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ONE

Pearllight

She had no ideawhere she was—only that she wasin a cave, the wals pressing close about her, dl
of white stone. Light came from somewhere, dim and diffuse, and the air was old: musty and bonedry.
Shewasthirsty, so thirsty. All her limbsfdt iff, and behind her right ear crouched apain she knew she
mustn't touch. Her hair felt sticky, matted there. She gazed at the featurelesswalls of the cave. She had
beenlost for along time.

Her ssomach knotted, doubling her over. She knelt on the hard, gritty surface of the tunnd floor until
the spasm passed. She must keep moving—find food and water—or die. She had no idea how she had
cometo bein the cave, only the certainty that something was hunting her, following relentlessy: a
Shadow, some living being, black as night. Shewas glad of the light.

She managed to rise, and realized then where the light came from. It came from her, from the space
between her breasts. Puzzled, she reached into her gown to lift out what lay against her breastbone,
glimmering softly through the gauzethin fabric: apearl, big asthe end of her thumb. It glowed with afaint
bluelight.

Memory teased her, only aglimpse, of atiny cresture with lacelike wings, laying the pearl upon her
hand. How long ago had that been? She could not remember. She put the pearl back into her gown and,
shining through the pale yellow cloth, itslight seemed white again. Frowning, the girl examined the
garment; yards and yards of air-thin stuff. A wedding sari. Why was she wearing awedding sari?

Animage formed itself unbidden in her mind: ayoung man with dun-colored skin and long black hair.
His eyeswere clear blue, dmond shaped; one cheek was scarred. What had he to do with her gown?
Dizziness overcame her, and she clutched at the wall, surethat if shefel again, she would be too week to
rise. She struggled to recall who the young man was and what the pearl upon her breast might be. But all
her memories dipped away: beads hopel esdy scattered from a broken string. The fierce ache in her head
would not |et her gather them.

A sheet of mirrorstone loomed before her, darker than the rest of the cave. She saw afigureinits
smooth, polished surface: atal, thin girl just crossing into womanhood, cheeks hollowed, fingerslike
bone. The pale, pale hair that fell to her shoulderswas disheveled. Sant green eyes gazed blinking, huge
asabird's. She cast no shadow in the wan pearllight.

Thegirl hdted, gasping, asthe pang in her skull spiked dmost unbearably. She must not see herself!
The pain behind her ear forbade it, asit forbade her to know or to remember hersalf. She wrenched her
gaze away from her own image and hurried pagt, for in that moment she realized just how lost shetruly
was: she had no idea who shewas.

The sound of water cameto her, adistant |gpping plash. She sumbled into arun. The endlesstwisting
corridor opened abruptly into alighted chamber. A tiny stream cut through it, barely a handspan widein



abed thirty paces across. A mighty river had flowed here once, in ages past, reduced now to amere
trickle: its clear, clean brilliance played across the cavern's ceiling and walls.

The padegirl fel to her knees beside the stream and plunged her hand into itslight. It waswarm as
lamp oil. She hadn't redlized how she was shivering in the cool, dry air. Desperately, shelicked the
delicious dropsfrom her fingers. Savory, full of mineras, the water tasted like crushed herbs. She knew
there must be an easier way to drink, but she could not remember how. The trickling stream held her
whole attention—so that she did not even notice the others standing in the chamber until the young one
dropped his pick.

The sound rang sharp asadlver pin. The pae girl started up, water dripping from her forearms, and
dtared at the three people gazing curioudy at her. They were very short, only alittle over haf astall as
she, and were dressed in trousers and sarks with many pockets. The two men wore caps. Their leader
seemed to be the woman, whosefair, silver-coppery hair fell in four thick braids, one before, one behind
each ear. She sood upstream, hands on her hips. The younger of her companions hastily caught up his
pick.

"Reckon it's dangerous, Maruha?" the boy asked. The woman shook her head. "Can't say, Brandl.
An upperlander-from-under-the-sky, by the look, if | remember my learning.”

She cocked her head and studied the girl. The upperlander stared back, wide-eyed, afraid to move.
The squat little woman's eyes were the color of dark grey stones.

"But what'sit doing so far underground?* the young one, Brandl, asked.
"Witch'swork," the older man murmured, stroking his beard. "Could be the Witch'swork."

"Bite your tongue, Collum, you fool." Maruhaturned on him. "None of hers could ever get down
here. Weve wards."

"That one got through,” the bearded one answered. "' Perhaps only the first of many. We've known for
along time the end must come.”

"Enough,” hissed Maruhawith aglance at Brandl. "Y oull frighten the boy."

The pae girl watched them, her heart banging painfully against her ribs. She had seen such a cresture
once before. A little man with stone-grey eyes. The fragment of memory needled her, merciless, then
vanished. The woman took a step toward her.

"Y ou, upperlander, who are you?' she cdled.

The other flinched. She wanted to answer, but her throat tightened till she could hardly breathe. "Uh,
uhn..." she managed, choking. A thin wail threaded past her lips. Her head pounded. She stopped,

whimpering.
"Can't speak," bearded Collum breathed. "Witch'swork."

"Look how thin," Brandl said, bolder now. He pointed, taking a step closer to Maruha. "Cheeks dl
sunkenin."

Collum snorted. "All the upperlanders look that way: spindly as spiders.”

"Nonsens2!" Maruhaexclamed. "She'sdonein. Look at her hair and the dirt on her face" She came
afew pacescloser. "Girl, can you understand me?"

The upperlander tensed, ready to run—nbut she didn't want to leave the water. A kind of shriek issued
from her lips. She understood, but she could not answer.

"Aye, but look at her robe," Brandl whispered, fear sharpening hisvoice suddenly. "Fine yellow stuff
and not arip or asmudge. It shines, dmost. Like ghostcloth.”



His companions started, and the three of them drew back. The pale girl's knees gave. She sank
down, unable to go another step. Collum gripped his pick and pushed past Maruhaand Brandl.

"She'sthe "Witch'swork, | tell you, and the sooner done with the better.”

"No!" Maruhacried, catching Collum's arm. " She was drinking from the stream. None that servethe
Witch can abide clean water's touch—"

Collum hestated, lowering hisarm. He glanced at Maruha.

"Marves, | grant you, as yet unexplained—and her coming here may indeed be Witch'swork,"
Maruhainssted. "But | do not believe that she is Witch'swork, or that she means us any harm.”

The girl sat in the sand, not looking at them. She no longer had the strength to lift her head. She heard
Brandl edging closer to the other two.

"Theresblood in her hair," he whispered. "L ook."

"Y ou see?' snapped Maruha, giving Collum ashake. "That iswhy she cannot speak.” Shetook his
pick from him roughly and thrugt it into her own belt. Turning from him, she softened her voice. "Here,
girl. You're hurt." Moving closer, she continued, "We are duaroughs, child. Let us help you."

Thepaegirl fdt thelittle woman parting the hair just behind her ear and started. She batted at the
sguare, nubby hands feebly, once. Gendy, the duarough's touch returned.

"Y ou needn't fear us. Sooth! What's this? Collum, Brandl, look. There's something here, behind her
ear-jabbed in through the very bone.”

All three crowded around her then. She did not look up. She gazed at the sand, at the warm, fragrant
water lying beyond her reach now. Shelonged for it.

"Sweet Ravenna" the young one, Brandl, exclamed. "It'sasiver pin."
"All mucked with blood." That was Maruha

"Witchery," muttered Collum.

"l can't quite..." Maruhabegan.

The girl felt ashooting pain behind her ear and screamed. With a gasp, the duarough woman jerked
her hand away as the upperlander pitched to the sand, covering her head with her arms, shrieking. They
mustn't touch it! No one must touch it. She herself must never so much aslay afinger on the beautiful and
terrible slver pin. Maruha sat down upon the sand, cradling her hand.

"Lonsand Ancientlady!" she panted, flexing her fingers and then shaking her hand. "But that thing is
Witch'swork, and no mistake. It's cold, colder than shadow.”

"It hasn't harmed you?' Brandl said anxioudy.

"No, | only brushed it—Ilucky! Sooth, we must take this child back to the others when we finish our
arcuit—"

"Fie, no!" Collum protested. "If shel's Witched, she mustn't come within leagues of our last hidden
hold...!"

"Oh, be dill," Maruhagrowled, getting to her feet and dusting the sand from her. "The child isstarving
and thirsting and in need of our help.”

Help. The word reminded the pale girl of something, something... She remembered the face of the
young man again, lit only by starlight, haf-turned from her. ™Y ou cannot help me" hewhispered. "I can
love no morta woman while the White Witch lives™ Help, help me! she wanted to cry, but the pin
robbed her of speech aswell as of memory. The young man'simage faded even as she groped for it. She



buried her face in her arms and wept. Maruha bent to touch her.
"Come, child," she said softly. "Comewith us."

The girl lay unmoving, spent. Nothing made sense. She was so weary. She wanted only to rest.
Maruhatook her by the arm and hauled her upright.

"Help me, Collum,” she panted. "Well haveto carry her."

The bearded duarough remained where he was, armsfolded. It was Brandl who came and took the
upperlander's other arm. He smelled of grease and candle wax. The scent made her ssomach twist and
clench, shewas so famished. Shefdt she might swoon. Maruhaglared a Collum.

"Suit yoursdf," she sngpped. "I do not know who this child is or why she wears the Witch's pin. But |
do know that it marks her as no friend to our great enemy, and by the Ancientlady Ravenna, | mean to
getit out.”

TWO

Under paths

Fish, ddliciousfish, each asbig as her finger: grilled in oil with succulent white flesh and bones as soft
as sprouting shoots. The paegirl licked her lips and searched the dish for more. She had been without
the duaroughs how long now—aweek of hours? A daymonth? Here bel ow-ground, without the light of
Solgtar and the infinitesma turning of the stars, she had no sense of the passage of time.

Her companions spent hours tramping the endless corridors, laying camp only at long intervals. The
pearl'sfaint glow passed unnoticed in the darting glare of the fingerlamps the duaroughs carried. Brandl's
gaze was dways on her; helooked awvay. Maruhawas the kind one, giving her food and drink, even
combing out her matted hair, careful now to leave the silver pin aone. The pale girl shivered a the
thought of the pin. It never ceased to pain her, but she found that aslong as she did not try to remember
or speak, the ache was bearable.

She and the duaroughs passed no more open water on their treks, though they crossed many more
streambeds—all dry. The underpaths were desiccated, their moisture long vanished. Y et, Maruhaaways
knew where to find water at need. From time to time, with one well-placed blow of her pick, she could
release from the passage wall athin spout. Then the girl drank greedily until Collum shouldered her aside
S0 that he might fill their waterskins. After, Maruha stopped the flow with apeg and marked the wall with
acomplicated scratch. They moved on.

Whenever they cameto afork, the duaroughs paused and consulted a square of parchment: ancient,
brown, and cracking aong the folds. The girl saw lines crisscrossing the surface, some of them leading to
agreat starburgt in the center. None of it meant athing to her. She could not read.

Now and again, they came upon Ancient machinery, and each time, the duaroughs halted to examine



it. Long untended, crusted with green and blood-colored flakes, most of it hardly functioned, only the
faintest hum coming from its clockwork depths. Some of it did not function at all. Maruha shook her heed
once sadly when Collum rushed to press his ear to adevice.

"We could saveit,” he said softly. "It wouldn't take long. Only half a hundred hours—we could save
it! It hasn't been tended in years upon years."

Maruhaagain shook her head, more firmly now. "We're just asurvey expedition. Mark it on the map,
and otherswill cometo tend it in our stead.”

"If it lasts so long," Brandl murmured.
Collum rose, scowling furioudy, and stalked away.

"Perish the Witch," the pale girl heard him mutter. From beneath tangled brows, he glared at her.
"Perish the Witch and al her workd™

More often than not, the paths they took were narrow and precipitous. Maruha usualy went first, her
fingerlamp bobbing. Brandl followed, shepherding the girl, with Collum bringing up therear. They had
taken one such way not many hours past: bits of the ceiling littered the steep grade, which seemed not to
have been traveled in an age.

"Fine path thisis," snorted the bearded duarough, losing his balance and sending a shower of scree
down upon the others. "If such were dl they had in Ancient days, it'sawonder any of them survived to
reach the City." The last word was mumbled, his voice taking on a supergtitious edge.

"I'vetold you, thisisn't the main path," Maruha snapped, her fingerlamp waving wildly as she
scrabbled to keep her own footing. "It's back alleys and service corridors we're taking. The pilgrims
roads were sedled long since. Y ou know that.”

"When Ravennafirg withdrew from theworld?' Brandl ventured.

No one answered him. Gingerly, he guided the pae girl over the rough, dippery sones. She never
lost her footing, moved with an unerring sureness, listening without attention to what the otherswere
saying. The pain of the pin lessened when she did not concentrate.

"Do you think we could ever go there?' the young duarough tried again. "To the City? Just to seeiit.
Were so close.”

"No!" Maruhathrew back over one shoulder. The path wastoo precariousto let her turn safely to
glower a him. "It's sealed. No on€e's been to the City of Crystalglassin time out of mind.”

A littleslence. The pin stirred. Ddliberately unfocusing her thoughts, the girl watched the play of
lamplight on the wallsfor afew moments until the twinging ceased. Behind her, Collum dipped again and
cursed.

"Oh, stop complaining,” Maruha panted. "Taking these routes, were lesslikely to meet
wease hounds, or others of the Witch's brood."”

Besidethe paegirl, Brandl shuddered, but no one said anything more.

They had laid camp not long after, and the duaroughs now szt at their ease. Thegirl licked her fingers
again. Therewere no more fish. Her eyelids did deepily hafway down. Surrounded by companions, she
felt safe from the Shadow's pursuit. No memories had troubled her during their last march. The pin hardly
hurt at all now. She sghed lazily, scarcely heeding what the other three were saying.

"Well, tell methe use of keeping her,” Collum was muttering, combing hisfingersthrough his coarse
grey beard. " Our people have no craft for the removing of such apin. We are skilled in the maintenance
of Ancient devices, not in insiruments of witchery.”

Beside him, Maruhasighed. "If only my brother were herel He would know what to do. Sorcery was



aways his study, never machines."

"Y our brother vanished into the upperlands handfuls upon hundreds of years ago,” the other
answered. "Fine hdp heisto usnow."

Their talk subsided. The duaroughs had been gaming earlier with counters of stone upon a painted
board. Now, their diversion done, the board lay to one side. The girl played with one of the small round
stones. Like abead it was. If only she had abore, she could make aholeinit and put it on astring. The
quiet rumble of the duaroughs talk was comforting to her, even as she refused to follow what they said.

"Perhaps we should take her back to the upperlanders,” Brandl suggested. "They have sorcerers. Let
them hed her."

"Aye, that's exactly what the Witch would want usto do,” grunted Collum, "show ourselves
aboveground—" His voice grew vehement. " So that she can stedl us away as she hasdonedl our
fdlows...!"

"Peace, Collum," the duarough woman said. "We have dl lost kith to the Witch. But we must not
dwell on it—we must go on running the machinery of the world as best we can until the Ancient Ravenna
returnsto us. Itisal we can do.”

The upperlander tossed the beadlike stone in acircle before her, passing it from hand to hand. Other
stones from the gameboard joined it, seemingly of themsalves. Someone had taught her to toss sones so
once, to pass the time—a blue-skinned girl in Bern? Memory teased, then darted away. Quickly, the
pae girl willed her mind to emptiness. She tossed the sones without thinking.

His back to her, Collum murmured bitterly, "If the Ancientlady were ever to return to us, shewould
have done so by now. We arelogt, and theworld islogt.”

"Courage, fool," exclamed Maruha
"The Ravennaisdead," the old man said.

With alook of aarm, Brandl whispered, " She can't be. If sheisdead, then nothing matters...!" before
Maruhashushed him.

"Givein to despair, and you givein to the Witch," she said to Collum.

Absently, the girl made afigure eight of the stone beads in the air before her and gazed beyond them
into thefire, awarm dance of flame shooting upward from ametal vessdl unlike any lamp she recognized.
Folding hisarms and turning away from Maruha, Collum caught sight of her.

"Now what's she doing?"' he cried.
"It'smore of that tossing—what do you cal it2—juggling,” Brandl said. " She aways doesthat.”

Stringing beadstones through empty space, shefdt the heet of the fire traveling over her skin. She had
felt such heat once before—though far hotter—from afar greater and stranger Flame, which had lit the
pearl and had taken her shadow away. Uneasily, she banished the thought.

"Make her stop." The bearded duarough shifted nervoudy. "It's witchery."
"Itisnt," Maruhasad. "Leave her done.”

Abruptly, the girl let the beadsfal in ahegp beside the board. Even that mindless activity sparked
memories which the pin forbade. Pain bit at her skull. Wincing, she shut her eyes and waited for it to
subside. Shewas so weary of the ache. If only she might Sit here forever, warm and well fed, thinking of
nothing—fearing, dreaming, anticipating nothing. Silence.

"Time | was off." Maruha gtirred. She caught up the two waterskins that were empty and started
away, cdling over one shoulder, "Keep watch— and look after the girl.”



Collum grunted. The pae girl basked in the warmth of the flame. The sound of Maruhas steps
vanished down the corridor. Presently, the girl opened her eyes again. Collum had put up the beads and
board and pulled the faded square of parchment from his pocket. Brandl opened his pack and drew out
atiny, dender harp made of slver wood with golden wires. The girl had never seen it before. He began
tinkering with the tuning pegs and polishing it carefully with afawnskin cloth.

"Best not let Maruha see you at that foolishness,”" Collum murmured. Brandl hunched protectively
over thelittleinstrument. At last he tucked the cloth away.

"Callum," hesad.

The other made awordless sound. The young duarough seemed to take it for encouragement.
"Tel mewhat you've heard,” he said, with a glance surfaceward. "From up there. About the war."
Rattling his parchment, Collum turned away. "1 wouldn't know anything of the sort."

Brandl bent closer. "You do! You're alwayslistening. And | know you talk to the others, the ones
who go surfaceward. Y ou needn't fear to tell me. Maruhawill never know."

The older duarough snorted and said nothing. The upperlander watched them, absently.

"l know I'm young," Brandl said. "But war doesn't frighten me. It'sthe not knowing that does.
There's a song they're singing now, about a sorceress aboveground who's gathered an army to fight the
Witch."

Collum started and turned. "If you know thét, then you've been ligening.”
"l have." Brandl caught the older duarough'sarm. "But you could tell me more."

Collum glanced in the direction Maruha had gone. He shifted uneasily. "Oh, very well," hesighed. "I'll
tell you what | know, young one— but only so long as not aword goes beyond you."

The young duarough nodded eagerly. Collum set down his parchment. The paegirl saw him glance
once a her, but she kept her mind and features blank. Whatever the duaroughs were saying, shetold
hersdf it did not matter.

"Now hark," Collum began. "Y ou know how, many ages past, thisworld was adead and lifeless
one—until the coming of the Ancients from Oceanus. The Ancients changed thisworld and kindled it to
life, planted herbs and grasses, fashioned peoples and living creatures. They made the tall upperlanders
for the surface above, and usto run the world's engines below."

He glanced again toward the girl a the mention of her kith, then back to Brandl.
"You know dl that, boy?"
"Yes, yes," the young duarough said. "Maruha saw to my learning.”

Collum humphed. "And you know that the Ancients ruled wisdly and well for uncounted years, until
suddenly, unexpectedly, Oceanus caled them home. Most departed at oncein their fiery chariots, never
to return. But a handful stayed behind, unwilling to abandon us. Y et even those withdrew into the desert,
seding themsalves away in their great domed Cities. Only the Ravennas remained open, and people
made pilgrimagesto her City of Crystaglass.”

The younger duarough nodded; Collum continued.

"The Ancientlady instructed our folk in the service of those devices that manufacture the world's water
and air, and she created the lons— great guardian-beasts—to shepherd the upper-landers above. But
even shein dl her wisdom could not keep the world from beginning to wind down: atmosphere bleeding
off into the Void, weathermakersfaling dowly into disrepair.”

Brandl's breath quickened. "Thereésaword for it," he whispered. "An Ancient word: entropy.”



Colluraglowered a him to be ill.

"Ravennasaw but one hope againgt our declining world's eventua collapse” he said, "againgt this
entropy. Since Oceanus remained deaf to her entresties, her fdlowsthere refusing to lend their aid
acrossthe Void, sheredized that she must conjure the means to rescue us herself. Thus she withdrew
into her City adozen thousand daymonths past to begin the weaving of amighty spell that would hdt the
entropy and restore the world.”

Collum toyed with the folded parchment and at last put it away.
"All of thisyou know, Brandl."
The young duarough snorted impatiently. "Yed"

His companion cast another furtive glance over one shoulder asif to be sure Maruhaweretruly gone.
Brandl leaned forward intently. Asthe pale girl watched them, shetried not to listen, struggling to retain
the blank emptiness of her mind- lest the pin take revenge.

"After the Ravenna withdrew, we strove to live as best we could without the Ancients guidance. Then
the Witch appeared. None know who sheis or whence she came, save that sheisawater demon, a
lorelei. She dwells beyond the desert's edge, in parched regions known as the Waste. Benegth the dark
surface of adtill, slent lake, her paace stands, cold as poison and fashioned of transparent stone.

"She has, through her sorceries, beleaguered the whole world with drought. Even the once mighty
wellsprings of Aiderlan have ceased to flow. Her weaselhounds sniff us out belowground. Who knows
what fate awaits those they seize? And she harries the upperlanders aswell, stedling their young boys
over the years, half adozen of them. These she has made into darkangels— theicari—each icarusa
soulless demon with adozen dark wings blacker than shadow. Her icari in turn conquered the Six
strongest nations of Westernesse, transforming the guardian lons of those landsinto gargoyles.

"Then the Witch stole aseventh 'son,” aprince of Avaric, Irrylath, gilding his heart with lead and
making him into the beginning of adarkangd. As soon as her spell upon him could become complete, she
knew she would have half the world in her grasp. In terror, the peoples of Westernesse cried out for the
Ravennato return and vanquish the Witch. But Ravenna has not returned. Her City remains sealed. None
know her fate."

Collum choked, hiswords growing harsh.
"Some fear her dead.”

Brandl tried to catch the other's eye, but the bearded duarough would not look a him. The pae girl
shrugged nervoudly, drawn into the tale despite hersdlf. She knew she should not listen— and yet akind
of hunger filled her, alonging for news, for word of the world above. She found hersdf harkening without
meaning to, and the pin twinged warningly as the duaroughs resumed their talk.

"No, it is not the Ravenna who has come forth to oppose the Witch, but another, the dread sorceress
Aerid. Some say sheisthe Ravennareborn; some say sheis her heir. But whoever she may be, she has,
by means of her great magic, freed both Prince Irrylath and the 1ons from the Witch's enchantment. The
lons are no longer gargoyles, Prince Irrylath no longer adarkangd.”

Collum laughed suddenly, as though hope were beginning to return to him ashewarmed to histale.
Wincing, the pae girl shuddered.

“Irrylath loathes his former mistress now and has raised a great army to Aeridl's cause. He has sworn
to plunge his sword Adamantine into the Witch's heart with his own hand, for love of the sorceress
Agid."

Brandl sighed, gazing up at the close stone celling above the white flame of their littlefire. "Yes, that.
That iswhat | long to hear of. If only I could be with them,” he murmured, "up there, wherethings



matter "

The upperlander shifted fitfully. A desperate restlessness seized her. The pain in her head throbbed.
She sat hunched, trying to block out the sound of the others talk.

Collum grunted disapprovingly at Brandl'swords. "Hold now, boy. Our lifeishere, dong the
underpaths—unless you want to run off like Maruha's worthless brother. There are few enough of usleft
asitis Thegearsof theworld won't go on turning of themselves.”

"But on thiswar hangs the very fate of theworld!" the younger duarough protested. "And it'sthe
Witch's doing that our numbers are now so few..."

"All the more reason we should tend to our work." Once more, Collum cast his eye uneasily down the
corridor Maruha had taken. "Where is she, | wonder?' he muttered. " She has been gone ararelong
time"

Brandl paid no attention. He had lifted the little harp from his knees, srumming hisfingers acrossit
absently, and begunto sing.

"On Avaric's white plain,

wher e the icarus now wings
To steeps of Terrain

from tour-of-the-Kings,
And damozel s twice-seven

his brides have all become:
Afar cry from heaven,

a long road from home—"

The padegirl lisened in horror to therime. Itsmusic stirred her digointed memory as words aone had
not. The pin twitched, pricking her. Images swirled unbidden through her mind, stringing themsalves
together like beads of fire: the kingdom of Avaric ruled over by adarkangel, who stole young girlsto be
hisbrides. A darkangdl become amortal man again, astride awinged steed, raising an army to fight the
Witch...

The girl gasped and trembled as the pin shivered, biting down. No force of will could stop the
incomprehensble glimpses now juggling through her mind. Oblivious, Brandl in hisclear, sweet voice
sang on. Those words! She could not bear the tangled, shifting memoriesthey brought. Every line of the
rime caused unspeakable torment. The pin twisted, and another jab of pain went through the paegirl's
head. A shriek of agony tore from her throat.

Springing to her feet, she plunged at the source of the music. Brandl looked up in astonishment as she
snatched the harp from his hand. Sheflung it away, flailing a the young duarough. With acry of surprise,
Brandl fended her off. Collum jumped to hisfeet and seized her arms, pulling her away. She kicked and
struggled, her bare feet shoving up sand. Shefelt hot metal underfoot for amoment, and then thefire
went out.

"Blagt!" exclamed Collum. " She's overturned the lamp.”

The girl scrambled free, one hand going to her breast, covering the pearl, hiding itslight. In the pitch
dark, she could see nothing, but neither could the other two. She heard them blundering abouit.



"Quick, boy, get it up beforethe oil runsout.” That was Collum's harried voice.
"I'mtrying!" Brandl's. "There, I've got it. Get your tinderbox.”

The paegirl retreated, sumbling blindly down the jet-black corridor. Shadow: shadow everywhere!
She was wrapped in shadow, surrounded, smothered by it. She could not bresthe to scream.

The sound of rummaging, of flint striking meta. A spark in the darkness behind her, then a second
spark, afinger of flame. She ducked into an open tunnel's mouth. A little light strayed after her.

"What came over her, do you think?' That was Brandl, his voice aready faint with distance and the
digtortion of the caves. " She was never wild before.”

"Y our blasted harp music,” Collum growled. "That set her off."

"No. She was restless before, kept looking at us, like she wanted to speak.”
"Nonsens2!"

"You wouldn't have noticed."

Panicked, the girl turned and fled, hiding her light. She wanted only silence, blessed silence, free from
pain and memories. The pin behind her ear nestled deeper, stabbing her mind. She started to whimper,
and then bit off the sound, afraid of being heard. Their voices were the barest ghosts now, hardly audible
above the whisper of her running feet.

"Trim the wick, boy. No need to waste oil—"
"Coallum, whereisshe?"

mWhat?'

"Collum. She'sgone!"

THREE

Weasel hounds

Shelay in darkness, curled around the light of the pearl. If she stayed very ill, then perhapsthe
horrible, tangled string of sensaessimages evoked by Brandl's song would not return. The pin behind her
ear throbbed still, though the worst of its pain had passed. She was afraid of the Shadow, herein the
dark, but the terrible rime frightened her even more. Exhausted, she dozed. A scuffing sound brought her
sharp awake. How long she had dept, she had no way to tell. Her legs were cramped to numbness, her
stomeach tight, mouth dry. She was shivering so hard her jaw ached. Something moved beyond the bend
in the narrow tunnd. Terror seized her for amoment as she redlized it must be the Shadow. Then Maruha
came around the curve of the tunne, afingerlamp flickering upon one hand.

"Thereyou are!" the duarough exclamed. "I had nearly despaired of ever finding you, you strange



gr.”

Thepalegirl stared at her, tensed and frightened gtill. Shelaid one hand over the pearl, hiding itslight.
Maruhadrew closer, carefully, asthough afraid of Sartling her.

"Collum and Brandl swore they'd no notion why you ran off, but | got it out of them in theend.”

The duarough laid her hand gently on the pale girl's arm, and when the upperlander did not bolt, she
seemed glad. With apuff, she sat, obvioudy weary.

"That fool Brandl and his barding. He should know better than to sing of the Sorceress War in front
of you."

The girl felt abreath of reassurance pass through her. Maruhawould not recite the horrible rime that
made the pin ache s0. She felt safe now that Maruha had found her.

"And with the Witch's pin in your head, you doubtless know more of that grim conflict than we. How
much of what we say do you understand, girl?" Thelittle woman eyed her closdly. The upperlander
shifted uncomfortably, looked away. She did not want to understand, dared not. In amoment, Maruha
shrugged. "No use asking, | suppose. If only you could talk!"

She patted the pdegirl'sarm.
"Here, child, are you hungry?* She fished in one of her many pockets and drew out a square cake
that smelled of honey and pungent dram. "It's been ten hours snce you ran away."

She broke the cake and held up one half to the girl, who snatched it from her. The dense stuff tasted
swest and tart, but her mouth was so dry she could scarcely swallow. Maruhasllittle skin water bag had
come out of another pocket in the sark. The girl wanted to reach for it, but hesitated, unwilling to remove
her hand from her bresst.

"Child, what are you holding?' the duarough asked, setting down the water bag and leaning closer.
"Will you show me?'

The upperlander drew back. The pearl was her secret, itswan glow visible only in near total
darkness. Not even the Bird had known she had it, the terrible black bird that had...A sharp twinge
behind her ear warned her away. Hagtily, she shoved the d most—memory aside and stared at the
duarough. Surely she could trust Maruha. Slowly, she drew back her hand. Beneath the yellow fabric of
her gown, the clear bluelight shone constant white.

The duarough gasped. "What isthat? Did you find it herein the caves?'

The girl shook her head, making bold to follow the other's words allittle now. The duarough reached
for the pearl.

"May | seeit, child?'
The upperlander's hand clapped down again, covering her treasure.
"Hi—migh—mine!" she gabbled. No words came out, only fragments. Maruha drew back.

"Very wdl, child. I'll not disturb it. But I've never seen thelike. Y ou never found it in these caves, I'll
vow. Had it with you dl adong, I'll wager, and we never even noticed.”

She lifted her fingerlamp from the floor and held it up so that its strong, dancing light drowned out the
pearl's cool, gentle one. The red-haired duarough got to her feet and brushed the cave grit from her
trousers distractedly. She donned the fingerlamp again.

"Wonders upon wonders," she murmured. "Who are you, girl?"

But the upperlander could not answer. Already the sense of the other's words was fading. She could
no longer follow. A fog covered her thoughts. She was very tired. Maruha pulled her to her fedt.



"We had best get back. | 1eft those two fools at the camp, though they wanted to help me search. |
told them they would aslikdly fright you away again asfind you."

As Maruha started down the corridor, the pale girl hesitated.

"Come. All'swell," said the duarough, turning. "I've forbidden Brandl any more barding. He won't
frighten you again.”

Shelet Maruhadraw her away down the dark and narrow hall.

They were nearing where Maruha said the camp must be. All the corridors looked the sameto the
girl. The duarough cdled out agreeting, but only silence answered.

"That'sodd," she murmured.

She had extinguished her fingerlamp, since the pearl gave amore congtant light, with none of the jump
and shadow of flame. Maruha quickened her step until, rounding the bend, she hated dead. The
campsitelay in disarray, the cooking lamp overturned and deep rutsin the sand, as though made by
running, dipping feet. The duarough hurried forward, pulling the girl dong.

"Thiswas not theway | left them!” Maruhaexclamed. "They had put the camp back in good order
after you fled. Collum?Brandl?"

Only stillnessreplied. Collum's pack rested far off to one side, as though dragged there, or thrown.
Toolslay scattered about. Brandl's harp gleamed, tilted upside down against one tunnd wall. Maruha
caught it up in passing, then fell to her knees beside the upturned cooking lamp.

"Ravennapreserve us," shewhispered. "'l should never have left them! We arein strange territory,
long deserted by our folk. None of our wards operate here, and no telling what isloose in these halls.”

Franticaly she snatched up Collum'stools, throwing them willynilly into the pack along with the harp
and the cooking lamp. She dung the strap over one shoulder beside her own and grasped the pale girl's
hand again.

"The sand is S0 dry and scattered, | cannot find agood print. The lamp's ill half full. This could not
have happened long ago at dl. We heard nothing of struggle, but these twisting tunnels distort the sound.”

Reaching into her deeve pocket, she pulled out adirk, dim and narrow shafted—more stiletto than
dagger—with ahollow point. It gleamed in the light. Astonished, the upperlander drew back fromit: ugly,
poison-filled wesgpon. It reminded her of what the black bird had carried initsbill...Maruha paid no
attention, only pulled her dong hard behind.

"Hurry, child," the stout little woman urged. "Brandl and Collum are doubtlessin jeopardy. | only pray
we are not too late!”

Snarls and coughlike barking, the scratch of boots on sand and the grunt of men hard-pressed
quickened Maruha's pace to a hurtling run. She dragged the pale girl after her down the wide white
corridors. A jumping lampflame and shadows on the wall around asharp turn in the tunnel made the
duarough catch in her breath. Rounding the corner, she dropped the upperlander's hand.

Thegirl sumbled to ahalt. They stood at the junction of severd corridors. All looked old and unused,
the masonry of the arches crumbling. She saw Collum and Brandl with their backsto ablank stretch of
wall, cornered by the snapping, snarling creaturesthat crouched sinuoudy before them. Brandl had a
shortsword, Collum ahollow dirk like the one Maruha held. Both men wore fingerlamps, holding them
high for light and occasionally driving back their attackers with fireinstead of blade.

The creatures that had cornered them were large and white with stubby legs. two before, two behind,
with an extrapair at midbody. Their blunt snouts emitted a doglike coughing. Patches of black masked
their fierce red eyes and tipped their long, thick, tapering tails. They traveled low to the ground, their



bodies so long that they humped in the middle. Their gait was an odd, fluid undulation, deceptively agile.
Therewere nearly adozen of them. The upperlander recoiled.

"Weaselhounds!" cried Maruha sofdy. "Part of the Witch's brood."

Flinging off her packs, she rushed forward and stung one of the crestures from behind widi her dirk. It
turned like awhiplash to snap at her. Maruha stung it again across the muzzle. It shrank away, scratching
its mask with long-nailed paws. The pae girl ssood mesmerized, not daring to move.

Before her, too hard-pressed to look up, Collum and Brandl seemed not to have noticed Maruha yet.
One weasel hound leapt and caught hold of Brandl's deeve. He brought his fingerlamp down on its skull
with acrack. The white creature released its grip, but the impact had jarred loose the lamp. It fell to the
floor and went out. One of the beasts seized it initsjaws and dung it away. Collum cursed.

He drove his hollow dirk into the neck of one of the animals asit lunged for hisleg. The creature gave
ayip and sprang back, shaking its head. Then it sumbled and sank. Two of itsfellows dragged its il
form out of their path and plunged again a the duarough men. The weaselhound Maruha had stung now
lay still aswell. She waded forward and pricked another on the ear.

"Maruha" Collum looked up in startled disbelief. Hisjoy quickly vanished. "It's no good—there are
too many..."

"Save yoursdf!" Brandl shouted above the growling. "WEéll hold them aslong as we can—"

"1 will not,"” Maruhaflung back, kicking one of the weasdhoundsin theribs so that it turned and
pricked itsalf upon her poisoned dagger. It sprang away with ayep. Itsfellows, aware of the duarough
woman now, turned on her.

"Run, Maruha. It's hopeless!” cried Brandl.

He stumbled backward into Collum beneath the furious ondaught of two of the hounds. Collum lost
hisfooting in the fallen masonry. Ashisarm struck the cave wall, hislamp, too, went out. All three of
them gasped, as though expecting to be plunged into darkness, but the cool, steady light of the pearl now
filled the chamber. The duaroughs looked up, and the weaselhounds turned suddenly, dl of them, to
dare.

The pae girl stood shaking. The Witch's creatures terrified her—yet they seemed arrested by her
light. Unsteadily, she reached into her garment and drew out the pearl, so that its wan glow might shine
more strongly. The pin behind her ear pricked warningly, but the red eyes of the weaselhounds frightened
her more than the prospect of pain. Thelight, she redlized, would hold them at bay.

Asif senang her defiance, the pin bit down vicioudy until she gasped—but she refused to return the
jewd toitshiding place. Gritting her teeth, the upperlander held up the pearl. Circling, watching her every
move, the Witch's beasts began to yip and howl. They cowered before the pearl's dim blue light. Maruha
stabbed two with her poisoned dirk before they dunk snarling into the nearest of the tunnels. Collum and
Brandl stood open mouthed. Though the pain intensified with every step, the girl forced herself to follow
the weasalhounds, herding them.

Whining and snapping, the Witch's brood retreated farther down the hall. Drawing his pick, Collum
gprang onto the pile of rubble that lay to one sde of the tunnd's collgpsing arch. Barely short of the
entryway, the pale girl halted, panting with the effort of defying the pin and gazing after the snapping
hounds that milled and paced just beyond the firgt intengity of the light. Collum struck the keystone of the
arch.

"Get back, girl!" Brandl cried, rushing forward.

Above them, the arch collapsed with aroar. The upperlander clutched the pearl to her as Brandl
shoved her clear. Shelay on the hard ground a moment then, her head still one great throbbing ache.



Choking, the young duarough held his deeve over hisnose. Collum threw ahandful of something into the
air, and in amoment, the dust abruptly settled. From the other side of the rubble, the girl heard the
wease hounds gargling and digging. Bruised and shaken, she straightened. Brandl picked himsdlf up, till
daring a her.

"What isthat light, thet jewel she carries?”

Maruhashook her head. Collum was kneeling beside her, examining awound on her wrist. The
deeve was bloody, torn. "It's nothing,” she told him and pulled away. Then, to Brandl, "I know not. But it
can be nothing Witch-made, that | vow, since her creatures shun it.”

She kndlt, rekindling fingerlamps, handing Brandl his harp and Collum his pack.

"Do you Hill say she must be one of the Witch's?' she demanded tartly. The bearded duarough
flushed.

"l know not what sheis," he answered at last. "But | know she has saved usthisday."

Brandl put up his shortsword and stowed the harp. He glanced uneasily at the new-madewall. "That'll
not last long againg their claws.

Shaking, the upperlander put away the pearl. The pain in her head did not subside. Angrily, she
stood. She wastired of this blankness of memory and the torment of the pin-tired of being terrorized and
controlled! Who was she? How had she come here? She needed answers. Wincing, sheignored the pain
and surveyed the scene around her.

The concussion of the tumbling arch had shaken loose other stones aswell. The blank wall againgt
which Collum and Brandl had made their stand was cracked now with a spiderweb of fissures. Near the
celling, adab of plaster had sheared away to reved agreat starburst carved into the stone. It occurred to
the pdegirl that most of thiswall might be plaster, not stone at dl.

"But which path?' Maruhawas saying. "If weasel hounds are afoot, you can be sure al the paths
hereabouts are overrun with them.”

The girl moved nearer, drawn to the starburst. The pin throbbed ever more fiercely, but furioudy she
disregarded itssignal to retreat. As shelifted one finger to touch the starburdt, the fissure below it
deepened, and acrumbling brick of dried clay fell with athunk, leaving aholein thewall. Darknessand
emptinesslay beyond, and the scent of stae air. Collum wasfishing for themap in hissark. Unfolding it,
he and Maruhabent over it. The pae girl grimaced asthe pin twisted down. Defiantly, she pulled another
brick fromthewall.

"Thisway leads on to other paths, as do these," the duarough woman murmured.
"They could lead to weasdhounds aswell..."

With growing determination, the girl dug more bricks from the opening. The pain was nearly blinding
now, but she kept on. Despite the heavy cogt, she found that thwarting the pin brought her an immense
satisfaction. Though it could till torture her, the Witch's weapon no longer possessed her will.

The wall's opening was now wide enough to admit the upperlander's head and shoulders. Leaning
through, she felt asudden peace washing over her, better than food or drink or rest. She hated, stunned
asthe pain behind her ear abruptly ceased. Before her, the pearl'slight revedled avery broad, straight
corridor siretching away into the distance. The walls were carved with figures of duaroughs and
machines.

"Whatever path wetake, let ustakeit quickly,” Brandl, behind her, was urging.

Carefully, the pale girl glanced around. If she removed her head from the opening, she knew, the pain
of the pin would return. His back to her, Brandl eyed the shifting rubble of the rockfdl nervoudy. The



growling of weasd hounds and the sound of their digging on the other side grew more vigorous. Collum
bent over hisfingerlamp, trimming the wick. Neither of them took any notice of the girl.

"No pathissafe," Maruhatold them, rattling the map one-handed in exasperation and nursing her
wounded arm. "We must choose one and go."

Without another moment's hesitation, the upperlander turned from the duaroughs and crawled through
the opening into the adjoining corridor. Here! she wanted to call. Here lay the path they must take. But
the pin still prevented her from spesking—even if it could no longer cause her pain. The celling overhead
rose beyond her reach. The carvingsran in alow, narrow band aong either wal. The Shadow would
never find her here. Shewas certain of it. Faintly behind her, she heard Brandl cry out.

"Wherésthegirl 7'

Maruha gave ashout. Their voices sounded remote, like words whispered into a copper bowl.
Curses. The sound of busding.

" She was standing just there—" Brandl started, then: "L ook!™
Exdamations. Murmuring. Silence.
"A fdsewall!" That was Maruha. "Boost me up, Collum, so | can see”

Scrabbling. The girl turned to glimpse the duarough woman staring at her through the hole. She smiled
at Maruha, trying to show them by her expression what she could not put into words: what amiraculous
placethiswas. Her serenefeding of contentment grew. They would al find what they were seeking
here—or if not quite here, then somewhere very close at hand. Perhaps at the end of the corridor.
Maruhavanished. A frantic rattling of parchment.

"That's Ravennas Path,” Collum was exclaiming. "One of the pilgrims roadsto the City of
Crystadglass Seg, it's marked here on the map. It must have been walled off when the City was sealed.”

"It'svery wide and straight, with beautiful carving dong thewadls. The girl'sinthere,” said Maruha

"Let'sfollow her, then,” Brandl hissed, "and sed it after us. quick! Before the 'hounds break through.
We can hidein there until they move on.”

Scrabbling again. The youngest duarough wriggled through the hole and dropped to the ground with a
breathless oof. He glanced at the girl, who smiled radiantly back. He stared amoment, obvioudy
puzzled, then shook his head asiif too pressed to wonder at it now. But she noted atrace of asmile
beginning to tug at hisown lips, asthough he, too, were sarting to fed the strange tranquillity of the
pilgrims road. Picking himself up and turning to stand on toes, he called cheerfully back to Maruhaand
Collum. "Pass methe bricks and the packd" Smiling till, the pale girl turned away from him and
wandered down the hall, aware of agentle, inexorable tug pulling her on. A Call. Swest, feerie euphoria
continued to sted over her. Sheran her fingersaong thewal carvings: smal, squat figuresthat were
surely duaroughs, here and there taller figures like herself, and occasiondly one very much taler than the
rest—human-shaped, but strangely garbed.

They dl meant nothing to her, but she felt sure now that al her questionswould be answered if only
she could discover the source of that which summoned her. Behind her, Collum had boosted Maruha
through the crack and let her pull him up after. The two of them stood furioudy shoving clay bricks back
into place, while Brandl, grinning ecstaticaly himsalf now, exclaimed in wonder, holding hisfingerlamp up
before the frieze. The girl kept moving, farther and farther from the fasewall and the duaroughs.

"No, wait. It'sno good!" Brand| cried suddenly, his smile washing away. "The 'hounds will know
werein here—they'll follow our scent.”

"Not if we confusetheir senses” replied Maruhagrimly.



Glancing back, the upperlander saw her drawing from her sark aglass ampoule. Brand| retrested
swiftly. Knegling on Collum'’s shoulders, Maruha shook the amber globe, then tossed it through the last
brickhole. The girl glimpsed a phosphorescent flash. Coughing and shielding her nose with her deeve,
Maruha shoved the last brick into place and jumped down. Collum guided her after Brandl. Presently a
stink like rotten toadstools drifted past. Uninterested, the pale girl turned away.

Come. The Call reached out to her down the broad corridor: Come.

FOUR

Crystalglass

Collum and Brandl siwung their picks, chipping furioudy at around metd gperturein thelow celling
abovether heads. They were no longer in the broad pilgrims hal, but in asmaller, narrower way.
Though the duaroughs initia plan had been only to hide and wait, the fantastica carvings upon thewalls
of the pilgrims road had drawn them on and on. The Call had begun to affect them, too—though not so
strongly asthe girl. The pae upperlander refused to stop, even when Maruha stumbled, faint with wound
fever, and Collum and Brandl had to support her between them.

"Stay with the girl,” Maruhainssted, her voice acroak.

They had come upon more weaselhounds—even there, on Ravenna's Path. Luckily only apair of
them thistime, which Collum and Brandl laid low in arush. Theregfter, the duaroughs kept a constant,
darting watch. When the upperlander, obliviousto al protests and entresties, turned off the main way into
alittle sde corridor, they had no choice but to follow—for the inexorable Call tugged a them all and
alowed them no rest.

Still thegirl smiled, padding relentlessy on. They weredl but carrying Maruha by then. When they
heard gargling and barking in the passageway behind, accompanied now by a deeper, inhuman grunting
and snuffling, Brandl's eyes widened.

"Isit... ?" Heglanced a Collum, who nodded grimly.
"Aye, lad. Trolls. No eyes and twice again our Sze—they hunt by scent alone.”

Maruha managed to raise her bowed head from her breast. "We must find an exit soon, or weredl
donefor," shewhispered. "Blind trollswon't shun the pde girl'slight.”

But for the moment, they could only bolt deeper into the unknown tunnel. The narrow Side passage
wormed through the stone without intersection. Cursing between their teeth, the duaroughs had soon
outstripped the girl, whose pace never quickened, never dackened. Now they worked desperately at the
metal portal overhead, its surface overgrown with hard lime and stone daggers. It wasthe first exit they
had found—was, in fact, their only chance of escape, for the corridor ended a half dozen paces beyond.

"Perishthelime," Collum grated. "Wherever thisleads, it hasn't been used in years."



A great mass of stone daggers peded from the gperture's rim under the ondaught of his pick and
shattered on the floor. Behind him, Maruha groaned and wiped her brow with her deeve. Shereclined to
one sde, breathing shallowly, her wounded arm cradled to her breast. The flesh of her wrist was puffed
and red, her face flushed.

"Just aswell," she answered hoarsdly, "or likely they'd have sealed it properly.”

She cast an exhausted, harried glance back down the corridor. The sound of shrill, whistled baying
and low, throaty whuffling was louder now. Brandl struck off another dagger, and Maruha weakly tugged
the upperlander back asit, too, broke upon the floor, throwing fragments that rattled against the walls.

"There" Collum sad at last. "Let us seeif it will turn.”

Teeth gritted, he handed histool to Brandl and grappled with the hub. A little of the sone il
encrugting it crumbled, but the cover itsdlf did not budge.

"Odds and blast," he muttered.

Brandl gave Maruhaboth picks and, gripping the other set of handholds, he added his strength to the
older duarough's. They strained again. Thistime the meta groaned and gradudly gave. Sowly, the cover
rotated. It screwed out of the celling, shrieking, and fell open with aclang. A brief grinlit Collum'sface,
Brandl laughed. Panting, the bearded duarough dusted his hands off on his breeches. The high-pitched
baying down the corridor behind them echoed in the close confines of the tunndl. Approaching footsteps
boomed. Collum and Brandl hastily pulled Maruhato her feet.

Silently, the girl moved past them and climbed upward through the hatch. As she emerged, she heard
Brandl following. Collum quickly boosted Maruha through, then came himself. A moment later, he pulled
the hatch to, and the sound of their pursuers was abruptly cut off. Collum screwed shut the round door
and did abalt into place to prevent its being turned again from below. The pae girl good away from the
now-sealed opening, her smile broadening. The Call was much sironger here.

Gazing about her, sheredlized dl at once that she stood upon the planet's surface, no longer
underground. A vast City surrounded her, like none she had ever seen. Strange, stately buildings of
colored glassrose on every side, flanking deserted streets. No carts or foot traffic thronged the broad
thoroughfares. No lights shone. No sound came, not even an animal's cry. The City stood silent, dead.

Above her, the sky stretched black, asit alwaysdid, night or day. It was night now, for the blinding
whitejewd of Solstar hung nowhere above the horizon. Only starlight and the ghostly blue face of
Oceanus peered down at her through the vast crystal Dome enclosing the City. No wind moved, and the
ar wasthick, heady, hard to bresthe. She had never tasted such air before: Ancients ether.

"By the underreaches of the world," murmured Brandl, gazing about him at the dark, silent,
shimmering buildings of colored glass. "No song or story ever told it waslike this.™

"I've never been aboveground before,” whispered Maruha. "Isthat the sky? Without the Dome
overhead, I'd fed | might float away from the ground.”

Collum shuddered and ducked his head. "Be glad we came up when it's night," he murmured. "If the
light of Solstar fell on us, wed turn to stone. Duaroughs weren't made to bear such light asthat.”

The pde girl wasn't listening. The Call wasirresstible now. She started down the grand street that lay
before her. Automaticdly, the othersfollowed. With the danger of trolls and weaselhounds safdly skirted,
they too had falen once more under the influence of the Call. Maruhawaked dowly, leaning againgt
Collum, exclaming time and again over the machinery they passed.

"What was its function? Where did it come from? Who tended it?"

Brandl fingered his harp through the fabric of hispack. "L ook at the arches on their doorways" he
whispered. "How tal they must have stood.”



The girl paid no attention to anything they said. Turning down avery wide, straight street, she saw at
the end of it agreat building of green, violet, and indigo glass. A beacon burned inits spire, white and
brilliant as Sol¢tar. It was from there that the Cdll issued. Shefedlt it. Rdlief and joy filled her. Eagerly, she
hurried forward, amaost running.

"Look," cried Brandl.
"It'sthe Ravennas hdl," Maruhasad. "It must be."

"Aye, but isthe Ravenna even there to be found?' muttered Collum. "Or just her body? The Ancients
left bodies when they died, you know. They didn't fall to ash in afew hours time, like norma folk. Sooth,
what makesthat light?' he exclamed. "No ail | know burns so clean and clear.”

The paegirl trotted on. The beacon reminded her of aburning crown, of atower in which she had
once stood, watching agreat Flameflare... But the memory dipped away. She focused on the glass
palace ahead. The nearer she cameto it, the safer shefelt. She hastened until she reached the hal: huge
and broad based, it seemed to reach up to heaven itself.

A gresat door, blank asamirror, stood at the top of wide steps, barring her. The girl halted and
stared, astonished. She had expected no impediment. Her own image, dimly reflected in the dark portd's
surface, stared back at her: fair and tall and dender till, but not starved or straggling. The sight of herself
no longer frightened her.

But she had no time to study it now. She needed to enter the hall—and the door wasin the way.
When she brushed it with one hand, it sang to her touch. It felt dippery, seeming to vibrate. Confounded,
she recoiled from the strange sensation, then pounded the dick, shimmering door once, twice, angrily.
The reflections of the three duaroughs gaped at her from the glassy surface. Her fist againgt the barrier
made adull tonging sound. She scratched with her nails, and the hum sang musically, atering itstone each
time she changed the way she struck it.

"Child, stop. Stop!"* Maruha cried. "We've no ideawhat that is—"

Impatiently, the girl shook her off. Nothing mattered but her urgency to reach the source of the sillent
summonsthat drew her. She dapped the dark door with theflat of her hand. It tammered like agong.
Brandl tried to take her other arm, but she snatched it from him. Her hed struck the humming surface,
low. It boomed thistime, adrum.

"Shelll bring the wrath of the Ravennadown on us—" Collum started.
"So you do believe the Ancientlady may il live" panted Maruhawith some satisfaction.
"Help me" Brandl exclaimed, trying to get hold of her again. " She's—"

He broke off abruptly. All four of them stopped, the three duaroughs faling back. Only the pae girl
remained planted, staring as, upon the surface of the barrier, the head and shoulders of aman—much
larger than life—suddenly shivered into being. His face was broad, with strong, high cheeks, hisnose
flattened and the nogtrilsflared. His skin was very dark, histightly curled hair peppered with grey. He
was wearing what might have been atunic, black and slver. He seemed startled, disconcerted, and
thereforefierce.

"Who knocks so at the port?' he demanded. "This City isclosed.”

His countenance alarmed the girl, but she glared back at the image, unable to answer. Thethree
duaroughs came forward hesitantly.

"We... we seek the counsdl of the Ravenna,”" Maruha began. "We have an upperlander who needs
her ad."

Theimage of the man frowned and studied them. "Many need our aid," he answered presently, "but



we cannot giveit. Welghtier matters occupy us. Do you not know of our ingtructions that no oneisto
disturb this City until we ourselves reopen it? How did you enter? The airlocks are barred.”

"If by airlocks you mean gates leading to the desert outside—" Collum stammered. He looked
terrified. "We did not come that way. We came by underpaths. We are duaroughs.”

"| can seethat,” the dark man'simage snapped.

"Wethought all those gates seded aswell, and the service ports. I'm surprised the darms didn't
sound. No matter. By whatever path you entered, take yoursalves off by the selfsame—"

"But we can't!" Brandl cried. "There are weasdhounds and trolls."

The other sighed in agitation. "Y es, of course. Oriencor's brood. I'd forgotten. Very well. | will open
one of the airlocks for you and let you out into the desert.”

"Well turn to sone when Solstar rises" Collum exclaimed.
"Well garve," Brandl beside him said.

"Please, Sr," Maruhabegged. She was panting again, holding her injured arm, near the end of her
grength. "We must see the Ravenna. Thisgirl hasthe Witch's pin behind her ear—"

"That isnot our concern! the dark man'simage answered sharply. "We cannot attend to you."

The paegirl growled. Desperate rage welled in her. She struck the man'simage with the hedl of her
hand. The stone vibrated with adull thrum, and the picture shimmered for amoment before reforming.
Hisfeaturesflinched in surprise, then clouded with anger.

"Pardon, gir," Maruhacried hurriedly. " Sheisachild and has been injured by the Witch. Let usin, we
beg you. The Ravenna..."

"Has seen no one from outside the Dome in athousand years." The man's black eyesturned on her
impatiendy. "Now be off. | will not admit you."

Collum and Brand| shifted uneasily. Baring her teeth, the girl prepared to fly at him again.
"But you must,” Maruha pleaded.
"No!" the other began.

"Yes, Mdkior," another voice cut in quietly. Y ou must." Thewordswerelow and musicd, a
woman'svoice. The paegirl relaxed even as the three duaroughs started and cast about, for the speaker
was nowhere to be seen. The image of the dark man, too, glanced startled to one side. "Admit them,
Melkior," the deep, sweet voice of the unseen speaker said. "1 will aid them.”

The girl good donein asumptuous room. How long since she had entered the great hal through the
black doorway, she did not know—an hour? Two? After the woman'swords, the dark, shimmering
force diat had buzzed and barred diem abrupdy vanished. Presendy Melkior—the man himself—had
appeared, life-szed now, no longer the great magnified image. Neverthdess he was very tdl, towering
over the paegirl. The duaroughs came scarcely to his sash. Heled them in gracioudy enough, but with
his mouth tight, brow furrowed in agitation.

Thegirl followed him eagerly down long, empty corridors, past dark, glinting galleries. In some of
them, lights moving in the wallswere making patterns: rose, yellow, violet, green. Nowhere were any
lampslit or any windowsto be seen, but the darkness of the hal did not unease her. They met no one.
Abruptly, their guide had halted, turning toward one wall. It parted like a curtain as he touched it, and the
girl moved past him into the chamber beyond.

The air within was cool and strangely scented, but the floor beneath her feet was warm. It was utterly
black, like noon sky between the stars. Curtains of pae gauze draped the windowless walls. Aswith the



rest of the palace, the wallswere made of glass: dark blue and rippled, it seemed to harbor alow inner
firethat now and again coalesced into little strands of burning color.

The Cal was overwhelming here. It surrounded her, equaly strong on every side. She waited now,
only remotely aware of the dark man barring the duaroughs from joining her, of Maruhas sartled
protests, broken off as the wall seamed shut. She stood aone, feeling the coolness of the air and the
warmth of the black glass floor underfoot, gazing absently at the colored sparks winking and darting
through the ultramarine walls.

Theair in the room shifted, and she turned to see avery tal figure entering the chamber. The portal
closed soundlessly behind the woman. Her silver dippers whispered on the floor. She stood even taller
than the dark man had. Her features resembled his: high cheekbones, a broad flat nose and generous
mouth, but her skin was dusky, not black. Her eyes were deeply blue. She was wearing arobe of jet and
indigo. Her hair, dark and wavy, with silver threads, hung unbound behind her. She paused just insde the
chamber, surveying the palegirl for along moment with blue and lionlike eyes.

"Do you know me, child?' shesaid at last, her voice very low and full of the music the girl
remembered hearing at the greathall's outer door. The tall woman drew closer through the twilight. Her
face, though unlined, gave the impression of great age, and her bearing, though upright, of great
weariness. "' So the pilgrims Cal has brought you to me," shesad. "I am glad you have come.”

But shesighed saying it. The pale girl looked at her. The other'sface, full of welcome, seemed dso
strangdy sad.

"What are you hiding beneath your hand?'

The girl felt not the dightest fear or urge to draw away. She considered only amoment before lifting
her hand from her breast. The pearl's soft light shone through the fabric of her gown. Around them, light
seemed to gather in the walls, the beads of fire brightening. The dark lady smiled.

"A lampwing'segg,” she murmured, "dready kindled! Oh, that iswell, for none but a corundum shell
can hold what | must giveyou. May | seeit?'

Without hesitation, the pae girl drew out the shining thing. The dusky woman took it in her pdm and
passed her other hand over it. The pae girl sarted, frowning, stared. Her pearl had vanished.

"Don't fear," said the other gently. "I have it safe, and you will have it back soon, | promise. Now let
me look at your head. | want to see what the Witch has done to you."

The pdegirl did not flinch but bowed her head and | et the lady's greet, ddlicate hands comb carefully
through her hair. They stopped suddenly. She heard the other's indrawn bregth.

"| seeit now."

The music of the other's voice was more soothing to the pale girl than water. She kept her eyes
closed, her forehead resting againgt the tall woman's breast. The other sighed. She did not touch the pin,
only kept one hand lightly on the girl's head, cradling it. The dark, rare fragrance that cameto the girl
from the other's hair, her robe, was like damp earth and flowers never before scented or known.

"But tell me how it came to passthat you alowed the Witch to put apin behind your ear. Y ou must
have dropped your guard very low to have allowed her that—for sheisterrified of you, my green-eyed
girl, ever anceyou stole one of her darkangelsin Avaric and made him aman again.”

She heard the other laugh softly, stroking her brow. The words evoked no memories, but she loved
the touch of those hands. They were cool and silky dry and smelled of myrrh. Thisheavier air bore
scents—sounds, too—so much morerichly than the thin stuff outside the Dome.

Gently, the woman lifted her head. Dark blue eyes searched the girl's.



"Such green eyes you have, child. Corundum mingled with the gold, so that magic isasdrawvn to you
as beebirds to wedding trumps.”

The paegirl closed her eyes, breathing in the heady fragrance of the lady and the room.
"Canyoutak at al, child?' the dark lady asked her.

The girl ducked her head. She could not speak, did not want to, did not want to try.
"Try," thetall woman urged. "L et me see how deep the pin has bit."

The pdegirl shivered. "Uh," she managed, adull and ugly sound. "Uhn, mmh."

The other frowned. "Deep, | see.”

"Mmh," the pdegirl muttered. "Ngh."

One hand | ft her cheek. She sensed it hovering above the pin.

"Cold aswinterock," the dark lady whispered. "Fed how it chillsthe air! There can beno leavingit,
then. Rest your head against me, child.”

Gratefully, the girl pressed her cheek to therich fabric of the other's robe. Some of it felt dick and
cool, like wet leaves. Other places were warm and napped, like stone moss or mouse's fur. She nestled
closer.

"Peace," thetal woman told her. "Betill." All a once, without warning, the girl felt the pin seized and
twisted, plucked suddenly free. The air gave a crackling hiss, smelled acrid of scorching. Then pain
rushed into the wound like aflood of fire. Screaming, the girl tore hersalf from the other's grasp. The dark
lady stood, holding the pin up between thumb and forefinger. It was over three incheslong, with a
crossguard near the blunt end, like atiny sword. White flame danced dong its length. Its point gleamed,
wet and red.

Thetal woman reached out to her, her expression full of compassion and horror and grief. With a
ghriek, the pale girl fended her off. Her own hand came away from her head covered in blood. The room
seemed full of brightness now, the fiery pain consuming her. Shefdt asthough her whole being might
burn away in the flash. And she was screaming still—but no longer because of the pain. Shewas
screaming because she remembered now. She remembered everything.

HVE

Aerigl

Her name was Aeriel. She remembered now: born in Airs, heir to the suzerain there, then sold into
davery after her father's overthrow. And she remembered the darkangel, swooping down on his dozen
black pinionsto carry her away.



On Avaric's white plain,

where an icarus now wings...

Thewords ran through her mind like an incantation. She recalled the wedding sari she had donned in
marriage to the darkangel—how, to dissolve the evil enchantment upon him, she had surprised him with a
magic cup made from the hoof of adead Starhorse:

Then strong-hoof of a starhorse

must hallow him unguessed
If adamant's edge is to plunder

his breast.

Using the keen edge of an unbreakable blade, she had extracted the darkangel's |eaden heart and
given him her own to make him mortal again. Once free of the Witch's spdll, Prince Irrylath had turned in
horror againgt hisformer mistress and begun raising an army to destroy her.

Then, only, may the Warhorse
and Warrior arise

To rally the warhosts, and thunder
the skies.

Aerid, meanwhile, had traversed hdf the nations of Westernesse to rescue the lost 1ons, once
guardians of the world, who had been turned into gargoyles by the Witch—for without these powerful
dlies, Aeriel knew, her husband's burgeoning warhost had little hope of victory.

"What befell you then,” the dark lady said, "once you had rescued my lonsat Orm, and stood in the
temple Flame, and burned your shadow away?"

Aerid could not see her questioner. The Ancient's voice seemed to come from the air. Shefelt as
though she were floating, suspended in nothing. She heard another voice aswell: murmuring, telling
everything, and redlized presently it was her own. Images of whatever she remembered and spoke aloud
swirled before her in the darknessin little running beads of fire.

"After Orm, we departed for Esternesse,” she murmured.
"Where the great conclave was held?!

Aeriel nodded. "Yes." The pictures of fire strung themselves before her on the darkened air. "Buit first
the women-of-learning and the magic-men brought forth the starhorse.”

"Who had been dead,” the other prompted. "Who had been killed years ago by the darkangel.”

"The priestesses said they could rebuild the Horse," Aerid replied, "call back hiswandering soul and
revive himin new flesh, the very image of the old, with memory of hisformer life and death.”

"Did they succeed?' the Ancient perssted. "Tdl me" "
"Oh, yes," Aerid breathed, the memory scene unfolding before her, clear asthough it were thisvery



moment happening. She nodded. "The starhorse. Yes. | remember him."

The crowd has stood flocked in the great square before the Istern paace, al the people with their
plum-colored skin, the women in their turbans and flowing trousers, the men in their long gowns, heads
velled againgt the white, dant morning light of Solstar. Syllva, the Lady of Esternesse, stood foremost,
flanked upon one sde by Irrylath, her son. Aerid stood beside him. Craning eagerly, Irrylath's half
brothers—the Lady's younger sons—stood opposite. A glimpse, amurmur from the throng, and the
priestesses led forth the starhorse. Aerid's heart legpt at the beauty of him: Avarclon, the guardian of
Avaic.

Shefelt her husband shiver hard, though with delight or terror at the sight, she could not tell. Irrylath
no longer shunned her, as he had for the first year of their marriage. Nor did he shrink from her now. But
he had seemed in awe of her since Orm: she suspected he found her presence troubling, even painful.
Why? The question needled her, and she had no clue. Always he treated her more as some distant,
vaued dly than ashiswife or even afriend. An overwhelming sense of failure ate at her, for Irrylath was
her husband only in name.

Overcome by longing, Aeriel pressed nearer to him, using the crush of the crowd as an excuse. He
appeared obliviousto her, his gaze directed toward the starhorse, who came forth from the temple dl
dlver fire. Those hooves, striking the paving stones, were throwing white sparks. Great wings—the pair
that sprang from the Horse's withers -arched, flexing, and best the air, while hislittle wings—those that
dressed his fetlocks and adorned his cheeks—fluttered. He tossed histail. He pranced, and one hoof
shone brighter than therest, dazzling in the light of Solstar.

Aerid sensed Irrylath beside her growing taut, his breath quickening. She felt his back arch, hisown
shouldersflex as Avarclon's pinions beat. Was he remembering his own wings, adozen of them, that he
had worn as a darkangel ? Now it was Aerid who shivered. Her husband had ceased to be that powerful
winged creature not by his own choice, but by hers. What must it be like, she wondered, to have lost
such wings? Avarclon tossed his head, his brow-horn cutting the air. His nogtrilsflared, and he whinnied
along, trumpeting call.

"By Ravenna, who firs made me," he cried, shaking himsdlf, "it isafine match. A new body aslike
my old as could be. Y ou have donewdl, priests and wisawomen, in building this new engine for my soul.
| thank you. It isgood to bein theworld again.”

His eyeslike bright meteors scanned the crowd.

"Companions,” he called to hisfdlow guardians, the lons, "you who were with me at our first making,
| greet you. That you are al assembled can mean but one thing, that you have been rescued from the
Witch's power as| was from degth, and the war against her ison.”

The great lyon Pendarlon roared in answer. "Y es, you haveit, friend.”

The starhorse turned his head and gazed upon the Lady of Esternesse. She went to him. "Ah, Lady,"
he said, "king'swifein Avaric. | rgoiceto see you again. What isthis place?'

"Thisismy land," the Lady Syllvareplied, "that you would cal Esternesse. Once wifeto thelate king
of Avaric—yes, | was. But no more. | am returned again to my own dominion.”

The starhorse bowed his head. "I remember now. | saw your train departing after the death of your
son.”

"You migtake," Syllvareplied. "Hedid not die."

Aerid could not see her face, but from her voice, she knew the Lady must be smiling—as though she
told of joyousthings. Irrylath caught his breath in through histeeth. Aeriel saw only the side of hisface,
gonetenseand pae.



"He became the Witch's prisoner,” the Lady continued undismayed, without atrace of shame, "and
she made himinto adarkangd .

"A darkangd?' the Avarclon exclaimed, snorting and half rearing. "Little Irrylath that used to sit
laughing on my back, and dig & me with his hedsfor spite and pull my hair?'

Syllvanodded. "But he has been rescued by her who rescued both you and the gargoyles. Heis
morta again, and stands at hand.”

Sheturned to her son as she said it, and the equustel, following the line of her sight, cast hisslver eyes
upon the prince, who flinched beneath that cool and level gaze. Aerid no longer felt him breathe. The
starhorse whickered darkly, low.

"You might behe" hesaid a lagt, "that was my Irrylath. Are you aso hethat put me out of Avaric?'
Aerid fdt her husband shudder. He nodded dowly.
"How came you by those scars upon your cheek?' said Avarclon. "Y ou werefair to look at once.”

She felt him draw aragged breath. Without thinking, she started to take his hand—but then she did
think, and did not dare. She heard arumble from the lyon of the desert behind her. The prince's glance
flicked that way for an instant, passing over her without athought. He turned back to the equustdl.

"Pendarlon," he whispered.

Thelon of Avaric turned his head and eyed the young man sideong, sidling. "I died ahard death in
exile because of you," hesaid. "I loved you once."

Irrylath sank down, and Aerid feared at first he must be faint or falling—but then she redized he was
knedling before the equuste.

"Avarclon,” he said. "So much has befdlen since | was young and rode your back and pulled your
hair, that | hardly know whether | can love you or anyone ever again. But | remember loving
you—Dbefore the White Witch had me and made me what | was. Of al thewrong | did whilein that
shape, | swear it was killing you that wasthewordt. | did not know you then, or know myself. But | face
you now and know you.

"1 no longer servethe Witch. Thewedding toast | drank from your hoof has freed me of her
enchantment. | have sworn to overthrow her now, to cast down and unmake her and al her darkangels.
But | need a steed. Each of your fellow lons has accepted one of my brothers asarider. But now no
mount remainsfor me. Will you aid me? | beg you. Let meride you again as once we rode. Bemy dly
for adaymonth, ayear—and at the end of thiswar, | shall be yours, to do with asyou will."

Aerid paed, staring at the prince. A kind of roaring filled her ears. At the end of thiswar, she had
had such hopes—that Irrylath might consent to be hers at last: her own true husband, her love. A bitter
taste came into her mouth. Her balance swayed. Irrylath, Irrylath, shewanted to cry. But Irrylath had
forgotten her. Shaken, she said nothing, eyeing the knedling prince of Avaric. He had bowed his head.
The starhorse was coming forward to touch his nose to the young man's brow.

"A trucethen," said the lon, very sofdy. "Asyou wish. Until the Witch be overthrown. Then, make no
mistake, | will have my due—but no matter! Wewill not think of diat now. Cometakethe air widi me,
king'sson of Avaric. Let me seeif you still remember how to ride.”

Irrylath looked up. Aerid heard hisindrawn breath, saw ajoy amost too strong to bear break over
hisface. He legpt up, catching the starhorse's mane. The silver steed danced back, his great wings
groking asif to tease the prince. Then he turned, and in abound, Irrylath was astride him. With amighty
leap, the starhorse launched himsalf and sped away upon the air, circling and climbing above the square
while the crowd cried out, craning to see.



Few had heard what had passed between the starhorse and the prince, Aeriel knew—yperhaps she
alone had heard—and only she could not rejoice. She watched her husband soaring overhead, horse and
rider swooping and diving together in dizzying arcs. She could seethe princes face, even a this distance,
suffused with rapture till. Was it the wind, the sensation of flight, she wondered, or having won an old
friend'sforgiveness, if only for awhile, or that he and his brothers might now ride againgt the Witch with
some hope of success?

Aerid only knew that once more he had turned away from her. She felt one hot tear spill before
dashing the others angrily aside. She refused to weep openly, here under public gaze. A hand dipped
quietly into hers. Startled, she turned. Her friend Erin stood beside her: atall, spare girl with skin black as
night. Her eyes, likejet, found Aerid's. The dark girl pressed her hand. Of all this greet, sprawling throng,
Aerid redized, only Erin was not watching the prince and his steed whedling and tumbling overhead.
Only Erin had eyesfor Aerid.

"and after the conclave?" the ancientlady asked.

Her voice was qui€t, patient, but pressing. Aerid sensed that she must waste no time. She still could
not see her questioner. All remained in darkness save for the heatless swirl of fire, but she had now
become aware that it was not upon the air that the fire beads danced, but in the depths of agreat glass
globe that floated before her.

"We st sall acrossthe Sea-of-Dust for the lands of Westernesse," she murmured. "We were joined
by the people of Erin'sidandsin their little skiffs. They have been done upon the Sea so long, their
languageis hardly like ours anymore. They look at Erin, who was raised gpart from them, and try to
speak to her, but she doesn't understand.”

"And when you reached the Westron shore?

"We were met by Sabr, the bandit queen, whom many il call the queen of Avaric. Her followersare
brigands—honest people once, who fled the coming of the darkangel. Sheiskin to Irrylath and claimed
the crown when the old king died seemingly without heirs. But she calls Irrylath her sovereign now.”

Aerid could not keep the bitternessfrom her voice. She pictured them, Irrylath and Sabr: two cousins
aslike aslike. Both were of that lean and dender build, dmost equdly tal, with dant eyesblue aslittle
flames and long, straight black hair worn in ahorsetail down the back. She remembered landfdl: Irrylath
striding down the gangplank, his arms thrown wide to embrace the bandit queen. Though seemingly cool
and reserved by nature, she had returned his embrace warmly, caling him "cousin” and "lord.”

Sabr wore the garb of Avaric: asark and trousers gathered into boots with upturned toes, adagger in
her belt, a hoop of white zinc-gold piercing the lobe of one ear. Her face reminded Aerid uncannily of
someone—she could not think whom. Irrylath greeted her with more ardor than Aeriel had ever seen him
display. Of course he knew Sabr, the daughter of his father's brother. Though she had not yet been born
when he had falen into the Witch's power, he had met her not many daymonths past. Finding him near
death upon the drought-stricken shore of Bern, Sabr had nursed him until he could continue his quest for
Aerid and the gargoyled lons.

All thishetold the Lady Syllvaexcitedly by way of introduction. Sabr smiled and dlowed the Lady to
kiss her brow. Irrylath introduced his brothers and their lons, to al of whom she nodded courteoudy,
followed by Tab the Mage, then Aerid's brother, the prince of Pirs—and only then did he remember
Aerid. Saor broke off her grave greeting of the starhorse and turned, a sudden look of gpprehension
passing over her oddly familiar festures. Aerid, too, felt a strange dread at their meseting, though she
could not say why.

"Coudn," Irrylath began, he, too, uneasy seeming, "thisisAerid." A pause. More softly, "My wife."

Sabr put one palm to her shoulder. Head bowed, the queen of Avaric went down on one knee before
the pdegirl inthe wedding sari.



"Dread sorceress,” she murmured, "ddiver usfrom the Witch."

Aerid scarcely caught the words, for shefelt disconcerted, abandoned. Irrylath did not stand by her,
but across from her, dongside Sabr.

"Already you have returned my cousin and the Avarclon to us," the bandit queen went on, now lifting
her gaze, "for which dl Avaric-in-exile rgjoices. Know that my people pledgeto serveyou inthiswar."

Aerid shivered, finding the other's proud blue eyes and the smooth, unmarred surface of her face
srangdly unnerving. Aeriel shook hersdlf. Everyone waslooking at her.

"| accept your fedty, queen of Avaric,” she sammered at last, feding awkward and unprepared—she
could scarcdly cdl the woman queen of bandits to her face—"and trust that your horsemen and
horsewomen will aid us bravely againgt the Witch. But do not honor me with grand titles, | beg you. | am
only Aerid."

Sabr kndlt ill, her expresson cool and serious and dightly surprised: measuring her, Aerid redlized,
asone might acompeer—or ariva. Irrylath said nothing. She found herself holding her breath. No one
among the company gtirred. Not knowing what to do in the end, Aerid turned abruptly and left
them—prince, bandit queen, and the rest—and tried not to glimpse the look of open relief on her
husband's face when he redlized she was going.

A daymonth of marching ensued, recruiting, provisioning. How dowly an army moved! Though food
was scarce, it was water that wastheir greatest lack, for the killing drought of the White Witch lay heavy
on the land. People came from far and wide, many smply to watch the army pass, but more than afew
tojoin. The dlies had gathered contingents from most of the lands of Westernesse—from Bern and
nearby Zambul, from northern Firs, from far Rani and Elver, even Terrain—by the time they reached
Pendar. There adozen tribes of the desert folk waited, among them, the Maambai. Aerid fel into ther
armswith ajoyouscry.

"0, little pale one, you have grown so tal that now they are calling you a sorceress,” their leader
laughed.

"Chieftess, itisnot so," Aerie said, wiping tearsfrom her eyes. Of dl people, truly her old friend the
desert wanderer ought to know she was no sorceress. Laughing herself now, she embraced the
cinnamon-colored woman. "Oh, Orrototo, it isgood to see you again.”

The army continued to grow. When Irrylath's mother, the Lady Syllva, appointed Sabr to lead the
forces of the West, the young queen brought her disparate new troops to heel with a swift, sure hand.
Each directing one wing of the great army, Sabr and her cousin the prince perfectly mirrored one ancther:
both proud, intense, aloof. Aeriel could only admire, even envy, the bandit queen's easy, dmost arrogant
assumption of command.

Now they camped at the desert's edge, soon to set out across the pale amber sands for the distant
Waste and the Witch's Mere. Aerid felt agrowing anticipation, mingled with dread. She sat with Erinin
the cool lee of adune. It was nightshade, tents and pavilions pitched dl around them under the ghostlight
of blue Oceanus. Her friend had found them this quiet spot far from the constant bustle at the center of
the camp. Aerid was glad to get away.

"Wheat bafflesme," she said, touching the pearl through the fabric of her gown, "isthat we have seen
not one glimpse of the Witch's catspawsin dl the time we have been in Westernesse."

Shelifted free the pearl and cupped it in her hands like afaint, azure cod. Standing in the temple
Fame a Orm had st thislampwing's gift dight—though itswan glow was difficult to discern except in
shadowy darkness such asthis, away from other light. Aeriel shook her head.

"Not one scout nor dog, nor one black bird. Why has the Witch sent none to spy on us?’



The dark girl laughed, leaning back on one elbow and poking at the dry sand. " She scarcely needs
spies and catspawsto tell her the whereabouts of an army thissize."

Aerid put the pearl away. Shefet one corner of her mouth tighten. "Does she not wonder at our
number, at our strength?”

Erin found an old bead lying in the sand and held it up. It was deeply reddish, with a hole bored
through one end, and carved of sandshell. The dark girl shrugged. " She knows our destination well
enough. Perhaps she doesn't care.”

"But she should care," muttered Aerid. "This seeming unconcern uneases me.”

Erin tossed the blood-colored bead aside and sat up, Sudying Aeriel. "Perhapsthat is her intent, to
unease you. Thiswhole business hangs on you—somehow."

"Onme?' scoffed Aerid. "Only great good chance has put mewherel am.”

The dark girl shook her head. "More than chance, my true and only friend. Thereisakind of power
onyou."

"What power have 17" inasted Aerid. "When Irrylath generdsthe Lady's | stern troops, Sabr the
forces of the West—"

"None of which would now be gathered but for you," Erin cut in gently. "The taesyou told and the
Torchesyou lit upon your quest to rescue the gargoyles have awakened hdf the peoplein theland. You
have opened their eyesto the Witch and shown them the urgency of overthrowing her—today,
tomorrow, soon—lest wedl perish, thirgting to deeth.”

Aerid ran her hand over thefine, crusted sand. It felt cool and smooth aswater in the bright starshine.
If only it were water, she thought grimly. If the moisture-stealing lorelei were not stopped soon, the whole
world would succumb to famine and drought. Again Aeriel shook her head.

"l don't even know the rest of therime," she murmured, "the rime Ravennamade so long ago to riddle
al this out and show us how to unmake the Witch. | only have thefirst two-thirds."

Leaning back against the dune once more, Erin began to sing in avoice that was low and true:

"On Avaric's white plain,
where an icarus now wings
To steeps of Terrain
from Tour-of-the-Kings,
And damozel s twice-seven
his brides have all become:
A far cry from heaven,
along road from home—
Then strong-hoof of a starhorse
must hallow him unguessed
If adamant's edge is to plunder
his breast.
Then, only, may the Warhorse



and Warrior arise
To rally the warhosts, and thunder
the skies."

Aerid let her mind wander back, remembering how she had found and freed the enchanted lonsin
thefires of Orm before the Witch's remaining darkangel s could recapture them.

"But first there must assemble
onesicari would claim,
A bridein the temple
must enter the flame,
With steeds found for six brothers,
beyond a dust deepsea,
And new arrows reckoned, a wand

given wings—"

The rime recounted the rescued |ons agreeing to serve as steeds for Prince Irrylath's I stern brothers,
the magicdl slver arowheads forged by Tab the Mage for the Lady Syllva, and the Ancient white
messenger bird that had cometo Aerid, melding with her wooden staff to becomefor atimeitsliving
figurehead.

"That when a princess-royal's
to have tasted of the tree..."

She remembered the taste of a strange golden fruit upon her tongue—sharp, yet so tremendoudy
sweet. The dark girl sang on:

"Then far from Esternesse's
city, these things:
A gathering of gargoyles,
a feasting on the stone,
The Witch of Westernesse's
hag overthrown."

The gargoyled lons all assembled at Orm, adreadful sacrifice upon an Ancient dtar, and the Witch's
red-eyed harridan falling screaming from the highest ledge. ...

Aerid cameto hersdf with agtart, redizing that Erin had reached the end of the second long
sanza—the lagt stanza anyone knew—and had stopped singing. The pae girl shook hersaf and gazed at



her friend, wondering.
"Where did you hear that song?' she said. "I never knew it had atune before.”

Erin laughed. "All the camp's Singing it. Some bard's doing. V olunteers, when they come, marchin
sangingit. | would not be surprised if it isall over Westernesse by now." She smiled devilishly. ™Y our
notoriety spreads.”

Aeriel looked wryly away for amoment—>but her annoyance at Erin's playful needling never lasted.
She sighed, thinking of therime. "But what isthe rest of it?" she asked. "No one knows. Tab the Mage
has no inkling; nor do the lons, and my maiden-spirits have not spoken to me since Orm.”

She glanced upward at the constellation of pae ydlow stars caled commonly the Maidens Dance.
Elliptical in shape, it floated overhead like a burning crown.

"How shal | learn the rest of the rime?' Aeriel wondered aoud. "Were preparing to march, and |
don't even know Ravennas plan!”

Sobering, Erin touched her companion's hand lightly, once. "Take heart. Everything of which therime
gpeaks so far has come to pass. The Witch must know this. Perhaps she has grown so afraid of you now
that she has withdrawn into her palace of cold white stone and will not show hersdlf." The dark girl
shrugged. "In al events, it'sno use worrying. | am certain that soon you will discover thelast of therime.”

Aerid could not hep smiling, just alittle. Erin aways cheered her. But her mood quickly darkened.
Shefidgeted, biting her lip.

“It'slrrylath | am most uneasy for. Heis till within her reach—and the dreams she sendshim are dire.
| fear for him."

"l don't," said Erin sourly. "Heisso full of hisarmy and thiswar—he spends moretimein the
company of Avarclon and that Sabr than he doesin yours. He never speaks to you; he does not send for
you. Ishe not your husband?'

"Peace, Erin," Aerid said wearily. "Therewill betimefor al that, after thewar.”
But the dark girl shook her head.

"1 have heard the rumorsflying dl over camp, dl about this enchantment the White Witch still holdson
him," she exclamed, "that he may not lie with you or anyone while the White Witch lives—but | tell you
from experience that that isvery little of what makes aman, and though he may not lie with you, he might
touch you, or talk to you, or even look at you when you are in his company—but no, it isever 'my
troops,” and 'the warhogt," and 'My steed calls me away!" Sabr, that bedaggered bandit, dotes on him."

Aerid tensed. "Sheishiscousn.”
"So are you. And which of you ishiswife?"

Aerid fdt the knot beneath her breastbone tighten. She gripped a handful of desiccated sand
suddenly as though she meant to hurl it at Erin. The near tents sighed in the wind. Aeridl opened her
fingersand let the sand trickle away. "I'll not speek of this."

"No, you never will," snapped Erin. She gazed off across the camp, between the airy pavilionsin pae,
pale green, ghost blue, and mauve. The set of her jaw told Aerid that her own refusal to speak had hurt
her friend.

"Itisnot..." she began, groping. "It isonly that we hardly know one another, Irrylath and I."

Erin looked back at her sdelong. "1 have known you far lesstimethan he," she said softly, "and
dready | loveyou well."

A stonerosein Aerid'sthroat. She put her arms around the dark girl. For amoment, Erin's cheek



rested againgt her breast. "1 am so glad you did not go back to your people after Orm," she whispered.
"Y ou are my strength. Y ou came on to Esternesse for my sake, didn't you?”

Looking up, Erin shook her head and patted Aerid's cheek. Her palm was cool and dry. "No, dear
one," shesaid. "For mine. | never had afriend before.”

Sherose.

"But | will leave you now," she said, "for | see you want to be done. | will be at the campfires of my
folk, trying to remember their—our—tongue.”

Aerid mustered asmile and let her go. No less confounded than before by the White Witch and by
Irrylath, she nonethelessfelt easier now for having spoken with Erin. The dark girl bent and kissed her
brow.

"But you will forgive meif | think your prince of Avaric agreat fool for not loving you," Erin said very
gently. "And you an even greater one for wanting himto."

SIX

Black Bird

Aerid arose and wandered through the close-staked pavilions, encountering no one. Those who
glimpsed her in the distance gave her awide berth: al seemed in awe of her. She sghed, lonely suddenly
for someone who did not know her, someone who would not recognize her instantly and draw away.
She was sorry now to have let Erin leave her, and was just turning to find her way out of the jumble of
tentbacks and supply pavilions that surrounded her when a snatch of conversation reached her ear. She
paused, frowning, seeing no one else abouit.

A great green dlk tent loomed before her, billowing in the light desert breeze. Shefdt theair's
coolness againgt her cheek and the touch of the sandy grit it bore. The dapping of the open tent flap only
deepened the dillness. Puzzled, she found hersdlf listening, straining, but for long moments, she heard only
wind and slk. Then it came again, alow muffle of voices—one of them unmistakably Irrylath's.

"If you positioned your horse-troops like so, my mother's bowwomen could be stationed here..."
Aerid froze, hearing thefaint rasp of metd againgt meta. Another spoke.
"Then our foot could be divided here and here."

Sabr'svoice. She recognized it now, imagined the bandit queen unsheathing and pointing with her
dagger. Therasp of meta again: the dagger sheathed.

"Y ou never did tell mewhat happened to that fine Bernean blade | once gave you."
A teasing tone had stolen into Sabr's voice. Aerid blinked. Banter from the bandit queen wasrare. A



rattling of parchment.
"l brokeit,” came Irrylath's short reply.

Their voices did not come from within, Aerie redized suddenly, drawing nearer the dark pavilion. Its
back stood close behind the backs of arose and a saffron tent, cutting off akind of courtyard from the

open space around.
"How, pray?"' the prince's cousin was asking. " The blade was Bernean stedl "

Aerid sood very Hill beside the green pavilion, listening. Silence from Irrylath. Cautioudy, she peered
around the green silk edge. Sabr and Irrylath stood in the courtyard beyond. They were aone, without
the usua swarm of aides and attendants. Half-turned from his cousin, the prince of Avaric bent over a
scroll. Sabr toyed with her own Bernean blade.

"I'll giveyou another,” shetold him softly.
"Dont," he sad abruptly, straightening and rolling the parchment up.

He moved away from Sabr, but only a step. She followed, and boldly laid one hand—just
so—across the scars that threaded his cheek. Astonishment gripped Aeriel. She clenched her teeth to
keep from crying out. She expected Irrylath to pull instantly away from Sabr, but instead he turned,
dowly, asif unwilling, to look &t her.

"Can't you loveme, cousin," sheasked him, "even alittle?"

Aerid ft asurge of outrage, then blinding jedlousy. Irrylath would never have permitted her sucha
touch. She bit her tongue, half hoping he would strike Sabr, push her roughly aside, revile her, but he only
shook his head, and thelook in his eyes was a desperate sadness, not anger.

"| can love no woman while the Witch's enchantment ison me," he answered. "'l havetold you that.”

He had told her! Incomprehension filled Aerid. Her fingers on the pole benegth the pavilion silk
tightened. She had thought only she and perhapsthe Lady Syllva privy to that secret. All Erin and the
camp could know were rumors. Y et he had told Sabr. Why? She whom many il called the queen of
Avaric dropped her hand from him, her facefaling.

"Yes" shesad quietly. "And the only satisfaction it gives meisthat you cannot love her ether.”
"Don't speak of her s0," whispered Irrylath. Sabr turned abruptly away.

"She frightens you, doesn't she?' the prince's cousin snapped. "Almost as much asthe Witch. You
fear her sorcerous green eyes see everything.” Sabr snorted. "Do they? Do they see us now?”

Only haf hidden by the corner of the tent, Aeriel stood riveted, too stunned to move. Shefelt
powerless, exposed, standing in plain view. Y et neither her husband nor the so-called queen of Avaric
took note of her, their eyes on one another.

"She stood in the templefire at Orm," continued Sabr bitterly. "It has burned her shadow away. She
wears apearl on her breast that isfull of light. What sort of morta creatureisthat?’

The bandit queen turned back to Irrylath, seizing hisarm. Thistime he did not move away.

" tdl you, sheisno mortal woman! Sheis some unworldly thing, Ravennas sorceress. How could
you love her? Surely the Witch's spell is smply what you have told her to keep her at bay.”

The prince shook his head. His voice was hoarse. "Would that it were."

His cousin did not seem to be listening. Her knuckles were pale where she clenched hisarm. "Buit |
am amorta woman. | would be content with just your heart. Truly—"

At lagt, at last he pulled free of her. Watching, Aerid held her breath. Her kneesfelt shaky, wesk.



She clung to the pavilion pole.
"l amnot freeto giveit,” sad Irrylath. "My heart isnot my own.”
"She took it, didn't she?" Sabr snapped.
The prince bowed his head, looking away from her. He touched hisbreast. "And gilded it with lead.”

"l wasn't speaking of the Witch," the bandit queen replied. "When she rescued you and took the
Witch's gilding off, she didn't give you back your own heart, did she? She kept that for herself.”

Sabr strode around to face him and laid her hand upon his breast.

"The heart that beats hereisnot yours, isit?" she pressed. He would not look at her. "How then can
you say," Sabr indsted lowly, "that she did not seek to make you hers, exactly as did the Witch?"

Aerid fdt rage surgein her again, dangeroudy. Not true, not true! She had only wanted to save him,
by putting her own living heart in his breast. It had been Talb the Mage who had taken the enchanted
darkangd's heart, purged it of the Witch'slead, and placed it into the dying Aerid's breast.

"l loveyou," said Sabr.
"Don't say it."" The prince's voice was ragged.

Sabr's hand remained upon his heart. She answered, "1 don't care whether you can lie with me or not.
| only want you to love mein return.”

Helooked up, then hard away. Aerid saw the despair in hiseyes. "'l can't,” he whispered to Sabr. "'l
don't know how. The Witch has got her talonsin me dtill. | can't loveyou, or her, or anyone whilethe
White Witch lives"

The sky seemed to spin over Aeridl. There, he had used it, Sabr's word, that nameless her . Sabr
reached to cup the prince'sfacein her hands, but Aeriel hardly saw.

"I'll show you," shetold him. "I'll help you." Again he shook hishead.

Jealousy consumed Aeriel. How dared the bandit queen? How could Sabr, who had known Irrylath
only afew short daymonths, become so closeto him? Surely she, Aerid, had tried every whit ashard to
touch him, to lend comfort, to know his heart—only to be repeatedly rebuffed. You cannot help me, he
had told her once by starlight. No one can help me. But she did not hear him say so to Sabr now.

"Whether you love me or not," shetold him, "whether you can liewith me or not, | loveyou. And |
only wish that your heart were your own to give as you choose, not some scrap to be tugged to pieces
between the teeth of the White Witch and a green-eyed sorceress.”

"Oh, cousin,” Irrylath told her, "if only that were s0."

Sick, glently raging, Aerid stumbled away from camp. The red sand'sdry crust broke and crumbled
underfoot. She met no one—No one hindered her. The pavilionsfell away behind. The night al around
stretched dark and still—but she could not escape the hateful words till ringing in her mind, or the
memory of what had passed between Irrylath and Sabr.

"Thief!" she gasped, shuddering, scarcely ableto draw breath. "Queen of thieved" Erin had been
right. Ducking, Aerid fought back tears. "Irrylath belongsto me.”

Something stirred in the darkness ahead of her. Abruptly, Aerid sstumbled to astop. Hand at her
breast, she peered through the pale glimmer of stars and Oceanudight. Her palm hid the faint glow of the
pearl. The creature before her cawed and flexed itswings. Astall as her forearm waslong it stood:
completely black. Itsfeathers threw back no sheen at all, depthless as shadow. Aerie froze. The black
bird cawed again and looked at her. Initsbeak it held aslver pin.

"Greetings, little sorceress,” it said, taking the pin in one of its clawsto spesk.



Aerid fdt her skin prickle. "Y ou are one of the Witch'srhuks."
"Yes" it laughed.

"What do you want of me?" she demanded, casting about her, wondering how she could have been
50 blind asto leave the camp aone, unarmed. The empty dunes stretched dl around.

"QOur lady has apropostion for you," chuckled the rhuk. It played with the Slver pininitstoes.
"Donot cal her my lady," Aerid spat. ™Y our mistress was never mine.”

"My lady wishesto confer with you," the bird replied. "Thereis no need for war. Surely this matter
can be settled amicably between the two of you, face-to-face.”

"I mean to face her," Aerid returned hotly, "as soon as may be, and with an army at my back.”

Theblack bird hissed. "Rdinquish Irrylath. My mistresshasa prior clam.” 1t hopped toward her,
one-footed, across the sand, its other claw clutching the pin.

"My migtresswill reward you with any lover you wish. Shewill kill Sgbr, if youwish."
Aerid fdl back before the Witch's messenger.

"My migtresswill make you immortd, like hersdlf, if you so desire" the black bird rasped. " She has
awayslonged for adaughter, an heir..."

"Sheisnot immorta," cried Aeriel, sick with loathing at the Sight of the bird: the lorelel made her
darkangels wings from the feathers of such asthese. "If she were deathless, she would not fear me."

Therhuk laughed. "Doit for Irrylath's sake," it crooned. "Thingswill go worse for him if you force my
lady to take him from you."

"No!" shouted Aerid, nearly losing her footing in the soft, treacherous sand.

"Yidd!" the bird exclamed. "Ravenna's luck has deserted you. Y ou don't even know the last stanza
of therime. My mistressis prepared to be generousiif you will surrender now."

Aerid felt the ground doping sharply upward benesth her feet. The rhuk had backed her against the
steep of adune. For amoment, panic rose in her as she redlized she had nowhere | ft to retredt.

"Your mistressisin mortd terror of me," she answered suddenly, remembering Erin'swords. "If the
Witch thought she could win, she would have sent her army against us by now."

"My migtress has let your army comethisfar because it amuses her," the rhuk replied, "to watch
children playing at war." The silver pin gleamed inits grasp. "And because you have done her the
invauable service of assembling dl her enemiesin one place.”

Aerid clenched her teeth. Her hand at her breast made afist of the fabric of her gown. How dared
this creature corner her and issue its demands? How dared it urge her to surrender Irrylath and the war?
As sheleft the dune and strode toward it, the black rhuk fluttered hagtily back, raising afine, dry rain of
sand. Aeriel quickened her stride.

"Why has your mistress sent the likes of you againg me?* sheinquired evenly. "1 havekilled your kind
before.”

"My migtress has no intention of killing you," the black bird hissed, "for then the magic locked in you
would escape and be loose in the world. One of her enemies might gather it up, as you did the magic of
the starhorse. Better to pin you!"

With araucous cry, the black bird took wing. For an instant Aeriel thought she had put it to flight.
Too late sheredized it wasflying a her. Shefelt itswings clap againgt her face and batted them
desperately away. Again it swooped, struck, and thistime as she swung and turned, the loose sand



shifted benesth her hedl, and sheféell.

The ground came up hard against her ribs. She fdlt the black bird's claws upon her back—both sets
of talons. It must have dropped the pin, or haveit in its mouth again. Gasping, each breath apainful bite,
she struggled to raise herself on one elbow and dash the rhuk away. The vile creature clinging to her
shoulder made her shake with revulsion.

All a once she fdt a stabbing behind her ear, sharp asalittle sword. Agony overwhelmed her, too
intense even to let her scream. Aerid rolled and struck wildly at the bird with both hands. To her
astonishment, the light of the pearl, no longer hidden, had become ablaze. What had caused it to do so?
It had never done so before. The claws of the rhuk abruptly released her. Shefelt itswings stroke stiffly
across her cheek.

"Thelight, thelight!" it crowed.

Dimly, she became aware of the rhuk thrashing on the ground beside her, writhing as though burned.
Thelight of the pearl wasadready dimming. A horrifying cold had begun to consume her. She groped,
putting one hand behind her ear. Her fingers brushed the little knob of silver jutting from the bone. A
piercing chill shot through her limbs. She felt as though something were being drawn from her, likethe
strand yanked from a string of beads. Memory scattered. She thought that she might die of the pain. It
was the last thought she had before oblivion blotted out the stars.

It was hours, many hours after, that she awakened. Here her memory was very dim, for the pinin her
head had stolen her name, working itsterrible spell to keep her from knowing herself. The black bird lay
dead on the sand beside her. She rose and stood a moment, gazing at it, before wandering away. It had
nothing to do with her. She did not remember it. The pearl on her breast glowed faintly, forgotten. She
strayed deeper into the desert, forgetting the camp—for that, too, had nothing to do with her now. She
had become nobody. A pale, nameessgirl.

"And so0 you wandered, ssumbling down into the duaroughs caves at last, where you felt the pilgrims
Cdl il broadcasting after dl these years, and found your way to me.”

Aerid dirred, hearing the Ancient's voice again. Thefiery images had faded from the greet glass
globe. It hung before her in the air, weightless as gossamer, now showing only afaint azure glow. The
room was twilit once more, no longer wholly dark. She gazed at its deep blue walls and hanging gauize.
The pallet on which she lay waslow and comfortable. Someone held a cool compressto her brow. A
strange stiffness prevented her from turning her head. The Ancientlady spoke again.

"Do you know the place to which you and your companions have come?"
Aerid shifted, trying to it up. Of course she knew. "The City of Crydalglass.”
"Do you know yourself?' the Ancient asked.

That was easy. "Aerid."

"And do you know who | am?"

Aerid drew in her bresth, redizing for thefirst time. "Ravenna," she bresthed. "The last Ancient of the
world."

The one beside her laughed, gently, quietly. "Ravennais not my name,”" shereplied, "but the name of
thiscity that you cdl Crystdglass. Itsred nameis NuRavenna, after avery old city on my ownworld.”

She laughed again, and the airy globe trembled dightly as her words eddied the atmaosphere.

"My own nameis nearly unpronounceable. That iswhy, for solong, | wassmply caled ‘the Lady of
Ravenna" Somewhere it was shortened to ‘the Lady Ravenna and sometimes even ‘the
Ravenna—uwhich the duaroughs gtill use—and finally, now, by the upperlanders, smply '‘Ravenna." Y ou



had better go on caling methat. Do you fed well enough to rise?"

Aerid managed anod. Her body felt odd—stiff, yet at the sametime, strangely supple—amost as
though she had awakened into new flesh never before inhabited or used. The sensation troubled her. For
amoment, as she struggled to Sit up, the blood ran from her head, and shefelt dizzy. Then she steadied.
Her hand went to her breastbone, the space there empty now.

"Ravenna," she whispered, "what have you done with my pearl ?*
"Hold out your hand," the other answered gently.

AsAerid did so, the great delicate globe drifted nearer, asif beckoned. Descending, it contracted,
solidifying, its blue light degpening, until by thetimeit touched her palm, it was hard and dense, no bigger
than the end of her thumb. Aerid stared.

"My pearl," she breathed.

"Yes, child,” the Ancientlady said. "Though | have made it much more now than akindled lampwing's
AsAerid brought it closer to gaze @ it, Ravennas great dusky hand reached past her to touch the

glowing jewd. Aerid fdt alittlethrill of energy, utterly coal, like afegther'stouch, and the light in the tiny
corundum globe changed from cerulean to white.

SEVEN

Ravenna's Daughter

Aerid rose from the couch. She wore along, pae, deeveless gown. Close-woven and weighty, it
was no fabric she recognized. Her yellow wedding sari lay at the foot of the palet, folded in atiny
square. Impulsively, she reached for it and tucked it away in the bodice of her new gown.

The sudden motion of her arm felt novel, unpracticed. The eerie fedling of newness pervaded her ill.
Aeriel shook hersdlf. Gazing again at the glowing white bead in her hand, she redized now that atiny
chain had been attached to it, afilament of slver so fine she could scarcely seeit. It teased across her
pam like spider slk.

"What have you doneto my pearl?* she asked. "It burns now with adifferent light."

The Ancient Ravenna stood beside the pallet. She looked drawn, infinitely more weary than she had
when Aeriel had last seen her. Her eyeswere troubled.

"l have madeit avessd, child, into which | mean to put atreasure of inestimable vaue. Thistreasure
you must guard for me."

As Ravenna bent near, Aerid became aware once more of the fragrance of strange, otherworldly
flowersthat pervaded the lady's robe and hair. The other's dusky, long-fingered hands lifted the pearl
from her pam. A moment later, Aerid felt the fine chain fastened behind the crown of her head, the pearl
resting incandescent on her brow.



Itswhite light suffused her vision like avapor. Aeriel was consciousall a once of things she had not
been able to see before, minute cracksin the glass of the wall across the room, every thread in the lady's
garment, amote of dust upon the other's dipper. And the myriad of tiny lines etching the Ancientlady's
face.

With agart, Aerid perceived for thefirgt time how old Ravennawas. Far from obscuring, the misty
light of the pearl seemed to sharpen her view. She felt asubtle welling of new strength. That, too, came
from the pearl, sheredized.

Softly, Ravennasighed, and Aeriel was aware of the myriad little air currents which that sgh had set
in motion. They went spinning away across the room in eddies faint as festherdown.

"Y ou areto be my envoy, child,” the Ancient said and reached as though to pluck something from the
ar. "This, too, you must bear."

Suddenly in her hands, she clasped anaked sword. Silvery, over threefeet in length, it lit the room: a
ghostly fire wreathed its blade, stopping just short of the broad crosshar. Aeridl stared. The Ancientlady
gestured again, and in her other hand a scabbard appeared, scrolled with interlocking etchings. She
sheethed the burning glaive, dousing itsflame, and as she did so, Aerid recognized al a once what it was
shehdd.

"Thet isthe slver pin!" she cried, recoiling, cold horror sivegping over her. Ravennahad changed it
somehow—increased its Size, made it into asword. Nevertheless, it could only be the pin, that same
diver of slver with which the Witch's black bird had once pinned Aeriel. Somehow, the pearl imparted
thisknowledge to her. Ravenna nodded.

"Takeit, child. It cannot harm you now."

Aerid stared at the scabbarded blade in the Ancient's hands. She wanted no part of it. But the other
did not withdraw the gift, stood holding it out to her ill, patiently, waiting. At last, Aeriel reached and ran
her hand dong the incised scabbard. She had thought &t first it was metal, but touching it, sheredized
that it was wood. The scrollwork running its length seemed to form a pattern, afigure that she could not
quite puzzle out, even with the aid of the pearl.

"Isthisweapon for Irrylath?' shewhispered. "Am | to takeit to him?"
The Ancientlady shook her head. "He has the Edge Adamantine. He does not need another blade.”

Through the scabbard, the glaive felt faintly warm. It trembled dightly, like the tremor of amoth's
wing, like something dive.

"|sthe sword for me, then?' breathed Aeridl.

The Ancient shook her head. "Y ou are but the bearer. No, child. In the end, neither of these giftsis
for you."

Reluctantly, Aeriel took hold of the sword's grip. Her hand shook. The blade felt oddly light, seemed
to have noweight at all. It balanced in her hand easily as she drew it from the sheath, hummed softly asit
pivoted, burning, on the air. She sheathed it, and the sword sang and whispered, ever so softly, a
troubling song.

Aerid set the sword down on the pdlet beside her. "To whom am | to give this?!
"Giveit to your shadow," Ravennareplied.

Aeriel gazed at her, perplexed. She had no shadow. The temple firein Orm had burned her shade
away. "Lady, | don't understand.”

The other amiled ruefully. "Forgiveme,” shesaid, "if | speak inrimes, but al will become apparent to
you. | promise.”



Aerid fingered the pearl upon her brow. It gleamed, enriching her sight. "Am | to givethisup as
well?' she asked. "To whom?”

"Itisagift for the world's heir, for my successor—the daughter who must come after meand reignin
my steed.”

Aerid stood baffled, hel pless to unriddle the other's words. Who was this daughter of whom she
spoke? Lightly, Ravennatouched the pearl, and Aerid fdt the touch, strangely magnified, glancing
through her like adart. The palegirl shivered.

"Y ou said you had made my pearl avessd," she began. "What do you mean for it to hold?

"Everything,” the Ancient said. "All the knowledge of what runsthe world, that which | have been
gathering these countless years, searching the City's vast libraries and stores before they rot rusting avay
and spail into dugt.”

Her weary features grew serene then, and for along moment, utterly untroubled.

"The soul of the world must go into that pearl,” she continued. " All my sorcery, with which my
daughter must hedl this sordly beleaguered land, that al will not fal into ruin when | am gone.”

"But the Witch," Aerid protested. "The Witch would undo everything you say! Thelorde isrobbing
the very life from our land with every drop of water that she stedls. A perishing drought rages. She has
captured the duaroughs, who work the world's engines belowground, and she has loosed her darkangels
upon the kingdoms above..."

Gently, the Ancientlady took her hand and drew her back to sit upon the pallet. "Peace. | know it
well. Wasit not | that foretold the coming of the Witch?'

Aerid subsided, sat gazing at the other. Slowly she nodded and felt the dusky lady press her hand.
With infinite sadness, Ravennatold her.

"She ismy daughter, Aerid. It isto her that you must give the pearl.”

"She... the White Witchisan Ancient?' Aerid sumbled, utterly dismayed. All the world had thought
Ravennathe last of the race of Oceanus. The Ancientlady shook her head.

"No, child. She was born here, on your world." Abruptly, Ravennarose. "What do you know of my
people?’

"Little, nothing," Aeridl managed. "In Terrain, where | wasraised, we called you the
Unknown-Nameless Ones."

The Ancientlady gave ashort, painful laugh. "Truly, has our memory crumbled so far?' shesaid. Then
softly, "Wéll, perhapsitisagood thing."

Silencethen. The misty light of the pearl made Aeriel aware of every wrinklein the coverlet, every
motein theair, every score upon the scabbard of the burning sword, but nothing the other said was clear.
Redling, she struggled to collect herself.

"l know your people came into the world long ago, from Oceanus. That the land was dead, and you
gaveit life. That you made us and dl the herbs and living creatures. That you were like mothers and
fathersto us, and shared your great wisdom with us, as much as we could understand, and showed us
how to livewd | and judtly, caring for usaways..."

Agan Ravennas hitter laugh. "Child, child,” shesaid. "It isnot so. We did come from Oceanuslong
ago, and we did create the living things upon thisworld. But hardly out of love—for luxury. For our own
ddliance. We never shared our knowledge with you. We hoarded it and kept you asignorant aswe
could.

The Ancientlady turned suddenly and shook her head, pacing.



"Thisworld was our pleasure garden,” the dark lady continued, "and we thought of you, the
inhabitants we had fashioned for it, not as our children, but as decorations. Chattels. Saves."

Coming nearer, she kndlt again before Aerid, speaking urgently. At asweep of Ravennas hand, the
light in the chamber dimmed. The sword whispered. The pearllight glowed. Once more the colored
beads of fire darted, but not upon the surface of the pearl thistime. They were within her own mind now,
swirling and shimmering, put there by the pearl. With agasp, Aerid touched the jewd on her brow and
watched the images dancing before her inner eye.

"Weareavery old race, Aerid," the Ancient said, "immensdly learned, but far from wise. Once our
chariotstraveled to the last reaches of heaven. But that was long ago. This moon, your world, was
deserted then, dead—until we took it upon ourselves to make it habitable. We created vaporsfor usto
breathe, peoples, animals, plants. Members of our race could spend dozens of hours abroad before
needing to return to the Domes. And so from across the heavens we came, to trifle in our garden.”

The pearl showed Aerid everything Ravenna described: the great machinery manufacturing air, the
world seeded, the first small creatures released.

"Eventualy, the ecology of thisworld began to evolve on its own. Scientists came then, walking
among you and studying your kind. | was such aone. But | dalied, too—to my bitter regret. Weall
ddlied. Coundess of your people are our descendants, many generationsremoved. In my folly, | borea
daughter and raised her here, in NuRavenna, as one of my own race.”

A dgh of despair. Aeriel studied the pearl-made image of Ravenna, centuries younger, cradling a
far-skinned infant in her arams. The Ancientlady groaned.

"] should have done what my fellows did with their own hafiing progeny: sent her out into theworld
to become some great heroine or queen. Instead, sdfishly, | kept her, promising that one day shewould
return home with me. A lie— though one | hoped, desperately, to somehow make true. But that goal
proved unattainable. No creature born here can survive on Oceanus. The pull of our world would crush
you to bits. Yet | alowed my daughter to believe hersdf wholly of my Ancient race and that Oceanus
was her birthright. Again and again | delayed my return, postponing the inevitable moment when | must
reved to her thetruth.”

Aerid saw ayoung girl barely in womanhood, with the same proud cheeks and high forehead as her
mother, her hair the same jet black. Her nose was thinner than Ravennals, though, the chin more pointed,
her complexion paer, the eyes danted and green.

"Oriencor," Ravenna breathed. "O my daughter, Oriencor."
A space of dlence. At last Ravennaroused.

"Then came the news. We had dl been recdlled. A great disaster upon our home world: war—athing
not known in centuries. Some of my colleagues had prompted wars among you here, upon your world,
that they might study them, but that our own world might one day be engulfed in such aconflict, none
ever dreamed.

"Most of us sped home a once. My daughter was eager to be off, to join the fight and unleash against
those of our own people who had become our foes the Ancient skillswhich | had taught her. But |
demurred. Nor would | alow her to go without me. No one wanted her, anyway: | was the only onewho
consdered her human. At last, | confessed her ancestry to her.”

Ravennaswords grew low and hating.

" She went mad. Cursing me, shefled and vanished into the wild marches at desert's edge. When the
last chariots departed, | remained behind, searching, but | could find no trace. Inthe end, in despair, |
concluded she must have perished.”



In her mind'seye, Aerid saw the Ancient chariots legping avay on plumes of fireinto the black, starry
sky. Ravennas daughter screaming after them as she fled the City. Her mother searching, combing the
planet invain. Aerid could have wept for the dark-haired hafling girl. When the Ancient spoke again, her
tone had flattened into exhaustion.

"Those few of usleft upon thisworld had to decide what to do. Messages from our home world had
ceased. Only silence answered our hails. All of our chariots were gone. Some urged the building of new
chariots, but we had neither time now nor the means. Already thisworld had begun to die. Artificid from
thefirg, it had never been intended as self-sustaining. A handful of us, cut off from our mother planet,
could never hope to maintain this daughter world as before. We resolved to let it decline gradually and
seeif we could find a balance-point. We decided to try to salvage theworld.”

With the aid of the pearl, Aeridl envisoned the world's atmaosphere thinning and spinning away into
pace, whole species of plants and animals dying, people over the generations growing thinner, smdler,
hardier.

"And we succeeded,” Ravenna said, atrace of animation returning to her voice. "Over the years, we
bred new species of vegetation that could survive without our care. We trained the duaroughs to maintain
the subterranean machinery that manufactures water and air. Now that the atmosphere had thinned, we
could no longer pass outside the Domes without masksto help us breathe. Bit by bit, we withdrew from
your people, dlowing you to evolve as you would."

The beadwork landscape woven in Aerid's mind by the pearl became more recognizable, dotted with
the herbs and beasts and peopl es she knew. Ravenna sighed.

"A point of stasiswas reached at |ast, the entropy halted—or so we thought. Then the Witch
gppeared, upsetting our ddicate equilibrium only subtly at first: wellstainted, dams undermined, cisterns
breached. The scarcity of water was aways our weakest point. We repaired the damage as best we
could. But soon she grew bolder, flaunting her handiwork, spreading drought. As our numbers dwindled,
she saized every scrap of technology she could, ransacking the darkened Citiesfor tools. In time she
learned dl our most unspeskable arts, with which she meansto ravage thisworld as surely asmy race
have ravaged Oceanus.”

Aerid gazed at nothing, theimagesin her mind grown dark.
"And yet," the Ancient whispered, "sheis my daughter till."

Aerid sat in dlence, not knowing what to say. "What happened there," she ventured at last, "on
Oceanus?'

Ravenna started. An explosion of colorslegpt suddenly into Aeridl's thoughts. She shrank from the
scenesforming there,

"Plagues,” the Ancientlady choked. "Wegpons of unimaginable ferocity, horrors unleashed to last a
thousand thousand years beyond the lifetimes of their creators and victims alike. Oceanus destroyed
itsdlf. That iswhy it glowsin heaven with such a cold and spectrd light: quick with the poison that never
ends. Nothing isleft divethere. Thisisthe only world that remains: this my daughter'sonly birthright. If
Oriencor would but listen! If | could but persuade her to renounce this mad vengeance, repair the world,
and come to NuRavennato reign after me—"

The Ancient hdted, haf turned away. Aeriel gazed at her.
"How can | help you, Lady?' she asked findly.

The Ancient turned on her. " Crush the Witch'sarmy,” she answered, with such fiercenessthat Aeriel
flinched. "Destroy her darkangels. And lay the pearl of theworld in her hand.”

Aerid stared, amazed at what Ravenna seemed to be asking. Was she, Aerid, to convert the lorelel



as once she had rescued adarkangel? But the Witch was infinitely more powerful—and more
wicked—than her unfinished darkangel "son™ had been. What if Oriencor did not wish to be saved?
What if she used the sorcery of the pearl to further her own evil ends?

Y et Ravenna seemed <o certain that Aeridl dared not question her. She was an Ancient, after all, with
knowledge far superior to Aerid'sown. | am but the bearer, the pale girl told hersdlf. Perhapsit is not
necessary that | understand. The Ancient lady paced, moving restlesdy.

"What does the future hold, Aeried—do you know?"
Aerid shook her head. Ravennasighed.
"Nor do|. Many posshilitiesexist. Aninfinity: destiny isn't fixed, you know."

Aeriel nodded, trying desperately to comprehend. So Talb the Mage had told her once, many
daymonths past. She thought of the Lady Syllvas army, poised on the desert's edge ready to march—or
wasit already marching by now? How long had she been wandering with the Witch's pinin her head and
how long hedling here under Ravennas care? The other returned to her, reaching once more to touch the
pearl, and again Aerid fdt the strange, glancing thrill of the Ancientlady's power.

"Thisjewd onwhich | have shown you the past,” she said, "can dso scan ahead intime. | have other
such jewels herein the City. And | have sat with them countless hours on end, searching, hoping for a
means to undo my daughter's madness.”

"What have you seen?' Aeriel asked.
"Many things™"
Images stirred once morein the pale girl's mind.

"l have seen your army overthrown and Oriencor triumphant. | have seen Irrylath putting the Blade
Adamantineinto my daughter's heart. | have seen him killed——"

"No!" Aerid cried involuntarily, as the scene loomed before her—even though these images of
possible futures had a shifting, haf-finished look. They were not fixed and vivid asthe actud pagt. Still
she recoiled. Ravenna nodded.

"Y our husband, yes," she said, "that served my daughter once."

Pain and rage and jeal ousy swept through Aerid at the thought of Irrylath. Desperately, shetried to
clear her mind, to banish the frightening image that the pearl now wovethere: Irrylath faling from the
back of the Avarclon, hurtling headfirst through empty air toward agreat turbulence below. Thevision
refused to fade. She shuddered. A tear, hot and sdlty, spilled down her cheek.

"Say it will not happen," she whispered. "Say that Irrylath will not be killed.”

The Ancient, her great, dusky hand so much larger than Aerid's, brushed the tear from the paegirl's
lips.

"l cannot promise you thet,” she said sadly. "Would that | could. But | have also seen him dive at the

end of thewar. Youkilled. You dl killed. The possibilities are numberless, and no oneisany morelikely
than another.”

She touched the girl's cheek lightly, and Aerid smelled myrrh. The pearl's horrific speculations
vanished now. Shesighed inrdlief.

"That iswhy | madetherime,” Ravennatold her, "to try to guide you and the lons—all of
history—toward that one best future | have glimpsed among therest."”

The Ancientlady eyed her very sadly now.
"Have you ever treasured something, child,” she asked, "athing so dear you thought you could never



giveit up—then learned you must?'
Cold terror returned to Aeriel. No. Never— not Irrylath! She shook her head.

Ravenna sighed. "Soon | must do so—give up what | love best for the good of the world. Come,
child. Gird on your sword. Thetime has come for meto spell you the end of the rime and put my gift into

the pearl.”

EIGHT

Rime and Shadow

Aerid's heart legpt at the Ancient lady's words. Now at last she wasto learn the riddi€'s end. Almost
eagerly, she reached for the sword that the other had given her. Its strange, sorcerous feel darmed her
gtill, but she did as Ravenna bade, belting the long blade's girdle about her waist. She trusted the dark
lady completely. Ravennanodded.

"Now say metherime."

One hand on the swordhilt, the other going to touch the pearl upon her brow, Aerid closed her eyes
and began:

"On Avaric's white plain..." Sherecited until she cameto thefina lines:
The Witch of Westernesse's hag overthrown.”

There she hdted. That was dl she knew. Without opening her eyes, she sensed the Ancientlady's
amile

"You know most of it, then. Good. Hereistherest:

"Whereafter shall commence

such a cruel, sorcerous war,
To wrest recompense

for aland leaguered sore.
With a broadsword bright burning,

a shadow—"

Abruptly, she broke off. Aeriel blinked in surprise. Animage composed of beads of fire had jumped
into place upon the near wall of deep blue glass. She recognized the dark features of Ravennasliege
man.



"Lady, aword," he began.

"Mékior," exclamed the Ancientlady softly. Aeriel sensed her dismay. "1 bade that we not be
disturbed.”

"Forgive me, my liege. The duaroughsinsst..." He hdted short, his gaze glancing beyond her to
Aerid. "She'sawakened,” he murmured in surprise. "Y ou said you would send for me when sherevived.”

Ravennads lips compressed, but not with anger. "Time presses," she began.

The dark man's eyes widened suddenly. "And you've given her the sword? Y ou swore that you
would not, not until—"

She shook her head. "I thought to spare you."
"No!" Méekior cried. "Lady, hold off. Hold off until | come!™

Hisimage vanished. Ravennawhirled. "Haste, child,” she said urgently. "1 had hoped to accomplish
thiswhile Mdkior was yet occupied with your companions, but he will be here in another moment.
Quickly—draw the sword."

Aerie sared at the Ancientlady. "Am | to defend you againgt your liege man?' she Ssammered.

The dusky lady hurriedly shook her head. "No. | would not ask that of you. Nor would | wish any
harm to come to Melkior. But we must lose no time. Unsheathe the glaive.”

Aerid did so. The blade legpt from the scabbard amost without her will. The misty firedong it
burned and whispered.

"Hold it up before you," Ravennabade.

Aerid held the glaive point-upward, clasping itslong hilt in both hands. It seemed to have no weight,
stood humming upon the air. Lighdy, ddliberately, the Anciendady brought her palm down upon the
point. Aeriel started, feding ajolt of energy course through the blade. The pearl upon her brow blazed,
and for amoment, the white fire running along the sword flared in awreath of burning colors.

"Shestheit," Ravennasaid.

Aerid did the blade, whitelit again, into its case. The light of the pearl on her brow had diminished
now. Holding her hand, the Ancienlady seemed suddenly short of bresth.

"Don't fear," she said.

Carefully, she cupped her pam to the pae girl'sforehead. Aeriel felt a sudden rushing, as of hurding
headlong, or as of some unbreakable diread spinning out of Ravennaand into the pearl. Itsforce held
Aerid transfixed. She could not have moved if she had wished. Only snatches reached her mind—of
Strange magics, indescribable sorceries, the woven patternsfor al living things— al winding themsalves
away, unreadable, in the jewel's depths. Already the diread had begun to dwindle and dacken. Aeriel felt
achangeof air as, al at once, thewall behind Ravenna parted, and her liege man dashed through.

"Stop!" he cried. "Lady, ssop—"
Gently, the Ancient took her pdm from the pae girl's brow. "Peace, Melkior," she whispered, turning.
"It'sdone.”

Her voice was hollow, her face gone ashen beneath the dusky color of her skin. The dark man started
forward with acry, and the Ancientlady sagged into hisarms. Aerid bit back a gasp as she watched
Ravenna'sliege man support her to the black glassfloor. The Ancientlady was dying; Aerid redized itin
horror. The pearl, blazing now, enabled her to fed some echo, as beneath her own breastbone, of the
other's heart, now guttering like a spent lamp'sflame.

"Lady—L ady, what have you done?' she cried, faling to her knees beside her and Méekior.



Ravennalay supinein the dark man'sarms. She gazed at Aerid. Sofdy, with gresat effort, she spoke.

"Child, have you not understood... aword | have said? All mysaf—all that | have gathered— | have
placed into that jewel. Y ou must bear it to theworld's heir...to my daughter. Destroy Oriencor'sarmy,”
Ravenna breathed, "and put the pearl into her hand.”

A grimace swept over the Ancient'sface. Mekior's grip upon her tightened. "No, Lady," heimplored
her. "Don't leave me."

Wearily, she turned to him, touching his cheek. "Had | another choice... but we both know | must.”

Her eyes drifted closed. Her hand upon the other's cheek dlid to the floor. No breath now stirred the
Ancientlady's breast: no pulse moved in her veins. Ravenna is dead, thought Aeriel, sunned. How can
that be? She shook her head, her thoughts digointed. Soon she will be turning into ash. Then, No, the
Ancients' bodies do not crumble at death. They remain perfectly preserved, forever, unless they
are burned. For along moment, Mekior amply stared at hislady's fill form; then he buried hisfacein
her hair.

Behind him, standing in the open doorway, Aeriel caught sight of the three duaroughs. Maruha,
Collum, and Brandl. The duarough woman looked asfit asthe other two now, well recovered from her
wound. Thethree of them hung back, asif in reverence turned to dismay. Maruha's face was wide-eyed,
Collum's ashen and grim. Brandl looked as though he, too, might weep.

Shaking, Aeriel rose. The pearl upon her brow burned hestless white. In its depths, the Ancient's
sorceries moved, unreachable: incomprehensible to her even if she could have found and read them. How
am | to complete my task? she thought numbly. How am | to defeat the Witch and convert her to
her mother's cause? The sword a her sde murmured softly, sang. The only other sound in the room
was the dark man's sobbing. A hand dipped into Aerid's. Someone was tugging at her. Looking down,
she saw Maruha

"Come," the duarough woman said softly. "Come, Sorceress—L ady Aeriel. We must be off. We
should not stay."

Aeriel stood upon the red desert sands. The smoked glass of the Dome rose at her back, curving
inward over the City, now left behind. The airlock had proved a series of hatched doorways, which the
duaroughs opened reedily by complicated and unfathomable means. Y et, watching by pearllight, Aeridl
felt awhisper of comprehension sted eerily over her: some aftereffect of Ravenna's sorcery, perhaps.
She amost believed that if she had put her mind to it, she could have opened the Ancient doors hersdlf.

Instead, she turned heavily away. Thoughts of the dying Ravenna chilled her till. Memory of the
Ancient interrupted by her liege man filled Aeriel with bitterness—only afew more moments, and she
might have known the whole of the rime! Her back to the Dome, Aerid stood gazing out at the desert
dunes. It was nightshade, and by thetilt of the stars, not many hours after Solstarset.

"But it was nightshade when we came," she murmured and shook her head, amazed. Almost a
daymonth spent in NuRavenna—and how many more wandering the desert and the caves? Irrylath's
army must be halfway to the Waste by now! So much timelost...Maruhabeside her nodded.

"Welve been within for hours upon hours, Lady—handfuls of dozens of them—while you and the holy
Ancient conferred.”

Aerid glanced a the duaroughs. They think | have the rime, she thought. They think the
Ancient-lady gave me all of it—that | am prepared to meet the Witch.

"We spent the time going about under the Dome, Sorceress," Brandl added as he and Collum
wrestled with the airlock's fina closure, "surveying the City's machines—for Lord Mekior said we must
be gone in haste as soon as hislady had given you al you needed if wewereto jointhiswar intime."



His young face was shining with expectancy, hiswords eager and bold. Already he seemed to have
forgotten Ravennafalen, Ravennadying. But | don't have all | need, Aeriel wanted to scream. She only
gave me half the rime's end—not enough! Not nearly enough. | don't even know what the pearl is,
or the sword. To calm hersdlf, she took adeep breath. The outsde air felt delicioudy thin and cool.

"You must not cal me'lady’ or 'sorceress,"" she answered distantly instead. "I'm neither.”

Collum snorted. "Indeed! And | suppose you have no pearl upon your brow, Lady, nor asword that
sngsever o ftly in gift from the Ravenna hersdf.”

dead.
"You'reher har," Maruhaindsted.

ho isgone now," whispered Aerid, touching the swordhilt, then the pearl. Shefdt log. "Ravennais

Aeriel shook her head. Not |, shethought. The Ancient boons are not for me. Y et a desperate
resolve had begun to fill her. No matter that she had not the last of the rime. No matter that she now bore
two strange sorcerous gifts the purpose of which she did not even know. Somehow, by means she did
not yet understand, she must persuade Ravennas daughter to renounce her treachery and become the
world'sheir.

"Oh, please, Sorceress,” Brandl cried, coming forward. His hand had goneto hislittle harp. "Will you
tell metherest of therime?I'll ang it wherever | go." He threw a glance—nervous and defiant by
turns—in Maruhasdirection. "I mean to be abard, whatever my aunt may say."

" Sooth—my whole family, worthless" the duarough woman muttered. "Y ou're as bad as your fool
uncle, lad." But she made no moveto interfere,

Numbly, Aeriel knelt before him on the cool sand. "1 cannot giveyou dl,” she said. "For Ravennadid
not givemeadl. But | will giveyouwhat | can:

"Whereafter shall commence

such a cruel, sorcerous war,
To wrest recompense

or aland leaguered sore.
With a broadsword bright burning,

a shadow..."

Aerid bit her tongue and fdll slent. She did not know the rest. She could not bear to look at Brandl's
face, to see the disappointment she knew must be there when he redlized how pitifully little she had
ganed for dl her timein Ravennas care. Dismay swept over Aeriel as she adlowed hersdlf to consder: so
many futures possible. How could they hope to win thiswar without the rimesend asaguide... ?

She had no time to think more—aware suddenly that even though her words had ceased, the
recitation of the rime had not. Another voice now whispered it, a soft, strange voice that cresked like
oiled wood. Aeriel's startled gaze went to the sword at her sde—but it was not the sword that spoke. It
was the scabbard.

"With a broadsword bright burning,
a shadow black as night



Fromexile returning
shall champion the fight..."

The scrollsupon theinlaid surface of the wood swirled and shimmered, shifting their pattern,
becoming abird.

"For love of one above who, flag unfurled,
lone must stand,

The pear| of the soul of the world
in her hand..."

The bird stretched, long narrow wings coming free of the shegth. Itswhite feathers shimmered.

"When Winterock to water

falls flooding, foesto drown,
Ravenna's own daughter

shall kindle the crown."

Aerie gared at the dim white bird upon the swordcase. Its bright, round eye stared back at her. She
felt arush of wild joy and disbdlief.

"Heron!" shecried.

Maruhaand Collum both stood gaping. Brandl hadtily fell back. The heron blinked dowly, her
metamorphosisonly half complete.

"By rights," she replied woodenly, "in my present form, you should be calling me Scabbird, but |
suppose 'heron’ will doif it must. Now let be. Thisisadifficult transformation.”

Thewhite bird'slong, sharp bill snicked shut. She closed her eye and, flapping mightily, struggled free
of the sheeth. She gained size as she did so, her featherslosing their silvery gleam, till she stood on the
desart sand at lagt, ruffling her snowy pinions and flexing her long, ungainly legs.

"What magery isthis?' Maruhawhispered.

"Ravennas messenger-bird,” Aerid laughed, reaching to stroke the other's white breast feathers, "that
| have not seen since Orm."

The heron ruffled and danced away. "I have been about my lady's business,” she snapped, "asyou
had all best be."

Aeriel nodded. She felt buoyed up. She had the rime now! Aswell asthe pearl, and the
sword—none of them riddled out as yet, but al of them in her hand. Turning back to the duaroughs, she
sad, "Tdl me, Brandl, have you got the verse?'

The young bard goggled amoment, till gazing at the bird—but then he regained himsdlf and said
three long stanzas of the rime back to her, even the last, dmost perfectly on the firgt try. She nodded,
smiling. Perhaps he would make a bard after al, despite Maruha He had abard's memory, at least.



"Well, Lady Sorceress," Maruhasaid at last. "We had best be on our way. The Ancientlord Melkior
told us of underpaths not far from here. We must return to our people and tell them al we have learned
of our fellowsforced to serve the Witch."

"We must march belowground to rescue them!™ Brandl added, face flushed with excitement, hiseyes
bright.

"He'snot an Ancient,” Collum muttered beneeth his breath. "L ord Mdkior'sahdfling, like the Witch."

"No longer," answered Brandl sobering suddenly. "He'sagolam now, al gears and wire— like the
garhorse.” His voice dropped softer ill. "The Ravennarebuilt him after Oriencor's treachery left him for
dead, athousand years ago. He has served the Ancientlady since.

Maruha hissed at him, impatient to be gone. "Were off,” she said, offering her hand to Aeriel inthe
duaroughish fashion, but Aeriel would not take it. Such agesture wastoo forma by far. A sorrow almost
asstrong as her joy a meeting the heron stole over her now. Knedling, she embraced the duarough
woman.

"Farewdl. | aminyour debt."

"Debt?" Maruhaexclaimed. " Sooth—nonsense, Lady. The removing of the pin was the Ravennas
doing, and if you had not kept the weasalhounds from us, we should dl have gone to the Witch.”

Brandl, having seemingly conquered his astonishment at |ast, stood studying the heron intently as she
pouted and fluttered in the amber sand, ignoring him. Maruha seized her nephew'sarm.

"I'll make asong of you, Lady Sorceress" he called as hisaunt pulled him purposefully away. Only
Collum remained, shifting uneasily from foot to foot.

"Theluck of dl theways go with you, Lady,” he murmured at last.
"And with you, Collum,” Aerid said.

"If youfail," he started, stopped, then charged ahead. "If you fail us, Lady, we aredl lost. No
Ravennaremainsto save us now."

Abruptly Collum turned and strode after the others. Aeriel watched them heading for alow
outcropping of rock jutting up from the sand not many paces distant. For amoment, Aeriel's heart grew
cold as she considered the truth of Collum's words. All rested upon her now. And on the pearl and the
sword and the rime. Rising, she brushed the desert from her knees. The heron returned to stand beside
her, shaking the red grit out of her feathers. Reaching the outcropping, the three duaroughs waved. Aeriel
raised her own hand in farewdll asthey disappeared from view.

Aerid turned from the distant rocks and rested one hand against the City's dark glass Dome. She
chafed her arms againgt the cool breeze and shivered, feding done suddenly, despite the heron.
Absently, she ran her fingers through the downy feethers cresting the white bird's hard little skull. The
heron tolerated her touch with indifference.

"Do you know the meaning of the rime?" she asked.
"l only carry my lady's messages,”" the bird replied. "1 do not interpret them.”

Aerid sighed, eyeing alittle amber scorpion traveling across the sand. The heron darted after it,
gabbing initswake. "Hark," she observed, through abillfull of sand. ™Y our shadow nears.”

Aerid frowned, not understanding. She fingered the sword pommel a moment, remembering
Ravennas words—but she had no shadow, had had none since Orm. No shade now trailed her by any
light. Sighing in frustration, shelet her eyes stray to the far horizon. The Witch's Mere lay direcdy ahead.
She understood this somehow without having to think about it. The downy light of the pearl pervaded her
Senses.



Then something stirred among the shadows of the dunes, something dark as a Shadow itself, black as
the night. Aeriel beheld afigure coming toward her across the swells of sand. Even so distant and by
garlight, she recognized it at once: that which, like a second sdlf, had shadowed her since desert's edge,
the one she had dreaded and fled so desperatel y—because to have turned and faced her follower would
have reminded her intolerably of her own identity and of al the other memoriesthat the pin had banned.
Shefelt no fear now as the dark form gpproached.

"So you havefound meat last,”" the palegirl said. "I'm glad.”

"You led meamerry chase," the other sngpped. "When | had no light to track you belowground, |
thought you |ost—until the heron found me."

Aerid gazed at the one halted before her. Erin stood astall as she hersalf did now. The dark girl wore
ablue shift, deevelesswith great open armholes for ventilation. If she had carried a desert walking stick,
Aerid might amost have taken her for one of the Maambai. Barefoot and sandy, the dark idander
looked wesathered thin, her skin still black as astarless sky. Erin cast areproachful glance at the white
bird.

"She led me within sight of the City's beacon before abandoning me, hours since.”

The heron fluffed. "And why should | do more?* sheinquired. ™Y ou are ademanding shadow."

Having lost her scorpion in the sand, she stalked haughtily away.

"Areyouwe|?" Aeriel asked.

Erin reached to touch her hand, asif to assure hersdlf the other was real. She nodded. "And you?
Y ou look strange somehow—unwesthered. The heron told me what befell you, of the black bird and the
pin.

Aeriel shook off the odd, lingering feding of newness and drew the dark girl near. "Yes, | anwel,"

she said. "Ravennatended me." When Erin rdeased her @t last, she continued, "But | have had no news
of Irrylath and the army in daymonths.”

The dark girl shook her head, laughing alittle with fatigue and relief. "Nor |, Sncel Ieft them two
daymonthsago.”

Aerid touched the other's cheek, remembering the distant bustle of the camp and the sigh of tents.
Two daymonths—had it really been so long?" Tdll me what happened when first you discovered me

gone.

Erin leaned wearily againgt the Dome. A furious uproar and afruitless search ensued. Of course your
disappearance was al my fault—so your husband would haveit, as| wasthe last who had been with
you." Thedark girl'svoice grew guarded, tight. "At last a sentry confessed to having glimpsed you
griding off across the dunes, and your fine prince Irrylath dmost ran him through.”

Listening, Aerid closed her eyes. The pearl strung al Erin described before her mind's eye in moving
beads of fire.

"Y our tracks beyond camp's edge were found at last, ending in a moldering scatter of stinking
feathers. Irrylath grew wild at the sght of them, choking out something about thelorele building the wings
of her darkangelsfrom such.”

A dozen paces away from them, the heron preened. The stars above burned bright and cold, little
pinpricks of light. Aeriel eyed the congtdllation caled the Maidens Dance.

"And then?'

"When it was concluded you must have been plucked away by icari, taken hostage by the Witch, the
camp fel into turmoail "



Aerid flinched, her mind on fire with the other'swords.
"What of Irrylath?" sheingsted. Every news of him was preciousto her.

Erin'svoice grew tighter till. "Great protestations of grief! He should have gppointed you
bodyguards; he should have warned you against walking unescorted abroad—small help al this contrition
after thefact,” she scoffed. "His mother the Lady Syllva spoke of taking the Edge Adamantine away from
him lest he do himsdf or others harm.”

The paegirl bowed her head, appalled. "And when you departed to follow, to find me," she
managed, "was he yet wild with thisgrief?'

Sad Erin acidly, "His cousin Sabr comforted him.”
White jealousy flared in Aerid then, hot asaflame. Shefdt the dark girl's hand tighten upon her own.
Erin muttered, "I'll put adagger in his heart when next | seehim.”

"Youll not," Aerid exclamed, her eyesflying open now. Erin tried to pull away, but the pdegirl held
her. "Hesmine. If you love me, you'll leave himto me."

Erin said nothing for along moment. At last she asked, " So you do love him still—even now?"

Aerid sighed and could not answer. What she felt was rage and pain and longing—afierce,
unguenched longing for Irrylath'slove. The dark girl looked at her.

"l loveyou," shesad, very softly. "Fredy. And dwayswill."

Aerid reached to touch her cheek, but Erin turned away, crossing her arms. The pae girl eyed her a
few moments silently, before murmuring, " So you aone did not believe | had been taken by icari.”

The other shook her head. "No. | saw the darkangel in Pirs scream and flee at the sight of you."
"Didyou tel Irrylath this?"
Erin snorted. "Y our husband does not listen to me."

Aerid looked down, deeply grieved for Erin's suffering on her account. Irrylath's, too. She had never
meant to cause either of them pain. Aerid lifted her gaze toward the distant, unseen Witch's Mere. The
soft white glow of the pearl filled her eyes.

"S0 you set out on your own in search of me."

"If Ravennas heron had not found me adaymonth past, | should be searching till," Erin answered,
camer now. "What will you do with Irrylath when you return?’

Aerid sighed and shook her head. The wind from the desert was cool and full of fine sand that
polished at her anklebones. The heron, testing her wings, rose into the air, hovering amoment before
redlighting. Aeriel looked away.

"l am not returning with you, Erin."

The dark girl pivoted to stare at her. Abruptly, she shoved away from the Dome and halted afew
paces from Aerid. "What do you mean?' she demanded. "Y ou must ride at the head of the army that has
gathered in your name! | did not trave al thisway to betold you will not go back."

Carefully, Aerid unbuckled the siword at her hip. "Ravenna has given me another task. | mean to meet
the Witch, but not in battle. | must confront her face-to-face.”

"Areyou mad?' Erin cried, catching her arm.

"Bear word back," Aerid told her, "of our dliesthe duaroughs marching underland against the Witch.
Say that | have spoken with the Ancient Ravenna.”



"No!" Erin exclamed. "1 wont. I'll not leave you." She did not let go of the pdegirl'sarm. "If you
mesan to face the Witch unguarded, I'll stand at your side.”

Aerid shook her head and held out the sword. A little of the Ancient rime was dowly becoming clear
to her. The glaive burned and whispered in its sheeth. " Someone must champion the fight in my stead,”
she said softly. "Whom can | trust but you?”

Erin looked at the sword, then back at Aeriel. The paegirl waited. At last, very reuctantly, Erin took
the sword. "Oh," she cried, gripping the pomme and sheath. "Oh, what isthis? It feds alive.”

Aerid did not ansver—for truly, she did not yet know what power the sword might hold. The
Witch's pin was what it once had been. What manner of thing into which Ravennahad now transformed
it, she could not say. Intently, the dark girl girded it about her waist. The sword hung, shimmering inits
sheath. As Erin lifted the now-plain scabbard to study the silvery grain of the wood, running one finger
aong its shesth's smooth edge, Aerid felt astrange sensation, as of something lightly stroking her side.
She shivered, frowning, and brushed hersdf. When Erin warily tried to pull the blade free, it would not
come.

"Soft,” Aerid murmured, sure only as she spoke that what she said was s0. "Now is not the time,
though you will be ableto draw it a need." The pearl told her this, she redlized, scarcely stopping to
wonder at it. She gazed out over the dry, crested dunes before turning back to Erin. "Fare you well," she
sad.

"Wait—" the dark girl began, groping for words, unwilling till to let her go. "Have you no journey
fare, no water?'

For thefirst time Aeriel noticed thelittle sack of provisions and the waterskin dung from the other's
shoulders. The pdegirl shook her head. Shefelt not the dightest hunger or thirs.

"The pearl feeds me," she answered, certain suddenly that she would need no nourishment so long as
shewore Ravennasjewd upon her brow. As Erin embraced her, Aerid pulled the wedding sari from her
bodice and handed it to her. "Givethisto Irrylath," she said, "to make abanner of. And tell my husband
hewill find me at the Witch'sMere."

Thedark girl carefully tucked the folded square of yellow silk into her shift. Aeriel drew back. Behind
them, the City's bright beacon flared suddenly from the highest tower within the Dome. Aerid started,
turning.

"Heron, what isit?' shecried.

The white bird skimmed to her across the dunes. "Melkior isburning my lady to ash," shesad. "Time
weadl of uswere gone."

She veered away then, but Aeriel reached to catch her wing.
"Wait, heron. Where are you bound?”
The Ancient's messenger indignantly shook hersdf free.

"l have my own part ill in Ravennastask" was dl she would say before gliding away acrossthe
crests of sand. The desert air lifted her up, soaring. Within the Dome, the beacon fire blazed higher,
brighter still. Aerid and Erin watched the white bird dwindle in the distance and disappear. The dark girl
shouldered her pack and water bag and embraced Aerid again. At last shelifted her hand in farewell as
she started away. Aerid raised her own in reply before the other disappeared among the dunes. A
moment |ater, she hersalf strode off in another direction across the sand.



NINE

Bright Burning

Aerid traveled alone over the endless dry dunes toward the Witch's Mere. The pearl helped her see
soft places in the sand, avoid those banks that had begun to shift. She walked along time before pausing
to rest, and even then it was not fatigue that stopped her. If | press on too hard, Erin will do the same,
shefound hersdf thinking, illogicaly, and yet she halted, strangdly sureit wasfor Erin's sake.

She envisioned the dark girl, milesaway, sinking down, one hand resting on the pomme of the sword,
unwilling to unfasten it, even now. When Erin brought her little skin water bag to her lips, Aerid tasted
water. The dark girl took ahandful of flavorless chickseed from her pouch and chewed on it, coughed
dryly, Spped again. She sighed heavily and at last lay down, cheek pillowed on her arm.

Shoulders dumping, Aerid fdt akind of resonant fatigue. Abruptly, she caught hersalf, surprised how
vivid her imagining had been. It was not her own weariness she sensed, but that of her far-off friend. Did
some connection now link them: pearl to sword? Aerid frowned, wondering. The dark girl's presence
seemed to overlie her own vison—lightly, yet as distincdy as an image reflected on water. If sheignored
it, it faded. Y et when she paid it heed, it sharpened, growing more vivid. Exhausted, Erin dept. Later,
when she awoke, Aerid rose and walked on.

The night lengthened. At last Aeriel neared the desert's edge. The sand underfoot turned from pae
orangeto greyer drab. Bits of parched, broken ground showed through. An occasiond frayed shoot
thrust up through acrack. She sensed Erin, leagues distant, also nearing the desert's edge. The dark girl
hoveinto sight of the alied camp sooner than Aeriel had expected. Theterrain of the Waste was uneven
there, fraught with canyons and cliffs. Guards and sentries stood posted everywhere. They stared at Erin
as though she had returned from the dead.

"Y ou know me," she snapped wearily. " Stop gaping.” They made no attempt to stop her, only caled
for ther captains. "Whereishe, Irrylath?' Erin demanded. "'l bring word of Aeridl.”

They dared at the glaive, burning whitein its sheath. "The Aerid!" she heard others murmuring, abuzz.
"A message from the Aerid..."

Far away, the pde girl had to smile. Already her name, like Ravennas, was being used as atitle.
Impatient, Erin strode past the sentries without waiting for their leave. She headed toward the great
council tent at the center of the camp. Rose sk, it billowed huge, breasthing and sighing in the dight desert
wind. Again, the sentries gaped, but these had the presence of mind to crosstheir pikes. Erin halted.
Aerid heard voices through the tent's open entryway.

"My son, we must presson..."

"Brother, Aeriel or no Aeriel, our troops cannot Smply continue to languish here.”

"... nightshade upon daymonth, Cousin, going nowhere—"

Hand resting on the pomme of her sword, Erin told the sentries, "L et me pass. | come from Aerid."
Within, the drone of discussion abruptly ceased.



"Who'sthere?' demanded avoice. Though rough, it was surdly Irrylath's. Aeriel fought the legping of
her heart.

"Sentry, answer your commander,” a second voice directed, lighter pitched, but for al that, more like
the prince's than Aeriel had ever redlized: his cousin, Sabr.

Aerid'sthroat knotted, and a bitterness welled in her mouth. She had not wanted to think of the
bandit queen again so soon. Other voices murmured. At Irrylath'sword, the two guards uncrossed their
spears and stood aside. Erin entered. Through the dark girl's eyes, Aerid glimpsed the Lady Syllvaand
her Istern sons, her own brother Roshka and Talb the Mage—even the lyon Pendarlon.

They clustered about afolding camp table on which rested a map weighted with odd objects: a
sheathed dagger, aflagon, a stone. Someone moved through the others from the table's far side. Walking
the Wasteland, absorbed in her vision, Aeriel sumbled. Dismay glanced through her. She scarcely
recognized the man. She felt Erin's start of surprise echo her own.

"Oh, husband,” Aerie murmured. "Irrylath.”

Hewas 0 thin, he looked weadiered to the bone. The broad, high planes of his cheeks stuck sharply
out, the cheek beneath hollow and shadowed. His sark hung loose from the shoulders, the sash at the
waist cinched tight. Helooked like awhippet, like adesert racing cat, like aman in whom some guilty
inner fire burned, consuming him.

"Hewon't live to reach the Witch'sMere!" Aerid found hersaf whispering interror, and theimage
cameto her again, unbidden, of Irrylath falling toward stormtossed emptiness. Desperately, she thrust the
fearful thought away. She stood halted in the middle of theflat, grey expanse of Wasteland now, staring
at nothing, seeing only what was happening in Syllva's camp leagues upon leagues away, watching
through Erin'seyes.

"Y ou are much changed, Prince," the dark girl said. A gap of severa paces separated them.

"And you," the one before her answered, "late companion to my wife, you who deserted us so
abruptly—in secret, so soon after she was taken— that many wondered what your part in her abduction
might have been." Hiswords were quiet, keen and hard. "I, too, had atrusted companion once," the
prince continued, "one who betrayed me to the Witch."

Milesdistant, Aerid flinched at the barely veiled accusation. Before him, Erin snorted, refuing to be
baited.

"| 1eft because my errand was urgent,” she snapped. "Now | have returned, having lately been with
Aeid.”

The othersin the tent stirred, murmuring. Syllva, the Lady of Esternesse, took a step forward as
though to speak, but her son the prince of Avaric spokefirst.

"Haveyou?' he scoffed. "Then you have been to the Witch's palace and back.” Hisvoice held such a
brittle edge that Aeriel shuddered.

"l have been to the City of Crystaglass," the dark girl replied, her own voice angry but controlled.
The prince's very presence grated on her. Aeriel had never before this moment realized the extent of their
antipathy. " That iswhere Aeriel had gone.”

"Youlie" Hisvehemence surprised even Erin. "Either way, you lie! If you have been to the City, you
have not been with Aerid. If you have been with her and are now returned, you belong to the Witch."

Irrylath's brothers shifted, shaking their heads. Hadin, the youngest, murmured, "Brother, hold..."
But Irrylath ignored them dll, hiseyeslocked on Erin's.
"I have been with Aerid," the dark girl told him quietly, firmly, "a Crystdglass—"



"Andisshewd|?" the prince exclamed, dmost calm again suddenly. "Then tell me what the Witch
had made of her: isit alorelei like hersdf that devours men's souls—or perhaps afemae darkangd, an
icare? She needs another to replace me, you know. She's only got six now. Or a harridan, perchance,
such aswe met a Orm—or even awraith? Isthat it? Has she made my wifeinto awraith? Tell me."

Aerid stood, fists doubled at her breasts, ableto perceiveit al so vividly acrossthe miles, yet
powerlessto intervene. Rather than stand hel pless, she dmost wished that she could break the link
between the dark girl and hersdlf: tear the pearl from her own brow, or the sword from Erin's hand. But
shedared not lose sight of Irrylath, even for amoment.

"She was well when last we spoke, earlier thisfortnight,” Erin replied, outwardly implacable now. Y et
Aerid ft how hot the dark girl's anger burned just benesth the skin.

"Then why has she not returned with you?" Irrylath's cry was not so wild thistime, but full of anguish
and afury to match and overmatch the dark girl'sire. Aeriel stood dismayed.

"Sheison her way to face the Witch," Erin replied evenly.

"Alone?' The prince of Avaric shook hishead. A weak, unsteady laugh escaped hislips. One hand
wasin hishair now, clenched, become afist. Hewhispered, "Lies."

“Irrylath, Irrylath, cdm yoursdlf,” Aerid exclamed.

No one heard—but her words were echoed by the Lady Syllva. Pendarlon rumbled. Roshka spoke
low and urgently to Hadin beside him. Tab the Mage shifted uneesily, fingering his beard. Unheeding,
Irrylath touched the hilt of the Edge Adamantine, much as Erin's hand rested upon the broadsword Bright
Burning. Aerid felt the dark girl'sjaw hardening.

"l annot aliar, Prince Irrylath.”

Her hand tightened on the sword. With a start, the young man leaned forward suddenly, staring at
Erin'sweapon. Aeridl heard the sharp intake of his bregth. His eyes had become like blue lamp-flames
burning.

"That glaive you bear isWitch-made," he breathed. "I doubt it not. Her handiwork is unmistakable—"

"Aerid gavemethis" Erin grated. "Disbelieveif you dare, you faithlesswretch!” She spat the last
word. "It isonly your own falsehood gnawing at you. That and the knowledge that this whole war hangs
on her, and you are nothing beside her. No match to her and never will be..."

Hoarse as a madman, the young man cried, "Y ou are some catspaw of the Witch!"

Without warning, he sprang, covering the paces between himsdf and Erinin lessthan amoment. The
dark girl's eyes widened. Through her, Aeriel saw the sweat on Irrylath's brow, the scars threading one
cheek, the animosity in hishot blue eyes.

"My son, no!" the Lady Syllvagasped.

Adamantine flashed in the prince's hand: its snaking blade gleamed with awhite radiance, its edge so
keenit could cut anything. Already Pendarlon was springing. Behind him, Roshka and the prince's
brothers shouted, bolting forward to stay him. The guardsin the entryway were nearer— but they would
al betoo late. The sword was beginning to fal. It would be over between one heartbeat and the next.
Perceived through the dark girl's eyes, Irrylath's blade dmost appeared to Aerid to be flashing down
upon herself. Seething, the dark idander stood, refusing to retreet.

"Erinl" Aerid screamed, throwing up one arm as though somehow to fend off the adamantine blade.

In that same ingtant, Erin unsheathed the sword. She brought her own long, straight, burning blade up
in aclean arc to meet the white serpentine edge of the prince's shortsword. The two blades met with a
sound at once like asilver bell and alow flute note and abandolyn string sharply plucked. Aerid fell to



her knees, fedling the shock resonate aong her whole length as the Edge Adamantine was blocked and
held. The blade that could cut anything could not cut the burning sword.

Irrylath cried out. Grimacing, he clutched hiswrigt asthough he meant to release hisweapon or lift it
away, but it seemed he could not move. The white fire that swirled about the dark girl's blade threaded
upward aong Adamantine to touch the prince's hand. With agroan, he sank to his knees. Erin stood
gazing a him, astonished.

"Let bel" Aerid cried out. "Have done!"

And thistime, somehow, the othersin the tent leagues distant heard. The Lady Syllva hated where
she stood. Roshka and Irrylath's brothers broke off their headlong rush. Pendarlon checked, snarling.
The guards dashing in from the doorway froze. As Erin lifted Bright Burning away from Irrylath's blade,
the fire touching his hand vanished, and the prince dumped, sword arm fdling heavily to the ground.
Adamantine made a clean, dustless cut in the earth. Sabr ran to him, her own dagger drawn. Erinignored
her, holding the glaive upright before her, staring at it.

"I did not mean to draw thisblade,”" the dark girl whispered. " Something seemed to steer my hand. |
meant only to stand defiant until the last moment, to seeif you truly meant to have my life" Still staring at
the blade, she was speaking to the prince. "1 thought no need for swords. | thought the others would stop
you."

The broadsword sang and hummed. Aeridl heard her own sobbing in the sound. Panting, Irrylath
cradled hisarm as though it were painful—or numb, A stab of fear went through Aeridl. She had no idea
whether the sword's fire had harmed him permanently. He seemed dazed. All the othersin the tent were
casting about with baffled or frightened looks, save Pendarlon, who, staring at Erin's blade, was making a
low cat-growl.

"Stop, stop,” Aeriel wept, hardly realizing that she spoke aoud.

Now everyone was staring at the glaive, even Irrylath. Sabr steadied his head, which lolled asthough
he might swoon. Through Erin, Aerid watched the sword begin to flicker and waver, like along white
flame. The misty candescence and the blade itself merged until the whole sword was atongue of fire.
Aerid staggered to her feet. The flame aso rose, dongating, narrowing. Through the dark girl's
astonished eyes, she saw the flame taking on ahuman shape. With astart, Aeriel recognized herself, then
felt her own being drawn irresstibly acrossthe miles until it merged into the flame. Turning to her
husband, she called hisname.

"Irrylath," she said urgently. "Irrylath, heed me. Y ou are not mistaken. Erin's sword was Witch-made
once, but Ravenna has changed it to serve our cause.”

The prince of Avaric shook his head, gazing at her in disbelief. Aeriel saw Sabr's hands upon him
tighten.

"Pay no heed, Cousin," she murmured. "That is someimage of the Witch. The shadowmaidisin
league with your tormentor. She was never your friend.”

Irrylath seemed not to hear her, his attention fixed on theimage in the sword. Aeriel choked down her
sudden fury at theintervention of Sabr. An outburst of jealousy now would serve neither hersaf nor
Irrylath. Resolutely, she ignored the bandit queen, spoke only to the prince.

"Husband, itisl."
"You can't be," Irrylath cried out hoarsely. "The Witch sent her darkangelsto steal you away."
Aerid shook her head. "Not so. One of her black birds set apin behind my ear.”

"l would have told you that if you had let me," Erin growled between her teeth. She pulled the folded
sari from her shift and tossed it down before the prince who, with a gasp, touched the cascade of yellow



sk aout hisknees. Lifting his eyes, he gazed a the sword, asaman dying of thirst might gaze upon a
mirage of water.

"Oh, Aerid," Irrylath whispered. "If only it wereyou..."
"Itisn't,” Sabr hissed desperately. "Animage! Some clever trap.”
Aerid felt the pearl upon her brow gleaming coolly. Anideaformed itself in her mind.

"Therime," shesad. "l havethe last of Ravennas riddle now. Will that convince you?' Sheraised her
eyesand voiceto the othersin the tent. "Will that convince you al?'

Irrylath struggled to his feet, throwing off Sabr's persistent hands. His voice rang clear and certain
suddenly. "Speek it," he cried. "Say therime, and if you aretruly Aeriel, unharmed and not in the Witch's
power, | will know you."

His one hand was clenched about their wedding silk. The other, his sword hand, twitched as though
trying to close. He bent hisarm, with the help of the other, and winced. Reaching out to him, Aerid said:

"Whereafter shall commence

such a cruel, sorcerous war
To wrest recompense

for aland leaguered sore.
With a broadsword bright burning,

a shadow black as night
From exile returning

shall champion the fight
For love of one above who, flag unfurled,

lone must stand,

The pearl of the soul of the world

in her hand.
When Winterock. to water

falls flooding, foes to drown,

Ravenna's own daughter

shall kindle the crown."

Silence. No sound in the tent but the fizz of lampwicks and the night wind sighing. Her brother
Roshka eyed her uncertainly. Syllvastood mute beside her Istern sons. The bewildered sentries glanced
a one another. Then she heard Tab the Mage chuckle and Pendarlon begin to purr. But her gaze
remained on Irrylath.

"Oh, hushand," she breathed, "bdievein me."

Coming forward, he knelt before the flame that Erin held. His sword arm seemed nearly recovered
now, for with it, he reached toward Aeridl.

"l do," hewhispered, "for it isyou. Forgive my doubting."



His hand passed through the flame, without harm thistime. She experienced aflickering, and the odd
feeling of something broad and insubstantia passing through her, but then it was gone, and her vision of
Irrylath and the rose silk tent steadied again. Sabr had come to stand beside the prince. She touched his
shoulder, mistrust plain upon her face.

"Cousin," shewarned. "How can you be sure? We have known for monthsthat Aerie islost—yet
now this apparition clamsit isnot so! Dare you trust the rime that she has given you?"

The prince rose suddenly and turned on her. "Unhand me," he spat, hisvoice like burning oil. "It was
you | let convince methat Aeriel waslogt, you | |et persuade meto turn from her memory! We have
ddlied here at desert's edge uncounted hours on your advisement. Thisis Aerid. | know her. Do not
presume to advise me further, queen of thieved™

Histone was savage, hisexpression furious. Aerid fdt an ugly little thread of satisfaction run through
her.

"My thought wasfor you," Sabr cried, sumbling back from him as though she had been struck. Her
face held alook of desperate betrayal. "Always and ever for you."

Turning, the prince's cousin fled, disappearing into the night. Irrylath watched her go, hisexpression
hard, full of fury till. It wasthe Lady Syllvawho spoke at last, coming forward to touch the princesarm.

"You aretoo hard, my son," shereproved him sternly. "Too hard by haf. Aerid isyour wife, but Sabor
isyour cousin gtill, and acommander in my warhost—your equa in rank. What she saysistrue: she
thinks only of you. She has been the oneto lead our desert trek, keeping our forces together againgt
desertion and despair, and not two daymonths past, it was she alone that stood between you and your
own dagger.”

The prince glared at the Lady, but made no reply. Aerid put one hand to her temple. Her head was
spinning. A heavy weariness had begun to steal over her. She had not redlized the effort that speaking
through the sword required. Perception through it was much more intense than through the pearl, arduous
even, sapping her energy. Its strange sensation of heatless burning had hollowed her.

"I must leave you," she said unsteadily. Irrylath and the others turned.
"No!" the prince began, reaching for her again. "Don't go."

She shook her head. "'l must. Spanning the distance between usisdifficult... and | have Ravennas
task to fulfill."

"Aerid," cried Irrylath. "Stay. Stay."

Again she shook her head. She must be gone, at once. The strain was growing dangerous.
" Sheathe the sword, Erin," she whispered. "Be quick."

Irrylath was reaching for her. "Don't—"

"Look for me at the Witch'sMere. Erin!" Aerid hissed.

"Farewell," the dark girl whispered. "And goodspeed.”

In one swift motion, she sheathed the sword, and the sensation of draining ceased. Spent, Aeriel sank
to her knees. The Waste stretched flat, grey, and broken around her, misty by pearllight. Her eyelids
strayed shut. Hours. It would take hours for the pearl to restore her. She must guard her strengthin
future. Asfatigue dragged fiercely at her, she shook her head. Sleep—she needed deep. Aerid lay down
upon the cracked and bitter surface of the Waste. The pearl brought her only afaint echo of Irrylath's
distant, despairing cry.

"Aerid!"



It was the last she heard before falling headlong into troubled dreams.

TEN

Winterock

The nightmare enveloped her: the prince of Avaric falling from the back of hiswinged steed.
Dreaming, Aerid tried to reach out, to reach him, but she could not move. Cold crystal encased her.
Frozen, dl she could do was watch, shuddering, as Irrylath plunged headfirst through empty air toward
roiling nothingnessbelow. | should have left you your wings, she thought wildly, despairing. Hiscry
rangin her ears

"Aend!"

Abruptly she woke. Something huge and scaly crouched beside her, picking at her gown with its
knifdike claws. With a scream she started up, scrambling back—then stopped herself. The creature
before her was not the great monstrous thing she had thought at first, but smal and covered with mangy
grey down. Illusion cloaked it in a phantom shape, but the pearl now showed her itsred form: a
long-limbed ratlike thing.

Aerid sruck at it with theflat of her hand. It chittered, blinking at her with bright red eyes before
scuttling away. Surely it belonged to the Witch. Aerid scrambled to her feet and started off again. She
felt stronger now—a trace wan yet, but by and large, the pearl had restored her.

Through Erin, she sensed the army, many miles away, breaking camp and proceeding with al speed
toward the Mere. Catching aglimpse of Irrylath as he marshaed his mother's Istern forces, Aerid felt
relief flooding her to find him safe still, despite her dream. Sabor rode at the head of her Westron troops,
gpart from him. Though she sometimes gazed in his direction, the prince refused her so much asaglance.
The dght now gave Aerid litde joy. Sabr's stricken face after her cousin's rebuff hours earlier had soured
any sense of triumph.

Often, as she journeyed, Aeridl cupped one hand to her brow, hoping somehow to reach into the
pearl with her senses and use its sorcery to help her unravel the mystery of Ravennas cryptic
indructions. Crush the Witch's army. Destroy her darkangels... and put the pearl into her hand. But
how? How? Surely somewhere within the pearl the answer mugt lie. But dl her efforts proved in vain.
The Ancient jewe remained opague to her, its powers beyond her grasp, and its gifts—of light,
nourishment, heightened perception—aways unbidden, arriving without summons.

Tempted nearly to despair, Aerid could only walk on. The parched ground soon grew more broken,
cut by dry riverbeds. No plants grew but thirsty, withered scrub. The Waste was more desol ate than any
place she had ever known. Even the most drought-stricken lands of Westernesse could not compare.

And the Waste wasfull of the Witch'slittle nightmare creatures. Cloaked inillusory shape, dl
appeared at first glance to be mongters. But the pearl soon penetrated their guises, revealing them for the



mere vermin that they were. It seemed they could hide anywhere, in the dead scrub, in the cracks.
Initidly, they dodged her gaze so that Aerid caught only glimpses. Soon, however, they grew
bolder—until before many hours she had awhole raft of them dogging her acrossthe Waste.

Besidesthe long-legged rat-creatures, whose grest protruding front teeth met like those of ahorse's
skull, she saw odd moledlike beasts with dusty, spotted fur, disguised by witchery to appear like ogres.
Sometimes little snakes no thicker than her smallest finger hissed at her, miming baslisks. Once or twicea
gpeckled thing resembling ahuge moth fluttered after her till she swatted at it. Then it buzzed, amere
bottfly, and shivered away.

All of them had red orbs, featureless as glass. They were the Witch's eyes, keeping watch on her,
Aerid felt sure. Whenever she paused to rest, they crept closer, steaing up behind her to catch hold of
her robein their little teeth. Though she could neither ignore them nor drive them far away, Ravennas
pearl enabled her to see their true forms benesth the Witch'sillusory guises. Plainly intended to terrify,
they annoyed her instead. Shefound their constant presence wearing, but not unnerving.

The stars above whedled ever so dowly. She knew that she had been walking haf the month-long
night. Irrylath and the distant army continued on their convergent path with hers, halting only each dozen
hours for food and afew hours rest. Aeriel hersdf felt no need now to deep. In truth, she preferred not,
cons dering what might come upon her unawares.

She reached the cliffs so abruptly that they took her by surprise. One moment, al was silent around
her, save for the soughing of adight, bitter wind and the scrabbling of the phantom creatures. The next,
she heard jackas crying—their song floating eerily on the air—and redlized what the maze of canyons
opening before her must be: the jackd cliffsthat never released any wayfarer they swalowed. At the
heart of them lay the Witch'sMere.

Aerid halted, lisening to thelong, ululating wail of the Witch'sdogs. Yips, barks, then slencefor a
few heartbeats. A single cry rose, clear and falling, to be joined by another voice, then another, and
another yet. Abruptly, they stilled, to befollowed by slence again. Theloathsome creatures clustering
about her were growing impatient. Some of them scrabbled ahead, then turned to twitter at her. Unseen
jackals sang and wuthered on the wind. Redlizing that once she entered, there could be no turning back,
Aerid stepped into the labyrinth.

How long she wandered, she had no way to tell. Only aribbon of sky showed overhead. Without a
horizon, she could not judge how far the stars had turned. The pearl chose her way, distinguishing false
trailsfrom true and disregarding illusory walls meant to confuse and concedl the path. An unexpected
sense of loss overwhelmed her when she discovered she could no longer sense where the army was. The
twisting canyons seemed to bar the pearl'slink to the dark girl with the sword.

Then the sone wadlsfell away on either sde, and she was out of the maze. The jackas howled and
hooted behind her. The creatures swarming about her ankles chittered and hissed. Before her lay agreat
flat stretch—tar black, oil smooth, without reflection: the Mere. So thiswas the place where the Lady
Syllvas caravan had found itsalf trapped so many years ago, this the spot where the boy prince Irrylath
had been lured by his nurse to the water's edge and given to the Witch.

Aerid shuddered, picking her way through the bones that littered the bank. Far in the distance, she
saw awhite spire rising from the black water: the Witch's palace? It must be—though she had dways
pictured the whole keep aslying conceal ed beneath the surface of the lake. She shook her head,
wondering how she was to reach it. She dared not touch the poisoned water.

All a oncethelakein front of her began to seethe and boil. Aerid fdl back, darmed. The Witch's
crestures milled nervoudy. Something benegath the surface wasrisng to the air. A moment later, the huge,
pebbled head of atoad broke through. It was pale lavender, dmost tranducent. Aeriel could not have
wrapped her ams about it if she had tried. The creature looked at her with greet, bulbous eyes. Itslivid



tongue, alittle ragged flag, threaded aong the wrinkled edges of its mouth. The ill, black waters
obscured al but the creature's head from view.

"So," it said. Its voice boomed like akettle, like ahunt horn, like adrum. " Another traveler comesto
die upon my lady's shore."

Aerid stared, redizing the identity of the creature: years older now and far more massive, but the
same that had once lured the prince's nurse to the Witch's cauise and helped her to betray him. Biting
back revulson, Aerid cdled out,

"A traveler, mudlick, but not one who has cometo die. | would see your mistress and so must cross
thelake"

The mudlick cocked one gdlid eye.

"How isit you can see me without tasting the Mere?" it boomed. Aeriel touched the pearl upon her
brow. The mudlick shifted uneasily, snking lower in the black water, retracting its pale eyesfrom the
cool, purelight. "Y ou must be the sorceresswho has lately caused my lady so very much trouble.”

Aeriel nodded. "Will you take meto her?
Themudlick belched. "My misgtress, the White Lady, seesno one.”

Aerid stood disconcerted. She had not expected so quick and final arebuff. Resolutely, she folded
her arms.

"Very well," shereplied. "I will not see her, though | have traveled along road. My message from her
mother, the Ancient Ravenna, will go unsaid. Y our mistresswill thank you for turning me away."

She spun on her hedl and started back toward the jackal cliffs. The scrabbling creatures scattered
before her. She had gotten three steps when the mudlick cdled, "Wait."

Aerid turned but did not approach. She saw the monstrous thing's forelegsin the water now. They
seemed oddly small for itsgreat bulk. It nibbled one of itsfingers.

"You areasorceress,” it mused. "Why do you not use your sorcery to cross?'
Because | have no sorcery! Aerie wanted to cry, but she held her tongue.
"Take me across, or not, exactly asyou please," she said at last. She had no more patience | eft.

The mudlick sighed and lapped at the black, poisonous waters. "My mistress would not thank me for
bringing her bane."

"Asyou please" Aerid snapped, turning on her hed once more. "I leave you to your lady's wrath
when she discovers you repelled her mother's messenger.” She counted the paces. One. Two.

"Oh, very well!" the cresture cried after her. "Have it your own way. | will take you acrossto my
mistresss keep—just in case what you say might be true—though whether shewill let you in, | cannot
say. Wade out,"” it told her, rising higher under the Mere's shadowy surface.

Aerid recailed. "l won't touch the water."

The mudlick laughed, a deep gonging sound like hot, hammered metal. It heaved itself from the black,
unnaturally calm waters, dragging itself up onto the bank. The dark moisture seemed lessto run off its
skin than to boil away in athin vapor. Swalowing her revulsion, Aerid approached and climbed to
crouch just behind the great toad's head, uncertain how much of its body would sink back benegth the
Mere. Its pebbled skin, covered with great dippery warts, was cold and had an oily fed!.

"It'sbeen adracg'sagesincel last ae," the mudlick remarked, surveying the little creatures before it
on the bank.



With amotion so quick Aeriel could scarcely follow, its vast jaws gaped, and itslong tongue swept
out, catching up adozen of the frantically scattering vermin—along with agreet quantity of the bank. The
mudlick's jaws snapped shut. It laughed and swalowed, bloated sides heaving. Sickened, Aerid held on
desperately as her porter hauled itself around and did back into the Mere.

"Stupid things," it croaked.

The black waters curled around its snout and trailed dong its Sdes. Aerid snatched onefoot higher to
avoid the Meres touch. The mudlick bobbed, and Aeriel swallowed hard. She caught glimpses of other
creaturesin the lake around them, though none showed their heads above the glass-smooth surface.
Once, they passed over something so long and huge she gasped.

"That isonly amereguint,” the toad told her, "one of my lady's water dragons. She hastwo: great
enough to swallow ships. If you should fal in, little messenger, they will make short work of you.”

A visonfilled Aerid's mind of the treacherous mudlick rearing back to dump her into the teeming
Merefor sheer sport. She clutched tighter to the great toad's back.

"See me safeto the palace," she warned, "or you will answer to your mistressfor it. | bear Ravennas
gift for her, more precious than my life"

The mudlick only laughed. Aerid redized it could fed her shaking—for even without the dragons, she
wasterrified, and not just of the enchanted water, but of any water. She could not swim, and so clung to
the mudlick with al her might. It swam steadily on. The greet castle hove nearer, risng up from the Mere.
These spires could be only the top, she thought in awe, only thetiniest tip of an enormous keep. The rest
lay below thelake. Again the mudlick's booming chuckle.

"Y ou thought it would al be underwater, didn't you? Used to be, not many years past. But it's grown
30, she can't keep it Al beneath the surface now.”

One eye swiveled to look at her. Aeriel managed to glare back. Asthe mudlick brought her to the
edge of the crystal keep, Aerid scrambled off in relief onto anarrow terrace afew inches above the
waterline. To her astonishment, she found that the ledge was cold, far colder than the mudlick's skin.
Glass smooth, it was so chill the soles of her feet adhered to it. Uneasily, she shifted from foot to foot.
What stone, what jewel had been used to make thistower? The pearl upon her brow brightened,
suffusing her with warmth.

"Well, little sorceress" boomed the mudlick, "I have brought you here. Now enter if you can.”

With afind deep laugh, it sank from sight below the surface of the Mere. Nightshade was very |ate.
From thetilt of the stars, she saw that it must be nearly Solstarrise. She shifted her feet once moreto
keep the soles from binding to the stone. If not for the pearl, she redized, the cold would have been
unbearable. Gazing up at the blank, unbroken white walls of the palace, she began to walk aong the
landing, searching for adoor.

She waked until shefdt dizzy, her neck tiff, but she could find no window, no portd, no chink or
opening. At last she stopped, baffled and exhausted. Desperation ate at her. Somehow she must get in.
She had not come dl thisway to be turned back now. Aerid felt an odd stirring in the back of her mind,
alow, dmogt unintdligible murmuring.

Place your hand against the stone, it seemed to whisper—so softly that in the next instant, shewas
not even sure it had spoken at al. Nevertheess, she placed one pam againgt the frigid surface, gingerly,
lest it stick. Nothing happened. Frustration welled in her. She pressed harder, heedless now, throwing
her whole weight against the keep. Open, shecried slently, angrily. Let me in!

The stone surface beneath her hand abruptly vanished. Aerid ssumbled forward. Catching her
balance, she spun around to behold the outer wall now parted in abroad archway. Pearllight gleamed on
the clear, white crystal of the palace interior. Aeriel touched the jewe upon her brow again, astonished.



Even as shewatched, thewall seamed soundlessly together once more, forestalling retreet.

She stood in adeserted halway. Starlight filtered in through the crystaline walls. Despite the pearl's
warmth, she was shivering hard. The fierce cold of the Witch's keep numbed her. Her bresth camein
gasps, swirling up in puffs like scentless smoke. Something told her she would be well enough aslong as
she kept moving. Though the pearl's power was greet, it was subtle. She must not pause, must not rest.
Aerid garted down thelong, empty hall.

Thewallsaround her were uneven but smooth, in some places nearly transparent. Sometimes she
sensed she was passing dong the outer wall of the keep and what lay beyond was open sky. It must be
nearing Solstarrise by now, she knew. Her breath, when she leaned closer, seeking to peer beyond the
ripples, fogged the crystal stone. Once she brushed againgt it in passing, and the dry cold adhered to her
like something tacky and dive. She had to snatch her arm away.

Her path led mostly downward at first, so that after atime she was certain she had passed below the
waterline. The stone of the wal was clearer here. Beyond, the dark waters of the Mere moved duggishly.
A flock of hatchet-shaped swimming things darted past, their huge mouths gaping. Something long and
grey did after them, doubling back on itsdlf. It snapped bladdike teeth at her. Aeriel jumped. Farther out,
something much vaster circled, very black: one of the Witch's mereguints, awater dragon. Aerie
hastened on.

Journeying deeper, she passed through mazes of corridors with faceted walls, each throwing her
image back at her until she halted, baffled, scarcely able to tell where her own form ended and her
reflection began. Alwaysthe pearl guided her onward and through. Once, at ajuncture of two hallways,
she sensed that if she had taken the other fork, it would have led inevitably down to where the captured
duaroughs labored, deep in the palace bowels, beneath even the mud bottom of the Mere.

Many rooms flanked the corridor—all empty now. Unbidden, the pearl's sight revedled to her more
than she wanted to know about the past of those deserted chambers. Here the Witch's black birds had
flocked. There she had built her darkangels wings, and in another, gilded their hearts with lead. The pearl
observed the palace's memories with relentless digpassion. Shuddering, the pale girl covered her face
with her hands. How could any mortal being have become so corrupt? Could anyone capable of such
evil ever be redeemed? What might the pearl of the soul of the world become in the hands of such aone?

And yet, she remembered the Ancient'swords, she is my daughter till.

Aeriel cameto aroom which hated her. Without looking, she sensed what lay beyond the door: a
Sege aswhite as sdlt, such as aqueen might sit enthroned upon. The pearl imparted to her aglimpsefrom
the chamber's past: the young Irrylath, not yet adarkangel, brought to his knees before that Sege. The
slver chain encircling hiswrist was grasped in the hand of thetall, seated woman before him. She leaned
forward, her face bowed from view. Her other hand was afist in the young man'shair. Crudly, she
forced his head back, bending to whisper in hisear:

"Yes, love. You will "

Aerid cried out. The sound shivered down the length of the empty hall, rebounding and magnifying
into alouder and louder shriek, until it seemed that not one voice but many screamed. Aeriel ducked,
covering her ears. She had no idea of the context of that scene—what had happened beforeit or
followed after—and little cared. Her attention remained fixed on the horror of asingle point intime: of the
young Irrylath defying his midtress, and the White Witch dowly, inexorably—rdishing every moment of
it—hreaking him to her will.

Aerid gasped for breath and bit off her cries.
"No," shetold hersdf gernly. "No!"
That glimpse which the pearl had brought her came from the past. It was not happening now. Half



breathless, she uncovered her ears and heard the many bladethin echoes dying.

"Love, " shewhigpered, remembering the loree’'swordsto Irrylath. Shaking, Aeriel gazed around
her at the cold, white wdls. "Nothing in this frozen place has anything to do with love!”

Grimly, she padded forward. The path wound on and on, sometimes downward, sometimes level.
Eventualy, she began to travel upward again. It must be long past Solstarrise, she redlized, no longer
night outside. No inkling of dawn had reached her before, but the light was much brighter since she had
once more risen above the dark waterline. She had the sense of being far higher now than when she had
entered the palace.

"How long have | been wandering here?' she wondered.

A broad, straight corridor stretched before her. She halted, trembling, dimly aware suddenly of what
lay ahead of her and not wanting to go on. She stood along time, reaching out through the senses of the
pearl, trying desperately to find another path—to no avail. Here lay the only path. Aeriel drew aragged
bresth.

Quickly, sheforced hersdf ahead down the long corridor. Human figures stood embedded in the
wallson either side of her. None of them moved. Still as stone every one, caught fast in the indescribably
cold crystd. Their eyesweredl closed, al their limbs and faces frozen in attitudes of horror, struggle,
revulson, and despair. And yet, even so, the pearl told her, they were dive. Were they even physica
bodiesat all, or were they souls—captured by the Witch and her darkangels but not yet devoured?
Unnerved, Aerid ran on.

The corridor ended in an open archway. A blaze of Solstarlight lay beyond. She saw awindow,
unshuttered, unglazed. Thewind blowing in off the Waste was siff, made thin by atitude. Panting, her
breath swirling in clouds, Aerid hated in the wash of sunlight streaming in. Itswarmth felt ddicious. She
savored it. Thelateness of the hour outside dismayed her: Solstar hung low. She had entered the Witch's
keep before dawn.

"Thereyou are,” said acold, clear voice. It rang like crystd, like abell. Like adarkangd'svoice: rich,
compdlling, clear. "At last. Wdll. Through my palace of Winterock, it isnot dways easy to find one's

way.
Aerid could not tdll if the word named the palace itsdlf or the frigid stone from which it was formed.
The speaker laughed, deeply, languidly.

"But | never doubted you would find me, little sorceress.”

ELEVEN

Heart of Dust

The chill that poured through Aerid as she listened to that voice vanquished the warmth of Soldtar.
Turning, she saw the White Witch standing not far from the casement: her vantage from which to watch
the coming battle, Aeriel guessed. Acrossthe small chamber, Oriencor appraised her coolly. Shewas



very tal, dmogt astdl as Ravenna, but whereas the Ancient had been adark lady, al dusk and black
and indigo, her daughter the White Witch wasfair.

Her skin was as pde as Irrylath's had been when Aeriel had known him as a darkangd: bone white
without any rose to the cheeks or lips, no blush of blood. Her frigid bresth did not cloud the air. Her
features were sharp and angular, coldly beautiful, like amerciless statue. Only her eyes had any color,
pale green. A sorceresss eyes. The Witch'shair waslong and white, straighter than Ravenna's. Colorless
filament. Darkangd hair.

Her lipswere thin, bowed, curling upward at the cornersin malevolent amusement. She was wearing
along white gown that fell close about her figure, clinging to it. It was sewn with little bits of things: dogs
teeth, cut diamonds, and freshwater pearls—twisted and barogque in shape, not round. Cats claws and
buttons of bone. Aeriel could not see the lorelei's feet. Her gown dragged the floor. Her white nailswere
very long and keen. Before her Aerie felt stupid, clumsy, weak —as though the other could, with but a
glance, read her to the heart.

Shivering, she answered, "'l am not a sorceress.”
The White Witch smiled. Her teeth were pointed, sharp aslittle spades.

"Perhaps not," she said, drawing nearer. The cold breethed from her asfrom ahigh mountainsidein
shadow. "But you have been agreet difficulty to me. And you have lately visted my mother in
NuRavenna. Tdl me, isshewd|?"

"Shel'sdead,” said Aerid, shaking, refusing to retrest.

Sheremembered vividly—the last bresth of the Andentlady fading and the dark man bending his
grief-gtricken face to her hair. Ravennasfair daughter laughed, wholly salf-possessed, abell-like,
mocking sound.

"You are 0 earnest,” she sighed. "I should not play with you. | know that sheisdead. | saw the
beacon of her funerd fire."

Aerid stared at her. The coldness with which the other spoke astonished her. One swansdown
eyebrow lifted.

"Do | shock you, little Aerid, rgjoicing in my own mother's desth”?"

Aerid saw that one of the trinkets stitched to her gown was the mummified foot of some very smal
white cregture: alizard, amole? Oriencor clenched one dagger-nailed hand. Her fingers were webbed,
Aerid redized suddenly. Gillsditted behind her ears.

"Fool. She could have made hersalf immortal, like me—if she had dared. Now her own mortdity has
clamed her at last, and the world ismine."

She spoke with such unflinching authority that Aeriel’'s hand went to the jewe at her brow, seeking
reassurance—then froze there asthe lorelel fastened her glass-green gaze upon the pearl.

"My mother gave you agift, | see”

Terror swept through Aeriel as sheredlized that very soon she must give up the pearl. She had worn
Ravenna'sjewd so long she had amost forgotten existence without it. And yet, shetold hersdf sternly,
the pearl did not belong to her. It was meant for the world's heir. Still, the thought of parting with it was

agony.
"A boon," she managed at last.

"A message capsule, by thelook," the Witch remarked, asthough not greetly interested. " After dl
these years, what could my mother possibly haveto say to me?’

Aerid shook her head. How to explain? Where to begin? She found her tongue growing thick and



awkward in her mouth. Touching the pearl till, she could only manage, "Ravennabade me bring it to
you."

Oriencor shrugged. "How charming. But you keep it awhile, little sorceress, lest the cold kill you too
soon. Time enough for me to savor my mother's dying breeth after the battle.” She smiled her wolfish
amile. "After I've daughtered al your people and devoured their souls.”

Aerid's knees grew weak. The other's voice was at once lovely and terrible, seductiveto listen to.
Aerid felt the moment—her chance to confront and persuade the Witch—dlipping away. She drew
breath to make some desperate last appeal—but a soft, inner voice intervened. Let it go, thevoice
murmured, aready fading. Now is not the time. Not yet, but soon.

"Come," thelorele said. "Watch the battle with me. It is about to be joined.”
She beckoned Aerid to awindow. The sl there dripped with water in the sunlight's blaze.

"See them below us," Oriencor murmured. ™Y our forces and mine. All assembled. All arrayed. The
victory will be mine, of course. It will be apleasure to watch. | know so few pleasures these days. Watch
withme"

Aerid saw armies on the strand below. The small chamber in which she and Oriencor stood was
indeed at agreat height. The Witch's brood were massed upon the shore: jackas and weasehounds and
black birds; great, hunched creatures of vaguely human shape; and thin, wraithlike figures—rank upon
rank of them, so many she could not count. The black waters of the Mere behind them teemed with
more. Aerid spotted the mudlick, bobbing near shore, and deeper out, circling the palace, thetwo
enormous wakes of the Witch'swater dragons.

Syllvasforcesfaced the Mere, fanned out in acrescent. Aeriel's heart lifted at the sight of them
—only to tighten suddenly as, for thefirgt time, she perceived how pitifully smdl their numberswerein
comparison to the Witch's vast horde. Above the dlied warhost, along yellow banner turned and
fluttered on the breeze. The Lady stood foremost, surrounded by her bowwomen. Irrylath rode nearby,
astride the winged Avarclon. Marelon, the Lithe Serpent of the Sea-of-Dust, undulated huge and
vermilion, her vast coilslost among the throng. Erin stood farther back, the lyon Pendarlon pacing beside
her. Aerid saw the dark girl touch hismane. Beside her at the windowsill, Oriencor stirred.

"Y ou have dl been such atria to methese last few dozen daymonths,” she Sghed, "ressting my
conquest, refusing to acquiesce. | suppose | must be grateful, though: you assuaged my boredom.”

Aerid turned to see her gazing down hungrily at the prince of Avaric very far below. The White Witch
amiled.

"Irrylath was the best. He was never boring. All of six years old when | procured him—too old,
redly, to ever come completely to hed. But that iswhy | loved him so. So independent! So surprising. It
took me yearsto tame him.”

A hot flame of anger rosein Aerid. For amoment, it rivaled the warmth of the pearl. She
remembered the brief glimpse the pearl had shown her: Oriencor, onefist in theyoung Irrylath's hair,
commanding him ever so quietly, Yes, love. You will. Recklessly, Aeriel drew breath again to speak, but
the other's merciless eyes turned and fixed her like ahawk's.

"1 will never forgive you for taking him from me," the White Witch bregthed, "even for alittletime.
And | will have him back again. Before | drink his soul away, hewill be mine."

Aerid'sskin flushed. "He will never belong to you again,” she gasped. "He's mine. Heloathes you."
Oriencor laughed. "Helovesme. And | him."

"You don't," spat Aerid. "You only want to rule him!" Memory of the lordle's black birds tormenting
her prisoners came back to Aeriel. She shuddered, sickened, and shoved the thought away. ™Y ou and



your kind don't love anything. | don't think you can.”

The Witch's smile soured. Her voice grew petulant, annoyed. "I loved the Ancients once," she
murmured, "when | was young. | was cgpable of love then. But they |eft me.”

Leaning back againgt the silI, studying Aerid, Oriencor toyed with the low collar of her gown, stroking
her own breastbone. Slowly, Aerid realized what it was she fingered: alittle seam running down, sawn up
with slver, just like the one on Irrylath's breast when he had been adarkangd . Oriencor's bloodless lips
pursed fretfully.

"It'strue," shemused. "I can't love. | don't have aheart of flesh anymore. | took it out, after the
Ancients deserted me, and replaced it with one of winterock.”

She glanced over one shoulder. Aeriel followed her gaze. A crystal box rested in aniche acrossthe
room.

"l put the original away for safekeeping.”

Warily, Aerid eyed the box. Something dark lay insde, dimly visible through the colorless stone.
Oriencor shrugged.

"Youmay look at it, if youwish."

The pearl burned bright upon her brow. Aerid felt an irresigtible attraction drawing her to the box.
Sowly, she crossed the room and touched the lid. The crystal was bone chill: cold asthe keep.

"Don't think you can harmiit,” the lordlel warned, still at the windowsll. "1'd never |et you neer it, if you
could do it any harm.”

Aerid fdt agtirring within the pearl, like something just beginning to wake—buit it subsided at once.
Shelifted the box's lid and halted, frowning. Nothing lay within the box but alayer of fine, dark grit.
Immediately, the pearl brightened.

"Therésnothing in here" she said. "Nothing but dugt.”

Scowling, Ravennas daughter bit her lip with one pointed tooth. "Won't you lieto flatter me, little
sorceress?' sheinquired. "Aren't you afraid of meyet?'

Aerid turned to face her. "I'm very much afraid of you,” she answered. No use to pretend otherwise.
The Ancient's daughter could read her with such ease. Still biting her lip, the White Witch smiled.

"Sowas Irrylath. And he said the same.”

Despite the other's eyes upon her, Aerid felt her own gaze, very gently, being directed once moreto
the fine sooty stuff in the bottom of the box, like ashes of the dead. Widiin the pearl, something shifted
again. She reached to touch the ash. It was cool and clung together like barely damp meal. Ravenna's
pearl glowed. A strange, soft murmuring came into the back of Aeridl's mind. Shetried to listen, but
Oriencor's muttered words drowned it out.

"All the otherstold me what afine heart it was, how beautifully preserved. They thought to please me.
Irrylath told me it was only wormwood. It'swhy he was my favorite. Of al the boys| ever madeinto
darkangds, only Irrylath never lied."

The Witch'sknifelike nails drummed the crysta of the windowsll, chipping and scoring it. They
sounded like degth beetles clicking in thewalls. Taste it, the pearl wastdling her, that | may know my
daughter's heart. Almost without athought, Aeriel touched afew grains of the Witch's dust to her
tongue, and a sharp sensation went through her like apinprick. It wasthe bitterest thing she had ever
known. It tasted like despair. The pearl dimmed then, and its voice subsided. Aerid forgot about it
instantly as a deeper, waking, forgets adream. Across the room from her, Oriencor sighed.

"My heart fell away into dust long ago. | hadn't redlized it would do that when | cut it out. The crystdl



was supposed to preserveit. Well, | was very young at sorcery then. But no matter. A heart would be
too great a burden to bear with me acrossthe Void.”

Aerid frowned, having lost the other's train of thought. Acrossthe Void? But Oriencor only laughed
and turned back to the window.

"Ah," shesad softly. "So it garts”

Aerid caught in her breath. Hagtily she replaced the Witch's box in its niche and went to join Oriencor
at the casement.

"Your lady'sarmy comesforward,” the lordlei murmured.

Gazing down, Aeriel saw the great crescent advancing now, comprising dlies of every hue: blue
Berneans, pale green Zambulans, Pirseans with coppery skin, pae Terraineans and gold-complected
refugees from Avaric, the rose-skinned people of Rani and the teal-colored folk of Elver, dark Mariners,
| sterners with plum-colored skin, and the cinnamon-col ored wanderers of the desert lands. All at once,
Aerid understood whet their yellow banner was. Above them al, her wedding sari floated, blazing in the
light of Soldtar.

Beside her a the window, Oriencor lifted her gaze. Winged figures—half a dozen of them— poised
inthe air about the keep. Smiling, she commanded them: "Begin.”

TWELVE

Seventh Son

With agtart, Aeriel took note for the first time of those to whom the Witch had spoken. High above
the palace hovered six darkangdls. manlike but deathly palid of skin. Their eyeshad no color; their flesh
wasdl fdlenin. They were bloodless, heartless, soullessthings. The dozen black wings upon the back of
each icarusthrashed in afurious, slent scorm. At Oriencor'ssignd, precisely as hawks, they turned and
fdl through the air toward the gpproaching army below.

Aerie saw the digtant Irrylath unsheathe his Edge Adamantine. Behind him, Syllvas arm swept up,
then dropped. The yellow banner dipped, and with ashout, the Istern and Westron troops surged to
meet the Witch's host upon the shore. Aeriel saw the winged lonstaking to the air, unbridied Avarclon
among them. With Irrylath astride him, the starhorse sprang doft, hissilver wingsflashing asthe
darkangels sivept lower. Then the two armies came together, and dl was awash of confusion.

How long she stood watching, Aeriel had no notion. Solstar seemed to stand till in the sky. The pearl
brought her snatches and glimpses of battle, far more vivid and detailed than if she had watched with eyes
aone: two of the Witch's creatures locked in combat with aman of Elver, agirl of Zambul and her
companion fighting acluster of eydesstrollswith daggers. She saw the Lady Syllva surrounded by her



bowwomen, harassed by arelentless swarm of black birds. Despite the rhuks, the 1stern women sent
volley after volley of arrows over their own forces headsinto the midst of the enemy beyond. Halfway
acrossthe field, the Maambai and other wanderers of the dunes wielded their walking sticks, engaged in
furious battle with the Witch's spotted jackals.

The field spread out below Aerid like agreat patternless sea of animate beads, surging and breaking
agang itsdf inwaves. Y et while Syllvasfighters could act only individudly, following as best they could
the shouted orders of their commanders and the blare of warhorns, the Witch's forces were much more
tightly controlled, despite Aerid's being able to discern among them no agpparent communication. She
wondered how they knew where to go, what to do.

Soon the pae girl found herself trembling as she began to observe a pattern in the shifting tapestry
below. Over and over, she saw contingents of Syllva's forces preparing to close in on pockets of the
foe—yet dmost inevitably, the enemy pulled back and escaped, though they could not possibly have
seen the closing trap from their position on the ground. Abruptly, Aeriel became aware of Oriencor
whispering.

"Right turn, forward, al of you. Hurry! Hack your way through or you'l be cut off. Captain of rhuks,
take wing. Harry the bowwomen. Whed, hard to theright, left flank. Trolls, forward,

now...."

TheWitch's eyes were riveted, her concentration fierce. She was not watching singlefightersas, in
the beginning, Aeriel had done. Of that Aerid grew more and more sure. The White Witch was watching
the pattern—no, she was weaving the pattern! The pale girl listened in growing horror. Could Oriencor
redlly be controlling every warrior in her huge warhost? Werethey dl her catspaws—was her power so
great? Staring down at the battlefield, Aeriel felt cold panic nearly overwhelm her.

Gradudly, unwillingly, Syllvastroops were losing ground. Over their headswhedled Irrylath, shouting
orders, sounding hiswarhorn, directing reinforcements wherever need was greatest. His bridleless mount,
the Avarclon, dashed foes to the ground and skewered them with hishorn. The litde ones, he caught in
histeeth. Horse and rider seemed tireless, plunging and striking again and again till the Witch's crestures
fled before them. Y et step by hard-fought step, the lorelel's vast hoard was forcing the smaler army
back, crushing the wings of the crescent, crowding the dlies so that they had no room to turn or swing
their wegpons.

Irrylath called to his steed to take him higher, surveying the fray. Below him, Sabr and her bandits
batded, trying to break clear of the surrounding vise. Dirks and half-swords flashing, they made short,
ferocious chargesto drive the enemy back. A swarm of trolls closed in suddenly behind Sabr, severing
her from the main body of her cavary. Her bodyguard wheeled and hacked, hard-pressed.

Without hesitation, the prince swooped to her rescue, cutting down haf adozen of her attackers and
scattering the rest. Cheering, the riders of Avaric sprang to fill the gap. Aerid's heart clenched. Shedid
not know whether to regjoice or weep. Surely she had no love for the bandit queen—yet because of her,
the alied forces now had a chance to win free. Fighting forward again, Sabr gazed up at Irrylath. For
bardly amoment, he returned her gaze before, without aword, he whedled away.

Aerid spotted the prince's haf brothers now, engaging the Witch's darkangels: Nar, the eldest, astride
the black wolf Bernalon, fought the icarus of Bern while Arat upon the cockatrice of Elver battled the
darkangel of that land. Lern, Syril, and Poratun upon their winged mounts dived and circled above, each
pursuing hisairbornefoe,

Below them, her own brother Roshka sat fighting side to side with Hadin, the youngest Istern prince.
Two fair-haired cousins aslike aslike, they looked mirror images of one another: very fierce and serious
and utterly without fear. Bestriding the stag of Firs, the Lady's son swung determinedly at the winged
witchson with his hook-bladed fachion. Beside him, upon the black steed Nightwalker, Roshka guarded



his back.

Dismayed, Aerid feared them both dangeroudy vulnerable—until she discerned that wingless mounts
actually gave them the advantage. While his brothers veered and tangled in the air above, scarcdly ableto
land a blow, earthbound Hadin forced hisicarus again and again to swoop close to the ground, within
reach of hisweapon and Roshkas. "Without warning, an arrow shaft made of gold buried itsdf in the
darkangd'ssde. Aerid caught aglimpse of the Lady Syllvalowering her bow.

One of Talb the Mage's arrows tipped with Ancients silver, sheredized, though the arrowhead was
aready hidden deep in the unbleeding flesh of the darkangel. The bloodless creature screamed and
writhed overhead. Roshka hooked it with his pike and hauled it closer. Hadin thrust hisfalchion to the hilt
intheicaruss chest, silencing its scream. Asit crumpled out of the air, agreat shout went up from the
forces of East and West: their first great victory of the day. Elation filled Aeridl. Beside her, Oriencor
bared her teeth in asnarl.

"Enough!" she growled. "Enough of thisdalliance. Timeto make war in earnest now."

The Witch'sivory talons bit degp into Aerid's shoulder. A chill like none she had ever known swept
through her. The pearl dimmed, fighting the Witch's cold. Aeriel gasped and struggled as Oriencor
dragged her from the window.

"Tdl me, little sorceress," she whispered savagely, hdting before the near wall of the tower chamber.
"How many sonshave?'

"None," Aerid flung back. ™Y ou are barren.”

The Witch's grasp tightened. Her lips turned down. "True," she said. "But there are those who, could
they speak, would cal themsaves my sons. How many icari have | ?

"Six," Aerid gasped. "Counting the one that Hadin killed." The cold devoured her. Her shoulder was
aready numb. "Y ou had seven,” she managed defiantly, "but Irrylath islost to you."

Oriencor muttered, "We shall see. But did | hear you say | have but six darkangels? Y ou are
mistaken. | have seven.”

"No!" Aerid cried. "Irrylathismine..."

The White Witch shook her head, smiling now. "1 do not refer to Irrylath. Y ou have seen my other six
upon the field—each fighting one of your husband's brothers. But you have not yet seen my newest
icarus, the one | made after Irrylath, just thistwelvemonth past.”

Aerid stared at her. What was she saying—a new darkangd? A seventh son?

"Y ou have not had time—" she ssammered. The chill made her teeth rattle, her jaw ache. She writhed
in the other's grasp. Even Ravennas pearl, she realized, could not long protect her againgt such killing
cold. The White Witch gave her alittle shake.

"How naiveyou are.”

Desperately, Aeridl searched her memory. She knew thelordle stole infants, babes-in-armswhom
she raised to young manhood before drinking their blood and gilding their heartswith lead, planting a
dozen night-black pinions on their backs and sending them out to prey upon the world. The pale girl
protested:

"It takes years to make adarkangd!"

Oriencor sighed. "To do a proper job, perhaps. But | have grown impatient of late. Irrylath, you
recall, | acquired asachild of six. | kept him mortal only ten years beforel winged him."

Aerid's eyeswidened. She had saved Irrylath before Oriencor could make him into afull-fledged
icarus—but what was to have prevented Oriencor from stealing another child and rendering him a once



into one of her ungpeakable "sons'? Reading the memories of Winterock, the pearl brought images, sure
and certain, into Aerid'smind: thelorde building anew set of child-sized wings, gilding asmal, fresh
heart with lead. Grimly, the White Witch nodded.

"Irrylath's replacement,” she said. "My new 'son’ has never flown, but it is high time now. Y our
husband's warhost is having far too easy atime.”

Sow dread filled Aerid. She stared at thewall in front of her. The palm of Oriencor's hand just
hovered above its trand ucent surface. A hair-thin crack ran down the wall—so fine Aerid would never
have seen it without the aid of the pearl. She heard rustling, glimpsed movement through the stone. As
Oriencor laid her hand at last upon the crack, it parted smoothly, forming adoorway so low and narrow
only achild could easily pass through. The White Witch amiled.

"Timefor Irrylath to meet his darkangd."

A creature shaped like a human child stood in acavity beyond the door: aparody of human form, its
skin gtretched dead white over sunken flesh. A dozen black wings draped its shoulders. Still caught in the
Witch'sgrasp, Aerid shrank away. Nothing about this thing was beautiful— unlike Irrylath when she had
first known him as an unfinished icarus. In contrast, this creature seemed an automaton. It spoke no
word, moved gtiffly as though made of wax: an utter darkangel. The Witch had dready drunk away its
soul.

"Golam," Aerid whispered, shaking uncontrollably with the cold. " Animate doll!"
IIYall
Turning its colorless eyestoward her, the white-faced cresture hissed. Delighted, Oriencor laughed.

" S0, chick. Ready to fly? One of your fellowsisdead,” shetold it. "It only makesthe rest of you
dearer to me. To the casement. Haste! Y our task's at hand."

Shifting as though unessy, the creature continued to eye Aerid. It seemed reluctant to gpproach. As
Oriencor's daggerlike nails dug into Aerid's flesh, her knees went week, her whole side now numb. She
winced, biting back acry.

"Oh, don't mind her, you stupid thing," the White Witch sngpped. " She can't realy hurt you with those
eyes”

Thelittle darkangel swept past then, gargling at Aerid till. It bounded to the window and sprang onto
the wet, watery silI, whereit crouched, wingsflexing like ayoung bird's, fanning the air. Oriencor shoved

Aerie abruptly away from her, and the pale girl taggered, faling to her knees. Thelittleicaruswhistled
and yammered. Striding to the window ledge, the White Witch transfixed it with her gaze.

"Hy now," she commanded, "and bring me Irrylath.”

Languidly, cardesdy, the White Witch kissed her hissing, snarling creature and pushed it off the ledge.
The darkangd's wings began their sorm-like, circular motion asit sped away acrosstheair, flying as
though it had known flight dl itslife. Crumpled againgt thewall, Aeriel struggled vainly to rise. Upon her
brow the pear| flickered, nearly spent. Get up, something within murmured urgendy. Rise now, or you
never will! With greet effort, Aeriel dragged hersdf to her feet.

Panting, she leaned unsteadily against the wal. Through the casement, she saw Oriencor's seventh
darkangel swooping across the sky toward where Irrylath hovered, calling something down to the Lady
Syllvaamong the bowwomen of Esternesse. One of diem looked up and caught her commander'sarm,
pointing. Syllvaturned, then Irrylath. Swest-stained and grave, the prince looked weary but not
frightened. He had not yet redlized what thisicarus was.

Pointing with his Blade, he spoke aword to the Avarclon. But as the bridleless starhorse whedl ed,
climbing the air, hisrider suddenly recoiled. Aeriel beheld bewilderment, and then open dismay, bresk



over hisface. The winged Horse never checked his ascent as I rrylath cast wildly about him, counting
darkangels. Thelittle icarus stooped. Astonished, the prince spun in the saddle to face the Witch's new
"m."

It dipped low firgt, harrying Avarclon. With a scream of rage, the starhorse struck at the child-shaped
thing, but it dodged away. Irrylath lunged in the saddle, but the icarus pivoted, swvooping upward from
below to bait the prince's mount. Again Avarclon plunged and once more struck only empty air. The
gtarhorse shook his head, pawing the sky, trumpeting hisfury. Face grim, Irrylath swung recklessly,
repeatedly, lightning swift, but each time, thelittleicarus deftly evaded him, its dozen dark wings fanning
like astorm. It seemed to have no wish to engage with him, only to taunt—hovering just out of range.

Wesak with cold, Aeridl shuddered. Before her at the window, Oriencor stood laughing. Abruptly, the
paegirl noticed that without Irrylath to command them from the air, the dlied forces below had begun to
waver. The Witch's smiletwitched. Aeriel stared as those beautiful white lips began to move asif in
speech, but no sound emerged. Instead, it was the darkangel that spoke. The heightened perception of
the pearl conveyed the sound clearly to Aeriel even at thisdistance: the little icarus mouthing the words of
itsmidressin ahigh, locustlike Sngsong.

"Come back to me," the winged witch-child said. "Though | speak with another'svoice, know that it
isl, Oriencor."

Irrylath started, staring at the little darkangel. A strangled cry escaped hislips.

"Y ou loved me once," Oriencor's catspaw droned. Do you not love me till, who mothered you after
your own dam deserted you? | who gave you wings? | will give you wings again—such wings—if only
youwill returnto me."

Stumbling, Aerid groped her way to the window. Oblivious, sllently whispering, Oriencor never
turned.

"Behold the one | have made to take your place among my darkangels,” she breathed, and thelittle
icarus repeated her words. "For you have proved yourself worthy of afar grander rank. Be my consort!
Return and St beside me upon the siege aswhite as salt. Rule the world with me.”

"No," Aeriel whispered, week Hill, her breath coming short. "Husband, no!"

Irrylath sat gazing at the soulless thing before him as one mesmerized. The vampyre child whirred
nearer, il just out of reach. Avarclon could only tread air, snorting with fury, unable to strike. The White
Witch'sfingernals grated on the dick, dripping Sl

"Come back," she crooned. Theicarus echoed her. "You love me dill. Admit it. Y ou love me dtill."
Irrylath shuddered, breathing hard. Aeriel clung desperately to the cold, wet window ledge.
"Dont ligten!" she gasped.

But his eyeswere fastened on the darkangd. It floated before him, filling his gaze. Though the pearl
enhanced Aeridl's senses enough to see and hear what passed between Irrylath and the darkangel, she
knew her own weak protests could never hope to reach him. Clearly the White Witch'swordsin the
darkangel's mouth were the only ones he heard.

"Y ou are mine and you know it, and dways have been. Y ou came dl thisway not to destroy me but
to bring me souls! Look at your followers scattered below you. How smal they are! How high above
them you ride. They cannot stop you from rgoining me now. Come, my love. Give meyour hand. My
seventh son will pluck you away to me."

Likeamaninadream, Irrylath lowered the Edge Adamantine. Thelittle darkangd fluttered nearer,
fixing him with its colorless eyes. If the prince had reached out, he could amost have touched it. The
bresth of itswings stirred hislong, black hair. Oriencor sighed, laughing. She had him.



"No!" Aeridl screamed. "Irrylath—"

She might aswell have tried to outshout the wind. Her words were logt in the clamor of baitle.
Horrified, she remembered her nightmare: Irrylath falling headlong toward oblivion. She could not save
him. | should never have stolen your heart, she thought wildly, bitterly. | should have let you diein
Avaric—it was what you wanted—r ather than bring you here for the Witch to claim! Tears burned
on her cheeks, hardening asthey cooled. She brushed at them distractedly, and they fell like little beads
of colorless stone.

At the casement, Oriencor murmured silkily, "Come back to me, my own sweet son. Come, love.
Son. Come."

Battle below had come amost to astanddtill, dl eyesfixed on Irrylath above. The prince's darkangel
hovered within reach now, holding out its hand. Slowly, Irrylath raised his own—hesitated—then in one
swift lunge, he caught the inhuman thing before him by thewrist. With acry of triumph or of agony, he
dragged the Witch's golam down against the frantic beating of its wings and plunged the Blade
Adamantineinto its bresst.

THIRTEEN

Dragons

Fierced to itsleaden heart, the little darkangd fell, wings Stiff, festhersfluttering likerags. Aerid felt
giddy, light. Irrylath had not returned to Oriencor! Leaning againgt the casement for support, Aerid felt
that she might die of happiness as, without aripple, the lifeless body of the Witch's seventh son
disappeared into the ill, black waters of the Mere. Avarclon gave agreat neigh of victory, and ashout
went up from the army of the dliesbelow. Irrylath wheeled to face Oriencor.

"I will not come back to you, Witch," he shouted. "1 serve the Aeriel now."

"Haveacare, my one-timelove," she answered savagedly, seizing her prisoner and dragging her into
the prince'sview. "Y our Aerid isin my hands”

Thepaegirl saw him gart.

"Aerid!" he cried. Beneath him, Avarclon wheded sharp in the air, his great wings beating. Oriencor
laughed.

"Fool," she spat. "If you had come back, I'd have given her to you. Now | will keep her for myself.
Shewill dievery dowly a theend of thiswar. Aswill you."

Rage swept over Irrylath's face. The knuckles of his hand that clasped the Edge Adamantine
whitened. "Dare harm even one hair of her, Witch," he shouted hoarsely, "and I'll put this dagger through
your heart!"



Avarclon plunged forward as though spurred, climbing swiftly through the air. The White Witch stood
unflinching, eyesfixed beyond him, her countenance betraying not the dightest fear. Softly, not to Irrylath,
she spoke.

"Harry him."

Instantly her five remaining darkangels broke away from Irrylath's brothers and veered back toward
their mistresss keep. In another moment, they were swarming about the prince; baiting, feinting, striking
and darting. He kept them at bay with the Edge Adamantine. Aeriel spotted those of Irrylath's brothers
who rode winged lons hastening to him through the air. Oriencor stood at the casement, watching
intently, seeming to take no further interest in the contest of the Lady'sarmy against her own forces
below.

The pearl gleamed warm on Aerid's brow. With astart, she redlized that, led by Sabr, the dlieshad
broken free of the Witch'svise a last and cleared a path to the Mere. Under their yellow banner, the
Istern and Westron forces were surging toward the black water, dragging barges. Aeriel saw the dender
Mariners of the Sea-of-Dust dashing ahead of the rest.

Setting smdll, light skiffs upon the water, the dark people began to row. If they succeeded in crossing
the Mere, Aerid redized, the Lady'sforces could storm the keep. Aeridl’s heart quickened—she amost
dared to hope. Though badly outnumbered ill, the dlieswere fighting forward again. Thetide of battle
had begun to turn.

Far to thefore, the skiffs of the dark idanders cut across the oil-smooth Mere. Just as they reached
the middle of the lake, Aerid saw something huge bresking the surface. All a once, the vast black,
dull-gleaming head of one of the Witch'swater dragons rose from the lake. A moment later, its
companion reared beside it, breathing sulfur and smoldering flame. With aroar, the pair of them lunged at
the Mariners skiffs, swallowing half adozen in the space of abreath.

Aerid cried out. Theformerly tight, orderly fleet of the Mariners drifted, floundering. Seizing another
skiff between their jaws, the two dragonstore it asunder, worrying the splinters. Its occupant fell flailing
into the poisoned water and disappeared. Hisfellows hurled javelins, but the mereguints scarcely
flinched. Those idanders who tried to row around and on toward the keep, they snapped up and
devoured.

Oriencor remained oblivious, eyes fixed above on the battle of Irrylath and his brothers against her
icari. Beyond and below, on shore, Pendarlon charged down the beach, scattering ahost of the Witch's
creatures. With abound, the lyon of the desert plunged from shore—and did not sink into theflat,
reflectionlesswaters of the Mere. Aerid swalowed her surprise. The flighdess lons could do that, she
recalled: run across afluid or fragile surface without breaking through. A dark rider clung to hisradiant
mane.

"Erin!" Aerie cried, recognizing her friend in arush of euphoriaand feer.

Bright Burning hung, still shesthed, at the dark girl'sside. Why? Aerid cried inwardly, furious. Why
hasn't she drawn it? And then the answer cameto her, plain asthe light of Solstar: Because the glaive
islinked to me. She cannot draw it except when | will. Aerid flushed in horrified chagrin. Pendarlon
bounded over the black, smooth Mere,

"Draw the sword," Aerid breathed.

Upon Pendarlon's back, Erin's head snapped up. She cast about her, frowning. Aeriel dapped her
own hip, where the sword had once hung. So strong was the connection now, pearl to glaive, that Aerie
half imagined she could fed the sword-belt about her own waist ill.

Desperately, she whispered, "Now!"
And amoment later, asthe lyon neared the Witch's dragons, the dark girl seized Bright Burning and



pulled it from its sheath. The glaive coruscated, ablaze in her hand. Aerid felt the well-remembered sense
of vertigo and, redling, fought against being drawn into the flame of the blade as, with a savage swipe of
the burning sword, Erin dashed the dark, liquid eye of the nearest mereguint asit stooped to seize
another of her peoplée's kiffs.

A moment later, Aeriel saw Marelon, the Feathered Serpent of the Sea-of-Dust, breaking the surface
of the Mere beside them. Her great vermilion jaws snapping, she twined about the throat of the injured
dragon. Their thrashing scarcely disturbed the glass-smooth surface of the Mere. Erin and Pendarlon
gprang on as Marelon dragged the mereguint under. Erin brandished her glaive a the other dragon, but it
recoiled, diving, and disappeared. Pendarlon roared in fury. The dark girl called out and gestured toward
the hals of Winterock. Behind her, the Mariners regathered and rowed.

But how do they mean to enter ? Aeriel wondered suddenly. The keep has no door . On the shore,
the Witch'sforces, now gravely disarrayed, were growing ever more ragged. Most of Syllvas people
had crowded into the barges now to cross the Mere. Not far from shore, the mudlick, jaws gaping,
reared up before the Lady's barge. Syllva shot it through the mouth with an arrow made of silver and
gold. Ahead, Erin and Pendarlon had nearly reached the keep.

Without warning, the second mereguint broke the surface of the Mere before them. Its breath
smoked, sulfurous yelow. Thundering, the dragon rose, towering over them. With asnarl, thelyon
dropped to a crouch. Erin sprang to stand upon hisback as, like ablack bird, the mereguint's vast head
swooped, jaws wide, its teeth each aslong as Erin'sarm. The dark girl let go of the lyon's mane, taking
hold of her blade's hilt in both hands.

"Erin!" Aeriel screamed, reaching out across a hopel ess distance—and yet it seemed her own voice
echoed in the singing of the blade.

Asthedark girl swung the burning sword, Aerid shut her eyes, feding a sense of motion and of
draining, asweeping rush as though she herself were circumscribing an arc. Through her own body, she
felt the crunch of broken scaes, cloven spine, and the waft of something dark and mighty above her
collgpsing in coils upon coilsinto the Mere—until gasping, shuddering, Aeriel pulled back, opening her
eyes, willing hersdlf away from merger with the sword.

In the lake below, the dead mereguint floated, head severed from its body, black blood iridescent
upon the shadowy surface of the Mere. A haze of acrid yellow smoke drifted over it. Not far fromit, the
lyon, with the dark girl still crouched upon his back, bounded onto the ledge of the castle directly beneath
Aerid. The burning sword blazed in Erin's hand. Drained by even such brief contact with the glaive,
Aerid tottered.

"Erin. Oh, Erin," she breathed.

In the sky overhead, one of Irrylath's brothers diced a darkangel with his hooked Istern sword.
Oriencor'slip curled in asnarl. Eyesfixed on the battlein the air, she seemed not to have noticed Erin
vanquishing her dragons below. Aeriel wondered if the White Witch had even heard her crying the dark
girl'sname. Above, the prince of Avaric finished off hisbrother's darkange with the Edge Adamantine. In
dlence, likeitsfellow, theicarusfdll.

"Irrylath fightswell,” Ravenna's daughter murmured, "with great brilliance and passion. | will grant him
that. One by one, my darkangelstopple.”

Onthefar shore, her troops no longer held any semblance of order. Company by company, her
minionswere straying to a stop. Absorbed in the aerid battle, Oriencor remained oblivious. A rush of
sudden understanding overtook Aerid. Like an overambitious juggler unable to catch and rethrow al of
her many beads, the Witch was adlowing her forgotten ground forcesto fater. Such numbers, Aerie
realized, must require tremendous concentration to control—and Irrylath's betraya had clearly shaken
her.



"Trator!" the Witch muttered bitterly. "I never thought he would desert mein the end.”

Keep her distracted! Aerid told hersaf. Oriencor could regather her scattered battalionsin a
moment, if she chose. Desperately, the pae girl searched her mind for something, anything to keep the
other's attention from the battle below.

"Y es, my husbhand has deserted you," she said, throwing into her voice a hard edge of confidence she
did not fed. "Asthe Ancients of Oceanus once deserted you—as did Mekior."

With ahiss, the White Witch turned from the casement, her green eyes blazing. "What do you know
of Mekior, youlittle fool ?*

Aerid's heart quailed beneath the ferociousness of that gaze, but she stedled herself to stand firm, not
to flinch. "That heisahdfling, likeyou," she flung back, usng the word she knew would cut. "That he
was your friend once, but he turned from you. He served your mother in the end.”

"My mother isdead," the White Witch snarled, "and Mekior no more than her clockwork golam.
Gears and wires! Heis unimportant.”

Angrily, she made asif to turn back toward the fray. Aerid gifled the cry of protest that would betray
her as surely aswould Oriencor's taking note of events below.

"The Ancients abandoned you aswell," Aerid said quickly. "They refused to take you with them
when they left.” The Witch's gaze flicked back to Aeriel, who struggled to maintain her appearance of
cam. Shemust let no hint of what she saw through the casement show on her face. "That iswhy you hate
the world so. The Ancients going left you prisoner here."

Oriencor glared a Aeridl. "Ther leaving mewas dl my mother's doing—" she started, then stopped
hersdf. Contemptuoudly, the half-Ancient bowed her white lipsin asmile. "But | do not hate the world,
little sorceress—though perhaps my mother thought so. | do not care one way or another what happens
to theworld when| an gone.”

Beyond the window, another darkangel fell.

"Y ou are right about the Ancients, though," Oriencor continued evenly. "They broke my heart, leaving
me. Soon, however, they will welcome me—they mugt, for | have proved myself their peer. Havel not
labored these thousand yearsto join them?"

Frowning, Aerid shook her head, not understanding what the other meant. The White Witch gave a
derisve snort. She had turned her attention wholly away from the window now. Hurriedly, Aeriel
blanked her features, lest her dight show through. If only she could keep Oriencor occupied alittle
longer, then the dlies had achance.

"The Ancientswill never return here, of course,” said the Witch. Her tone grew fierce. "So if | wish to
share their company again, it isup to me. Don't you see? | mean to join my peers on Oceanus and claim
my birthright there. It isto that end | have been pillaging this planet for athousand years.”

Aerid gared at her, more baffled than before. But they're dead, she thought. Oriencor spoke as
though Oceanus were green and blooming still, not ravaged by plagues and horrors. Unexpectedly,
Ravennas daughter smiled her cool, maevolent smile.

"My mother told you nothing of this, | see. So not even she suspected my plans.” The White Witch
laughed. "Good."

"She said you werekilling the world for vengeance—" Aerid began.

Oriencor nodded curtly. "Oh, | am. In part. At first, many years ago, | longed smply to ruin my
mother'swork, to force her and her fellows to abandon thisworld. | hoped they would construct new
chariots and take me with them when they returned home."



Digractedly, she stroked the wet windowslll, its odd moisture pooling in the light of sinking
Solstar—yet, Aeriel noticed, wherever Oriencor laid her hand, the water thickened, congedling like
candlewax.

"But they were very stubborn,” the White Witch sghed. "At last | saw | must obtain the meansto
depart thisworld mysdlf.”

"But you've no chariot..." Aerid garted. Below, Syllva, in the prow of the foremost I stern barge, was
hafway to the keep.

"Y ou underestimate me," the White Witch snapped, her back to the scene below. "I have built one: a
fiery engineto cross heaven. What did you think | wanted the duaroughsfor?”

Aerid gared. With the pearl's aid, she envisioned the captured duaroughs deep underground
—hbuilding the Witch her means of escape. Thelordel leaned back, bracing her arms against the frozen
windowledge. In the air beyond the window, yet another darkangel plummeted, run through by Irrylath.
Below, the Mariners of the idands were clambering onto Winterock's narrow, icy shore. They tried the
keep's wallswith their weapons, but their spearheads chipped and broke, brittle with the cold. Erin
hacked once, experimentaly, at the doorless crystal with the blade of the burning sword.

"My fud isgathered,” laughed Oriencor, "though there's o little water on thisworld, it'staken mea
long timeto sted enough.”

Aerid could not think what she meant. Water to fue an enginesfires? Ravennas daughter smiled
thinly.

"Didn't you learn anything in NuRavenna, little sorceress? Water conssts of two eements” she said.
"Oneisafud, like wax or oil; the other, avapor that we breathe and that enablesfire to burn. My chariot
requires both e ementsin great quantity.”

Even as she spoke, the pearl with eerie clarity strung the beads before Aeriel'sinner eye so that she

was ableto picture what Oriencor described: little spots of fire mating and dancing, twining and untwining
upon long strands. Impatiently, the White Witch went on.

"And our world's water, unlike that of Oceanus, contains a third component, one that keepsit soluble
evenin cold shadow. Life-giving toyou," thelorde sad, "it is poisonousto my kind."

Aerid remembered suddenly the bright, hot liquor Talb the Mage had once distilled to poison a
darkangel. Oriencor sighed.

"But bind that component—neutraize it—and water grows murky, duggish, cold.”
Aerid thought of the dark, oil-smooth waters of the Mere below.
"Removeit entirely, and you have winterock."

The Witch's gesture encompassed the whole palace. Behind her, Syllvaand the othersin barges
below drew nearer the castle. Some of the Witch's lesser water-creatures swarmed about the barges, but
without their mistressswill to guide them, their attacks had become clumsy and hdf-hearted. The
bowwomen of Esternesse picked them off over the barges rails. Aerid hardly saw—for she stood gazing
at thewhite, frigid walls around her, open-mouthed in astonishment at her new understanding: water .
More water than she had ever dreamed, enough to break the whole parched world's drought —if only it
were not al of it dead, hardened, transformed into stone! Again she shook her head.

"But... evenif you could reach Oceanus—" she started.
"I will," Oriencor cut in. "'l have the Ancient charts. | know the way."

"But you'll be crushed!" Aeriel exclaimed. "Torn gpart. No creature born here can bear the weight of
that world." Oriencor sneered. "Do you redly think me the weak and puny thing that once | was?"



Upon the shores of the Mere, Orrototo, leading her Maambal and the other desert tribes, Sabr and
her mounted bandits, Irrylath's eldest and youngest brothers, Nar and Hadin, and her own brother
Roshka were making short work of the foe. Above, Irrylath and the rest of his brothers closed in on the
two remaining icari. Camly, the White Witch eyed her.

"The gravity of Oceanus might pull to bits, little morta, but I have found away to fortify mysdf against
that Ancient tide."

Aerid frowned, trying desperately to understand. The lorelel smiled awicked, piercing smile,
Suddenly, sickeningly, Aeriedl knew what shewould say.

"Souls," the White Witch murmured, speaking the word asthough it were deliciousto her. "Soulsto
feed me and make me srong. That isdl | require now: many swest, struggling souls. | haven't had nearly
enough of them yet."

Aerid gtared, speechless. Beyond the window, another darkangd fell from the air. Below, the Witch's
forceswere being routed and driven away. Some ssmply milled upon the shore until picked off by the
alied troops not yet in boats.

The White Witch stood laughing at her. Staring into those cold green eyes, Aerid felt asudden
horrifying suspicion grip her likeavise: it had al been too easy. The Witch knew. She had known all
aong. Deliberately, Oriencor turned back to the casement's view and sighed.

"A finedaughter.”

Shaking, Aerid gazed down at the battlefield, expecting to see the lorele'sforces regathered in an
instant to attack. Y et her monstrous crew remained in utter rout. Only isolated bands of ressters il
fought. Directly below, Erin, with broad sweeps of the burning sword, attacked the doorless paace. Its
crystd hissed and vaporized at the bright blade's touch.

"You don't," Aeriel sammered, mystified. "Y ou don't seemto care.”

The Witch glanced at her. ™Y ou mean that my troops have been daughtered? | don't. They were
supposed to be daughtered, you littlefool. Did you think | would redly rely for long on soulless drones
to defend me? They're far too much trouble to control.”

Stunned, Aerid fdt her heart congtricting painfully. It was she who had been the dupe, not Oriencor.
Beyond her, inthe air, thelast, wounded darkangd fled screaming. Irrylath'stwin brothers, Syril and
Lern, sped in pursuit. Arat, nursing atorn and bleeding shoulder, sat bowed in the saddle, his brother
Poratun bending close to examineit. Irrylath turned his gaze toward the Witch's tower. Oriencor pierced
Aerid with green eyes as she laughed.

"Don't you redizethis has dl been for my pleasure?’ sheinquired, dmost companionably. "I have
alowed thisbattle, this massacre, solely for my ddight. Mayhem amusesme. Ah, | seeyour littlefriend
below us has breached thewall.”

Looking down, Aeriel saw Erin cutting awide entryway into the great doorless palace.

"As soon asthey land, your forces will storm the keep," Oriencor said. "But they are not guided and
protected, as you were, by Ravennas pearl, are they?' Her laugh was deep. "Winterock will swallow
them. Then they will wander, lost and shivering, for atime—not long—before | go to gather them.”

Aerid recoiled. The Witch's words unnerved her. Desperately, she glanced at the window. How long
before the barges landed? Oriencor lilted on.

"Some of them will die before | reach them, which will be a pity—a great waste of souls. But | will
have enough. Only the best and the bravest, the hardiest and most fearless of your people will survive
long enough for meto sip their livesaway."



Aerid hit her lip, panicked. She had to find away to stop the Witch before Syllvaand her followers
reached the keep! Far below, Erin and Pendarlon paced, impatient for the barges. The dark idanders
patrolled the thin, icy ledge, driving off the Witch's creatures that occasionally surfaced. Aerid's thoughts
spun. Even if she shouted from the tower, her voice would never be heard above the din of battle. And
yet, she must warn them! Shefelt the warmth of the pearl upon her brow brighten suddenly. All a once,
sheremembered. Of course. She could speak to Erin through the burning sword.

Aerid shut her eyes. Ignoring dl distraction, she willed herself to make contact, to merge once more
with the flame of the blade. A moment later she felt the familiar disorientation, sensed herself being drawn
into the sword, her substance drained. Erin's face loomed before her, haf an arm's reach away. Shefelt
the motion of the dark girl's Stride.

"Aerid!" her friend gasped, hating. "Where are you?' she cried. "It's been nearly adaymonth—"

"Aboveyou in the tower," Aeriel whispered urgently. "Listen! Fly for your lives. The castlés atrap!
Don't enter—"

An open-hand blow knocked her to the floor.
"Silence! Not another word, you stupid girl," Oriencor snarled.

Half-stunned, Aerid moaned and blinked back tears. Her cheek stung, numb with cold. The bone of
her jaw smarted. Her neck felt wrenched. The White Witch stood over her.

"Did you think | would let you dert them?' she grated. "Y ou are here because it amuses meto let you
watch. Y ou will not be dlowed to interfere.”

Poised, Ravennas daughter glared down, her green eyes merciless. In another moment, Aeriel was
sure she would swoop and throttle her. Beyond her captor, the casement held nothing but distant
darkangels and open sky—but through the pearl's link to the sword, Aerid glimpsed the dark girl's
dartled look, then saw her turn, crying out to the approaching barges, gesturing them frantically away.
Aerid fought to keep rdief and triumph from lighting her face for the Witch to read.

"1 will have my souls" Oriencor growled, plainly unaware of what was occurring below. "The very
finest, the most alive, shal make me strong for my journey across heaven.”

Aerid fdt the swordlink flicker. Shelet it die. It had achieved its end—and cost her much of her
remaining strength.
"But they're dust,” she protested weakly, drained. "The people of Oceanusdied..."

The other laughed. "They would have died, long since, if they were mortd like you. But they are not.
They are Ancients, and liveavery long time."

She till doesn't understand, Aeriel thought wearily, in wonder. She doesn't know about the
plagues and the destruction. She thinks if she goes there, she will find all Oceanus alive. Then, If
she knew—if | could show her—would she stop?

"All the Ancients of Oceanus perished,” Aerid managed, spesking asplainly as she knew how, "ina
great war dozens of thousands of daymonths ago.”

Ravenna's daughter laughed again. "Liest My mother told you that. It'sal nonsense. The Ancientsare
asgods, are gods. And soon | will join their ranks. | have proven mysdlf their equa in sorcery. Soon |
will clam the birthright of my Ancient blood and walk at last upon my mother'sworld.”

"There'sno onetherel” Aerid searched feverishly for away to convince her. "Their chariots have long
since stopped coming. They no longer speak acrossthe Void."

The White Witch scoffed. "Tired of us. Tired of little minions, little golams, little living toys.
Weary—as | am weary—of al the lesser creatures of thisworld. Weary of you all! Do you think, oncel



am on Oceanus, that | will deign to return ever again to this place? That | will trouble mysalf to spesk
with any of you acrossthe Void?'

"They're dead!" Aeriel indsted, despairing, redlizing as she did that it was hopeless. No words she
could speak would ever persuade Oriencor.

The bitter savor of the Witch's heart lingered even now upon her tongue. She would have spat, if it
could have done any good, but the grains had long since dissolved. She could not get the taste out of her
mouth. Ravennas voice came back to her then, or perhaps it was the pearl's murmuring again: Crush the
Witch's army. Destroy her darkangels—and without so much asajolt of surprise, Aeriel understood
why she mugt give the pearl to Ravenna's daughter.

The Ancient jewe enabled its bearer to separate genuine from illusory. Fiery images of Oceanuss
destruction burned bright in Aerid's mind, with none of the mistiness of possibility and dl the
unmistakable clarity of fact. Only in claiming the pearl would Oriencor know, beyond al doubt, that
Oceanus was dead and the Ancient race no more, that no end could come of killing and abandoning the
world. Better to use her vast sorcery to hed it now—it wasthe only birthright Ravennas heir would ever
know.

Have you ever treasured something, child, a thing so dear you thought you could never give it
up—then learned you must? Aerid understood the Ancient's question now aswell, and suddenly al
courage failed her. Without the pearl, she would be bereft, robbed forever of its subtle, al-pervading
light. It had been a part of her so long that now she could fed its substance in her very bones.
Relinquishing it would be like cutting off her own hand, like dying. Doubdess she would die—for without
the pearl to keep away the cold, she would swiftly freeze.

"Oceanusisdead," shetold the other, with dl the certainty and conviction a her command. Rising
painfully, Aeriel reached to pull the pearl's chain from her hair. "Takethisif you do not believe. Take your
mother's gift, Oriencor, and behold for yoursdlf.”

Her hand shook. Holding out the pearl to the Witch was the hardest thing she had ever done. Take it,
shewanted to cry. Take it quickly! But dl at once, she heard a shout. Startled, the pearl till in her hand,
Aerid turned. Avarclon whedled and thrashed to ahalt just outside the broad, high window of the tower.
His hooves clattered against the winterock as he flailed and scrambled, unable to hover easily so near the
keep. Irrylath leaned forward, clutching the starhorse's mane.

"Aerid!" hecried. "Aerid!"

Oriencor turned from the pale girl to sneer a him. "Begone, traitor,” she spat. Y ou and your Horse
and your Blade do not frighten me. Aeriel ismine.”

"Monger! Lorde," Irrylath shouted at her. Turning his gaze once moreto Aerid, he cried urgently,
"Has she harmed you? Give me your hand.”

Avarclon's hooves clashed and rang againgt the frigid sone. Hiswings, fanning the air, swept and
battered against the tower's outer wall. Irrylath strained forward, reaching hisfree hand for Aerid, but he
could not get close. The window was not large enough for Avarclon to passthrough. Irrylath hacked at
the casement relentlesdy with the Blade Adamantine. Ignoring him, the White Witch turned away.

"What isit you would give me?' she said contemptuoudy.

Aerid gazed back at her. Thejewd glimmered in the pde girl's outstretched hand. " That with which
your mother entrusted me," she whispered. "The pearl of the soul of theworld."

Oriencor tilted her head, eyeing the pearl with new interest. The pae girl nodded.
"Who bearsit cannot be fooled by lies."
The other's green eyes studied Aerid intently suddenly. "Has my mother acknowledged my birthright



a lag?' she murmured.

"All Ravennds sorcery isin here" Aerid told her, "dl her knowledgefor the running of theworld. The
meaking of it cost her life."

Oriencor's eyes grew hungry, bright. "Giveit to me, then," she answered, reaching.

"Dont let her touch you!" Irrylath cried. Great chunks of winterock broke and fell away from the
Blade. Thewdl had agap init now, gill not large enough. Avarclon whinnied and smote with his hooves.
"Aerid," Irrylathindsted. "Cometo me. I'll take you away!"

Aerid looked a him in surprise, at the desperation on hisface, the sweat running down from his
temples even as his bresth burned and steamed like adragon'sin the freezing air. The pearl glowed in her
hand.

"It'smy inheritance," Oriencor was muttering. "I'll take it with mewhen | go to Oceanus.”

"Aerid," Irrylath called urgently, leaning once more through the battered window. " Come—answer
m"

If he leans any farther, shethought fearfully, he'll fall. His arm stretched out to her, hand open,
pam up. A wildlonging filled her suddenly as she redlized she could go with him. If she went now, she
wouldn't die. She could keep the pearl, dl its strange sorcery and light—keep it for hersdf. Irrylath
would pluck her away, and they would escape.

"Why do you hesitate?' Oriencor demanded sharply. "Put it into my hand.”

Aerid stared at her, shaking. The Witch was aready defeated, dl her minions put to flight. But she
has not been redeemed. avoice risng unbidden within her prodded. She has not been persuaded that
what you say istrue. Go with Irrylath, and you will have won a hollow victory. The world will not
be healed. The Witch will soon rebuild her power —till you must fight this same battle all over
again. Bitterly, Aerid realized that she must fulfill Ravennastask, no matter what the cost.

"Come—Aerid!" her husband cried.
The pearl burned bright as Solstar in her pam.
Much as she longed to, she could not go with Irrylath. Shaking her head, she whispered, "Fare well."

Oriencor had begun to laugh. Aerid saw Irrylath gazing at her in desperate incomprehension. Above
the other'slaughter, the rasp of his own bresthing and Avarclon's, the thrash of the starhorse'swings and
the clatter of his hooves, surely the prince could not have heard her words. But she saw from his
expression that he had read the frame of her lips, the shake of her head.

Too late, hecried out, "No!" as Aerid tore her eyes away from his, and turned to put the pearl in the
White Witch's hand.

FOURTEEN

Flood



The White Witch screamed. Aerid stood frozen, still touching the pearl. She felt something running
out of it and into Oriencor, who stood like a statue, immobile, her mouth fallen open to keen one long,
high note that went on and on. Those in barges below and on the battlefield beyond stood halted, turned,
gtaring at the keep. Images had begun to play across the surface of the pearl: pestilence and
fire—Oceanus destroying itsdlf.

"Dead?' the White Witch screamed. " Dead? How can that be? Not dead. Not dead! Poisoned?
Plague? How could they destroy themsdlves?!

Aerid could not move, could not take her gaze or her hand away from the pearl. Neither, it seemed,
could Oriencor, whaose chilling cries continued. Dazed, Aerid redlized that though the pearl wasimparting
certain knowledge of the Ancients fate, Ravenna's daughter was denying it, refusing to believe. Aeriel
shook her head. Her ears rang with the Witch's protests. It had never occurred to her that Oriencor
might refuse the gift.

"It was only we, only we they caused to war for their pleasure. They can't—they can't be dead! It
ignt posshle..."”

Aerid felt astab of sudden fear. She hersalf had never refused any knowledge she had received
through the pearl. She had no ideawhat would happen to anyone who tried. She had no ideawhat was

happening to Oriencor now. The Witch seemed to be striving to thrust the pearl back into Aeridl’'s hand.
The aromaof Ancient flowers cameto her suddenly as anew image gathered itsdf within the pearl, that

of adusky lady withindigo eyes.

"Daughter,” she said quietly, "beieve.

Aerid gtared. Thisimage was no misty congtruct of the future, no vivid memory of the past—it
reflected the present: tangible, dive. A living Ravennagazed at the White Witch from the surface of the
pearl.

"No!" thelordlel gasped, recailing. "'l saw your funera fire—" The Ancientlady shook her head. "That
was only my body, child. Some arts of the Ancients you never learned. My inner essence has been

trandated, that my messenger might bear meto you. All my being is contained within this pearl. The
whole of my magic, my very soul—yours, if you will but accept!"

The White Witch's criesrose to shrills and then to shrieks.
" Na/a! n

Aeriel would havefled, flung her hands over her earsif only she could have moved. The coldness of
the Witch swept over and through her as never before, for the pearl no longer gave her any warmth.
Ravennasimage watched her daughter with horror and pain.

"Takeit back!" shrieked the Witch. "I do not want your sorcery! | have my own sorcery now..."

Fractures appeared in the winterock around them. By means of the pearl, Aeriel felt the hair-thin
cracks running the length of the palace, down below the waterline, below even the bottom of the Mere.
Sheglimpsad the figures trapped in the walls of Winterock stirring, awakening, opening their eyes. The
whole keep shifted, shuddering, with alow rumbling that rolled under the high, terrible piercing of the
Witch's screams.

"Accept, or you arelost!" Ravennacried urgently. "Use my gift to heal thisworld..."
Her image reached out to Oriencor, hands outstretched in appeal. Aeriel was aware of Syllvain her



Istern barge below sounding her warhorn, signaling retreat. The dark idandersfled the palace terrace to
their skiffsand stroked for the far shore. Erin grasped Pendarlon's mane as he legpt away acrossthe
Mere, which had begun to loseits dark opacity. The Witch's creatures writhed and struggled in the
lightening waters.

"Believe me, daughter,” Ravenna besought her. "My Ancient race and their world are no more."

But Oriencor fought the knowledge of the pearl even now. The paace shuddered again, the floor
beneath Aerid'sfeet tilting. She heard crashes, like dabsof crysta plunging and shattering.

"It'salie. A lie—I won't believeit! They can't be dead!”

"Stop," Aerid tried to tell her. "Stop screaming, or the whole palace will fal."

The other paid her no heed, fingerstightening on the pearl asthough she meant to crushiit.
"Daughter, turn back—" Ravennacalled desperately.

Then the pearl shattered against Aerid's hand, and the Ancient'simage shattered with it, scattering,
vanishing. The Witch's webbed fingers bore down upon Aerid's. She fdt the shards of corundum biting
into her flesh. A white migt billowed from the broken shell, cloudlike and full of sparkling fire. It filled the
room, enveloping them both. Oriencor wrenched around asif trying to tear free of the pearl, batting at the
mist and colored sparks asthough they ate at her. Aerid felt nothing but adight glimmer, an
amogt-pleasant glow.

She had cut her thumb upon the broken edge of the pearl. Some portion of the billowing light was
running into her through the wound. She breathed it in. It dighted on her skin and entered her pores,
crept under her fingernails, filled her earsand hair. Shefdt it, fiercdly hat, like burning silver in her blood.
She, too, cried out then, not with pain, but with surprise.

"You," Oriencor gasped, turning back to her now. Her tone was arasp, as though the misty light had
seared her lungs. "You! Little sorceress. | cursethe day that Irrylath first carried you away, and | curse
the hour that ever you came to this keep with your message and your poisonous gift. Undone! All my
sorcery undone! By you, my mother's catspaw. Y our very innocence your shield.”

The White Witch was dying, Aerid redlized. For those who could not accept, the knowledge in the
pearl was deadly. Even now, her creatures thrashed, perishing in the disenchanted waters below. Aerie
had never dreamed, not for amoment, that the pearl could harm aswell as hedl.

"l never meant you ill in giving you the pearl,” she cried. Nor could she believe that Ravenna had
meant her daughter any harm. "1 meant only to show you, to..."

"To make me see?' Oriencor grated, her beautiful bell-like voice now turned to potsherds grinding, to
slk rending and metal twisting. " To change me back from what | am into what | was before, amortd,
hdfling, Ancient's daughter? Don't you under stand?'

Winterock shuddered again, and the floor dropped aquarter of an el before catching itself. The dead
cregturesin the lake below were dissolving into noxious mist. The paace shook like something struggling
to awake. Both Oriencor and Aeriel staggered, but neither could rel ease the broken, billowing pearl.

"Don't you see?' Oriencor shrilled. "1 am no more redeemabl e than one of my darkangels—one of
my true darkangels. For | am not incomplete, as Irrylath was when you rescued him. | have eaten hearts
and drunk blood and drunk souls. My heart isdust. | could not return to what | was even if | wished—
and | do not wish it! | want to walk among my peers—I want the Ancients aive on Oceanus, and |
curse you for taking the hope of that—my only purpose—away."

Her last words were a scream that rent the palace from tower to base. The shock threw Aerid to her
knees. By means of the pearl, she was aware of the now-transparent waters of the Mere pouring into the
breaches. She thought of the duaroughs held prisoner in the depths of the palace below and hoped



desperatdy for their ddiverance.
"Agid! Aerid!"

Above the din, someone was crying her name, had been crying her name franticaly for sometime.
She turned to see Avarclon bearing Irrylath away from the crumbling palace. Great chunks of winterock
sheared off and hurtled down. The prince sat hel pless, unable to turn his unbridled steed. Without bit or
reins, Irrylath could not compel the Avarclon to whed and bear him back to Aeridl.

A snarl brought her sharp around. Oriencor was still on her feet, though barely. Her gown wasin
tatters, her once-white skin, now ashen, was flaking and faling away like curls of burnt paper. Her hair, a
nest of tiny, filamentthin snakes, streamed and billowed in awind Aerid could not fed. Aeriel shrieked
and shrank back even asthe Witch's green eyes pinned her.

"Il have you," she whispered, her ruined voice soft asgravel crushing againg itsdlf. "Y ou've
destroyed me, but I'll see you undone before me. I'll have your heart, your eyes. Little sorceress, I'll have
your soul!”

She reached out one dagger-nailed hand as Aerid screamed, trying frantically to pull free. Above her
intheair, along way off, she heard Irrylath cry out aswell. The White Witch's hand darted toward her.
Aerid shrank, straining, leaned desperately away. She felt Oriencor'stalons barely brush her closed
eyelids—not enough even to break the skin, but enough to send their cold through her like aknife.

All the light in the world went out. Setting Solstar vanished. Then Aerid fdt the Witch's hand, il
holding hersto the broken pearl, fal away into ashes, into dust—just as the paace shuddered for thefina
time and plunged inexorably down, down toward the roiling Mere below.

Winterock wasfaling, but it was no longer made of stone. All Oriencor's enchantments must have
unraveled a her death, Aeriel thought, dmost calmly, as shefdl. Water thundered dl around her. She
could not see, could not breathe, heard only the water's roaring. The pearl-stuff in her blood told her a
little of what was happening around her. She wondered when she would reach the hard end of her fall
anddie

But no end came. The rushing and buffeting went on and on. After an eternity, she redlized that though
shewasfdling till, shewas no longer plunging straight downward. The palace has collapsed into the
lake: the knowledge cameto her with eerie clarity. You are being borne along beneath the surface
NOw.

Shehad no air left in her lungs. The cage of her ribs ached, burning, bursting. Just a while longer,
shetold herself. Hold out a little longer — though there hardly seemed any point. She could not swim.
Deep below the surface of the Mere, water all around, she was keenly aware that as soon as she opened
her mouth and drew bregth, she would perish.

Perhaps she would faint first and know nothing of dying. Drowning was not such aterrible end after
al, shetold hersdlf. Sheld dwaysfeared it, ever snce dipping into a cave pool asachild and being
pulled, sick and sputtering, onto the bank by her mistress Eoduin. But there was no bank here and no
companion to rescue her.

Her head pounded with the lack of air. Presently she would stop fighting, open her mouth and bresthe
deep of the pummeling torrent. Then she would be dead. At least the White Witch is dead, too, she
thought drowslly, and the world is free of her . The pearlstuff in her blood gave her the certain
knowledge of it but could bring her no comfort.

Shefelt only acrushing sense of failure. She had not fulfilled Ravennas charge, had not succeeded in
converting Oriencor to good. The world would know a brief respite now. But without Ravenna's sorcery,
could it ever heal? The pearl was broken, its contents scattered, lost. Still she clung to life, continued to
resst theflood. Her own tenacity surprised her. Stop fighting, shetold herself, preparing to die. You've



failed.

Someone caught her by the hair, pulled her close across the current. The tremendous buffeting all
around them had lessened now. It had become afierce undertow, no longer any downward motion toit.
Her companion guided her faceto his, put his mouth to hers and gave her breath. Aerid clutched at his
shirt and clung there, drinking in the sweet, magnificent air.

Her head cleared, and suddenly she was fighting again, struggling for breath. The other did not let her
break away, did not |et her breathe in the white waters of the Mere, much as she wanted to. Air! She
needed air. Darkness was everywhere. Theicy touch of the Witch's fingers had banished her sight. Her
eyesfdt usdess, frozen, like orbs of winterock.

She could not seewho it wasthat held her. But she felt the strength of hisarm around her, hislegs
stroking for the surface. She was being borne upward against the current's tow by someone. Someone
who swam like afish. Someone who had been raised by alorelel. Someone who had svum the Mere
every day of hislifefor tenlong years. Irrylath.

It seemed an age before they broke the surface. She gasped the sweet air, but weakly now,
half-swooned. Hardly any strength remained in her limbs. She was content to lie unresisting in her
husband's arms and | et the torrent bear them along. Miles and miles, shethought dreamily: theflood
must be taking them leagues from where the Witch's pa ace had once stood. Were the others— those in
the barges and upon the shore—safe? She could only hope, wrapped in adarkness devoid of
Solgtarlight, or Oceanudight, or stars. Head pillowed on Irrylath's breast, she dept.

Awareness returned to her just as gradually. Water no longer surrounded them. She no longer felt the
rush bearing her dong. They had stopped moving. Bruised and waterlogged, shefdt hersdf lying onfirm
ground, stable and solid, if very soggy. Her garment was sopping, and half her hair—she could fed by
the gentle give and tug—Iay in water. Someone was speaking her name.

She opened her eyes, though without hope of seeing anything. They ached, painfully cold. Then
something struck one of them, ahot, stinging drop. Another fell upon her brow, then ran burning and salt
into her other eye. She flinched, blinking, and became aware of stars overhead, ablaze of them.
Someone was bending over her.

"Aerid, Aerid," hesad.

She moaned and, moving, realized how giff she was. The pearlstuff in her blood made her fed hazy
and strange.

"Irrylath," she muttered, reaching for him. "I was drowning, and you camefor me."

To have rescued her, sheredlized, he must have dived from Avarclon's back. Her dream returned to
her, clear at lagt: Irrylath plunging headlong from high above into the roiling confusion of the flood below.
The starhorse had been trying to bear him to safety, carry him up and away, but he had refused to be
saved without her, had come after her instead. Not falen. Dived. Irrylath clasped her to him.

"Oriencor isdead," he whispered. "Y ou killed her, and the palacefdl."

She felt him shudder. Histears ran onto her cheek and forehead. Blinking the burning drops from her
eyes, she saw mud flats stretching al around, black soil fanning out on every hand. Water lay in sheets, a
cool misty smokerising fromit in wraithlike clouds. Broken hits of furniture, tapestry, deviceslay
scattered about them like a shipwreck.

Her wedding sari, yellow and immune to any moisture, tangled in a patch of scrub nearby. The mi,
full of colored sparks till, swirled and drifted, at times obscuring the sky. Oceanus hung canted in heaven
amid afiery swirl of sars.

Strangdly, the night did not feel cold. At last, Irrylath drew back from her.



"Not I," hesaid. "Not I, but you—you killed her."

She had never been so close to him before. Even by starlight, she saw the four long scars that raked
one sde of hisface, and thefifth that trailed just below the jaw. The scars Pendarlon had given him, an
age—no, only two years—ago, when he had been ahalf-darkangdl in Avaric. Shelaid her hand along
those scars.

"In Winterock," she said, "while the palace stood, the pearl gave me aglimpse of what the White
Witch did toyou.”

She saw him flinch, felt the shock that passed through him. He gazed at her. "1 thought you knew al
aong," hewhispered. "I thought your green eyes saw everything.”

She shook her head. Wasthat why he had stayed away—shunning not her, but the things he feared
sheknew?

"It'swhy | thought | wanted Sabr," he said, "because she knows nothing of that, and even if she ever
learns, shell not bdieveit. Shell ingst on thinking | was brave.”

"You were brave," said Aerid. She remembered him leading the battle from Avarclon's back,
swooping to rescue Sabr, confronting his own and his brothers darkangels. 'Y ou are the bravest one
know."

Irrylath shook his head. "'l wasn't. I'm not. Oriencor found my every flaw. In the end, she broke me
likeatoy."

"And you imagined | might do the same?* Aerid mused, stung, full of wonder at her own stupidity.
Blind! Until this moment, she had been blind. "So you turned to Sabr, who adores you— lonely for
someone who did not know your past, longing only to escape that painful memory.”

She saw the prince'sjaw set, as he nodded, thinking of the Witch. His eyeswere like two lampflames
burning.

"But Oriencor isdead now," he whispered fiercely. "I will never dream of her or fed her touch or hear
her voice again. My rescuer. Y ou have delivered me.”

She wanted to contradict him, to protest: he had turned away from Oriencor of hisown valition,
griking her seventh son from the air long before Aerid had handed her the pearl. But al she did was put
her lipsto histo make him still. The night was a blaze of Oceanudight and stars. The mist swirled around
them inwhispers, like wraiths.

Scattered sparks il drifted randomly, dighting in Irrylath's hair. Her husband put his arms about her,
drew her to him like aman so long dying of thirst he amost feared to drink.

Then something with a human shape but made al of golden light glided past them and vanished into
themist. Aerie started back from the prince with acry. Thefirst gpparition was gone, but amoment
later, from another quarter, adifferent figure strode by—again of golden light—this one ayoung man,
garbed in agtyle she did not recognize. He might have glanced at them before disappearing into the fog.
Aerid fdt Irrylath's arms about her tighten.

"What arethey?' she gasped.

"Souls," he whispered. "All the souls Oriencor or her darkangels ever captured or drank. All those
she kept prisoner in thewalls of Winterock. Delivered now. Look. Theair isfull of them.”

Aerid gazed upward, following theline of hisarm. The sky above shimmered with revenants of
golden light, ascending toward deep heaven. They seemed to add to the number of the stars. The mist
and the night werelit by them. Theair felt heavy and eectrified. The hair on Aerid’'sarmsand dong the
nape of her neck stood on end. She held onto Irrylath.



"They mean usno harm,” he murmured, then stopped himsdlf, shivering. "At leadt, they mean you no
harm. Y ou freed them."

A luminous figure resembling awoman of Zambul cameto a hdt not ten pacesfrom them. The
gparkling fog swirled and thickened al around. Asthe spirit gazed at them, the corners of her mouth
turned up ever so0 dightly in the beginning of asmile. Then shelifted her asamsand arose, right in front of
them, elongating and attenuating as she ascended.

The mist closed denser and denser before lifting suddenly without dissipating. Gazing upward, Aeridl
saw that the stars were now completely obscured. She could no longer see the confluence of souls
ascending, caught only glimmers of them in the distance, like flashes of light. The dectrica qudlity of the
ar intensified. She heard along, low rumble she could not identify. More flashes. Another rumbling.
Something wet and cold struck her skin.

Sheflinched in surprise, felt Irrylath do the same. The shock repested itself: a spattering of droplets.
The scent of water pervaded the air. The pattering drops grew larger and more numerous. They began to
fal harder, more steadily. A wet breeze rose and dapped at them. The sensation was cold, thrilling,
strange. She huddled against the shelter of Irrylath's body. The sound of falling water drummed against
the night, marked by low booming and glimmers of light.

"What isit?' sheexclamed.

"Water from heaven,”" he answered wonderingly, holding out one hand to catch the falling drops.
"Such asfell in Ancient times—a dozen thousand daymonths pagt.”

Thewater came in wind-whipped spatters now, gusting and unabating. Aeriel cupped her own hands
and brought them to her lips. The taste was cool and swest, full of air and minerals. She held her joined
pamsup to Irrylath and let him, too, drink. Still clasping her to him, he kissed her hands.

"The drought of the White Witch isbroken," hetold her. "It'srain.”

HFTEEN

Rime's End

Inward voice whispered. The pale girl shifted, dozing. Her husband lay deeping beside her, his
breaths even and deep. The strange pattering of rain drummed lightly now. Their makeshift tent rustied
gently with the soft, constant wind. Aeriel pressed closer to Irrylath, too drowsy to listen to any sounds
but these.

After theflood, Irrylath had made them this smdl pavilion out of her wedding sari. Gathering poles
from the surrounding flotsam, he had set them upright in the soft ground, then draped and wound the
yardsand yards of yellow stuff about their frame. The magica airthin cloth kept out the damp. Their
clothing dried quickly, and the ground over which their shelter stood soon, inexplicably, becamedry.

Thequiet murmur came again: Aeriel, awake. Still haf-dozing, sheforgot it the moment she opened
her eyes. Pillowing her head on one arm, she gazed at Irrylath. For thefirst time since she had known



him, hisface was at rest—no longer troubled by the Witch's dreams. Smiling now, she remembered the
hesat of hisbody these few hours past: what she had hungered for al these day-months, ever sincetheir
marriage day.

"No longer my husband only in name," she murmured, kissing him as she reached to pull afew sray
strands of hair back from his lyon-scored face.

Irrylath shifted, Sighing, deeply adeep. He never roused. Only alittle while ago, he had clasped her to
him with such urgency and passion—as though some intervention loomed to part them, asthough only a
little time remained. Aerid laughed, amazed a her own unaccustomed happiness. Here beneath their
wedding slk, she gazed a her husband with the greatest attention, alover's gaze. Every inch of him was
beautiful to her.

Aerid. The soft utterance came again, more insgstently. Aerid sat up with astart. She cast about her,
baffled, but she and Irrylath were done. The voice—eerily familiar—seemed to come from the air.

"Where areyou?' she whispered.
Here, the answer came. Within. | am within you now.

Aerid fet atremor, something stirring in her blood. The scent came to her suddenly of Ancient
flowers, dusky and sweet. Astonishment washed over her. She knew the voice.

"Ravenna," she breathed, shaken. When the pearl had shattered in Oriencor's hand, Aeriel had
thought the Ancientlady—surely then if not before—uitterly destroyed.

The dtill, inward voice seemed to chuckle. Hardly the whole of what Ravenna comprised, it
murmured, but a little of her, yes. Call me Ravenna, if you will: | am part of what she was.

Aerid struggled to catch her breath, to take it in. Overwhelming remorse seized her suddenly.
Why do you sorrow? Ravennawithin her asked. The war iswon.

Aerid's breast heaved, but it was with dry sobs only. Shefelt the white marksin the shape of stars|eft
upon her eyelids by the Witch'stouch.

"Because | havefailed you," she whispered,"and dl the world. What matter that the war iswon, if al
theworldislog?'

Lost?thevoice of the pearltuff in her blood exclaimed. My daughter's evil is at an end, child—
her drought broken, her creatures drowned—and all my rime has come to pass...

"Except the lagt!" Aerid exclamed. Their shelter sghed in the gentle breeze. She gazed about her a
thewdlsof slk, a their scattered garments, at Irrylath. Despair tasted like wormwood in her mouth.
"Thelast line of the prophecy isnot fulfilled. Y our gift is scattered to the winds. No daughter remainsto
hedl the world and claim the crown. All'slogt.”

Not lost, the Ancient's voice within her whispered. It need not be lost.

Aerid shook her head. How many more generations had this vast war won for the planet—a handful ?
A score? So pitifully few it scarcely mattered. Without Ravenna's daughter to guide the healing of the
world, Aeriel thought bitterly, everything she and Irrylath had struggled for was vainglory. In the face of
the al-devouring entropy, it would al wind down to nothing in the end.

That need not be, theinner voice murmured, and Aerid redized belatedly that the pearltuff in her
blood could read her thoughts whether or not she spoke them aoud. The entropy need not prevail.
Another might gather my scattered sorcery and heal the world in Oriencor's stead.

Aerid blinked. Her own white radiance lit the enclosed space softly.
"l don't know what you mean," she breathed.



Be my successor, child, Ravennas voice whispered. A little of my power isin you now, enough to
guide you in gathering the rest.

"But," she protested, dazed, "I'm not your daughter. The rime says—"

Are you not?the other asked gently. Did | not tell you in NuRavenna that you and many others
of your young race are descendants of my Ancient one, many generations removed? Theworld is
yours now: your birthright, your inheritance. We Ancients are no more. Become my daughter even
as Irrylath was once the Witch's son. Accept the crown of the world's heir, Aeriel. I've no one left
but you.

Aerid sat dlent, unableto takeit in, to fathomit. "I can't..." she sammered. "l don't know how."

You underestimate your self Enough of me remains to show you how to start. It will be a long
and mighty task, but not beyond you—with my aid.

Vigas unfolded before her, misty with possibility still: Ravennas sorcery reclaimed and theworld
made whole again. Aerid blinked in surprise, beholding, until she redlized that the view cameto her
through the remnants of the pearl.

But we must haste, the till, quiet voice urged her. Better to go at once, while still he sleeps.
The pdegirl frowned, gazing a Irrylath. "Go?!

The pearlstuff in her blood swirled restlesdy. Yes. Have you not understood what | have been
telling you? This task will consume you. You must leave all el se behind.

Aerid drew back, achill breathing through her. "Leave Irrylath?' she cried.

The voice within her subsided. At last it said, At times we all must give up what we hold most
dear for the greater good. | gave up my daughter, all my sorcery, my very life—

"But Irrylath ismy husband,” Aerid exclamed. "Weve only just found one another..."

The whole world needs you, Aeriel, the pearl's voice answered sadly. And heis only one man.
New images unfolded before her mind's eye: the planet dying.

"No," Aerid whigpered, "no!"

Anguish racked her. She wished that she might turn away, ignore the knowledge, refuse the gift— but
the Ancient sorcery was aready insde her, and there was nowhere she might turn.

"Irrylath needsme!" shetried desperately.

| amtruly sorry, the pearl's voice murmured, but | have allowed you even these brief hours
together at great cost. Time presses. You must not ask more.

Aerid gazed down at her prince. Gently, she cupped his chinin her hand and, still deeply deeping, he
turned hisface as though to seek her touch. An unutterable weight descended upon her. Her breast felt
heavy and sore, and she tasted the Witch's heart upon her tongue. Aeriel cradled her husband's cheek,
unwilling to let him go.

"He saved me," she whispered, remembering her terror of the flood. "I can't swim. I'd have drowned
when the pdacefel if hehad not..."

Drowned?the voicein her blood exclaimed. Nonsense, child. You can't drown. This new body |
gave you is not so easily destroyed.

A thin thread of cold wound through Aeridl. She shivered hard. "What do you mean?' she asked,
baffled. "What new body—I don't understand.”

The pin, child, the pearl'svoiceinssted. Did you not guess? The White Witch fashioned it so that



it could not be removed without killing you.

Aerid's eyes widened. Her free hand flew to the place behind her ear where the pin had been. She
felt no sorenessthere, no scar. "But you plucked it out,” she gasped. "Y ou pulled it free—"

Yes, and most of you perished in the flash. | had to rebuild the greater part—though | saved all
that | could: your heart, your eyes. Your mind and soul, of course.

With astrangled cry, Aerid snatched her hand from the deeping prince's cheek, recoiling in
horror—not of him, but of hersaf. In numb dismay, she stared at the body into which she had awakened
feding so strangely new, in the City of Crystaglass, daymonths ago.

"What thing have you made of me?"' she gasped. Her eyesreturned to Irrylath. He had been ademon
once, in Avaric, and she had made him morta again. She hersalf had been morta then—but what was
shenow?"A mongter..." she choked.

No more a monster than the starhorse, Ravennawithin her replied, or any other of my lons. No
more than Melkior .

"A golam," the pde girl managed, shuddering.

Yes.

"A clockwork automaton—Iike the duarough's underground machines...!"

No. Never. A biological construct. You are still flesh, child, not gearsand wire.

Saring a hersdf, Aerie laughed weakly, dismayed. "A fine maich,” she repesated softly, thinking of
the starhorse, "this new engine for my soul.”

She moved her fingers, clenching and opening her hand—but the motion had become accustomed
now, no longer felt odd. Something did aong her arm: atiny chain, scant as pider's slk—so fine she had
not noticed it before. She recognized the filament Ravenna had used to fasten the pearl to her brow. It
had become entwined about her wrist somehow—when she had handed the pearl to Oriencor?
Digtracted, Aeriel shook her heed, till staring a her strange, new flesh.

"Aslikemy old form aslike..."
Thewordstrailed away.
It is the soul that makes us human, not the flesh. Believe me, child, if | had had another choice

"Why did you not tell me?" Aerid grated furioudy. She sat gasping, scarcely able to speak. Outrage
and acrushing sense of betrayal strangled her voice.

| did not think that wise, the song in her blood

Rime's End ow answered deftly, dispassionately. | had to conceal my design from your adversary
at all costs. If the Witch had read even a glimpse of it in your eyes or so much as suspected what it
was you carried, she'd have destroyed you long before you could give her the pearl.

Aerid shook her head. Oriencor's words came back to her: Little fool ... no more than her
clockwork golam...unimportant! Slowly, redization dawned. To Ravennawithin her, shesaid at lat,
"Y ou meant to sacrifice me—our entire army— to that end if need be."

A weary slence.
She was my daughter, Aeriel. | had to try.

No sound in the tent then but night wind's gentle gusting and I rrylath's soft, even breeths. The voice of
the pearl said no morefor atime.



"I've been your catspaw dl dong,” Aerid said quiedy, amazed. "We have dl been your gaming
beads.” Then, suddenly, sharply, "Did you know the pearl would destroy her when | put it into her
hand?"

The pearlstuff widiin her roused duggishly, asif reluctandy, seemedto sigh. | greatly feared it, if she
would not accept the gift.

"And now you would make me the world's heir in place of Oriencor.”
Sheworried the fine, weightless chain about her wrist, but it would neither break nor dip free”

"Ravennas daughter,"she said hitterly. " Some called me that even before thiswar. And 'green-eyed
enchantress."" She felt the pearlstuff moving in her blood and shivered. "Perhapsthosetitieshave agran
of truth to them now, after al.”

Behold.

Aerid fdlt achange within her. Her vison sharpened, becoming infinitely more keen. Everything
around her resolved into litde burning filaments that twined and juggled, mated and danced. Her own
hand, Irrylath, the Edge Adamantine— everything was made of them: strung together from beads of fire.

The stuff of all the world, thevoicewithin her said. These are my gaming beads. Return to
NuRavenna, wearing the crown as my heir, and | will teach you the juggling of them, the spinning
and weaving of their strands. You will become a mighty sorceress, Aeriel.

Thepaegirl sat gazing &t the deeping prince beside her. She shook her head. "1 don't want your
sorcery,” shewhispered. "'l want to remain with Irrylath.”

The pearlstuff in her blood began to smmer
Rime's End ow and seethe. Once again the images of the encroaching entropy flooded her mind.

You must |eave him, the Ancient's voice perasted. The task awaiting you brooks no distraction.
You will be far too busy in NuRavenna for such mundane cares.

Aerid leaned back and longed to weep. Her eyes stung, but no tearswould fall. Despair
overwhelmed her. Undeniable asthe chain, everything the Ravennawithin told her wastrue.

Child, you are not mortal anymore. Irrylath deserves a bride who will age with him.

The Ancient'swords were full of compassion and sorrow, but some stubborn part of Aerid refused
togivein.

"l am hisbride," she whispered.
You drank your wedding toast to a half-darkangel in Avaric, Ravennawithin her answered

gently. One who meant to kill you in the next hour. But you overcame him with the help of Talb the
Mage. The one you wed no longer exists! Irrylath is a man again; the darkangel is no more.

"Helived" cried Aerid. "My own heart beats within hisbreast.”

Because his heart was plucked from him unawares, while he lay hel pless beneath the Mage's
spell. Don't you see, child? Irrylath is bound to you whether he would or no. Did you not once
yourself hear him say he would turn to Sabr if only he were free?

"No," Aerid whispered, resisting ill. "He would not—it's me helovesnow..." But the wordstrailed
away. Doubt gnawed at her. Gazing at Irrylath, she began to fear dl hislate passon, dl hislove were but
the outcome of a stolen heart and Tab the Mage's spell. Aeriel groaned. "But heis my husband. He's
mine"

Areyou like the Witch, then, devoid of true love? Do you want only to possess him?



"No!" The misery that gripped her was dmost unbearable.
Then set himfree.
Slence

Come, Ravennas voice reasoned. You have freed the wraiths that were the darkangel's brides,
and my lons that had been made into gargoyles. You have freed the whole world from my
daughter's power. Will you not give Irrylath his freedom now?

Aerid sat shaking, frozen. Ravennas exhortation filled her with terror. If she gave Irrylath back his
heart, would he be lost to her? She could not bear the thought—and yet, now that the seed of suspicion
was planted, it seemed she could do nothing to check its growth. Cold certainty crystallized in her: once
freed, he would choose Sabr. The fine chain chafed againgt her wrist. The pearl-stuff in her blood waited,
whispering. Her gaze fdll upon the white gown into which she had awakened in NuRavenna.

"I know now what isthefabric of thisgarment you gave me," she said softly. It felt unspeskably
heavy, agreat burden in her hand. She did not want to don it again. "Duty.”

Sacrifice.

One of the panels of the tiny pavilion was very dightly agape, wheretwo layers of the yelow wedding
sari did not quite overlap. Aeriel gazed out through the crack into the night beyond. Therain had long
snce ceased, the mist beginning to blow away. The starstrewn vault of heaven peered darkly through the
grey-whitewisps of cloud.

If you lose much, think what you and the world will gain. And others have lost still more.
Consider all my former might, reduced now to a scatter of firebeads on the wind and a murmur in
your blood.

Aerid'sgaze returned to Irrylath. "This task you would hand me will stretch far beyond the life of any
mortal man." o

Doubtless. And time presses even now. My sorcery scatters wider with every passing hour. You
must begin to gather it, and soon.

The paegirl laughed painfully. What could that matter, without Irrylath? She thought of the task
gretching before her, uncountably vast, and hersalf going companionlessthrough al the years. Londliness
nearly overwhelmed her. Even the Ancientlady Ravenna had had Mekior. Heavily, she sghed.

"Mugt | never seelrrylath again?

The Ancient'svoice wasfull of regret. | fear not. Have you forgot ?>—Irrylath belongsto the
Avarclon.

Aerid sat upright with ajolt. Memory filled her of the pact he had struck with the newly awakened
garhorse in Esternesse: atruce between them and the winged Warhorse for his steed until the Witch was
overthrown. Aerid bit back a gasp. She had forgotten that pact, put it wholly from her mind until this
moment. All debate would prove meaninglessif the starhorse demanded the prince's death in payment for
hisown.

| built my lons to be just, not merciful , the Ancient voice within her sadly said. In truth, it was this
| meant to spare you when | warned you away in haste.

The pae girl's hand upon her deeping husband tightened. "No," she whispered. "No. Tell mewhat |
may do..."

To save him, she meant, but the pearlstuff in her blood spoke before she could finish the thought.

We have come to the rime's end, child. | can only advise. | cannot compel. The choice lies
before you: Irrylath or the world. Choose.



Aerid struggled, fighting for breath. It was hard to speak, the words hurt so. At last she whispered,
"If | must give up Irrylath to the vengeance of the Avarclon, then let him at least go as hisown man, free”

Her hand shook, but she fdlt the pearlstuff within her steadly it. Sheathed upon the prince's sash, the
Blade Adamantine glimmered. Aerid reached to pull it free. Laying her hand on Irrylath's breast, she
drew the white gleaming edge down the center of his breastbone and found her own living heart benesth,
placed there two twelvemonths past upon their marriage night. Lost in deep, the young man never stirred.
The edge of adamant held no sting.

Turning the blade to her own breast, she delved and found Irrylath's besting heart, which she had
worn these last two years. The pearlstuff pervaded her, sustaining her. No blood spilled from the bright
Blade's keen and burning edge. She felt only warmth hot aswhite Solstar. Taking her own heart from
Irrylath's breast, she returned histo its place. With amotion of her hand, she closed the flesh. Then she
set her own heart back in her breast and sedled the breach. No mark or scar betrayed what she had
done.

"Already," she murmured to Ravennawithin, "you have made me a sorceress.”

Adamantine glowed bright without a stain, throwing shadows through the little pavilion. Onelay now
across Irrylath'sface. Aerid hersdf cast no shadow anymore. Unable even to weep, she turned and set
the Blade back in its sheath. V oices sounded in the distance outside the pavilion. Aerid lifted her head,
listening. The prince beside her murmured, shifted, stirred. The voices sounded closer, clearer now.

"Survivors, surely!™ A young man'svoice. It sounded like her own brother Roshkals.

"By dl the underpaths," another cried, one Aerid had not heard in far too long: Talb theMage. "Let it
bethey! Thefabric of that pavilion can only be hers.”

"Hollo! Hallo!"

Irrylath beside her sat up with astart. Hurriedly, she reached for Ravennas gown, but her husband
caught her hand and brought it to hislips. Without a thought, she caressed his cheek—then she
remembered he did not belong to her anymore, and froze. Other voices hailed them from without. Aeriel
heard the high, ululating trill that was the greeting cry of the desert wanderers. The prince's head turned in
surprise.

"Someone comes," he murmured.

Sick at heart, Aeriel pulled free of him and turned away. Histouch wastorture to her now. She could
not bear to look into his eyes, to see hisfedings change as soon as he redlized his heart was once again
his own. She donned the Ancient'sweighty gown. Beside her, the prince caught up his own garments. As
he knotted the sash about hiswaist, he reached to draw her to him again. Aerid shrank from him.
Shaking, sheroseto fold the flap of their tent asde and step out to meet the ones who came.

SIXTEEN

Crowns



Spread out over the vast black plain moved a great band of people, combing for survivors or the
perished, Aeriel guessed. After therain, the mudflats were beginning to drain. A tiny frog, palerose,
sprang away from her treed with ajewdlike chirp. A damselfly with lacelike wings darted past her ear.
Little shoots of frost green had sprung up everywhere. Silvery minnows and other fry svarmed thetiny
pools. Gazing at them, both creature and leaf, Aerid understood for the firgt time how they interlocked,
like beadsin atapestry, each dependent upon the othersfor its nichein the greater scheme. The
pearlstuff stirred and whispered in her blood.

"Thiswill never beaWasteland again,” she murmured full of wonder, "but afertile marsh.”

Catching sight of her emerging from the tent, the searchers hurried toward her with great glad cries.
Irrylath's mother, the Lady Syllva, led them, flanked by her bowwomen. The lons of Avaric and
elsawhere dotted their ranks. Aeriel spotted others: the chieftess Orrototo and her desert wanderers, the
dark idanders of the Sea-of-Dust. Erin stood beside Pendarlon upon the verges of her people. The
Sword hung sheathed and burning at her side. Elation rosein Aerid, strong as awell-spring, to find the
dark girl safe.

Irrylath ducked through the entryway to stand half a pace behind her asthe others neared. His
brothers gave atriumphant shout. Sabr, heading her cavalry dong the party's near flank, looked on, her
proud and somber countenance lifting with joy at the sight of him. Aeridl felt her heart congtrict, struck
suddenly how nearly the face of the prince's cousin resembled his own: Irrylath as he might have looked
without scars. Aeridl dared not turn to see how her husband returned the queen of Avaric's gaze.

Drawing close, the others halted before Aeridl. Her brother Roshka stood near the head of the band,
Tabthe Mage at hisside. Shefelt amomentary surprise to see the Lady's mage above-ground without a
daycloak, before she remembered that since nightshade had fallen, he was safe from Solstar's glare. The
duarough wizard hobbled toward her across the drying ground.

" S0, dear child," he exclamed, "you are dive, aswe had not dared hope, and Prince Irrylath iswith
you."

Shefdt the princes arm dip around her then and tensed, longing desperately both to lean back into
his embrace and to draw away—for it could not last. She held hersdlf erect, wondering how soon he
would release her and turn to Sabr.

"Yes, weare safe" she managed, to Tab. "How isit, little mage, that | never saw you among the
othersin battle?' His cloak of obscurity might hide him from the light of Solstar, but surdly never from the
sght of the pearl.

The other smiled. "1 was occupied below-ground, aiding my fellows, the free duaroughs, in the rescue
of our folk."

Aerid nodded. "And those aboveground,” she asked, lifting her gaze. "How isit SO many are come
divethrough theflood?'

Hadin, the Lady's youngestborn, answered. "Most were already aboard the barges when the palace
fell, and the lons saved many of the rest. Marelon aone rescued scores upon scores.”

Aerid spotted the greeat coils of the plumed, vermilion serpent far away toward the rear of the
company. Thelithe lon of the Sea-of-Dust bowed to her. Nearer to hand, Roshkajoined hiscousin
Hadin, laying one hand upon his battle companion'sarm-

"Nevertheess, we have been dozens of hours finding one another again.”

Aerid fdt the pearlsuff within her blood begin to surge, the white radiance of her skin brightening.
Unsure of the effect thisinner pearlfire would have on any whom it touched, shelaid her hand upon
Irrylath'swrist, meaning to thrust him away—but, misinterpreting, he took her hand. She tiffened,
recaling in darm the scathing flame of Erin's sword, but he seemed to suffer noiill. The Lady Syllvagazed



at them.
"Children, are you well?* she asked, brow furrowed with concern.
"Truly wdl, mother," the prince replied. "The war isover, and it iswon."

The crowd shifted suddenly, parting and drawing aside. Aeriel saw Avarclon coming forward, tossing
hislong slvery mane. His nogtrils flared wide as he snorted, his pale eyesintent and hard. His hooves
rang like cymbas upon the stones embedded in the soft, black gilt.

"Indeed, Prince, the battleisdone,” the Warhorse said. "But there isyet our bargain to be kept.”

Aerid paed, her hand in Irrylath's growing cold. Had he, too, put the anticipation of this moment from
his mind, just as she herself had done? Avarclon had not. How could alon forget or forgive hisown
death at the hands of a darkangel— onethat, asamortal boy, had once been his dearest friend?

She saw gpprehension flood the Lady Syllvasface aswell. The prince's brothers shifted, murmuring.
Erin muttered something urgently to Pendarlon, but the lyon shook his mane. Sabr cast about wildly, hand
at her knife hilt. Aerid felt her husband's arm about her tighten, and for amoment, she dlowed hersdf to
rest againg him before he turned her in hisarms.

"Forgiveme," he whispered, "for not reminding you that this end must come. | wanted you to think of
me aone, these brief hours past, Sshcewe had so littletime.”

His eyes searched hers. The scars on his cheek were full of shadow and light. When he kissed her,
the taste of him was so sweet she wanted never to stop. The pearlstuff in her blood flared, asif in
warning, but she clung to him, heedless, unwilling to let him go, until at last he pulled free and told her
softly, "Farewdl."

Turning, he went to kneel before the winged horse. The lon of Avaric whickered, stamped. His great
grey wings beet, fanning the air. The prince faced him unwavering.

"What you say istrue," hereplied. "l have adebt to you."

His voice was steady, cam, shaded only with regret and not atrace of fear. The Avarclon shook
himsdf, sdling. Hislong tail lashed.

"Asadarkangd, | ended your life," Irrylath told him. ™Y et once the priestesses of Esternesse had
brought you into the world again, you made yoursdlf my steed and bore me bravely, with never abid for

revenge.”

"Watching them, Aerid fdt the pearl suff subsiding, moving coally within her, full of light. Before the
knedling prince, the grey horse shifted, danced.

"One shrug of your shoulderswould have plunged meto my death,” said Irrylath quietly. "Instead,
faithfully, you kept your oath. Now | must keep mine. Take your vengeance, Avarclon. Itisonly judt. |
amyours. Do with me asyou will."

Ashefél slent, thewinged horse tossed his head, the long horn of twisted silver glinting keen upon
hisbrow. The air hummed softly with its passing.

"Dying in Pendar was a hard thing," the starhorse answered. "'For along time, my ghost thirsted for
your death.”

Coming forward, Avarclon bowed his head till his mane brushed Irrylath's cheek. His horn rested
blade-sharp upon the young man's shoulder, beside the greet vein of histhroat. The prince neither
flinched nor pulled away. He only waited.

"But dl have suffered the Witch's harm," the Warhorse said, "you asmuch as| or any other. One
thing donewill satisfy menow. Do it, and | will count our score settled and done. Help meto repeople
my deserted land. Aid mein rebuilding the great kingdom over which | once kept watch. Sit upon your



father'sthrone at Tour-of-Kings, Prince Irrylath. Beking in Avaric.”

Aerid fdt the sweet rush of reief filling her. It swept over the other listenerslike atide. Roshkaand
Irrylath's Istern brothers gave aragged cheer. White-faced, the Lady Syllvaleaned in the arms of her
youngest, Hadin. Sabr bowed her face to one hand and set her drawn dagger back in its sheath. Irrylath
himsdlf gazed at Avarclon in astonishment. The winged Warhorse pulled back a pace, snorting, his breath
dtirring the long strands of Irrylath's black hair. The prince reached up to him.

"That | will do," he whispered, "and gladly."

Heturned to Aerid, jubilant, holding out his hand as though to share hisjoy with he—but Aerid
drew back. Tab's eye caught hers. Did he know? Did he guess?

"Sothewar isdone," the duarough mage said, "and Irrylath is Avaric's king. But what of you, child?
What will you do now?"

Aerid could not reply. Shewanted so to go to Irrylath, to take his hand, but she felt the radiance of
the pearlstuff in her blood intensify: awarning. The Lady Syllva, her color regained, left Hadin and turned
to Aerid.

"l and my train return soon to Esternesse,” she said. "But most of my sons must stay behind, each to
ad hislon inthe rebuilding of the West. Only Hadin returns with me, for your native Pirsaready hasa
sovereign.”

The Lady held out her hand to Aeridl.

"Will you not come with us, dear child, lend Hadin and me your company? Esternesse will be alondly
place without his brothers.”

The Lady'seyesinvited her, her smile hopeful yet sad.

"It isto my ruethat | bore only sons—never adaughter to be my heir. Y ou are my niece, the daughter
of my birthsster, who once ruled my dominion in my stead. Come across the Sea-of-Dugt with us,” she
sad. "Be heir to the Ladyship of Esternesse.”

Aerid shook her head, refusing the other's hand. "If it isthe law in Esternesse that says no man may
ruleasLord, thenitisan unjust law. If it ismerely custom, let it be custom no more. It is Hadin who shall
be with you in Esternesse. Make him your heir.”

Syllvaand her youngestborn exchanged aglance.
"Sinceyou wishit," the Lady replied a lagt, "it will be s0."

Hadin bowed to Aerid, hisface full of wonder and delight. One by one, hisIstern brothers came
forward, each accompanying hislon. Thewolf of Bern spokefirst.

"Comerulein my land, which was S0 pleasant once. Together, we shall makeit so again.”

Aerid shook her head. "Let him who was your rider rule your land."

Red Arat, one arm bandaged in ading, came forward beside Elverlon.

"Be queen of my strange and wondrous land, Aeriel," the cockatrice urged.

Shaking her head, she answered, "Let Arat rulefor me."

Dappled Zambulon came forward, Syril a hisside.

"Mineisthefarest land by far," the winged panther purred. "1 and my people would welcome you.”
Again she shook her head. "L et that be Syril'stask.”

Brass-colored Terrd on approached, accompanied by Syril's birthbrother, Lern.



"Y ou spent your childhood in my land, great Aerid," said the gryphon of Terrain. "Return. Besibyl on
the atar-cliffs of Orm, before whom even the satrap bows.”

Sadly, Aeriel cast down her eyes. "The sbyls of Orm are no more, | fear, and your consort the sfinx
has deposed the satrap for trafficking in daves. Let Lern replace him asruler in my stead.”

Drawing near, Poratun in purple robes beckoned her from beside Ranilon.

"Y ou have never seen my land,” thewinged sdlamander said. "But it ismarvelous strange and fair.
Come sampleit and be its queen.”

Regretfully, Aerid turned away. " Give the crown to Poratun.”

Lastly, her own brother Roshka came forward beside the bronze stag Pirsalon. Hadin, who had been
that lon'srider during the war, stood back holding the reins of Nightwalker, Roshka's steed. Thistimeit
was the man who spoke and not the [on.

"Erryl, my sgter,” said Roshka, "now called Aeriel, you are our father'sfirstborn and theright heir in
Pirs. Return with me to take your place as suzeranee.”

With the greatest sorrow yet, Aerid shook her head. "It istrue | am Pirssrightful heir. But you have
been its crown prince dl theyearsthat | waslogt, adavein Terrain. Be suzerain in my stead, brother. It
iswhat | wish."

Roshka bowed and fell back a pace as the others had done. Another came forward, laughing, then.

"0, little pale one," Orrototo chided, her desert walking stick in hand. Aeriel eyed the
cinnamon-colored chieftess of the Maambal and felt her spirit ever so gently lift. "Y ou arerefusing all
honors and offers of crowns. Could it be, having accomplished your task, you now wish to rest?”

Wearily, Aerid closed her eyes. If only she might rest. The dark chieftess touched her cheek.

"Comewith me," she said. "Wander the dunes of Pendar as once you did. There, everyone goes
where shewishes, and everyoneisfree.”

But Aeriel could only shake her head. "Chieftess, my task is not yet done, and | am not yet free.”
The other's eyes grew rueful, but at last she, too, fell back. Tab the Mage spoke.

"Daughter, 1, also, must go. Now that al thiswater is back in the world, the mighty underland streams
of Aiderlan will once more begin to flow, and someone with asmall store of sorcery"—here he scoffed
modestly—"should be on hand to help things along. I'd beg you to come and lend your aid, if I'd the least

hope of your saying yes."
Hiswigtfulness dmost made her amile, though her heart was very sore—but a commotion parted the

ranks of Syllvas bowwomen suddenly. The Isterners stepped hastily aside to dlow atight knot of little
waist-high people through. None of them were any taler than Talb.

"Sorcery indeed!" the foremost snorted, her red hair faling in four thick braids, one before, one
behind each ear. "We can put dl in Aiderlan to rights with machines alone, brother. Y ou can keep your
sorcery."

Maruha stood indignantly before the little mage. She was garbed all in padded leather, around shield
dung behind one shoulder and a shortsword at her belt. Aeriel spotted Collum and Brandl behind her,
and othersin battledress—but many in the group wore only the grey tatters of daves. Marks upon the
necks and wrists of some showed where collars and shackles had chafed, though those had now been
struck away. They looked thin but flushed with triumph, il dizzy with disbelief. So these were the ones
Oriencor had taken, Aeridl guessed, now rescued by their kith. Tab started back from Maruhain
surprise.

"Well, sgter," heexclaimed. "l vow! It has been aworld's age since last we met."



"Longer, Snceyou traipsed off to Lonwury to study your nitpated sorcery. Never had any use for
honest machinery, did you? Except apparatus for didtilling your infernd drams.”

She humphed in disgust. Collum and Brandl exchanged aglance which, Aeriel noted wryly, held more
than alittle sympathy for Talb. Maruha caught the look and glowered.

"Now your nephew has gotten like notions of running off overland to become abard! | haven't been
ableto keep hisfingers off that little harp snce weleft the City of Crystdglass.”

"Nephew?' cried Tab, starting forward to embrace the younger duarough. Y oung one, well met! |
thought you had afamily look about you. Would you be asinger of tales, abard? Best go with the Lady
Syllvathen and learn her craft.”

"Sooth!" exclaimed Maruha. "' Such talk smply encourageshim.”

What morethey said, Aerid did not catch, for Irrylath, knedling gtill, had reached and taken her
hands. Hiswords were low, for her done.

"Aerid," hewhispered. "What isthis, dl these others holding out to you crowns and inviting you to go
with them?Y ou mean to come with me, of course.

She met hiseyes. They werefull of misgiving. Heavily, she shook her head. "I cannot”
His gaze grew baffled. "But the war isover,” he cried. "The Witch is dead.”

"And the pearl of the world's soul broken," she answered. "Ravenna’s sorcery scattered to the winds.
It was dl that stood between us and the winding down of the world. That isthe true war,” she whispered,
struggling. "Our victory a Winterock has only won arespite. We mugt useit wisdly. Someone must
regather thelost soul of theworld."

Irrylath's grip on her handstightened, hiswords, hislook suddenly desperate. "But not you. Not you,
Aerid! You have dready done far more than enough. Let another undertake the task.”

"What other?' she asked. "Thereis none. Ravenna chose me."

The pearlstuff in her blood stirred uneasily. Stand firm, it murmured. You must not waver. Did you
rescue the world only to abandon it now?

"1 must return to the City of Crystaglass,” Aerid whispered. "I must learn to read the Ancient
ript..."

The pearl's vison loomed before her. Overwhelmed by the task'simmensity, she made to turn away.
Almost roughly, the prince pulled her back to him.

"I will gowithyou," he started, and for amoment his eyes burned with hope.

"Y ou cannot!" she cried. "Don't you see? Y ou have sworn to obey the equustdl's charge, to be king in
Avaic..."

He stared at her, hisface stricken, his breath grown short.
"Stay," Irrylath implored her. "Only stay with me, Aerid. | will make you queenin Avaric.”

Lifting her gaze, shelooked past him to Sabr, dismounted now, near enough to overhear. She stood
watching the two of them with astonishment and barely guarded joy.

Aerid told Irrylath, "Avaric dready has aqueen.”
He whirled to see to whom she looked, then turned back with acry. " You are my wife. | married you

Shaking her head, she touched his cheek. "Two yearswere dl we had, love," she whispered, "and we
sguandered them.”



The pearlstuff in her blood was seething now. Make an end to it, quickly, Ravennawithin her
warned. If passion overrulesyou, all theworldislost.

"Bekingin Avaric," Aerid managed, "and think no more of me."
Fercetriumph lit the eyes of the bandit queen. Her gaze pounced on Irrylath.
"No!" hecried. "Don't leave me. Aerid, you are my wife, the keeper of my heart..."

Grief had her by the throat. She could not speak. The pearl's radiance within her brightened
dangeroudly. Her breast ached where there should have been no pain. Irrylath, too, seemed to fee some
twinge. He frowned, wincing, laying one hand upon his breastbone. His gaze fell on the Edge
Adamantine.

"What have you done?" he gasped, astonished, like one pinned through with asword. She knew that
shemust pull away from him at once, lest the railing sorcery within her scathe him. "Aerid, what have you
done?'

"Give your heart to Sabr," she managed. " Of course you are drawn to her.” Fool! she cursed hersdlf.
Fool not to have understood before. " For you see yoursdlf in her—your very image—unbroken and
unscarred. Y ou as you might have been if the Witch had never touched you.”

Sabr gtarted eagerly forward, but her cousin warned her away with a savage look. "Never!"
Aerid tried desperately to pull away, but he till held fiercely to her hands.
"I'll not wed Sabr."

The joy that lanced through Aerid to hear him say it was almost too sweet to bear. She wanted to
savor it, so tempted then—as she had been in the Witch's tower—to forget the world and go with him.
She wanted to weep, to fal into hisarms, but her eydids were marked with white stars from the Witch's
touch, and she had no power of tears anymore.

Enough. The Ancient voice reproved her sternly. No more of this. You have sworn to renounce
him for the sake of the world.

The pearlStuff rosein awhite-hot, sngeing flash. Aerie cried out in surprise, heard Irrylath's echoing
cry. He dropped her hands. She saw him gazing at his own as though they were numbed or burned.

"Take carel" shecried, bitterly aware her warning came too late. She should have broken from him
long since, and yet, sefishly, she had lingered. Irrylath shook hishead asif dizzy. Hewas @bleto flex his
fingersalittle, dowly. She remembered the white fire of the burning sword and hoped fervently that his
hurt was not great, not permanent. He gazed at her, dumbstruck. The chain about her wrist had begun to
olow.

"The Ravenna has enchanted you," he whispered.
Aerid tugged at the chain, but it would not come free. "Some of her sorcery isin me now.”

"Has she given you her sorcery to wield at your will, or does her sorcery wield you?' he demanded,
garing at the chain. "' Are you now become the Ravennas creature as wholly as| once belonged to the
Witch?'

The thought horrified her. She could not answer him.

You gave your oath to me voluntarily, the pearl-stuff within reminded ingstently, but Aeriel took no
comfort. Thefine, interlocking links of Ancient silver glimmered, unbreskably strong.

"Bemy husband if you mugt," shebade Irrylath, "in Avaric. | shdl befar avay in NuRavenna."

Hiseyesgrew hard and bright, hands clenched into fists at his breast. "I'll win you back," he
whispered. "On my life, | swesr it! I'll find away to break the Ancient's spell and bring you back to me.”



Her heart legpt to hear him say it. But she feared he did not believe aword. How could such brave
nonsense ever come to pass? Surely he must redlize that Ravenna's sorcery—even scattered and
diminished as it was—was far too mighty for any morta to overcome. She had no doubt she would never
see him again, and the taste was hitter, bitter on her tongue. He called her name.

"Aerid. Aeid!"
She could not bear the pain of gazing on him more and forced hersdlf to turn away.

Someone was gpproaching over the black marsh flats, coming very dowly with ahdting step. He
must have been in view for sometime, Aeriel redized, unnoticed by anyone. A heron, perfectly white,
skimmed the air ahead of him and aighted on the ground before Aerid.

"We missed the battle, | see," she remarked, cocking her head and looking about. "Just as well.”

"Who comes?' Aeriel asked, though even as she said it, she knew. She would know his halt step
anywhere. The heron fanned her crest.

"The Lighthousekeeper of Bern, of course. | wasto fetch him at the proper hour. Ravenna's behest
from long, long ago. Weve been traveling for daymonths.™

"Yes," the Lighthousekeeper panted, drawing near. "It ssemsan age. | fed quite spent. | was not
made for such journeying. | have something for you, Lady Aeried—for Ravennas other daughter is, | see,
no more."

He held out to her ahoop of white meta with twelve-and-one sharp, upright prongs.

"Isthiswhet lay at the heart of your lighthouse flame?* she asked. The pearlstuff in her blood leapt,
crackling at the Sght, but she hersdlf felt no anticipation or joy.

The Kegper nodded. "My task has dways been to guard it for the world's heir.”

Aerid nodded and bowed her head. He placed the circlet upon her brow. The crown felt hollow,
empty. Aerid scarcely noticed itsweight. Her enchanted blood shimmered, singing and dive. The
darkness was suddenly full of light. Lifting her eyes, Aerid saw the congtellation called the Maidens
Dance by some and by others the Crown wavering in heaven. Its stars drew nearer, descending, taking
on the appearance of candle flames. In another moment, thirteen maidens stood about her, all made of
golden light: those whose souls she had once rescued from the darkangel in Avaric. It seemed so long

ago.
"Eoduin, Marrea..." She caled them each by name.

"We undergand a last,” Marreg, thefirst and eldest, said, "how it was that you should come among
us. We had thought you would join usin deep heaven, but we see now that it iswe who must join you
here below.”

In the gpace of amoment, she dwindled, her tiny yellow flame floating in the air to dight on

Crowns gw> one of theforemost prongs of the crown, burning brilliant upon itstip. Aerie felt anew
sensation kindling within her. One by one, the other maidens followed the first. The crown felt filled now,
but till feather-light. Eoduin wasthelast.

"Forgive mefor having been so impatient to have you among usin Orm," she said. "Cold heaven has
been very lonesome without you."

As she, too, assumed her place, opposite Marred's flame, the white heron took wing and settled into
the space between the two foremost prongs. Doing so, she shrank, becoming part of the crown, head
bowed to her breast and her long, dender wingsfaling to flank the pae girl's cheeks.

Aerid's blood answered the flame in the crown. The pearlstuff rose in her, magnified, seemed
suddenly to catch fire. Aeriel felt once more akeen, farranging perception, very like the pearl's but



immeasurably stronger. The interlocking pattern of the marsh flats unfolded before her. The stars above
whedled and circled one another like burning beads. She fdlt that she might seeto theworld'send if she
tried, or even deeper into heaven.

Time enough for that, the voice of Ancient sorcery within her promised, in NuRavenna. There, by
such means, you shall regather the soul of the world. But haste now. Timeis short.

A cool, misty white fireran dong her skin. Aerid turned back to the others standing before her. She
fdt utterly done: they had al shrunk back, staring at her—the Lighthousekeeper, the Lady Syllvaand the
rest, even Talb—all savefor Irrylath, whose head was bowed to his hands. Sabr stood by him, hands
like hawks upon his shoulders. He seemed obliviousto her. Even her fierce look of victory had washed
away in astonishment as she gazed a Aeridl.

It was not her eyes, though, that Aerid sought. She found Erin among the crowd. The burning sword
hung shesthed at her side, but even through the scabbard, Aerid was aware of the blade'sfire stirring and
brightening, answering her own. "Without hesitation, the dark girl came forward.

"And what of you, Erin?' Aerid asked. "All have told mether intentions but you. Will you go with the
Mariners among whom you were born, back to their idesin the Sea-of-Dust?’

One hand resting on the pomme of her glaive, the dark girl shook her head. "1 will not. Perhaps one
day. Yes, | was born among the Mariners— of that | have no doubt. But | wasraised in other lands and
hardly fed a ease among my own people, whose tongue | do not even speak, or among the people of
Zambul that once endaved me, or anywhere. | have had but onetrue friendindl my life."

For amoment, Erin cast her gaze to the sword whispering at her side, then looked up, bold.

"| care not whether some now cdl you Ravennas daughter or that you have no shadow and wear a
burning crown. Y ou arethe only light | know. | want no other fellowship than yours. It seemsthat | done
of dl thisthrong haveitin my power to choose my road. Aerid, | would go with you."

Aerid closed her eyes. She would not be donethen, after al. Here at the beginning, at least, one
companion would accompany her.

"The Flame in Orm robbed me of my shadow,” she whispered, "but | am not without one, ever. If not
for you, Erin, | would belog.”

Fearlesdy, the dark girl put her arams around her.

"My darkness," breathed Aeridl.

Erin answered, "My light."

Aerid turned and faced them all.

"Fare you wdll," she told them. No more remained to be said.

Pamstogether, Syllvaand her Istern sons bowed to her. Talb, Roshka, and the duaroughs made
reverence. Theidanders, the bowwomen, even Sabr's dismounted cavary kndlt. Orrototo's desert folk
gravely nodded. Even Pendarlon and Avarclon and the other lons saluted her. All paid homage but the
king of Avaric, who wept, and the bandit queen who could not console him.

Erin gill had hold of her hand. The burning crown's fire seemed to affect her no more than the fire of
the sword. Aerid was glad of it, for someone bold enough not to let her go. It would be along road to
NuRavenna. Thelight of the crown blazed bright against the night. As she and Erin set out, she heard
Brandl's bell-sweet harp behind them, his clear, young voice raised in song:

"On Avaric's white plain,



where an icarus now wings
To steeps of Terrain
from Tour-of-the-Kings,
And damozel s twice-seven
his brides have all become:
A far cry from heaven,
along road from home—
Then strong-hoof of a starhorse
must hallow him unguessed
If adamant's edge is to plunder
his breast.
Then, only, may the Warhorse
and Warrior arise
To rally the warhosts, and thunder
the skies.
But first there must assemble
those theicari would claim.
A bridein the temple
must enter the flame,
With steeds found for six brothers, beyond
a dust deepsea,
And new arrows reckoned, a wand
given wings—
That when a princess-royal's
to have tasted of the tree,
Then far from Esternesse's
city, these things:
A gathering of gargoyles,
a feasting on the stone,
The Witch of Westernesse's
hag overthrown.
Whereafter shall commence
such a cruel Sorceress War,
To wrest recompense

for aland leaguered sore.



With her broadsword Bright Burning,
the shadow Black-as-Night,
From exile returning,
shall dare dragons might
For love of one above who, flag unfurled,
lone must stand,
The pearl of the soul of the world
in her hand.
When Winterock to water
falls flooding, foesto drown,
Ravenna's own daughter

shall kindle the crown."

Pronunciation Guide

[paedanwnt]
adamant

ADD-uh-munt (accent first syllable)

[faldaemantin]

Adamantine nh-DAMM-unn-teen (accent second syllable, i asin"maching")
[fagiEl]

Adid

AlR-ee-dl (short aasin "arrogant")

[fadglan]

[Aiderlan

EYE-dur-lann (at asin"nazad," finad a-sound midway between "land" and "swan")
Ara

AlR-ratt

[arl]

Arl

AHRL



[farlig

Arlish

[AHR-lish faevarclon]

Avadon

AV-ur-clawn (short first a asin"avenue," short aasin "cloth™)
[fasvaRik]

Avaic

AV-uh-rick (short first aasin "average," may roll r)
[bAmM]

Bern

BURN

[bArnaon]

Berndon

BURN-uh-lawn

[pbArian]

Bernean

BURN-ee-unn

['bsmba]

Bomba

BAWM-buh

[bRasndd ]

Brand

BRAND-ull (two syllables, rhymeswith "candle,” may rollr)
[Pkolam]

Callum

CALL-umm

(short o asin"cog")

[krAndsm]

corundum core-RUN-dumm (accent second syllable)
pdAme]

Dirma

DUR-nuh (rhymeswith

"Smyrmél)

[daunwEnd]

Downwen-down-WENN-ding (accent ding second syllable)



[dnegkK]

dracg

DRA(g)CK (midway between "drag” and "rack”)

[diTalaf]

duarough doo-AH-ruff (accent second of three syllables, severd pronunciations possible, may rollr)
[dtfaRux]

doo-AHR-ookh

[NElvar]

Elver

ELL-vur

[Elvorlon]

Elverlon

ELL-vur-lavn

[Eoduin]

Eoduin

EH-oh-doo-inn (major accent on first and minor accent on last of four syllables)
[PEkwsStEI]

equustel

ECK-wuss-tdl (two short €9)

[J"Erm]

Erin

EH-rinn

[Ester* nEsce]

Esternesse ess-tur-NESS-suh (accent third of four syllables)
["geelnor]

Gahor

GAL-nor (short aasin"palid")

[Tgokm]

gdam

GOLL-umm (like"golem")

[rxadin]

Hadin

(KYHAH-deen (accent first syllable, h isstrongly aspirate, broad aasin "father,” | asin"mechine’)
[IkarE]

icare



ICK-uh-reh (short e, asin"red")
[fikaral]

|CK-uh-rye Qong find i asin"npe")
[Pkares]

icaras

ICK-uh-russ

[mylee]

Irrylath

IH-rrew-lahth (r isrolled; pronounce y by pursaing lipsto say "ooh," but say "e€" insteed; last syllable
rhymeswith "swvath')

[pistsn]

Istern

ISS-turn (pronounced like "eastern,” but with short 1)
figerng]

|sterner

ISSturn-ur (pronounced like "easterner,” but with short i)
[ister'nEs)|

Egternesseiss-tur-NESS (accent last syllable, rhymeswith "sster Bess')
[Paiui]

Len

LURN (soundslike"learn™)

[lon]

lon

LAWN (short o, asin"gone")

[lardal]

lorde

LORE-uh-lye (« soundslike long piaisn)

lyon

LYE-unn (like"lion™)

[maam'’bal]

Maambai

MAH-ahm-BY E (accent both first and last of three syllables, at asin"naiad™)
[mas]

Mare

MAIR (rhymeswith "care")

["'maRdan’]



Mardon

MARR-uh-lawn (three syllables, broad aasin "march”)

[masnnar]

Mariner

MAIR-innur (like"mariner")

['manes]

Marrea

MARR-ay-uh (accent first syllable, rall r, e asin"ran”)

[maRuha]

Maruha muh-RROO-ha (accent second syllable, roll f)

SO0

['mElkior] Mekior MEL-kee-ore

[mir] Mere MEER (rhymeswith " seer")

Pmirgmt] mereguint MEER-ghint (hard g, silent)

[nar] Nar

[nat] Nat

[NuRaNVENg] NuRavenna

NARR

NAHT (rhymeswith "swat")

noo-ruh-VENN-uh (pronounced like "New Ravennd’)

[ose'aenus] Oceanus oh-say-ANN-noose (two pronunciations possible)
[os"aenss] oh-shee-ANN-uss

['ariEnkar] Oriencor ORE-ee-eng-core

[arm] Orm ORM

[Vrototo] Oroto-to ore-RROE-toe-toe (accent second syllable, roll r)
['PEndar] Pendar fpEndarbn] Pendarlon [pArs] Pirs

["pArsaon] Pirsdlon Pirsean

PENN-dar PENN-dar-lawn PURSE

PURSE-uh-lawn PURSE-ee-unn (three syllables, keep sunvoiced, long e asin"seeing”)
[paRatun] Poratun porr-un-TOON (roll r and accent last syllable, which rhymeswith "moon™)
['Rani] Rani RAH-nee (rhymeswith "Suwannee" r may berolled)
['Ranibn] Ranilon

[RaVENg Ravenna

RAH-nih-lawn ruh-VENN-uh (r may be rolled) [hRuk] rhuk HRROOK (rhymeswith "hook,” rhis
breathy and rolled) ['R3ska] Roshka RROSH-kah (roll r)

[PsabR]



Sabr

SAH-brr (two syllables, r isbreathy and rolled, fina syllable contains no vowe sound)
[skasbard]

Scabbird

SCABB-urd (like "scabbard")

[ffinkg]

dinx

SFINKS (like "sphinx")

[solstar]

Solstar

SOLE-gtar

['soldtaraiZ]

Solstarrise

SOLE-star-eyes

['solstarsEd]

Solstarset

SOL E-star-sett

['sulval

Syllva

SOOLL-vah (firgt syllable rhymeswith "pull," broad a asin "wander")
[vsyrod]

yril

SEWE-rull (pronounce y by pursing lipsto say "ooh." but say "eg" instead)
[tab]

Tdb

TAHLB (a-sound midway between "shdl" and "walow")
[cdig]

Tdis

TAL-iss(short aasin "palace")

[tErren]

Terainteh-REIGN (like"terrain”)

[tErenian]

Terrainean teh-REIGN-ee-unn (asin "subterranean”)
[vampair]

vampyre



VAMM-pire (like"vampire")

[WEsts'nEssce]

Westernesse west-ur-NESS-suh (accent third of four syllables)
[WEStran]

Westron

WEST-runn (rhymeswith "BEST-run")

[wintBrok]

Winterock

WINN-tur-ock (like "winter rock")

[zaembul]

Zambul

ZAMM-boal (short aasin "amber," last syllable rhymeswith "cool")
[zaembufen]

Zambulen

[ZAAM-boo-lunn fzembubn]

Zambulon

ZAMM-boo-lawn (short first a asin "ample,” short o asin "on")



