison junped with the babe,' he said, softly.

"Not so,' she told him 'The Denon Lord has already begun the Great Spell. The child's death will
complete it, with or without a sacrifice.'

Anti kas felt suddenly chill. He | ooked away, and renenbered his fingers reaching for the babe's
t hroat .
"Well,' he said, at last, '"that, at |east, adds a golden sheen to the old nan's death.

'Such a deed needs no sheen,' she told him
'Perhaps not,' he agreed. He left her then and noved
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to the fire. Little Sufia was sitting quietly with Conalin and Pharis. She scanpered over to
Antikas. 'WIIl he fly back to us?" she asked him 'I| keep looking in the sky.'

Anti kas took a deep breath, and he | ooked at Conalin.

"He will fly back one day,' he told the child, 'when he is nost needed.'
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Chapter El even

Nogusta was only vaguely aware that he was riding a horse. Soneone was sitting behind him holding
himin the saddl e. He opened his eyes and saw that the conpany was noving slowy across a verdant
val l ey. Up ahead Antikas Karios was riding Starfire. Nogusta felt a stab of irritation, but then
renenbered he had commanded the Ventrian to take his horse. Starfire was a spirited aninmal, and
Nogusta was in no condition to ride him

He gl anced down at the hands supporting him They were slender and fem nine. Patting the hands he
whi spered, ' Thank you.'

"Do you need to stop and rest?" U nenetha asked him
"No." His vision swam and he | eaned back into the wonan.

Bi son was gone, and the pain of |oss struck himsavagely. He swayed in the saddle and felt

U nenetha's arns holding himfirmy. Then he drifted into dreans of the past. The day passed in a
haze. Wen they stopped to rest the horses Kebra hel ped hi mdown. Nogusta did not know where he
was, only that the sun was warmon his face, the grass cool against his back. It was blissfu
here, and he wanted to sleep for ever. From sonewhere close canme the cry of an infant. Then he
heard a child singing a song. He seenmed to renenber the child had been killed by a wagon, but



obviously this was not so. He was relieved -as if a burden had been lifted from him
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At sonme point he was fed a thick soup. He remenbered the taste, but could not recall who had fed
him nor why he had not fed hinself.

Then he saw his father. They were all sitting in the main room of the house, his brothers and
sisters, his nother, and his old aunt. T shall show you sone magick,' his father said, rising from
the old horse hide chair he cherished. He had lifted the talisman from around his neck. The chain
was long, the gold glinting in the lantern light. Father wal ked to the el dest of Nogusta's
brothers and tried to | oop the chain over his head. But the chain shrank, and would not pass over
the boy's skull. Each of the brothers in turn marvelled at the magi ck. Then he cane to Nogusta.
The chain slid easily over his head, the talisnman settling to his chest.

"What is the trick? asked his eldest brother

"There is no trick,' said father. 'The talisman has chosen. That is all.’
"That is not fair,' said the eldest. 'I amthe heir. It should be nine.'
‘I was not the heir,' father pointed out. 'Yet it chose ne.'

How does it choose?' asked the youngest brother

"l do not know. But the nan who made it was our ancestor. He was greater than any Kking.

That night, alone in their room his eldest brother had struck himin the face. 'It should have
been mine,' he said. 'It was a trick because father |oves you nore.'
Nogusta could still feel the pain of the blow Only now, for sone strange reason that he coul d not

fathom the pain was emanating from his shoul der

He was riding again, and he opened his eyes to see the stars shining in the night sky. A new noon
hung i ke a sickle over the nountains, just like on his talisman. He
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al nost expected to see a golden hand reach out to encircle it. Hi gh above himan oW glided by on
white wi ngs.

White wings .
'"Poor Bison,' he said, aloud.

"He is at peace,' said a voice. The voice confused Nogusta. Sonehow U nenet ha had transforned into
Kebr a.

"How di d you do that?" he nunbled. Then he sl ept again, and awoke beside a canp-fire. Kebra had
becone U nmenet ha again, and her hand was upon his wound. She was chanting softly.

A figure floated before his vision, blurred and indistinct, and Nogusta fell away into a deep
dr eam

He was sitting in the Long Meadow back at hone, and he could hear his mother singing in the
kitchen. Atall man was sitting beside him a black man, but one he did not know.

"This was a peaceful tinme for you,' said the man.
"I't was the best of times,' Nogusta told him

"If you survive you nust cone back and rebuild. The descendants of your herds are back in the
mount ai ns. There are great stallions there, and the herds are strong.'

" The nenories are too painful.'



"Yes they are painful, but there is peace here, if you seek it.'
He | ooked at the man. 'Who are you?

"l am Ensharas. And you are the last of nmy human line.’

"You cast the Great Spell.'

"l began it. It is not conmplete yet.

"WII the child die?

"All of Man's children die, Nogusta. It is their weakness - and their strength. There is great
power in death. Rest now, for you have one |ast test before you.'
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Nogust a opened his eyes. The glorious light of a new dawn was edgi ng over the nountains. He
groaned as he sat up. Kebra grinned at him

"Wl conme back, ny brother,' he said. There were tears in Kebra's eyes as he | eaned forward, and,
for the first time, enbraced Nogusta.

Anharat's anger had cooled now, as he sat in his tent, listening to the reports fromhis scouts.
The renegades had crossed the |ast bridge before Lem and were now less than iz mles fromthe
ruins. A five-man scouting party had attacked them but Antikas Karios had killed twd, a third
bei ng shot fromthe saddle by a bowran. 'Bring in the survivors,' ordered Anharat.

Two burly scouts entered the tent, then threw thenselves to the floor, touching their brows to the
rug at Anharat's feet.

"Up!' he commanded. The nen rose, their expressions fearful. 'Tell nme what you saw.' Both nen
began speaking at once, then glanced at one another. 'You,' said Anharat, pointing to the nan on
the left. 'Speak.'

"They were comi ng dowmn a long slope, ny lord. Antikas Karios was | eading them He was followed by
a white-haired nan, then by the queen and her servant. There was a small child, and two
youngsters. And a black man with a bandage around his chest. There was blood on it. Captain
Badayen thought we could surprise themwi th a sudden charge. So that's what we did. He was the
first to die. Antikas Karios wheel ed his horse and charged us! The captain went down, then Mlik.
Then the bowman shot an arrow through the throat of Valis. So nme and Cupta turned our horses and
gal | oped of f. W thought it best to report what we'd seen.’

Anhar at | ooked deep into the man's dark eyes. They
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bot h expected death. The Denon Lord wi shed he could oblige them But norale anong the humans was
|l ow. Most of them had friends and famly back in the tortured city of Usa, and they did not

under stand why they were pursuing a small group across a wi |l derness. Added to this Anharat had
noticed a great wariness anong his officers when they spoke to him At first it had confused him
for even while inhabiting the decayi ng body of Kalizkan, the Warnth Spell had maintained the

popul arity the sorcerer had enjoyed. The sane spell had little effect on Malikada's nmen. This, he
reasoned, at |ast, was because Ml ikada had never been popular. He was feared. This was not a

whol Iy undesirable state of affairs, but with norale suffering Anharat would gain no added support
fromthese hunmans by butchering two hapl ess scouts.

"You acted correctly,' he told the nen. 'Captain Badayen should not have charged. He should have
ri dden ahead, as ordered and held the last bridge. You are bl anel ess. Had the captain survived
woul d have hanged him Go and get sone food.'

The men stood blinking in disbelief. Then they bowed and swiftly backed fromthe tent. Anharat
gazed at his officers, sensing their relief. Wat curious creatures these humans are, he thought.



‘Leave nme now,' he told them

No-one noved. Not a nman stirred. Al stood statue still, not a flickering nuscle, not the blink of
an eyelid, As if froma great distance Anharat heard the gentle tinkling nusic of wind chinms. He
spun around to see Ensharas standing by the tent entrance. Hi s brother was wearing a sky-bl ue
robe, and a gold circlet adorned his brow It was no vision! Enmsharas was here in the flesh

A cold fury grew within Anharat, and he began to
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summon his power. 'Not wise, brother,' said Ensharas. 'You need all your strength for the
conpl etion of the Spell.

It was true. 'What do you want here?' denanded Anharat.
' Peace between us - and the salvation of our people,' said Ensharas.

"There will never be peace between you and I. You betrayed us all. | will hate you until the stars
burn out and die, and the universe returns to the dark.'

"l have never hated you, Anharat. Not now, not ever. But | ask you - as | asked you once before -
to consider your actions. The Illohir could never have won. We are few, they are many. Their
curious mnds grow with each passing generation. The secrets of magick will not be held fromthem
for ever. Wiere then shall we be? Wat nust we become, save dusty |egends fromtheir past? W
opened the gateways, you and |I. W brought the Illohir to this hostile world. W did not kill when
we were Wndborn, we did not lust after terror and death.’

Anhar at gave a derisive laugh. 'And we knew no pl easures, save those of the intellect. W knew no
j oys, Ensharas.'’

"l disagree. W saw the birthing of stars, we raced upon the cosnmic stormw nds. There was joy
there. Can you not see that we are alien to this planet? It conspires against us. The waters burn
our skin, the sunlight saps our strength. W cannot feed here, unless it be fromthe enotions of
humans. W are parasites on this world. Nothing nore.’

Emsharas stepped further into the tent, and | ooked closely at the frozen officers. 'Their dreans
are different fromours. W will never live anong them And one day they will destroy us all.’

They are weak and pitiful,' said Anharat, his hand

slowy noving towards the dagger at his belt. It would need no nagick to plunge a dagger into his
brother's heart. Then he too woul d be cast into Nowhere.

"I offer a new world for our people,' said Ensharas.
"Tell me the source of your power,' whispered Anharat, his fingers curling around the dagger hilt.

Ensharas swung to face him 'Wwy have you not already guessed it?" he countered. 'Al the clues

are there, in the failure of your search spells, and the nature of the Geat Spell itself.'
"You found a place to hide. That is all | know.'

"No, Anharat. | amnot hiding."'

"You liar! | see you standing before ne, drawi ng breath.'

"I ndeed you can. Tonight | opened a gateway, Anharat, to bring ne through to you. But where is
tonight? It is four thousand years in the past and | amwth the arny of the Three Kings, and
tonorrow you and | will fight above the battlefield. You will lose. Then | will prepare nyself for
the Great Spell. You can help nme conplete it. Qur people can have a world of their own!

"This is the world | want!' snarled Anharat, draw ng the dagger. Leaping forward he sl ashed the



bl ade at his brother. Emsharas swayed aside. Hi s form shi nmered.
And he was gone.

Bakilas sat quietly in the dark. The Illohir had no need of sleep. There was no necessity to
regenerate tissue. All was held in place by magi ck fuelled by feeding. The Lord of the Krayakin
needed no rest. He was waiting in this place only because his horse was weary.

Truth to tell he had not been surprised when his brothers had been defeated. This quest was flawed
fromthe begi nning. The priestess was right. It was no co-
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i nci dence that a descendant of Ensharas shoul d be guardi ng the baby. There was sonme grand strategy
here, whose significance was | ost on Bakil as.

What do | do now, he wondered? Were do | go?

He stood and wal ked to the brow of the hill and gazed down on the ruins of Lem He could renmenber
when this city had been like a jewel, shimering in the night with a hundred thousand |ights.

He gazed up at the stars, nanming themin his mnd, recalling the times when, fornl ess, he had
visited them In that nonent he wi shed he had never been offered the gift of flesh.

Anharat and Emsharas had brought it to the Illohir. The Twins, the gods of glory. Their power
conbi ned had created the link between wind and earth. They had been the first. Enmsharas had taken
human form while Anharat had chosen wi ngs. The Krayakin had foll owed.

Who coul d have guessed then that the gift was al so,a curse?

True the sunlight had caused great pain, and the water of the rivers had been deadly, but there
were so many other pleasures to be enjoyed, and an eternity in which to enjoy them

Until Emsharas betrayed themall.

Even now, after 4,000 years of contenplation, Bakilas could not begin to understand his reasons.
Nor what had becorme of him Were could an IlIlohir hide? Even now Bakilas could sense all his
brothers in the void of Nowhere. Ensharas had shone like the |largest star. It was imnpossible not
to know hi s whereabouts. Bakilas could feel the powerful, pulsing presence of Anharat at his canp
a few mles away. Equally, had Anharat been Wndborn, he could have felt his spirit across the
uni verse. \Were then did Emsharas dwel | ?
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One day the answer will beconme clear, he thought. One day, when the universe ends and the Illohir
die withit.

Baki | as shivered. Death. To cease to be. It was a terrifying thought. Humans could not begin to
conprehend the true fear of nortality. They lived always with the prospect of death. They
understood its inevitability. A few short seasons and they were gone. Wrse yet they tasted death
throughout their few heartbeats of existence. Every passing year brought themfresh |ines and
wrinkles, and the slow erosion of their strength. Their skin sagged, their bones dried out, until
toothl ess and senile they flopped into their graves. Wuat could they know of inmmortal fear?

Not one of the Illohir had ever known deat h.

Bakilas recalled the Great Birthing in the Com ng of Light, when the first chords of the Song of
the Universe rang out across the dark. It was a tine of discovery and harnony, a tinme of
conradeship. It was life. Sentient and curious. Everything was born at that tine, the stars and
then the planets, the oceans of lava, and finally the great seas.

There had been joys then of a different kind; the increase of know edge and awareness. But there
had been no pain, no disappointments, no tragedies. Absolute serenity had been enjoyed - endured? -
by all the Illohir. Only with the comng of the flesh did the contrasts begin. How could one know



true joy until one had tasted true despair? Contrast was everything. Wiich was why the Illohir
lusted after the Iife of form

Baki | as noved back fromthe hilltop and drew his sword. Myving silently al ongside the sleeping
horse he beheaded it with one terrible sweep of his blade. As the beast fell Bakilas tore out its
heart and held it up to the night sky, calling upon Anharat.
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The heart burst into flane.
"l amglad that you called upon ne, brother,' said the voice of Anharat. 'Ensharas has returned."’

'l do not sense him'

H's powers are great. But he is here. He seeks to prevent our destiny.'

"But why?' asked Bakilas. 'You and he are the Twins. Since time began you were One in all things.

We are One no |longer,' snapped Anharat. 'l will defeat him | will hold his spirit in the pal m of
my hand and | will torment it until the end of tine.'

Bakil as said nothing. He sensed a joy in Anharat that had been m ssing since the betrayal. He was
pl eased that Ensharas had returned! How curious! Bakilas had felt Anharat's pain, and his sense of
|l oss. H s hatred of Ensharas had beconme all consum ng. Throughout the centuries he had never given
up the hunt for his brother, sending search spell after search spell. H s hatred was al nost as
strong as his |l ove had been. A thought came to Bakilas then. Perhaps hatred and | ove were, in some
ways, the sane. Both echoed an intense need in Anharat. H s existence w thout Ensharas had been
hol | ow and enpty. Even now t he Denpon Lord dreaned only of holding his brother's spirit in his
hand. Hatred and | ove. [|ndistinguishable.

"You nust go into Lem' said Anharat. 'Hi de there until the tinme to strike! Wen the babe dies,
and ny power swells, | will find Ensharas and there will be a reckoning.'

Nayi m Pal | i nes had al ways disliked Anti kas Karios, though he had wisely kept this information to
hi msel f for several years. He had known Kara since chil dhood, and was one of the guests at her
weddi ng. He had seen
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her radiant joy, and had envied the | ook of |ove she gave her husband as the vows were made, and
the cerenoni al cord had been | ooped about their wists.

Two days | ater both were dead, the husband slain by the killer Antikas Karios, Kara dead by her
own hand. Love, Nayimknew, was far too precious to be so casually destroyed. Wen the tragedies
occurred his dislike of Antikas Karios turned to hatred.

And yet, as a colonel in the Royal Lancers he had been obliged to serve this man, to take his
orders, and to bow before him It had been hard.

But today - with the help of the Source, and the courage of the fifty nmen riding behind him- he
woul d put an end to both the hatred and the object of it. H's scouts had spotted them3 miles from
the ruins of Lem and Nayimwas | ess than half a nile behind them

Soon they would see the pursuing riders. Nayimcould picture it. The fleeing group would | ash at
their nounts in a | ast, desperate attenpt to evade capture. But their tired horses would soon be
over haul ed by the powerful nounts of the lancers. Nayi mhalf hoped that Antikas Karios woul d beg
for his life. Yet even as the thought occurred he knew it would not be so. Antikas, for all his

vil eness, was a man of courage. He would attack them all

Nayi m was no nore than a capabl e swordsnan. He woul d have to be sure to hang back when the attack
began. Wiile not afraid to die he did not wish to miss the capture of Antikas Kari os.

His sergeant, dion, rode alongside him his white cape fluttering in the breeze. There was a nud



stain upon the cape. dion was a superb horseman, and a fine soldier, but incapable of smartness,
no matter what disciplinary nmeasures were taken against him The high
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curved hel m of bronze and the cerenonial cape had been designed to add grandeur to the arnour of
the Lancers. But for dion, short, stocky, and round shoul dered, his face endl essly marked by
angry red spots, the end result was conic.

Nayi m gl anced at the man as he rode al ongsi de. Yet another boil was showi ng on the nape of Aion's
neck. 'The lads are worried, sir,' said the sergeant. 'I don't |ike the npod."'

"Are you telling ne that fifty nen are frightened of tackling one swordsman?

"It's not about them sir. In fact they'll be relieved to see a little action. No, it's not that,
sir.'
"Spit it out, man. You'll not |ose your head for it.'

"I could, sir, if you take ny neani ng?

Nayi m under st ood perfectly. His face hardened. '| do indeed. Therefore it will be better to say
nothing. Ride up to the top of the slope there and see if you can see themyet.'

"Yes, sir.' dion galloped off towards the south-east. Nayi mglanced back. H's nen were riding in
colums of twos behind him the butts of their lances resting on their stirrups. Signalling them
to continue at their present pace he flicked his heels and rode after dion

At the top of the slope he hauled in his nount, and found hinself gazing over the distant, ruined
city of Lem Said to be one of the greatest cities ever built it was now a place of ghosts and

| ost nenories. The huge walls had been eroded by tine, brought down by earthquakes, many of the
stones renoved to build houses at the far end of the valley. Wat remained of the north wall stood
before the ghost city like a row of broken teeth.

Then he saw the riders, still around a half nmle ahead. At this distance he coul d not make out
i ndi vi dual s, but
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he could see that their horses were tiring, and they were still sone way fromthe city. Once his
men caught up they would ride them down within mnutes.

"Be swift and say what you have to say,' he told Aion. 'For then we nust do our duty.

"This is all wong, sir. The nen knowit. | knowit. | nean, what happened back in the city? There
are thousands dead, by all accounts. That's where we ought to be. And why bring the whole arny
into this wilderness. There's no-one to fight, sir. So why are we here?

"We are here because we are ordered to be,' said Nayim anxious to capture the runaways.

" And what about supplies, sir? According to the quarternaster we only have enough food to bring us
to Lem What are we supposed to do then? W' ve not even been put on half rations. Cone the day
after tomorrow there'll be no food at all for three thousand nen. It's nmadness!'

"I"1l tell you what nmadness is, Aion, it is a soldier in the arny of Malikada who starts spouting
nmuti nous words.' Nayimtried to nmake the threat sound convincing, but he could not. He shared the
man's concern. 'Listen,' he said, in a nore conciliatory tone. 'W wll do our duty here, then
return the prisoners to Malikada. W saw the tracks of elk a few niles back. Once we have the
prisoners secured you can lead a unit after them Then at least we'll eat well tonight.

"Yes, sir,' said the nan, dubiously.

Nayi m cast a nervous gl ance back. The lancers were alnost within earshot. 'I take it there is
sonet hing el se? Make it quick!'



"Way is the queen running away? Malikada is her cousin. They have al ways been close, so it's said.
And why woul d a general |ike Antikas Karios be hel ping her?
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"l don't know. Perhaps we shall ask Antikas when we take him'
As the troops drew reins behind himNayimraised his arm 'Follow nme!' he shout ed.

Pi cking up the pace he cantered his nount along the old road, swiftly closing the distance between
hinself and the fleeing riders. A red-headed youngster riding the | ast horse | ooked back, then
ki cked his nmount into a run

Now t he chase was on. Nayimdrew his sabre. He could see Antikas Karios now, riding a huge bl ack
gel ding. The man swung his horse, and, for a nonment, Nayi mthought he would charge them |Instead
he gal | oped back to the rear of his group, urging themon. Nayimgently drew back on his reins,
all owi ng sonme of his nen to overtake him

The silver-haired bowran swung in the saddle, sending a shaft flashing towards him Nayi m swayed
and ducked. He heard a man cry out behind him @ ancing back he saw the arrow jutting froma
rider's shoul der.

Nayi m was anxi ous to catch the runaways before they entered the ruins, for once there Antikas and
the others could di snbunt and take cover. They would not last long, but it would cost himnen. One
of the reasons why Nayi mwas a popul ar conmmander was that he was careful with the lives of his

sol diers. No reckless charges, no seeking after glory. He was a professional soldier who al ways

t hought out his strategies.

They were closing fast now. Up ahead Anti kas Karios was now | eadi ng a second horse upon which sat
a young wonman in a blue dress. It was with sone surprise that Nayi mrecogni zed the queen. He had
al ways seen her in gowns of silk and satin, |ooking |like a goddess fromnyth. Now she was nerely a
woman on a sl ow horse.

Only around 40 yards separated them now. Antikas
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woul d have no tinme to seek cover, for they would catch himat the city walls!
Suddenly one of his nen shouted a warning. Nayi msoon saw why.

Armed nen were pouring fromthe ruins of the city, formng a deep fighting line before the broken
gates. They were Drenai soldiers, wearing full-faced helns and sporting |long, red cloaks. Hundreds
of them noving smoothly into place with the easy discipline of veterans. Nayi mcould scarce

beli eve his eyes.

The Drenai arny had been destroyed. How then could this be?

Then he realized with shock that he was chargi ng down towards them Hauling on the reins he held
up his arm Al around himhis nen slowed their nounts.

The fleeing group rode towards the fighting line, which parted snoothly before them allow ng them
access to the city.

Ordering his men to wait Nayimrode slowy forward. 'Where is your commander?' he called out.
Silence greeted his words. He scanned the line, calculating nunbers. There were close to a
thousand men in sight. It was inconceivabl e!

The line parted once nore and a tall, thin old man wal ked out to stand before him
Nayimfelt a sudden chill touch him as he gazed into the cold eyes of the Wiite WlIf.

As soon as he rode past the old city wall Conalin junped down from his horse and ran back



scranbling up a jutting stunp of stone and squatting down to watch the soldiers. They | ooked
terrifyingly inpressive in their bronze breastplates, full-faced bronze hel ns and crinmson cl oaks.
Their spears were held steady, and their shields

380

presented a strong wall between Conalin and those who had sought to kill him For the first tine
in his young life he felt utterly safe. What force on earth could penetrate such a wall of nen. He
wanted to | eap up and dance, to shout his scorn at the waiting Ventrian riders. They | ooked so
puny now. Conalin glanced up at the blue sky, and felt a cool breeze upon his face.

He was safe - and the world was beauti f ul

Pharis scranbled up to sit beside him He took her hand. 'Look at theml' he said. 'Are they not
t he nost wonderful soldiers you ever saw?

"Yes,' she agreed, 'but where did they cone fron? Wiy are they here?

"Who cares? W get to live, Pharis. We get to have that house in Drenan.' Conalin fell silent, for
the old general was talking to the Ventrian |lancer. Conalin strained to hear their words, but they
wer e speaking softly.

Nayi m di smount ed and approached Banelion, offering a respectful bow, which the old nan
acknow edged with a brief nod. 'W are instructed by the Lord Malikada to return the queen to her
pal ace,' said Nayim 'W have no quarrel with you, sir.'

' The queen and her son travel with me to Drenan,' said the Wiite Wi f. 'There she will be safe.’
"Safe? You think |I nean to do her harnf

Banel i on | ooked into the young man's eyes. 'VWat you do or do not do is entirely your own affair.
Mal i kada -or the beast who inhabits Mlikada - intends to kill the babe. This I know. This I shal
prevent.'

Nayi m was taken aback by the words, but, on reflection, was not surprised by them If Malikada
wi shed to seize the throne then he would certainly see that all rivals were put to the sword. 'Let
us assune, sir, for the sake of argument, that you are correct in your assessnent. By
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my judgenent you have | ess than a thousand nen here, and no cavalry. A half a day to the north is
the Ventrian arnmy. W are three tines your nunber. And we were trained by you, sir. You cannot
prevail .’

Banelion gave a mirthless snmile that chilled the younger man. '|I have foll owed your recent career
with interest, NayimPallines. You are an efficient, courageous and disciplined officer. Had I
remained with the army | would have secured promotion for you. But you are wong, young nan

Arm es fight best when they have something to fight for, sonething they believe in. In such

i nstances nunerical advantage is | essened considerably. Do you believe in what you are fighting
for, Nayin? Do you believe that two arnmies should fight over whether a child is put to the knife?

"l believe in doing nmy duty, sir.

'Then go back to the Beast, and prepare to die for him But do not be deceived, Nayim you are not
followi ng Malikada. Malikada is dead. A Denon Lord has possessed his body.

"Wth respect, sir, you do not expect ne to believe that?

The White Wl f shrugged. Nayi m bowed once nore and returned to his horse. 'The arny will be here
by sunset, sir. It is my hope that you will reconsider your position.' Swinging his horse he rode
back to his nen, then |l ed them north.

The Wiite WIf watched them go, then gave the order to stand down. The troops broke formati on and
laid down their spears and shields, renmoving their helnms. On the broken wall Conalin watched them



a sick sense of dread flow ng through him
ad nmen! They were all old men, grey haired or bald.
38z

Where nonments before had been an invincible force, he now saw t hem shuffling around on what he
perceived to be arthritic linbs, slowy lowering thenselves to the ground. Conalin felt betrayed
by them Pharis saw his anger and reached out to him

"What is it, Con?

He did not reply, could not reply. Enptions surged within him He junmped down fromthe wall and
wal ked to his horse. Taking it by the bridle he led it further into the ruins. There was only one
buil ding nostly intact, a huge structure built fromwhite marble, and it was here that the other
horses had been tethered. A flight of cracked steps led to a huge, arched doorway. Conalin stepped
i nside. There was an enornous chanber within, with a high domed roof, part of which had coll apsed.
Fallen stones littered the remains of the nosaic which had once decorated the entire floor. There
was no furniture here, but against the far wall were several broken benches. Light was stream ng
into the building through high, arched wi ndows. Fragnments of coloured glass still clung to sonme of
the frames.

Conal i n saw his conpanions at the far end of the chanber, sitting upon a rai sed octagonal dais.
Kebra saw him and smled. Conalin strode to where the bowran sat. They are all old nen,' he said,
bitterly.

' They were our conrades,' said Kebra. 'Mdst of them are younger than Bison.

"And Bison's dead,' snapped Conalin. Instantly he regretted it, for he saw the pain in Kebra's
eyes. 'I'msorry,' he said, swiftly. 'l didn't nean it like that. It's just . . . they |ooked so
strong when we first saw them'

"They are strong,' said Kebra. 'And they have the Wite WIf to |lead them He has never lost a
battle.'
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"W should ride on,' said the boy. 'Leave the old nen to fight.'

Kebra shook his head. 'This will be the final battle, Con. Here, in this ruined place. I wll not
run any further.'’

Conal i n sat beside the bowran, his shoulders bowed. '|I wish | had never cone with you,' he said.
‘I amglad that you did. You have taught ne a great deal.'
"I have? What could | teach you?

Kebra gave a sad smile. 'I have al ways wondered what it would be |like to have a son, a boy |I could
be proud of; someone |I could watch grow i nto manhood. You have shown me what it coul d have been
like. And you are quite right, there is no reason for you to stay here. There is nothing you can
do. Wiy not take Pharis and Sufia, and sone supplies and head off into the hills. If you head west
you will eventually reach the sea. | will give you noney. | do not have nuch, but it will help.'

The t hought of |eaving touched Conalin |like the cool breeze that follows a storm blow ng away his
anger and his fear. He and Pharis would be safe. And yet, in that nonent, it wasn't enough. 'Wy
can you not come with us? One nan won't nake a difference.'’

"These are nmy friends,' said Kebra. 'A true man does not desert his friends in time of need.’
"You think | amnot a man?' asked Conalin.

"No, no! | amsorry for the way that sounded. You will be a fine man. But you are young yet, and
war is not for ' He was going to say children, but as he | ooked into Conalin's young face he



saw the man there, waiting to be born. 'I do not want to see you hurt, Con,' he said, lanely.
"Nor | you. | think I will stay.'

Kebra cleared his throat and held out his hand.
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Conal i n | ooked enbarrassed, but he gripped it firmy. 'I amproud of you,' said Kebra.

They sat in pleasant silence for a while and Conalin gazed around the enornous building. 'Wat was
this place?" he asked.

"l don't know,' admitted Kebra. 'But it has the feel of a tenple, don't you think?

"l have never been in one,' said Conalin. Sufia was sitting on the floor close by, rubbing at the
stones with the ragged sl eeve of her dress.

"There's pictures on the floor,' she said, happily.

U nmenet ha noved to her side, kneeling down. 'They are called nosaics,' she told the child. 'They
are created with lots of col oured stones.'

"Cone | ook!' Sufia called out to Conalin. He did so. There was no way of telling what the origina
nmosai ¢ had depicted, for many of the col oured stones had been shattered by falling masonry from
the ceiling, the rest covered by the dust of centuries. There was a tiny patch of blue, and a |ine
of red. It could have been a flower, or a section of sky.

"It's very pretty,' he told her

"I shall clean it all up,' she said, with the confidence of the very young, and began to scrub at
a tiny section.

Tt will take you weeks,' he said, staring around the vast tenple.

"Weeks,' she repeated. 'That's all right." She rubbed at the stones for a few nore seconds then
sat back. T m hungry now.'

Conal i n pi cked her up, and kissed her cheek. 'Then let us find you sone food,' he said. Perching
her on his shoul ders he wal ked back out into the sunlight. Pharis was sitting on the steps. Of to
the left was a line of seven wagons. Cookfires had been |it close by, and
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the three of them noved off in search of a neal.

As they approached the cookfires an elderly soldier called out to them The man had a w cked scar
upon his face, and a bl ack patch over what had once been his right eye. Beside himwas a trestle
tabl e, stacked with pewter plates. 'You | ook in need of sonething hot and savoury,' he said.
Moving to a huge, black cooking pot he ladled thick stewinto three deep plates and handed themto
the youngsters. 'Take sonme spoons,' he said, 'but bring them back, with the plates, when you're
finished. Then |'ve some honey cakes for you.'

Conal i n thanked the man. The soup was thick and nourishing, though with too nuch salt for the
boy's liking. But he was fani shed, and consumed it with relish. The old soldier did not wait for
themto return the utensils, but came over with a plate of honey cakes. Sufia grabbed two, then
| ooked anxiously up at Conalin, waiting for a rebuke. \When none cane she happily devoured them

"Whay did you come here? Conalin asked the sol dier
"Wiite WIf brought us,' said the man.
"Yes, but why?'

"He didn't say. Just offered us twenty gold pieces a nan. Said there night be a battle.



"There will be,' said Conalin.

'Good. Wuldn't want to cone all this way for nothing,' said the soldier. Collecting the plates
and spoons he noved away. Monents |ater other soldiers began to file past the cookfires, and soon
the area was crowded. Everyone seened at ease, and many of the soldiers took tinme to speak with

t he youngsters. Conalin was confused.

'They seemto be | ooking forward to fighting,' he said to Pharis. 'l don't understand it.'
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"It is what they do,' replied the girl. "It is what they are. We should take some food back to the
gqueen.' '"Can | carry it?" asked Sufia. 'O course you can, little one.' 'I won't spill any,' she

prom sed. 'Not even a drop.'

Axi ana wat ched as four veteran soldiers erected Banelion's tent at the far end of the tenple.
Sinple furniture was carried in, a hinged bed, several canvas-backed chairs and a folding table.
Then they swept the floor inside and laid sinple rugs upon it. Not once did the nmen | ook at her

It was as if she was invisible. Wile they were working the youngsters returned. The bl onde child,
Sufia, brought her a bow of soup. She thanked her with a smile, and turned away fromthe soldiers
whi |l e she ate.

Sone di stance away Antikas Karios and Kebra were sitting beside the sleeping figure of Nogusta.
The bl ack man's wounds were healing, but his continuing weakness was a source of concern

As Axiana finished her neal the tall, slim arnoured figure of Banelion entered the tenple,

foll owed by two sol diers carrying a wooden chest. The Wiite WIf approached the queen and bowed
low. 'I am pleased to see you safe, your highness,’ he said. 'My tent is yours, and | took the
liberty of bringing some spare clothes for you.' Gesturing the nen forward he had the chest placed
on the dais before her, and opened. The first item she saw was a dress of sky blue satin. 'l do
not have an eye for fashion, your highness,' said Banelion, 'but | borrowed these froma noble
lady in Marain. It is a snmall town, and there was little to choose from'

"It was kind of you, sir, and | thank you.' U nenetha appeared al ongsi de her, taking the sleeping
baby fromthe queen's arns. Axiana reached out and stroked the
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dress. It was wonderfully soft. Then she noticed - against the clean pure satin - how dirty her
hands were. For the first time in days she felt enbarrassnent.

"There is an antechanber just beyond where the tent is placed,' said Banelion. 'There is a spring
there. Sone of nmy men have prepared a fire, and warned some water. \Wen you are ready you and your

mai dservant can refresh yourselves. | brought a small ampbunt of scented oil with me to perfune the
water.'
Bef ore Axi ana could reply another soldier entered, carrying a rough made crib, and a small, woven

mattress. Setting it beside the queen he placed the mattress within it. 'Best | could do in the
time, ny lady,' he said, with a bow U nenetha placed the babe within it. The child settled
contentedly on the mattress, his sleep undi sturbed.

The unexpected kindness left Axiana close to tears. She smiled at the soldier. 'You are nost
kind.' The man bl ushed and backed away.

The Wiite Wl f gazed down at the babe, a far-away look in his eye. Then he strai ghtened. 'There
are some clothes for an infant at the bottom of the chest,' he said.

'You seemto have thought of everything,' said Axiana. '| amnost grateful. But tell ne, howis it
that you are here in our hour of need? W are a |long way fromthe sea.'

He gl anced at U nenetha. 'First Kalizkan appeared to ne in a dream then this |ady cane. She told
me of your peril, and the threat to your son. She asked me to bring ny nen to this city. | did so



willingly. And, if it is humanly possible |I shall take you on to Drenan.

Axi ana sat quietly for a nmonent, gathering her thoughts. For the |last few days she had been like a
straw in the wind, swept along without the benefit of choice. Her life as a queen had nmeant |ess
than nothing in the
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wi | derness, and she had given birth to her child while kneeling in the nud |ike a peasant. But,
here and now, was the nonent of decision. Was she still a queen? Wuld her son live to find his
destiny. She | ooked into the pale eyes of the Wite WIf and saw the strength there, the iron wll
that had carried Skanda to a score of victories. "And if | do not wish to go to Drenan?' she said,
at | ast.

"Drenan woul d be safest,' he said.

"You swore an oath to Skanda. Do you accept his son as his rightful heir?

"I do, lady.'

"Then | ask you again, as the nother to the king, what if | do not wish to go to Drenan?

She knew this was difficult for him Continued war between the two nations was nore than |ikely.
If Axiana remamined in Ventria the Drenai would al nost certainly declare independence. |If she went
to Drenan the Ventrians would find another enmperor. At least with her and the child in Drenan the
Drenai woul d have legitimate cause to reinvade Ventria. She held to his iron gaze without
flinching. He smled. 'If not Drenan,' he said, "then | will escort you to wherever you wish to
travel . You are not ny hostage, your highness, nor my prisoner. | amyour servant, and will do
what ever you bid."'

Axiana rose. 'I will think on what you have said, general. But first | would like to bathe and | ay
asi de these garnents of travel.' He bowed and one of the soldiers stepped forward to | ead the
queen and U nenet ha towards the antechanber.

The Wiite Wl f strode to where Nogusta |lay. Antikas Karios and Kebra rose. Banelion gave Antikas a
cold I ook, then knelt beside the wounded warrior. Nogusta
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opened his eyes as Banelion took his hand. 'Am| always to rescue you, my boy?' he said, fondly.
"I't would seemso. It is good to see you, general.' Nogusta's snile faded. 'Bison didn't nmake it.

"I know. The priestess showed ne his death in a dream It was valiant, and no less than | would
have expected fromhim He was an obdurate man, and | liked himnot at all. But he had heart. |
admred that.'

Nogusta rel axed and closed his eyes. 'It is not over, general. There are three thousand Ventri ans
riding with the Denmon Lord. They think he is Mlikada.'

"I wish he was,' said Banelion, sourly. '"I'd have dearly-loved to slit his treacherous throat.'

"Afeeling | amsure he woul d have reciprocated,' said Antikas Karios. The Wiite WIf ignored him

"I amnot troubled by the nunbers of the eneny,' he told Nogusta. '|I am nore concerned that they
are being duped. U nenetha tells nme that if the Denon Lord is successful the soldiers riding with
himwill - Iike Mlikada - be possessed and destroyed. It is bad enough having to kill nmen in a

good cause. But those Ventrians are going to die for the wong reasons."'
' Good of you to concern yourself,' said Antikas, his words edged with sarcasm

Once again Banelion ignored him 'Rest now," he told Nogusta. 'Regain your strength. I will do all
that needs to be done.' Then he rose and his pale eyes rested, for a nonent, on Antikas. 'l
wat ched you fight al ongsi de Dagorian on the bridge,' he said. 'l loved that boy, and it was good



of you to say that prayer for him | amnot a religious nman, but | would like to think that a
light did appear for him and lead himto your palace.' Wthout waiting for a response he strode
away, calling his soldiers after him
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'He hates ne, yet he praises ne,' whispered Antikas. 'Truly he is a strange nman.'

' Maybe he does, naybe he doesn't,’' said Kebra. 'One rarely knows what the Wiite Wbl f is thinking.
That's what nmakes himthe best. There's never been a general like him'

"You think he genuinely cares about what happens to the Ventrian troops?
"Ch yes,' Kebra told him 'He does not revel in slaughter. There is no battle nmadness in him'

Anti kas | ooked down. Nogusta was sl eeping again. He knelt beside the black nan and | ooked cl osely
at his face. A thin sheen of sweat |ay upon the skin, and snow white bristles were showing on his
shaven head. 'It is easy to forget howold he is,' said Antikas, with a sigh. He | ooked up and
smiled at Kebra. 'l watched himfight Cerez, and | marvelled at his skill. | thought himto be
around forty years of age. Had | known he was this old | would have bent ny knee to him

d anci ng down once nore he saw the talisman on Nogusta's chest begin to glow, the silver noon in
the gol den hand, shining like a tiny lantern.

"What does that nean?' asked Antikas.
"Evil is near,' said Kebra, lifting his hand and nmaki ng the sign of the Protective Horn.

The Wiite Wl f stood outside the ruins and once nore cast his eyes over the | andscape. There was a
line of hills to the left and right, thinly covered by trees and brush, but the ground was fl at
and uncluttered between the hills. The Ventrian arnmy was mainly cavalry, and he pictured al
possible lines of attack

He gl anced back at the ruins. They could, of course, decline a pitched battle here, and nove
around t he ruins,
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coming at himfromall sides, but he thought this unlikely. Cavalry could not operate effectively
in the ruins thenselves, and by spreading thenselves thin they would hand the advantage to the

Drenai foot soldiers. No, the best chance of victory for the eneny lay in a direct frontal
assault, seeking to sunder the line and scatter the defenders.

Banel i on sunmoned his officers to him and began to give out orders. They listened w thout
conment, then noved back to their men

The sun was sinking towards the mountain peaks, and there was perhaps an hour before dusk
U nenet ha wal ked out to stand al ongside the old man. 'How i s Nogusta?' he asked.
"Alittle better, | think.

"CGood. It is bad enough that Dagorian had to die. | dearly want Nogusta to survive.'

"Did you nean what you said to the queen?' she asked him her frank blue eyes nmeeting his iron
gaze.

"I always nmean what | say,' he told her. 'I think she would be safer in Drenan, but | am her
servant, and it is not for me to gainsay her wi shes.'

"But you do foresee problenms if she decides to remain in Ventria?

"OFf course. The Drenai nobles will either elect a new king, or declare for a new republic. As for



the Ventrians - will they accept Skanda's heir, without an army to back his clain? | doubt it.' He
raised his armand gestured to the surrounding |and. 'But then the mountains will still be here,
and the rivers will run to the sea. It does not nmatter to Nature who rul es or who di es. However,
these are problens for another day.'

"I ndeed they are,' she agreed. '|I have not thanked you
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for coming to our aid. | do so now M gratitude is nore than nmy words can convey.'

"You needn't thank ne, lady. Al ny life has been occupied by thoughts of duty and responsibility.
I amtoo old to change now.'

"Even so you have pl edged nost of your fortune to the nen who now foll ow you. Not nany woul d have
done that."'

"l think you would be surprised at how many woul d do exactly that. It has becone fashionable to
believe that all actions have a cynical base. That's what cones of believing the lies of
politicians. | have lived Iong, U nenetha, and | have seen nuch. There is anbng nmany people a
desire to help others. Perhaps it is this which binds us all together. Dagorian and Bi son gave
their lives to protect the nother and child. They did it willingly, with no thought of profit.'

"You say that, and yet your men have followed you here for the prom se of gold. Is this not at
odds with your philosophy?

"Not at all. | offered themthe gold because a soldier is worth his pay. But had | been pennil ess
and asked themto follow nme, nost would have. Now |l et us speak of nore pressing matters. | have
seen your magi ck, but not your power. |Is there any way in which you m ght help us tonight?

"I cannot kill,' she explained. 'Land nmagick is of a healing nature. If |I drewfire fromthe |and
and used it against the Ventrians the power would vanish fromne instantly.

"I was not thinking about using it against a human foe,' he said.

"There is nothing | can do to hurt Anharat. He is too powerful.
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Banelion fell silent, staring out once nore over the battleground. 'There is no doubt that we can
wi thstand their charges,' he said. 'They will inpale thenselves on our spears, seeking to break
through. They will not succeed. But | would like to avoid unnecessary casualties.'

"I do not see how that can be achieved,' she admtted.
"I think I do," he told her, '"but I do not know whether your power can achieve it.'

Nogust a awoke just before dusk. His nouth was dry and his left shoul der throbbed with pain. He

wi nced as he sat up. The interior of the tenple was gloony now, save for two |anterns which burned
in atent by the far wall. Nogusta pushed hinself to his feet, and, for a noment, felt |ight
headed and di zzy. Twenty feet away Conalin was sitting on some rubble, drinking water froma
pottery cup. Nogusta called himover

The bl ack man sat down as the boy noved alongside. '|I want you to take Bison's sword,' he said.
1 \N]y?l
"I'f the eneny breaks through then we will be the last |ine of defence.'’

Conal in gazed up at the black warrior, noting his weakness. 'I'll get you sone water,' he said
The boy ran off to the antechanber and returned with a full cup of cool, clear water. Nogusta
drank gratefully. Then he handed Conalin the scabbarded short sword. The boy flipped the belt
around his waist, but it was too big. Using his dagger Nogusta nmade a new hol e and shortened the
sword belt. Conalin buckled it into place.



"Draw it,' said Nogusta. The boy did so.

"It is heavier than | thought,' said Conalin.
"Remenber it is a stabbing blade, not a cleaver. Wen
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your eneny is close thrust towards the heart. Let ne see you practise.' Conalin made severa
clumsy lunges. 'That's good,' said Nogusta. 'W'll neke a fine swordsman of you, given tine. But
thrust off your lead foot. That will put your body wei ght behind the novenent.'

Conalin grinned, and tried again. This tine the thrust was snooth and swift. He | ooked at Nogust a.
"Your talisman is glowi ng,' he said.

"I know.'

Pharis and Sufia ran in to the doorway of the tenple. 'They're here! So many!' shouted Pharis.
They ran back out si de.

Conalin went to join them but Nogusta called himback. 'l want you to wait with ne,' he said,
softly.

"l just wanted to see them

"It is inportant that you stay.' Nogusta turned away fromthe boy and clinbed to the octagona
dai s, then sat back upon the stone altar placed there. 'This is one of the ol dest buil dings
anywhere in the world. Mdst of the city was built after it. Like the palace back in Usa it was
said to have been erected in a single night by a giant. | don't believe it, of course, but it is a
pretty tale when heard in full.' He took a deep breath. 'This wound is bothersone,' he said.

"Way do you not want to see the battle?'" asked Conalin, stepping up to the dais. 'Antikas, Kebra
and U nmenetha are all there. Why should we not go?

"l have seen battles, Conalin. | had hoped never to see another. Kebra tells nme you want to work
with horses. Is that right?

'Yes, | do.'

"It is ny plan to return to the northern nountains of Drenan and find the descendants of the herds
my father raised. | will rebuild our house. It was set in a beautifu
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|l ocation. My wife loved it there, especially in spring, when the fruit trees were in blossom'
"Did she die?

"Yes, she died. All ny famly died. | amthe last of nmy line." He could see that the boy was
anxious to | eave, and decided to distract him 'Wuld you like to see sone magi ck?' he asked.

"Yes.'

Carefully Nogusta lifted the talisman fromaround his neck and |ooped it over the boy's head. It
settled neatly into place around his neck. 'Were is the magi ck?' said the boy.

Nogusta was surprised, but did not showit. Pharis and the child had returned | ooking for Conalin.
He called themover. '"Try to place it around Sufia's neck,' he said. Conalin lifted the talisman
clear, but when he tried to put it on the child he found that the gol den chain was too short by
several inches.

"l don't understand,' he said.

"Put it back on ne,' said Nogusta. The boy stepped forward, and found, to his amazenment, that it



was still too short. "It is yours now,' said the warrior. 'It has chosen you.' Softly he spoke the
words his father had used. 'A nman greater than kings wore this charmand while you wear it make
sure that your deeds are al ways nobl e.

"How do | do that?' asked Conalin

" A good question. Follow your heart. Listen to what it tells you. Do not steal or lie, do not
speak or act with nalice or hatred.'

"I ' will try,' pronised the boy.

"And you will succeed, for you are chosen. This talismn has been in ny fanmly for many
generations. Always it chooses its owner. One day, when your sons are near
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grown you will play the magi ck ganme, and you will see it choose again.'

"Way didn't you keep it?" asked Conalin. 'You are still young enough to sire sons. You could take
awfe.'

"It is done,' said Nogusta. 'And | am pleased. You are a fine lad, brave and intelligent. If you
wi sh to cone back to Drenan with me we will build the house together. Then we can hunt the
hor ses. '

"WIIl Kebra cone too?
"l hope that he will.'

From out si de cane the sound of war horns blaring. Axiana energed fromher tent, wearing a
shi mering dress of blue satin. Her dark hair was drawn up, and a string of pearls had been
brai ded there. Pharis gasped to see her. The queen approached Nogusta. She was hol di ng the
sl eepi ng babe cl ose to her chest.

"If | amto die,' she said, 'l shall die looking |ike a queen.

Conalin felt heat upon his chest. The talismn was glowing with a bright light now A sudden
vision cane to him A man in black arnour noving through the ruins.

"What did you see?" asked Nogusta.

The | ast of the Krayakin is coming,' said Conalin.
"He will soon be here,' said the warrior

"You knew?'

It was the last of ny visions. You now have the gift. Use it wsely.'

You cannot beat him You are wounded and weak.'

"Agreat evil is conming,' said Nogusta. 'You will need all your courage. Never |ose heart. You
hear ne, boy? Never |ose heart!'’
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The Ventrian cavalry appeared on the hills on either side, lancers in their white cl oaks and
curved bronze helnms, light cavalry with w cker shields and wooden spears, mounted archers in
garish red shirts, and heavily arnoured swordsnmen in black cloaks and breastpl ates of burni shed
bronze.

The Drenai soldiers waited. Not a man noved. They stood silently their spears pointing towards the
sky, their long, rectangular shields held to their sides.

The Wiite WIf glanced to left and right, and felt a surge of pride in the fighting nen who stood



ready. The sun was di pping | ow now, the sky golden, the nountains crowned with fire. At the centre
of the Ventrians cane Anharat-Mlikada, riding a white stallion. He raised his arm ready to order
the attack

"Prepare!' bellowed the Wite Wil f. A thousand shields swept up, and a thousand spears dropped
down to face the eneny. The novenent was perfectly coordi nated

The Ventrians rode slowly down fromthe hills, creating a fighting wedge.
Anharat galloped his horse to the front of the line, then drew rein.

From t he hi ghest point of the ruined wall U nenetha watched him Her concentration grew as she
sumoned the power of the land, feeling it swell inside her. Her body began to shake, and she felt
her heart beating faster and faster. Still the power flowed into her. Pain, terrible pain burst in
her head and she cried out. But even through the pain she continued to draw on the power of the
earth. Tears flowed, and her vision misted. Raising her arns she released the fire of halignat.

A huge ball of white flane flew from her hands screechi ng above the Drenai defenders, and passing
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through the Ventrian riders. Not one of themwas harmed, though their horses reared in panic. The
bl azi ng hal i gnat swept on, curling around Anharat, swelling into a white globe that hid himfrom
his army. Slowy the halignat faded away. Anharat's horse was unharmed, and the Denon Lord | aughed
al oud.

T amsafe,' he told the officers around him 'Attack now, and kill themall!'

But no-one noved. Anharat |ooked at the closest man. His eyes were wide, and he was staring in
horror. "What is it, man?' he said. He | ooked at the others. They were all staring at him Severa
made the sign of the Protective Horn.

Then he saw the Wiite Wl f wal king towards him Antikas Karios was beside him and the silver-
hai red bowran, Kebra. 'There is the eneny!' he shouted, lifting his armto point at the three
warriors. Only then did he see what had terrified his nmen. The flesh of his hand was grey and
rotting. The halignat had burned away the spell, and the body of Malikada was decaying fast.

"He is not Malikada,' he heard Antikas shout. 'He is a denon. Look at him'
Al'l around Anharat riders were pulling away.
The sun fell behind the nountains, and the noon shone in the darkening sky.

Anhar at suddenly | aughed, and spread his dead arns wi de. The body of Mlikada burst open, the
clothes ripping and falling away. The head fell back, then split fromthe browto the chin, and
bl ack snoke billowed up into the night sky. Slowy it solidified, formng two wi de bl ack wi ngs
around a powerful body. The wi ngs began to beat, and the grotesque beast flew above the waiting
arm es.

Kebra reacted first, notching an arrow to his bow, and
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sending a shaft flashing into the sky. It pierced Anharat's side, but did not stop his flight.
He flew on over the ruined walls towards the ancient tenple.

Anti kas Karios ran to the nearest horseman and dragged himto the ground. Then he vaulted into the
saddl e and kicked the horse into a run. He thundered through the Drenai line and into the ghost
city. The winged beast hovered above the tenple.

Hi s tal oned hand gestured towards the ground. Red fire leapt up, flanes zo feet high encircling
the building. Antikas Karios tried to ride through them but the horse reared and turned away.
Anti kas leapt to the ground and tried to run through the flanmes. H's shirt caught fire and he fel



back, hurling hinself to the ground and rolling through the dirt. Two soldiers ran to him
covering himwth their cloaks and beating out the flanes.

Anti kas gl anced up and saw the wi nged denon | and upon a hi gh wi ndow and di sappear into the tenple.

Nogusta stood on the dais and gazed around the tenple. Sonme 30 feet to his left was the queen's
tent, and beyond that the entrance to the antechanber. Two hundred feet ahead of himwere the nmain
doors. He glanced up at the high, arched wi ndow above the doors. From here woul d corme the w nged
terror.

The queen energed from her tent. Nogusta smiled at her. Carrying the babe she wal ked to the dais.
There was in her novement now a renewed pride and strength, and her bearing was once nore regal
Nogust a bowed.

"I thank you for your service to me,' she said. 'And | apol ogi ze for any apparent |ack of
gratitude upon the journey.'

"Stay close to the dais, your highness,' he told her. The
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| ast hour is upon us.' Pharis and Sufia were sitting close by. Nogusta ordered themto nove to the
far wall.

"Wiere do you want ne?' asked Conalin.
"Stand before the queen. The beast will conme fromthat high w ndow. '
Conalin | ooked up fearfully, but then strode to the dais and took up his position

Nogusta drew the Storm Sword and stepped fromthe dais. At that nonent a figure in black arnour
moved fromthe shadows behind the queen's tent. He too held a sword.

"W neet at last,' said Bakilas, renoving his helm 'I conmend your bravery.'

Nogust a swayed, and reached out to steady hinself. He took a deep breath, and his vision swam
"You are sick, human,' said Bakilas. 'Stand aside. | have no wish to kill you.'

Nogusta's vision cleared. He wiped the sweat fromhis eyes. 'Then | eave,' he said.

"l cannot do that. My Lord Anharat requires a sacrifice.'

"And | amhere to prevent it,' said Nogusta. 'So, cone forward and die.'

Beat en back by the pillars of flane surrounding the building Antikas Karios stood with the Wite
Wl f and his nmen. U nenetha ran to stand al ongside them 'Is there nothing your magi ck can do?
hi ssed Anti kas.

"Not hi ng," she said, her voice echoing her despair, Antikas swore, then ran for the horses.
Starfire was still saddl ed and the warrior heel ed hi mback towards the tenple. The Wite WIf
stepped into his path and grabbed the bridle.

"No horse will run into those flanes - and even if it
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did, both horse and rider would be burned to a cinder.'

"Get out of ny way!'

"Wait!' shouted U nenetha. 'Fetch water. There may yet be sonething we can do.'

Several soldiers ran and coll ected buckets of water. Under U nenetha's direction they doused the
gel ding. Antikas pulled off his cloak, and this too was drenched. The priestess reached up and



took hold of Antikas's hand. 'Listen to nme. | shall lower the tenperature around you, but | will
not be able to hold the spell for long. You must ride through at full gallop. Even then . . .' her
words tailed away.

"Do what you can,' he said, drawi ng his sword.
"The horse will swerve and throw you into the flames!' said Banelion

Anti kas grinned. 'Nogusta told ne he would ride through the fires of Hell. Now we will see.'
Tuggi ng on the reins he rode the giant gelding back 50 yards, then swung again to face the flanes.
Swirling his dripping cloak around his shoulders he waited for U nenetha's signal

She gestured towards him and he felt a terrible chill sweep over him Wth a loud battle cry he
kicked Starfire into a run. The gel ding powered forward, his steel shod hooves striking sparks
fromthe stone.

Sol di ers scattered ahead of him Antikas continued to shout his battle cries as Starfire reached
full gallop. As they cane closer to the pillars of fire he felt the horse begin to slow. 'On Geat
Heart!' he shouted. ' On!

The gel ding responded to his call
And the flames engul fed them

Baki | as was about to attack when suddenly flames burst around the tenple, and a fierce gl ow shone
t hrough t he
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wi ndows bathing the tenple in crimson light. Then canme the beating of giant w ngs and Nogusta saw
the nonstrous form of Anharat glide down from an upper w ndow. The wi ngs beat furiously as his
huge form descended, and a great wi nd bl ew across the tenple sending up a dust storm and exposing
the nobsaic at the centre of the floor. It was a surreal sight, for the exposed npsaic depicted a
wi nged creature, with long talons, and bl ood-red eyes - the mirror inmage of the creature now
hovering above it.

Conal in stood on the dais, the queen and her babe behind him The boy wanted to run, but in that
monent renmenbered the bravery of Dagorian and the courage of Bison. He drew his sword and stood
his ground, tiny against the nonstrous creature before him The beast's tal ons scrabbled on the
nosai ¢ floor and his wings stretched out a full 20 feet in both directions. He gazed at Conalin
through bl ood-red eyes. "It is fitting that | find you all in ny owmn tenple,' he said. He | ooked
beyond the boy, his gaze fixing on Axiana. 'Your work is done, ny queen,' he said. 'You have
delivered salvation for my people.'

Nogusta was about to attack the beast, but felt a cold blade against his throat. Bakil as spoke.
"You have done all that you can, human. And | respect you for it. Lay down your sword.' Nogusta's
bl ade fl ashed up, knocking away the Krayakin's sword. He |unged at the bl ack-arnoured warrior, but
Baki | as si destepped and parried the Storm Sword, sending a riposte that slamed into Nogusta's
ribs. As the bl ade plunged hone, and terrible pain tore through him Nogusta reached out and
grabbed Bakilas's sword arm Then, with the last of his strength he ranmed his own bl ade into
Bakilas's belly. The Krayakin cried out, then fell back, pulling Nogusta
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with him They both fell to the ground. Nogusta struggled to rise, but his legs failed him and he
sl unmped down. Bakilas reared over him dragging his sword clear of Nogusta's body. Then he rose
unsteadi ly and advanced towards the dais.

Anhar at noved towards Conalin, who stood on the dais, holding Bison's sword before him
"You have only nmonents to live, child,' said Anharat. 'I shall tear out your heart.'

He started to nove, when suddenly there came the sound of distant chines. Dust nmotes hung in the
air, and the boy stood unblinking before him



Time stood still and the shining figure of Emsharas appeared on the dais, next to the statue-stil
gqueen and the frozen, arnoured figure of Bakil as.

"You are in tinme to see ny victory, brother,' said Anharat.
"Indeed | am brother. And tell me what you will achieve?
"I will undo your spell, and the Illohir will wal k upon the earth.'

"And they will be consigned to the void, one by one. It may take centuries, but in the end you
will all be returned to the place that is Nowhere,' said Ensharas.

"And where will you be?" roared Anharat. 'Wat place of pleasure have you found that you have not
shared wi th your people?

"You still do not see, Anharat,' said Ensharas, sadly. 'Do you truly not know what becane of ne?
Think, my brother. Wiat could prevent you finding ne? W are twin souls. Since the dawn of tinme we
have been together. Wiere could I go that you could not feel ny soul ?'

‘"l have no tine for riddles,' said Anharat. 'Tell me, and then be gone!’
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"Death,' said Ensharas. 'Wen | cast the Great Spell in that tonorrow that is al ready four
t housand years past, | shall power it with my life force. | shall die. Indeed, in this tine | am

al ready dead. That is why you could not find ne. Wiy you will never find ne. Fromtonorrow | wll
no | onger exist!'

' Dead?' echoed Anharat. 'That is inpossible. W cannot die!’

"But we can,' said Ensharas. 'We can surrender our souls to the universe. And when we do so the
power we release is colossal. It was that power which dragged the Illohir fromthe surface of this
pl anet and held themin the linbo that is Nowhere. But it was only the first step, Anharat. Not
even ny death could propel our people to the world | found, a world where we can take form and
eat and drink, and know the joy of true life.'

"No,"' said Anharat, 'you cannot be dead! | will not have it. I ... | will not believe it!"’

‘I do not lie, brother. You know that. But it was the only way | could think of to save our
peopl e, and give thema chance of life in the pleasure of the flesh. | did not want to | eave you,
Anharat. You and | were a part of each other. Together we were One.'

"Aye, we were!' shouted Anharat. 'But now | do not need you. Go then and die! And | eave ne to ny
victory! | hate you, brother, nmore than anything under the stars!'’

The shining figure of Ensharas seenmed to fade under the power of Anharat's rage, and his voice
when he spoke again was distant. 'l amsorry that you hate me, for | have always | oved you. And I
know how rmuch you want to thwart me, but think on this: Wth all the power you have anassed what
have you achi eved? The Krayakin are returned to the void, the gogarin is dead, and an arny awaits
you outside the tenple. Once you
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have killed the child you will need all your power to draw back the Illohir. After that you wll
be nmerely a sorcerer. The army will kill you, and all across the world nmankind will unite against

our people. But you will have thwarted me. You will have nade ny death usel ess and unnecessary. It
will be your final victory.'

"Then that will be enough for ne!' roared Anharat.

"WIl it? asked Ensharas. 'Qur people have two destinies, and both are in your hands, ny brother
They can pass to a world of light, or they can return to the void. The choice is yours. My death
al one could not conplete the spell. But yours will. If you choose to be the third king to die then



our people shall know joy. But whatever your choice | shall not remain to see it. W will never
speak agai n. Goodbye, ny tw n!’

Enmshar as stepped back and vani shed. Anharat stood very still, and a great enptiness engulfed him
He realized in that nmonent what Bakilas had sensed the day before. Hs hatred of Emsharas was

al nost identical to his love. Wthout Ensharas there was nothing. There never had been. Throughout
the | ast four thousand years thoughts of Ensharas, and the revenge he woul d know, had filled his
m nd. But he had never desired his brother's death. Not to lose himfor all tine.

‘"I love you too, ny brother,' he said. He | ooked around the tenple, and saw that the hunans were

still frozen. Against the wall a young girl had her arns around a child, and upon the dais a

t eenage boy stood hol ding a sword. Behind himthe queen had turned away, shielding her baby with

her body. Bakilas was close by, his sword raised. The black warrior was |ying sprawl ed beside the
dai s, his blood pooling on the nosaic floor

Anhar at blinked and renenbered the journeys upon
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the cosmi c winds, when he and Ensharas had been as one, twin souls, inseparable.

To die? The thought filled himwth terror. To lose eternity? And yet what joy would there be in
imortality now?

Then the music of the chinmes began to fade, and the hunans started to nove.

Conal in watched the beast as it |anded on the nosaic floor. 'You have only nmonents to live,
child,' said Anharat. 'I shall tear out your heart.' The beast seenmed to flicker for a nonment,
then it nmoved slowy forward, towering above the boy. Suddenly it dropped down, arns outstretched,
its huge dark head | unging forward. Conalin |eapt, plunging the sword deep into the thick, black
neck. The tal ons swept down and settled over Conalin's shoulder. But they did not pierce the skin.
Gently the beast pushed Conalin aside. Creamcol oured ichor spilled fromthe wound as the sword
was torn free. Anharat dragged hinself up onto the dais. Conalin hacked at his back, the bl ade

sl ashi ng open the skin. The denmon crawl ed past the queen and haul ed hinself up onto the altar

Twi sting he spread his wings and | ay back. Conalin junped up and holding his sword with both hands
drove it down into Anharat's chest. The boy stared down into the denon's eyes. Only then did he
realize that the creature had nade no nove to attack him

Confused, Conalin released the sword. Anharat's taloned fingers curled round the hilt. But he made
no attenpt to draw it forth

"Ensharas!' whi spered the denon

A bl ack shadow noved al ongsi de Conalin. He swung to see the arnoured kni ght novi ng towards the
queen.
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"No!" he shouted. Wth no weapon he sprang at the knight. A mailed fist hit himw th a back handed
bl ow that spun himfromhis feet.

Bakil as struggled on, the Storm Sword still thrust deep in his belly. dinging to life he raised
his bl ade. Axiana backed away. 'Do not harmny son,' she pleaded. Twenty feet away Nogusta pushed
hinself to his knees and drew a knife. H's arm snapped forward. The bl ade flashed through the air,
pl ungi ng deep into Bakilas's |left eye. The Krayakin staggered back, then dragged the knife clear
hurling it to the floor. Nogusta tried to draw another. Then he passed out.

The sound of galloping hoofs filled the air. Bakilas turned to see a horseman with a cloak of fire
beari ng down upon him Desperately he swung towards the queen and rmade one | ast attenpt to reach
her. Antikas Karios lifted the Storm Sword high and threw it with all his strength. The bl ade
scythed through the air and sl amed through Bakil as's neck. The Krayakin crunpled and fell across
t he body of Anharat.



Casting aside the blazing cloak Antikas leapt from Starfire. The horse's mane was afl anme and the
warrior snmothered the fire with his hands. The gel ding was burned across the | ower body, and his

| egs were blistered and bl eeding. Antikas hinself had injuries to his arns and hands, and the skin
over his cheek bone showed a vivid red burn

Upon the dais Anharat's body began to glowwith a brilliant, blinding Iight which filled the
tenple. Tenporarily blinded Antikas fell to his knees, his hands over his face.

Behi nd hi m he could hear the pounding of feet, and guessed the pillars of fire had vani shed.
Hands grabbed him hauling himupright. He opened
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his eyes. At first he could see only vague shapes. But then he saw the face of the Wite WIf swim
into focus.

"That was a fine ride,' said Banelion. Antikas gazed upon the altar. There was no sign now of the
Denmon Lord, nor of the dead Krayakin. Both had vani shed.

Conalin ran to where Nogusta |lay, and knelt down beside him 'I killed it,' he said. 'l killed the
beast !’

Nogusta gave a weak smle. '"You did well, ny friend. | ... amproud of you.' He took the boy's
hand and lifted it to the talisman. "What ... do ... you see?' he asked, his voice weak and

fadi ng.

Conalin closed his eyes. '|I see a strange land, with purple nmountains. The Krayakin are there.

They are bewi | dered."
"What . . . el se?
'l see a woman. She is tall and bl ack and beautiful .’

Nogusta | eaned against the boy. 'I... see her too,' he said. Kebra ran forward and threw hi nsel f
down by Nogusta's side.

"Don't you dare die on ne!' he said.

Nogusta rel eased Conalin's hand and gripped Kebra's arm 'No . . . choice,' he whispered. 'Take
Starfire . .. back to the nountains.

"U nenetha!' shout ed Kebra.

"I am here,' she said. Conalin noved back and all owed the priestess to kneel beside the dying man.
"You can heal him' said Kebra. 'Lay your hands on him'

"1 cannot heal him' she said. 'Not now'

Kebra | ooked down into Nogusta's dead eyes. 'Oh no,' he said. 'You can't |leave ne like thisl!
Nogusta!' Tears fell to his cheeks. 'Nogusta!' U nenetha |eaned over and cl osed the bright blue
eyes. Kebra hugged the body to him cradling the head. U nenetha noved back, and, as
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Conalin tried to reach Kebra she took hold of his armand drew hi m anay.

'Leave themtogether for a little while,' she said.

"l just wanted to tell himwhat | saw. He found his wife. On a world with two noons.'

"I know.' U nenetha wal ked to where Starfire was standi ng. The horse was shivering, and in great
pai n. She stroked his neck, then went to work on his wounds, healing the blisters and the burns.
The worst of the wounds was in his right eye, which was al nost blinded. But this too she heal ed.



Anti kas approached her. '"He is a great horse,' he said. 'Nogusta was right.'

"Let ne heal your burns,' she said, reaching up towards his blistered face. He shook his head.

"I will carry the pain. It will remind ne of what we | ost here today.'

She sniled up at him 'That sounds dangerously like humlity, Antikas Karios.'

He nodded. 'Yes it does. How depressing. Do you think it will wear off?

"l hope not,' she told him

"I will see that it does not,' he said. Ofering her a bow he turned and wal ked back to the queen.

The Wiite WIf stood silently gazing down at Kebra and Nogusta, his expression unreadable. Then he
moved to the queen's side. 'Wiere would you like to go, highness? he asked, his voice weary.

"Back to Usa,' she said. '"And | would |ike you and your nmen to help ne restore order in the city,
and bring peace to the land. WII you do this for me, Banelion?

"I will, highness.'

St eppi ng forward she sunmoned Anti kas Karios. He
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bowed deeply. '"WIIl you swear allegiance to me, and prom se to defend the rights of ny son?'
"Wth nmy life," he told her.

"Then you will take command of the Ventrian arny.'

Lastly she called Conalin to her. "What is it | can do for you?' she asked. "Name it and it is
yours.'

"Kebra and | are going to Drenan,' he said. "W are going to find Nogusta's horses and rebuild his
house. "'

"l shall see you have gold for the journey,' she said. Conalin bowed then wal ked to where Pharis
was sitting with Sufia.

"WII you cone with ne to Drenan?' he asked them Pharis took his hand.
"Wiere you are | will be,' she said. 'Al ways.'
"And ne! And ne!' said Sufia.

Kebra wal ked out into the night, grief overwhelm ng him U nmenetha stepped out of the shadows and
took his arm 'He knew he was to die,' she said. 'He sawit. But he saw something el se, sonething
incredible. He wanted me to tell you. He was descended from Enmsharas, and that neant he was part

Illohir. As was Ushuru, for they were cousins. He saw hinself walking with her in a strange | and,
under a violet sky. The Krayakin were there, and Dryads and Fauns and many other Illohir. | think
he saw it as sonme kind of paradise.'

Kebra said nothing, and gazed up at the bright stars. 'I know the pain you are feeling,' said
U nenetha. '|I too have lost |oved ones. But the three of you saved us all. None of you will ever
be forgotten.'

Kebra turned on her. 'Do you think | care about fane? They were ny famly. | loved them | feel
their loss as if soneone has cut themfromne. | wish | had died with them'

U nenet ha was silent for a nonent. Conalin cane out
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of the tenple, holding hands with Pharis and little Sufia. The child broke away and ran to Kebra,
who was weepi ng once nore. She reached up and took his hand.

"Don't be sad,' she said. 'Please don't be sad.' Then she too began to cry. Kebra dropped down
besi de her.

"Sonetines,' he said, 'it is good to be sad.' He brushed her blond hair back from her eyes.
Conal in cane al ongside himand laid a hand on his shoul der

"You are not alone, Kebra,' said U nenetha. 'You have a famly to raise. Conalin and Pharis and
Sufia. And | shall cone with you for a while, for | have an urge to run over nountain trails and
see the wild flowers grow.'

"W will find Nogusta's horses,' said Conalin. "And we will rebuild his house.'
Kebra smiled. 'He would like that.'

THE END
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