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pr ol ogue

The Eve of the Dead. The winter solstice. The |Iongest night of the
year. It was a fitting night to nourn. Aedan Dosiere, Lord Hi gh
Chanberl ain of the Cerilian Enpire of Anuire, stood at the arched w ndow
of his tower study in the Inperial Cairn, |ooking out across the bay at
the flickering lights of the city. The pal ace stood upon a rocky island
in the center of the bay, at the mouth of the River Mesil

The city of Anuire lay spread out before himon either bank and spilling
over into the bay itself, across dozens of small islands connected by a
web of causeways and bri dges.

Toni ght, every window in the city was illum nated with the gl ow of
candl es that would burn until dawn.

It was like |ooking at the dying enbers of a gigantic canpfire, spread
out across the bay and rising on the hillsides of the banks. A dying
flame. An appropriate if rather nmaudlin netaphor, thought Aedan. He
sighed. The weight of his years rested heavily upon him He was weary
and wanted very nuch to sleep

But not tonight. Only the dead slept on this night.

Each year on the Eve of the Dead, the people of Anuire would lock their
doors and light their altar candles, fasting and keeping vigil unti
dawn, for the constellation of their god had vani shed fromthe sky.

On this cold, forsaken night, when the Crown of G ory slipped beneath
the southern horizon and Haelyn's Star |ay hidden, the Shadow World drew
om nously near. And this year, for the first time since the old gods
died, the Iron Throne stood enpty. The enpire crunbles, Aedan thought.
The dream has died. And so he nourned, for what was, and what m ght
have been.

Wiy is it, he wondered, that we never think of growi ng old? Wen we are
young, we feel imortal

Death is merely sonmething to be chall enged, never feared. But one can
only challenge death so many tines. Depending on his noods, of course.

Death was an indifferent ganbler. Sonetines, he all owed but one throw
of the dice. And sonetinmes many He was content to let the dice fall as
they may, because no matter how the gane progressed, in the end, he
woul d al ways be the only one left standing at the table.

Toni ght, Aedan Dosiere felt very nortal. He had seen many others die,
nmore than his share, their lives snuffed out in battle or by disease or
age or bl oodtheft, and now he felt the spark of his own life gut a
tering like the candles on his altar and his witing desk. Death stood
across the table, smling with anticipation. Not tonight, thought
Aedan. And probably not tonorrow, or next nonth, and perhaps not even
this year. But soon. The Reaper was a patient player, and Aedan was
growi ng weary of the gane

At the next autummal equinox, celebrated in the Anuirean Book of Days as



the Veneration of the Sleeping, he would be sixty-nine years ol d.

It was appropriate that he shoul d have been born on such a day, though
he had never truly understood that until now. There was much that he
had never fully understood until now, for all the good it did him If
yout h was wasted on the young, he thought, then wi sdom was squandered on
the aged, for they could no longer profit by it. They could but lecture
youth in their frustration, who, being young, would never hsten. M chael
was |ike that. He had been born on the Night of Fire, during the sunmer
sol stice, which was al ways marked by a shower of falling stars. And
that, too, was appropriate.

A shooting star, thought Aedan. Yes, that was M chael Roele. He had
burned brightly fromthe very start, with an incandescence that was
bl i ndi ng.

Everything that M chael was, Aedan had | onged to be. Except the royal
scion. No, he had never wanted that. His own fate had carried
responsi bility enough

He was the firstborn of the House of Dosiere, standard bearers to the
royal line of the Roeles, and his path in life was set fromthe nonment
he first drew breath. It had been his destiny to become the |lord high
chanberl ain to the next Enperor of Anuire, who had yet to be born when
Aedan cane into the world.

H's Inperial Mjesty Hadrian Roele IV had nmarried late in LIFE and, up
to that point, had sired only daughters. He was in the twilight of his
years, and there was a certain anount of urgency to the production of a
mal e heir. The bel eaguered Enpress Raesa, who was younger than her
husband by four decades, had spent nost of her married life in al nost
constant pregnancy. Finally, after gifting himw th seven daughters,
the enperor's young wife bore hima son

Doubt | ess, nuch to her relief. It had been an occasi on of great
rejoicing and no snmall anpunt of trepidation as the enpire held its
col l ective breath to see if the child would thrive. However, it had
little reason for concern. Fromthe first angry cry that had erupted
fromhis tiny lungs when the m dw fe slapped his bottom M chael Roele
had stornmed into the world with an aggressive energy that would not be
deni ed.

Aedan could still recall that day with vivid clarity.

That was anot her peculiarity that cane with age, he thought. His
menories of long ago were easily accessible, and yet, for some strange
reason, he often struggled to renenber sonething that had taken place
just a week before. But that day had been a nenorable one. On the day
that M chael had been born, Aedan's father brought himin to see the
infant prince, lying cradled in his nmother's arns.

"This is your lord, nmy son," his father told him

"Kneel and pay hi m homage. "

Aedan was only six years old then, but he already knew his duty. He had
understood that the tiny, winkled creature lying nestled inits

nmot her's arnms woul d becone the nost inportant person in his life.

He had bowed his head and gone down to one knee before the enpress, who



was |ying propped up

by pillows in the |large, canopied gilt bed. He could still recall how
radi ant and beautiful she | ooked, with her |ong, golden hair hanging
| oose around her shoul ders.

"What is ny lord' s nane, Your highness?" he had asked.

The enpress had smled and said, "M chael."

"M chael ," Aedan murnured softly to hinself, repeating the nane now as
he had then. Alnost as if in answer, a sudden gust of wi nd blewin

t hrough the wi ndow and the candl es flickered.

Sensing a presence in the room behind him Aedan turned fromthe w ndow.
In the dimglow of the flickering candlelight, he saw a tall, dark, and
sl ender figure appear in the center of the chanber.

H's full-length, hooded cloak billowed in the dissipating wind of his
arrival, then settled down around him giving the brief inpression of

wi ngs bei ng fol ded back

"Am | intruding on your vigil, Lord Aedan?"

The voi ce was unmi stakable. It was deep, nusical, and resonant, with
the old, famliar, lilting elvish accent.
"Gylvain!" said Aedan. "By Haelyn, is it really you, or am| dreani ng?"

The el ven mage pull ed back the hood of his dark green, velvet cloak
reveal i ng handsone, agel ess features. His thick, silver-streaked bl ack
hair fell alnmost to his waist and franed a striking face. His forehead
was high and his eyebrows thin and delicately arched. H's nose was fine
and bl ade straight; his cheekbones high and sharply pronounced, typica
of el ven physiognony. The long hair partially conceal ed | arge,
gracefully curved and pointed ears; the

mout h was wi de and thin-Iipped; the strong jawline tapered sharply to a
narrow, well-shaped chin. His eyes, however, were his strongest
features, |large and al nond-shaped, so light a blue that they were al npst
gray, like arctic ice. Wth his dark coloring, they stood out sharply,
and the effect was nagnetic.

Aedan stared at him and the years seened to fall away.

"The world of dreans is no |less real than the waking one," Gylvain
replied. "However, | take it your question was rhetorical."

"You have not changed,"” said Aedan with a snile
"How | ong has it been? Twenty years? No, by Haelyn, nore like thirty.

Yet you are still as | remenber you, even after all this time, while
| have grown old and gray."

Aedan turned and glanced into the full-length gilt-franed mrror nounted
on the wall. Behind him Gylvain Aurealis stood reflected, |ooking just
the sane as he renenmbered him By contrast, Aedan had changed
enornously. His hair, cropped short as he had worn it since his
mdthirties, when he began to lose it, was a grizzled, iron-gray



stubble. H's thick, full beard was streaked in shades of gray and
white. Hs face was lined with age and scarred frombattle. The stress
of his responsibilities had given himdark bags bel ow his eyes, and
years of squinting through a helminto glaring sunlight had pl aced

crow s-feet at their corners. There was a weary nelancholy in his gaze
that had not been there only a few short years before. Once shin and
nmuscul ar, he was thicker in the wai st and chest now, and in the

per petual danmpness of the castle on the bay, his old wounds pai ned him

Gylvain's reflection smled. "You will never seemold to ne. | shal

al ways see you as you were when we first nmet: a shy, ungainly, coltish
youth, with the nost earnest and serious expression | have ever seen on
one so young."

"Your elven vision is far nore acute than nine," said Aedan wistfully.
"I have | ooked for that young boy in nmy reflection many tines, but | no
| onger see him" He turned to face the mage. "Is it too late to ask for

your forgiveness?"

Gyl vain cocked his head and stared at himwith a faintly puzzl ed
expression. "Wat was there to for give?"

"I's it possible you have forgotten?"

"I must confess, | have," Cylvain replied. "Wat cause had | to take
of f ense?"

"Syl vanna," Aedan said.

"Ch, that," said Gylvain with a sudden | ook of conprehension. "I never
took offense. | nerely disapproved.”

"OfF me," said Aedan.
Gyl vai n shook his head. "No, of the situation, not of YQU. "

Aedan turned, biting his lower lip, and stared pensively out the wi ndow.
"How i s she?"

"Wl

"As beautiful as ever?"

"She has changed but little."

Aedan stood silent for a nonent. "Does she ever speak of nme?"
"Yes, often.”

"Trul y?"

"Have | ever lied to you?"

Aedan turned. "No, you never have. You were

always a true friend. But | had thought | crossed the boundaries of our
friendship with Sylvanna."

"True friendship knows no boundaries," Gylvain replied. "The only



boundari es you had crossed were those of reason. | tried to nmake you
see that, but you were thinking with your heart and not your mind. It
was the only time | ever knew you to be just |like Mchael."

"Had you told nme that back then, | would have considered it the greatest
conplinment,"” said Aedan

"I wanted so to be Iike him™"

"Be grateful you were not."

Aedan snorted. "There was a time | would have bridled at a remark |ike
that," he said, "but now | understand. M chael and | were like two
sides of the same coin. Each stanped differently, but neant to

conpl emrent the other. | feel ny worth dimnished by his ..

absence." He shook his head. "But | am being a poor host.

May | offer you a drink?"

" Anui r ean br andy?"

"But of course." He poured them each a gobletful froma decanter on his
witing table, then handed one to Gylvain. "What shall we drink to?"

"Why not absent friends?" said Gylvain.

Aedan nodded. "To absent friends," he toasted.

They drank, and as the brandy flowed, the two old friends sat vigil and
remenber ed.

**chapt er one**

"I"mgoing to be Hael yn; Aedan will be ny brother, Roele; and you,
Derwyn, will be the Black Prince, Raesene,"” announced M chael in a tone
t hat brooked no argunent. But he got one anyway.

"I don't want to be Raesene! Wy can't | be Roel e?"

Lord Derwyn whined petul antly.

"Because you are not of the royal house," said Mchael in a tone of
| of ty di sdain.

"Well, neither is Aedan," Derwyn protested, unconvinced by this
argunent. "Besides, my father is an archduke, while his is just a
viscount, so | outrank him"

"Nevert hel ess, Aedan is my standard-bearer and his father is the lord
hi gh chanberlain," said M chael

"As such, despite his rank, he is closest to the royal house."

"Well, if | cannot be Roele, then | cannot be Raesene, either," Derwn
insisted. "Raesene was Roele's half-brother, so he was al so of the

royal house."

M chael neatly sidestepped this piece of |ogic.



"When Raesene gave his allegiance to Azrai, he betrayed the royal house
and was thereby disinherited. Besides, | amheir to the inperial
throne," he added, the color rising to his cheeks, "so |I can nmake anyone
anything | want themto be!"

Aedan stepped in to play the diplomat before a mnor court scanda
erupted. "Wy not let ne take the part of the Black Prince, Your

H ghness? | always play Roele, and this would give ne the opportunity
to do something different for a change. | would enjoy that."

M chael did not want to give in too easily. He tossed his thick, dark
hair and frowned, nmaking a great show of considering the matter, then
finally relented. "Ch, very well then, since you request it, Aedan, you
can be Raesene. Derwyn can be ny brother, Roele, and Cael an can be
Traederic, the standard-bearer."

He quickly assigned roles to all the other boys, and they made ready to
begin the battle. For Aedan, this was sheer torture. At eighteen
armed with a wooden sword and shield, he felt absolutely ridicul ous
playing with a group of children aged fromsix to thirteen. However,
his duty was to serve his prince, and if his prince wanted to play war,
then war it was.

They were playing the Battle of Munt Dei smaar, yet again. It was
M chael's favorite game, and he

stuck to it with a dogged persistence only a twelve year-old could

mai ntain. He never seened to tire of it. As usual, Mchael took the
part of Haelyn, chanpion of Anduiras. It was just like himto pick
Hael yn, Aedan thought. It gave himthe chance to die spectacul arly and
beconme a god.

Every child in the enpire knew the story by heart.

Those of noble blood had learned it fromtheir tutors, while conmoners
heard it fromthe bards, who sang it as an epic ballad called "The
Legacy of Kings."

There were several slightly different versions of the ballad, each
divided into four main parts, but in all of them the story was
essentially the sane. It was the history of the formation of the
enpire, and |like nmost children of the nobility, Aedan had been taught it
early, when he was only six years old.

It began with "The Six Tribes," the ancestors of the humans now settl ed
in Cerilia. The story told how five of the tribes cane on a nass exodus
fromthe enbattled southern continent of Aduria. The Andu, from whom

t he nodern Anuireans were descended, took their name fromtheir god
Anduiras, the deity of nobility and war. The Rj uven had venerated
Reynir, the god of woods and streans. The Brechts had worshi ped Brenna,
t he goddess of conmerce and fortune, while the Vos had foll owed Vorynn,
the nmoon |l ord, who was the god of magic. The last of the five Adurian
tribes, the Masetians, had been devoted to Masela, the goddess of the
seas. These seagoing traders, whose swi ft, triangul ar-sailed sloops had
once plied the Adurian coasts, had not survived as a discrete culture in
t he nodern enpire, though remmants of Msetian influence could still be
found in the Khinasi |ands.

The sixth tribe were the Basai, the ancestors of the people now known as
t he Khinasi, whose tenples were dedicated to Basaia, the goddess of the



sun.

They were a dark-ski nned, exotic-l|ooking people who had crossed the
stormtossed Sea of Dragons fromtheir honeland of Djapar to settle in
t he southeastern region of Cerilia. Their origins were shrouded in the
occult nysteries of their folklore, but it was believed that they had
cone fromthe same stock as the Masetians, as there were many
simlarities between their cultures and, |like the Adurians, they had
wor shi ped the old gods, though each tribe had its favored deity anong

t he pant heon.

The Adurian tribes had fled fromtheir war-torn ancestral |ands to
escape subjugation by their neighbors, who were foll owers of Azrai, l|ord
of darkness.

Their flight took themto Cerilia, across the |land bridge that once
exi sted where the Straits of Aerele now fl owed.

Before the Six Tribes cane, there had been no human presence in Cerilia.
However, there were other races who had clainmed the and for their own.

Chi ef anbng them were the el ves, who called thensel ves the Sidhelien

Their civilization was anci ent and advanced, but they were al so capable
of fearsonme savagery from centuries of conpeting with the fera

humanoi ds who shared their Iand. They had carved out their kingdom from
territories overrun by goblins, gnolls, and ogres, and in its days of
glory, the Elven Court was said to have surpassed in power and pageantry
even the Inperial Court of Anuire.

O the remaining two races living in Cerilia, the dwarves were the npst
insular. A strong, taciturn

enduri ng people, they organi zed their kingdons around clans, with each
clan | eader swearing fealty to the dwarven king. Expert mners and
skilled fighters, they sel domventured fromtheir mountain stronghol ds
and lived in peaceful coexistence with the elves. Their only natura
enem es were the brutish ogres, who lived deep in the vast caverns that
honeyconbed t he nount ai ns.

Cerilia was also honme to a grow ng popul ation of hal flings, though Iess
was known about their history and culture than that of any other race

i nhabiting the land. Unlike the clannish dwarves, who rarely strayed
fromtheir domains, halflings were wanderers by inclination, tending to
adapt to custonms and conditions prevailing in the territories where they
lived. The only permanent halfling settlenment in Cerilia, the Burrows,
was in the southern region of the Coull adarai ght, the sprawing,

trackl ess forest that was hone to the reclusive el ven ki ngdom of
Coul | abhie. The tiny halflings were tolerated by their elven neighbors,
but any humans rash enough to venture into those dark woods often did
not energe again.

When the young knights had gathered to begin their game, M chael had
decided to cast sone of the smaller children as halflings, and an
argunent had erupted when thirteen-year-old Lord Corwin had insisted
that there were no halflings in Ceriha at the time the battle had
occurr ed.

M chael had insisted that there were, and his perennial supporters, who
had | earned the art of sycophancy at a very early age, inmediately



backed hi mup, whether they privately agreed with himor not. Corw n
woul dn't budge, however, mmintaining that it was a fact, and is so

M chael, convinced that he was right, turned to Aedan to settle the

di spute. When Aedan had confirned that Lord Corwi n was, indeed

correct, Mchael had snorted with disgust, then shrugged it off and cast
the smaller children in the role of dwarves, instead.

It occurred to Aedan that there had been few dwarves at the Battle of
Mount Dei smaar, but since none of others seemed to know that, he
prudently decided to | eave well enough alone. M chael had given hima
dirty I ook when he took Corwin's side, and Aedan knew that | ook too
well. Prince Mchael did not |ike to be contradicted, regardl ess of the
facts, but Aedan wasn't going to be for him

The truth was that halflings were unknown in Cerilia until about five
hundred years ago, long after the Battle of Muwunt Deismaar. Legend had
it that the halflings had fled fromtheir ancestral honeland in the
nmystic Shadow World to escape sone nanel ess horror that had threatened
their existence. Though halflings rarely spoke of it thenselves, the
bards enbellished on this opportunity to whatever fanciful extent their
i magi nati ons would allow. They spoke of a "Cold Rider" who appeared one
day in the world of faerie, the spirit world, and slowy, it becane the
Shadow Worl dol d, gray and foreboding. And the halflings, creatures half
of this world and half of the world of faerie, fled the Cold Ri der and

t he darkness he brought with him Perhaps it was all nerely the

fanci ful imaginings of bards, or perhaps it was the truth.

The only ones who really knew for certain were the hal flings.

It was said they were the only creatures who coul d pass between the
worlds at will, though exactly how they did this no one knew. It was
bel i eved they could "shadow wal k," creating tenporary portals that would
let themslip into the dark domain and reemerge into the world of
daylight at another place and time. Yet at certain times throughout the
year, the veil between the worlds seened to part. At such tines, unwary
humans coul d stunbl e through into the Shadow Worl d, and creatures from
the dark domain could energe into the world of daylight.

At the tender age of six, when he first heard about the Shadow Worl d
fromthe ol der boys at court, Aedan had been pl agued by ni ght mares
prompted by the grisly stories he was told around their evening
canpfires. His young inagination had conjured up all sorts of hideous
terrors that had |urked beneath his bed and in his closet, where he was
convinced that portals to the Shadow Wrl d appeared each night. He
woul d cower underneath his covers as the candl e on his nightstand
guttered, casting ghoulish shadows on the walls, and when he fell asleep
eventual ly, despite all his efforts to remai n awake, he woul d dream of
fearsone nonsters wiggling out fromunderneath his bed to drag hi m down
into the Shadow Worl d and feast upon his flesh

A few years later, when he was old enough to realize that his closet,
even after dark, held nothing nore om nous than clothes and that the
only things beneath his bed were dust balls, Aedan had regal ed young
Prince Mchael with lurid tales of the horrors that awaited in the
Shadow Worl d, perversely hoping to repay the boy for the indignities
that M chael made himsuffer in his waking hours. But he soon

di scovered, nuch to his disgust, that M chael's insufferable arrogance,
even at the age of five, persisted in

his dreans, where instead of being terrorized by nonsters, he nerely



vanqui shed themwith cool dispatch

At fifteen, Aedan had felt nortified to act out the gheallie Sidhe with
a nere child of nine. Back then, that had been Mchael's favorite gane.
Based on the second part of "The Legacy of Kings," the gheallie Sidhe,
or "Hunt of the Elves," told the story of how the Elven Court resisted
the incursion of the human tribes into their |ands and how el ven kni ghts
roamed the countryside, slaying any humans they encountered. This
resulted in a war that |asted many years, but the elves were steadily
pushed back fromtheir territories because the humans had a weapon they
were powerl ess against, nanely, priestly nagic.

El ves had mages of their own, but their spells were based upon the
natural forces inherent in wod and water, field and air. They had
never worshi ped deities and could not conprehend this strange new source
of power. |In the end, the elves retreated to the forests, and the power
of the Elven Court was shattered. Al that now remai ned of the vast
enpire they once ruled were several isolated elven kingdons scattered
across the wooded regions of Cerilia, such as Tuarhievel, Coullabhie,

Si el l aghriod, dinmb Bheinn, and Tuarannwn.

At one time or another, during Mchael's relentless obsession with the
gheal l i e Sidhe, Aedan had played elven warriors fromeach of those

di stant ki ngdons, dying countless tinmes-and never quite dramatically
enough-fromthe spells of Mchael's priestly magic." Sonetimes M chael
took the part of elven mages for variety, but that was even worse.

He woul d hi de behind the tapestries hanging in the

halls and | eap out at an unsuspecting Aedan, slaying himwth elvish
spel | s.

"Bool a- bool a- ka- bool a!'"
"What was that, Your H ghness?"

"Bool a- bool a- ka-bool a!" M chael would yell out again, flinging out his

arms and waggling his fingers. "It's an elvish nmelting spell. You're
dead!"
"El ven nages do not cast nelting spells, Your Hi ghness. At least, | am

fairly sure they don't. Besides, that did not sound anything at al
i ke elvish."

"If I say it's elvish, thenit's elvish! Now nelt!"
"Forgive ne, Your Highness, but exactly how am| supposed to do that?"

M chael would stanp his foot and roll his eyes inpatiently, as if any
nmoron woul d know how to nelt on cue. "You' re supposed to grab your

t hroat and make horrible, gurgling noises as you sink down to the ground
into a puddl e of stinking ooze!"

"Very well, Your Highness, as you wi sh.” And Aedan woul d grab his throat
and choke, gurgling as hideously as he knew how, meanwhile sinking to
his knees and collapsing to the floor, trying his best to | ook as nmuch
like a puddl e of stinking ooze as possible. H s performance was never
quite satisfying enough

"Aedan, that was terrible!"



"Forgive nme, Your Highness, | tried ny very best.
But 1've never nelted before. Perhaps if you could show ne how?"

Wher eupon M chael woul d denonstrate the proper way to nelt, and as Aedan
wat ched his histrionics, he would be forced to adnmit that Mchael did it
better.

"Now do it again, and this tine, do it right!"

Oten, Aedan would have to die at |east half a dozen tinmes before the
prince was satisfied. It wasn't |ong, however, before Mchael's
nonsense syl lables and outflung fingers were replaced by the |etha
force of wooden sword and shield, and Aedan found miseries anew as he
was repeatedly battered into subm ssion by his young prince in the role
of Hael yn, chanpi on of Anduiras at the Battle of Munt Dei smaar.

The third part of "The Legacy of Kings," and the source of Aedan's
current woes, was "The Twilight of the Gods," which told the story of
how Azrai, the lord of darkness, had pursued the Six Tribes into
Cerilia, determned to subjugate the people and west themfromtheir
gods.

Azrai first enlisted in his cause the goblins and the gnous of Vosgaard
in the northern regions of Cerilia, and gave their |eaders priestly
powers. Through cunning and deception, he then corrupted the Vos tri be,
who had fallen fromtheir worship of the noon god, and left the path of
magi ¢ for the way of sword and mace. Next, Azrai sought to seduce the
dem humans, the elves and dwarves, by tenpting themthrough dreanms and
onens. The stoic dwarves did not fall prey to the bl andi shnments of
Azrai, but the elves had burned with the desire for revenge ever since

t he humans took their |ands and pushed them back into the forests.
Swayed by Azrai's prom ses of the destruction of their human enem es and
the restoration of their |ands, once nore, the elves prepared for war.

The kings of the Cerilian tribes were quick to realize the danger and
joined forces, setting aside their differences to unite against the
common foe. But

even as the two armies net in conbat, the warriors fromthe Adurian
lands arrived to join the fray on Azrai's side. Realizing that Azrai's
victory was within his grasp, the old gods appeared to their besieged
followers at the | and bridge between the continents of Aduria and
Ceriha, where the nortals were trapped between their enem es' forces.

Each god had chosen a chanpion fromanong his or her followers to | ead
in the final battle. Anduiras, the god of the Anuireans, chose Hael yn,
who best exenplified all the virtues of a noble knight. Together wth
Roel e, his younger brother, and their standard-bearer, Aedan's ancestor
Traederic Dosiere, Haelyn led the tribes in one |ast, desperate assault
against their enemes. Arrayed against themwere the arnies of the
southern lands, in addition to the humanoi ds, the treacherous Vos, and
the warriors of the elven kingdons, all led by Azrai and his chanpion
the traitor, Prince Raesene, half-brother to Hael yn and Roel e, whose
anbition led himto betray his people and sell hinmself to the dark god.

M chael, indisputably, was always Hael yn when they pl ayed the gane, but
no one ever wanted to be Prince Raesene. The casting of the role of the
Bl ack Prince would al ways be the occasion of an argunent among the young



nobl es of the Inperial Court, and depending on his nobod, M chael would
either settle things by force of royal prerogative or el se stand back
and watch his playmates settle it thensel ves.

At such times, Aedan would be forced to step in and break it up while
M chael watched with glee, delighting in the bruises that his future
chanberl ain received as he tried to separate two honici da

ei ghtyear-olds armed wi th wooden swords.

This time, the matter had been settl ed peaceably, thanks to Aedan's
diplomatic skills, but it still left Mchael in a surly mood. He had
been denied his hal flings and had reveal ed his | ack of know edge, due to
his indifference in his studies. Now his choice for the Black Prince
had been successfully di sputed, though Aedan had tried to snmooth things
over as best as he knew how. Still, the future chanberlain had seen
that stubborn set to Mchael's jaw before and knew exactly what it

neant .

Soneone was going to catch it when the "battle" started. 1t wasn't

likely to be Derwyn, who had whi ned about being picked to play Raesene,
because now he was on M chael's side as Prince Roele. Corw n, however,
had been chosen to play the goblin general, which nmeant he was a likely
target, despite being a year ol der and al nbst twi ce the size of M chael

Aedan sighed with resignation. He would have to nake a point of staying
close by Corwin's side so he could interpose hinself if things got out

of hand. As the Black Prince, it would be logical for himto chall enge
Hael yn, and he could thereby step in to take the brunt of the assault.

It woul d nean nore bruises, because M chael never held back on his

bl ows, and though he was only twelve, a wooden sword could still raise a
nasty welt, especially since Aedan wore no arnmor save for a |ight
skul I cap. Being ol der and rmuch bigger, he had to take care to contro
his bl ows, which was nore difficult while wearing arnor.

Meanwhi | e, his arnored young opponents would flail away at himfor al
that they were worth, and he would once nore wi nd up black and bl ue.

However, better that than risk the chance of Corwi n ringing

M chael |ike a gong. Aedan didn't want to think about the problens that
could cause. By all the gods, he thought, | hate this gane.

Once the cast had been agreed upon and sides were chosen, the two
-armes' retired to draw up their battle lines. The opposing generals
formed up their troops and proceeded to inspect them \Wen they were
satisfied, they stood before their warriors and addressed t hem
exhorting themto bravery in dying for a noble cause. M chael stood
before his soldiers and his earnest, high-pitched tones rang out across
the field. Aedan, as Raesene, was obliged to do the same, feeling like
an utter fool

When he was sixteen, Aedan had tried appealing to his father, pointing
out how ludicrous it was for himto play with children half his age.

However, it had been to no avail

"Son, you nust learn to do your duty by your liege," his father, Lord
Ti eran, had said.

"But, Father, he is not the enperor yet," Aedan had protested. 'He is a



nmere child, and a spoiled one at that!"

"Wat ch your tongue, boy! It is not your place to speak so of the
prince."
"Forgive nme, Father," Aedan had said, sighing with frustration, "I neant

no of fense, but nust | continually suffer the | aughter and the taunts of
all ny friends? Wiy nust | be his nursemaid? It sinply isn't fair!"

"Who told you life was fair, boy?" his father had replied sternly.

"When it comes to duty, fairness does not enter into it. One of these
days, you shall take my place as |ord high chanberlain, and when that

time comes, you will have need of all the skills that you are only now
starting to learn. A few years fromnow, you will understand and thank
ne.

Prince M chael does not need for you to be his playmate or his
nur semai d, but you need Prince Mchael ... for your training."

Now, two years |ater, Aedan understood just what his father had nmeant,
but understanding did not nake his task any easier to bear. H s friends
no |l onger taunted him except to chide himgently on occasion in good
hunor, for by now they too understood nore about duty ... and about how
difficult the prince could be. The enperor was old and ailing and coul d
not take a hand in Mchael's rearing, even if he had the inclination

and the enpress was overly indul gent of her only son

Even M chael's ol der sisters gave hima wi de berth, a |uxury Aedan was
deni ed.

He surveyed his "troops," standing all abreast in their little netal
hel ms and suits of arnor, looking like toy soldiers as they fidgeted in
pl ace, anxiously awaiting the attack. Their eyes followed himas he
strolled up and down the line of his arny, alnost a dozen strong,

i mprovi sing his speech as Prince Raesene.

"Al'l right now, nmen. "
chuckl e.

he said, barely able to suppress a

"The tine has conme for us to seize the day and destroy the eneny once
and for all!"

H s young kni ghts cheered the words of their commander, banging their
little wooden shields with their blunt wooden swords. The "goblins”
snarl ed, the "gnolls" how ed |ike wolves, the elves" responded in an
ulul ati ng chorus, and the "Vos" growl ed and | ooked appropriately
nmenaci ng.

"There he stands!" said Aedan, pointing with his a4 wooden sword. "M
brot her, Haelyn!" He spat out the word "brother" as if it were a curse.
"The favored of the gods! The chanpion! Wat nonumental arrogance!"”

Hs words were laced with heavy sarcasm and he was surprised to

di scover how much he enjoyed saying them He had never been Raesene
before, and it suddenly occurred to himthat in this role, he could say
t hi ngs about Prince Haelyn that he woul d never dare say about M chael

"Look at himout there, parading before his troops and strutting like a
silly peacock! The great and noble Haelyn! all ny life | have had to



suffer his sanctinonious self-righteousness, his smug superiority, his
annoyi ng, squeaky little voice-" He caught hinself, realizing that he
was getting a bit carried away.

"Well, the time for reckoning has cone! You gnolls and goblins, today
you shall strike a blow for the glory of your people!"

The "humanoi ds" responded with a chorus of snarls and how s.
"You el ves, today you shall savor the sweet taste of revenge!"
The "el ves" raised the swords and gave their war cry.

"You Vos, today you prove once and for all which tribe deserves to
rulel”

The "Vos" struck their shields with their swords and stanped their feet.

"Today we shall soak the field with the bl ood of our enenies!" Aedan

gl anced over his shoul der and saw that M chael was still gesturing
expansi vel y and paci ng back and forth before his restive troops, giving
his | ong-w nded speech. Well, thought Aedan, as there was no reason why

the "eneny" should wait for himto finish it. He raised his sword.
"For Azrai and for glory!" he shouted. "Charge!"

The young kni ghts gave voice to their battle cries and with weapons held
al oft raced toward their 1 opponents. Caught in mdgesture, M chael
turned with an expression of surprise and saw the enemy surging toward
him Wthout hesitation, he raised his wooden sword and gave the
conmand to charge.

The two armies collided on the slopes of Deismmar, and it was the
greatest battle the world had ever seen. They fought from sunrise unti
sunset, and the air reverberated with the clashing of steel against
steel, like countless hamers ringing upon anvils. That sound al one was
enough to al nost deafen those in the center of the fray, but added to it
were the cries of men and beasts, goblins screeching, gnolls howing
like the hounds of hell, elves giving voice to their unearthly,

ulul ating war cries, humans yelling, horses neighing, the wounded of al
races calling out for aid and moaning, all amid the choking dust raised
by countless thousands mlling on the field of battle.

Aedan found hinself face-to-face with Lady Ariel, a grimy determ ned
girl of twelve with |ong blonde pigtails hanging out from underneath her
helm Her eyes burned with intensity as she raised her sword and

| aunched herself at him screeching with all the fury and abandon of a
berserker seized with battle lust. ©h, gods, he thought, not Ariel

He back pedal ed fromthe ferocious assault, taking a rain of blows upon
hi s wooden shield. |In her fierce determination to prove herself the
equal of the boys, Ariel struck as hard as any of them and Aedan stil
had

bruises fromthe last tine they had squared of f agai nst each ot her

Wth the boys, he could always deliver a carefully controlled whack
agai nst the side of a helmto slow themdown a bit or "kill" them when
they got too carried away, which was al nost always, but with little
Ariel, he could do little nore than bl ock her blows, because he was



afraid that even with her arnor on, a light blow could hurt her. And he
couldn't sinply tap her, because Ariel did not acknow edge such I|ight
strokes. Nothing short of a blow that knocked her down woul d make Ari el
admt that she had "died." The other boys had no such scruples and woul d
bash her hard enough to nake Aedan wi nce, but he was nuch bi gger and
much stronger and did not wish to cause her any harm

As if she knew this, she always sought himout when they played war, as
if it were a personal vendetta. He did his best to defend hinself from
this dimnutive amazon

Aedan gl anced around the battlefield, searching for Mchael and Corw n
in the nelee. Corwin had been right next to hi mwhen they began the
charge, but now he was nowhere in sight. He could only risk quick

gl ances, but could not spot himanywhere anong the two dozen or so

m ngling bodi es and, worse yet, he could not see Mchael, either

"OM" Ariel had scored a telling blow upon his thigh. it stung, and
Aedan knew that it would | eave a nasty bruise.

"Down!" she shouted. "Down to one knee! [|'ve crippled you!"

"You have not; it was a glancing blow, nerely a scratch.” He could not
afford to be crippled at this stage; he still had to find M chael and
Corwi n and rmeke sure they didn't take each other's heads off.

"Liar! | say you're crippled!" Ariel shouted, smashing away at himwth
a flurry of blows as she kept up the litany with each furious stroke.
"Crippled ...

crippled ... crippled ... crippled ... crippled™

Aedan backed away and tripped. Ariel imediately pressed the advant age
as he tried to regain his feet, but nmanaged only to get up to one knee
bef ore she was upon him

"Die ... die ... die ... die ... die!"

She's out of her mnd, thought Aedan, cowering behind his wooden shield
as he warded off the rain of blows. And then, mracul ously, she struck
a bl ow that hooked his shield and sent it flying out of his grasp as he
wat ched in stunned disbelief.

Thunk!

"Ha! Dead!" Ariel cried out triunphantly.

The bl ow had come down squarely on his netal skullcap, and Aedan's

vi sion swam The sound reverberated inside his head like a ringing
gong. The ground cane up to nmeet himas he fell and everything went

bl ack.

Toward sunset, it seened certain Azrai's forces would prevail, but as
the sun sank beneath the horizon and darkness descended on the field of
battle, the elves suddenly crossed over to join the forces |ed by

Hael yn, and the tide began to turn

No one knew precisely what occurred to nmake the el ves change si des.

According to some versions of the story, as darkness fell, the elves saw



Azrai revealed for what he truly was and realized they had been duped.

O her versions had it that the elven generals discovered that at the

cl ose of battle, when the humans were defeated and the el ves were at
their weakest, Azrai would betray them and have the gnolls and goblins
elimnate the last potential threat to his dom nion. But whatever the
true reason may have been, Haelyn's enbattled forces were in no position
to refuse their help. Ef and human, who for years had tried their
utnost to destroy each other, turned and faced the greater eneny,
fighting shoul der to shoul der against the troops of Azrai.

to rise, the chanpions of the As the noon began gods, |ed by Hael yn and
Roel e, managed to break through a weak point in the ranks of Azrai's
troops.

Hael yn I ed the charge straight up the slopes of Deismaar to where the

| ord of darkness hinself stood upon the higher ground, flanked by his
generals and priests. Beside himstood Raesene, the traitor, and at
Azrai's signal, the Black Prince led his troops down in a countercharge
to neet the attackers. The brothers nmet m dway up the sl opes, each
determ ned to destroy the other, while Azrai and his priests retreated
to still higher ground. And it was then, at the clinmax of the struggle,
that the gods thensel ves appeared in human formand joined the battle,
uniting all their powers in an all-out effort to annihilate the lord of
dar kness and his priests.

Never before had god battled against god. The ground shook on the
battlefield bel ow, and the slopes of Deismar trenmbled. The sky was
cracked with lightning, and thunder drowned out every other sound. The
earth heaved, and nen and beasts fell screaming to the ground. All eyes
turned toward the sunmit of the nmountain, where the skies were it up
with a blinding glow unlike anything ever seen before.

It was the Twilight of the Gods, and it lasted only a few brief noments,
but those who had survived the conflict never forgot the sight as |ong
as they lived. The light grew brighter, and then brighter still, until
t he upper portions of the mountain where the gods were | ocked in conbat
was totally obscured fromview Then an incredible, thunderous

expl osi on shook the sky, leveling the nmountain and everything el se for
m | es around.

The bl ast of the catacl ysm washed down the mountain with the force of a
hundred hurricanes, and no one was |left standing. The ground cracked
and split and swall owed up whol e regi nrents as snoke and fl ames shot up
fromthe fissures. O all the hundreds of thousands of conbatants who
had cl ashed fromdawn till dusk upon the bl ood-soaked battlefield, only
a few survived, and | ater, when they | ooked back on what had happened,
they counted it a mracle.

The final part of "The Legacy of Kings" was called "The Birth of the New
Gods and the Abomi nations,"” and it told the story of what happened when
the old gods died, having given up their lives to destroy the evil that
was Azrai. The cataclysm c explosion that had | evel ed Mount Dei snaar in
an instant and reduced it to a smoking crater had rel eased the cosnic
essence of the gods. Those who had stood cl osest to the hol ocaust

caught the full brunt of this searing wash of divine essence as it

radi ated fromthe epicenter of the blast Iike an incinerating w nd.

The champi ons of the gods, who had followed Haelyn in his bold assault
up the nmountain slopes, were closest, bathed in the full force of this
ragi ng wi nd of divine essence. Their bodies were discorporated in



an instant, and in that sane instant, their souls rose up to beconme new
gods.

Hael yn becane what Anduiras had once been, the noble god of battle.
Aerik the druid took the place of Reynir, the patron of the forests.

Seram e inherited the goddess Brenna's role as the deity of fortune, and
Avanal ae took the mantl e of Basaia, goddess of the sun. Nesirie

suppl anted Masela as the | ady of the seas, and Vos, the noon |lord, was
succeeded by the new god, Ruornil, who becane the god of nagic. But the
dark essence of Azrai had been released as well, and it inbued two of
his gri m chanpi ons anong the Vos, the warriors Kriyesha and Belinik, who
becarme the Ice Lady and the Prince of Terror

These were the new gods, created fromthe old, and in time, the people
of Cerilia would learn to worship them erecting new tenples to their
glory and passing on this story of the new creation to the succeeding
generations. But those days were yet to come when the survivors of the
catacl ysmrose, astonished to discover not only that they were stil
alive, but that they had changed in ways that woul d forever nmake them
different fromordinary nortals.

The god essence the cataclysm had rel eased had been nuch di ssi pated when
it reached them but the remaining energy had still inbued themw th
abilities no humans had possessed before. |In the com ng years, these
wondr ous powers woul d be passed on to their descendants, who woul d be
cal l ed "the bl ooded," those who had inherited bl ood abilities bestowed
on the survivors of that battle where the gods thensel ves gave up their
l'ives.

Among t hese conparatively few survivors were

Roel e and Traederic, who were not as close as Hael yn when the

eart hshaki ng bl ast occurred. They had turned to pursue Raesene, who
fled when the old gods joined the battle, and though he rmade good his
escape, he too was changed.

As snmoke and flanes rose up fromthe fractured battlefield, the earth
began to groan and trenble.

Slowy, the land bridge started to sink. Even then, the survivors
turned upon each other. As Azrai's ninions struggled to fight their way
clear before the land bridge sank, Roele marshal ed his remaining troops
to stop themfrom escaping. Many were killed on both sides, but soon
they realized that they had to ook to their own lives if they did not

wi sh to sink beneath the waves that threatened to inundate them

In their battle frenzy, they did not notice the strange new feelings
surging through them and it was only later that they discovered they
had i nherited the powers of those whomthey had slain in the cataclysm s
aftermath. They found that god essence could not be destroyed, but
could be ripped or drained fromthose who had possessed it, and this
dreadful practice soon received a name-"bl oodt heft."

Bl oodt heft soon became a way of life for those of Azrai's mnions who
had escaped, for outnunbered as they were, they realized their

vul nerability and sought every opportunity to kill those who were

bl ooded, the better to insure their own survival and increase their



powers. And as their powers grew fromthe bl ooded nen they'd slain,
they gained the ability to transformthensel ves with the god essence
they had seized. 1In their greedy quest for greater power, they becane
abom nations, travesties of their once human form and the elves, who
were the first
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to learn of these perverse new creatures, gave them a new
nane- awnsheghl i en, "bl ood of darkness."

The traitor Prince Raesene became the m ghtiest of the awnsheghlien, a
fearsone and grotesque creature who was called the Gorgon. Among ot hers
of his kind were the Ghost, the Kraken, the Serpent, the Sinister, the
Hydra, and the Hag. Still others were in the process of their
transformati on, and once the metanorphosis becane conpl ete, nore power
gai ned t hrough bl oodtheft enabled themto create others Iike thensel ves
and, in this manner, a new race cane into being in Cerilia-a race of
nonsters who bore only a faint resenbl ance to the humans they once were.

However, this took nmany years. \While the soonto-be awnsheghlien went
into hiding in Mount Deismaar's aftermath, those few who had fought
Azrai's evil and survived returned to their own kingdons to recuperate
and rebuild what had been lost. Haelyn becane the new god of the

Anui reans, and his brother, Roele, becane their king, founding the
dynasty that bore his name. |In tinme, through conquest or alliance, he
uni fied the disparate human ki ngdons under his rule, and the Anuirean
Enpi re was born.

Over the years, the sons of Roel e became known as the Enperors Roele,
ruling their domains fromthe Iron Throne in the Inperial Cairn in the
capital city of Anuire, built on the shores of a large bay in the
Straits of Aerele, tens of |eagues fromthe shattered islands where
Mount Dei smaar was destroyed and sank beneath the waves.

As Aedan cane to and shook his aching head, he | ooked up to see the
bodi es of the "dead" lying all

around him craning their necks or sitting up to watch the next occupant
of the Iron Throne battle the goblin general. GCh no, thought Aedan as
he sat up, rubbing his sore head. M chael and Corwin were hard at it,
bashi ng away at each other with grimdeterm nation. The survivors of
the battle stood around themin a | oose semcircle, watching for the

out come. Most of them cheered on the future enperor, but a few brave
soul s were shouting out encouragenent to Corwin as the two opponents
flailed away at one anot her.

Aedan's practiced eye saw that the ol der boy was hol di ng back a bit,
taking care to avoid injuring the younger warrior, but M chael was
laying on for all that he was worth and, despite his smaller stature,
was giving Corwin lots of trouble. Aedan tried to get up, but dizziness
overcame him and he sat back down again with a groan

Suddenly, Corwi n knocked M chael's shield fromhis grasp and, sensing
victory, raised his wooden bl ade and nmoved in for the kill

As his stroke cane down, M chael parried it, holding his wooden sword in
both hands. He launched a devastating kick at Corwin's groin. Had
Corwi n not been wearing a codpiece, he mght well have sung soprano for
the remainder of his life. As it was, he grunted and doubl ed over from



the bl ow, dropping his shield and clutching at the source of his acute

di sconfort, while Mchael, instead of noving in to deliver the coup de
grace, stood back and broke out |aughing at the older boy. It was a bad
m st ake.

Corwi n canme up out of his doubl ed-over crouch, eyes blazing, and with a
cry of rage, unleashed a hail of blows at Mchael as if he were purely
determined to kill him Aedan junped to his feet and started

runni ng toward the boys, but before he'd covered half the distance,
M chael's sword went flying and Corwin brained himon the helmw th al
his mght.

M chael jerked and stiffened, then went down like a felled tree.

As M chael lay notionless upon the ground, a shocked sil ence descended
on the battlefield. Aedan cane running up and crouched beside him

"M chael !

M chael!" he repeated with concern, forgetting in his anxiety to address
himby his title rather than his nane.

M chael did not answer. Carefully, Aedan renmpved his helm He sighed
with relief when he saw there was no bl ood, but that was still no
guarantee he wasn't seriously injured. He patted Mchael lightly on the
cheeks, but there was no response.

"M chael I'"

Corwi n stood over them eyes w de, shocked as the realization of what he
had done sank in. The pain of Mchael's kick to his essentials,

evi denced by his awkward stance, was conpletely overwhel med by the

t hought of what he'd done.

"I-1 didn't nean it!" he stamrered in a small voice. H s |ips continued
to nmove, but no sound cane out.

Aedan coul d spare no thought for Corwin. He gazed down at M chael
sl apping his cheeks lightly.

"M chael ? Come on, Mchael......

There was no response.

"My god," said Aedan, glancing skyward. "Haelyn, help ne!"

M chael nade a small mpan. His eyelids twitched, then fluttered open

H s gaze appeared unfocused.

He groaned.

"M chael! Mchael!" Aedan said. "How many fingers am | holding up?"
He held up two. Mchael tried to focus. "Four?"

"Lie still," said Aedan. "You may have a concussion." He glanced at

Corwin. "Pray that it is nothing worse.



Corwin's lips were trenbling. He had gone conpletely white.

Aedan gently picked up Mchael in his arms and started carrying hi m back
toward the castle. Behind him the young warriors of Munt Dei smaar
trooped silently with their wooden swords and shields. The war was
over.

**chapter TWO**

Seaharrow stood upon a cliff overlooking Mere Rhuann, the Sea of
Storns, roughly two hundred mles fromthe capital city of Anuire. The
castle's crenel ated towers dom nated the broken | andscape for mles
around, its machicol ated battl enents gave a commandi ng view of the
surroundi ng countryside, and its thick, massive walls defied assault.

Situated on a high and craggy rock formation, with the sea and a sheer
wal | of granite at its back, Seaharrow was a virtually inpregnable
fortress that a small body of nen could easily hold against an arny.

Archduke Arwyn of Boeruine had rather nore than a snmall body of nen,
however, which was one of the reasons he was an archduke and one of the

nost powerful nobles in the enpire. Seaharrow was his holding, and his
ancestors had held it before himfor hundreds of years.

Bel ow t he castle, the town of Seasedge |ay spread out upon the rocky
coastal plain. It was the capital and seaport of the nine provinces
governed by the archduke. It was not a very large town, but it boasted
a hardy population. Only the Northern Marches were | ess settled than

t he wi ndswept western coastal region, which reached fromthe waters of
the Tael Firth to the Straits of Aerele and east to the Seam st
Mountains. During the winter, fierce storns battered the coast and
strong easterly wi nds how ed through the castle battlements. A visitor
to Seasedge at this tine of the year woul d wonder why anyone coul d
possibly wish to settle on this desolate, stormlashed stretch of coast.

In the sumrer, however, the climate was nore tenperate, and each year

at the end of spring, the Inperial Court of the Empire of Anuire
travel ed en masse in a heavily arned convoy to the Archduchy of

Boerui ne, to take up residence at Seaharrow. The brisk northern breezes
coming in off the Sea of Storms at this tinme of year provided wel conme
relief fromthe hot and humi d wi nds that buffeted Anuire during the
sumer season, bringing with themthe nonsoons that boiled up fromthe
Aduri an coast.

But the nonsoon season at the beginning of the sunmer was not the only
reason the enperor cane to Seaharrow each year

The Archduchy of Boeruine had strategic significance by virtue of its
geographi cal location. On its northeastern borders |lay the Aelvinnwode,
the thick pine forest that covered nost of the territory known

as the Northern Marches, and the hostile goblin kingdom of Thurazor, as
wel | as the | awl ess, nmountai nous regi on known as the Five Peaks, which
was hone to goblin bandits, gnous, and renegades of all description. To
the north of the Five Peaks and east of Thurazor lay the el ven ki ngdom
of Tuarhievel, ruled by Prince Fhil eraene, whose great-grandfather was
the only elven chieftain who had rermained | oyal to Azrai at the Battle
of Mount Dei snaar.



Rhuobhe Mansl ayer had remained with Azrai not out of any love for the
dark lord, but out of a fierce hatred of humans. After the battle, he
became awnsheghl i en, and together with the renegade band of el ves who
followed him he had seized a small portion of the Aelvinnwode on the
nort heastern border of Boeruine, where he still relentlessly pursued the
gheal lie Sidhe, for which he had won the appellations of Mnslayer and
Foresttaker, both of which he had defiantly adopted as his own.

The Prince of Tuarhievel did not seemto share his great-grandfather's
belief that the only good humans were dead ones, but it was difficult to
tell precisely what Fhileraene believed. Hi s nmother, Queen |beicoris,
was still the ruler of Tuarhievel, but Fhileraene held the actual reins
of power in the elven kingdom Though he traded with the humans, he
still maintained good relations with his great-grandfather, the

Mansl ayer, whose foll owers were made wel conme at his court. Though he
outwardly condemmed the gheallie Sidhe, there were still sporadic

out breaks of it in his kingdom and human traders who did business with
Tuar hi evel did so at their own risk.

Wth hostile territory abutting nore than half its 39 borders, Boeruine
was a vital outpost of the empire, and the enperor took pains to ensure
that Lord Arwn was al ways kept aware of the inportant role he played in
the interests of the Iron Throne. Summer Court at Seaharrow, therefore,
was nmore than nerely a holiday for the nobles of Anuire. It was also a
time for inmportant business of the enpire to be conducted and for
political alliances to be reaffirned.

Arwyn of Boeruine was well aware of his inportant position in the
enpire, and he took it very seriously. Each year, before the I|nperial
Court arrived, he took on an additional staff of servants fromthe town,
in addition to court pages, an honored and coveted function fulfilled by
children of Seasedge. Seaharrow was swept and scrubbed fromtop to
bottom an enterprise that took up the entire spring season, and the
kitchen larders were freshly stocked with ganme fromthe nearby forest
and produce fromthe outlying farms. Visiting nobles and dignitaries
arrived fromall the nearby provinces, doubling the popul ation of the
town and filling its inns to overflowing. It was a busy time for
Seaharrow and the town of Seasedge, and the Archduke Arwyn went to great
| engths to make certain everything ran snoothly.

Consequently, he becanme extrenely agitated when word reached hi mthat
Aedan Dosiere was coming up the path to the castle, trailed by the
survivors of the reenacted Battle of Munt Dei smaar and carrying the
i njured young heir to the throne in his arnmns.

So great was the archduke's consternation that one m ght have thought it
was his own son who had

been gravely injured. H s shouts roused the entire castle into a
flurrry of activity. He sent for the physicians and gave | oud orders
for the doubling of the guard at the gates and on the walls. He ordered
wat er heated in case the prince's wounds needed to be bathed, and he had

servants running in a dozen different directions. |In fact, the archduke
was overdoing it a bit, purely for the sake of appearances, because
secretly a thrill of excitement had run through himat the news.

Prince M chael was Enperor Hadrian's only heir, and if anything happened
to him Arwyn hinsel f, who was descended fromthe bl oodline of Roele,
woul d be the successor to the Iron Throne. At |east, so he believed.



None of this inpressed itself on Aedan, however, for he was worried to
the point of panic over the young prince, who had been his
responsibility. After being confronted by the archduke hinsel f and

i nform ng hi mwhat happened, he had been dismissed with a rather

om nous, "I shall deal with you later." Then Lord Arwyn had personally
taken M chael fromhis arns and carried himupstairs.

Had Aedan been a few years ol der and sonmewhat wi ser in the ways of

I mperial Court politics, he mght have had second thoughts about turning
M chael over to the man who stood to gain the nost if anything should
happen to him but fortunately, Aedan's father was on the scene, having
been alerted by all the commotion, and did not |eave M chael's side even
for one instant.

The fact that his father had not said a word to hi mnade Aedan stil
nore mserable, certain it was contenpt that silenced him However,
t hat was not the

case at all. The lord high chanberlain knew perfectly well that Arwn
was within one twi st of his powerful wists from possibly beconi ng next
inline to assunme the throne, not that Lord Tieran suspected the
archduke of treachery. He sinply had a healthy respect for the foibles
of humanity and so woul d make sure Lord Arwn was not unduly tenpted.

Under such circunstances, he could not spare any thought at all for his
own son.

Fortunately for everyone, except perhaps Lord Arwn, Mchael's injuries
were no nore severe than a mld concussion and nasty bruise on his
f or ehead.

The physicians bled himjust a bit and ordered bed rest for a couple of
days. Meanwhile the archduke took out his frustrations first on young
Vi scount Corwi n, whom he ordered confined to the dungeons, and then on
Aedan, whom he woul d al so have thrown into the dungeons save for the
fact that he did not wish to antagonize the |ord high chanberl ain, who
was closer to the old enperor than any other man. He was therefore
forced to satisfy hinself with nercilessly browbeati ng Aedan until he
ran out of breath, then dispatching himto clean the stables.

It was there that Lady Ariel found him several hours |ater, shoveling
manure and cursing his existence.

" Aedan?"

He | ooked up and saw her standing there, [ooking nothing like the
scream ng, arnored banshee who had knocked hi m sensel ess earlier that
day. She had changed into a sinple, dark green velvet gown that fell to
her feet, which were shod with dainty black slippers. She was

bar eheaded, her | ong bl onde pigtails hanging down on either side of her
chest. She |ooked like a perfectly normal little girl rather than the
roughhousi ng tonboy that she was.

Aedan grimaced as he scraped horse droppings off the dirt floor and
shovel ed theminto a wooden wheel barrow. "What is it, Ariel?"

"Aedan, | just. . ." She hesitated. "I just came to say | amsorry."

He nerely grunted and resumed his work. "Well, think nothing of it.



"I know that it was all my fault,"” she said in a small voice. "Wat
Corwin did, | nmean. If | hadn't struck you down, perhaps you could have
stopped it."

"It was my own fault,"” said Aedan. 'It serves ne right for allowing a
mere slip of a girl to knock ne down. | should have been payi ng nore
attention.

Frankly, 1'd just as soon you didn't nmention it to anyone."

"Well, | just thought that if | told your father what | did, he would

know it was all ny fault and woul dn't blame you."

Aedan froze, bent over his shovel. He glanced up at her with disbelief.
"You told hinP"

She nodded. "I did not wish to see you get in trouble. | went to him
and said it was | who was to blame, and | woul d take whatever puni shrment
was nmeted out, and he should not fault you for something you could not
possi bly have prevented because you were |ying sensel ess on the ground
when it occurred.”

Aedan shut his eyes and groaned inwardly. "Wnderful," he said.

Ariel did not quite catch his sarcasm She smiled and said, "I thought
you woul d be pl eased. And

your father was very understanding. He said | was a brave girl for
com ng forward and telling himabout it, and told ne not to worry about
bei ng puni shed since no real harmwas done. He also spoke with Lord
Arwyn, and Corwin's been rel eased fromthe dungeons. So, you see?
Everything's turned out all right."

"Just great," said Aedan with a sigh of resignation.

"I only hope you're not too angry with ne for knocking you down," said
Ariel.

"No, Ariel, I'mnot angry."

"I never nmeant to hurt you."

"You didn't hurt me, Ariel. I'mfine."
"Because | would never wish to hurt you, Aedan

I"'mafraid | got a bit carried away. Sonetinmes, | just don't know what
gets into nme."

"Can we pl ease forget about it, Ariel?"

"So then you're not angry with nme?"

"No, I'mnot angry with you!" he shouted in frustration
She flinched and took a step back. "You are angry."

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowy. "I'mnot angry, Ariel



Honestly. | just don't want to talk about it anynore, all right?
have a lot of work to do, so if you don't mind, 1'd like to get on with
it."

"I only wanted to say | was sorry."

Aedan cl osed his eyes in silent suffering. He counted ten, then said,
"Very well. You've said it. It's over and done with now. W shal
speak no nore of it. Agreed?"

She brightened. "Agreed. Well then, | shall |eave you to your work."
"Thank you."

She turned and started to | eave, then paused. "Onh, and your father said
he wanted to see you as soon as you were done."

"OfF course," said Aedan with a sour grinace
"Thank you for delivering the message.”

"You are nost wel cone." She gave him a quick, bobbing curtsy, then
turned and left the stables with a spring in her step

Aedan mpaned, |eaned on his shovel, and hung his head in msery. One of
t he horses whi nni ed.

"Ch, shut up!" he said.

A coupl e days' bed rest was nmore than sufficient for Mchael to be up
and about. After the first day, he was already conplai ning that he
didn't want to stay in bed, denonstrating he was as hardheaded as he was
stubborn. But for a change, the enpress put her foot down and gave
Aedan orders to nmake sure he remained in repose, even if he had to tie
hi m down.

Aedan delighted in the opportunity to take these orders literally, and
the first time Mchael tried to disobey, he tied himto the bedposts.

Thi s brought on a royal tantrum of epic proportions, but after severa
hours, Aedan succeeded in getting Mchael's grudgi ng word that he would
not try to get out of bed if he untied him and though he conpl ai ned
about it bitterly, the remai nder of the recuperation period passed

wi t hout further incident.

To his credit, Aedan thought, when M chael found out that Corw n had
been sent to the dungeons on his account, even though it had only been
for about two hours, he was deeply chagrined and i mredi ately sent for
t he ol der boy.

Corwin arrived | ooking pale as death. Wen Lord Arwn had ordered him
thrown into the dungeons, the poor boy had been convinced that he woul d
never see the light of day again. However, when he was rel eased a nere

two hours later, though it had still felt like an eternity to him it
was w t hout any explanation. Consequently, when the jailer cane to take
himfromhis cell, Corwin had felt sure he was on his way to neet the

headsman' s axe.

Aedan was there when Corwin came into Mchael's chanbers and fell to his
knees to pl ead forgiveness.



M chael imrediately told himto get up and come over to the side of his
bed, whereupon he told the older boy that, by rights, it was he who
shoul d be asking his forgiveness.

"What you gave ne | had conming,"” Mchael told him "I got no nore than
| deserved. And it was a well-struck bl ow, whereas m ne was nost
unseemy

| amtruly sorry, Corwin, that you had to spend time in the dungeons on
my account. | promise | shall try to find a way to make it up to you.

W11l you forgive nme?"
Corwin was so flustered, he did not know what to say.

"Corwi n, please say you'll forgive nme, or Aedan will be very angry with
me and | shall never hear the end of it."

"But ... Your Hi ghness, it is not ny place to-"

"Corwin, if |I say it is your place to forgive me, then it is your place
to forgive ne, so forgive me and let's have done with it, shall we?"

Corwi n accepted M chael's apol ogy, and then M chael accepted his,
remarking how it was the first time Haelyn had ever lost the Battle of
Mount

Dei smaar, and to a goblin general, at that. "Next time, there shall be
a reckoning," he cautioned.

Corwi n | ooked di smayed. "Next tinme?"

"OF course," said Mchael. "After all, | have a score to settle with
t he goblins now "

Corwi n swal | oned nervously. "Perhaps, Your Highness, next tine | m ght
have the privilege of fighting on the side of the Anuireans."

"No, no, | want you on Azrai's side," said M chael

"Everybody el se always hol ds back a little when they fight me, because
amthe prince. But you did not hold bac . And that's just what | want.

I will never get any better if everyone always holds back and lets ne
win. Next tinme, Corwin, I want you to make me work for it."

"As you w sh, Your Hi ghness," Corwin said, with a bow, though he was
clearly unhappy with the whole idea. The thought filled himw th dread.

"And another thing," said Mchael. "I'mtired of everybody calling ne
that all the time. Your H ghness this, Your H ghness that.... Nobody
ever calls me by ny name except my sisters and ny parents, and | hardly
ever talk to them \What is the point in having a name if no one ever
uses it?"

"I't would not be proper for people to address the heir to throne by his
first name, Your Highness," Aedan said, not bothering to coment on the
fact that the reason Mchael's sisters rarely spoke to himwas because
they were spoiled rotten and detested him and nost parents had better



things to do than spend time speaking with their children, anyway.

Besi des, the enperor was in poor health and rarely spoke to anyone these
days, leaving nost matters of state to his royal chanberlain, and the
enpress was

too busy with her daughters, trying to get themmarried off, which was
no easy task considering their lofty rank and still nore |lofty
di spositions, to say nothing of the fact that there were seven of them

"Well, | don't care. I'mtired of it," the prince maintained. "Can't
they at least call me '"ny lord Mchael' or something?"

"Hmm " said Aedan. "As it is a point of royal etiquette, | shall have
to consult ny father. Perhaps, since you wish it, he may allowit in
i nformal circumnmstances, but only anong your intimate friends at court."

"He may allow it?" Mchael said, bridling. "Wy should it be his
decision? | amheir to the throne, while he is only the royal
chanberlain."

"That is very true," adnmtted Aedan, "but the matter does not rest with
himal one. There is the question of precedent, and the etiquette of
titles and so forth, which my have to be researched. It is a
conplicated matter."

"Well, have himlook into it as soon as possible," said Mchael. "M
nane is not Your Highness, it is Mchael Roele, and | want people to use
it."

"I shall speak with ny father at the earliest opportunity, Your H gh-uh
ny lord M chael," Aedan prom sed.

"When | am enperor,"” said Mchael, petulantly, "I shall make such

deci sions on my own, wthout having to consult all sorts of people. It
is foolish.

Suppose we are in battle and soneone is com ng up behind nme? By the

time you call out, 'Your H ghness, |ook out behind you,' I'Il be dead."
"I'n such an event, ny lord," said Aedan, suppressing a smle, "in the
interests of brevity, | shall be 48 sure to call out your nane."
"Good," said Mchael. "I should hate to die of royal etiquette."

That eveni ng, when Aedan repeated the conversation to his father, Lord
Ti eran responded with anmuserment. "l see no reason why the prince's

i nti mates cannot address himas 'my lord Mchael' or ny lord in

i nformal circunmstances,” he said, "though use of his first nane al one
woul d be highly inproper, of course. Unless it were in battle, in a
situation such as he described,"” he added with a snile

"And as enperor, needless to say, he will certainly be free to nake al
such deci sions on his own, wi thout consulting anyone." Then he grew
serious. "And | fear that he may get his wi sh nuch sooner than he ."
Aedan frowned. "Is sonething the matter with the enperor?"

H s father nodded. "His health is rapidly failing. It is generally
known that he has not been well, and that he is old and tires easily,



but | have taken pains to conceal just how weak and frail he has becone.
I do not know how successful | have been in keeping his true condition
secret, but | am seriously concerned that he may not |ast out the
sumer. And if he were to die before we returned to the Inperial Cairn
we could all find ourselves in a rather precarious situation."

"Why?" asked Aedan

"The Archduke of Boeruine is an anmbitious man," his father said. "A
powerful man. Prince Mchael is nmuch too young to rul e unguided. He
will need a regent. Odinarily, the enpress would fulfill that role,

gui ded by nyself as royal chanberlain, but she

too is young and Boeruine could easily claimthat the enpire required a
stronger, nore experienced hand. Wth the court at Seaharrow, it would
be a sinple matter for himto take control and appoint hinself as
regent. And once he had done that, he would be but one step away from
the Iron Throne itself."

"But. . . Prince Mchael is the heir," said Aedan

"Surely, Lord Arwn could not entertain notions of displacing him

That woul d be high treason!"

"You still have much to learn, ny son," Lord Tieran said, shaking his
head. "Since he was regent, Boeruine could wed the enpress, and whet her
she wished to marry himor not, she would be in a poor position to
refuse while in his hands here at Seaharrow. Once he had brought about
the marriage, if some unfortunate accident befell Prince Mchael, Lord
Arwyn woul d becone the next Enmperor of Anuire.”

"And | always thought Lord Arwn was |oyal to the enperor!" said Aedan
"He is," his father replied.
"But ... if he is loyal, how could he contenplate comrmitting treason?"

Aedan asked, unconprehendi ng.

"Because he would not see it as treason," his father explai ned
patiently. "He would see it as a responsible and entirely reasonabl e
act taken to safeguard the security of the enpire.”

Aedan sinply stared at his father with disbelief.

Tieran saw that he didn't understand, so he el aborated for his benefit.
"Arwyn of Boeruine is not an evil man," he said, "but he is an anbitious
one. |In many ways, an evil man is easier to deal with, so because you
al ways know what to expect. An evil man knows what he is and accepts
his nature. As a result, he has no need to justify his actions. An
anbiti ous man, on the other hand, is a far nore slippery creature, and
hi ghly unpredictable. He often fools hinself as well as others.
"Boeruine is not an evil man," Lord Tieran continued, "but he could
easily convince hinself that the enpire was in danger with a nere child
on the Iron Throne, and that the enpress was herself too young and

i nexperienced to rule as regent. In that, at |east, he would be
correct. She could certainly do so with nmy gui dance, but Lord Arwyn



woul d doubt| ess feel that his guidance would be superior to nmine. And
he may even be right at that-who knows? He certainly is capable of
governing the enpire. Either way, he would tell hinmself that, as a

wi dow, the enpress would be vul nerable to unscrupul ous suitors seeking
to gain power, so by marrying her, he would only be protecting her and
saf equarding the enmpire from greedy and anbitious nen.

"And as a descendant of Roele," he went on, "who better than hinself to
gui de the enpire and provide for the enperor's wi dow? The enpress is a
beautiful woman, so | suppose it would not be very difficult for Lord
Arwyn to convince hinmself he loved her. He is a strong and handsone
man, and he m ght even be able to convince her. After all, the only man
t hat she has ever known has been the enperor, and a nman of his age and
constitution does not really stir the fires in a young woman's heart.

But whether he courted the enmpress or coerced her, Lord Arwyn woul d
convince hinsel f that he was acting out of the best possible notives.
And that is why anbitious

men are dangerous, nmy son. | would rather have an evil nman to deal wth
any day. At least evil nmen are honest with thensel ves."

"But how could he possibly justify doing anything to M chael ?" Aedan
asked.

"Well, perhaps he wouldn't really need to," Lord Tieran replied.

"Anbitious nmen often do not work in obvious ways, and they tend to
surround thensel ves wi th underlings who know how to carry out their

wi shes, even if they are not obviously expressed. Lord Arwyn m ght
decide to go out hunting with some of his knights one day, and that
eveni ng, over the canpfire, he m ght choose to share sone of his
concerns about the enpire. He m ght expound, in a casual sort of way,
about how difficult it was to govern with a tenperanmental child on the
t hrone, whose abilities were unproven and whose di sposition was not
conducive to instilling confidence in his subjects. He night sigh
wearily and rmuse about how nuch easier things would be if only he didn't
have to worry about Prince Mchael all the time...."

"And his knights would take that as an order for his nurder," Aedan said
in a |low voice as understandi ng dawned.

Lord Tieran shrugged. "No direct order would be given, of course, but
his men woul d understand his neaning, just the same. And when Prince

M chael turned up dead, no one would be nore outraged than Lord Arwyn,
who woul d vow vengeance on the regicides, whoever they may be. He would
decree a period of nourning throughout the enpire, during which he

hi nsel f woul d mourn sincerely, and foll owi ng which, for the good of the
enpire, he

woul d reluctantly allow hinmself to be persuaded to ascend the throne."

Aedan shook his head, stunned. "Howis it you can even think of such
t hi ngs?"
"Because it is ny duty to think of them" his father replied. "I do not

say that this is what Lord Arwn will do, merely that it is sonething he
may do. It is a possibility, and it is ny duty-as it shall be yours
someday-to consider such possibilities and determ ne just how likely
they may be. And in Lord Arwn's case, | think it is a very likely
possibility, indeed."



"Then we nust | eave here and return to Anuire as soon as possible!"
sai d Aedan.

"What reason would we give for our abrupt departure?" asked his father
"My unfounded suspicions based on ny personal dislike for our host?

Thus far, he has done nothing to warrant our distrust. W are barely
hal fway t hrough the season and the entire court is here, so we cannot
pretend that sone urgent business of the enpire has arisen that requires
our presence in Anuire. Mdreover, we cannot sinply pack up and stea

out in the mddle of the night. For one thing, there is the matter of
Lord Arwn's nmen-at-arns, and for another, we could not risk the journey
wi t hout an escort. Even if we did not take the wagons and | eft nost of
the court behind, it would still take at |east a day or two to organize
the party, and the enperor is in no condition to travel at present."

"Then at the very least we nust get the prince to safety,” Aedan said.

"Wth a small escort, | could take himto Anuire nyself and then we-"

"No, that is out of the question," said Lord Tieran, 53 shaking his
head. "Your courage is comendable, as is your initiative in suggesting
such a course, but it would be far too great a risk. For a small party,
the journey would be dangerous in itself, and the nonent he discovered
that the prince was gone, Lord Arwyn could send a party of knights after
him which he woul d doubtless | ead hinself, citing concern for the
prince's safety. Suppose he overtook you on the road, with none to see
what woul d transpire?

It would be a sinple matter for himto return and claimhe found the
prince's party anbushed by unknown marauders and slain to the | ast nman
and boy."

"Then what are we to do?" asked Aedan with chagrin.

Lord Tieran sighed. "For the nonent, there is nothing we can do. CQur
situation may indeed provide a great tenptation to Lord Arwyn, but we do
not know for certain that he shall give in to it. These are all nerely
suppositions, after all. He may surprise us and prove he is a better
man than | suspect he is."

"And if he is not?" said Aedan, with concern.

"Then he must still take care about appearances.

He cannot seize the throne in a way that woul d be obvious to everyone.

That could easily provoke a war. He would have to take his time and
manage things very carefully. That factor, at least, is in our favor.

And we must pray for the enperor's recovery ... or at the very |east,
for himto survive the sunmer. | do not think Lord Arwn would dare to
act while the enperor still lives."

"It was folly for us to cone here in the first place," Aedan said. "If

Lord Arwn cannot be trusted, why have



we honored hi mby hol ding sumrer court at a rrow? Wy have we pl aced
ourselves into his hands?"

"Because we need himto safeguard the Western Coast provinces from
i ncursions by our enemies in the Northern Marches," said his father

"Political alliances can be very conplicated things, very delicate and
tenuous. A leader nmust often ally hinmself with men he does not |ike or
trust. Such things are less inportant than whether or not such men can
be controlled. Do you recall when you first learned to ride?"

Aedan blinked, surprised by the sudden change of subject. Yes. M
horse threw me and | | anded so hard | had the w nd knocked out of ne."

"And you were afraid to get back on," his father said. "Do you renenber
what | told you then?"

"That nmy horse threw nme because he sensed ny fear," said Aedan. "And
that if | did not conquer my fear and get back on again at once, | would
never learn to ride because | would al ways be afraid and the horse would
al ways sense it."

"Exactly," said Lord Tieran. "In sone ways, nmen are nuch |ike horses.

if a strong hand controls the reins, they may be spirited but wll
respond to conmands. However, if they sense fear - - ."

Aedan nodded. "I think | understand," he said.

He took a deep breath and exhal ed heavily. "There is still so very nuch
| have to learn.”

Hs father smled. "It is a wise man who knows he has nuch to | earn.

It is a foolish one who thinks he knows it all. Take care of the
prince, ny son. See to it he is not left alone. M concerns may prove
groundl ess in the end-and | pray they do-but renenmber 55 that it is not
wi se to place tenptation into the path of an anbitious man."

That ni ght, Aedan couldn't sleep, so he made his way up to the parapet
of the tower in the west wing of the castle, where the royal party was
quartered.

This tower, one of four at each corner of the castle, was toward the
rear, | ooking out over the sea. No guards were stationed here, so he
could enjoy sonme peace and quiet in which to think, with nothing to
di stract him save for the pounding surf on the rocks far bel ow

For the monment, he was not concerned for M chael

Two nen-at-arnms fromthe Royal House Guard were posted at his door

Sol diers al so guarded the roons of the enmperor and the enpress, and they
were within sight of one another in the corridor. This was normnal
procedure, and as such, would not serve to reveal Lord Tieran's

suspicions to Lord Arwyn.

What the archduke didn't know was that Lord Tieran had posted two
addi ti onal guards inside both Mchael's and the enperor's roons, as



well. Castles were often built with secret passages, and though Lord
Tieran did not know if Seaharrow had such hidden corridors behind its
wal I s, he wasn't taking any chances.

As Aedan stood on the tower parapet and | ooked out at the sea and the
surroundi ng countryside, he could see nost of the castle, as well.

Lord Arwn's quarters were in the east wing, and Aedan wondered if he
were asleep right now or if he were awake, considering what to do.

Lord Arwn was not 56 a fool; he knew the enperor was ailing. Hadrian
was old, and at his age, even a slight illness could easily turn fatal

If he died, Mchael would becone the enperor, and he was not yet ready.
Nor was Aedan ready to assune the role of royal chanberl ain.

M chael's ascension to the Iron Throne would not mean Aedan woul d

i medi ately assune that post, however. His father would continue in
that role until he felt Aedan was prepared to take his place. But
toni ght, Aedan felt a |long way from bei ng prepared.

He had never even considered the possibility that Lord Arwyn mi ght
harbor anmbitions to sit upon the throne hinself, and after speaking with
his father, he felt woefully inadequate.

What his father had said about considering possibilities had made him
think nore about his role in being Mchael's "nursermaid," as he had

al ways thought of it. Wen he was a few years younger, he had resented
having to performthat task, but then he cane to understand that its
purpose was to hel p himdevel op pati ence and forma bond with the young
prince, so that when the tinme cane for Mchael to assunme the throne, he
woul d feel trust for his royal chanberlain and, in turn, Aedan woul d
have | earned how hi s soverei gn thought. Now, however, Aedan realized
that there was nuch nore to it than that.

W thout knowing it, he had al so been training himto consider
possibilities. The role that he had played in the young nobl es
reenactment of the Battle of Munt Deismaar had, in a sense, been
simlar to the role his father played in the political maneuverings of
the Inperial Court. He had | earned enough of Mchael to know how he was
likely to respond in

gi ven situations, and when young Corwi n had shown hi mup, he had

consi dered the possibility correctly, as it had turned out-that M chael
woul d take out his anger on Corwin in the gane. He had al so consi dered
the possibility that the bigger boy nmight hurt Mchael if things got out
of hand. He had been equally correct in that assessnent, too, though he
had failed to anticipate that Ariel would interfere with his ability to
step in and stop it at the proper tine.

Children's games. Yes, they were that, and he had been both frustrated
and enbarrassed to be forced to play themat his age. But now, for the
first time, he understood why his father had insisted onit. On a
smal l er scale, he was | earning how to consider possibilities, howto
assess the personalities and idiosyncracies of the players, how to gauge
their reactions and deal with them appropriately. Now, however, he
woul d have to learn how to apply those skills on a nuch higher |evel.

For the first tine, he began to understand just how difficult his
father's duties really were.



In the distance, dark clouds roiled over the sea. He saw a flash of
lightning and a nonent |ater heard the distant roll of thunder. The
wi nd picked up. A stormwas noving in. |In nore ways than one, he

t hought grimy

"It appears | was not the only one who could not sleep,” a young femal e
voi ce said from behind him

He turned and saw Princess Laera standing on the parapet behind him

At ni neteen, she was the eldest of the enperor's seven daughters, and
next spring, she would be the first to wed. Ironically, she was to
marry none other than Lord Arwyn, who was twi ce her age. However, if
his father's fears were realized

t hought Aedan, there was a possibility Laera mght |ose her intended to
her own nother. Strange were the ways of inperial politics, indeed.

"Good eveni ng, Your Highness," Aedan said, bowing to her.

"Good night, you nmean,' she said. "It is alnmost the mdnight hour."
111 had just come up to get some air and think awhile," Aedan said.
"However, | shall not intrude on your privacy."

"Nonsense. it is | who amintruding on yours, she said. "Stay, Aedan
| would be grateful for the conpany.

As you w sh, Your Hi ghness."

"Must you be so formal ?" she asked. "W have known each anot her since
we were children, yet you have never called ne by nmy nane."

What, Aedan wondered, was this peculiar penchant in the children of the
royal famly to want to be acknow edged by their names? It was as if
bei ng addressed by their proper titles, as was their rightful due,
sonmehow failed to acknow edge their individual existence. And even as
t he thought occurred to him he realized that perhaps, fromtheir

vi ewpoi nt, that was precisely what the protocol of court acconplished:
they forced people through | aw and custom and tradition to acknow edge
what they were rather than who they were. No one had ever acknow edged
their individuality, only their positions. it had to make them fee

rat her |onely.

"Well, since we are alone, | will call you Laera, if you will allow ne
the rare privilege," he said.

"I do allowit," she replied with a smle. "It would be nice if you
could see ne as a worman and not only

as a princess of the royal house.™

It was difficult not to see her as a woman, Aedan thought, with her dark
hai r hanging | oose and billowing in the breeze, which also plastered the
thin material of her nightgown agai nst her body. She |ooked altogether
too much |i ke a woman and not enough |like a princess.



Sel f-consciously, and reluctantly, Aedan averted his gaze and | ooked out
to sea.

"A stormis coming," he said uneasily. She came up beside himand
rested her arns on the parapet wall. "I |ove sunmer storms,- she said

"The way the sheet lightning lights up the whole sky, the way the
thunder rolls, as if the gods were playing at ninepins, the way the rain
cones down so hard and fast and | eaves everything snmelling so fresh and
clean. | love walking in the rain, don't you?"

He gl anced at her. The wi nd was bl owi ng her |ong, raven tresses back
fromher face as she inhaled deeply, taking in the noisture-laden sea
air. Aedan could not help noticing the way her chest rose and fell with
her breaths. She was |eaning forward agai nst the wall, and her posture
accentuated her breasts, which threatened to tunble out of her | owcut

ni ght gown. She glanced at him and he quickly | ooked away. Had she
caught himstaring? Aedan felt hinself blushing and turned his head so
she woul dn't see

It wasn't all that long ago that Laera was a gangly, coltish little
girl, proud and haughty, with legs too long for her torso, but since she
turned fifteen, she had begun to bl ossom and seenmed to becone nore
beautiful with each passing year. Her once reed-thin figure now
possessed | ush curves, of which Aedan

was all too unconfortably aware with her standing so cl ose, barefoot and
weari ng nothing but a sheer white ni ghtgown.

It struck himthat they really shouldn't be alone like this, especially
wi th her being dressed the way she was. O barely dressed, he thought.

She was promised to Lord Arwyn, after all, and if sonmeone saw the two of
them toget her in such circunstances, it could easily be msinterpreted.
It wasn't right.

"Well ... | think perhaps | should be going," he said, rather
awkwar dl y.

"No, stay awhile," she said, reaching out and putting her hand on his
arm Her touch |ingered.

"W never have a chance to talk anynmore. Wy is that?"
Aedan's lips felt very dry. He noistened them

Did she feel conpletely unselfconscious standing before himin her

ni ghtcl othes? "l suppose we never tal k because | amusually kept busy
with Prince Mchael, and you are kept busy with..." He actually had no

i dea how she spent her days. " what ever it is a princess does,"
he finished | anely.

"Learning courtly graces, sew ng and enbroi deri ng, dancing, riding,

| essons on the lute ... all those things neant to prepare a girl to be
a noble's wife. | amsure you would find it all quite boring. | know I
do."

"We could trade,"” Aedan offered with a smle

"Then | could learn to sew and play the lute while you could spend the



day reenacting the Battle of Munt Deismaar with Prince M chael and his
little friends."

"No, thank you, very much," she said, making a face. "I concede you
have the worse of it. | cannot
i magi ne how you stand it. Mchael is an absolutely horrid child. It

must be awfully trying for you."

"Ch, it's not really so bad," said Aedan, though privately, he could not

agree with her nore. "It is good training for ny future role as royal
chanmberlain. It teaches discipline and patience."

"It nust," said Laera. "I don't know how you can put up with him He
may be ny brother, but he is an insufferable little nmonster. Wen
heard that Corwi n knocked hi m senseless, | thought it was just what he

deserved. To tell the truth, | wish I'd done it nyself."

"That was entirely ny fault," Aedan said. "I should have prevented it,
but I fear | was not quick enough."

Laera smiled. "Yes, | heard that Lady Ariel slowed you down a bit."
Aedan bl ushed again. Damm that Ariel. The story nust be all over the
castl e by now and everyone was probably having a good |augh at his
expense. "Yes, well, that was ny fault, too. | wasn't paying
attention. | was trying to keep an eye on Prince M chael, and she
managed to get in a lucky blow | really should have known better

She al ways comes after ne during the ganes. She knows that | won't
stri ke her, so she takes advant age.

Laera smiled again. "That isn't why she does it.
"Ch? Wy, then?"

Laera chuckl ed. "You nean you don't know?"

He frowned and shook his head. "No. What other reason could there be?"
"She is in love with you."

"What? Ariel? Oh, that's absurd!"

"It's true, you know. "

"But she's just a child!"

"a child on the verge of becom ng a young wonan," Laera said. "Iln many
ways, a girl of twelve is nore mature than a boy of the same age.

She is certainly old enough to feel romantic inclinations.

And anong the peasantry, it is not at all unconmon for girls to marry at
her age and start having children soon afterward-"

"Well, among the common folk, marrying young is often a necessity," said
Aedan. "They are poor and need nore children to help themwork the
fields.



Besi des, they age quickly fromtheir toil. It is hardly the sanme sort
of thing. | ammuch too old for Ariel."

"I was only a year older than Ariel is now when | was promi sed to Lord
Arwyn, and he is nore than twice ny age," said Laera.

"That is hardly the same thing," Aedan replied.

"You are of the royal house, and your betrothal was arranged to cenent a
political alliance. Besides, you did not marry at thirteen. You were
nerely prom sed. You shall be a grown woman when you take your weddi ng
vows-"

"I am al ready a grown woman, as you have surely noticed," she replied
with a nocking little snile.

Aedan flushed with enbarrassment and silently - She had caught him
staring, after all.

cursed hinsel f

"it will not be long before Ariel grows into a worman, too,' Laera
continued. "And there is nuch | ess of an age difference between the two
of you than there is between Lord Arwn and nyself. in only a few
years, she will not seemtoo young for you." She sighed and | ooked off
into the distance. "Wereas Lord Arwn .... She sighed again. 'l
think I understand now how nmy nother nust have felt when she was
promsed to nmy father." "I was told that wonen find Lord Arwyn
handsone, " Aedan sai d.

Laera shrugged. -Perhaps, if they like that brutish sort. But he seens
very coarse to ne. He's like a great big bear, with those |arge
eyebrows and that great, thick, bushy beard. 1'Il bet he's hairy all
over."

She grinmaced with distaste. "The thought of himlying on top of ne
makes me shudder."

Aedan was dumbstruck at her remarks. He woul d never have inagined that
a wonan could talk that way, especially a princess of the royal house.

He could not think howto respond.

"Do | shock you?" she asked, seeing his dismayed expression

"I ... uh ... well ... 1 have never heard wonen speak of such things
before," he said, feeling flustered.
She cocked her head, curiously. "You think we are so very different?

You think that only nen think about such things? Wuld you wish to lie
with a woman whom you found repul sive?"

"We, uh ... we really should not be speaking of such matters," he said
awkwar dl y.

"Why not ?"

"It is ... well, it ... it is sinply not proper!" he said with

exasper ati on.



"Ch, | see," she said. "And you, Aedan, are so very proper in al
things. | suppose that is why you have been stealing glances at ny
bosom every time you | ook at ne before you so quickly and properly avert
your gaze."

Aedan gasped and bl ushed deep crinmson. "I never did any such thing!"

"Liar," she said, neeting his gaze.

"I really should be going," he said, and turned to | eave, but she
grasped himfirmy by the arm

"I did not dismss you."
He noi stened his lips, took a deep breath, and turned back to face her
"Forgive me, Your Highness.

Have | your |eave to go?"
"No, you do not," she said. She cocked her head and raised her
eyebrows- 'So, you wanted to | ook?

well, then ... look."

She stood back from himand spread her arms out slightly from her sides.
The lightning flashed overhead and, an instant later, was followed by a
sharp crack of thunder. The w nd picked up, blowing in off the sea, and
it blew her nightgown back, pressing it cl ose against her skin and
outlining her figure clearly. As she turned slowy for his benefit, the
lightning flashed again, the thunder booned, and it began to rain,
pelting down hard and fast. In a nonent, they were both drenched, and
as Laera's ni ghtgown becanme soaked, it clung wetly to her skin,
reveal i ng everything. She might as well have been standing before him
naked.

H s breathi ng qui ckened. She stood there, facing against hi mnow, her

| ong, dark hair plastered to her forehead and the sides of her face, and
he coul d see the goose bunps on her flesh and the way her nipples stood
out. He was unable to | ook away. She was breathing heavily, and her
lips were parted slightly, glistening as the rain ran down her face,
like tear tracks. She licked at the noisture, holding himimobile with
her intense gaze.

"I shall be forced to marry a man | do not |ove," she said as she

approached him "A man | do not want. That is my duty as a princess of
t he roya
house. But is it so very wong of nme to have ... just once ... a man

| can desire?"

She stood very close, |looking up at himas the rain poured down upon

them and Aedan trenbled, though it was not fromthe chill. She placed
her hands against his chest. "I saw you coning.up here," she said, her
voi ce | ow and husky. "I followed you. | knew that there m ght never be

anot her chance. ..

Her face cane cl oser.



"I know you want me," she said, trailing her fingers down his cheek

He knew that this was wong. He knew that he should push her away,
gently but firmy, and flee back down the tower stairs, back to his
room where he could bolt the door and catch his breath and try to
convince hinmself this never happened. But instead, as her lips nmoved to
his, so close he could feel her hot breath against his face, he put his
arnms around her and pulled her close, crushing his lips to hersHer
tongue slipped between his lips and found his and his head swamw th the
overwhel mi ng, new, and utterly intoxicating sensation. She rubbed up
agai nst himas her fingers trailed down his cheeks and his hands seened
to nove down of their own volition, pressing her still closer as they

ki ssed, hungrily, sinking to their knees into the water pooling on the
parapet. She hel ped himpull her soaked ni ghtgown over her head, and as
he removed his shirt, she funbled with the wet |aces on his breeches,

| ooseni ng them just enough to pull them down and, wi thout waiting for
himto renove them she pulled himdown on top of her

They made love in the pouring rain as the wi nd whistled through the
battl ements, and thunder rolled and lightning split the sky.

**chapter Three**

Aedan' s concerns about the emperor's health soon paled in the face of
new anxi eties. He was racked with guilt over his affair with Princess
Laera and filled with dread of being discovered, for contrary to what
she had said that night, it was not enough for her to have, "just once,"
a man she could desire. She had to have himagain. And then again, and
agai n, and agai n.

Aedan felt helpless in the grip of conflicting new emotions. He knew it
was madness to continue the affair, but at the sane tine, he just could
not resist her. And he understood only too well that he was the one who
had the nobst to lose. Laera was a princess of the royal house, and he
doubt ed she would suffer very greatly if know edge of their secret
trysts cane to light. The marriage with Lord Arwn would surely be
called off, but that would be just what she wanted. He, on the other
hand, would take the full brunt of Lord Arwyn's wrath, and under the
circunmst ances, his father would be powerless to help him

He could be thrown into the dungeons, or else challenged by Lord Arwyn,
and he did not think much of his chances in such an event. The Archduke
of Boerui ne was one of the nost powerful knights in the enpire, whereas,
Aedan rem nded hinself painfully, he hadn't even been able to stop
little Ariel's assault. True, he had not really been fighting or paying
very close attention for that matter, but he knew his skills as a

swor dsman were not hing conpared to Arwn's. He had been training for
only a few years, while Arwn had won countless tournanments in addition
to proving hinself many tinmes in actual conbat.

But for that very reason, Arwyn m ght decide he was not worth
chal l enging. He could sinmply have himtried and executed. It would
certainly be his right. What if, in a careless nmonent, Laera all owed
something to slip?

What if they were caught together? O what if, anxious to escape the
marri age, she were to reveal their affair on purpose?

Every possible scenario for disaster went through Aedan's fevered m nd
but when Laera's eyes nmet his during dinner in the great hall, and she



gazed at himw th that conspiratorial, know ng | ook, his knees went
weak, his heart pounded, and he wanted her all over again, despite the
guilt and fear. Sexual awakening had come to Aedan with a vengeance,
and one snol dering gl ance from Laera was enough to bring himto

i medi ate, acute, an able attention

They met several nore times on the tower parapet where they had begun
their affair, and then Laera accosted himin a castle corridor one
evening and pulled himinto a niche behind a tapestry, where they nade
| ove while, several tinmes, people passed by in the corridor. The fear
of bei ng caught had added a dangerous excitenent to their |ovemaking,
but afterward, Aedan never wanted to go through anything that
nerve-racking again. Laera, on the other hand, had enjoyed it so nmuch
t hat she becane enbol dened to take still greater chances.

The next tine, she found himin the stables, putting up the horses after
he and M chael had gone riding, and they coupled in an enpty stall, with
t he grooms brushing down the horses only yards away. It had been
necessary for Aedan to cover Laera's nouth so that he could keep her
cries of pleasure nuffled, |est anyone should hear. She didn't seemto
care. The risks they took only seened to excite her all the nore. And
she woul d not be put off. She seemed to delight in the control that she
exerted over him and kept finding new ways to tenpt fate.

She would tell himto nmeet her in the castle courtyard after dark, and
they woul d make |l ove in the shadows while the guards stood posted at the
gate, less than a stone's throw away. Wen a tournanent was held in the
fields below the castle, she took himunderneath the stands, and they
made | ove beneath the royal box, where the enpress sat with all of
Laera's sisters and with Prince Mchael and Lord Tieran at her side.

It was as if Laera wanted to be caught, thought Aedan, and the worst
part of it was that he seened to have lost all sense of reason and
self-control. It was as if she had sonme sort of strange power over him
Each time he resolved to end it, to insist that it was wong and coul d
not possibly go on, she would | ook at himor touch himor press her lips
to his and his will would sinply evaporate in the rush of hot blood

t hrough hi s veins.

And then she started comng to his room at night.

He was preparing for bed one night when Laera canme in, dressed in
not hi ng but her robe, which she opened as she entered. He stared with
di sbelief. She slipped the robe off her shoulders and let it fall to
the floor, and stood naked before him I|ike a beautiful scul pture
unveil ed, her creany skin illum nated softly in the candlelight. His
breath caught as he stared at her, drinking in her beauty. She had a
way of |ooking at himthat was at the sane time seductive and
possessive. And, as usual, he was unable to resist her

After that first tine, she came to his room al nost every night,
sometines staying nearly until dawn.

Her appetite was insatiable, and Aedan felt worn out. On a nunber of
occasions, he had tried bolting his door when he retired for the night,
but no sooner had he thrown the bolt than a stab of anxiety went through
hi m and he thought, what woul d happen if she found herself |ocked out?
What woul d she do?

He was afraid to find out. And at the sane tine, he wanted her to cone.



And so his door remai ned unbol ted.

He cursed himself for being weak, and for being afraid of refusing her,
but on the nights she didn't

cone, he found hinself waiting for her with tense anticipation, feeling
frustrated and di sappoi nted when she failed to arrive. She neither told
hi mthat she would not be coming, nor did she of fer any explanations or
excuses. It was naddening, but there seenmed to be nothing he could do
about it. She enjoyed keeping himoff balance. It was as if he were
her plaything, to be used or disregarded subject to her whins.

Aedan was certain disaster was at hand when one of the house guards

wi nked at himas they passed in the corridor one day. Wth horror
Aedan t hought, he knows! And of course he knew, for the guards
stationed in the corridors could not have failed to notice when Laera
| eft her roomeach night, dressed only in her robe, not to return unti
at |least several hours later. The guards were supposed to remain at
their posts, but in the mddle of the night, with everyone el se asl eep
it woul d have been a sinmple matter for one of themto foll ow her

di screetly and find out where she went. By now, thought Aedan, with a
sinking feeling, the entire house guard must know

Fortunately, because they were the Royal House Guard and not the
nmen-at-arnms of the Archduke of Boeruine, their first loyalty was to the
royal house, which nmeant the princess, and by extension Aedan as well.

They found it quite anmusing that the royal chanmberlain's son was not
only having it off with a princess, but doing it right under the nose of
her future husband, the proud and inperious archduke.

It was just the sort of thing to strike a chord of manly enpathy in any
sel f-respecting guardsman's heart.

However, Aedan reasoned that if the house guard was aware of what was
going on, it would only be a

matter of time-and not nmuch time at that-before all the servants knew,
as well. He knew he sinply had to break it off sonehow before disaster
struck, but he did not know how, or even if he could. Laera had
initiated their relationship, and now Laera controlled it. Aedan was
afraid that if he tried to end it first, she would take it as a
rejection, and that mght give her all the excuse she needed to revea
their affair.

She was haughty, wilful, stubborn, and dom neering, and the few tines he
had tried to tell her that what they were doing was wong and danger ous,
she had sinply refused to listen. And even if, somehow, he could break
it off, it really made no difference in the end, because the damage had
al ready been done. Laera would not go to her wedding bed a virgin, and
Lord Arwn woul d thereby have the right to dissolve their marriage on
the spot. It would disgrace the royal house and, after that, no

sel f-respecting nobl eman woul d want Laera for a wife, regardless of the
political advantages.

It was an intolerable, nerve-racking situation, and Aedan did not see
how he coul d possibly get out of it. It was all that he could do just
to get through each successive day. Wth the exuberant energy of youth,
M chael kept himon the go all day, and then at night, Laera wore him
out with an altogether different sort of exuberance. And what with the



attacks of guilt and self-recrimnation that he suffered every night
after she left his roomthough she drove all such thoughts out of his

m nd while she was therehe wasn't getting enough sl eep. The anxiety was
beginning to take its toll.

Wrst of all was the thought of what this would
7?
do to his father. |In all his life, Aedan had never disobeyed him and

what he was doi ng now was rmuch worse than di sobedi ence. He would bring
di shonor and di sgrace down on his famly, and the thought of it made him

sick at heart. It might have been easier if he could have told hinself
he | oved her, but he did not, and he was certain Laera did not truly
care for him No tender words of |ove had ever passed between them It

was physical desire, pure and sinple, nothing nore than wanton lust, and
that nmade it absolutely indefensible.

The troubl e was, when she cane creeping to his roomat night and slipped
her robe of f her shoul ders, and he woul d see her naked body gl eanmi ng in
the candlelight, all reason sinply left him He could not contro
hinmself at all and, afterward, he would lie alone in bed, so overwhel ned
with guilt that his chest would ache as if a huge wei ght were upon it.

He had been raised to cultivate self-discipline and patience, yet he had
become a slave to his own baser instincts. He could see no way around
it. He was dooned.

After several weeks had passed since their first tryst on the tower,
Aedan was a nervous weck. He would flinch if soneone merely called his
nane, expecting that at any time his treachery woul d be reveal ed.

For it was treachery: he was conducting an illicit affair with a
princess of the royal house in her future husband's home. It preyed on
his mind to such an extent that he was beginning to feel as if he would
wel come bei ng caught.

One norning, as he was saddling up the horses in the stables for hinself
and M chael to go hawking, he felt a light touch on his shoul der and
practically

junped out of his skin. He spun around as he heard a throaty giggle and
saw t hat Laera had sneaked up behind himin the stall

"Laera! By Haelyn, you scared ne half out of my wits!"

As he tried to catch his breath and make his heart stop hamering, she

began to | oosen the laces on her bodice. "I see the grooms have changed
the straw," she said, with a sultry little snmle. "It's nice and
fresh.”

"Are you mad?" he said. "Mchael will be here any nmonent!"

"He slept late this norning and is still getting dressed,” she replied

as she slipped out of her gown.
"W have time for a quick one.™

"Laera, for pity's sake, the groons!"



"Are all outside, exercising the horses," she said, pulling himinto an
enpty stall. "W are all alone. So hurry, get your clothes off. |

want you." She reached for his breeches.
He sonehow found the strength of will to back away. "Laera, please!
beg of you, listen to me! This cannot go on! It would be worth my life

if we were caught!"
"Then that should nake it all the nore exciting!"

she said, reaching for him "Besides, it is your duty to serve the
enperor and his famly. So ... serve."

She put her arms around hi mand ki ssed hi m passi onately.
" Aedan?"

It was M chael! Aedan quickly pulled Laera down inside the stall. She
gi ggl ed and he pressed his lips to hers, desperately trying to silence
her .

"Aedan, where are you?"

Laera | oosened the drawstring of his breeches and started to pull them
down. Her eyes were alight with excitenent. M chael was but a few feet
away, just outside the stall. The only thing separating themwas a
five-foot-high wood partition. Aedan stared at her with alarm

soundl essly nmouthing, "Stop!" He tried to pull his breeches back up, but
she grinned and fought him pulling themback dowmn. He was certain

M chael woul d hear the rustling sounds they were making in the straw

"Aedan, are you there?" Mchael called out. "I see you have the horses
saddled. Well, | amready to go!"

So was Laera. She was squirm ng underneath him wapping her |egs
around himto prevent his escape.

"Laera, please, | beg of you!" he whispered frantically into her ear
"Make love to me," she whispered back, a wild look in her eyes. "Make
love to ne right now or else I'lIl scream™

"No!" he whispered harshly. "Laera, this is insane " She took a deep

breath and opened her mouth to scream He hastily covered her mouth
with his own and she chuckl ed deep down in her throat.

"Aedan! Aedan, I'mgoing! I'mnot waiting any |onger!" M chael called
out .

Nei t her was Laera. She was breathing heavily, npaning as she noved
beneath him Aedan did not see how M chael could possibly fail to hear
Pani cstricken, he covered her nouth with his hand, |ooking over his
shoul der and expecting M chael to open the stall door at any second. In
his anxiety, he failed to notice that he had covered not only Laera's
nout h, but her nose, as well.

Unabl e to breathe, she struggled to renmove his hand, but he held her
down with determ nation, pinning one armwith his free hand and the
other with his knee as he watched to see where M chael was. Laera

bucked and thrashed beneath him but Aedan cursed her silently as he



| ooked over his shoulder and gritted his teeth, watching the stal
partition.

He heard footsteps, then the clip-clopping of hooves as M chael took his
horse out of its stall

Pressing down on Laera in an attenpt to keep her still, he continued to
wat ch the stall door, holding his breath and listening. He heard

M chael 's horse snort and w cker just outside the stable doors. Then
cane the soft creak of the stirrups as the boy nounted up and hoof beats
as he trotted off.

Aedan cl osed his eyes and let out a long sigh of relief. However, he
wasn't safe yet. The grooms could return at any nonent. He had to get

Laera dressed and out of here. "Laera-" She had stopped her struggles
and lay still beneath him her eyes closed.
"Laera?"

Wth a shock, he suddenly noticed that he had been covering both her
mout h and nose. He jerked his hand away.

"Laera!"
She gasped for air, reflexively, and Aedan al nbst sobbed with relief.

For a dreadful noment, he had thought he might have killed her. Her
eyes fluttered open, and she coughed, gasping for air.

"Laera! Laera, forgive me! | didn't realize-" H's head jerked as she
sl apped him hard across the face. "You bastard! | couldn't breathe!™
'Laera, I'msorry, |-"

"You m ght have killed ne, you mserable wetch!"

she said, shoving himaway and getting to her feet unsteadily. He tried
to help her, but she pushed hi mback again and he fell onto the straw
She stood over him naked, her eyes blazing with fury. "How dare you!
ought to have you whi pped!"

"Laera, |ower your voice, for mercy's sake!" he said, pulling up his
breeches and brushing off the straw. "The groons-"

"The groons! The groons! It would serve you right to have the groomns
cone in here and find us like this! Wat do you suppose they'd think?"

He got to his feet. "And just what woul d you have themt hi nk?" he asked
with an edge to his voice.

Even as he spoke, he realized that suddenly everything had changed.

"I could tell themthat you'd lured ne to the stables and then choked ne
so you could renmove ny cl othes and have your way with nme!" she said
spitefully. "And then what would you do? What do you think Lord Arwyn
woul d do when he found out ?"

"He m ght find out considerably nmore than you intended," Aedan countered
angrily.



"Ch, and do you really think that he would take your word over m ne?"
she asked cont enpt uously.

"No, | rather doubt he would," said Aedan. -But he m ght take the word
of the house guards, who saw you | eave your room each night for the past
few weeks and cone to mine."

"They never saw where | was going!" she said, but a | ook of uncertainty
cane into her eyes. For the first time, she seenmed to realize she was
no | onger conpletely in control

"Didn't they?" Aedan said. He shrugged. "Well, perhaps not. Perhaps
one of themdidn't follow you to see where you went each night.

Per haps he never saw you go into nmy room Perhaps there is sone other
reason why they all wink at me and smle each tine | pass themin the
corridors.”

"Even so," she said, "they are the Royal House Guard, and their first
loyalty will be to nme, the princess, and not the lowy chanberlain's
son!" She tried to say this with conviction, but a note of doubt crept
t hr ough.

"The lowy chanberlain," said Aedan, echoing her words wi th heavy
sarcasm "is the nman who has al ways seen to it that they were paid on
time and well, and who has made certain their famlies were properly
provi ded for, and given confortable quarters and the care of court
physi ci ans whenever they were ill. It is just possible that they m ght
al so feel sone loyalty toward him and not wish to see his son falsely
branded as a rapist when the truth is that the princess is a wanton
slut."”

She stared at himw th shock, then struck himacross the face with al
her mght. He saw it coning, but he took the blow, not even trying to
avoid it. "You insolent pig!" she said, spitting out the words.

"You'll pay for that! And to think |I gave nmyself to you!"

"I ndeed, " said Aedan, wyly. "It was a gift | never asked for and was a
fool to have accepted in the first place, considering its questionable
worth."

Wth a cry of rage, she launched herself at him arms raised, fingers
hooked |i ke talons, ready to claw his eyes out. He caught her by the
wrists and pivoted, using her own momentumto throw her down. She fell,
sprawing, into the straw

"Enough!" he said. "By all the gods, enough

Whet her in anger or in lust, you have laid hands on ne for the | ast
time! Now get up and put your clothes back on! You are still a
princess of the royal house, so try to act |ike one! And henceforth,
shall try to act as befits nmy proper place and station, which | had
forgotten, like a fool. As for the rest of it-your threats, your
wounded pride-do what you w sh.

Whatever it may cost me, | am past caring one way or the other."

Aedan turned and left the stall, leaving her lying there with an



i ncredul ous | ook on her face. He crosse the aisle and took his horse
out of its stall.

M chael already had a good head start, and he had to catch up to him

It was not safe for the prince to be out riding alone, and it was past
time he started thinking once again about his duties and

responsi bilities-for however |ong they would remain his duties and
responsibilities. Perhaps only until this afternoon. It would not
surprise himif he were seized by Arwn's nen-at-arnms the nonent he
returned. He didn't care. He felt, at |east for the nonent,

mar vel ously free.

Laera's words had been |ike a bucketful of cold water dashed into his
face. Whatever spell he had been under was finally broken, and he saw
her for the selfish, spiteful, spoiled girl she really was ..

and hinmself for an utter fool. One way or another, however things
turned out, at least it was finally over and he could try to regain, if
at all possible, some vague senbl ance of his sel f-respect.

He truly didn't care about what woul d happen to hi mnow, except for how
it would affect his parents.

H s di sgrace woul d become theirs, as well, and for

their sake, he hoped Laera had enough wits about her to | eave well
enough al one. Perhaps he had convinced her she woul d not come away
unscat hed if she nmade any accusations against him that if she chose to
reveal their affair or claimhe had forced hinself upon her, it would be
her disgrace, as well.

Perhaps it would not be very chivalrous of himto reveal a |lady's

i ndi scretions, even in self-defense, but neither was it very | adylike
for a womman to sal vage her own questionable virtue by accusing her
chosen | over of rape. Either way, he knew Laera would not forget or
forgive. He had nade an eneny for life. And it was his own fault for
becom ng involved with her in the first place.

However things turned out, Aedan was past feeling guilty. Now, he felt
only anger, not so nuch at Laera as at hinmself. Once again, he had
received a painful lesson in the foibles of human nature-in this case,
his own. Belatedly, he understood the true neaning of self-discipline.

Laera had excited him and he had wanted her. He would not take refuge
in choosing to think she had seduced him for even though she had
initiated their affair, he had been a nore than willing partici pant
right fromthe start.

He had known full well what he was doing, as he had known the
consequences, and yet he did it anyway. He could blane no one but

hi nsel f, and what ever puni shnent woul d come his way now, he woul d
certainly deserve it. |If only, sonehow, his parents could be spared the
di sgrace of their son's folly.

Torn between anger at hinmsel f and agoni zed concern over his famly,
Aedan rode quickly down the trail |leading fromthe castle, reining in at
a bend on a pronontory that gave a conmandi ng vi ew of the 80 town of
Seasedge and the spreading fields of the coastal plain. As his gaze
swept across the wi de expanse of gently rolling, grassy fields, he



searched for a lone rider. Finally, he spotted him galloping across a
meadow to the east, not far fromthe edge of the forest. He had flown
his hawk, and the bird had already stooped to nmake a kill.

Aedan urged his horse into a canter down the serpentine trail, and when
he reached the nore gradual incline of the | ower slope, he kicked his
horse into a gallop. Mchael would be angry with him and to nake

t hi ngs worse, he had not brought his hawk. He tried to think of what he
woul d tell the prince, what excuse he could make for his tardiness.

He felt a brief pang of guilt at the thought of lying to him but if
Laera tal ked, Mchael would learn the truth soon enough. |If not, it was
just as well. He was too young to understand about such things, and
there was nothing to be served in causing hi mundue distress.

Aedan had negl ected his duties |ong enough in thinking only of hinself.

Now he woul d have to think about the prince, which he knew he shoul d
have been doing all al ong.

He | ost sight of M chael when he reached the plain, and he used the ends
of his reins to whip up his nount as he galloped in the direction he'd

| ast seen him He should have brought a guard escort with him as he
usually did, but it was too late to worry about that now. As he topped
a small rise, without slacking pace, he scanned the fields ahead of him
No sign of the prince. Perhaps his hawk had stooped upon its prey in a
slight depression and M chael had di smounted out of sight.

He continued riding in the same direction, headi ng east, toward
t he edge of the pine forest.

He didn't like the idea of Mchael's being out alone, and he liked even
| ess the idea of his being so close to the forest. The province of
Boerui ne was not Anuire. They were on the frontier, and there could be
brigands in the forest, or bears, or some equally dangerous creature.

Renegade el ves were also a possibility, though Aedan didn't think it
likely they'd risk com ng so close to Seaharrow. Still, Mchael should
have known better than to go riding off alone. And, he imediately

t hought, he shoul d have known better than to be distracted fromhis
duti es.

He topped another rise and reined in briefly to | ook around as his
restive horse pawed the ground and snorted. Still no sign of M chael

Where coul d the boy have gone? Surely, he would not have been f foolish
enough to ride into the forest? But then, Aedan rem nded hinmself, this

was the fearless Prince Mchael Roele, conqueror of imaginary elves and

goblins, slayer of monsters from his dreans.

M chael sinply didn't know enough to be cauti ous.

And if he had gone into the forest.... Aedan swallowed nervously. A
grown man could easily get lost in there. He urged his nmount into a
gal | op once agai n.

As he rode, he scanned the sky, thinking he m ght spot M chael's hawk,
but there was no sign of the bird, either. He glanced back toward the
castle. He was pretty sure he had reached roughly the same spot where



he had seen M chael fromthe trail |eading down from Seaharrow. The boy
could not have ridden very far

"Mchael!" he called out. "My lord!"

He waited. There was no response. Aedan felt a knot of tension in his
stomach. Suppose the prince had fallen fromhis horse and was |ying

i njured sonewhere nearby, unable to respond? Aedan called out again. No
answer. He searched for tracks.

After a while, he found them They were | eading toward the forest.

Aedan swore softly to hinself and followed the tracks of M chael's
horse. As he approached the tree line, he heard an unm st akabl e screech
and | ooked up. It was Slayer, Mchael's hawk. He had hel ped M chael
train the bird hinself. He whistled loudly, calling the bird.

Wth an answering cry, it cane flying out the trees just ahead. He held
his armout, and the hawk came down to roost. Aedan wi nced as the sharp
talons dug into his forearm He had neglected to put on his hawking

gl ove. He | ooked around.

There was still no sign of M chael
"Where is he, girl?" he asked the bird. "Were did he go?"

The hawk | ooked agitated. It swiveled its fierce little head sharply
back and forth, fluttering its wings. Aedan gritted his teeth at the
pain in his forearmas he felt blood noisten his sleeve. He had | ost
the trail. He turned his horse, |ooking down at the ground as he tried
to find the tracks again. Suddenly, something cane hissing through the
air, and he felt what seened |like a sharp, strong blow to his shoul der

The hawk took wing with a screeching cry as Aedan tunbled fromhis
saddl e.

He fell hard on his side and cried out w th pain.

He rolled onto his back, clutching at the shaft protruding fromthe
wound. A bolt froma crossbow

Bandits! He reached for his sword, and it was only then he realized
that he had left it behind in the

stables in his rush to get away from Laera and catch up with the prince.

He cursed hinmself for an idiot and funbl ed awkwardly with his | eft hand
for the dagger in his right boot, realizing with a sinking feeling that
even his sword woul d have been an inadequate defense agai nst crossbows.

The dagger would be nearly useless. Still, it was all he had. But even
as his fingers closed around the hilt of the dagger in his boot, another
crossbow bolt struck the dirt scarcely an inch away fromhis foot, and
he froze. He heard a |ow, nasty sound that was hal fway between a
chuckl e and an animal growl, and | ooked up to see four small figures
emerge fromthe brush

They were no nore than about four and a half feet tall, but they were
very nuscul ar and lean, armed with short swords, |ong knives, spears,
and crossbows. Each of them wore chain mail, greaves, and peaked,



open-faced, spike-topped casques. They carried small, round war shields
strapped to their backs, and two of them held spears pointed down at
Aedan, while the other two ainmed crossbows at him

Al'l four had sharp, swarthy features; feral, golden yellow eyes with
snakel i ke pupils; dark, coppery skin; flat faces and sl oped foreheads.

Their arms were unusually long, and their teeth were sharp and pointed,
t he cani nes shaped |ike fangs. Haelyn help ne, Aedan thought. Goblins!

He had never seen a goblin before, but he had heard stories about them
and he knew their small stature did not make them any | ess dangerous.

They were extrenely strong and possessed preternaturally quick
reactions, with excellent night vision. They were a semni nonadic,
warrior culture who used sl ave

| abor extensively, and it was said that they sometines ate human fl esh
as aritual to take the power of their enenmies. There were goblin

ki ngdoms spread throughout isolated regions of Ceriha, in the | ands of
Thurazor, Urga-Zai, Kal Kal athor, the Bl ood Skull Barony, Markazor, and
the Five Peaks. However, Aedan had never dreaned that gob would dare to
venture this far south, so dose to Seaharrow

They were probably part of a raiding party from Thurazor or the Five
Peaks. He could not inmagine only four of themwould have risked such a
journey, penetrating so deeply through elven | ands to reach Boerui ne.

Al this flashed through his mind in an instant as he desperately tried
to push his fear aside and think clearly, for he knew his survival would
depend on what happened in the next few nonments.

"CGet up, human, if you wish to live," one of them said, speaking
Anuirean in a guttural, heavily accented voice.

Aedan slowy struggled to his knees, wincing with pain, then rose
unsteadily to his feet, clutching at the crossbow bolt protruding from
hi s shoul der.

He saw another goblin try to seize his horse, but the stallion reared up
and nei ghed, then bolted fromthe creature. Run, Wndreiver, Aedan
thought. Run swiftly back, so they will know at the castle that
somet hi ng has gone ami ss.

One of the gob bent and snatched the dagger from Aedan's boot, and then
a spear point in his back prodded himinto the trees. As he wal ked,
Aedan tried to ignore the pain in his shoulder. H's nmind raced
feverishly. Had they taken M chael ?

They approached the renai nder of the party, waiting under the cover of
the trees. There were about a

dozen of them in addition to the four who had captured Aedan. Two of
them hel d M chael between them gagged, with his hands tied behind his
back.

The rest were nounted on | arge, gray wolves that grow ed threateningly
as Aedan approached. Wl friders, he thought. That clinched it. A
rai ding party out of Thurazor



He realized that if they had meant to kill M chael and him they would
undoubt edly have done so already. What then? Take them as sl aves?

Hold them for ranson? The latter seemed a likely possibility. He and
M chael were obviously not peasants, so the goblins nust have naturally
assuned they were nobility from Seaharrow. |If the creatures planned to
hold them for ransom at |east he and M chael had a chance of getting
out of this alive. So long as they didn't know who M chael was.

"Listen," Aedan said to his captors, "if you nmean us any harm then know
that nmy father will pay handsonely for the safe return of nmy little
brot her and ne."

One of the goblins chuckled as he sat astride his wolf. Hi s |aughter
was an ugly, rasping sound.

"Brothers, is it?" he said with a sneer. "Funny, | seemto recall that
t he enperor had only one son."

Aedan tried to keep his alarm from showi ng- They knew  But perhaps
there was a chance he could still convince them otherwi se. He glanced
at M chael, who apparently didn't even know enough to be afraid.

I nstead, he | ooked angry-furious, in factand was nmaki ng noises into his
gag, which fortunately were conpletely unintelligible.

"The enperor?" said Aedan, trying to | ook surprised. "Wat in Haelyn's
nane nakes you think our father is the enperor? He is but a lowy
vi scount . "

"Save your breath, boy," said the goblin |eader.

-The prince has already told us who he is. He has promised to have us
all drawn and quartered and then boiled in oil for daring to | ay hands
on his royal person.- He chuckled. "No one but a prince could possess
such arrogance at so young an age."

Aedan silently cursed Mchael for a fool. |If only he'd known enough to
keep his nmouth shut! "What did you tell themthat for, you little
idiot?" he said to Mchael angrily. 'If they think you are the prince,
they' Il only demand a hi gher ransom nore than our father could ever
hope to pay!" He turned back to the goblin Ieader. 'Don't listen to
him he's just a child! He nmust have hoped to frighten you into
releasing him He didn't know that goblins would not fear the power of
t he enmperor, as we do!"

The goblin | eader smled. "A good attenpt, young lord," he said. 'And
I mght even have believed you had I not had the prince described to ne
in detail, nor seen the royal signet graved in gold on his left hand."

He held up the ring. "I shall keep this as a trophy. Qur quest has
gone far nore easily than | could ever have expected. Wo would have
t hought that our quarry would conme riding straight into our waiting
arns?"

The goblin |l eader's words sent a chill through Aedan. They had not
nmerely stunbled onto a raiding party. These wolfriders had cone
specifically for the purpose of kidnapping the prince! They knew the
royal seal, and they had a description of the prince, as well. They
nmust have been waiting in the forest for an opportunity to seize Prince



M chael as

he was out hawking or riding, and they had cone prepared to do battle
with an armed escort that, Aedan realized mserably, he should have
brought along with himas he usually did. Al that could only nmean one
t hi ng- somreone had given themthat information. There was a traitor in
the Inperial Court! But who?

Who stood to gain the nost fromsome tragedy befalling Mchael ? Arwn
of Boeruine, of course.

Aedan's father had considered the possibility of Arywn's anbition

| eading himto treachery, but he had not considered that Arwyn coul d be
so bold and bl ack-hearted as to ally hinmself with goblins. But then, if
Arwyn wanted M chael dead, why go to such lengths? Wy not just hire
some brigands or sone nercenaries to performthe task, or else entrust

it to sone of his own nmen, whose loyalty to himwas beyond question? Wy
i nvol ve the goblins? And why, for that matter, would goblins enter into
any plot with a human warl ord? There had to be sone reason that would
benefit both parties. Aedan tried to think clearly.

If he could reason out their notives, it mght help himfigure out what
to do.

If the goblins planned to hold the prince for ransom as seened likely
fromtheir behavior and what the goblin | eader said, Arwyn of Boeruine
woul d be the logical choice to deliver that ransom And since the
enperor was at Seaharrow and not Anuire, he had no i mredi ate access to
the treasury, which neant Lord Arwn would have to rai se the ransom
hinself. And that would put the enperor-and nore significantly, the
enpress-in his debt. But what would be in it for the goblins? Well
the ransomitself, obviously. That could be enough. The only

heir to the inperial throne would bring, literally, a princely ransom

However, if no ransomwas forthconm ng, M chael would probably be killed.
The goblins would get all the blane, and no suspicion would ever fall on
Lord Arwn. Al he had to do was fail to deliver the ransom or claim
the goblins had killed M chael anyway, in spite of the ransom being
paid. And that, of course, would rmean war.

That had to be the answer, Aedan thought. A war would benefit both Lord
Arwyn and the goblin prince of Thurazor. |f the Archduke Boerui ne
declared a war of retribution against Thurazor for the nurder of the
prince, the enpire would surely unite behind him for any noble who
refused the call to arms woul d appear to be taking the side of the go
lins. And the sanme thing would unite the goblin kingdons behi nd
Thurazor. The elves living in the Aelvinnwde woul d be caught squarely
inthe mddle, and it would be inpossible for themto remain neutral in
the conflict. They would have to choose one side or the other. There
woul d be no question of their siding with the goblins, their ageold
enem es. Even at the height of the gheallie Sidhe, the elves had hated
the goblins just as nuch as they had hated humans, if not nore.

Besi des, since then, the el ves of Tuarhi evel had established tenuous
trading ties with the outposts of the enpire.

It was a foregone conclusion that, caught between two warring armes,
the elves would take the empire's side. Regardless of which side they
chose, however, they would be the losers in the end, for the war would



be fought upon their | ands, which | ay between the goblin ki ngdom of
Thurazor and the

enpire's northern frontier. It would nmean the end of Tuarhievel's
i ndependence. Because of geographical factors alone, the elves would
suffer the greatest death toll, and when, at |ength, the war was

concluded with a negotiated peace that would allow both sides to claim
victory, the elven | ands woul d be partitioned between the enpire and the
goblin ki ngdom and any el ves who had survived would either be forced to
flee or else live in subjugation under the goblins or the hunmans.

It all fit together and nmade perfect sense, but reasoning it out gave
Aedan little satisfaction at this point, for it meant M chael al nost
surely had to die.

And if Mchael's death was a foregone conclusion, so was his. Well

Fat her, he thought, it seens |'ve | earned how to consider possibilities,
for all the good it's done me. And | thought nmy worst worry woul d be
Laer a.

Several of the goblins dragged over a crude litter they had | ashed

t oget her from pi ne boughs and branches. They harnessed it to two of the
| arger wolves, so that one end dragged upon the ground, and tied M chael
toit. The goblin |eader then rode over to Aedan

"I perceive you are a noble's son," he said. "Therefore, you should be
worth sonething, as you attend the prince. Well, you nay continue to
attend him provided you do not slow us down. You are too big for the
wol ves to draw upon a litter, so you shall have to run. Keep up, and
you shall live. But if you cannot keep pace. " The goblin made a
sl ashing notion across his throat.

Aedan gul ped. "I shall do ny best," he said.
"W shall soon see if your best is good enough,” the goblin said with a
sneer.

Aedan's arms were tied behind himsecurely, and a rope was | ooped around
his neck, the end held by a wolfrider who grinned at himmaliciously,
showi ng his pointed teeth.

"Let us go," the goblin | eader said. "Before long, these two shall be
nm ssed and a search party will be sent out. | intend to be deep in the
Ael vi nnwode by then."

The wol friders noved off, with Mchael drawn on the fitter, bound and
gagged securely. Aedan had to run to keep up and keep slack in the rope
around his neck, which he soon realized had been tied with a slipknot.

If he allowed any tension, it would choke him Unlike Mchael, he had
not been gagged. The goblins were not concerned about his calling out,
since it was not |ikely anyone woul d hear. Besides, one jerk on the
rope would cut off any cry he made, and they had M chael as a hostage
for his silence. It occurred to himthat M chael m ght have been spared
his gag, as well, had he possessed the sense not to lose his tenper with
his captors and annoy them

Aedan was anmazed at M chael's lack of fear, but then, the prince had
never had any real reason to be afraid before. Perhaps his young m nd
simply did not grasp the danger, or the fact of his own nortality.



In any case, Aedan soon forgot all about Mchael as his attention becane
occupied with trying to keep up with the wolfrider who held his rope.
The wol ves were trotting through the thick forest at a good pace, but
fortunately, they were not running all out, otherw se Aedan woul d never
have been able to keep up with them Cearly, the wolves draw ng

M chael's litter could manage no nore than a trot, for which o

Aedan was profoundly grateful. As it was, it wasn't long before his
l ungs were burning and his | egs aching and he was gaspi ng for breath.

Several tinmes, he faltered as he tripped over a rock or an exposed root,
and the rope tightened around his neck. To his relief, he discovered
that the slipknot was tied in such a manner that it would | oosen once
again after he got some slack back in the rope, but it still took sone
time before the tension eased and there were periods when he found

hi nsel f struggling to draw breath while having to run harder to catch up
and gain nore slack. His entire world becane sinply putting one foot in
front of the other and avoi ding any obstacles that could trip himup and
bring about disaster. |t was sheer torture.

After a while, they stopped to rest, just when Aedan felt he couldn't
run another step. He had lost all track of time as he had tried
desperately to keep pace. As they stopped, he fell gratefully to the
ground, sobbing for breath. H's clothes were drenched wi th sweat and
his legs felt as if they were on fire. They still had a | ong way to go
to reach Thurazor, which Aedan assuned nust be their destination. He
tried to recall his geography |essons. He seenmed to renenber that
Thurazor was at |least three or four days' travel from Boeruine, through
the Five Peaks region covered by the Aelvinnwde. He did not see how he
could possibly last that long. He already felt conpletely worn out.

Still, he could not afford to think about his own exhaustion. His first
duty was to the prince. Gasping for breath, he dragged hinself to his
knees and | ooked up at the wol frider who held his rope.

"May | please see to the prince?" he asked hoarsely.

The goblin grunted and rel eased the rope, jerking his head toward the
litter. Aedan knew there was little reason for themto fear he would
run away.

Wth his hands tied behind his back and exhausted as he was, he would
not have gotten ten steps before the wol ves brought himdown. He
struggled to his feet and made his way over to the litter, while the
goblins sat cross-legged on the ground, munching on some sort of dried
jerky they had taken fromtheir bags. Aedan didn't want to specul ate on
what sort of neat it was. He crouched beside the litter, then glanced
at the goblin leader. He could not |oosen Mchael's gag, since his own
hands were tied. He knelt beside the litter

"I am deeply sorry about this, ny lord," he said.

"I'f I had nmet you at the stables, as | should have, none of this would
have happened. "

M chael sinmply shook his head. It was evident that the seriousness of
their situation had finally sunk in, but as his eyes nmet Aedan's, there
was no reproach in them

"We are in very desperate straits, indeed," said Aedan, keeping his



voice low "W nust try our best to keep our wits about us."
M chael nodded that he under st ood.

Aedan hesitated. Should he share his suspicions with the prince? He
had no proof that Lord Arwn had a hand in their abduction, and he could
hardly make such a serious accusation w thout evidence, although he
wasn't sure how nuch it really mattered now Still, he felt he owed it
to Mchael to be honest with himabout how precarious their plight truly
was. He took a deep breath and then continued.

"I doubt there is nuch hope for rescue," he said.

"At least we are still alive. It would seemthey intend to demand
ransom for us. There is, however, another possibility. They m ght
intend to sell us into slavery.

A goblin lord who held the Prince of Anuire as his personal slave would
gai n i measurabl e status, and as such, you would bring a considerable
price. Aside fromthat, Thurazor and all the other goblin real ns would
greatly benefit frominstability within the enpire.”

Aedan paused and swal | owed nervously, then plunged on. "And if the heir
to the throne were killed ... it would alnpst certainly lead to war,

whi ch coul d be of benefit to certain factions within both the enpire and
the goblin realms. The succession would be placed in doubt, and any
nunber of powerful nobles in the enpire would intrigue to gain the
throne. In such a climate, armed conflict would be inevitable, and the
goblins would be able to increase their territories and gain strength
while the enpire was torn by civil war."

M chael 's gaze was sonmber. He shook his head slightly, his eyes asking
t he questi on.

"What are we to do?" said Aedan, guessing what he neant.

M chael nodded.

Aedan sighed wearily. "For the nonment, there seens to be nothing we can
do. We shall have to bide our time and wait for an opportunity to
escape, if we can. | shall be honest with you ... our chances are very
slim Still, we nust try. In the nmeantine, we nmust not antagonize our

captors, as you did before.

W nust act frightened and subm ssive, and hope for the best. There is
no shame in showing fear in a

situation like this, and it could work for us. Let themthink they have
broken our spirits. Then they may get careless, and we nmay get |ucky."

M chael nodded once agai n.

"You, there!" the goblin |eader called out. "What are you whi spering
about ?"

"I was nerely trying to reassure Hi s Highness," said Aedan. "He is
frightened and having trouble breathing. Can you not renove the gag, at
least? | promise he will not trouble you."

The goblin | eader jerked his head at one of the wolfriders. "Renove the



boy's gag," he said. "But if he does not keep his nobuth shut, it goes
ri ght back on again."

"Coul d we pl ease have some water, too?" Aedan pl eaded

"Gve themwater," the goblin | eader said curtly.

"Thank you. You are npst gracious,"” Aedan said, bow ng his head

slightly.
The goblin | eader chuckled. "G acious, aml? WlIl, no one has ever
said that to me before. You hear that?" he said to the others. "I am

nost graci ous.
How do you |i ke that?"
They all | aughed maliciously.

One of the goblins rembved M chael's gag and cut Aedan's bonds, but |eft
the rope around his neck. He handed hima waterskin and said, "I wll

| eave your arns untied, but mnd that if you try to run, we shall set
the wol ves on you. W have the prince. W do not need you."

"You think I would | eave ny prince?" said Aedan

"You mght to save your own skin," the goblin said.

"I'f you believe that," said Aedan, "you know nothi ng of honor and duty."

"I know you' ve a rope around your neck,- the goblin said, sneering, "and

you woul d dangle nicely froma tree, so mnd your nouth, boy!"

Ri ght, thought Aedan. Don't antagonize them He would do well to take
his own advice. He offered the waterskin to M chael, but the prince
shook hi s head.

"No, you drink first, Aedan. You have been running, and you nust be
exhausted. "

Aedan was in no nood to argue. "Thank you, ny lord," he said, and drank
greedily. He then held the skin to Mchael's Ups so he could drink, as

wel I .

"I do not blame you for this, Aedan,” M chael said when he was finished

drinking. "it is all my fault. | should have waited for you instead of
riding off alone.”

"And | should have been doing ny duty, instead of.... Well, | suppose
it really doesn't matter now.

We shall get through this sonehow, | prom se you."

"I amnot afraid,"” said M chael

"I am" Aedan confessed.

"Haelyn will not let us die," said Mchael with conviction

Aedan sighed. "I wish | shared your faith, my lord."



"Right now, I amlord of nothing,- Mchael said, so you may as well cal
me by my name. After all, it is not as if we are at court.”

Aedan had to snile. "Very well, Mchael." He patted his shoul der
"Wth any luck, we may live to see court once again."

"Aedan, listen ... if you have a chance to escape w thout me, you mnust
do so."

" Absolutely not,' said Aedan

"l insist. | order it.

Aedan smiled. "As you said, we are not at court now. \Wen we return,
you can have ne puni shed for ny disobedience. But |I shall not |eave
you. "

"I will have you |l ashed for your inpertinence."
"As you wi sh."
"I will make you marry Lady Ariel."

Aedan grinned. "That's a bit harsh, don't you think?"
"Wwuld you rather marry ny sister?"

Aedan stared at him conpletely taken aback

"I heard you, you know," said Mchael. "In the stall. Wy do you think
| left? | knew what you were doing."
Aedan was stunned. "But ... what would you know of such things?"

"I'"'mnot stupid, you know. "

"I ... 1 don't know what to say," said Aedan, blushing wth
enbarrassment and shane.

"You could certainly do much better,” Mchael said. "Laera may be ny
sister, but she is selfish and nean-tenpered. She cares nothing for
you. She cares nothing for anyone except herself. She will only bring

you trouble."
Aedan snorted. "You mean, this isn't trouble enough?"

"You may have a point, there."

Aedan shook his head ruefully. "Well, if it makes you feel any better
it's over. | finally cane to my senses, though a bit too late, | fear
| amtruly sorry, Mchael. And deeply ashaned. 1've let you down."
"You certainly have," said Mchael. "I see | shall have to choose your

wife for you. You seemto have no judgment in such matters."

Aedan could not help snmling. "And you, of course, are vastly
experienced. "



"I did not say | would choose her now," said Mchael. 'Besides,
experience and judgment are not the same thing."

"No, they're not," Aedan admitted. "But it usually takes the one to
acquire the other. And sonetimes, as | have recently discovered, the
| essons can be rather painful."

"Enough!" the goblin | eader said, approaching them "Time to nove on."

Aedan groaned as the wolfriders mounted up again. The banter had
monentarily lifted their spirits, but nowgrimreality sank in once
nore. Fortunately, they proceeded at a slower pace this tine.

They were obviously | ess concerned about pursuit.

They were deep in the Aelvinnwde now, and fast pursuit would be

i npossible. If a rescue party from Seaharrow had been sent out, it
woul d have been difficult for themto pick up their trail, and even if
t hey had, they woul d have been unable to proceed quickly through the
thick forest of the Aelvinnwode

Aedan held out little hope for rescue now |If they were going to get
out of this sonmehow, they would have to do it on their own. And he held
out little hope for that, as well.

He had long since lost all sense of direction, and the thick canopy of
branches overhead neant he could not orient hinmself by the stars. Even
if they could manage to escape sonehow, he could not see how they could
hope to elude the wolves. As he followed along, |led on his |eash by the
wol frider, his spirits sank | ower and |lower. He could not share

M chael's optinmism yet he marvel ed at the boy's

attitude in the face of their dire predicanent. Perhaps it was just his
yout h. Maybe he really didn't know enough to be afraid. O perhaps he
had underesti nmated M chael all along. In many ways, he was a stubborn
willful, spoiled child, but at times such as now, he seemed ol der than
his years. Mbst boys his age woul d have been reduced to abject terror
by their situation, but Mchael did not panic. Even at twelve, he was
keeping his wits about him which was certainly nore than Aedan coul d
say for hinself.

They did not stop again until well after dark. The goblins did not
pitch canp or light a fire. They were in elven territory, and clearly
did not wish to draw attention to thensel ves. Besides, they could see
in the dark, and had their wolves for protection frompredators. They
simply stopped, unharnessed Mchael's litter, and leaned it up against a
tree to rest the wolves pulling it, then sat down and ate sone jerky
fromtheir packs. Afterward, they gave sone to their captives. Aedan
had no idea what it was, but the nmeat was quite tough and very salty.

Knowi ng what unsavory creatures goblins were, it was probably sone sort
of rodent. Still, he was so hungry he woul d have eaten saddl e | eat her

After they ate, the goblins settled down to sleep, either curled up on
the ground or | eani ng back against the trunks of trees, their weapons
cl ose at hand. Aedan noted that two of themrenmined awake to stand
wat ch.

After he ate and fed M chael some jerky and sone water, they had tied
hi m up again, both his hands and feet, so that he could do little nore



than squirmalong the ground like a caterpillar. Still, at |east he had
been given a brief amount of freedom M chael

had remained tied to the litter ever since their capture, and when Aedan
asked repeatedly if they couldn't untie himfor at least a little while,
if only while they ate, one of the goblins cuffed himand told himto
keep his mouth shut. It infuriated him there was no reason for it

ot her than pure neanness.

They were punishing himfor his earlier outburst.

But M chael did not conplain. At |east they had renoved his gag and
left it off because he had stayed silent.

Feeling utterly exhausted fromthe | ong journey, Aedan curled up beside
the litter to which Mchael had been tied, and as he shivered with the
cold, he became overwhel med with despair. He saw absolutely no chance
for escape. What bot hered himnpst was his uncertainty about their
fate. At worst, they would be killed in the end, and at best, they
woul d wi nd up slaves, thralls to sone goblin lord in Thurazor for the
remai nder of their lives. Better to die than live like that, he

t hought .

He felt sure he was right about Lord Arwyn.

Soneone had certainly betrayed them and he could not inagine who el se
it mght be, who else could benefit from M chael's death or

di sappearance. But if the plan called for himand Mchael to be killed,
why had the goblins bothered keeping themalive this |ong?

Per haps because sone sort of proof that they were alive would be

requi red when the demand for ransomwas delivered. O perhaps because
they really did intend to sell theminto slavery. It was even possible
t he goblins had some other plans for themthat he could not foresee.

H's i magination started to come up with all sorts of lurid
possibilities, which only increased his anxiety and nmade

sleep difficult, despite his exhaustion. There was no sound from
M chael, and Aedan assumed he was asleep until he heard his nane
whi spered softly.

"Aedan? Are you awake?"

"Yes," he whispered back. "I'mdead tired, but | can't seemto get to
sl eep. "

"I think I've alnmst got nmy hands free."

Aedan craned his neck to look up at himin surprise. "Wat? How?"
"When they tied me up, | tensed my nuscles,” Mchael whispered. "It was
atrick | learned during our ganes. It gave ne just a little bit of

slack in the ropes when | relaxed, and |'ve been working at them ever
since. Now | think I've alnost got ny right hand free."

Aedan was astoni shed. M chael hadn't been untied ever since their
capture, which neant he had enough presence of mnd right fromthe
begi nning to think about escape and he'd been working on the ropes al
day long while they had travel ed.



"I got alittle worried when you asked themto untie ne," M chael
conti nued, whispering softly.

"They woul d have seen |'d been working on the ropes and woul d have only
tied me up tighter."

Aedan heard M chael grunt softly. "There! Hold on...

A few nonents later, Mchael had untied the ropes holding his feet and
crouched besi de him

"Lie still," whispered Mchael, as he worked at the knots on Aedan's
bonds.

A short while later, Aedan's hands were free. He sat up and gl anced
around quickly to see if the goblins standing watch could see. He felt
M chael 's hands working at the ropes around his ankles.

"I"l1l get these," the prince whispered. "You keep watch."

Aedan marvel ed at the boy's conposure, but then he realized they were
still a long way frombeing truly free. The goblins standing watch were
actually sitting underneath a tree about fifteen or twenty yards away,

pl ayi ng sone sort of ganme with dice. He could barely make them out, but
he coul d see the notions they made as they tossed the dice and he could
hear their voices. They were absorbed in their gane and not watchi ng
themat all. But the guards were not their greatest worry.

As M chael got his feet untied, Aedan whi spered, "Wat about the
wol ves?"

"I think they're sleeping,” M chael whispered back, jerking his head
toward where the beasts had all curled up together a short distance
away. "They've cone a |long way, bearing riders, and they were fed just
before the goblins went to sleep. If we're very quiet, we mght have a
chance to slip away."

"But the noment they realize we've escaped, they'll wake the beasts and
set themon us," Aedan replied. "We'Ill never be able to outran them™

M chael's face was close to his. "W have to try," he whispered. "If

we can reach that streamwe crossed a while back, we can followit and

they will not be able to pick up our scent."

"That's good thinking. But it's several mles, at |east," Aedan
replied. "We'll never make it!"

"Aedan ... do you want to escape or don't you?"
He bit his lower Iip and nodded.
"Al'l right, then. Cone on."

SlowWy, they started to craw away fromthe canp, taking great care not
to make the slightest noise. It

was agoni zi ng progress and, at any nonment, Aedan expected to hear shouts
of al arm behind them and the grow i ng of pursuing wolves. His heart
raced and his stomach felt tight as he crawl ed behind the prince, trying



to breathe steadily and evenly. He had never felt so afraid in his
entire life. The thought of being brought down by wolves and torn to

pi eces was forenost in his mnd as he carefully placed his hands and
knees down, dreading to nake the slightest rustling sound. Once, a tw g
snapped softly underneath his knee and he caught his breath and froze,
but as |loud as the sound had seenmed to him it went unnoticed.

After what seened like hours, they were finally far enough fromthe canp
to risk getting to their feet.

And then they started running for their lives.
**chapter four**

They plunged through the forest with Mchael |eading the way, his
smal l er size making it easier for himto dart anpbng the trees and pass
bel ow | ow, overhangi ng branches. Aedan's |onger |egs were not ruch of
an advantage in the heavily overgrown terrain, besides which, he had
been on his feet all day, running for mles, and he was dead tired. He
tried not to think about the burning pain in his overworked | eg nuscles
as he ran, concentrating only on putting one foot in front of the other
And it seenmed to take all his concentration.

They coul d not have run nore than a hundred yards when he was al ready
gasping for breath and stunbling. |In the darkness, with the thick
forest canopy bl ocking the moonlight, he could not see nore than a few
yards ahead of him and he strained to keep up with M chael, whom he
soon |l ost sight of and was only able to follow by the sounds of his
runni ng footsteps somewhere just ahead. And to nake nmatters worse, his
| eg muscles started to cranp.

He did not know how much | onger he could keep it up. He knew it

woul dn't be | ong before his muscles cranmped so badly he could not go on
If he could only make it to the stream... but he did not see how he
could. Already, his left leg was starting to fail him and he slowed as
he was forced to trot with a linp in Mchael's wake. The inportant

thing was for the prince to get away, he told hinmself. It would not be
| ong before their escape was di scovered and the wol ves woul d be on the
trail. There was no hope of outrunning them None at all. However, if

they caught himfirst, it mght give Mchael enough time to reach the
stream and | ose them Then he mght get away, if he were | ucky.

Aedan winced with pain as his left |eg cranped so badly that he could
not take another step. He stunmbled to a halt and supported hinself
painfully against a tree trunk. It was no use. He would never nake it.
G0, Mchael, he thought. Go, run for it!

In the distance, he heard the howing of the wolves as they picked up
their trail. It felt as if a giant fist had suddenly started squeezing
his gut. It was all for nothing. But maybe not. There was still a
chance he could buy Mchael some tinme. At least he would give his life
in the service of his prince. Perhaps it would conpensate for his
dereliction of his duty in his affair with Laera. It was certainly no
nore than he deserved for having acted like a fool

There was a sudden rustling ahead of himand he straightened, breathing
heavily, prepared to neet whatever new threat could be facing hiirn, but
it was only Mchael. He had doubl ed back

"Run!" Aedan shouted at him "They have discovered our escape! Run for



your LIFE! | will try to hold themoff as long as | can.”

"Wth what?" asked M chael. "Don't be stupid.

Cone on!"

"I can't," said Aedan, wincing with pain. "M |egs

...cranped.... | can't go on. Save yourself."

"I amnot going to | eave you," M chael said. 'Now cone on, Aedan, |ean
on ne...."

"Forget about nme! 1'Il only slow you down!"

"W go together or not at all," insisted Mchael, taking his arm and

putting it around his small shoulders. "Now |lean on ne. Conme on, you
can do it!"
"I't's no use. W'Il never make it. You must go on without ne."

"Shut up and nove!" said M chael

They started off at an awkward, shanbling trot, with Aedan | eaning on
M chael for support, but he knew it was hopeless. The streamwas stil
at least a mle or two away. The wolves would catch them | ong before
they reached it.

"M chael ... please.

"Shut up and run, Aedan,"” M chael said, through gritted teeth.
"I can't. The pain.

"Forget the pain. Pain is only a sensation."

If their situation hadn't been so desperate, Aedan woul d have | aughed at
t he sheer lunacy of such a statement. And yet, sonehow, it hel ped.

He grimy set his teeth and increased his pace, trying not to

| ean too hard on M chael, who barely came up to his chest. The how ing
had stopped now, but that was only nore omi nous. It neant the wolves
were on the stalk. They would be gliding al nost soundl essly through the
forest, following their scent, their jaws agape, their tongues lolling,
goblin riders on their backs. Death was racing toward them on padded
paws. They woul d undoubtedly spare M chael, at least for a tine, but
they did not need Aedan and there was no question in his mnd he would
be killed as an object lesson to the prince to prevent further escape
attenpts. |If only Mchael hadn't stopped...

He t hought he could hear faint rustling sounds behind them but he
wasn't sure. They were no longer trying to nove quietly. There was no
| onger any point. They were trying to nove as quickly as possible, but
even if they could run at full speed, it still would not be good enough
It would take nothing less than a nmiracle to save them now.

Hael yn, help us! Aedan thought. Don't let it end like this! [If not
ne, at |east save M chael



t They cane to a small clearing, overgrown with a carpet of npbss and
lacy ferns, strangely illum nated by the nmoonlight filtering through the
trees. Aedan did not remenber their passing this way before. He

t hought they were headed back roughly the way they came, but he was no

| onger sure of anything except that they would never reach the stream

He cursed hinmself for not being stronger and having nore endurance, for
havi ng succunbed to Laera's charns, for having failed his prince.

If Mchael had not stopped to help him he m ght have nade it and the
wol ves woul d have |l ost his scent as he splashed through the shall ow
water, follow ng the streanbed for a distance before jumping out on the
opposi te bank and headi ng back the way they came. The goblins would
know, of course, which way he was headed, but the forest was thick, and
there was a chance he m ght have been able to elude them or neet a
rescue party, if one had been sent out.... |In any event, it was al

poi ntl ess specul ation now. They had tried, and they had failed, and
Aedan knew it had been all because of him They began to cross the
clearing, but before they could get nore than a dozen yards, a | ow
growing froze themin their tracks.

A pair of |anmbent eyes appeared in the darkness ahead of them And then
another. And still another

Aedan's heart sank. The wolfriders. The wolves had not only caught up
to them they had passed them and now they stood surrounded, in the
center of the clearing, the threatening grows of the wolves com ng from
all sides.

"We are undone," said Aedan with bitter resignation. 'Forgive ne, ny
lord."
"Well, we shall sinply have to try again another time," said M chael

Aedan snorted as the wolfriders noved into the clearing, hemrng them
in. "l fear there will be no other tine for ne."

"I shall not let themkill you,"” Mchael said firmy.

Aedan shook his head. "Whatever happens, you nust not try to
interfere," he said. "You must try to live, for however |ong you can
Perhaps there is still hope."

But he did not really believe that. For him at least, it was over.

Ei ght een years, he thought. A short LIFE

but a good one. He could not really conplain. He drew hinmself up
ignoring the pain in his leg, and decided that no matter what, he would
do his best to nake a good end. The prince would not see himdie |like a
cowar d.

As the wol friders approached, a cold wi nd blew through the clearing.

And, unfathomably, the wolves appeared to hesitate. They raised their
heads, nervously sniffing the air, and several of them gave uneasy

little whinpers. The goblin | eader gl anced all around, sharply.

"Bows! " he commanded.



By all the gods, thought Aedan, they are going to shoot us both! But
then he realized he had mi sunderstood the conmand. The wolfriders had
unl i mbered their crossbows and drawn their swords, but they were | ooking
all around them not at Aedan and M chael but at the brush on the outer
borders of the clearing. The wolves were acting skittish

Several of the riders were having difficulty controlling their fera
nount s.

Suddenly, the wind cane once again and all the wolves began to how .

It was a bl oodcurdling sound, but it was not the baying of wol ves about
to nove in for the kill. There was a tone of terror to their cries.

And then one of the wolfriders cried out and cl apped his hand to his
cheek. Another one cursed, and al so brought his hand up to his face.

Aedan coul d not understand what was happening. Then the air above the
clearing was full of soft, hissing noises, and rain began to fall.

The goblins were shouting and batting at the air around them The
wol ves wer e danci ng about, darting to the left, then to the right.

Several of themhad log thrown their riders and bolted into the trees.
"what's happeni ng?" asked M chael
Aedan shook his head, nystified. "I don't know. "

It looked as if rain were falling, sheeting down, but inexplicably, they
were not getting wet. whatever it was that was com ng down fromthe sky
was not touching them but was falling on the goblins and the wol ves,
com ng down very, very fast.... Aedan crouched and touched the ground
before him

Pi ne needl es!

Thousands of them hundreds of thousands, were raining down fromthe
trees, but they were not nerely falling, they were hurtling down with

i ncredi bl e speed and force, hissing through the air like a stormof tiny
arrows. The upper arns and faces of the goblin wolfriders, wherever
there was bare skin, resenbled pincushions as the pine needles struck
themw th such force that they becane enbedded in their flesh.

The wol ves were how i ng and squealing with pain, and in nmonents, they
had all thrown their riders and bolted off into the trees. And yet,

m racul ously, Aedan and M chael had remained untouched. All around them
in the clearing, the nbss was covered with a thick carpet of pine

needl es, and the ferns were beaten down ... except for a three- or
four-foot circle where they stood.

The goblins had all dropped their weapons and were crouching on the
ground, crying out and snarling with pain, trying to cover thenselves
up, and then, as abruptly as it began, the rain of pine needles stopped.

Aedan and M chael stood notionless, frozen with astoni shment, hol di ng
their breath. Everything was quiet, except for the npbans and curses of
t he gobli ns.



Aedan was conpletely at a loss to explain what had just happened. And
then M chael said, "Aedan, |ook!"

From t he underbrush at the edges of the clearing all around them tall

sl ender figures in dark, hooded cl oaks appeared. Each of themcarried a
short, powerful, double-recurved bowto which |ong arrows had been
nocked.

"M chael, get down!" Aedan said, dropping to the ground and pulling the
prince down with himand covering himw th his body.

The arrows whistled through the air all around them and each one found a
mark. I n seconds, the goblins all lay dead. Aedan raised his head as
the hail of arrows stopped. The elves standing around the clearing
remai ned where they were, but they had | owered their bows. And then the
wind returned. It blew through the clearing, then came back and began
to swirl roughly in the center, formng a rapidly spinning vortex, and
as it dissipated, a tall and slender figure stood reveal ed, his long
cloak swirling around himand then settling to drape around his

shoul ders.

For a nonent, the figure sinply stood there, gazing at the bodies of the
goblins, and then he turned toward them Aedan realized this was the
expl anation for the nysterious rain of pine needles. An elven mage.

Now t he el ven archers who had killed the goblins noved into the
clearing, as well. Several of them began to pick up the weapons the
wol fri ders had dropped, while others stripped the bodies of their
daggers and arnor.

"What are they doing?" Mchael asked himsoftly.

[11

The mage overheard him "The goblins have no further need of their
arnor and their weapons,"” he said to themin a deep, resonant, lilting
voi ce that seened al nost nusical. Aedan wi shed he had a voice |ike
that. "W can make good use of them however. W are not a rich

ki ngdom you see, as is your human enpire."

"But they are nmuch too small for you," said Mchael with a frown.

Aedan was still trying to get over what had just happened, but M chael's
i mpetuous curiosity asserted itself even at a tine like this.

Apparently the boy was sinply incapable of feeling fear
"Indeed, they are too small for us," the mage replied, "but not for our
children. W start their training at an early age."

He pul | ed back his hood, revealing |ong, ravenblack hair with silver
streaks running through it, gracefully curved and sharply pointed ears,
and a sharp-featured, youthful-looking face that was strikingly
handsone.

Aedan drew hinsel f up and gave hima slight bow "Geetings, Sir
Wzard," he said. "I know not what you intend to do with us, but allow
me to thank you for saving us fromthe goblins."

The mage gazed at him specul atively for a nonent, a faint trace of a



smle at the corners of his mouth. He returned the bow. "You are
wel cone, young lord," he said. "But in truth, we were | ess concerned
with saving your lives than in taking theirs."

"As that may be," said Aedan, "you could still have shot us down al ong
with them but you chose to spare us. And for that, we are both
grateful ."

"Indeed," said Mchael. "I shall see to it that you 112 are well
rewar ded when we return to Seaharrow. "

Aedan winced inwardly. Wuld the boy never |earn when to keep his mouth

shut? There were still elves within the Aelvi nnwode who pursued the
gheal l i e Sidhe, and though these elves had spared their lives, at |east
so far, they could still be held for ransom ... which Lord Arwn woul d

be in no great hurry to deliver.

"What he neans, Sir Wzard," he said, hastily, "is that we will do our
utnost to persuade our families to conpensate you to the best of their
abilities for rescuing us fromour captors." He shot M chael a quick
war ni ng gl ance.

The el ven mage watched them wi th berused interest. "Knowi ng what | do
of Arwyn of Boeruine," he said, "he is nuch nore likely to repay us in
steel rather than in gold."

"I would never allow that," Mchael said enphatically.

"You would not allowit?"

Aedan nudged him but it was already too | ate.

"I give you ny word that you shall always be treated fairly, and with
respect, at Seaharrow and throughout the enpire,” M chael said,
oblivious to the warning.

"I ndeed?" the mage said, raising his , sharply arched eyebrows. "I take
it, then, that | have the distinct honor of addressing the Prince of

Anui r e?"

"I amPrince Mchael Roele, heir to the Iron Throne of Inperial Anuire,
and this is ny standard-bearer and chanberlain, Lord Aedan Dosiere."

The mage bowed to themboth. "A rare privilege, Your Highness," he
said. "And your l|ordship,"” he added to Aedan

"And whom have we the honor of addressing?"
M chael asked.

"I am Gylvain Aurealis, wizard to the elven court of Tuarhievel," the
mage replied, inclining his head slightly.

"How di d you make t hose pi ne needl es cone down |like arrows fromthe
trees?" M chael asked him

"It was done with magic, Your Hi ghness, as you have doubtl ess surm sed.

However, as to the precise nethod, | fear | cannot tell you that."
M chael frowned. "why? 1Is it an elven secret?"



No, it was an elven spell, Your Highness," said Gylvain. "But having
used it, | have now forgotten it. So even if | w shed to, | could not
tell you just now how it was done."

"You mean a spell, once used, is always forgotten and rmust be | earned
anew before it can be used agai n?" asked Aedan

"Such is the nature of magic," the mage replied.

He rai sed his eyebrows in surprise. "They do not teach you such
t hi ngs?"
"Qur mages teach only their apprentices," Aedan replied. "Such

know edge and power is closely guarded.™

"I ndeed?" said Gylvain. "Pity. W teach all our children about magic.
They do not all choose to becone w zards, of course, for the path is a
| ong and arduous one, but they can all use magic in small ways, to add
depth and neaning to their |ives.

Magic is a part of nature, as are we, and to understand it is to
understand the world around us and beconme attuned to it."

"Well, | have | earned sonething new," said Mchael, nodding. "That is
useful . "

Gylvain smled. "Know edge is always useful, Your H ghness. And you
wi Il soon have an opportunity to add to your store of it. You shall be

nmy guests at the court of Tuarhievel."

Aedan was about to protest that they could not go to Tuarhievel and
needed to return to Seaharrow as soon as possible, but these elves had
saved their lives. They were in their debt, and it would be

di shonorable to refuse their hospitality. Aside from which, Aedan was
not sure if he could refuse. He was still far fromcertain as to the
elven wizard's notives.

Gylvain was being very civil, even courtly in his manner, but Aedan knew
there was just no telling what an elf would do. The elven king of Tuar
-uevel was officially at peace with the enpire, ut hunans had
nevert hel ess been their enem es for generations. The gheallie Sidhe was
not a distant menory in these parts. For Rhuobhe Manslayer, it was

still a way of life, and it was inpossible to tell which elves in the
Ael vi nnwode gave their allegiance to Fhil eraene and which followed the
Mansl ayer. |In many cases, it was said, they followed both.

Either way, the mracle they'd prayed for had been delivered and they
were in Haelyn's hands now, though unlike M chael, Aedan's faith in
their god was not quite as sinple and unquestioning. He did not
regularly pray to Haelyn, as devout Anuireans did each night, and he had
only been to tenple a fewtines in the |ast year or so, during official
functions on the holy days. He swore by Haelyn in his speech, but that
was nore fromhabit than fromfaith. Wen it came to that, Aedan had
hi s doubts.

In part, this was no nore than a function of his age, for he was at a
stage in |life when young peopl e

guesti oned everything they had been taught. To a |arge degree, however,



his doubts had grown as a result of his exposure to the Fatalists, a
group of young people who believed that when the old gods died at the
Battl e of Mount Deismmar, the storm of dissipated god essence gave birth
to the bl oodlines, but no new gods were created.

What proof was there, the Fatalists asked, of their existence? The
priests claimed to speakfor them but what proof was there that they
spoke to the priests? None. The new gods were a fiction, they

mai nt ai ned, devised nmerely to give the people hope and the priests
power. Haelyn and the other chanpions of Deismaar had sinmply died from
being too close to the explosion, and that was all there was to it.

There were no nore gods. The people of Cerilia were on their own, and
their fate was their own responsibility.

When Aedan first heard this phil osophy expounded in the tavern known as
the G een Basi hsk, back in the capital city of Anuire, he had been
deeply shocked. It was sacrilege to speak so, nothing short of outright
bl aspheny. And politically dangerous, as well. But at the same tine,
the rather shocking nature of the patrons who frequented the tavern was
t he reason he kept going back there. The G een Basi hsk was a bit

di sreput abl e, and known to be the gathering place of sone unsavory
types, but that only added to its allure.

During the day, the only breaks he had from M chael were those hours in
whi ch the prince was forced to spend in study, during which tine Aedan
had to be with his own tutor. At night, however, his tine was nore or

| ess his own, and he was anxious for stinulation in the conpany of
peopl e his age. He had found that in the G een Basi hsk

The tavern was little nore than a hole in the wall in the artists'
quarter, a square roomw th a bar in the back and no wi ndows in the
wal I s, which made the atnosphere inside quite dark and stuffy. The
Green Basilisk catered nostly to a younger crowd, a mx of artists and
bards, craftsmen, students, and the nore adventuresone children of the
nobl e cl ass and nerchant guilds, who saw thensel ves as dari ng
nonconform sts. They all dressed down when they cane to the G een
Basilisk, in plain tunics, dem cloaks and breeches of dark gray or

bl ack, though Aedan noted that the material and cut of the clothing worn
by the children of aristocrats was markedly superior to those of all the
others. During his first visit, shortly after he had turned ei ghteen

he had been attracted by a girl seated with a group at one of the tables
and had wandered over to join their discussion.

The young nobl es anong them had naturally recognized him for his father
was promnent at court, and a few of them he knew, although not very
wel I .

They introduced himto the others, whom he had never met before. The
girl who caught his eye was Caitlin, the pretty bl onde daughter of a
farrier.

Aedan was very much attracted to her, though he knew a seri ous

rel ati onshi p woul d have been out of the question. As a tradesman's
daughter, she was of the peasant class and not descended from a

bl oodline. A serious |liaison between them woul d have been frowned upon
as any offspring such a relationship nmight produce would dilute the
powers of the bloodline. Nevertheless, Aedan had started frequenting
the tavern and often nmet there with the



others for |ong discussions over ale, bread, and cheese, late into the
ni ght .

Initially, Caitlin was the main attraction, but Aedan soon di scovered
she was interested in another nenber of the group, a young hard naned
Vaesil, who was the chief exponent of the Fatalist philosophy. For a
short while, Aedan allowed hinself to nurse the hope that Caitlin m ght
eventually come to prefer him but he soon realized that he coul d not
conpete, either with Vaesil's handsone | ooks or his sharp wit and

musi cal talents. The two of them always sat together, and Caitlin hung
wor shi pfully on Vaesil's every word.

Wth a wistful resignation, Aedan had eventually accepted that Caitlin
saw himas no nore than a casual acquai ntance, nerely one of the crowd,
and he began to entertain the thoughts of other possibilities. Caitlin
was not the only pretty girl who cane to the G een Basi hsk, and the
Fatalists always attracted a good deal of attention. For the young
aristocrats, the Geen Basi hsk was a place they could go sl umi ng,
mngling with the | ower classes and getting a taste of comon decadence.
For the others, the tavern was a stimnulating gathering place for
freethinkers and rebels, albeit the rebellion was nmostly in the form of
dress and conversation. Young wormen went there to meet interesting
young nen, hopefully sonmeone froma well-off merchant family or, better
yet, a bl ooded noble, and young nen, whether of the aristocratic class
or not, went there to neet young wonen.

For the bl ooded young aristocrats, it was fairly easy pickings, for
there was no shortage of young wonen fromthe comon cl asses who nursed
t he

dream of marrying a nobl eman. Mst of them however, were dooned to

di sappoi ntment. Though it occasionally happened that a bl ooded

ari stocrat took an unbl ooded conmoner to wife, weakening the bl oodline
was the sort of thing that could get a man di sowned. Mst of the young
men of the Anuirean aristocratic class had their marriages arranged for
themby their famlies, often at a very early age.

Still, that did not stop many of themfromdallying with young girls
fromthe | ower classes, nost of whom were nore than eager to acconmpdate
t hem

They knew that even if such a liaison did not lead to a nmarriage, if a
child resulted, the child would be bl ooded and would, in time, possess
the blood abilities, albeit diluted, of the father. Because of this
very fact, many aristocratic fathers lectured their sons sternly on how
to conduct such casual affairs, stressing the inportance of breaking off
the act of |ovemaking at the crucial nmonent so that a pregnancy woul d
not result. However, this was not always successful and on those

occasi ons when bl ooded bastards did result, they were often taken into
the service of the father's famly and, on rare occasions, even

recogni zed. Consequently, there were many fenal e commoners who went to
great lengths to entice a bl ooded young ari stocrat.

For Aedan, however, it had never been as easy as it was for the others.

Whi | e he had made many new acquai nt ances, he had not really found any
close friends. Part of this was due to his natural reticence in
conversation. He could not hold court the way Vaesil did, and had

al ways felt awkward around girls, especially attractive ones. Aside
fromthat, he was Lord Tieran's son, and while nost girls had no big



reservations about flirting with young viscounts or baronets, they
al ways took a different attitude when they found out who Aedan was.

Even with the other young nobl es, Aedan was al ways aware of a certain
forced deference in their manner.

It took a while before he realized the reason for it.

As the future royal chanberlain and the young prince's friend and
confidant, he was practically a menber of the royal famly as far as
they were concerned. No one ever took issue with himover anything,
except perhaps only in the mldest way, and he soon understood it was
because of who he was and his position. He could never be sure if they
would tell himwhat they really thought. Still, he didn't mnd that so
much. He had enjoyed the conpany of the group and found their

di scussions very stinulating. He felt a certain daring recklessness in
associating with them

Now, just a few nonths later, it struck himhe had not previously even
had the barest inkling of what true reckl essness could be. Laera had
certainly taught himthat. He doubted he would ever again feel quite so
intimdated by a pretty face or shapely waist. And the reckl essness he
had di spl ayed in going after M chael had been unforgivabl e.

Odinarily, they went out hawking with a party of armed nen fromthe
house guard, even when they stayed relatively close to Seaharrow. Not
only had he neglected to assenbl e such a party, which was what he shoul d
have been doing instead of rolling in the hay with Laera, but he had

all owed the inpatient prince to go off on his own and then conpounded
his of fense by going after himalone, forgetting his sword in the
stables. Not that it would have done him a great deal of good, he
realized. Still, if he had i mediately assenbled an arned party and then
gone after M chael, there was a chance that none of this m ght have
happened.

Had he sinmply been so distracted by what occurred with Laera that he
wasn't thinking, or was he too concerned about the questions that woul d
have been raised, such as why he had allowed the prince to ride off by
hinself in the first place, and what had he been doing? Either way, he
had acted stupidly, and even the risks involved in his affair with Laera
seened |i ke nothing now conmpared to what they had gone through

And there was still no way of knowing how it would turn out.

Al t hough Gyl vain and his elves had rescued themfromthe goblins and did
not seemto mean them harm now they were going to Tuarhievel, in the
nort hern-nmost section of the Aelvinnwode, even farther from Seaharrow
than Thurazor. And though Gylvain seened favorably di sposed toward
them once they reached Tuarhievel, it would be Fhil eraene who woul d
deci de what to do with them

If Haelyn had truly ascended and beconme a god at Dei smaar, Aedan hoped
he was wat chi ng over them

But if the Fatalists were right, he and Mchael were completely on their
own. However, as the saying went, there were no atheists in a nelee,
and while the goblins had them Aedan had di scovered that when his own
life was at stake, he could becone as devout as the Patriarch, hinself.
In the confortable safety of a tavern, it was one thing to question
faith and argue the virtues of self-reliance. 1In the Aelvinnwde, it



was another thing entirely, and now Aedan found hinmself fervently hoping
he could rely on a greater power than hinself.

Gylvain had left themfor a few monents to confer with the other elves,
who had finished stripping the bodies of the goblins they had slain.

M chael watched with interest. He had never seen el ves before.

Neither, for that matter, had Aedan. They were certainly getting nore
than their share of new experiences.

They were dressed unlike the wizard. Gylvain wre a vol um nous,

ankl e-1ength, dark cloak, with several unusual -|ooking amul ets hangi ng
on silver chains over an indigo-blue tunic, which was belted at the
wai st with a wide, black |eather belt studded with silver ornanents.

He had on bl ack hose and short, ankl e-high, black shoes nmade from

| eather with the rough side out. The other elves, |like Gylvain, al
wore their hair extrenely long, but they were dressed in green and
brown, with rough-out |eather doublets and short cloaks. They all wore
soft, rough-out |eather knee-high boots fastened with crisscrossing
rawhi de thongs and fringed at the tops. It was perfect dress for
woodsnen, Aedan thought. They would blend in easily with the forest al
around them

Aedan cl osed his eyes and concentrated, drawing on his blood ability of
healing to restore hinself.

There had been no tine before, and he had no energy, in any case. Now,
he used what little energy renmained to heal his wound and make his |eg
nmuscles relax. Unfortunately, it left himin an even nore weakened
condition, and he had no idea if there would be enough tine to

r ecuper at e.

"I don't see any horses,"” Mchael said after a noment. "Do you suppose
they were all traveling on foot?"

"Except for Gylvain, perhaps," Aedan replied. "l wonder what it's like,
being able to travel on the

wind." And then the significance of Mchael's observation struck hone.

They woul d have to walk all the way to Tuar hi evel

He estimated that they were probably somewhere near the southern border
of the Five Peaks region

On foot, it would be at least a three- or four-day journey to
Tuar hi evel , probably nore, depending on the terrain. The thick
old-growth forest of the Aelvinnwode was not conducive to easy travel.

"It is said that elves have great powers of endurance," M chael said,
"and that they can run like deer."

"I do earnestly hope they have brought horses," Aedan sai d anxiously.
"I have done quite enough running. | have healed ny wounds, but it has

left me with almost no strength at all. | amnot sure | could wal k
anot her twenty yards, much less all the way to Tuarhievel."



"There are still a few hours left till dawn, | think," said M chael
"Maybe they will canp awhile and you can rest up for the journey."

Aedan sighed wearily. "A week's rest would not be enough for ne, at
this point. | am absolutely exhausted."

"I amtired, nmyself,"” said Mchael ' "and | have not suffered nearly as
much as you have. | shall tell the wizard we nust rest here awhile

bef ore we can go on."

"Perhaps it would be better if you asked him" Aedan said. "He has been
nost respectful, but remenber he is still an elf and owes you no
al | egi ance. "

"True," said Mchael. "Thank you for rem nding me. | nust |earn how
not to take such things for granted."

Aedan gl anced at himcuriously. The boy was full of surprises. Wen it
cane to M chael, Aedan hinmself had taken much for granted. He had

al ways considered M chael a spoiled child, which he certainly was in
many ways-arrogant, wllful, petulant, and stubborn. Yet whatever

M chael 's shortcom ngs were, cowardice was apparently not anong them

He had proved hinself brave, steady, and resourceful. 1In the face of
adversity, he had conported hinmself nore ably than Aedan had, despite
bei ng six years younger. He truly did have the nakings of a king. The
fate of Inperial Anuire was in ood t hands-provided they ever got back

The wi zard finished speaking to the others and returned to them

M chael | ooked up at himcuriously, and though Aedan tried to keep the
concern he felt fromshowi ng on his features, judging fromGylvain's
expression, he was not entirely successful

"Allow ne to reassure you that there is no need for concern,” the w zard
said. "I have said you shall be ny guests at the court of Tuarhievel
and guests you shall be, treated with all due respect and courtesy. And
as soon as possible, you shall be returned to your own | and, and under
proper escort."

"I thank you, Sir Wzard," Mchael said, "both for your offer of
hospitality and again for saving us fromour captors. Rest assured, we
shal | not forget."

"I am pl eased to hear that, Your Highness," Gylvain replied. "And I
woul d be pleased if you addressed nme sinply by my nanme, rather than 'Sir
Wzard." | amneither titled, nor a knight. And we elves do not stand
on such formality."

"Very well, Gylvain," said Mchael. "Then you nust call me M chael ."
The elf smiled at that.

"And as | amin no position to presume upon your allegiance M chael
continued, 'I would hunbly request a favor of you."

"Ask, and | shall grant it, if it is within ny power," Gylvain replied.

"We are both tired, but Aedan is utterly exhausted. The goblins forced



himto run after their wolves for the better part of the day. His |legs
are cranpi ng and causing himpain, and he is weary from healing a wound
he sustained. You may be anxious to return to Tuarhievel, but for ny

friend's sake, | would plead with you to allow us tine to rest." "That
was wel |l spoken,"” Gylvain replied, nodding with approval. "Never fear
however, | shall not trouble you to walk all the way to Tuarhievel."

"You have horses, then?" said Aedan, brightening.

"El ves can nove nore quickly through the forest on foot than they can on
hor seback," Gylvain replied. "However, there is no need for us to
travel through the forest when we can go above it."

"Above it?" Aedan said.

Gylvain smled. "Observe," he said. He lifted up his cloak and spoke a
phrase in Elvish. As he did so, he stepped close to them and w apped
t he cl oak around them both, enmbracing themw thin its folds.

Unable to see within the dark folds of the cloak, Aedan suddenly felt
his feet |eave the ground. He grew |ightheaded and dizzy as he felt

hi nsel f turning around and around in mdair, faster and faster, until he
was whirling like a child's top and, at the sane tine, rising higher and
higher. He wanted to cry out in alarm but his breath caught in his

t hr oat .

As they spun within the vortex, he heard the whistling sound of wi nd,
rising rapidly in pitch, like a stormblow ng through the treetops, then
lost all sense of his body. It wasn't as if he had gone conpletely
nunb; it was as if his body had sonmehow sinply ceased to exist. He
tried to bring his hands up to his face, to feel if he still had a face,
for there was absolutely no sensation of the wind upon his skin, or the
chill of the night air. However, when he tried to nmove his arms, he
realized with an abrupt stab of panic that he had no arms to nove, nor
legs, for that matter. He couldn't feel anything because there was
nothing there to feel. And then, abruptly, the blackness faded and he
could see. It would have taken his breath away if he'd had lungs to
breat he with.

They were high above the forest clearing where they'd stood a nonent
earlier, and the treetops were falling away rapidly beneath them He
heard the rush of wi nd, though he was not sure how, s ince he was not
aware of having ears. Nor was he sure how he could see, with no eyes to
squi nt against the swirling w nd.

It was still dark, and yet, below him he could clearly make out the

el ves nmoving through the forest, appearing and di sappeari ng once again
as they ran through the open spaces between the trees and then were once
agai n obscured fromview by the forest canopy. At first, he thought
there were nore of themthan the dozen or so he had first seen, but then
he realized he was seeing the sane ones, only they were noving with

ast oni shing speed. He could not believe how quickly they were darting
through the trees. 1t was, indeed, true what they said about elves

being able to run like deer. |If he were on the ground with them even
if he were fully rested, he knew he could never have hoped to keep pace.
No human could ever run that fast.

H s perceptions had changed conpletely. They were hi gh above the forest
now, and yet he could see perfectly, despite the darkness. |In fact, he



realized, he wasn't really seeing, because his human eyes did not
possess the night vision of the elves. Mreover, he could see al
around hi mw thout noving his head. 1ndeed, he had no head to nove.

H s physical body had nelted away somehow, vaporized |like the norning
dew, and what he was perceiving was registering not upon his senses, but
directly upon his awareness.

The only tinme he had ever felt anything like it was on those occasi ons
when he was asl eep and dreaned he had sonehow | eft his body and was
hovering above it, | ooking down and seeing hinself [ying there in bed.

He did not know why he had such dreanms and was grateful they did not
cone nmore often, for they were profoundly unsettling. They always
seened so real, it was as if he could actually feel hinself floating in
mdair, just below the ceiling, and there was always that strange,

al arm ng, vertiginous sensation of his body falling away from him

The feeling he had now was very simlar, only this time, it persisted
and there was no ceiling to stop him They kept rising higher and

hi gher, and now he had no sense of spinning, just an eerie sensation of
floating, of feeling completely weightless and free, like a bird soaring
hi gh above the forest. At that nonent, it suddenly occurred to himthat
maybe he had died, and the realization struck with absolute

terror, the nore so because he felt conpletely hel pl ess, unable to do
anyt hing about it. Panic gripped himas he thought of hinmself rising
forever, never to return to earth.

Have no fear, Gylvain's voice cane from sonmewhere very close. You are
not dead. You have nerely been transnogrified by magic. You have
become one with the air currents upon which we soar. There is no
reasonfor alarm W are the wind, and here in the skies, we are in our
elenent. t It's wonderful! Mchael's excited voice came to himas if
he were shouting gleefully right into his ear, except it didn't feel as
if he actually heard him nore as if Mchael were a part of him wthin
hi m somehow. It's fantastic! Ch, Aedan, |look! W're flying, just like
birds! W' reflying!

Have no fear? thought Aedan. How was it possible that Mchael could
not be afraid? Was it just his youth, or was the enotion of fear

somet hing he conpletely | acked? Despite Gylvain's reassurances, it
seened they'd died and their souls were rising up into the heavens! It
was the nost frightening experience Aedan had ever known, and yet to

M chael, it was a joyous thing, a new adventure, and Aedan felt his wld
exhilaration. Felt it! It was only then that Aedan realized he was not
actually hearing their voices; he was sonmehow privy to their thoughts,
as they were aware to his. Transformed into the wind, they were al

one, together, mngled with each other in the swirling air currents that
swept above the forest.

Yes, we are all one, Gylvain replied to his unvoiced thoughts, one wth
the wind. One with the power O nature. This is the true kingdom one
that is not subject to

the rule of enperors or princes. It is the kingdomwe are all a part
of ... the kingdom of the elenmental forces that shape the world and shape
us all.

They swept over the treetops with a speed unlike anything Aedan had ever



i magi ned. But how? he thought. How is this possible?

Magi c, Gylvain's thoughts replied. Magic nmakes all things possible to
t hose who apprehend the possibilities.

But did you not say that once a spell was used, it was forgotten?
M chael asked.

That is so, Gylvain replied. But there are no fewer than a score of
different spells for w ndwal ki ng, and | devote nyself to constant study
of my arts. | amforever learning spells and |osing them and | earning
t hem agai n.

That is the way of magic, as indeed it is the way of all things in the
worl d. To pursue the ways of know edge is to forever be a student,

| earning the sane | essons over and over again. It is a never-ending
process, and the reward of it is the process itself. Wtforget too
easily, and nust always |learn again. The study of magic is an apt

nmet aphor for life; when one stops |earning, one begins to die.

Bet ween the reassuring presence of the wizard and M chael's boundl ess
joy and exhilaration at their flight, Aedan's fear began to ebb, to be
repl aced by a growi ng sense of awe. He did not feel the wind of their
swi ft passage through the skies: he was the wind, and far below him the
Ael vi nnwode was |ike a vast green carpet stretching out across the |and.
In the distance, he could see the nountains of the Five Peaks region
and to the northwest, he could nake out the rapidly approachi ng forest
hi ghl ands of the goblin real mof Thurazor. But for the elves, that
woul d have been their destination. Now, however, they swept past the
land of their late captors and |lag continued in a northeastern heading,
past the rugged Stonecrown Muntains toward the el ven ki ngdom of
Tuar hi evel .

It did not seem possible that they could have covered so nuch distance
in so short a tinme, but when Aedan saw the first gray |ight of dawn
appear over the horizon, he realized nmuch nore time had passed than he
had t hought. Hours had sonehow seened |ike only nmonents as he was
caught in the fascination of the spectacle unfolding far bel ow him
seeing the world the way a hawk would see it, or an eagle.

From the sky, he watched the sunrise, its rays casting an expandi ng band
of light over the forest and the rolling, rugged country of the Northern
Mar ches.

Hs initial fear became forgotten as he was nmesnerized by the beauty of
the I and waking up to a new day.

The forest seened to slowy rise up toward them and he realized they
were descending. They were still nmoving forward with great speed, but
they were gradual ly angling down, and soon he was able to make out birds
flitting anmong the uppernost tree branches, oblivious to their presence.
As they went lower still, a flock of doves rose up out of the trees,
ascendi ng toward them Aedan could not get over the experience of birds
flying up toward him The flock flew closer with a fluttering of white
wings in the early norning sun and then, amazingly, the doves passed

t hrough them They were all around him and even within him soaring on
the wind currents, and Aedan could actuallyfeel their hearts beating.

Then the doves were above them and they descended |lower still, barely



skimming the treetops, which bent with their passage. It was dreamnlike
and

surreal as they swept over the forest, rushing smoothly through the sky
above the forest canopy. Not even in his dreanms had Aedan ever
experienced anything like this. Surely, he thought, this was what it
felt like to be a bird. As a child, he had often watched birds and

wi shed he were capable of flight. Now he was doing it. And for a
monent or two, while the doves had flown with them he had experienced
their feelings and sensations, too.

He had al ways t hought that wi zards lived their lives in dark and nusty
roonms, dimy illumnated by candles set in skulls, that they spent al
their time puttering about with ancient manuscripts and arcane scrolls
and breathing in the sulfurous fumes of their nmystic potions while they
squinted in the snoke fromtheir incense burners. This, however, was
magi c of a different sort. El ven magic.

It made himw sh his course in |life had not been predeternined fromhis
birth, for if this were what elven magic could acconplish, he would have
become an eager student of it. He wondered if el ven mages woul d accept
human apprentices, and even as the thought occurred to him Gylvain

r esponded.

Elven magic is for elves alone, the mage replied. If we were to teach
it to humans, it would no | onger belong only to us, and the
possibilityfor its msuse would be too great.

just as no human w zard woul d ever take an elf as an apprentice, so no
el ven mage woul d ever teach a hunman.

But are not the principles of human and el ven nagic the sane? asked
Aedan.

I ndeed, they are, Gylvain responded. However, the disciplines are
different, as are the spells. And we are not yet so trusting of each
other that we may reveal all our secrets. Soneday, perhaps.

But not today, thought Aedan, realizing the wizard's rely served as a
poi nted rem nder of their situation. Elves and humans were far from
friends, and the peace between themwas still a fragile one. It would
be a long time before el ves and humans were able to trust one another
if that day ever canme. The menmory of how the humans had i nvaded el ven
| ands and took themfor their own was still painfully fresh anong the
el ven ki ngdons, and with the Manslayer still actively pursuing the
gheallie Sidhe in these very woods, the days of humans falling to elven
bl ades and arrows were far from over

Nor are the days of elves falling to human bl ades and arrows, Gylvain
replied, rem nding himonce again that while they were joined in the
spel | of w ndwal king, he was privy to their thoughts, while his own,
unl ess he wi shed them known, were somehow guar ded.

When | am enperor, | shall decree an end to that, M chael replied.

Woul d that our problens could be solved so sinply, the w zard responded.
You mayfind when you ascend the Iron Throne that there can be vast

di fferences between what a ruler w shes to do and what he is able to do.
I wish you luck in those days to cone. Butfor the present, | bid you
wel come to the elven city of Tuarhievel



And suddenly there it was, directly ahead of them appearing out of the
forest as if out of thin air.

Accustonmed to the way human cities were constructed, Aedan was
unprepared for the sight that greeted himas they came upon Tuarhi evel .

When humans built cities, they chose sites for favorable terrain
features and then cleared vast areas of land in preparation for the
construction of the roads and buil dings and market plazas. The
defensive walls and fortifications required clear approaches so that
potential attackers would be exposed as they advanced. Nature, in other
wor ds, made way for human cities.

El ves, on the other hand, followed an entirely different philosophy of
bui I di ng.

Tuar hi evel sinply rose up out of the forest. The clear-cutting was

m ni mal , and wherever possible, the trees had been left standing so that
the forest and the city were all one, a nelding of natural features and
construction. Froma distance, it would have been inpossible to spot
the city, and Aedan thought it likely that unless a traveler knew the
way exactly, he could easily pass within a hundred yards of Tuar hievel
and never even see it.

Wyoden t hat ch-roof ed hones were constructed anong the trees, shielded
fromthe el enments beneath their canopy. The streets of the city-little
nore than dirt paths, really-wound in serpentine fashion anong the trees
and natural clearings had been utilized as small, shaded plazas where
the people drew water fromwells and nmarket stalls were erected.

In many cases, honmes had actually been built around the trees so that
the trees thensel ves becane part of the construction, with the upper
stories of the honmes situated in the thick | ower branches.

From overhead, the forest masked to sone degree the density of the
construction, which increased as they approached the center of the city.
Many of the structures had open platfornms built in the branches above
them often on several levels, with wooden catwal ks running fromtree to
tree, connecting them

Tuar hi evel had streets upon the ground and in the

air, as well. But one structure towered above all others, its graceful
intricately carved and fluted wooden spires rising high above the
treetops. They were approaching the forest pal ace known as Tuaranrei gh
where Prince Fhileraene ruled fromthe | egendary Throne of Thorn

As they circled the pal ace, Aedan marvel ed at the scul pted spires,
carved from hand-rubbed and -oil ed wood, a figured ebony with swrling,
gol den-yel I ow highlights running through it. The spires were of unequa
hei ght and clustered cl ose together as they rose fromthe central
structure of the palace, which was built of wood and nortared stone that
nmust have been quarried generations earlier in the nountains to the
north, beyond the G antdowns. The steep-pitched, gabl ed roof bel ow the
spires was tiled in rosy slate. Stone gutters for the run-off of nelted
snow or rainwater led to spouts carved in the shapes of screan ng

gar goyl es.

Tuar anrei gh was not a proper castle, at |east not by human standards,



since it had no outer walls or battlenments. However, Prince Fhileraene
had little reason to fear a siege. The Aelvinnwde itself was a far
nore effective outer defense than any walls or nmoats or barbicans could
be. An attacking arnmy would have to penetrate through mles of dense
forest and thick underbrush, which nade the march of massed formations
virtually inpossible. And | ong before such an arny coul d even reach
Tuarhievel, it would be destroyed pi eceneal by elven archers and
warriors who could attack fromcover and then quickly disappear into the
trackl ess forest.

Aedan renenbered fromhis | essons that back in the days of the G eat War
bet ween the humans and

the elves, no human warl ord had ever been foolish enough to pursue the
el ves once they had retreated to the forests. No invaders would ever
reach the pal ace of Tuaranreigh, except as captives.

The wi nd on which they sailed circled round and round the spires of the
pal ace, gathering speed and formng a swirling vortex that descended
slowy to the ground. Aedan once nore felt that strange, unsettling
sensation, as if he were floating away, and the |ight-headedness
returned as he becanme aware of his physical senses. He felt hinself
spinning rapidly inside the swirling wind funnel, his hair whipping
around his face. He gasped, struggling for breath within the vortex,
then felt the ground beneath his feet as the wind slackened to a breeze
and di ssi pated, |eaving them standing on the pathway to the pal ace.

Aedan brushed his hair out of his face and | ooked around, but everything
still seened to be spinning.

He had difficulty remaining on his feet. He felt dizzy, and when he
tried to take a step, he alnost fell. He saw that M chael was no better
of f. The prince staggered and went down to one knee, swearing softly.
Aedan cl osed his eyes and waited for the world to stop spinning. His
body felt extrenely heavy and clunmsy. Snall wonder, he thought. A
nmonent earlier, he had been lighter than air.

"The effects will pass within a few nonents,"” Gylvain said. "You nmay
find it helps to close your eyes, stand still, and breathe deeply unti
the di zzi ness subsides."

Aedan opened his eyes after a few noments and tried to focus them As
t he di zzi ness ebbed, he | ooked around. They were on a pat hway that
wound
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through a |1 ong and narrow cl earing fl anked by rows of ancient poplars, a
sort of natural, tree-lined road | eading up to the palace. The sound of
wat er runni ng over rocks drew his attention to a streamthat ran down
the center of this natural corridor. On either side of the streamwere
wi ndi ng pat hways | eading to a gracefully arched stone bridge that gave
entrance to the pal ace gates.

Unli ke the castles of the enmpire, which had dirt roads w de enough for
several horsenen riding abreast, the pathways |eading to the gates of
Tuaranrei gh were clearly neant for foot traffic only, for they wound

t hrough lush rock gardens planted with lacy green ferns, flowering
shrubs, and wi | dfl owers.



Benches nmade of split sections of tree trunks were placed at irregul ar
i nterval s al ong the pathways, on both banks of the stream

At first glance, it seenmed to Aedan that the stream flowed around the
pal ace, making a sort of natural mpat. Then he realized it was actually
com ng out through an archway in the wall beneath the bridge, apparently
flowi ng out of the palace itself!

Through the trees, Aedan could make out some of the buil dings he had
spotted earlier from above.

They resenbl ed peasant cottages with their thatched roofs and wooden
shutters, but they were larger, and had the open platforms constructed
in the trees above them w th interconnecting catwal ks suspended at

di fferent | evels high above the ground.

Everywhere he | ooked, Aedan saw the perfect union of nature and
architecture. The city was part of the forest, and the forest an
integral part of the city.

As they wal ked toward the stone bridge | eading to the gates of
Tuar anrei gh, a nunber of elves stopped

to stare at them Aedan knew human traders sonetines visited
Tuar hi evel , but judging by the | ooks they got, humans were still not a
common sight. He noticed that everyone they passed bowed his head
respectfully.

"They seemto know me," said M chael

Aedan frowned, nonentarily puzzled by his remark, and then sudden
conpr ehensi on dawned.

"They bow to Gylvain, not to you," he said.
"Ch," said Mchael. "I see." He sounded a bit annoyed, or perhaps
di sappoi nt ed.

"Remenber, you are not a prince here, save by rules of courtesy alone,"
Aedan told himsoftly.

"Fhil eraene rules in Tuarhievel, not Enperor Hadrian."

M chael frowned. He was accustoned to being treated as befitted the
royal scion, and the fact that he would enjoy no such status here was a
bit difficult for himto grasp. However, the goblins had al ready done
much to advance his education, and M chael was |earning not to take such
things for granted. He nodded to show he under st ood.

Aedan felt relieved, though he was still apprehensive about their
situation. It would certainly not do to have M chael putting on airs in
front of Fhileraene. Fromall that he had heard about the elven prince,
Aedan did not think he would be anused.

They followed Gylvain up the path as it curved away slightly fromthe

ri verbank, around a nosscovered rock formati on, and then back toward the
stone bridge. Elven warriors armed with swords and spears stood guard
upon the bridge and by the two massive, arched and studded wooden doors.
They did not chall enge Gyl vain as he approached, but



made no effort to hide their curiosity about his two young human
conpani ons.

As they passed through the doors and entered the great hall of

Tuar anrei gh, both Aedan and M chael stopped dead in their tracks,
staring wi de-eyed at the tabl eau spreading out before them They had
crossed an entry hall and suddenly stood at the entrance to a forest
clearing. But that did not seem possible. They were indoors ... or
were they?

For a nonent, Aedan felt totally disoriented.

They shoul d have entered into the great hall of the palace, but this was
a hall unlike any he had ever seen. It was open to the sky, with

fl agstones form ng pat hways between well-tended plots of giant ferns and
colorful broneliads, npbss-covered rocks with trickling fountains, small
trees and fl owering shrubs.

There was an arched opening in the wall through which the stream fl owed,
with a snmall wooden bridge spanning the spring fromwhich it bubbl ed.

It was, in fact, an atriumthat served as a great hall

The pal ace had been constructed around a forest clearing with a pool fed
by an underground spring.

Archways in the walls led to the east and west w ngs of the pal ace, as
well as to the keep at the far end. But the main feature of the atrium
was just in front of the vaulted entrance to the keep, surrounded by a
stand of oaks.

Aedan had heard stories about the | egendary Thorn Throne of Tuar hievel,
but he had never known if they were truth or fancy. Now, he saw it for
hinself. It was a rose tree, the largest he had ever seen. |Its

mul tiple trunks curved sharply outward, formng a natural throne before
t hey branched off into a spreadi ng canopy of bl ue-green | eaves and

spect acul ar bl oons of ivory white and bloodred. And seated on that
throne, flanked by his mnisters and surrounded by his court, was prince
Fhi | eraene, ruler of the last elven kingdomin the Aelvi nnwode.

As they were announced, Gylvain escorted themtoward the throne, his
hands resting tightly on their shoulders. Their arrival caused a

consi derabl e stir anong the elves present at the court. Al eyes were
upon them as Gyl vain stepped forward, went down to one knee, and bowed
deeply to his prince. Aedan followed suit, but M chael renained
standi ng, perfectly cal mand conmposed as-he gazed curiously at the elven
pri nce.

Fhi | eraene appeared to be in his mdthirties, but then physica

appear ances were very deceptive with imortals: Fhil eraene had rul ed
Tuar hi evel since before Mchael's grandfather was born. He was tall and
sl ender, with harsh, angular features and straight black hair that hung
down wel | bel ow his shoul ders.

Hs mouth was wide and thin-lipped, with a touch of cruelty about it.
H s eyes were dark brown and hooded, giving hima broodi ng aspect, and

hi s nose was proni nent and hooked. It was said he was the very inmge of
hi s renegade great grandfather, the awnshegh, Rhuobhe Mansl ayer.



Aedan wondered if any of the elves present at the court were Rhuobhe's
warriors. It was a decidedly unpleasant possibility. Killing the
Prince of Anuire would be a mark of trenmendous status anong those el ves
who had sworn eternal emity to humans. O course, not all the elves
were |ike that, but here, there would be no way of telling which was
which ...

until it was too |ate.

"Rise, Gylvain," Fhileraene said. "And you, as well, Lord Aedan." He

gl anced at M chael with a flicker of anusenent in his eyes. "And of
course, princes do not kneel, and that is as it should be. You honor us
wi th your presence, Prince Mchael. | ampleased to see you are alive
and wel|."

"Thanks to Gylvain," Mchael said. "W are in debt to himfor rescuing

us fromthe goblins."

"Then you are in debt to me, for it was | who sent him" Fhileraene
replied with a snmle. Seeing their confused expressions, he went on to
explain. "Little goes on within nmy real mof which | am unaware," he
said. "Intelligence had reached ne that goblin raiders out of Thurazor
had been spotted traveling through the Aelvinnwode, headi ng south.

They were taking a great risk going through ny Iands. | wondered what
could justify such a risk. Now | know They had captured quite a
prize."

"Well, we are very grateful to you, Your Highness," Aedan said.

"Thanks to you, that prize has been denied them And as soon as we
return to Seaharrow, we shall nake certain-"

"You shall not be going back to Seaharrow, " Fhil eraene said, cutting him
off. "At the nmoment, | do not think that would be prudent."

Aedan sinply stared at him Had they been rescued fromthe goblins only
to be held for ransomby the elves? "Forgive ne, Your H ghness," Aedan
said, "I ... | fear | do not understand."

M chael was nmore direct. "Are we your prisoners?”

"Way, not at all," the elven prince replied with genuine surprise.
"You are honored guests, free to nove about Tuarhi evel as you pl ease.
However ,

feel nyself responsible for your safety, as you are now in ny domain.

And if you were to return to Seaharrow right now, chances are that you
woul d al nost certainly be killed."

"Killed!" Mchael said in a tone of outrage. "By whonP"

"By the man who even nowis in the process of seizing the Iron Throne,"
Fhi |l eraene replied calnmy.

"Lord Arwyn, the Archduke of Boeruine."



**chapter five**

"You lie!" Mchael shouted angrily before Aedan could stop him "Lord
Arwyn woul d never dare attenpt such treason, not while my father lives!"

Aedan grabbed himby the arm and squeezed hard, causing M chael to gasp
with surprise and pain. Fhileraene's face cl ouded over, but he kept his
calm

"You woul d do well, Your Highness, to remenber that you are not in your
own enmpire here. 1In fact, at this point, it does not even appear as if
you may even have an enpire. However, thus far, you have been treated
with the respect due to your rank and station. |If you wish that to
continue, | expect you to return the courtesy."

Aedan held on to Mchael's arm and gave hima warni ng | ook, then turned
to Fhil eraene and said, "Please forgive the outburst, Your Hi ghness.

It is just that you have given us some shocking news, if indeed your
information is accurate.”

Fhi | eraene nodded. "You may rest assured it is,"” he said. "Enperor
Hadri an has di ed, and the Archduke of Boeruine has not wasted any tine
putting his plans in notion."

M chael | ooked stricken at the news. He shook his head and softly
murmured, "No ... It cannot be!"

"I amsorry for your loss, Your H ghness," said Fhileraene, "but surely,

you must have been prepared for this eventuality. After all, your
father was very old, by human standards, and has | ong been in poor
health. You see, | make it mnmy business to know which way the w nd bl ows

in the Aelvinnwde and the surrounding territories. This nove by Arwn
of Boerui ne does not really come as a surprise. There have | ong been
runors of his intriguing with Thurazor, and there are other forces at
work in these events, powerful forces of which you are not yet aware
You are at the heart of a situation not of your own making, but it shal
be up to you to nake the best of it."

"Meani ng no di srespect, Your Hi ghness, but why should you care what

happens to the throne of Anuire?" asked Aedan. 'O to us, for that
mat t er ?"

"A fair question," Prince Fhileraene replied, nodding. "It is true
have little reason to | ove your human enpire, but of necessity, | have

had to learn to live with it. Wth Hadrian on the Iron Throne, elf and
human were able to regard one another with sone tol erance. The peace
bet ween us has not

al ways been an easy one, but with the exception of isolated incidents,
it has been kept. | labor under no m sapprehensions that this would
continue with Arwn of Boeruine in power."

Those "incidents" to which he was referring so disingenuously, Aedan

t hought, involved none other than his own great-grandfather, Rhuobhe
Mansl ayer, whose bitter hatred of humans ensured he woul d never tolerate
them nuch | ess keep peace with the enpire.

"The Archduke of Boeruine's ambition is boundless,” Fhileraene
continued, "and that makes hi m dangerous to us. He treats with our



enem es and conspires against us. W have no desire to see his bid for
power succeed."

"So then you help us nerely to bring down Lord Arwyn?" Aedan sai d.

"That al one would be no mere thing," Fhileraene replied. "However,
there are still other factors that would serve ny interests in this
situation.”

It all suddenly became clear to Aedan. |If what he said were true, and

Aedan coul d think of no reason Fhileraene would lie, Arwn of Boeruine
had committed hinself, and now there could be no turning back. He
probably woul d never have dared go so far if he had not already nustered
up support for his claimto the throne. Apparently, Lord Arwn had been
intriguing with nore than just the goblins of T hurazor

How many secret alliances had he already forged anbng the nobles of the
enpire? How |l ong had this been going on? He nust have been planning it
for years, waiting only for the right opportunity.

Now, with the enperor dead and M chael out of the way, his path was
clear, and he had wasted no tine.

The enperor nust have died around the sane time as their abduction
Aedan thought. For Fhileraene to have |l earned the news so quickly, he
must have spies in Seasedge capabl e of comunicating with himthrough
magi ¢ or perhaps carrier pigeon

But that was not at all unlikely. There were halflings in Boeruine, and
it was quite conceivable sone of themcould be in the pay of Fhil eraene.
For that matter, the spies could al so be humans. Arwn of Boerune was
not universally loved. He had made his share of enenies.

Ei t her way, when Aedan and M chael did not return from hawki ng, Lord
Arwyn nmust have realized the goblins had succeeded in capturing them
especially after Wndreiver had returned. And M chael's horse nust have
made its way back to the stables without its rider, as well. Lord Arwn
must have quickly and i medi ately noved to take advantage of the
opportunity. This was exactly what his father had feared, thought

Aedan. Lord Arwyn nust have seized the court the nmonent Enperor Hadrian
had di ed and M chael's di sappearance was di scovered.

Aedan felt a tightness in his stomach as he thought about his parents.

What had becone of then? H's father would never have stood idly by
while Arwn tried to take the throne, and Arwn had to know that Lord

Ti eran woul d oppose himto his |last breath. Wth a feeling of despair,
Aedan realized his father woul d undoubtedly have been among the first to
be el im nat ed.

However, Lord Arwyn had no way of knowi ng he and M chael had been
rescued. He had acted on the belief that they were safely on their way
to Thurazor to be enslaved. He nust have claimed M chael was

dead, otherw se he could not have justified assum ng the regency of the
enpire, and eventually, the throne itself. |[If Mchael suddenly appeared
now, his life would certainly be in danger unless he were able to rally
support anong the other nobles of the enpire. And if Arwyn refused to
yield at that point, it could nean only one thing.



There would be war. The enmpire would be split in two between those
loyal to Prince Mchael and those who would support Lord Arwn. And
wi t hout knowi ng how much support Arwyn could rmuster, there would be no
telling howlong it would |ast, nor what the cost would be. And if it
cane to war, no matter which way it turned out in the end, the enmpire
woul d be left weakened. That would certainly serve Fhileraene's

i nterests.

"So where does that |eave us, with respect to you, Your H ghness?"

Aedan asked. "And what has becone of the Inperial Court?" he added
nervously, afraid to hear the answer.

"For the present, it |eaves you as my guests," Fhil eraene replied.

"The last word | received, only this nmorning, reported only that Lord
Arwyn had decl ared a state of emergency upon the Enperor Hadrian's death
and Prince M chael's di sappearance and had i nposed martial |aw upon the
provi nce of Boeruine. And, by extension, one supposes, whatever
portions of the enpire he can induce to go along with him

Beyond that, there has been no further information. As you nust have
guessed, | have agents in Boeruine, and under current circunstances,
they rmust remain especially circunspect. As soon as | know nore, |
shall send word to you. Q@ lvain has extended his offer of hospitality
to you, and

you shall remain wel cone in Tuarhievel until it can best be deternined
what our course of action should be."

"I'f the Inperial Court is being held hostage at Seaharrow, " Aedan said,
"we nust reach Anuire as soon as possible and raise a force to rescue
them We rnust make certain word is spread that Prince M chael

he paused, significantly, " Enmperor M chael, | should say, is
still alive. The longer we delay, the nore tinme Lord Arwn has to
strengthen his position."

Fhi | eraene smiled. "You shall make a good minister to your liege," he

said. "Very well. Let Prince ..

Enmperor M chael conpose a message to his subjects, while you prepare a
list of those to whomit should be sent, and I shall arrange for
messengers to be dispatched. |In particular, is there soneone you may
depend on in Anuire whose loyalty is beyond question and who may
accurately report to you on the state of matters there?"

Aedan t hought only for a monent. "M tutor, Baladore Trevane, the
librarian at the College of Sorcery in Anuire."

Fhi | eraene nodded. "I know of him" he said. "A man worthy of respect,
by all repute. Very well, it shall be done. And the other nessages
shal | be sent out as soon as you have prepared the list.

Gylvain will see to it."

"I amvery grateful for all your help, Your Hi ghness," Mchael said to
Fhi |l eraene, with a slight bow

"I shall not forget."



"Rest assured we shall remind you if you do, Mjesty," Prince Fhileraene
replied with a wy snile.

"Fromthis day forth, it shall be known that the el ven

ki ngdom of Tuar hi evel was the first to recogni ze the Enperor M chael
Roel e and decl are an alliance agai nst those who woul d di srupt the peace
bet ween us.

"It shall be so," said Mchael, drawing hinself up proudly. For the
first time since he had heard the shocking news of his father's death,
he seemed to accept the fact that he was now no | onger Prince M chael
but Enperor M chael

At the noment, an enperor without an enpire to conmand, thought Aedan

But as to whether or not it would remain that way, there was no way of
knowi ng until word had been sent out that he was safe and they heard
responses to their nessages.

Wul d the nobles of the enpire Iine up behind Mchael, as was their
duty, or would they transfer their allegiance to Arwn of Boeruine?

And if some nobles did defect, would there be enough to make the
eventual outcome certain?

Too many questions, Aedan thought, and not a single answer. Yet. It
was a difficult way for Mchael to begin his reign, and for himto begin
his duties as lord high chanberlain. They were both too young, and far
fromready. But fate did not wait on the conveni ence of individuals, as
Aedan recalled his tutor saying often. As they took their |eave of

Fhi | eraene and once nore made their way outside, escorted by Gylvain,
Aedan said a silent prayer to Haelyn. He thanked the god for their

del i verance, and he prayed for guidance in the days to come. They had
been saved. Now it would be up to them two boys, to try to save the

enpire.

Bal adore Trevane was out of breath. He was no |onger a young nan and
was unaccustonmed to running. He was a short man, about five-and-a-half
feet tall, and his considerable girth did not permt himto nove very
qui ckly, but nevertheless, he had trotted all the way to the docks from
the Coll ege of Sorcery, panting with each | abored step. H s hair was
white, nmerely a fringe that went around his head |ike a |laurel wreath,
and he carried a red kerchief as he ran, using it to nop the
perspiration off his bald pate, so that the sweat wouldn't run into his
eyes. As he huffed and puffed his way onto the docks, he w shed he
could have used a spell to transformhinself into a bird and flown to
the Inperial Cairn. However, at his age, he had to be careful of his
spel | s.

For one thing, he would have made an exceedingly stout bird. A pelican
no doubt, a great, big fat one. And as a pelican, he would still have
expended consi derable energy in flapping his wings to fly.

Assum ng he could even get off the ground. It was easier to run, al
t hi ngs considered. At |least that way, he didn't have to worry about
whet her or not he got the spell exactly right.

H's menory just wasn't what it used to be. He no longer trusted his



recall. He had to | ook everything up. Sone things he remenbered with
no difficulty.

He could, for exanple, still recite the history of the enpire wthout
getting a single date wong, but when it canme to spells, sonetines he
simply wasn't sure anynore. There was nothing nore |udicrous or

pat heti c than an absent m nded sorcerer, he thought.

But then again, he was al nbst seventy years old. Al in all, he was in
remar kably good health for his age, even if he did get a trifle vague
fromtine to tine.

On this occasion, however, there was nothi ng vague about his state of
mnd at all. A halfling messenger had arrived at the college, carrying
a dispatch all the way from Tuarhievel from Prince Fhil eraene hinself.

O course, the fact that the nmessenger had been a hal fling meant that he
had al nost certainly not traveled all the way from Tuarhi evel the way
normal people woul d. Doubtless, he had shadowwal ked, creating a porta
into the Shadow Wrld and passing through it, emerging in Anuire. A
handy little skill to have, thought Bal adore, going fromPoint Ato
Poi nt B wi thout passing through the distance in between.

Too bad humans couldn't learn to do it. Still, he understood that
passage through the Shadow World, even for a halfling, could be very
dangerous, so the nessage that this halfling brought had to be

i mportant. \When he learned it was from Prince Fhil eraene, he knew it
was. But when he saw whose hand had witten the nessage, his heart

| eapt, and he ran straightaway for the Inperial Cairn

Young Lord Aedan was alive! And Prince Mchael was alive, as well! It
was wonderful news, and he rushed to bring it to the palace. He hailed
a boat captain and had the man take himout to the island where the

pal ace stood. Wth the sail up and the rowers assisting the boat's
passage t hrough the bay, it was nuch faster than traveling along the
causeways, and even though boat travel nade hi m seasick, this news
simply couldn't wait.

Bal adore had not gone to Seaharrow with the Inmperial Court. He had
remained in the city of Anuire, as he always did, because his duties as
librarian of the College of Sorcery required his presence there at al
times. The college was the repository of all the magical know edge of
the enmpire, and it was one of the few places in Ceriha where students
could come-if they were fortunate enough to be accepted-to study the
nmystic arts. The coll ege nunbered sone of the finest adepts in the
enpire anmong its teaching faculty, and many w zards fromrealns as far
of f as Zikala or Kiergard nmade annual journeys to the capital to study
and do arcane research in the library of the college in exchange for
teaching some of its students.

Consequently, Bal adore could not afford to be absent from his post and
so he always remained in Anuire throughout the sumer season while the
I mperial Court repaired to the cool ocean breezes of Seasedge in the
provi nce of

Boer ui ne.
Bal adore's first inkling that sonething had gone drastically wong at

Sunmer Court cane only when he heard that Lord Tieran had arrived at a
gal l op back at the palace with the enpress and the house guard. Runors



had flown wildly all over the city and, what with his duties, it was a
few days before Bal adore was able to nmake his way to the palace to
ascertain what had really happened.

That was when he had di scovered that the enperor had di ed at Seaharrow,
whi ch was tragic news, of course, but not nearly as devastating as the
news that Prince Mchael and Lord Aedan had di sappeared, apparently the
victinms of foul play. They had apparently gone out hawking in the
nmorni ng and their horses had returned to the stables by thensel ves.

There had been bl ood on Aedan's saddl e, too.

Why t hey had gone out by thenselves, w thout taking an escort of the
house guard with them was anybody's guess. It was certainly not |ike
Aedan to be so irresponsible. He had even left his sword behind in the
stables. Cdearly, his mnd had been el sewhere than on his duties.

Questioning of the guards posted at the castle gate had resulted in the
i nformation that Prince M chael had gone out hawki ng by hinself, and

t hat Aedan had foll owed al one, shortly thereafter. Lord Arwyn had
reportedly flovminto a rage at his guards for allowing the prince to go
out by hinmself, but the guards had insisted that Prince M chael had
conmanded themto et himthrough, saying Aedan woul d be follow ng right
behi nd. They had naturally assuned Aedan would follow with an escort,
but when Aedan cane gal |l opi ng through the gates al one, they had seen no
reason to stop him Perhaps the guard escort would follow on his heels.
When they didn't, however, it was reported to the captain of the watch,
who supposedly shoul d have delivered the information to Lord Arwyn, who
in turn clainmed he had never heard a thing about it.

When the boys' horses returned by thensel ves, Lord Arwn had raged t hat
heads would roll and had i mredi ately set out with a squad of nounted
nmen-at-arnms in search of the two boys.

What Lord Tieran had done then nust have been the hardest thing he had
ever done in his entire life.

As soon as Lord Arwyn and his knights had passed through the castle
gates, Lord Tieran had assenbl ed the Royal House Guard and i nmedi ately
had horses saddl ed for the enpress and her daughters. Wthout stopping
to bring anyone el se al ong except his wife, the Lady Jessica, Lord

Ti eran had made haste to depart before Lord Arwyn could return with his
knights. He had left the rest of the court behind and imredi ately set
out for Anuire on horseback with his fenal e charges and the entire house
guard for an escort.

They had ridden hard, covering the entire distance from Seaharrow to
Anui re, about two hundred and fifty mles, in a mere three days. It
must have been a brutal pace, thought Bal adore, for he had heard that
when they finally arrived at the Inperial Cairn, the enpress and her
daughters had to be lifted fromtheir nounts and carried inside. It was
a mracle they hadn't killed the horses.

Lord Tieran had set a fast pace during the day, and then a wal ki ng pace
during nost of each night to allow the horses to recover. They took
only short rest periods, sleeping for only a few hours at a tinme while
t he guards took turns standing watch. Mre than anything, Lord Tieran
had been afraid of being overtaken on the road by Lord Arwn and his
kni ghts. They had to reach the capital at all costs, even though Lord
Ti eran knew absol utely not hi ng of what had beconme of his own son



As the sea breeze ruffled Bal adore's cloak, he bit his lower lip and
tried not to think about the pitching of the boat in the choppy waters
of the bay.

I nst ead, he thought of how Lord Tieran had | ooked when he had seen him
last-tired, drawn and haggard, pale, with a haunted, tortured | ook about
hi m

To have left Seaharrow as he did, with his own son's fate uncertain,
nmust have taken a suprenme act of will and self-sacrifice. As a father
he must have wanted desperately to set out on Aedan's trail. As lord
hi gh chanberl ain, however, his first duty was to the enpress and the
enpire, and he had to act quickly to safeguard both.

As the boat drew up to the jetty at Cairn Rock, the w ndswept island
fromwhi ch the inperial palace rose alnost |ike a natural extension of
the rock formations, Bal adore stepped onto the dock, assisted by the
boat captain. He swallowed hard, thanked the man, paid hima bonus for
maki ng the journey under full sail, then hurried up the jetty toward the
pal ace gates, grateful to be on dry |land once again. Well, relatively
dry, at any rate, he thought. He squinted at the sea spray coming off
the rocks as the waves crashed against the island. The wi nd had picked
up, and the swells were coming in harder and faster

Why Haelyn, in his nortal days, had ever wanted to build the pal ace on
this rock out in the middle of the bay was sonet hi ng Bal adore had never
been able to discern. |Its natural defensive position was the only thing
that argued for the site. It was as safe fromany attack as possible,
except a protracted siege by sea, and an eneny's ships would have had a
hard tinme maintaining a bl ockade, given the unpredictable swells and
currents of the bay in the Straits of Aerele. Unless a captain really
knew t hese waters, he could easily wind up on the jagged rocks that
ringed the island |like a deadly neckl ace.

Admitted through the gates, Baladore hurried to find Lord Tieran. The
lord high chanberlain was in his private quarters in the tower, standing
at the wi ndow and staring out across the bay at the city of Anuire. He
turned as Bal adore cane in. Lord Tieran appeared to have aged at | east
ten years since he had returned from Seaharrow. The strain of worrying
about the enpress, who had sunk into despair at the |oss of her son and
husband, and the stress of |osing-or so he thought-his own son, added to
hi s

concerns about the fate of the enpire now that the succession was in
doubt. It all had turned his hair conpletely white, and there were new
lines etched into his face. H's eyes | ooked dark and sunken from | ack
of sleep, and he had | ost weight, as well.

"Bal adore," he said, greeting himin a weary voi ce.
He frowned. "By the gods, you | ook red as beet, and you are all out of
breath. Please, sit down, old friend.

Here, have sone wine and tell ne what brings you out to the Cairn in
such a state.”

Great news, mlord," said Bal adore, sinking down gratefully into a
chair. "Wbnderful news!



M racul ous news! Prince Mchael is alive and well, as is your son!"

Lord Tieran stared at himwi th disbelief, as if he weren't sure he'd
heard correctly. "By Haelyn! Can it be true?" he said, his voice
barel y above a whi sper

Bal adore took a quick gulp of wine before replying. "I have just this
norni ng recei ved a nessage fromyour son,"” he said, "witten in his own
hand, which your lordship is aware I know as well as | do ny own. And
there is an added postscript fromthe prince, with his signature
appended. Here, see for yourself."

"A nmessage?" said Lord Tieran, his eyes lighting up as Bal adore passed
himthe scroll. 'But how? By what means?"

"Delivered by a halfling, mlord, sent from Tuarhievel by Prince

Fhi | eraene hinsel f," Bal adore replied. "Wat transpired is al
contained therein, in your son's own hand." And he waited, slaking his
thirst with wine while Lord Tieran read the nessage, which was an
account of how the boys had been captured by the goblins and then
rescued by the elves,

led by the mage, Gylvain Aurealis, and how they had been received by
Prince Fhil eraene.

"Bl ess you, Baladore, for bringing ne this news!"

Lord Tieran said. "I nust bring this to the enpress at once! She was
convinced that Prince Mchael had died, as | fear | was as well. | had
dared hope they still lived, but I did not really think we would ever
see them again. This nessage will restore her spirits." He paused as

somet hing el se occurred to him

"Bal adore, this note makes no nmention of any ransom" he said,
uncertainly. "Surely, Prince Fhileraene nust want sonething for their
safe return?”

Bal adore shook his head. "If he does, milord, neither the nessage nor
t he nessenger made nmention of it."

"Hhm Does this halfling nessenger wait for word to be sent back?"

"He awaits back at the college, mlord, where | have seen to it he shal
be fed and rested well."

"It is good," Lord Tieran said. "Ch, it is so very good, indeed.

feel, good Bal adore, a tremendous wei ght has been lifted fromny chest,
a wei ght that had been crushing me. Cone, cone with ne. W nust go
tell the enpress together. | amcertain she will want to see the
message and read it for herself.

Then we rmust conpose a reply and send it back to Tuarhievel with this
hal fling. Prince Fhileraene nust know the enpire will be grateful for
the safety of Prince Mchael...." He paused. "No, by Hael yn, Enperor

M chael! The succession is no |longer in doubt."
He clenched his fist around the scroll. "Arwyn of Boeruine will find he
has gravely overreached hinself. daimregency, will he? WlIl, he

shall have a



hard time justifying his claimto power now And if he persists, al

will see his bold anbition for what it truly is. Come, Baladore, let us
go tell the enpress the great news. And ny wife, of course. She has
cried tears of grief for |long enough. She will now cry tears of joy,
and it will do ny heart no end of good to see it."

"I's that the best you can do?" the elf girl said as she easily parried
Aedan's attack. "You will surely never slay your eneny if you conme at
himso gin gerly."

"I did not wish to hurt you," Aedan replied.

Syl vanna rai sed her thin and gracefully arched eyebrows. "lIndeed? And
what makes you think you coul d?"

"The fact that | mght, even though unintentionally, is enough to give
me pause," said Aedan. "I owe ny life to Gylvain Aurealis, and it would
be a poor show of gratitude if | were to injure his own sister."

"Ah, | see," Sylvanna replied. "So a sense of obligation to ny brother
makes you exerci se caution and hold back, is that it? WlIl, in that
case, perhaps | should seek another opponent to help nme in my practice,
for you are not providing any chall enge. ™

"As you wish," said Aedan. He swept his borrowed sword out to the side
and bowed to her, then turned and left the practice ring to sit by
M chael while another opponent, an elf, stepped up to take his place.

"I think you have annoyed her," M chael said as Aedan sat down on a | og
besi de him

"Better that | cause her some annoyance than an injury," said Aedan

"We are guests here, and I do not need to shore up ny pride or endanger
our position by besting a female in a practice match."

"You may be rating yourself too highly, and her not highly enough,"”
M chael replied as he watched Syl vanna cross swords with her next
opponent. "She knows what she's about."

As other elves watched, they noved around each other inside the practice
circle. Each held a dagger in one hand and a sword in the other. They
used no shields, and the bl ades were sharp. Sylvanna's new opponent did
not share Aedan's hesitancy about engaging her. He darted in quickly
and did not hold back in the I east. The blades cl anged agai nst each
other, and the daggers flashed, steel striking upon steel; then both
conbat ants sprang apart and started circling once again.

Aedan frowned as he watched the contest. "Sonmeone will get hurt if they
keep that up," he nurnured. "The blades are unprotected, and they are
not even wearing full arnor."

"That does not seemto cause them nuch concern,” M chael replied, his
gaze intent on the circling conmbatants.

Aedan shook his head as he watched them engage, bl ades flashing, then
spring apart again. "It is foolhardy to take such risks," he said.

"What are they trying to prove?"



"Perhaps they are not trying to prove anything," said M chael w thout
taking his eyes off the match inside the ring. "The intent may sinply
be to recreate the conditions of real conbat as closely as possible."

"Whi ch increases the possibility of a very real injury," said Aedan
Even as he spoke, Sylvanna parried an attacking stroke, deflected a
knife blade with her own, pivoted, and brought her sword around in a
tight arc, opening a cut on her opponent's upper arm He gasped, and
Aedan sprang to his feet as he saw the bl ood fl ow.

"Well struck!"™ the nmale elf said, and bowed to his opponent.

Syl vanna inclined her head toward him acknow edgi ng the conplinent, but
di spl aying no alarmor even any regret over having wounded him

"Let me help you," Aedan said. "I have healing ability."
The elf simply shrugged. "It is of no consequence,"” he said. "A ninor
cut is all it is. It will remnd ne to keep nore on ny toes the next

time. But | thank you for your offer, just the sane."

Aedan stared at himas he wal ked away. What sort of people were these
el ves? The way they had been going at each other with no protection

ot her than steel breastplates, one of themcould easily have been
seriously wounded, even killed. However, he saw what Syl vanna had neant
when she stated wi thout rancor that he had provided her no chall enge. He
had hel d back, because she was a girl, but now he saw that M chael had
been absol utely right.

He had rated hinself too highly and her not highly enough. She was
better than he was. Mich better

He wat ched as anot her opponent moved into the ring to take her on

Syl vanna stretched a few times and swung her bl ade about, then took her
st ance.

She was about as tall as Aedan, with a typically elvish build-wiry and
| ean. However, her shoul ders were broader than those of npbst young
worren Aedan had known, and the rnuscles of her back gave her a figure
that tapered to her narrow wai st. Like her brother, Sylvanna had | ong
bl ack hair streaked with silver highlights. She had gathered it in a
ponytail for weapons practice, to keep it out of the way.

El ven wormren were not buxom as hunman femal es often tended to be, and
Syl vanna was no exception

She was long |inbed and small breasted, but Aedan did not find that
unattractive. Sylvanna was not as vol uptuous as Laera, but she noved
with the smooth |itheness of a cat, and Aedan |iked the way she bore
hersel f.

He was surprised to find hinself suddenly comparing her with Laera.

They were conpletely unalike in alnost every way. Laera was beautiful
whil e

Syl vanna was nerely pretty at best, and took no pains at all to enhance
her appearance. Laera was flirtatious and seductive; Sylvanna was



unassum ng and direct. Laera was soft, with snoldering dark eyes;
Syl vanna was | ean and rmuscular, with striking gray eyes so |light that
they seened |ike cut crystal

But as he found hinsel f conparing the two, Aedan realized Laera was
found wanti ng.

The clang of steel against steel filled the clearing as the two
opponents circled each other in the practice ring. The elves who waited
their turn at practice, or sinply watched, clapped their hands and
cal l ed out encouragenent at well-struck blows. |If he hadn't known
better, Aedan m ght have thought the two were fighting in earnest.

However, as he watched, he realized they took care to aimno cuts or
blows at the face or neck, or at the legs. The target areas were the

protected chest and the unprotected arnms and shoul ders, but any cuts
aimed at the latter were carefully controlled. The blades were lighter
than those used by nost humans, and consequently quicker in action. A
first cut ended the conbat, but it was clearly not the object of the
exercise. The idea was sinply to penetrate the opponent's defense. A
l[ight hit upon the steel breastplate was counted as a killing stroke and
ended the match.

Syl vanna was not the only fenmale who cane to practice. Anmong humans,
femal es did not generally participate in conbat. Sonetimes tonboys I|ike
Ariel played at war while they were young, but as they grew ol der, they
usual ly foll owed nore |adylike pursuits. Anmpng the elves, things were
apparently quite different. The wonen trained along with the nen, and

t hough nmost of them woul d have | acked the upper body strength to wield
broadswords effectively, they seenmed equally adept with the nmen in the
use of the lighter, faster elvish bl ades.

Syl vanna def eated her second opponent with a touch to his breastplate,
and he saluted her in acknow edgment as the next opponent stood up to
take his place. Aedan marveled at Sylvanna's strength and endurance.

A short, unsatisfactory, aborted match with him then two matches wth
full-grown mal e opponents, and she hadn't even cracked a sweat. She
used the blade as if it were a part of her and was clearly commandi ng of
respect anong her peers.

"I woul d not have thought a woman could fight as well as that," said
M chael as he watched her with admration. "She is at |east the equa
of the best swordsman in the house guard.™

"Yes, she is very good, indeed," Aedan agreed, noddi ng enphatically.

"After watching her, | feel foolish for holding back. On ny best day, |
woul d stand no chance agai nst her."

"The | esson here, | think, is not to underestimate a fenal e just because
she is a female," M chael said.

He gl anced at Aedan and grinned. "I should have thought you woul d have
| earned that one before, with Ariel."

Aedan scowl ed. "Apparently, | shall never hear the end of that," he
said. "If it weren't for you, | mght have been paying closer attention
t hat day."



"You nmean it was all my fault?" asked M chael innocently. "It wasn't ny
shi el d she hooked, nor was it ny skull she nearly cracked."

"As | recall, it was soneone else's skull that was very nearly cracked,"
replied Aedan dryly.

"Yes, well, I will concede that we both took our share of |unps that
day," said Mchael with a grin.

Syl vanna finished her third match by beating her opponent, scoring a
l[ight cut on his forearm They saluted one another, and both left the
practice ring.

As two other fighters took their places, Sylvanna cane back to where the
two boys were sitting. There was a slight flush on her face from her
exertions, but otherw se, she | ooked none the worse for wear.

Aedan had grown tired nerely watching her

"I owe you an apol ogy," he said as she cane up. "I held back because
you were a woman, but even at ny best, | would have proved a poor match
for you."

"Well, you are young yet," she replied. "Doubtless, if you practice
diligently, your skills will inprove with time, as mnine have."

Aedan frowned. "You cannot be nuch older than I."

THu | BON THRONE

Syl vanna curiously cocked her head at him "I don't know. How old are

you? It's difficult to tell with humans.”

"I am ei ghteen," he replied.

"Ah. Well, | am sonewhat ol der."
"l ndeed? You do not look it."

"Let me think...." she said, frowning slightly. "By human reckoning, I
believe | would be in ny fifties."

Aedan's jaw dropped. "Yourfifties?" he said with disbelief.

"By elven standards, | amstill a nere child," she replied with a snile
"And nmost of the people you saw practicing today were younger still."
"You said 'by human reckoning,"' said Mchael as they started wal ki ng
back to Gylvain's honme. "Do elves reckon time differently?"

"It is not that we reckon tine differently," Sylvanna replied, "for
being imortal, the reckoning of tine does not concern us as nuch as it
does you. But the difficulty lies in the fact that time often passes
differently for us than for humans.”

Aedan frowned. "How can that be?"

"I cannot say," Sylvanna replied with a shrug. "I once asked ny brother
t hat same question, but he was not able to account for it, either. It



seens no one can. But in the elven lands, time appears to pass
differently for humans. What may seemlike a few hours to you while you
are in Tuarhievel may actually be days on the outside, and what may pass
for weeks while you are here may actually be years in human | ands. This
ef fect on humans seens to increase the longer they remain with us, so it
is difficult for us to reckon tine in your terns.

At best, we can but estimate its passage.”

"You mean that if we remain here for a week or so, a year or nore nay
pass back in the enpire?" asked M chael with astonishment.

"It is possible,"” Sylvanna said, "though by no neans certain as far as
anyone can tell. W once had a human trader remain with us for severa
weeks, studying our crafts. when he returned to his village beyond the
Bl ack River, he discovered that eight years had passed, and everyone had
t hought him dead. On the other hand, when traders have remained with us
for only a few days, there has been no noticeable difference when they
returned, except for one man, who found that he returned a nere hour
after he had left."

"It sounds like magic!" M chael said.

"Perhaps it is," Sylvanna replied. "Gylvain seens to think so. He
bel i eves sonet hi ng happens when enough el ves gather together in one
pl ace, but he cannot say how or why. It may have to do with our being

imortal, or with the way we practice magic, or perhaps there is sone
ot her reason. Anyway, no one knows for sure what causes it."

"So then the I onger we remain here, the nore likely that a great length
of time will pass back in the enpire?" Aedan asked in a worried tone.

"That woul d appear to be the case," Sylvanna said.

"Then the | onger we remain here, the nore tine Lord Arwyn has to
strengthen his position, if | understand correctly," Aedan said with

concern. "l did not realize this before. why didn't someone tell us
this?"
Syl vanna shrugged. "Doubtl ess because you did.

not ask. But there is no reason for alarm there is a way this effect
may be counteracted. My brother explained to nme once.

It is not without some risk, of course, but it has been the way your
nmessage has been sent back to Anuire.”

"How?" asked Aedan

"Through the Shadow World," Sylvanna said. "A halfling took your

nmessage back to the capital city of your enpire. In this same manner
when it is tinme for you to | eave, a halfling guide will take us. He
will open up a portal to the Shadow World and we shall travel through it

to reenerge into the world of daylight at another place and tine."

"You said, 'a halfling guide will take us,
com ng along with an escort to take us back?"

Aedan said. "WII you be

"No, | shall be returning with you," she replied.



"Gylvain and | are both going with you to Anuire.

Prince Fhil eraene wi shes to be kept apprised of how events unfol d back
inthe enpire.”

"You nmean he wants soneone with us to ook after his interests,"” Aedan
sai d.

"Does that seem unreasonable to you?" she asked

"No," Aedan replied, "of course not. W owe Tuarhievel nuch, our lives
i ncl uded, though it is your brother who personally holds that debt as
far as |'mconcerned. But even if that were not so, | would still be
pl eased to know you were going back with us." He blushed, then quickly
added, "The both of you, that is."

"I amlooking forward to it," said Sylvanna. "I have lived all of ny
l[ife in the Aelvinnwode and never been outside Tuarhievel. | would like
to see the human world and find out what it is like."

"It is different,” Aedan said. "CQur cities are not nuch like yours, nor
are our villages. Qur streets are not as clean, | fear, nor do we live
anong the trees, as you do. W build our houses and our pal aces
differently, and we live behind stone walls. There is nuch to recomend
your way of life. It is nore peaceful and calmng to the spirit.
Perhaps that is why tine seens to pass nmore slowy here."

"Still, I would prefer to be back in Anuire," said Mchael. "After all,
| am enperor now, and |I rust claimnmy throne."

"As | must serve you and the enpire," Aedan said. "Duty calls. But,"
he added sadly, "except for that, there is little for me to go back to
now. "

Syl vanna frowned. "What makes you say that?

You would not wish to see your famly?"

Aedan swal | owed hard before replying. "M parents were nmy only famly,"
he said. "I had no brothers and no sisters, and now | fear my parents
are probably both dead. Perhaps ny nother survives, but ny father would

have been too great an eneny to Lord Arwyn for himto have been |eft
alive."

"But ... your father lives," Sylvanna said.
Aedan stopped and stared at her. "What?"

"A nmessage was received fromhimthis norning," she said. "You nean you
did not know?"

Aedan coul d not believe his ears. "My father is alive? There has been
a nessage fromhin? Are you sure?"

"My brother nentioned it to ne this norning when he had word fromthe
pal ace and was summoned to the prince's presence,” she replied.

"Perhaps he neant for me to tell you, but | thought you already knew. "

"This is the very first |1've heard of it!" said Aedan, his heart giving



a | eap.

"What was the nessage?" M chael asked eagerly.

"Did Gyl vain say?"

" Somet hi ng about how Lord Tieran had safely reached Anuire along with
the enpress and her party,"” said Sylvanna. "There was nore, but that is
all |1 can renenber now. "

"You have renenbered the nost inportant thing," said Aedan

| mpul sively, he grabbed Sylvanna and gave her a hug. "Thank you!

Thank you! This is the best possible news!"

Taken aback, Sylvanna stiffened, and Aedan rel eased her and stepped

back, feeling a bit flustered. "Forgive me," he said.

"No, it is | who nmust ask your forgiveness, Aedan," she said. "Had
but known you thought your father dead, | would have told you right

away. | had not realized.... How awful it must have been for you!"

Aedan cl osed his eyes as an i Mmense feeling of relief surged through
him For a noment, he was so overwhel med, he sinply couldn't speak

He felt his lower lip trenble and was afraid that he might start to cry.
Sylvanna's arms went around himand held himclose. Then M chael's hand
settled on his shoulder, and they were all three hol ding each other for
strength and support. For a few nonents, no one spoke.

Aedan took a deep breath, and they stood apart, |ooking at one another

"It nust have been so very lonely for you," said Sylvanna, "thinking you
were the only one of your famly who was left alive."

Aedan nodded, struggling to conpose hinself.

He gl anced at M chael, reached out, and squeezed his shoul der
reassuringly. "You realize what this means?" he said. "Lord Arwyn does
not hold the enpress hostage and cannot enforce his clai mupon the
regency. He has failed. The nmonent he | earns you are alive and well,
he must either give up his bid for power or brand hinself a traitor."

"He has already done that," said Mchael firmy

"And what is nmore, he knows it. He cannot sinply be brought to heel
He nust be brought to justice."

Aedan gazed at him and for the first time, he saw not Prince M chael
but Enperor M chael. "Yes, you're right, of course,"” he said. "One way
or another, there will be war, and there is no avoiding it."

M chael nodded. "The enpire is ny birthright," he said, "and if | nust

fight to keep it together, | shall fight to ny last breath."
"We both shall ... Sire," Aedan said. They clasped hands. "Cone,
Sylvanna," he said. "Let us go and find Gylvain and see how soon the

enperor and | may start for hone."



The Birthwi ght
**chapter One**

The Southern Coast, with its vast, rolling, grassy plains, gradually
gave way to the patchwork farm ands of the Heartlands, roughly one
hundred nmiles irdand fromthe Straits of Aerele. The two regions
enconpassed all the territory fromthe province of OGsoerde to the east,
on the shores of the @ulf of Coeranys, to the tangl ed woodl ands of the
Erebannien and its coastal marshes to the southeast, to the forests and
| ush meadows of Moried and Markazor in the north, and west to the
provi nces of Taeghas and Brosengae, on the shores of the Sea of Stornmns.

Located at the southern end of this whole region, which covered the
| ower half of the western portion of the Cerilian continent, was the
capital city of Inperial Anuire.

When the | and bridge connecting the continents had still existed and the
first humans had crossed over from Aduria, it was in Anuire that they
had established their first settlenent. Over the succeeding years, that
settlenent eventually grewinto a thriving town, and the town into a
teeming city, and the city, as the people spread throughout the Iand,
into the seat of government of the Anuirean Enpire

As the ol dest and nost popul ous human city in Cerilia, Anuire was a

vi brant center of trade, |earning, and entertainment, a bastion of the
arts and of political intrigue. Each tinme Aedan left the city, he
always felt as if he were leaving civilization behind to venture out
into the wilds of the outlying provinces, and he could not wait to
return. This time, in particular, he was eager to get back ... not
only to Anuire, but back into the world of daylight.

As they rode through the cold and m sty woods, he knew that they would
soon be approaching the |lands of Diened, roughly sixty mles fromthe
city of Anuire, which lay just across the River Maesil. The river

mar ked t he boundary between the provinces of D ened and Avanil, where
the capital was |ocated, and Aedan was extrenely anxious to see it'once
again. He knew they would be there soon, and he kept trying to reassure
hinself with that knowl edge, while at the sane time forcing hinmself to
remain constantly on the alert. He could not afford to becone
preoccupi ed. Not here.

They had journeyed this way several tines before, and Aedan had | earned,
over his last few reluctant and uneasy expeditions to this foreboding,
chilling land, to recogni ze some of the natural features of this nost
unnatural place. Even though sone of it had

begun to look fanmiliar here and there, other parts of it kept changing,
and he knew he woul d never, as long as he lived, truly grow accustoned
to the Shadow Worl d.

As they rode their horses slowy through the thick, dark woods, past
grotesquely twi sted and mi sshapen trees choked wi th hangi ng noss t hat
resenbl ed the gray hair of old women, Aedan thought about the first tine
he had travel ed t hrough the Shadow Worl d, eight years earlier. He
hadn't liked it then, and his tolerance for the world between the worlds
had not increased with tine. It was, after all, the world of his worst
chi | dhood ni ght mares and, unlike nost things in dreans, in this case,
the reality was worse



Ei ght years ago, he and M chael had set off from Tuarhievel together
with the elven mage Gylvain Aurealis and his sister, the elf warrior
Sylvanna, on their return journey to Anuire. They had traveled with an
escort of elven fighters and a hal fling guide named Futhark. Fromthe
elven city, they had traveled on foot for two days through the

Ael vi nnwode until they reached the foothills of the Stonecrown Muntains
to the south, near the |ands of Markazor.

Even back then, Aedan had known that they were venturing into dangerous
territory. Markazor had goblins living in its forest highlands, and the
St onecrown Mount ai ns sheltered gnolls and ogres and desperate human
renegades who had fled from persecution by the lawin their own | ands.

Yet, this was where Futhark had brought them because for sone unknown
reason, as the halg had expl ained, the veil between the worlds was
thi nnest in those regi ons whert- chaos reigned over order

Fut hark was unabl e to explain why this was so.

Per haps, he had said, it had something to do with the energi es generated
by negativity and evil. Perhaps those places where peopl e had descended
into depravity were brought closer to the Shadow World, which becane
nmore and nore pernmeated with evil with each passing year

O perhaps, he theorized, the awnsheghlien rendered their domains
tenmporal ly unstable by their massive expenditures of dark power and the
profligate bl oodtheft required to support it. The halfling didn't know
for certain, and Aedan found it difficult to foll ow even his theoreti _
cal explanations. Al the halflings really knew, said Futhark, was that
it was easier to cross over in certain areas than in others. And those
"certain areas" were definitely not places Aedan woul d have visited by
choi ce.

This time, as in the previous few journeys they had nade through the

f orebodi ng Shadow Worl d, the place where they had crossed over was the
Spiderfell, but that first time, returning from Tuarhievel, it was a
l[ittl e-known nountain pass in the Stonecrowns, near the border of

Mar kazor. Aedan thought back to how it was then, and the menory seened
as sharp as ever. Even though it had occurred ei ght years ago, when he
was just eighteen, it seened as if it had been only yesterday.

Aedan had al ways wondered about the reputed ability of halflings to
create di nension doors so the could shadowwal k. while he had dreaded
actually crossing over into the world of his chil dhood ni ght mares, at
the sane tinme, he had been perversely curious to see howit was done.

As they had noved up the path leading to the mountain pass, Futhark

had gone into the lead, a bit out in front of all the others, but not so
far that they |lost visual contact.

As he wal ked, the halfling seened to sense the air, alnost as if he were
an animal, stopping on the trail every now and then and sniffing the
wind to detect the presence of any predators. There were halflings in
Anui re, but Aedan had never really spent any time with one before, so he
wat ched Futhark closely, with fascination

The hal fling | ooked Iike a nore-or-less normal adult human mal e, except
for the fact that he was about three-and-a-half feet tall. Everything



about his proportions was in proper scale, unlike dwarves, whose |egs
and arms were snmaller and out of proportion to their heads and torsos.

Futhark's hair was thick and black, rising in a crest on top and
descending to the nmiddle of his back alnost |like a horse's mane. Hi s
features were angul ar and sharp, simlar to those of elves except that
his eyebrows were thick and | acked the pronounced, delicate arch that

el ves had, and his ears were not as sharply pointed. |In fact, one had
to look closely to notice that they were pointed at all. City

hal f1ings, Aedan had heard, tended to adopt the dress styles of whatever
locality they lived in. Futhark, however, dressed in | eather hides. H's
arnms and chest were bare beneath a dark brown | eather doublet |aced
toget her with rawhi de thongs, and his breeches were nade of soft,

natural buckskin with the rough side out. On his feet, the halfling
wor e | eat her noccasins that cane up to just above his ankles and were

i kewi se fastened with rawhi de thongs. Perhaps, thought Aedan, he
dressed this way because nost elves in Tuarhievel wore simlar attire.

As they wal ked, Futhark kept stopping and | ooking around, head cocked as
if he were listening for sonething. GCccasionally, he would stretch out
his arms, his hands held palms out, fingertips splayed and extended, as
if he were feeling the air. And then, abruptly, as they started on a
slight downward slope entering the rocky pass, the halfling stopped and
made a pass with his hands, as if clearing cobwebs from before him and
a gray, swirling mst appeared on the trail just ahead.

It was as if a fog had suddenly risen, but in only one small area, an
arched space in front of themno larger than a portal. And it was a
portal ... a doorway into another dinensions bridge to the world

bet ween the worl ds.

Aedan recal |l ed how his stomach had suddenly tensed and a sharp pressure
had started in his chest.

H s mouth had gone conpletely dry, and he found it difficult to swall ow
H s breath began to cone in short, sharp gasps, and cold sweat trickled
down his spine. His curiosity had been fully satisfied.

He had seen a hal fling make a dinmension portal. He did not quite
understand how he did it, but that was somet hing he coul d pursue another
time. He had seen the door to the world between the worlds opened.
However, he did not want to find out what was on the other side.

Anyone with half an ounce of sense would have known enough to feel at
| east sone trepidation at passing through that swirling nmst and into
t he unknown, especially since people had been known to pass into the
Shadow Worl d and never energe again.

Anyone in his right mnd woul d have thought tw ce about entering that
m sty portal that had suddenly

appeared like a lowflying cloud upon the trail. Anyone except M chael
Roel e. M chael was positively thrilled and could not wait to go
through. It was then, seeing the eager expression on his young face as

it lit up with enthusiasm that Aedan became convinced the new and
not - yet - crowned young enperor was not mnerely fearless; he was crazy.

Wth Futhark |eading the way, they had gone through the swirling cloud
into the Shadow Wrld, energing in a place that |ooked, in many ways,
much like the world they had just left ... except, at the sane tine, it



was different.

They could recognize the trail they were on. The path ahead of them

| ooked much the sane as it had back in the world of daylight. The
countryside was sinmlar, as well, and so far as Aedan could tell, they
were still in the foothills of the Stonecrown Muntains, heading into
the pass that |led to Markazor.

Only after that, things were not quite the sane.

For one thing, the light was conpletely different.

Even though it had been a clear and sunny day when they passed through
the portal, when they came through into the other side, everything was
dark and gray and danp, as if on a foggy, heavily overcast day out in
the coastal marshlands. Tendrils of mist rose up fromthe ground, over

whi ch hung a perpetual fog that came up alnost to their knees.

Vision was linmted to no nore than a dozen yards or so, except for brief

peri ods when the mists parted froma sudden gust of bone-chilling w nd.
And it was cold. Numbingly cold. The kind of cold that seeped into the
bones and nade them ache. It was a mrror image of the daylight world,

only this nmirror was a dark one, reflecting only ..
shadow.

At first glance, the surroundi ng countryside | ooked simlar to the place
they had just left, except that everything was gray and m st-shrouded,
but on closer examination, the trees turned out to be twisted into
macabre shapes and choked with hangi ng noss that trailed down fromthe
branches and rai sed unpl easant shudders if it contacted the skin. The
under brush was different, too. It was nore sparse and spiky, wth
thorns | arge enough to cut the flesh |ike daggers. The ground was
nostly bare and rocky, save where a strange silvery-blue noss grew in

wi despread tufts, like a diseased carpet. And there were nervous
scurryings in that tangled thorny underbrush, creatures stirring that
Aedan didn't really want to see. He found out about sone of those
creatures soon enough
"Aedan, stop! Don't nove,"
trail.

Syl vanna said, as they headed down the

She had spoken calmy but forcefully, and sonething in her tone had made
Aedan freeze at once.

"What is it?" he asked uneasily.

"Just don't nove," she replied. "Not even a nuscle. Don't even tw tch.
Stand very, very still."

Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw her draw her dagger fromits sheath
on her belt. He frowned in confusion, then felt something noving across
the back of his neck. He swallowed hard and cl enched his teeth as he
fought down the shiver that threatened to run through his entire body.
Sonet hing was crawing on him... sonething hairy.

Syl vanna stepped forward qui ckly, and her blade flashed at the back of
his neck. He felt just the faintest scratch as the tip of the bl ade
barely brushed his skin, then saw Syl vanna stonp her thick-sol ed



noccasi n down on sonething white and nultil egged, A violent shudder went
t hrough him running down his spine all the way into his feet.

"what was it?" he asked, uneasily.
"Al bino spider," she replied. "A small one, just a baby. They grow as
| arge as your head, and that's just the body. Sharp fangs, deadly
poison. One tiny bite, even froma little one like that, and you woul d
have died in horrible agony within nonents, beyond the help of any
heal er or magician. The poison sinply works too fast."

Aedan had paled. "Thank you," he said. "It seens you've saved ny
life."

"Just be careful of that hanging noss,"” she replied.

"They like to make nests in it, and they can't tell the difference

bet ween the noss and your hair. |If you let one get into your hair, even
if it doesn't bite you, it might still lay eggs."
Aedan still felt rather queasy whenever he thought about that. Since

t hen, he had fought in many battles, and had faced several of the
horrors the Shadow World had to offer, but nothing had ever nmade his
skin craw like the thought of tiny eggs hatching in his hair, releasing
a horde of little white spiders with sharp fangs drippi ng poi son. He
had avoi ded the hangi ng nbss ever since, as if contact with it would be
lethal. And, he thought, when one considered what it sheltered, it
easily coul d be.

"What are you thinking?" Sylvanna asked, riding up beside himon the
trail through the m sty woods.

Her voice brought him sharply back to the present once again, and he
realized he had been preoccupied with reverie. That was entirely too
dangerous to be countenanced under present circunstances, but he

was exhausted-they all were-and his mnd had sinmply started drifting of
its own accord.

"I was thinking of spiders,” he replied to her question. "Little white
spi ders, hatching froma score of tiny eggs."

For a nonent, she stared at him frowning with puzzlenment, and then her
face cleared as she suddenly nmade the connection. "Ah, you were
t hi nking back to the first time we journeyed through the Shadow World."

He nodded. "In sonme ways, it seens as if it were only yesterday. But
in others, it seenms like a lifetine ago."

"I't was about five years ago, wasn't it?" Sylvanna asked. "O was it
| onger ?"

"I't was eight years,"” he replied, smling to hinself.

El ves were not good with the concept of time. Being immortal and
consequently having all the time in the world, they found little
significance in time, unlike humans, who had |l ess of it and therefore
paid it nore attention. "Eight years in which a great deal has
happened. "



For one thing, he thought, as he glanced at the enperor riding a short

di stance in front of him Mchael had grown up. At twenty, he was stil
young, but physically, he was a full-grown nman. He had shot up to over
six feet and was now taller than Aedan. He outweighed him too, by at

| east forty pounds. M chael had taken his training very seriously,

wor ki ng out with the weapons master every day. As a result, he had
devel oped a husky, rmuscular build, with a thick chest and | arge,

powerful arms able to swing a two-handed broadsword with great speed and
strengt h.

Many young nen of the enpire were little nore than boys at his age, but
M chael had done a lot of living in the eight years since Tuarhievel,
and those years had been fraught with unrest in the provinces and heavy
responsibilities at hone.

Boerui ne had been only the beginning. Wen they had returned to Anuire

after their abduction by the goblins and their brief stay in Tuarhievel,
they discovered that a little over a year had passed on the outside.

That was the difficulty in traveling fromthe elven | ands, where tine's

flow was affected in peculiar, inexplicable, and unpredictable ways. One
was never certain how nuch time would have passed when one cane back to

human domai ns, even when goi ng through the Shadow Worl d.

Shadow wal ki ng was not Aedan's preferred node of travel by any neans,
but M chael had enployed it many tinmes since that first journey. By
creating a portal into the Shadow Wrld, a halfling could at | east
tenmporarily suspend the flow of time. As Futhark had explained it, if
they had a desperate need to travel from Anuire to Kal Kal athor, clear
on the other side of the continent, and they absolutely had to be there
as soon as possible, if they were to travel on horseback, even at a fast
pace, changi ng nounts on the way, it could still take as much as a
month. It would nmean covering a distance of at |east a thousand nmiles,
even nmore if they went out of our way to avoid traveling through such
potentially dangerous territories as the Coul | adarai ght and the Tarvan
Wast e

On the other hand, if they were to shadow wal k through the world between
the worlds, their journey would take roughly the same length of time ..
but they could energe back into the world of daylight alnost at the sane
time as they had left to go into the Shadow Wrl d.

In other words, for themthe same |ong span of tine would have passed,
but little tine in the daylight world. Wth one exception. Elven
real ms.

In the same mysterious way that the laws of tine were twisted in the
Shadow Worl d, so were they affected in the elven real ns, which to Aedan
suggested a correlation of some sort, though he could not venture to
guess what it could have been. The point was that while time within the
Shadow Worl d seened al nost to stand still, in elven realns, it was
conpletely unpredictable. It either "expanded' or contracted," and
there was no way of predicting which way the effect would go. As a
result, traveling fromthe elven realns into the Shadow Wrld and
energi ng i n human donmai ns coul d have sone interesting effects.

"I have never forgotten our first journey through this dreadful place,"”
Aedan said as he and Syl vanna rode side by side, holding their horses at
a wal k.

Gal l oping or even trotting through the forests of the Shadow Wrld was



risky. There was no way of knowi ng what you were likely to run

i nto-unl ess, of course, the unknown was preferable to the risk of facing
what ever was behind you. "As if it were not enough that we faced death
by choosing to cone this way, to discover that a year had passed while
we were in Tuarhievel for merely a few days...... He shook his head and
sighed. "Well, at |east we have not had to repeat that particul ar
experience, even if the enperor does insist on saving time by traveling
t hrough t he Shadow Wirl d whenever we need to cover a | ot of distance.
used to suspect he didn't fully understand the risks involved. Now

realize he sinply doesn't care. But that first tinme ... | shall never
forget it. | never truly understood the strain nmy father had been under
until I saw him Only a week or so had passed for ne, but it was a year

for him A year in which he was never really certain what the next day
woul d bring. One year in which he had aged twenty."

"You still miss himvery much, don't you?" Sylvanna asked.

Aedan nodded. "Mre than | can say. | mss his wisdomand his

gui dance. It was ny nother who sustained the greatest |oss, of course,
but in another sense, she nerely lost her mate, while | lost not only ny

father, but ny teacher, too. There was so much nore | coul d have
learned fromhim if only he could have lived at | east a few nore

"I sometimes think it nmust be terrible to be human," said Syl vanna.

"Al'l your acconplishnents, your dreans and passions, are so epheneral

Your life spans are so very short, | often wonder how you stand it."
Aedan smiled. "You nean to say you pity us?"

"Well ... no, not quite," she replied. "Pity inplies a sort of
condescension, and in the last few years, | have |learned a great dea

about you humans and what you can acconplish if you set your minds to
it."

"Perhaps we do so precisely because our tine is short," Aedan told her
"Knowi ng we are but nortal is what gives us our drive to live life to
its fullest. |If we seema bit desperate to you, maybe it is because, in

a sense, we are. You elves, who live in your

imortality, do not possess that desperation. To humans, elves seem...
wel |, not desperate, |ike us.

That is why our passions burn so brightly. Wen you know fromthe
outset that your tinme is limted, then each day becones precious."

Syl vanna studied himcuriously for a nonent as they rode side by side,

rocking gently with the gait of their nmounts. 'That makes sense, |
suppose. | have noticed that you humans seemto feel things very

i ntensely." She frowned and shook her head. "I don't nean to say that
we elves are not capable of intensity of feeling, for we are ... it is

just that humans seem so nmuch nmore intense. And uncontrolled."

"It's that edge of desperation,'’
fromour nortality, as | said.

Aedan replied with a snmle. "It cones

W live hard, work hard, play hard ... Ilove hard."



Syl vanna glanced at him He met her gaze steadily. She did not | ook
away. "By extension of that argunment," she said, "I suppose one could
claimthat mayflies would be the nost passionate creatures in the world,
since they live only one day."

"And note how very violently they beat their little wings and fly al ways
toward the light," said Aedan

"They are so attracted to the flanme that they will fly into it and all ow
it to consume them If that is not a suitable metaphor for unbridled
passi on, then what is?"

"I thought those were noths," Sylvanna said.

"Well, mayflies do the sanme thing, don't they?"

She frowned. "I'mnot sure. Do they?"

Aedan shrugged. "Even if they don't, it does not invalidate the

nmet aphor . "

Sylvanna sniled. "You nay have m ssed your true calling," she said.

"Instead of a royal mnister, you should have been a hard."

Aedan wi nced. "Ch, anything but that," he said.

Syl vanna rai sed her eyebrows. "Oh? | seemto have touched a nerve."
"I knew a hard once," Aedan said. "In fact, | knew a nunmber of them and
they were all insufferable, but this one was the worst. Mst bards are
in love with the sound of their own words, which makes them nerely
conceited, but this one was also in love with an idea, which nade him
dangerous. "

"Why woul d ideali sm make someone dangerous?" Syl vanna asked.

"Ah, now there's a question for the enperor's chief mnister," said
Aedan with a grin. "In ny capacity as lord high chanberlain, |I should
tell you that all idealists are dangerous, because they are individuals

who hol d ideas in higher esteemthan any enperor or king or noble. An
idealist's first loyalty is to the norality of the idea that he
chanmpions ... or she, as the case may be. As a consequence, there is
no roomin such an individual for conpronise. Personally, however, |
find that there is a certain type of an idealist one can live with."

"And what sort is that?" Sylvanna asked, taking the bait.

"One who agrees with you," said Aedan with a chuckl e.

"I should have seen that one com ng," said Sylvanna with a wy grinace.
"You'd think by now | would have | earned better."

"Elves are notoriously slow |learners," Aedan said teasingly. "That is
yet anot her di sadvantage of your imortality ... vyou never really fee
pressed to do anything quickly."

"Some things are best done slowy," she replied with a sidelong gl ance



at him
"You nmean ... |ike courtship?" Aedan asked.
"And other things, as well."

Aedan cleared his throat uneasily. Over the past eight years, he and
Syl vanna had grown very cl ose, sonething he had not imagi ned woul d be
possi bl e when they first met. For one thing, he had not expected to
know her |ong enough, but she had returned to Anuire with them
acconpanyi ng her brother, Gylvain, and they had both stayed, together
with the halfling, Futhark, and the elven escort that had brought them
from Tuarhi evel, a group of about a dozen warriors.

It was part of an alliance concluded between Lord Tieran, acting on
behal f of the then still-uncrowned Enperor M chael and Prince Fhil eraene
of Tuarhievel. The elves were to act as the enperor's personal guard,
initially to ensure his safe return to Anuire and, later, to denonstrate
to all that the elven ki ngdom of Tuarhievel had formally allied itself
with Anuire and thrown its support behind Enperor M chael

It was an unprecedented agreenment and one that fromthe outset had been
certain to arouse the ire of extrenists on both sides, such as Rhuobhe
Mansl ayer and Lord Kier Avan, Duke of Avanil, who had about as much use
for elves as the Manslayer had for humans. Since Avanil and Rhuobhe,

t he renegade province the Mansl ayer had carved out for hinself in the
sout hern regi on of the Aelvinnwode, shared a conmon border, there were
frequent raids back and forth by the Manslayer's warriors and Lord
Kier's knights, and the skirm shes were as constant as they were
violent. Indeed, if not for Kier on the south and Arwyn of Boeruine on
the north of Rhuobhe's borders, the Manslayer woul d have spread his

vi ol ent hatred rmuch farther through the enpire.

why then, Aedan had wondered at the tinme, had his father negotiated this
unusual alliance? And why had Fhil eraene agreed to it? The answer | ay,
as his father had always taught him in a consideration of the
possibilities.

For Fhileraene, there were certain advantages to the alliance that were
not inmedi ately apparent on the surface, but became cl ear upon sone
consi deration. Fhil eraene knew that he could not hope to stand al one
agai nst the humans and the goblins of Thurazor, as well. Hs
great - grandf ather, the Manslayer, did not share that particular problem
Whi | e Rhuobhe was beset on both sides by the Duke of Avanil and the
Archduke of Boeruine, he was separated fromthe goblin real mof Thurazor
by the province of Boeruine and the Five Peaks region. He could afford
to concentrate on waging his war of constant skirm shes solely on the
humans.

Fhi | eraene, on the other hand, was virtually surrounded by his

enem es-the goblins of Thurazor to the west, the savage giants of the
G antdowns to the north, and the feral m nions of the awnshegh Raesene
in the nountains of the Gorgon's Crown, to the east. He enjoyed good
relations only with his neighbor to the northwest, the province of
Dhoesone, which needed its alliance with Tuarhievel because it was an

i sol ated out post of the enpire that was surrounded by dem human real ns.

Fhi | eraene understood full well that such alliances were inperative to
keep his borders secure against his enemies. |In order to help ensure
the survival of his realm Fhileraene had to be adroit in his politica



maneuverings. The alliance he had agreed to with Lord Tieran was a case
i n point.

By his signing of the treaty, Fhileraene had clearly signaled the el ven
ki ngdom of Tuarhievel's formal recognition of Mchael's birthright as
successor to the Iron Throne, and this had turned out to be no snall
thing, as Lord Arwn had taken steps to consolidate his own position in
the year they'd been away. He had managed to induce the provinces of
Talinie, Brosengae, and Taeghas to recognize his claimto regency.

Lord Rurik Donalls governed the w ndswept province of Talinie, and with
the goblin real mof Thurazor abutting his northeastern borders and both
t he Ael vi nnwode and the | aw ess Five Peaks region to his southeast, the
Earl of Talinie desperately needed the protection and support of a
strong warlord |Iike the Archduke of Boeruine. His northern province was
sparsely settled, with the only city being the wellfortified capital at
Nowel t on, situated on the coast and to sone degree protected fromthe
fierce storns of the Mere Rhuann by the rocky cliffs of Dantier Island.
Most of Talinie was covered by thick forest, except for the narrow band
of rocky plain along the coast. There were no teeming cities |like
Anuire in Lord Rurik's domain, nor even large villages |ike Seasedge,

but the residents of Talinie were a tough and hard-bitten lot, nostly
hardy woodsmen and rough miners who carved the coal out of the

hi ghl ands. The Earl of Talinie could not nmuster a | arge arny of
warriors, but the men he had were tough and seasoned fighters accustoned
to frequent skirm shes with goblin raiders and the bandits of the Five
Peaks region. Together with the knights and nmen-at-arns of Lord Arwyn,
they made a form dable force

Then there was the province of Taeghas, which had gone over to Boeruine.
Lord Davan Durien, the Count of Taeghas, ruled a relatively poor
province fromhis hold at Stom spoint, on the coast just south of
Boerui ne. Taeghas possessed a wide variety of terrains, fromcoasta
plains to noors, fromlow and forests to the Seani st Muntains, which
separated the province fromAvanil. The small seaport town of Portage
at the tip of Finger Bay was devoted primarily to fishing, and the

remai nder of the residents of Taeghas were tenant farners and herdsnen.

The periodic raids by trolls who canme down fromthe Seam st Muntains,
attracted by the produce of the farnms and the sheep and cattle of the
herdsmen, nmeant that Lord Davan, |ike Rurik of Tahnie, needed a
protective alliance with a warlord |ike Arwn of

Boer ui ne.

Finally, there was Brosengae, situated where the Straits of Aerele
flowed into the Mere Rhuann. Brosengae was cut up with | arge bays and
swanpy bayous that opened onto lush and fertile coastal plains that gave
way, in turn, to wooded foothills and forest highlands. Like Taeghas,
Brosengae had the Seaniist Muntains on its borders, which neant that
its popul ace was vulnerable to raids by trolls. However, unlike Taeghas
and Talinie, Brosengae was a weal thy province, headquarters to severa
power ful guil ds.

Its sheltered bays provi ded good anchorage for merchant ships,
snmuggl ers, and corsairs, all of whomfound wel come in equal neasure from
har bor masters who were not too particular whomthey

admtted, so long as they could pay the docking and the mporing fees.



Lysander Marko, Duke of Brosengae, shared a conmon border with Avanil
the province where the empire's capital city of Anuire was |ocated, and
so far as Aedan could see, his alliance with Boerui ne was nothing | ess
than opportunism He could easily afford to maintain a force of
men-at-arnms and nercenaries to keep the predations of the trolls under
control, and he had no worries about goblin raids or nassed bandit
attacks, since his province was far to the south of Thurazor and the

Fi ve Peaks, and sheltered by Boerui ne, Taeghas, and Avanil.

No, thought Aedan, Marko did not enter into his alliance with Boeruine
as a result of intimdation by Lord Arwyn. He did so because he saw a
chance to undernmine his rival, Lord Kier Avan, Duke of Avanil

Everyone had his own personal agenda, Aedan thought, and Arwyn had
expl oited each of themfor his own gain. Pronises were nmade, bargains
concl uded, tribute paid-when the commoners of the nerchant cl asses
recei ved such "tributes," they were generally known as bribes, thought
Aedan wrylyand the upshot of it all was that Arwyn of Boeruine had
essentially united the provinces of the entire Western Coast region
under his own banner.

Al'l that had happened in the year they had been at Fhileraene's court in
Tuar hi evel -a year that had actually been only about a week or so for

t hem and no one had suspected then that Prince Mchael could still be
alive. No one save Lord Tieran, who had kept that information to

hi nsel f until M chael had returned safely to Anuire, the better to
ensure he could return safely. By then, however, Lord Arwyn had | ong
since reported his death and sent dispatch riders throughout the empire
to spread the word and announce his assunption of the regency.

Talinie and Taeghas had formally given their support to himright from
t he outset, which nmade Aedan wonder if they had sinply judged which way
the wind was bl owi ng and acted to safeguard their own interests, or if
they had received sone advance notification of Lord Arwn's plans.

Either way, they were the first to grant their recognition. Brosengae
foll owed, but not until Avan had refused, questioning Boeruine's right
to the regency and declaring for Lord Tieran and the enpress. The Baron
of Di emed had announced support for Lord Tieran and the enpress, as
wel |, but not until Kier of Avanil had declared hinmself. Wth Avani
across the river fromDi enmed, Baron Harth Diem had wanted to see which
way the nore powerful Duke of Avanil would go

And so it went throughout the enpire, each province and each ruling
nobl e waiting for as long as possible to declare allegiance either to
Lord Tieran and the enpress or to Arwn of Boeruine, for no one w shed
to be premature in his formal recognition of either party. They first
wanted to see how their neighbors would declare, especially if those
nei ghbors were weal t hi er and nore powerful.

This, however, was precisely what Lord Tieran had ganbl ed on, for he
knew it would buy himtine-tine in which the young enperor night return
and assume his rightful place on the Iron Throne of Anuire. And he had
needed as nuch tinme as he coul d buy, because he had no way of know ng
when M chael and Aedan might return. He knew about the strange way tine
flowed in the elven realms and he had al so known it was conpletely
unpredi ctable. For M chael and Aedan, a few days could go by while for
himand the rest of the human world, it could be weeks or nonths or even
years.



It had to be incredibly difficult for him thought Aedan, trying to
mani pul ate the political situation to his best advantage-insofar as he
was able-while at the sane time knowi ng the strongest weapon he could
use agai nst Lord Arwn was one he did not dare reveal. |If he had
announced M chael was still alive and safe within the borders of
Tuar hi evel, Arwn and his allies could have taken steps to prevent his
return and see to it he never left the Aelvinnwode alive.

It nust have been a terrible strain for him thought Aedan. And it had
certainly taken its toll. H's father had died a year ago, while Aedan
was out on a canpaign with the enperor. And those canpai gns had been
virtual ly unceasing al nbst since the time they had returned.

Ei ght years, he thought. Eight years of alnost constant warfare, trying
to hold the empire together.

M chael was doing a good job of it, however. And with each canpaign, he
had i nproved significantly as a general. In the beginning, the

canpai gns had been pl anned by Lord Korven, conmandi ng general of the

I mperial Arny of Anuire, who had been adamantly opposed to the idea of

M chael going out into the field with the troops. At the time of the
first campaign, Mchael had just turned thirteen, and Lord Korven had
believed it was much too risky for a nere boy-and the only heir to the

i nperial throne, at that-to acconpany the arny into battle. However,

M chael had insisted on it, and, to Aedan's surprise, his father had
supported his choice.

"It is true he is young and woul d expose hinself to risk," Aedan's
father had said to himwhen he protested. "However, those very things
al so work for him The troops shall see the boy enperor riding with
them | eading them beneath his standard, and it shall both invigorate
and notivate them |If they see that a boy is unafraid to fight for a
cause, then they, as grown nen, shall take courage from his presence."

"But what if he should be killed?" Aedan had asked.

H s father shrugged slightly. "That is the risk that every true |eader
must take. |If he wants his men to be willing to diefor him then he
must also be willing to die with them A ruler who sinply sends his
troops out while he remains behind in the safety of his castle wll
never conmand the sane loyalty and respect as one who | eads his armes
into battle. More than anything else right now, Mchael mnust gain the
respect and loyalty of the troops and of his vassals.

And respect and loyalty are never freely given. They nust be earned."

So at the age of thirteen, Mchael had led the Inperial Arny of Anuire
into the field, which sounded much nore inpressive than it was in fact,
since a great deal of the arny's strength at any given tine depended on
troops sent fromthe enpire's provinces.

And in the beginning, all they had were the troops quartered in the
capital and those sent by Kier of Avanil. Messengers had been

di spatched to all the other provinces with an inperial comand for a
troop levy, but while no one had refused outright,

nei t her had anyone except the Duke of Avanil hastened to conply. They
all waited to see in which direction the wind would start to bl ow

And, at least in the beginning, it had bl own agai nst Enperor M chael



Wien word had been sent out that Prince Mchael was alive and well and
had returned to Anuire to claimhis birthright, Arwn had responded by
accusing Lord Tieran of trying to palmoff a pretender on the peopl e of
the enmpire. An entire year had passed, he said, in which there had been
no word fromthe m ssing enperor and now he had returned? From where?
If it were truly the prince, what had he been doing all this time? How
had he escaped his goblin abductors? And why had the elves, the old
enem es of humanki nd, chosen to help hin? Wat did Prince Fhileraene
have to gai n?

What Lord Tieran had to gain was obvious, Arwn had naintai ned. He was
after power and sought the regency for hinself. What other possible
reason could there have been for his cowardly flight from Seaharrow w th
the enpress at a tinme when not only the prince's fate but that of his
own son was uncertain? Arwyn even went so far as to suggest that the
hi gh chanberl ain had taken the enpress from Seaharrow agai nst her
will-for what nother would | eave when her son was m ssing? and was now
hol ding her at the Inperial Cairn in Anuire as hostage for his claimto
regency. Arwyn manifested considerabl e outrage over this, despite the
fact that it was probably exactly what he had pl anned hinsel f.

It was a believable claimto many and not really an unexpected nove.

The Archduke of Boerui ne had, after all, declared that Prince M chael
was dead.

When M chael had returned, Arwyn really had only two choi ces-back down
fromhis claimto regency, swear fealty to Mchael, and hope the new
enperor would not hold a grudge, or else declare himan inposter foisted
of f upon the people by Lord Tieran, aided by the elven nagic of Prince
Fhi | er aene.

Aedan was not at all surprised when Arwn chose the latter option

Since then, it had been one canpai gn after another, and not always

agai nst the forces of Boeruine, which had become considerable. Lord
Arwyn had recruited nmercenaries and bandits fromthe Five Peaks region
to join his arny and he had even gone so far as to openly ally hinself
with the goblins of Thurazor. H's rationale for doing so was

astoni shingly bold. Lord Tieran, he clainmed, had betrayed the enpire by
allying hinself with the elves. And rather than face the possibility of
their old enenies overcoming themwith the aid of the Anuirean troops,
the goblins had decided to throwin their lot with the forces of

Boerui ne, the rightful regent, in exchange for Arwyn's support agai nst
the elves. What was nore, in his dispatches from Seaharrow to the ot her
provi nces of the enpire, Arwn had actually bragged of this alliance,

i nvoki ng the nenory of Munt Dei smaar and conparing hinself to Hael yn,
who had nade an alliance with the el ves against the dark forces of Azrai
for the common good. And incredibly, there were nany who took him at
hi s wor d.

As soon as it becane evident that Arwn woul d not recogni ze the enperor
i nsisting he was an inposter, and would not give up his claimto
regency, a nunber of other provinces also rebelled. At first, it was
not open rebellion; they sinply failed to respond

to Mchael's call to arnms. Coeranys sent no reply to Lord Tieran's
di spatches. Suiriene, far to the east on the shores of the Sea of the
ol den Sun, likew se failed to respond, as did the province of Alanie in



the Heartlands. The Baron of Ghieste, whose walled city was located in
the Heartlands to the north of Anuire, sent regrets and clained that al
his troops were needed at honme to secure his borders agai nst gnol

rai ders fromthe Spiderfell.

The inplications of this were all too clear. A good nunber of the late
enperor's vassals were sitting on the fence, unwilling to declare for

M chael and agai nst Boerui ne because they were afraid to choose the
losing side. Arwyn's strength and prowess as a warlord were well known
t hr oughout the enpire, while Mchael was just a boy and had yet to prove
hi nsel f. The Viscount of Osoerde had even gone so far as to demand
proof that M chael was not the pretender Arwyn cl ai nred he was.

And despite Mchael's coronation in the capital, the enpire was plunged
into an interregnum Thus M chael had been forced to begin his reign by
fighting for what was rightfully his. And unless he noved decisively,
the enpire was in danger of disintegrating.

Aedan's father and Lord Korven had concurred that given their present
strength-or rather, lack of it-they could not hope to successfully nount
a canpai gn agai nst Lord Arwn, who'd had a year of preparation to
solidify his position. Consequently, they had been forced to nount
canpai gns agai nst those provinces that had not responded to the call to
arms. They had marched on Ghieste first, since it was the cl osest
capital, with its borders adjacent to Avanil.

Lord Korven led his troops on a forced march to Ghieste, with M chael
riding at his side and Aedan bearing the Roel e standard of a red dragon
ranpant on a field of white. Lord Richard, Baron of GChieste, was taken
conpl etely unawares. He awoke one norning to find the Royal House Guard
and the Arny of Anuire, augnented with the troops of Avanil, encanped
before his castle, prepared to conduct a siege. It was the last thing
he expected. Nor was he given time to think. No sooner had he realized
that there was an arny canped just beyond his walls than an envoy was

di spatched to himw th an inperial summons to come out and nmeet with the
enperor in his tent. A refusal would have been tantanount to open
rebellion, and he could not have w thstood a siege.

Lord Richard had no choice but to conply.

He had ridden fromhis castle to Mchael's tent with only a token
escort, and it was at that neeting that M chael began to prove hinsel f
worthy of his birthright. Lord Tieran had advi sed hi m bef orehand, but
M chael had conducted the nmeeting all by hinself, which had taken Lord
Ri chard by surprise. He had expected to deal with the high chanberlain,
but instead found hinmself facing a very self-assured boy of thirteen
who conported hinself with a confidence well beyond his years.

He had greeted Lord Richard warmy and expressed synpathy for his
problems with the raiders.

He had assured him of his support, pronising that the next tinme there
was a raid upon his city, he would send a force on a punitive expedition
agai nst the gnolls to show themthat the enperor would not countenance
incursions into his lands. He further

reassured himthat he would not dream of |eaving the Barony of Chieste
unprotected by taking all its troops away on a canpaign, so he would
only take a third of them And to denonstrate the high esteemin which
he held Lord Richard, he would grant his el dest son the singular honor



of a kni ghthood, so that he could | ead Ghieste's troops in the canpaign
under Lord Richard's standard.

Lord Richard knew he had been adroitly out maneuvered. He was in no
position to refuse, with Lord Korven and his troops on the scene, and
once they had departed, he could not once nore become recalcitrant,
because the enperor woul d have his el dest son with himas a hostage.

By kni ghting young Vi scount Ghieste, M chael would also be able to keep
the viscount with himat court, which would pl ease young Ghieste, for
life at the Anuirean court was rmuch nore stimulating and vastly
preferable to an unattached young man than the quiet, rural life in an
outlying province. At the same tine, it would ensure Baron Chieste's
loyalty, and by having a third of CGhieste's troops with him even if it
wasn't a significant addition to his forces, their marching with the
enperor under Chieste's standard anpbunted to a formal recognition of

M chael's birthright. And so the city had been "retaken" w thout a
single blow being struck. It had been a nasterful piece of arned

di pl omacy for which Lord Tieran was responsible, but Mchael had done
his part and handl ed hinmself flaw essly, leaving Lord Ri chard very nuch
i mpressed.

Unfortunately, things had not gone quite so easily with sonme of the
ot her provinces. Coeranys was over three hundred niles from Anuire, and
there was no way of surprising the Duchess Sariele with a

forced march across the Heartlands. Eugenie Sariele had ruled the

provi nce since her husband had becone crippled by disease, and for
years, she had done so nore or |ess independently of Anuire. The |ands
of Coeranys, out in the Eastern Marches, were sparsely popul ated, and
their inhabitants subsisted primarily on guild trading and raising
livestock. The landrunners, nomadi c herdsnen of Coeranys, were fiercely
i ndependent, ranging far and wi de across the grassy plains, and nany of
them had gone tribal, setting up their own nomadi c governnents w thout
feeling the need to answer to the duchess, who left thempretty mnmuch

al one.

Mich of the terrain was swanpy, particularly the southern region of the
provi nce, where waters fromthe gulf nade consi derabl e inroads through

t he bayous, streans, and narshes of the |low ands. The stornms that swept
down regularly fromthe rocky highlands of Baruk-Azhi k kept the I and

i nundated with al nost constant rain and nmuch of the central |ow ands of
t he province were peat bogs that were not easily traversed by an arned
force. Unless one really knew the territory, it was easy to get lost in
the swanmps or stunble into a soft, deep bog and get sucked down.

The capital of Coeranys was the city of Ruorvan, built upon the banks of
the River Saenil, which flowed into the swanpy nmarshes fromthe
foothills of the Sielwde. To the south and east and west of the city,
the Iand was all bogs and bayous, which rendered it practically
unapproachabl e fromthose directions. The only reasonabl e overland
approach to Ruorvan was fromthe north, through the province of Elinie,
across a narrow band of high ground

runni ng through the marshlands into the open plains to the north of the
city. There was, consequently, no way that an armnmy coul d approach the
capital of Coeranys by stealth-unless it canme through the world between
t he worl ds.

Lord Korven had tried twice to lead his force into Coeranys to bring the



Duchess Sariele to heel. Both times, he had failed. Aedan and M chael
had been with himeach time, and both expeditions had proved disastrous.
The first one had floundered in the marshes to the northwest of Ruorvan
as they tried to cross the River Saemi|. Heavy rains had raised the

fl oodwat ers and reduced the roads to a sea of mud in which horses sank
almost to their withers and foot soldiers bogged down to their knees.
After weeks of battling such inpossible conditions, the arny had been
forced to turn back.

The second expedition fared no better. Wile the weather had not been
nearly so severe, by the tinme the second canpai gn had been nounted, the
duchess had been warned by the failure of the first one and had nustered
not only her troops, but the nomadic | andrunners as well to repel the
enperor's forces

The narrow strip of high ground between the swanps and narshes on the
eastern borders of Elinie, the only practicable overland route into
Coeranys across the River Saem |, was only about twenty mles w de, and
much of that territory was taken up by soft and grassy peat bogs across
whi ch an arny could not march. There were only a few mles of passable
ground, and this narrow strip could be easily defended by a nuch snaller
force against a larger one, especially when the defenders were
intimately familiar with the terrain. Faced not only with the knights
and nen-at-arms of the Duchess Sariele, but with the fierce and savage
| andrunners as well, the enperor's forces found thensel ves fighting for
every inch of ground as they attenpted their approach

Lord Korven's fighting tactics had been seriously hanpered by the fact
that he was not only forced to wage conventional warfare against the
troops of Coeranys, but also fight constant defensive actions against

t he [ andrunners, who pursued hit-and-run guerilla warfare against the
advancing arny. They would strike at night or during a heavy rainstorm
inflict heavy casualties with their powerful |ongbows, then retreat into
t he swanmps, where every effort to pursue themhad only resulted in the

| oss of nore nen. And once again, the enperor's arny had been forced to
turn back in defeat.

Meanwhi l e, Lord Arwyn had not remnained idle.

Wth his arny considerably strengthened by troops from Taeghas, Talinie,
and Brosengae, he had attacked Avanil. He had waited until his spies

i nformed himthat the Arny of Anuire was marchi ng on Coeranys and after
calculating how long it would take the enperor and Lord Korven to reach
the River Saenmil, he launched a devastating two-pronged attack on
Avanil. He had split his army, sending part of his forces through the
forest east from Seaharrow and across the border into western Al anie,
then south to Avanil, while the rest of his troops marched east from
Brosengae, crossed the border into Avanil, and attacked the capital city
of Dalton, where Lord Kier of Avan had his stronghol d.

Wth a good part of his forces on the march with

PO

the Arny of Anuire, Lord Kier was left with only half his normal

conpl emrent of troops. He had anticipated the possibility of an attack
fromacross the border of Brosengae and had concentrated nost of his
defensive garrisons along the twenty-nile stretch of open plain between
the southern tip of the Seam st Muntains and the coast. Wat he had
not expected was an attack through western Al anmi e, which was not only a



| engthy route, but also entailed marching an armnmy around the outer
borders of the territory clained by Rhuobhe Mansl ayer

The tenptation for the Manslayer to conduct hitand-run tactics agai nst
the rear guard of an army marching around his territory would have been
irresistible, or at least so Lord Kier had thought. Besides, an arny on
the march from Seaharrow t hrough western Al am e would have had to cover
sone four hundred nmiles to reach Dalton, with at |east one hundred and
fifty of those mles through thick, oldgrowh forest that would | eave
themlikew se vulnerable to guerilla tactics. Wat the Duke of Avani
failed to take into account was the possibility that Rhuobhe Mansl ayer
m ght be perfectly content to |l et such an arnmy pass around the borders
of his territory unnolested, if he knew they were enroute to attack

ot her human forces. |If such an advancing arny was defeated and found
itself forced to retreat, he could then attack it on its return march
when the troops were weakened. On the other hand, if they were
successful, he could wait until they had departed and attack the | osers.

And that was precisely what he had done, though there had been no way
for Arwyn to know that for sure in advance. As Aedan's father had told
him so many times before, considering the possibilities was everything
inlife. Arwyn had sinply assessed the possibilities and ganbled on the
odds. Successfully, as it turned out. Wile half of Arwn's army noved
agai nst the garrisons protecting the border between Brosengae and
Avanil, the other half had marched through the forests of Boeruine,
around the northern tip of the Seani st Muntain range and Rhuobhe's
territory, then crossed the border into western Alamie to slash and burn
their way south toward Da ton. It was his way of maki ng Duke Fl aertes
pay the price for sitting on the fence and failing to declare for him

M chael's third expedition agai nst Coeranys was del ayed by the necessity
of having to conduct forced marches all the way across the Heartlands to
cone to Lord Kier's rescue. En route, they passed through the Duchy of
Al ami e, marching through the capital of Lofton in a show of force to

i nduce LorD Deklan Al am Duke of Alamie, to declare hinself for the
enperor. Naturally, with an arny nmarching through his capital, Lord
Dekl an had hastened to reaffirmhis loyalty to the enpire, whereupon

M chael resorted to the sanme ploy he had used with the Baron of Chieste.
He had cerenoniously knighted Lord Alanis el dest son and appoi nted him
to command a portion of Alamie's troops on the canpaign to western

Al anmi e, thereby nmaking certain Lord Al am woul d not experience a change
of heart once the arny had departed. In western Alame, they found only
t he devastation left behind by Arwn's arny as they had marched south on
Avanil. Farms and villages were burned, |ivestock slaughtered, fields
of crops razed

and tranpled to the ground. Western Al am e would not soon forget Lord
Arwyn, and when the Arny of Anuire reached the capital of Haes, Duke
Fl aertes did not need any prodding to declare in favor of the enperor

The Arny of Boeruine had not paused in their march to lay siege to Haes,
but they had laid waste to every town and village in their path, and the
capital was jamed with refugees and wounded who had | ost their hones
and come to their lord to seek refuge and redress. \What Lord Tieran had
not been able to acconplish by diplomacy, the Archduke of Boerui ne had
acconplished with the sword. Duke Fl aertes acknow edged M chael as the
rightful ruler and gave himhalf his troops.

They had then nade haste from Haes toward Dalton, and when they crossed
the border into Avanil, they found even nore destruction. Scouts had



been sent on ahead and they returned to report that the two hal ves of
Arwyn's armnmy had reunited and had laid siege to Avanhold, Lord Kier's
castle. When Arwyn | earned that the enperor's arnmy was on the nmarch to
Dal ton, he had given up the siege and crossed the border into Brosengae.
He had declined to offer conbat to the enperor, but his purpose had been
acconpl i shed. He had punished Flaertes for failing to take his side
agai nst "The Pretender," as he referred to Mchael, and though he had
been forced to give up his siege of Avanhold, he had destroyed nmuch of
the city and had decimated Lord Kier's inferior forces.

M chael had chafed to pursue himinto Brosengae, but Lord Korven had
convinced himthat it would be unwi se. Their troops were tired from

sl oggi ng through the marshes on the fail ed canpaign in Coeranys and the
I ong forced marches across the Heartlands. Moreover, Arwyn had torched
the fields and killed all the livestock at the crofts around Dalton
much of which was still in flames, thereby rendering the enperor unable
to reprovision his forces.

And to make matters still worse, the Manslayer had waited until the Arny
of Anuire had crossed the border into Avanil and then |launched a series
of savage rai ds agai nst the bel eaguered Duchy of western Al am e

M chael had to send out parties of rangers to scour the countryside for
avai |l abl e provisions, then turn back to give aid to Duke Flaertes in his
attenpts to stop the Mansl ayer's depredations.

When the arny finally returned to Anuire after the long and di sastrous
canpai gn, the troops were utterly worn out. Many had fallen in conbat
wi th Rhuobhe's elves, while others had succunbed to sheer exhaustion,
hunger, and disease. It was then that M chael had vowed he woul d never
again fail to come to the aid of |oyal vassals because his troops could
not arrive in time. And renmenbering their journey from Tuarhievel to
Anui re, he had struck upon the idea of marching through the Shadow
Vor | d.

Ever since, the Arny of Anuire had fought al most continuously as Arwyn's
forces struck out across the Heartlands and sporadic rebellions broke
out throughout the enpire. No sooner would the enperor's arny have to
respond to one of Arwyn's forays than another outbreak of warfare would
erupt el sewhere in the empire. The goblins of Mrkazor |aunched an
assault on the human holdings in that enbattled province.

Gsoerde was attacked by sea raiders from Ghamoura. The gnolls of
Chi naer on,

Bos

enbol dened by the internecine conflict in the enpire, |aunched repeated
rai ds agai nst Coeranys, causing the recalcitrant Duchess Eugenie to
appeal to the enperor for help in repelling the invaders.

"Let her stew in her own juices," Lord Korven had responded when the
di spatch rider from Coeranys arrived in Anuire, bearing the call for
aid. "We lost a lot of good men in those niserable swanps and now she
wants our hel p? The gnolls may gnaw on her bones for all | care!"

"No, Lord Korven," Mchael had replied. "I understand how you nust
feel, and | nust confess that under other circunstances, | would share
your views. However, | nust think first of the enpire, and if we could
not bring the Duchess Eugenie back into the fold by marchi ng agai nst



her, we shall do so by marching to her aid. Recrimnations will not
serve our purposes, however justified we feel they may be.

In the long run, it is the end result that matters. The enpire nmust be
whol e again."

So they had marched to relieve Coeranys, only this tinme, they had taken
a portal through the Shadow World. Futhark, who had | ed themthrough

t he Shadow Wirld on their return trip from Tuarhi evel, was once again
their guide. For a tine, he had incurred the resentnent of the troops,
for they had mi stakenly thought at first that marching through the
Shadow Worl d was his suggestion. Futhark had not conplai ned, but Aedan
had noticed that the troops were surly and abusive toward him which had
prompted himto correct their ni sapprehension

When they found out that it was the enperor's idea, they were stil
unsettled by the notion, but no one questioned it thereafter. By then
M chael had turned fifteen and had been on each and every canpaign in
the field with his troops. He had fought with them and suffered the
extremes of weather with them He did not eat until they ate; he did
not sleep until they slept, and he eschewed | uxuri ous accomodations to
live in the field exactly as they did. Physically, he was still a boy,
but in every other respect, they had come to regard himas a nman. He
had won their loyalty and admiration, and they woul d have foll owed him
anywhere-even into the dreaded Shadow Worl d.

The canpaign to relieve Coeranys had marked a new begi nning for the Arny
of Anuire. They had driven the raiding gnous back into Chirnaeron and
thereafter, the Arnmy of Anuire becane known throughout the enpire as
Roel e' s Ghost Rangers for their seeming ability to be in two pl aces

al nost at the sane tine.

M chael had enpl oyed hal flings as |ong-range scouts and nmessengers, SsoO
that they could pass quickly through the Shadow World and deliver
intelligence about enemy troop novenents and raids by gnolls and goblins
and depredations by the forces of the awnsheghlien, who took advantage
of the enmpire's instability, seeking to increase the size of their
domai ns and pursui ng bl oodt heft with an unprecedented vengeance.

And with each new out break of violence, no nmatter where or how far away,
M chael and his troops would be there to deal with it.

One day, Roele's CGhost Rangers would be seen marching in Osoerde, and
nerely hours later, they would be engaged in Mioried, two hundred mles
distant. They would fight a battle with some of Arwn's forces on the
pl ains of Alami e, then pass into the Shadow World and reappear the sane
day

to subdue Baruk-Azhi k, over four hundred nmles away. Stories of their
exploits were at first greeted with disbelief, but in time, the facts
becane i ncontrovertible.

Magic was initially held to be responsible, but those who spread such
tal es were soon countered by those with sonme know edge of the
thaumaturgi c arts, who pointed out that no living nmage, regardl ess of
how powerful, could summon up enough nagic to transport an entire army.

In time, the only other possible explanation was accepted-the Ghost
Rangers travel ed through the Shadow World. And that was when the Arny
of Anuire began to acquire its fearsonme reputation. Men brave enough-or



crazy enough-to travel through the Shadow Wrld were nmen to be feared.

It was a reputation that aided themin battle, Aedan thought, and it was
far from undeserved, for quite aside fromthe risks involved in any
mlitary camnpai gn, the Shadow World posed dangers of its own. Safety
was certainly increased by their nunbers, but they were still subject to
attacks by the undead in the world between the worlds, or by the strange
and | ethal creatures who inhabited the m sty plane. And now, after

ei ght long years of hard canpaigning to hold the enpire together, the
arnmy had acquired a fine edge, like a sword forged by a master arnorer
The troops were now tough, seasoned canpaigners, hard-bitten and
weat her -worn, and though the aging Lord Korven still served as their
general, Enperor M chael now made all the decisions about strategy and
tactics.

W' ve conme a | ong way, Aedan thought as he rode behind his enperor

t hrough the gray and misty 7?08 realm but there is still nuch to be
done. After eight years, though they had fought his forces many tines,
they had still not managed to subdue Lord Arwyn. Seaharrow was a

virtually inpregnable fortress, and over the years, Arwyn had
established well-fortified garrisons on all approaches to his hol ding.

He did not travel through the Shadow World, but his arny was just as
strong and equally well trained, besides which, he had the tactica
advantage. M chael had to protect the entire enpire and respond to each
out break that occurred throughout its borders. Arwyn had only to
protect the Western Marches, nost of which he had brought under his
domai n, and there was never any way of telling where or when his troops
woul d strike.

Despite that, a great deal had been acconplished

Save for occasional raids across the borders from Boerui ne and
Brosengae, the Heartlands had all been won back to the enpire, as had
nost of the Eastern Marches. The Southern Coast had been secured, save
for periodic outbreaks of fighting on the borders of Avanil and
Brosengae. The Northern Marches of the enpire and the territory stil
farther to the north remained wild outlands, and there had been no
opportunity to canpaign for the lands of far eastern Cerilia, where the
Khi nasi held sway in the south and awnsheghli en and ot her deni humans
controlled the north.

In eight years, Mchael had taken an enpire that had been plunged into
an interregnum and was disintegrating into warring states and brought
nost of it back together. All that remai ned now was to deal decisively
with Arwn of Boeruine. And that, of course, was much easier said than
done. Boeruine

had al ways been one of the strongest duchies in the enpire and Arwn the
enpire's greatest warlord.

Hs forces and the empire's were fairly equally matched, and he had the
advantage of terrain. All approaches to his holding at Seaharrow were
covered by thick forest through which an army could not march w t hout
rendering itself vulnerable to destruction

The only other approach, the one always taken by the court when it had
traveled to sunmmer in Seaharrow in the past-and that seemed so | ong ago
now, thought Aedan-was the southern approach through Brosengae, through
a narrow band of coastal plain about twenty mles w de between the



southern tip of the Seam st Mountain range and the Straits of Aerele.

There were several small passes through the Seani st Muntains, but
taking an arny through them would be an invitation to disaster

They woul d have been trapped like rats in a maze.

And attenpting an invasion along the southern route, through Brosengae,
entailed all sorts of knotty problens.

Arwyn was an experienced conmmander, and he had antici pated every
possi bl e invasion route. He had strong fortifications built along the
twenty-mle stretch of |and between Avanil and Brosengae, south of the
Seam st Mountains and north of the southern coast. And those
fortifications had been tiered in several ranks. |If the first |ine of
garrisons happened to fall, the forces holding themcould retreat to the
second line, and then to the third and fourth, neaning that an attacking
arnmy woul d have to advance repeatedly against well-fortified positions.

Even if the garrisons all fell, the forces holding them could continue
to retreat into Brosengae, fighting holding actions all the way. Their
supply lines would grow ever shorter, while those of the attacking arny
woul d extend farther as they fought for every foot of eneny ground.
Despite that, Mchael had attenpted to advance al ong that route
repeatedly over the years. Each time, he had been forced to turn back
It took the entire strength of the Arny of Anuire to assault the
garrisons along the border, while only a portion of Arwyn's troops were
needed to hold them

Each time they had advanced, Arwyn had forced themto turn back by

enpl oyi ng the sanme tactics-as M chael attacked the garrisons south of
the Seam st Mountains with his full strength, Arwyn detailed the troops
of Taeghas and Brosengae to hold them neanwhile using his own Arny of
Boer ui ne, augnented by troops of Talinie and goblin battalions from
Thurazor, to advance along forest trails he knew well to attack western
Al ani e.

The situation had seenmed virtually insurnountable, no matter how Aedan
| ooked at it. Attack Arwn in the south, and he woul d send the troops
of Boeruine and Talinie to attack the enpire in the north.

Counter the attacks in the north, and the troops of Brosengae and
Taeghas woul d attack in the south, advancing into Avanil. Back and
forth it went for years, with a steadily nounting body count, and
not hi ng was resolved. There was only one possible alternative, ut it
was danger ous.

If they could find a route through the Shadow World into the coasta
regi on of Boeruine, then they could bring the war to Arwyn's doorstep

However, finding portals into the Shadow Wrld was easier in regions
i ke Thurazor, Tuarhievel, or the SpiderfeR where confluences of |ey
lines occurred. These fines of force that ran beneath the earth were
what enabl ed halflings to open portals to the Shadow Wrl d.

Sonehow, the halflings tapped into the energy that flowed through these
"under ground conduits" and used it to break down the barriers between
the world of daylight and the world of shadow. No one knew for certain
exactly how they did it. Aedan had seen Futhark create these portals
many tinmes, but watching it gave himno clue. It seened to work |ike



magic. And there was a limt to how nuch Futhark woul d expl ai n.

He had expl ai ned, however, that portals into the Shadow Wrld coul d be
created nore reliably at or near points of ley line confluence than

el sewhere, and exiting the world between the worlds in simlar regions,
such as Markazor, the Sielwode, or the Erebannien, was |ikew se nore
easily acconplished. 1In a region |ike Boenjine, however, where |ey
lines did not nmeet, exiting the Shadow World would be nore difficult and
unpr edi ct abl e.

They could enter the Shadow World through a portal created just within
the borders of the Spiderfell, the nearest point of ley line confluence,
and then march through the Shadow World in a northwesterly direction
until they reached the region that corresponded spatially with Boeruine.
But with no confluence of ley lines in Boeruine, there was no sure way
of predicting exactly where they would come out.

Sending halfling scouts through an exit portal first would not address
the problem since if the ley line on the other side was weak-in other
words, too far away fromthe point at which they intended to | eave

t he Shadow Wirl d-the area in which the scouts canme out night not be
accessi bl e agai n.

"l don't understand," M chael had said when he and Aedan had di scussed
the plan with Futhark.

"Do you mean the scouts would be unable to return, or that we would not
be able to foll ow t hem out ?"

"No, we could send scouts through," Futhark had expl ai ned, "and they
could come back and report to us what they had found beyond the portal
but the portal would not necessarily open out onto the same place tw ce.
It is conceivable, even probable, that we could come out in a different
| ocation altogether, and accidentally wind up surrounded by the forces
of the eneny."

That was not exactly an encouragi ng thought.
Nevert hel ess, M chael had decided to attenpt it.

They had gone in near the Spiderfell, which was risky in itself, as it

was the domain of one of the nore powerful awnsheghlien. It was said
that the Spider could see through the eyes of all the arachnids in his
domai n and thus knew everything that went on within the Spiderfefl. |If

this were true, and Aedan had no idea if it were, the Spider had thus
far refrained fromtaking on the entire Arny of Anuire.

However, he could decide to send his creatures against the enperor's
forces, and Aedan did not relish the thought of being attacked by
mllions of poisonous arachnids. The very thought nade hi m shudder wth
di sgust and fear. Nor were |lethal spiders the only danger in the
Spiderfell.

The awnsheghlien had the ability, enpowered by bl oodtheft, to create
other creatures |like thenselves, |ess powerful, but still quite
dangerous. And awnsheghhen al so had human and demni hunan troops at

t heir command, sone of which the enmperor's forces had engaged on
previ ous occasions. It was bad enough to have to face the



conbat - seasoned forces of Lord Arwyn w thout also having to do battle
with gnolls, nonsters, and human predators al ong the way Regardl ess,

M chael had decided that the attenpt was worth the risk. Futhark and
his halfling scouts were highly dubious, but they agreed to try. They
had taken on anpl e provisions and marched from Anuire into the
Spiderfell, then gone through a portal into the Shadow Wrld. Once they
had crossed over, they turned east and marched for about three hundred
mles, across the region of the msty world that spatially corresponded
with the Heartlands, headi ng toward Boeruine.

Unfortunately, as Futhark had feared, they had failed to find a porta
that would |l ead themto Boeruine. Instead, they had energed on the high
sl opes of the Seani st Muntains, where they had fought a battle with a
savage tribe of ogres into whose territory they had bl undered.

The hul ki ng, brutish dem humans had been greatly outnunmbered, but they
had fought hard to protect their domain agai nst what they had thought
was an invasion. Reasoning with ogres was inpossible. They were only
slightly above the | evel of beasts. The arny had been forced to kil
themall in order to defend thensel ves, and despite bei ng out nunbered,
the ogres had inflicted heavy casualties. Wen it was over, there was
no question of continuing the canpaign. M chael had been forced to give
it up and retreat.

So they had trudged back through the m sty Shadow Worl d, having -failed
in their objective. On the way back, several men were | ost to poi sonous

snakes and the voracious al bino spiders, and three of the advance guard
had bl undered into a sinkhole as they crossed a nmarsh and di sappeared in
an instant.

The norale of the troops was |low, and M chael felt responsible. He had
fallen into a sullen silence and not said a word for days. Aedan had
tried to lift his spirits, but it was no use. He had known the enperor
all his life, and he had seen his sullen noods before.

At tinmes like these, it was best to | eave hi m be

Tal king with Sylvanna as they rode before their troops hel ped Aedan keep
up his own spirits, for which he was very grateful. In the past eight
years, they had grown close, and with his heavy responsibilities as the
lord high chanberlain, it was a great help to have soneone he could talk
to without having to weigh every word he said.

Aedan was not sure when he first realized he had fallen in love with
her. He had guarded hinmsel f carefully against such feelings ever since
his ill-considered affair with Princess Laera. However, wth Syl vanna,
t here had never been a tine when passion sinply struck and overwhel ned
him H s feelings for her had grown gradually, alnpst unnoticeably,
until one day he realized she meant nore to himthan anyone el se in the
entire world, except perhaps M chael

M chael was his liege lord and his friend, and he had a duty toward him
a duty to which he had been born. He loved himas a friend and as his
soverei gn, but he |loved Sylvanna with all his heart and soul. He had
never told her outright, but he was sure she knew. And he was sure she
felt the same way, too. It was sonmething that neither of them had ever
acknow edged openly, for there were many reasons it als would be unw se.
They served different sovereigns, allied for the present, but still wth
a long history of enmty. Aside fromthat, Sylvanna was inmortal, and



t hough she | ooked younger than he did, she was many years his senior. By
el vish standards, she was still quite young, but in human terns, she was
ol d enough to be his mother. And then, of course, there was Gyl vain,
who had become both a friend and nentor to Aedan and the enperor. And
Aedan felt sure he would not approve a match between them

So he kept his peace. He had learned his I esson with the Princess
Laer a.

She was still at court, for with Arwyn in rebellion, the marriage had
never taken place. And though she was still unwed, her beauty had only
i ncreased with the passing years. However, things between them were
extremely awkward. Aedan had rmade an eneny for life, and he knew that
if she were given the slightest opportunity, Laera would not hesitate to
take revenge for his having spurned her. Her eyes seemed to burn with
hat red whenever she saw him and M chael took pains to keep the two of
them apart as nuch as possible. Mrrying her off to a noble in a

di stant province m ght have solved the problem but Laera's disposition
had driven off a nunmber of likely suitors. Nor were the whisperings
about her at court likely to attract a husband desirous of a faithful
wife.

Laera had been a m stake, thought Aedan, and he could live with it.

But he did not wish to make a simlar nistake with Sylvanna. The two
worren were as different as night and day, thought Aedan, and Syl vanna
was easily ten times the wonan Laera could ever hope to be, but that was
no reason to ClO his

thinking with his heart and not his mnd.

"what ?" asked Syl vanna.

"I said not rep

"No, but you were looking at ne very strangely just now, " she said.

"I's somnet hi ng wr ong?"

"No, nothing," he replied, shaking his head. "I only wi sh we were back
hone already. | have had about as much of this dreary place as | can
stand. "

"I't will not be long now," she replied. "W should reach Anuire

t onmor r ow. "

"I wish it were today," said Aedan uneasily. "W have had not hi ng but

m sfortune on this journey, and | have never seen the enperor's spirits
so low "

He gl anced back at the marching lines trudging wearily behind them on
foot. "It cannot help but affect the troops."

"They have experienced setbacks before,” Sylvanna said. "They are
vet eran canpai gners. They can handle it. A few weeks of unwi nding in
the taverns and brothels of Anuire, and they'll be ready to go out
again."

Aedan gl anced at her curiously "And what about you? How do you unw nd?"



"I aman elf,"’
enotions. "

she replied. "Unlike humans, | amnot a slave to ny

He could not rea r tone or.-ter expression. r all the years that he had
known her, it was still sonetimes difficult to tell when she was joking
and when she was serious. Elves had a rather peculiar sense of hunor,
different fromthat of humans, and he had never quite grown accustomned
toit. WAs she sinply stating what she believed to be a fact, or was
she directin a subtle barb at hinf

"If you expect ne to believe that," he replied, "I'ma'7 afraid you wll
be di sappointed. | know you too well."

She cocked an eyebrow at him "You think so?"

"No one can control her emotions all the time," he said. "Not even you
elves, for all your smug superiority. | have seen what you are like in
battle. And | have al so seen how you respond afterward, when you find
out how many of your people fell. W are not so very different, after
all. You only like to think we are."

"I suspect it is you who likes to think we are nore simlar than our
natures warrant," she replied. "W are different, Aedan. And wi shing
ot herwi se won't change that."

She had spoken flatly, in a mtter-of-fact tone, as was her manner

However, Aedan thought he had detected a trace of w stfulness in her
tone. He cho,t, not to pursue the subject.

Ahead of them the enperor suddenly reined in, then | eaned over to
address Lord Korven, riding beside himat the head of the formation
some di stance behind the scouts and the advance guar (I

Aedan and Sylvanna reined in as well, then turned their mounts and rode
off to the side, as had the, enperor and Lord Korven, so as not to halt
the, troops com ng up behind them

"What is it, Sire?" Aedan asked as they rode up beside the enperor and
hi s general

"I don't know," M chael replied, frowning. "Look there, on that rise."
He poi nted.

At first, Aedan couldn't make out what he was pointing at, but a nonent
later, he sawit. To their right, several hundred yards away, the |and

sloped up to forma rocky hogback ridge. The |ower sl opes

of this ridge were shrouded with a thick fog, with here and there sone
of the scrubby, twi sted trees and sparse undergrow h show ng through

The upper portion of the ridge was devoid of trees or growh of any kind
and rose up fromthe fog like rocks protruding fromthe sea.

There was sonet hing noving along that ridge, paralleling the course of
the army.

Aedan stared intently, trying to make out what it was. The shape that
nmoved across the ridge was bl ack as pitch and anmorphous. Fromthis



distance, it was difficult to gauge its size with any accuracy. It
seened to flow, undulating in a peculiar way, extruding projections that
seened alnost like legs, but did not quite hold their shape.

Aedan counted four of them It was as if an inky black cloud were
cantering across the ridge, thought Aedan, though of course that was

i npossible. O was it? |In the perpettial twlight of the Shadow Wrl d,
there was much that was different fromthe world of daylight.

Was this sonme sort of strange creature they had not previously
encountered? And if so, what was it?

Aedan recal l ed how, as a boy, he had watched (clouds roll across the sky
and had searched for shapes within them |If he | ooked at them | ong
enough, sonme woul d appear to take on the shapes of animals, or faces, or
birds. So too, he now watched this bizarre apparition and began to see
an approximation of a form The four |leglike extrusions that flowed
fromits main body seened |like a horse's |legs, and after a nonment, he
began to see the rough shape of a horse's head, even a mane, which
streamed |ike dark and m sty tendrils fromthe horse's neck

And the | ower part of the strange bl ack cloud | ooked rather Iike the
horse's body, while the upper part

seened to take on the appearance of a rider with a cloak stream ng out
behi nd hi m

"It looks like a small stormcloud,” Korven said, and then echoi ng
Aedan' s thoughts, he added, "and the way the wind is blowing it across

that ridge, it alnost resenbles a nounted knight."

"l feel no wind," said Mchael with a frown.

"That's because we are belowit," Korven said, t, then shrugged. "It is
nothing. Just a cloud, that's all."

"That is no ordinary cloud," said Aedan. "It |ooks too small. And
there is no wind propelling it. Look closely, my lord. It noves as if
of its own accord.”

"Nonsense, " Korven said. "Wth all due respect, Lord Aedan, you are

al l owi ng your inmagination to run away with you."

And as they watched, the cloud suddenly stopped, directly opposite them
on the ridge.

"Nonsense?" asked Aedan tensely. "Look again. |If the wi nd has ceased
to blowit, why does it not drift?

It's stopped. And now it's watching us."

Up on the ridge, the shape of the black cloud shifted. It seened to
solidify before their eyes, and it unquestionably took on the distinct
formof a horse and rider, except the two seemed to be one form

"That is no cloud," said Mchael. He turned to young Vi scount Chieste.

"Davan, ride ahead and bring ne Futhark."

Young Chieste set spurs to his nount and gall oped off, returning shortly



with the halfling guide seated on his horse behind him

"You sunmmoned ne, ny |ord?" asked Futhark

M chael nodded and pointed to the ridge. "Look there," he said. "See

that dark formon the ridge?"

The hal fling | ooked, then paled, and his eyes grew

wi de as he beheld the shadow form "May all the gods protect us!" he
sai d.

"What is it, Futhark?" asked Syl vanna.

"Doom ny lady," the halfling guide replied fearfully. He swallowed

hard. "It is what | feared the nobst each time we canme this way." He
turned to Mchael. "W nust flee, ny lord! W nust |eave this place at
once!"

"Fl ee?" Lord Korven said. "Fromwhat? Wat is that thing?"

"That which has driven ny people fromthis once sunlit world to yours,"
said Futhark. "It is the Cold Rider." formfor nore than a nonment or
t wo.

"He is the Usurper," Futhark said, averting his gaze fromthe dark form
on the ridge. "Many years ago, he first appeared in our world, no one
knew from where, and wherever he rode, the green plants w thered, the
animal s died for |lack of forage, the nunbing cold spread and the gray

m st foll owed.

Hence the appellation he was given, the Cold R der
As to what manner of creature he may be, | cannot say. | know only that
where he passed, our world was blighted until it becanme the dismal place
you see about you now. "

"I's he dangerous to us?" asked Aedan
" However powerful a creature he may be, surely he

woul d not attack an army."

"The Cold Ri der has never been known to

attack directly," replied Futhark. "It is enough
nerely to see him Those who have the

m sfortune to lay eyes chCptCGC TW upon t hat

evil apparition soon experience some awf u

tragedy, and many do not live to tell the tale.

"What manner of creature is this Cold R der?" He

is a harbinger of doom a manifestation of evil M chael asked, curious

at Futhark's reaction. |In all itself. W nust make
haste to get away fromhere, the battles they had seen, with either
humans or my lord, before sone evil fate befalls us."

dem humans, the halfling had al ways di spl ayed
"It all sounds like a |ot of superstitious nonsense crafty
survival instincts, but he had never shown to me," Lord
Korven said scornfully. *'Such things as any fear. Until now.
The dark formon the ridge had weat her and the



climate change purely of their own not noved since he-or it-had
stopped to watch accord, and not because sone ghost decrees
it so.

them Yet there appeared to be novenent within the
For all we know, that shape upon the ridge is noth form
Wat ching froma distance, they could noting nore than swanp gas or sone
strange trick of make out any facial features or other details, if i
the light."

i ndeed there was a face, but like a reflection cast
"Wth respect, ny lord, there is much about the upon a pond t hat
ri ppl ed when a stone was tossed Shadow Wirld that you
have yet to |l earn, despite into the water, the outline of the dark
figure on the your travels here," said Futhark. His
voi ce had a hol ri dge appeared to shift, as if unable to retain
solid lowring toit. He was clearly frightened. "Before
the Cold Rider cane, this was a world of sunlight and bountiful beauty.

Brightly colored birds sang in the trees; the neadows bl ooned vividly
with wildflowers in profusion; faeries flitted in the forest clearings
like playful fireflies; and there was gane aplenty.

Now | ook about you and tell ne what you see.

"And there is much here that, thankfully, we have not yet seen or

experi enced. \Wherever that ghastly apparition rides, the undead are
sure to follow. Mnsters such as your world has never seen are presaged
by his appearance. Whether he commands themor they sinply follow in
hi s wake, no one can say, but it is not for nothing that my people have
fled this world for yours and only return here for brief periods, and
often at great risk."

"Why cone at all then, if this Cold Ri der poses such a danger?" asked
Lord Korven, still skeptical of the halfling s clains.

"Why have you conme?" Futhark countered.

"Someti nes necessity entails acceptance of great risk. Shadow wal ki ng
is sonething only we hal flings can do, and in the case of ny scouts and
nmysel f, we are being well paid for the risks we take.

This world is wide, and there is only one Cold Rider

The odds agai nst encountering himare great, but this time, they have
turned against us. If we do not |eave this place as soon as possible,
there is no telling what nay happen, but | fear we may not even live to
regret it."

M chael shook his head. "If you were to create a portal back into our
own world now, it would bring us out well within the borders of the
Spiderfell. W could easily get lost there, and | have no wi sh to make

my weary troops do battle with the Spider's
m nions. W nust go on, at least until we can energe in D ened."

"As you wish, ny lord," Futhark agreed reluctantly "But | would strongly
advi se that we nake all haste and do not camp for the night.

| know the troops are tired, but they can rest far better and nore



safely once we have reached D ened than they shall here.™

M chael pursed his |ips, considering the halfling' s suggestion. "I am
loath to push the nen nore than necessary. They have already marched a
long way after a failed canpaign in which they |ost many of their
contades."” He fell silent for a nonent, and Aedan could tell that those
| osses wei ghed heavily upon the enmperor. "But if you feel strongly
about the matter, we shall press on."

"I do, ny lord," the halfling guide replied. "The appearance of the
Cold Rider bodes us ill, very ill, indeed, and I shall not rest easy
until we are well quit of this place."

M chael nodded. "So be it, then. W shall press on

Informthe nen. Tell themwe shall march toni ght and nake canmp in

D ened tomorrow, where they shall have two days to take their ease.
am anxi ous to reach home, but that is the very least that | can do for
them Haelyn knows, they all deserve a resi."

"Look," Sylvanna said, glancing back at the ridge.

"He's gone."

They turned back to the ridge. The shadowy horsenman had di sappeared, as
if he were never there.

"An ill omen," Futhark grunbled. "An ill onen, indeed."

Bas

Ni ght within the Shadow Wrld was not nuch different fromnight in the
wor |l d of daylight, at |east insofar as appearances were concerned. It
was the days that were different. During the day, the sun never showed
itself in the world of shadow. It was like a heavily overcast and foggy

day back in the world of light, with gray skies and m st perpetually
floating just above the ground. At night, however, with the twi sted
trees and scrubby undergrow h canoufl aged by dar kness, one coul d al nost
think that it was any other place in Cerilia, save for the ghostly

sil ence, occasionally broken by the cry of some ... thing ..

out in the darkness. And despite having journeyed through the Shadow
Worl d on previous occasions, Aedan could never quite grow accustoned to
those sounds. O to the deathly silence when they ceased. No crickets,
no night birds ... nothing. He did not know which was worse.

On previous expeditions through the Shadow World, they had al ways nade
canp at night, for the curious suspension of tine in this unearthly

pl ace meant that there was no reason to conduct forced marches through
the night. They could remain within the Shadow World for days or even
weeks, and when they canme back out into the world of light, only mnutes
or hours woul d have passed.

However, that was no reason to tarry. There were too nmany dangers in
t he Shadow Wirld for that, and the |onger they renmained there, the nore
t hey risked.

When they made canp in the Shadow World, they kept bright fires burning
and posted sentries around the perinmeter of the canp, nore than they
woul d have in their world. And in the Shadow Wrld, there



was never any tenptation for sentries to sleep on the watch. While the
others warriors slept-always very lightly-the sentries on duty would
remai n wi de awake, eyes always scanni ng the darkness just beyond the
canp perinmeter. These were |essons they had | earned the hard way.

Once, Aedan recalled, during their first excursion into the Shadow
Wrld, a sentry had fallen asleep on watch. The others had been alerted
by his frenzied screanming. The nearest sentries to his post were nmerely
a score of yards away, but by the tine they reached his picket, there
was no sign of him They never found him He had sinply di sappeared

wi thout a trace, dragged off somewhere into the darkness.

No one knew by what. After that, there were never fewer than three
sentries at any one picket, and the nenory of what happened to that poor
soul who had di sappeared kept a fine edge on their alertness. No one
ever fell asleep at his post again.

This time, however, the Army of Anuire, the famus Chost Rangers of
Enmperor Roel e, did not make canp. They kept marching through the night,
lighting their way with torches. They would be visible for mles in the
dar kness, but that was | ess cause for concern than the inability to see
what ever was around them A good number of them had seen the om nous
figure of the horseman on the ridge, and it had not taken |ong before
word of the Cold Rider spread throughout the ranks.

Many of the troops had becone friendly with the halflings that marched
with them and by nightfall, there wasn't one of them who did not know
what the Cold Rider represented. Aedan supposed there was not hing that
coul d have been done about that. Though it was

cause for unrest anong the troops, at the sane time, it would keep them
on their toes. Wth nmen that were as tired and dispirited as they were,
that was perhaps only for the best. They could not afford to rel ax
their vigilance until they had passed back through the portal and
reached D ened.

They kept moving at a steady pace, with the enmperor and his retinue
| eading the formation on their nmounts, Aedan bearing M chael's standard,
and Sylvanna riding by his side just a few yards behind t hem

The advance guard had been strengthened and pul |l ed back, so that they
were only a short distance in front of the main body, their torches
clearly visible. The archers marched with arrows nocked in their drawn
crossbows, and al nost every man had his hand upon his sword hilt. The
tension in the air was pal pabl e.

How nmuch farther? Aedan could not be sure. He did not know this
territory as well as did the halfting scouts, but by the first gray
light of nmorning-if one could truly call it light-he felt they should
have covered enough distance to be able to emerge just beyond the
borders of the Spiderfell. Morning could not cone soon enough

As he rode at a sl ow wal k, Aedan kept thinking about the apparition they
had seen upon the ridge.

Just who or what was the Cold Rider? Could he be human, dem human, or
somet hing el se entirely?



How rmuch of what the halfling said was literally true and how nuch was
nmerely his belief?

Hal f1ings were a strange lot. Over the past eight years, Aedan had cone
to know the hal flings who marched with them but there was still a great
deal about themthat he did not fully understand. Their

beliefs, for one thing. They swore by the godsr at |east Futhark and
his scouts did-but Aedan had never seen hal flings attend services at any
of the tenples. For that matter, there were many humans who never t ook
part in religious services, but still had faith in the gods. Wth the
natural tendency that halflings had to assin-fflate thenselves into

what ever culture was predomnant in the places where they lived, it was
difficult to tell what they really believed. And the halflings never
spoke about it.

They were willing to answer certain questions about thensel ves, but only
to a point. They had a way O f turning aside unwanted questions by
speaking in circles, appearing to give replies when in fact they were
engaged i n | oquaci ous obfuscation. Talking to a halfling could
sonmetines be like trying to catch a will-0'-the-w sp, thought Aedan

They seemed out goi ng enough and friendly, but there was still nuch that
they kept to thensel ves.

For all the times that Futhark had gui ded them on expeditions through

t he Shadow Wird, this was the first tine he had ever made mention of the
Cold Rider, and if they had not seen himor it-Aedan was sure Futhark
woul d not have volunteered the information

If he was so afraid of this mysterious apparition, why keep com ng back
to this place? Wy agree to guide themthrough the Shadow Worl d? Wy
not sinmply stay in Cerilia, in the conparative safety of the world of
daylight, and never return to this place that he and his people fled?

Was it truly only a question of noney, or necessity, as Futhark had put
it?

Hal f1i ngs needed to five, |ike anybody el se, but there were nany

hal fl1ings-the vast majority of them so far as Aedan knew who had found
vocations for themselves as craftsnmen, traders, nerchants or
entertainers in Cerilia and never went back to the world from which they
had come. What nmade Futhark and his scouts so different?

O course, they were paid extrenely well. But could that have been
enough? |If the Cold Rider filled themw th such fear that they had fled
their world, why return and risk encountering hinf

Aedan tried to put himself in Futhark's place as he considered
possibilities, the way his father taught him Suppose sonething had
made himflee his own world, the hone that he had al ways known? M ght

there still not be, despite the dangers, a desire to go back? Perhaps.
He coul d not imagine |eaving Anuire permanently. It was the place of
his birth, the city where he had grown up. He knew every street and
all eyway |ike the back of his own hand. It would be difficult to | eave,

never to return. Always, he felt certain, there would be a pull back to
hi s own honel and-and if sonethi ng had happened to blight Anuire the way
this world had been blighted, he had no doubt he would nurture a desire



to see it returned to the way it once had been

Here he was now, out of time, riding through a cold and m sty world that
al ways seened nore nightmare than reality, and he felt a desperate
longing to be back in his own world, on famliar ground.

M ght not, then, the halflings feel the sanme?

Back home, he would visit the grave of his father every time he returned
froma canpaign or felt the weight of his responsibilities pulling him
down. He would go early in the nmorning, when the cenmetery was stil
deserted, and sit down on the ground beside the mound of earth that
marked his father's resting place, and he woul d speak to him

unbur deni ng hinmsel f and aski ng for advice and gui dance.

It was not the sane, of course, as when his father had still been alive,
t hough Aedan liked to think sonmewhere in the heavens his father could
still hear himand send himstrength and wi sdom He took great confort
init. Perhaps it was like that for Futhark and the other hal flings who
periodically returned to the world fromwhich they fled.

It was no |longer the same, but they still took sone confort in
r et ur ni ng.

"OfF all the humans | have ever known," Sylvanna said, breaking into his
t houghts, "your silences speak | oudest."

Aedan | ooked at her and smiled wanly. "Forgive ne. | amnot being a
very good traveling conpanion on this journey."

"That was not what | neant," she said as she rode beside him "I was
not complaining. | was nerely remarking on the fact that | can al ways
tell when you are troubled."

"Have | becone so obvious? That is a bad trait in an inperial mnister
| shall have to correct it."

"We shall nake it back; don't worry-

"It is ny job to worry. The enperor has neither time nor the

inclination. | nust do his worrying for "And who worries for you?"
"I worry for us both. It can be quite exhausting."
"I'f you like, I can worry for you. Then that would relieve you of at

| east sone of your burden.™”

He gl anced at her and saw that she was smling.

He grinned despite hinmself. "You know, sonetimes

I think you're actually beginning to act human."

She sniffed disdainfully. "Well, you don't have to be insulting."

The screans were sudden and terrible. They cut through the stillness of
the night, conming frombehind them at the rear of the troop formation

Aedan and Syl vanna wheel ed their horses simultaneously, and Sylvanna's
sword sang free of its scabbard. The nen in the ranks i mediately



behi nd them st opped and wi thout hesitation instantly turned to either
side, prepared to nmeet anything that mght come up on their flanks.

Their battle-seasoned instincts served themwell, thought Aedan, and it
was a good thing too, as becanme frighteningly apparent w thin noments.

In the darkness, Aedan could not see what was happeni ng back at the rear
of the formation, but he could see the torches there bobbing wildly and
erratically, sone falling to the ground as the nen dropped themto
engage whatever was attacking ..

or else fell to the ground thensel ves. But before Aedan could do
anyt hi ng, he heard rapid hoof beats comi ng up behind himand an instant
| ater saw the enperor gallop past, sword in hand, heading full speed
toward the rear of the formation

"Sire, wait!" Aedan called out, but Mchael was already di sappearing
into the darkness. He had noved so quickly that not even Lord Korven or
any of his retinue riding at the front of the formation had tinme to
react. Aedan swore. "CGo after him you fools!"

he shouted, setting spurs to his own horse.

Syl vanna was right behind himas they set off at a gallop in the
enperor's wake. And it was then that Aedan heard a sound that nmade his
bl ood run col d.

An unearthly, ululating, keening sound that was half noan, half cry.

He had heard it once before, on a previous expedition through the Shadow
Wrld, and that tinme over a hundred nen had died.

It was the cry of the undead.

"Aedan! Watch your flank!" Sylvanna called out from behind him as they
gal | oped headl ong after M chael. Aedan glanced to his left, since the
troops were on his right, and he saw the wal ki ng corpses comni ng
shanbling through the twisted trees |ike drunken specters.

Sone of them were wearing battle dress ... or what remained of it.

Rusting arnmor that squeaked and scraped as they noved; battered hel ns,
some of which were cut al nbst clean through where a sword had split the
skull; rotting tunics beneath chain mail encrusted with rust and covered
wi t h spi derwebs; greaves covered with dirt and mud; buckled shields wth
faded devices on them tattered remmants of |eather shoes and fl apping
breeches that were little nore than rags. Ohers wore the rotting garb
of peasants, through which decayed flesh and agebrowned bones were
clearly visible. Deconposing faces stared at himw th eyel ess sockets
in which worms and maggots withed. And as if the sight of them al one
were not bad enough, every one of the horrific things was arned. Those
that did not bear swords or spears carried pitchforks, axes, or

makeshi ft cl ubs.

They had flanked the arny, perhaps even surrounded it, Aedan didn't

know, but the first attack cane on the rear of their formation. Now the
wal ki ng dead were pouring out of the woods on both sides of the trail
One of them came out in front of

Aedan, brandi shing a spear. Wthout slow ng, Aedan raised his sword and



brought it down as he passed, cutting the shanbling corpse's armoff at
the shoulder. It fell withing to the ground, but still the creature
clutched at his stirrup as he went by.

Aedan's horse dragged it along for several yards before Aedan nmanaged to
ki ck the dammed thing | oose.

The arny didn't panic. That woul d have cost themtheir lives, and they
all knewit. Tired as they were, they kept formation and fought the
undead as they advanced. The wetched creatures nmoved slowy, but what
they lacked in speed they made up for in relentlessness. And they could
not be killed, for they were already dead. The only way to fight them
was to di smenber them conpletely, and even then they kept on com ng
draggi ng thensel ves along the ground like snails. Blades rose and fel
repeatedly, and tired as the troops were, the realized they could not
pause in their grimwork even for an instant. They had faced undead
before, though not this many, and a |l ot of them had not survived to tel
the tale.

Aedan saw the enperor. He had ridden to the rear of the formation

where the first attack occurred, and he was rallying the troops, whose
formati on had been broken up by the initial attack. He called out
orders to the men as he laid about himw th his blade, turning his horse
this way and that to neet the shanbling figures that cane at himfrom
all sides.

For a nonent, Aedan had a nmenmory from chil dhood | eap unbidden to his
brain. He recalled how he had tried to frighten young Prince M chael
with

lurid and horrifying stories of the Shadow World, spitefully hoping to
give himnightrmares |ike the ones he'd had when he was younger. And

t hough M chael had dreaned of the Shadow World after being told those
tales just before his bedtime, unlike Aedan, in his dreams, the prince
had fearl essly fought the nonsters and defeated them Now, ironically
and frighteningly, it was happening in real life.

And just as young Prince Mchael had shown absolutely no fear in his
chi l dhood dreans, the adult enperor displayed none now. And that was
preci sely what al arnmed Aedan as he saw hi m plunging his nount into the
steadi | y advanci ng ranks of the undead.

Fear was a function of self-preservation, but it was an enotiona
response that was utterly lacking in the enperor. Courage, hei ghtened
strength and senses, regeneration, and protection fromevil were al
anong his attributes, blood abilities that he had manifested after he
had passed through puberty, and since his blood powers stemed directly
fromthe line of Anduiras, M chael possessed nore of themthan nost. Hs
bl ood totemwas the lion, and |like that noble beast, M chael possessed
unrel enting courage and fearsone savagery in battle.

However, his blood abilities did not render himinvul nerable, though he
often acted as if they did. And as Aedan saw himplowi ng like a
juggernaut into the advancing ranks of the undead attacking the rear
colum of the army, his stomach tightened and fear-induced adrenahn
hamrered t hrough his system

As young Gnieste, Lord Korven, Viscount Alam and the rest of Mchael's
nmount ed retinue cane gall opi ng up behind Aedan and Syl vanna, Aedan



rai sed his sword above his head and cried out, "To the enperor!"”

Wthout hesitation, they followed him cutting their way through the
staggering, animated corpses to Mchael's side. However fool hardy

M chael ' s heroics may have been, thought Aedan, they had gal vani zed t he
troops. Cn seeing himriding to join in their defense, they rallied,
and their battle cry of "Roele! Roele!" went up, echoing through the
dar kness. Mbdst of the torches had been flung to the ground, since the
troops could not fight and hold themat the sane time. Some of them had
ignited the undergrowth, which was slow to burn because of the msty
danp, but it neverthel ess gave Aedan an i dea.

"Torch the trees!" he cried out repeatedly as he laid about himwth his
sword, and in nonments, nmen not in the forefront of the fighting began
throwing their torches into the woods and snatching up those which had
been dropped and tossing them as well.

Wth so many torches soaked in pitch flung into the woods and
undergrowth, the flames began to spread despite the danmpness, and it
gave themlight by which to see. At the same tinme, it provided an
unexpect ed bonus. The undead burned.

Wth all their bodily fluids long since dried up, the corpses caught ire
like kindling. Despite that, they kept on com ng, inpervious to pain,
burni ng as they wal ked. Men hacked away at fl am ng bodi es that advanced
upon them but inevitably, the corpses succunbed to the fire and
col | apsed to the ground.

However, they were not the only ones who fell.

Aedan saw many bodies |ying on the ground, and

anong the burning or dismenbered and still withing corpses of the
undead were many of the troops.

Sone were badly wounded, others had been slain, and di snenbered corpses
gnawed at many of them

Those still alive but too injured to nove screaned horribly as the
flanmes reached them but there was nothing to be done. There was no
time or opportunity to pull them back to safety, for there was no safe
ground anywhere. The formation of the troops broke up into a wild

nel ee. The undead kept pressing forward, rank upon rank, and the

sol diers of the Army of Anuire hacked away at themlike men pos sessed

Aedan fought his way to Mchael's side, with Sylvanna and the others

cl ose behind him They tried to forma protective ring about the
enperor, but M chael was not cooperating. He did not remain still for
an instant, turning his horse this way and that as the aninal reared and
pl unged t hrough the grisly ranks as flanme and snoke rose all around

t hem

Then Aedan felt a strong wi nd come up behind him and as he felt it
pl ucking at his clothes, he heard Gylvain's voice within his mnd

"Fut hark has opened a portal ahead," he said. "The front ranks are
passi ng through. Get the enperor and bring himback to thefront while
t he rearguardfights a holding action!"



The wi nd passed on, circling the fighting, fanning the flames away from
the main body of the troops and bl owi ng them back at the undead.

"Sire!" Aedan cried out. "W have a portal! Hurry, Sire, cone
qui ckl y!"

"Not until the troops are through!"™ M chael shouted back

"Sire! For Haelyn's sake, cone on!, A nunber of the nen around them
heard the exchange and shouted out for M chael to go back

Wthin monents, the cry was taken up in unison by everyone around them
until the firelit night reverberated with the shouts.

"Roel e back! Roel e back!"

But before he could respond to the entreaties of his troops, disaster
struck. As Aedan watched, horrified, Mchael's horse reared up
striking out at several advancing corpses with its hooves, and one of
them plunged a spear into the aninmal's belly. The horse gave out a
shrill, whinnying cry of pain and went down hard. M chael tunbled from
t he saddl e.

"No!" Aedan shouted, urging his mount forward, but several wal king
corpses bl ocked his way. He chopped at themfrantically with his bl ade,
trying to reach the enperor. The troops fighting closest to himsaw it
too, and the nmen surged forward, heedl ess of their own safety as they
tried to reach him But already M chael was encircled by at |east a
dozen of the undead, and Aedan could catch no glinpse of himas he
desperately fought to reach him

Suddenl y, one of the undead near M chael was brought down, and then
another literally went flying, hurled through the air w th astonishing
force.

Anot her one went down, and anot her, and bodi es were flying everywhere.

Aedan reached M chael, who |ike a dervish lay about himw th his bl ade,

eyes wide, lips pulled back in a grimace of bestial rage, blood pouring
fromseveral wounds. He had unl eashed his bl ood power of divine wath,
and Aedan knew there could be no reasoning with himtill it was over.

It was beyond control, and in this godlike state of fearsone rage and
bl oodl ust, M chael would smite friend and foe alike. The episode would
not last long, for it called upon all the resources of the body, and
when it had passed, it would | eave himso exhausted he could barely
nmove. But while he was caught in the grip of this overwhel ni ng power,
M chael was like an indiscrimnate juggernaut of death, and Aedan did
not dare approach him

"Stay back!" he shouted to Sylvanna as she started to the enmperor's aid.
She glanced at him startled, then realized what had occurred when she
saw M chael laying waste to the undead around him snarling and growg
like a cornered aninmal, oblivious of his wounds.

Among all the powers that had passed down to the bl ooded fromthe old
gods, divine wath was the rarest and nost dangerous, for once it was
unl eashed, there was no stopping it until it ran its course. Those who



had it used it only as a last resort, and only in the nost dire
extremties because it was a power that possessed its w el der
absolutely, releasing the feral beast within and magnifying it many
times. It turned a human into a raging berserker incapable of rationa
t hought or self-control, bent only on mayhem and survi val

Bl ood powers were not a certain thing. It was known whi ch hereditary

bl ood abilities ran within each line, but there was no way of predicting
whi ch ones woul d be inherited by any given offspring. The potential for
all the blood abilities that ran within the line was there, but sone
remai ned latent, to be passed on and perhaps nanifested by the
succeedi ng generation. Some manifested thensel ves shortly

after puberty, while others could remain latent for years, dormant unti
t hey suddenly manifested wi thout warning.

In nobst cases, this was no cause for concern, as the majority of bl ood
abilities could mani fest thenselves without risk to others. Heightened
senses coul d suddenly appear, or aninmal affinity reveal itself through
conmuni cation with a totembeast, or iron will appear, or the power to
heal. Such abilities did not expose anyone to danger. But others, such
as the power to raise elementals or manifest divine wath, or-in the
case of those bloodlines that cane down fromthe evil Azrai-commute
decay through touch, could cause injury or death.

The first time Mchael had released his divine wath in battle, he had
done so unintentionally. He was sixteen then, and the arny had been
attacked by gnolls one night after it made canp. The feral dem hunans,
a species that appeared to be part man, part wolf, attacked themwhile
they slept, butchering the sentries so quickly and efficiently that they
never knew what hit them The only warning that the sl eeping arny had
were the screans of the first victins.

M chael had cone out of his tent, bearing his sword, and was inmedi ately
attacked. And that was when it had happened. Suddenly, it was as if he
had becone a gnoll hinself in all but physical appearance.

Though he was just sixteen, several years of canpai gning had put plenty
of lean muscle on his frame. Still, Aedan was not prepared for what he
saw t hat ni ght.

M chael had suddenly stopped being M chael and instead becane sone
denoni ¢ force, unstoppable

and unrelenting. His features had becone al nost unrecogni zabl e as they
twi sted thensel ves into a mask of bestial savagery, and the sounds that
canme fromhis throat were grows that were not even renotely human. He
killed every one of the creatures that came at him Afterward, the

sol diers who had seen it spread the word, and Mchael's reputation grew.
They all knew what it was. Many of them were bl ooded thensel ves, though
in the entire arny, no one el se possessed that power. It was known to
run only in the purest bloodlines of Anduiras, Basaia, and Masel a, but
only a few of the bl ooded ever nmanifested it. Aedan knew of only one

ot her bl ooded nobl e who was known to have it-Arwyn of Boeruine.

This time, the soldiers recognized the state their enperor was in and
did their best to nove cl ose enough to give himprotection while at the
same time keeping well out of his reach. 1In his state he would attack
themas well if they got close enough



Aedan's problem aside fromtrying to survive hinself, was that with
M chael in this state, there was no way he could get himto the porta
Fut hark had opened back into their own world. He had no choice but to
wait until the wath had run its course, and then whi sk M chael away.

Once the wath had faded, M chael woul d be hel pl ess.

There was no time to pay attention to it, but with a quick glance behind
him Aedan saw that the troops had been w thdrawi ng gradually as the
battl e had progressed. The tide of it had carried them forward-backward
the way Aedan was facing as he fought in the rear guard-toward the
portal the halfling guide had opened for them

Ranks had f or ned

on either side of it, protecting the opening as those in the niddle
nmoved t hrough, and by now, npbst of the troops had al ready passed into
it. They had formed into an inverted V formation, with the point of the
opening of the V leading directly through the portal. Aedan was cl ose
enough to see it now

Al'l around them the n-dssha trees and scrubby undergrowh were in
flames, fanned by Gylvain's wind as he circled round and round, keeping
the fire burning while at the same tinme blowing the flames away fromthe
troops and toward the undead attackers. There were fewer of themthan
there were before, and the ground was littered with di smenbered, flani ng
body parts that withed and jerked. The portal behind them appeared as
a swirling, opaque opening in the air, outlined by snmoke and flanme. As
the troops poured through, only a few warriors remai ned now, along with
the enperor's nounted retinue, which would not | eave w thout M chael
Aedan could not tell how much tinme had passed, but the sky was begi nni ng
to turn gray. The fire had spread outward fromthe battle, so that a

wi de swat he of forest was burning all around them lighting up the area
for a considerable distance and sending cl ouds of snmoke into the air. As
Aedan fought, with Sylvanna at his side, he glanced toward M chael every
chance he got, when there was a nmonent's respite.

The enperor's novenments were slowi ng now, the wath fading. He had
struck down all of his opponents and, in normal battle, his sword would
have been red with bl ood. However, the undead had no bl ood, and al
their bl ades had renai ned cl ean

Aedan's armwas tired from sl ashing and hacki ng for what seened |ike
hours. The nuscles in his shoul der

burned with exertion, and he was breathing heavily.

But though the Anuirean nunbers dwi ndl ed rapidly as the troops passed

t hrough the portal, so did those of the undead, falling aflane. Aedan
cl eaved one burning attacker fromhead to waist with a powerful stroke
of his heavy blade, and the force of the blow al nost made himfall from
his saddle. Now there were no nore of themwthin close reach, and he
qui ckly turned back toward the enperor

M chael had di sposed of the |last of his opponents, and though sone stil
advanced through the trees, staggering on even though their bodies were
in flames, there were none within reach. Aedon saw M chael sl unp,
supporting hinmself with his sword, and knew the wath had passed. At
once, he spurred his tired mount and rode to M chael's side.



"Sire! Sire, give me your hand, quickly!"
Looki ng dazed, M chael gazed at himdully, but he held out his hand.

Aedan took his right foot fromthe stirrup so that M chael could use it
to get up behind him He pulled himup onto his nount and felt M chael
sl unp against his back as he got on. He was too weary even to sheathe
his blade. H s left armwent around him and Aedan sheathed his own

bl ade, then grasped Mchael's wist to hold himsteady. |mediately, he
wheel ed his horse and spurred it to a gallop, heading for the portal

"Come on!" he shouted over his shoulder. "Pull back! W' re going
t hr ough! "

The ot hers needed no encouragenent. They turned and foll owed Aedan and
t he enperor, the nounted retinue pausing only |ong enough to allow the
foot soldiers to run before them As they passed through the portal
the ranks guarding its entrance

col l apsed their V formati on and went through after them The |ast ones
shouted to Futhark, and the halfling raised his arms to close the porta
behi nd t hem

"Wait!" Aedan shouted. "Gylvain!"

He felt a breeze ruffle his cloak, then a famliar, lilting voice spoke
in his mnd. "lI'mhere."
"All right!" shouted Aedan. "Go on, close it!" Three nore flam ng

cor pses staggered through the portal, and the nmen fell on them hacking
themto pieces until there were nothing but burning body parts upon the
ground.

As Aedan watched the portal close, the air folding in upon itself in
surreality, the glow of the flames beyond it di sappeared from view, and
only the gray light of dawn remained. |In fact, he thought, the troops
guardi ng the portal had not been the only ones left on the other side.
There had been many wounded t hey had been forced to | eave behi nd.

Aedan hoped the fire had gotten to the poor devils.

Burning to death was an awful way to go, but there were some things that
Wer e wor se.

He heaved a | ong and deep sigh of relief, then | ooked around and
realized his relief was nuch too premature. As the sun began to rise,
he saw the thick pine forest all around them and the heavy underbrush
and realized they had not reached the safety of the open plains of

Di enmed

They were in the Spiderfell.

"He's up to sonething, by Haelyn, | can snell it!"

said Arwn of Boeruine, smashing his fist down on

the tabl e and upsetting is goblet. The servants rushed to nop up the
spilled mead, right the heavy silver goblet, and refill it. "Wy has



there been no word from any of our scouts or infornmants?"

"There has been word, nmy lord," replied Baron Derwn calmy. He knew
that when his father was in one of his surly npods, keeping a calm
tenmper and dereanor was advi sable. "Qur spies reported that the
enperor-"

"The Pretender, you nean," his father interrupted, scow ing.

"I ndeed, " said Derwyn, agreeing indirectly, though he still could bring
himsel f to use that detestable term He knew the truth and woul d not be
a hypocrite, not for his father's sake or anyone's.

"They have reported that Mchael left Anuire with his army over a week
ago, but there has been no word of himsince. And our scouts along the
borders have reported seeing no signs of any advancing troops."

Arwyn gritted his teeth and shook his head.

"They' ve gone into the bl asted Shadow World again," he said. "The
gquestion is, where will they cone out? And when?" He snmashed his fist
down on the table once again, once nore spilling his nead.

The servants nopped it up again and once again refilled his goblet.
Arwyn paid no attention to them

"Qur garrisons along the border are on full alert,"” said Derwn. "And
advance parties of rangers have been sent out from Taeghas, Brosengae,
and Talinie, in addition to our own conpl enent, which departed to scout
the border between our |ands and Al anie

There is no way they can approach unseen."

"Unl ess he figures out sonme way to cone out of

t he Shadow Wirld well within our borders,"” Arwyn said. "Perhaps even on
the plain outside Seaharrow, itself."
Derwyn frowned. "I thought you said that was not possible, that they

needed to enmploy a portal in the vicinity of Thurazor or the Five Peaks
regi on, where the ley lines cone in confluence."

Arwyn nodded, "Yes, and for a long time, | had thought so, too.
However, our halfling scouts tell me that it is possible to create a
portal where there is no confluence of ley lines, though it entails
great risk and cannot be done reliably."

"How?" asked Derwyn.

"How i n bl oody bol |l ocks should I know how?"

his father replied irritably. "You try to get one of those mi serable
knee-whackers to explain anything and all that happens is you get | ost
in word sal ad.

They' Il answer anenably enough, but half of what they say makes no

bl oody sense at all! The point is, it can be done, but there is no
guarantee they will be able to open up a portal when they want to, or



cone out where they want to."

Derwyn shrugged. "Then it amounts to the sanme thing, does it not?

They cannot do it.
"But they can try," said Arwn. "And however slixn, the possibility
exi sts that they just mght succeed, despite the risks."

Derwyn | eaned back in his chair, frowning thoughtfully. Yes, he

t hought, that was just the sort of thing Mchael would do. The risk
factor, no matter how significant, never seened to bother him It had
been that way when they had played war ganmes as children, and it was the
same way now, when they nmade war in earnest.

As if echoing his thoughts, his father said, "I wouldn't put it past
that m serable Pretender to attenpt just such a thing."

Derwyn gave hima quick glance. His father had repeated the old lie so
of ten, perhaps he actually believed it now It was as if he thought
that if he said it often enough, it would beconme the truth.

At first, his father had insisted that a strong hand had to assume the
regency when Prince M chael was abducted by a goblin raiding party and
taken back to Thurazor. He had appointed hinself regent and vowed
vengeance on the perpetrators of the hateful crine, but after Lord

Ti eran had outfoxed himby fleeing with the enpress and her daughters
while his father made at | east a token effort-nore of a pretence,
really-at |eading a rescue party into the Aelvinnwde, the story had
begun to change.

As soon as he found out that Lord Tieran had absconded with the enpress,
his father had flown into a wild rage, smashing furniture and ki cki ng
the servants. Then after he'd cal med down, he had sent out dispatch
riders across the enpire to report that Prince Mchael's remains had
been di scovered by his rescue party in the Ael vi nnwode.

What his knights, who had been on that rescue party along with Derwyn,
t hought of this was anybody's guess.

Needl ess to say, they had never seen any renmins, because the entire
thi ng had been a fabrication, but they knew better than to contradi ct
their lord. Derwn's father had not seen fit to nention Aedan Dosiere
in his dispatches, as he had not considered himinportant, which was
fortunate for him as it would have nade | ater permutations of the story
sonmewhat awkwar d.

After he made his formal alliance with Gorvanak, the goblin prince of

Thurazor, his father changed the story once nore. It would hardly do to
vow vengeance on Prince Mchael's nurderers and then enter an alliance
with them so the goblins of Thurazor could not bear the blame. It was

bandits who had killed the prince, renegade brigands fromthe Five Peaks
regi on, as had been reveal ed by certain evidence the goblins had turned
over to Lord Arwn. Precisely what the nature of this 'evidence" was
had never been made clear. But that was not the final version of the
story, either.

When Aedan and M chael had appeared back in Anuire, that had to be
accounted for somehow, so M chael was accused of being an inposter, a
| ookal i ke or sonme boy whose appearance had been changed by el ven magic



so that he would resenble the prince. Since Aedan had never been
mentioned in the original dispatch, that nmade the next variation easier
Aedan Dosi ere, whose duty it had been to protect Prince M chael, was
branded a coward who had fled his liege lord s side when the bandits had
attacked, and to safeguard his own claimto power and the reputation of
his son, Lord Tieran had cooked up the outrageous tale that the two boys
had been rescued by the elves. The boy who called hinself Prince

M chael was a dammabl e inposter, a pretender, a tool to enable Lord
Tieran to justify his claimto power. And then, of course, after Lord
Tieran died, the story needed to be nodified once nmore, and the fina
version had it that this "M chael the Pretender"” had nmerely assuned Lord
Tieran's place, following his plans, with "hidden interests" behind him
to support his claimto the Iron Throne.

Exactly who or what these "hidden interests" were specified, but it was
broadly hinted that was never the elves, those old enenies of hunankind,
were the ones behind it all.

Derwyn never thought people would believe any of these stories, but nany
did. Repeat sonething often enough and | oud enough, and peopl e
eventual ly came to accept it. O at |east sonme people. And now it
appeared as if his father had managed to convince hinmself, as well.
"Wth nmy own eyes, | saw the poor boy's broken body. " was usually
nore or |ess how the refrain went whenever Arwyn told the story, with
subtl e variations, depending on his audience. And now he apparently
believed it, too. Derwn had no idea what to make of that, but he knew
better than to contradict him

He had been there. He knew that no bodi es had ever been found, neither
M chael 's nor Aedan's nor anybody el se's. They had sinply ridden out
across the fields, headed down several forest trails w thout even going
in very far, and then returned. It had all anpbunted to nothing nore

t han exercising the horses. But none of the men who had gone out on
that so-called "rescue party" ever tal ked about it, not even anong

t hensel ves, so far as Derwyn knew

The archduke was the man who buttered their bread, and they all knew it.

Derwn didn't like it. Not one bit. H's father had al ways seen to it
that he was trained properly and hard so that he could take his place
one day and, to that end, as Derwn got ol der, he eventually becane his
father's second-in-command. He had led troops in the field against

M chael, the rightful enperor, his childhood friend. He had seen him
several times, once fairly close, and had recogni zed both hi mand Aedan
Once, in one of the many battles over the years that had failed to
resol ve anything, they had al nost crossed swords. The two arm es had
cl ashed, and it becane a huge nel ee, dust raised like a cloud by
churni ng hooves and feet, and it had been one of those occasi ons when
suddenly, for a noment, one found hinself in a small island of calmin
the mdst of a pitched battle. And there was M chael, nmounted on his
war - hor se

Derwyn had recogni zed the inperial symbol of Roele on his shield and
tabard, as M chael had recognized the eagle of Boeruine on his. Derwyn
had lifted his visor and M chael had done the sane. For a nonent, they
had sinmply | ooked at one another, and then the tide of battle forced
them apart. But in that one noment, Derwyn had seen the prince, the boy
he had renmenbered. He had grown ol der, and his hair was |onger, and a
dark beard was starting to come in, but he had recogni zed his chil dhood



friend. |If he had ever harbored doubts about his true identity-and he

had not-they woul d have been dispelled right there and then. It was
M chael. No question about it. And the expression on his face had been
one of sadness ... and di sappoi ntnent.

Derwn felt torn. He was his father's son, and even if he had not | oved
his father, which he did, despite his harshness, he woul d have owed him
a son's obedi ence. And the Duchy of Boeruine was his birthright. He
had to fight to protect it. But to protect it fromthe rightfu

enperor, by whose ancestors' grace they had the hol ding? That was
treason.

Yet he was caught in a situation not of his own

choosing, in circunstances he could not control. Be loyal to his
father, and he would be a traitor to the enperor. O else loyal to the
enperor and a traitor to his father. Damed for a dishonored traitor
ei t her way.

Derwn was tired of the civil war, though no one save the common people
called it that. Mchael called it a rebellion, which Derwn supposed it
was, in fact. H's father called Mchael a usurper and a pretender and
called it a struggle against tyranny and referred to the forces under
his command as "freedom fighters.” He would never admit to the truth,
that in his bid for power, he had underestimated Tieran. Though they
had never spoken about it directly, Derwyn realized ... now... what
his father had intended.

Back when it all started, eight years ago at Sumrer Court, he had not
really understood any of it.

But now that he was ol der, |ooking back, he recalled how solicitous his
father had been toward the enpress, how he had tried to ingratiate
hinself to her, to charmher, taking every opportunity to do her sone
little service and express his synmpathy for all she had been going
through. He recalled being puzzled by his father's nmanner toward the
enpr ess.

He had not acted that way with anyone el se, not even Derwyn's departed
not her. Back then, Derwyn had assunmed his father was nerely being a
graci ous host and doing his duty to the enpress. Still, there had

al ways been a tension in the manner of the enpress when his father was
around. Now, of course, Derwyn knew why.

H s father had been trying to court her. Derwn supposed he might have
been able to excuse it if it had been |ove, but he knew his father did
not love the enpress, no nore than he had | oved his nother when she was
still alive. Arwyn of Boeruine did not |ove wonen. He possessed them
What his father |loved was power ... and the fighting. That was where
they differed. Arwn of Boeruine |oved war.

H s son was sick to death of it.

How t hi ngs had changed since he and M chael were both children, Derwn
thought. He was only a few years ol der, but eight years of ceasel ess
canpai gni ng had made a | ot of difference. He had grown up hard and
fast. He imagined Mchael had, as well. That expression on his face
when they had net on the field of battle that time had spoken vol unes.

They were no |longer children who dressed up in toy suits of arnmor and



pl ayed at war with wooden swords, thinking it was grand and gl ori ous.

They had | earned the truth, that war was terrible and sickening and ate
away at a man's soul. So why, then, did his father love it so? What
made himdifferent? Derwyn couldn't understand it.

They woul d never have thought that war was some nobl e and wonderf ul
adventure if, as children, they had seen a battlefield in the aftermath
of conflict. The ground torn up and littered with the bodies of the
dead and dying, men with wounds so terrible that it made the gorge rise
in one's throat to | ook upon the sight, the noans and groans and screans
of agony, the horrid buzzing of the flies attracted by the bl ood and the
snell ... the snell!

Not hi ng coul d possibly be worse, thought Derwyn, than the putrid smell
of war. Wen a man died in conbat, his bowels let |oose, and after a
battl e had been fought, the snell of human excrenent and as?

bodies rotting in the sun was so overpowering it brought tears to the
eyes.

Al those times when they had "killed" each other in their play and
clutched at imagi nary nortal wounds, each trying to outdo the other in
the dramatic manner of his "death" . . . Wuld we have found death so
dramatic, Derwyn thought, if we had actually seen it? He had seen nore
of it than he could ever have inmagined, and there was nothing even
renotely dramatic about it. Except, perhaps, its ugliness and pathos.

And the soldiers were not the only ones to suffer.

Derwyn had seen the tornmented faces of the famlies as they waited on
the streets along the route of the army's return, watching anxiously,
fearfully, for their husbands and fathers and sons. He had heard the
wal I s and screans of wi ves and nothers when the nen that they were
waiting for did not return, or canme back mainmed and crippled. He had
heard and seen the crying of the children when they saw the broken
bodi es of their fathers or learned that they were never comi ng back

And each tine he went through such a terrible experience, he felt as if
anot her part of himhad died. How could any man in his right mnd | ove
such an awful thing as war?

Per haps, in sone way, despite the horror of the reality, his father had
somehow retai ned that part of boyhood that thought war was sonet hi ng
grand. O perhaps he had sinply seen so much of it that its awful cost
did not affect himanynore. Was that what he had to | ook forward to?

The first time they cane back froma canpaign, his "baptismof fire," as
his father had proudly referred to it, Derwyn had been so shattered by
t he

experience that he fled to his roomat the earliest opportunity, bolted
the door, and fell down and wept. It was not hinmself he wept for, but
t hose who had been killed or crippled, and he wept for their nothers,

wi ves, and children, whose tornent had struck himto the quick. But
over the years, each tine it became a little easier, affected hima
little |ess.

And that scared himnore than anything el se He saw hinmsel f gradually
turning into his father, who saw only the prize at the end of the



journey, and not the toll one paid along the way. Perhaps that was why
hi s nmother had died brokenhearted. When the capacity to feel the pain
of others had been burned out of a man, the capacity to | ove was gone as
wel I .

Wiy did it have to be this way? Wy was it not enough to be Archduke of
Boerui ne, one of the nost powerful and respected nobles in the enpire?
Way did his father have to have it all? The people were sick of war.
Derwn saw it in their faces when the arnmy was on the march

He had seen it in Boeruine, in Taeghas, in Brosengae and Avanil, in
western Al ami e; everywhere they went, he saw the faces of the comon
peopl e wat ching from al ong the roadway, or in the fields where they
wor ked as the arny passed, or in the towns and villages they went
through. It was their toil that supported the conflict, their crops
taken, their livestock butchered, their fields trampled. And they
probably didn't care who won. They just wanted it to end. As did he.

"I grow weary of this waiting," said his father in a surly tone. He
pi cked up his goblet and drained it, setting it back down on the table
so hard that Derwyn thought it would break. "If Gorvanak had done his
part, we could have ended this cursed stal emate

by now. He prom sed he woul d take Dhoesone, then cross its borders and
attack Tuarhievel, striking fromthe west while the goblins of Mrkazor
attacked the el ven kingdomfromthe east. Trapped between the goblin
forces, the elves could never have prevail ed.

Once Tuar hi evel and Dhoesone had fallen, we could take Cariele and the
goblins could march through Markazor on Elinie. Then the Pretender's
hol di ngs woul d be encircled by |ands that we control

"It seened a fool proof plan, but now Gorvanak conpl ai ns that Zonak of
Mar kazor refuses to cooperate. He fears to march in force upon
Tuar hi evel for fear that troops from Mioried will nove against his
hol di ngs while his forces are away. He will do it when Mioried has been
secured by us, but not before. And how in bloody blazes can | march on
Mhori ed when | have no idea where the Arny of Anuire is? |If | take
Mhoried and they attack the garrisons at Brosengae again, or strike into
our lands, we will be cut off."

"We shoul d have seized western Al anie when we had the chance and held it
i nstead of marching on into Avanil," said Derwn. Then we woul d not
have needed Zornak, and Avanil woul d have been flanked by territories we
controlled."

"Ch, so you're a general now, are you, you young pup?" Arwyn said
derisively. "If we had held western Alam e, it is we who would have
been flanked, you fool. |If we were cut off fromthe forest trails back
into our lands, our forces would have been trapped between Duke Al am s
troops and the Arny of Anuire. W would have had to fight every inch of
our way back hone, with nothing to be gained. No, Avanil is the key to
victory. Take Avanil, and we ass have Ghieste. Then press south and
push the Arny of Anuire right into the Straits.™

"Only we cannot attack Avanil without marching through western Al anie
once again," Derwn replied. "And each tine we try, Mchael counters by
strikin at the garrisons in Brosengae, preventing our forces there from
crossing into Avanil to support our attack fromthe south. And the



di stance we nust cover through western Alanie |leaves himplenty of tine
to break off his assault upon the garrisons and march north to counter

our advance while Avan holds his southern borders. It is a no-win

si tuation.

The Seam st Mount ai ns, which secure Taeghas from attack by Avanil, also
wor k against us by forcing us to march around themevery tine. |If we

could only find a way to march across them™

"And | ose half our forces to the ogres before we even neet the Arny of
Anuire? You tell me how we can avoid the ogres and get our supply train
across those bl oody nmountains and nmaybe | will try it.

Until then, leave the strategy to ne."
"l did not nean-"

"Who cares what you neant?" Arwyn drained another goblet. "That bastard
CGorvanak won't nove agai nst Tuarhi evel unless | support himwth troops

fromTalinie, but | need those troops to keep the Arny of Anuire at bay.
Especially when I don't know where in blazes they are!"

"Perhaps if we used the Shadow World for transit, the way M chael does-"

"And risk having himoutflank us while we are in there? No, we cannot
afford to take that chance, and he knows it, damm his eyes. He has the
advant age of mobility while we have the advantage of position

And neither of us can give up those advantages. He has proven hinself
an abl e commander, though of course, he has Korven to help him

Besi des, each tine he travels through the Shadow Worl d, he sustains
| osses that cost us nothing. He cannot keep that up indefinitely."

He's kept it up for eight years, Derwyn thought, but said nothing out
loud. What kind of fanatical |oyalty does a nan inspire who can keep

| eading men into the Shadow Wrl d? At |east one major canpai gn each
year, with sporadic fighting here and there throughout the w nters, when
t he weat her was too severe to nount canpaigns. During the rainy season
in the spring, the roads all turned to nud, the plains were soft and
danp, and the bogs becane nore treacherous than ever. It was inpossible
to march in force with supply trains and siege engines.

The catapults and ranms sank into the ground up their axles. Summrer and
autumm were the times for war. So during the past eight years, how many
times had M chael |ed troops through the Shadow Worl d?

A dozen? Mdre? And how many of his fighters had he lost in there?
Intelligence about such things was not all that difficult to come by.

When sol diers returned froma canpaign, they always tal ked about it in
the taverns. But they always exaggerated, too. Nunbers could not be
trusted. However, one could get a general sense of the canpai gn by
conparing stories.

Their spies reported that the Arnmy of Anuire had fought undead within
t he Shadow Wirld, nonsters like al bino spiders, only even larger, big
enough in sone cases to drag off a cow, if the stories were to be



bel i eved. They had encountered deadly vines that

| ay dormant and withered-1ooking on the ground till stepped on, then
suddenly snaked around a nman's legs, rapidly clinmbing up his torso and
sending root tendrils deep into the flesh to suck out the vital fluids.

Cut the vine and the tendrils keep on grow ng underneath the skin,
sendi ng shockingly rapid new grow h out through bodily orifices.

Death cane within hours, filled with excruciating agony. Derwn
shuddered at the thought. What woul d nake nmen risk such things tinme and
agai n?

H s father could not command such loyalty. He seemed to knowit, too.
Arwyn rul ed by fear.

M chael ruled by inspiration. Perhaps his reasons for not taking troops
into the Shadow Wrld were strategic, as he clained. O perhaps he was
secretly afraid his troops mght nutiny if he attenpted it.

| ndeed, thought Derwyn, it was a crazy thing to do.

Maybe that was it. Even when they were boys, Derwyn had seen traces of
that craziness in Mchael, but at the sane tinme, it was an infectious
craziness. He could always get the other boys to do the nost anazing
t hi ngs, things they never would have considered doing on their own. He
was a natural -born | eader, with a very special and powerful charisna.

Doubtless, it ran within his bloodline, as it did within Derwn's own,
but Derwyn had never nanifested it. H's father had it to a degree, but
M chael possessed in abundance the bl ood power known as divine aura.

Hs troops would foll ow himanywhere. And if a man were to fall in
battle, Mchael would see to it that his fanmily was provided for. It
had to be a rui nous expense considering the |losses his army had
sustai ned over the years. |If we tried it, Derwn thought, it would

qui ckly bankrupt our assets.

THE | BON THBONE

treasury, but M chael had the advantage there, as well. The Inperial
Treasury had built up a considerable surplus over the many years of the

enpire's history, and the Roel es had never been profligate spenders.

Until now, of course, but the entire enmpire knew M chael dipped into his
treasury to support his people, and so they contributed all the nore

willingly. Surely they were as tired of the war as the people in
Boerui ne or Brosengae or Taeghas, but they |oved their enperor because
he never forgot them Still, there had to be a limt. If this war

continued for rmuch longer, it would break them both.

If it weren't for the considerable resources of the guilds in Brosengae
or the nerchant shippers in Taeghas, thought Derwn, our own war effort
woul d have stalled at | east five years ago, and the interest on those
debts was mounting steadily. The only way they would ever be able to
repay the debt would be to conquer Anuire, seize the empire, and then
bl eed the country dry. He didn't want to think about the possibilities
of what m ght happen if the guilds called in the loans. Hi s father had



the troops, of course, but the guilds had powerful alliances with other
gui l ds throughout Cerilia. They could easily raise a mercenary arny or
el se freeze Boeruine out altogether, isolating themand cutting off al
trade.

They could not afford to lose this ill-considered and seem ngly

interm nable war. But then, Derwyn knew, as did his father, that if
they did | ose, they would undoubtedly be put to death, so there was
little point in worrying about the debt. |If they won, it would be paid
of f by taxing the people of the enpire, who would certainly not |ove
themfor it.

Even his father was growing tired of the war. A

man who had always lived for the thrill of leading troops into the field
on campai gns, Arwyn was showi ng the strain of the long fighting.

He brooded about it obsessively, spent |long hours with his advisors and
field commanders, planning his canpaigns, constantly sendi ng observers
out to report on the conditions of the border garrisons, which he
expanded and refortified each spring. He so often conpl ai ned about the
goblins' failing to hold up their end of the alliance that Derwyn could
recite nost of his litanies by heart. How long could it possibly

conti nue?

G ven the continued support of the guilds, or sonme significant victories
such as the seizure and garrisoning of western Alam e, the war could go
on for years. It had taken over all their lives, and Derwyn was weary
unto death of it.

Once, and only once, he had broached the subject of a negotiated peace.

H s father had flown into such a rage that Derwyn never brought it up
again. Still, it seemed the only sane alternative. Assum ng M chael
woul d negotiate. And knowi ng M chael

well, he didn't really know hi manynore, did he?

M chael seened to truly care about his people. Perhaps he would be
willing to negotiate a treaty wherein Boeruine, Taeghas, Talinie, and
Brosengae could formtheir separate enpire, but the M chael he
renmenbered woul d not give up on anything. And so it went on. And on
and on, and on ..

"Mlord," said Arwn's chanberlain, entering the hall, "the wi zard waits
wi t hout and craves an audi ence.”

"Send himin," Arwyn said in a sullen tone, gesturing for the servants
to clear away the plates. "Perhaps he has sonme good news to report. |
coul d use sonme for a change."

A moment | ater, Callador cane in, walking slowy and supporting hinself
with his staff. Derwn had no idea how old Call ador was, but he | ooked
ancient. As a child, Derwn had been afraid of hi mbecause whenever he
had m sbehaved, his governess had threatened to have the wizard turn him
into a newt or strike himdunb or make him"feel the fires." He had
never been entirely clear on what it neant to "feel the fires," but it
had certainly sounded unpl easant. Such inpressions, gained at an early
age, died hard, and Derwyn still felt uneasy in the w zard's presence.



He shifted in his chair unconfortably as Call ador approached.

He was as bald as an egg and extrenely thin, so slender that it |ooked
as if a stiff breeze would blow himover. He had no hair at all

neit her beard nor eyebrows, the result of sonme illness he had contracted
many years ago, which had also left his voice hoarse and gravelly.

Per haps he coul d have cured these conditions with magic or gone to a
heal er, but he didn't seemto care. He was not very nuch concerned wth
hi s personal appearance, as evidenced by the threadbare robes he al ways
wore, which were a faded brown wool, coarsely woven.

Derwyn grimaced, hoping he would stop before he got too close. He
snel |l ed perpetually of garlic, and his body odor woul d have stunned an
ox. His father, apparently sharing his ol factory sensitivities, spoke
before the wizard got within a dozen yards of them

"What news, Callador?" he said curtly.

The wi zard stopped and stood, |eaning on his long staff as he gazed up
at the dais where they sat a6i at the long table. "I bring word from
our special friend at the Inperial Cairn," he said.

Derwyn rai sed his eyebrows and gl anced fromthe wi zard to his father

"W have an informant at the pal ace of Anuire?" he asked with surprise.

Arwyn smiled. "It has been a fairly recent devel opnent,” he replied.

"One that has taken sonme time and considerable trouble to arrange.”
"And you never told nme?"
H s father shrugged. "There was no pressing need for you to know. "

Then, as if abruptly realizing he had indirectly spoken deprecatingly of
his own son, he added, "Besides, | was not certain howreliable this
source would be. Considering. . ." Helet it hang. "Well, what is
the report?"

"I was not given the report, mlord," Callador replied. "As usual, our
friend desires to speak with you directly." He glanced at Derwn.

"Perhaps | should | eave," said Derwn stiffly. He pushed back his chair
and started to get up. "Wth your perm ssion, Father

"No, stay," said Arwyn, wavi ng hi m back down.
He turned to Callador. "Proceed. | have no secrets fromnmy son."

You have secrets even fromyoursel f, thought Derwn, but he said nothing
as he resuned his seat. He was highly curious as to who this source
m ght be.

The wi zard shrugged, then extended his staff and slowy outlined a
circle on the floor with it, about nine feet in diameter, Derwyn
guessed. It was difficult to tell, because the staff did not |eave any
mar k upon the stone floor. However, even though the circle he'd just

| aboriously drawn was invisible, Callador seened to know exactly where
its boundaries
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were. Having drawn it with his staff, munbling some sort of incantation
all the while, he next proceeded to renove a vial of sone clear |iquid,
per haps water, perhaps something nore esoteric for all Derwn knew,

whi ch he proceeded to sprinkle around the edges of the circle, again
munbling all the while. He stoppered the vial, though it was now enpty,
and put it away within the folds of his robes.

Then he renmoved a snall, well-worn | eather pouch tied with drawstrings.

From t he pouch, he took pinches of herbs, rosenary-Derwn recognized the
bri ght green needl es-m xed with sonething el se. Once again, he went
around the outside of the circle, sprinkling the herbs upon the fl oor

Now, at least, with a faint dusting of herbs outlining the circle, its
boundaries were clearly visible.

Cal l ador took his tine carefully pulling the drawstrings of the pouch
closed and tying them then put it away, reached into another hidden
pocket of his robe, and took out several thick candle stubs. He placed
four white candle stubs on the floor on the outside of the circle-north,
east, south, and west, nuttering under his breath as he did so. Finally,
he reached into his robe once again and pulled out a piece of chalk.
This time, he went inside the circle and outlined it with the chalk,
then drew an arcane rune inside it.

Arwyn sighed and rolled his eyes with inpatience. It seened to be
taking an inordinately long tine. Finally, however, the w zard finished
with his preparations, and he stepped outside the circle, surveying his
handi wor k and noddi ng to hinsel f.

"Come on, cone on, get on withit," said Arwn irritably.

"These matters cannot be rushed, mlord," Callador replied sonmewhat

petulantly. "If the circle is not cast properly and precisely, there is
no telling what manner of visitation may occur. These things do not
al ways work out as planned, you know. In case some other entity should

force its way into the circle, for safety's sake, we do want to make
sure it is contained."

"Yes, yes, by all neans," grunbled Arwn, naking little circles with his
hand, indicating that the w zard shoul d conti nue.

Cal | ador grunted and nodded, then nade a pass with his hand, and the
four white candles stubs ignited. Callador called the quarters,

i nvoking the spirits of fire, water, air, and earth to preside over the
circle. That done, he nade a brief invocation to the gods, then began
to cast the spell. Derwn couldn't understand a word of it. He'd seen
adepts at work before but increased exposure to magi ¢ did not rmake him
any nore confortable with it. There were entirely too nany stories
about wi zards conjuring up sone entity and then being slain by their own
handi work. Callador was a master mage, the finest in Boeruine, but even
he admtted that magic could be unpredictable. No wizard fully
understood the forces he dealt with. Those who clainmed they did usually
had |ife expectancies that were very brief.

He felt the tenperature increase subtly within the great hall. The
candl es placed around the circle and the braziers in the corners
flickered. Through the w ndow, Derwyn could see the twilight fading



fast, but within the hall, it seened to grow even darker

The hairs on the back of his neck prickled and stood up as the air
within the circle becane hazy. Sonme 264 thing that | ooked |ike snoke
appeared within the circle, except it wasn't snoke. It was nore like a
mst, but it didn't sinply rise; it swirled and undul ated, coal esci ng
into a pattern that spiraled back into itself like a snmoky whirl pool

Derwyn noi stened his |ips nervously and | eaned forward in his chair as
the outline of a figure started to appear within the spiraling mst, or
what ever that ethereal snoke was. As the snoke faded, the figure

resol ved, wal king toward themslowy as if through sone sort of tunnel

In a sense, thought Derwyn, that was exactly what it was. Sonmewhere in
Anuire, in sone | ocked room that spiral had appeared, and their

i nformant was wal king toward it. |If such a snoky spiral had appeared
within his room Derwn wondered, even knowi ng where it led, very little
could have inspired himto walk toward it. It was |like contenplating

entering the Shadow Wrl d.

If the need were great enough, he supposed he could do it, but it would
take a | ot.

As the figure started to cone through, Derwyn saw that it was female.

The I ong hair down alnost to the wai st and the slender curves were

unm st akable. And then the snoke faded behind the wonan as she stepped
out into the circle, and Derwyn sucked in his breath sharply as he saw
who it was.

It was Princess Laera! He had not seen her in sone years, not since
that last, fateful Summer Court when all of this had started, but he
recogni zed her at once. She was, after all, the woman who woul d have
been his stepnother, even though they were al nost the sane age. She had
grown even nore beautiful since he had seen her |ast, and despite the
cold anger in her gaze, Derwyn couldn't a6S take his eyes off her

He was stunned, and not just by her beauty. The enperor's own sister
was spying for Boeruine! He glanced at his father w th disbelief, but
Arwyn just sat calmy, sipping at his nead and wat chi ng her.

"Wl come, Your Hi ghness,"
ironic smle.

he said, his lips twisting into a slight,

She gl anced angrily at Derwyn. "What is he doing here? | told you I
woul d speak to you al one!"

"Since when do you dictate conditions here?" his father replied coldly.
"Need | renmind you, Laera, that it was you who came to ne? |If | choose
to have ny son present, that is my prerogative."

She glared at him but accepted it. "As you wish," she said. "I
suppose Derwyn can be trusted."” She spoke of himas if he weren't even
there. "It is just that | amtaking an enornous risk in contacting you
like this."

"Ri sk?" said Arwn scornfully. "What risk is there to you? If you have
| eft your bedroom door bolted, as you doubtless have, who would force
his way into the chanber of a princess of Anuire? And if someone cane
knocki ng while you were here, you could easily claimto have been



asl eep. The chances you are taking here are negligible, so don't speak
to me of risk. You took a greater risk in sending word to nme by
nmessenger when you first contacted me with your kind offer of

assi stance." He grinned wol fishly.

"Now, what word do you bring?"

She lifted her chin defiantly, but kept her tenper in check. Her eyes,
however, spoke volumes. "M brother has returned to Anuire with the
arny," she replied

Derwyn noticed the corner of his father's nmouth a66 twitch slightly when
she said, "My brother.” He did not like any contradiction, no matter how
unintentional or indirect, of his claimthat Mchael was only a
pretender, an inposter. "He's returned, you say?"

He gl anced at his son. "And none of our troops or garrisons reported
any engagenents?"

Derwyn shook his head. "No, not as of the |last report."

"That is because there were no engagenents," Laera said, "at |east, not
with your troops. They went into the Shadow Wrld, intent on finding a
portal to your coastal region, but sonething went wong.

They came out in the Seam st Muntains and were attacked by ogres. And
t hen when they went back into the Shadow World, they fought another
battle, this time with the undead."

"How unfortunate,” said Arwn with a grimlittle snmile. "I take it the
casualties were heavy?"

"Apparently," said Laera. "I do not know how great their |osses were,
but it seens they were significant. M chael came back very much
depressed. | do not recall when |'ve seen his spirits sink so | ow.

The troops | ooked utterly exhausted and di sorgani zed.

If there was ever a good tine for you to march upon Anuire, then this
it."

"Indeed, it would seem so," Arwyn concurred.

"You have done well, Laera. Very well, indeed."

"Just remenber your promse," she told him
"I remenber,"” he replied. "I shall keep ny end of the bargain. See to
it that you keep yours."

"You may count on it,"
ready now. "

she said. She glanced at the wizard. "l am

Cal | ador raised his arms and spoke an incantation. The whirling snoke
appeared behind Laera in

the circle once again. She turned and went back through the m sty
tunnel. Derwyn watched her wal k away, disappearing into the snoke, and
then it dissipated, and she was gone.



Cal | ador took his staff and held it out before him

He wal ked around the circle in the opposite direction to the one in
which he'd drawn it, clearing it, then blew out his candl e stubs, picked
t hem up, noistened his thunb and forefinger and pinched the wicks to
make sure they were out, put themin his robe, turned, and wal ked away.

"Wait," said Derwyn.
Cal | ador paused and turned around.

"\What about those herbs you sprinkled on the floor? And the
chal k- marked circl e?"

"A broom and a scrub brush should do adequately,"
flatly. Then he turned and |left the hall

the old wizard replied

Derwyn snorted. "The least he could do was clean up after hinmself."
"Never mind," his father said. "The servants will see to it."

"I'f we can find one who will not fear to come near that thing," said
Der wyn.

"They will fear me nore if they do not," said Arwn. "Forget the
circle. | swear, sonetimes | think you should have been born a wonan.

Hael yn knows, you're fussy enough. W have far nore inportant matters
to consider. The Pretender will be vulnerable now. As Laera said, the
time is right."

"And you trust her?" Derwyn said.

"Ch, yes. | trust her."

"By all the gods, why? She's Mchael's sister! Wy should she betray
Anui re?"

"Because she seeks revenge," his father said. "And | trust her desire
to get it."

"Revenge? On M chael ?"
"No, on Dosiere. She clains he raped her."
"Aedan?" Derwyn was shocked. "A rapist? | don't believe it!"

"For that matter, neither did |I," his father replied dryly. "I never
cared much for his father, but the boy was a good |ad. One should

al ways check one's sources, and | had some of our people in Anuire make
a fewinquiries. Wth enough drink in him one of the Roel e House Guard
adm tted know edge that Laera and Dosiere had an affair. Right here, in
fact, during the |ast Summer Court, under ny very nose.

It seens she had a habit of stealing into his roomat night, wearing
not hi ng but her bedcl othes, and staying nearly until norning. That
hardly sounds |like rape to ne."

"Aedan and the Princess Laera?" Derwyn said with astoni shrment.



"The passions of youth," his father said. "She probably seduced him

I had all the palace staff questioned, and several of themadmitted
knowi ng of it.

They had no proof, of course, which they clainmed was why they never
reported it to me. It was nerely pal ace gossip, and they feared
recrimnations. | reassured them| was not interested in either proof
or puni shnment, just what they'd heard or suspected.

Several of themadnitted hearing of it fromthe guards. Two of the
housenmai ds found stains on young Dosiere's bed sheets, which is not
incrimnating in itself, of course, but bears weight when added to the
rest. And one of the groons reported hearing quite a row between them
in the stables. He clained

not to know what it was about. He was not close enough to make out what
they saidr so he clainmed -but it appears they had a falling-out, and she
bears hima grudge for it. M guess is that Dosiere finally came to his
senses and ended it. And there is nothing nore spiteful than a wonman
who' s been spurned

"But to betray her own people ..

"She cares nothing for anyone except herself," said Arwyn. "She is
selfish, willful, arrogant, and spoiled, a spiteful, vicious little
twit. | never really liked her. | would have much preferred her
not her.

But in denying nme the enpress, Lord Tieran also spared me the task of
marryi ng her daughter. | thought if I could not have the nother, |
woul d bol ster ny claimwith Laera as nmy wife. | was furious with him
for interfering with nmy plans, but | suppose | should probably be
grateful to Tieran, rest his sanctinonious, self-righteousness soul."

"This prom se that she spoke of," Derwn said, what did she nean? D d
she bargain with you to spare Mchael's |ife?"

Arwyn snorted. "He didn't even enter into it. She cares nothing about
what happens to him"

Derwn frowned. "So then, what was the nature of the bargain?"

"She had but two demands in exchange for her cooperation. The first was
that she decides the fate of Aedan Dosiere."

"And t he second?"

"She is, of course, concerned about her own fate, as well," his father
replied wyly. "She wanted to ensure rank and position for herself
under the coming regine. Qur little princess has no wish to step down
in station." Derwyn's eyes grew wide. "Surely, you don't nmean to tel
me you prom sed to honor your original betrothal ?* he said with di smay.
"Of course not,"
a7l

said his father. 'I| promnised her she could marry you.

chCt]p-tGr Th-ree

It had been a long time since Aedan had been back to the Green Basilisk



Tavern, but tonight, he felt in the need of some strong drink and sone
conpany outside the palace. At the Inperial Cairn, there were always
demands on his tinme, always at |east a dozen things that required his
attention, fromroutine matters having to do with the running of the
househol d to correspondence and di spatches from di stant provi nces-one
nobl e or another making entreaties to the enperor-matters of strategy
and policy having to do with the war agai nst Boeruine. However, there
was nothing so inportant that it could not wait till nmorning. H's staff
was well trained to handle matters in his absence, and if anything
urgent did happen to conme up, such as the enperor's requiring his
presence, he had left word where he could be found. He did not think
the enperor would require his presence tonight.

They had returned to the capital late in the afternoon, as the shadows
| engt hened in the plazas of Anuire. The streets had all been eerily
silent as the weary troops trudged back to the parade ground by the
docks, where they drilled regularly and assenbled to go out on
canpaigns. A lot of people had turned out to watch the arny as it

mar ched t hrough the city. They lined the route all the way to the
parade ground, but no one cheered their arrival

When they saw the condition of the troops, they just stood silently and
wat ched with grimfaces, many of them scanning the ranks as they went
by, searching for |oved ones. Too many of those faces would be tw sted
with grief tonight, thought Aedan. Too many w ves, nothers, and
children would be crying for the men who had not returned.

After the troops had been dism ssed fromthe parade ground and they had
broken up to go back to their hones or their barracks, Aedan had
returned to the palace with the enperor and some of the other nobles,
such as young Vi scounts Chieste and Alam whose rank-and hostage status,
t hough that was never nentioned-gave them confortable quarters at the
Carin. Mchael had retired to his roonms, saying he did not wish to be
di sturbed. Al the way back fromthe Spiderfell, right up until the
time they di senbarked the boats at the Inperial Cairn, he had spoken not
a word, brooding all the while. In a war that had its share of defeats
as well as victories, this campai gn had been the nost di sasterous yet,
and M chael bl anmed hinself.

Aedan knew better than to try lifting his spirits at a tine like this.

M chael needed time to be al one, and Aedan needed to get lost in a crowd
and take some time away fromhis responsibilities. So he had bat hed and
changed his clothes and taken a boat back across the bay, then headed

t hrough the dark streets alone toward the artists' quarter and the G een
Basi hsk Tavern.

He recalled the sinking feeling in his stomach when they canme out of the
portal fromthe Shadow Wrld and realized they had not reached the

pl ai ns of Di ened, but the depths of the Spiderfell. O course, there
had been little choice. R sk the dangers of the Spiderfell or remain
behind in the Shadow Wrld to battle the undead and try to outrun the
fire.

Their chances if they had stayed in the Shadow Wrld woul d have been
slim Perhaps now, thought Aedan, M chael would finally give up this
madness of trying to cheat tine. Even by going through the Shadow
Wrld, the arny could not be everywhere at once, and each tine they had
gone in there, the odds against themhad increased. This tinme, their
luck had finally run out.



There was no way, at present, of know ng how heavy the casualties were.

Aedan woul d find out tonorrow, after the captains delivered up their
muster rolls. Right now, he sinply didn't want to know. He felt
depressed enough. They had wasted no time in re-form ng and getting on
the march again as soon as they came out into the Spiderfell.

The troops were tired, and many were wal ki ng wounded, but at |east the
fact that they could wal k had saved them from being | eft behind.

That was the worst part of the whole thing, Aedan thought. He had no
way of knowi ng how nmany wounded nen had to be | eft behind because they
could not make it through the portal. Some had been fortunate enough to
have their conrades pick themup and carry them back through, but al

too many had been left to the fire and the mercies of the undead.

And the undead had no nercy. |If they went back, they m ght once again
encount er those poor bastards who had been left behind, only this tine,
they would be marching with the ranks of wal ki ng corpses. Aedan woul d
not have w shed such a fate on his worst eneny.

The Cold Rider. The halfling had been right. Terribly right.

T here was no trail where they cane out in the Spiderfell. They were in
t hi ck woods, and a squad of nen had to be sent forward with the scouts
to clear their way through the undergrowth. It slowed their progress
considerably. It was not yet norning, and even in daytime, little sun

penetrated the Spiderfell.

The el ves, however, had an unerring sense of direction, and they were
able to point the way. They headed south, toward Di ened.

As Aedan rode together with Sylvanna, right behind M chael, he felt a
prickling at the back of his neck. Viscount GChieste had insisted that
M chael take his horse, and he now rode behind Viscount Alamon his.

M chael had wanted to march on foot, along with the troops, but young
Ghieste had insisted, and M chael was too tired to argue. The divine
wrath had |l eft himspent once it had passed, and even riding, he slunped
in the saddle as if wounded.

No one spoke. They marched in utter silence, only

?7S

the steady tranping of feet and the jingling of gear breaking the
stillness of the forest. At some point, Aedan wasn't sure exactly when
he realized what sounded wong. No birds. It was just like in the
Shadow Worl d. Dawn approached and the birds shoul d have been chirping.
But there were no birds.

"You feel it, too?" Sylvanna asked.

He gl anced at her and nodded.

"What is it?"

He shook his head, scanning the forest all around them "No birds," he
sai d.



"l had noticed that as well," she said, "but that's not it. There's

something else......
Aedan heard sonething scurrying through the underbrush off to his left.

He gl anced quickly in that direction, and saw fern branches noving from
t he passage of ... something.

"Pass the word for the troops to be on guard," he said.

As the word was passed down the columm, he took a deep breath and let it
out slowy in an effort to steady his nerves. After what they had just
been t hrough, he didn't know if the troops had enough strength to fight
of f some new threat.

Agai n, scurrying noises off to the side. He |ooked again, but whatever
it was escaped his notice.

"There's sonething nmoving in the brush,"” he said.

"I know. | heard it," Sylvanna replied, her gaze on the underbrush
around them "And not just sonething. There's nore than one.™

Aedan saw Cael um Ghi este and Tael an Al am | ooki ng around them as well

The sounds had not escaped their notice. Wat was nore, they seened to
be increasing. There was nore rustling in the underbrush around them
now. Aedan gl anced over his shoul der at the troops. They were aware of
it.

Morents earlier, the men had been sinply marching at a weary pace, their
faces drawn and haggard, their shoul ders slunped. Now, they were al
alert and glancing to their sides, watching the brush and keeping their
hands cl ose to their weapons.

Aedan spurred his horse slightly and trotted up to Korven and M chael

"There is considerable rustling in the brush around us," he said.

"I know," said Korven. M chael nerely nodded.

H s earlier slunped posture had changed. He sat erect in his saddle,
clearly tired, but scanning the area around themintently. Visibility
was still poor, but the sky was getting lighter, and nore |ight was
filtering through the trees.

"Anot her few mles, and we should be clear of this place," Korven said.

He sounded nore hopeful than certain. "The brush is getting thinner

W nust be approaching the outer edges of the forest.

Syl vanna came trotting up behind them "Aedan, |ook at the trees," she
sai d tensely.

He | ooked and at first he didn't see anything.

Then he saw novenent on the tree trunks that they passed. Spiders.



Hundreds of them Sone were snmall, but sone were fist-sized, and sone
still larger, like small nelons. They were crawling up the tree trunks
all around them making them seemto withe

Sone were already in the | ower branches and were droppi ng down on web
strands, one after another after another. The sunlight filtering

t hrough the upper branches glistened off the web strands, hundreds of
them thousands, com ng down on either side of their route.

"What in Haelyn's nanme?" said Korven

Hundr eds of thousands of spiders were all around them now, spinning a
vast curtain of webs

"It's the Spider," Sylvanna said grimy. "He's controlling them"
No one living had ever seen the Spider and survived to tell the tale.

One of the nost dangerous and hi deous awnsheghlien, it was said he was
once a goblin king nanmed Tai - Qazar, who had |l ed the goblin forces
fighting for Azrai at the Battle of Munt Deismaar. Wat little was
known of him canme fromancient witings preserved in the library at the
Col l ege of Sorcerers in Anuire, set down by those who had encountered
hi m hundreds of years ago, while he had still retained some shreds of
sanity.

| mbued with the god essence of the dark |lord, Tal Qazar had united
several tribes of gnolls and goblins under his |eadership and founded
his domain within the forest north of Diened, which cane to be known as
the Spiderfell. The god essence of Azrai had brought about a horrible
mutation in his body, which had progressed the nore he used his powers,
which in turn gave himan appetite for bl oodtheft unmatched by any ot her
awnshegh, with the possible exception of the Gorgon. The upper portion
of his body was said to be humanoid in appearance, but so grotesquely
changed that he bore al nbst no resenblance to his original form Hs

| ower half was the bloated body of a huge arachnid, with eight |egs and
a bul gi ng abdonmen. He never ventured fromhis nest deep within the
Spiderfell, but he knew everything that went on within his forested
domai n t hrough the eyes of the hundreds of species of poisonous
arachnids that lived within the Spiderfell.

And to feed his insane appetite for bl oodtheft, the

gnol | s and goblins he controlled brought victinm to him

The woods on both sides of the arny were quickly becom ng shrouded with
a huge network of filmy webs as the horde of spiders clambered over the
strands they were spinning. It was a frightening and repellent sight.
None of the spiders were attacking any of the troops. They seened

i ntent upon their spinning, building up | ayer upon | ayer of gossaner

webs on both sides of the arny's route.

"They're trying to trap us!" Aedan said as understandi ng suddenly
dawned.

"Wth spi derwebs?" said Korven. "Ridiculous! W can break right
t hrough them"

"Any man who tries will becone covered with the insects,” Aedan said.



"Enough bites, and he will becone paral yzed, and then the Spider's

m ni ons can drag himoff to their awnsheghlien lord." He pointed ahead
of them where the network of webs was growi ng steadily thicker as they
advanced.

"Look there. They are creating a corridor for us. See howit turns?
They are trying to |l ead us back into the Spiderfell!"

"We shall burn our way through," said Mchael, speaking for the first
time since they had left the Shadow Wrld. "Pass the order for torches
to be lit."

"There are no nore torches, Sire," Korven said.

"We used the |ast of them back in the Shadow Worl d. "

"Gylvain!" Mchael said, |ooking around for the elven mage. "Were is
&yl vai n?"

"I have not seen himsince we |eft the Shadow Wrld," Korven replied.
"You don't suppose we |eft himback there?"

"No, Gylvain cane through the portal," Aedan said. "But | have not seen
hi m si nce. Syl vanna?"

She shook her head. The webs around them were alnbst as thick as cloth
now, carpeted with spiders

The procession stopped as Futhark cane running back to themw th severa
of the halfling scouts.

' The tunnel of webs bends around sharply up ahead," he reported,
"circling back the way we cane. W cannot go on, or it will take us
back into the Spiderfell. Do you wish me to create a portal back into
t he Shadow World, Your H ghness?"

M chael's face was grim "And if we encounter the undead once nore?

Besi des, by now, the fire we started nust have spread consi derably, and
it will take a long time for it to burn itself out. Still, we may have
no choice...."

The wi nd pi cked up suddenly, and the sky overhead grew darker. They
| ooked up and saw the nmorning light fading rapidly.

"It looks as if a stormis nmoving in," said Korven

"No," Sylvanna replied, as the wind increased, "it's ny brother! It's
Gyl vain!"

Thunder crashed as clouds noved in a thick, black bank above them and
lightning | anced the sky. The wind continued to grow stronger

shri eking through the treetops; thunder crashed repeatedly |ike cannon
echoi ng throughout the forest all around them and it began to hail

At first, the hail stones pattered softly through the treetops, but then
they fell harder and faster, like stones fired fromslings, sheeting



down and ri pping through the spiderwebs, smashing the arachni ds to the
ground.

"Forward!" M chael shouted, and the arny raised a nmighty cheer as they
noved ahead. But their exuberance was cut short when another cry was
raised, at first blending with their cheers, then riding over them as
the troops stopped to listen. The new sound was a m xture of doglike
how s and scream ng voices. Wile hail fell |ike grapeshot, these new
attackers cane running through the trees, scream ng and brandi shing

t hei r weapons.

The weary troops unsheathed their blades and surged forward to fight the
gnol | s and goblins of the Spider. They had been waiting in anbush for
them waiting for themto try breaking through the webs so that they
could move in and finish off the ones the spiders didn't get. The hai
Gyl vain had conjured had ruined their plans, so they had charged.

Aedan only renenbered raising his sword and bringing it down again, over
and over and over, slashing all around himas the goblins and the gnolls
descended on them \Wary fromthe battles that they had al ready fought,
the troops rose to the occasion; their survival had depended on it. They
had cut their way through the attackers, but it had been inpossible to
mai ntai n any kind of ranks or formation in such overgrown terrain, The
arnmy broke up into small groups that fought their way through the forest
and refornmed several mles away on the plains of Diened, but though they
had made canmp and posted pickets, waiting for three days to allow the
troops to rest and the stragglers to catch up, there were many who never
made it out of the Spiderfell

As Aedan wal ked down the dark and narrow streets of the artists'
quarter, the buildings on either side of himrem nded himof the web
tunnel, dark with countless crawing spiders, and he felt sweat

break out on his forehead and start trickling down his back. His
breathing grew faster and nore shall ow as he wal ked, his eyes w de and
staring straight ahead of him The people who passed himin the streets
saw t he haunted, wild | ook upon his face and gave hima w de berth. He
could not banish the visions fromhis mnd. Over and over, he saw

i mges of the battle in the Spiderfell, nen and goblins hacki ng away at
each other, the wolfish gnolls howing and snarling, their foamfl ecked
jaws snapping as they fought with the soldiers of Anuire, who had called
upon their last reserves to cut their way clear

He kept seeing the undead staggering toward himthrough the nists of the
Shadow Worl d, the flanmes |eaping up, the shifting figure of the Cold

Ri der watching fromthe ridge. He heard the screans of the wounded and
the dying, and they sounded so real that he had to cover his ears, but
that didn't help. The screans and inages were in his mnd, and he
couldn't drive them away.

He lurched against a wall, his hands up to his head, and doubl ed over,
gasping. He struck his head against the wall several tines, and the
pai n hel ped distract himfromthe visions. He straightened up

breat hi ng hard, and | ooked around. He had taken a wong turn sonewhere.
The tavern he was heading for was one street over. Shaking his head to
clear it, he breathed deeply several tines, then headed down an all eyway
to get to the next street.

Hal fway down the alley, three figures detached thensel ves fromthe
shadows and bl ocked his way "There's a toll to be paid for going through



this alley, friend," one of themsaid. "Let's see how much coin you've
got in your purse."

28?2

Aedan saw the glint of a dagger. Alleynen. Ch, gods, not now, he
t hought, exasperated. "Get out of ny way," he said, hoarsely. 'I don't
have time for this."

"Well, aren't we high and m ghty?" the | eader of the trio said
unpl easantly. "I think we may have to take you down a peg or two,
mlord."

As they came toward him Aedan saw that all three had | ong daggers in
their hands. And the |eader wore a sword and a vest of chain mail over
his tunic. A former soldier, Aedan thought, one who had left the arny
and turned to crine. After what he had just seen the army go through
the thought filled himwith cold fury. How nany of them had | aid down
their lives or returned home cripples so that the Iikes of this one
could prey upon the people of city they'd protected?

"CGet out of ny way, you filthy scum" he said.
"Kill him" said the forner soldier

As the men canme at him sonmething in Aedan snapped. He screaned
hoarsely and drew his bl ade, |aunching hinself at themlike an enraged
ber serker.

Wth a powerful, two-handed bl ow, he struck the cl osest one so hard that
he split himfromthe shoul der clear down to the middle of his chest.
The man screaned and fell as Aedan yanked his blade free, but by then
the second one was on him Aedan tw sted around, deflecting the dagger
lunge with his blade, then bringing his sword hilt up sharply to strike
the alleyman in the face. Blood spurted as the man's nose broke and he
cried out; then Aedan ran himthrough. Only the former soldier

remai ned, and as Aedan made for him he drew his own bl ade and took a
fighting stance, his cocky attitude conpletely gone, replaced by a
deadl y serious expression. He nanaged to parry Aedan's first stroke,
but Aedan kept at him screanming all the while, as the man fought
desperately to keep Aedan's bl ade at bay, never having a chance to go on
t he of fensive.

Aedan backed himtoward the wall of the alley.

They | ocked bl ades, the alleyman with his back against the wall. As

t hey strained against each other, Aedan dimy felt a blowto his

shoul der. He raised his knee sharply into the alleynman's groin, and as
the man grunted and t he breath whooshed out of him Aedan bore down on
hi s opponent's sword and slamed his forehead into the alleyman's face.

Bl ood spurted froma broken nose as the man sl unped agai nst the wall.

Aedan di sarned himeasily, then threw down his own sword and started
punmreling himwith his fists. The nearly senseless alleyman started to
slide down the wall. Aedan seized himby the throat with his |left hand,
hol di ng hi mup, and repeatedly snmashed his right fist into the man's
face, turning it into a mask of blood. Over and over, he pounded him
until he felt soneone grasp his shoul der from behind.



Turni ng qui ckly, he swng a hard right at the cloaked figure that cane
up behind him dimy registering that the alleymen had worn no cl oaks.

The figure ducked beneath his punch and drove a hard jab into his
stomach, directly into the solar plexus.

He doubl ed over as the wind whistled out of him and the figure caught
him supporting him

"Aedan! Aedan, it's ne! Sylvanna!"

The fam liar voice broke through his berserker rage. "Sylvanna?" he
sai d, weakly, as he fought to catch his breath.

She eased himdown to his knees, then left himto check on the alleyman
he had been battering. She bent over him then straightened. "This
one's dead," she said curtly. She quickly checked the other two, but
their condition was obvious. She cane back to Aedan, who was j ust

begi nning to get his breath back. "Wat's wong? You didn't have
enough fighting? You had to go wandering through the alleys in the

m ddl e of the night, |ooking for nore trouble?"

"What ... what are you doing here?" he asked.

"Lady Ariel sent me," said Sylvanna.

"Ariel?"

"She was worried about you. She thought you night have gone to the
Green Basilisk, so she asked nme to see if you were all right. | was
just passing by the alley on ny way there when | heard the conmotion
Doesn't seemas if you needed any hel p, though

Was that you screanming |ike a wounded bear ?"

He shook his head. "I don't know. | don't renenber."”

"Ch, Geat Mther, you' re wounded," she said.

Aedan gl anced down and saw a knife sticking out of his shoulder. He
renenbered, vaguely, feeling a blow and realized the alleyman had stuck
him "Pull it out,"” he said.

She grasped the knife firmy by the hilt and pulled straight back. It
cane out with some difficulty. 1t had struck bone and stuck there. As
she pulled it out, the blood began to flow Aedan wi nced w th pain,
then closed his eyes and concentrated, calling upon his blood abilities
of healing and regeneration. After a few seconds, the bl ood flow
stopped and he felt the wound starting to close. Monents later, it had
heal ed conpletely, |eaving behind only a mld redness of the skin.

He opened his eyes and took a deep breath, feeling slightly dizzy.

The fight, together with the healing, had taken a [ ot out of him

"Wsh | could do that," said Sylvanna, pulling back his tunic to check
on the healed wound. "It's a handy trick."

"Hel p me up, please," he said.



She assisted himto his feet, putting his armaround her shoul der so he
could I ean on her for support. "Are you all right?"

"I will be, shortly,"” he replied, breathing heavily.

"By the gods, | need a drink. | need a lot of drinks.
"Come on," she said, helping himout of the alley.

"Show me where this tavern is |I've heard so nmuch about."

After a few nonments, he was able to wal k wi t hout her assi stance.

"What came over you back there?" she asked.

"I"ve never seen you like that before. It was |like Mchael's divine
wath. "

He shook his head. "I don't have that blood ability. | don't know what
cane over ne. Pure rage, | guess." He told her about the visions he had

started having on his way through the artists' quarter, and how he had
become confused and taken a wong turn somewhere, gone down the alley to
reach the right street, and encountered the three thugs.

"That | ast one was a former soldier,” he said. "He wore the style of
chain mail we use in the army | don't know, perhaps he bought it
sonewhere, but | doubt it. He had the |ook of a soldier about him |
t hought of all the men we'd lost, fighting for the enpire while that
bastard renmai ned honme, preying on the citizens, and | just went nad."

"A del ayed reaction,” she said. "It happens sonetinmes, after a long
period of conbat. It's difficult to |eave all that behind."

He nodded. "I know. | just can't stop thinking about it," he said.

"And if it weighs on me so nmuch, | can only wonder what M chael mnust be
goi ng through right now "

"At |east he's safe back at the pal ace, and not wandering the streets at
ni ght, | ooking for another war."

Aedan snorted. "I fear you' ve been anong us humans too |long," he said.

"You' re devel oping a sense of humor. | sonetimes think |I've | ost nine
Vell, thisisit."

He pointed to the entrance of the tavern, marked by a wooden sign above
the door with a green basilisk painted on it. They went inside.

Aedan had not been to this place for a long tine, ever since he'd
assuned his duties as lord high chanberlain. He had stopped goi ng
because he did not think it fitting for the enperor's first mnister to
frequent taverns and drink with the | ower cl asses.

But in the years since he'd first assuned his post, especially after so
much time spent in the field with the troops, he'd lost that old
rigidity of opinions.



Still, he had not returned. This place had seened |like a part of his
past best |eft behind. Even then, as Lord Tieran's son, he had never
really been accepted as one of the crowmd. As lord high chanberlain, he
t hought he'd only nmake the other patrons feel awkward and unconfortabl e.

Toni ght, however, he sinply didn't care. Even the lord high chanberlain
was entitled to a drink or two or ten, especially after the nightnare he
had just survived.

The place hadn't changed at all. He even saw a few famliar faces,

t hough they were ol der now, of course. It was still the same dark

wi ndowl ess rectangular roomw th stone walls on which the shadows danced
in the flickering of candles and oil lanps. Still the same rough- hewn
wooden tabl es and benches with rushes on the floor, the same | ong wooden
bar stained with rings of countless goblets.

Bards still sang their songs upon the tiny stage while girls passed the
hat for them... and the Fatalists were still holding court.
"Well, well, |look what the wind blewin."

He recogni zed Vaesil at once, even though the years had not been kind to
him O perhaps nore accurately, Aedan thought, the drink had not.

He had put on weight, and his once flowi ng, lustrous hair now hung linp
and oily on his shoulders. H s angular features and hi gh cheekbones,
whi ch had once given him a dashing predatory | ook, had a rounded
softness now, and his eyes had the glazed and red-rimred | ook of a

di ssi pated dri nker.

"To your feet, ny friends," he said, lurching up, "for we are singularly
honored by a nost stellar presence on this night, or do you not
recogni ze Lord Aedan Dosiere, the enperor's high chanberl ai n?"

The others at the table turned toward him and Aedan saw a few nore
fam liar faces, but nobstly new ones. He did not see Caitlin. Strange,
but until that monment, he had not thought of her in years. As the
others rose to their feet, Aedan waved t hem back down.

"No, no, resume your seats, please,"” he said. "I amnot here in ny
of ficial capacity tonight. | just cane to get drunk."
"Well, you have cone to the right place then," Vaesil said, sitting down

heavily. H's speech was only slightly slurred. He still had the hard's
voi ce, and a control over it that only a man long in his cups could
exerci se despite the drink. "And who is that with you?" He squinted.
"By the | ong-dead gods, is that an el f?"

"Her nane is Sylvanna," Aedan said.

"So, you've turned your back on your human friends and taken up with
el ves now, have you?"

Vaesi| commented. The others sat in shocked sil ence, amazed that he
shoul d address the |lord high chanberlain in so famliar-and so rude-a
manner. "I suppose | shouldn't really be surprised,"” continued Vaesil

"You' ve both butchered your share of humans."

"Vaesil! Have you | ost your senses?" one of the others at the table



said in a shocked voice. "Remenber whom you are speaking to!"
"It's all right," Vaesil said. "Lord Aedan and | are old friends, are
we not? True, it has been years since we have drunk together, but then
he's been a very busy man of late. Sit down and join us, Aedan, and
your elf girl, too. You can regale us all with tales of your |ast
canpai gn. | understand the body count on this occasion was particularly
hi gh, and you did not even encounter Arwyn's army. Just a sort of

| ethal training exercise, was it?"

Several of those present got up fromthe table and left w thout a word,
their gazes sliding away from Aedan's as they departed. The others al
just looked into their drinks, not know ng what to say or do.

"Ch, dear," said Vaesil. "I seemto have offended a few tender
sensibilities."”

"I should think you'd be quite used to that by now," said Aedan in an
of f hand t one.

"Ch, well struck!" said Vaesil with a grin. "An excellent ripostel
see your diplomatic duties have inproved your wit. O perhaps it's
si mply been enbol dened by all your heroic actions in the field.

You were never quite so forthcoming in the old days.

That deserves a drink. Dierdren! Sonme of your best wi ne for ny
est eened guests!"”

To Sylvanna's surprise, Aedan sat down at the table with Vaesil
Frowni ng wi th puzzl ement, she joined him
"Speaki ng of the old days, Vaesil, howis Caitlin?

Do you see her anynore?"

"See her?" Vaesil snorted. "I nmarried the sow Not one of ny better
judgrments, that, but she got with child, and as | was reasonably certain
it was mine, | felt it only right and proper to do the honorabl e thing.

I haven't done all that many honorabl e things, you see. In fact,

believe that was the first and quite possibly the last, as well. |
rat her enjoyed the novelty of the experience. For a time, at |least."

"So you're a husband and a father," Aedan said.

"Frankly, | never saw you in either role."

"Mmm neither did |," said Vaesil, wapping his fingers around his
goblet. The serving maid brought their drinks, and Vaesil funbled

around his person, |ooking for his purse.

"Il buy," said Aedan. He paid her, including a gratuity, and she
t hanked himwith a curtsy and a smle, then left.

"So have you a daughter or a son?" asked Aedan
"One son, two daughters, and another baking in the oven," Vaesil said.

"I am beset with squalling ago children and a shrewi sh wi fe who has



grown broader in the beamwith the delivery of each new addition to our
loving famly. Ah, the bloomis off the rose, indeed. But if | get
drunk enough, | can still fulfill ny duty as a husband. For a few

m nutes, at |east."

"I amsurprised she lets you," said Syl vanna.

"Ah, you can speak! Capital! | was afraid | should have only Lord
Aedan to trade barbs with." By now, all the others at the table had left
as well, without saying a word. Vaesil took no note of it after his
first cooment. "Yes, well, the pathetic soul still |loves ne, you see,
despite her constant harangues about ny drinking. But you see, | nust
drink to support ny growing famly. The nuse requires fuel. | can no

| onger conpose when | am sober."

"Perhaps you will honor us with one of your recent ballads?" Aedan said.

"Perish the thought!" said Vaesil. "I do not performthem | nmnerely
conpose for others who have nore appealing stage presence. The | ast
time | tried to regale an audience with one of my conpositions, | fel
of f the stage. Broke both my wist and the harp

Can't play worth a damm anynore, not that it matters, the sort of drivel
| compose these days. | couldn't sing the stuff with a straight face,
anyway. If |I wote what | really think and feel, no one would pay ne
for it, and | have hungry nouths to feed."

"I'f you are in need-" Aedan began

"I do not require your charity," Vaesil interrupted him "In truth,
am obscenely prosperous. By ny standards, anyway. Caitlin's father
died a few years back and left us his blacksmth shop. | could not

manage it, of course, so | took on a partner, a nost industrious young
chap who was fawningly grateful agi for the opportunity and has nade
quite a success of it. And ny ballads, worthless, sentinental dog

droppi ngs that they are, are in considerable denand. | even wote a few
about your enperor, glorifying his wonderful acconplishnents in fighting
to unite the enpire and his unparalleled heroismon the field of battle.
If | had any shane left in ne, | would die of it.

But | continue to live, worse luck. Well, shall we drink a toast for
old tinmes' sake?"

"What shall we drink to?" Aedan asked.

Vaesi| considered for a nmoment. "To the past," he said. "The future is
too depressing to contenplate.”

"To the past, then," Aedan said.

They lifted their goblets and drank.

"Well, | suppose | should be staggering back to nmy hunble domicile,"
said Vaesil. "I would not wish to disgust you any further, and ny wife
is doubtless waiting for me, wondering if | shall make it home alive or
if the morning will find her a rich widow with a handsonme, nuscul ar
young bl acksmith at her beck and call. If I were him | would be

buil ding on ny future by working at her forge. She's still a saucy

wench, despite having lost her girlish figure."



"Please give Caitlin ny warmest regards," said Aedan

"I shall do that, and | amsure it will please her to be renmenbered."

He lunbered to his feet. "You wanted her, as | recall. | can renmenber
how you used to stare at her, like a noonstruck calf. You should have
tried to take her fromme. | know you never could have married her, but
| woul d have been too proud to take her back when you were finished, and
she woul d have been nuch better off. WlIlIl, good night to you, ny lord
chanmberlain and lady elf. And aga give nmy regards to your bloodthirsty
bastard of an enperor. Tell himl shall continue to extol his noble
virtues while | curse his noble nane."

He lurched off toward the door

"What a horrid, |oathsone individual," said Sylvanna with disgust. "I
have never met anyone so beneath contenpt. | cannot believe you all owed

himto speak to you that way. WAs he truly your friend?"

Aedan sat silently for a nmonent, staring into his half-enpty goblet.

"I don't think that Vaesil was ever anybody's friend," he said at |ast.
"Believe it or not, there was a tine when he was quite handsone and
engagi ng. Oh, he was acerbic then, but not to this extent. Back then
he seemed very daring, spir ited and charming in a dangerous sort of
way. | wanted very much to be like him"

"I find that difficult to imagine," said Syl vanna.

"He is the nost detestable person | have ever net."

"He has becone bitter and pathetic," Aedan replied. "As a Fatalist, he
had believed in nothing greater than hinmself. And when he lost his
belief in himself, he was left with belief in nothing. | do not think
you could detest himhalf as nmuch as he detests hinself."

"This girl you nentioned, Caitlin. Did you |love her?"

"Ch, for a while, | thought perhaps |I did," Aedan replied. "But it was
really nothing nore than an infatuation. Besides, she had eyes only for

Vaesil. | was never one popular with the ladies. | |acked Vaesil's
quick wit and good | ooks, and | would grow tongue-tied in the presence
of agirl I found attractive. Aside fromthat, | was Lord Tieran's son
and that set me apart. It was one thing, | suppose, for a

girl to entertain the notion of a liaison with a noble, perhaps on the
of f chance that it might lead to marriage or at |east a bastard that the
nobl e m ght feel duty-bound to support, but the son of the enperor's

hi gh chanberlain occupied too lofty a status. | always sensed they were
unconfortable in nmy presence, watchful of their remarks-except for
Vaesil, of course, who was al ways reckl essness personified."

"Why did you cone here then?" Sylvanna asked.

"For sone relief fromduties and responsibilities that | found
oppressive at the time," he replied.

"M chael used to try nmy patience in those days. You recall what he was
like eight years ago, when you first came here. He has matured a great



deal since that time. As have we all, no doubt. But back then, | felt
the need for some conpani onship of people nmy own age, people who were
not associated with the court. | suppose it nade ne feel sonmewhat
daring to cone here and spend ny time in conmpany w th phil osophers,
bards, artists, laborers, crimnals. For atine, it made ne feel as if
| were one of them" He shook his head. "Strange. | killed three nen
tonight and feel no renorse for it. They preyed upon the innocent and
woul d have killed me if they could.

And yet, | feel pity for Vaesil, for he preys only on hinself. What a
peculiar creature |'ve becone."

Syl vanna reached out and touched his hand, reassuringly. "I have al ways
found humans peculiar,"” she said, "but you less so than nost."

Her touch |ingered.
Aedan smiled. "I wll accept that as a conplinent."
"It was intended as one."

Aedan waved to the serving girl and ordered a bottle of wine.

"I"'min a nood to get good and drunk tonight," he said. "Woen we finish

this, just bring another."

"You shoul dn't bl ane yourself," Sylvanna said.

"\What happened on this | ast canpaign was not your fault."

"I wonder," he replied. "I have always thought that traveling through
t he Shadow Wrld was far too great a risk. | know M chael better than
any other man. He listens to me. Perhaps if 1'd tried harder, | could

have tal ked himout of it."

"I doubt it," said Sylvanna. "Once M chael nmakes his mnd up, nothing
di ssuades himfromhis course.™

"I wonder if he's getting drunk tonight," said Aedan

Syl vanna squeezed his hand across the table.

"Does an imortal fear death?" he asked.

"OfF course," she replied. "Just because we have a longer |ife span does
not mean we have |less fear of death. W can be killed |ike anybody

el se, you know.

Everyone fears death."”

Aedan shook his head. "No, not everyone. | do not think M chael does.

| have never known himto be afraid of anything. He seens to have no
capacity for fear. That is why he has al ways been so reckl ess.

And that is a large part of the reason he inspires his troops. In that
respect, there is sonething lacking in himthat nost nornmal peopl e have.
| have always marveled at it and wished | could have his courage.

But this tine, sonething's changed."



"I'n what way?" she asked, still holding his hand.

There was an expression of infinite sadness on his face, and it touched
her deeply.

"I realized something this time that | never realized before," he said,
pausing to drain his goblet and refill it. He held out the bottle to
her interrogatively, and she nodded for himto refill hers as well.

"Courage is not fearlessness," he continued, as he poured.

"Fearl essness is just a lack of fear. Courage is overcom ng fear

Wthout fear, there can be no courage. It struck ne back there in the
Spiderfell, when those horrid creatures tried to trap us with their
webs." He shuddered at the nenory that was still so fresh. "It made ny
skin craw. | have always hated spiders. That first time in the Shadow
Worl d, when you flicked that al bino spider off ne and told nme how t hey
get into your hair and lay their eggs ..

| had ni ghtmares about that for weeks. | would wake up in a cold sweat,
and it was as if | could literally feel themcrawing on ny head. 1'd
have to go over to the washbasin and scrub nyself till | thought all ny

hair was going to fall out. And that was only fromthat one spider
This time, there thousands of them hundreds of thousands, so many t hat
the tree trunks were withing with themand the webs they spun were
covered with the dam things."

H s breathi ng qui ckened, and he tossed his wi ne back in one gulp, then
refilled his goblet once again.

"I never felt nmore afraid in my whole life. | felt consunmed by stark
unreasoning terror. The only thing that kept me from spurring nmy horse
and bolting in panic was the certain know edge of what woul d happen to

me if | did. And even then, | was on the verge of doing so. Until |
turned around and | ooked at the foot soldiers marching behind us. | saw
their faces and knew they all felt exactly as | did. | could see their
fear. | could snmell it. And yet they kept their ranks, kept marching.

"There was nothing else for themto do," Sylvanna said. "I felt afraid,
as well, but giving in to fear would have resulted only in our
destruction.”

"l understand that," Aedan said, "but that is not the point." He enptied
hi s gobl et once again and pronptly refilled it. "The point is this: the
arny has canpaigned for eight long years. Oh, it was not eight years of
strai ght canpaigning. There were the breaks between canpaigns, and in
the winter and the early spring, but each tine the call for troops went
out they came. No matter how bad the |last canpai gn was, no matter how
many | osses we incurred, no matter the hardships we suffered in the
field, still they gathered up their arms and cane. This |ast campaign
was the worst disaster we had ever faced.

W never even got to see Lord Arwyn's arny, but we fought ogres, battled
t he undead, were terrorized by a | egion of spiders, and set upon by
gnolls and goblins.... Those valiant soldiers went through nore than
any man shoul d endure, and yet | have no doubt that when the call goes
out again, still they will conme. That is courage."



She nodded, watching him He was getting drunk

He tossed back his wi ne and poured once nore. This tine, she joined
him but he was having at |east three goblets for every one she drank

He was starting to slur his words.

"If Mchael has any real courage, he will not take them back into the
Shadow Worl d again. The Cold Rider was a warning. W survived this
time ... well, at least sone of us did ... but | doubt we shall be so
lucky next tine. |If there is a next time. That is where ny courage
must cone in, you see. | nust prevent him | rmust find it in nyself to
stand up to him something | have never done. Vaesil called hima

bl oody butcher. You wondered how | could allow himto speak that way.

Because he was right, that's why. Mchael is a bloody butcher. He sees
only the goal he strives for and does not consider the costs ..

the terrible, terrible costs. Let Arwyn have his dammed Western
Marches! \What does it matter? So there shall be two enpires instead of
one. So what?

Nothing is worth this. Nothing."

He put his head in his hands and sl unped over the table.

Syl vanna flagged down the serving girl. "Have you roons upstairs?"
she asked.
The girl glanced at Aedan and nodded. "I believe we still have a few

avail able for the night."

"We shall take one," said Sylvanna. "My friend is in no condition to go
anywhere tonight."

She paid for the room then hel ped Aedan upstairs, supporting himwth
hi s arm around her shoul der

"Where are we goi ng?" he slurred.
"To get you to bed," Sylvanna said.
"I"'mperf'ly able t'go hone," he munbl ed.

"No, you're not,'
passi ng out."

she said. "You couldn't walk twenty yards w t hout

"Mmph. Maybe not."

"Come on, pick your feet up."

They reached the top of the stairs, and she hel ped hi mdown the corridor
until they reached their room She kicked the door open and hel ped him
in, then put himdown on the dil api dated straw bed.

The furnishings were sparse. Merely a chair, a washstand with a
battered nmetal washbasin and pitcher, sone blankets, a few candles, and



a chanber pot .
Sylvanna lit the candles, then started to undress him

She pulled off his boots, then unfastened his breeches and pulled t hem
down. He lay back, breathing heavily, but still awake.

"Come on, sit up," she said, pulling on his arnms so she could take his
tunic off. 'Hold your arns UP, she said. As he did, she pulled off his
tunic and tossed it aside. His arms cane down around her

"I love you," he said.

She | ooked at him "I know. "

She eased hi m back down onto the bed, then stripped off her own clothes
and got in beside him

He snuggl ed up against her. She pulled the blankets over them and put
her arms around him He ki ssed her ear and whi spered, "I want you."

She kissed his lips. "Then have ne," she said softly.

And when they were done, he held on to her tightly and cried hinmself to
sl eep.

**chapt er Two**

"You did not cone hone |ast night," Gylvain said.

"No. "
"You were wi th Aedan."

She hesitated only slightly. "Yes." Her gaze met his, defiant,
chal l enging. He sighed. This was not going to be easy "Do you have any
i dea what you're doi ng?" he said.

"I knew exactly what | was doing."

"Did you? Need | rem nd you that we are guests here, serving the
purposes of a sensitive political alliance? Perhaps Aedan has
forgotten. Eight years is a long tine for a human, after all. After
such a tine, things begin to take on a sense of permanence for them

But when this war is over, we are returning to Tuarhievel, and it is
entirely possible the time will cone when the humans shall be our
enem es again."

"Aedan Dosiere shall never be ny eneny," Sylvanna said. "And when this
war is over, | shall not be going back with you. Unless you plan to
force ne.

| know | amno match for your power."
Gyl vai n sighed and shook his head. "I would never wish to force you to

do anything against your will. You know that, or you should. But you
are not thinking clearly."



"I amnot confused. | love him And he loves ne. | can give hi mwhat
he needs."

"No," said Gylvain, sadly, "you cannot. | sensed that this was coning
but I had hoped you woul d know better. You are an elf, and he is human.
You coul d never give himwhat he needs. You could satisfy his desires
in bed, but even if that was all there was to your relationship, it
woul d be npbst unw se.

Suppose he gets you with child? Do you know what it is like for
hal f-el ves in human society?"

"The sol di ers accept us," she replied.

"Because we have fought with them side-by-side, for eight |ong years
and earned their respect," said Gylvain. "But do you recall what it was
like in the beginning? Think howlong it took for us to earn that
acceptance, and we had to earn it w th our bl ood.

Bring a half-elf child into the world and it will be no different for
himor her."

"You could prepare a potion for nme that would prevent nme from
concei ving," she said.

"Yes, | could,” he agreed. "And | shall, if you insist on persisting
with this folly, but think what you are doing, little sister. Even if
it turns out to be no nore

than an affair of short duration, it will be difficult if not inpossible
for the two of you to be discreet. Such things always have a way of
getting out. Aedan is second only to the enperor in this regime. He is
a bl ooded nobl e, and you are an unbl ooded elf. An affair between you
woul d only bring himtrouble. It would be cause for scandal. He nust
wed a bl ooded nobl ewoman one day and perpetuate his bl oodline.

He nust sire a nmale child who will become the lord high chanberlain to
t he next Emperor of Anuire. A half-elf child would be unacceptable in
such a post and would only taint the bloodline.

"You are just a child yourself," Gylvain continued, "but by human
standards, you are old enough to be his nother. He may not care, but
others will make much of it. You say that you can give himwhat he
needs. Well, in that regard, the needs of humans when it comes to | ove,
true love, are much the same as ours. They need someone they can grow
old wth.

Together. And that is sonething you can never give him |f you bind
your life to his, you will watch himage and die, and it wll happen
nmore quickly than you realize. It will only break your heart,

Syl vanna. "

"What do you know of such things?" she replied angrily. "You chose
celibacy so that you could pursue your craft! Because you have never
| oved, you wish to deny ne the chance to find sone happiness, if only
for alittle while?"

Gyl vai n approached her and took her by the shoul ders gently. "No, |
woul d never wi sh to deny you anything. Except pain."



"Then prove it."

Gyl vain sighed deeply. "Very well. | shall prepare a potion for you
that will keep you fromconceiving a child. |If | cannot talk sonme sense
into you, then the very least that | can do is help you take somne
sensi bl e precautions. But | do not approve of this, Sylvanna, and

fear you will come to regret it. Both of you

There was a knock at Laera's door. "Enter,"
t he pal ace servants, cane in hesitantly.

she said. WMaelina, one of

"I have brought sonme news, Your Hi ghness," she said, curtsying deeply
and | ooki ng down denurely.

"What is it?" Laera asked

Mael i na was one of her paid informants in the palace. The girl had no
i dea Laera was spying for Lord Arwyn; she believed Princess Laera was
nerely trying to keep abreast of pal ace gossip and court intrigue.

There was not hing unusual in that. Laera knew she was not the only one
at court who bribed the servants to report on what their masters and
m stresses were doing. Maelina would never suspect a thing.

"I't concerns Lord Aedan, Your Highness. You said you were particularly
interested in him"

"Indeed," said Laera, putting down her enbroidery. "No one ever tells
us wonen anything," she added. "W nust strive to find things out for
oursel ves. W wonen of the pal ace must stick together

What have you | earned, ny dear?"

Mael i na beaned at being included with the princess anong the "wonen of
the palace.” It made her feel like a confidante, alnost a friend.

"Well," she said, lowering her voice in a conspiratorial manner

"he did not sleep in his roomlast night. Wen | cane to change his
bedcl ot hes this norning, they had not been disturbed."

"Real | y?" said Laera, leaning forward as if enjoying sone sal aci ous bit
of gossip. "Were did he sleep then?"

"I do not know for certain, Your Hi ghness, but | made a few inquiries
anong the other servants and | earned he left the palace |l ast night to go
to a tavern known as the Green Basilisk. He had left word he coul d be
reached there if the enperor had need of him That tavern is said to be
a nost disreputable place. | have never been there nyself, of course,
but one hears that it is a gathering place for all sorts of
lowifes-artists and the like."

Laera shrugged. "So he went out to do some drinking away fromthe

nobl es of the court,” she said. "After the hardshi ps of the canpaign he
just returned from that would be perfectly understandable. He nust
have had too nuch to drink and sinmply took a roomto sleep it off.

Not hi ng much of interest there.”

"Ch, but there is nore, Your Hi ghness!" said Maelina, clearly anxious to



impart the news. "It seens Lady Ariel becane concerned about him she
has al ways borne a great fondness for him as you know and she sent for
that elf girl, you know, Sylvanna, the w zard's sister? She asked her

to go after himand see to it that all was well. And do you know what ?"
She paused significantly. "Sylvanna did not return |ast night, either!"”
"I ndeed?" said Laera, raising her eyebrows. "Well now, that is

interesting. You are quite certain of this?"
"Ch, yes, Your Hi ghness. They both canme back this morning. Together
In the same boat. Can you inagine!"

"Ch, | can, indeed," said Laera with a smle. "You have done well,
Mael i na." She handed the girl a purse

"Ch!  Your Highness is nost generous!”

"I shall be even nore generous if you are able to report further on this
matter," Laera said.

"I shall try, Your H ghness. Thank you. You may count on ne."

After the girl had left, Laera |eaned back against her chair and
chuckl ed with pleasure. So that fool Aedan was bedding the elf girl

This was too delicious! The lord high chanmberl ain, the oh-so-veryproper
Aedan Dosiere, was sleeping with an unbl ooded conmoner, and an el f, at
that! And he had the tenmerity to call her a wanton slut! No one had
ever spoken to her like that before. No one.

And she had never forgotten it. She would have grown tired of him soon
anyway. In fact, she had already tired of him but Seaharrow had been

such a boring place and there was so little to do.... But the thought

that he had been the one to break it off, and the manner in which he'd

done it.... He would pay for that. He would pay dearly.

She didn't think this was anything Arwn could use to good effect, for
he was only interested in mlitary matters, but it still had definite
possibilities.

Most delightful possibilities. She could conpletely ruin his
reputation. But she would have to nove quickly. Even now, Arwyn woul d
be preparing to march on Anuire after her report of the previous night.

M chael's army had conme back fromtheir

canpai gn weakened and denoralized and Arwn was not going to hesitate to
take advantage of it. She smled. It was so easy to find out what she
wi shed to know. Al she needed to do was show concern for the welfare
of the troops, ask some questions of their captains under the pretext of
finding out if there was anything she could do to help their fanmlies,
and they woul d begi n bl abbi ng.

Meanwhi | e, her own reputation as a princess who truly cared about her
peopl e was being spread, so that when Arwyn came to conquer Anuire with
his army and she was "forced" to marry his son, the synmpathy of all the
peopl e would be with her. She didn't feel anything for Derwyn, but at
| east he was better-1ooking than his father, He | acked Arwn's nassive,
bearli ke frame, but his slender formwas pleasing, and he had inherited



his nmother's | ooks, so that he bore only slight resenblance to his
brutish father. There was a softness about him and he woul d doubtl ess
be a nore giving lover than his father, who woul d have been inpossible
for her to control. Derwn would be easy.

She knew he had al ways been attracted to her. She had seen hi m wat ching
her and had seen the | ook on his face when Arwn's w zard, Callador, had
magi cked her to Seaharrow. He had been shocked to | earn that she was
spyi ng for Boeruine, she could plainly see that, but at the sane tine,
she had seen the way his gaze travel ed appreciatively over her form She
had been irritated that Arwyn had allowed himto be present, for she had
wanted to keep her role a secret fromeveryone but him but perhaps it
was for the best. Seeing her again had served to rekindl e Derwyn's
desire for her, and she could use

that desire to bring himto heel. Men were such fools.
It was easy to make them do what she want ed.

She had | earned her | esson with Aedan. Never let them know you want
them That gave themthe upper hand. Gve thema taste of passion
enough to nmake them want nmore, and then withhold it. Make them earn
your favors. And whenever possible, make certain they have nore to | ose
t han you.

She had carefully practiced her seductive wiles over the years until she
had perfected them She had started with Leander, a young |ieutenant of
t he house guard, who was putty in her hands within only a few weeks. She
seduced him and it did not take | ong before she was able to nmake hi mdo
anyt hi ng she wanted. When she was through with him she had induced him
to desert, tearfully telling himthat sonmeone in the pal ace suspected

their affair and that his life would be in danger if he did not flee.

Wth warm and tender kisses, she had bid himfarewell, telling himshe
woul d always | ove him and he had fled Anuire for parts unknown, |eaving
behi nd a promi sing career and the girl to whom he had been betr ot hed.

After that, she had refined her skills, careful to select only those nen
who coul d be of use to her.

One was the son of a prosperous |eader of a nerchant guild, who cane to
her under the pretext of displaying jewels and fabrics. It was through
hi mthat she was able to make ot her useful connections, which eventually
led her to the nmercenary whom she had used as her first go-between with
Arwyn.

That had been very risky, but the man was manageable. it was well known
that she had been betrothed to Arwn, and it was a sinple matter to nake
t he

nmercenary believe she actually loved the brute and was willing to trade
her favors in return for having secret love letters passed back and
forth. She had made himthink it was he who was manipul ati ng her, and
after contact through Call ador had been established, she had sent the
nmercenary back to Arwyn under the pretext of delivering a letter

Arwyn had obligingly disposed of him

Her greatest coup had been Lord Korven | s son, Bran, who was a captain



in the arnmy. Wen she had expressed an interest in his duties and

prof essed concern about the war-and about him of courseBran had proudly
told her not only everything that occurred on the canpaigns, but all of
Korven's strategi es and plans, which she communi cated to Arwyn at the
earliest opportunity. Callador had given her a special jeweled amulet,
whi ch she wore on a chain around her neck. Wenever she needed to
contact him she needed only to pull out the amulet, stare at the jewel,
and concentrate, "calling" to Callador. She would receive her answer
when the jewel began to glow. \Wen that happened, she needed to wait
for only a brief interval before the swirling m st appeared wi thin her
room a portal to Boeruine.

At first, this node of travel had frightened her considerably. Portals
of that nature opened out into the Shadow Wbrld, and Cal |l ador had
hal f1ing bl ood.

However, the mage had reassured her that while the portal did open up
into the Shadow Wrld, it led only through another portal directly into
Seaharrow, |ike passing through the two connecting doors of adjacent
rooms. Still, each time she went through, she felt a knot of tension in
her stomach, despite the wi zard' s reassurances. It would all soon be
worth it, 308 though. Wen Arwn defeated M chael's arny and took
Anuire, he would control the enpire. 1t mght require a few snal

paci fication canpaigns to bring sone of the nore distant provinces into
line, but that was the sort of thing at which Arwn excelled. And once
the Arny of Anuire had been defeated, no one el se would be able to field
so great a force except Arwyn hinmself. He would assume the Iron Throne,
and Derwyn woul d becone the prince and heir to the throne. And as his
wi fe, she would one day becone enpress.

She had been afraid Arwyn woul d insist she honor their origina
betrothal, and with him as enperor, there was no way she woul d have been
able to refuse. It would have nade her enpress that nuch sooner, but
she knew she woul d not be able to manipulate him At |east not as
easily as she would be able to control his son. And then she would be
forced to share his bed, as well, an idea that was repugnant to her

Fortunately, Arwyn no |onger had any interest in the match. He had only
seen it as a nmeans to an end he would now realize without it.

Derwn woul d be a far nore pl easant bedmate, and nuch nore tractable.

He | acked his father's strength. And by the time he becane enperor, she
woul d have hi mthoroughly beneath her thunmb. She could gradually build
up his anbition and drive a wedge between himand his father-which would
not be difficult, since Arwn treated himlike a | ackey-and then they
could take steps to hasten the new enperor's dem se.

But first things first, she thought. She would ruin Aedan Dosiere and
get her revenge. She would nake himsuffer first, and then she woul d
destroy him

And if she hoped to do that before Arwyn marched upon Anuire, there was
no tine to waste. A word or two in the right ears and things would be
set in motion. Fromthere, they would gather nmomentum of their own
accord. She would only need nudge things along every now and then

She smiled in anticipation. It had taken years, but at |ast, Aedan
Dosi ere was going to get what was conming to him



El ati on on the one hand, anxiety on the other

Aedan was torn between the two enptions. He had finally realized a
dream he'd nursed for years. He and Syl vanna had becone |overs. That
night in the Geen Basilisk...

He had been drunk, but not so drunk that he could not remenber, nor not
know what he was doing. The wine had merely renoved his inhibitions so
that he had been able to say those words to her that he had never dared
say before. And sone physical effect of the wine, combined with the
sudden flow of enotions that he had held back for so | ong, had energized
him kept himgoing long into the night. It had never been so good wth
Laera. He pushed that thought away.

When he woke up in the nmorning, suffering fromthe effects of the drink
the night before, she had already risen and gone out to bring himback a
poti on that woul d di spel the headache, and they had rmade | ove again.

He had never felt so happy. But at the same time, he felt concern

How woul d Gylvain react to this? It would not be right to keep it from
him Besides, he would surely

find out. They would not be able to conceal what they felt fromhim

He knew them both too well. But it would be wise to conceal it from
everybody else. It was a delicate situation that could easily have

nasty repercussions for themboth. And Mchael. What would M chael
t hi nk?

The enperor had problens of his own. He had fallen into a deep
depression after returning fromthe canpaign and had retired to his
chanbers. He did not come out for three whol e days, and the servants
had reported that he did not eat the neals they brought to him \What
was nore, he had started drinking. And Mchael never drank before.

For the first day or so, Aedan thought it best to just |eave him al one,
but on the second day, he had tried to see him However, the door was
bolted, and after Aedan had pounded on it for a while, M chael had
yelled at himto go away. Finally, after three days had passed, Aedan's
concern becane so great he had the guards batter down the door, assuring
them he woul d take full responsibility.

M chael was sitting by the wi ndow, staring out over the bay, dressed
only in his nightshirt. H s hair was disheveled and his beard in need
of trimmng.

He had not washed, and there were dark bags under his eyes. He held a
gobl et loosely in one hand, and as Aedan cane in, he didn't even turn
toward him

"Some people just won't take no for an answer," he grunbled. "Wat
exactly is the penalty for breaking into the enmperor's private
quarters?"

"I don't know," said Aedan. "l assune you'll have to think of one and
charge nme with it."

"Why couldn't you just |eave me alone?" said Mchael. He took a |long
swal  ow fromthe goblet.
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"Because | was concerned about you, Sire. The servants tell nme you're
not eating."

"I'"'mnot hungry."
"You haven't eaten for three days."
"I"ve made up for it by drinking."

"A drunken nonarch is not nuch use to anyone," said Aedan. "Look at
you, Mchael. You're a ness."

"Go away. Leave ne al one."

"Wallowing in self-pity isn't going to solve your problens,” Aedan
replied. "Qur problens."

"Qur problens are primarily of ny own meking," M chael said.

"I have no doubt Arwyn would agree with you," said Aedan. "If you'd had
the sense to abdicate in his favor, doubtless this war woul d have been
unnecessary. No war is ever necessary, so long as one side surrenders.
So is that what you want, to surrender? |If so, let me know, and | wll
send nmessengers to Arwn with a flag of truce to negotiate the terns.
Then he can beconme enperor, and you'll have no further worries. Unless,
of course, he decides to kill you. After all, you have been

i npersonating the enperor all these years. But then you wouldn't have
to worry about the fate of all the people of the enpire and all those
men you led into the field who woul d have died for nothing."

"Dam you. "

"No, damm you, for sitting here and feeling sorry for yourself and
wal lowing in guilt! What gives you the right?"

M chael stared at him "Wat gives ne the right?"

"That's right, you heard me. You are the Enperor of Anuire, for
Hael yn's sake! You have neither the luxury nor the tine for guilt.

Your first duty is to
your people, especially in time of war. | have known you practically

fromthe nonment of your birth, Mchael, and you've al ways been a
sel f-indul gent bastard. Wen this war started, you tal ked of fighting

for your birthright. Well, fighting alone is not enough. You nust |ive
up to it, as well. You nust think about the living and | eave the dead
to rest."

"They di ed because of me," said M chael

"That's right, they died because of you," said Aedan. "Because they
believed in you. But they also believed in an idea. They believed in
order and in law. That is what you represented to them That is your
birthright, not this palace or your throne or your crown. Those are
nmerely things. And people do not die for things."



M chael sat silent for a nmonent. Then he picked up his bottle, stared
at it briefly, and suddenly flung it against the wall with all his

m ght, maki ng Aedan start with surprise.

"You are absolutely right,"
on his feet.

said Mchael clearly, swaying only slightly

Aedan stared at himand wondered, how nuch has he had to drink? He
never drinks, but here he's been drinking for three days straight,
apparently, and he just shrugs it off. He saw the slight frown of
concentration on Mchael's face, the intensity in his eyes, and he

t hought, of course. Ilron will. Another of his bloodline attributes.

And he suddenly realized it nmust have been what kept himgoing all this
tine.

The strain nust have been trenmendous, and finally he had slipped.

After all that had happened, who coul d bl ame hinf?

"Thank you, old friend," Mchael said. "Thank you for rem nding me who
' m supposed to be. | had

forgotten."” He sighed deeply. "And now, if you will excuse ne, | mnust
bat he and dress, then get sonmething to eat." He gl anced toward the
splintered door to his chambers, lying on the floor. "And call a
carpenter."

It was with a great deal of relief that Aedan returned to his chanbers
that night. Relief not only that the enperor was hinsel f again, but
that his own duties for the day were done. After the |ong campaign
many i nmportant matters pertaining to the business of the enpire had
accunul ated and required his attention. He had to nmeet with his staff
and discuss themall, receive petitions for the enperor, review reports
of the arny quartermaster and city council, endless stultifying detail

He was | ooking forward to a good night's rest.

He was so preoccupied that he did not notice her at first. She had been
sitting quietly on a bench by the wi ndow and had sai d not hi ng when he
canme in.

It was only when he took off his robes and started to unfasten the belt
around his tunic that she cleared her throat slightly, and he started,
gl ancing up with surprise.

"Ariell"

She stood. She was wearing a dark green velvet gown and mat ching
slippers, her long blonde hair twisted into a single, thick braid. An
i mage cane suddenly to himfrom eight years earlier, when she had cone
to himwhile he was working in the stables to tell him she had spoken
with his father to tell himthat she had knocked hi m sensel ess, so it
was all her

fault that M chael had been injured during play. She had worn green
vel vet on that day, as well. In other ways, however, Ariel had changed.

The awkward, coltish girl that she had been back then was gone, replaced
by a grown wonan, slender and curvaceous, no |onger the tonboy, but



fem nine and every inch the lady. She had not grown into a beauty, but
her rather plain face was set with green eyes, her nost striking and
appealing feature. There was an earnest directness in their gaze, an
inviting innocence and total |ack of guile. He had not seen her much in
the intervening years, what with his duties and all that time spent wth
the troops out on the march, but her father, Lord Devan, was minister of
t he exchequer, so she lived with her fanmly in the pal ace and spent nost
of her time with Mchael's younger unnmarried sisters.

"What are you doi ng here?" he asked.

She took a deep breath, gathering herself, and gazed at himdirectly.
"Do you | ove her?"

"What ?  Who?"

"You know very well who," she replied. "The elf.

Sylvanna. Do you | ove her?"

He tensed and hesitated. Too long. "What are you talking about?"

"You know perfectly well. She nmay not have told you, but it was | who
asked her to go after you when you went into the city the night you
returned fromthe canpaign. | was concerned about you. | had never
seen you so dispirited before. | stayed awake all night, waiting for
you to return, so | know when you came hone. | saw you. Wth her."
"Well, just because we stayed out all night, two conrades in arns,

dri nki ng-"

"Don't," she said. "Don't treat nme |like a fool, Aedan. just answer ny
guestion. "

"Your question is presunptuous, my lady," he said, retreating into
formality. "As is your presence here at this late hour. It is npst
unseem y. You mnust consider your reputation-"

"My reputation be damed," she said, shocking himinto astoni shed
silence. "Answer ny question

Do you | ove her?"
He exhal ed heavily and | ooked down at the fl oor
' Yes.

She seened to collapse inwardly. She stared at himwith a stricken
expression, then sat back down on the bench and cl osed her eyes.

Laera's nocking voice cane back to him echoing in his mnd. "She |oves
you loves you ... loves you "Ariel "Be quiet," she said, not |ooking at
him "Just be quiet and listen. Laera knows. | don't know how she

knows, but she knows. You realize what that means, of course."

"I don't understand. What do you nean?" He knew exactly what she neant,
but he could not accept it. How could she know? How could Laera
possi bly know?



"I know what happened between the two of you at Seaharrow, all those

years ago," said Ariel. "You and Laera."

"But ... how?"

She | ooked at himw th exasperation. "Do you think I'm blind? You
think I didn't see the | ooks that passed between you? It was as plain
as day that you were lovers. | was so frightened for you, it nearly
drove me mad. | was afraid Arwn would kill you if

he found out. | do not know what passed between you when it ended, but

| can guess, for she has nursed a hatred for you ever since. That, too,
is clear to anyone who cares to notice. She |looks at you with venomin
her eyes. And now you have given her a weapon with which she can
destroy you."

"But how coul d she know?"

"Are you that naive? Besides, what difference does it nake? She knows.
She probably has half the servants in the palace reporting to her. And
she has begun to pass the word. She has not done it herself, of course,
for she is far too clever for that, but rest assured it cane from her

Al ready, tongues are waggi ng, and you know how qui ckly gossip travels in
the court.”

"What do | care about idle gossip? | have nothing of which to be
ashaned. "
"I did not say you did," she replied. "But instead of professing so

much concern over how my conming to your roons at night affects ny
reputation, you should give some thought to your own. Having elves
anong our troops was cause enough for controversy in itself, at least in
t he begi nning. Since then, they have proven thensel ves our allies and
been accepted as such, but this is sonething else entirely. If she were
an ordi nary, unbl ooded comoner, it would be bad enough, considering
your position, but Sylvanna is not even human."

"Why shoul d that make any difference?"

Ariel rolled her eyes in exasperation. "Don't be an idiot. | hold no
prejudi ce toward her because she is an elf, but you know perfectly well
that many peopl e | ook upon race mxing as perversion. Even if she were
human and a commoner, it would still be cause for scandal. ©Oh, | know
that many of the nobl enen have such |iaisons, but you are not just any
nobl eman. You are the lord high chanberlain, second only to the

enperor. Your honor and reputation nust be beyond reproach. |f nothing
else, it calls your judgnment into question, and as the enperor's first
m ni ster and advi sor, your judgnent rust al ways be considered sound. It

is not only yourself that you are underm ning, but the enperor, as
well."

Aedan could think of no reply to that, for she was absolutely right.

He stared down at the floor, nmorosely. "I suppose |I could resign ny
post...."

"And | eave the enperor to choose a new high chanberlain in time of war?

He depends upon your friendship and your counsel. You have been trained
for this frombirth, Aedan. Wo would replace you?



In tinme, perhaps, an adequate successor could be found from anong the
nobl es of the court, but if you resigned while Anuire is threatened, you
woul d not only be utterly disgraced, but you would al so weaken and
denoralize the enperor at a time when he needs nost to be strong and
confident. You cannot afford to make the noble sacrifice, Aedan. You
don't have that luxury. You don't have the right."

Ironically, he thought, she had used the sane words he had spoken to the
enperor earlier that day.

And they were no less true applied to himthan they had been when
applied to Mchael. He sighed and sat down heavily on his bed.

"You're right, of course,” he said. "But what aml to do? | suppose
could deny it, but the damage will have al ready been done.

| knew Laera was spiteful, but | never suspected she would go so far."

"There is one thing that can be done, before the story spreads farther
than it has. | amloath to suggest it, but | can think of nothing else
that would serve to quell the gossip before it can erupt into a scandal
You nmust take a wife."

"Awfe!" He thought quickly. Yes, that could work. And it would add
further plausibility to the story that he and Syl vanna had nerely stayed
out drinking all night, conrades in arnms unwi nding after a | ong and
difficult canpaign. It would be a lie, of course, but a lie that people
woul d find easier to accept with his being betrothed. H s father had

di ed before he could arrange a nmarriage for him and what with the war,
there had been no tinme for himto give any thought to marriage, even if
he'd had the inclination. And even if people still suspected the
liaison with Syl vanna, they would be unlikely to bring it up if he were
married. Not w thout proof.

Ariel was right. |If he married, it would deflect Laera' s plan for
revenge, but that still left himwith a difficult situation. Quite
aside fromthe problemof finding a wife, he would have to marry someone
he did not Iove. The marriage would be a lie. And how could he bring
hinself to do that to sone innocent girl?

As if she could read his mnd, Ariel said, "I will marry you."

He gl anced up at her sharply. "No," he said, shaking his head.

"Ariel, | could not possibly ask you to sacrifice-"

"What sacrifice?"

she asked in a faintly bitter tone.

"I have al ways | oved you, ever since | was a child.

And if | cannot have you, | do not want anybody else. | would al npbst
rather die than marry you

under such circunstances, for | know you do not |ove ne, but good
marri ages have been nmade w t hout | ove before. W are of the noble
class. Such things are a way of life with us. A narriage based on | ove
is rare anong the nobility, and | have not yet been promni sed by ny



father. Nothing would please himnore than to have you ask himfor ny
hand. "

She swal | owed hard, and tears came to her eyes as she spoke. "I will
make you a good wife, Aedan

Who knows, perhaps, in tine, you mght even come to love ne a little,
but if not, | will understand and turn a blind eye to any liaisons you
may care to have. Just don't flaunt themis all | ask. Let me keep
some shred of pride. And one nore thing. M father must never, ever
know the truth of this."

"OfF course," said Aedan. He got up and cane over to her, then got down
on one knee. He took her hand. "Ariel-"

"Don't," she said, shaking himoff and getting up

"Let us not nake a nockery of this. It is purely a politica
arrangenent,"” she added stiffly, "between friends. Speak to my father
inthe norning. He will joyfully give his consent, and we will announce
it to the court tonorrow. It would be best for the marriage to take

pl ace as soon as possible. The war provides an excell ent excuse."

"Yes, | suppose it does," said Aedan woodenly.
“"Ariel, |-"
"And for Haelyn's sake, don't thank nme. Please."

He | ooked down and nodded. He mpistened his lips. "I must ... tell
Sylvanna. It would not be right for her to hear of this only when our
betrothal is announced."”

"No," said Ariel firmy. "You nmust not see her

now. It would only add fuel to the fire. | will go to her tonight and
tell her nyself. | wll explain the situation fully and nake her
understand the necessity for this." She took a deep breath, and her

voi ce broke slightly as she said, "And as | know you are too well
mannered to ask it of me, I will also tell her that you | ove her. And
will try hard not to cry. Good night, Aedan."

She turned and ran out of the room
**chapter Three**

The weddi ng took place in the great hall of the Inperial Cairn, with the
entire court in attendance.

The floors had all been swept clean, white bunting hung fromall the
galleries, jasmine incense added to the coals burning in the braziers.

The enperor hinself officiated. Aedan |ooked strikingly handsone in his
famly colors, with black hose, a black tunic, and a vertically divided
bl ack and white tabard enbl azoned with the Dosiere crest.

Ariel |ooked stunning in a pure white gown and matching satin slippers
with a girdle made of fine gold chain around her wai st and a garl and of
white and yellow wi | df lowers in her | ong blonde hair. But had anyone

| ooked very closely, they would have seen a trace of sadness on her



face, about the eyes.

Wmen of the court whispered to one anot her about what a beautiful
coupl e they nade, and the nen all nodded in approval of the lord high
chanberl ain's maki ng a good match. A marriage between the daughter of
the mni ster of exchequer and the | ord high chanberlain would only serve
to strengthen the internal unity of the enperor's council, and in a tine
of war, that was only to the good.

Gyl vain and Syl vanna had both been invited to the weddi ng, and those few
who' d heard the runors circul ati ng watched Syl vanna carefully, but saw
no sign of anything except happiness for her conrad-in-arms as she stood
next to her w zard brother. The married couple seened very happy, and
those few who nentioned it at all whispered that the runors nust have
been not hing nore than spurious, malicious gossip that deserved no
credence.

Only Princess Laera seened a little out of sorts. A nunber of the
weddi ng guests comrented upon her stiff posture, the lines of tension at
the nouth, and what seened |ike an uncommonly resentful |ook in her
eyes, though she took pains to hide whatever it was that seened to be
troubling her. The theory was advanced and generally accepted that
undoubt edly the weddi ng of the |lord high chanberlain and Lady Ari el

rem nded her too painfully of her own thwarted weddi ng pl ans. She had,
after all, once been betrothed to Arwn of Boeruine, and that was a
marriage that could obviously never take place now

And what with the war and the awkwardness of her situation, there had
been no other suitors. None that woul d have been acceptable to a woman
of her rank, in any case. Cearly, it was inpossible for her to

attend the weddi ng without being remnmi nded of her own plans gone awy,
and that was surely the reason for her seem ng disconfort.

If the wedding seenmed a trifle hasty, w thout an adequate period of
betrothal, no one thought the worse of it. There was a war on, after
all, and the young couple could not afford to waste any tine. It went
unspoken, though clearly understood, that circunmstances could easily
result in Lady Ariel's soon being a widow, and if the Iord high

chanberl ain should fall in battle, it was inportant that he | eave behind
an heir to carry on his nane and be raised to assune his duties for the
future enperor. Aside fromthat, the word went around that Lady Ariel
and Lord Aedan's parents had often spoken of a match between their
children, but it had never been officially arranged because the war, and
later Lord Tieran's death, had intervened.

The circunstances of a court wedding at a tine of war al so occasi oned
consi derabl e tal k about when the enperor would marry. It was dangerous
for the enpire to go without an heir when the enperor hinself led his
troops into battle. There was a great deal of discussion on this topic,
and many young nobl ewormen' s names were advanced as possi bl e candi dat es,
in many cases by their fathers, who knew an opportunity to maneuver for
political advancement when they saw one.

When t he weddi ng was concl uded, the happy coupl e ki ssed, then turned and
were cheered by the assenbl age, after which they invited all their
guests to sup with them at the banquet tables in the hall.

The servants carried out platter after platter of roast veni son and
pheasant and baked fish of varying



sorts, candi ed hunm ngbirds' wings and jellied | anb and roast boar and
barrel s of wi ne and nead.

Dancers and acrobats entertai ned the guests, and through it all, through
the laughter and smiles, no one would have guessed the true feelings of
the bride and groom

Fromtime to time, Aedan's gaze woul d neet Sylvanna's across the room
and he wished it could have been her seated by his side, while at the
sane time he felt sorrow for Ariel, his wife, who had married him
knowi ng that he | oved another. Though she smiled on the outside,
inside, Ariel's heart was breaking: she had dreaned of this day since
she was a child, hoping against hope it would come to pass, but never
like this. She had done it out of |love for Aedan and a desire to save
him but she could not stop thinking her new husband nust have felt he
was trapped, and if she had not set the snare, she had at |east conme to
col l ect the gane.

She had not spoken with Sylvanna since the night she told her she and
Aedan woul d marry, and why.

It had been a difficult and painful conversation, all the nore so
because Syl vanna had tried to make it easy on her. Ariel had not known
what to expect.

She did not know Syl vanna very well. The elf did not associate with the
| adi es of the court, preferring the conpany of soldiers, and the few

ti mes they had spoken had been nothing nore than a formal exchange of

pl easantries. CQutwardly, she had displayed no enotion when Ariel gave
her the news and expl ained the reasons for it. There had been only a
barely perceptible flicker in her eyes, but for Ariel, it had been
enough. Sylvanna had listened silently while Ariel spoke, and when she
was done

she had said, "You |love him too."
Ariel could only nod.

"So," Sylvanna had said, with no hint of enpotion in her voice, "it is
well. You will make hima good w fe."

Ariel had felt a lunp in her throat as she replied, "He wanted you to
know t hat he | oves you."

Syl vanna stared at her. "He asked you to tell me that?"

"No," said Ariel softly, |ooking down at the floor

"He coul d never have asked me such a thing. | offered of ny own
accord. "
"I see," Sylvanna said. "It would have been unconscionable for himto

ask you. But it was very gracious and noble of you to tell ne. Thank
you, Lady Ariel."

"I ... 1 hope we can be friends," said Ariel

"I shall always adnire and respect you," Sylvanna said. "But you do not
want nme for a friend. That would be too difficult for all concerned.



will stay until after the wedding. And then it would be best if | went
back home to Tuarhievel. | have been away too | ong.

But please do not tell Aedan. | do not wi sh to say good-bye. Good
ni ght, ny |ady."

As she wat ched Syl vanna from across the room Ariel wondered how soon
after the banquet she would | eave. She glanced at Aedan, sitting next
to her and speaking with her father. He will hate nme, she thought. |
love himwith all ny heart, and he will hate ne. And then she saw
Laera, sitting by the enperor and staring at themboth with eyes I|ike
anthracite.

Suddenly, the doors to the banquet hall were opened, and the herald
entered with a man beside

him a captain in the arny. The captain nodded to himgrimy, and the
herald blew a blast on his horn, cutting through the noise of nerrinent.
Al eyes turned toward the captain, who went down to one knee and bowed
hi s head.

"Sire, it grieves ne to intrude upon this happy occasion, but | bring
i mportant news."

"What is it, Captain?" M chael asked.

"Lord Arwn is on the march, Sire. He has gathered all his forces and
advanced across the border into Avanil. There has been a battle. Qur
garrisons have fallen. He is but a day's nmarch distant."

A dead silence fell upon the hall.

The enperor stood. "My lords and ladies," he said, "I crave your pardon
for disrupting the festivities. Al officers to your comrands.

Sound the call for the troops to assenble. W march within the hour

Those of you who do not bear arnms with our forces, please stay and
finish your dinner."

"Forgive ne," Aedan said to Ariel as he got up, "but duty calls."

"OfF course," she said, thinking, was there relief in his voice? As

people started to rush out of the hall, Ariel quickly made her way to
Sylvanna's side. "You will not |eave now, surely?" she said.

"No, not now," Sylvanna said. "M departure shall have to be

post poned. "

"Pl ease watch out for him" said Ariel.
Sylvanna sinply | ooked at her. "I always have."

The arny gathered on the parade ground as the tenple bells throughout
the town tolled the alarm

As Aedan stepped out of the boat, his squire was already dressed for
battl e and had brought his mount and arms and standard. He swung into
the saddl e and rode together with the enperor to assenble the troops.



Only a few days had passed since their |ast disastrous canpaign, and yet
they all cane, as he had known they would. This time, there would be no
battles with ogres, gnolls, goblins, undead.

This time, they would face the Arny of Boeruine.

And this tine, Aedan knew, it would finally be settled, one way or the
ot her.

For Arwn to attack in force now was too nuch of a coincidence. It
woul d have taken him several days to gather his troops and nmarch to
Brosengae to make a push fromthere, supported by the troops manning his
border garrisons. He nust have started to organize his march as soon as
the battered Army of Anuire returned fromtheir ill-fated expedition

Sonehow, he nust have known they had fought several engagenents and were
weakened and denoralized. The tinmng was too close to be coincidence.
H s spies had done their work.

Vel |, weakened they were, perhaps, thought Aedan, as he gazed out at the
assenbl ed troops, but denoralized? There was firmresolve in every face
he saw. They would be fighting to defend their city, and they knew t hat
this, at last, would be the final battle.

There would be no retreat. And if Arwyn tried to pull back behind his
garrisons, they would pursue and attack with everything they had. They
were all weary of the war. Now was the time to end it.

M chael rode up to his troops as their officers forned themup and
called themto attention. As he started to address them Aedan thought
back to that

day on the coastal plains by Seaharrow, when a younger M chael had stood
before his "troops" of children, exhorting themto victory over the evil
forces of Azrai. This tinme, however, there was a real sword in his
hand, not a wooden toy And this tine, his voice was not high-pitched and
squeaky, but it rang out clear and true. And this time, Ariel would not
take part in the conbat, but would remain behind, wondering if her new
husband woul d return home safely He gl anced at Sylvanna riding up to
join themw th Gylvain and the other elves.

There were fewer of themthan had started the canpaign, eight |ong and
weary years ago. Their nunber had been reduced by half. Elves fighting
and dying in a human conflict, he thought. Shades of Dei snaar, i ndeed.

"Warriors of the Enpire of Anuire!" shouted M chael, his voice carrying
across the parade ground as he sat mounted before his troops.

"Once nmore we march to battle! Many tines we have assenbl ed here over
the past eight years. | see many famliar faces.

And there are those, sadly, that | do not see. Qur conrades-in-arnms who
have fallen in past campaigns. They all fought valiantly and gave their
lives for the cause we defend. Today, they stand with us in spirit, and
if they could speak, they would surely ask of us to ensure that they did
not die in vain.

"For too long, this war has raged. The Arny of Boeruine has struck out
time and again, but never has there been a decisive engagenent. They
have plundered our |ands. They have burned our fields and vill ages,



sl aughtered our livestock, tranpled our crops, and rmurdered our fellow
citizens. And for what cause? So that one man's anbition can be
fulfilled! A man whose lust for power knows no

bounds. oeruine would sit upon the Iron Throne and call hinself your
enperor. He denies ny birthright and calls nme a pretender to the
throne."

At this, a loud chorus of angry dissent rang out.
M chael raised his arns for silence.

"Hear me!" he shouted. -If |I were to lead you into battle nmerely to
secure my place, | would indeed be that pretender he accuses nme of
being. If my palace, throne, and crown were all | cared about, | would
be unworthy to lead you into battle. And if I truly believed Arwyn of
Boerui ne woul d nmaeke a better enperor than |, that the people of the
enpire would thrive and prosper under his rule, | tell you here and now
I would step down fromthe throne and give it to him"

Al nmost as one, they shouted, -No!"

"We have faced nuch hardship together,” Mchael went on when they had
settled dowmn. "W have suffered the extremes of weather. W have gone
hungry, tired, and sleepless on the march. W have faced the dangers of
t he Shadow Wirl d together, and we have grieved over our fallen conrades.
Never before in the history of the enpire has there been such a
conflict.

And never before in the history of the enpire has there been such a true
and valiant army! You honor nme, but even nore than that, you honor
your sel ves! "

The troops rai sed a cheer

-If the gods meant for us to fail, we would have failed | ong since, said
M chael. "If the gods neant for me to fall, | would have |ong since
fallen. But this | promi se you: | shall not fall!"

They cheered once nore.

"There shall be no nore expeditions through the Shadow Wrld! There
shall be no nore retreat! There

shall be no nore burning of our fields or |ooting of our towns! And
after this, there shall be no nore Arny of Boeruine!"

They all shouted thensel ves hoarse and rai sed their weapons, stanped
their feet, and struck their shields with their swords. Wrds, thought
Aedan.

Sinple words. And yet, he gives them so nmuch nmeaning. It was because
every sentinment that he expressed he truly felt.

"I was once told by a man nuch wi ser in these things than | that there
is no meaning in fighting for a palace, or a throne, or crown, that
those are merely things, and things are not worth fighting for or dying
for. W do not fight for the Cairn, or for the crown, or for the Iron
Throne. W fight for an idea.



The idea that in unity, there is strength that cannot be defeated. The
idea that in law, there is order, so that men may live in peace and
prosper. The idea that in courage, there is honor, so we may lift our
heads high. And the idea that in resolve, there is purpose, so that we
cannot be deterred.

"The enmpire has no true borders, because borders cannot enconpass an
idea. The enpire is nore than just our land, for |land cannot an enpire
make. The Enpire of Anuire is in the hands of the nman who plows his
field, of the woman who gives birth, of the child who dreans about the
future. The enpire is in all our hearts! And so long as there is
breath within my body, | shall not allow those hearts to break! The war
ends here and now It ends today! It ends before we even see the
enemny, for we shall win it with our courage, with our resolve, and with
our purpose!"

He rai sed his sword high over his head. "For the enpire! And for
victory!"

The troops raised a roar that could be heard throughout the city, crying
out, "Roele! Roele!" as Mchael rode the I ength of their ranks,
standing in his stirrups and waving his sword over his head.

He used ny very words, thought Aedan, shaking his head in admration
Only he said themfar better | ever could.

-A wiser man than |1?- said Aedan, when the enperor returned to his side.
The troops continued cheering.

"Indi sputably,- said Mchael with a perfectly straight face. "But
because |I'm such a self-indul gent bastard, | cannot for the life of ne
remenber who he was."

It was al nost sunrise when the two arm es canme within sight of one

anot her on the plains hal fway between the cities of Anuire and the
castle of Dalton, visible in the distance. Each army had marched al
night in an attenpt to outpace the other. M chael had known he needed
to maintain as much di stance as possi bl e between Lord Arwyn's forces and

the capital. Arwyn had force-marched after rolling over the border
garrisons in an attenpt to gain the high ground on the hills around
Anuire. It was a draw, and both nmet in the mddle. Still, the first

advant age had gone to the Arny of Anuire. They had denied Arwyn the
superi or ground.

He did not expect us to nobilize so quickly, Aedan thought. Arwn had
counted on facing an arny that would be , weakened, disorganized, unable
to assenble in tine to halt his advance upon 33?

the city. But he had not counted on the captain who had ridden like a
man possessed to warn of his advance across the border. He had not
counted on the indonmitable spirit and resolve of the Anuirean troops.

And he had not counted on Mchael's ability to inspire them |In calling
M chael the "Pretender,"” Arwyn had deval ued him and in deval uing him
he had underestimated him as well.

Both armies took up position and settled down to wait for dawn. The
sol diers took their rest upon the ground, with their weapons by their
side, ready to formfor battle on a nonent's notice, but Mchael did not



rest. Wth Aedan by his side, carrying his standard, he rode anong the
troops, talking to them asking about their famlies, calling many of
them by name-it was amazing to Aedan how nmany of those nanes the enperor
coul d remenber-and Aedan watched their faces light up as Mchael rode
anong them encouragi ng them and speaking to themlike a fellow sol dier
not a nonar ch.

To one group: "So, a brisk evening walk, a short rest beneath the stars,
and we're ready for the nmorning's work, eh, boys? W'Ill show them what
we're made of, won't we?"

To another: "Well, are you boys ready to give Arwn a sound thrashi ng?

Shall we push himall the way to Thurazor and let the goblins have his
liver for breakfast?"

And to some troops fromElinie: "Wat do you say, boys, shall we get
this nonsense over with so you can all go back to Elinie and fish the
Saemi|? | hear the trout there grow this big-" holding his hands three
feet apart-"and junmp right out of the river and straight into your
frying pans! | think

maybe 1'Il1 go with you after we've taught these louts a lesson. It's
been a long time since |'ve gone fishing.

He has the gift, thought Aedan. Seeing himnow, relaxed and confident,
bantering with themin a friendly manner, they woul d never have
suspected that only a few days ago, he had been | ocked within his
chanbers, plunged into deep depression and drinking hinmself into a
stupor. He was just as vulnerable to weakness as the rest of them but
he never for a nonment let that show H s confidence gave them
confidence. His refusal to feel fatigue gave themenergy. And even
Aedan started to believe. He felt his spirits rising and suddenly,
defeat did not seem possi bl e.

When dawn cane, Arwyn's troops attacked. By then, M chael had Korven

pass the word to all the officers. "W shall let Arwn conme to us,- he
sai d.

"We shall et them nmake the charge, and see us standi ng here,

i npl acable, inmmbile, like a wall on which his attack shall break. Let
each man stand in silence. | want no battle cries. Let them see our
faces-fearless, still, and resolute as death."

As the Armmy of Boeruine nade their charge, the Anuireans stood firm
silent and notionless as statues. Aedan saw M chael anxiously scanning
the charging ranks for Arwn's standard. Yes, there it was, slightly to
the left and in the forefront, as could be expected. Arwn was a
warlord in every sense of the word. He would not remain behind in
safety, watching froma rise as his troops attacked. He would ride in

t he vanguard, with his standardbearer by his side, so that his troops
could see himleading them

As Aedan wat ched them cone, he thought, by Hael yn, he has brought them
all. He has pulled back all his troops fromthe forest borders of

Al anmie and the Five Peaks, the forces from Talinie and Taeghas, and the
garrisons in Brosengae. And there were goblin fighters with them

wol frider detachments fromthe Prince of Thurazor. He nust have left no
one behind to guard the rear, thought Aedan. This time, it was all or
not hi ng.



As the front ranks net, trunpet calls were sounded in the rear of

M chael 's army, and on cue, they quickly started advanci ng, nmoving to
the left and right, reforming into wings to envel op the fl anks of
Arwyn's charging troops. M chael spurred his nount, and with sword
rai sed, charged into themlike a scythe cutting through wheat.

| mredi ately, his staff set spurs as well, trying to forma protective
circle around him but trying to protect Mchael was like trying to
catch the wind. He had set his sights on Arwn's standard, and his gaze
had never left it.

Now, he tried to cut his way through to his enemy, the man who'd take
hi s throne.

The cl anging of steel against steel filled the air, as did the shouts of
men and the nei ghing of horses. |In alnmobst no tine at all, the ground
was churned up by many feet and hooves, the grass torn and tranpled, and
t he choking dust rising. Holding aloft the standard in one hand and his
sword in the other and controlling his plunging mount with his knees,
Aedan had no benefit of shield, but Sylvanna stayed on his left flank
protecting it while he struck out on his right, trying to stay near the
enper or.

The battle was a wild nelee now, and in the tunult and the confusion and
the dust, the fighters

335 coul d know each other only by their colors and devices. Arwn's

fl anks were being battered, but he had the advantage of superior

nunbers, and his center remained strong. Here and there, fighters
penetrated deep into the body of the opposing arny, on both sides, while
in other places, the ranks held on for longer until there were men on
both sides henmed in by their opponents and forced to turn in al
directions as they fought.

The noi se was deafening. Men fell and were tranpled by the surging
bodies all around them Spears were all but useless in such close
gquarters, except to those who held them up, seeking to unhorse a knight.
Qut of the corner of his eye, Aedan saw young Ghieste fall as a spear
got past his guard and pushed himfromhis nmount. Unbal anced, he went
down into the mlling bodies, and Aedan did not see himrise again. A
nmonent |ater, the sanme thing al nost happened to him He saw a pi ke
thrusting up at him deflected it with his blade, then slashed down at
his attacker, splitting his helm The man had no tinme to scream

None of the mounted fighters could maneuver very quickly now, hemmed in
by the fighting foot soldiers all around them and Aedan saw the
enperor, perhaps ten yards away, hacking away like mad as he tried to
reach Lord Arwn. Arwyn, in turn, seened intent on the sane thing.

The two were separated by no nore than twenty yards, and yet neither
could reach the other. Aedan tried to fight his way closer. His
breat hi ng was becom ng | abored, and he felt the soreness in his sword
arm as he swung away at his attackers. The standard was an i npedi nent,
but he could not let it fall. As Mchael engaged a foot soldier who
sought to slash his | eg, Aedan saw a nounted kni ght com ng up on his
rear.

"M chael!" he called out. "Behind you!"



The enperor struck down the foot soldier and quickly turned his horse,
barely in time to parry the sword stroke ained at his head. For a
nmonent, the two of them engaged in a flurry of blows, and then M chael's
sword caught the knight a bl ow upon his neck, and he went down.

Gylvain fought as well, dressed not in his robes, but for battle.

Magic was of little use in a nelee, but Aedan noticed that no bl ade
could reach him As his attackers struck at him their blades seened to
slide off the air around him but Gylvain's blows struck home. Then
there was no time to notice Gylvain as a nounted kni ght bore down on
Aedan. They exchanged several blows before two Anuirean foot soldiers

| eapt up and dragged himfrom his saddl e.

On and on the battle went, furious and bl oody, with neither side giving
way. Aedan fought nore frominstinct than will, only dimy aware of the
danpness of the sweat trickling down inside his arnor, the taste of dust
in his nmouth, and the snell of bodies surging all around him

Fromtime to tinme, he caught a glinpse of Mchael, and did his utnost to
stay close to him but it was all that he could do to fight for his own
survi val

And then it happened. A nmonentary respite fromthe bl ades striking out
at him a brief island of calmw thin the storm and Aedan saw M chael
battling Arwyn, perhaps twenty yards away, their horses side to side as
they engaged. 1In the area imedi ately around them nen actually stopped
fighting so they

could watch. Aedan urged his nmount forward, trying to get closer

The ol d warl ord agai nst the young enperor. Both had unl eashed their

di vine rage, and everyone around them wat ched, nesnerized, as the two
conbat ants smashed away furiously at each other. They seened evenly

mat ched, and they were battering each other with such force that both
their shields had buckl ed.

Then Arwyn struck a blow that sent Mchael's shield flying, and Aedan
gasped as M chael seened to |ose his balance fromthe inpact. He swayed
in his saddle, and Arwyn raised his sword to finish him

But in that nmonent, M chael suddenly |eaned forward as he swayed and
| unged sharply, driving his blade point first through Arwyn's throat.

The nmonentum of his lunge carried Mchael right out of the saddle, and
as Arwn fell back, Mchael went with him over his horse and to the
ground. At once, Aedan and Syl vanna noved in to protect him and then
Gylvain was there, as well, and a group of foot soldiers who forned a
ring around him M chael got up. Arwyn never woul d.

M chael raised his sword with both hands and brought it down like an
axe, severing the dead archduke's head fromhis body. Then he raised it
hi gh and cried out, "Arwyn is dead! Lay down your arns!"

| mredi ately, the cry was taken up by all the troops.

It happened like a spreading ripple in a pool, nmoving out from where
they were to the fringes of the battle. As the cry of "Arwyn's dead!"

was echoed over and over, slowy, the fighting stopped. The



THe 1 RON THBONE noi se gradual ly died down, and the clash of bl ades

di m ni shed until everything was still. Men sinply stopped fighting and
stood where they were, dazed and exhausted, staring at one anot her
scarcely able to believe it was over

As the dust began to settle and the only sounds upon the battlefield
were the piteous nmobans and cries of the wounded and the dying, several
nmount ed kni ghts of the Arnmy of Boeruine nade their way toward where the
enperor stood. Their horses cane at a wal k, and they held their swords
by their sides.

One knight rode forward and gazed down for a long tinme at Arwyn's
decapi tated body. Then he threw down his sword and reached up to renove
his helm

Ei ght I ong, hard years had passed since Aedan saw himlast, but he
i medi ately recogni zed Derwyn, Arwn's son, and M chael's chil dhood
pl aymat e.

H s face was a nmask of msery. For a nonent, his glance net Aedan's,
and he nodded. Aedan returned the gesture, and then Derwyn turned to
M chael. For several nonents, the two of themsinply stared at one
anot her as their nen gathered around them No one spoke. Derwn held
his head up high. Not in defiance, but in proud defeat.

"Derwn . . ." Mchael said, heavily He could not go on

Derwyn swal | owed hard, then raised his armand cried out in a |loud and
steady voice, "Long |live Enperor Roele!"

There was a nonent's hesitation and then the cry was taken up by the

troops of both sides. "Long live Enperor Roele! Roele! Roele!
Roel e! "
"Thank the gods," said Aedan, wearily. "It is over at last. It is

fini shed, Sylvanna."

But as he turned toward her, she wasn't there. He glanced all around
him frantically, but he could see no sign of her nor Gylvain. Nor of
any of the other elves. It was as if they had nelted away into ..

"The air," he murnured, as the wi nd blew north across the plain.
Booh in THE qORCboN
**chapt er one**

Seaharrow was a disrmal place in winter, cold and danp and drafty from
the fierce winds and storns that constantly blewin off the sea, and
Laera hated it. During the sunmer, the weather was nore tol erable, even
pl easant, and the society nuch inproved, since the annual Summer Court
at Seaharrow was resunmed. However, with each sunmer the old and bitter
menories returned in force, along with boiling frustration and
resentment, as her brother, Mchael, once again arrived at Seaharrow

wi th Aedan Dosi ere.

She had cone full circle. This was where it had all started. It was
the ultimate ignoniny that she should wind up here. There wasn't a



pl ace she could go within the castle that did not rem nd her of a secret
tryst with Aedan. The hanging tapestry in the corridor, with the small
ni che behind it where she and Aedan had coupl ed passionately; the garden
in the courtyard, where they had often nmet at night; the tower parapet
where they had their first encounter; the stables ... and the fina
insult, her own chanbers, which had once been Aedan's when he cane to
Seaharrow for Sunmer Court.

Her husband had insisted that she take that room and nothing she could
say would sway him He rmust have known. Sonehow, he nust have | earned
her secret, though she could not imagine how The bed she slept in
every night was the very bed in which she'd lain with Aedan all those
times. It was insufferable. Mddening. But at the sane tine, it fed
her hatred and resentnent and firmed her resolve to get revenge.

At first, she couldn't understand why Derwyn had not denounced her

When she | earned of Mchael's victory over Arwyn, her first enotion had
been bitter disappointnment, for it nmeant her plans for Aedan and her own
advancenent had been thwarted. She cared nothing that Arwyn had been

sl ain, but when she | earned Derwyn had survived, panic seized her

Except for Callador, who had di sappeared after news of Arwyn's def eat
had reached Boerui ne, Derwyn was the only one who knew of her betrayal.

When she found out M chael had spared himand Derwyn had declared his
al | egi ance to the enperor, she was certain she was undone. Surely
Derwyn woul d denounce her. She had al nost fled right then

But the years and her experience had taught her to be cal cul ating, and
after her initial bout of fear, she

had forced herself to settle down and think things through

There was nothing to stop Derwyn from denounci ng her to M chael, except

he had no proof. It would have been his word agai nst hers, and despite
the fact that she and M chael were not close-they barely even spoke save
for those tinmes when formality demanded it-she was still his sister and

a princess of Anuire. Derwyn's position was too precarious for himto
ri sk maki ng such an accusation. He had nothing to gain fromit and a
great deal to lose. And even if Mchael believed himand there was a
possibility he woul d-he would still not thank himfor putting himin the
difficult position of having to execute his sister or, at the very

| east, send her into exile. Her disgrace would be the enperor's

di sgrace, as well. It would indelibly tarnish the honor and the
reputation of the royal house.

However, there was a chance Derwyn m ght not have realized that. She
barely even knew him so she had no real way to estimate his character
or intellect.

It was possible that in an attenpt to ingratiate hinself with M chael

he m ght reveal her betrayal, thinking he was doing the enmperor a great
service. O else he might do it to strike back at M chael for having
killed his father. There had been no way to know for sure what he would
do, but the nore Laera thought about it, the nore certain she felt that
the situation, while it certainly posed potential danger for her, was
not nearly as disastrous as it had seened at first.

Derwyn woul d either denounce her or would not.



If he did not, then all was well. But if he did, it would still be his
word agai nst hers, and the accusati on woul d seem neanspirited and
spiteful. And

even if Mchael did believe it, it would be to his di sadvantage to act
upon it. After due consideration, Laera had decided that while there
was considerable risk in her position, the odds were still in her favor,
so she woul d brazen it out. But she had not been prepared for what
devel oped. Derwyn had surprised her

In a ceremony on the parade ground of Anuire, where not only all the
peopl e of the city, but both arm es had gathered, M chael had formally
announced an end to the long civil war. The regions Arwyn had
controll ed woul d once nore be taken back into the enpire, and those who
had taken up arnms against him so long as they swore allegiance to the
enpire, would not be penalized. The goblins of Thurazor, however, would
suffer the wath of Inperial Anuire at sone point in the near future,

whi ch M chael did not specify. The arnies had fought |ong enough, he
said, and they deserved a respite fromthe trade of war.

This, of course, had brought himgreat acclaimas an enlightened and
merci ful ruler, but Mchael's next decree had been as surprising as it
was controversial. He had el evated Derwyn to the rank of duke and
confirmed his hereditary ascension to his father's estate. This had
drawn a reaction of absolute astoni shment fromthe assenbled nultitude

Arwyn of Boeruine had rebell ed against the enmperor, and as such, he was
atraitor. By all laws and traditions of the enpire, his entire famly
shoul d have shared his disgrace. An order decreeing Derwn's formal
execution woul d not have been unexpected, since like his father, he had
taken up arms agai nst the enpire.

At the very least, everyone thought he woul d be

exiled. For himto assunme the title and | ands of the Duke of Boeruine
was shocki ng and unprecedented, but M chael had yet one nore surprise in
store.

"My lords and | adi es, valiant conrades-in-arns, and people of Anuire,"
he had said, his voice carrying across the parade ground. "l know that
many of you are no doubt shocked and di snmayed by my raising of Lord
Derwn to a dukedom when his father had plunged our nation into a | ong
and bl oody civil war. Many of you would doubtless call for his exile or
even death."”

At this, a |oud chorus of assent was raised. Mchael waited for a
nonent, then raised his hands for silence.

"Truly, either punishnment would be in keeping with our |aws and our
traditions," he said. "However, there has al ready been too nuch dying.

There are those anbng you, | amsure, who would want to see revenge
exacted on Derwyn of Boeruine for the war that has | ong ravaged our
country and taken so many lives. Yet | ask you to consider that the war
was not of Derwyn's naking.

"I't was Arwn who had allowed his blind anmbition to cloud his better
judgrment," he continued. "It was Arwyn whose greed and lust for power
led himinto naking an alliance with the goblin real mof Thurazor, and



it was Arwn who had used force of arns to induce Talinie, Taeghas, and
Brosengae to join himin his rebellion. Arwn has paid for his
transgressions with his life. If | were |likew se to punish Derwyn of
Boerui ne, would I not also need to punish Davan of Taeghas, Rurik of
Talinie, and Lysander of Brosengae? And if, according to our past |aws
and traditions, these nobles were to forfeit

their lives or be exiled for joining Arwn in taking arns agai nst us,
then according to those same traditions, their famlies would |ikew se
share in their disgrace

"Where is the justice? Davan of Taeghas has two young sons aged six and
ten. What offense did they conmit? Shall we punish the sons for the
crimes of the fathers? If we were to take that course, then if a
conmoner were to steal a loaf of bread, would his son bear the

puni shrent, as well? And what of wi ves and daughters? \What of
grandchi | dren?

Where do we draw the line? If, as Arwn's vassal, Count Davan shoul d be
condemned for doing his duty to his feudal lord, then should we not also
condemn all those troops who followed hin? And their famlies, as well?
If we were to proceed in such a manner, the enpire would soon |ack for a
popul ati on.

"I say it is enough that Arwyn, who began the war, has paid for his
m stake. There is no purpose to be served in further retribution.

Boerui ne and Talinie must present a strong, united front to defend their
borders agai nst incursions from Thurazor and the Five Peaks.

Taeghas and Brosengae nust now turn their efforts fromthe prosecution
of the war to the pacification of the Seam st Muntains, for the ogres
have grown ever bolder while we were in conflict and the dwarves can no
| onger contain them Let us forget past differences and proceed wth
the task of rebuilding. Let us turn our efforts from planning strategy
for war to the planting of crops and the raising of |ivestock

"Henceforth, we shall be united. To strengthen that union, | propose to
send permanent anbas 348 sadors fromthe Inperial Court to each barony
and duchy. Each of those anbassadors shall take with hima staff with
which to forman enbassy that will comunicate regularly and directly
with the Iord high chanberlain, so that the enperor shall have his
personal representatives present at each hol di ng.

"And to further cenent the ties between us, | ampleased to formally
announce on this day the betrothal of ny sisters, the Princess Rhiannon
to Lord Devan of Taeghas, the Princess Corielle to Lord Rowan of

Talinie, the Princess Kristana to Lord Brom of Brosengae, and the
Princess Laera to Lord Derwyn of Boeruine. Thus will those | ands now be
forever tied to our royal house by oath of fealty and bond of blood, and
we shall quarrel no nmore. And in honor of these ties that shall reunite
our enmpire, | hereby proclaima festival that shall last for seven days
and seven nights. Let the tenple bells ring and |l et your voices raise
in song and nmerrinment. The war is ended! Let peace reign throughout

| mperial Anuire!l™

After the initial stunned reaction, the nultitude broke out in wld
cheering and, on cue, all the tenple bells within the city began to
toll. Al present saw the wi sdom and nercy of the enperor and al
raised a chant to hail his nane. "Roele! Roelel



Roel e! "

Laera had listened to her brother's final words with shock and
amazenment. It was the last thing she could have possibly expected.

Had Arwyn won the war, as she had been sure he woul d, she would have
married Derwyn, retained her rank and eventually becone the Enpress of
Anuire. Now, she was still going to marry Derwyn, only instead of
standing to

inherit the title of enpress, she would be dimnished in rank from
Princess of Anuire to Duchess of Boeruine. Her |lot hadn't changed at

all fromthe days when she had been betrothed to Arwyn, only now instead
of marrying the father, she would wed the son and |ive at Seaharrow, on
the dreary, storm ashed coast of a distant province.

Fate was ironic, cruel, and fickle.

The one thing that had puzzled her was why Derwyn had agreed to the

mat ch. Perhaps M chael had given himno choice. He knew she had been a
spy for Arwn. Perhaps he believed it was because she had | oved his
father. Yes, she thought, that rmust be it, but she had soon di scovered
otherwi se. After the Festival of Seven Days, which became an annua

cel ebration, she had departed for Boeruine, where she had narried
Derwn. And it was on their weddi ng night that she discovered his true
feelings and notivations.

"Let us have no m sunderstandi ngs between us, ny lady," he had said, his
posture stiff and his voice extrenely formal. "I know exactly what sort
of woman | have married-and do not think to protest your innocence to
me. M father had possessed a vast network of informants, and through
them | now possess a wealth of lurid detail about your past.

You have changed | overs as a post rider changes nounts, and you have
enpl oyed your wiles to destroy those whom you have seduced. Make no

m stake, this marriage is nothing nore than a political arrangenent. |
do not |ove you, and | never coul d.

"You may wonder why | did not denounce you to your brother as a spy," he
had continued col dly.

"Some of the reasons you have doubtless already 350 inferred, but here

is the chief reason of themall. It is upto nme to rebuild the
tarni shed reputation of my house. An alliance by marriage to the House
of Roele will do nuch to increase the dimnished standing of the House

of Boeruine. Your duty as a wife is to give ne sons to carry on ny
fam |y name.

Two shall be sufficient, | should think. They shall be the issue of a
uni on between our houses, and they shall once nore raise the Duchy of
Boeruine to its once preeninent status as first anpbng all the nobility.

The bl oodline will be strengthened, and our kinship with Roele, the
chanpi on of Deismmar, will be reaffirmed. Beyond that, | want nothing
from you.

"You shall sleep in your own chambers. Save for the purposes of
procreation, | have no desire to share ny bed with you. You shall have
| adi es-in-waiting to keep you conpany. | have no wish to be troubl ed



with it. You shall be kept cloistered and under constant watch to
ensure your faithful ness. Once you have given ne two sons, you shall be
free to choose whatever |overs you may wi sh, subject to extrene

di scretion. Bed the stabl eboys, for all | care, but if so nmuch as one
whi sper of gossip should ensue, | shall have you exiled to the farthest
reaches of the enpire to serve as a priestess in the Northern Tenple of
Haelyn in the province of |Ice Haven on the rocky coast of Talinie, where
you shall have your head shaved, dress in sinple robes of coarse black
wool , and spend your days in constant prayer and solitary meditation

"When necessity demands that we appear together on formal occasions, you
shall play the part of the obedient and loving wife, deferring to ny
judgrment in all things. Oherw se, you shall not try ne

wi th your conversation or your presence. On these matters, | shal
remain as rigid as the rock on which this castle stands, so save your
breath and pl ague ne not with your entreaties. Such is your lot, and
you shall accept it wthout question. D sobey at your own peril."

She had listened with stunned disbelief and nounting fury. Wo was he
to speak to her in such a manner? She was a princess of the royal

house, and he merely sone |outish provincial raised to the status of
dukedom even so, beneath her. And how could he know so nuch about her?
Informants, he had said. Spies, he neant. Spies everywhere.

She had been betrayed. Wich of those servants in the pal ace had

betrayed her? She had paid themwell, the traitorous ingrates! And
this was how they had repai d her kindness and | argesse, by
doubl e-dealing and betrayal. |If she ever found out who they were, she

woul d have them | ashed until the skin fell off their backs. Then she
woul d string themup by their thunbs and roast their feet with coals.

She would throttle themw th her own bare hands! She wanted to scream
and | aunch herself at her new husband, to scratch his eyes out, but sone
instinct of self-preservation had restrained her. That was not the way.

Rebel | i ng agai nst Derwyn woul d only give himan excuse to rid hinself of
her-after she had borne himchildren

Children! The thought of Iying with himfilled her with | oathing now.

He was much nore handsonme than his father, and when Arwyn had proposed
the match, she had thought she could certainly do much worse. Derwyn
was attractive, and his manner seened to suggest he would be a gentle,

t houghtful lover. But now this! Sonehow, somewhere, he had found a
backbone. She could see his nethod clearly. Exert forceful control at
once, the better to maintain it. WlIl, she would Iet himthink he had
his way.

She had wept and cast her eyes down, neekly submitting to his will,
playing up to his masculine power. And she had begun to forma plan
that would reverse their roles. And as she considered how she woul d
bring that about, she becane filled with delightful anticipation. |If
Derwyn woul d use mascul i ne force, she would enpl oy fem nine cunni ng.

She would lull himinto a fal se sense of security and then she woul d
neatly turn the tables. It would take tinme, but she would thoroughly
enj oy every nmonment of it.



That had been three years ago. Since then, her plan had progressed
steadily and surely. She had accepted all of Derwyn's directives

wi t hout question, at first nerely acting sullen and stoic about it, but
gradual |y, she had all owed himto perceive her nood begin to alter

This gradual warming trend she had timed to coincide exactly with the
frequency of their efforts at procreation. The first time, about a week
after their marriage-she could not tell if he was nerely giving her tine
to get used to the idea or if he was working hinself up to it-she had
acted stiff and unresponsive initially, as if she were suffering in

sil ence through an experience she could not avoid. But as he neared
climax, s e a egun to thrust against himslightly and had all owed a
small noban or two to escape her lips, as if she were enjoying it despite
herself. That seened to both please and excite him though he had tried
not to let it

show. She renenbered | aughing i nwardly, thinking that nmen were so
transparent.

The next tine, as before, she greeted himas if what they were about to
do was a trial for her, but once nore, as their |ovenaking progressed,
she began responding, displaying a bit nore excitenent-but carefully,
not too much. She couldn't let himthink she was enjoying the act for
its own sake.

She wanted Derwyn to believe it was himshe was responding to, that his
mal e prowess was getting through to her despite her resistance. And
little by little, she gave a little nore, and then a little nore, unti
eventual ly her entire demeanor had changed when he cane to her

After a few weeks, she greeted himw th eyes neekly downcast, subm ssive
i nstead of quietly defiant, but when she |ooked up at him it was with
hopeful anticipation. She always quickly averted her gaze whenever he
noticed it, as if she did not mean for himto see how she truly felt.
And out of the corner of her eye, she would see the srmug little snile on
his Bps as he noticed what she had pretended to hide and she woul d think
how easy it was.

They were really all the same. Cater to their sense of self, to their
pride and illusions of power, and soon they all became putty in her
hands. But with Derwyn, the game was nore drawn out and consi derably
nore el aborate, in part for its own sake, because she was bored and
there was little else to do, and in part because the end result she

pl anned for was ambitious and conpl ex.

A mont h passed, and she had begun to act repentant, not saying anything
outright, but letting himknow through her deneanor that she regretted
t he

way she had behaved before. When he came to her bed, she was tender and
receptive, always careful not to show too nuch enthusiasm allow ng him
to think he was bringing out the tenderness in her, the "true worman" who
had sl unbered for so long, that he was making her fall in love with him
And when he left her, she would always turn away and pretend to weep
into her pillow. One night, when he hesitated, |ingering by the door to
her bedchanber as if he were about to offer words of confort but managed
to fight down the inmpul se, then she knew she had him

Ei ght nonths into their marriage and she was still not pregnant.



Doubt | ess, Derwyn was starting to feel frustration at their failure, but
she wasn't pregnant because she had a supply of a special preparation, a
poti on she had obtained froma wi zard in Anuire that would inhibit her
fertility. She was not yet ready to give hima child. She had to build
up his anticipation and break down his defenses. The tim ng had to be
just right. Wth Arwn, she knew, it never woul d have worked, but
Derwyn nerely thought he was as strong as his father ever was, when in
truth, it wasn't Arwyn's strength that woul d have made her fail with
him but his conplete indifference to anyone except hinself.

A year passed, and she entered the next stage of her plan. She was, by
now, playing the part of the dutiful and quietly subm ssive wife to the
hilt, but now she added sonething else. She fell into a melancholy, and
at times allowed himto find her weeping for no apparent reason

She began to go to tenple regularly, praying every day, until even the
priests remarked upon her piety. Al of this, she knew, was

bei ng reported back to Derwyn, whose nmanner toward her by now had
changed conpl etely.

Convi nced he had brought about a change in her, Derwyn was now puzzl ed
by her new behavi or.

And one ni ght, when she judged the time was right because he had seened
particularly tender with her, she waited until they were finished with
their | ovemaki ng and he lay upon her, spent. Then she started sobbing.

He | ooked up with alarmand nmoved to lie beside her. "Wat is it,
Laera?" he asked, stroking her hair softly. "Wat's wong?"
"Ch, everything is wong!" she cried. "A|l wong!

| amall wong!"

"But how? Wiy? | don't understand."

Still sobbing, she shook her head and turned away fromhim as if
ashaned.

"Tell me," he said. "Please."

"I am bei ng puni shed," she said, sobbing. "Punished for the all wi cked

things | have done, for the selfish life I've ledl That is why | cannot
gi ve you sons! The gods have cursed ne and made nme barren!”

"No," said Derwyn, "that cannot be true."

"I have tried to make up for my past mstakes," she cried. "I have no
other wish nowthan to be a wife and a nother, but no child quickens in
my wonb! Each day, | go to tenmple and pray to be forgiven, to be deened
worthy of you, to be blessed with your son, but nmy prayers remain
unanswered, for | have been w cked! Ch, how you must hate ne!

I wish | could die!"

Derwyn took her in his arms. "Hush, now, don't say such things. W
must not tenpt the gods."

"Send me away, Derwyn. Send ne away to |Ice Haven, where | may spend the



remai nder of ny days atoning for my sins and trouble you no norel
It is no less than | deserve!"

I nwardly, she held her breath. She thought the moment right, but if she
had m sjudged things, there was every possibility he would do just that.

"No, Laera," he said. "It is not you who nust ask forgiveness. It is
. Wen | first brought you here, | was cold to you, filled with
resentment. | thought to use you as nothing nore than a nmeans to an
end, so it was | who acted selfishly. You were bitter because you had
been hurt by Dosiere-yes, | know about that, too-and it was your anger
and your bitterness that led you to do the things you did. Yet all that
is in the past. You have been a good and faithful wife. | thought I

could not trust you, but now !l know | was wong. You've changed, Laera.
You' ve done everything | asked of you and nore. From now on, things

will be different. | promse, you will see. |If the gods nmean for our
union to be fruitless, so be it. But I will not send you away. | could
never do that now | love YOU. "

She | ooked at him eyes wide with feigned disbelief, as if she had just
heard the words she had al ways | onged to hear, while inwardly, she

| aughed with scornful victory. The change had come. The tables were
reversed. Now she was in control

"Ch, Derwyn!" she said breathily. "I |ove you, too!"

A month | ater, she was pregnant, and the nidw fe decreed the child would
be a son.

Al most four years had passed since the War of Rebellion, and the enmpire
was united and stronger under Mchael's rule than it had ever been
bef ore.

For the nost part, the nation was at peace, but there was still work for
the Arny of Anuire. Peace had to be maintained with strength, and there
was never any shortage of those who would not hesitate to test that
doctri ne.

The ogre tribes in the Seam st Muntai ns had grown stronger while the
war had occupi ed the humans, and periodically the enperor |aunched
canpai gns to assist the forces of Taeghas and Brosengae in holding them
at bay. To the north of the Heartland territories, tribes of goblins
and gnolls who nade their headquarters in the Stonecrown Muntains
continued raiding farnms and villages in Moried and herdsnmen in the

sout hern part of Markazor, where the enpire was attenpting to expand its
frontiers. Coeranys was subject to periodic raids fromdeni humans in

t he Chi maeron, and attacks from Khi nasi pirates who plied the coast
during the spring and sunmer seasons.

Rhuobhe Mansl ayer still remained a strong force to be reckoned with in
the Western Marches, and hi s nmountai nous, heavily forested domain nmade a
canpaign to flush himout virtually inpossible. During the eight years
that the war progressed, he had taken advantage of the conflict to
expand his domain into the forests of Boeruine, and he had pushed his
eastern boundaries into the foothills of western Al am e, sweeping down
into the valleys with his renegade elves to | oot and pill age
extensively. At best, the enpire could do little nore than pursue a
strategy of containment by establishing strong garrisons al ong



the western borders of western Alamie. The Five Peaks remained a

| awl ess regi on, necessitating the establishnment of outposts along the
northern borders of Alamie to keep the bandits fromraiding at their
pl easure. And there still renmained the punitive expedition into
Thurazor, which M chael had been forced to put off time and again
because his attention had been required el sewhere.

The outer reaches of Cerilia also occupied much of the enperor's
attention. H's dreamwas to expand the boundaries of the empire to
enconpass the wild territories to the far north, such as R uvik, Svinik,
Hal skapa, jankapi ng, and Hogunmark, bringing the Vos tribes back into
the fold. Ever since the Battle of Munt Deisnmaar, the Vos had been a

| aw unto thensel ves, and M chael wanted to reclaimthose territories and
restore the enpire to the glory of the days before the passing of the
old gods. Wth the Vos territories under his control, he would then be
abl e to mount canpaigns fromthe far northern | ands agai nst the
territories ruled by the goblin princes and the awnsheghlien, such as
the Real mof the Wiite Wtch, Urga-Zai, the G antdowns and, nost
chal | engi ng and dangerous of all, the Gorgon's Crown, the foreboding
domai n of Prince Raesene.

Beyond that, there were the territories of the Far East, nade al nost

i naccessi bl e by I and because to reach them an arny woul d have to pass

t hrough Chimaeron. It was the only practicable route to reach the
Tarvan Waste and the |lands of the Black Spear Tribes, the forests of
Rheul gard, Rhuannach, and Innishiere, as well as the Northeastern
Territories such as Kal Kal athor, Drachenward, Wl fgaard, Mol ochev, and
t he awnsheghl i en domai ns of the

Raven and the Manticore. At one tinme, before the War of Shadow, which
had culmnated in the Twilight of the Gods at Deismaar, the enpire had
controlled alnmost all of Cerilia, and Mchael's dreamwas to reacquire
those | ands, drive out the brigands, civilize the savage tribes who now
controll ed those territories, and defeat the evil awnsheghlien once and
for all.

It was an inpossibly anbitious goal, thought Aedan, and acconpli shing
it-if, indeed, it could be acconplished-wuld take at least a lifeting,
yet M chael seened determined to pursue it. He talked of little else.

It was not enough for himthat he had al ready acconplished far nore than
his father ever had, that the enpire was reunited now and stronger than
it had been in generations. He wanted to bring back the enpire of the
original Roele, whose name he bore, and to surpass all the
acconpl i shnments of the long line of Roeles who had preceded him

M chael had becone a driven man, and Aedan was concerned about him He
was obsessed with the idea of conquest. Despite the weariness he had
prof essed at the end of the War of Rebellion, he could take no
satisfaction in the peace he had achi eved.

The war had changed him H's formative years had been spent in warfare,
and despite all the hardships it inposed, war was now in M chael's
blood. He lived to lead troops into battle, and he becane noody and
restl ess when he was confined to the palace for any | ength of tine.

That, thought Aedan, was the crux of it. Mchael felt confined. The
daily routine of governing the empire was sonething he found oppressive.
He del egated nost of his responsibilities so that, in effect,



Aedan ran the government while the enperor spent endless hours in

pl anni ng strategies for new campaigns to expand the enpire's borders or
organi zi ng expeditions to quell raids by bandits and dem humans on the
frontier. He had becone, thought Aedan, what he had fought. He was a
warlord. He had turned into Arwn of Boeruine.

The people loved himfor it. To them he was a hero, the warrior-king
who had saved the empire

Under his rule, they had enjoyed nore peace and prosperity than ever
before. However, Aedan knew it could not last. The people of the
enpire hailed his expeditions to put down bandit raids and drive back

i nvading tribes of gnolls and goblins fromtheir borders. They cheered
himin the streets when he led his arny on the march, but Aedan wondered
how | ong those cheers would | ast when the treasury ran dry; for it was
al ready seriously depl eted-and new and greater taxes had to be inposed
to finance the continuing canpaigns.

For now, farmers were pleased to contribute a portion of their crop
yield to help sustain the Army of Anuire, and herdsnen unconpl ai ni ngly
provided nmeat to feed the troops, but as the canpai gns continued and the
size of the arny increased as it did each year, Aedan knew t hese
attitudes woul d change. For the present, it was not a hardship for a
farmer to contribute a tenth portion of his crops to supply the arny,

but what woul d happen when the enpire demanded hal f? Parting with a few
head of sheep or cattle did not greatly di sconmbde a herdsman, know ng
he was playing a vital part in keeping the enpire secure, but when the
arnmy cane and marched away with half his herd, he would be sure to fee
resent ment.

M chael couldn't seemto see that. The people |Ioved him and he could
not inmagine losing their support. For now, he had it, but if he

mai nt ai ned his present course, things were bound to change. Over and
over, Aedan had tried to make hi munderstand this, but M chael
stubbornly dism ssed all his concerns.

"You worry too nuch, Aedan," he'd say with a smle. "As we pacify our
frontiers and continue to expand our borders, we shall nake nore | and

avail able for farm ng and grazing. And as we nmake nore opportunities

for farmers to expand their fields and herdsnen to broaden their range
| ands, our new acquisitions will attract people fromthe cities to the
frontiers, where they will see the chance to prosper

And when peopl e prosper, Aedan, they do not becone dissatisfied."

"Indeed, there is truth in what you say," Aedan had replied, "but you

have neglected to take several things into account. It is not quite
that sinmple. As we continue to expand our borders-which will cost us-it
will require nore of our resources to protect them W will have to

build nore garrisons, create new peers to oversee the adm nistration of
the newy acquired territories, and recruit nore troops to defend them
Those troops will all need to be supplied and fed and housed, and the
expense of that will counteract the growth in prosperity that you

envi sion for a nunber of years, at |east.

"Aside fromthat," he continued, "these constant campai gns, no matter
how successful they may be, continue to inpose a steady drain on
manpower. W have already increased the nunber of nercenaries in our
ranks significantly, and mercenari es do not have
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the sane inmpetus to fight as do men who defend their honeland. 1In the
War of Rebellion, nost of our soldiers were family men. \Wen they
returned fromtheir campaigns, they went to spend tinme with their
famlies. Mercenaries, on the other hand, have no fanmilies to support,
whi ch neans they have no responsibilities. Wen they return fromthe
canpai gns, they go into the city in search of entertainnent. They go to
gam ng houses, brothels, and taverns.

"Since we have increased the nunber of nercenaries anmong our troops,"”
Aedan continued, "there has been a nmarked increase in such
establishnments to cater to them Along with them has cone a narked
increase in crime. Once quiet and peaceful areas of the city have
become raucous fleshpots where taverns and brothels remain open till the
early hours of the norning and nen stagger drunkenly through the
streets, accosting fermale citizens, getting into brawls, and generally
creating a nuisance. They, in turn, have attracted a grow ng nunber of
al l eymen and cutpurses, and the city sheriff is too overtaxed to dea
with themall. There have been nunerous petitions fromour citizens
conpl aining of this situation and of the behavior of the mercenaries
when they are on the town. W need to hire nore nmen for the sheriff's
guard, which will further tax our resources.

To put it bluntly, Sire, we just cannot afford to continue on this
course. "

"As | said, Aedan, you worry too rmuch," Mchael had replied. "The
enpire is growing, and we are merely experiencing sone grow ng pains.

These are all matters that can be sorted out. W need no nore nen for
the sheriff's guard when we can enpl oy the

arnmy to help police the city. A curfew can be instituted for soldiers
on the town, and the city council can pass an ordi nance decreeing that
taverns, gam ng houses, and other such establishments may not remain
open past a certain hour. These are all matters that can be settled

with a little thought and practical application. | |eave them
conpletely in your hands, as | have utnost confidence in you. Wrk with
the city council to resolve them | cannot be bothered with such

trivial affairs.

"As for the rest of your concerns," he added, "these things will all be
settled in due course. Newterritories nean new wealth and
opportunities and nore security for the citizens of the enpire. |If this
will tax our resources in the short run, the long termgains wll
conpensate for short-termlosses. W nust |look to the future. If that

requires us to make some sacrifices in the present, so be it."

Later that night, Aedan repeated the conversation to his wife as they

prepared for bed. "It just seems hopeless,” he told her when he
finished describing his discussion with the enperor. "He is wong, and
he is trying to nove too fast, but | cannot convince him It's no

di fferent than when we were children

He is just as stubborn and obstinate as ever. The trouble is, | have
al ways been the sensible one, the voice of restraint, and he sinply

t hi nks I am bei ng stodgy and overcautious. O what use am| as his
first mnister if he won't listen to nmy advice?"



"He needs a wife," said Ariel as she got into bed.

Aedan stopped his pacing back and forth across the room He |ooked at
her, taken aback, then chuckled and shook his head. "You wonen al ways
think that marriage will settle a man. Nothing short

THE: | RON THNONE of anot her explosion |like the one on Deismaar all those
years ago will settle Mchael, and even then, |I'mnot so sure.”

"Now who is thinking in overly sinplistic terns?"

she asked. "O has it not occurred to you that a wife may influence her
husband in ways his friends and advi sors cannot? Aside from which, have
you consi dered asking the enperor what will becone of all his efforts if
he does not produce an heir? Right now, he has nothing else to occupy
his attention save his plans for the future of the enpire.

What about the future of his line? Has he stopped to consider that?

"And it wouldn't do for himto marry just anyone," she added. "The
sel ection of a suitable bride for the enperor would take time and
effort, much of which he woul d doubtl ess del egate to you, but his
consul tation would certainly be required, and that would give him
somet hing el se to think about. Then there is the matter of reaching a
decision. He would have to neet his potential bride and get to know
her .

| could not see the enperor blindly accepting an arranged match. He
woul d naturally insist on form ng his own opinion and naking his own
choi ce.

"Then there would be the matter of the nmarriage itself, of course, with
all the necessary arrangenents," she continued. "That, too, would take
some time and effort. And followi ng the marriage, there would be the
customary period for consunmation, after which a certain anount of his

attention woul d be occupied by the production of an heir. |If we could
find the right sort of wonan for him one who is as intelligent as she
is beautiful, one whomhe could fall in love with and respect and not

dom nate conpletely, then it is doubtful he would spend every

waki ng hour thinking about new canpaigns. |If a marriage would not
settle him as you say, then at the very least it would sl ow himdown."

Aedan rubbed his beard thoughtfully. "You know, you're absolutely

right," he said. "It would be the perfect solution. | cannot inagine
why | did not think of it myself."

"I can," Ariel said softly. "Considering the circumnmstances of our

mat ch, | would not expect you to think of marriage as a desirable

solution to anything."
Aedan conpressed his lips into a tight grimace.
He sighed heavily. "Have | been so inconsiderate a husband?"

Ariel shook her head. "No," she said. "You have been nost considerate
and kind and gentle. | could not ask for a nore doting father for our
daughter, nor a husband nore attentive to ny needs. | can conplain of
nothing. | know you have come to care for ne over the past four years,
but | al so know that had you been able to choose freely, | would not



have been the one you woul d have chosen for a wife."

Aedan sat down on the bed and took her hand. "It is true that | |oved
Syl vanna, but | have no regrets for the way things turned out. A
marriage with Sylvanna woul d have been inpossible, for all the reasons

you gave me at the tine. She knew that as well, which was why she |eft
the way she did, along with all the others. W shared a brief nonent of
happi ness, but we could not have made a narriage. | knew that even

then. We were fromtwo different worlds, and fate brought us together

We fought shoul der-to-shoul der throughout the war, facing death
countl ess tinmes, and when a man and wonan

-even a human and an elf-are together in such circunmstances for so |ong,
| suppose it is inevitable that such feelings should develop."

"I wish | could have gone on the campaigns with you," said Ariel
wistfully. "I amstrong, and | can fight as well as nost nen, and
better than some. | pleaded with ny father to let me go, but he said it
was not a woman's place to take up arnms in battle, especially a |lady of
the court.”

"Be grateful you were spared the horror," Aedan said. "I would not w sh
for you to share the nightmares that still plague ne."

"I would share anything with you," she said.

"You have made ne very happy, Ariel. You have becone the nearest and
dearest person in ny life, nmore inportant to ne even than the enperor
whom | have known and | oved as a friend and soverei gn since ny
chi | dhood, and whom duty demands | place above all else. | could never
have gi ven Syl vanna what she truly needed, nor cou s e ave done the sane
for me. You, on the other hand, have fulfilled all ny needs and nore."

"Had things been otherw se," she said, "and had you the opportunity to
choose between us now. .."

She stopped. "No, | will not ask that. It is unfair and pointless.
And | don't think | really want to know. "

"But | did choose you," said Aedan. "And | have never had cause to
regret nmy choice.”

They bl ew out the candl es and went to bed, but Aedan couldn't sleep for
a long tinme.

**chapter TWO**

The birth of Aerin of Boeruine was the occasion of great rejoicing at
Seaharrow. Derwyn had declared a festival to celebrate the birth of his
heir, and the bells of the town tolled to cormmenorate the event.

The wi ne cellars of Seaharrow were opened, and barrels sent out to the
town, placed in the squares so that the people could join the duke in a
celebratory libation, and a dispatch rider was sent to Anuire to inform
t he enperor of the happy news that he had becone an uncle. A feast was
held in the great hall of the castle, and Derwyn had spared no expense
to make sure the cel ebration was every bit as |avish as those held at
the enperor's court. Al present had remarked that they had never seen



hi m happi er.
For Laera, it was an occasi on of inmmense relief.

She had | oathed carrying the child. She was grateful to be free of the
si ckness in the nornings, of the i mense disconfort that had only
continued to increase as the child grew, of the pain in her back and the
swelling in her ankles and the tw sting and turning and ki cking of the
infant as it lay within her wonb. She had known that birth was pai nful
and precarious, but she had still been unprepared for the agony she felt
as Aerin made his way into the world.

It had felt as if she were being torn apart.

She had screamed and cursed Derwyn's nane in ternms so crude and vehenent
that even the m dwi ves had been shocked and she was | ater grateful her
husband had not been present to hear how she abused him

It would have certainly conflicted with the new i nage of herself that
she had worked so hard to build up in his nind

Derwyn had obtained a wet-nurse for her, as was customary, for which
Laera was profoundly grateful

She had suffered | ong enough in carrying the child.

She had no wi sh to be burdened further by needing to care for it. That
was why woren of the common cl asses aged so quickly, she thought.

Their children suck the life right out of them

As it was, she had to bear pain in her bosons for at |east a week or
nore past the delivery and the disconfort of the conpressi on bandage
wound around her chest each day to catch the leaks and inhibit mlk
producti on. She knew that it would not be | ong before Derwyn wanted her
to bear hima second son, and she was not | ooking forward to the

experi ence. She would postpone it for as |long as possible. She did not
even want to allow himin her

bed, and in this, fortunately, she had the support of the m dw ves, who
had expl ained to Derwyn that she was weak and needed tinme to recover
fromthe birth.

She thanked the gods the child hadn't been a daughter. She hoped the
next one wouldn't be. That woul d nean she woul d have to suffer through
the entire process yet a third tine, or even nore, if another daughter
cane. She still had a small supply of her special potion left, but she
woul d soon run out and have to find a source for nore. She would have
to find and cultivate some young worman of the Court of Seaharrow she
could trust. A servant wouldn't do. She had | earned her |esson

Servants could betray her. She would need to find a girl of sone
position who had a lot to |ose.

For all that she had suffered, the birth of Aerin had now made possible
the next stage of her plan. She had already begun working on it. As
before, it would be a slow process that would i nvol ve the gradua
mani pul ati on of her husband, but she had already |aid the groundwork.

Derwyn had intended to be her lord and master, but by now, it was she



who held control. It had been such a sinple matter to convince hi mthat
he had made her fall in love with himand that it was his prowess as a

| over, and not the subtle skills she had | earned over the years, that
brought out the best in her and nade sex so pleasurable. She would now
use it as a weapon to get her way.

She had already planted the seeds for the next phase of her plan. Wen
Derwyn came to see her following the birth, she had told hi mhow pl eased
and proud she was to have given himthe son he wanted and added, as if

i n passing, an observation as to the inportance of the birth.

"He shall grow up to do great things, ny husband," she had said. 'I
knowit. | can feel it in ny bones."

"I have no doubt he will," said Derwyn proudly.

"You now have a strong son to carry on your name," she said. "And he
shall be an inportant person in the enpire, for the enperor remnains
unmarried, and without an heir. As the firstborn of the eldest princess
of the House of Roele, Aerin shall be the next in line to sit upon the
throne. O course, | amsure Mchael will marry someday and produce an
heir. It is just that he has been so busy with his campaigns of late
that he has had no time to devote to such pursuits.”

Still, that had set Derwyn's mind to thinking about the possibility.

She could tell. Unlike his father, Derwyn reveal ed every thought
t hrough his expression. And the thought of his son one day sitting on
the Iron Throne was sonethi ng he had not previously considered.

However, now that the thought had been planted, it would grow. And she
would slowy nurture it until it bloomed into a driving anbition

If Mchael remained without an heir, and if sonething were to happen to
hi m on one of his canpaigns, Aerin would stand to inherit the throne,
and Derwyn woul d becone the regent until Aerin came of age. Once that
had been acconplished, if some ill fate were to befall Derwyn, then as
his wife, she would becone regent. And she would rule the Enpire of
Anui re.

Each night as she lay alone in bed, keeping Derwn 371 at bay until she
had recovered fromthe birth, she planned as diligently as M chael

pl anned the strategies for his canpaigns. |In her mnd, she went over
each aspect of her goal, refining it, contenplating every |ast detail

The one thing she could not control was Mchael. |If he were to marry
and produce an heir, that could ruin everything. There seenmed nothing
she could do to prevent that from happening.

But if, by chance, he did marry and the new enpress, whoever she m ght
be, bore hima son, she would have to find sone way to rmake certain the
child did not survive.

One night, as she lay in bed contenplating possibilities, she becane
aware of a subtle change in the air within her room The candl es
guttered, and the atnosphere around her took on a certain thickness.

It grew darker in the center of the room As she sat up in bed, she
perceived a snoky, faintly glow ng mst that appeared just above the
floor and rose in tendrils that began to swirl, spinning around and



around until they formed a vortex, a mi sty tunnel in the air. Through
that tunnel cane a dark figure, walking slowy toward her

She held her breath. As the figure approached, |oom ng |arger, she
could make out the robes he wore and the staff he carried in his hand.

Even before he stepped out into her room she knew who had conme to visit
her .

"Cal | ador!" she said.

He bowed to her. "M lady," he said, pulling back his hood and
reveal ing his ancient, hairless features.

"It has been a long time. | trust | find you well?"

"I amrecovering fromhaving given birth," she said. "Derwyn has a
son. "

372

"Yes, | know," the w zard said. "I have kept track of events. | stil

have an interest in what transpires at Seaharrow. "

"\Where have you been?" she asked. "You disappeared without a trace
after the war. It is widely assuned that you are dead."

"That serves mny purpose,” Callador replied. "I had to take certain
precautions. Wen | learned that Arwyn fell in battle, | feared the
possibility of retribution for the part | took in his rebellion. For
all | knew, your involvement in it might have been exposed, and the
enperor could have taken it into his head to punish ne severely for the
part | played in it.

Had you been reveal ed as an agent of Boeruine, | had little doubt you
would try to save yourself by clainmng to have been ensorcelled."

He held up his hand to forestall her comment. "Do not protest,"” he
said. "That would have been the only |ogical course for you to take if
you wi shed to save yourself, and I would not have bl amed you for it.

However, under the circunstances, | felt it prudent to renove nyself
fromthe possibility of inperial retribution, and since | had |ost ny
patron, it was needful that | find another. | had not anticipated you

m ght escape suspi ci on

"I thought it likely Derwn woul d denounce you in an attenpt to save
hi nsel f," Call ador expl ai ned.

"I never expected your brother, the enperor, would be so forgiving as to
rai se Derwn to his father's dukedomand allow himto retain his |ands.
Nor had | anticipated you m ght become his duchess. Strange how things
turn out. You appear to have energed unscathed and done quite well for
yoursel f, all things considered. Congratulations are certainly in

order. However, know ng you, | expect you still have hopes of doing
better."

"That | do," said Laera, "and | have already taken steps in that regard.
But where had you gone? You say you went searching for another patron.



Am | correct in assunming that you found one?"

"I have, indeed," said Callador. "And I nmust say, it took sone
convincing on ny part to be accepted by my present lord. He is powerful
enough in his own regard that he did not really need ny services.
However, | was able to make him see there would be certain advantages in
taking ne on."

"Who is this powerful |ord?" asked Laera. "Gorvanak of Thurazor?"

Cal | ador chuckled. "He is powerful, but not nearly powerful enough for
me to feel secure in his service."

"Then who?"

"You will learn that in due tine,’
us to reach an under st andi ng.

Call ador replied. "First, | w sh for

You had expressed an interest in ny tutel age once the war was over. Do
you still desire to study the thaumaturgic arts?"

Laera's eyes lit up. Learning howto use magi c woul d benefit her plans

enornously. "More than ever," she said. "O course, it would have to
be done in secret. | could not allow ny husband to suspect."
"That goes wi thout saying," Callador replied, nodding. "I had an

apprentice when | resided in Boeruine, but he | acked prom se. You, on
t he ot her hand, possess the necessary attributes in rich abundance.

You are clever, patient, quick-witted, and anbitious. | feel | could do
alot with you."

"When can we start?" she inquired eagerly.

"Soon," said Callador. "Very soon. | amgrowi ng old and woul d be
grateful for the opportunity to pass on all ny skills and know edge.

But there are certain conditions that would first have to be nmet."

"Nane them" Laera said.

"Mages nust protect thenselves from unscrupul ous woul d-be apprentices
who woul d, under the guise of sincerity, enter into their tutelage only
to steal spells,” said Callador. "I do not for a nonent suggest you
woul d do such a thing, or even consider it, but prudence and tradition
both demand a bl ood oath and a personal token to grant the nage security
agai nst betrayal . "

"What sort of token?" Laera asked cauti ously.

"A |l ock of hair would do," said Callador

"Ch," said Laera, fearing it m ght have been sonething worse. "l can
accept that. What are the other conditions?"

"As ny apprentice, you would be bound by the sane oath of fealty |I have
sworn to ny new lord for so long as | remain in his service," Callador
replied.

"You woul d not be required to swear again, however. The oath you would



swear to ne would bind you to ny lord, as well."

"I understand," said Laera, thinking such an oath would be of no rea
consequence.

Cal | ador seened reluctant to reveal the identity of his new patron unti
he was sure of her intentions.

Doubt | ess, he wanted sone assurance she would not reveal anything to
Derwn. No matter. Only foolish men gave any credence to such things
as blood oaths. A little scratch upon the pal mso that blood could
mngle with blood and they thought it meant something. Besides, once
her plans came to fruition

whoever Callador's new lord mght be, it was he who would owe fealty to
her .

"I can accept that," she said, feigning a sonber and earnest expression

"Good," said Callador. He tossed a sharp dagger onto her bed. "Cut off
a small lock of your hair. It need not be rmuch. This amount will do."
He held his thunb and index finger about three inches apart.

She cut off a lock of hair, then handed it to him

"Now, you 'rmnust make the cut for the blood to bind the oath," he said.
"Your left palm the one closer to your heart."

She put the point of the dagger up against her palm set her teeth, and
made a small cut, just enough to allow sonme blood to flow "Is that
enough?"

she asked, holding it up for his inspection

"That will do. Now, hand ne back the dagger."

She gave it back to him and he made a cut upon his own palm "Hold out
your palm like this," he indicated, holding out his hand, pal mup

She did as he told her, and he placed the | ock of hair upon her bl eeding
pal m then pressed his own pal magainst hers, with the lock of hair

bet ween them
"Repeat after ne,"
pl edge ny bond..."

he said. "Wth this token and ny lifeblood, | do

"Wth this token and ny lifeblood, | do pledge ny bond . - ." she
repeated, thinking this all foolishly dramatic.

and do hereby give nmy solem oath as surety..."

"of support and loyalty to his designs "of trust he may repose in ne
with all his secrets

O trust he may repose in ne with all his secrets and obedience in al
t hi ngs he may ask of ne."

and obedience in all things he may ask of ne."



"Thus do | swear, on this ny token and ny |ifeblood, to seal the
pl edge. "

"Thus do | swear, on this ny token and ny |ifeblood, to seal the
pl edge, " she said.

"Good. It is done," said Callador, breaking the contact and renoving a
small | ocket fromhis robe, into which he carefully placed her

bl ood- soaked | ock of hair. Then he turned and started back into the
swirling portal

"Wait!" said Laera. "Wen shall | see you again?
And how?"
Cal | ador paused. "I shall cone to you."

"But what of my husband? Derwyn shall want to share ny bed again before
too |l ong."

"When?"
She shook her head. "I can put himoff a few nore days, perhaps, but
not much longer. He will grow suspicious."

"A day or two should be sufficient. Obtain a lock of his hair for ne.
Tell himyou wish it as a keepsake.

| shall come to you the day after tonorrow and collect it.

Laera frowned uncertainly. Suddenly, she had an idea that sonething had
gone very wong. "But

for what purpose?”

and do hereby give ny solemm oath as surety ... "So that | may devise a
spell that will place himof fealty to nmy teacher, lord, and master

into a deep sleep at those tines when | conme to you

of fealty to my teacher, lord, and master. . Never fear, it shall not
harm him And he shall of support and loyalty to his designs.

awake recalling nothing of my visits."

He turned and started to walk into the m sty tunnel. For a nonent,
Laera sinply sat there, stunned, her mind racing. The |Iock of hair was
nore than just a token. |If it could be used to cast a spel

"Cal |l ador, wait!" she cried.

He paused inside the tunnel, his dark figure indistinct inside the
swirling mst.

"This lord who has becone your patron," she said. "Tell me his nane!"

The swirling m st began to dissipate. But before the tunne
di sappeared, she heard the wi zard speak the name ..



"Raesene. "

The word spread far and wi de throughout the real mthat the enperor
sought a bride. Dispatch riders were posted to all the hol dings of the
nobility throughout the enpire, and before | ong, every nmenber of the
aristocracy with an eligible daughter was petitioning for her to be
considered. O those aristocrats with nore than one unnmarried daughter
in the household, some put forth the names of their eldest, sone
proposed their youngest, while others still proposed themall, inviting
the enperor to take his pick as if he were choosing puppies froma
litter.

The hi gher-ranki ng nobl es, mndful of the proper protocol in matters of
this kind and wi shing not to make a nisstep, all sent representatives to
court, some with witten scrolls that they delivered, setting forth
replies. QOhers sought a direct audience with the [ord hi gh chanberlain
so that they could repeat verbati m speeches they had nenori zed,

extol ling

the virtues of the young nobl ewoman on whose behal f they acted.

Aedan was soon swanped with petitions and appointnents. Each day, he
recei ved envoys who came with prepared speeches, scrolls, |ocket

m niatures, and full-size portraits of the wonen whose cause they were
advanci ng. Dozens nore had taken up residence in room ng houses

t hroughout the city, all waiting for their turn. Oher nobles,
especially the | ower-ranki ng ones whose contenpt for proper protoco
was not as great as their anbition, had actually packed up their
daught ers and brought themto the capital, hoping to present them
personally for the enmperor's inspection

It seened every noble in the realm from archduke to baronet to m nor
lords of small estates, had at |east one daughter to present, and Aedan
felt hopelessly ill qualified to choose from anong them al |

Even had he felt confident in his abilities to select a list of fina
candi dates to present before the enperor, he could not handle it al one.

He | earned that very quickly There seened to be no limt to the neasures
some nobl es would enploy to influence his choice. Many came wth
handsome gifts, while several offered outright bribes, and one viscount,
who was as desperate for advancenent as he was utterly unscrupul ous, had
even of fered Aedan his youngest daughter for a mstress if he would
advance his eldest for the enperor's consideration.

Aedan hel d audi ences with nobl es who canme to parade their daughters
before him decked out in their finest gowns to show their poise and
beauty or display their talents. He heard so many ball ads

strunmed on harps and lutes and sung with w dely varyi ng degrees of
aptitude that he began to hear themin his sleep, and he saw so nany
exanpl es of enbroidery and weaving that his eyes began to cross.

"I cannot bear it any longer, Ariel,"” he said one weary night, so driven
to distraction that he couldn't sleep. "I never imagined there would be
so many of theml This task is taking up all of ny time, and I am
falling hopel essly behind on other vital matters. This was your idea!
You have to help ne. Please!"



"Leave it to me," said Ariel. "You go on about the business of the
enpire, and | shall handle the selection process. Just put it out of
your mind. | will present you with a final |ist of candi dates when | am
done. ™

"I really don't think you have any idea what you are letting yourself in
for," Aedan said.

"Ch, | think | do," Ariel replied. "And what is nore, | will be pleased
to doit. | have longed for sone task that would occupy ny tinme and
make ne feel useful. Besides, a woman really would be better suited for
this sort of thing."

"I don't know," said Aedan dubiously. "It is not that |I |lack confidence
in your abilities, it is just that I amnot sure you know M chael well
enough to choose the sort of wonan he woul d want."

"Perhaps not," Ariel replied, "but | think I can choose the sort of
worman he needs. And that is really nore inportant. |If she is the right
woman, she w |l make himwant her, rest assured.”

Wth considerable relief, Aedan turned over to his wife the task of
screening the candi dates, and Ariel set about it with nmethodica

determ nation. She quickly assenbled a conmittee of ninisters and wonen
of the court to assist her. Lord Dorian, chief clerk of the Mnistry of
t he Exchequer, was appointed to her conmttee so that he could consult
his records and keep her apprised of the |Ianded worth of every noble who
proposed a daughter as a candidate. Lady Arlen was chosen to assist in
maki ng an eval uation of the social graces of those candi dates who cane
in person. dd Rhialla, the senior mdw fe of the palace, was brought
in to make deternminations as to the health and constitutions of those
applicants who presented thenselves to the conmttee, the better to
ensure that anyone chosen for the final list would have the fortitude to
bear strong children. And several well-known bards who traveled far and
wi de across the enmpire and had a reputation for proper courtly graces
were consulted in regard to those candi dates who did not cone in person
so that they could report on what they had observed when they had
visited those hol dings and pass on what they had heard, as well.

Wthin a few weeks, Ariel and her committee had elinminated nost of the
applicants who cane in person, as well as a majority of those who had
sent envoys to represent them and had sent out invitations to those who
sounded promi sing to cone and present thenselves at the Inperial Cairn
Each night, Ariel reported on the progress her conmittee nade that day,
and Aedan was inpressed. A huge burden had been lifted fromhis

shoul ders.

On occasion, Mchael would inquire as to how things were progressing,
but by and | arge, he was content to | eave things in Aedan's hands and
I et himoversee the work of the conmttee. He seened

nei t her anxious nor particularly interested, which puzzled Aedan
somewhat. For as long as he had known him which had been all his life,
Aedan had never known M chael to show nuch interest in the fairer sex.
If he had any experience in matters of the heart-or of the flesh-he had
conducted hinself with such discretion that Aedan was unaware of it.

O course, Aedan realized with some enbarrassnent, he hinself had hardly
been a good exanple to the enperor in that regard. M chael had known of
his affair with Laera, and though he had never brought it up again, he



had alluded to it once-when Aedan's betrothal to Ariel had been
announced.

"I approve,"” he had said, nodding with satisfaction. "You had given ne
some cause for concern about your judgnent in such matters in the past,
but | am pleased to see you have | earned fromyour nistakes. M
congratul ations, Aedan. | amsure the two of you will be very happy"

M st akes, thought Aedan. Plural. It was the only time M chael had ever
gi ven any indication he knew of his involvenent with Syl vanna, as well.

Utimtely, Aedan had deci ded M chael was sinply too preoccupied with
his plans for the enpire to give nmuch thought to wonen. He preferred
t he conpany of men, but not in any way that |ed Aedan to believe his

appetites might run in that direction. He was polite but cursory with
all his' mmisters except Lord Korven, whom he treated |ike an uncle.

Korven was growi ng too advanced in age to serve as a general in the
field, so instead had been advanced to the post of mnister of war.

And M chael dearly loved his troops. "M/ boys," he called them fondly
and with great pride. Each day, he drilled 38?

with them and al ways brought back a few, regardless of their rank or
soci al standing, to share supper with himin the palace, so that he
could solicit their opinions, which he often gave nore wei ght than those
of his mnisters.

The energies and feelings that made nbst nen's thoughts turn to wonen
were, in Mchael's case, expended in the physical exertions of conbat,
strenuous training, and making plans for further conquest. He sinply
had no time for wonen, becane inpatient in their conpany because he did
not understand them and was only interested in nmarriage because Aedan
had convi nced hi mof the necessity of producing an heir.

It nmade Aedan wonder what sort of woman woul d appeal to himas a bride.

Through Ariel's committee, he would be able to nake sone
recomrendati ons, but the final choice, of course, had to be M chael's.

Unl ess, perhaps, Ariel were wong. It could be that M chael would be
perfectly content to have the choice nade for him And if he was truly
that indifferent, Aedan felt sorry for the woman who woul d becone
Enpress of Anuire.

In an attenpt to achi eve sone greater understandi ng, he sought an

audi ence with the old enpress, Mchael's nother, Raesa. Having tired of
life in the pal ace, Enpress Raesa had retired to a walled estate on the
east side of the city, where she lived with several of her

| adi es-in-waiting and was protected by a detachment of the house guard.

They met in the inmacul ate gardens within the walls of the estate, and
Aedan was surprised to find the enpress pruning the plants herself.

She greeted himwarmy and led himto a bench by the fountain.

Aedan had not seen her in quite a long tinme, as she no | onger chose to
participate in any official functions, and he was surprised at how young
she still |1 ooked. She was not many years ol der than he, and there was
no gray in her long golden hair, as there already was in his.



She was still attractive, and her eyes sparkled with vitality. It was
obvious her new life away fromthe pal ace agreed with her. He comented
on that fact.

Raesa smiled. "It does agree with ne. | never liked living in the
pal ace. It was too cold and drafty. | was forever com ng down with the
sniffles. | much prefer living here in the city."

"Do you not get |onely?" Aedan asked.

The enpress laughed. "Oh, hardly. | have ny friends here with nme, and
there is no shortage of gentlenen who cone to call. | ama woman of
weal th and position, and still young enough to | ook reasonably pleasing
to the male eye. My social life is busier now than when | resided at

t he pal ace. ™

"You have suitors, then?"

"None that | would seriously consider,"” she replied. "I enjoy the
conpany of men, but at this stage of nmy life, | have no desire for any

i nvol venent deeper than friendship. | married very young and began to
have children soon thereafter. And while Hadrian was a good husband and
t he experience of marriage had its own rewards, | amnot eager to repeat
it. | do not lack for companionship, and | desire nothing nore.

But then, you did not cone here nerely to inquire about nmy welfare, did
you?

You cane to speak of M chael ."

Aedan nodded. "It is true," he said. "I nust admt | amat a loss to
understand hi m sonetines. | cane

to you in search of guidance."
"You are overwhel ned by the task of choosing a wife for him" she said.

Aedan sighed. "You see straight to the heart of the matter. MW wife
has taken it upon herself to free me of the burden of the initial

sel ection process, for which | thank the gods, but for the life of me, |
just cannot inmagine what sort of wonan he would |ike.

O would put up with him™

"You know M chael nuch better than | do," Raesa replied. "He conmes to
see nme on occasion, but you have spent far nore tinme with himthan |."

"True, but | lack the proper perspective when it comes to such matters,"
Aedan said. "And while a marriage can easily be arranged based upon a
worman' s rank and social standing and ability to bear strong children,
would like, if possible, for it to be based on sonething nore.
Conpatibility, at |east, or even |love."

Raesa smiled. "That is something neither you nor anyone el se could
guarantee," she said. "Love cannot be planned. It may grow, under the
right circunstances, but there is no predicting how or when. | canme to

care deeply for Hadrian over the years, but | was never in love with
him At least, not the sort of love a girl dreans of when she is young.
There was fondness and affection, but never any passion. And for |ove
to exist, there nust be passion, at least in the beginning. A greater



gentler sort of |ove may grow from passion as tinme passes, but it needs
that seed fromwhich to sprout. |If that is what you hope to acconplish,
and not merely a marriage of political convenience so that M chael may
sire an heir, you will need to bring himtogether with a woman he

can feel passionate about, and one who will feel passion for him as
well."

"But what sort of wonman would that be?" asked Aedan with exasperation

Raesa smiled again. "One who is strong enough not to be intinidated by
him" she replied.

"That is al nost exactly what Ariel had said," he said.

"Then she is wise, and you nmust listen to her. But that alone is not
enough. Mchael is a driven man, obsessed with his plans for the future
of the enpire.

It is all he ever speaks of. He is a great man, and great nmen are often
anbi tious, selfish, obstinate, arrogant, and even cruel. You seek a
young wonman strong enough not to be frightened of such traits and

det erm ned enough to wish to change them Look for an expert

hor seworan. "

"A horsewoman?" Aedan said with inconprehension

"Not one who nerely rides well, but one who can control the nost
spirited of mounts," the enpress said. "One who would not be afraid to
saddl e an unbroken horse and tame him one who would regard it as a
chal | enge. "

"I see," said Aedan, slowy. "Yes, |I think |I understand."

"Seek also for a woman who is not afraid to express her opinions," Raesa
went on. "Not one who is talkative or stubbornly willful, but who
speaks when she has sonething of substance to say and is not easily
swayed from her beliefs. Mchael would not respect a wife who would
defer to himin all things regardl ess of what she truly felt. He needs
a strongrooted nountain rose, not a shrinking violet."

Aedan nodded. "Yes, that makes excellent sense, Your Hi ghness."

"Beyond that, |ook to your own know edge of M chael," Raesa said.
"Look for those things in himthat make you prize his friendship, those
qualities that inspire loyalty and admration in his soldiers.

Wmen have sinmilar qualities, as well, though they may nmanifest them
differently. Follow your instincts. And then let nature take its
course. "

Aedan t hanked the enpress for her words of wi sdom and returned to the
Imperial Cairn, feeling a bit nore confident, but still anxious as to
where such a worman coul d be found. That night, however, Ariel cane to
himin an enthusiastic nood to report that the work of the conmittee was
done at | ast.

"We've found her, Aedan!" she said excitedly. "W need not even bother
with a list of final candi dates.



W have found the perfect wonan for the enperor!™

Aedan seened a little dubious as he received the news. "Well, that is
all very encouraging," he said, "but don't you think it would be best if
we coul d present Mchael with some choi ces?"

"If that is what he wishes,"” Ariel replied, "then we have narrowed down
the list to five, and we could hold a feast, w th dancing, during which

he could neet themall. But | feel confident that the nonment M chael
nmeets Faelina, he will have eyes for no one el se.™
"Fael i na?"

"She is the daughter of Baron Mbergan of Aerenwe,” said Ariel

"I was not aware that Mbergan even had a daughter," Aedan said.
"He has two," said Ariel, "but the youngest is only

twel ve and al ready promi sed, by a | ong-standing arrangenent, to Gaelin
of Dhal aene. "

"And how ol d is Faelina?"
"Sixteen," said Ariel. "But she possesses a maturity beyond her years.
She is sinply perfect. Wit till you meet her."

Aedan t hought of Mobergan of Aerenwe, whose holdings lay to the east, on
t he southern coast north of the Erebannien, near the @ulf of Coeranys.

Moergan did not often cone to court, only on inportant state occasions.

He was a rough-hewn, taciturn nan who brought to m nd a stout and
weat hered oak, enduring and unbending. Aedan found it difficult to

i magi ne that a broodi ng, plainspoken and even nore plain-featured man
i ke Moergan coul d produce a daughter capable of captivating M chael

He tried to recall what Mergan's wife was |ike, but found that he could
not even sumon up the name of the baroness, nuch less call to mind her
features.

"Tell me about this girl," he said. "lIs she conely?"
Ariel smiled. "She bears little resenblance to her father, if that is
your concern. In her |ooks, she takes after her nother, but where the

Baroness Vivianne is shy as a wild forest creature and takes pai ns not
to call attention to herself, Faelina is vivacious and nost attractive.

She has poi se, bearing, and a strength of personality that conmands
attention. The nmonent | met her, | was sure she was the one, and though
her rank may not be high, all on the committee agreed she was the
perfect choice."

Aedan raised his eyebrows. "Indeed? | amintrigued. Wen can | neet
her ?"
"Tormorrow, " Ariel said. "I have taken the liberty of inviting her to

breakfast with us in our chanbers.



| thought that would give you anmple opportunity to formyour own opinion
of her."

"I will be looking forward to it," Aedan said.

In the norning, after they had dressed and the servants came to set the
table for their breakfast, Faelina of Aerenwe arrived pronptly with her
| adyi n-wai ti ng. The baron had acconpani ed his daughter to Anuire, and
t hey had been given roons at the pal ace, but unlike the other fathers,
he professed no interest in directly chanpioning his daughter's cause.

He had served with the enperor in the War of Rebellion and had survived
some of their nost difficult campaigns, but socializing and politica
maneuvering were not pursuits for which he cared a great deal, if at
all. He had an eligible daughter, and he had done his duty by putting
her name forth and conming with her to the capital when they received
their invitation. Beyond that, he was content to | et Faelina speak for
hersel f.

And she did so, frankly and directly, with di sarm ng honesty. Aedan was
very much inpressed. She was, indeed, vivacious and attractive, but she
was no great beauty. Most of the women Aedan had seen had gone to great
| engths to enhance their beauty, and while Faelina was far from plain,
she was pretty rather than beautiful and did not go to any trouble to
enhance her appearance.

She wore no jewelry save for a thin girdle of silver chain around her
wai st and a small gold | ocket of her nother's. She cane dressed in a
sinmple yet tasteful blue gown with matching slippers, and her |ong
ash-bl onde hair was arranged in a thick braid that she wore down the
left side of her chest. Her skin, unlike the pale, creany and flaw ess
conpl exi ons of

nost young wonen of the nobility, was tanned froma life spent

out - of -doors, rather than cloistered in her father's house. Her eyes
were a startling, gorgeous shade of blue-frank and direct in their gaze.
She had a slight dusting of freckles across her nose and was slimrather
t han vol uptuous, yet appeared very fit. She was built along |ines

simlar to Ariel's, which nmeant she was tall, |ong-Iegged, and
smal | - breasted, close to Aedan's hei ght, which woul d make her about a
head shorter than M chael. Before she even spoke, Aedan found hinself

quite drawn to her.

There was sonet hi ng about her, sone indefinable quality, that made her
qui te appeal i ng.

They made small tal k over breakfast for a while, nostly about her life
in Aerenwe, and she replied to Aedan's questions in a very
sel f - possessed manner.

She did not appear at all nervous or anxious, but seened quite
confortable in their presence.

"What do you think of the enperor?" Aedan asked her finally "I |love and
respect himas ny sovereign," she replied, "but as | have never net him
| have had no opportunity to forma nore personal opinion."

What a contrast that reply was with others he had heard to the sane
guestion, Aedan thought. Mst of the others he had spoken w th had



gushed about M chael's nmany virtues, his greatness and his bravery in
battl e, his handsone | ooks and regal bearing and so forth. And nost had
gone on at some | ength concerning what an honor and a privilege it would
be to sit by his side as Enpress of Anuire. Faehna's response was

si mpl e, honest, and refreshing. He approved.

"Way do you wish to marry himand be enpress?" he asked.

"I do not," Faelina replied.
Aedan rai sed his eyebrows in surprise. "You do not?" Ariel said
nothing, nmerely sat there watching him a slight smle on her face.

"Why, pray tell? And why then have you cone?"

"I came because it was ny duty," she replied. "As to why | do not w sh
to marry Enmperor M chael, it has nothing to do with himas an
individual. | do not know him | have never even seen him save once,
at a distance. How can | have a wish to marry a man | do not even know?
Aside fromthat, | imagine |life as Enpress of Anuire would be nuch nore
confining than the life to which | have grown accustonmed. | |ove the
rolling plains of Aerenwe and the peaceful beauty of the Erebannien
where | can roamat will and spend ny days schooling nmy horses. | can
sew, but | have little taste for such things as enbroidering and weavi ng
and spendi ng nost of ny days indoors. Gven ny choice, | would prefer a
life that is nore active."

"You are fond of horses, then?" said Aedan, seizing upon that.

Faelina's eyes lit up. "Oh, yes! | love them There is no greater
pl easure for ne than to breed and raise themand train themto saddle.

I do not even allow nmy father's groonms to touch ny babies. | care for
them nysel f." She held out her hands, palns up

"These are, | fear, not the hands of a great lady. But then, they are
hands that do not shy from honest work. My father has never panpered
me, for which I'mgrateful. Perhaps it nakes nme a bit too common, but
like ny father, | find virtue in hard work and self-reliance. | say

t hese things because | do not wish to pretend | am sonmething | am not.

In many ways,

he raised me |ike a son.”

"Did he take you hunting?" Aedan asked, his interest grow ng.

"I have gone hawking with himsince | was a child," she replied. "And
have trai ned Chaser, ny hawk, with ny own hands. He goes with ne

ever ywhere."

"Then you have brought himw th you?" Aedan asked.

Fael i na nodded. "I thought, perhaps, there mght be an opportunity to
fly him and | could not bear to | eave ny pet behind."

Aedan smiled. "Then we nust go hawking after breakfast," he said. "I
will ask the enperor to join us so that you may neet himand ... forma
nor e personal opinion."



M chael never nissed an opportunity to go hawking, so he agreed readily
when Aedan nade the invitation. |In passing, he nentioned that Baron
Moergan and hi s daughter woul d be acconpanying them and that they had
already left by boat for the royal stables by the parade ground.

Ariel decided to cone, as well, as she was eager to see Mchael's
reaction to Faelina and enjoy sone tine riding in the fields after al
t hose | ong days spent indoors, conducting the selection process. It was

unusual for ladies to go hawking because few cared for the sport; those
rare exceptions generally did not dress in breeches when they did so, as
Faelina did. She made no apol ogy for not having worn a skirt, but
expl ai ned she found such attire
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cunber some on horseback and had never cared for riding sidesaddle. To
M chael, that nade perfect sense.

Her hawk was a handsone creature and M chael took tine to admre it.

As they spoke, Aedan and Ariel watched them and Ariel beaned wth
pl easure. "He likes her," she said. "I can tell. She can discuss with
himthe sort of things he enjoys."

"We shall see," said Aedan, cautiously optimstic.

Faelina's horse, which she had ridden from Aerenwe, was a handsone and
spirited black stallion

M chael, an excellent judge of horseflesh, imedi ately asked if he could
try him Faelina hesitated and gl anced at her father. Mbergan shrugged
slightly, indicating her response would make no difference to him

"If it were anyone else, Sire, | would say no," she replied, "but you
may try himif you like. However, | caution you that no one has ever
ri dden M dni ght save ne. He nmay not suffer you upon his back."

M chael smiled. "Oh, | suspect | can nanage him" he said as if
hunori ng her.

"Suit yourself," Faelina said. "But don't say | did not warn you."

Wth a smirk, Mchael swing up into the saddle.

| mredi ately, the stallion reared and started plunging wildly, bucking
and kicking and leaping up into the air as M chael struggled to hang on
For a few noments, he nanaged to stay in the saddle, but it did not take
| ong before he was flying through the air to |l and hard on chest and
stomach. Aedan and Moergan hurried to his side

"Are you injured, Sire?" Aedan asked with concern

"Only nmy pride," Mchael replied sourly as he dusted hinself off.

"You shoul d have listened to her," Mdergan said.
"I tried to nount that beast once, and he nearly broke ny back."

Fael i na seened nore concerned for her horse than for the enperor. She
caught the stallion by the reigns and nmurmured to it, stroking its nose



and apol ogi zing for having let another rider mount him Then she swung
up into the saddle easily and reached out her gloved hand to the squire,
so that she could take her hawk.

"Whenever you are ready, Sire," she said.

M chael snorted. "Well, she sits that hell spawn well enough. Let's see
how wel | she rides."

They nmounted up and set off for the woodl ands around the coastal hills.

Once they had reached the plains, Aedan flew Sl ayer, whom he had naned
after his favorite bird from boyhood. Faelina | aunched Chaser, and the
two riders set off together at a gallop across the fields. Mchael's

horse, Thunder, was swift and strong, but M dnight was easily his match

The others had to ride hard to keep up as M chael and Faelina raced
across the field, each trying to outpace the other. Faelina was every
bit his match as a rider, and they hurdl ed over walls and post fences
neck and neck. Their guard escort was hard pressed to keep up. Aedan
and Ariel didn't even try.

"You were right," Aedan said to Ariel as they reined in to watch the
others race across the field.

"She's perfect for him"
"I think it remains to be seen if he is perfect for her," Ariel replied.

"I doubt M chael is perfect for anyone save M chael," Aedan said. "But
| think you were right.

She may be exactly what he needs.

The royal betrothal was formally announced a week later. By then, it
was obvious to everyone that the enperor was in love. And happily, it
was a love that was reciprocated in full nmeasure. No one seened nore
surprised that Mergan

"I must confess,"” he told Aedan privately after M chael had asked him
for Faelina's hand, "I never thought to see Faelina fall in |ove.

al ways thought her a bit too spirited for nost nen. She's a good girl,
and woul d have married as a duty to ne, but it does ny heart good to see
her happy."

"They do seem nade for each other," Aedan said.
"And with such a couple, I think we may | ook forward to a strong heir."

And perhaps to a few years of peace and quiet, he added nmentally. For

the first tinme, there was sonething el se to occupy Mchael's attention

besi des plans for new canpaigns. He did not delude hinself into

t hi nking M chael would settle down and give up on his goal of expanding
the enpire, but at least for a while he would no | onger pursue it with

such singl e-m nded det erm nation.

The weddi ng woul d take place in the spring and woul d be cel ebrat ed

t hroughout the enpire. For a change, thought Aedan, there would be no
spring canpaign. And he would wel cone the respite from going on the
march, especially since Ariel was pregnant once again. This time, the



mdw fe assured themit would be a son

A new heir for Mchael to carry on the rule of the Roeles and a son for
Aedan to carry on the tradition of the Dosieres as standard-bearers and
| ords chanberlain to the enpire. They had gone through nuch

to reach this point. The enpire was reunited and stronger now than ever
since the glory days of the original Roele. There would be tinme for
future con quests, but right now, the imediate future held a prom se of
peace. Aedan was |ooking forward to it with a great sense of relief.
Everything had fallen neatly into place. It seemed now as if nothing
could go wong.

**chapter Three**

Laera's life had taken on a surreal quality, fascinating and
si mul taneously frightening. For the first time since her childhood, she
did not feel in control

Yet at the same tinme, there was a thrill to being bal anced precariously
on the abyss. It energized her and nade her feel alive. In the past,
she had | ooked to her sexual adventures to provide her with the
stimulation of risk she craved, but nothing had ever provided her with
t he sane dangerous edge of excitenent she felt now.

When she had nmade her pact with Callador, the one thing she could never
have antici pated was that the wi zard woul d have chosen and been accepted
by Raesene, the infanmous Bl ack Prince, known and

feared t hroughout the enpire as the Gorgon

When Cal | ador had reveal ed the nane O his patron, it had sent her m nd
reeling, and she had al nost given way to panic. The wi zard had tricked
her. He had allowed her to believe the token of a | ock of hair taken
fromher head was nerely that, a token and nothing nore, to seal the
oath between them simlar in principle to a favor given by a lady to a
kni ght. She had known al nost not hi ng about magic, so there was no way
she coul d have realized the true significance of the ritual

When she and Cal l ador had cut their palnms and cl asped hands with the

| ock of her hair between them it had been a great deal nore than nerely
a synbolic mngling of blood to seal the oath. That |ock of hair al one
could have served to give himpower over her, but inpregnated with both
her blood and his, it had forged a Iink between themfor as long as it
remai ned in his possession, and by practical extension, that same power
woul d al so be granted to his master, Prince Raesene.

At first, the idea had so frightened her that she had nearly succunbed
to panic and the tenptation to reveal all to her husband. However,
conmon sense prevail ed, and she soon realized that if she told Derwyn
the truth, nothing would be changed.

Cal l ador would still hold power over her, and nothing short of killing
hi m woul d cancel that. Such an act would incur the wath of Prince
Raesene. Even though she had Derwyn firmy under her control, Laera did
not think he would be blind enough with Iove for her to risk taking on

t he Gorgon.

More |ikely, she thought, if she confessed the truth to Derwyn, she
woul d | ose her hold over himand he woul d bani sh her to | ce Haven, where



she woul d be forced to spend the remai nder of her life in constant
prayer, solitude, and chastity as a tenple priestess.

Aside fromthe utter msery of such an existence, all her plans,
everything that she had worked so hard for, would have been for naught.

And there was no telling what sort of revenge the Gorgon might exact for
her betrayal .

After several sleepless nights, she finally concluded there was nothing
else to do but ride it out and hope for the best. The nore she thought
about it, the nore clearly she saw that her situation, while precarious,
was far from hopel ess.

She reasoned that she was far too insignificant to attract the notice of
the Gorgon. She was nerely a neans to an end. She was not certain
preci sely what that end was yet, but alnost certainly it had to involve
her brother, Mchael. The Gorgon had sone plan in nmind, and she nust
have becone a part of it at Callador's suggestion. Either that, or
Cal I ador hinsel f had hatched sone plan to increase his standing with his
awnsheghlien lord. Either way, she would only be an agent, not the

obj ect of that plan.

Raesene's lust to control the enpire was what had led himto betray his
hal f - brot hers, Hael yn and Roele, and sell hinmself to Azrai all those
years ago.

The illegitimacy of his birth had denied hima place in the royal |ine
of succession, despite being his father's firstborn son, and his
resentment and jeal ousy of his half-brothers had tw sted hi mand
eventually grown into a burning hatred.

After the Battle of Munt Deismaar and the defeat of the Dark Lord,
Raesene had fled to the far northern territories and remai ned there ever
since, doubt 399 |ess brooding on his failure while he slowy built up
his powers. Over the centuries, he had carved out his domain and
establ i shed a stronghold at Kal Sai tharak, the castle fortress he had
raised in a forested valley nestled high in the nountainous, rocky, and
vol cani ¢ wast el and once known sinply as the Ctowmn. In tine, the black
stone castle becane better known as Battlewaite, and the jagged cliffs
and rocky escarpnments that surrounded it came to be called the Gorgon's
Cr own.

Mich of Raesene's history following his selfinposed exile in his renote
domai n was shrouded in nyth and fol kl ore, the accounts of the few
travel ers who had seen him so nuch enbellished by the bards over the
years that it was no | onger possible to tell where truth ended and

| egend began. Mbst accounts at | east agreed on a few basic points.

Raesene had brought an unspecified nunber of his followers from Dei smaar
to Kal - Saitharak, and this force had grown over the intervening years
into an arny conposed of the dregs of Cerilia.

He nunbered gnolls and goblins anong his followers, as well as dwarves
who had been cast out of their tribes, trolls fromthe surroundi ng
nmount ai ns, and ogres fromthe southern regions. 1In addition to the
dem humans, he al so had the descendants of his human foll owers at

Dei smaar, as well as bandits, escaped crinmnals fromthe enpire, and
nmercenaries so savage and depraved that they no | onger cared for whom
they fought, so long as they had a patron to support them



A walled city had grown up around the castle, and that city was now
known as Kal - Saitharak, while the castle itself was called Battlewaite.

Raesene never

400 ventured outside his domain, and according to sone stories, his
power would be dimnished if he did, though Laera doubted that. He had
gai ned his powers through bl oodtheft, and blood abilities were not bound
to the land. Mre likely, Raesene had reasons of his own for remaining
i n Kal - Saitharak, though what they m ght he was anybody's guess. Perhaps
the mutations in his body brought about by his powers rendered travel
difficult, or he was dependent on the confluence of ley lines in his
region for the energy required to increase his power. But whatever the
reason may have been, it seenmed to hold true for nost of the
awnsheghl i en, who were rarely known to venture far fromtheir domains.

By all accounts, Raesene did not |ook human anynore. He was said to be
a massive, powerful giant with the head of a bull and the legs of a
goat, which ended in sharp, dianond-hard hooves. Hs skin was descri bed
as dark and stony, and he was reputed to possess the power to slay with
just his gaze, which could turn people to stone. At one tine, Raesene
was said to have been one of the greatest swordsman of Anuire, and he
had i nstructed his younger hal fbrothers, Haelyn and Roele, in the arts
of conbat.

Legend had it that in the centuries since, he had perfected his
abilities with every weapon known to man and periodically held death
mat ches to keep his skills honed.

The npst recent account of a nmeeting with Raesene was over a hundred
years old and was stored in the Inperial Library at Anuire. It was the
report of a trader who had traveled to Kal-Saitharak and met with him

This trader's account had described the walled city as an arned canp, a
rough- and-t unbl e

aggl omerati on of boisterous taverns, crooked gam ng houses, and steany
fl eshpots where the only | aw was what ever authority Raesene's
i eutenants chose to exert at any given tine.

To wal k the streets at night, the trader wote, was to take one's life
into one's own hands, even if well arned. Kal-Saitharak was a nelting
pot of races, nost of which nursed age-old ennmties, and battles in the
streets were not uncommon. It was, perhaps, the nmain reason Raesene had
not expanded his domain nuch farther than the Gorgon's Crown. Hi s arny
spent al nmost as much time fighting itself as raiding nearby territories.

The trader's account had confirmed the stories about Raesene's
appear ance, but disputed the clainms that he had gone hopel essly insane.

He wrote that the CGorgon, perhaps hoping to encourage other traders to
visit his domain, had received himwarnmy and that they had engaged in
polite and interesting conversation in which his host had referred to

hi nsel f as Prince Raesene and had seened intelligent and in ful
possession of his faculties. However, that had been over a century ago,
and popul ar belief now held that Raesene had lost all vestiges of his
humanity and was little nore than a wild beast.

Laera found that hard to credit. If it were true, it was doubtful



Cal | ador woul d have been able to negotiate with himand reach an
agreement for his services. Aside fromthat, a wizard of Callador's
ability could have found another wealthy patron w thout a great deal of
difficulty. He was too canny and had too strong a sense of

sel f-preservation to sell his services to soneone who had | ost all sense
of reason. |If the CGorgon had gone mad, it was nadness
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with a nethod that Call ador coul d under st and.

After her initial bout of panic, Laera had forced herself to cal m down
and think things through. She had followed Callador's instructions and
obtained a | ock of hair from Derwn, saying she wanted to keep it in a
| ocket so that she would have a part of himto carry with her at al
times. He had been charnmed-it was so easy!-and had readily agreed to
her request.

She had cut off a thick lock of his hair and kept a part of it to place
inside a locket, in case he should request to see it. The rest she gave
to Callador, who had used it to concoct a spell.

A week or so after her child had been delivered, Derwn returned to
share her bed. She did not think it prudent to put himoff |onger

However, she had no fear of Derwyn's discovering her relationship with
the wi zard who once served his father. Wen the m sty tunnel started to
appear inside their bedchanbers, Derwyn would fall into a deep trance, a
sl eep fromwhich no anount of noise or jostling would wake him Laera
woul d then pass through the tunnel and enmerge in Callador's sanctum deep
in the bowels of Battlewaite, where he would school her in the nystic
arts.

She never saw any part of Kal-Saitharak beyond the w ndow ess stone
wal s of Callador's retreat, and she never encountered anyone but him

Each night, she would spend several hours studying under his patient
tutel age, then pass back through the tunnel once again and return to bed
with Derwyn none the wiser. He would awake refreshed each norning,
suspecting nothing, and the sleep that Laera | ost each night she nade up
with naps in the afternoon.

She had made rapid progress in her studies, nmuch to her surprise, and
Cal | ador took pride in her acconplishnments, saying she possessed an

uncomon natural aptitude for magic. Still, it was not a discipline
that came easily to anyone. It required diligent study and
concentration. She took care never to bring any materials back with
her, because no matter how well she m ght hide them they might still be

di scovered, and she was anxi ous to avoid suspicion. Callador shared her
sense of caution. He was pleased with her efforts, but he never allowed
her to forget she nust refrain frompracticing any magi c out of his
presence until he gave his approval

And he would not allow her to progress any farther in her studies than
he deemed prudent. Magic, he rem nded her, could be very dangerous, and
mastering even relatively sinple spells required patience.

Laera did not chafe under these restrictions, nor was she bored with the
| ong hours of poring over ancient scrolls, conmitting spells and rituals
to nenory. |If that aspect of her training | acked the fascination of the



exerci ses she perforned under Callador's watchful direction, she never
nm nded because she knew that all those hours of painstaking study woul d
result in her ability to gain power over others -one nman in particular
The day of reckoning would come, and when it did, Aedan Dosiere would
face not just a princess, but also a sorceress.

Meanwhi | e, Laera continued her canpaign to build up Derwyn's anbitions
for his son, Aerin. He still wanted another son to ensure the
continuation of his name, and she used that, along with his desire for
her, to lead himsubtly in the direction she chose.

Cal | ador had provided her with a plentiful supply of the preparation to
control her own fertility, and it wasn't |long before she had learned to
concoct it for herself. She would never again have a child unless she
chose to, and she woul d nmake that choice only as a last resort. So |ong
as Derwyn had only one son, he would pin all his hopes on him and
continue to be driven by his desire to produce another. And that would
hel p her keep her hold on him

She went to tenple every day, where she always nade sure the priests
knew she was praying for the birth of a new son. She always expressed a
fervent desire to please Derwn and become pregnhant once again,
stressing that it had to be her fault she could not conceive; surely
there could be nothing lacking in his potency. Yet by raising the

subj ect, she nevertheless planted a tiny seed of doubt in his mnd

whi ch she could use to good advantage as it grew

As Derwn slowy cane to fear the loss of his nmasculinity, he grew even
nore tractable and docile, which made hi m nore vul nerable to suggestion.

Slowy and carefully, Laera played on his affections for her and Aerin,
building up an idea in his mnd that soneday, if the right circunstances
woul d prevail, his son might sit upon the Iron Throne and found a new
dynasty bearing his name. Wen it was announced throughout the enmpire
that Mchael had married and an heir to the House of Roele would soon be
forthcom ng, Laera was not deterred. While expressing a feigned joy
over the union and her brother's happiness, she kept rem nding Derwyn of
his son's inportance in the schene of things.

"When the prince is born," she told Derwyn, "Aerin will still occupy a
vital role in the succession

He will not only stand to inherit your title and your 405 | ands, and
grow up to be the nost inportant vassal to the future enperor, but as
the firstborn scion of both the houses of Roel e and Boeruine, Aerin
woul d be the next in line should any tragedy befall the prince-may the
gods prevent it. Your father's claimto the succession may have been
di sputed, but as the firstborn of a princess of the enpire and the Duke
of Boerui ne, none would question Aerin's birthright."

Aerin's birthright. It was a phrase she used judiciously, but often
enough to start Derwyn thinking of his son's future in those terns.

Hs right by birth to sit upon the Iron Throne. And once that
possibility was firmy inplanted in his mnd, the next step was |lo
mani pul ate himinto a desire to do sonething to increase the probability
of its comng to pass. It would require time, for she would have to
proceed slowy, allowing Derwn to think it was his own idea. However,
it would not be very difficult. Derwn was rmuch weaker than his father
had been, and her |ong experience with mani pulating men nade it sinple.



He thrived on her affections, and if she withheld them he would bend
over backward to regain her favor, assumi ng the blanme for having done
somet hing to displease her. And so long as he still wanted a second
son, he doted on her and catered to her slightest whim Nor was he the
only one at Seaharrow whom she had enthrall ed.

It took a while for her to pick out the right one, for she wanted to
ensure that there would absolutely be no m stakes. However, after a few
weeks at Seaharrow, carefully evaluating all the possibilities, she had
settled on young Viscount Rodric, eldest son of Count Basil of Norcross,
whose small holding lay to 406 the north of Seaharrow, near the Bl ack

Ri ver and the border of Talinie.

Rodric, in the time-honored tradition of vassal age, had been sent by
Count Basil to the court of Seaharrow to serve as a squire to his
father's lord. At the next Summer Court, he was due to be elevated to
kni ght hood. Hi's father was getting on in years, and Rodric stood to
inherit the estate. He was seventeen, and he had a prom sing future.

In other words, he had a | ot to | ose.

It hadn't taken long at all. At first, she had nerely noticed him
maki ng sure he noticed her noticing him Then it was a sinple matter of
eye contact, |ooking at himand then quickly averting her gaze, as if in
enbarrassnment, whenever he noticed her attention. After that, whenever
their eyes net, she had started hesitating before she | ooked away,
allowing a fleeting but meani ngful contact. To this, she gradually
added subtle variations. A nervous swall ow whenever their eyes net, a
nmoi stening of the lips, a few deep breaths to draw his attention to her
bosom then lingering sidelong glances, and finally, when she was sure
no one el se would notice, snoldering stares.

He started to find excuses to run into her around the castle and on the
grounds. She studied his routine and nmade sure there were opportunities
for themto encounter one another, as if by coincidence.

When they spoke, it was with formal politeness, but he was al ways very
attentive and solicitous. He started to take extra care of his
appearance. The next step was brief physical contact. She would brush
against him as if by accident, and when they encountered one another in
t he garden, they would sit 407 and chat for a short while, their thighs
or knees or shoul ders touching slightly. He had the fervor and

i npati ence of youth, which nmade things even easier

When he took her hand and brushed it with his lips, lingering just a bit
too I ong, Laera would increase her breathing and open her nouth
slightly, gazing at himwith a dreany stare. And when he ki ssed her for
the first time, he probably thought he was bei ng astonishingly bold and
reckl ess.

She made hi m believe she could not resist him no matter how hard she
tried. Her whispered protestations were punctuated by soft npans of
encour agenent, and soon thereafter, she "surrendered" to him as if no
| onger able to hold her feelings in check

Then, as with Derwyn, she slowy began to tighten the noose.
By the time the enperor's marriage was celebrated in Anuire, she had

Rodric eating out of her hand. She was conducting a torrid affair right
under her husband's very nose, and Derwyn did not suspect a thing.



However, with Rodric, she did not nake the same m stake she made with
Aedan. She had | earned that |esson | ong ago. She curbed her appetite
and always left himwanting nore, carefully controlling the frequency of
their assignations, allow ng his hunger for her to grow.

She conpl ai ned of Derwyn's inattentiveness and told Rodric her husband
only pretended to | ove her, that when they were al one together, he was
brusque and even cruel on occasion. While Rodric held her in his arns,
she speculated wistfully on what it would be like if they could run away
t oget her, adding that of course that would be inpossible because it
woul d ruin both their lives. Yet, if only she were free...

One nore phase of her plan fell into place quite by accident, thanks to

Rodric. Knowing the "nmiserable isolation of her existence," he took it

upon hinself to provide her regular reports of the goings-on in the town
and its vicinity. He was a natural gossip, and nost of his stories she

found interm nably boring, but one in particul ar piqued her interest.

A young teenaged girl in town, a thief and prostitute, had been arrested
for stabbing a merchant. He had survived, but as he was an influenti al
menber of the conmunity, the girl had been sentenced to hang. Privately,
Laera thought it a fitting punishment. The | ower classes had to be

rem nded of their place every now and then to keep themin |line and
properly respectful. But when she went to Derwyn, clainmng to have
heard about the incident fromone of her |adies-in-waiting, she pleaded
for himto intercede and save the poor girl's life. Surely, she said,
this girl had been trapped in a life of hopeless msery, and only
desperation had driven her to do the deed.

She at | east deserved a second chance.

Laera offered to take the girl into her service, saying she was sure she
could reach past the bitterness and the hardshi ps she had suffered.

And, she added, it would be a wonderful opportunity for Derwyn to
di spl ay conpassion and denonstrate to the people of Boeruine that he was
merci ful and truly cared about their welfare.

Derwyn had sonme reservations, but she wore himdown, and soon the girl
was brought fromthe tollhouse in the town to Seaharrow. She was proud
and haughty, but not so foolish that she did not realize she owed her
life to Laera. Her name was CGella. She was fifteen years old, a
peasant through and through,

who had been orphaned at an early age and had | earned to survive by her
wits. There was a spark of stubborn wilfulness in her gaze, and Laera
saw in her a kindred soul that could be nolded to her pur- It poses.

She told her other |adies she wished to be left alone with Gella, and
when they had left, marveling at the conpassion of the duchess to take a
fallen girl under her wi ng, she confronted Cella severely.

"Well, let's have a | ook at you," she said, circling around her as if
taking her full measure. "Hmm A bath and sone cl ean cl othes and you
m ght even be presentable.™

Suddenl y, she reached out quickly and snipped off a lock of CGella's
hair. The girl brought her hand up to the spot, startled, but said
not hi ng as Laera cane around in front of her, holding the lock of dirty,



oily dark hair in her hand. "It could do with a trinmmng," she said,
surreptitiously making a cut in her own pal mas she spoke. "Let ne see
your hands."

oediently, CGella held themout for her inspection. Laera took her |eft
hand in hers, as if to examne it. "Rough, coarse, and dirty," she
said. "But then, | suppose that's only to be expected."

Wth an abrupt notion, she seized Gella' s wist and sliced her palm

Cella cried out in alarmand tried to jerk away, but Laera noved with
her, maintaining her grip. She dropped the little scissors and sl apped
the lock of hair onto CGella's palm then covered it with her own. No
bl ood oath was necessary; that was only ritual. The actual spell had
been prepared in advance, as Call ador had done, too.

Gella's eyes grew wi de, and she stopped struggling. "You are a
sorceress!” she said.

"What do you know of sorcery?" asked Laera.
"My nother was a witch," the girl replied. "They killed her for it."

Laera rel eased her hand and pushed back CGella's thick, dark hair,
revealing a slightly pointed ear. "A half-elf!" she said with surprise
"I never would have guessed. But now | can see it."

"What do you want with me?" asked Cell a.

"I need you to serve nme," Laera replied. "You shall be my personal body
servant. | was the one who saved your life. It is now mne to comrand
and do with as | please. Serve me well and faithfully, and you shall be
wel | taken care of and rewarded. Play ne fal se, and you shall suffer
tornments such as you cannot imagine, so that you will plead with nme to
take your life. Do you understand?"

CGel l a noi stened her lips nervously "I do, Lady."

"Very good," said Laera. "Then understand this, also. No one knows
that | possess know edge of sorcery save you. Not even ny husband
suspects. You seemto know sonething of the nystic arts, so perhaps you
realize you are now bound to ne for as long as both of us shall live."
She took Cella's bl oodsoaked | ock of hair and placed it in a small gold
| ocket like the one containing Derwn's, closed it, then slipped the
chain around her neck. "You belong to ne now And by this token of
your |ock of hair, | can reach out for you, no matter where you go.

Remenber that."
"You want ne to do sonething terrible," said Gella.

"That is why you had nme brought here. You have no need of a body
servant. You require a crimnal."

"The only law you need to fear is nmine," said Laera. "And if you do
precisely as | say, you will not

be caught, and | shall make it worth your while."

"What is it you want ne to do?"



"Learn, for starters. | will have you instructed in howto be a proper
servant. And when the enperor arrives at Seaharrow for Summrer Court, |
shal I have you assigned to serve the new enpress.” She went over to her
jewel ry box and opened a hidden drawer in it, from which she renoved a
smal |l glass vial stoppered with a cork. "A few drops of this special
preparation in her wine each week will prevent her from conceiving a
child." Laera smiled. "It has no taste or odor and dissolves w thout

| eavi ng any residue behind. She will never know that she is drinking
it."

Cella's eyes grew wi de as Laera spoke, and she swal |l owed hard when she
heard her final words.

"Your task shall be to adm nister the dose."

The journey from Anuire to Seaharrow for Summer Court took about a week
of travel at the sedate pace the enperor's train maintained. They
travel ed wi th wagons bearing tents and supplies, a conpl enent of
infantry detached fromthe Arny of Anuire, the nmounted house guard, and
all the lords and Il adies of the Inperial Court. They averaged about
twenty-five nmles a day, with a rest period at m dday, and they pitched
canp at sundown.

For M chael, this type of travel was ennervating.

He nuch preferred the faster pace he was accustoned to setting with his
troops, and he felt restless on the journey, but Faelina' s presence
acted as a curb on his natural inpatience. She had been | ooking forward
to

this journey, for she had never been to Seaharrow, and she kept M chael
occupi ed throughout the trip, describing the countryside around Seasedge
and telling her of his adventures in Tuar hievel

Aedan regarded the journey with m xed feelings.

It was a welcone relief to get away fromthe Inperial Cairn and have a
change of climate and scenery. It was also pleasant to take a leisurely
ride through the country wthout feeling concern about being attacked by
eneny troops or fighting a battle at journey's end. And it was a nuch
desired respite fromhis duties in the capital. On the other hand,
Boerui ne did not hold pleasant nmenories for him And he woul d once
agai n be seeing Laera.

Thi ngs had cone full circle, in a way, and sonehow it seened a bad onen.
He just couldn't shake the feeling that making this trip had been a bad
idea all around. Still, having forgiven Derwn for the part he'd played
in his father's rebellion and el evated himto the dukedom to say
nothing of giving himhis sister for a wife, Mchael couldn't snub him
now by canceling the Sumer Court. It was sonething a great many people
had | ooked forward to, both at the Court of Anuire and Boeruine, and
synmbolically it underlined the reunification of the enpire. Politically,
Sunmer Court sinply could not be avoi ded.

Nevert hel ess, Aedan was filled with apprehension. He had not seen Laera
since she had departed for Boeruine with her new husband, and relations
bet ween t hem had been strained for a long tinme. Perhaps her marriage to
Derwn would finally allow her to | eave the past in the past, but Aedan
doubted it. He knew Derwyn, and he knew Laera woul d



wal k all over him Derwn |acked his father's strength of personality.

He was not a weakling, but he was too good-hearted, too eager to avoid
conflict by accommodation. And Laera needed a firm hand on the reins.

Per haps she'd changed, but Aedan had | earned that people never really
changed unl ess they wanted to and nmade a diligent effort. Judging by
the runors he had heard about Laera's behavior right up until her
marri age, Laera hadn't changed at all. She had been very careful and
had avoi ded scandal, but few things remained secret for long at the

I mperial Court, and there were whispers concerning her libertine
behavior. No one had ever said anything out |oud, of course, nor were
any accusations made, but Aedan had his sources-he could not properly
fulfill his duties unless he knew what went on in the castle-and what
he'd heard had given himno cause to believe Laera nmight have changed
her ways.

Quite the opposite, in fact.

He wondered, sonetines, if he might in sonme way be responsible for the
way she had turned out.

If he had not broken their affair off as he did, perhaps things m ght
have been different. Perhaps it was anger and bitterness over the way
he had treated her that |led her to abandon all sense of norals and
propriety. But then again, it was she who had seduced himand not the
ot her way around.

And he'd had no choice but to break off their affair.

To continue it would have neant disaster for themboth. And Laera
seened bent on flirting with disaster. |t excited her

She had never loved him The words had never passed her lips. But
Aedan coul d not blame her for

that. He had not |oved her, either. What they had between themwas a
hunger, a hunger that was obsessive, consum ng, and unhealthy. There
was sonething wong with feelings like that, no matter how exciting and
conpelling they were. At tines, Aedan found making love with Laera an
i ncredi bl e experience, but he had only been fooling hinmself. They had
not been meking love. They were merely having sex. It had been
thrilling, passionate, and intoxicating, but it wasn't until that night
he had spent with Sylvanna that he truly realized what making | ove was
really all about.

One night. That was all they had. And he had never been able to forget
it. He had been drunk, but not so drunk that he couldn't function or
remenber, just drunk enough to lose his inhibitions. |In that one night,
somet hi ng had changed in himforever.

They had known each other for close to a decade, and in that time, their
friendship had grown and solidified until it becane sonething nuch nore
profound. That one night, he later realized, had nmerely been the climax
of a process that had been taking place for a long tine.

When he was with Ariel, he never thought of Laera. But on occasion
whil e they were naking | ove, he found hinself thinking of Sylvanna. He
had never told Ariel about that because he knew it would hurt her. And



i f she suspected, she never said a thing. He always felt a sharp stab
of guilt whenever it occurred, for he had grown to | ove Ariel very much,
but it wasn't something he could control. He did not |ove Ariel any

| ess for thinking of Sylvanna, but it seemed if he truly |Ioved her, he
shoul d not think of any other woman. And yet, he did. He knew

no matter what happened, Sylvanna would always be a part of him Love
was much nore conplicated than the bards nade it out to be

He was enjoying their journey, but he was not |ooking forward to
reaching their destination. Ariel knew about Laera, knew about their
affair when it had gone on and had watched its effects afterward.

"I never loved her, Ariel," he had explained. "It was wong. And what
makes it worse is | knew it was wong, but went ahead with it just the
same. | was weak, | guess. | just could not resist her. But that is
no excuse."

"I't happened," Ariel replied. "There is no point in
self-recrimnations. You cannot change the past. You can only let it
go. But | do not think Laera will ever let go. Be careful of her
Aedan. She hates you. | can see it in her eyes.”

"She's hurt and angry,"
over it."

Aedan said. "Perhaps, in tinme, she will get
"Angry, yes, but not hurt," Ariel replied. "She would have had to care
for you in order to be hurt.

What you di d when you broke it off with her was even worse for sonmeone
like Laera. You stung her pride. You held a mirror up to her and

showed her what she truly was. She will never forgive you for that.
Never. But if she ever tries to hurt you, |I swear I'Il kill her."
"Don't talk like that," said Aedan. "She is married now and out of our
lives."

"Don't be so sure."

"Derwyn is not his father," Aedan said. "She will doubtless have him at
her beck and call, but he knows better than to make trouble. He |acks
Arwyn's unscrupul ous anbition and lust for power."

"Do not underestimte a wonan's power to change a nman," said Ariel

"Ah," said Aedan with a smle. "I see. |Is that what you have done to
ne?"

"Well, what do you think?"

He paused a monent, considering. "Yes, | think you have. And for the
better."

"I am pl eased you think so," Ariel replied, "but remenber that you are
much stronger than Derwyn.

And if she can, Laera will change himfor the worse."

On the second day of their journey to Seaharrow, they passed the



battl efield where Arwyn had met his defeat, roughly m dway between the
cities of Dalton and Anuire. |In the distance, they could see the
Seami st Mount ai ns, where the Arny of Anuire had fought the ogres during
their failed canmpaign to find a portal through the Shadow World to
Boerui ne. Just to the south of the mountain range, still invisible at
this distance, was the Iine of fortifications where Arwyn had
established his garrisons to protect the borders of Brosengae. And a
bit farther east were the Anuirean garrisons that had been overrun by
Arwyn's army on their way to the battlefield where the war had ended.

Famous battles were usually given names, nobst often after the place
where they had occurred. This one was different. Though the
fortifications in the distance and the nearby nountains could have | eant
their names to the battle, they did not. Mchael hinself had nanmed this
pl ace, this killing ground that was sinply a vast and grassy

pl ai n-grassy no

| onger, for it had been brutally churned up by the two armi es that had
fought here. When the rains came in late sunmer, the field would becone
somewhat nore | eveled as the gullies overfl owed and water pool ed and
streanmed in rivulets across it. The winter snows woul d cover it, too,
and freeze the ground, further changing its appearance.

Eventual |y, after snownelt, new shoots of grass woul d appear next
spring. Still, it would be years before all traces of the battle

di sappeared, w ped out by nature. And even then, the place would bear
the nane M chael had given it to comenorate those who had died here
because of one man's driving anbition: Sorrow Field.

As they passed the battlefield, the traces of the struggle that had
taken pl ace here were still very nuch in evidence. The nounds where the
dead had been buried where they fell dotted the torn-up | andscape, and a
hush fell over the royal caravan as they passed. Here and there,
flowers had been planted on the nounds by rel atives who had nade the
journey to the battle site.

As many of the graves as possible were marked, and some of the fanmilies
of the soldiers who had fallen had replaced the crude littl e wooden
markers with tonbstones carved by the city's stonemasons.

In many cases, however, it had been inpossible to identify the corpses,
and there were famlies who knew only that their |oved ones had fallen
here, sonewhere. For them M chael had comni ssioned the carving of a

| arge menorial stone that identified the battlefield and bore a | egend
telling what had happened here. This nenorial, too, was covered with
flowers by those who had conme out to say their

| ast good-byes to | oved ones who lay in unmarked graves.

This was the side of war that was anything but glorious, thought Aedan.

There was glory in wnning, heightened by enoti ons engendered by the act
of survival, but glory was always fleeting. Death was pernanent.

No one spoke as they went past the battlefield.
And no one spoke for a long tine thereafter

They made canp that night near the abandoned fortifications on the
border between Brosengae and Avanil. After the tents had been pitched



and everyone had eaten, Aedan went in search of Mchael. He found hima
short distance fromthe canp, standing on a wall of an abandoned fort. A
det achment of the house guard had acconpanied him for the enperor was
not supposed to be left unguarded, but they mmintained a discreet

di stance, giving himsone privacy with his thoughts.

As Aedan cane up behind him M chael was staring out into the distance,
toward the plains of Brosengae. The sun was setting in the west. It
had al nost conpl etely di sappeared, |eaving a fading red-gold |ight
illuminating the evening sky. M chael turned as he heard Aedan com ng
up behind him

He | ooked troubl ed.
"I's anything wong, Sire?" Aedan asked him

"No, | was just thinking," Mchael replied. "About other journeys like
this, in the past. Sumrer Courts of days gone by. One summer in
particul ar."

"The | ast one before the war," said Aedan

M chael nodded. He smiled suddenly. "I recall | said once that when
became enperor, | would do away with all this business of 'Your Hi ghness
this'

and ' Your Highness that." It irritated ne that no one ever used ny
name. "

Aedan snmiled. "I remenber."

"Well, | am hereby issuing a | ong overdue inperial decree. Henceforth,

Lord Chancel |l or, whenever we find ourselves in private nonments such as
this, you will address nme by nmy name. Not 'Sire,' and not | my lord,'
and nost definitely not 'Your H ghness."

But Mchael. Sinply Mchael. | know you can do it, stuffy as you are.
You did it at |east once before, in battle on Sorrow Field."

"Yes, | recall you had given ne that special dispensation, though I
confess | had not thought about it at the tine. The reaction was purely
instinctive."

"Did you feel it, when we rode past the battlefield?"

"I felt many things," said Aedan. "Not all of which are easily put into
wor ds. "

M chael nodded. "I nmeant the silence. Not our silence as we went by,
but the silence of the place itself. The silence of the dead." He
paused. "So very still. Not even the birds singing. The sort of

silence that reaches out and envel ops everything around it."

"They say a battlefield where a great struggle has been fought always
feels different, no matter how many years pass,"” said Aedan. "There is
al ways sonet hi ng about a place where many have given their lives in
conbat . "

"I feel it here as well,"” said Mchael. "They stood here, behind this



very wall, watching Arwn's entire arnmy coning at themin the big push.

Vastly out nunbered, know ng they would be overrun, yet still they stood.
They stood for ne."

"They stood for the enpire," Aedan said.
4z0

"You inmply | have hubris?" Mchael said. "Wll, be that as it may, | am
the empire. It was ny decision that put them here, and even if it was
not for nme that they stood, they still stood because of ne. As a
consequence of ny actions. As the dead upon that battlefield fell as a
consequence of ny actions."

"Not just yours," said Aedan. "It was Arwyn who rebelled. It was Arwyn
who made the war, not you

It was his arny that was marching on Anuire, and that was why those
brave men fell on Sorrow Field.

They fell to stop them Taking all the guilt upon yourself is not only
unjust, but it detracts fromtheir nobility of purpose. They fought and
died for their wives and for their children and for their fellow
countrynen. And for you. But not for you al one."

M chael sighed heavily. "Do you think |I [ove war, Aedan? Tell me the
truth. | shall not hold it against you

"I have always told you the truth," Aedan replied.

He paused. "And yes, | think you do."

M chael nodded. "Perhaps | did once," he said.
"As a boy, | dreanmed of |eading troops in battle."
"I know." Aedan smiled. "W acted out those dreans often enough."

"How you nust have hated it," said Mchael with a grin, "having to play
at war with children. Al those times | made you 'die' over and over
agai n because you did not do it dramatically enough."

Aedan chuckled. "I must admt, it tried ny patience."

"A virtue you have cultivated well," said M chael

"I shoul d benefit fromyour exanple. Perhaps | did love war. | don't
know. | know | loved howit nade ne feel. It made all ny senses
sharper than the finest

blade. It made the blood pound in nmy veins. It made me feel alive."
Aedan experienced a sudden epi phany. "The risk," he said, thinking of
Laera. He had al ways been convinced that M chael had no fear, that he
was i ncapable of it. Perhaps he had been wong. Perhaps, |ike Laera

M chael sinply found the fear, the risk, intoxicating.

M chael nodded. "You felt it, too?"



"Not in the same way," said Aedan. "O perhaps not to the sane extent.
But | understand what you nean."

"I have been trying to remenber when it changed," said M chael
thoughtfully. "In the aftermath of our |ast canpaign through the Shadow
Wrl d, perhaps.

That was certainly when it started, but as miserable as | felt

afterward, | still don't think it ever truly struck home until | saw
Derwyn ride up and see nme standing there over his father's body, holding
his severed, bloody head. | shall never forget the expression on his
face. | see it in ny dreans.”

"It had to end with either Arwn's death or yours," said Aedan. "Arwyn
woul d have settled for nothing |l ess. Derwyn knew that."

"Still. I killed his father, then made hi ma duke and gave hi m ny
sister for his wife, as if that could make up for it. And now we travel
to Seaharrow, where he plays host to us for Summer Court." He shook his
head. "It all seens nad. At |east a dozen tinmes, | have thought of
forgetting all about this, turning around, and going back to Anuire."

"You could," said Aedan. "After all, you are the enperor. No one would
guestion your decision."

"What about you? | don't immgine you're very
eager to see Seaharrow once again."
"I could do without it," Aedan said. "It holds unpl easant nenories.

But we both know this trip is necessary. |If we canceled it, Derwyn
woul d regard it as a snub.”

"Yes, Laera would nmake sure of that," said M chael
"I did himno favor by marrying himoff to her."
"By all accounts, she has nade himvery happy"

"So they say. | find that difficult to believe. 1t doesn't sound mnuch
i ke Laera, does it?"

"Perhaps she's changed," said Aedan
"Do you really believe that?"
"No. "

"Neither do I. She always was a nean-spirited little harlot. 1"l
never understand what you saw in her."

"That is because you can only | ook upon her as a brother," Aedan said
wyly.

M chael remmined silent for a nonent. Then he asked, "Does Ariel know?"

"Yes. | told her everything."



"Did you? And how did she react?"
Aedan paused to consider his reply. "She was very understandi ng."
"What did she say ?"

Aedan found this topic of conversation awkward, but he could hardly
refuse to answer. "She said the past was in the past."

"And that was all ?"

Aedan cleared his throat. "She said Laera would never forgive nme, and
if Laera ever tried to hurt ne, she would kill her."

M chael chuckl ed.
"You find that anusing?"

"Only that it sounds like the Ariel | remenber from our chil dhood ganes.
She nearly killed you once, as | recall."

"It does not disturb you that nmy wife has sworn to kill your sister?"

"If she ever tried to harmyou, is what you said," Mchael corrected
him "And if it ever cane to that, 1'd kill her myself."

Aedan was nonplussed. "Well ... | don't know if | should be flattered
or alarned."”

"If she ever tried to do you any harm it would be an act of treason,"
M chael said. And then, alnost as if in afterthought, he added,
"Besi des, you are ny best friend."

"You honor ne.

"No, you honor ne," said Mchael. "As enmperor, | can have no friends,
only subjects. You are the only true friend | have. The only one | can
really trust."

"\What about the enpress?”

"It is not the sane. She is my wife, and | love her. | never expected
that. | had | ooked on marriage as a duty, but | have found it to be a
joy. And | have you to thank for it."

"I cannot claimthe credit," Aedan said. "It belongs to ny wife.

Ariel chose her. She said she would be perfect for you."

"And she was right," said Mchael. "You are fortunate in having such a
wi fe, Aedan. | hope you appreciate her."

"l do," said Aedan.
"Well, we have been through nmuch, you and I. W were captured by
goblins and al nost taken into slavery, we have fought a war and saved

the enpire, and we have found good wives. Now we nust settle

down and start having sons who will carry on for us and secure the
future." He stared out into the distance. "I have decided there shal



be no canpai gns next year. CQur arny has fought hard and long. They
deserve a rest. | shall send the nercenaries out to the frontiers to
establ i sh outposts to secure our borders.

The enpire is strong now. In time, we shall expand it, but | think ny
vision of one nation that stretches out across Cerilia fromsea to sea
is one ny son shall have to realize."

"A wise decision," Aedan replied, nodding. "A builder nust not rush to
lay a strong foundation

You have al ready done nore than any enperor before you. Your father
woul d have been proud."

"As woul d yours have been," said Mchael. "There is still much left for
us to do. We nust have our reckoning with Thurazor, for Gorvanak shal
al ways think we fear himif we do not punish himfor taking Arwyn's side

in the rebellion. Aside fromwhich, you and |I still have a persona
score to settle with those goblins. W have put it off for far too
long. | intend to | ash Gorvanak to a crude litter, as they did with ne,

and drag himall the way back to Anuire."

"I rmust admit, that is certainly something | would like to see," said
Aedan.

"You shall see it before the sunmer turns to fall," prom sed M chael
"And after we have done with CGorvanak, there is still the Manslayer to
deal with.

Rhuobhe has grown ever bolder in his raids and has expanded his
territory well into the forests of Boeruine. He has been a thorn in our
side for nuch too long. | nmean to pluck himout. However, after that,
we shall cease our canpaigning for a while and devote tinme to our
famlies."

"I would like that," Aedan said. "Ariel is with child again and the

m dwi ves say it will be a son. In the comng years, | shall need to
spend nore time at honme to supervise his early training and prepare him
for the time when your son shall doubtless make himas niserable as you
made me when we were children.”

M chael chuckled. "Was it really so bad?"

"To borrow a termyour sister used, you were insufferable," said Aedan
"Tal k about the pot calling the kettle black. Well, | shall nake you a
prom se, Aedan. After ny son is born, | shall take pains to instruct

himin howto be nore considerate of his future |ord high chanberl ain.

| shall tell himthat when they play at war, dying once is quite
sufficient.”

"It usually is," said Aedan. "I think that is a |esson best |earned
early. And now, with your perm ssion, | shall take ny | eave and go back
to ny wife, before she starts to wonder what becane of ne."

M chael nodded. "Tell Faelina | shall be back presently. | feel the
need to spend a bit nore tine al one.™



Aedan hesitated. There was sonething in his tone...... I's sonet hing
troubling you?"

M chael shook his head. "I don't know, " he said.

"The war is over, we have expanded our borders and taken steps to secure
them and save for the future plans | have al ready nmentioned, | cannot

t hi nk of anything we have | eft undone." He paused.
"And yet ... | have a peculiar feeling sonething is not right. But for
the life of me, | cannot think what it may be. | don't know. Perhaps

it is merely restlessness on ny part. Do not concern yourself. Go back
to

Ariel before she starts to feel neglected. | wll puzzle it out
eventual ly."

"Very well "
shortly."

said Aedan. "I shall tell the enpress you'll be returning

"Good night, Aedan. Sleep well."

"Good night, Mchael."

Aedan turned and stepped down off the wall, then started headi ng back
toward canp. The fires were lit now, and nost of the lords and | adies
had settled down for the night. Only the soldiers remi ned awake,

gat hered round the fires, gam ng and tal ki ng quietly anong thensel ves.

As he passed the detachnment of the house guard that had acconpanied the
enperor on his wal k, Captain Koval noved to intercept him

"I's everything well with the enperor, ny |lord?" he asked.

Aedan nodded. "He nerely wants sonme tinme alone to think. He plans a
canpai gn agai nst Thurazor this sumer."

"That has been the rumor, ny lord," Captain Koval said. "But he has
never been anxi ous about canpai gns before. There seens to be sonething
el se that troubles him | have noticed it since we began this journey.

Do you have any idea what it may be?"

Aedan shook his head. "No'. But he has many responsibilities to occupy
his mind. The Iron Throne is nmore than just a seat of glory.

It can be a weighty burden, too. However, he told ne he shall be going
back to canp presently. W still have a |long journey ahead of us, and
he is not accustoned to traveling at so slow a pace. | think he is just
restless and inpatient to reach our destination. There is no need for
concern."

"Thank you, ny lord."

"Good night, Captain."

"Good night, Lord Aedan.”

As Aedan left them he wondered if restlessness was really all it was.



M chael had al ways been restless and inpatient. Perhaps the prospect of
taking a year off from canpai gning was sonet hing he was not | ooking
forward to. Yet he seened to have neant what he said. Faelina had nade
hi m genui nely happy, and for the first time, Mchael seened willing and
ready to sl ow down. Perhaps it was just the idea of being back in
Boerui ne, at Seaharrow, that was troubling him Aedan was not | ooking
forward to it himself. But politics demanded it. And they would not be
there | ong before the arnmy came out to nmake ready for the march on

Thur azor.

One nore canpai gn, thought Aedan. Maybe two, at nost, if Mchael truly
was i ntent on going after Rhuobhe Mansl ayer after he was done with
Gorvanak of Thurazor. It seenmed a tall order for one summer, but after
that, a year w thout canpai gning would be a wel cone respite. He was

| ooking forward to it.

He had seen quite enough of war.
**chapter four**

The preparations for the hol ding of Sumrer Court at Seaharrow had Derwyn
in a frenzy of activity during the weeks prior to the arrival of the
enperor's party. The years of war had seen nost of the duchy's
resources occupied with the campaigns, as well as the supplying of the
arny and the garrisons.

The mai ntenance of the castle and the town had not been seen to properly
in quite some tinme, and Derwyn was deterni ned that Seaharrow woul d | ook
its best when the enperor arrived.

St onemasons had been gathered fromall over the surrounding area and

i mported fromas far away from Di ened and Alamie to repair the cracking
nortar that had | oosened fromthe winter freezes of the past nine years.
They had erected extensive franmeworks of wooden scaffol di ng agai nst the
castle walls, clanbering over it like ants to repair the danmage caused
by al nost a decade of negl ect.

The staff of servants hired fromthe people of the town was tripled to
ensure that the interior of the castle was thoroughly swept and scrubbed
clean. Al the rugs and tapestries were aired and beaten to knock out
the dust; worn furniture had been replaced; the arnms displayed upon the
wal I s were taken down and polished. Stalls in the stables had to be
repaired, along with fresh posts and rails installed for the corrals and
new thatch for the roof. The wall sconces for the torches were cl eaned
and the walls behind them scrubbed to renove soot, and the braziers were
scrubbed out and polished so that they woul d snoke | ess. The bedding in
every room of the castle had been changed, the franes laced with fresh,
taut rope to provide good support, the mattresses stuffed anew with
fresh straw and pillows with fresh goose down.

The uniforms of the guard needed nendi ng, so Derwyn had ordered new ones
made and had insisted that every nmenber of his castle guard clean and
polish his chain mail meticul ously, replacing any broken |inks.

Armor was polished and weapons rendered cl ean and sharp. |nspections
wer e conducted every day, and the guard was drilled repeatedly to ensure
that they executed their maneuvers with perfection

Cl asses of instruction were held for the servants added to handl e the
arrival of the court, and the cooks drilled their new assistants to make



sure the kitchens would run smoothly. An additional staff of

gardeners had been taken on to weed and prune and fertilize, naking
certain the gravel paths wi nding through the gardens were immacul at e,
and cl eaning out nests of field mce and insects. Squads of griny
ratcatchers roaned the castle halls at night with their squirm ng sacks
slung over their shoul ders, and even the dungeons were cl eaned out in
case the enperor should decide to inspect them

In town, the sheriff's nmen roaned the streets to nmake sure citizens had
swept them and cl eaned up any refuse. Wagons haul ed garbage fromthe
al l eys out of town, and every shop owner, gam ng-hall manager, and

t aver nkeeper was ordered to nmake his establishnent inmacul ate. Not even
during Arwn's time had the town been so extensively refurbished.

Everywhere one | ooked in the weeks preceding the arrival of the enperor
thatchers repaired roofs, carpenters installed new doors and shutters,

and farm wagons brought in barrels of wine and ale, |oads of gane, and
bushel s of fresh produce.

Laera saw very little of Derwyn during this tine, but that suited her
perfectly During the day, while he was running off to town to check on
progress for the preparations to receive the enmperor, she spent tine
with Rodric, a younger, nore handsone, and better |over than her
husband. At night, Derwn cane back exhausted and fell right into bed,
fast asleep within monments. Then Callador's portal woul d appear, and
she woul d pass through it into his sanctumat Battlewaite to continue
her training in sorcery.

Even without Callador to tell her so, she knew she was maki ng rapid
progress. In all her life, she had never found anything to interest her
as nuch as

magi ¢ did. Her amatory diversions were nerely that, diversions,
something to add the spice of risk to an otherwi se dull and dreary life.
Once she had di scovered sorcery, however, she felt she had found her
true calling. She |ooked forward to the nights when she could go to
Cal | ador and resune her training, and in turn, the old w zard enjoyed
havi ng such a gifted pupil. But the night before the enperor's party
was due to arrive at Seaharrow, there occurred a change in her routine.

Derwyn came to bed | ate, exhausted from overseeing the fina
preparations. Through his bond with her, Callador felt when it was the
proper time to open the portal, and he could not do so until Derwyn was
in bed, where he could safely fall into his trance. As it grew later
and Derwyn still did not return, Laera started to feel anxious. All
that day, she had felt a nervous anxiety, a presentinent that somnething
woul d be different tonight, though she did not know what. She had even
sent Rodric away, for she felt too preoccupied to spare any time for
him H s attentions were beconi ng bothersone, in any case.

Soon, she would have to figure out sone way to be rid of him

When Derwyn finally cane to bed, they spoke for a short while about how
all the preparations had progressed-or rather, Derwyn spoke, while Laera
made appropriate noises feigning interest, nervously w shing he woul d
shut up and go to sl eep

Derwyn was concerned, anxious because he kept thinking there was
somet hi ng he mi ght have overl ooked. He wanted everything to go



perfectly, to prove to the enperor and all the other citizens of the
enpire that the war was in the past and Boerui ne was once nore first in
| oyal ty and standi ng.

He mi ght have kept on talking, for despite being tired, he was keyed up
and fidgety, but the msty tendrils of Callador's portal started to
appear within the room and Derwyn dropped into a deep trance.

Laera watched eagerly as the snoky tendrils slowy started noving in a
circle, more and nore of them appearing as they spun faster and faster,
formng a swirling vortex that becane the tunnel to the Gorgon's Crown.

She got out of bed and wal ked toward the msty, swirling portal
di sappearing into it as if into a whirlpool composed of fog.

She passed through the sorcerous tunnel and felt the tenperature drop
as usual, and goose bunps broke out on her skin. Her hair was bl own by
the wind within the tunnel. It plucked at her nightdress as she wal ked
against it. Then, at the far end, she sawa light. A nonment l|later, she
stepped out of the tunnel, and it coll apsed and faded away behi nd her

But instead of coming out into Callador's sanctum she di scovered that,
for the first time, she had enmerged into some other place.

She gl anced around, puzzled. Had sonething gone wong with the spell?

The walls of Callador's sanctumin the depths of Battlewaite were built
of large, nortared bl ocks of stone, but the walls in this place were
constructed of another substance. They were jet black and sl eek, rough
cut, yet with a dark gleamas if they had been polished with a jeweler's
wheel. They seened to absorb what little light there was, which cane
fromlarge black, fluted iron braziers placed at intervals along the

wal s, emtting flanes perfumed by some sort of musky incense.

osi di an, she realized suddenly. The walls were

made from bl ocks of obsidian. She was inside the aboveground portion of
Battl ewaite, the castle fortress of the Gorgon, Prince Raesene.

She started as she heard a voice behind her. "You are |ate."

"Cal | ador!" she said, turning toward him "Wat is this? Wy are we
not in your sanctun®"

"There is no tine for questions,” the old w zard said, approaching her

"Come. Hi s Highness does not like to be kept waiting."

H s H ghness? That could only be a reference to Prince Raesene. She
real i zed she was about to nmeet her tutor's master, none other than the
CGorgon. Her stomach tensed, and her nouth suddenly went dry.

She had never actually expected to neet Prince Raesene. She only cane
to Battlewaite at night, for a few hours, and spent all her time in

Cal lador | s sanctum |located in the subterranean chanbers of the
castle. During the time she had studied the mystic arts with the old
wi zard, she had stopped thinking about why he had returned to contact
her in the first place. |In all that time, he had never nentioned
wanting anything fromher, but of course, he did. H s tutelage would
not come without a price. Laera did not know what that price mght be,



but as time went on and he said nothing nore, she had sinply ceased to
think about it. Now she was going to find out just what that price
woul d be.

For a nonent, fear seized her. What if the Gorgon wanted her? The
| egends did not speak of Raesene's having a wife. It was sonething she
had never thought to consider. But now she thought about it.

He had been here ever since he fled the battlefield of Munt Deisnaar,
centuries ago. The city of Kal Saitharak was ol d, but Raesene was ol der
still. He had cone here when there was nothing and had founded a
settlenent with his nminions, raised this castle, and then over the
years, the city had grown up around it

Al'l that tinme, and he had never had a mate. What if that should be the
price? What if, this tinme, she would not be going back? What if she
woul d never be going back agai n?

As they wal ked down the corridor toward two manmoth, intricately carved
ebony doors at the far end, Laera's pul se quickened, and she bit her
lower lip. She had been repul sed by Arwyn when betrothed to him

Raesene woul d be much worse. It was said the Gorgon wasn't even human
anynor e.

And if he wanted her, how could she refuse? He held the power. Laera
felt a chill run through her, and it wasn't just the dismal, unearthly
cold within the castle.

The two huge doors swung open of their own accord. A perverse thrill of
excitement ran through her as flames burst from braziers along the
wal | s.

Her breathing grew rapid and nore shallow. The fear was intoxicating,
sensual ... carnal

They had entered the great hall of the castle. It was huge, cavernous.
The vaulted ceiling high overhead shimrered with dark crystals.

Bl ack, wi nged creatures flitted between the sharply curved stone
supports and buttresses, creatures she thought were bats until she

noti ced they nade no cries and floated rather than flew, their shapes
undul ating |i ke anorphous shadows, |ike prinordial organisms floating in
a waterl ess sea

On the opposite end of the chanber, a large, frayed and tattered
tapestry hung upon the obsidian wall.

Laera recogni zed the crest of the Roeles, but it had been nodified. A
singl e bl ood-red dragon, ranmpant, crinmson dripping fromits gaping jaws
and claws, upon a field of black cracked with stylized, jagged gol den
lightning. Beneath the ancient tapestry, upon a raised dais of nurky
bl ack and silver crystal stood a huge throne carved froma single giant
bl ock of obsidian. It was three or four tines larger than the Iron
Throne of Anuire, built to accommodate a giant, and fromits back
sprouted two huge horns carved from faceted bl ood-red crystal

Cal | ador stopped her in the center of the chanber, upon an inverted
arcane rune of inlaid silver circunscribed by glazed red tiles set into



the black stone floor. For a noment or two, they sinply stood there,
waiting. And then Laera heard the footsteps, and cold sweat trickled
down her spi ne.

Not hi ng hurman could wal k Iike that. The sounds came from sonmewhere in
t he shadows, through an archway to the left side of the throne. They
echoed through the hall like fantastic drunbeats, and Laera held her
br eat h.

Thoom thoom thoom thoom...

A huge shadow | oomed beneath the archway, and Laera felt her knees start
to trenble violently. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed heavily
t hrough parted lips, her gaze riveted on that darkened archway.

And then Raesene appeared.

Laera's chest felt constricted. He was huge, easily three times the
size of a norrmal man, with a thick, nuscular, bare chest; imensely
strong arns with bony spikes rising fromthe el bows and the shoul ders; a
wi de, powerful back that tapered sharply to chiseled stomach nuscl es;
skin that seened the

color and texture of dusky stone; and the lower extrenities of a satyr.

Large, powerful, goatlike |legs covered with thick black fur ended in
hooves that gleaned like the black stone of the castle walls. But it
was his face as he sat upon the throne and gazed down at her that made
Laera's heart start beating like a wild thing trying to claw its way out
of her chest.

What ever Raesene nmay have | ooked |ike once, he was unrecogni zabl e now.

The face that stared at her with unblinking yell ow eyes was a ni ght mare.
The stories said the Gorgon had the head of a bull, but even that would
have been preferable to the reality.

There were gray-black bullish horns sprouting fromhis head, and he had
bovi ne ears, but any resenblance to a bull ended there. The shape of
the face and head was roughly human, but Raesene had no hair. The top

of his head was covered with spiky, bony projections, like the shell of
some tortoise arnmored for battle. The once-human nose had spread out
until it was alnmost a snout, and the jaw was el ongated, allowing for a

gaping nouth with sharp teeth and proni nent canines. Fromthe upper
part of his cheekbones and the |lower part of his jaw, on either side of
the chin, sharp spikes protruded, smaller versions of the upwardly
curving horns on his head.

Cal | ador was ancient, and he had used magic all his life without its
altering his human appearance, so the only explanation for such a
grotesque nutation had to be the divine essence Raesene had inherited
from Azrai, the dark god. Augnented by centuries of bloodtheft, these
powers had twi sted and transformed himinto a horror. Laera recalled
the stories

about Raesene's being insane and remenbered doubting them However,
seeing himin the flesh made her wonder how anyone coul d possibly
experience such a terrifying transformation and still retain his sanity.

Cal | ador stepped forward one pace and went down to one knee, bowing to



his lord and naster.
"Allow ne to present the Duchess Laera of Boeruine, Your Hi ghness."

Laera did not know what to do. She was nunb with fear, but despite
that, told herself she was still a princess of the House of Roele, and
Gorgon or not, Raesene was a prince, albeit illegitimte, of the sane
house. Her relative. By rights she would not bow down before him |
must not let ny fear show, she thought as she made an effort to stand
erect and proud, gazing directly at him

Raesene sinply | ooked at her for a few nonents, then spoke.

I ncongruously, his voice sounded conpl etely hunan, deep, and resonant,
wel | nodul ated and preci se. The accent was Anuirean, but sonehow
slightly different. And then she realized it was not so nmuch Anuirean
as Andu, the way her people spoke centuries ago.

"Cal | ador has told nme much about you, ny lady," said the Gorgon. "He
tells ne that you have made unusual progress with your studies, that you
are very gifted."

"I try to apply nyself, my lord," she said, choosing thL- formally
polite yet neutral address.

"That is nost conmendabl e, "
not ny aspect frighten you?"

the CGorgon said. He paused briefly. "Does

“In truth, it is nost fearsonme, ny lord."

"Do you find me repul sive?" Laera swallowed hard. Were was this
conversation leading? "I find you terrible," she said.

"You choose your words nost carefully,” he replied. "That, too, is
conmendabl e. | can sense your fear of ne, yet you refuse to showit.

You are proud and canny, both adnmirable traits."

"Thank you," she replied. Time to take the bull by the horns, she told
hersel f, then suppressed a hysterical giggle at the irony of the

t hought. "You are gracious, nmy lord, but I do not think you have

brought ne here to pay ne conplinents.”

Raesene' s expression m ght have been a snmile, but it |ooked nore like a

snarl. "Indeed. | have a task | wish you to perform |If you perform
it well, there will be benefits for you in the near future. But if you
fail, | shall take your soul."

Laera gul ped. He neant bl oodtheft. The thought of her death filled her
with dread, but at the same tine, there was an underlying sense of
relief that he had apparently not brought her here for some nore

inti mate purpose. She would rather have died.

"What is it you wish me to do?" she asked.

The Gorgon produced a tiny vial, no larger than a thinble, on a golden
chain. He dangled it off one claw. "Your brother the emperor comes to
your castle for the holding of his Summer Court. He brings his new
enpress with him On the night of the sumer solstice, you shall see
that the enmpress ingests the contents of this vial. You may slip it



into any liquid and give it to her. But it nust be precisely on that
night. You nust not fail, else your life is forfeit to ne."

"What will it do?" asked Laera tensely.
"It shall cause a child to quicken," said the Gorgon. "My child."

Laera gasped.

"If the enpress is already with child when she arrives at Seaharrow, "
said the Gorgon, "Callador shall give you a special potion she nust
take. It will abort the child, and thenceforth, she nust be given a
preparation to prevent conception until one week before the sunmer
solstice. At that time, you shall feed her the contents of this vial

The firstborn of Enperor M chael of Anuire shall be ny son. And through
him | shall found a new dynasty and rule the enpire that rightfully
bel ongs to ne."

The Gorgon stretched out his huge clawed hand, and the vial floated
t hrough the air toward Laera.

She reached out and took it, then slipped the chain around her neck
The feel of it against her bosom nade her skin craw .
"Go now," said the Gorgon. "You know what you rust do."

He got up and lunbered fromthe great hall, back into the stygian
dar kness of the shadows beyond the archway.

Laera stood notionless for several monents, stunned. Then she turned
and slowy followed Call ador out of the great hall. Once they had
passed through the | arge ebony doors, which swung cl osed behi nd t hem
she turned to Call ador and whi spered, "This is nadness!"

"No," said Callador calmy, "it is nmerely politics."

"Politics!"

"Yes, politics," repeated Call ador. "Raesene has lusted for control of
the enmpire for generations. He had failed once in supporting Azrai, and
the specter of another failure still haunts himafter all these years.

For centuries, he has been building up his blood powers and
strengt hening his domain, increasing the size of his arny-not an easy
thing to do, since they keep killing each other in street braw s.

If they ever had a comobn eneny, they would probably be a force to be
reckoned with. The trouble with Raesene is that his lust for power has
becorme virulently addictive. He needs nore and nore. He has becone
obsessed with it to the exclusion of all else.”

"And he thinks by inpregnating the enpress with his child, he wll
acconplish his goal? That is insane!

What sort of nonster will the enpress give birth to?"
Cal | ador shrugged. "An awnsheghlien child. It will be killed, of

course, but the spirit of the child will live on in the consequences of
the birth. The firstborn of the enperor will be an abom nation



Clearly, a sign fromthe gods." He smled. "O perhaps you can call it
Fate."

"And what does that nean?"

"There are those within the enpire who will interpret such a birth as an
onen," Callador replied. "The inevitability of the ascension of the
awnsheghl i en.

And Raesene is forenpst anmong all the awnsheghlien. There are also
t hose who do not believe in gods.

At least, not in the new ones. They are a group who call thenselves the
Fatalists. They started as a small concl ave of di senchanted bards,
tavern phil osophers-w de-eyed i npressi onabl e wenches and the occasi ona
young aristocrat with artistic pretensions, but they have since grown

i nto sonething of a novenent. Blane the bards who travel frequently and
bring such fads with them where they go

"I'n a nunmber of cities of the enpire, these dilettantes have captured
the i magi nati on of the comon

people. The group has no real |eader, and its dynam cs fluctuate.

That sort of thing can make themrather useful. They are ripe, to
par aphrase the old maxim for the picking.

"When the enpress gives birth to an abomi nation, they can spread the
word and place upon it an interesting interpretation. Fate, having
taken a hand, has poi soned the seed of the Roeles. The god essence they
i nherited at Dei smaar has corrupted them over the years, as it has the
awnsheghlien. All the Roeles have ever done was plunge the enpire into
one war after another in the nane of glorious expansion, increasing
their holdings at the cost of rivers of blood. The War of Rebellion is
still a recent, painful menmory to many. Such nenories can be exploited.

Perhaps it is tine for the Roeles to be overthrown and the people to
rul e thensel ves. "

"You nmean to start another civil war," said Laera.

"The empire is weak fromthe | ast one," Callador replied. "Another one
woul d cripple it. And Raesene's forces could nove in. Wth M chael
unable to raise an arny strong enough to stop them defeat would be a
foregone concl usion. Raesene would seize his blood abilities and

i ncrease his power. And the Gorgon would sit upon the Iron Throne."

They were descending a long flight of stone steps, heading toward the
subterranean |l evels of the castle where Callador had his sanctum A
glowing ball of fire he had forned lit their way as it fl oated before
them casting garish shadows on the dank walls.

"You devised this plan!" said Laera, with sudden conprehension. "You
gave Raesene the whole ideal™

"And why not?" said Callador. "Had Arwn won the throne, | would have
been the royal w zard to
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the enperor, with all the resources of the enpire at my command. No
nore scouring for obscure supplies and ingredients for ny spells, no

nore projects abandoned due to |l ack of funds; | could have pursued ny
art with no restrictions. But Arwyn lost, the fool, and | had to nake
new plans or face penury. | had grown accustoned to a reasonably

confortable life-style, enough that | devel oped a desire for nore.

When the enpire coll apses and Raesene takes power, | shall becone the
preem nent wizard in the land. And you, as ny prized pupil, shall stand
to become Cerilia's nobst inportant sorceress.”

"You fool!" said Laera. "You think I care about so lowy a distinction?
| had planned to ensure that the enpress never bore a child!l [If M chael
| eaves no heir, ny son would be the next in line to rule, and when

M chael dies, | would becone regent! | would have it all!™

Cal | ador raised his eyebrows. "lIndeed. And needless to say, you would

take steps to ensure that your brother did not live long. But you
forget, if your son were next in line and yet too young to rule, it is

your husband, the duke, who would becone the regent and..." Hi s voice
trailed off. "Ah, but of course. You have doubtless al ready made pl ans
to become a widow at the proper time. | see that | have greatly

underestimated you. Your plan is as sound and logical as it is
di abolical. M conplinents."

"Only now you've ruined everything," said Laera furiously. "If | do
what Raesene wants and follow the plan you designed, | shall be left
wi t h not hi ng except whatever he chooses to bestow on nme. And what ever
that may be, it will be a poor substitute for what | would have had
otherwise. | could have

appoi nted you the royal w zard when | assuned the regency. |If that was

what you wanted, why in the nanes of all the gods couldn't you tell ne?"

"Well, there was the question of trust,"” said Callador. "It is
somet hing I do not bestow very easily.

Force of habit, | suppose. And | had not imagi ned you woul d pl an
somet hing so bold and anbitious. | nust admit, now that | have heard
it, your plan has nuch to recommrend it over mine. | wish | had thought

of it nmyself. Unfortunately, it is too |late now "

"Perhaps not," said Laera as Call ador made a pass with his fingers and
the arched door to his sanctum opened with a |oud creak of its ancient
i ron hinges.

"Perhaps there is still a way.....

"How?" said Calladbr. "W cannot betray Raesene. As | hold power over
you, he holds power over nme. | had to give Raesene a token to seal ny
oath to him just as | took one of you. There is now a bond between ne
and the Gorgon. If I fail him there will be nowhere | can hide."

"Then you nust get that token back sonehow," said Laera.

Cal I ador chuckl ed. "Easier said than done, ny dear. You don't think he
would mss it?"

"What formdoes it take?" she asked.



"A lock of ny hair, the sane as yours, which he keeps in an anul et
around his neck."

"And if that amulet were enpty? Wuld he be likely to open it and
check?"

Cal | ador raised his eyebrows. "I should think not," he replied, "but
how exactly do you propose | reclaimny lock of hair? Sneak into his
bedchamber while he sleeps? | think not. D scovery would nean

my life, and with the bond between us, he would feel ny presence if |
drew so near."

"But he has no such bond with nme," said Laera.
"You woul d risk such a thing?- asked Callador with astonishment. "If he

awoke while you tried to sneak into his bedchanber, he would tear you
apart."

"Not if I were welconme in his bedchanmber,"” she replied.
Cal l ador's eyes grew very wide. "You don't nmean..
"How | ong since he has had a wonan? Does he still have the desire?"

Cal | ador stared at her, mouth agape, absolutely speechless. For severa
nmonents, he was too shocked to reply. Finally, he said, "

| don't know. But

you can't seriously mean you would ... give yourself to hinP"

Laera's nouth twisted into a grinmace. "Wen you first brought nme to
him | feared that was precisely what he wanted, and | thought that I
woul d rather die. But with all ny plans at stake, if there is no other

way, | suppose | could overcome ny revulsion for a short while."

Cal | ador sat down unsteadily. He gripped the arnms of his chair, shaking

his head. "Even if you could, you would be taking a great risk. There
is no telling what Raesene might do. | have never known himto be with
a wonan. |I. . . | cannot guess his appetites. Nor can | imagine.

" He glanced up at her. "He could hurt you. He might even kill you."

"l know," said Laera

The t hought of going to Raesene's bed filled her with dread. And yet,
at the sanme tinme, there was that

strange, inexplicable, perverse thrill engendered by the risk of it, by
t he thought that she would be the first woman he had known that way in
centuries.

And despite his horrible appearance, he was still, at heart, a man ..

or he had been once. And nen could be controlled. She was a past
master at the art. She would be the only woman who had lain with an
awnshegh, the nost dreaded and powerful awnshegh of themall. And to
control soneone like that, to conquer him...



"By all the gods," said Callador slowy, staring at her with disbelief.
"The thought of it excites you!"

She had reveal ed too much with her expression, Laera realized.

Cal I ador nmust not know. "Excites ne? Are you nmad?"

"The | ook on your face just now"

"If terror that chills to the bone can be called excitenent, | suppose
that is what | feel," she said, shivering to underscore her words. "Wat
woul d you know about excitenent? You who thrill to nothing save your
potions and incantations? You are the one who got us into this! Because
of you, | nust do sonething ... unthinkable! And if | should not
survive or if |I should |l ose ny sanity as a result, it will be on your
head! By Haelyn, if | were a man, | would strangle you with ny bare
hands! You have sold yourself to a nonster, and in doing so have sold
me as well! And nowit is nmy lot to save us both! Dam you, Call ador
Dam you for a fool!"

The wi zard hung his head in shanme. "You are right, Laera. |'ve been a
fool, blinded by ny own anbition. Wuld there were some way | could
make it up to you. | truly regret | ever brought you into this. | am

SO very sorry."

"Wirds," she said contenptuously. "Wrds come easy when it is | who
must made this awful sacrifice!"

"It is true," said Callador mserably. He brought his hands up to his
neck and slipped off the golden amulet that held her |ock of hair.

"Here, take this. | release you fromyour bond. It is the very least |
can do."

Laera smiled inwardly. Perfect, she thought, as she took the amul et.

Ri ght on cue. 'Well, perhaps you really did mean it," she said, her

voi ce softening.

"You have been both a friend and teacher to ne, Callador. You thought
you were hel ping us both-you to find a better place in life and me to
get revenge on an old eneny and on my brother for bartering me to cenent

a political alliance. | forgive you."

"I shall send you back," said Callador. "I cannot allow you to go
through with this. | wll take the brunt of Raesene's vengeance."
"No," said Laera. "There may still be a way for us to turn things to

our favor. W nmay yet wi n our goal

But first you nust be free of Raesene's power."

"You would still do this ... for nme?" the old wizard said with
anmazement .
"No, for us," said Laera. "Wait here for ne. | shall either return

wi th your token or die trying."



The corridors of Battlewaite were enpty as she made her way back to the
great hall. The braziers flickered dimy, their flames dying out. As
Laera crossed the hall, heading toward the archway in the back, her
heart pounded so hard she thought the

sound of it would fill the hall, echoing off the gleam ng black walls.

She had never been so afraid in her entire life. And yet, the fear
excited her. She had to go through with this somehow. Not only because
she still needed Cal | ador, but because wi thout him her plans would go
awy. The w zard knew too nmuch, and so |long as the Gorgon controll ed
him Callador remained a threat to her. There was only one way to
neutralize that threat.

She went through the archway and down a darkened corridor that led to a
flight of stone steps. As she clinbed themslowy, her terror nounted,
and her exciterment as well. This was the greatest risk she had ever
taken. |If she were caught, she would surely die. But if she succeeded,
she woul d not only have taken the ultimate risk and gotten away with it,
she woul d do what no ot her woman had ever done. She woul d have
conquer ed the Gorgon.

No one woul d ever know of it, of course, but that didn't matter. She
woul d know, and the sense of power and satisfaction she would derive
fromthat would be intoxicating beyond anything she had ever

experi enced. The Gorgon, too, would know. Eventually. And there would
be nothing he could do about it.

At the top of the stairs, she cane to another, smaller archway. She

passed through it into a darkened anteroom illum nated only by severa
thick candles dripping on a table. The nusky odor inside the room
filled her nostrils and made her grimace with distaste. It snelled Iike

the lair of sonme beast.
She crossed the anteroom headed for a curtained archway in the back
She tried not to ook at the

objects in the room the bones scattered on the tables; the rats
scurrying anong the grisly remains of the Gorgon's |ast neal -she did not
want to specul ate what it had been-the human skulls, brown with age,
arrayed upon the shel ves, trophies of past bloodthefts. She tried to
focus her attention on the task at hand. She tried to use her fear, to
control it, to enmploy it as an inmpetus to see her through what she was
about to do.

He was a man once, she told herself. \atever he may be now, he was
once a man, and men could be controlled. This would be her greatest
chal | enge.

Her skin craw ed at the thought of what she was about to do, but there
was sonething incredibly conpelling about it, too. She noved as if in a
trance, heading toward the sounds of snoring conming from behind the
curtain. It was a runmbling sound, a growing that made her knees shake.
She parted the curtain and stepped through.

She stood there for several noments, holding her breath as her eyes grew
accustoned to the darkness.

She coul d make out a huge shape lying sprawl ed on a bed big enough to



sl eep six humans side by side.

An invol untary whi nper escaped her throat. It was still not too |ate.
She could still turn and run...

"Who goes there? Who dares ... ?"

Lambent yel |l ow eyes stared at her fromthe bed, |like the gaze of sone

feral, predatory beast.

"Forgive ne, nmy lord," she said, lowering her head. She didn't need to

make her voice trenble. It did so of its own accord. "Please ' do not

be angry with me ' | beseech you. 1. . . | could not stay away.
Never have | beheld such power ... such force ..

such terrible nastery. " She moved closer. "I was

unable to resist.... May the dark lord help nme! |

| was sinply overwhelmed. | do not even know what | am doing. Surely,

this is madness, but it is a madness that has caught me in its grip and
there is nothing I can do." She slipped her gown off her shoul ders.

"I sensed your power and was hel pl ess and hunbled in the face of it. |

amlost. M will is not ny owmn. | scarcely know nyself. You may smite
me down for ny boldness, but | do not care. | had to cone to you." She
was breathing heavily, and she made her voice husky with desire. "Do
with me what you will. You are too strong......

She crawl ed up onto the bed.

It was nearly dawn when she returned to Call ador's sanctum barely able
to nove. It had taken all her strength to stagger back to the old

wi zard. When he saw her at the door, his eyes grew wi de, and he hurried
to hel p her inside.

"May the gods have nmercy! | was sure | would never see you alive
again!" he said, easing her into his chair.

"Were | not of the bloodline of the Roeles, you never woul d have," she
replied weakly. "It took all my strength to regenerate nyself after
that filthy beast was through with me. He nearly killed nme. The pain
was beyond anything | have ever known."

"Here," he said, pouring a liquid froma potion bottle into a goblet.
"Drink this. It will restore your strength."

She drained it, spilling some of it onto her chin and chest. It felt
war m goi ng down and, wthin

nmonents, the warnth began to spread through her body, suffusing her with
i nvigorating strength. She took a deep breath and | eaned back, shutting
her eyes as the restorative potion did its work

"Centuries without a woman," she said, her voice raw. "He was sure
saving it up, curse him"



"I still cannot believe you did it," Callador said.

"But at |east you have survived. You tried. You did your best."
She | ooked up at him "I did, indeed."

She reached inside her gown and held up the |ocket.

Cal | ador caught his breath. "You took it!"

"He fell into a stupor after he was spent. It was a sinple matter to
remove it."
"But ... you took the locket!" Callador repeated, with dismay. "You

were only supposed to open it and retrieve the token! Wen he wakes, he
will know that it is mssing!"

"Then | suppose we had best be far away from here by then," she said.

She let the |ocket fall back inside her gown.

"You have left ne with no choice," he said.

"That was ny intention."

"G ve nme the token."

"I think not. After what |'ve just gone through to get it, | certainly

deserve to keep it, don't you think?"

Cal | ador stared at her as the full inport of her words sank in. "So, |
see. It's going to be like that, is it?"

"That's right, it's going to be like that. | have ny token back, and
now | hold yours, as well. And that nakes ne the master now. | know
how to use it. You have taught ne well, Callador."

As | have said before," the wizard replied, "I had greatly
underesti mated you, my |ady."

"Formthe portal," Laera said. "It is too dangerous for us to remain
here long. Besides, it is alnost dawn, and ny dolt of a husband w Il
need to be waki ng up soon so he can be prepared for the emperor's
arrival."

"As you wi sh, ny lady," Callador replied. He began to formthe m sty

portal .

"I will need sone tinme to recover fromthis or deal," said Laera, "and
you shall need to find a place to stay. We will require supplies to
repl ace those you nust |eave behind. | will nake the funds available to

you. Take only those scrolls and materials that are indispensable.
The rest we shall replace as best we can."

As the portal opened in the center of the chamber, Callador quickly
began to gather up those things he would be taking with him

"It strikes ne there is merit in both your plan and mne," said Laera.



"The trick is in conbining them"

"Conbi ning then?" said Callador. "I don't understand."
"You will," she replied. "I will explain it in good tine. | have
suffered nuch to reach this stage. What remains to be done now is
simple. 1t will nerely take a little time and patience. But when al
is said and done, I will sit upon the Iron Throne as regent of the
Empire of Anuire. And as ny first official act, | shall have Aedan
Dosiere's heart on a platter.™

**chapter five**

Laera's plan was nmade easier by the fact that the Enpress Faelina was

not yet pregnant when she arrived at Seaharrow. It was the first tine
she had ever net the woman her brother had chosen for a wife. Trust

M chael to marry a tonmboy, she had thought on neeting the new enpress.

She was pretty enough, in a rather comon sort of way, but she had no
conception of how to conport herself like a real |ady, nuch |l ess an
enpress. She wal ked Iike a man, with no grace whatsoever, and was much
too direct in her manner. Subtlety was clearly something the poor girl
woul d never understand, thought Laera.

Faelina was polite and friendly to the other |adies of the court at
Seaharrow, but evinced little genuine interest in their pursuits. She
had no skill at dancing, enbroidery, or weaving and could not play a

dul cimer or lute. She was unschooled in the courtly graces, and though
she was anenabl e to conversation with the other wonen, she nuch
preferred to spend her time with the horses in the stables or gall oping
over the fields with Mchael. She enjoyed hunting as rmuch as any nan
and took delight in watching the guards at their weapons practice. The
men all seemed to find her captivating and delightful, remarkably earthy
and unprepossessing. The wonen did not quite know what to rmake of her

However, it was obvious to everyone that Faelina and M chael were very
much in love. They were birds of feather who understood one anot her
and everyone conmented on what a perfect match they were.

Laera treated her like a little sister. Actually, she treated her nuch
better than she had ever treated her real sisters, for whom she had had
very little use

It wasn't difficult at all to gain her trust. Laera bestowed it freely
fromthe very start. Manipulating her was not even a challenge. She
was an innocent, conpletely wthout guile. Laera had nothing but
contenpt for her.

Fael i na accepted Gella as her body servant wi thout question, and from
the day she arrived to one week prior to the sumrer solstice, Cella
faithfully adm nistered the potion that would prevent her from

concei ving. Each night, she poured several drops into her mulled ale,
whi ch was Faelina's preferred |ibation before bedtine. She even drank
like a man, thought Laera. M chael had no taste whatsoever, narrying
such a conmmon wench.

Aedan di plomatically kept his distance. Wen the enperor's party
arrived, he had greeted her very formally and politely, with no hint
upon his features or in his manner of what had passed between t hem



He apparently preferred to pretend it sinply had never happened. Laera
woul d have |iked nothing better than to plunge a dagger deep into his
heart, but that would have been too quick. Besides, his turn would
cone. He was courteous, but after the enperor's party had settled in,
he avoi ded her as nuch as possible. That was fine with Laera. It neant
he woul d not get in the way.

Toward the middle of the nonth, the arny arrived, marching from Anuire
for the long-anticipated punitive canpai gn agai nst Thurazor, planned now
for m dsunmer. There would be several weeks of preparation, and then
they woul d depart around the middle of the next month. It meant that
both Aedan and M chael would be kept busy drilling the troops in

readi ness for the canpaign, which Derwn would be joining with his

kni ghts and men-at - ar ns.

Rodri ¢ woul d be going, too. The young fool wanted an opportunity to

di stinguish hinmself in battle. It was just as well, thought Laera. He
was becom ng tiresone in any case. Wth luck, he would fall in battle,
and she woul d be spared the necessity of getting rid of him

On the night of the sumer solstice, Laera gave Gella the little vial
that contained the Gorgon's seed.

She did not tell the girl what it was, nerely that it was a new and nore
efficient preparation of the sane nature she had used before.

Cella had accepted it without question, then returned later in the
evening, as directed, to tell her that the deed was done. Now,

t hought Laera, all she had to do was wait. The child would quicken, and
ni ne nonths later, when Sumer Court was over and M chael and his party
were | ong gone, the birth would take pl ace.

She felt confident no one would ever suspect the truth of what had
actually occurred. Aside fromherself, only Gella and Cal | ador woul d
know, and she held both their tokens, giving her power over them

Still, thought Laera, it would be best if Gella were di sposed of as soon
as possible. Callador was old and had too much to | ose to think of
betrayi ng her.

He was too deeply involved hinmself, and he needed a patron. Besides,
she still had use for him But CGella was a | oose end that woul d have to
be accounted for.

She was the only one who could link her directly to the birth.

After everyone in the castle had gone to bed, Laera went to get the
smal | bronze jewelry box she kept beside her bed. |In the hidden drawer
it contained, she kept the | ockets that held the tokens of Callador and
Gella, though she wore the one with Derwyn's hair. She had given sone
of the lock to Callador so that he could effect the spell that lulled
her husband into a deep trance each time the wi zard canme to her, but she
had al so kept sone for herself.

She used Derwyn's token now to nake him sl eep, but at the proper tine,
would use it to effect a spell that would nmake her a grieving w dow.

She i magi ned what it would be Iike.



When the nonster child was born, any effort to keep the birth a secret
woul d be dooned to failure.

She and Cal |l ador would see to that, though indirectly, of course. The
word woul d spread that M chael's seed was cursed. The Fatalists would
make sure.

They were al ready becom ng known for spreadi ng di scontent and
chanpi oni ng the cause of the comoners.

M chael still enjoyed the favor of the people, but they were grow ng
weary of the years of constant warfare. It was a drain on the resources
of the enpire, and the long War of Rebellion, as well as Mchael's
canpai gns of expansion, had | eft many w dows and orphans.

Nobl es who were nore concerned with the upkeep of their lands and their
estates had become tired of Mchael's constant demands on themto supply
manpower and supplies for the Arny of Anuire, and the conmoners were
starting to grunmble that the enperor was nore concerned with conquest
than he was with inmproving the ot of his subjects. It would not take
much to cause these seeds of discontent to sprout.

A royal birth that had been cursed by the gods woul d nmean the people
were cursed, as well, so long as Mchael ruled them There would be
calls for his abdication, and if he refused, a rebellion would soon

follow. The priests of the tenple of Hael yn woul d support her cause.

Her daily attendance at the tenple had given Laera a reputation for
uncomon pi ety and goodness. She had carefully reinforced that image by
maki ng | avi sh, regular donations to the tenples in Boeruine, and she had
sent noney to the tenples in Anuire and Alamie, as well, where the
priests had the nost influence. And she always took little Aerin to the
temple with her so that the priests would see that the child was being
raised in the favor of the god.

But there was still the Gorgon to consider. There was no way of telling
what Raesene mght do. He was

conpl etely mad, of course, of that Laera no | onger had any doubt. For
centuries, he had waited, slowy but surely building up his powers and
extending his domain. He now controlled the entire nountain range known
as the Gorgon's Crown, and he had pushed his boundaries north, into the
G antdowns, east to the Hoarfell Muntains, south to Mur-Kilad and

Mar kazor, and west to the borders of Tuarhievel, an area covering over
five thousand square niles.

The traitor prince who had escaped Roele at the Battle of Munt Dei snmaar
was now an i mensely powerful awnshegh who controlled a nation in his
own right, one that m ght well be strong enough to attack the enpire.
Moreover, Raesene would know it was she who had stolen Callador's token
fromhim and Laera did not think he was likely to forget it.

She would not wish to fall into his hands again.

That one ni ght had been enough. It had been the nost terrifying and
agoni zi ng experience of her life, and yet, despite the horror if it all
despite the pain he'd caused her, despite her revul sion, there had been
an unnatural thrill to it all. Wat was it about her that nmade her fee
so alive and vi brant whenever she risked disaster? Wat was it that
made even pain seem so exciting?



The thrill of her affair with Rodric, of all her past affairs, which had
seened so dangerous at the time, paled to insignificance after that one
awful yet sonehow strangely and perversely gal vani zi ng ni ght.

What thrill could possibly conpare with what she had experienced then?

The deposing of her brother and the seizing of the enpire? Nothing |ess
woul d do. After it all cane to fruition, she would wear her w dow s
weeds and put on a show of grief and

| anent ati on over Derwyn's death at her own hands, and bravely all ow
herself to be persuaded to accept the regency for the sake of the
peopl e, who woul d have been prinmed by then to call for her ascension

And she woul d reserve a very special fate for Aedan Dosiere. Over the
years, she had contenpl ated countless tines the formher revenge woul d
take. But now that she was a practitioner of the sorcerous arts, there
were new and nore ingeni ous ways to nmake hi msuffer

She had waited for this for a long, long tinme, an now, soon, it would
cone to pass. She would becone a sorcerer-queen, with an enmpire to
rule, and she would gather at her court the greatest wi zards in the |and
to instruct her further until her power was nmatched by none.

Then, not even the awnsheghlien would be able to pose a threat. She
woul d bring even the Gorgon to his knees.

She reached for the jewelry box. It was time. By now, Gella had
returned to the servants' quarters and was undoubtedly asleep. She
woul d never see the norning.

Derwyn slept soundly in the bed, w thout the faintest clue she had
placed himinto a trance. He would not awake until she chose to wake
him She could do her work undisturbed. Al she needed to do now was
take the token | ocket, open it, and cast the spell....

She froze as she opened the hidden drawer. It was enpty! Her hand
pawed at the silk lining, her eyes unable to believe what they were
seeing. The tokens were gone! She had only Derwyn's, which she

habi tual |y wore around her neck. And she had enjoyed wearing it, too,
because he al ways commrent ed upon

it with affection, never suspecting what it truly represented. The
t hought gave her no end of anmusenment. But the other tokensallador's and
Gella's -were no longer in the secret drawer.

Stunned, Laera tried to think. Had she taken them out before and | eft
t hem somewhere? No, she always kept themthere, safe and secure. But
not secure enough, as it turned out. They had been stolen. That was
the only possible explanation. But who ... ?

Cel | al

It could have been no one else. Had the girl known about the secret
drawer? Had she ever opened it in her presence? Yes, Laera realized,
cursing herself for being a fool. She had. And Cella's nother was a
wi tch, so she knew that wi thout the token, Laera would have no power
over her. She nust have stolen it earlier that evening, when her back
was turned, and now she'd run away, thinking she was free. But Laera



still had the power of the Duchess of Boeruine.

She woul d hide Derwyn's | ocket, which was nearly identical in appearance
to the other two, and tell himthe girl had stolen it. She had al ready
been convicted as a thief, so no one woul d doubt the story.

Laera qui ckly thought it through

She woul d express sorrow over the way the ungrateful girl had repaid her
for giving her another chance at life, and would tell Derwyn the whole
thing was a sad mi sfortune but she could al ways get another |ocket and
another lock of his hair to put inside it. It was only that she had
grown so very attached to that one, because it had such special
nmeani ng. . .

Derwyn woul d have his nen-at-arms turn the city upside down searching
for the girl. They would

scour the surroundi ng countrysi de an announce a substantial reward for
her arrest and the return of the mssing locket ... no, she would have
to account for two, so that she could nake certain they were both
returned. She would say the second | ocket was one given her by her
nother. It had held a lock of her dead father's hair. Yes, that would
be perfect.

The girl had not had rmuch of a head start. She would not get far

t hought Laera with grimsatisfaction. Al she had to do was wake Derwn
and express such angui sh and di stress over the m ssing | ockets that he
woul d i medi ately send his nen-atarns out in search of the girl. She
woul d be apprehended by norning.

Laera bent over her husband and made a pass over himw th her fingers,
whi spering the words that would renove the spell that held himin a
trance. Now all she had to do was cry out and he woul d wake, al arned,
andThe sound of frenzied screan ng echoed through the castle.

Derwyn sat up in bed. "By Haelyn, what was that?"

Laera was taken aback. The cry had not been hers.

It had come fromoutside their chanbers, echoing through the halls, and
it continued, shattering the stillness of the night. It was a woman
scream ng, someone in terrible agony..

Derwyn |l eapt fromthe bed and reached for his sword belt, buckling it on
over his nightshirt. "By all the gods, it sounds as if soneone is being

nmur der ed! "

There was the sound of running footsteps outside in the corridor, and an
instant |ater, soneone was

poundi ng on the door. Derwyn threw it open to reveal one of the house
guards.

"Come qui ckly, Your Lordship! It's the enpress!”
"May the heavens preserve us!" Derwyn excl ai nmed.

"I"'mcomng with you!" Laera said. Meanwhile, her mnd raced. This was
too much of a coincidence. GCella had given her the Gorgon's dose only



several hours earlier. Before the traitorous girl had stolen the tokens
and absconded with them she had reported that she had adm nistered the
content of the vial, as directed, pouring theminto a goblet of mulled
al e, and she had watched the enpress drink it. It had to be the potion
what ever it was. Had the Gorgon lied to her? Had it been sonme poison
meant to kill the enpress?

Laera felt a thrill of excitenent as she hurried down the corridor after
Derwyn. This unexpected devel opnent could turn out to be even better
than she'd planned. |If the enpress died, she could blanme Gella for

havi ng poi soned her. No one would believe anything the girl said after
she was apprehended.

After all, she was a crimnal. Had she not been arrested once before
for stabbing a man? But what notive would she have for murdering the
enpress?

It woul d make no difference, Laera thought. Perhaps the enpress caught
her trying to steal sone jewelry.

That would fit in well with her story of the stolen |ockets. O perhaps
she was just insane. She would never escape now. And once she was
caught, if she started babbling about having given sonme strange potion
to the enpress on Laera's orders, she would only convince everyone she
was crazy.

Yes, thought Laera as she hurried toward the enperor's quarters, this
could work out very well,

46?

i ndeed. Faelina's death would shatter Mchael. And as the story
spread, it could be slanted in a favorable way, as if it were all an
onen fromthe gods. The enpress had di ed because the enperor was not

meant to have an heir. He had angered Hael yn and brought it on hinmsel f.

The door to the enperor's quarters stood wi de open, and peopl e had
crowmded in. Mchael was standing by the bedside, frantic.

"The physicians!" he kept shouting. "Wat's happening to her?
Sonebody do sonething! By the gods, where are the physicians?"

Aedan was there, too, along with Ariel and several other nenbers of the
enperor's inner circle.

Faelina was in bed, thrashing like a fish out of water and scream ng
with pain. She was covered with sweat, and she had thrown the covers
off. Laera imediately ran to her side, as if to confort her, but
Fael i na was in such agony, she was unable to respond.

"Cet out!" said Laera. "Get out, all of you, and | et her breathe!
Where are the physicians?"

As if on cue, one of the physicians cane rushing in. "Everyone except
t he enperor and Duchess Laera, please |eave at once," he said. "Lord

Aedan, you have the healing blood ability. Can you assist ne?"

Aedan was pale. "l have already tried. Twice. | was the first on the



scene, but it was no use. She does not respond.”

Laera hustl ed everyone el se out of the room then came back to the
bedsi de of the enpress, bending over her with a show of great concern

"\What happened, M chael ?"

"I do not know" he replied. "She sinply started scream ng! | don't
know what to do! You' ve got to help her! Please!"

"May the gods preserve us!" the physician said as he exam ned her
"She is about to deliver a child!"

"What ?" said Mchael. "But ... that's inpossiblel™
"Look for yourself," the physician said. He pointed to her belly. It
was swelling rapidly, growing right before their eyes, rising like a

| oaf of bread. The physician placed his hand upon it. "I can feel it
ki cki ng.

| mrensely strong."
"No," said Mchael, shaking his head with disbelief. "It cannot be!
She was not with child!"

"She is now," the physician said. He shook his head. "This is unlike
anything |'ve ever seen. It passes all understanding."

"Send for the mdw ves! Quickly!" Laera shouted to the guards outside
in the corridor. They would prove excellent w tnesses for what was
about to happen.

The Gorgon's child was coming. Only it was not taking the normal nine
nmont hs to qui cken and be born. 1t was happening right now, taking only
m nutes. Already, Faelina's stomach had swelled to the point where she
| ooked li ke a woman five or six nonths pregnant, and it was grow ng
still, visibly, expanding by the nonment. |If the m dwi ves did not arrive
in the next few mnutes, they would not be in tine.

"How can this be, physician?" Aedan asked as he stared in horrified
fascination at the withing enpress.

The man sinmply shook his head. He was so baffled he was unable to
respond. He could only watch, wi de-eyed w th astonishnment and
di sbel i ef .

M chael seized himand started shaking the poor man furiously. "Do
somet hing! Help her, for Haelyn's sake!™

"Forgive nme, Your Majesty, but there is nothing I can do!"

Faelina's screans conti nued as she bucked and thrashed in the bed. Her
eyes were rolling wildly, and she was breathing in sharp gasps.

"M chael! Mchael!" Aedan said, trying to pry the enperor's grip from
t he physician. "Let the man go!



This isn't hel ping!"

"The child is coming, Your Majesty," said the physician. "There is no
denying it, however incredible it nmay seem W nust nake ready to
assist the birth."

M chael released himjust as the m dw ves canme rushing in. They had
al ready been told what was happeni ng, but when they saw it for

t hensel ves, they cried out with dismay. Still, they overcane their
initial shock and noved to help the enpress give birth.

"You must leave,"” the senior mdw fe said to the physician. "This is no
work for a man. All the nen nust |eave, right now"

"I'"mstaying," Mchael said.

"You will only be in the way," the senior nidwife said curtly.
"Enperor or no, this is no place for a man."

"Come on, Mchael," Aedan said, taking himby the arm "There is
not hi ng we can do here now. Let themdo their work."

Dazed, M chael allowed hinself to be | ed outside.
Only Laera, Ariel, and the m dw ves remai ned.

"This is sorcery!" one of the mdw ves said. "Yesterday, she was not
even with child, and now she will give birth at any nmonment!"

"Whatever it may be, our duty nowis to the nother and her child," the
senior mdw fe said.

"Stop your chattering and hold her down before she injures herself."

Snappi ng out orders like a drillmaster, the senior mdw fe quickly took

charge. Laera and Ariel assisted. It took themall to get the
struggling Faelina into the proper position. She was delirious, but
still the screams kept coming. Her stomach now was the size of a ripe

wat er nel on.

"It's coming," the senior midwife said. "Hold her

Stop her thrashing!"

They held her down. Faelina was beyond being able to hear them And
there was no need to tell her to bear down. The child was conming, with
or without her help. It was clawning its way out. The senior mdwfe
positioned herself between Faelina's |legs, then cried out with surprise
as a gout of blood spurted out and splashed her. One of the younger

m dwi ves screamed with fright and bolted, but the ol der woman caught her
and gave her a hard slap across the face.

"Back to your duty! Nowis no tinme to be squeam sh!"
Chast ened, the woman returned to help hold Faelina down, but she was
clearly terrified. Then the enpress let out one drawn-out,

t hroat-rendi ng scream and the child was born, ripping its way out.

The senior mdw fe, for all her cal mconposure, gasped and recoiled from



the sight. Faelina went linp, falling into a swoon.
"Faelina!" Mchael shouted fromthe corridor
There were the sounds of scuffling as he was forcibly restrained.

"May the gods protect us!" said the senior mdw fe, backing away and
staring at the infant with horror

"Mstress! What is it?" one of the others asked.
Then they | ooked, and they all started scream ng.

Two of thembolted fromthe roomin wild panic. The third backed up to
the wall and pressed herself against it, staring at the child with
horror and whi nmpering hysterically.

"Ch, Haelyn help us!" Ariel whispered in a shocked tone as she behel d
the child.

Li ke father, like son, thought Laera. The birth was an abom nation

M chael fought off whoever was hol di ng hi m back and burst into the room
The first thing he saw was the bl ood-soaked bed, and he was brought up
short.

Then he saw his "son." He caught his breath, and his eyes bulged with
horrified disbelief. Aedan and Derwyn both came running in behind him
and they sawit, too, and were shocked into immbility.

"Ch, gods!"™ Mchael said. Then words failed him

The child was dusky, gray-skinned, and tw ce the size of a normal
newborn infant. It had the lower extremties of a satyr, goatlike |egs
wi th bl ack, bifurcated hooves. |Its hands were claws, and sharp little
spi kes protruded fromits el bows and shoulders. |Its mottled gray head
seened too big for its body, covered with bunpy, bony protrusions at the
crown and two small, upwardly curving horns just above its tenples.

Its nose resenbled a dark snout, and its nouth had all its sharp little
teeth already in place at birth. It grow ed, snapping hungrily and
instinctively at the air.

As they gazed down at the creature with horror, it opened its eyes.
They were a bright gol den-yell ow

M chael ' s knees buckl ed. Aedan and Derwyn caught him as he slunped, his
eyes gl azed with shock, and then something in himsnapped. Wth an
animal cry of rage and agony, he seized the hilt of Derwyn's sword and
wrenched it fromits scabbard, then brought it down upon the abomi nation
lylng on the bed. Again and again he raised it and brought it down,

di smenbering the obscene creature. A edan and Derwyn seized him but he
fought them off, and they called for the guards to help restrain him

He fought themlike a man possessed, but finally, they got the sword
away fromhim It was slick with thick, dark green blood. They dragged
himfromthe roomas he screaned out Faelina's nane over and over, but
not before the guards saw what he had kill ed.



Excel l ent, thought Laera with exhilaration. They will never be able to
keep it quiet now.

"Faelina!" Ariel said, bending over her and stroking her forehead.

"Faehna .

Laera stood at the foot of the bed, |ooking down at the linmp formof the
enpress. "She's dead," she said flatly. "Just |like her hellspawn."

Ariel |ooked up at her slowy. No words passed between them but Laera
clearly saw the | ook of sheer loathing in her eyes. So, she thought
with sudden realization, she knows. In that one nmonent, all of Ariel's
t houghts were perfectly transparent.

Aedan nust have told her. She gazed back at her, defiantly, as if
daring her to say sonet hing.

"I knew you were a cold-hearted bitch," said Ariel softly, "but unti
this moment, | never truly realized how evil you really were."

"Evil?" Laera said. They were alone now with the

body of the enpress, and there was silence in the corridor outside.

"I'f I amevil, then what do you call that?" She indicated the remains of
the thing Faelina had brought into the world. "How else can you explain
such an event except to say it was willed directly by the gods?

What portent shall we read fromthis, ny |ady?"

She turned and left the room passing the physician as he was hurrying
back. Laera paused, then stood against the wall by the open door

[ i stening.

She heard the physician's voice.

"Ch, no. |Is she ... 2"

Ariel's voice was | eaden. "She's dead."

There was a sharp intake of breath as the physician saw what it was
M chael had kil l ed.

Ariel spoke. "Howis the enperor?"
"I have given hima sleeping draught. It is very potent. He was..

greatly distressed.”

"Take that... that thing and get rid of it,"” said Ariel. "No one el se
must see it. And then have all the mdw ves report to nme. And the
guards who were in here, as well. There nust not be a word of this.

Not even a whisper. The enpress died in childbirth. The child did not
survive. It was ... a male."”

"I understand, ny lady. But to keep sonething like this quiet.

Laera coul d i magi ne the man shaking his head. "Someone is bound to



talk."
"Neverthel ess, we nust try, for the sake of the enperor and the enpire.

If word of this gets out," said Ariel, "there is no telling what may
happen. "

Oh, yes, there is, thought Laera, smiling with grimsatisfaction. On,
yes, there is.

Aedan had not been drunk in years, not since that night in the Geen
Basilisk, but he felt Iike getting drunk tonight. He needed to get
drunk. He feared for Mchael's sanity. He had never seen himin such a
state, not even in battle when he | oosed his divine rage. He had not
done so tonight, for it was not rage that seized himbut agony and
desperation. Nevertheless, it had taken Aedan and Derwn and four
guards to restrain him

Aedan had hi m brought back to his quarters, where the physician had
forced a sl eeping draught down his throat while they held hi m down.

Thankfully, it was very strong and had taken effect quickly.
He would sleep till morning. And then, when he awoke ..

Aedan didn't want to think about that. He knew he had to because it was
his duty to think about such things, but not just now. For tonight,
just one night, he did not want to consider possibilities.

They were too frightening to contenplate.

Ariel would sleep with her |adies-in-waiting tonight, if she would sleep
at all. She had sent for all the nmidw ves and the guards who had seen
the ...

the thing, instructing themthey were to reveal nothing, on pain of

di rest consequences, but it was an enpty threat. Wat were they to do

i f anyone should tal k? Inprisonnent? Execution? For what? For
failing to keep to thensel ves something so horrifying and grotesque that
to keep it bottled up inside would eat at themlike acid?

It was a doonmed effort, anyway, and he knew it.

By now, the entire castle would be buzzing with talk of what had
happened, and by tonmorrow, the town would know of it, too. Fromthere,
it would spread

t hr oughout the enpire, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop it.
He signal ed the serving wench for another drink

How could it have happened? It seened beyond all conprehension. He
could still scarcely believe it, yet he had seen what had cone cl aw ng
out of her wonmb, killing her as it was born. The enpress had gi ven
birth to an abom nation. An awnshegh

A gor gon.
It seened inpossible. Faelina was a virgin when she went to Mchael's

bed. Ariel had assured himof that, and he saw no reason to disbelieve
her. He sinply could not accept the alternative. Faelina had never



left her father's estate. She had grown up there, had lived there al
her life. Her trip to Anuire was the first time she had ever left hone
in Aerenwe. How could she possibly have lain with ..

No, it was unthinkable. And yet, what other explanation could there be?
He could not believe it was M chael's seed that had produced that
t hi ng.

Unl ess, perhaps ..
He noi stened his Iips as the serving wench brought hi manother drink

It was late, and the small tavern was nearly enpty. Tonorrow night, it
woul d be full as people net to discuss what they woul d doubtl ess have
heard by then

Had the gods cursed M chael ? Had Hael yn puni shed hinf? For what? \Wat
of fense coul d have been so horrible as to deserve a penalty like that?

M chael had been driven to expand the enpire and secure its borders.

In so doing, he had fought one canpaign after another, and the | osses
had been very high

Had the gods punished himfor his arrogant pride and anbition, which had
cost so many lives? Wy

then did Faelina deserve to suffer as she had?

He had known she was dead the nonent he entered the room No one coul d
have survived such terrible wounds. There had been so nmuch bl ood. ..

He had felt shocked, horrified, and painfully helpless. He had the
bl ood abilities of healing and regeneration, but he could not reani mate
t he dead.

M chael had known it, too.

He had changed after he net Faelina. The marriage had been so good for
him They were perfectly suited to each other, and they had both
recogni zed that fromthe nmonent they net. M chael had doted on her

He had becone a different man. Still mndful of the goals he wanted to
acconplish, but no longer so driven or possessed. Wat would becone of
hi m now?

Aedan drai ned the goblet and signaled for another. There would be many
nmore to follow, but he did not think there was enough drink in all the
world to nunb what he was feeling.

"Lord Aedan?"
He gl anced up. A cloaked and hooded figure had approached his table.

It was a wonan's voice, and it sounded vaguely fanmiliar. She sat down
across fromhimand pulled her hood back slightly.

"It is Gella, nmy lord. Perhaps you may recall ne.

The nmenory clicked. "OCh, yes," he said tonel essly.



"You served the enpress.”

"I fear | served her very poorly, ny lord. Forgive ne, but | nust speak
with you. There is sonething you nmust know. It concerns the enpress.”

he is past all concern now, thought Aedan, |ooking down into his drink
Clearly, Cella was ignorant of what had happened.

47?

"And it concerns Duchess Laera, too. It is she who is behind it all."
Aedan gl anced up sharply "Wat do you nean?

Behi nd what ?"

The girl |eaned forward, speaking in a low voice as if afraid she m ght
be overheard, though there was hardly anyone in the tavern-only a few
old nen deep in their cups. "I had to flee the castle, my lord, or else
she woul d have killed ne. | know this beyond all doubt. | hid outside

the walls, waiting for soneone | could tell this to, sonmeone who m ght
believe ne, but | did not know who that m ght be.

And yet, | had to tell. | had to. Wen | saw you, | thought you were
the only one who might listen to ny words and not dism ss them out of
hand. You are known to be a fair and honest man. And | ... | ambut a
lowly thief. Still, I swear to you, | swear upon ny life, 1 amtelling

you the truth."

"Wait, wait," said Aedan. "Calmyourself and speak slowy. Wat are
you tal ki ng about ?"

"Duchess Laera is a sorceress, nmy lord."

"A sorceress! Ridiculous. Laera may be many things, and nost of them
unsavory, but she has never studied sorcery."

"I tell you she has, nmy lord. She is well versed in the art. MW

not her, rest her poor soul, was a witch, and she had taught nme a few

t hi ngs before she died.

I know a sorceress when | see one. Especially when she takes a token of
my hair to use against me in a spell if | should fail to do her

bi ddi ng. "

"A token?" Aedan knew sonethi ng about sorcery.

H s old teacher, after all, had been the librarian at the Coll ege of
Sorcery in Anuire

"She kept it in a |ocket, which she had hidden in a
secret drawer inside her jewelry box," said Cella.
"This | ocket."

She held it out, dangling it fromits chain.



"She |i kewi se had another, which | stole fromher as well." She took the
second | ocket out and showed it to him "I cannot say for certain, but

I believe this is a token of the wizard who cones to see her in her
bedchanmber at night. She thought | did not know, but | spied on her and
saw him | think it nmust be the w zard who instructed her, and she had
turned the tables on him so the student becane the naster."

"Hold on," said Aedan, trying to take it all in.

"Who was this wizard? What did he | ook |ike?

"He was a wi zened old man," said Cella, "very old, with a bald pate.
She cal l ed him Cal | ador. "

"Cal | ador!" Aedan no | onger doubted the girl.

Cal | ador had been Arwyn's wi zard, and he had di sappeared after the
Battl e of Dalton.

"She has a third | ocket, as well," Gella continued, "but she never takes
it off. It is a token of her husband, the duke, whom | believe does not
suspect its purpose. Through it, she keeps himin her thrall."

Yes, thought Aedan, that sounds like just the sort of thing Laera would
do. She had always liked being in control. O nen, especially. "I
bel i eve you," he said. "Go on."

"There was a fourth | ocket, too," said Gella, "and | believe it was her
own token. Perhaps the wizard held it and she got it back sonmehow. |

saw it once, but | have never seen it again. | think she nust have
destroyed it. But | stole these. This one, which is mne, | shall keep
and destroy so it may never be used against ne in a spell. But this
one, which | believe is the wizard's, | shall give to you. | |ooked
inside. The hairs are short and curled. As he is bald, | gather they

cane from el sewhere. "

Aedan took the locket. "I see. Go on. How does the enmpress fit into
all this?" He had the sudden feeling of a pit yawning open beneath him
He sat on the edge of his chair, conpletely alert and sober now.

H s bl ood was racing.

"She planned to insure that the enpress would not have a child, so that
there would be no heir to the throne," said Gella. "And if the enperor
left no heir-2' "As the firstborn princess of the House of Roele and
wife to the Duke of Boeruine, it would be her son who woul d succeed,"
sai d Aedan. He pressed his hands down hard against the table to stop

t hem from shaki ng.

Gel la nodded. "She assigned me to the enpress as her body servant and
forced me to give her a potion every night froma vial that she gave ne.
| was to put several drops into her drink each night, and it would
prevent her fromconceiving a child. This | did, though | was loath to
do it, but you nust understand that | did not have any choice. So |ong
as Duchess Laera held nmy token, | was helpless to resist."

"A potion. . . " Aedan said, his nmouth suddenly dry.



"Last night, that is, in the evening, before the enpress was due to
retire, Duchess Laera gave ne a new vial, saying | was to use it

instead. She said it was a new preparation, nore efficient. | was to
enpty the entire contents of the little vial into her drink tonight, and
she insisted | return and tell her when | did it. | did not want to do
it, my lord, you nust believe me, but | had no choice. | was afraid.

When | cane back to her tonight to tell her | had done as she commuanded,
she responded very strangely. She smiled in an evil way and nodded to
herself, then turned to gaze out the wi ndow for a nmonment, as if deep in

thought. | knew I m ght never have another chance, so | stole the
| ockets. | amvery quick and light-fingered. It ... it was ny trade
you know. "

"And you gave her this new potion tonight.

sai d Aedan, his voice came out hoarse through a constricted throat.

"I fear it may render her permanently barren," Cella said. "I hope
there is an antidote. |If that should be so, | pray that it is not too
late-"

"The enpress is dead," said Aedan

Cel l a gasped and gave out a snmall cry.

"She died in giving birth to an abomi nation," Aedan said harshly. "It
qui ckened within nonments and tore its way out of her wonb. It was a
gor gon.

The enperor killed it, and now | fear he may be driven nad with grief."

"Ch, what have | done?" said Cella in a shocked whisper. She broke down
and started sobbing. "I do not deserve to live!"

"But live you shall,"” said Aedan. "You are coming back to Seaharrow
with nme. W shall deal with her I adyship, the duchess.™

Derwyn couldn't sleep. He was too keyed up. He paced across the room
running his fingers through his hair, frantic with anxiety.

Laera sat on the bed, watching himand listening 476 to him thinking
t hi ngs coul dn't have gone nore perfectly.

"It's horrible," Derwyn kept repeating. "Horrible.

How coul d this have happened? The enpress dead, the enperor raving, the
child . . ." Hs voice caught.

"Dear gods! How can one call that nightmarish thing a child? That poor
worman!  That poor, poor wonan!

How she nust have suffered!"”

"She is suffering no I onger," Laera said. "She has found peace."

"Peace! Peace? To die like that?" He closed his eyes. "I can only
t hank the gods she never lived to see the nonster she gave birth to!

What a horror!



What a horror!"”

"It was an abomination," Laera said. "A gorgon child. An awnshegh."

"You'think I don't know? You think | did not see?
How could it have happened? How?"

"I't nmust have been the gods,
expl anation. "

said Laera. "That can be the only

' The gods? You nust be mad! You do not realize what you are saying!"
"How el se could it have happened?" Laera asked.

"You saw it with your own eyes. | sawit, too. Wen she went to bed,
she was not with child. It happened within nonents. Mere nmonents. W
wat ched the nonster child quicken. W saw her stomach swell. It was
unnatural. Who else but the gods coul d have brought such a thing
about ?"

"But why? Wiy would they do it? Wy would they make an innocent girl
suf fer so?"

"It was M chael ," Laera said. "They punished Mchael for his sins."
Derwyn stopped and gazed at her with astonishment. "He is your own
brother!"

"Even a sister cannot turn a blind eye to the truth," said Laera. "How

many |ives were | ost because of Mchael's ruthless anbition? How many
di ed needl essly in his canpai gns of conquest? And how nany died because
he woul d not give in during the War of Rebellion? How many suffered
because of my brother's obsession with power and his thirst for bl ood?
O have you forgotten that it was M chael who took your father's head?"

"No, | have not forgotten," Derwyn said heavily.

"How coul d anyone forget a thing like that? Was | not there to see it?
| do not need you to remind ne!"

"And now you defend him"

"He is the enperor!"”

"He killed your father."

"Yes, damm you! But it was ny father who had made war on him not he
who made war on ny father!™

"And you were your father's son. \What of your duty to hin? \What of
your loyalty? |If you had so little loyalty to your own father, what
loyalty can | expect as your wife?"

"Do not speak to ne of loyalty, you who would condemm your own brother!"

"It is not | who have condemmed him but the gods," said Laera. "O can

you deny the evidence of your own senses?"



Derwyn swal | owed hard. Hi s shoul ders sl unped.

"No, | cannot. Mich as | do not want to accept it, | can think of no
ot her explanation."

"I can," said Aedan, standing in the doorway He had opened it and wal ked
in, hearing the last part of the conversation. "Wy don't you ask your
wife

how this awful tragedy has come to pass?"

"Aedan! \What are you saying? Wat is the nmeaning of this intrusion?"

"Justice," Aedan replied. "Justice is the neaning.

Your wife is a foul sorceress, and it was a potion that she gave the
enpress that brought about the birth of the abomi nation. | amhere for
justice.”

"What ?" said Derwn. "Are you nmad?"

"He nust be," Laera said. "The lord chanberlain seeks to find a
scapegoat for this tragedy, and he has chosen ne because | once rejected
hi s advances. "

"My advances?" Aedan said. "It was you who seduced ne, right here in
this very castle. And it was your spite at ne for breaking off our
affair that ate at you like a disease for all these years that |ed you
to this nonstrous betrayal."

"What nonsense is this?" asked Derwyn, staring at himw th astoni shnment.
He gl anced at Laera.

"He lies," said Laera. "He is desperate to pin the blane for this on
someone, and | am his chosen target."

"Aedan, | cannot believe you would stoop to this!" said Derwn.
"Where is your proof?"
"Does this look fanmiliar, Derwyn?" Aedan asked, holding up a | ocket.

"It is nmuch like one your wife wears, is it not? It contains a |ock of

hair, a sorcerer's token to be enployed in the casting of a spell. One

just like the token she took fromyou and wears around her neck, even as
we speak. This one contains a token fromyour father's w zard,

Cal  ador, her instructor in the sorcerous arts. And this one," he said,
hol di ng up a second | ocket, "contains a token fromthe woman she used as
a dupe, to slip her foul potion to the enpress.”

"That is your proof?" said Laera with contenpt.
"Two | ockets which you coul d have obtai ned from any jewel er?"

"I have obtained sonething else, as well," said Aedan. "Cone in,

Gella."”

Laera's eyes grew wide as CGella entered.



"She will tell you that everything |'ve said is true," said Aedan
"She is a thief and woul d-be nmurderer,"” said Laera. "A conmpn whore
whom I, in ny nisguided conpassion, sought to help. |Is this how you
repay me, Cella? By bearing false witness agai nst one who saved your
life?"

"You woul d have taken it when you were through with ne," said CGella
vehenent | y.

"As she planned to take yours, Derwyn," Aedan added. "Wen her plot to
see her son placed upon the throne came to fruition, you would be al
t hat stood between her and the regency."

"Enough!" said Derwn. "I amnot going to |listen anynore to these
| udi crous accusations! | demand you | eave Seaharrow at once!"

"You forget, Derwyn, | amthe |lord high chanberlain of the enpire,"”
Aedan said. "As such, | carry the authority of the enperor hinself.

And it is only by the enperor's grace that you have retained your life
and lands. |If you are too blind to see the truth, | need prove nothing
to you, nor account to you for my actions. | amarresting Laera for
hi gh treason. "

Derwyn grabbed his sword. "You shall have to come through ne."
"Don't be a fool," said Aedan. "You never were a swordsman. | have no
wish to kill you."

"Then you shall die!" said Derwyn, rushing at him Cella cried out with
al arm as he brought his

bl ade down, but Aedan ducked beneath the stroke and seized his wist.

As they struggled, Laera snatched up a dagger from her night table and
raised it high over her head, rushing at Aedan. But before she got

hal fway across the room there was a soft, whistling sound, and a
crosshow bolt burie itself in her heart.

Laera stopped and gasped with shock. The dagger slipped from her
fingers as she stared with disbelief at the bolt protruding from her
chest. She |ooked up to see Ariel standing in the open doorway, a
crosshow | owered at her side. The duchess shook her head, then
col l apsed to the floor

"Laera!" Derwyn cried, rushing to her side.
Aedan glanced at his wife with surprise.

Ariel lowered the bow "I told you that if she ever tried to harmyou,
I would kill her."

Mhori ed and Markazor, then through a narrow nmountain pass in Mir-Kilad
| eading to Kiergard

In the northern highlands of ©Markazor, where the goblin vassals of the
Gorgon had swept down fromthe nountains and extended their domain, they
had to fight the troops of King Rozgarr, who had been ordered by his
master to attack the Anuireans on their approach. But Rozgarr's goblin



forces had faced the mightiest arny ever assenbled in the enpire since
the Battle of Munt Dei smaar, and they didn't stand a chance.

On his march through Al ami e and Moried, M chael had picked up troops
from Duke Alam who had nobilized every avail abl e man, | eaving behind
only a skeleton force to guard his northern borders agai nst incursions
by bandits fromthe Five Peaks. Flaertes of western Al ami e had sent
nore troops, as well, all that he could spare, and additiona

rei nforcements had arrived from Avanil and as far away as Osoerde,
Elinie, and Dhal aene. MberThe Arny of Anuire stood drawn up in lines at
gan of Aerenwe net up with themnear the borders the entrance to the
Val | ey of Shadows. The valley of Markazor, having force-nmarched all the
way fromwas over twenty nmiles wide, flanked to the north his domain on
the southern coast with every abl eand south by the steep and rocky
nmount ai ns of the bodied man within his province to avenge his Gorgon's
Crown. Nestled in the foothills of the daughter's rmurder. Avanil had
sent nore troops, as nountains to the north and rising high to overl ook
well as Ghieste and Dienmed, and even the tiny citythe city of

Kal - Sai t harak spreadi ng out below it were state of Ilien, on the banks
of the Straits of Aerele, the obsidian towers of the castle known as
Battl e- had sent a detachment of nounted knights who had waite, the
fortress of the Gorgon. ridden without rest to join the march

They had marched all the way from Seaharrow News of the Enpress
Faelina's death and the ciralong a hidden forest trail once used by
Arwyn of cunstances surrounding it had spread throughout Boeruine in his
repeat ed forays agai nst the duchies the enmpire, carried by swft

di spatch riders who of Alanmie during the War of Rebellion, across the
stopped at every town and city that they came to northern plains of

Al anmi e and the highlands of and sent nore riders out, so that the news
coul d be

di ssem nated as rapidly as possible. It had not taken long for the true
story to conme out. Aedan had ordered the arny to conb every house in
Seasedge and the surrounding area in search of Callador. They had found
himin a room ng house in town, where he had been hiding in wait unti
Laera coul d manage to secure nore suitable quarters for him and

repl eni sh his magi cal supplies. They took himby surprise, in bed,

wi t hout a struggle, and he was brought before the grief-stricken
enperor, to whom he confessed everything in a trenbling voice. Those in
attendance listened, horrified, as the story of his betrayal cane out,
and when he was through, they called for the nost dire punishnents that

t hey coul d think of.

Sone cried out for the wizard to be hanged, others demanded he be drawn
and quartered, while still others called for burning at the stake. As
Cal l ador listened to these angry cries for his blood, a fierce trenor
seized him and he cried out in terror, clutching at his chest, and fel
lifeless to the floor. He was an old man, and his heart could not take
the strain.

M chael ordered his body burned and the ashes scattered to the w nds.

Derwyn of Boeruine had listened to the wizard's story nunbly, unable to
believe the extent of his wife's treachery. In despair, he prostrated
hinself in front of Mchael and begged for his forgiveness, swearing he
would lay down his life if need be to avenge the enpress. M chael had
forgiven him for in truth, he was blaneless in the matter, and Derwn
ordered that Laera be buried in an unmarked grave in the nost renote and
desol ate place his nmen could find. He did not wish to know where.



As the story spread, the people of the enpire responded, not only

kni ghts and warriors, but common people, too, who came with pitchforks,
spears, daggers, |ongbows, and whatever other weapons they could get
their hands on. As the Army of Anuire set off on its march to the
Gorgon's Crown, villagers lined their route and stood watching silently,
their hats renoved when the enperor passed by. And as the arny marched,
it grew, every soldier inbued with a grim purpose.

In northern Markazor, where they nmet the forces of King Rozgarr, they
rolled right over them They sustained | osses, but not nearly as severe
as those that they inflicted, and Rozgarr's troops were routed.

They fled in disarray and the arnmy nmoved on into Mir-Kil ad.

In the nmountain pass of Mur-Kilad, they were attacked by dwarves, who
fired down on themfromthe heights and rolled rocks down on the troops.
But the nountain dwarves who fought them |l acked the resolve for a
serious engagenent. They were a conquered people who were forced to

| abor hard under their awnsheghlien master, and they put up only a token
resi stance when foot soldiers swarned up the steep slopes of the pass to
drive themout. Still, |osses were sustained, but the arnmy kept on with
determ nation through the harsh and broken | and.

In Kiergard, the southerranost domain of the Vos, they passed within
sight of the city of Esden, but the grim Vos inhabitants declined to

of fer conmbat, though their army had assenbled to watch the Anuireans go
by. They were no friends to the enpire, but they had fought |ong and
hard for centuries to protect their |and agai nst incursions by the
CGorgon's

savage troops. They would not hel p, but neither would they hinder

However, as the arny headed north through Ki ergard, news of their march
spread, and the taciturn comon people of the Vos cane out from every
small village and farm bearing provisions for the troops. For
generations, these sinple, hard-working people had |ived under the
CGorgon' s depredations, and as they cane out to feed the troops with
what ever they could spare, they wi shed themluck and the bl essings of

t heir god.

Finally, the Arny of Anuire stood on the high ground at the entrance to
the Vall ey of Shadows.

Battlewaite, with its obsidian walls and towers, |ooned om nously in the
di stance above the CGorgon's city of Kal-Saitharak. As Aedan gl anced at
M chael, at whose side he had ridden all the way, bearing his standard,
he saw that same grim stonefaced expression M chael had maintai ned ever
since their march began. And he was worri ed.

The punitive canpai gn agai nst Thurazor, which had been the reason for
the arny's arrival in Boeruine, no |longer mattered. Al M chael wanted
was revenge agai nst the Gorgon. The M chael of old had returned, driven
and obsessed, but to an extent Aedan had never seen before. The air
around him seened to vibrate. Mchael was once nore in his elenent, but
this time, it was different. He barely spoke at all, except to issue
orders. Lord Korven had asked to be included on this march, but the old
man had served in his |last canpaign. He had gone |lanme, and his strength
was failing him He could still sit a horse, but no one believed
anynore that he could fight. M chael had thanked him but ordered him



to
remain at home with his grateful wife and children

M chael was the general on this canpaign, delegating nothing. He
personally saw to every last detailing When they had nmarched hal f way
across Kiergard, he had stopped the troops on the outskirts of the
forest and ordered siege towers built. Squads of men with axes had gone
into the forest and felled trees for the purpose, fitting and | ashi ng
and pegging the |l ogs together to formthree wooden siege towers for the
assault on Battlewaite. Large |ogs were sawed for planks with which to
construct the wheels to nove them He also ordered the construction of
two trebuchets to hurl boulders at the fortress walls, and |large | ogs
were stripped and fitted with handhol ds to nake half a dozen battering
rans.

A score of scaling | adders were constructed, and archers took the tine
to make nore arrows.

They did not rush unduly in any of these tasks, for there was no point
toit. They would have no advantage of surprise. Raesene knew they
were coning

They woul d neet on his hone ground in the Valley of Shadows, on the
pl ai n out si de Kal - Sai t har ak

M chael knew the Gorgon woul d be just as busy assenbling his army and
maki ng preparations to neet the attack

Now, they stood upon the high ground above that plain, |ooking down at
t he opposing army drawn up to neet them Aedan knew Raesene woul d not
order his forces forward to attack. That would give M chael the high
ground. The Black Prince would wait until they cane down to him

There was a distance of several mles separating them so neither Aedan
nor M chael could nmake out individuals anbng the opposing troops. They
coul d

not tell at this distance if Raesene hinmself was |eading them but Aedan
could not imagine the Gorgon remaining in his castle when the
opportunity he had awaited for so | ong had cone marching to his door

For centuries, he had nursed a deep hatred of the Roeles, his
hal f - brot her's descendants, and now it would be settled, one way or the
ot her, once and for all.

As the two opposing arnies faced each other, Aedan's thoughts turned
back over the years to a tinme when two nmuch snaller "arm es" had faced
each other on the plains of Seaharrow. At this distance, the bodies

| ooked small, and he could easily picture themas children. For a
surreal nonent, that was how he saw them in their little suits of arnor
with their wooden swords and shields, grimfaced and very determ ned as
they prepared to reenact the Battle of Munt Dei smaar.

Now t hey woul d reenact it once again, in deadly earnest. |In years to
cone, the bards would sing the ballad of this battle, the Battle of
Battlewaite. O perhaps they would call it the Battle of the Gorgon's
Crown. They would sing of all the brave nmen who were about to fal
here, and they would extol the glory of the victor-whoever he may be.



Aedan wondered if Vaesil woul d conpose one of those ballads and if he
woul d survive to hear it.

Strangely, for the first time in his life, he felt no fear before going
into battle. Just a sense of nervous expectation. Perhaps that wasn't
a good sign. Vaesil would enjoy the irony of this, he thought. |If he
knew the entire story, he would doubtless include it in his conposition
the story of two boys who fought a play battle in their chil dhood and
grew up to relive it

for real. Only this tinme, there would be no argunents about who woul d
pl ay Raesene. Raesene was here hinself to act out his own role, mnuch
nore powerful and dangerous than he had ever been

There woul d be real goblins shouting their ululating war cries instead
of children snarling as they played pretend. There would be rea
gnolls, with their wolfish teeth and snouts instead of little boys
howing in imtation of beasts they had thankfully never before
encountered. The only thing mssing was the elf contingent, who woul d
not be here to turn the tide of battle at the crucial nonent.

The past had come full circle, with the dark forces of the traitor
prince faced off against the |ineal descendant of the original Roele.

Only this tine, there were no gods to intervene and shake the earth.
This battle would be fought to the bitter end by alltoo-nortal nen.

The troops waited in expectation for Mchael's traditional address

bef ore each battle, but Mchael sinply sat astride his horse, staring
out at the opposing army. He had a faraway | ook in his eyes, alnpbst as
if he weren't seeing them but sonething else. Perhaps a row of arnored
children arrayed across the plain.

"Sire," said Aedan. "Sire?"

M chael turned toward him There was a strange | ook upon his
face-distant, dreany. H's eyes, so often angry and full of fire in the
past, were calm

"Sire, the troops are awaiting your address."

"Ah," said Mchael softly. He rode his horse out in front of them and
a hush fell over the arny.

For a nonent, he sinply sat there, his gaze scanning the ranks. Every
eye was on him He gave the

shortest speech he had ever given in his life.

"It ends here!" he said, his voice ringing out clearly He drew his sword
and held it high over his head as he turned his nount.

" Advance! "

Aedan trotted up beside himw th the standard as the army noved off at a
mar chi ng pace down the slope into the plain. Across fromthem standing
perfectly still, was the Army of the Gorgon. They were as notionl ess as
statues, all dressed in black arnmor, pennants fluttering in the breeze.

There was no sound upon the field except the steady tranping of feet and



the clinking of arnmor and gear. |Inexorably, they closed the distance.

M chael rode silently, staring intently straight ahead, his gaze
scanni ng the opposi ng ranks for some sign of Raesene. Wen they had

al nrost reached the bottom of the slope, Aedan noticed M chael stiffen
and his gaze | ocked on. He |looked in the sane direction. For severa
nmonents, he could not pick out what M chael saw, and then he spotted it
and wondered that it did not stand out nore clearly It was the first
time he had ever laid eyes on Prince Raesene, and he saw that the
stories they told about his size were true. He sat astride the |argest
war hor se Aedan had ever seen, a black Percheron with tufted hooves and a
| ong, dark, flowing mane. But as large as the horse was, its rider
dwarfed it. He was easily three tinmes the size of a normal man,

i ncredi bly massive and wi de, dressed in black arnor like his troops
except for the red dragon enbl azoned on his breastplate. Next to him
stood his standardbearer, holding aloft the black and red col ors of
Raesene-a red dragon ranpant on a field of black, surnmounted by jagged
['i ght ni ng.

What Aedan at first took to be a helmhe realized after a few nonents

was not a helmat all, but Raesene's head. The Gorgon rode bareheaded
into battle, bony protrusions on his crown and two | arge bl ack horns
curving upward fromhis tenples. He was still too far away to nake out

the Gorgon's features, but he was grateful for that. He wondered if the
| egends were true about the Gorgon's being able to slay with just his
gaze. |If so, howwas it possible to fight such a creature?

Rank upon rank of goblins, gnolls, and ogres faced them augnented with
human mercenaries, for whom Aedan felt the greatest contenpt of all

What kind of men would willingly serve an awnshegh? A creature who had
once betrayed his own people to the Dark Lord.

Behi nd him Aedan heard the steady tranping of feet and the rattling and
squeaki ng of the siege engines at the rear as they rolled forward, drawn
by teams of horses. They would not come into play at this stage of the
battl e, and perhaps might not cone into play at all unless they could
not turn the Gorgon's troops and break them force theminto a retreat
back into the obsidian fortress.

The enemnmy waited as they advanced steadily. A nle.... A thousand
yards.... Eight hundred ..
seven... sSiXx.... \Wen they were about five hundred yards apart, the

Gorgon raised his sword, and a loud cry went up fromhis forces as they
charged, the cavalry |l eading the way as they thundered across the field
toward them

"Charge!" M chael screaned, and with their battle cry of "Roelel

Roel e!'" the Arny of Anuire surged forward.

M chael headed straight for Raesene, with Aedan gall oping at his side.

The hoofbeats of the horses nade a sound like rolling thunder as they
flew toward one another, the foot soldiers running behind them

The mobunted sections net first, and the field filled with the sounds of
bl ades ringi ng upon bl ades.



M chael net the Gorgon, but they had time for only a qui ck exchange of
bl ows before they were separated by the plungi ng beasts around them

Then both arnmies net with a clashing sound of metal on netal, and the
air was filled with the noise of battle-men screamng, gnolls howing,
gobl i ns keening, ogres snarling, horses neighing, and above it all, the
ringing clatter of swords and shields and spears. Archers on both sides
| oosed several volleys into the rear ranks of the opposing force, and
then there were no nore rear ranks as both armes nelded into a vast
nmelee as wild as it was deaf ening.

Aedan tried to stay beside the enperor, but it was inpossible with so
many bodies surging all around him His standard fell, the shaft
chopped in half b a wildly swi nging blade, and one of the foot soldiers
picked it up and held it aloft as Aedan reached for the shield slung
fromhis saddle and | ashed out all around him killing and maiming to
survi ve.

The gnolls fought like the half-beasts they were, using teeth as well as
bl ades. One sprang up behi nd Aedan on his horse, and Aedan twi sted,
feeling teeth snap on his hel mas he brought his shield around and
knocked the creature off. A nounted nercenary charged him and they
engaged, Aedan with unabated fury and hatred of this traitorous hunan,
who had sold out his own people for a few pieces of gold. Controlling
their horses with their knees, they exchanged bl ow after bl ow, each

bl ocking the other with his shield until one of the mercenary's bl ows
got through. The bl ade whooshed toward Aedan's head, but he tw sted
aside at the last instant, avoiding a stroke that would have split his
skull right through the helm The point of the sword grazed the side of
his face, just below the eye guard, and opened up a gash fromcheek to
jaw. Aedan ignored the pain, screanming through it as he lunged at his
opponent. His sword took the man just beneath the arm and the
nmercenary fell, scream ng, to di sappear beneath the swirl of bodies al
around them

The rocky and uneven ground they fought upon made footing difficult for
both nen and beasts, but it also nmeant |ess choking dust was raised.

Still, a small cloud forned over the field of battle as the bodies
mlled around, slanmm ng into one another with a frenzy. Even in the
chill of this northern clinme, Aed an was soon drenched w th sweat

beneath his arnmor. His arns ached fromw el ding sword and shi el d, which
grew heavier as the battle drew on, and the nmuscles of his legs felt as
if they were on fire fromgripping his nmount's flanks and exerting
pressure to turn it. H's breath canme in hoarse gasps as he fought, and
every spare noment he could seize, he glanced around himwldly,
searching for some sign of Mchael, whomhe had lost in the mlling

t hr ong.

It was inpossible to tell which way the tide of battle was running,
whet her in favor of the Army of Anuire or the Gorgon's troops. The only
way the opponents could differentiate one another was by

the color of their arnmor. Only at close distance could humans and
dem hurmans tell one anot her apart.

Aedan's ears were ringing fromthe sound of battle, thousands of swords
smashi ng away, clanging |like a synphony of blacksm ths pounding on their
anvils. Bodies of nmen and riders surged back and forth, many tripping
over those who'd fallen, and those wounded unfortunate enough to be



unable to rise to their feet were tranpled to death within nonents of
hitting the ground. The screanms of nmen and beasts ningled in the air,
creating a sound unlike anything Aedan had ever heard before. No battle
cries could be distinguished now, only snarls and growl s and

hoar se-t hroated screans com ng from both human and dem human throats.

It sounded as if the earth were groaning.

As Aedan fought, twisting left and right and sl ashing out at opponents
both mounted and on foot, he lost all sense of direction. But when he
had a brief chance to glance around, he saw that the nountains to the
north were closer now In a flash, he realized what that neant. The
CGorgon's troops, having the advantage of fighting on their own ground,
were better able to orient thenselves in battle, and they were slowy
pushing the Anuireans to the edge of the plain where they had net,
trying to force them back against the rocky cliffs, where they could
surround them Aedan gl anced up and saw bl ack-cl ad archers perched up
on the rocks in the distance, waiting for the Anuireans to be pushed
into range of their bows.

He cried out, "Anuireans! Forward to the center
Avoid the cliffs! Beware the archers in the rocks! Pi4sh forward!
Forward!"

The cry was taken up all around himas the nmen realized their danger and
redoubl ed their efforts to push the eneny back. |In the distance, toward
the center of the plain, Aedan saw one of the siege towers burning. The
CGorgon's troops had separated M chael's arny fromtheir siege engines
and envel oped them Now they were torching and toppling them rendering
t hem usel ess. Aedan pitied the souls who had been manni ng them but he
could spare no tinme to dwell on their loss. He was beset on all sides
as he urged his mount forward, trying to make headway and fighting off
opponents as he searched for M chael every chance he got. But it was
becom ng i npossible to see anything clearly beyond a few dozen yards or
so. The rocky and vol canic ground on which they fought was bei ng
churned up by now, and a grainy ash was floating in the air, making it
appear as if they were fighting in a thick, dark fog.

Aedan cut down a mounted goblin, then quickly glanced around. They had
gai ned sone distance fromthe cliffs, but only a little, and it seened
as if they were being forced back once nore, within range of those
archers on the heights with their deadly crossbows, which could shoot

wi th enough force to pierce right through arnmor plate and chain mail .

Then, suddenly, Aedan's horse reared up with a cry as an ogre | eapt upon
it and fastened its teeth into his nount's throat. Aedan al nost | ost
hi s bal ance, but regained it and chopped down at the | oat hsome-| ooking
creature, severing its spine, but blood was streaming fromhis horse's
throat. The ogre had severed a major blood vessel, and the poor horse
was rapidly bleeding to death. In nonents, Aedan would be forced to
fight on foot.

He searched quickly for a nmounted opponent that he could engage, in
hopes of taking his mount, but there were none close by. A nonent
later, his horse wheezed and stunbl ed, then went down to its knees.

Aedan had only an instant to disnount before the animal fell over,
trapping him He swung down out of the saddle just as the horse fel



over with a gargling exhal ation, thrashed its |egs several tines, and
died. Holding his sword and shield, Aedan fought on foot, pressing
forward against the tide of warriors trying to push hi mback

He could not see Mchael. He had |ost the advantage of clear visibility
and, on foot, he could see only those inmedi ately around him He

i gnored the soreness in his legs as he pressed forward, but kept being
pushed back by the determined fighters in black armor. He fought
despite the burning in his arns and shoul ders, hacking with his bl ade at
goblins, gnolls, and nmercenaries alike. Hi s shield was badly buckl ed
fromthe force of all the blows it had taken, and his hel mwas dented on
one side froma glancing blow that struck it and slid off the plate upon
his shoulder. He felt blood trickling down past his left ear and did
not know how serious the wound was.

There was no tine to heal it; all his efforts and attention were taken
up by the task of trying to stay alive.

It seened to himthat they were losing. They were trying to fight their
way back toward the center of the field, but they were slowy,

i nexorably being forced back against the cliffs. And then he spotted

M chael .

The enperor was astride his horse, perhaps some twenty or twenty-five
yards away, battling two nmercenaries. And closing in upon him noving
relentl essly through the press of bodies, was Raesene.

Aedan fought |ike a man possessed in an attenpt to reach him but in the
tangl ed nmel ee, twenty yards was as good as twenty mles. He cane
face-to-face with a snarling gnoll brandishing a spear. As the wolflike
creature lunged at him he batted the spear aside with his sword and
brought the blade up in a slashing notion across the creature's face.
The nonster howl ed with pain and went down, clutching its ruined
travesty of a face. Wen Aedan next gl anced up, he saw that M chael had
di sposed of one of the nercenaries and was fighting the other. But
Raesene was nmoving closer. There were only about ten yards between them
now, and the Gorgon was steadily cutting his way through to reach him

"M chael!" Aedan screaned. "M chael, |ook out!"
But M chael couldn't hear him

Gunting with the effort, Aedan hacked his way through the press of
bodi es around him desperately trying to reach the enperor's side. He
was perhaps fifteen yards away now, but the Gorgon was much cl oser.

The second nercenary fell then, his skull split by a powerful blow and
M chael spurred toward the Gorgon, each intent on reaching the other

There were no other nounted nen around them no one to protect him

Aedan gasped as a strong bl ow smashed into his shield and buckl ed it
conpletely, starting a split in the top that reached alnost a third of
the way through it. Aedan smashed the shield into his goblin opponent,
chargi ng himbehind it, and he knocked the goblin off his feet. He
brought his sword up and finished him then turned to nmeet an ogre who
was rushing at him The | unbering, drooling beast was carrying a huge
club with

spikes in it, and Aedan knew if even one bl ow connected, it would finish



hi m

He hurled his ruined shield at the ogre, and as the brute flinched and
tried to block it with its club, Aedan ran it through. Then, using both

hands to swing his sword like a flail, he slashed around himin al
directions as new opponents pressed in, desperately |ooking for a shield
he coul d seize. He cut down several goblins and one gnoll, then cane up
agai nst a human nmercenary ... wth a shield I arge enough for himto

wi eld. He smashed at the man, who took the bl ow upon his shield, and
Aedan | udi crously hoped his bl ow had not been strong enough to danage
it. He blocked the mercenary's blow, taking it upon his sword, then

| aunched a hard kick at the man's groin. As the mercenary doubl ed over
with a grunt, Aedan cut hi mdown and wenched his shield fromhim Then
he | ooked up, searching for M chael

An instant later, he spotted him He was |ocked in conbat with the
CGorgon, dwarfed by his opponent, and they were smashi ng away at one
another with a fury. By the novenments of his body, Aedan could see that
M chael had | oosed his divine wath. H's blood abilities allowed himto
call upon great strength, as well, which made hi m an unst oppabl e
juggernaut in battle, but the Gorgon was three times his size, massive
and powerful, with a sword twice as large as his. M chael fought
furiously, but Raesene was his match, and as Aedan fought to reach him
he saw that M chael was being steadily forced back by the rain of bl ows
falling on his shield, smashing it into a tw sted, buckled ruin.

Aedan cut down three nore opponents in quick 498 succession, plunging

t hrough the throng around him He was about ten yards away now. He

gl anced up and saw that M chael's shield was gone and he was sw ngi ng
his sword with both hands, trying to batter his way through the Gorgon's
guar d.

Then t he unt hi nkabl e happened. Before Aedan's disbelieving eyes, the
Cor gon brought his sword down in a vicious blow that M chael took upon
his sword ... and his sword was snapped in two. The bl ow conti nued
down and cleaved himright through the shoul der, severing his arm

"NO " screamed Aedan as he battered his way through to reach him

But he knew it was too late. Blood was pouring fromM chael's wound,
and Raesene's next blow struck himfromhis saddle. Aedan charged his
way through the bodies all around himand reached M chael just as the
CGorgon di smounted and raised his mghty sword for the killing blow, and
t he bl oodtheft that would follow In that instant, Mchael struggled to
hi s knees and reached out with his one remaini ng hand, placing his palm
flat upon the ground. He jerked, convulsively, and bits of earth and
rock erupted fromthe ground where he had placed his palm grounding his
powers, channeling theminto the earth and denyi ng Raesene the ultinmate
vi ctory of bloodtheft.

Wth a howl of rage, the Gorgon brought his blade down and cut M chael
in two.

Aedan went berserk. Wth a wild scream he charged Raesene, slaming

into himwith all his might, but it was like hitting a stone wall. He
bounced back and fell, shocked by the inpact, and the CGorgon raised his
bl ade to finish him |If he could not

have the satisfaction of bloodtheft fromthe enperor, he woul d take what
he could get fromhis Iord high chanberl ain.



The sword canme down, but Aedan rolled at the last minute. It struck the
ground beside himw th such force that Aedan felt the inpact. He
struggled to get back up, but the Gorgon was already raising his blade
again for the final blow But it never cane.

There was a fierce gust of wind, and a funnel cloud canme down,
envel opi ng hi mand spi nni ng himaround, causing himto | ose his bal ance.
A new sound filled the air, rising above the din of battle.

The sound of wailing horns blowing in concert mingled with the shrill,
hi gh- pi tched war cry of the el ves.

As in the Battle of Munt Deisnmar, they had arrived to join forces with
the Anuireans at the key nonment of the battle, when it seemed all was
lost, and they pitched into the Gorgon's troops with a frenzy. As
Raesene struggled to rise to his satyr's legs, the funnel cloud swrled
away from himtoward Aedan, envel oping him and Aedan felt the dizzy,
falling sensation he had felt once before as his corporeal body faded,
transmuted into wind that raised himhigh into the air, above the

battl efield.

&yl vai n!

Syl vanna woul d never have forgiven me if | had let you die, the elf
r esponded.

You shoul d have left me. Mchael's dead. The Gorgon killed him All
is lost. | should have died with him

Al is never lost, the elven mage replied. And you nust live. It is on
you now to assune the regency and hold the enpire together. You nust

sal vage what you can fromthis defeat and build anew. You nust live,
Aedan, for

Soo

your wife and for your children, for your friends who | ove you and for
the people who will need you. | share your grief and sorrow and regret
that we did not arrive in tine.

But Ilife goes on. It nust. Even if it hurts.

Bel ow them on the battlefield, the Gorgon's troops were in retreat,
headi ng back toward the obsidian fortress. The Anuireans were stil
fighting themas they retreated, but they were tired and grateful to the
el ves, who forced the nonsters back. There would be no siege, for the
si ege engi nes were destroyed. The towers, the trebuchets were in
flames. At a glance, it seened as if only half the arny remained. The
field was so thickly littered with bodies, it was inpossible to see the
ground.

It was over. The enperor was dead, and his troops had no will to fight
on wi thout him

It does hurt, Gylvain. It hurts nore than | could ever say. And | am
SO very weary. ..

Sleep, ny friend. Let go of the pain now Everything shall pass in its
own time. Sleep and take your rest upon the w nd...



Sol

The Eve of the Dead. The winter solstice. The |Iongest night of the
year. It was, indeed, a fitting night to nourn. Aedan Dosiere, Lord
H gh Chanberlain of the Cerilian Enpire of Anuire, sat slumped over at
the table in his tower study in the Inperial Cairn. The bottle of
brandy he and Gyl vain had drunk stood enpty, and a pl easant warnth
suffused him He raised his head and | ooked out the wi ndow, across the
bay at the flickering lights of the city of Anuire.

It was nearly dawn, yet every window in the city was still illum nated
with the gl ow of candl es that comrenorated the spirits of those who
passed on.

"A dying flane. An appropriate, if rather maudlin metaphor,” Aedan
muttered with a sigh. The weight of his years rested heavily upon him

He had sured. Survived his w fe, who had passed on and viv left him

al one to bear the heavy burden of his responsibilities. Survived his
liege lord, who had fallen all those years ago, |eaving himto assune
the regency and | ead the people of Anuire as best he could. Survived
Derwyn, who had returned fromBattlewaite a cripple and had |ingered on
for several years before taking his owmn life in misery; survived Laera
and Faelina and nearly everyone el se he knew back then. He had survived
themall and carried on, even though it hurt.

Now the flane was dying. He could no |onger hold the emnpire together

Truly, it had died with Mchael, and over the years, one by one, the
prov inces had fallen away, formng their own independent nations unti
there was al nost nothing left of the glory that once was. The dream

The goal he and M chael had both fought so hard to acconpli sh.

"Everything shall pass in its own tine," nmuttered Aedan drunkenly as he
turned fromthe w ndow

"Yes," Gylvain replied. "Even the pain."

"Truly. It is little nore than a dull ache now. An exhaustion that has
seeped into ny soul and drained nme." Aedan folded his arms on the able
and rested his head upon them

"How i s Sylvanna?" he said thickly w thout |ooking up. "Is she well?"

"Yes," said Gylvain. "She is well. And she often thinks of you. You
had al ready asked that once before.”

"I did?" Aedan nuttered sleepily. "I had forgotten. But it is good she
remenbers ne."

"She will not forget.
"I amso very weary, Gylvain......
"Sleep now," Gylvain said, rising fromthe table and gazing down at his

old friend. Aedan's shoulders rose and fell several tines as Gylvain
wat ched.



H s breathi ng becane nore | abored and heavy. Gylvain raised his arms
and spun around, fading away as wi nd bl ew papers in a flurry through the
chanber. Aedan Dosiere took one nore | abored breath and let it out in a
final, long, sighing exhalation, and then he breathed no nore.

The swirling funnel cloud noved over him
Sl eep, old friend, and take your rest upon the wi nd.
He slowy faded away into the wind that bore himout the w ndow and

across the bay, over the flickering lights of the city and heading north
into the first gray light of dawn.



