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PROLOGUE

CIRRUS COVE

It waswell past midwinter. The degp snows had thinned, their ice-crusted shells sparkling in the bright
morning sun. Already afew green shoots poked brazenly through the ground. Y et, the Hedler felt achill
in her bones as she walked down the rutted path into the village. She drew the embroidered shawl more
tightly around her shoulders, scanned the familiar horizon for the baneful shape of ablack crow. She saw
nothing. Only smoke rising hopefully from chimneysinto aclear blue sky.

Just my old bones, she chided herself. Old bones, weary from winters spent in the damp cold of Cirrus
Cove. Ninety winters of tending to minor illsand life passngs, and ninety summers of harvest blessings
and plague wardings. Hedler’ swork. But watching, ever cautious, for things beyond the ken of an
ordinary Hedler.

In the small square that was the center of the coveside village, cart ponies plodded steadily, hauling their
burdensfor thefirst time without their woolen blankets. She touched their essences as passed. Dark
magic wore many disguises. But dl seemed to be asit should.

Milesto the south, hooves pounded. The ominous thunder of their approach was till distant and the
Heder heard nothing but the shrill cry of sea-fowl.

Shefollowed the whedling birds towards the pier. The Covernen were out in their square-rigged boats
seeking thefirst harvest. Tradition demanded the Healer greet their return, sprinkle their catch with herbs
specially chosen for the First Harvest Blessing. She had afew hoursyet. The Hedler drew in adeep
breath of the pungent sea air and felt, as aways, the presence of Merkara, God of the Sea. It was his
blessing she would seek, though not without a prayer of thanksto the Sky Goddess, Ixari, for amild and
uneventful winter. Storms had been few.

Though alast one might yet be onitsway. That wouldn’t be unusua for Wintertide. Perhapsthat’ s what
shefdt in the sharpness of the air, what she glimpsed in the murky shadings darting through the waves. It
was il awinter sea muddy-gray and crested with white foam. The air was crisp; the Hedler could
imagine the shouts of the Covemen framed by frost. They’ d be working their netswith frozen fingers,
anticipating warm ade brewing for tonight’ s hearth side celebration.

More than de would soon spill acrossthe carefully polished wooden floors of their cottages. But the
Heder saw only the pattern of the sails splashed across the horizon like clusters of 1ow-lying clouds.

A young woman in along, ydlow dress stood at the far end of the beach, watching the largest boat swing
gracefully about. The Hedler recognized Drucilla, the Captain’ s daughter. The wind was shifting. The
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colorful ribbons on her dressfluttered in the same direction asthe sails. Drucillabrought her handsto her
hair, pushing it out of her face as she turned towards the pier. The Hedler was about to raise her hand in
greeting when a searing pain shot through her thin body. She doubled in half, gasping.

From across the frozen marshlands there came a deafening rumble; steady and relentless. It echoed
through theicy pines. Snow cascaded from branches, icicles dropped like daggers tearing dender
wounds in the whiteness below.

The Heder leaned unsteadily againgt arope-bound piling, its pine-tar coating sticky againgt her skin. Bile
rosein her throat. She blinked forcibly, focused on the thundering sound and saw them coming, saw the
dark-clothed men on dark horses, raised swords glinting hard and cold in the Wintertide sun. She cried
out to Drucillain warning, but the young woman, blinded by fear, was dready running towards the dunes.
Her long dress whipped out behind her, its brilliant ribbons contrasting sharply with the sand and snow
under her feet. She clutched her short woolen cape against her breast. Her boots dug a desperate trail
into the sand.

A group of riders broke away, wheeled their horses after Drucilla. The Hedler watched with sickening
certainty asthey quickly closed the short distance. The rest continued towards the village, shouting oaths,
shouting wardings. The mystic words were clearer now. The Healer understood them.

She pushed againgt the piling, tried to stand. Tar-coated splinters raked down her hands. But something
far more heinous burned her soul, tried to strip her of her essence.

Then the sound of screamsfilled the air, mixing with the acrid smdl of burning timber and canvas. And
something else. Thethick, cloying scent of dark magic that only the Hedler could smell. She cried out
againg the pain, thrust her hand into the amulet pouch threaded to her belt. Stiff fingerstrembled over the
stones. She palmed two, knowing their essences as she touched them. She struggled to stand.

"Tal tay Raheira!" The Heder drew strength from the ancient words, felt her essence generateitsown
protectivefire. Heat against heat scorched at the magics. Then the air cleared. She stepped hdtingly back
from the piling, cast aworried glance down the beach. The horses were riderless. She wastoo late.

She ssumbled off the pier and ran for the village. Her destination was soldly practical. She could save
dozensthere. Behind her she could no longer save even one.

Far out to sea, the Covemen perceived ablackish tinge on the horizon. But it wasn't until the red glow of
the flames crested like scarlet breakers against the deep blue of the winter sky that the Captain shouted
the order to return to port.

They found Drucilla, the Captain’ s daughter, at the far end of the frozen beach. Her colorful dresstorn,
her porcelain complexion mottled with bruises. The bright ribbons il fluttered in the biting wind,
streaming over the snow and sand. Shelay in apool of blood from the wound in her shoulder - agash
that crossed towards her right breast, now bared from where her blouse had been ripped from her body.
She' d been beaten and raped by the raiders, the Hill people from the West. But shewas dive.
Thevillageitsdf was amass of smoldering rubble. The gusting wind wailed through the charred timbers
asif the dwellings mourned their occupants, many now dead. Abused and mutilated bodies littered the
cart paths and rutted roadway .

The burly Covemen cried out in anger, shouting oaths to their Gods. Their anguished voi ces echoed,
broke. Then in the sllence that followed, thefirst of the children who' d escaped crept silently out of hiding
from the thickness of the forest’s edge. It would be days before the eldest - alanky lad of twelve - would
be ableto relae, hdtingly, those things he' d seen. The bright glitter of silver daggersditting flesh like
butter, the intense crimson of the flames that licked through the shattered windows of the small thatched
houses. Many would never be able voice those atrocities. But they’ d hear forever in their nightmaresthe
sickening thud of Hill sdlions hooves on the lifeless bodies of their friends and kinsmen.

Other children ssumbled forth, tenin al, some clinging to the skirts of their mothers. The Covemen rushed
forward. Tears of joy ran down faces taut with grief.

Thelast child was atoddler, hishand grasped firmly by the Hedler.

The grizzled Captain, hisbushy white hair siff with salt pray, scooped hissmal nephew into hisarms.



"Why, Heder? Why now?" In theforty years he'd ruled the village, the Hill people never attacked in
Wintertide; the ground too dippery and treacherous for their dim-hooved stallions.

The old Raheiran woman met his gaze levelly, but her fingers trembled as she traced the ancient runesigns
embroidered into her shawl. "Cometo my cave, a moonrise. | will have answersfor you, then."

The Captain suppressed a shudder as she waked quickly away, amulet pouches swinging from her belt.
Hearth sde legendstold of times when the mysterious Raheira had ruled the Land, atering itsform and
enchanting it with spells. But now they were few and many villages no longer used the services of a
Hedler. Nor cared to, for the Raheiran were viewed with equal amounts of distrust and suspicion, aswell
as respect.

But at moonrise he found himself at the cave in the foothills, where the green and gold of the dunes
intermingled with the browns and grays of the mountains.

Three times Bronya the Healer cast the stones into the mage circle scratched in the sandy surface of her
cave. And three times she shook her head and told the despondent Captain there was no choice. It had
to be.

The old man clutched his short hunting knife and struck out at the heavens daring the Sea God, Merkara,
to explain these actions. But neither the God, nor the Hedler, had anything further to say.

In late summer, the Captain brought Drucilla, swollen with child, to the cave of the Hedler. Again, stones
were cast into the mage circle.

"l won't tolerate ahdfling in my house!" The old man’sdark eyes blazed.

Drucillasaid nothing, her face ashen evenin therosy glow of thefire.

Bronyaretrieved the round objects. "If the child isto be who the stones say she will, it' sbest | raise her.
Shewill livewith me."

A low rumble of distant thunder penetrated the stillness of the cave, echoing off mossy gray walls. The
Hedler’ s gaze darted around the room asif searching for something she didn’t want to see.

The Captain toyed nervoudy with hisblade, his expresson softening. "Well, perhaps agirlchild should be
raised in ahouse, Hedler. | wasn't thinking the child would be agirl. The foothillsaretoo..."

"l will raise her." Bronyd svoice held anote of anger. "The stones say thisisthe chosen child. The child
hewill want. Y our village offers no protection to such achild.”

Thunder resounded, sounding closer thistime. The old woman stood abruptly, knocking the smooth
stones out of her l1ap and onto the floor. She shook a gnarled fist towards the heavens, her metal
bracelets clanging dmost asloudly as the approaching storm.

"Thistime, shewill bemine, do you hear me?'

A wind whipped through the cave extinguishing the fire, chilling the occupants of the dark hole. The
Captain grabbed his daughter’ sarm and quickly guided her towards the entrance into the failing daylight.
"WEe |l send word when it's her timel™ His voice echoed back into the darkness. Wrapping hislong cape
around histrembling daughter, he carefully led her away from the mountainsto the safety of their own
gathering on the dunes.

Bronya stared defiantly into the storm, her coarse green dress buffeted about in the winds.

"Shewill beming”

Suddenly al was quiet. The yellow light of the night sky cast an eerie glow into the cave of the Hedler.
She followed its shaft to the floor. The outlines of the circle, now covered in dust, were barely
discernible. The stones were as they had falen from her lap. Their pattern was unmistakable.

The Sorcerer clamed the unborn child for himself.

Thethin, dark-haired young boy scurried through the foothills to the cave of the Healer. Mounds of gold
and orange leaves, crigp from autumn’ sinfluence, swirled in his passing. Drucilla stimewas near.

"Aye, Tavis. This| know. Everything' sready." Sheruffled the hair of the smith’s only son then sent him
careening back through the leaves with word of her arrival.



The Healer carefully patted the bags of herbs and medicines she wore around her waig, tied to the
knotted string belt. More than the usud birthing herbs were needed with this one. Strong wards would be
necessary, to keep him out. She couldn’t let him interfere.

Not yet. Not until the child knew of her powers and could choose her own destiny, aswas her right, by
Ixari, the Goddess of the Heavens. Merkaraand Tarkir were not the only Powersin the Land.

The afternoon sun blazed overhead. It was warm for mid-autumn. But the Hedler saw the cloudsralling
in from the South. Heavy clouds, full of rain and wind and lightning.

The seadready churned as she entered the gates of the village. Strong winds whistled through the freshly
thatched roofs around her. The boatsin the cove strained at their moorings. The spray dampened her
face and theair smelled of sdt, and something else. She squinted into the wind, narrowing her gray
brows, the lines on her face degpening. The sméll, the scent came from the storm clouds.

The smell of magic, the scent of power.

She quickened her stepsto the center of the village, to the Captain’ s house with its white-shingled sides
and heavy oak door.

The child, with hair as pale asthe lightning that dashed the sky, was born at the height of the hurricane, a
maelstrom from the south. The old woman cradled the infant in her arms. Gale winds buffeted about the
house, screeching through the cracksin the timbers.

"She'smine!" she cried into the hot, damp winds. She wrapped a garland of herbs and gemstones about
the child’ssmdl form.

She moved for the door. The white-haired Captain sprang from his chair by the hearth.

"You're mad, Hedler. Surely you can't take the child out in this?'

"It sether that or suffer the chance of this house being destroyed. There' sno wind that can level my
cave."

"Then go!" The Captain thrust his hand towards the door, hisarm shaking. "And take this madness with
you!"

He dammed thelarge oak door behind the hunched form. The Hedler’ s clothing darkened as it absorbed
the dashing rain. Her head bent protectively over the smal bundle she clutched to her breast, wrapped in
abolt of bright cloth that she had spent hours embroidering with the symbols of the deities.

The child neither cried nor whimpered, in spite of the harsh sounds and flashes of light. Her large eyes,
now blue, now gray, now green, watched with intense curiogity at the events around her.

The Healer staggered into her cave and placed the child into the wooden cradle; its Sides, too, decorated
with the signs and symbols of her craft. She shivered and added wood to the fire, unaware that the storm
outside had subsided.

"We are home, Khamsin," she whispered to the deeping child, whose smdl hand curled around the edge
of the blanket. "He did not get you, thistime."

CHAPTER1

Orange tongues of flame licked at the stout logs on the hearth. But the fire was more for light than hest.
Thelast warm breath of summer till drifted over the Land though it was a month into the autumn season.
The stone floor of the cave echoed a coolness drawn from the dark green forest. Khamsin folded asmall
rug into a cushion and decided that this was the perfect spot to finish the chain of brightpinksshe'd
Started earlier.

Sheintertwined the long green stems, keeping the blossomsto the outside. It was agilly thing, a
brightpink chain. Tanta Bron told her it had no real magic to offer. But the village girls thought otherwise.
They made them every summer, to call their loversto them.

"A flower bright | take to thee, aflower bright bringstheeto me." Khamsin recited the words softly as
she carefully bent the dender geminahdf circle. "A flower bright..."

The sound of awooden chair scraping against the floor stilled her whispered song. Quickly shethrust the



half-formed chain under an edge of the rug. She turned as Tanta Bron drew back the embroidered
curtain covering the archway to her bedchamber.

"Finished your chores, child?’

"Yes, Tanta"

"But not your studies." Bronyaknelt in front of the young girl and placed aleather-bound book on the
gray stonefloor. "Now. Time grows short.”

A petulant frown creased Khamsain'sface. Time grows short, time grows short, for what? "But I’'m so
tired, TantaBron..."

"Tired? Chasing that cat al day inthewoods again. That’splay. Thisisdifferent.”

Khamsin opened the book with aresigned sigh. Itsthin, dusty pages had a swest, powdery odor. "It
wasn't dl play. Nixahears me now. Even when I’'m not touching her.”

At the mention of her name, the gray cat curled in front of the large hearth blinked opened her golden
eyes. A soft Nixatinged sensation filtered into Khamsin' s mind astheir awarenesslinked briefly. She
saw her own image from the cat’ s viewpoint: adender sixteen year old girl clad in boy’ stan breeches
and white overshirt, Sitting cross-legged on the floor. But it was Khamsin's pde hair, in along braid that
reached past her waist, that caught the cat’ s attention. She shook her head. The ribbons binding the end
fluttered. Nixa s playful interest rippled over her.

"And | can sometimes even see what she sees. Like now. She's..."

"Visonsof ribbonsto play with won't be able to protect you, when the time comes. Start here.” Bronya
tapped her finger at the start of a series of dark dashes and curlicuesin the middle of the page.

Khamsn squinted at the shapes. They shifted, becoming wordsin her mind. Though not really words.
She knew words, letters Tavis taught her. She could write her own name and his. And smple sentences
like"1 will buy this horse for two pigs.”

But therune sgnsin Heder’ sBook didn’t pertain to such mundane things. They pertained to spdlls:
incantations, callings and divinations. They had to be memorized, practiced over and over again until
Khamsin could say them without hesitation. They had to be imbedded in her mind, inscribed on her soul.
"Now, thisis...?" Bronyaprompted.

"Ixari’s Third Blessng for Rain." Khamsain closed her eyes, cdled the rune signsfrom memory. " T’ cai
I"heira, Ixari..." she said softly, remembering to touch her lipswith the Sde of her index finger asshe
said the Goddess s name. Therest of the odd-sounding words flowed easily. She' d recited this
incantation many times before. Wesather blessings were the least difficult. She knew Tanta Bron had her
repest them only to relax her mind.

More difficult onesfollowed. The spell to stop the flow of water in astream. The spell to stop the flow of
blood from awound. The spell to make lifesweet from leaves and flowers, if no food can be found. The
gpell to make firestones, for warmth and protection.

"And the Supplications, child?"

Khamsin opened her eyes. Saying her Supplications sgnaded the lesson’s end. Shewiggled her right foot.
Her ankle was iff from gitting cross-legged for so long.

"To Merkara, God of the Sea. And Ixari, Goddess of the Sky. For protection, | beseech you. For
guidance, | entreat you. Indl..." And she yawned, then grinned sheepishly at the Hedler. "Sorry."
Nixayawned too, stretching her paws towardsthefire.

"Fnish, Khamgn."

"Indl things, mystic and mundane, in al realmsand dl planes. Let your powers now guide me. Y our
blessings, besde me. From harm you will hide me. | livein thelight of your names."

Bronya pulled hersdlf to her feet. "Good." She rummaged in the deep pockets of her long skirt. "I’ ll place
the warding stones. No, don’t turn around. Tell mefirst if they’reright.”

Khamsin closed her eyes again. A new image popped into her mind: Tanta Bron’ s bent figurein her long
blue and green skirts and blue shawl. Her dark hair, pulled so carefully and so tightly back into abun
early thismorning, now unraveled in wispy strands.

No, Nixa, Khamsin admonished gently. You can’t help. That’ s cheating.

"Do you sensethe spdl lines?!



"Ummm. Y es. But the Ladri stone’ sin thewrong place.” Shefdt the discordant hum of the stones
energy. "It stoo closeto theKha."

"Then why didn’t you say the Kha wasin thewrong place? |’ ve told you time and time again. Y ou must
look for Tarkir' s stone before al others. Tarkir' s stone must be your power point for al wardings.
"Yes, maam| know, but..."

"No buts, Khamsain. Now, tell me again.”

A ripple of energy told Khamsin that Tanta Bron moved the warding stones.

"The Khd iscentered in primary,” shesaid. "Ladri and Vedri are balanced. But Nevri is..." Shetightened
her mentd focus dightly. "Nevri isin oppodtion to Ladri. Nevri must be reversed.”

There was a soft sound as Bronya turned the wardstone.

"Better?"

Bronya s approva washed over Khamsin even before she answered. "Better!”

"Much better. Now, come, come. Up off the floor. We' |l have some moonpetd teaand then it’ s off to
bed with you."

Khamsin snuggled under her blankets and breathed in the sweet aroma of the moonpeta teadtill inthe
air. She heard soft snoring sounds filtering through the embroidered curtain covering TantaBron's
acove.

The curtain across Khamsin's own small dcove was open. She saw Nixasdtting in front of the fireplace,
her small form outlined by the weak orange glow of the embers. The cat industrioudy washed her
whiskers, pleased at having found asmall piece of cheese on thetable.

Behind Nixa, the folded rug was till where Khamsinleft it. A tangle of brightpinks peeked out from
under one corne.

At the mouth of the cave, where roughhewn timbers and large boulders laced to form her home' sfront
wall, Khamsin saw theflicker of the wardstonesin the darkness.

Ladri. Vedri. Nevri. She touched each one with her mind. The wardstones responded, flaring briefly with
asmal spark.

Then she touched the Khd. Tarkir’ s stone. The God of the Land and the Underworld. The most
powerful of dl the warding stones. The most powerful of al the Deities.

It pulsed abright blue-white, startling Nixa The cat scampered into Khamsin's acove and legped onto
the bed, turning around three times before settling into afold in the blankets.

Khamsin pulled the cat up againgt her and with asmall sigh, closed her eyes.

That winter Bronyatook ill for thefirst time that Khamsin could remember. The old woman lay on her
narrow featherbed for days. Her thin body trembled as the cold north winds shook the branches of the
great pines outside, flinging clumps of crusted snow to the frozen ground. Her brittle cough echoed off the
rocky walls. Khamsin kept the fire stoked until she could no longer stand the dry heat and sought solace
at the entrance of the cave.

She was aware of Tavis approach even before Nixa bounded through the deep snow with the news.
She gathered her long, layered skirts about her and trudged out into the small clearing. Nixatrotted after
her, sniffing the drifting snowflakes.

"Bronyasaid the compounds would be ready today. But awagon repair kept meworking late.” Tavis
nodded to the dight figure silhouetted by the stark whiteness around her. The droplets of melting snow in
hisdark beard and touded, curly brown hair glistened like gemsin the light of the full moons overhead.
"I’ ve everything in abox for you. Comeinsde, out of the cold.”

Khamsin took his cape and while he peeled off abulky, woolen outer-tunic, poured asteaming cup of
jasmineteafor the broad-shouldered young smith. She could tell he'd come straight from hisforge. His
wide face was still sweat-streaked in spite of the chill outsde. She held the earthenware mug out to him.
He accepted it gratefully and glanced at the datted box on the table' s edge.

She touched the cloth pouches stacked inside. They contained blessing and warding herbs used by
generations of smiths. "Three red for your forge fires, two blue for metalsfor the boats. Two yelow for



horseshoes and cart metals.”

Tavis seemed surprised. "1 thought with Bronyabeingill..."

"Bronyadidn’'t makethese. | did." Shedidn’t try to keep the pride from her voice.

"You?You'renot aHeder."

"I"ve been learning.”

Tavisfingered the pouches again and Khamsin reigned in her desire to defend her skills. Bronyas dark
eyesand, a onetime, dark hair bespoke of her Raheiran heritage. Khamsin’slight coloring didn’t and
she sensed the smith’ ssmall tinge of dissatisfaction at hiswares having been prepared by someone less
than an ‘expert.’

"How isshe?' He cautioudy spped at the sweet liquid, his bushy brows drawn into afrown.

"A little better." Khamsin motioned him to the table then brought over aplate of diced honey bread. At
least Tavis had no qualms about accepting her baking. "And the more | can do of her work, the more
she'sabletorest.”

"It'sgood you're able to help her, | suppose. With the smple things. Until she' swell again.”

"I hopeto learn more than the smplethings.”

"That’ snot for the likes of you, Kammi." Therewas anote of darmin Tavis svoice. "Clean and cook, as
adaughter or aniecewould, yes. But a Hedler’ sworkings are not for ordinary folk like us."

He patted her hand. "Y ou look tired. Why don’t you think about bringing Bronyato the village, at least
until First Thaw? My Sster said she'd be glad to help.”

"No, redly. But thank you."

"It would be easier for you. With Mowrina s hep. And mine."

Khamsin waved her hand towards the rows of shelveson the far wal. "Everything she needs, everything |
need is here. All her herbs, her powders, her teas." And her potions, her amulets and charms. And the
warding stones. No, Khamsin knew, staying at Mowrina s house wouldn't be easier. Though the villagers
were grateful for the lives Bronya had saved from the Hill Raiders, they till remembered the many who
died. In the same way, they accepted Tanta Bron's moonpetal teafor deep and her brightmint save for
infection, but were openly mistrustful of her runestones and amulets. And equally as mistrustful of
Khamsin and her cat. Tavisand his sster were the only friends she had in the village.

"Perhapsif | brought Mowrina here?’

"Who'll take care of Aric and the children?" She amiled. "Y ou're asmith, Tav. Changing digpers and
feeding babies might soften those big hands of yourd!"

"Aye, well, that’strue. And then Aric and | would get to playing cards and nothing would get done at
al”

Isthat Tavis? Khamsin felt Tanta Bron awaken.

Yes, Tanta.

| wish to speak to him.

WE' Il comein and sit with you.

No, child. I need to speak to him, alone.

Before Khamsin could ask why, Bronya sweak voice cdled through the curtain. “Tavis? Y oung man, is
that you?'

Tavis mug stopped halfway to hislips. He put it back on thetable. "Aye, Lady. Did we disturb you?'
"No. Please." Bronya coughed. It was athin, wheezing sound. "Come here.”

Tavislooked at Khamsin and she nodded. "Bring her this." She handed him ahot mug of tea. "Maybe
shell drink it if you ask her."

Khamsn waited in the large outer chamber and played disinterestedly with Nixa. The degp rumblings of
Tavis voice could be heard now and then, punctuated by the high whine of Bronya’ sworsening cough.
She couldn’t hear their words, though she knew a spdll to eavesdrop on their conversation, if she wanted
to. But she dlowed them their privacy, trusting that if anything said was pertinent to herself, she'd learn of
it shortly.

Findly Tavisemerged. He sat down on the wide, wooden bench by thefire, taking Khamsin's smdll
handsinto his callused ones. Histouch was surprisingly chilled. He seemed clearly uncomfortable, dmost



shaken.

"Her time draws near, Kammi."

She guessed as much, but had been holding her sadnessin check, knowing Tanta Bron might fed!
burdened by her grief. Now, at Tavis swords, sorrow flooded through her. She turned towards the
hearth fire and drew a deep breath.

Tavis squeezed her fingers. "She' san old, old woman. Seen over one hundred summers, if not more. Her
only thoughts have been centered on you. Y ou're S0 young, yet..."

"But I'm not achild. I'll be saventeen after Summertide.”

"True. That’ swhy she asked meto take care of you, now. She said the runes show danger, in the next
year especidly.”

Tanta srunes had long shown danger. But never before had the Healer discussed that with anyone other
than Khamsin. And even those discussions had been maddeningly sparse, frustratingly cryptic. Her
seventeenth year, was all that Bronyawould say. If danger were to come it would be then.

"Did she say what kind of danger?'

"No. But she asked that | keep you safe.” He hesitated. " She won't be around to watch after you very
much longer."

Khamsin swalowed the lump in her throat. "When?' Her voice was soft. "Did she say when?"

"She says before Wintertide."

That wasjust two months away.

She stood suddenly, folded her hands and held them againgt her chest asif she could keep the hurt insde
from escaping. The empty mugs and remnants of honey bread were till on the table. She cleared them
away because she needed something, anything to do.

"I’m sure Tanta Bron just wanted to thank you for your friendship. To tell you how important it isto her.
And to me, too. Y ou and Mowrina have been very good friends, Tavis." She stacked the mugsin the
water basin.

Tavis cameto stand beside her. He took her trembling handsin hisown. " She asksthat | be more than
that now."

"You'll dways be one of my dearest friends..."

"Bronyawants meto take you as my wife."

"Wife?' Shetensed, startled at the word. She knew it was common for agirl to marry around her
sxteenth year; one of the village girls, still an infant when the Wintertide raid took place, wed last
Summertide.

And Tavis was abachelor who had alarge, three room house and a prosperous smithing business. He
was more than digible. But she, Khamsin, awife? The possibility never occurred to her.

Besdes, marriage meant love. And shewasn't inlove with Tavis.

She stared at the bearded man. "Why would Tanta Bron want usto marry?"

"Sothat | can take care of you."

"| can take care of mysdf!”

Nixa, curled on her hearth side pillow, ditted her eyes open at Khamsin's exclamation.

Tavisglanced away from her and at first Khamsin thought she had hurt him by her declaration. But his
gaze, she noted, touched on Bronya s braided ribbons and cloth banners painted with cryptic runes that
hung around the room. Then moved to the shelves lined with jarsfilled with herbs and powders. Things
not found in asmithy.

"Tanta Bron has taught me much about healing work. She would want meto stay, to help the villagers.
And for you to continue to tell me when the villagers needs help. Just as you' ve dways done.”

"That’s not what she said to me, Kammi." He shook his head dowly. "It’' s Bronya swish to see uswed.
For you to be awife. Not aHedler."

You must marry, child. Bronya swordswere weak in her mind. The runes, the runestell me this
NOW.

Therunes say | must marry Tavis?

Khamsn fdlt the old woman' stiredness. Then asigh. That has not been clear. So much isn’t clear



anymore. But who else? There’ sno one elsein the village who accepts what you are. That has
been shown to me.

A torrent of conflicting emotions surged through Khamsin. She tamped them down quickly, lest her frail
Tantabe hurt by her confusion. She had no desire to see Tanta Bron hurt. She knew dl the old Hedler
had done for her, how she had risked her lifejust to raise her. She owed Tanta so much.

But to marry! And to someone not of her choosing. Even the girlsin the village were permitted to
choose.

But she had no choice. Even if shewanted to choose a husband, there were nonein Cirruswho' d have
her: Khamsain, child of the maglstrom, with Hill Raider’ sblood in her veins.

None but Tavisthe Smith.

Shedidn’'t love Tavis. But shedid like him. They' d been friends since she wasllittle, though therewas a
nine-year differencein their ages.

She glanced at him, felt his concern flood over her like a moon tide. He was worried about her. Shefelt
his devotion to Tanta Bron. And then, surprisingly, aflicker of desirefor hersdlf. That was unexpected
and only added to her own confused state.

"Kammi?'

She brought her face up to meet his. The old woman’ s wheezing was audible even over the moaning of
thewinds outsde. Tanta Bron was dying. If marrying Taviswould bring her peace...

Khamsin raised her voice so that she was sure Bronya could hear her answer.

"l understand your offer and thank you," she replied evenly to the man who, sixteen years before, had run
to the Hedler’ s cave with the news of her impending birth. "And | would be honored to be your wife."
Tavissmiled warmly, clasped her small handsin hislarge, calused ones. ™Y ou’ re doing the right thing.
You'll see. We Il be happy together. | promiseyou.”

The flamesin the hearth fire behind him flickered as a sudden torrent of icy wind flowed down from the
north. The bitter cold grazed Khamsin's cheek and she shivered.

Tavisdraped hisarm over her shoulder. "Wind' s picking up again. Be a cold wak back. Perhapsacup
of teabefore | leave?

"Of course." Khamsin stepped away from him and headed for the cupboard. Her hands shook dightly as
she reached for the cups.

"If you'll get the kettle?!

She put the cups on the wide wooden table. Steam rosein fragrant clouds as Tavis poured.

She spped her teaimmediately, trying to quell the sudden chill. But Tavisraised his cup first and touched
it to hers.

"Tomy futurewife"

A large pine not far from Bronya s cave trembled, then split in half. Cleaved asif by lightning, in winter.

CHAPTER 2

The bonding ceremony took place in the large main room of the smith’ swhite-shingled house. Only
Mowring, Tavis older sgter, attended. The young village Captain glanced uneasily a the girl sanding
before him, amulets dangling from her waist, her skirt embroidered with strange curling symbols. He kept
the ceremony brief. Donning his heavy cape and muffler, he nodded only the barest congratulationsto the
bride and groom. He scurried out into the light drifting of snowflakes that had been falling steadily since
the early morning.

Rina, her dark hair as curly and unruly as her brother’s, shook her head in disapprova asthe Captain
quickly departed. She accepted her own cloak from Tavis.

"Ariciswaiting for his supper. Y ou know how Lissa, Cavell and the baby get when I’'m not there." She
planted alight kiss on her brother’ s cheek then took Khamsin’ssmall handsin her own.

"Don't let the village nosy-bodies disturb you. They can say what they like. But Tav chose you, so that's



good enough for me."

Khamsin returned the older woman’swarm smile. "l fed blessed to have you both."

"You haveadl of us, redly. We refamily now. Aric and | will have you both over for dinner as soon as
Firg Thaw begins. Mysdlf, I'll be glad when Wintertide' s over. Too many memories cregp up thistime of
year."

Thiswill be another one, Khamsin knew asthe heavy oak door shut behind Rina sretreating figure. First
the Wintertide raid. Then, when she was six, the poisoned harvest. She was ten when the floods from the
fast melting snows claimed the lives of four Covemen and two villagers. Twelve when another early thaw
brought South Land Hill Raidersinto the village at Wintertide. But the toll that year was been less. The
villagerstook to making wegpons aswell asfishing netsand Tavis smithy had forged swords.

Then in the Wintertide between her sixteenth and seventeenth year, Tanta Bron died. And Khamain, the
child of the mistral winds, became thewife of Tavisthe Smith.

Tavismade loveto her carefully that first night. Khamsin, who thought she knew much of dl therewasto
know about life, found she knew very little about men.

For dl the water-sprites and €l emental's she could conjure, the forest animal's she could converse with
and herbals she could blend into magical potions, she knew nothing of the basic human condition. It was
severa weeks before she comfortably accepted the swesting nakedness of her husband surrounding her
own body and invading it. She learned to view his physica intrusions with a detached curiosity. Though
she was pleased that she was able to provide him with something he viewed as pleasurable.

He was agood man and agood hushand, shetold hersalf. Grudgingly, he even permitted her to grow
and mix the healing herbs that Bronya had dispensed in the Village. Someone, he agreed, had to do that,
until another Healer could be found.

He wasless than comfortable with the few items Khamsin had brought into his house from Bronya's
cave. Heinssted they be kept in aspecid cupboard with alock. He forged the key with his own hand
and destroyed the mold afterward. For safety’ s sake, he said.

Khamsin waited until he was busy at the forge one morning, then lined the cupboard’ s shelveswith
scented flax soaked in magic oils. She placed Bronya s Book and the tools of her craft insde. Its small
cabinets, of which there were three, held the more powerful herbs and roots. A long drawer held the
warding stones and the cloth stenciled with rune signs.

Khamsin's own cradle carved with protective wardings sat by the hearth. But after ayear of marriage, it
remained empty.

Tavis ssgter now carried her fourth. Khamsin knocked on Rina s back door, anewly quilted blanket
folded over her arm. Six year old Lissaanswered, her rag doll tucked under one arm.

"Tanta Kammi! Mama Mamal Tanta Kammi’sherel”

Rinarose avkwardly from the bench at the kitchen table, smoothing her gpron over her swollen belly as
Khamsin stepped insde. The sweet aromaof spice cakes baking wafted inthe air.

"Mama steaching meto bake," Lissaannounced. "So | can help after the new baby comes.”

Khamsn ruffled Lissa sreddish curls. "I’'m sureyou' reabig help dready.” She handed Rinathe brightly
patterned quilt. "1 thought you might need anew one."

"Oh, it'slovely, Kammi. And yes, we do, especidly after the two boys."

Rinaglanced down at her daughter. "Isn’'t it timefor Dolly’ sngp?’

Lissanodded sagely. "Oh, yes, mama! I’d amost forgotten.”

Asthe child disgppeared through curtained doorway, Rinatouched Khamsin lightly on thearm. Y ou can
tell me, can’t you? Like Bronyaused to?"

Of dl thevillagers, only Rinaknew that Khamsin could do more than dispense herb teas and minor
blessings. Even Tavisdidn’t know. But then, Khamsin had always been closer to Mowrina

"Yes, of course. | brought the stones." She pulled the amulets from her pouch, cast them threetimeson
the tabletop. A boy child. Another little brother for Lissa

Rinasighed loudly, but was smiling. "Well, Aric will be pleased, but I'm not sure about Lissa."



"Not sure about what, mama?' asked asmall voice from the doorway.

"Not sureif | remember where | put that basket we made for Tanta Kammi."

"Grannaput it in the dining room. So Taric and Cavell couldn’t get it." Lissaducked back through the
curtains.

"Aric'smother’ s been awonderful help with the boys." Rinaheld the curtain back and motioned
Khamsin into the front of the house.

Khamsin could hear the older woman’s soft voice coming from one of the back bedrooms. "How long
will she gtay with you?"

"Until after the baby’ s born. But she hasto be back in Dram before the snows start.”

"If you need help after that, just ask.”

"I'll help, too, Mamal"

"Of course." Rinasmiled as Lissareached for abasket of ripe vegetables on the table. "We ve had a
plentiful summer. Y ou know how Tav likesthese. Besides, you brought us those beautiful appleslast
time"

"I grow thefruit and you raise the vegetables. And the children," Khamsin added as Taric toddled in from
the front porch and held his chubby arms up towards his mother.

"Andyou and Tav?'

"When the Gods say it'smy timeto have children, I'm sure | will."

But the Gods had told her very little Snce her marriage to Tavis, though she' d dutifully kept up with her
supplications, even the basic divinations, while her husband worked at hisforge. Without them, she had
no way of knowing what blessing were needed by the harvest and crops, what wegather awaited the
Covemen.

Khamsin walked dowly back through the village, Rina s basket on her arm. She amiled absently at the
village children who darted out of her way, then stopped and stared at her with curious eyes.

Weather and harvest blessings weren't her problem. No, it wasin her persond life that the Gods gave
her very little guidance a al.

Shewatched the children scurry off after abrightly decorated cart jostling on itsway out of the village. It
wasthe Tinker’ s cart; its pace just quick enough to be out of the reach of the children’ shands. They
lunged and jumped, laughing asthey tried to grab some bright piece of cloth or string of braided belts
from the merchandise piled in the back.

In the same way, Khamsin felt much of what she needed to know about her life now evaded her, in spite
of dl thedivinations that Bronya had taught her. Answers dangled just out of her reach, with something or
someone preventing her from gaining the knowledge.

But what could be so powerful asto interfere with the workings of the Deities themsdves?

The sky darkened asalarge, black cloud crossed in front of the sun. In spite of the intense heet of the
late summer’ s day, Khamsin shivered, and was gtill shivering when the cloud cleared.

She had just passed the sail maker’ s shop when afigure loomed out in front of her.

"Aye, Lady. A kindly word, if I may." The old man’svoice was durred, and he smelled as strongly of fish
ashedid of rum.

Khamsin stepped back, clutching the basket to her chest. She knew al of the Covermen and many of the
traveling merchants. This man was unfamiliar and hislong, dark cloak concealed whatever professon his
manner of clothing might have reveded.

"Y ou' re seeking someone, Sir?' Her voice was steedier than her rapidly beating heart.
Hislaughwaslow and crud. "That | am, Lady. Thet | am."

"If you' reasailor, then Dond insgdeisthe oneto help you." She nodded to the sail maker’ s closed door.
"The Captain’ snot yet returned. ..”

"l seek no man." A scarred hand darted out from beneath the folds of his cloak, missed her arm by
inches as shetwisted away. "Just apretty girl for agood time."

"Srll.."

"Khaman?'

Sheturned and dmost sumbled into Aric’sarms as he exited through the sail maker’sdoor. A coil of



rope was draped over one shoulder and he placed himsdlf between Khamsin and the old man.
"Khamsain?' he asked again, but when he turned the old man was aready scurrying away. "Did the old
drunk harm you?"

Khamsin shook her head hurriedly. "No. Just Sartled me."

Her brother-in-law motioned to the sagging pile of stained sails and tangled nets next to the shop. "He
was probably deeping off abottle or two. Y ou must’ ve sartled him.”

She let out the breath she didn’t redlize she' d been holding, forced asmile. "He probably knew these
vegetables came from Rina s garden and wanted his share.”

Aric laughed good-naturedly. "Shal | walk you to your door?

"These are my vegetables. Y our wife has more waiting for you at home," she teased from over her
shoulder as she walked away.

By the time she reached her front steps, she' d dismissed her fearful misgivings about the old man as
nothing more than an ingtinctud reaction to avery bad smell. Rotting fish and sour rum!

She pulled the latch on the front door and walked to the pantry in the rear of the house. She placed
Rina s offerings on the shelf. She could hear the sound of Tavis anvil ringing with asteady rhythm. Ina
sudden wave of compassion, she left her meal preparations for the moment and drew a pitcher of cool,
fresh water from the wdll.

Tavis greeted hiswife s gppearance in his smithy with awide smile. He wiped a soot-blackened arm
across his swest-bathed forehead.

"Ah, you'reared love." He gulped at the water then took the pitcher and dumped the remainder of the
contents over hishead.

Khamsin laughed 'til her sides ached. "Oh, Tav!" She reached behind him for aclean cloth and threw it
playfully in hisface,

He mopped his brow. Then he twisted the long cloth between hislarge hands, snapped it out in her
direction like awhip. It caught the edge of her skirt.

She placed her hands on her hips, her eyes sparkling. "And | felt sorry for you because you were so hot
and tired!"

"But | was, little Kammi!" He held hisarms out to her. "The sight of your sweet face was enough to
restore me back to full strength!™

She pointed to the metd rods left glowing in thefire. "Then I’ d best be leaving you to your work. Strong
asyou are, you'll befinished in no time. And I’ ve beansto prepare.”

The clanging of his hammer followed her as she crossed the smal back yard. She finished emptying the
basket, leaving it on achair by the front door. She'd ask Tav to take it back to Rinatomorrow.
Thethin curtainsfluttered languidly in the front windows, wafting as high as the tabletop as an occasond
offshore gust blew through the village. Khamsin noticed the overturned vase on the table, the brightpinks
scattered across the table and onto the bare, wooden floor. No wonder she hadn’t seen Nixain her
favorite spot on the back stoop. The gray feline had been up to her usua mischief. Khamsin knelt down
to retrieve the last of the blossoms and her eyes came to rest on the locked doors of her cupboard.
They were open. Thelock swvung inits hinges with an unnatural, mechanica rhythm. Soundlesdy.

She stared, acry strangling in her throat.

Sowly, she crawled across the floor until she sat in front of the cupboard. It radiated. ..something. She
held her hands out before her, pams open. The glow of the enchantment flooded painfully into her mind.
She gasped out loud, fedling the intense emanations of power. And whatever it was that touched the lock
was no longer even there.

With shaking hands, she eased the doors back, careful to avoid the spell-charged metal. Bronya's Book
was moved forward on the shelf. It lay open.

She closed her eyes and whispered asmall protective spell. In her skirt pocket she found the four
amulets she needed by touch. She put them on the floor by her knees.

Then carefully she reached into the cupboard and grasped the edges of the leather-bound volume with
thetips of her fingers. Sowly, she pulled it off the shelf. She lay it on the floor then moved the amuletsto
surround it.



She cleared her mind again, leaned forward and scanned the runes. Her breath quickened as she read the
ancient words.

It was the spdll of an Assignation, an unalterable command for ameseting. The incantation was usudly
copied onto a parchment. It was forbidden to write in the Book itself.

But someone had. Someone had inserted the symbols that Bronya taught her to be her real name. The
namethat he would cal her by.

She was cdlled to an Assignation. And the assignation was commanded by the Sorcerer.

When Tavis sscomped his heavy boots on the steps of the back porch and didn’t smell the pungent aroma
of vegetable stew, he suspected something was wrong. Even Nixa, usudly looking for handouts at meal
time, was missing. Perhaps afevered child in the village requiring hiswife' s specid s teas. Though out of
habit they sought out the smith first. The villagers fear of Khamsin was sill strong enough that they
didiked dedling directly with her.

Nothing prepared him for the sight that met his eyes as he crossed into the wide living room in search of a
pipeto help passthe time'til Khamain returned. The small form knedling, trance-like, in front of the
cupboard seemed barely aware of his approach.

He hesitated before touching her. Something about the open cupboard, and its contents, revolted him.
Something about her unnatura stillness chilled his blood.

"K-Kammi?' he sad findly, stuttering her name,

The name wafted in the moist evening breeze that filtered through the gauze curtains, lifting the tendrils of
hair that clung to her damp face. She stirred but didn’t turn to face him.

He glanced at the open book; gibberish to him. Then his eyes caught the movement of the lock. No
natura force was causing the meta to sway evenly, rhythmically, back and forth, back and forth.
Khamsn's gaze followed the movement.

Tavis snatched the empty vase from the table behind him. He threw it with dl his might against the open
doors of the cupboard. The ceramic piece shattered with an earsplitting crash.

The lock stopped moving.

"Kammi?'

Sheturned in hisarms, her eyesblinking rapidly. "Tavis? Oh, Tavid" She clung to him, trembling.

He knew the teawas not as pungent as Kammi would have made it. He was asmith. The kitchen was
not hisdomain. But the hot liquid seemed to have the desired effect in spite of itslack of flavor. Her
hands stopped shaking and some of the sparkle returned to hiswife' s eyes.

Nixa, too, had returned. She wove anxioudy in and out of her mistress' s ankles as Khamsin and Tavis
sat in the high-backed chairs at the kitchen table.

He patted her hand. Things seemed to be getting back to normal. He wanted thingsto be normal. "It was
probably nothing. A prank."

"No, it was something. Not a prank.”

"Y ou don't know that."

"l do. An Assgnation isnot aprank.”

"An Assgnation? ISt that like aspdl?"

"It snot likeaspdl, Tavis. Itisaspdl. A cdling.”

Her certainty disturbed him and offended him at the sametime. Y ou do healing work, Kammi. Y ou tend
to the sick and birth babes. Healing work isn’t assignations. Bronya never talked of those things, and she
was atrue Heder. Spellsarefor the priests or their witches."

"Tanta Bron did talk of those things. She warned us this might happen.”

He remembered stting in the alling Hedler’ ssmall acove. She' d clutched his hand, whispered her fears
about Kammi’ s seventeenth year. He thought perhaps the raiders would return, claim the girl as one of
their own. He hadn’t considered the threat might entail magic.



"Y ou must be wrong. She' d not have asked me to keep you safe from spells or witch-workings. If that
was the danger she saw, she' d have sent you to Noviiya, to the temple prieststhere.

"I’m certain that was the danger she saw. She and | talked not long before she died about what needed
to be done, if an Assignation was placed on my name."

Hiseyes narrowed. The chill returned to his blood. "What needs to be done?”

"We taked about a sword. She said to ask you to make me asword.”

"A sword?' Helaughed harshly. "Do you intend to defend the village from pranksters by yoursgf? Y ou
used to play make believe dl the time with my old wooden one.”

"Morethan make believe. Y our father taught me quitewel..."”

"Aye, hedid." Hesmiled. "I’m not saying you would trip over your feet. Father said you were strong for
your size. Graceful. But asword? Khamsn!™

"It sadifferent kind of sword. It must be small enough that | can wield it properly.”

"l can do that. But..."

"And forged under my direction. For the metal must be able to hold incantations. The hilt must have
amulets embedded in specific order. Rune signs must be inscribed, then forged into the metal.”

Tavissat back in hischair and pulled on his beard. This sounded less and less like hedling and more and
more like witch-working. Theword sat cold and ugly in hismind.

But if it had been Bronya sidea? Bronya had saved hislife, brought him back from ahigh fever when he
wasasmdl child.

"Bronyadrew asketch. With ingructions,” Khamsin persisted.

Wéll, if Bronya had designed it, perhaps he should consider it.

She brought him the sketch, unrolling it across the table, securing one end with her mug. He sucked on
histeaand sudied it. The curling symbols on the page told him nothing. But the carefully drawn diagrams
of the sword did.

He shook his head wearily, knowing what the task required. And knowing he couldn’t refuse her.

But there was more.

"If there’ sto be an Assgnation then let it be at my command, not his.”

Tavisadmost dropped hismug. "Surely, you' re not in a position to dictate to some Wizard!"

She hegitated. "The Assgnation comes from the Sorcerer.”

"No! You must bewrong.” Tavis sfingers clutched the mug tightly.

"I know what | saw written in the Book." Her voice was soft, amost apologetic.

"Y ou’ rewrong. We ve no means here to stop the Sorcerer. You misread. You're not aHeder, like
Bronya. Those runes are hard to read. It must’ ve said something else.” He repeated his excuses asif the
very act of gpeaking could dissolve the spell.

She lay one hand on top of the sketch. "Does’t thistell you what | read istrue?”

The arcane runesigns seemed to glow againg the parchment. For the first time since the Hill Raiders
attacked hisvillage, Tavisthe Smithwas afraid.

"Kammi..." Therewasapleading tonein hisvoice. "What if weleave? In two more monthsyou'll be
eighteen. Seventeenth year, Tanta Bron said. If the contact isn't made during your seventeenth year, this
Assignation would end. 't thet true?”

"Yes, it'strue," she admitted dowly. "But he' saready tried to contact me. Perhaps even clam me."
"Hetried to clam you? Y ou saw him? Why didn’'t you say..."

"l saw an old man, earlier today. An old drunk. That may bedl he truly was. Or he might’ ve been more.
But in any case, | do know that he’' s come here to our village, to our house. The writing in the Book is
proof of that."

The thought of abeing as powerful asthe Sorcerer in hishouse made Tavis s ssomach clench. "We'll
move. To Dram."

"Then those people could be in danger. | may be who he seeks, but since when have the Powers worried
about the innocents when they’ ve carved their trails of destruction? Theraids, the poisoned harvedts. It's
been said that there were one or two who displeased the Gods yet scores perished. No, | haveto go
back to the cave, take up my studies and pray that Ixari will send some guidance thistime.”



"Sudies?’ Tavisfrowned.

"There are other things | must learn, waysto sharpen my mind and my senses, divinationsto..."

"No. | forbidit." Taviswiped hishand over hisface, then turned from her. "There snothing more to
discuss. Nothing." His voice was gruff. He pushed himsdlf abruptly to hisfeet and strode for the kitchen
door, damming it as he headed back to the smithy.

Sheleft that night, taking asmal pack and some fruit with her. With Nixain tow, she set out into the
humid darknessfor the foothills of the mountains, and her first home,

Tavis stood in the doorway, empty pipe still in hand. He watched as she dipped away into the shadows
towards something as foreign and fearful to amere smith as Hell itself. And he began to hate those
powersthat were the very essence of Khaman.

CHAPTER 3

She spent two daysin the cave knedling over the mage circle, searching for wisdom in the ancient
etchings. She sfted through compounds made of flax and feathers and seeds, recognizing patterns. She
atevery little and dept dmost not at all.

It wasn't until Iate in the afternoon, as she trudged down the rut-filled dusty road back towards the
village, that her lack of degp and food caught up with her. She knew of asmall spring off to the Side,
where wild berries grew through the rocks. She grabbed afew handfuls, rinang them in the cool water.
Then she splashed the dust from her face and arms.

A flash of color to her |eft caught her eye. Brightpinks, growing with wild abandon. She plucked a
handful, sat on alarge falen log and arted to twine achain. And for amoment, shewasachild again,
carefree, with only her chores and her cat to consider.

But shewas no longer a carefree child. And her cat waited for her, at the edge of the dusty road. She
tucked the unfinished chain in her gpron pocket and pushed hersdlf to her feet.

Nixa, whose interest in the occult was none a al and who had anaturd ability to fend for hersdlf, had
fared much better over the past two days. She pranced happily aongside her mistress asthey returned to
theroad. To the cat, the days at the cave were agrand adventure in the forest and nothing more.
Khamsin shoved the long deeves of her blouse up over her elbows. She regretted she hadn’t thought to
dampen acloth at the spring. There was no wind from the sea and the earth under her feet baked in the
summer sun. If only the cool winds common to late summer would appear again. She daily asked | xari
for blessngsin that regard. The humidity was unbearable; her thin blouse clung to her damp form and her
skirts caught heavily between her bare legs. She thought again of the days when she ran about the forest
in boy’sbreechesand alight vest.

There were spellsin her Book created to ater the weather, but they were to be performed only by a
temple priest or a priestess. She was aHealer, abenefactressfor her village. She aided or advised; she
didn't dter. A Hedler, as Tavis had reminded her, could question the Gods but not countermand them.
The symbols she sought within the circle were for these purposes only. Though the knowledge she gained
thistimein Bronya s cave weighed as heavily on her mind as the oppressive wesether. It was a cloudy
knowledge, unlike the clear blue of the sky overhead. Everything pointed to the necessity of her
continuing her training but nothing explained why. As Tavis had said, why weren't her herbas sufficient?
But they weren't, and she wondered why Tavisdidn’t accept her need to continue learning. She - and
Tanta Bron - thought that he would.

Again and again, the symbols for knowledge and experience appeared in her divinations and lessand
less, the symbols of benedictions and healing. She understood that some of this knowledge would come
asaresult of ajourney, though by land or by water was not made clear. For when she consulted the
circlefor specifics, the answers were again vague.

It was asif there were a power struggle being waged amongst the deities themsalves and Khamsin's



queries only served as afurther irritation. She was beginning to suspect that there was more than just the
powers of the Sorcerer to fear.

But atired mind easly finds misinterpretations. So she headed for home seeking, if not knowledge, then
comfort and rest.

The narrow road wound around a grove of old trees. Khamsin' stracks cut even wider as she stepped
addeto avoid afresh deposit of dung. Nixasniffed at the manure warily, identifying it for hersalf and
Khamsin as horse. That meant there was atraveler up ahead with asmdl cart, judging from the marksin
dust on the road aswell. She yearned to ask for aride.

She caught up with the horse cart sooner than expected. Therider, tall and dark-haired, had dismounted
and waked dowly. Khamsin recognized the mottled gray mare and the red-stenciled cart as belonging to
the Tinker. It was laden with pots and pans and odd pieces of cloth and lace.

She hailed him by his name, which was histitle and the samefor al of those who plied the trade.

"Ho, Tinker!"

The man stopped and turned, his lean face registering surprise.

"Lady Khamsin! And what brings you out for awalk on this beastly afternoon?' He ran his hand wearily
through hisdark hair, pulling it away from where it clung to the dampness of hisface and the back of his
neck. Hisjacket and vest were absent and hislinen shirt was partialy unlaced.

"Just on my way home." She drew up next to him. The gray mare whinnied and shook her head. Khamsin
touched the animal’ s neck and her mind registered the pain.

"Y ou havetrouble?' She noticed adight swelling on the mare sfront leg.

The Tinker nodded. Thesmadll gold star in hisleft ear glinted in the late afternoon sun. " She picked up a
stone. When she went to put her weight on it, twisted something. | pulled up immediately but I'm afraid
the damageis done."

Khamsin cleared her mind of her troublesome thoughts and bent down to touch the mare’ sleg.

"It sjust adight muscle pull. Nothing serious, fortunately.” She reached for the bag of oiled, crushed
berries a her waist. She gpplied asmall amount of the salve to the affected area. "There now, Sweet one,
this should fedl better very soon.”

"Y ou dropped this," the Tinker said, knedling down to retrieve atumble of pink at hisfeet.

Khamsn patted her apron pocket. The brightpink chain must have falen out when she reached for the
bag of berry salve.

"It snothing. Jugt aglly..."

"Lover’schain?' Hegrinned back at her. "But it' s not finished. It won't work unlessyou finish it." He
twisted the stem on the end, deftly forming aloop.

"Y ou do that well. Y ou must have had lots of practice.”

"But not patience. I’ ve yet to finish one. But maybe thistime, with your help, I'll succeed.”

They waked dowly, s0 as not to strain the mare further. Nixa éected to ride in the overstuffed cart,
settling her deek form comfortably on top of abolt of bright mudin. She kept paceto the Tinker's
shortened stride, looking now and then at his hands asthey twisted the long green stems.

Hewastaler than Tavis, she noted, for the top of her head reached her husbhand' s chin. Walking beside
the Tinker, her height barely reached the man’s shoulder.

"Lady Khamsan, the village has had a progperous summer, | trus?'

"WEe ve been fortunate," shereplied.

"There’ snot been good news elsewhere, I'm afraid. Though I'm pleased your village has done well.” He
handed her the chain, with three more blossoms added.

Shetook it and fished out another brightpink from her pocket. "We heard therewasarad...?"

"Two. Hill Raiders cameinto Bright's Cove and Wdlow’ s snce Summertide.”

She suppressed a shudder. "1sn’'t that unusual ?*

"There are many unusua thingsin the Land right now. Y ou know of the plaguein Dram?"

"No! Tavisgetsmost of hismeta from their mines.” Alarm showed in her eyes. The Tinker dowed,
touching her lightly on thearm.

"There was nothing you could' ve done. It came and went so quickly. There wasn't even enough timeto



send for aHedler."

She gazed back up into eyes as pde as the mist from the moons. "But | should' ve fdt, should' ve heard
something!" She thought back to unnatural gapsin her divinations.

"Perhaps there was nothing to tell.”

"But there would have been a need. At least if | couldn’t hedl, there sawaysthe offeringsto Ixari, for
safe passage through Tarkir’ srealm. | should have known. | should have been there.” A knot of emotion
caught in her voice. Shelooked down at her hands. The brightpinks were trembling.

The Tinker squeezed her arm in compassion. She dowed her pace, stopping when he turned to her.

"Y ou have so much to give, my Lady Khamsin," he said softly. ™Y ou want so badly to offer blessings.
Yet | fear so few offer blessngsto you in return.”

"The villagers have not been unkind," she protested.

"But have they been welcoming? No, don’t answer. Y ou see only their needs, even at the expense of
your own."

He grasped her wrigt lightly and took the brightpinks from her fingers. He draped the short chain around
her wrigt and wove the end semsinto place. Then heraised her fingersto hislips, brushing her knuckles
with alight kiss. "I offer you my blessng, then. Will you accept thet, in place of your worries?'

His unexpected kindness touched a deep, londly place insde Khamsin. Something warm sparkled insde
her and for amoment, it wasif dl the Land stood till, waiting for her answer.

"Thank you kindly. And your blessing iswelcome, and accepted.”

The breeze ruffled through the trees again and the Land settled back within itself with asigh.

Khamsin spotted her husband standing in the wide door of the smithy, wiping his hands on his stained
apron. He seemed not the least bit surprised to find her in the company of the traveling Tinker. He
grunted a short greeting to both of them, then turned his attention immediately to the lame mare.
Khamsn stroked the animd’ s soft nose as Tavis ingpected the damaged hoof. "Nothing to worry
overmuch about,” he said, and set about repairing the broken shoe.

Only later when the Tinker agreed with much gratitude to join them for dinner, did Khamsin notice Tavis
showing more than apoliteinterest in the stranger. And only, it ssemed, because of the news he brought
about the troublesin the South.

"That explains much." He wiped the crust of Rina s freshly baked bread around the insde of his dinner
bowl. " Seems we' ve been luckier than mogt, right here.”

"L egends often say that the village of aHeder isavillage of luck," the Tinker replied and in the waning
evening light, his gaze caught Khamsin's. She again saw the gentle acceptance hel d shown her earlier.
And felt hissmile before it appeared.

"Won't catch the Covemen or the villagers here saying that.” Tavislet hisale mug dip to thetablewith a
bang.

Khamsin jumped, not sureif she were more startled by the noise or the bitterness she heard for thefirst
timein her husband’ swords. It was such asharp contrast to the Tinker’s.

"People often don't say what they fed," the Tinker replied smoothly as Khamsin stood quickly to mop up
the splattered ale with her napkin.

She chanced alook at Tavis, but his mug was raised, hiding hisface. His broad fingers grasped the
handle tightly. Puzzled, she glanced at the Tinker. He, too, wore a strange expression. Hisearlier
nonchaance was gone, his brow furrowed in irritation. She felt a stab of anxiety and then he brought his
gazeto hers, and his expression changed.

A warm breeze touched her cheek, the fragrance of the moonpetals sweet in the evening air.

She stepped to the window and pulled back the curtains, needing to put some space between herself and
the emotions misting across the table. She breathed deeply of the flowers scent. A wave of camness
passed over her.

When she turned, the tension at the table was gone.

Tavisraised hisempty mug. "More of thisale, Khaman?'



"Of course" She hurried to the kitchen.

The degp rumbling of the men’ s voicesfollowed her. Tak was of horses and trade. She returned with a
full pitcher, which Tavistook from her. Hefilled the Tinker's mug and his own, once again the affable
lord of hisown manor.

Khamsin sat and, while the men debated the bloodlines of various horses, peeled an apple she brought
from the kitchen. She listened hdfheartedly but watched with more interest.

The Tinker was s0 different from any of the Covemen she knew. And it was not just the fluidity of his
conversations, the timbre of hisvoice or his acceptance of her asaHedler.

Y et hewasdso familiar. He, or one of histrade, had aways been in the village, bearing trinketsfrom
far-off lands. Or equaly asinteresting stories. Perhapsthat’ s what it was that she found so curious about
the man. The Covermen were so much like the Cove but the Tinker was alittle bit of every place he had
been.

She glanced at her husband as he rummaged in his pockets for histobacco pouch. The Tinker was older
than Tavis, though not by much. Perhapsfive or six years. And his genera appearance was smilar to the
men of her village and other Covetowns. But Tavis hair was dark brown. The Tinker’ s hair and
mustache were black, glossy black, like the color of amoonless night.

Tavis offered the Tinker apipe but he declined, and pulled athin cigar from an inside pocket of his suede
vest. Thishe held out to the smith. Tavis accepted it, sniffing the mahogany-colored tobacco
aopreciatively.

"Don'’t find this quality often around here. Y ou’ ve been to the City, then?"

The Tinker nodded as helit hisown cigar.

"Y ou have aname?Y ou know me as Tavis."

The Tinker took afew short puffs, releasing abillowing cloud of pungent blue smoke from hismouth. He
leaned back in hischair. "I have more namesthan | care to remember. And most of them can’'t be
repeeted in polite company.” A wry smile accompanied hiswords.

Tavischuckled. "Wd|?'

"Rylan. The name sRylan. Rylan the Tinker. It'sas good as any, for now."

Khamsin picked up the empty pitcher and stood, expecting her husband to bring the meal and the visit to
aclose. It waslate. She hadn’t seen him in three days and they had parted with harsh words between
them. Even 0, she assumed he would be as anxious to hear about her findings as she was about the
telling of them. Therefore she was caught off-guard when her husband seemed reluctant to et their guest
depart.

"Then tell me, Rylan. Do you play cards?'

She shot aconfused glancein Tavis direction. But he avoided her eyes, instead reaching for the
dog-eared deck of playing cards on the small table behind him.

"Of course| play," she heard the Tinker reply. "For what islife, but agame?"

Suddenly, shefelt lone and discarded. She cleared the dishes from the table and fed the scrapsto Nixa
whilethe men played cards. Thefirein the kitchen hearth softened to an orange glow, but still the men
played on. Their laughter and gruff voices followed her as she waked down the short hallway at the back
of the house. And went to bed that night, alone.

Themorning after the Tinker’ svigit, Khamsin sat Tavis down in the main room and made him listen to
what she' d learned in her two days at the cave, knowing by the reaction on hiswide face that he didn’t
like what he heard.

"Thisisnot for the likes of aHealer." Hedidn’t look at her but ruffled the dog-eared deck of cards
through hisfingers. He hadn’t even looked at her over their teathat morning. Khamsin sighed.

"l can't besure of that."

"Because you say these sgnsaren’t clear. Asif something' s disturbing them. Something powerful.”
"Yes, but..."

"It stoo dangerous.” He danted a glance at her then looked away. ™Y ou don’t know what may come of



this. Best to stop asking these questions. Best to do nothing at all.”

Shefolded her handstightly in her lap asif doing so could contain her growing anger. "And then what,
Tavis? Moreraids? More plagues? Are you asking me just to ignore everything I’ ve been taught and let
that happen?'

"Yes That'sexactly what I'm asking."

"Butif | could preventit, if | could givewarning..."

"We ve not asked for your help, have we?' He tossed the cards into a basket under the window with a
quick thrust, then pushed himself to hisfeet and glared down &t her. ™Y ou' re not to go back there,
Khamsin, do you hear me? Y ou’ re not to go back to the cave.”

But that’s my home, she amost said and was startled by her own thought. Bronya s cave was not her
home anymore. Thishouse, Tavis s house, was her home.

"Promise me you won't go back! And promise me you won'’t be using that book of yours anymore,
except for achesand painsand hedin’ stuff.”

She unclenched her fists and shoved them under her gpron. "I won't go back,” shetold him as she
carefully crossed her fingers. "And | will use the book and my stones only for healing. | promise.”
Shekept her promisefor three days. But by the fourth she could no longer fight the call of the stones.
The headaches and inexplicable chillswearied her resolve. She felt the Powers shifting, felt magic
burrowing out of the very bones of the Land. So she dipped out of their bed in the wee hours of the
morning while her husband snored heavily in hisdeep. Sitting cross-legged on the pantry floor, with the
Book propped before her, she dowly resumed her practice of her spells and incantations. Pitchers and
goblets danced gaily around the stone floor of the kitchen, much to Nixa s amusement. Whiskers
twitching, she stalked the prancing tableware.

But that was child’ s play and Khamsin knew it. She dso knew she couldn’t further her skills without
returning to the cave. Only there did she have the solitude so necessary for her concentration. And only
there did she have area mage circle carved deeply into the rocky earth, its runes aged and timeworn.
The chalk-scribed symbols on her kitchen floor were not the same.

She and Tavis stumbled upon more disagreements. For the fourth timein as many days Tavis sormed
out of the kitchen in afoul mood, damming the door behind him. Her early morning sessions made her
moretired than usua and perhaps dso abit more touchy. And the decreasing supply of metasfrom
Dram put Tavisinto abind with some of the Covemen.

He snapped at her when she didn’t respond to his questions at once. And when she did he was criticd of
her answers, even of the way she answered. He jumped nervoudy if she walked into hisforge and once
accused her of following him; then later, of avoiding him.

He sat up late most nights, smoking his pipe, saring at the hearth fire. And some nights he cameto bed
not at al.

Khamsin accepted they were both under a strain. The agpproach of her eighteenth birthday didn’t help
matters at all. She studied the faces of the villagers now as shewalked daily to Rina's, or to the market
for fish. The old man in hislong, black cape never regppeared. Twice she thought she sensed a
discomforting scrutiny but when she turned, no one was there.

The day before Reverence she stopped at the candlemakers, seeking an Honorsbane votive as an
offering. A well-dressed man, hisfair hair pulled negatly back at the nape of his neck, held the rough-hewn
door for her as she entered, sketched abow. His behavior, so gallant, so out of placein Cirrus Cove,
was amost comica. Savefor the chill that ran through her when he touched her arm.

"Perhgps you can assst me, Lady? | seek Mirtad the Tailor.”

Mirtad? The name was unfamiliar, especialy to her shaken senses. And atailor? Here? But then her
memory thawed. Mirtad. Didn’t Gilby the Oarsman have a cousin, atailor named Mirtad? From Flume?
She directed the stranger to Gilby’ slodgings and, calmer now, busied hersalf among the scented
candles.

Then two days before her birthday it was asif adam broke. Tavis called her into his smithy early that
afternoon, pulling her away from dicing beans. Wiping her hands on her apron, shefollowed, barely able
to keep up with hislong stride.



It wasthere, gleaming and bright and about the size of the long ladle. Her sword, forged to perfection.
Her handsflew to her mouth then out to the Slver object, touching it gently, dmost reverently. It felt
smooth to her touch, yet open. She could enchant it. He followed her ingtructionsto the | etter.

"Oh, Tav." Thereweretearsof joy in her eyes.

He draped one arm across her shoulders. " Pretty proud of mysdlf, too, if you don’t mind me saying so."
Hemade loveto her that night for the first time in many months. Though she would have been content
just to hold him, treasuring him truly as one of the finest friends she had ever had.

The morning, however, brought dark clouds on the horizon and an argument in the kitchen.

"But | won't be going back to learn anything," she pleaded for thefifth time. "It sjust that | can’t do the
proper incantations for the sword anyplace el se!”

Tavisglared at her over hisbreakfast. "No. | won't hear of it any more.”

"But...!"

"Khamsan!" He dammed a heavy fist down on the table, rattling the mug and pitcher. "1 will not tolerate
any witch working!"

"Witch working!" She roseto her feet. Nixa dashed across the kitchen and out the back door. "How
dareyou cdl it witchworking! I'm aHeder, aswas Tantaand..."

"But Tantais not my wifel™

"Y ou knew what | was before you married me."

"I knew you were aHedler. Not aWitch. | would never have agreed to marry aWitch. Not even to
honor alife debt.”

Khaman fdt hisadmission asif he dapped her. She knew Tanta Bron had saved Tavis slife many years
ago. But that she' d used that to coerce the smith to marry her shook her deeply.

She started to reply but he stood, his wide hands splayed on the table and towered over her.

"A Heder doesn't meddle with such things as concern the Gods. She hedls, tends with her herbs. She
offers charms and benedictions. I’ ve watched Bronya, remember. | knew her longer than you. She didn’t
doasyoudo."

"We'redl different.” Khamsin's voice was quieter now. "Tanta Bron practiced as she felt best. Some
things she could do better, somethings| can. That'sal.”

"Isit?" The burly man turned swiftly.

"Then why did you make me the sword?" She called out to him at he headed for the haf-open door.
He stopped, hand on the latch and turned acold face to her. "Damned if | know." And he stomped
heavily down the back steps.

When he returned for his midday mea, Khamsin, Nixa and the sword were gone.

CHAPTER 4

Shedidn’t hear the howling of the winds or the hard tapping of the rain againgt the trees, so intent was
Khamsin upon her incantations. She knelt before the ancient circle on the floor of Bronya s cave. She
couls sense a power in the stones benesth her. She could fedl it in her blood. She was raised here and
nurtured oniit.

Nixasat impassvely on al four paws and watched the rain as cats often do. The twitching of her long tall
wasthe only sign of her discomfort with the elements. Her large yellow eyes stared, now at thetwirling
wet leaves on the edge of the clearing, now back at her mistress, solemn and motionless as she had been
sncether arivd at the cave this afternoon. Finaly, feigning boredom, she stretched out her front paws
and yawned, letting her head come dowly down to rest against her own softness.

The storm died and the two moons rose full before Khamsin sat back with asigh and ran her hands
through her hair. 1t had been alengthy preparation, an elaborate entry but she was there. She could fedl
it. The sword hung in midair before her asif sugpended by invisible strings, as proof of her expertise. It
was aso a safe stopping place for she wastired. And tired minds could make mistakes.

She curled up onto her straw bed and felt the weight of Nixa against her as she found a comfortable



place to share the night. Nixa never came to bed when Taviswasthere.

Tavis. Sheleft him in such turmoil. She hoped the short note tucked into histobacco jar would suffice ' til
she came home. He would have to understand that things such as these were things she had to do, just as
he had to work with hisanvil. A craftsman, he often called himsdlf. A practitioner of an art. Well, shewas
acraftsman, too, and one whose skill only increased with knowledge.

Sherose before the sun the next morning, disappointed to hear the light tapping of rain on the trees
outside. She wished, only weeks before, for cooler weather. And now all they seemed to get wasrain.
Shelet hersdf dip into atrance. Sherecited the incantations again, feging her mind morein control that
sheever fdt it before. Her extra sessonsin the kitchen pantry paid off. The ancient spellsrolled off her
tongue with an easy fluidity. The sword glowed with blue pulsations as the words were uttered, given life.
Then there was abright flash of light and she wasfinished. The spell for her sword was complete.
Shelooked around the large room for Nixa, fegling guilty at perhaps startling the little feline with al her
pyrotechnics. Nixa had no mystical talents herself, no more than any average feline. It took Khamsin
severd years before the small cat willingly accepted their shared mental contact. And only lately was she
willing to st quietly by as Khamsin worked her mage circle and runes stones.

Seeing no sign of her cat, Khamsin stood a bit shakily and walked towards the entrance of the cave. The
light outside was dim for mid-afternoon, which her inner sensetold her it must be. She listened to the
sounds of adistant storm. Thunder rumbled, though she saw no lighting.

But she did see asomething gray dink and pause, dink and pause through the underbrush. Nixa,
gaking...Khamsan lightly touched the cat’ smind. A cricket.

She shook her head, asmall smile on her face and went back inside the cave. There was still one more
thing she had to do.

She dusted off the mage circle and drew anew one, thistime with her sword at the center. Bronya had
been ins stent about the creation of the sword. Khamsin felt sure part of the reason wasthat it would
become a source of magic she could draw on.

Closing her eyes, she reached mentdly for her warding stones -

- and abolt of light flashed painfully into her mind.

She cried out. And in that brief moment of intense pain, she knew she wastoo late. More than aweek
too late. The tampering of her cupboard had been the first warning, the first sgn. Others had followed,
but she had kept her promise to Tavis and not returned to the cave, nor the powerful mage circle etched
initsfloor.

While she contented hersdlf with twirling crockery, unspeskable evil advanced towardsthe village.

She shot to her feet and ran for the entrance of the cave.

"Nixal" she cdled, her voicefilled with terror. The cat streaked from the underbrush, aready deeply
shadowed by the dark sky overhead.

But it wasn't asky darkened by any naturd storm. And the sounds that met Khamsin's ears were not the
rumblings of thunder nor the howl of the winds. But the crackling of burning timber and the screams of
peopleinterror.

She stood frozen at the entrance. The sky was black with smoke, the air acrid. Then she bolted and ran
wildly through the forest towards the village. Thorns and bramblestore a her skirts and ankles, searing
her flesh. Branches, gill wet from the morning’ s light shower, whipped at her back. She ssumbled, once,
twice over haf-buried boulders dippery with moss but continued onwards, her hands out before her, a
strangled cry in her throat.

She burst out of the woods into the clearing just before the village. She dowed in her steps asthe horror
of the scene lay before her. Everywhere things burned, smoldering. Thatched roofs caved in, timbers
jutting awkwardly through broken walls. She passed by an upended cart, netstrailing from beneath its
shattered boards. Dead fish, with white, bloated bellies lay in a pool of watery blood.

She saw no one, nothing dive.

She quickened her stepstowards afamiliar stone fence. I1ts wooden gate hung at a crooked angle. She
thrust it aside as she entered, calling out Rina s name and the names of the children.

Shefound Aric dumped over the large table in the main room, aspear in his back, hislifeless hands



reaching out towards...

Shaken, she glanced at the end of the table. Nothing was there, at least, not anymore. By the hearth were
the bodies of Cavell and Lissa, their throats dit, their dark eyes staring into eternity. A gasp of horror
escaped her lipsand Khamsin felt her knees buckle. She reached down to gently closethe children’s
unseaing eyes with atouch and her hand trembled uncontrollably. Her voice was strained as she
whispered a departing prayer to Ixari.

Rinaand Taric she found in the kitchen, huddled together in the corner. Taric’ sthroat, too, was dit. The
shaft of aspear protruded from Rina s chest. Her white apron, painstakingly embroidered only weeks
before, was stained a deep red from the flow of thick blood that drained into her 1ap. Her left hand il
held her son’slifeless ones; her right, along scrap of dark fabric, bordered in red. Colors worn by South
Land Hill Raiders.

The new baby’s cradle lay nearby. It was empty, its quilted coverlet that Khamsin had made discarded
on thefloor. Hill Raiders often stole infants and raised them astheir own.

Khamsin touched the edge of the cradle and suddenly sobbed in great gulps. She clasped her hands over
her mouth, unable to contain the emotions within. She lunged for the back door, her only thought now
that of her own home. And of Tavis.

The smithy burned fiercely as she approached her front door of her house. A sudden gust of heat almost
sent her reding backwards but she pushed against the heavy oak partition, crying out at the top of her
lungs

"Tav-id" Sheran to the kitchen. Her cupboards were stripped and emptied. She rushed back to the main
room and into their bedroom. The bed linens were torn off and the mattress dashed with grest, long
strikes as someone looked for hidden gems. But other than that, the room was empty.

She raced down the short hall, stopping only when she reached her cupboard. The Book waswith her,
aswell asthe Divining Cloth and severd of her potions. All sheleft behind were some minor amulets and
charms. She was surprised to see that they were dtill there, the cupboard intact. The Hill Raiders, too,
had their superdtitions.

She heard the creaking and groaning of the burning timber outside as the forge began to crumble. There
was agreat crash just as she exited through her front door. She watched, dazed, asthe entire back wall
of the smithy caved in, sending ashower of flames and sparks highinto the air. If Taviswasin there...
The thought was too horrible for her to even imagine. She leaned weakly againg thelow stonewal in
front of the house. He couldn’t have been. He was strong, one of the strongest menin the village. Surely,
he fought the Raiders successfully or found some way to escape. She forced herself to stand and head
back to the center of the village.

Shewas only afew houses away from the buring smithy when a scuffling noise behind her caused her to
stop and turn. She recognized Enar, one of the Covemen. His pal e face was covered with soot and
blood and in one hand he clutched a short dagger.

"Witch!" He limped towards her. "Have you come back, witch, to seeif we all died? Where sthat cat of
yours? Or was she one of the demons you sent to us?*

Khamsin stood, horrified. "Enar, it sme, Khamain, Tavis wife. Whereis Tavis, Enar? Whereishe?
"Don’'t you know?" He flashed the blade before her. She stepped backwards. "He' sdead, like dl the
rest you abandoned. Look!" And he flung hisarm out to the left, pointing towards the large trees near the
dockyard. A body dangled from aropetied to ahigh branch.

Choking back a cry, Khamsin ran towards the docks, recognizing the dark blue trousers, leather apron
and high leather boots of the Smith. But before she could reach him hands grappled out towards her,
rough hands, smelling of sdt and ashes and death. They clamped over her mouth and around her
shoulders and waist. She was dragged downwards and she landed on her back, small stones grinding
into her skin.

"Witch!"

She heard the cry, recognizing the faces of Gilby and Turpin and Enar, al Covemen. They toreroughly at
her thin bodice and layered skirts.

Sheflalled at them, tried to push them away, then felt a presence burst into her mind: angry, frightened.



Very close...

Nixa

She bdled her handsinto fists, pummeled them against arms dick with blood. Go! she commanded the
cat. Thewitch’sdemon cat. Run! Safety! Be safe!

A distorted view of hersdlf, struggling on the ground flitted through her mind. Then greenery, scrub brush.
Her contact with the cat faded.

Someone grabbed her by the hair and she cried out in pain and fright. There was the flash of aknife and
the pain on her scalp was gone, aswas most of her hair. Another dull flash of silver and the blade turned
towards her throat. It was only then she came to her senses and fought for her life.

Swiftly, sheraised her knee up into Turpin’sgroin. He collapsed back against the socky Enar. Sherolled
to one side as Enar reached over his groaning companion, but his grasp fell short. Her shorn hair no
longer provided the hand hold it did before, when it fell amost to her waist.

In one movement, she was on her feet. She lashed out with her forearm at Gilby, fist closed, just as she
had learned to many years ago in the mock battle-games she played asa child.

It was only the glare of Enar’ s dagger that at last quelled her desperate efforts.

She held her hands out before her, her breathing ragged. "Enar, thisis madness.”

"No, thisis revenge for what you' ve brought upon us." He took the rope Gilby held out to him. "What the
Hill peopledidto Tavis, we'll doto you."

"I"'m not awitch, Enar!"

"No, even your hushand knew that. Sorceress, he called you. Did you know that? He tried to warn us.
Said you'd run off. To practice your sorcery. Then the Hill Raiders came from the south. We know it's
Tarkir sspawn, theinferna Lucid, you pray to now."

"That' snot true!™

A sound in the distance caused both men to hesitate and exchange glances. "Raiders. Coming back,"
Enar said in ahushed voice.

Gilby nodded. "For her."

"Thenwéll giveherto‘em.”

Khamsin screamed asthey grabbed her. She flung her armswildly in an effort to break free of their hold,
evenif only for ashort time. It was al shewould need to summon an e emental, something she would
never have donein the village before. But the village no longer existed. And the men who roughly held
her smdl body had every intention of killing her.

Desperately she shoved againgt them. Gilby stumbled and her left hand was free. She cupped it against
her chest quickly then flung it outwards, screaming the incantation at the top of her lungs. Hameslike
fireflies danced on the ground around Gilby’ s boots. The thin Coveman tripped on hisown feet ashe
scrambled backwards.

"Y oufilthy bitch!" Enar dapped her hard across the face and thistime it was Khamsin who stumbled,
wrenching her arm asthe stocky man still grasped her firmly. He threw her to the ground face down and
clamped his boot hard against her back. He grabbed first one wrist, then another. She cried out ashe
forced her arms backwards, amost pulling them out of their sockets.

"Scream, witch!" he bellowed as he lashed her hands together. " Scream while you diel”

"Enar!" It was Gilby. He clawed at the older man’ strouser leg. "They’ re dmost here!™

The sound of hoof beats was getting closer.

The Coveman stood tensely for amoment, hatred glittering in his dark eyes. Then he spat on the ground.
"Comeon!" he ordered gruffly, grabbing Turpin by the scruff of hisneck. "Gilby, take hisarms. Let’ sget
out of here" The men ran, dragging alimping Turpin between them.

CHAPTER 5

Khamsin lay sobbing in the dirt and stones, her arms aching. Her mouth tasted of dust and blood. She
cried out for Tanta Bron, her voicelike achild in pain. She'd lost her home, her husband and friends, her



sster-in-law and dl that she cherished. She was beaten and accused of sorcery. Terrorized. Damned.
And today was the day she wasto turn eighteen years old.

Shecried ‘til her voice was hoarse and choking, then cried some more. Her body was vaguely aware of
the thudding of hooves coming nearer. Theridersthat Enar had seen. Hill Raiders. Let themkill me, she
pleaded inwardly. Let them slash and mutilate my body. | have nothing, nothing. Am nothing,
anymore.

Tears spilled down her cheeks as she ditted open her eyes. The ground trembled beneath her face and
she saw the spindly but powerful legs of horses dashing through her field of vison. One horse drew
nearer, no, two. Maybe more. She could no longer count legs, make sense of what her stinging eyestold
her. She tensed her body, the Supplications to Her Goddess echoing through her mind in a senseless
litany.

For protection, | beseech you.

For guidance, | entreat you.

For protection...

Someone shouted. It sounded like the Olde Language. Bronya had used those words. But when?
Where? And who but a Raheiran would spesk. ..

The Sorcerer. Raheiran was the language of al magicks. She would findly hear hisvoice, caling her true
name.

But she heard nothing, save for her rasping bresth and the distant crackle of burning timbers. Everything
was slent again. If not for the pain coursing through her limbs, she would have thought she was dead.
Someone touched her, grabbed her shoulders. She no longer cared to fight. Shelet her body go limp and
unyidding.

Let it be done. Let it be over with.

Her hands were untied but still she didn’t move, didn’t resist even when she was turned, dowly, onto her
back. Shelet her head fal to one side. She hiccoughed spasmodicaly.

At the sound of her own name she opened her eyes.

"Khaman? Lady Khamsan?'

She looked up, expecting for al the world to see the hideous countenance of the Sorcerer, or thefierce
face of a South Land Hill Raider. And saw only the pale eyes of Rylan the Tinker. Her swollen lips
mouthed hisname.

He shook his head then murmured something she couldn’t hear. Shetried again to speak but he silenced
her, hisfinger to hislips.

Thelast thing she remembered was being lifted into hisarms.

Then cool water was placed againgt her face. She opened her eyes. A gaily striped awning formed a
partia roof overhead, framed by brown, green and golden leaves beyond. A faint glow of orangetold her
it was near morning. The Tinker’ s face swam etheredlly before her.

"Lady Khamsin." His voice sounded distant.

She blinked rapidly afew times and tried to speak. But nothing came out. She gasped, aware of a
searing pain throughout her body.

"Hush, hush." The Tinker placed hisfingerslightly against her parched lips, histouch gentle, reassuring.
She closed her eyesand fdll again into amerciful oblivion.

Towards midnight she tossed restlesdy, waking and deeping in smdl spurts. Her dreamswerefilled with
the black of burning timbers, the bright red of blood. She saw Rinaagain, her throat dit. She saw the
baby’ s empty cradle.

A low moan of terror escaped her lips. And then atouch on her face and she sank into forgetfulness.

In moments of wakefulness, her eyes sought something recognizable in the dark shadows that surrounded
her. She saw nothing and fearing she was blinded, groped out into the darkness. Her fingers rested
againg cloth, warmth and then stronger fingers were wound into hers. Her hand was held tightly. She
tried to return the comforting grasp but failed.

Tearstrailed down her cheeksin frustration. Then she heard afamiliar sound. A soft, rumbling purr.
Nixa?



Warmth, comfort flooded through her.

She dept.

Thefollowing morning she woke to find Nixa curled againgt her sde. She whispered the cat’ s name,
found her voice stronger, her throat less painful. She admonished the Tinker as he wiped her brow with a
damp cloth.

"Y ou shouldn’t." Her voice cracked dightly. "They called me awitch, you know. They’ll come back.”
She swallowed painfully. "They think Nixa sademon." The tears began to flow again.

"Their grief drove them more than alittle mad. Y ou were Smply a convenient object on which to vent
thelr anger.”

She cried anyway. Words had no meaning, not even the kind sensible onesfrom the Tinker. He held her,
her head cradled in hisarms until her sobs abated. V oice shaking, she asked for her medicine belt and
pouches. He brought them to her and with gtiff fingers she sought what she needed, swallowing a pinch of
thisand aleaf of that; applying atouch of bam, ever-so-sparingly, here and there. Her hands came up to
touch her head.

"They cut off my hair."

"A bit crookedly, too. But when you' refedling better, | can fix that. Perhapsweé' Il start anew fashion.”
And s0 it went as shelay in the Tinker’ stent in the wooded grove, hedling her body with her herbs, while
the Tinker countered any despondent statements she would make with hislight comments and witty
retorts. It was asif it were al agreat joketo him. Finally she sat up in anger, her eyesblazing like pale
lightning. She accused him of being an insengitive, shallow, arrogant bore.

"Good. Get angry. That' s hedlthy. It meansyou' re fedling better." He poured more teainto the mug they
shared and held it out to her.

She let her head fall forward onto her knees. "I’ m sorry. | didn’'t mean that. | just..."

"l know, m' Lady," he replied softly, nudging her hand with the warm mug. "Drink. You'll fed better.”
She drank and wondered just how long it would be before she would ever be ableto fed anything,

agan.

Thefifth morning after theraid, she woke very early, the sunrise was sill avague promise on the horizon.
Therewasadight chill intheair. Nixawas dready off staking breskfast. Khamsin tugged at the blanket
that had dipped down around her waist during the night. She could hear the steady breathing of the
Tinker who lay nearby. She turned dightly on her sde and studied the man who had rescued her only
days before.

Only days? The aching in her body fdt asif it had been there for weeks. Though through her herbd
balms and the Tinker’ s gentle touch, most of the pain had subsided.

It was replaced, however, with anew and more disturbing sensation. One she suspected wastied
directly to the man that lay deeping, just out of her reach.

Gratitude, she advised hersdlf. She drifted back to deep again, the warmth of the blanket soaking into her
shoulders. She was grateful. That wasdll.

When she was strong enough to walk the Tinker followed her to Bronya s cave, though she forbade him
entry. She hadn’t been back since the day Cirrus was attacked, and Tavis and Rinawere killed. Her
oldest and strongest memories il lay insde and she sood on the worn rag-rug in front of the empty
hearth for some moments, trembling. She couldn’t yet face her old bed, or Bronya s curtained acove.
Then dowly, methodically, she gathered up her belongings, and her memories. Tanta Bron's embroidered
shawl and curtain. A set of carved spoons. Other items she' d never needed in Tavis swell-stocked
house. Sherolled much insde of the braided rug. That had always been Nixa s favorite deeping spot.
The Tinker didn’t question her need for solitude but waited outside, taking the smal bundlesfrom her as
she exited and wisdly leaving to her the sheathed sword she carried in her right hand. In exchange, she sat
quietly on the backboard of hisred cart while he snipped and trimmed her hair 'til, at least to her hand, it



felt better. He rummaged around inside alarge trunk, disturbing adeeping Nixa. He produced an ova
looking-glass, which he offered to her without comment.

Shetook it, equaly without comment and appraised her reflection. The swelling on her face had subsided
and, save for asmall purplish bruise on her cheek, the begating she received at the hands of the Covemen
was now just abad memory. Her new haircut fell wispily to the middle of her neck, framing her face, just
brushing the tops of her eyebrows. It made her aready large eyes appear even larger and she wrinkled
her nose.

"l look like aten-year old boy in adress." Her comment was wistful. She wondered why she suddenly
was concerned over her appearance. It never mattered much before.

"I can take care of that, too." The Tinker produced aworn, but clean shirt with full deevesand bib-front,
aong with avest and matching chamois breeches. "It' d be sdfer, if you intend to travel .

"l do." She accepted the clothing and returned to the cave.

Minutes later, she regppeared barefoot and stockingsin hand. "We forgot onething.”

The Tinker pointed to awoven basket at the front of the cart. "Find what fits and they’ re yours."

She pulled on apair of mid-calf high boots. "How can | thank you?'

"Y ou dready have, m' Lady." He smiled, adding: "Y ou healed my horse and fed and entertained me.”

"Y ou saved my life. Surdly that far outweighs one mea and some herbd bams.”

"Perhaps.” He hoisted the basket back into the front of the cart. "Where will you go now?"

Khamsin started to gather her belongings, shoving her short hunting knife and then the sword through the
loops on her belt. She hesitated and her eyes wandered in the direction of the village. Tendrils of dark
smoke curled over the treetops.

"I don’t know. | could return to the village. Perhaps there' s someway | could help..." Theimage of
Tavis slifdess body cameto her mind and her throat constricted. Surely, someone had cut him down,
hed buried him and the others. "Blessing rites..."

"Weresad. A journeying pries, | believe." He reached out and touched her shoulder briefly. "It sall
been taken care of. Y ou needn’t go back."

"But the survivors would want to rebuild. | could help.”

"They’veleft. Thevillageis deserted.”

Thisnews startled her. "Y ou're sure?'

"| traveled there on afew afternoons while you dept. There' s nothing for you to go back to. And even if
there were, | would advise againgt it."

Enar and Gilby were probably some of the survivors. Khamsin hadn't forgotten their hate, their anger.
"There' s nothing there for you to go back to,” the Tinker repested.

Khamsin picked up Nixa, stroked the cat’ s soft head. The village of Cirrus Cove, and the caveinthe
foothills, were the only home she' d ever known. Where else could she possibly go?

And then the omensin the mage circle swam before her eyes. A journey. She had been directed to Start
ajourney.

"I’ll go to the City, to Noviiya perhaps,” she said, surprised at the conviction in her voice. But thewords
felt right even as she said them. The Temples of Ixari and Merkarawere there. She could spend timein
prayer and meditation.

She released Nixa and the cat jumped nimbly into the Tinker’ s cart. "Y es, to the City. My learning hereis
finished, that much | know, that much | found out, that day that..." Her voice drifted off into awhisper.
"I’m headed there mysdlf, if you care for company.”

"I can’t burden you any longer. Y ou’ ve been far too kind. To be honest, what | seek is dangerous.”

"So | noticed." He touched the bruise on her cheek. Hisfingers were warm, gentle. She fought the desire
to rest her face againgt his hand.

"But dill, I’'m going that way and as your cat has no qualms about accepting my offer, | suggest you take
her advice and do the same.”

Khamsin sighed and alowed her bundlesto be taken from her. "I’ll repay you. Somehow."

"Can you cook? Well, yes, of courseyou can. I've had your stew. Very fine" He pursed hislipsand
blew a short whistle as Khamsin climbed into the cart beside him. The gray mare started into atrot. "Get



tired of eating my own cooking, you know. That’swhy | sell pots and pans. Never makeit in thisworld
asan innkeeper.”

He dapped at the reins and Khamsin was sure she glimpsed amischievous smile underneath his
mustache.

CHAPTER6

For two days they traveled northward on the seacoast road, leaving Cirrus Cove far behind. They
crossed the Fohn River. Theroad rose sharply into arocky hillsde. The soft gold of the dunes
disappeared into the harsher grays and browns of the uneven landscape. The pines here were thicker,
their bark a degp brownish-black. Their needles were coarser, unlike the silken foliage of those that grew
in the coveside meadows.

Khamsn had never traveled North. She went South only once with Tavisto the village of Dram, shortly
after they were married. That had been atwo day hard ride from Cirrus Cove. There had never been the
need to leave her birthplace before.

She commented on the starker landscape when they stopped for the second night, noticing that the
Tinker had trouble finding aplot of ground free of rocks and stones for his bedroll. Her own bedroll was
insmall space under the tent-like awning that extended from the sde of his cart. Shefdt guilty of
depriving him of the more comfortable lodgings.

Hewaved away her concern with an air of indifference and concentrated on building asmall fire.

She hadn't told him what she was running from or why, nor had he asked. That plagued her mind as she
pedled the thick outer skin from the wild potatoes she discovered growing in abundance near the
campsite of the previous night. He seemed satisfied just to have someoneto talk to. And talk he did
about all manner of things he saw or heard in histravelsto the various towns and villages that dotted the
countryside. Y et she couldn’t believe he was tota ly without curiosity asto herself.

But what if he viewed her as the Covemen and Tavis had? Long ago she had hardened hersdlf to other’s
criticisms; even her husband’ s disgpprova wastaken in stride. But the Tinker was somehow different.
She didn’'t know how she’ d handle his viewing her as a creature to be feared, suspected. A woman-child
linked to the powerful Sorcerer by command of an Assignation.

An assignation that never took place.

The last thought so startled Khamsin that she dropped the potato she was pedling into the smal pot,
plashing herself with weter.

She was eighteen years old now, eighteen. The dreaded seventeenth year had passed and though it
brought much pain and suffering, the contact, the crucia contact, had never been made. Though he must
havetried - she thought of the old man by the sailmaker’s, the young galant in the candle shop, perhaps
even those facelessridersin theraid - he hadn’t claimed her! Even during her enchantment of the sword
she hadn’t felt his presence as she had many times before. She was free. Whatever her life portended, it
wouldn’t involve the whims of the Sorcerer.

Oh, and there was so much to do now! With an increased energy, shefinished peding thelast of the
vegetables and, plopping them into the pot, and placed them over thefire.

The Tinker looked up from the wineskin he was mending as she tugged a one of her smal bundles
suffed into the back of his cart.

"Need something, m’ Lady?'

"No, no, that’sdl right. | can manage, thank you." She rummaged around the deep canvas bag ‘til her
hand found the hard binding of the Book. "I’ ve something to attend to. | won't be gonelong.”

She glanced over her shoulder as she dipped into the shadows of thetall pines. The Tinker smiled, then
returned to hiswineskin.

Her short hunting knife trembled as she scratched the lines of the mage circle into amossy patch of earth.
With abreathless intengity, she voiced her incantations. Then she bowed her head, closed her eyes and
waited for the fedling of weightlessness to come over her as she descended into alight trance. She chose



three stones from the small pouch she wore around her waist and touched them to her forehead, lipsand
throat before casting them into the rough circle.

Nine times she threw the stones and nine times the answer came back, without variation. She'd crossed a
milestonein her life and now must expand her knowledge, increase her sphere of experience. And all
sggnsled her to the City.

The exultation shefdt at the clarity of the symbolsin the dust and the strength emanating from her circle
overrode even the dull, painful ache she carried in her heart since she' d Ieft Cirrus Cove. Had she more
time, had supper not been boiling away and the Tinker not been aware of her absence she might pursue
her investigations, requesting specifics. Where should she go in the City and whom should she see? Was
there fill danger? The rapidity and ease with which the few answers came back to her restored her faith
in her powersthat, for over ayear, had lagged and been vague. Still they were yet afew daysride from
the bustling trade center built on the North Cliffs, overlooking the sea. There wastime for her to divine
other informétion later.

For now, the aroma of potatoes and leeks watfted in the air. She whispered the spell that would
un-enchant the small patch of moss and rose, never bothering to look back to seeif the ground
recovered itsformerly unbroken surface. Asindeed it did.

The Tinker stirred the potatoes with along-handled wooden spoon. She bent over the pot, sniffing
gopreciatively.

"Smelsgood.”

"Better than | ever madeit.”

"Y ou survived well enough on your own cooking before now."

He plucked at thefront of hisshirt. "I was on the verge of emaciation until you took over."
Khamsn'slaughter hid the dight flush on her cheeks. She remembered the fed of his strong, hard body
againg hers, when she was weak and trembling. There was nothing emaciated about the man at all.
They finished the med with light conversation dotted with stretches of comfortable silence. At last, when
thefire reduced itsdlf to a pae orange glow, Khamsin sighed and leaned back against the whed of the
cart, stretching her legs out before her.

"Y ou seem contented, M’ Lady." His voice was soft but carried easily over the night sounds of crickets.
She couldn’'t see hisface in the darkness but the earring in his ear reflected the dim light of the glowing
coas. Shedidn’t need to see hisface anyway. She knew every line by heart. The sight of him that first
morning after the burning of the village etched him inddibly into her mind.

"Things are better, yes," shereplied, ignoring the direction her thoughts again traveled. She was awidow,
she reminded hersdlf. A widow, and when the Tinker touched her it was only to heal her wounds. Her
outer wounds. Not thetear in her heart.

"They were bad." Hiswords held no judgment, nor pity.

"Could have been much worse."

"That istrue of mogt things."

Then they were silent for awhile. The sound of the wind playing through the leaves around them wasthe
only interruption to their thoughts. Khamsin's drifted back to Cirrus Cove, to what she had been and
what she could become. She thought of Tanta Bron, practicing her herbals and spells and marveled that
the old woman never choseto further her own education in the occult. She seemed content to live her
daysout in the cave. Khamsin knew now that even if the raid on the village hadn’t happened, she would
have left Cirrus Cove before Wintertide. With or without her husband. But her reasons, then, would have
been different.

"Haven't you wondered, Tinker, why | waswilling to leave my home?'

She heard the rustle of clothing as he stirred and could envision his now-familiar noncommittal shrugin
the dark.

"Besides the obvious, you mean, with the destruction of the village and the degath of your husband?’
Thewords till carried pain, though not as much. "Yes."

"Didyoulovehim?'

His question caught her by surprise. Shedidn’t reply.



"Y our husband, Lady Khamsin. Did you love him?"

"Taviswasmy friend," shesad findly. "So | supposel didlovehim."

"Asafriend.”

"Yes"

"But not asalover.”

"Tinker, I..." Though she knew the answer, it was difficult to voice, evenin the dark.

"I know. It' s not my place to ask such things. But it matters, you see.”

"Why?' For amoment, her heart inexplicably skipped abest.

He cleared histhroat. "For one, it would help me understand why you left Cirrus.”

Sheforgot that was her origind question to him and so felt obliged to answer it.

"No, | didn’'t love him, asyou said, asalover.”

"You'resure?!

She caught amovement in the dim light as he leaned closer to her. "I’'m sure. But....," and she hesitated,
wondering if his questions uncovered yet another flaw in her character. That of astingy, selfish wife. "But
| never refused him. | did care about him."

"l see" Hewas quiet. When he spoke again, hisvoice carried adight hesitation she never heard before.
"Tdl me. That is, have you ever beenin love, Khaman?'

She thought along while. Love was something that grew over time, over asharing of mutua experiences.
It was deeper than just aphysical attraction. She wondered if that was what was happening to her. But
perhaps the Tinker was a symbol of strength and reassurance only because he was present at a particular
place a a particular time. Her rescuer could' ve been anyone. Even aHill Raider. Shaking that disturbing
thought from her mind, she answered his question.

"No. | don’t believe s0."

"Whéll. Y ou have much, then, to learn.”

She heard the smile return to his voice and she relaxed. It was S0 easy to talk to him, easy to voice things
shewouldn’t have been able to say to hersdlf, aweek ago. "Even before... theraid, | had begun to
wonder if | belonged inthe village," shetold him, turning her thoughts to more practica matters. ™Y ou
know I'm aHedler. I’ ve dso practiced the magic arts." She waited for his reaction, wishing she could see
hisface.

"Thevillagersdidn’t approve.”

"They didn’t understand. Perhapsiif they had, they would' ve approved.” Shetugged on ablade of grass
poking through the rocky ground. "But that' sal past, now."

"So you leave, seeking what?"

She sighed. "Knowledge. Experience. There was only so much Tanta Bron could teach me. And only so
much | can learn on my own. It'sasif I've come asfar as| can go by mysalf. New surroundings should
provideincreased knowledge."

"That sounds like something from abook of prophecies.”

"Itis" She pulled up one knee and rested her elbow on it, toying with the short thickness of her hair.
"Why didn’t you leave Cirrus sooner?"

"Because... an Assignation was placed on my name. But since it never occurred, I’ m now free."

"An assgnation?'

"I was clamed asachild. Though Tanta Bron - Bronyathe Hedler - raised me, it waswith the
knowledgethat I’ d been marked at birth. But there was atime limit: the assignation had to take place
before my eighteenth birthday. | turned eighteen the day the village was raided.”

"Do you know who placed the claiming mark on you?"

Khamsin hestated, the sllencefilled with the hollow cry of an owl. "The Sorcerer,” she admitted findly.
"That’ s serious business.” The Tinker shifted position with arustling of clothing. *And not oneto be taken
lightly."

"I’m aware of that. That’swhy I’ m cautious about maintaining your company. For your sake, you
understand. And that’s dso why, though | view you as afriend, we must part when we reach the City."
There was a gpark from atinderbox, then the sweet, heavy smdll of tobacco asthe Tinker lit athin cigar.



Khamsin could hear the hushed sound of the smoke as he blew it between hislips.

"To be hones, I’ ve not thought much past tomorrow. Never do, you know. Learned along time ago it
doesn't pay." Hetwirled the cigar between hisfingersfor amoment. "But what | do know isthis we
have an early start and along ride ahead of us, if I’'m to make it to Browner’ s Grove. | have some
business there that must be attended to. So, my friend Lady Khamsan, it's my suggestion you take to your
blankets and get some deep.”

She didn’t accompany the Tinker into the smal inland town of Browner’s Grove but remained on a
grassy hillsde by awinding stream with Nixafor company. The thatched roofs of the town werejust
bardly visblein the distance. It was a clear autumn day; the sun, warm and with a pleasant light chill to
theair. Theleaves of the trees aready turning the deeper shades of gold and orange. Only the pines
remained green.

She walked aong the stream, her light woolen cape open, Nixatagging by her side. She carried the small
satchel containing the Book and her amulets. In the few hours the Tinker would be absent she could
accomplish much, if she set her mind toiit.

But her mind wasn't on her divinations at the moment, but rather on horseback, following the tall man
down the rutted road to the town. She wondered what drew him there. Though he dragged the red cart
behind she had the feeling his purposein Browner’ s Grove had little to do with histrade or his
merchandise. Did he have family there? A wife and children, perhaps, who might not look with
understanding at histraveling with ayoung widow?

If he had children, she mused, settling againgt theflat top of alarge boulder, they might very well be
closer in ageto hersdf than she wasto the Tinker. She asked his age, just in conversation, over their
gmadl dinner at thefirst campsite. And hereplied, in hisusud offhand way, that the last birthday he
counted was number thirty-three. His children, if he had any, could have counted a dozen birthdays by
NOW.

Sherefused to let hersalf speculate about his supposed wife.

But there she was being a nosy-body, as Rinawould say. The thought of the curly-haired woman caused
apainful tightnessin her throat. She sighed raggedly, reminding herself of her purpose. Which wasn't to
pry into the Tinker’ s private life. Tomorrow they should reach the City and then go their own ways. It
would be best, for both of them.

She scraped a section of the rock free of litter with her short hunting knife and lay a handful of tinder on
top. To this she added some roots from one of her medicine pouches, laying them carefully in specific
gpots. Then shetook asmall via from another pouch and let two drops of an amber liquid fal into the
center of the pile. She closed her eyes, murmured afew words and sharp popping sound heralded the
dart of her fire.

She read the patternsin the smoke as it spiraled upwards. Then with a sharp wave of her left hand,
extinguished the blaze and looked for amessage in the charred twigs and grasses.

For thefirst time, she saw the Sign for revenge aong with the symbols for power. And the symbol of the
Dark God, Tarkir. She shuddered as the atrocities of the Hill Raiders came into mind.

So. That was the purpose of her education. It began to make sense now. It was remarked in the Cove
townsthat the Hill people were in league with the Sorcerer, currying favor with the Darker Powers. Had
the Assignation been completed, had she been taken to the Sorcerer’ slair at Tragkha-Armin, then there
would be no one to stand between Him and his quest for power.

For over three hundred years he had ruled, become stronger. Villages, cities, even kingdoms were said
tofal under hishand.

He could command the beasts of the forest, the winds and the tides, all on awhim. The early thaw the
year the Hill Raiders charged through Cirrus Cove a Wintertide could very well be his handiwork. As
could the storm that preceded their latest attack. He could render men sightlesswith alook, speechless
with atouch.

And he so feared one small babe born in the midst of amaelsirom that he placed an assignation on her, in



hisname.

But it was an empty threet, for he never cdled her, never appeared before her mage circlein hisbillowing
black robes, embroidered, it was said, with threads spun of the finest white gold, forged with the blood
of virgins

But how could she, Khamsin, possibly hope to confront the tremendous powers of the Sorcerer? She
wasjust aHeder, in truth, who dabbled in white magic. A few spells, here and there, and some
incantations. She could never use her ahilitiesto attack, only defend. As she did the day Enar, Turpin and
Gilby grabbed her.

She passed her hand over the charred embers again and the answer came back, again. Knowledge.
Experience.

But where was her teacher?

CHAPTER7

The City was caled Noviiya It was set on ahigh finger of land that jutted out into achurning sea; asea
darker blue than Khamsin had ever seen. White-frothed waves dammed against the bare escarpments
while flocks of gray sea-fowl circled in the spray. Even the sky was darker, the clouds wispier.

Khamsin and the Tinker jostled their way up the wide road in their red cart. The late afternoon sun
dipped behind acloud, plunging the travel ersinto the shadow of the City. Khamsin shivered in spite of
the cloak draped around her shoulders.

They passed underneath alarge, arched gateway; one of three such gatewaysin the walled city. The one
they used opened to the south; the two others, to the west and north. The great seaitsdlf lay to the east.

Suddenly, Khamsin found hersdf in the center of a commotion. Chickens and pigeons squawked and
cooed, children cried, and vendors caled out praises of their wares aong with damnations of their
compstitors. A thin brown dog darted in front of the cart, barking. The gray mare skittered.

"We should walk." The Tinker offered her his hand as she stepped down from the high seet. He, like
hersdf, wore a cloak, though hiswas adark blue, while hers, alight tan. It fastened at histhroat and
trailed to mid-caf. Standing next to him, Khamsin was once again aware of his height. Though he moved
with an easy grace, he could seem imposing. Asthey walked down the cobblestone street even the
shifty-eyed gutter-thieves gave them wide berth.

The Tinker hdd Khamsin’shand in one of his, the mare sreinsin the other, keeping afirm grip on both
asif concerned that some unexpected occurrence would set them both to flying off in different directions.
Even Nixa, amader a the art of theindifferent, sat upright on her basket, earsflicking warily, tail tapping
acongtant rhythm.

They followed astreet that pardleed the progress of the high stonewall. It was ringed on both sdeswith
colorfully decorated sgnslabeling the establishments as stables. Even a Cove-dweller like Khamsin
understood why. In acity as congested as Noviiya, horses and carts stayed on the outskirts, for reasons
of space aswdl as sanitation. Only the very wedlthy were alowed to bring their steeds onto the main
thoroughfares. And only if they paid for the services of adung-keeper.

The Tinker stopped before the seventh stable, by Khamsin's count, and led the gray mare inside. The
anima seemed a ease with her surroundings, obvioudy having spent time here before. The stable hand, a
young boy of perhaps fourteen, called her by aname: "Friya', he crooned, stroking the soft nose before
relieving her of the burden of the Tinker’ sred cart.

Khamsin took the satchel the Tinker instructed her to pack the night before. It contained a change of
clothing and her belongings. It, dong with the sheathed sword strapped to her side, was all that she



owned. The clothing was a gift, the Tinker indgsted, but she pressed into his pam her favorite amulet for
luck. He seemed touched by her offering and used its silver chain to thread it through his belt.

"It sgood-bye, then." Sheignored the lump forming in her throat and held her free hand out towards him.
Nixajumped down by her side.

The Tinker secured hismerchandise in his cart. At her words he turned, facing her. He frowned.

"And where do you intend to go from here, m’ Lady? LeCarra Street has some reasonable lodgings or if
youwish, | could recommend asmdl inn at Courten’ s Square. But then, those names mean nothing to
you, do they?'

She let her hand drop as the redization came upon her that Noviiyawasn't like her village, with its one
main road and one small tavern. It was a city, ahuge city with thousands of occupants. And she knew
not a street nor a soul. Save for the one who stood before her.

"I’'m awarethat I'm at adisadvantage.”" Her independent nature came to the fore. "But strangers have
traveled through the city before and found their way. Y ou must have had your firgt time here done, too."
"Ah, but it was amuch smdler place then." Hereached for her hand and held it. "I don’t doubt thet

you' rewell capable of finding your way. I’ m sure many would offer assstance, asyou have aface that
has that effect on men. But I’ ve been coming to Noviiyafor so many years now that | fed that it' samost
my home. And it would please me grestly to show you some of thefiner sghts of the city.”

She blushed sdlf-conscioudy at hiswords, withdrawing her hand from his. “The only men who would find
me pleasing, Tinker, are those who have an affection for ten-year old boys!"

"Noviiyahasits share of those, too."

"It soundslike avery unusud place.”

"Itis." Ignoring her murmured protests, he grasped her satchel then hisand threw both over his shoulder.
"| suggest you carry your cat. There are a so those in Noviiyawho would consider her supper.”
Asnight approached, heled her straight to the small inn on Courten’s Square. Which wasn't square at all
but round with asmdl fountain in the center. The buildingsthat ringed it were made of the same gray
stone asthe wall around the city and reached up three stories high. Their facades were decorated with
placards bearing the insigniaof their trade. There was a candleshop, a carpenter’ s shop, asmall bakery
and sign that read smply * Jarman and Son’. The inn was wedged in between the carpenter’ sand the
bakery. Like most of the other buildings, it seemed to be well-kept, but unimposing. Courten’s Square
was not an affluent address but it wasn't the dums, either.

The great room of the inn had alarge hearth at one end. Long wooden tablesfilled the opposite side of
the room. Severd patrons lounged on the benches, sipping at froth-topped ale mugs. Khamsin could
smdll the tart aromaof bread baking and wondered if it came from the inn’s own kitchen or the bakery
next door. It dso reminded her that she’ d had nothing to eat Since sunrise.

The innkeeper was ashort, potbellied man; bading, with afull-jowled face and bright blue eyes. His
white brows were as bushy as Nixa s whiskers, Khamsin noted as the Tinker strode towards the man
leaning on the end of the small bar. Nixa heard her comment and disagreed. Her whiskers were bushier.
And prettier.

"Aye, I'vearoom for you, Sirrah, but not for thelad,” Khamsin heard him say as shewaited patiently in
front of the great hearth. There was agood sized fire going ingdeit. The heat penetrated her clothing.
She turned and removed her cloak.

"W, then, what you have will do for usboth,” the Tinker replied, as the innkeeper suddenly stared at
something behind him. "1 never go anywhere without my little cousin.”

"l can seewhy," camethe balding man’sdroll reply.

The Tinker turned dso and smiled. Khamsin smiled back in return, then stretched her arms up over her
head as the warmth from thefire relaxed the tenson in her bodly.

"And some people complain about their relatives,” the Tinker quipped as he pressed the required coins
into theinnkeeper’ s soft palm. He was handed a heavy key in exchange.

"Just one room?' Khamsin stood before the large door asthe Tinker fit the key into the lock.

"It'sdl they have, m’ Lady, and at this hour we' re not about to go traipsing around the city in search for
another. Besides, the priceisreasonable, thefood won't kill you. And | trust Master Verney not to rob



me blind if I happen to fall into adrunken stupor at one of his ae-room tables downgairs."

Shefollowed him hesitantly into the room. There was afour-postered bed dong the back wal with the
smaller trundle adjacent to it. They camped together for night after night but that was different. She was
securein her bedroll and he, in his. Though there were times she longed for awarmth that couldn’t be
provided by their smal stone-ringed fire.

But the openness of their outdoor encampments kept her from pursuing her foolish whims, for that was all
she considered them to be. Y et here, here was aroom with walls. And a door that locked. She' d never
been in abedroom before with anyone other than her husband.

"Do you do that often, fal into adrunken stupor, that is?" 1t would make his presence more worrisome if
he were in an inebriated condition.

He crossed to the window, drew back the curtains and shoved the wooden panes outward. ™’ Bout once
inablue moon, only."

Shewaited until he turned and was involved in unpacking his satchel before she sauntered by the open
window and, with aquick glance upwards, checked on the condition of the twin luminaries of the night
sky. Both were haf-full. And neither was blue.

She had little to unpack and found dl she had, including her sword, fit nicely inasmal cupboard in the
corner. She hung her cloak on anearby hook. Then, while th Tinker went in search of apitcher of fresh
water, she touched al four corners of the cupboard door with awarding spell. She worried less about
her meager wardrobe then she did about her sword.

They returned downgtairsfor alight supper. Khamsin said little, content just to listen to the Tinker's
recitation of various legends about Noviiya. She found his manner of speech fascinating, his precise
choice of words enlivening his descriptions. She giggled unashamedly at his recounting of the antics of
Noviiya s miserly merchants. Then stared, wide-eyed, when his deep voice dropped to awhisper as he
described the secret treasure supposedly lost forever in theicy depths of the Great North Sea. Shefelt
she could listen to the sound of his voice forever and she forgot for awhile her real purposein the City.
Shelet hersdlf get logt in the fantasies he wove before her.

But redlity wasthrust upon her al too soon when, shortly after supper, she found herself back in their
room with the Tinker making preparations for the night. She placed her cloak and vest carefully over the
back of achair. Then clutched the front of her haf-unbuttoned shirt salf-conscioudly.

The Tinker regarded her with undisguised amusement from where he sat on the higher bed, tugging off his
boots. "Would you prefer if | wereto close my eyes?'

"Would be more proper,” she murmured, hearing the foolishnessin her statement. This was the man who
tended to the bruisesleft on her body by the grief-maddened Covemen.

"Proper?' His voice was unexpectedly soft. She turned, surprised at the sound. "Nay, little one, would be
more proper if | wereto take you in my armsand... but | don’'t know if you' re ready for that."

She felt her face grow hot. Was he aware of her attraction to him? Or did he expect her to be willing in
repayment for hisaid?"Sirrah! Surely you know I'm awidow and recently so. It'scruel of you to take
advantage of ..."

"But you' re dso awoman. There’ smuch | could teach you, much we could share.”

"l don't care for lessons of that sort!" She snatched at the vest she had discarded only moments before.
"| thank you for your assistance, but it seems..."

"It seemswe re both overly tired and wont to misconstrue. | mean no disrespect in my words." He
leaned forward, his eyes dark with concern. "Have | hurt you in any way to this point, Lady Khamsn?
Have | broken your faithin me?"

She fingered the softness of the vest distractedly and avoided looking at him. "No," she admitted.

"Then have faith that now and forever, | mean you no harm. Judge me by your heart, my Lady. It swiser
than you think."

Warily, shelet hersdf stareinto his eyes. They were acool blue compared to the heat she felt in the room
between them. She fdlt unsettled and ashamed. Not that he' d hurt her. But at what she feared she
wanted."l can't.”

"And I’'m not asking. I’ d never take anything from you that you weren't first willing to give. And I’ d never



force you to do, or be, anything. Other than what you want to be. In this, if in nothing else, you may place
your fath.”

He motioned to the trundle bed next to his own, with itswarm coverlet and soft pillow. "Seep, little one.
Y ou need your rest. We have busy times ahead of us.”

Khamsin dipped out of her breeches and let her shirt fall from her arms onto the chair. She stood clad
only in her camisole and underpinnings. Swiftly, she climbed under the reassuring weight of the coverlet.
The Tinker cupped his hand around the bedside taper and blew softly, extinguishing thelight.

Khamsn listened to him adjust hisweight on the bedframe. Then shyly she reached up into the darkness
and finding his hand, clasped it for amoment in her own.

The next morning they left Nixabehind and set out into the city. Khamsin felt refreshed after agood
night’s deep, though where Nixadept she didn’t know. She found the gray cat perched on the
windowsiI| in the morning, a haughty expression on her feline festures.

"Surveying her kingdom," the Tinker quipped, dl the tenson of the previous night now gone.

It waswhere Nixa dill sat even now as Khamsin and the Tinker passed in front of the small fountain
outsde theinn. Khamsin turned, sending one more motherly reminder to the gray cat to ‘ behave’ until she
returned.

The Tinker led her down a confusing array of twisting cobblestoned streets and dleyways, opping here
and there to point out some item of interest. Like the elegant tearoom where wedlthy ladies, suspected of
nobility, spped steamy liquid from thin, porcelain cups. Khamsin watched in open-mouthed amazement
as two young women about her own age were escorted by an ederly gentleman through the wide
doorway. She had never seen dresses of the fine fabric they wore; polished mudins and rich brocades,
trimmed with eyelets and laces. And dl before noon!

"Those are the Princesses Adornaand Ordella, with their great-uncle Fazmir." The Tinker guided her
away with alight touch on her elbow.

"Y ou know them?' Her amazement was genuine.

"Noviiya has an overabundance of Princesses," he scoffed.

"Arethere Healers here, too?' They walked down a short flight of steps. She heard the pounding of the
surf over the constant rumbling of the city.

"Some, though most are just fortune-tellers. Their skill liesnot in their ability to hedl but in their ability to
decalvetheir patrons. And deprive them of their coins.”

"They get paid?’ The thought shocked Khamsin.

The Tinker chuckled and his eyes sparkled. "Y ou do have much to learn.”

They were clearly in the more affluent section of the city. The Tinker explained the meticuloudy cared-for
facades around them were resdences, some of wealthy merchants, some of government officials. And
some of what he called * old money.” Wedlthy land-barons with large estates to the North and West who
maintained acity addressaswell. These were dl things Khamsin never dreamed of, never knew about
back in her smdll village by the Cove. She walked around in haze of wonder and amazement.

There was also amuseum, and farther down the Street, alibrary. When the Tinker explained what a
library was, he had to physicdly restrain his young companion from dashing towards the gate and
attempting to gain entry. Though her reading skillswere rudimentary, the thought of endless knowledge
beckoned to her like forbidden fruit. Only when he made clear to her that the library was not open to the
average citizen, but only to those who ruled in the business, government or religious sectors of Noviiya
did Khamsin cease her pleading. She stood, forlornly, in front of the spear-tipped locked gate like a
chastised child.

"Come, come. There smuch yet to see.” He chucked her affectionately under the chin.

Sheraised her eyesto his. "It' snot fair that they should keep al that wisdom locked away."

"Ah, but little one, some people say that knowledge is adangerous thing.”



The Sorcerer, shefdt, would be one of those.

He drew her attention to the turrets of atal building at the end of the street. "The Governor’ smansion.”
"And that?' She pointed to atwo-story building with colorful banners draped over itssides. Likethe
library, it too was encircled by an iron gate but this one was more elaborate, with scroll-work and
curlicues adorning its base. A high arched window topped awide, ornately carved wooden door. A
nattily-attired young man, hawk-faced, in a brocade jacket and braid-trimmed stockings stood almost
motionless, facing the stre<t.

"That’ sthe Games Palace." At her quizzical expression, he continued. "Another toy for the wealthy and
the privileged. It contains many rooms, each relegated to a different game or amusement. There are card
gamesin some, games of kill and chance in others. There saso awrestling arena and asword pit. And
other things," he added, as they made a sharp right before reaching the building they were discussing.
"For those who seek their entertainment on more intimate levels."

The street ended suddenly. Khamsin found hersdf clasping onto arailing on the cliff’ sedge. The dark
surf pounded below her, the breskerslicking hungrily at the rocks. The wind whistled through therailing.
She drew adeep breath of sat and found, for thefirst timein her life, she was afraid of the sea.

"It snot like home," shesaid.

"No," the Tinker agreed, hisface serious. "No, the sea knows the difference, too."

Shelet the wind buffet her back. The edges of her cape flapped lightly and she could fed her short hair
dancing around her neck. "I’ m keeping you from your business here.”

"Today? No, not today. Today | set asidejust for you."

"That’ svery kind of you, Tinker." Thewarmth in her wordswasred.

He tucked atrembling strand of hair around her ear. "Rylan. My name, Khamsin, isRylan."

"Then | thank you, Rylan. Y ou’ ve shown more than an ordinary kindnessto astranger. It will not be
forgotten.”

"Youtdk asif I’'m dready apart of your pagt.”

She shook her head. "No. It'sjust that you can't be part of my present. What | have to do breeds
danger. It' ssomething | must do done. For al the help you' ve given me, my friend, this, I’ m afraid is out
of your redlm of experience.”

"What do you haveto do?'

"Exactly, I’'m not sure, which is part of the reason | had to come to Noviiya. The answer’s here,
somewhere. And it involves the incidents that we discussed that night at my house. About Dram, and
other villagesto the South. Aswell asthe raids on my village that not only granted me my life, but my
friends and husband, their desth.”

"Y ou seek revenge, then?”'

"Eventualy. But for now | seek someone who can teach mewhat | need to know. Y ou mentioned there
were Heders herein the City. Arethere any of great reputation that could provide mewith thetraining |
need?"

"In Noviiya? Severd, if you' rewilling to pay the price.”

"Whichis?'

He rubbed hisfingerstogether, asif toying with coins.

"Then they’ re not Healers, they’ re thieves!" She crossed her arms across her chest in adefiant gesture.
"If it' sknowledge you seek, then why don’t you go to the one who' s the keeper of the Orb of
Knowledge? To Tragkha-Armin, to..."

"Rylan, surdly you' re mad!" She stepped towards him, her hands outstretched. " For he' s the power
behind everything that | oppose. He' sthe Sorcerer, the Evil Lord, the Demon-Keeper. He placed the
spell of Assignation upon mewhen | wasborn, and..."

"And perhaps he was trying to tell you something." Hetook her hands.

She shook her head violently. "No!"

Rylan started to speak but aflock of sea-fowl sped through the air, screeching. Khamsin twisted around
to look at them, jarred by the sound. His hands clenched tightly over hers.

"Perhaps...," he said again, when she turned back to him but she drew her mouth into afirm line.



"I know you mean well. But what you suggest isimpossible.”
"Then, | don’t know, Khamsin. | don’t know how to help you."

CHAPTER 8

Latethat night, while Rylan dumbered under Nixa s watchful eye, Khamsin dipped down the back stairs
of theinn to asmall, private garden. In between the day’ slaundry hung out to dry and a collection of
empty baskets littered with leaves of wilted lettuce and crusts of dry bread, she cleared a smdl areaand
set out her amulets as Tanta Bron had taught her. Then she cast her stones, again.

Thistime aname gppeared in the dugt. * Ciro,’ it read, in the runes of an ancient tongue.

"Ciro," shewhispered out loud and in the distance heard the deep rumble of thunder.

She woketo find Rylan aready out of bed, histrousers on, aclean linen shirt in one hand. Heheld a
darning needle awkwardly in the other. He winced as he pricked himsdf with the needle then silently
mouthed acurse. She giggled when he placed hisfinger into his mouth.

"Wounded in battle," she teased and he grinned back at her, holding hisfinger in her direction.
"Thisisyour cdling."

Sherose from her bed clad in nothing but her camisole and underpinnings, and grasped hiswrigt, holding
his pam upward. She ingpected the minor puncture and sighed.

"Well, we probably should contact a surgeon and have him amputate, but in the meantime..." She
retrieved her braided belt of pouches and removed one dyed a deep dark red. "Hold till." She released
hiswrist and placed some bam on her fingertip. Gently, she touched the small wound.

"There. All better."

Hewriggled hisfingersin her face. "Good as new."

"Now, what were you trying to do?" She reached for the shirt he dropped onto the bed but he caught
hold of her arm.

"It'sdone, now. Just minor mending." His eyes searched her face. "'l have to leave this afternoon,
Khamsan. | have some businessto attend to in the northern section of the city. Then | haveto leave
Noviiyafor aweek or two, maybe more."

Leave? Shetensed at hiswords.

"Comewith me." The pleawas uttered quickly, asif he dready knew she would refuse.

She thought of her divinations of the previous night. There was so much ahead of her. So much to learn.
Y et her heart till sank.

"Rylan, | can't.”

"Why?"

She dropped her gaze. "There's someone here | have to find. We spoke of it yesterday. Y ou know |
haveto find aHeder."

He thought for amoment. "My business could wait until the morrow. And there are many Hedlers. Not
justinNoviiya"

"No." What she needed to learn couldn’t be grasped in mere hours. "I must stay in Noviiya. Perhaps, if
you retumn..."

"If you come with me, | won't have to return. We could search together for these answers you want." His
hand tightened on her wrist. "Please come with me."

She shook her head, the achein hisvoice matching the one growing in her chest.

"I belong here, right now. If you come back..."

"I promiseyou. I'll be back."

But would he? She looked up at him. Why would he return? For her, for Khamsin, for ameredip of a
girl that looked more like ayoung farm lad than the Lady she was supposed to be? She thought of the
Princesses they saw only the day before; their eegance, their carefully tended beauty. She knew she



could never be anything like them.

Oh, she could weave spells, she supposed, to make hersdf as elegant. But they’ d be fal se and somehow
Rylan would know. Besides, why return for her when Noviiyawasfull of reasonsfor him to stay?
Perhaps that’ s where he was headed now. An attractive man such as Rylan the Tinker no doubt had
more than one lovely tucked away in the City. Ashe did, she surmised, in Browner’s Grove. Shewas
just little Kammi, the young girl he rescued from the Hill Raiders. He no doubt felt compassion for her,
but little more.

She pulled out of hisgrasp. "Leaveword at the stables. I'll check there when | can." There was asudden
chill to her voice. "We can meet here for supper, if you like."

Hefrowned dightly. "You'll stay here. Theroom ispaid for, for aslong asyou need it."

"I’'ve availed mysdf of your charity far too long. There sno reason for you..."

"No?' He hesitated, then reached for her hand, pulling her back to him, twining hisfingersinto her own.
His voice was soft, dmost gpologetic. "There savery good reason. One I’ ve been afraid to tell you.
Tried totell you last night. It swhy | asked how you felt about your husband. | had to know if you il
loved him. Before | could tell you what | fed. How much | loveyou.”

It took severd momentsfor hiswordsto sink in, for the thousand bubbles that just exploded inside her to
ettle down into amere fluttering of her heart.

"Me? That' snot possible!”

Hedrew her hand to hislips. "Why?' He kissed her fingerslightly. "Khamsin, you' re abeautiful woman.
Kindly, gentle but strong. Y ou have adeep loyalty. A trueinteligence. You'redl I’ ve sought for years,
and more 0.

"And thisisthe truth, with no falseness on my part. For if | were here only to seduce you, | could ve
done so in Cirrus Cove, the day you hedled my horse. But | wasn't seeking seductions. Nor love, if truth
be known. So if my feelings surprise you, understand they surprise me doubly more.”

"Y ou don't know me, haven't known melong enough,” she countered lamely.

"Haven't 17" Hiseyes glisened playfully now. "And what determines the proper timefor love, little one?
Isit written in one of your books?'

Khamsin started to speak, but he continued. "I’ m no stranger to Cirrus. I’ ve watched you for years.
Watched you grow from amischievous child to alovely young woman. No, perhaps you weren't awvare
of me, asmy passngs through your village were oft-times infrequent. But, nevertheless, I’ ve for along
time been aware of you."

Khamsin closed her eyesfor amoment, thinking of the night the Tinker sat acrossthe dining room table
from her. There was an unsettling sensation, an attraction she could not explain at the time.

A shiver ranup her spine. "Rylan, I..."

"Could you love me, Khamsan?'

She stared at the man whose lips brushed againgt her fingers, whose eyes stared into hers with an
intengity that made her knees weak. She wished she could give him the answer he sought. But she
couldn’t.

She knew nothing about love, had never been interested in love. Her only thoughts were on her magic
and her Healing. Those were the only important things. For love, for aman to love to comeinto her life
now...No. Not now.

The stark redlity of Rina sand Tavis s death grazed her conscience. She stedled herself. Now was not
the time. There was too much she had to do. She knew when she was with Rylan, her thoughts were
anywhere but her divinations. What she found hersdlf fedling for Rylan sheforced herself to dismissas
just aphysica attraction, aremembrance from the past. A response to her loneliness. That waswhy she
was unwilling to accept his departure.

"l wish | could but..."

He slenced her protestations by drawing her against him. He placed his mouth on hers. Khamsin found
hislipswarm, hiskisses gentle and for now, undemanding. She struggled briefly, unconvincingly until his
hands caressed her face, histhumb traced her lips. She shivered in anticipation and leaned into histouch.
He kissed her lightly on the cheek where the bruise had been, only days before. Hislips brushed her ear.



"Khamsin," he whispered and the voice she heard wove itsdf insde her mind, mesmerizing her. She
sighed raggedly and rested her head againgt his shoulder. He trailed kisses down her neck.

"Rylan, Rylan, pless="

"Do you want meto let you go? Do you want meto leave?!

Shefought at the turmoil within hersdf. And damned her own weaknesses when she answered him. "No,
| don’t want you to leave." She buried her facein his shoulder. "But, | shouldn’t. | can’'t.”

"Can't what, little one?"

She dug her facefurther into hisneck asif to hide from the truth.

He stroked her hair, then nudged her face with his own until their lips met again. She could fed hisbreeth,
warm againg her face, the roughness of his beard on her skin. Suddenly something inside her ached asif
she were empty and he was the only onewho could fill thevoid. Ignoring al the warningsin her mind she
pressed againgt him, wrapping her arms around his neck. Her fingerslocked into the thickness of his
hair.

His hands explored the softness of her through the thin camisole. Shefdt histouch likefireingde her; a
firethat trembled, shivered. Tavis had never donethis. No one had ever touched her likethis, so softly,
yet so demandingly. Tavis had rarely held her, except in their marriage bed. And then it wasto hold onto
her shoulders or her waig, kissing her hard, only at the height of hispassion.

But this.. .thiswas something she never experienced. Thisyearning, this desire to be touched. To caress
inreturn.

Sheleaned her head back. His mouth found the base of her throat, then the swell of her breasts where
her camisole unbuttoned. The rest of the buttons he attended to with gentle fingers and moist, warm
kisses. He lifted her up and carried her onto the bed.

He stroked her, touching and tracing the lines of her body until she cried out in pleasure and reached for
him, bringing him down on top of her. She kissed him with unrestrained passion thistime, suddenly
needing the taste of his mouth, the scent of hisskin.

"Khaman." He whispered her namein her ear. Whispered hislonging, hislovefor her. Hisloneliness.
Her hands answered, for wordsfor her were now impossible. Her fingers traveled down the length of his
back, finding the hollow at the base of his spine. She splayed her hands, pressing the hardness of him
agang her.

But he had other ideas and pulled back dowly. His mouth retraced thetrail his hands had burned earlier
on her skin. Gently, histongue teased the peaks of her nipples, then trailed kisses down her ssomach.
When he reached the softness between her thighs, her gasps of surprise turned into moans of pleasure.
When she could bear no more, when her breathing was rushed and ragged, he took her dowly, lovingly.
Her passion built with hisuntil it was only one heart beating, one touch knowing pleasure. One soul
knowing love.

And then hisarms closed around her once more, and he held her small body curled againgt his. He
teased her eydidswith kisses.

"Look a me" he said, hisvoice hoarse with emotion. She opened her eyes. "L ook at the one who loves
you more than you can ever understand, loves you more than you can ever know..."

And she brought her fingersto hislips, slencing the words shefdlt she did not deserve.

It was after midday when they untangled themselves from the covers and rose from the large bed to
dress. Rylan touched her as he gathered his belongings from around the room, asif he needed the warm
contact of her skin. He adjusted her shirt, hisfingersfirst smoothing her collar. His mouth planted kisses
where hisfingers had been.

Heinssted on lacing her vest. She blushed, knowing what hisinquisitive fingerswould do there. But she
let him, reveling in sensations just as sweet asthey’ d been hours before.

Then he combed her short hair with atenderness she’ d not experienced since shewasasmall child, in



TantaBron'slap.

"You're gpailing me. | shal haveto hireyou asalady’smaid."

"l enjoy fussing over you." In words and actions he made sure she knew that, in spite of her farm-lad’s
attire, she was very much awoman to him.

Finally, he fastened his own cloak and dung his satchel over his shoulder.

Khamsin's heart was torn between pain and pleasure.

"Lady," hesad, tracing jaw. "Thereisameatter | must handle before sunset.”

"l remember.” She remembered aso he said he would leave, for aweek or more. But that part she found
she couldn’'t voice.

"| thought to head north immediately after that. But now | find mysdlf very reluctant...”

Khamsin took aquick bresth of anticipation.

"...andif you're perhapswilling to share alate dinner with me, tonight? Will you wait up?"

"Yes, yes, of coursel” Thewords tumbled from her lips.

He pulled her face towards his and kissed her softly, teasingly. Then suddenly he crushed her tightly
againg him. Khamsin felt ahot wave of passion surge through her.

He abruptly stepped back, though one hand till caressed her face.

"Tonight. Just after first moonrise.”

"I'll be here

Shelistened to the sound of his boots fade down the stairs. Nixawas perched on the edge of the small
night table and Khamsin reached for the gray cat, gathering her into her arms. She buried her faceinto the
cat’ s soft fur.

Tonight. Though tomorrow he would depart, she till had Rylan for tonight. It wasasmall parcd of
happiness, but she grabbed it willingly. It would be dl she would have for awhile,

Nixa had much less forbearance. Her plaintive meow drew Khamsin out of her reverie.

"Hungry?" She released the cat then grabbed her tan cloak. Nixawaited by the door, tail swishing.
"Therée sthe baker next door. Or we could find atea shop. Some cream, perhaps?’

Nixa stitled her head with interest at the word * cream.’

"Cream and teaiit is, then. And perhaps something more." She found she was hungry dl of asudden.
Rylan’ s departure wasn't the only emptinessingde her.

Khamsin caught no glimpse of the innkeeper in the large main room. A thin barmaid scrubbed at the long
table by the hearth.

"Aye, there safew shopswhat have somethin’ tasty near here." The barmaid wiped her hands on her
checkered apron. "Take aright out the door, then three blocks. Short ones, not far. Copper Kettle'son
theright. Across from that’ sthe Silver Cow. But I’ d be glad to make a pot here, if you like."

"Thanks, but no. I’ ve not been to Noviiyabefore. I d like to look around.” She needed to walk, to fed
the fresh air on her face, and fill her mind with new sights and sounds. She needed to think of anything
other than two weeks without Rylan.

Nixa chosethe Silver Cow. The shop was set farther back from the cobblestoned street and had several
tableson asmall front porch. Thick vineswith red and orange flowers covered the porch railing. Nixa
finished her cream quickly then darted in and out of thefoliage. She disrupted anest of cricketsand
caught two for asnack.

Khamsin sipped her tea and watched the bustle of passersby. The tea shop was located on abusy corner
not far from the entrance to the market. A stout woman hurried by, a squawking goose under one arm.
Two small boystrotted after her, each carrying abasket laden with bright green and yellow vegetables.
They dmost collided with a bearded man pushing ared cart loaded with bolts of patterned cloth.

In her mind’ s eye she saw Rylan the Tinker, Sitting on the high bench of hisred cart, his night-black hair
ruffled by the soft breezes of Cirrus Cove. She remembered the children chasing after his cart, snatching
for the brightly colored ribbonstrailing from the overstuffed baskets.

Perhaps some of hiswares came from this same market.

Shewasleaving Rina sthat day when she saw the children skipping happily, clutching smal bits of lace
and ribbon the Tinker ways gave them. The entire scene symbolized her problemswith her divinations



back then, afew short months ago.

She’ d been grasping for answers without success, not even gaining the smal scraps Rylan bestowed on
the children. Then everything changed, for she returned home to find the vase on brightpinks on the floor.
And the Assignation imprinted in the Book.

Everything had changed. Thelife she knew was gone. And her divinations, like the one late last night,
now came with an dmost urgent clarity.

She finished the last piece of nut bread on her plate, washing it down with the remains of her tea. There
were severd hours yet before sunset and first moonrise.

She cdled to Nixa. They had aHeder named Ciro to find.

CHAPTER9

Khamsin dways gathered her herbsin the forest, as Tanta Bron taught her. But there were no forests
within thewalls of the city. A city Hedler, she surmised, might well utilize the market for such apurpose.
Severd vegetable sdllers had strings of herbs drying on the walls of their booths, but, she found as she
fingered and sniffed the brittle leaves, they were mostly for cooking.

"Moonpetd powder?' Thefarmer pulled at the skin of hisleathery chin. "Hedin' stuff, that is. My wife
grows’em, but just for pretty.

"Try Crowson's, back yonder about five rows. He s got that blue awning atop hisstdl. Or maybe Fat
Halba. She might know."

Shethreaded her way back towards the booth with the blue awning. It was growing late and many
merchants were starting to bring in their wares and lock their shutters. Farmer Crowson greeted her
arrival with interest. Until it was clear her purpose was not the purchase of vegetables.

He shrugged off her questions and went back to keeping the flies off his cabbages.

"Crowson wouldn't tell you € en he did know." Fat Halba stripped the bright green husks off along ear
of corn with swift professionalism. "Used to carry some moonpetal powder meself. Y ears ago, when me
granny was dive. Not aHeder, no. But she knew some of that stuff. Now, them that carriesit comes
only once amonth, during hearthmoon.”

It was another two weeks, Khamsin knew, before both moonswould rise full into a hearthmoon. About
the same time Rylan would return.

"But | hear tell there’ sasmdl shop in the Old Quarter what stocks some stuff. In glass bottles. Y ou might
try there." Fat Halba shifted her considerable weight on the stool and reached into the basket for another
ear of corn. "Kin of yours needs hedin’ ?'

"No. Actudly I'm looking for aHesdler caled Ciro. | thought if | found where Hedlers bought..."

"Ciro?" Halba sfingers stilled their movements, then started busily again. Sheripped at the coarse husks.
"Y ou know of him?'

"Ciro, you say? Thought you said Claro. Was a...baker named Claro. Y ears ago. Made afine
sweetcake, hedid. No, don’t know no...what’d you say this name was?"

"Ciro."

Halbasucked on her plump lips. " Sorry. Don’'t know the name.”

"This herb shop in the Old Quarter, they might know?"

"They know the Hedlersin the city,” Habareplied. "Not much happens anywhere in the city what it don't
get talked about in the Old Quarter. Just,” and she looked Khamsin up and down, "just you don’t go
pokin’ 'round there at night."

"Thank you, no. I've no intentions of that. I’'m having dinner with adear friend tonight.”" She felt the heat
riseto her cheeks as she thought of returning to Rylan’ sarms, in only afew short hours.

A man and awoman brushed by Khamsin, pushing their way into Fat Halba s booth. " Still open, Halba?'
The man’ svoice boomed in the small space. "Good! That Upland corn you got there?"
Khamsan'sthanks werelost under the haggle of negotiations.

The market was almost deserted, shutterslocked tightly in place for the approach of night. Nixa



sauntered ahead. The tranducent gold skin of awater-onion fluttered acrossthe cat’ s path and she
pounced onit.

Torn bits of string littered the ground. The harsh bang of shutters punctuated the descending silence.

In the sky to the west, Khamsin saw the orange glow of the sunset over the high turrets of the city wall.
She quickened her steps.

Shefdt it a the sametime her cat did. A presence, asearing cold. She spun around. Nixa hissed, her fur
prickling out from her samdl form.

A large black crow swooped out of the sky, screeching. Khamsin's small hunting knife was aready in her
right hand.

"Ixari!" Shewhispered the name of her goddess for protection. Then a second crow landed. And athird.
Thetrio pecked fiercely at something on the ground.

Still grasping her knife, Khamsin stepped closer.

A remnant of acrusty meat pie. The crows stabbed their beaksinto the ground and fluttered their wings.
Oneglanced & her briefly, hisdark eyesglittering in chalenge.

She sheathed her knife. "No, | don’t want your dinner." And you, shetold Nixawith alight touch of her
mind, stay away from them. They're far too thin, and far too hungry, to be of interest to you.
Nixagave hersdf abrief shake and trotted away.

Khamsin looked over the row of closed stalls. Had that searing cold she felt just been the ravenous need
of the hungry birds? She felt nothing now.

Shaking her head with a smal movement not unlike her cat’s, she resumed her pace. She passed under
the arched market gate, leaving the crows and the puzzling sensation behind.

Shadows on the narrow sireets were thicker now. Rylan was probably finishing his business and, within
an hour or two, would return to the inn. Not enough time to launder and patch her one skirt and blouse;
the ones ripped by the maddened Covemen.

And in spite of Rylan’ s reassurances that he found her current attire quite charming, Khamsin wanted to
present amore feminine picture. Thiswould betheir last night together for afortnight.

A flash of pale green in an open doorway caught her eye. It was the entrance to aclothier’s shop. And
the flash of color was adress hanging limply over the back of achair.

She stepped inside. The shopkeeper peered over thick spectacles at her.

She plucked at the boy’ strousers she wore. "My clothing trunk fell overboard. Had to borrow my
cousin’ sthings. How much do you want for the dress?'

"It'sout of fashion," the shopkeeper said. "Was about to use the materid for something else. Some
aprons, perhaps. But if you want it, asis, won't cost you much.”

She gave him the two smal coins he requested.

She heard the sounds of his boots on the stairs and rose from her seat by the open window. The night
breezes, soft and tinged with asaty odor, ruffled the lace trim on her new dress. She smoothed her
pams nervoudy over her skirt, then brought her hands back to her short hair.

The key scraped in the lock.

Shewiggled her toes anxioudy in her boots.

Thetal figure stepped ingde, hisdark cloak swirling around him. He turned and the light of the candles
glinted off the gold star in hisear. He looked somehow taller, moreimposing. Almost rega, Khamsin
thought. There was something in the strong set of his shoulders, in thetilt of his head. Her heart fluttered.
A dow smileformed under hismustache. "My Lady Khamsan." The husky tonesin hisvoice make her
kneesfed asif they werefilled with jely.

My Lord, sheamost replied, but caught herself. Thiswas Rylan, the Tinker. Embarrassed at her fanciful
imaginings, she dropped her gaze.

"It'snot very fancy, but..." She plucked at the skirt of her dress, then chanced alook at him again. "Do
you likeit?'

He shrugged out of his cape and tossed it onto the bed. "Beautiful." He clasped her elbows and drew her



agang him.

She brought her mouth up to his hungrily. She never wanted to kiss anyone more than she wanted to kiss
Rylan at that moment.

Finaly she pulled back from him, abit breathless, her knees till far from steady.

"Missme?' hewhisperedin her ear.

She nodded into his shoulder.

"But you've been busy, | see”

Hislarge hand gently grasped her chin and tilted her face upwards. He kissed her nose. "A new dress,
Nothing for Nixa?"

"She had afew crickets. And dmost got into afight with some crows." The odd cold sensation ill
puzzled her.

Rylan brushed her cheek with hisfingers. He frowned.

"They were after a piece of meat piein the market," she explained. "They thought we wanted some, too.
It was nothing.”

Rylan looked at the cat, sitting on her haunches in the windowsill. "Best not to tangle with city crows,
Mistress Cat. They don't take kindly to sharing their meals.”

Khamsn laced her fingers through his. "We re not from the city. And we' d be glad to share our medl
withyou."

He chuckled. "Y our kindness overwhems me. Especidly as| spied awonderful roast and some thick
gew in the kitchen below. Will you join me, my Lady?"

"With pleasure.”

He tucked Khamsin's hand through the crook of hisarm. She hesitated as he opened the door. "We'll
send asmall plate up for Nixa?'

Helooked over her head at the cat in the window. " Stew or roast?"

Nixablinked twice.

"Ah. Roagt it isthen.”

Khamsn shot him a surprised glance. There was laughter in his eyes. There was no way he could hear
Nixa simmediate affirmative to the word and image of ‘roast.” Rylan’ steasing response was nothing
more than alucky guess.

She never told him of her telepathic link to her cat. There would be time for many explanations when he
returned, in two weeks. She hoped to have answers about the signsin her divinations, and her search for
aHeaer named Ciro by then.

But tonight wasjust for hersalf and Rylan. She wanted nothing of the past to intrude upon her future.
She awoke in the morning to the light touch of Rylan’sfingerson her face. She offered him adeepy
amile

"Morning blessings." It seemed odd, yet so right, to have him to next her.

"Morning blessngsto you, love. And you," he said, as Nixanudged her nose againgt his hand.

"You'll beleaving thismorning, or...?"

"Thismorning." He kissed her gently. "But we havetimefor tea."

He was delaying his departure and Khamsin knew it. The thought warmed her. At the sametime, she
knew she had to et him know she' d be fine until he returned.

"I'll probably go to the Old Quarter today," she said as he bent over to retrieve his clothes from the
floor.

He pulled on his pants. Khamsin rose from tangle of covers and drew the soft sheet againgt her chest.
"The Old Quarter?' He threaded his leather belt through the loops. "Why there?

"I heard of ashop, an herba shop, that carries Healer’ swares." It was on thetip of her tongueto tell him
about Ciro, but so far the Hedler’ s name had dlicited nothing but suspicious glances from everyone she
spoke to. Shedidn’'t want Rylan to worry; he' d seemed worried enough when she mentioned the black
crowsin the market last night.

"I’m not sure where the Old Quarter is," she continued. "Isit far?"

"A bit north and west of this square. Ten maybe fifteen blocks. It'san old section of the city." He shook



his head asif shaking off disturbing thoughts. "Some of it’s not aswell kept as perhapsit should be.”
Habahad issued agmilar warning.

"The herba shop’son Windward Lane. Not far from the Street of Dreams, if my memory serves me
correctly.”

"I'msaurel’ll find it." At the moment, finding her stockings were amore immediate concern. Her pants
and tunic shirt were where she' d | eft them the night before. But her socks were no where to be found.
She glanced at Nixa, curled at the foot of the bed. The feline affected her most innocent look.

"Just don't tarry there, love. It'snot aplace I’ d want you to vigit after dark.”

"Oh, | won't. Have you seen my socks?”'

Five minutes later both socks were recovered from opposite corners of the room, where Nixa had
hidden them during the night. Khamsin finished dressing and followed Rylan down the sairsfor sometea
and butter cakes. And for the next haf hour, everything wasfine. It wasjust amorning, like many
mornings she hoped to share with him.

But then they were back in the room and he was knotting the strings of his satchel. An fedling of intense
loss washed over her.

Hekissed her, tasting of teaand sweet butter. She clung to him.

Hefolded her into hisarms and pressed his mouth againgt her ear. "l will return to you," he said softly.
She pulled back dightly and looked up at him. "Quickly?" It was a hope beyond hopes.

"Asquickly as| can. Unlessyou change your mind and come..."

Shelay her fingers on his mouth. *We both have thingsto do, thingsto settle. When you return, dl that
will befinished. And we'll have dl our time for ourselves.”

He nipped her fingers. " Such awise woman!" he said as she drew them away.

She placed her hand over the amulet she gave him when they arrived in the city. It dangled from asiver
chain around his neck. "Where you go, | go with you."

"But do | go with you? Khamsin, promise me you won't forget me. Promise me you believe in what we
have."

Khamsin stood on tiptoe and answered him with another kiss. It was along, lingering kissfull of
unspoken words. And al her promises.

CHAPTER 10

Nixa seemed pleased. Her yellow eyes half-closed deepily as Khamsin stroked her soft head. Together
they watched the tdl figure in the dark blue cloak move easily into the crowds meandering through
Courten’s Square. Something in Khamsin longed to run down the cresking stairs after him, to grab his
hand, to say she had changed her mind. She would go with him, wherever he had to go.

But the part of her heart that ached with Rylan’ s departure also stung with the deaths of Rina, the
children, and Aric and Tavis. And she knew if shelet hersalf dwell on these sensationsit would tear her
apart.

Shewaited until she could no longer seethe top of hisdark head before turning from the open window.
She had to get out of the room. Rylan’ s presence was too strong here. If she sat, she would pine. Better
to keep her mind busy. She had her own problems to solve before he returned.

Moments later, she strode past the bubbling fountain, scattering aflock of pigeons that had descended on
adim crust of bread. She headed for the Old Quarter and a street that was called the Street of Dreams.
The pavement was uneven, the cobblestones jutting at odd angles. She dowed her pace lest she sumble
and turn her ankle. The Governor’s Mansion was at her back. She viewed the neglected condition of the
thin row houses around her and was relatively certain His Excellency rarely looked out of his northward
windows.

It struck her also that there were no children in this section of the city. Everywhere else she and Rylan
traveled, the shouts and giggles of youngsters at play resounded down thelong aleyways, ragdolIswere
perched on open windowsills. But not here. It was asif the Old Quarter had come to embody what its



name portended. Only the elderly ambled dowly down its Streets.

An ancient woman, her frizzled gray hair bound up in adark ydlow scarf, sat on acrumbling doorstep
clagping acanein her trembling hand. Rheumy eyes followed Khamsin' s gpproach.

"Blessings upon you, Tanta." Khamsin spoke to the old crone as she had been taught was proper.
Sagging jowlsworked convulsively. "I’ m not your Tanta, child!"

"l seek an herbal shop. On this street, perhaps? Is this Windward Lane?

"What street? Windward Lane? Y ou' re far from there. It' sfar away. Far away."

"Or aHealer. Do you know of aaHealer caled Ciro? I’ ve been told he can be found in the Old
Quarter. Do you know of him?"

"No. Don’'t know. Don’t know nothing."

"Perhapsif you could tell me of someone| could ask who..."

"No!" The ancient voice rasped. "Don’'t know. Don’t know nothing. Now, go. Go!" And she struck out
at Khamsanwith her cane,

Khamsin jumped out of her way and stepped back. "Apologies, Tanta, for disturbing you. Blessings of
theday." And sheleft.

A white-haired man and woman, arms laden with cloth-wrapped bundles, started to cross the narrow
street just as Khamsin appeared from around a corner. They stopped upon spotting her and hurriedly
retraced their steps. Their sunken eyes darted |eft and right as they blended back into the shadows.

A street siveeper finally pointed her in theright direction. "Windward sthree blocksto yer right,” he said
gruffly. He pulled hisknitted cap over hisbrow and turned away.

She amost missed the narrow aley. The small wooden street sgn was warped and faded. The letters
were gone; only aworn symbol for the wind remained. She stepped into the shadows. The lane doped
towards the sea. She passed a bootmaker’ s, atobacconist’ sand arug sdler’s. Then the lane turned
dightly and widened. The narrow stone buildings here had wooden porches, many with broken railings.
Thin curtainsfluttered in the windows. This row of buildings was residences, not merchant shops. She
smelled the aroma of avegetable stew. But she saw no one.

Another block and the shabby residences gave way to shuttered shops. A flicker of light on her left drew
her. The sign above the door was a carving of acompass. The letters below it spelled out * map maker.’
The heavy door was open. A thin man sat bent with his nose amost to the top of the table. Four
candelabras on tall stands flanked the table. Their light filled the smal shop and spilled out into the dim
light of Windward Lane.

Khamsin cleared her throat. "Pardon, Sirrah. But could you tell meif there’ san herb sdler’ sshop
nearby?'

The long plume on the man’ s pen made short fluttering motions. " Sometimes,” he replied, without looking
up.

"Sometimes?'

"That'swhat | said. Sometimes. Sometime there is. Sometimes there' s not."

"And when thereis, where would this shop be?’

"Whereit dwaysis, whether it sthere or not."

Khamsin hoped the man’ s maps were more precise than hisanswers. "And whereisit dways?'
"Acrossfrom Queenie s Tavern."

"OnWindward Lane?'

"FHshbdly."

"Pardon?’

"Fshbdly." Thefeather plumejerked left and right. Hisface was il inches from the parchment covering
thetable. "Fishbelly Street."

"And how far is Fishbelly Street from here?"

"Thirty seven gtrides. Or twice adog run.”

Strides? Dog run? The unfamiliar terms were lessimportant than the fact that she was't far from her
god. Sherdayed her thanks to the top of the mapmaker’ s head, for he had yet to raise his eyes.

She returned to the rutted lane and began to count her steps.



Her strides, she decided at forty-four, must be shorter than the mapmaker’s. At fifty-one she saw the
sign for Fishbely Street, and Queenie' s Tavern on the corner. On opposite corners were other shops,
but none purported to sall herbs.

She had just decided to enter the tavern and ask more questions when she noticed a narrow door next to
the cabinetmaker. A faded moonpetal blossom was stenciled on the front.

She pulled the latch. The door swung open. She stepped into around brick courtyard. An ornate metal
bench sat next to asecond door, directly in front of her.

A sign that read "Moonpetal Herbs and Healing Bams' was propped on the bench. Next to it was
another sign. Closed.

She knocked on the door, just in case. There was no answer.

Closed. She'd come all thisway and the herb shop was closed. Perhaps that’ s what the mapmaker
meant. Not that the shop changed locations, or disappeared. But that it was open on anirregular
schedule.

She bit back asigh of disgppointment and left the courtyard.

Fishbelly was awider, and brighter, street than Windward Lane. The sun was aimost overheard and
Khamsin stood for amoment, arms folded over her chest, and tried to decide if she should ask more
questions, or satisfy the rumblingsjust now starting in her somach.

Or possibly, she thought as she stared at the squat corner building that housed Queenie’ s Tavern, she
could do both.

The stone steps were crumbling and worn from the tread of many boots. She wondered briefly, as she
stepped insde, if Rylan had ever been here. He' d known of the location of the herb shop. And
Queenie' swasthefirst tavern she'd seen on her long walk down Windward Lane.

She pulled afew small silver coins from her pocket and lay them on the scarred, wooden table. She
hooked her right foot undernegth, pulling the low bench towards her. The fieldstone floor benegth her
boots was cracked and stained and there was apile of gray straw in one corner. She sat, the coins at her
fingertips, and waited.

There were three other patronsin the low-cellinged tavern. The thick, wooden beams were crusted with
smoky cobwebs. They glanced disinterestedly at her arrival and she a them, though her gppraisa was
more thorough. She' d spent much of her life reading illusive messagesin flickering eementds. Her eyes
were trained to see and record.

Two men in grimy workshirts sat at the table in the corner; one was el derly, the other, a son or nephew,
middle-aged. Both had round, flat faces and bulbous noses. The older man’ sface bore lines of age; the
younger, afaint scar across hisforehead. The third man who sat by himsdlf near the small hearth was
neither middle-aged nor elderly, but somewhere in between. He gppeared thin upon first glance, but his
ebony-toned forearms were muscular and covered with curly, black hair; hishands, calused. His
shoulders weren't hunched like the other two and his back was straight. A knitted cap was pulled over
his ears. He wore a streaked over-tunic, suggesting to Khamsin that he entered the tavern only moments
before her and had not yet sufficiently lost the chill in hisbody to necessitate the remova of his garments.
Though the temperature was mild in the city for late autumn, it would be much colder out on the Great
Sea Thefaint aromaof salt and fish that assailed her as she strode by him told her that was his previous
location.

Findly, there was a noise from the back room. A fleshy, pink-faced woman, her gray-streaked hair
pulled severdly back into abun, emerged through the dark green door curtains. Her bright yellow dress
was low-cut, edged in what once was an expensive lace. It showed off an ample amount of thewoman’s
large bosom. A faded, patchwork apron wrapped around her thick walg, its pocket bulging with coin.
The woman ambled over to Khamsin' stable and leaned one hand on it as she spoke.

"What' syer interest, lad? Comeon, | ain’t got dl day!"

Asif it were she and not Khamsin who had been kept waiting for over ten minutes.

"A mug of hot tea and some bread and some cheese, if you have any, Mistress.”

The older woman leaned closer. "You ain't no lad and you ain’t from’round here, that’ sfor true.”

"No," Khamsin agreed, mesting the dark eyeslevdly. "But I'm hungry and would like something to eat.”



"Hmpff! Well, pushy little lady, ain’t ye now, missy?" But she waddled back to the kitchen, the Sight of
the coins on the table overriding any persona prejudices.

The tavern-keep brought asmall plate then returned to the kitchen. Khamsin ate her smal med in silence.
The bread was fresh; better than expected and the cheese, aged, but with amellow flavor. Thetea,
however, was weak and watery. Still, it was hot and felt good in her empty stomach.

She removed her cloak and sat, | etting the steam from the mug filter past her face. Therewasaloud
noise behind her; a scraping of awooden bench backwards. She turned to find the father-and-son pair
Stepping in her direction. She pulled her short hunting knife from its shegth by the time the younger one
lay hisgreasy hand on her shoulder.

"Pardon, Sirrah." She didiked histouch.

"Queeni€' sright. Sheisalass" Heleered down at her, theline of hisscar pink againgt his pale skin.

The older man squinted his eyes, degpening the lines on his leathery face. "So sheis, so sheis” Thinlips
parted into atoothless grin.

"l don’t seewherel’m any concern of yours, Sirrahs.”

The two exchanged glances. "Don’'t get many like you in this part of the city," said Scar-face, hishand
gill on her shoulder.

Khamsin tensed her body then suddenly sprang to her feet. The younger man lost hisgrip on her. She
held the short knife at waist level, not flashing or brandishing it but Ssmply making its presence known.
"Don't play rough with me, girl!" Scar-face reached for her but stopped as aloud, grating voicefilled the
room.

"All right, dl right, you two bastarddl" Queenie stood in the doorway, hands on her pudgy hips. "Enough,
now. Leavethelittle missy done.”

"Should' velet you take’em, lass," she added as the two men grumbled their way out the door. "But |
just washed mefloor and | didn’t want you to get it dl dirty."

She plucked agrimy rag from beneath her apron and threw it at the man in the knitted cap, <till seated at
histable. "And what' swrong with you, Captain, lettin’ those two get out of hand like that? Where' s your
sense of kinship? She's Cove-people. Can't you hear it in the way shetalks?"

"I heard," the dark man replied, folding the towel neetly into asquare. "That' swhy | didn't interfere. She
can take care of hersdlf.”

Queenie patted Khamsin' shead asif she were astray mongrel. "Well, you can have your peace an’ quiet
an’ privacy back now, lass. Wewon’t be botherin’ you. What ever’ s brought you up to the City sure
don't have nothing to do with the Captain and mysif.”

"Wait." Khamsin took a step in Queeni€ sdirection. "Perhaps you can help. I'm astranger hereand |
need someinformation. I’ m looking for aHeder. A man named Ciro. Have you ever heard of him?'
Queenie sdark gaze darted to the Captain. "Ciro? Ciro? Name' sgot anice sound to it but | can’'t say
for sure™

"What ailsyou that you seek aHeder?' The Captain studied Khamsin for any outwards signs of an
infirmity.

"Nothing. I'm aHeder, mysdf. I’ ve been ingtructed to seek him out.”

"You?' Queeni€ s broad face registered surprise.

Khamsin nodded.

"And since when do Hedler’ stravel as boys and carry knives?'

"Since Hill Raiders attacked my village and killed my husband."

Dark eyes softened. "Ach, lass, "tisstrange timeswelivein." Queeni€ s hands fluttered hel plesdy before
her and she turned, heading for the kitchen. "L et me get you anice cup of hot tea.”

Khamsin took her sest.

"May | joinyou, Lady?' The Captain removed his cap. Histightly curled black hair was dotted with
dlver.

"Dlease”

Queenie was back with the tea and set the mug before Khamsin. "So it’ s old Ciro you want, eh?"

"Y ou know him?"



Again, the troubled exchange of glances. "Know of him."

"No one else seemsto.”

The Captain dropped hisvoice. "Everyone knows. Few will admit.”

"Wheredo | find him?"

"Youdon't. At least, there' s no resdence that bears hisname. But it’ s said that, sometimes late at night,
he' s been seen inthe old bell tower at the end of the Street of Dreams. But as to when he will show up
there?' The Captain shrugged. ™Y ou best not go lookin’ for him, lass." It was Queenie. "They say he's
quite mad and you know that meanstrouble. A mad wizard." She shook her head.

"He'sawizard?'

"But | thought you knew?"

"No. I only knew that | had to find him. His sign wasthat, well, it wasn't an easy reading, you
understand. But | thought | interpreted his Sign as aHeder. Though the Signs are somewhat smilar.”
Queenielay fleshy fingersagaingt her lips. "Hewas a Heder, once. But that was along time ago. Some
say he' seven older than the Sorcerer.”

Older than the Sorcerer. That thought ran through Khamsin’s mind as she left Queeni€ stavern, after
blessing afew of the woman’sfavorite amulets. Her refusal of money for her services shocked both the
tavern-keep and the Captain, and Khamsin heard echoes of Rylan’ s opinion of local Healers. But the
blessng of minor charmsor loca Heders financid demandswere not her main concerns. Shewas
barely aware of Queeni€’ s gushing thanks as she pulled her cloak about her and stepped out into the
night.

Older than the Sorcerer. Then he would be the one who would know.

CHAPTER 11

The room seemed empty without Rylan. Khamsin sat in the window, watching the moons rise and found
hersdf dternately filled with anticipation, and sadness.

Anticipation over finding her teacher, Ciro. Or rather, finding a place where he' d often been seen.

But sadness over the losses that had filled the past year of her life. TantaBron, Tavis, Rina, Aric and the
children. And dl the others she had known a Cirrus Cove. Familiar faces. Familiar times.

Everything herein Noviiyawas distant and strange.

Some hours later, she heard the noises of the inn become muted, with only an occasiona thump of a
door, or clink of glass. The street below her window was deserted. The lamplighter had long come and
gone.

She dipped down the back stairs again into the smal garden and took out her amulets and warding
stones. She wrote Ciro’s name in the dust, then her own sign asaHealer. It was more of an
announcement than aspell. She wasn't even sure it would work. She' d never tried to contact another
Hedler - or aWizard! - before. Tanta Bron said it was something Khamsin didn’t need to know.

The runesfor the open calling in the Book were vague. Even as she inscribed them, they felt wesk.

But perhaps that’ s because they were spell runes.

She waited. Something shifted over her mage circle; a pulsation of the paest blue. And then it was gone.
She bit back asigh of disappointment. She' d have to look through the Book again. Perhapsredign her
warding stones. There was interference, she felt, from Tarkir’ sstone. It was too powerful, but Tanta
Bron never permitted any other placement for Khamsin'scircles. Tarkir’ s stone had to be the primary.
Shewaved her hand over the circle and the dust settled back smoothly onto the ground. Amulets went
back into her pockets and stones were carefully placed in their soft, velvet bags. Shewas just rising from
her knees when agust of hot wind buffeted her face. She looked up quickly. The moonswere gone. A
large, dark shape plummeting towards her was al she could see.



She was on her feet, knifein her hand. Her throat was suddenly dry.

Then the moons appeared again and the dark shape arced awvay and settled on the top of the low wall.
There wasthe ruffle of feathers and the sharp scrabble of claws against stone.

A crow. A large black crow, larger than the one that had frightened her and Nixa at the market.

"Do you bring me amessage?' she whispered. But the crow didn’t answer and she sensed no
gpell-binding as she sought hisanimal essence.

Y et there was something... dmost afoul smell about the bird. No doubt it feasted on dead fish and
carrion. The odor of rotting fish brought to mind the old man in a cape as dark as the crow’ sfesthers, his
claw-like hand reaching for her that day in Cirrus Cove. A lecherous drunk, filthy from degpingin

debris.

Or was he, like the crow, awell-disguised specter, aminion of agreater power?

She dipped her left hand into her pocket and rolled one of her amulets between her fingers. If there were
magic here, perhaps the amulet would senseit, bring it to her by touch.

But the amulet resonated nothing. Not even crow essence. Nothing.

Asif the crow redly wasn't there.

"What do you want?' she asked it quietly.

It turned its large head from her and pecked at the round stones of the wall, asif seeking an insect or
small hidden rodent.

Then it shook its feathers again, took two short hops and sprang into the air. Itslarge wings beat furioudy
and in seconds it was out of sight, lost in the shadows of the rooftops.

Khamsin brought her sword out of the cupboard when she returned to the room, and dept with it, and
Nixa, by her sde.

Sherose late after anight of fitful deep. She brought a pot of teaback to the room and, making sure the
door was secured, brought out the Book and lay it on the floor.

She had alot of studying to do.

Shetook supper in her room aswell. It was just after sunset that she and Nixaleft theinn and headed
towards the Old Quarter.

Nixabounded ahead and would have been lost in the thick shadows of the night but for the mental
contact Khamsin kept with the gray cat. After aday of being confined, the feline needed the fed of the
wind through her fur and she scampered, hadted and scampered again, stopping only to sniff at an
unfamiliar doorstep or apile of dog dung.

Khamsin, too, kept up abrisk pace, no longer asinterested in her surroundings as she wasin her
destination: the Bell Tower. At theend of the Street of Dreams.

The Captain told her that the dilgpidated structure wasthe tallest in the Old Quarter. Probably in Noviiya
itsdlf, savefor the Governor’s Mansion - which Rylan told her was six stories. The bell tower matched
the height of the temple of Meraka at the end of Pier Street, which wasfive. Though the Bell Tower
matched the height of Meraka s Temple, it had no stories, save for aground floor and atop floor with a
winding staircase connecting both.

The view from the top floor was breathtaking even late at night. It was worth the treacherous climb up
the crumbling stone steps that spiraled up the interior walls of the tower. To the North and Northeast, the
tower looked out over the Great North Seaand al the heavens. To the South and Southwest, the city. A
panorama of lights sparkled through patches of darkness. Khamsin stood for amoment, arms wrapped
around her waist and wished it was Rylan who held her, instead. Probably he' d seen thisview ahundred
times, or onejust likeit in histravels. Still shefdt aneed to shareit with him. She promised hersdf she
would, when he came back.

She walked dowly around the circular top floor that was punctured by ahole through which the bell
ropes descended to the ground. The bellswere gone. Khamsin stopped at the edge of the shaft, tilting
her head back and gazed straight up at the great cross beams above her. Their only occupants now were
the city’ s pigeons.



A finefeast for Nixa, had she not been relegated to the duty of guard on the ground floor. The door to
the tower was locked and bolted; though with its reputation as being ‘ haunted’ intruders were not a
serious problem. Khamsin *unlocked’ the door with the proper spell, securing it again after they entered.
But felt safer with the night-eyed feline crouched at the foot of the Sairs.

She stayed dmogt 'til dawn, watching, waiting; occasionaly levitating a cluster of pigeon festhersfor
practice, swirling themin acircle or marching themin aline acrossthefloor. It kept her mind occupied;
kept thoughts of a dark-haired man from seeping through. She missed his company more than she
thought she would and consoled hersalf with the stories they’ d share when he returned.

If he returned, asmall voice said. She pushed the thought away.

No one appeared to interrupt her reverie. Not even the pigeons overhead seemed the least bit interested
that the Hedler from Cirrus Cove wasin the Bell Tower at the end of the Street of Dreams.

She and Nixaleft at dawn accompanied by the clatter of chickens and the caling of voices through open
windowsin the early morn.

The next day was Reverence, the end of the week. It was the day when shops and stores traditionally
shut down in observance with religious requirements, allowing Noviiyads to don their best and spend
sometimein prayer in the temple of their choosing. There were three templesin the city: the Temple of
Meraka, the God of the Sea, appropriately enough on Pier Street. The Temple of Ixari, the Goddess of
the Heavens, across from the Governor’' sMansion. And the largest, Tarkir's Shrine, afew streets west
of the Old Quarter where those who recognized the great powers of the Land and the Underworld could
pay homage. The God Tarkir was the husband/brother of Ixari and, just asthe sky and the earth met, but
never intertwined, the two religious factions coexisted. But just bardly.

Khamsin choseto pay her respectsto Meraka early in the morning, her heritage being that of the Cove
and the sea. Then at mid-morning shelit candlesin Ixari’s Temple. Onefor Tanta Bron and one for
Rylan. She prayed for the Sky Goddess to watch over them both.

She avoided Tarkir’ s Shrine, even though the powerful Dark God was often favored by Hedlersand
others who worked with mystical redms. The deaths a Cirrus Cove till weighed too heavily upon her to
ask for favors from the God the Hill Raiders a so worshipped.

Then wrapping her tan cloak around her, for it was a chillier day than Noviiyahad seenin atime, sheand
Nixa made their way towards the Street of Dreams.

But Reverence produced nothing more than the previous night nor did the next three nights following into
Midweek, save for an aching back and afeding of disorientation due the disruption of her degping
schedule. Shetook to catnapping, literdly, with Nixain the afternoons before stopping in to see Queenie
and the Captain. She either ate supper there or purchased it and took it back to the tower to share with
Nixaand apitifully thin brown dog they had recently befriended.

And so it went even past Midweek, until Reverence was again only one sunrise away. The mad wizard
Cirowas gtill nothing more than anillusivelegend.

Rylan the Tinker, too, failed to resppear. She checked with Master Verney personaly on severd
occasions. A week, the dark-haired man had said. Perhaps two. Well, she had now one week behind
her. The loneliness hadn’t diminished as the days went by. Nor had the memory of the warmth of his
touch.

She stopped at the Temple of Meraka on her way back to the inn. She aimost collided with the Captain
on the steps after the sunrise services.

"There are other Hedlers," he advised, after commenting on the shadows under her eyes. "Why don’t you
seek them out instead?!

But Khamsin shook her head, knowing that what the runesinstructed couldn’t be dtered. Ciro wasthe
one.

Her dreamsthat afternoon were strangely troubling, the strain on her body taking it’ stoll. She tossed and
turned in the soft bed in the room she had occupied with the Tinker, disrupting Nixa. The cat sought the
safety of thewindowsiIl on which to snooze. Twice, she caled out for Rylan asif her body remembered
the magic histouch could work. Then she settled into adeep dumber.

Just asthe shopkeepersfiltered out into the Streets, heading home for their evening meals, Khamsin



awoke with agtart, trembling and in a cold sweet. Danger. It was al she could remember of her dream, if
adream indeed it was. Danger. Terror. Darkness.

That night her sword hung from her belt as she and Nixa climbed the worn steps of the Bell Tower. Had
she unshegthed it in the darkness, it would glow with afaint blue light of enchantment. But she kept it
hidden for more reasonsthat just her lack of knowledge on how to useit. True, she' d given the
ingructionsfor itsforging and true, she placed the proper spdlswithin its heart. But the power it now
possessed was one that was far beyond her experience. She could call upon it. But wasn't quite sure
what would happen when shedid.

A light tap-tap-tap-tap interrupted her thoughts. She reached out to stroke the scruffy head of Nixa's
new friend, the stray brown dog. Histail kept a private rhythm on the stone floor, his belly now pleasantly
full from his share of cheese and bread. Unlike the odd crow, which never reappeared, the dog’ s animal
essence was easy to read. Grateful emotions emanated from his mind into hers and she smiled. He knew
asoft heart when he saw one.

She had hoped, on thefirst day she had befriended the animal, that he had had better bloodlines or
training. A Hunter or a Retriever, perhaps, which could have been useful to her. Nixa ssze did limit her
capabilities and Khamsin was rel uctant to experiment with more advanced spells on the feline. But the
dog’'smind was smple, very smple, perhaps due to poor nutrition as a pup. She accepted his existence
because he needed her. And because Nixa seemed to like him.

The dog stood and shook himsdlf, his earsflapping rapidly. Nixa batted at him playfully and he gave a
small snort, then trotted down the stairs. The cat followed him part way then returned. The dog wasn't
interested in playing and Nixa preferred to stay with her mistress.

Khamsin broke the last of the bread into small piecesto feed to the feline. Nixa chewed delicately and
then sat and began her usud ritud of an after-medl bath.

Suddenly, the cat bolted. Too late, Khamsin became aware of afoul stench filling the air, surrounding
her, choking her. She rose up on one knee, her hand on the hilt of her sword. There was aflash; abright
fiery light in the center of the room where the bell-cords once were. Shefdl backwards, asif thelight
aone pushed her againgt the wall.

She was blinded, could see nothing but a diffuse orange glow. She groped for her sword, pulling it from
its covering. The pae color of blue was added before her, pulsng dmost as hard as her heart pounding in
her chest.

Then, dl was dark save for her sword and two red orbs that smoldered like embers above her, moving
closer.

She struggled to her feet. "Name thysdf!”

A hot wind whipped around her and closed upon her face like ahand, smothering. She coughed, the
stench almost unbearable. She brought the sword up higher between hersdalf and the approaching red
eyes.

"Namethysdlf!" Her hands trembled and not from the weight of the sword.

Then she saw it. It stepped into ashaft of moonlight. 1t took al her training to stifle the scream of terror
risng in her throat. A Demon. A Hell-spawned creature bred for deformities, weaned on the dudge that
oozed from the graveyardsin the Black Swamp. It stood twice her size. Its face was a grotesque carving
of alidlessand lipless creature: eye sockets vacant but burning; mouth, a cavern of sharp, yellowed
fangs. Itstongue, dit and pointed like a snake' s, dangled from between itsteeth. A dimy mucusdid
down it, Szzling asit impacted againgt the cold stonefloor.

Long arms covered with dime-matted hair reached out for her. Webbed-fingers flexed, beckoning. She
angled the sword initsdirection.

"Cease, Creature of Hell! By the Powers of Ixari | command thee, that thine eyesthat see and thine ears
that hear, now obey. T’ cahrafie diraheira.” Sherecited the ancient words. " T cahra fie diraheira, fie
daremai !"

The Beast wavered, but only dightly. For four heartbegts it stood, facing her, less than two sword-lengths
away.

"I t' cahra chimour s'fai araima, sfai afi." Khamsn began the chant that would unleash the power of



the sword, her voice hushed to awhisper. "I t' cahra...” she started again but never finished. The Demon
lunged, its huge, hulking form suddenly al she saw.

CHAPTER 12

It was mostly ingtinct; ingtinct and training from her childhood days at the Cove that made Khamsin drop
to her knees. Shefolded hersdlf into aball and rolled to one sde as the Demon lunged for her. Its clawed
hands barely missed her face. She felt theintense heat from its body as it plunged past her. Its tench was
overpowering. Her ssomach spasmed. She tasted bile, but fought to keep hersalf under control.
Instantly, she was on her feet again, her sword grasped securely as she faced the creature. It lashed out
towards her with afrenzy. She countered its attack with the sword. The upper floor of the tower was
showered in blue sparks every time the Demon'’ s claws grazed the spellbound metd. Again, it came at
her, lunging lower thistime, compensating for her diminutive stature. She struck out and down, feding a
sckening thump as metd met flesh. The Demon screamed aterrifying, earsplitting shriek. It wrenched
itself away, leaving alarge clump of matted flesh dangling from thetip of her sword. She shook it free,
disgust evident on her face.
But itswound was smply an irritation that healed before her eyes. It moved on al fours, svaying then
darting, first to her left, then to her right. It tried to force her towards the rope shaft in the center of the
room.
Khamsin longed for enough space, enough time to release one hand from the sword and barrage the
Demon with elementas. Not fire, but water, Holy Water gathered from the mists of the moons. But the
cregture gave her no peace, lunging with its powerful hind legs.
She backed up, very aware of her proximity to the shaft. She dashed out again. The Demon skittered
back. But only just short of her reach.
Then, she heard aword she’ d heard only once before, in Tanta Bron's cave, heavily warded with spells
of protection. A word she d read only on one page of the Book. And dreaded the next time it was
spoken.
"Ki-a-sd-ir-a', the Demon bresthed.
Khamsin shuddered.
"No." She shook her head, asif she could deny the name he would cal her by.

"Ki-asd-ir-a"
‘No!" She screamed. She lashed out blindly with her sword. He would not get her, would not claim her,
aslong asthere was abreath left in her body. Shefelt the sword strike something. For amoment al was
gtill, frozen. Then, al was movement. The sword was ripped from her hands and sent plunging down the
shaft, out of her reach. Shefell backwards, one leg caught beneath the other, her hands scraping raw
againg the rough stone floor.
The Demon sprang. She closed her eyes and screamed.
Then there was slence. Only the sound of her own heartbesat in her earstold Khamsin shewas ill dive.
She opened her eyes. In the misty darkness that floats through the air just before dawn, she saw the
smoldering ashes of the creature sprawled across the floor next to her, tendrils of acrid smoke curling
whiteintheair.
"Y ou should never havelet go of the sword, young lady." A voice said. A man’ svoice, with the crackle
and huskiness of age.
Khamsin sat upright. Her heart pounded, her skin cold and clammy. She stared into pale Silver eyes set
deeply into athin, lined face. White hair curled in wispy ringletsto bony shoulders. Equaly asbony
elbows and knees poked through a dark red robe woven of arich fabric. A gnarled hand held her
sword. The old man stting on the top step didn’t look strong enough to make it up the stairs of the Bell



Tower, let done vanquish a Demon. And he looked far too affable to be the Sorcerer. She took severa
breaths before speaking.

"What happened?’ she ssammered.

"It appears you had arather unpleasant encounter with ademon.”

Unplessant?' Shewas dtill gulping air. "And you killed it."

"Killed it? No, no, no, dear child. One does not kill demons.” He patted the floor then motioned for her
to join him on the step. "One Smply returns them to the nearest available hell.”

"Yes, m'Lord, | redizethat." Cautioudy, she joined him on the gairs. "But what | meant wes..."

"I know, | know what you meant. Allow an old man his meanderings, will you?' He smiled, thetip of his
long nose turning downwards. "And this*m’Lord’ business. ' Tis nonsense. The name' s Ciro. Just Ciro.
Been good enough for four-hundred and fifty years. Should do fine now."

"Ciro!" His name burst from her lips with more exuberance than she intended. She blushed. "I’'m, I’'m
sorry, m’'Lord. It'sjust that I’ ve been looking for you!"

"Whichiswhat | thought, but one can never betoo sure.”" He waggled aknobby finger in her face.
"Then, why did you wait to send that thing," and she gestured towards the cooling pile of ashes, "back to
whereit came from?Wasthis somekind of test?"

"Do you mean did | conjure that demon? By love of Ixari, no! But had to make sure just whose side
you'reon. Y our responseto it gave me my answer."

"Whosesdel’mon?'

"Y ou’ ve been asking questions about me in the Old Quarter. | haveto be careful. Lots of trickery
abounds now, these days. Tarkir’ s children are misbehaving again.”

"l know. That’swhy I’'m here. I'm aHealer. I’ ve been seeking ateacher. Y our name appeared in my
magecirde."

" Twas my name you saw, en?|'m flattered, young lady, young lady...now, what did your fiery
companion say your name was?"'

"He cdled me, wdll, that’ s not my name. My name’ s Khamsin. Khamsin of Cirrus Cove."

The Wizard stood and handed the sword back to her. He brushed invisible specks of dust from hislong
robes. "Come aong, little Khamsin. We have much to accomplish. Y ou couldn’t have gotten here alittle
sooner, could you? | was about to die of starvation!™

"Sarvation?'

"Of course! Can’t survive on one meal aday of crusts of dry bread and some cheese, now can 1?' He
held his hands up comicaly before her in hisbest imitation of the bedraggled brown dog she'd
befriended.

Ciro’'sroomswere in the loft of awarehouse in the Old Quarter, not far from the Bell Tower. At one
time, the warehouse was a luxurious residence and he lived on the top floor as was befitting his status as
High Priest of the Temple of Ixari. But that was two hundred and fifty years ago, shortly after the
Sorcerer was born and Ciro and Ixari had quarreled. In fact, Ixari spoke to no onefor along time and
the Templefdl to ruins.

So, infact, did Ciro’' sresidence. A wesalthy land baron finally renovated it into awarehouse and Ciro
was forced to move into the attic. Much of the ornately carved furnishings that graced the chambers of
his former residence were now crammed into the top floor that was sectioned off into three small
chambers and one large great room. Paintings were stacked haphazardly in several corners; odd bits of
satuary served as paperweights, bookmarks and, in the case of a particularly large piece depicting a
forest animad with multi-flanged antlers, aclothes vaet.

Interspersed with the artworks were jars and viasfilled with brightly colored liquids, pouches of
crumpled herbs and severa well-worn leather-bound volumes with gold runes etched in their bindings. A
large mage circle was carved into the floor before the hearth with a solitary candle, unlit, at the center.
The embersin thefireplace, however, ill glowed warmly, diminishing the chill that threetened to seepin
through the windows. A half-empty bottle of wine sat on the table nearby. Evidently, thefire was



sometimes not enough to create theillusion of warmth.

The cold dampness that flowed over the Old Quarter from the Great Seawasn't the only problem with
Ciro’' sresdence. Therewasthe problem of gaining entry. The attic-loft of the warehousewas smply a
space between the roof and the ceiling of the two-story building; there were no sairsleading up, asthe
building’ s sole occupant had no need for stairs. So Khaman' sfirst lesson involved demateridizing herself
and her cat and reappearing in Ciro’ s attic.

Sheligened closdly to hisingructions and got it right on the first try.

"Hashy little trick. Comesin handy at boring government parties.” Ciro handed adice of cheeseto
Khamsin, who just appeared by the long table in the center of the room. "Y ou seem to have an affinity for
thisstuff. Never cared either way, mysdlf. All cheesestaste the same to me. Now, amest pie..." He
licked histhin lips and suddenly a hurt expression crossed hisface. "Y ou never did bring me amest pie,
you know. Don’'t you know dogs like meat?"

Khamsin flipped her pam up, down, then up again and asmall, brown-crusted pastry appeared. She
handed it to Ciro. "Just baked."

"Where d you ged thisfrom?'

"The bakery acrossthe street.”

"Hmpf!" He nibbled on the crugt, pulling off a piece to throw to Nixa, who was preening hersaf on top of
astack of booksin the corner. "When you can pull this off the table of the Governor himsdlf, then I’ll be
impressed.”

But al her lessons were not so frivolous nor quite so easy. Ciro, for dl hislight retorts, wasa stern
taskmadter, stopping her in the middle of acomplicated incantation, pulling her abruptly and painfully out
of her trance because the inflection of one syllable in aword was not perfect.

"Not ‘ay-ned-lala-sa-rah’!" he would bellow, his bushy white brows drawn into afrown. "Le sa-rah!
Le sarah!"

Tired and aching, she had repeated the spell again.

Later, he handed her aglass of deep red wine. She sipped it dowly, and feding its warmth throughout
her body, she thought of Rylan the Tinker. It had been more than three weeks since he left. Fool’sEve
had passed. She doubted now that she would see him again. Perhaps there was awife waiting for himin
Browner’s Grove, though her discreet inquiriesto Master Verney when she informed the innkeeper she'd
no longer need the room revedled nothing. Sheleft word with the balding man, though, lest the Tinker
return. He could contact her through Queenieg, in the Old Quarter. She didn’t think he' d believe her if she
said her new residence was in an abandoned warehouse.

Ciro rapped on the table with the pestle he used to grind herbs. It caught her attention and she turned
away from the west window.

"Y ou'relooking pengve, again. Thoughts, Khamsn?'

She shrugged. "Pagt.”

"Hmpf. Too much in the present to worry about. Past. Past.”

He explained the present to her during her first Iessons, describing the ongoing battle. This*infernd,
eternd war’, he called it, between Tarkir’ s children, the man she called * The Sorcerer,” who reigned
from Traakha-Armin and hissblings: Lucid, the Wizard and Meande, the Witch. They were the ones
meddling with the volatile Hill people, usng them to sted infants from which to mold their armies of
demons.

Khamsin shuddered and thought of Rina slast child, Willar, who she helped bring into the world. His
cradle was empty.

Now, other questions came to mind.

"Ciro, why didn’t Ixari summon the Healers together when al this started happening, two hundred years
ago? Surely, their combined magics could have hated this‘war? ™

"What, the more the merrier, Khamsin?' Ciro shook his head. "No, child. That' s not theway it al works.
A hundred Hedlers casting the wrong spell are not more powerful than one Hedler casting the wrong
godl. It still thewrong spdll.”

Sheregarded him patiently. Ciro rarely answered any question withasmple‘yes or ‘no.’



"Any more than alocked door can be better opened by one hundred of the wrong keys," he continued,
pulling out another obscure example. A handful of wrong keysis till ahandful of wrong keys. But the
right key, ah, that’ sthe one! And only one. Do you understand?'

She stared out the window again for along time before answering. In an odd way, she did. She heard
echoes of TantaBron in Ciro’swords. "Y es. But, isthere only one proper key?"

"In this matter, yes. But it' s one thing to be the proper key to the door. It’s another to have the power to
understand the knowledge that lies behind it. Then again..." and he shrugged. "1 only know what the runes
haveforetold. That agirl child would be bornin the midst of astorm. And that the signs upon her birth
would confirm that she was a chosen one.”

Helooked at her, his gaze suddenly sharp and penetrating. "But then, I’ m sure you' ve heard this before.
Shetook asp of wine. Itswarmth coated the dight frisson of fear that went through her at hiswords.
She was raised with Tanta Bron' s stories. With her warnings. But that was Tanta Bron, who was aways
telling her to be careful about this or that.

And the dreaded Assignation. That never happened, did it? She was visited by much terror this past
year, but not by the Sorcerer.

Y et here was Ciro, astranger, abeit aWizard, saying the same words that Tanta Bron had. The child
born in the midst of the scorm. The child he would want.

"You know who | am?' she asked timidly.

He nodded. "I know what I’ ve sensed in you from the first time we met. Y ou’ ve been marked by powers
much greater than mine. The hand of Ixari lays surely upon your shoulders. But the strength of the Khal is
thereaswell."

"TantaBroningsted | place Tarkir sstoneasprimary inal my circles.”

"Wise woman. She protected you well. Well enough that even | couldn’t discern who you are, Khamsain.
Only that you walk a path that only a chosen one could walk."

She asked one of the questions Tanta Bron never answered. "Why, Ciro? Why me? Isit becausel’'m a
hafling, because my father wasaHill Raider?!

"Y our father wasn't aHill Raider.”

Khamsin turned, shocked. "But theraid! My mother was raped during the raid!"

"That may very well be, child, but the blood in your veinsis pure Raheiran. Witch-blood, if you like.
Look inthe mirror, Khamsin and tell me every time your eyes change colorsthat you' re not Raheiran.
Hmpf!"

Raheiran. Like Tanta Bron. But the old Healer never told her that. Only that her mother wasthe
Captain’ s daughter who left Cirrus Cove after Khamsin was born. And her father, an unknown Hill
Raider. Did Tanta Bron not know? Or did shelie?

The sun settled behind the mountainsin the West. The reflection of the candles on Ciro’ stable flickered
in the window panes. Khamsin's own reflection was there, too, though vague and uneven, asif her
identity were no longer sure.

She swung back to face Ciro. The world she knew was falling apart. She needed answers for suddenly
she had hundreds of questions.

"Wasmy father aHeder?'

"It'spossible, but | can't say for sure. And before you ask, no, | don’'t know who hewas. Only that you
are Raheiran by your father’ sblood.”

"But, there must aso be otherswith Raheiran blood. Y oursdlf for onel”

"l wasn't born eighteen years past in the midst of astorm.”

"But someone dsewas! There are many Cove towns, dozens of inland villages. Surdly..."

"Morewrong keys, Khamsin?' He sighed loudly. "I can’t answer your questions, child and not because |
don’t want to. But my powers aren’t what they once were, it seems. And al thisturbulence from this
constant battling!" He waved his hand through the air. "It interferes with my readings.”

Asit interfered for along time with hers. She gazed a the mage circlein Ciro’ s hearthside floor and
wondered what kind of power lay behind this knowledge that was now being so carefully guarded by the
Gods themsdlves?



Asif in answer, the candle on the table suddenly sputtered, then extinguished itself asadraft chilled the
large room. Khamsin shivered. She and Ciro exchanged glances.

"Ciro?" she questioned, seeing aconcern on the lined face she thought was inappropriate. After dl, this
was an old warehouse and one often buffeted by winds from the Great North Sea.

He shook hishead. "Strange times,” was dl he said, cautioudy.

Three nightslater, however, Khamsin returned after sharing her evening meal with Queenie and the
Captain to find Ciro's comments considerably more expansive.

"Thoseill-mannered, interfering bastardd " He paced feverishly in front of the long table and the sounds of
glass, crunching underfoot was heard. "M eddlesome sons of bitched!™

Khamsin drew in her breath, sharply, and stared at the floor near Ciro’ s boots. Someone, or something,
smashed the last few bottles of Ciro’ sfavorite wine over the mage circle. Thethick, red liquid now
flowed over the etched surface like streams of blood.

"What happened?'

"What happened, what happened?' The ancient mage puffed. "Damned if | know. Go out for astrall, |
do. I'm alowed, at my age, to do such things. Come back and see thisl" He waved hisarm over the
mess on the floor, hislong deevesbillowing with the force of the movement.

"Desecration!" He spat out the word. "But worse, such awaste of good wine. Those bottles were over
fifty yearsold, child. Fifty yearsold! Thelast of the harvest. Damn, impudent fools!"

Khamsin poked gingerly at apiece of green glasswith her foot. "Pranks, maybe? A Hedler who...?'
"Heder, you say? Child, show me aHeder who can gain entry to Magter Ciro’sand I'll show you a
Healer who isn't aHeder, but aWizard. Or maybe," and he let the words halt there as he considered
whether to voice his speculation. "Or maybe, even a Sorcerer.”

Thistime Khamsin shivered and there was no draft whistling through the cracksin the brickwork.
"Surdly, Ciro, not...?"

"No, no. Well, thiskind of thing isnot hisstyle, that’ sfor sure. Still, these are strange times.” He sank
down into anearby chair. His shoulders sagged under the thick fabric of hisrobe asif hisfour-hundred
and fifty yearsweighed very heavily upon him.

"I don’t know what to make of this, Khamsin of Cirrus Cove. Truly, | do not know."

CHAPTER 13

"When?' Khamsin bolted upright in her seat in the corner of Queeni€’ s Tavern. She dropped her spoon
into the steaming bow! of vegetable stew the Captain just placed before her.

The dusky man eased onto the bench across from her and put his own bowl on the mottled surface. The
line of his mouth was grim. The news he brought disturbed him greetly aswell. He shook his head.

"Y esterday, or perhaps the day before, best | can tell. Heard it from atrader ship, afast vessdl that
docked thismorning. They saw the smoke and fire from where they were, off the coast. Their Captain
took alook with aspyglassand it'sas| told you. Browner’s Grove' s near been destroyed. Taken by
Hill Raiders. And demons, some say.”

"That'simpossible. It can’t be!™ Her hand dropped to Nixa, seated by her side. The cat rubbed her ears
agang Khamsn'scold fingers.

"I'm sorry, Lady. Did you have kin there?’

"Not really. A friend, avery dear friend often had reason to travel through thereand | hope..." her voice
trailed off as anumbness crept over her. Perhaps Rylan hadn’t returned because he couldn’t. Perhaps
he' d been in Browner’s Grove. Trapped.

She should have been there. She should have gone with him. She could have used dementals. Her
sword.

She stood abruptly. "1 haveto go.”

"Go?' Queenie had ambled over, abasket of hot, braided breadsticksin her hand. "Go? But, child, ye
an'te nothin'’, and..."



"I’'m sorry, Queenie. But | haveto. | haveto talk to someone about this.”

Shethrew her cape over her shoulders with aquick movement, then gathered Nixainto her arms. She
hurried out into the light rain that had been falling Snce midday. Any other time, she would' ve walked the
few short blocksto Ciro’s warehouse, even in the rain. She enjoyed the sensation of the mist on her skin.
And Nixaliked to prance around the puddles.

But not tonight. She stepped down aside dley and under the cover of the thick shadows, whispered the
spell that would transport her and the cat immediately back to the room on the top floor.

She blurted out the news as she materidized in front of the fireplace.

The old man sighed heavily. "The Witch Me ande' s been known to cause trouble in Browner’ s before.
But | thought, after the last time, well ... perhaps we should' ve tried to interfere. But I’ m wary, so wary of
tipping my hand, asthey say inthat Pdace. If heredlizes..."

"But he knowd" interrupted Khamsin. She released Nixa. The cat sought the warmth of Ciro’s hearth.
"He didn't complete the Assignation but he knows I’ m in Noviiya. The Demon he sent, it knew my name.
Thetime had passed for acaling but | felt it, Ciro, when it sad it!"

Ciro pondered her words before speaking. "Timeis growing short," he said, just as Tanta Bron had many
timestold Khamsain. ™Y ou know aswell as| that in less than two monthsthe Land will begin itsturn
towards First Thaw. That meansit must pass through Wintertide. And you know wheat that portends.”
She knew Wintertide, and dl the tragediesiit brought, only too well.

"I’ve no right to ask this of you, child, but that name, the one your guard so carefully. It may be the key
we need to find the answer we seek: how to put a stop to thisinferna war before all the Land crumbles
under its hatred."

"How can my name make such adifference?’

"It represents you as one of the chosen ones. Words have power, you know that. Names, especially a
name given by rune sgn, have even more."

"But TantaBron told meto keep it secret..."

"Until the proper time. Didn’'t shedso tell you that?"

Khamsin nodded dowly. "I waysthought it had something to do with the claiming when | was born. Or
the Assignation he placed on me. | didn’t think there was any other purpose.”

"Just because the Assignation never happened before your eighteenth birthday doesn’t mean you can put
asdeyour destiny. Y our life path as one of the chosen ones, asaRaheiran, istill there. Following that
path starts with acknowledging who you redly are.”

Khamsin started to open her mouth but the old mage jumped from his sest.

"No!" He moved quickly round the room, warding, touching his hands to the doors and the windows,
closing books and receptacles. He even re-corked the wine bottle lest something dip in, or out.

Last, hetook apiece of embroidered black satin and placed it over the circle. He nodded to the young
girl inboy’sclathing.

"Kiagdird', shesad oftly. "I'm Kiasdira"

The north wind, which had been blowing against the windows steadily al afternoon, suddenly stilled.
Ciro closed his eyes and his hands began to tremble.

The sight shook Khaman. " Ciro, what does my name mean?"

"Y ou don’t know, child?"

"No. Yes. | mean, | understand I’ m the one he would seek. The chosen one. Tanta Bron told me that.
But you said there have been others, in the past. | don’t understand why my being Kiasidira..."

"Then, it' sbest | don't tell you until it’ stime."

Heworked feverishly on her ingtruction after that, testing her skills by creating mock-demons and fiery
elementalsthat barraged her at random. Time and again she was forced to draw her sword and strike out
at her ‘enemy,’” vanquishing them with the words that rolled easily off her tongue. Khamsin and the sword
were one now, and she cast spdlswithiit, into it and through it.

Ciro dso taught her to create a perfect visua duplicate of the sword, advising her to dways leave more
than one ‘sword’ laying around when she didn’t have the enchanted weapon strapped to her sde. Woe
be the Wizard who was undone by the fingers of a petty-thief!



Then there came the day she materidized at Ciro’ stable and for once, nothing came screaming across
the great room after her. Therewasjust Ciro and Nixaand a square wooden jewd case, meta-strapped
and locked.

He pushed it towards her. "Open it."

She touched the locked lightly, springing it and prepared herself for any manner of banshee that might
come howling from itsinterior. Shelifted thelid dowly. Therewas only arolled piece of parchment and
some trinkets of abase metal insde.

"Go ahead." He nodded.

She pulled out the parchment and lay it carefully againgt the table as she unrolled it. It was amap of the
Land and she read the names of towns she knew: Wallow’ s Cove and Dram, Bright's Cove and her
own, Cirrus. There were the Hill towns of Favon and Flume and their most recent conquest, Browner’s
Grove. There was Noviiya, much larger in the northern corner and graphic notations of mountains, forests
and svamps.

There was as0 the Khal, the bottomless |ake of black waters. And on the mountainous peninsulathat
penetrated its darkness, Traakhal-Armin. The castle of the Sorcerer.

Cirolay hisfinger on the accursed name. "Thereiswhere you must go, Khamsin of Cirrus Cove. To
Traakhd. Thereisthelock that only you, asthe key, can open.”

He splayed his hand over the map. "In the East Tower of the castle there saroom that no morta has
ever entered. In the center of thisroom isamage circle carved into the floor of polished marbleand inlaid
with pure gold. In the center of the circleisacrystal orb within a pedestd.

"It sthis Orb that’ s the center of the war that now scars the Land, with rapes and burnings and senseless
desth. And you are the key to this Orb. Possession of it grants unlimited knowledge."

"The Sorcerer hasthis Orb?"

"Yes. Hedaesit's Tarkir’ sgift to him. But Lucid and Meande say it' stheirs, also. They stoleit once.
That was before Tragkhd was built. And, in away, why Traakha was built. To protect the Orb."

She shook her head. "If it’' s safe from them in Tragkhd, thenwhy..."

"It snot Traakhd that’ s ssopping them. Not even that fortress castle can withstand their combined
powers. Something much stronger than the castle protects the Orb."

Ciro pointed hisindex finger and traced a circle on the tabletop. "The circle around the Orb is fused with
impenetrable wardings. It took the Sorcerer twenty yearsto create it under Tarkir’ sinstruction. Twenty
yearsin which it's been said he never left the tower room, so intense were hisincantations.”

He stabbed at random pointsin the circle he' d traced. "Now, there are twelve rune stonesin amage
circle, asyou know. In his, every rune stone is a carved gemstone. And each gem aone has the power to
destroy acity larger than Noviiya."

"But then, how could | gain access?I’mjudt...| don't have those kinds of powers.”

"Perhaps you don'’t. Perhaps you do. But you are Kiasidira. It iswritten that only two beings can cross
through the golden mage circle around the Orb and live. Oneisthe Sorcerer. The other,” and Ciro
looked directly at her, "isKiagdira"

She sat back in her chair, her eyeswide.

"Y ou could take control of the Orb, Khamsin. No one could stop you, if you can gain entry to that room
inthe East Tower. And you could settle who could useit, and for what, right then and there. Or you
could choose to destroy it. So that it no longer isthe center of thiswar.

"But no matter what your choice, know you' Il be faced with the powers of Lucia, Meande and the
Sorcerer. The Sorcerer isin control now. But Lucia and Meande want it badly. Enough to cause this
turmoil around us"

"And | have to decide who rightfully controlsthe Orb?"

"Y es. The Orb should guide you in this. But know that if you choose one to share control with you, you
will leave behind two otherswho will be very angry. And very powerful "

Khamsin sat for along time, her eyes blending from silver to blue to deep green asthey remained fixed
on a point on the map.

Traakhd-Armin.



"Why didn’'t he kill mewhen | was born? Then he’ d be the only one who could crossthe circle. The only
oneto usethe Orb." She spoke asif the very act of speaking drained her.

"Because | believe he knowsthat Kiasidira could also be a powerful dly. Y ou understand that Lucid and
Melande represent one side. He represents the other. Of course, he' s the more powerful. Firstborn, he
awayswould be. But perhaps they’ re wearing him down. He' s reaching three-hundred and fifty or so,
you know. Began to fed abit peaked mysdf at that age.”

"Sodl this, dl thisdeath is about possession of the Orb?' Shedidn’t try to hide the note of anguish in her
voice.

"And power. lsn't that what they’ re dl about, child? Power. Redly, | could guessthisis nothing more
than acommon case of sbling rivary. Except that the sblings are anything but common.”

The thought of sorcerers and demigods having tantrums like petulant children could dmost be an amusing
oneto Khamsin, were the situation not so serious. And how, SO personal.

"But if he seeksan dliance, asyou say, then why not do so openly? With you, Ciro, or with us?"
"Heand | have met, on occasion,” Ciro admitted. At Khamsin' sinterested glance, he continued. "But
understand that | represent the Temple of Ixari. Heis Tarkir’ s son.”

Khamsin frowned. Ixari and Tarkir were husband and wife. Why would Tarkir’' s son not view Ciro asan
aly?

"HeisTarkir'sson," Ciro explained, seeing her confuson. "But heisn't Ixari’s."

The Gods, too, had their bastards.

"l wasraised to pray to Merkaraand Ixari," Khamsin noted, answering her own earlier question. "My
circles, likeyours, carry their symbols.™

"Perhapsthat’ swhat kept the Assignation from occurring.”

Khamsin had afleeting vision of a peak-faced, white-haired man in gold-embroidered black robes
suddenly appearing within her circle, aclaw-like hand held out towards her; thin lips parting into a sneer.
Would she dly hersdf with that? She shuddered.

"But that’ s only asupposition.” Ciro nodded. "Hopefully, you' Il learn more as you approach Traakhal.
The Land, | would imagine, fairly bubbleswith intrigue there."

"When?" It was the question she dreaded.

"Ah, now that’ s one of the few things | do know for certain. Before Wintertide. Y es, it must be before
Wintertide, though why | don’t know. Only that the timing isimportant. That givesyou alittle more than a
month, Khamsin. And you have awaysto travel. | recommend you prepare to leave Noviiyasometimein
the next two days."

She was stunned. "Two days?" She glanced around the attic. "But what will | need, what do | take with
me? How?'

"Easy, easy, child. All thisI’ll tell you before you go."

"Y ou' re not coming with me?"

Helooked sad. "Oh, but for the adventure of it! And to be in the company of alovely young lass, again.
Truly | would if I could. But it' s not written that way.

"No, it'syou, done. Nixa, though, would not be considered an interference.” And he scratched the gray
cat’s ears whose eyes were now aswide as her mistress'.

CHAPTER 14

Khamsin unrolled the long, brittle chart Ciro handed her and shook her head. There was no making easy
sense of thisl She followed afew of the lineages and tried to match the names and the towns.

The chart represented the genedlogy of the Hill Raiders. There were three main tribes: the Magrig, the
Fav'Ihir and the Khalar. These tribe namesong ago became synonymous with great regions of the Land
upon which they staked their claim.

The Fav'lhir originated to the south, centering upon asmal town there known as‘ Favon.” The Magris
ruled the plains southeast of the Khal. It was Magris tribesmen, with their red-bordered lesther vests,



that had ridden into Cirrus Cove eighteen years ago at Wintertide.

The Khadar had the largest land-hold. Their campsites, called ‘Nests,” were sprinkled throughout
Darkling Forest, west of Noviiyaand through the mountains surrounding Traakha-Armin. And, asther
nameimplied, the Kha. The Kemmonswithin the Khalar held the hills and forests from Browner’ s Grove
to the Black Swamp. And there was no doubt asto their alegiance to the Sorcerer.

However, as often happens through generations, bloodlines become mixed.

"Interfamily feuds sparked dissension and dissatisfaction.” Ciro paced in front of the long table as he
proceeded with hislecture, sounding more like alearned professor than an ancient wizard. His knobby
fingers stabbed the air as he made each point. "Further rivalry among the Hill people created factions.
From the Fav’ [hir came Kemmon-Fav. Y ou may find them often carousing with their stockier cousins
from the Mid-Lands, the Magris. And from the Magris we now have Kemmon-Magri, who are known
to ridewith the Khalar.”

In truth, only an expert could distinguish one tribe from another and even Ciro, after studying al the Land
had to offer for four hundred and fifty years, admitted he had trouble telling the lesser Kemmons gpart. A
red-edged vest, he warned Khamsin, whose chin was now propped tiredly against one hand, was no
longer irrefutable proof of aMagrig lineage.

She hoped to ride west from Noviiyaand attach hersdf to aKhdar tribe, disguising hersdf asatraveling
young mercenary. It was not unusua for apoor farmer with too many sonsto send off hisyoungest as
such. Inlanders didn’t have the prejudices againgt the Hill people that the Covemen did.

"But how can | hopeto be accepted when | can't even tell the Fav’lhir from the Kemmon-Magri ?*
"Sincel don’t recommend your traveling south that shouldn’t be something to worry about.” Ciro poured
himsdlf another glass of wine, holding it up before the candle to inspect its clarity before continuing. “The
Fav'lhir rarely ride north of Flume. Have no grest liking for the Black Swamp, you see. Not that | know
anyone who does. And thisfar north, it should only be the Khaar and their Kemmonsin the hills. Maybe
the Magrig."

That was three too many, asfar as Khamsin was concerned.

"But your gbility to differentiate lineage concerns melessthan your fina lessons. Come, Khamsin. Let's
try it again." He waved her over to the far corner of the cluttered attic.

Khamsn waited until Ciro closed his eyes before starting with the spell. It was a protective warding, a
shidding of her identity.

It was the same form of incantation that Ciro had used in changing himsdlf into the Smple-minded dog in
the Bell Tower. Only Khamain didn't yet have his shepe-shifting abilities.

"Not to worry," Ciro advised on the subject. "Only picked up that little trick mysdlf in the past hundred
years.”

Still, the shidding was the more important part of the two. Khaman felt the old mage’ smind probing
hers. She moved around the attic, constructing amenta ‘wall.” She watched Ciro’sface for hisreaction.
Good. She could see his confusion. He had lost her.

"Excdlent, child," he said, turning to where he believed she was. But she wasn't. He craned his neck
around in the other direction until her voice, directly in front of him, made him jump and dmost spill his
wine.

"Herd"

"My, my, young lady. Well done. Let me see. Y ou shidded then demateridized, am | right?'

"Onthe money!"

"Good, good. Well, still would fed better if you could make yoursdlf into ahawk or something. Would
do away with this nasty business of the Khalar. Would dso savetime." He sighed. "But, over the years|
have learned that one must work with what one has."

They practiced the spell afew moretimes. Thefind test came that night with an appearance by Khamsin
before alocal Heder who, Ciro informed her, was the most talented of all the supposed Hedlersin the
city. And hewas gtill more of atrickster and athief than amage.

Khamsin stood before the greasy-faced man with fabricated questions regarding an offer of marriage.
Should she or shouldn’t she? The Hedler surveyed Khamsin's plain green dressthat did little to hide her



dender waist and full breasts. Then turned his quick scrutiny to the face framed by her dark scarf.

She eavesdropped on hismentd appraisa. And wasflattered at hisbelief that wherethis‘little lady’ was
concerned, there would be no lack of ardent suitors.

Hetossed his stones over asmall, tabletop mage circle and, seeing nothing unusua, proceeded to give
her some very general advice.

Shethanked him with more enthusiasm than the Situation called for, her eation coming from the fact that
she knew she was successful in her deception. Even the powers within the circle had not known her for
what she was.

It was just after midnight when she regppeared in Ciro’ s attic and threw the borrowed scarf acrossthe
back of anearby chair. She pulled the dress over her head. Thelast time she wore it was to dinner with
Rylan. She pushed the memory, and the ache, away. The clothes she would wear tomorrow, apair of
dark brown trousers, white, high-collared shirt and thick over-tunic, lay on the low table at the foot of her
bed. It was a standard ouitfit for an Inlander.

There was just one other thing to be attended to. She donned her bed robe and sat on the edge of the
table before Ciro, closing her eyes as the sound of scissors snipping filled her ears.

Khamsan left Noviiyabefore dawn the next morning. Her stepstook her through the Old Quarter into the
center of the city, where the cobblestone streets were lined on either Sde with identical, two story row
houses; their walls made of agray stucco the same color as Nixa sfur. Candldight flickered through
closed windows, an occasiona door dammed, avoice called out in the early morning stillness. A dog
barked. The smdll of the seawas prevalent and adamp, cold mist clung to her face. Even when the sun
rosetoitsfull height she knew it would not get much warmer. The Land had already crossed the
threshold into winter.

She passed through the back end of Courten’s Square, sniffing at the aroma of freshly baked bread
wafting down the aley. The memory touched off asmall spark of pain. Rylan the Tinker never returned
for her. She hoped it was her warnings about her tiesto the Sorcerer and not theinvasion of Browner’s
Grove by the Hill Raidersthat had prevented him from doing so. She could accept hisrejection far easier
than she could accept his death.

She paused for amoment and gazed up at the window of the room that had been theirs. It was closed
now, locked. In the same way, she let herself shut the portals of her heart.

The Market was empty at this hour. The ramshackle wooden stdls were lined up in uneven rows, filling
the large square plot just steps from the West Gate. Within the hour, however, it would be jammed with
farmers and vendors and journeymen, hawking their wares, squabbling with customers over prices. Nixa
sniffed at aforlorn-looking half-rotten head of lettuce and declaring it unfit even to swat at, trotted back
to her midiress side.

At the West Gate they saw Ciro with the reins of aunimpressive brown horsein his hands. Khamsin
threw her small satchel over the horses' back and adjusted her sword on her belt before hoisting herself
on top of the beast.

"Thisis Cinnabar," Ciro told her. Khamsain stroked the glossy head and found an intelligent mind within.
"Hewill dowd| by you."

She accepted her cat from Ciro’s hands and settled the feline in front of her. Cinnabar seemed to mind
not at all.

"Ciro..." And there was suddenly a sad look on her face. She held her hands out to the old Wizard, who
clasped them in both of his. "There'Il be much to tell when | return.”

He smiled. "Be worth agood bottle of wine or two, no doubt.”

"No doubt."

"Blessings of the Gods upon you, little Khamsin of Cirrus Cove."

"And forever upon you, m’Lord. Forever upon you."



She dug her hedsinto Cinnabar’ slean sides and galloped into the diminishing darkness, tears streaming
down her face.

She rode for two days through the thick forest that covered the land west of Noviiya. There were more
pines here and |ess |eaf-bearing trees, so the forest floor was clear of the clutter of dead leavesfound in
the wooded regions to the south. When she stopped for the night, it was to rest on abed of pine needles,
their aromafragrant and pleasant.

The road west was wide and well-traveled. There were several smdl inlander villageswithin atwo days
ride of the city and she passed farmers' carts and family wagons as she rode, nodding politely in greeting
as was custom. She watched young people on their way to Noviiyafor the winter, now that Last Harvest
was through and the parties of Fool’ s Eve behind them. Noviiyameant schooling for the children of the
wedthier land owners; shop and store apprenticeships for the poorer ones. They would return right after
First Thaw.

Khamsin prayed slently that she would be with them.

The morning of the third day was cold and overcast with awhite sky hinting at frost. She longed for a
mug of something warm to drink and when the main road appeared to split at a crossing, she choosethe
narrower path that led to a nearby village.

It was avillage unlike Cirrus Cove, for where Cirrus had been astraight line of houses and shops
bordering the shoreline, thissmall inland village waslaid out in asquare with nothing at the center but a
large pine. She dismounted and led Cinnabar to awatering trough. He ducked hislong head into the
rough hewn wooden trench. Nixa baanced pertly on one side and |apped ddlicately at the water.

Her hands on her hips, Khamsin scrutinized the buildingsfor atavern or inn.,

"Youin need, lad?" It was an old woman, her eyes milky with age. She wore aheavy dark woolen dress
and short shawl and carried asmall covered basket in her hand.

"Just of something warm to drink, Tanta."

"Y oung ' un to be out on your own."

"Had to be."

The woman nodded understandingly. "No tavern here nor the likes of one for many miles’round. But
Mistress Elsy at that house at yonder corner might have abit of bread and some hot teg, if you' ve small
coin."

Khamsin thanked the old woman and headed for the corner house with the wooden fence in the front.
The westhered gate creaked as she opened it and she followed the stone path to the back. There was no
onein sght but ayoung girl about ten or eeven years of age, her auburn hair braided and hanging
halfway down her back. She sat on the sump of atree, shelling nuts.

"Blessings of theday, young lady,” Khamsin called and the girl looked up. "I’ ve been told to ask for
MidressElsy."

"I'm Elsy." Thegirl put the handful of nutsinto the basket at her feet and stood. "Can | be of assistance?’
The girl’smanner and mature phrasing took Khamsin by surprise.

"I'm caled Camron," shetold her. "And I’ m traveling North to meet with my uncle. It' sbeen acold
morning and | wastold | could purchase some hot tea.and maybe some bread.” She held her pam out.
Severd coinsglinted inthelight.

Elsy choose two of the smaller ones and motioned to the long rear porch. "Take a seet, traveler. I'll bring
something out for you."

Theteawas hot and an excellent, rich brew. Khamsin sipped it appreciatively and was offered athick
piece of sweet bread laden with raisins.

"You Kemmon?' Elsy openly studied the sword at Khamsin’sside.

"No. But I'm not much of anything else, ether.”

"My Pa sKemmon-Ro." There was an unmistakable pridein her voice.



Khamsin had the good sense to look impressed though the name of the faction was unfamiliar.
Encouraged by Khamsan'snod, Elsy launched into amonologue of her father’ s accomplishments; how
strong hewas, how fast he could run, how he rode the wildest stallions. Her smal face beamed with love.
Khamsin regretted that she could only stay for afew minutes, astime was pressing. Elsy reminded
Khamsn of young Lissaand of better timesat Cirrus Cove.

She handed the empty mug to her chattering companion as a male voice spoke out from behind.
"Tdking some poor lad’ sears off again, eh, little EIf?*

Khamsin spun around. She stared up into the gray eyes of a Kemmon-Ro Hill Raider infull riding regdia
of dark leather breeches and vest. Involuntarily, she shuddered as she forced hersdlf to remember that to
Inlanders, the Hill Raiders were often their loca heroes. And the man before her looked the part, the
boyish grin on hiswell-tanned face contrasting with the visibly letha knives strapped to histhighs and the
dagger on hiswrigt. His shirt was of acoarse materia with black bandings on the cuffsand high collar; his
vest was dso trimmed in black.

" Tisdl right, Pa. HE sjust atraveler, looking for his uncle up North Country.”

The man eyed Khamsin. "Y our Uncle, lad? He sKemmon, | tekeit."

Khamsin's mind worked quickly. "To be truthful, Sirrah, its been years since I’ ve seen him, or he, me.
He'smy ma s youngest brother, " bout your age, perhaps. And, as| am her youngest..."

"Babestakin’ to thehills" the man muttered and pulled at the downy beard covering hischin. It wasa
recent growth and was lighter than the chestnut color of his hair, which was pulled back and tied &t the
nape of his neck. There was no doubt asto the source of Elsy’ sauburn locks.

"You'renct fifteenif you'readay, lad."

Khamsin glanced down at her boots.

"Thingsthat bad a home?'

Shenodded slently.

He gestured to her sword. "Where did you get that?"

"Was my grandfather’s, Sirrah. My only inheritance.

"Best learn how to useit before you try it out on someone.”

"Yes, ar." Sheknew she could useit very well, thanksto Ciro. "I’ be on my way now. Thank you for
your kindness, Migtress Elsy, Sirrah. Blessings of the day upon you."

As she mounted Cinnabar she glanced back towards the small corner house. The chestnut-haired Hill
Raider had grabbed his daughter around the waist and lifted her up, twirling her around. A burst of
childish giggles reached her ears. She watched with envy asfather and daughter shared alove that she
hed never found in her own life.

She stroked Nixaand the small cat purred her disagreement.

‘Of course, | loveyou, too, Nixa’ Khamsin rubbed the cat’ s whiskers and focused on the forest path
opening before her. And not on the hole in her heart shetried so hard to keep closed.

DARKLING

CHAPTER 15

The road leading towards the East-West Passrose sharply under Cinnabar’ s hooves. Khamsin felt the
horse strain as they picked their way around large boulders strewn in their path. They werein the
mountainsthat separated the tranquil forest villageswest of Noviiyafrom thewilds of Darkling Forest.
The Passwas the only way through the high ridge that ran from north to south. Khamsin kept dert lest
they veer off in error onto one of the lesser pathways and find themselves|ost.

And many sidetrailsthere were, too, as the region was dotted with Hill Raider ‘nests.” But thetrails were
astreacherous as those who' d carved them. Several times Khamsin was forced to dismount and stare at
across-road, seeking signs of the most well-traveled way.



The closer she cameto the East-West Pass, the more difficult traveling became, asfew ventured thisfar
into the Land. The passled to Darkling and Darkling bordered the Kha. She wondered if she werethe
first of the Cove peopleto willingly set foot on this part of the Land.

A chilling wind whispered through the pines. She drew her cloak more tightly around her, the hot tea of
the morning now just memory. Tonight, perhapsfor the first time, she’' d build afire. She hadn’'t done so
before. Traveling aone, she avoided attracting attention of those who roamed the forests at night.
Suddenly, Cinnabar reared. Khamsin clasped the reinsin one hand and Nixawith the other. The horse's
gresat front legs pawed the air.

"Whoa, Cinnabar, whoa!" The quiet horse wasn't easily spooked. She glanced to her right. Something
dark dithered across the road and out of sight.

A snake. A long, black shiny-scaled snake. But in winter?

The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She transferred Nixato her left hand. Quickly she reached
down to her boot top and pulled out her short hunting knife.

She longed to draw her sword. A black snake thistime of the year wasn't natura. The flash of the blue
spellbound metad would be areassuring sight. But Ciro warned her to use her magic sparingly. And only
when absolutely necessary, lest the Sorcerer or his sblings pick up on her whereabouts. What was the
usein shidding her identity if she then broadcast it loudly through the powers of aspdll?

Shewaited, listening, her gaze flicking left and right. She heard only the sigh of the wind and Cinnabar’ s
soft breathing. And nothing more came crawling from the rocks.

She urged Cinnabar onwards, but dowly, her eyes keen to every movement around her.

The path narrowed through asmal grove of bristling pines. Their scent was dmost sckeningly sweet. It
stuck in the back of her throat. Nixa sneezed.

Then she heard an dmost imperceptible scratching sound over her heard. She jammed her hedlshard into
the horse’ s side. Cinnabar bolted. Khamsin turned just in time to see the snake drop from an overhanging
branch. Itstwo-inch long fangs amost grazed the horse’ sflank. She yanked him around as she threw the
short knifewith deadly aim. It pinned the snake in the center of itsflat head, splitting the skull. A green
ooze gushed from the opening and afoul smdl. A familiar unworldly, foul smell. The body spasmed and
disappeared.

Sowly Khamsin climbed down from the horse, her boots touching on the graveled surface asif she
feared aflood of more reptiles at any moment. But no such scaly black creatures sprang from the stones.
She snatched her knife from the ground, which was bare and dry with no sign of the snake. Just
Cinnabar’ s hoof marksin the dirt.

She shoved the knife back into her boot and rode on for over amile before her hands stopped shaking.
There were stories, legends about those who attempted the East-West passinto the Darklings. Talestold
around the hearth fire late on Fool’ s Eve night to scare little children and timid adults. Tales of horribly
deformed creaturesthat crawled out of the Black Swamp and into the hillsides, seeking the flesh of
innocent travel ersto feast on. Was the black snake such a creature, a poisonous vampire seeing her as
something warm and blood-filled? Or was it something more? An omen, amessage-bearer, awarning?
Did itsjeweed eyes see her as Camron the Traveler or Khamsin the Hedler?

Without her magic, she couldn’t even begin to guess.

High, bare cliffsrose on either side of her. Her progress was dowed by the unevenness of the road.
Without the protection of theforest, it was badly rutted from furrows dug by driving rains. Small boulders
cascaded down from the heights, leaving acrumbling trail that was almost impassable. Findly, shewas
forced to dismount and in the waning light of the setting sun, led Cinnabar carefully around the obstacles
inther path. She hoped to clear through the pass before nightfall. But the lengthening shadows around
her told her that wouldn’t be so.

Darkness sttled quickly. The moons had yet to rise. The pale light from the few stars overhead did not
help. Again, Khamsin longed to use her magic, to cast fiery eementalsto light their way. But she feared
the power of the Sorcerer more than she feared the pass at night. She settled for sending Nixa on ahead
and keeping alight menta contact with the feline who had the naturd ability to seein the dark.

They were on the descending trail for more than an hour when the moonsfindly rose paeinto the sky.



But it was an overcast night and their glow diffused into the clouds. Everything was deathly till. No owls
hooted, no mountain wolves bayed. Even the wind seemed to have vanished. The steady clop-clop-clop
of Cinnabar’s hooves took on an eerie resonance.

Findly, thetrail widened and small clusters of trees cropped up again, sparse and thinning. Nixa darted
on ahead and came back with the news of agrove of pines on the left.

With Cinnabar tied to alow branch and Nixa snuggled in the safety of her arms, Khamsain fell into an
exhausted dumber on the bare ground, foregoing even the promised pleasure of afire.

Twice Cinnabar snorted softly. The sound carried through the early morning mists of lavender and gray,
risng from the frost-covered ground. Khamsin stirred and rolled over on her side, her knees curling up
againg her chest, her eyestightly closed. She stretched out one arm in the languid, clumsy movement of
someone in adeep deep. Then she dowly edged her fingers towards the hilt of her hunting knife and,
feding the coldness of the metd, lay her hand firmly againgt it.

Nixatwitched her ears and relayed back to her mistress what she and the horse sensed. Intruders. Men.
In the pines around them. Coming closer.

How many?

Animage of three formsflashed into her mind. From the perspective of height, she knew the information
came from Cinnabar.

Nixa?

The cat lazily opened her eyes, dit-like.

One. She saw only one.

That made four. Only Nixa s approached her, the other three fanning out through the small grove.
Khamsn fet aman’stouch on Cinnabar’ s soft nose. The horse held till at her instructions, though the
desireto rear and strike out at the intruder was strong within him.

No. Khaman didn’t want either of her animasinjured.

At her signal, Nixa scampered into anearby bush. It was anormd reaction asthe intruder knelt down
beside Khamsin, his hand stretching out towards her. She waited 'til he was only inches away. She
sprang into action. She grabbed the outstretched wrist and forced it backwards. The man fell on one
elbow with aloud grunt, collapsing onto his stomach as Khamsin wrapped hisarm in back of him and
yanked, hard. She knelt on his back, her meager weight not as much of a deterrent as the sharp point of
her knifejust under hisear.

"Stay whereyou are or I'll dit histhroat!" She yelled her warning out into the pine trees. The three men
moved towards her, their own knives drawn.

"I mean it!" She nodded to Cinnabar, who with two quick shakes, unwrapped hisreinsfrom the tree limb
and reared up at the closest man, snorting and whinnying. Had the men carried spears, she wouldn’t have
alowed thehorse hisglory.

"Druke, hold up!" came the muffled command from man beneath her. He spat dry twigs out of his mouth.
The men stopped and Cinnabar shook his head pridefully.

"Damniit, lad, didn’t mean you no harm!™ It was her intruder again.

Khamsin looked down at the point of her knife and saw the soft beginnings of adowny beard ona
well-tanned, square-jawed face. Chestnut-colored hair fell across his cheek and over one ear.

She had dmost killed Elsy’ sfather.

She stood up abruptly and shoved the knife back into her boot top.

The Kemmon-Ro Hill Raider rolled over into aSitting postion, ruffling the pine-needles out of histhick
hair. He glared up at Khamsin but with more amusement than anger in hisgray eyes.

"You're pretty quick for alight weight." He offered her a crooked grin.

"l could'vekilled you."

"Aye, | know, lad. My mistake. | thought you were still adeep or | would' ve hailed you, proper. Asl
sad, | mean you no harm.”

Khamsin nodded. "My apologies, Sirrah."”



"Egan!™ A stocky man with afringe of black hair surrounding abald spot on his head stepped out of the
brush. He was clothed in the same manner as Elsy’ sfather, but his black-edged vest barely covered the
plumpness of his tomach. He eyed Khamsin warily, athin dagger ill in hisgrip.

"Put your knife away, Druke. Therest of you, too." Egan waved at the other two coming into the small
clearing. They were clean shaven, and looked asiif they’ d not yet seen their twenty-first birthdays. Their
hair, like Egan’s, was a deep reddish-brown and their faces had the same strong lines hinting at a blood
relationship between them and the older man.

Daggersdid from sght.

"Y ou have busnessin Darkling?'

"My uncle." It wasthetae she' d told him in the smdl village. She hoped it would be adequate now.

"So you said. But my daughter told me neither he nor you are Kemmon. What makes you think you' |l
find him here?'

"Because that iswhere | wastold hewas." She answered as afourteen-year-old lad would; stubbornly,
but with atrace of respect.

"Perhaps heis, then. Give me hisname."

"Aric. Aric of Tynder’ sHill." She borrowed her late brother-in-law’ s name and combined it with an
inlander town from Ciro’ s chart.

Egan looked at Druke then back to Khamsin. "'l know of no man who cdls himsdf such.”

She shrugged. "Perhaps he' s changed it, then. Hilmaand her family were none too pleased when he lft.
Though she did name the child after him."

Egan only raised one eyebrow but Druke chuckled knowingly. "Wanted the milk but not willing to buy
the cow, en?'

"So you seek him now in the Darklings? Wdll, lad, many aman has hidden out here for the very same
reason. Y our uncle haslots of company.”

As Khamsin adjusted her satchel on Cinnabar’ s back, Egan lay ahand lightly on her shoulder. "Where
are you headed now?"

"West, asthe main road goes.”

"We go that way aswdl. Ridewith usfor awhile, if you like."

"Thank you, Sirrah." Khamsin was surprised at his offer. Hill Raiders weren't known for their generosity
towards travelers, though in truth, she' d never heard of any North Landers attacking ayoung farm lad
traveling alone. Only old, fat wealthy merchants and land barons were considered prey. No doubt they
surmised from the cut of her cloth she owned nothing worth stealing.

She snapped her fingers. Nixa sauntered out of the bushes. She placed the cat on Cinnabar’ s back
before she grabbed the horse' s strong neck and with a practiced jump, flung herself onto his back.
"Youtravel with acat?' Druke voiced the question that was aso evident in Egan’s mind, from the look
on hisface,

"A gift," she explained, having only moments before concocted the story. "From our village Hedler. For
luck, | wastold."

"Guard him wdll, then." Egan stroked the short fur on Nixa s nose. Khamsin wasn't sure if he had spoken
to her or her cat.

CHAPTER 16

Khamsan told enough of hersalf and her make-bdlieve family so asto gppease Egan’ swell-meaning
inquiries. But not So much that she might get caught later in some minor detail in her lies. She dso turned
the conversation, with very little difficulty, to the subject of the man’ s daughter.

"Ah, little EIf," he smiled warmly.

Druke groaned. "Ach, Camron, lad, now you' ve doneit. Got ol’ Egan started on the subject of thelittle
lass of his. They’ Il be no peace now for many amile!™ He spurred hisroan horse ahead of them, the
younger men & hisside.



Khamsin and Egan kept up their steady pace behind.

"She sthe star of my sky, sheis," Egan told her. "Lost her mother when shewas till ababe. Dena, my
gdter - that’ swho hasthe housein the village - she and her husband take care of her for me. Not proper
toraseagirichildinthewilds, likethis"

"Y ou'refortunate to have your Sster there.”

"| get back to Pinetrail as much as| can. And in the winter, we have good times, she and |. Denataught
her to read. Now Elsy swears she'll teach her old pa before Wintertide!"

Khamsin chuckled. Egan’ s description of himsalf as‘old’” wasfar from accurate. She judged him younger
than Tavis. Clearly, hefdt fatherhood, not the passage of years, granted him his elder status. And yet he
looked forward to letting his daughter play teacher.

For amoment, listening to Egan’ swords, Khamsin forgot it was aHill Raider riding next to her. She saw
only ayoung father who loved his daughter and delighted in talking about the child. Just like Aric had. Or
Mikhail the Chartmaker back at Cirrus with his three daughters. They were men who could love. That
was something she' d never before thought aHill Raider could do.

Maybe there were more differences amongst Hill Raiders than just the names of their Kemmmons, the
color of their bandings. All cove peoplesweren't dike. Craft that sailed from Cirrus Cove were longer
and deeker than the squat, shallow draft boats that came from Wallow’ s Cove, far to the south. Their
captain and crew were different in temperament aswell.

She' d never known Hill Raiderswith black bandings like Egan’ s to have appeared in any of the cove
towns. And Elsy had bragged of her father as a skilled horseman, not a marauder. Khamsin hadn’t
sensed the fear, or distrust, she' d expected in the small village. Nor from the red-haired child.

"Elsy seemed very bright, thelittletime | spoketo her.”

Egan’ sface glowed at her compliment. "She' sasmart one, dl right. Knows her figures and her |etters
now. And she' sgood with the animals. Cats or cows, it does't matter. ' Course, dl the people like her,
too. Got anice way about her, she does.”

And it went on from there until they cameto asmal clearing in the thickness of the pines. Druke dowed
and motioned for Egan to cometo his side. They exchanged afew words and with anod to one of the
younger men to accompany him, Egan rode on ahead.

Druke turned his horseto face Khamsin. "Tried to warn you, didn't 17" he teased. "Bit of aone-sided
conversation when you get him talking.”

"Where she going?' She watched the riders fade into the shadows.

"Been trouble here before. Fav' [hir."

Ciro said they never camethisfar north! "Why would the Fav’ lhir cause trouble here?!

" Tisagood question.” Druke didn’t sound asif he meant to be sarcastic, but there was a note of
frustration in hisvoice. "There was atime, well past, when al Hill people shared abond, arespect. But a
blood lugt, an unholy taste for death and destruction is part of the way of life for the Fav’ Ihir these days.
Y ou can thank Lady Melande for that." Therewas aderisve notein hisvoice. "They ridein that Witch's
service, you know.”

That she did. "And Kemmon-Ro?'

Druke eyed her with surprise. " Tis plain asthe name itsdlf, if you think on it. Why, we' rethe only ones
who carry hisnamein oursat al! Kemmon-Ro, lad. Weride for the Master of Tragkhal."

Khamsin sat in sunned silence. She should have known. Kemmon-Ro. It wasthefirst part of his other
name as Kiasdirawas hers. She knew it, though it was aname she' d only read. Sheforced it from her
mind, fearful of even mentaly voicing it. But the thought that filled that vacant space wasjust as
disurbing.

Sherode in the company of the enemy.

Egan returned at that moment.

"Best not to chanceit, Druke." His expression was grim. He reined his horse around to face Khamsin.
"Camron, the main road ahead could hold trouble, more for us than for you, as you bear no Kemmon.
Stll, theré saways a chance.”

He nodded over his shoulder to the break in the pines. "We re going to take the south trail towardsthe



Khd to get around. Y ou’ re welcome to come, if you like. Unlessyou think your uncle' sFav’lhir."
Khamsin’s mind worked furioudy while he spoke. What better place to hide from the Sorcerer thanin
the midst of hisown riders? They were not only protection but a source of information aswell. The Land
here, as Ciro foretold her, fairly bubbled with intrigue.

"Unlikely," shereplied to hiscomment. "Unlessthe Khdar, too, work with the Witch."

A disparaging snort was dl she received from Egan as he waved the younger men on ahead. " Skedly,
Wade, we'll take the lake road. Y ou know the way."

Andinaflurry of pine needles and dust, they were off.

Having aready admitted her ignorance about Egan’ stribe, she questioned him further on Kemmon-Ro as
they rode, jostling dong the narrower trail to the south. The forest thinned out. She saw thefirst sgns of
marshland in the patches of mossy grassinterspersed with thin, stick-like reeds.

Kemmon-Ro, Egan told her with a strong note of pridein hisvoice, were afaction of the Magrig, though
the split took place over two hundred years before. But they were forest and plains people. The
mountain-bred Khaar accepted them with reservation, suspicious at first of these newcomerswho
perhaps thought to usurp their position in Traakha. But the Kemmon-Ro were content with their forests.
The Khalar soon redlized no threat existed and an alliance was formed.

The Kemmon-Ro dedt with the Khaar on equal terms now. Both wore the black band of the Sorcerer
onther tunics and vests. Khamsin saw the striping on Egan’ s clothing when he played with Elsy inthe
yard. Now, she understood what it meant.

Their saddle blankets, too, were bordered in black. Even horses had their affiliations.

"Arethere any other Kemmonsthe Khaar ded with?"

Egan nodded. "A smdll tribe north of Darkling called Kemmon-Drin and another called Kemmon-Nijar.
But you don’t see much of them here.”

"None from the south?'

"No. The south wearsthe red and the yellow of Lucid and Meande.”

That, at least, was as Ciro told her.

The road widened as they came upon the marsh. Theriders fanned out. It was dusk and there was anicy
chill to the damp air that blew acrossthe wide, flat expanse. It came, Khamsin knew, from over the Khal.
Though they were till aways from the shore, she could smell the musky scent of the lake around her.
The ground undernesth the horse' s hooves was hard, frost-frozen. The shallow pools of water on either
side would no doubt have athin layer of ice on them by morning. Khamsin rode with Nixatucked into
her cloak, for the cold was bitter and biting.

She saw Skedly spur his horse and ride on ahead in search of aplace to spend the night. It was severa
minutes before they came upon him again a afork in the road.

He waved them on to the right. They followed, thetrail narrowing so they rodein sngle-file. Marsh
weeds and swamp brush of agrayish-green filled the ravines on either side of their pathway. The
glistening of smdl pools of water shone through the thin stalks. Some clusters of the weedswere so large
asto appear solid. That was deceptive, Druke pointed out, for they grew on top of each other’ sroots.
Finaly, they came upon asmall idand of trueland in the middle of the marsh, not much larger than the
great room at the inn at Courten’ s Square. A few sparse trees clung to itswest bank.

Their horses cleared the short distance between thetrail and theidand with ajump. They dismounted,
crowding the horsesinto acircle. Druke and Skedly started afire while Egan opened a pack and
withdrew some provisions. Khamsin sought out her own small saichd, then released Nixawho returned
shortly with amarsh-rat in her mouth.

"Y our cat found dinner." Egan offered Khamsin adice of bread and asmall mesat pie. She waved avay
the pie but took the bread and brought a short twine full of dried figsfrom her satchel. The sweet fruits
were atreat, saved for last and Druke enjoyed hiswith such relish that Khamsin wished she could
‘create€’ more, but knew to do so would attract questions. And attention. Those fruits she made while il
inNoviiya

Wade pulled adeck of cardsfrom his pack. He cleared asmal patch of ground, then dedlt ahand for
Egan and himsdlf. Khamsin watched the progress of the unfamiliar gamein thefirelight. The shoutsand



laughter of the Kemmon-Ro Hill Raiders resounded across the vastness of the frozen swamp in the dark.
She wasthefirst to see the odd movement. She tensed and caught the sickening smell just as Nixadid.
The cat’ swhiskerstwitched. Her earslay back flat against her head, her smal musclestensing under her
thick fur. Neither she nor her mistress knew what was out there; only that it was demon-spawn. And it
was coming towards them.

Khamsin rose swiftly to her feet.

"Egan!" Her voice was strained. The bearded man quickly looked up from his cards.

She snatched her blade from her boots and pointed. "Therel”

Two red orbs glowed in the darkness, swaying with a peculiar rhythm asthey moved closer.

"By thejaws of hell!" Wade rose, thin daggersin both hands.

Druke eyed the hulking form in the darkness. "One of Meande stoys." Hiswords held amixture of
caution and disgust. The creature approached, swaying. A wheezing noise came from itsdirection. The
sound was strained and gutturd; unnaturdl.

"Aye, one of the Witch-Lady’ s playthings," Egan said roughly.

The creature stopped just short of theidand of dry land. It stared through thefirdlight, directly at
Khamsn. They could al seeit now with thelipless cavern of its mouth dripping dime; its huge, claw-like
hands flexing spasmodicaly. Its body was covered with dull yellowed scales. Wade shifted nervoudy in
his stance. The creature sred eyes darted in hisdirection, only to return to the firdight. And to Khamsin.
"Must be drawn to thefire," Druke said.

"If we put it out, will it go away?" Skeely asked nervoudy.

"Don’'t know."

Therewas such acalmnessin Druke s voice that Khamsin had to question. ™Y ou’ ve seen these things
before?!

"Aye, but not loose like this. In Traskhd. Master Ro has afew in the dungeons.”

"Wdl, damnit, Druke, we ve got to do something!" Wade rasped.

"Easy, boy," Egan said but he, too, glanced towards the balding man. "Y ou seem to be the one with the
knowledge, Druke. What do you say?'

The demon swayed hypnoticaly before them.

"Why doesn't it attack?' Skeely took astep in Egan’ sdirection. But thistime the demon’ s eyesremained
fixed straight ahead.

"Do you want it to?" Egan answered.

"Hell, no, but, damnit! It's, it's...!"

The demon moved dowly sideways around the perimeter of theidand, not touching the dry land but
keeping right to its edge. The horseswhinnied nervoudy. Khamsan heard alow rumbling from where
Nixa crouched.

The men turned in the firdight as the demon stepped into amurky pool of water. A foul stenchroseupin
the tendrils of steam at itsfeet. Khamsin heard Skeely gag.

She passed the hunting knife into her left hand and lay her right on the hilt of her sword. Ciro had said to
use her magic only inthe direst of circumstances. If the demon charged, she felt the Situation would
qudify.

But it kept its distance and seemed to study the group from al angles. Asif it were looking for something
it couldn’t quitefind.

Khamsin increased the thickness of her menta shield. If it were seeking her, as shewas sureit was,
perhapsit was only amatter of time beforeit lost interest and departed.

It completed the circle of the idand and now faced north, again. Egan tested the balance of the daggersin
his hands.

"Druke, I’'m going after it." He poke through histeeth, obvioudy no longer able to bear the tension of
being staked by the hulking form.

"No." Khamsantook her hand from the hilt of her sword and lay it against Egan’ sforearm. "It'sgoing
avay."

The uneasy feding that had been with her snce they entered the marsh faded. Asit did, so did the



demon. It took afew steps backwards then dissolved before their widening eyesinto the murk below its
feet.

"Son of aNijanian bitch!" Skeely’ swords came out in a hoarse rush and he turned to Wade. But the
other man had aready dropped to his knees and was vomiting his supper over the edge of theidand.

"Y ou know, Druke, | think | would' ve preferred to face the Fav’ hir in the forest, rather than that." Egan
moved away from where Skedly bent over his suffering sibling.

"l won't argue that point with you, Master Egan." Druke glanced at Khamsin. ™Y ou’ re made of solid
suff, lad. Help me with the horses, will you? Don't think any one us arein the mind to spend the night
here now. Think we' d best just keep onriding.”

CHAPTER 17

They rode into the darkness, the sound of the horses s hooves crisp on the frozen ground. They rode
faster than was called for, pushing their steeds asif every moment they could put between themsdalves and
the demon was another day added to their lives. Overhead, the moons bathed them in asickly light. It
was asif al the marshland suffered from their encounter.

At daybreak they were on the shore of the Kha. Khamsin looked out over watersthat glistened like
polished onyx. There, perhaps afew miles away, was her destination. The castle of the Sorcerer. The
risng sun in the east played across the expanse. She could' ve sworn, in the glimmerings, she saw the
towers of thefortressrising, crested with snow. No bannerswould unfurl from its parapets. No such
decorations were necessary. There was only one castle carved from the very heart of the mountains
jutting out into the lake of eternd night: Traakha-Armin. She could fed the pulsations of power even a
this greet distance.

At Egan’ssignd, they reined their horses and made temporary camp for breakfast. Khamsin spoke the
first words uttered since they departed the small idand.

"How did you know the demon was Lady Melande s?*

Druke looked up from thefire he tended, a thoughtful expression on hisround face. "Firdt, because it was
aVarl. One of Meande sfavorites, as| hear tell. But second, because it made asif to attack us. The
Sorcerer would never send ademon out after hisown. Lest we' d displeased him in some fashion,” he
added after amoment.

"You'resure?' Skedly didn’t seem convinced.

"You've not been to Traakhal, as| have." Druke sat back on his haunches and studied the young man.
"Ask your uncle. He sbeen there aswell as|, though not as often.”

Dend s sons turned towards Egan.

"It strue." The chestnut-haired man pulled asmall loaf of bread from his pack. He handed it to Skedly,
who speared it onto athin branch. "Druke first brought me to Traakha after | was named Kemmon Rey.
| spoke with Master Tedmond, Lord Chamberlain of Traakhad. He instructed me on the duties for
Kemmon-Ro and what was expected of us. He aso told me what to expect from the Master of
Tragkhd."

"And what wasthat?' Khamsin's curiosity about the Sorcerer overrode her self-imposed reticence.
"Protection from foes. Instruction when necessary. Retaiation and vindication from wrongs." Egan
repested the words asif he'd memorized them.

"Says hothing in there” bout demons,”" Wade replied glumly.

Egan only glared at the young man. He pulled the dagger strapped to histhigh from its sheath, then
retrieved asmall flat one from hisvest pocket.

"And what's‘Kemmon Rey? " Khamsin asked as Egan worked carefully on the short blade.

Thistime it was Wade sturn to cast adigparaging glance. "Don’t teach you much in Tynder’ sHill, do
they? Kemmon Rey isthe Kemmon leader.” And with that he turned his attention to the piece of bread
Skedy had just handed him, warmed from the fire. He bit into it hungrily, his appetite returning now that
the demon was only a bad memory of the previous night.



"But maybe the demon, this Varl, escaped,” Skedly said.

"From Traakha? Not likdly," Druke answered. "Nothin' getsinto the castle that isn’t supposed to be
there. And nothin’ that's meant to stay, gets out.”

"But if that demon was Lady Mdande sand if the Master waskeeping it..."

"Captured it,” Druke corrected, "so that Lady Melande couldn’t useit.”

"Thenwhy keep it? Why not kill it?" Skedey pressed. "Isn't the Master powerful enough?”

"Powerful enough?' Druke snorted. "L ad, he could reduce you to ashes with amere glance. But these
demons," and he waved one hand aimlessy inthe air, "they’ re ensorcelled. Y ou don't kill them things.
Youjud..."

"Send them back to the nearest available hell," Khamsin said softly.

Druke heard her. "Aye, that’ s about the Size of it. And only aWizard or a Witch can do that. Or the
Sorcerer. Which iswhy | know the Varl didn’t come from Traakhd’ s dungeons.”

"Why would Lady Melande send ademon so close to Traakhad?' Khamsin didn’t want to believe that
Melande' s monster was looking for her. For if it was, she had more than just the Sorcerer to fear.

"That Witch and the Magter have been at odds for sometime," Druke said. " Surely you' ve heard that,
evenin Tynder's?'

Khamsin hesitated. She wasn't sure how much she could admit. But she aso knew she had much to
learn. She shrugged. "I’ ve heard lots of stories. But | didn’t pay much attention to what people say. |
mesan, witches and wizards aren' t things you worry about every day.”

Egan put down the dagger he' d been sharpening. "Y ou do when you' re Kemmon-Ro."

"It sover the Orb, isn't it?" Wade asked hisuncle.

Egan nodded. "Melande and Lucia both want it. But there are spells protecting it. Keeping it safe. Just as
it'sour job to keep these forests safe.”

Herose, sheathed hisdagger. "So we'd best be at it, lads.”

No more was said. Within minutes they were back on the road, cloaks and outer-tunics drawn tightly
around them. Winter had findly arrived. Khamsin felt Nixa s reassuring warmth againgt her legsand
thought of the timesthe cat had snuggled against her asthey’ d sat in the crook of one of the grest trees
surrounding Bronya' s cave.

Cirrus Cove, and Summertide, suddenly seemed very far away, indeed.

Findly, they turned and headed north, back towards the forest. They made an early camp at the first
thick pine grove they encountered, having had no deep at al the night before. Supper waslight, the better
to deep on. Then with Wade volunteering to take first watch, they settled in for the night.

Khamsin awoke afew hours before dawn. Egan nodded before the glow of the embers, his beard fuller
than it waswhen she met himin hissster’ svillage of Pinetrail. Shewas afraid of him then, seeing only a
Hill Raider. Now she saw Egan as aman; agood friend to Druke and the boys, and good father. In
many ways, not unlike Tavis.

She appraised the strong profile. He was dso a handsome man, his features more even than Tavis' s. But
he wasn't as handsome as Rylan. Nor did he have the Tinker’ s sharp mind or quick wit.

She was comfortable with Egan. But Rylan had the ability to fascinate her. He had depths she knew she
could spends years exploring. He would never tire of her questions and seemed to know just how to
open her mind to the answers.

And her heart. Abruptly she hated her thoughts.

She could no longer focus on Rylan, but on her other losses. That of her husband and friends. For aslong
as shelived, she'd never forget the sight of Tavis slifeless body hanging from the tree. Nor the bodies of
Rina s children by the hearth. An anger burned insde her. And it was anger that fed her determination to
reach Tragkha-Armin.

No other emotion was of useto her. She' d learned that much in Noviiya.

Egan turned his head, his gaze meseting hersthrough the gray light of morning. He motioned with his
hand.

"Had enough deep, lad?"

It took Khamsin amoment to redlize the Kemmon-Rey was speaking to her. "For now. A soft bed



would' ve hel ped, though.”

Egan chuckled. "Can’t argue with you there, as Druke would say."

"Y ou've been friendslong?"

"Eleven years. Ever ancel married hissigter.”

Khaman tried to envison Elsy’ smother from Druke' s plump features but failed. "How long were you
married?'

"Littlelessthan two years. Elsy was born that first year. Thefollowing year, Maryse died giving birth to
our son."

Khamsin could hear no pain in hiswords and assumed time had healed the wounds.

"When did you become Kemmon Rey?"

"When Maryse sfather died, sx months after Elsy was born.”

She made aquick mentd caculation. Y ou wereyoung..."

"Probably younger than you think, Camron. I'd just turned twenty."

"Isthet unusud?'

"To be chosen to lead aKemmon? A bit. But I’ d ridden with the Kemmon since | was younger than that.
| knew theforests. | certainly knew how to fight. And after the Fav' lhir raid, there weren't many men to
choose from. We lost more than Agard, my father-in-law. All that was |eft were the women, the farmers
and the boys."

"So your family wasn't Kemmon?"'

"My father was agrain farmer. Therewas just Denaand | and ten years difference between us. When
shemarried | let her and her husband take my share of thefarm. I’ ve never had the fed of the land that
my father did. Guess your uncle Aric felt the sameway," he added.

Khamsin thought of Rind s Aric, aCovermnan, afisherman. "No," she said truthfully. "He never did care
much for theland, ether.”

"And you, Camron. What do you seek, lad? Adventure? Riches? A willing wife and awarm hearth?"
"Knowledge," she said, staring at the fading embers. "'Experience and answers." And that, she knew, was
asothetruth.

"WE Il be back into Darkling before noontime." Egan rubbed his hands together, feding siff from the
cold. "But we won't be continuing north from there. Wintertide approaches. Once | meet with the Nests
at thefoothills of the Nijanas, we' |l be heading back to Pinetrail. Y ou think your uncl€’ sout here,
somewhere?"

Khamsin nodded. "Though maybe not with any Kemmon, sSince you say you' ve never heard of him.
Perhapswith the Khalar?' If Egan could pass her on to the Sorcerer’ stribe with his recommendations; it
would make her mission easier. It was beginning to sound more and more difficult to gain accessto the
cadtle.

"Not an Inlander, | doubt it. Though I’ ve nothing against your uncle,” he said quickly. "It’ sjust that they
don't recruit from outside. Inlandersjoin up with the Kemmons, if they makeit thisfar.

"Lad, | hateto think of you wandering’ round in the wilds here not familiar with the Land and al. * Tis not
aplacefor asolitary traveler.”

"So I’ ve heard from many," she acknowledged, wryly admitting to hersdlf that her traveling companions
were the very ones she was warned away from.

"Aye, wdl of |ate there’ s been more than the usua trouble with the Fav’ lhir. And now with Lady
Melande and her pets." Egan’ s brows furrowed at his own thoughts. "I could take you mysdlf to
Kemmon-Nijar. Perhaps there?!

"I’ve no wish to trouble you, Master Egan.”

"’ Tisno trouble. Been atime since I’ ve spoken to Radclough or old Gilane. Druke swell skilled in
watching after the boys. Besides, tis pretty country and you might like to seeit, different asit isfrom
your home."

"I’ll take each day asit comes," Khamsin replied, touched by the concernin Egan’ svoice. "A friend once
told me that was the best way to proceed.”

"Y ou must keep wise company.” He stood up and stretched. "Still, don't refuse my offer just yet. I'd be



glad to help to you, infindin’ your uncle.”

He eyed the findy-featured lad before him. ™Y ou wouldn’t happen to have an older Sster, a pretty one,
back at Tynder’s, would you? Someone | could share acup of teawith, if | happen to travel that way?
With news of you and your uncle, of course.”

Khamsin suppressed asmile. "I’'mtold | have acousinin one of the Covetowns. A young widow."

Egan shook hishead. "Don't think I’ d get much of awarm welcomeriding east. The Fav' [hir have tainted
al Hill people s nameswith their actions. Still," and he consdered something for amoment.

"Would you be up for aride now, Camron? We can cover some distance while these d eepyheads break
camp.”

"I would, yed" Khamsin saddled Cinnabar while Egan woke Druke and informed him of their plans.
They were to meet again at the Nest.

They set off with the sunrise at their backs, the cold air feding suddenly crisp and refreshing. The sky
cleared and the sunlight promised warmth later in the day. Khamsin secured Nixaagainst her and dug her
hedlsinto her horse'sside, answering Egan’s chalenge for arace.

For an unimpressive-looking brown animal, Cinnabar kept pace with Egan’ s Hill-bred black stallion with
ease. Even the Kemmon Rey looked at the horse with more respect when they stopped near asmdll
stream and alowed the horsesto drink. But it wasn't only Cinnabar that caught his attention.

"Y ou surprise me, Camron,” he said after he dismounted.

Khamsn had been watching Nixa stalk through the underbrush. Sheturned. "Sirrah?”

"You play thetimid lad very well, when it suitsyou. Like in Dend syard with my daughter. But there's
moreto you than that."

She' d known the gray-eyed man for dmost five days. Did he see through her deceptions? Ciro clipped
her hair short, shorter than the Tinker had. And she kept her form cloaked in a heavy outer-tunic and
concentrated on lowering her voice when she spoke. No one else, not Druke nor Skeely nor Wade,
gave the dightest inclination they suspected she was anything other than adightly-built fourteen-year old
farm boy. But since this morning she was aware of Egan studying her. And his comments back at the
camp, about asister. Was there some feminine mannerism Egan saw, perhaps because he had a
daughter?

"I bear noill." The confusion in her face was genuine.

"I’m not saying you do. It’sjust that | see the makings of afinewarrior within you." He stepped up
beside her. "Y ou've astrength not visibleto first glance, asthey say. A cdm under fire. Perhaps your pa
knew more than he allowed when he told you to take the traveler’ sroad.”

"I’ve much yet to learn. | know that."

"And the family farm wasn't the place to do that, eh? Y ou're not afarmer, Camron. Like me, you never
could be. You learn quickly, I’ d wager, but are dways looking for moreto learn.”

He let his broad hand cometo rest againgt her shoulder. "Would you consider bearing the black band of
the Kemmon-Ro?"

Hiswords stunned Khamsin. Egan offered her the highest honor atribesman could extend an Inlander;
that of bearing the colors of his Kemmon. She never expected the bearded man to respond to her so
strongly. He had said he had lost ason at his birthing. Perhaps thisiswhat he sought in thelad he called
Camron. And, in spite of the hard shell around her heart, part of her wished she could accept his offer.
And that her answer didn’t haveto be couched inlies. If only in regard for the sense of loydty she knew
ran deeply in the man.

"Master Egan, I’'m truly honored. And undeserving of your kind words. But | can't, in al honesty, answer
you at thistime. | have amatter of family to rectify. If | joined Kemmon-Ro without first seeking further
for my uncle, it would foster bad fedlings. | must give my search for him moretime.”

Egan told her he respected her decision. It was the same one he would make given the circumstances.
"But when you resolve the question of your uncle, know that my offer still stands.”

Khamsin's eyes shone brightly in response.

"I was rather hoping, too," he admitted with asmile, "that as part of the Kemmon, you’ d come to know
my Elsy better. You' d be agood friend, agood guidefor her, | think. And welcomein my own family."



Khamsin felt the emotions underlying hiswords. A sense of friendship, no. Kinship. Egan looked upon
her as something between ayounger brother and, as she suspected, the son he never had achanceto
rase.

Hisinnocent kindness overwhelmed her and reminded her too strongly of another man’ s kindness. And
gentle touch.

And painful absence.

She picked up Nixaand nuzzled her faceinto the cat’ s neck. "And my cat, too?" she asked, peering over
pointed gray ears at Egan.

"Of course, the cat! Having your Nixaaround, | think, would please Elsy more than anything.”

CHAPTER 18

Theflatlands gave way to the foothills but they werelow, rolling and richly forested. Therewasalight
cover of snow on the ground. Only under the canopy of the pines did the brown grasses still raise their
heads upright. Egan stretched out his hand as he passed benegath alow-hanging pine branch. He grabbed
ahandful of wet snow, fashioned aball and chucked it over his shoulder at Khaman.

She dhrieked in ddight asit caught her unawares, showering her and the unsuspecting Nixain alight
frosting of white crystas.

The next handful was hers. Her aim was good, but he expected the retaliation and ducked just asthe
missile whizzed past his heed.

"Y ou need practice, Camron," he teased and rode on ahead of her towards the next clump of
low-hanging pines.

She held back, dowing Cinnabar to a canter. She gave Egan time to prepare his ambush. She found she
enjoyed the game. Therewaslittle levity in her life as of late. Not since Rylan amused her with stories of
the Princess of Noviiya. She' d laughed with him until her eyeswatered. Now thoughts of Rylan brought
water to her eyesfor adifferent reason.

She watched Egan disappear into the shadowed grove ahead and waited for a count of fifty before
proceeding, expecting at any moment to be caught in abarrage of cold, wet snowbdls.

The expected never came.

The unexpected, however, did. Fav' hir Tribesman. Six of them, mounted and armed. And one dashed
open Egan’s chest and shoulder with his sword.

Khamsin screamed his name. Two of the Fav’ Thir jumped down to the ground. Egan staggered between
them, blood spattering the snow at hisfeet. One grabbed the Kemmon Rey by the arm, his blade poised
over hisheart. But Khamsin aready pulled her knife and, in aswift motion, threw it. It found ahomein
the attacker’ sthroat. He reeled backwards, gasping and gurgling.

Egan turned immediately and, in spite of his own wounds, wrenched the blade from the lifel ess bodly.
"Camron!" he called, but she couldn’t get to him. The other four horseman crowded around her. They
taunted her with their daggers. Shereined Cinnabar in circles, holding Nixatucked againgt her with one
hand.

"Kemmon-Ro have aliking for young boys," one said and he spat in her direction. Another laughed
crudly. His hands made lewd motions.

Suddenly, the horseman who' d spat at her gasped and fell over hismount, hisarmsflinging outwards. He
tumbled into the snow. A familiar hunting knife protruded from his back.

But the maneuver had cost Egan dearly. He sumbled in the drifts, the Fav’ |hir dmost of top of him.
"No!" Khamsn reined Cinnabar in with al her might, secured her cloak around Nixa. She whispered an
incantation, then gave the horse the command to jump. The horse was airborne immediately, clearing the
two ridersin front of them. They landed afew paces away from where Egan struggled with the other
Fav’libr rider on the ground.

Cinnabar reared again and chopped at the Fav’ lihr’ s back with his hooves. Stunned and bleeding, the
man rolled into asnow bank. With aquick movement, Egan dit histhroat.



Khamsin reached down. Egan leaned against Cinnabar’ sflank, grabbed two of his daggers from his boot
and thigh straps. He passed them quickly into her hands. She turned and threw again. Two ridersfdl with
the hilts of Kemmon-Ro weapons protruding to their chests. Their horses bolted into the forest.

Two riderswere left. Khamsin kept her horse between them and Egan, who lurched weakly at her side.
Dark bloodstains covered the front of histunic.

The Fav'lhir pulled back, obvioudy confused by the aggression on the part of the young boy. They
exchanged hushed words. One reached for an amulet hanging from his neck chain. And acold, sickening
terror crept up Khamsin's spine.

The thing rose from out of the snow asif it were created from the crystals themselves. A demon with
ydlow eyes churning, but unlike the demonsin the Bell Tower and on the marsh. This demon wastwice
the others size and hairless, dmost man-like, pale gray and naked. Its skin was dick and dimy likea
snake, but with no scales. Three horns protruded from its bald head. Its snout was like awolf’s. Long
fangsjutted from its mouth. It curled back itslips, hissng. Khamsin could seethe flamesthat roiled within
itsbody.

It was the essence of Hdll itsdlf.

Nixa slow growl rumbled against her leg.

"Camron, run!" The weak voice was Egan’s, behind her. "Go back. Find Druke. Tell him, tell him the
Nest has been taken. Get the Kemmon. But go, lad! Save yoursdlf."

"I’'m not leaving you!"

"Don’'t beadamn fool. No mortal can fight thisthing. It'saMogra. It’ s got the power of Lucia and
Melande behind it. Camron!" And she felt him clasp her ankle, his hand shaking.

"No!"

"For love of Tarkir, go!" Hisvoice was hoarse.

Hetried to push her away. Shereached for him, her eyes till on the demon that dowly advanced in their
direction. "Y ou comewith me."

"l won't maketheride...child."

She glanced into eyesfull of pain and love. Hisface was pae as hislife’ s blood dripped onto the snow
around his boots. Something greeter than fear of the demon welled up inside her.

"No," shesad, softly thistime. Shelet go of Egan’ swrigt, then quickly secured Nixamoretightly into her
cloak. Squaring her shoulders, she unlatched the sheath and drew out her sword. It pulsed with ablue
light, faintly at first, but then stronger as she raised it over her head. She cried out in the ancient tongue of
her people.

"Tal tay Raheira!" She dug her hedsinto Cinnabar’ s side and charged the thing spawned from the
depths of hell.

The blue glow of her sword infused the air around her, encompassing her like ahaze. Khamsin and
Cinnabar cast no shadows against the whiteness of the ground as they quickly covered the short distance
towards the Mogra. The creature straightened its stance as she approached, sniffing the air. The scent of
meagic hung heavily in the tillness between the pines.

The Fav’' lhir stepped back, reining in their horses; the animals skittish and trembling. Their tails whipped
feverishly at something that prickled againgt their hides. But nothing they could see wasthere,

Suddenly the demon screamed, a high-pitched, hideous howl. It lashed out with itslong arm. Thin
streams of fire, blood-red, flowed from thetips of itsblack claws. Khamsin struck down with her sword,
deflecting the flow which sputtered and Szzled asit rained down on the snow. Again, the Mograthrew its
hell-fire and again Khamsin dashed out, first right, then | eft then right again.

Cinnabar shifted from sde to side as his mind worked in conjunction with hers. But these were defensive
movements. Movements that would soon tire her and the horse, and gain nothing except alittle moretime
for Eganto die. So asthe Mogra cast another dash of liquid flamesin her direction, shelet the blaze roar
past her and into abase of the pine. She spurred Cinnabar. The horse reared up, its hooves now equal
with the demon’ s grotesque face.

It raised itsarms, asif to grab Cinnabar’ s hooves. Khamsin struck out, lunging forward with her sword.
The sword caught the side of the Mogra sface, ripping its cheek in haf, leaving agaping chasm from its



|eft eye socket to the corner of its mouth. A bubbling putrid froth flowed from where spell-bound metal
touched infernal flesh. The demon clawed &t its own face, haf-blinded.

"T cahrafiedi raheira!" she cried. Cinnabar reared again, forcing the demon back towards the Fav’ | hir.
It growled asit sumbled, itsleft arm whipping out just as Khamsin brought her sword down againgt it.
She severed the arm just above the wrist. The clawed hand dropped, exploding asit touched the cold
SOW.

The Mogra svisble form wavered, pulsing, itsdimy body throbbing asit sought to shift itsform. The
trunk shortened, the arms lengthening, athin layer of atranducent hide flowed out of its Sdes. The snout
became beak-like with ridges of sharp teeth. Cinnabar snorted warily.

Quickly, Khamsin grasped the cat tucked securely againgt her legs. She touched the hilt of her sword to
Nixa s gray head, murmuring the words Ciro had taught her. She dropped her to the ground. The small
animd grew, doubling then tripling in size until she wasthe length of the horse and haf hisheight. Nixa
roared at the featherless winged creature before her. She was no longer Nixa, but a deek-furred silver
panther surrounding by the pulsing blue glow of Khamsain's spell.

The Mogralifted itswings but too late. The panther’ s lightning speed brought it on top of the foul
creature. Nixa sank her teeth into its neck, ripping at the tough hide. The froth-ringed head lolled to one
sde. Nixaspat out alarge chunk of flesh distastefully then bounded to stand protectively by Egan.
Khamsin kicked Cinnabar’ s Sides and charged again. Her sword diced through the center of the
demon’'sbody aseadly asif it were made of silk.

The demon’ swings spasmed. A hideous shrieking sound shook the snow from the pines. The ground
benesth the Mogra churned, the air around it thick with a suffocating stench. Khamsin aboruptly urged
Cinnabar back as the demon’s body throbbed. A cold wind rushed past her, then wrapped around the
Mogra, spinning itslifdessform.

TheFav'Ihir screamed in terror. They gouged their horses with their boot hedlsin vain asthey were
sucked into theinferna cyclone. Bodies and beasts spun madly until al was ablur of brown and yellow
and red.

Then there was nothing but the whiteness of the untouched landscape before her. And the whisper of light
winds through the tops of the pines.

Egan leaned feebly against a cracked and westhered boulder, his breathing |abored and ragged. Eyesfull
of pain and confusion regarded her, unwavering. He did to the ground, barely conscious.

A ddlicate coldness prickled Khamsin' s face as she dismounted and ran to knedl by hisside. She glanced
up at the gray sky between the branches. It was snowing.

CHAPTER 19

With hisgood arm draped around Cinnabar’ s neck and Khamsin's arms wrapped around hiswaist, Egan
alowed himsdf to be dragged to the mouth of asmall cave in the base of the foothills. Nixa, now just
Nixaagain, guided them to her find and stayed with the injured man while Khamsn returned to the horse
for her satchel. It was snowing harder. Cinnabar wedged himsdlf under an wide overhang near the cave,
content to chew on afew sprouts of dry grass growing in between the rocks.

She stripped Egan of his heavy outer-tunic. She pulled the remains of his shirt down around hiswat,
then examined the deep wound that crossed over his shoulder and chest. Handfuls of snow washed out
the debris. She pulled cleansing herbs from her pouches, mixing them with the snow and applied the
mixture to the wound as Nixa paced nervousy nearby. The Kemmon Rey had lost alot of blood. His
eyes burned bright with fever, hisbody fighting infection in its own way.

Twice he dipped from consciousness as her hands lay againg his shoulder. The heding wasn't without its
share of pain. She took as much of his paininto her own body as she could bear and transmitted to him



what strength she could give, knowing she worked againgt time.

She had to stop the flow of hislife’ sblood and stave off infection before he lgpsed beyond the reach of
what medicines she could conjure, given the meager supplies she brought with her. Shelacked merris
root and tidain and there was no time to search for them. So she used more magic than was prudent.
Ciro’swarnings about using her powers so close to Traakha were no longer valid. She had drawn her
sword and battled an ensorcelled demon. The time for caution and timidity was passed.

Besides, Egan’slifewas a stake. And though he was Kemmon-Ro and a Hill Raider, he aso proved to
be afriend. And shewas, before dl else, aHeder. The supernatura abilities of her craft knew no
political boundaries.

Findly, shedid dl that she could, al she knew how. She stripped her cloak from around her shoulders.
Shelay it over the wounded man and touched hisforehead with adumbering incantation. He closed his
eyes. She listened to the sound of his breething, then hearing anormalcy return to its rhythm, curled up on
the rocky floor next to him, her heavy-outer tunic a pillow for her head, Nixawarm against her legs.

She woke from a deep deep into darkness and ssumbled to the mouth of the cave. It was snowing
heavily, the low-hanging clouds obscuring any light from the moons. She guessed it was near midnight or
shortly after, asupposition confirmed in her mind when she touched Cinnabar’ s deepy one.

She used asmall spell to make some lifesweet for her horse, then returned to the depth of the cave,
shivering, gathering afew small rocks as she went. She piled them in the center, afoot or two from where
Egan lay. She drew her sword from its sheath and placed it on top of the stones. Soon, areassuring
orange glow seeped through the rocks. She removed the sword, returning it to its covering and let the
heat from the stones warm her body. The stones grew hotter and the interior of the cave brightened. She
turned to find Egan’ s eyes open, regarding her with an odd mixture of gratitude and fear.

"Who are you?' His voice cracked asit passed through hisdry, parched lips. A fever burned within him.
Before she could answer, he added, "Y ou'reaHedler?”’

Thistime shenodded. "Yes."

"You saved my life. Thank you."

"Didyouthink I’d do otherwise, Egan?"

He studied her profilein the glow of the stones asif he were seeing her for thefirst time. "No," he said.
His gaze followed the feminine lines of her form beneath her thin shirt, lines previoudy obscuring by the
bulk of athick tunic and shapeless cloak.

"Y ou' re not Camron."

"No."

He stared at her for amoment longer, then his eyes closed again, his head turning dowly to one side.
There was still much hedling hisbody had to do.

Hewoke afew hourslater. She was changing the poultice on his chest. Hisleft arm moved painfully until
his hand lay on her wrigt.

"| thought | dreamed you." His voice was stronger. And his eyes clearer, Khamsn noticed with some
satisfaction.

"Nightmare, morelikeit. Areyou thirsty? Do you think you could St up and take water?

He nodded.

She bundled her cloak and outer tunic under his back as he propped himself up on one elbow. She had
filled an empty wineskin with fresh snow and herbs. Sheheld it to hislips.

"Sowly," she cautioned. When hefinished, shetouched hisface. Hisfever was receding but still higher
than sheliked.

"How long...?'

She glanced over her shoulder to the mouth of the cave where Nixa sat. It was asgray asthe cat’sfur
outside. "Five, six hours. There' s been abad storm. Makes it seem worsethaniitis.”

"Y ou' ve been here. Thewholetime?'

She nodded.

"Then, | don’t remember. | asked you, didn’t 1? Thereisno lad called Camron.”

"No." Sheoffered him asmile. "Just mysdlf. Andyes, I'm aHedler. Lest you fear | don't know what I'm



doing," she added as she scooped afresh mixture of herbsand oil from asmall bowl. She dabbed it
carefully into hiswounds.

"Why did you pretend...?'

She shrugged. "It’ sa safer way to travel. Few question ayoung farm lad out after adventure.”

He shook his head dowly. "Adventure? Y ou came here looking for adventure?’

"No."

"Then, what do you seek?”'

"Knowledge. Experience. Answers.”

"And your family permitsthis?'

"My husband was murdered." Her voice went flat.

Egan closed hiseyesfor amoment. "But thisuncle...”

She drew adeep breath. "That was just part of Camron’ s story."

"Ther€ sno oneese?’

She thought of a pale-eyed man with hair the color of ravens wings and amist formed in her eyes. "No.
Everything I’ ve ever had isgone, save for my cat. And my horse.”

He seemed to consider thisinformation. "Lady, everything is not gone. Y ou have Kemmon-Ro as your
family. And Egan, Kemmon Rey, by your side, if you want him." He reached for her hand.

She clasped hisfingersin her own. "1 don’t know how Elsy will taketo having asigter.”

"My offer isn't one of adoption.”

Khamsin heard the emotion in his voice and remembered the strong fedlings of kinship, and love, she had
sensed in him. Her fingers did through his. She turned towards the glowing pile of stonesasif the heat
could burn off the water threatening to spill from her eyes.

"Thank you, Magter Egan,” she said findly, ignoring afamiliar ache that resurrected again in her heart.
"But I'veloved truly only onceinmy life. And I’ ve no further desire for anyoneto take his place.”

"l understand, Lady." She glanced back at him. Hisface wasfull of compassion. "And | envy, then, what
you and your husband had. For I'veyet tofinditin my life"

But it was not Tavisthat Khamsan held degp within her heart. It was Rylan the Tinker.

Egan closed hiseyes. Khamsin gently pulled her garments from under his back, folding her outer tunic
again for hispillow. His breathing was steady as he dipped into deep. Shetucked her cloak around him.
She returned to her place by the warm stones. Egan offered her his name, his protection, hisfamily and
hislove. But she could never marry again, could never share abed with aman and not think of the soft
bed in Courten’s Square. And the man who had taught her about love within it.

Nor could she brew teaand not see Rylan’s hands holding his own cup out to her, as she lay weak and
bruised on the forest floor.

Nor could she walk down a cobblestoned street and not feel him, tall and strong, by her side.

Suddenly she could no longer hold back the tears. She lay her head against her knees and sobbed, the
knowledge Rylan was indeed her very soul, her very life - and that which in her heart of hearts she knew
shetruly sought - coming much too late.

Egan dept through the morning, waking once to accept the potion Khamsin gave him. His fever broke
and theinfection subsided. He only needed time to regain his strength.

She dozed hersdlf but didn’t deep, fearing her dreams and what she might learn from them. Her presence
had been felt, she was sure, yet she was reluctant to draw amage circle and seek answers. If he were
coming after her now, best she didn’t know. Therewaslittle she could do about it, anyway.

The snow hadn’t subsided and now drifted in great piles along the pine groves. She hoped Druke, Wade
and Skeely managed to find shelter before the storm hit.

She heard Egan gtir and left her post at the mouth of the cave.

"Y ou' re better this afternoon.”

"Isit that, dready?' Painfully, he pulled himsdlf into adtting position and sared at the whitenessin the
distance. "1 wondered if you' d till be here when | woke. Now | seewhy."



"I’ll tay until I can trust you on your own. Or until Druke finds us.”

"Druke s got more sense than to attempt any traveling in this. Besides, when it snowsthis hard, it rarely
lastslong. Things should clear shortly.”

She nodded, knowing as soon asit did, she’d make preparations to depart.

"L ady?"

Sheturned.

"I, I know | said thislast night, at least, | think | did. But thank you, for saving my life."

Shegnmiled. "Elsy would never forgive meif | didn’t."

"Isthereareason | can’t know your name? | don't fed right calling you ‘ Camron.
"Khaman. My name sKhaman."

"It means‘ child of thewinds™

"I know." Bronyatold her, many times, the story of the day she was born, in the midst of a maglstrom.
"Will you travel back to Pinetrall with me, Lady Khamsn?'

"I can't, though be sure that my prayerswill be with you on theroad.”

"Then thereredly isan uncle you seek, from home, from Tynder’ sHill?"

Evidently hisfever wiped some of their earlier conversations from hismemory. "No. Aric wasn't my
uncle but my brother-in-law. But he was killed severa months ago.”

"When your husband waskilled."

Somethings hedid remember. "Yes. Inarad.”

Egan was quiet for amoment. "Tynder’ s Hill is North of the Fohn and though not Kemmon-Ro, isin our
region. Am | right in guessing what you seek isrevenge, Lady Khamsin? Asthe Master of Traakha
promises. protection, retaliation and vindication?'

She wouldn't be the first to call upon ahigher power for such ends and as the story seemed one that
Egan could comfortably accept, shelet him think her reasons were so. The Kemmon Rey had enough
problemsto ded with. Disillusonment over hisLady wasn't one she wanted to add. Besides, he was il
Kemmon-Ro and as such would scarcely approve of her red reason for seeking out the castle of the
Sorcerer.

"Do you know who murdered your people?

"No," shelied. "They werekilled in araid outsde the village. They’ d gone hunting.”

Egan sghed. "I could have the Kemmon bring you judtice if you knew. But without that knowledge,”" he
shook his head, "the answers must come through other sources.”

"Other sources?'

"Y es. Protection, retaiation and vindication. The Master has ways to know who planned that raid.”
Khamsin had little doubt in that. The Sorcerer had many ways at his disposd, not the least of which was
the Orb of Knowledge. And Egan’ s belief that his Master was the provider of not only knowledge, but
protection and vindication aswell gave Khamsin the opportunity she needed to admit Traakha was now
her destination.

"But the mountain trailswill shortly beimpassable,” Egan said. " So, it’s best you return with meto
Pinetrail. We can make inquiries through the Nests. If nothing more is known about the raid near
Tynder’s, then I ll take you to the castle after First Thaw. I'll be dl hedled then, aswell.”

She glanced at the degpening snow outside. "But isn't thisthe first storm of the season?

"Here, yes. But not in the mountains.”

It was adifficulty she hadn’'t considered.

He saw the disappointment on her face. " Druke and Wade might be able to guide you there, Lady. But
there’ sno way you could return until after First Thaw."

Return? She wasn't the least bit concerned with returning, her only thoughts were on gaining entry to the
Sorcerer’s Room in the East Tower and destroying the orb. Wintertide was still afew weeks away.
"Elsy needs her father, Egan. She’ slooking forward to teaching him to read. It sbest if you return to
Pinetrail without me. What | have to do, my friend, should be done aone.”

"You'regoing onto Tragkhd?'

"l haveto."



"But, Lady Khaman..."

She shook her head stubbornly. "No."

"But?"

"Egan, please. | gppreciate your offer but I'll not change my mind. Thisis something I, alone, haveto do.”
She thought of how she had told Rylan amost the same thing, knowing the dangers that sought her out.
Dangers he may dready have met in Browner’ s Grove. Perhapsif she d been with him, she could have
saved him from Lady Méeande sriders.

No. Shewouldn't expose Egan to the wrath of the man he called hisMaster. She wouldn't lose him,
too.

"I haveto go," she said findly and even the softness of her tone could not hide the stubborn notein her
voice.

Druke, Wade and Skedly found their cave two days later, amid much shouts and cries and backd apping.
Khamsin returned to her disguise as Camron and made Egan promise not to tell the truth, nor the story of
what happened with the Mogra until after Wintertide. He was puzzled by her request but admitted he
owed her. He agreed, asking only that he be allowed to accompany her to the beginning of the mountain
trail that would eventudly lead her to the peninsulain the Khal.

He was much stronger now, so this she granted him. They |eft the men from his Kemmon lounging
comfortably in the cave. Egan traveled amogt 'til sundown by her side, reaching thefoot of thetrail just
asthelast light of the day bathed the pesks before them in apale, yellow light.

Therewasatraveler' sNest just an hour farther, he told her. She thanked him, letting asilencefall
between them for amoment before spurring her horse onto the trail.

Y ears later, though, when Elsy the Rey’ s daughter would gather her children around her on awarm night
in Late Harvest, and recite the tale of their grandfather and the magica Lady, she would swear that
before Kiasidirafaded into the twilight, she first kissed Master Egan good-bye.

TRAAKHAL-ARMIN

CHAPTER 20

Khamsin rode west into degpening snowsfor afull day. The sky overhead was clear. The deeply rutted
path turned sharply just after she set out the next morning and for awhile the rising sun shone on her face.
Gradudly, though, thetrail wove in a southerly direction. By noon she entered the peninsula.

She was high in the mountains above the tree line. The diffsrising upon elther sde of her were stark and
gray. She saw no one, sensed no one, having resumed her shielding. He may be expecting her, but she
would not aid him asto when.

Her hood covered her short-cropped hair. Gloved hands held Cinnabar’ sreins. A Kemmon-Ro blanket
lay acrossthe horse' s back, a gift from Egan.

Progresswas dow asthe bare sections of the trail were rocky and treacherous. Those areas blanketed in
snow hinted at dangersthat could cripple her horse. She was forced to dismount again and lead Cinnabar
on foot while Nixa emitted displeasure at being deprived of the warmth of Khamsin'scloak. Theicy
winds ruffled her fur and the gray cat tucked her paws beneath her as she balanced on the padded saddle
on Cinnabar’ s broad back.

The cold gterility of the landscape affected Khamsin aswell. Her young face took on amore determined
mien, her heart again hardening where emaotions rubbed it raw. Shelogt the warmth and security of Tanta
Bron only to make her home with the Smith, in Cirrus Cove. ' Til that, too, dong with Rina s bright
laughter and Aric’ steasing smile, was abruptly taken from her. She' d given up then, been willing to die,
to release her hold on life when the Tinker found her, hedling her first with hiswords, and then with his



touch. Of dl of those she'd known in her eighteen years, only he hadn’t sought her with questions but
instead, taught her how to find answers; and hadn’t taken or demanded, only offered hislove and
understanding.

And she'd lost him, too.

Ciro was her teacher. She accepted that her purposein hislifewas only that of an obedient student. Still,
shewasfond of the mad Wizard. She had hoped he' d accompany her on her journey; for
companionship, if nothing more. But that, too, was denied her.

Of al the most unlikely hurts she carried within her wasthat of Egan, the Kemmon-Ro Hill Raider. He
was, in al redity, her enemy to be hated and feared. Or at least, she a onetime believed that wastrue.
Just as she believed it wastrue that adl Hill Raiders were wanton murderers,

Now, she knew the destruction she' d seen were the acts of the few: the Fav’ hir, under the command of
Melande the Witch. The northern Kemmons protected their own territories, but never invaded the cove
towns.

She dso now knew Egan as aman who loved his daughter and his people and was capable of loving her.
But she had nothing to offer in return. When the Tinker left Noviiya, hetook Khamsin's heart with him.
All she had now was her purpose, the reason Bronyathe Hedler sheltered her for so long. And that was
the only thing that kept her moving, trudging through the heavy snows, ignoring theicy sting of thewinds
on her face as she made her way through the mountains of the peninsulatowards Traakhal-Armin.

She pushed hersdlf to the point of exhaustion, gathering only afew hoursrest, aware that in the four days
since they had turned south, they had made as much progress as she and Egan had in four hours across
the marsh. Cinnabar’ s sdeswere thinning out. The horse existed on the dry, flaky patches of mossthat
werethe only lifein the bleak mountains, other than the half-dead spiders and occasiond pitifully mesger
gray mice Nixafound in the cracks and crannies of the cliffs. Khamsin had the last of the bread and
shared haf of her dried gpple with Cinnabar when she was sure they were till afew daysfrom the
castle’ souter walls, asthetrall hadn't yet started to descend. At the rate they traveled, it could take them
another week to crossthat distance. It was only the thought of her animals starving that made her break
her self-imposed mystical silence and conjure afew small items of food: a mesat-piefor Nixa, asmall bag
of rich grain for Cinnabar, and some carrots and figs for herself. As she drew the objects out of the mage
circle, thefirst one she etched since leaving Noviiya, she tensed and waited for theinevitable to appear.
But nothing did. She flattened herself againgt the depression in the dliff’ s surface and watched the light
dusting of snow drift down from the dender ledge above, coating their rations with glistening crystds.
Thetrail showed no signs of descending towards Khal after two more daystravel. With asinking heart
Khamsn accepted that perhaps they werelost. They must have gotten off the main trail during one of the
smal snow squallsthat temporarily blinded them and they now traveled in circles, up and down the
mountain but getting no closer to their destination. She looked in vain for something familiar in her
surroundings but dl the stark landscape |ooked the same. She gained no guidance from the stars at night,
ether, asthey weren't visible through the thick overcast of clouds around her. So she urged Cinnabar
onwards, judging Wintertide now lessthan aweek away.

Thetrail ended so suddenly, that, snow-blinded, they amost sumbled over the edge of the cliff. Cinnabar
skittered backwards, nickering as Khamsin plunged, her boots finding nothing solid beneath them. She
clung to thereinsin her handsfor dear life asthe horse dragged her backwards, ignoring Nixa sclawsin
his neck.

She lay panting in the snow, her heart pounding. Then she knedled on the edge of the cliff and peered
over through the snow swirling around them. It was a sheer drop of hundreds of feet into awhite-crested
vdley. Inthe distance, the lightsfrom signa fires glinted, beckoning and she could just make out the
outlines of agreat fortress. And the darkness of alake beyond. Traakha-Armin lay before her.

A turn-off or afork. They must have missed the turn-off, atrail leading rapidly downwards. They
retraced their steps, finaly coming upon anarrow gap in the mountainside. It was adow descent, narrow
and awkward. She wondered how the Hill-Raider’ s dim-hooved horses ever made it down thetrail.
There must be other trails, she surmised, that would be uncovered after First Thaw. Thisonewasno
doubt used only in emergencies, asit was a so undoubtedly the most treacherous.



Then there was forest around them again and the smell of the pines led her like the aroma of bread
baking; warm and reassuring. There were sounds, too; sounds that had been absent in the mountains, of
winds rustling branches and the occasiond calling of awinter bird. Nixa s ears perked at thislast sound,
her somach interpreting what it meant. She bounded ahead, ignoring Khamsin’s remonstrations and only
returned after she feasted on her kill. It wasn't polite, she knew, to eat in front of others when she had
nothing to share with them.

The distance between the cliffs and the castle seemed short as she gazed down from thetrail’ send, but it
wasatrick her eyes played on her dueto the height of the cliffs. So it wasn't until late in the following
day, with the cover of dusk to aid her, that an exhausted and half-frozen form was carried up to the
castle’ s outer walls on the back of an equally weary and decrepit nag, the colors of the Kemmon-Ro
clearly visblein thetorch light.

The Khdar guard assessed the situation quickly and, calling for aid, alowed the great gates of the walls
to be opened, admitting the unconscious young boy within.

Khamsin groaned weskly as she was pulled from the saddle.

"Easy, lad," aman’ svoice sad.

Shetried to stand and had to lean against him for support.

"Tedmond, Lord Tedmond," she rasped. "1 must speak to him. | bring amessage of urgency, from
Master Egan, the Kemmon Rey."

The guard nodded as he held her meager weight. She let her head drop forward, covering her face with
her hood.

Go! shetold Nixa. She stumbled against the guard, drawing his attention. The gray cat, secreted in her
unlatched saddle bag, jumped to the ground, scurrying towards the stables. She would find her mistress
later. But a the moment, her existence might dicit unwanted questions.

"Bring him to the hearth room," someone called out. She let herself be dragged into the castleand up a
flight of long Sairs.

She was guided into awell-padded chair before asmall table, ablazing fire at her back. Only then did
shealow hersdlf to raise her eyes and examine her surroundings. The hearth room was just asits name
bespoke: alarge room with ahearth a one end that filled amost the entire wall. Over the hearth hung
two swords, crossed and encrusted with jewes. An adjoining wall made of gray granite had windows
draped with heavy curtains and richly woven tapestries. The table benegth her hands was of a polished
wood of adeep color.

A slver goblet was placed before her, full of wine. She wasingtructed to drink. She gulped at it thirdtily,
aware of its heavy bouquet and well-aged taste. What was offered to her might not have been found in
even the best of tavernsin Noviiya

Shethought wigtfully of Ciro.

Kindly hands made asiif to remove her cloak, but she shivered and said "not yet”" and they complied.
The door at the far end of the room swung open. A thin man, not much taler than Khamsin, strode
through the entryway, his dight form draped in robes of degp burgundy trimmed in black. Hishair was
white and pulled severely back from his angular face. His mustache tapered in two long tendrils down the
gdeof hismouth. Smal, intensaly dark eyesregarded her criticaly.

"Lord Tedmond, thislad brings news from the Kemmon-Ro. At therisk of hislife, asyou can see.”
The Lord Chamberlain nodded. "Thank you, Witton. Y ou may go. Tell Fenellato prepare the guest
room in the south wing for our friend. | don’t think, from the looks of him, or the storm, he’ll be going
anywherefor quite sometime.”

"Thank you, m’'Lord," Khamsin gasped weekly, lowering the pitch of her voice.

"Now, lad, first, your name. Then, whatever needs you may have, wounds to be tended to, before we
require your story."

"My name's Camron, m’ Lord, Camron of Tynder’sHill for that'swhere| wasborn. But | am
Kemmon-Ro now and | follow Master Egan. The news | bear comes from him and Druke."

Tedmond nodded. Khamsin knew the sound of the familiar names gave her story the needed credence.
She continued. "And | have no wounds that require tending any longer, Sirrah, other than | haven't esten



in days and am half-frozen. But thosethings I’ll survive. Thosein my tale have nat, for they’ve
succumbed to a creature the likes of which has not walked through the Darklings before. It attacked
Master Egan, and as| speak | don't know if he still breathes. It also attacked a Drin Nest and no one
therelivesto tell thetale. It was Druke, Sirrah, who sent me on my way, dong with Skeely and Wade,
Egan’s nephews. We became separated in astorm. I'm grieved to learn from your guard that they
haven't reached Traakha before me.”

"What manner of thing did you see, Camron?"

And Khamsin described the Mogra, adding to her story and embellishing it as she felt was necessary.
Shewove adiretae of battlein the foothills, drawing on names and attributes of other Kemmon-Ro
gleaned in the firesde conversations in the swamp. It was a convincing tale and as she finished, Lord
Tedmond knotted his hands together.

"You'll be given aplaceto rest and hedl, boy, and I’ [l send some of our best out into the mountainsto
search for your companions, as soon as the storms abates. Don't give up hope. They may be safein
some cave, yet, tired and cold, but aive.

"Asfor the creature you describe, it'saMogra, under the command of Lady Melande. We hadn't
thought she' d be so brazen asto come thisfar north. But it looks asif we underestimated her. What |
fear now isthose talesthat haven't yet reached our ears. Where el se she has struck and to what
devadtation.”

"But, Sirrah, couldn’'t Master Ro tell you?"

Lord Tedmond hesitated. "He could if he werein residence, lad, but heisn't. The Master’ s been absent
from Traakhd for some time now, dealing with the very problems you’ ve encountered. He has much to
tend to these days, as Tarkir’ s youngest are keeping him busy. I ve no doubt he aready knows of these
demons. And will return shortly with the newsthat they’ re no longer athrest."

Tedmond smiled tiredly at Khamsin and she was aware of the weight of the responsibilitieshe carried on
hisdight frame.

She dso knew something else: the Sorcerer wasn't here. That meant the Sorcerer’ s room would be
empty. And if Tedmond wereright, if the Sorcerer redlly were aware of the existence of the Mograin the
Darklings, perhaps he was too busy dealing with Melande' s petsto pay attention to the security of his
home. For who would ever suspect one smdll, fourteen-year old farm boy of being capable of invading
the castle Traakhd-Armin a Wintertide?

CHAPTER 21

Khamsin lay on the soft bed with the warm, woolen coverlet pulled up over her ears and listened to the
footsteps approach her door. Someone knocked softly and receiving no answer, entered, aong with the
aromaof hot stew. Footsteps became tiptoes and there was the sound of atray placed on atable. Then
the door closed again. Khamsin counted to thirty before throwing back the coverlet and springing out of
the bed. She' d removed her cloak and heavy over-tunic and couldn’t risk being seenin just her thin shirt,
which impugned her identity asaboy.

She ate what she could of the bread and the vegetables. The wine she avoided, settling for water,
needing a clear head about her tonight. When she finished she lay the bowl of stew on thefloor. Nixa's
smal head popped out her satchel. The cat willingly finished what her mistresskindly |eft to share with
her. She scampered under the bed as Khamsin pulled the coverlet up around her neck again. Within
minutes, the door opened and the same tiptoe ng footsteps that brought her med, retrieved it.

Now she had to wait. She let the darkness cregp through the comfortably furnished room without stirring.
She and Nixatook turns dozing, the other keegping awatch on the position of the moons, knowing thet in
the waning hours of the night, most of the castle should be adeep.

It was only then that she again dipped from the bed and strapped her sword about her waist. With Nixa
in tow, she stepped cautioudy for the door.

She listened for sounds before opening it and, hearing nothing, pulled it only asfar as was necessary to



dip through. She closed it quickly and lay her hand againgt the lock, sedling it with asmall spell.

Her back to the wall, she crept slently forward. She was at the end of along hallway in the south wing,
the sole lighted torch just outside her door. Quickly, she moved into the shadows, sending Nixa ahead of
her as sentry. Her footsteps were noisaess on the hard stone floor.

The castle had three wings: North, South and Eat, radiating out from the large square of the main hall.
She glimpsed as much from the end of the mountain trail. It was with thisimage in mind that she traveled
swiftly down the gtairs, knowing she had to pass through the back of the Great Room to gain accessto
the East Wing. She moved with astedlth learned in the woods around Cirrus Cove, where she and Nixa
had set up ambushesfor each other onitswinding trails.

She reached the last step and found not one Great Room but several large gathering hals, capable of
housing an entire Kemmon in each. There was anoise. She darted behind athick drapery. Nixa
described to her the deepy-eyed guard that strode by.

It took her several minutesto find the East stairs; they weren't adjacent to any of the common rooms, but
then, she hadn’t expected they would be. The East Wing was the private sanctuary of the Sorcerer. Few
had had reason to seek this section without specific invitation.

Shefound the great staircase with its carved railing through asmall room that led to alibrary and then
another room. There was a peaked archway at this point with no light beyond. 1t was through this Nixa
led her. Taking a deep breath, she followed the cat up the Sairs.

The fact that no one interrupted her wanderings, that doors were not kept locked or rooms cordoned off
only attested to the power the Sorcerer exercised over those who resided in the castle. The price one
would pay for violating his property far outweighed whatever meager gain the thief might, for afew
seconds, grasp in hishands.

There was a chill apparent in the air as she entered the East wing. She remembered the Lord
Chamberlain’swords. The Sorcerer hadn’t been at the castle for sometime. Evidently, no one kept the
hearths burning in anticipation of hisreturn either. Still, Khamsin quickened her steps, urging Nixa
onwardsin search of the find staircase that would lead to the tower and the room with the golden mage
circle

The cat darted ahead, only to come back with the news that this hallway, too, came to an abrupt end like
the two othersthey had traveled on below. The South wing had five levels and no tower. The accessthey
sought had to be somewhere on the next two floors.

They climbed and they groped through the darkness. No torch lights here cut into the gloom. Rooms,
unlocked, were empty of anything resembling astaircase or anirregularly shaped wall sgnaling that such
an addition lay within. Khamsin was aware of books and map charts on walls and tabletops, carved
figurines and vases and urns and just about anything else that could have been collected over athree
hundred year span. There were musical instruments and costumes such as those worn during aFool’s
Eve Ball. In another room, acollection of weapons. swords, spears and things so foreign she couldn’t
even recogni ze them, except to understand their placement in this particular location designated them as
lethdl.

Thelast room she came upon was lavish but its furnishings unfamiliar, save for afew items. It wasa
games room, like the Palace in Noviiya, with card tables and game boards, whedls of fortune and games
of skill. Severa decks of cards had been laid out on the tabletops in various patterns, asif the Sorcerer
moved from one game to another a whim. She thought of the card game played by Egan and the others
that night on the marsh. She wondered whom the Sorcerer played againgt, and if he ever lost.

Quietly, she pulled the door of the games room back into place and leaned againgt the wall, puzzled and
dgected. Nixasat on her haunches, her tail swishing, her eyes on her mistress. They found no staircase,
not even ahint of one. But there had to be some way.

Of course. The answer was so obvious she almost laughed out loud. Of course there was no staircase.
For what would a Sorcerer want with stairs? And what better way to insure he wouldn't be disturbed
during his conjurings than to build the circle room with only one means of entrance or exit. Ciro had said
no mortal man had even been there. For no mortal man could demateridize and materiaize at will.

But Raheiran blood ran in her veins. And weeks of preparation with the aging mage in Noviiya had taught



her how to usethat gift, if nothing else. She swept the cat up into her arms, as she had so many timeson
the street in front of Ciro’slodgings and stopped.

Therewas adender window &t the far end of the hall. Now the first rays of the morning sun dipped
through its meager dot. Soon, the rest of the castle would awaken. Already, she surmised, the cooks and
kitchen help bustled below. Someone might come to check on thelad, bring word of ahot breskfast
awaiting him. If Camron were not to befound...?

Involuntarily, she glanced upwards. She was so close. She knew it, could fed it dmost asif thewalls
around her throbbed. But she needed time, time.

Wéll, she had |ocked her door. Perhaps just one quick look.

With an audible ssigh, she dropped her shielding and transported hersdf into the large round room directly
over her head.

For dl that Ciro had told her, for dl that she had seen in her trespassings this very night, nothing prepared
her for the opulence that fairly glittered from the walls and floor around her. Khamsin gasped and truly
believed, for the moment, that she had falen into an immense treasure chest.

The room was round and had four tall arched windows, one facing east, one west, one north and one
south. A waist-high mantleringed thewall. On it sat those objects|ong associated with the manufacture
of magic. amulets and charms, tokens and chalices, wands and mortar and pestles. The striking thing
about the collection, though, wasthat al of the objects were cast of the purest gold or platinum,
encrusted with jewe s and edged with feather-light filigree. Khamsin counted seventy-five chdices before
sheturned her attention to the center of the room.

The mage circleinlaid into the floor was just as Ciro had described it, though words did it no justice. At
each outer rune point was a blue diamond; asmdler circleinsde, made of rubies. Thesignsof the
heavens formed even alarger circle outside the mage circle and Khamsin stepped carefully around until
she found the month of her birthing. It was here she reached out and fdlt, rather than saw, the tenuous
fabric that ran from floor to ceiling, through which only two beings could pass.

Sheran her hands dong its surface, sensing the spells and incantations woven together like threads. The
skillsit took to create something of that nature were beyond even her comprehension. For thefirst timea
small knot of fear formed in her somach. Thiswas no shaman or trickster she was deding with, like the
one she had fooled in Noviiya. Thiswasthe Sorcerer of Traakha-Armin.

The Orb of Knowledge beckoned from within the circle of rubies, its smooth round surface reflecting the
palelight filtering in through the high windows. It was secured inside a cabinet fashioned of slver barson
top of ahigh, six-legged pedestd. The orb rested on athin silken scarf strung between two carved
handles, the way alargejug of water was often carried down from the stream. Khamsin stared,
perceiving something liquid beneeth its surface. But the light outside was increasing. She was wasting
time

She motioned quickly to her cat and, asthe soft anima snuggled in afamiliar way in her arms, she
dlowed hersdf onelast indulgent glance around the magnificent room before demateridizing.

The next thing she saw was the broad wooden back of the door of her room. And someone knocked
loudly againgt it.

Quickly, she shoved Nixa under the small bed and draped her tunic over her shoulders, thankful she had
remembered to lock the door earlier when she set out on her explorations.

"A moment, amoment,” she caled out in answer to the rappings, her voice carrying the thickness that
comeswith deep.

A matronly chambermaid stood on the other side of the door as Khamsin opened it.

"Thought we might’ velogt ye, young Sirrah." The gray-haired woman fluffed the short white gpron bound
around her thick waist. "But then, | allows ye ve had atroublesome few days, out therein the cold.
Overdept, did ye?!

"Aye." Khamsn bowed her head dightly, ruffling her hair as she’ d often seen Tavis do in the mornings
and yawned. "Fedl much better, | do now, Ma am. Sorry if | gave you afright.”

The older woman chuckled and reaching out, poked at Khamsin' s ribs through the hastily donned tunic.
"A good hot med 'tiswhat you need, lad. Fill up them skinny bones of yours. Come downgtairs when



you' reready.”

Khamsin leaned againgt the doorjamb as the chambermaid ambled down the hall. She had been lucky, so
lucky, in returning when she did. If the castle discovered an empty room, alocked empty room, she
might not have fared so well. Asit was, she had nothing more now to worry about than the good-natured
chiding of the kitchen-help a having overdept.

At least, that was all she had to worry about until nightfall. Then, she would have to return to the room
with the golden mage circle and take the Orb of Knowledge into her hands,

Her thoughts traveled no farther than that.

After breakfast, she made the expected inquires about her supposed traveling companions, logt inthe
mountains, feigning a believable concern. The lean-faced guards she spoke to were well-trained to keep
the optimism in their voice, encouraging the young farm-lad that al was not lost and, by the grace of
Tarkir, hisfriends would soon be found.

A twinge of conscience poked a her during the exchange. She knew that on her words aone, severa
Khdarian guards would have ventured out into the mountains, seeking lost travelerswho did not exis.
But more than that, she was bothered by her newfound ability to lie; to fabricate events and existences so
completely that even the Sorcerer’ s highly-trained staff were unable to see through her deception. She
found hersdlf expressing emotions she didn’t fed, reacting to eventsthat didn’t exist until she began to
question her own veracity.

What had she become, what happened to young Khamsin of Cirrus Cove? She was the one who was
gentle with animas, upon whose outstretched hand wild birdlings rested. She was the one who had

hel ped birth babes and healed the sick and cared so deeply for thosein her small Coveside village that
she had risked al to further her knowledge, in order to protect them. Even when they had shunned her
and, a the worgt, had tried to kill her, her only thoughts had been of them, of her village, of her people,
and what she owed them. It was why she was here now, to avenge the atrocities that had given her life,
and her friends, degth.

It should be more difficult, she admonished hersdlf, as she sat in thewindow well of her small roominthe
castle, watching the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the wide courtyard below. Her physical
discomfort, her persona losses, her tribulations in the mountains were dight compared to the devastation
upon which she was now prepared to embark. To be the one responsible for the destruction of the Orb
of Knowledge should carry more of aprice than she paid. For dl that the Sorcerer stood for, she il
respected hiswisdom and his skill; had to respect it. She' d touched the protective shielding at the
perimeter of the mage circle and knew that thiswas something so far beyond her capabilities, so far
beyond her imagination that she found hersdlf in awe of the power that created it.

Almogt, amost she wished she wasn't the oneto causeitsend. Of al of those bornin the Land in over
two hundred years, Ciro had told her she was the only one besides the Sorcerer who could gain access
to the Orb of Knowledge. The protective veil surrounding it insured that. But she was perhaps, aso the
only one who could appreciateit, understand it, revel inits depths and intricacies. Shefdt likeamusician
inaroom full of deaf mutes demanding the death of the orchestra.

Khamsin closed her eyesand let her head rest againgt the hard stones behind her. Thiswasn't thetime
for such soft and sentimenta thoughts. Those were alowable when she was no more than Khamsin of
Cirrus Cove, wife of the smith, and Hedler of the village. But the smith was dead and the village, her
village, was burned and abandoned. And she was just Khamsin now. No. Perhaps no longer even
Khamsin, but Kiasdira

Kiasdirahad only one purposein the Land.

And it was to be found within the Orb of Knowledge.

CHAPTER 22



The hours of darkness this time seemed to move more dowly than they had only aday before. Khamsin
prowled restlesdy around the confines of her room as she waited for the castle noisesto cease. The night
before, much of her fatigue was genuine. She dept, confident in Nixa swatchful eyes.

Tonight, though, she was thoroughly rested and well-fed. Seeep wouldn’t come. Even the gray feline
seemed more agitated than usud. Khamsin wondered if the same thoughts plagued the smaler mind as
well but was reluctant to share her concerns with the cat. To do so wouldn't be reassuring to either of
them.

The Sorcerer was dueto return. Lord Tedmond said as much at Khamsin' sfirst and only meeting with
him in the hearth room. And judging from the attitudes of the guards and the servants, it wastheir opinion
aswdl. The only problem was when.

The few discreet questions Khamsin lay upon the kitchen help gave her little information to work with. It
was not unusud, it seemed, for Master Ro to be absent from Traakhal for extended periods of time. It
was dso not unusua for him to resdein the great castle for months, even seasons on end without leaving.
Khamsn began to redize that after three hundred years, any display of behavior was considered within
reason.

But she had only tonight. The longer she delayed, the more questions would be asked about Camron of
Tynder’ sHill. For now, she had enough to worry about with the comings and goings of the castle saff.
The inexplicable appearances, and disappearances, of the Sorcerer could not even be taken into
congderation.

If only she could convince hersdf of that! She winced now at her foolhardiness of the previous evening,
when she had blithely traipsed around the East Wing of the castlein the dark. Her shielding may have
protected her from him, if he sought her whereabouts. But it aso hid the Sorcerer from her.

There was one other congtant she learned in her conversations with the kitchen maids as she had helped
hersalf to athick dice of fresh baked bread earlier that evening. It was that the castle - save for the aging
Lord Tedmond - seemed to operate on amuch more efficient level when the Sorcerer was absent.

Not that it was said he ever interfered. In truth, there were those in the lower stations of service who
admitted to having never even set eyes upon their Master. They were aso the ones more willing to gossp
about the Sorcerer.

The problem lay with those who had seen, or knew, their Master. They were the oneswho said very
little, who drew an dmost inaudible breath when his name was mentioned.

Khamsn was familiar with the single-minded devotion and respect often accorded the lord of the manor
by his people, aswas hisdue. But at Traakhd, she wondered if it weren't more than that.

If it weren't unembelished fear.

And in the day and ahaf she had lived amongst them that same fear crept up into her spine, too.

She splayed her hands out in front of her in the darkness, raising them towards the window 'til they came
between her face and the twin moons, now cresting high in the winter sky. The paelight filtered through,
glistening in the depths of her eyes. She dlowed hersdf to be drawn by the silvery ribbons, dowly,
carefully, sill maintaining contact with the nervous gray fdine that was her watchdog. She sought out any
strong emanations of power nearby. If he traveled, perhaps by horseback, or boat...but no. The
emanations from the walls of the castle itself were too strong. Too much magic had been cast here over
the centuries. The residue from the spells and incantations now laced through the air like smoke from an
ever-burning fire,

When shefirst learned her magic at Tanta Bron’' s Sde, she came up against the same problem. The old
woman's cave would seem to pulse with the power of ancient spells. Intime, she'd been ableto
overcome that interference, even useit to her advantage.

But try as she might, there was no way she could overcome the presence of the Sorcerer now.



And hewasn't even in residence. Of that she was sure.

"There' snothing more | can do," she said softly to her cat, though the comment was unnecessary. It
made little difference to Nixa. She would do as Khamsin requested, out of love.

Khamsin knelt on thefloor, taking the small fdineinto her ams.

"Now," shewhigpered again, into ears as Soft as an evening breeze in summer.

And they were gone.

She placed the cat on top of the mantle that ringed the room and, her hands now free, unlatched the clasp
on her sword. It was gtrictly for precaution. To draw it would shed more light in the darkened room, for
the moons had temporarily become obscured by acloud. But to draw it would aso signd that something
of power entered the chamber, more than the dropping of her shielding or the use of her minor spellsto
trangport herself here. And that was something she didn’t wish to do.

Besides, she knew her eyes would adjust in afew moments to the darkness. And the moons should
come out, again.

Nixa high-stepped fluidly over aseries of large amulets, her whiskerstwitching at the pungent odor of the
perfumed oilsthat coated their surfaces. She relayed her opinions back to Khamsin but her mistress
wasn't interested.

‘Not now,” she chastised silently. She followed the intricate carvings on the floor 'til she stood inthe
same place she had the night before when thefirst light of dawn filtered in, urging her return to her
chamber.

But it was now ahair’ s breath of two hours past midnight and hours before daybreak. And thistime she
had no intention of returning to her room, daybreak or not.

This much she knew: when she smashed the Orb, it would send asearing signa to any and dl of the
Powers. Other wizards, like Ciro, and mages and achemistswould fed it like arent in their flesh; village
Hederswould start and gasp. What the Sorcerer would do, she chose not to imagine. But she accepted
that at that moment, he would return to Traakhd.

But it would betoo late.

Trembling dightly, Khamsin held her hands out until she felt the spellbound curtain before her. She
stepped towardsiit.

"Kiaddira," she said in ahushed voice. The curtain parted, closing behind her as she cameinsde.

Many hundreds of milesto the east, in the cluttered attic roomsin the top of an old warehouse, a
black-cloaked figure felt the parting and gtiffened. The parchment in his hands drifted to the floor.

Nixa gtirred restlessly undernegth the north window. Khamsin heard the sound but ignored it, her eyes
now fixed on the churning of brilliant colorsinside the Orb. She reached through the wide side opening of
the cabinet, fingertips bardly grazing its surface. Shefelt atingling travel through her.

On either end were two large handles of wood. They weren't attached to the cabinet but rested on a
crosspiece. The Orb could be removed from the pedestal in order to facilitate its use.

Or itsdegtruction.

She grasped the handles firmly and dowly lifted the Orb from its cradle, testing itsweight and balance as
shedid. It was bulky but not as heavy as she expected. She wove her fingers around the thick handles.
The position was awkward and cumbersome. It might dip but not bresk. It could roll through the
protective curtain. She released the handles, but only momentarily, so asto change the position of her



hands.

There. That was better. Thiswas no more difficult than lifting aheavy laundry basket. In spite of her
circumstances, or perhaps because of them, the thought struck her as oddly amusing. She rested the
handles again in the crosspiece. A soft gigglerosein her throat. Then died abruptly.

A pulsation of power shot through her. She choked back a scream, her fingersflying from the handles as
if they’ d touched molten metd. She collgpsed in haf, her legs buckling.

Her world exploded inside and outside of her smultaneoudy. Her conscious mind regled. She could see
nothing but aswirl of colors before her eyes. A stabbing brightness, a searing brilliance. Shetore her gaze
from the Orb asif the tranducent object itself was the source of her torture.

But it wasn't. That much she sensed as she clung to the thick silver bars of the cabinet. Nothing was
coming from the Orb, but rather was building around her, through the very air of the mage circle.

The searing energy intensfied. She did to her knees. The mind-deafening pul sations continued.

She grasped one of the pedestal’ s thick wooden legs and tried to pull hersdlf to her feet. Her fingersdid
numbly down the ornate posts. Then a second wave of searingly-hot energy rolled over her and through
her, tossing her like flotsam in the tide. She dropped to one knee and clung to the pedestal, fighting for
air, struggling to bresthe. Her head fell forward. She buried her face againgt her arms. But therewas no
protection, no cessation. The pulsations grew stronger until shefelt them cometo afoca point burning
directly into her back.

Weskly, she kndlt next to the wooden column. She' d waited too long. There was only one being, only
one entity in the Land who possessed that much power, that much force that his mere presence done
was cagpable of crushing the strongest of men to the earth, flattening them into the very dust they came
from.

That being was the Sorcerer.

The Master of Tragkha was home.

Suddenly, the incessant pinpricks against her skin disgppeared. And, save for her breath that was still
coming in great gasps, it was asif nothing a al had happened. She raised her face and peered through
the pedestd. The starsin the dark sky outside il twinkled through the narrow window before her. The
night air was lill.

Then she heard the soft rustle of cloth like the sound of long robes or a cloak behind her. Trembling, she
inched her body around in her crouch 'til she faced the source of the sound.

And there, clad in the night-black riding regdiaof the North Land Hill Raiders, with along black cloak
secured by a

platinum clasp at histhroat, was Tarkir’ sfirst born. The Sorcerer of Tragkha-Armin.

She leaned back against the pedesta and breathed anamein disbelief.

"...Rylan.”

CHAPTER 23

He stepped quickly towards her, hands outstretched. Anicy blade of fear ran through her body.
Khamsin struggled to her feet.

"No. Stop!" Her voice, hoarse, broke as she called out the words. "Come no further or I'll...," and she
fingered the hilt of her sword but suddenly changed her mind. She wrenched the Orb fromits case. She
held it in front of her. It swayed initscradle of slk.

"I’ll destroy it." Her voice was stronger now. She adjusted her stance like afighter, squaring off to face
her enemy.

He stopped, an odd expression on hisface, amixture of anger and confusion. "Khamsain, I’ m no threat to
you."



"But only if | do what you want. Bend to your will."

"How canyou bdievethat after..."

"Because you're the Sorcerer. Rotha-kiarr." Hatred burned in her voice. His own wasflat by
comparison when he answered.

"Yes, Kiagdira, | amn.”

Stll, hisvoice, saying her name, shocked her.

"Then you must be stopped. This," and she held the Orb away from her body, "will tell me how."

"It will provide you with information. But it won't make decisionsfor you."

She sudied hisface, so familiar in o many ways, seeking some glint of malevolencein hiseyes, seding
herself against expected wrath. But she saw nothing: not hatred or suspicion or fear. Hewasjust Rylan,
dressed in black, with Hill Raiders daggers strapped to histhigh. A blue-white diamond, like the onesin
the mage circle, glistened in hisear in place of the smdl gold star he' d dwaysworn. From his belt
dangled asmall, familiar, favored amulet.

Hewasthe Tinker. Y et she knew he wasn't. Incomprehension mixed with fear.

"I’ll take whét | learn back to Ciro."

"Ciro'sdead."

Her arms shook, the Orb momentarily fegling dmost too heavy to lift.

"Why?"' Her voice cracked. "Was he such athreat to you? Hewasjust amad old wizard, he...he..."
"I’m not the one respongible for his death. Believe me. It wasn't my doing, nor my wish." He took
another step towardsthe curtain. "Khamsin..."

"No! Stay whereyou areor | will drop this. If | can’t useit, then you won't, either.”

"Y ou can useit, we can useit together.”

Ciro had said the Sorcerer would seek Kiasidiraasan ally.

"And what isit you wish to teach me, Master Ro? How to kill innocent children, dit their throats and the
throats of their mothers? How to burn villages, destroy farmlands, steal babes from their cradles?!
"Those aren’'t my methods.”

"They're Hill Raiders methods." She pushed thoughts of Egan and Druke from her mind. Now was not
the time to question the feasibility of her actions. She had been born for thisday. She tried to focus on the
charred embers of Cirrus Cove, and not on the memory of the soft smile of aman caled Rylan. Nor one
cdled Egan. "The Hill Raidersfollow your commands.”

"Only the Khalar. The Magris pay no dlegiance to me nor do the Fav’ [hir. The Khaar are not wanton
murderers. | wouldn't tolerate that.”

"But the day theriders attacked the Cove, you were there. They killed my husband. They hanged him
and burned my house. And you didn’t stop them!"

For thefirst time since he entered the room, he pulled his gaze from her and stared out at the dark dlit of
afar window.

"No, | didn’t stop them,” he said finally, turning back to face her. His voice held aheavy note of
resignation, asif the admisson pained him.

"But you could have."

He clasped his hands behind him. "Those were Magrig riders, under Lucid’s command. So in that sense,
| had no part in hisdeath. But | admit it served my purpose. | wanted you too much.”

She gasped in horror. "Y ou wanted. .. .you, you alowed degth to claim an innocent man to serve your
own ends?'

"Lucia sent riders after some of my peoplein the Nijanas, first, asadiverson. | didn’t know of theraid
on Cirrusuntil hisriderswere dready inthevillage. | did what | could to make sure Tavisand the
children didn't suffer. But | was more concerned with keeping you safe, getting you away from there.”
"Why? So | could lead you to Ciro? Isthat why you sent that deformed, hell-spawned creature to the
Bdll Tower that night? Or the one the marsh? Y our petsin the dungeons, Rotha-kiarr!"

Helooked perplexed, but only dightly. "What creaturein the Bell Tower?"

She damost screamed at him. "The onethat called my name. Said *Kiasdira with amouth that had no
lips! And looked at me with sockets that had no eyes! Ciro saved my life that night. And even hedidn’t



know my name until | told him. Who ese but Rotha-kiarr knew to call me Kiasidira?'

"Lucid and Melande," hereplied and hisvoice was quiet. "They knew."

"Youlid"

"Ask. Place the Orb back into the pedestal and ask it." He pointed at the tranducent orb wavering in its
slken cradle. "Let me show you how. It can'tlie”

She hesitated, then: "No. Y ou're not interested in the truth. Y ou' re only interested in controlling the
Orb."

"l am interested in the truth. Aswell asin the proper balance of power."

"So you thought to kidnap me, isthat it? In Noviiya, with al your pretty words and pretenses, to make
me do what you want. Y ou thought to deceilve me. You..."

"No, Khamsin. There was no deception.”

"But you knew who | wadl"

"For many years, yes. | even knew on the road outside Cirrus when you hedled my horse.”

She frowned as her mind raced over past events. "What wasit, m’Lord,” she asked, her voice now
strangdly quiet, "that kept you from claiming me on the road that day? Or in my own house? Why the
game of being Rylan the Tinker? The lies? Y ou could ve clamed metheday..."

"l did. Asyou said, on the road when we met. | offered you my blessing. Y ou accepted it.”

"You...?" Shewas shocked. She had no knowledge of any claiming. Just of soft words. And achain of
brightpinks wrapped around her wrist. All innocent, harmless gestures. "But I’ ve come here on my own.
If you'd claimed me, surely youwould' ve..."

"Taken you forcefully?' He sghed. "Khaman, you have much to learn and know nothing of the claim you
received by accepting my blessing. By claiming you | placed my mark on you, so that as you learned who
you are, you' d understand what you mean to the Land. And to me.

"But by claiming you | couldn’t force you to do anything against your will. If you cameto me- just asyou
did in Noviiya- it had to be of your own volition.”

She remembered thar first night in Noviiya. She' d dept donein the smal trundle bed. But not before
Rylan had given her hispromise.

"Do you recall what | told you?" he asked.

"Yes. No!" The memory held too much pain.

"l toldyou," he said softly, "'I" d never take anything from you that you weren't first willing to give. And
I’d never force you to do, or be, anything, other than what you want to be. And | said that in this, if in
nothing e se, you may now and forever, place your faith.”

Khamsan'sthroat tightened as tears pricked the back of her eyes.

"If you adso remember," he continued, "I asked you in Noviiyato seek out your answers at Traakha and
you refused. And when | |€ft, | again asked you to come with me. And again you refused. | didn't force
you but neither did | intend to ever stop asking. Khamsin, | hoped as you learned more, you'd..."

But he never finished his statement. There was movement in the room to hisleft, awavering of light, a
liquid motion. Suddenly awoman stood under the south window. Her hair was dark and fell like aglossy
drape to her waist. She wore agolden gown patterned like arich brocade, with chains of gold wound
around her dimwaist. At her throat was a solitary ruby, the size of ahen’segg.

Khamsn thought she was the most beautiful woman she’ d even seen.

The Sorcerer, however, was greetly displeased by the sight. "Meande! Thisisnone of your affair!”
Khamsin never heard him spesk in anger before. Never knew how much hatred could be portrayed in a
tone until now. A chill of fear shot through her asthe Sorcerer growled out hiswords at the figurein gold
by the window. Perhaps this was the way his servants knew the Master of Traakhal.

Melande seemed not to notice at al.

"Wdll, Ro, it'sniceto see you, too, love." She held dim hands out towards her brother, her fingers laden
with jewels. Then with aloud sigh let her arms drift back to her Sdes. "There was atime, you know,
when he would' ve kissed these same hands. He can do that so very well. When hewantsto.”

She smiled knowingly at Khamsin, who suddenly felt adull ache throb insde her. No wonder the Tinker
had been anxiousto leave Noviiyaand reticent in returning. Even the Princesses parading through the



city’ stearooms could not compare in beauty to the woman before her.

Khamsin was bardly aware that the Sorcerer was speaking, only hearing the harshnessin histone.

"Y ou're not welcome here, Melande. Now, will you leave or must | do that for you?"

"What, sweetest, banish your little Sster again?' She pursed her lipsinto amoue. "Isthat how you reward
al the pleasure I’ ve shown you?"

"Y ou pervert any pleasure.” He spat thewords at her.

"Well, if | do, darling, it's only because you were my teacher." She walked around the room towards
him, trailing ajeweed finger aong the mantle, her rings glinting as she passed under the east window.
"Médande, I'mwarning you for thelad...!"

"Atit again, Ro?'

Khamsin spun at avoice behind her and dmost lost her hold on the Orb. It swayed dangeroudy. She
was forced to clutch it againgt her, her thoughts on the man now striding in the direction of the Sorcerer.
He matched him in height and features, but not in coloring. The man had hair as pale aslightning.

Her question was answered beforeit fully surfaced in her mind. Hewas Lucid. And he was her father.
Khamsin gasped and thrust the Orb away from her body.

The man, clad in deep red robes, turned in her direction. "And good evening to you, Lady. Tell me, do
we have herewho | think we do?'

Melande stopped in her meandering. "L ucid, you don’t think...?" She scrutinized Khamsin more closdly,
her dark eyes narrowing.

"Of course" she breathed. "It slittle Kiasidira. My, she’ sgrown, hasn’t she? Child, what happened to
your hair? Isthat what they’ re doing now in Noviiya? The latest fashion”?”

"Y ou've known al dong who sheis, damn you!" The Sorcerer pointed & Meande. "Y ou were the one
who sent the Mogra after her in the Bell Tower. That’swhy you sent your ridersto Browner’s Grove. To
draw me away."

"I haven't the dightest ideawhat you' re talking about, Ro, sweetest. Why, I’ ve never seen her beforein
my life. | only know of her because of what Lucid hastold me and well, she doeslook like her father,
you must admit. Thelast | heard she was growing up sweet and charming in some little backwater
Cove."

"Then how did you know | wasin Noviiya?' Khamsin spoke out clearly. Melande and Lucid looked at
her in shock, asif unaware she could do such athing. But the Orb granted her more than Lucid’ sidentity
when sheinadvertently held it againgt her. It had shown her who shetruly was aswell. Khamsin now
understood why she had to be the one insde the circle. She saw what she meant to the Land, and the
Land to her. Not to possessit, but to hed it.

She held her head alittle higher, met the gaze of the beautiful Witch with more confidence than shedd even
known existed in her heart before.

"Why, | just guessed you' d been to Noviiya" Mdande s hands fluttered as she spoke. "Doesn't
everyone go to the City at sometimeinthear life?'

"Kiaddira" Lucia stepped towards her. "Child, bring the Orb to me. Before you drop it. Or someone
who shouldn’'t haveit, grabsit." He glared at Meande.

Khamsin turned to her right, towards Mdande, then left, at Lucid. "She can't get in here.”

"Someone has taught you well, daughter.” His gaze shifted for amoment to his haf-brother ashe
emphasized thefina word. "Bring the Orb to me."

"I think I’ [l keep it for now, thank you, m’'Lord."

"Kia, Kia, you can trust your TantaMéande,” the witch purred. Khamsin glanced in her direction. ™Y our
father, he abandoned you! Why, | remember saying to him when he told me about you, ‘Lucid, let me
raisethe child if you've noloveto give her.” We could ve been friends, Kia, youand I."

"Y ou don't need friends like that, daughter.”

Khamsin turned again.

"Khamsin." The Sorcerer said her name quietly. Y et she heard it asif hiswere the only voice in the room.
"Put the Orb back in the pedestd.”

"No, Kia. Bringittome!"



"Daughter, listen to your father. Come here. | can...”

"Lucid, shut up! Kia, don't ligento him."

Khamsin spun dizzily under the barrage of voices.

"Khamsn!"

"Kid"

"Daughter..."

"No!" Shethrust the Orb over her head. It jiggled precarioudy.

All weredlent.

"Now," shesaid, her voice suddenly firm. "It' sover. There shal be no morefighting. No more burning of
villages, killing of children, raping of women. There shal be no more summer snows or poisonrain. It
stops now. Or | smash this."

Melande' sface hardened. ™Y ou hdfling bastard, how dare you dictate termsto me! Rotha, goin there
and take it from the bitch." She swung one arm out towards the Sorcerer. ™Y ou can do that, can’t you?"
"Takeonestep and | dropit!" Khamsin shook the handles dightly.

The man in black did nothing for severa heartbeats, then raised hisarm. Khamsin tensed, knowing what
the movement could signa. But he only ran his hand wesarily through his hair. "' Smash the Orb, Khamsin.
It sthe only way. They’ re not going to listen to anything else. Believe me, | know. I’ vetried.”
"Areyoumad?' Lucia spun on hisbrother, his hands coming up in athreatening gesture. "That’ Il kill ug!
well dl dig”

"Just abit sooner than expected, in Sixty or seventy years. Aswe should have, three hundred years ago.
We velived, Lucid, too long. Much too long."

"But we'll get old!" Mdande' s hands raised to her face.

The Sorcerer chuckled dryly. ™Y ou passed your two-hundred and twenty-fifth last Summertide, Mélly. |
wouldn't cdl that young.”

"Y our humor, Ro, isill timed, asusud." Lucia snapped.

"I'mtired, Lucid. Tired of three hundred years of fighting, of deceit, of treachery." He paused, hiswords
now for Khaman. "And of emptiness.”

She knew. The Orb had shown her that aswell. Rotha-kiarr had been on ajourney of hisown, not
unlike the one sheld just experienced. But his had been cruder, more frightening. Until he turned his back
on the beckoning darkness of the ultimate power that consumed Lucid and Meande. They abandoned
him, then joined forces againg him. Sibling againg sibling.

Until achild wasborn in the midst of amaglstrom.

"Well, maybe you'retired but I'm not!" Lucid lashed out at his older brother, grabbing him by thearm.
"Go in there and take the Orb away from thelittle tramp, or | swear I'll..."

"You'll what, Lucia?' There was a deadly note in the Sorcerer’ svoice.

The younger man tensed visibly and snatched his hand away.

"Weekling!" Meande hissed, the venom carrying acrossthe circle. "Kiasdira, now listento me. You've
carried on your foolishnesslong enough. Y ou’ re meddling in something you don't understand.”

"Don’'t be so sure," came the Sorcerer’ s smooth reply.

"But this| will promiseyou,” she continued, overriding her eldest brother’ stones. ™Y ou will gain nothing
and lose dl if the Orb is destroyed. Y ou can't take away the powers we aready have. Nor the
knowledge. That's past. The past can’'t be dtered. Y ou can’t destroy us. Y ou will smply shorten our
timefor revenge. But alot can be accomplished in seventy years, Kiasdira. A
lot...can...be...accomplished.”

The threat wasthere.

Khamsn lowered her aching arms until the Orb swung before her, swirling, pulsing, like awhirlwind full
of rainbows. She gazed into its depths before holding it out towards the man before her.

"Rylan," shesaid, dmaost shy in using the name she had whispered night after night in her dreams. "I'm
tired, too. But I’'m not yet ready to die."

And she passed the Orb to the Sorcerer as he stepped through the curtain.



CHAPTER 24

"Khamsin, you're sure? Y ou understand?”'

She nodded hurriedly, the tearstrickling down her cheeks as the weight of the past few months flowed
over her. Cirrus Cove, the deaths of Tanta Bron, Tavis, Rinaand Aric. The pain of being physically
beaten by the Covemen. The pain of loving and losing the Tinker. And then there was Egan, so
concerned, so caring. Y et hewas aHill Raider, like those who had killed Rina s children. Like the man
who stood before her.

She found herself stripped of all illusions of what she had assumed life was supposed to be. Yet, inan
odd sort of way, she understood it all and knew she understood nothing. She was finally open for the
truth. She raised her tear-stresked face to the man in black.

He gently pulled the Orb from her grasp and did it back into the cabinet. She watched his movements as
if mesmerized, asif she were here and yet not. But when he turned towards her, she let herself reach out
and touch him, laying her hand on his deeve. He drew her againgt him, wrapping hisarms around her as
he kissed the dampness on her face.

She brought her mouth up to his, no longer shy, knowing he was the answer to her questions.
"Kiagdira" Sheheard Lucid’ swhining voice.

Khamsin ignored her father, having more important thingsto tend to.

"Rotha!" It was Melande and she, too, received no response.

Finally, Khamsin pulled avay. She studied the face yet inches from hers. Nothing had changed. He was
gtill the man she knew as Rylan the Tinker and aways would be. But many changes now beckoned to
her.

"What will you do," she asked him softly, "in eighteen years, when I'm older than you?"

Hetouched hisfingersto her lips. "In eighteen years, child, you will ill be eighteen, asyou will dso be
for the next five hundred. Y ou’ re Raheiran, and to atrue Raheiran the Orb grants unlimited knowledge,
and alimited immortdlity. It’sthe price we pay for the duty that befalls us.

"Unfortunately,” he said with asideways glance towards L ucid, "some of use choose to ignore and abuse
that duty."

"Someof us" Lucid shot back, "aren’'t muddled by weak sentimentdlity.”

"No. Just greed. When a Raheiran comesinto his or her power, it's easy to be tempted to want to
control, instead of guide. Sometimesthe Gods' have bred alittletoo findy," he added, his mouth twisting
dightly.

Khamsin remembered what Ciro had said: that the Sorcerer was Tarkir’ s offspring, but not Ixari’s. Lucid
and Meande were.

"That’ swhy Merkaratold my mother to keep you safe from usfor dl that time. He knew, just aswe dl
did, what you' d learn, what you would become. It was important you reach that day without any outside
influencesfrom us."

"Your mother kept me safe?!

"Merkara s haf-gster. You caled her your TantaBron."

Khamsin opened her mouth asif to speak, then closedit.

"'She was keeping you away from us until you could make your own decisions. Bronya knew the mistake
shemadein alowing Tarkir and Ixari to raise mein their temples. She saw what Lucid and Melande had
become, knowing only priests and priestesses, who jumped at their every whim. She didn’t want to
repesat that mistake with you.

"And sherefused to let me near you, until she could be surel wasn't like them..." he motioned with a
dismissve gesture towards the Witch and the Wizard, .. .anymore.”

Helifted his gaze from her face and looked at his siblings. "Kiasdirahas decided. And she has the power



to enforce the decision.”

Meande stepped to the curtain, her mouth atight line. "My riders..."

"Your riderswill cease, Mdande. Aswill yours, Lucid. Y ou may not have wanted to listen to me before.
But you will ligen to us, now."

"I'll seeyou in hell, Rotha-kiarr!" For amoment Meande' s eyes burned with an intensefire, alook that
had been known to reduce mere mortals to ashes.

The Sorcerer merely raised one eyebrow in aquizzicd expression. His voice, however, was hard as
stone.

"Beyegone, witch."

And Mdande disappeared.

Nixatrotted over to sniff the spot where the Witch had stood, and sneezed.

Lucid eyed Khamsin warily. ™Y ou may have awinning hand, Ro, but the game' s not over. Not yet."
Tarkir ssons stared at each other through the curtain, Lucia dropping his gaze only seconds before he,
too, disappeared.

And then there was a silence in the room. Nothing stirred, not even Nixawho crouched down on dl
fours’til her pawswereinvisible. She stared at a nonexistent point in the distance.

Rylan, too, sood motionless, his hands resting lightly on Khamsin's shoulders. His own sagged ever so
dightly with ahint of tiredness. The eyesthat sudied the smadl form in his grasp now lacked the brazen
confidence that shone in them, only moments before.

But Khamsin saw none of thisfor she stared where the gray feline stared, at nothing, asit was oftenin
nothing that it was easiest to find what you seek.

He waited for her to turn her face back to his.

"I know you' re angry with me. Y ou’ ve aright to be, no doubt. So say what you will. Or ask what you
need to know."

She paused thoughtfully. "What congtitutes a‘*winning hand,” Rylan?| don’t know. I’ ve never played
cards before, you see.”

She could tdll by his expression that was't the question he was expecting, but then, she had no intention
of doing the expected. Nor of facing, a the moment, the very seriousissues she knew they’ d have to
dedl with soon enough. She was exhausted, emotionaly and physicaly, and suspected he was aswell.
She needed, more than answersright now, to see hissmile.

He responded with the genuine warmth her heart sought.

"Well, then, my Lady, you still havealot tolearn,” he teased lightly and grasped her by the elbow. He
guided her out of the circle of the circle, the curtain shimmering like asilver vell inthewind asthey
stepped through.

She paused at the mantle near atrio of platinum chalices but touched a gilt-edged deck of cards instead.
She withdrew a card from the center of the stack. With ashy amile, she handed it to him and he turned it
over.

Thefirdt light of the new day filtered through the east window of the room and caught the brightly gilded
colorson the card in the Sorcerer’ shand. On its face was an artist’ s rendering of two figures, one male
and one female, intertwining in a passionate embrace.

It wasthe card of the Lovers.

"An omen?' she asked, her hand resting on hisarm.

"A promise." Hedrew her againgt him, sedling his promise with akiss.

EPILOGUE

FIRST THAW



CHAPTER 25

They came after First Thaw, up thewinding trail through the NijanaMountains. Their dim-hooved
galions stepped carefully over patches of ice-crusted snow, splashing through mountain sreams and
rivulets of clear cold water that flowed from the crevicesin the gray rocks. The sky was clearer than it
had been since Wintertide, though not the sapphire blue of summer. Still, it no longer blended with the
snowcapped peaks in the distance. The brown-clad Hill Raiders, their vests and saddle blankets edged in
Kemmon-Ro black, saw the pale azure canopy overhead asagood sign.

They crowded in the Great Halls of the castle with the other Kemmons: Kemmon-Drin from the
northwest and Kemmon-Nijar from the foothills of the northeast. The degp burgundy and greens of their
bandings soon intermingled with the black banding of the last to arrive from the region of the Darkling
Forest. All drank and caroused and gambled under the watchful eyes of the Khaar - the castle’sown
Kemmon - who wore no bandings, for their vests and tunics and leather trousers, like their cloaks, were
solid black. The color of the Master of Traakha-Armin.

Like their Magter, the Khalar were tal, broad-shouldered, raven-haired men, square-jawed. Their large
hands wielded the longest swords as easily asthey fingered the feather-light reins of their stallions. For
Khaar horsemen were the best in the Land, outriding even the flamboyant but now less powerful Fav’ [hir
whose speckled steeds were legendary in the south.

The four Kemmon-Rey, or leader-chieftans, of each faction werefindly led to the Hearth Room which
lay directly abovethe Great Hals of the castle. The rumble of men’s voices and occasiona burst of deep
laughter followed them up the wide stone stairs. They took their places at the long polished mahogany
tablein front of the hearth, with burly Tahan of Kemmon-Drin and round-faced Potro of Kemmon-Nijar
on one side, chestnut-haired Egan of Kemmon-Ro and dark Humbert of the Khaar on the other. Their
backs were to the tall arched windows draped with heavy brocaded curtains, now drawn back to let in
the strong rays of the late afternoon sun setting in the West.

At thefoot of the table stood Lord Tedmond, afrail, white-haired old man whose thin mustache drooped
past the sharp point of hischin. Hewas clad in robes of rich burgundy, having once hailed from
Kemmon-Drinin hisyouth. But thetitle he now bore was Lord Chamberlain; hisalegiance solely to the
man who had reigned in Traakhal-Armin for over three hundred years.

‘Master RO’ asthey caled him - and it was only with the grestest of respect - didn’t appear at this
mesting, nor the two that followed, having no interest in the minor negotiations of the Kemmonsthat took
place at the Council of First Thaw. Tedmond handled that as he had for seventy years, snce he came
into Master Ro’ s service. He inherited the position from his wizened father who likewise had borne the
responsibility of Lord Chamberlain for the Master for nearly three-quarters of acentury before he died.
Therewasthetraditiona oath of dlegiance pledging fedty and loyalty followed by the offering from each
Kemmon as proof of their faith: anew contingent of highly trained scouts or trailcutters added to Master
Ro’'ssarvice or the gift of afindy bred stalion or mare of great bloodlines, dl for the betterment of the
Tribe.

Minor grievanceswere aired, territoria disputes, for even within the closdy-knit loydties of the Tribe, the
Kemmons often fought among themsealves. Inter-family jedouses were traditiond.

Master Ro himsdlf wasn't above these petty jeal ousies and there wasn't aman now present in Traakha
who didn’'t know the reason for their existence: they were the defenders of two-thirds of the Land
claimed three centuries ago by their Master and the Khaar. The other third was held jointly by Lady
Melande, the Witch and Lord Lucia, the Wizard. It took the two of them and dl their combined powers
to attempt - for attempt was all they did - to keep Master Ro, their eldest brother, at bay. For he was
Lord of Traakha-Armin, first-born of the God of the Underworld, Tarkir, and the only one to bear the
title and power of the Sorcerer. He was Rotha-kiarr.

The usual Great Hall gossip around who had transgressed who'sNest,” or who had the fastest steed or
comdliest wench between hislegs since Fool’ s Eve was not, at this Council, the main topic of



conversation. Two events had occurred over Wintertide. It was discussion and speculation on these
subjects that flowed through the Great Hals asfredly as Master Ro’sexcdllent ae.

Thefirst event was not an event at al but rather the lack of one. The dmost constant confrontations
between the Khadar-bred Kemmons of the north and the Magris and Fav’ [hir and their Kemmonsto the
south had been visibly, noticeably absent since Wintertide. Border infractions were few and none had
occurred at al deeper in the Khalar region of the Darklings, where for three Wintertide' s prior, the
red-banded Magris had struck. Nor had the Covetowns that lay against the Great Sea, villageslike
Cirrus, Nimbus and Bright' s Cove, seen any South Land Hill Raiders charging over the dunes. The
Covetowns were neutral, aligning with none of Tarkir' s offspring; their God that of the Sea, Merkara, or
the Heavens, Ixari. Consequently, they were often used as pawnsin the bitter game of sibling rivalry.
Even thetrade city, Noviiya, set out onitsfinger of land, was unusually placid; the shopmeasters,
templemasters and whoremasters carrying on business as usud.

Thistranquillity, though atense one, that descended upon the Land since Wintertide was directly
attributed to the second event of Wintertide: the arrival of the Sorceress, the Lady Kiasidira of
Traakhd-Armin.

She was now the subject of much speculation. An ethered beauty, it was said, with hair aspae as
lightning. Slender of form, but able to command the fiercest of stallions, wield the broadest of swords,
cast the most powerful spells. It was her dliance with Rotha-kiarr that now tipped the scales heavily in
the North Land’ sfavor. And it was rumored that Lucial and Melande were more than greatly displeased
and worrisome. For while Tarkir' s youngest proved enough of adeterrent to the Sorcerer’ sacquisition
of new territory, they weren't even remotely capable of stopping the combination of Rotha-kiarr and
Kiasidira For shewasthe only other one, besides the Sorcerer, who had access to the Orb of
Knowledge, agift from Tarkir to hiseldest and favorite child.

Yetitwasn't Kiasdira'smagica prowessthat caused the raising of dark eyebrows as earthen mugs were
drained, filled and drained again of bright ae. It was speculation on her officid postioninthelife of
Master Ro that was argued from table to table and hearthsde to hearthside. For not oncein the
Sorcerer’ sthree-hundred and thirty-three years was there ever awoman residing in Traakhal.

Not that his amorous adventures were not well-renowned. It was said he had his own ‘ private stock’ of
pleasures a Noviiya sinfamous Games Paace where anything and everything that could involve pleasure
could be obtained. And he had three centuries to sample the best that beauty had to offer, from the
doe-eyed seductresses of the Darklings to the buxom blondes found in the south’ s Bright’s Cove. But
never, during that time, had any woman accompanied him back to the fortress carved from solid rock
that was, it was said, as hard and as cold as the Sorcerer’ s heart.

Y et Lady Kiasdirawas here, had been since Wintertide. Though gossip said their relationship predated
even Fool’s Eve. And from the most reliable of sources, the castle' s chief cook, ajolly woman as rotund
and brown as the bulging mest pies she baked, it was heard that Master Ro rardly |et the pale beauty get
farther from him than an arm’ slength. And most of the time he kept her much closer than that.

"Wdl?'

Egan eyed the balding man whose dark fringe of hair had become increasingly ruffled from the
hand-clasping and backd apping and boi sterous mug-clanking toasts that echoed through the Greet Halls
on thefina night of the First Thaw Coundil.

"Waéll, whet, Druke?"

"Well, Egan my boy, did you hear of your little friend?"

He scratched at his downy reddish beard, his‘winter coat,” as Druke caled it. It would come off shortly
during hisannua shearing. "Didn’t see her in my travels, no, though to be honest, I’ ve been only to the
Hearth Room upgtairs, the stables and here.”

"I'mwell aware of where ye have been, boy." Druke only caled hislate sster’ s husband ‘boy’ when he
waswell into his cups. There was but a seven year difference between them. "What I'm askin’ isdid you
ask Tedmond if any ‘justice rides would be made.”



It wasthelast order of businessin any Council; the assgnment of men, or a timeswhole Kemmonsto
retdiate for wrongs done by the Magris or Fav’ [hir during the season. A family whose farmlands had
been burned or livestock daughtered or worse, whose children had been stolen by South Land Hill
Raiders had aright to petition the Master of Traakha for retribution. And justice when assigned was
swift. And deedly.

"Not involving aCamron or Lady Khamsin of Tynder’ sHill, no." Egan answered Druke s question, his
face expressionless. But there was a note of disappointment in hisvoice.

"W, had she even been here? D’ ye know if she even madeit to Traakhal ?*

That had been adeep worry of Egan’s ever since he' d watched the young girl, disguised asafarm lad,
ride off into the Nijanas just before Wintertide. A blizzard blanketed the north shortly after and not aday
went by when he didn’t find himsalf straining for the sounds of hooves on thetrail, hoping to see her
come riding back to him on the large brown horse she cdled ‘ Cinnabar,” for the road to Traakhal was
rough in the Winter and even the best of hisriders were forced at timesto turn back.

But she never returned. Nor had news of either alLady Khamsin, aHeder, or afarm lad from Tynder's
Hill named Camron been mentioned as seeking retribution for the death of afamily during aSouth Land
rad.

He assured himsdlf through the worst of the Winter, while sitting with his daughter Elsy in hislap before
the hearth, that he would hear news of, or find his Lady, when the Council of the First Thaw came
"round. But it was now the fina night and he had heard nothing.

Thoughin truth, he hadn’t redlly asked.

"Why not?' Drukewas, asusud, very direct.

"Because...because..." and the Kemmon Rey, who was by nature a strong and stalwart man, floundered
in hisreply. He could fight South Land Raiders, break the wildest of stallions, had even stood his ground
againgt aMogra, an ensorcelled Demon from the depth’s of Lady Meande s own private Hell. But when
it came to confronting the aging Lord Chamberlain Tedmond, well, it was dmost like confronting the
Sorcerer himsdlf. And no manin hisright mind willingly did that.

"Just be respectful when ye dedl with the old goat and don'’t take up too much of histime. And y€ Il get
the answersto your questions.” Druke peered into the bottom of his near-empty mug and, scowling,
raseditinthear over hishead. A well-rounded serving wench sauntered by and, with asmile and a pat
on hisbading pate, refilled the mug for the Sxth time.

"It seasier than not knowing at dl, isn't that for true, Egan”?"

Egan had to admit it was, for theworry caused him to lose more and more deep lately. And he had afull
summer of riding ahead. Besides, he had held the position as Rey of Kemmon-Ro for fifteen years now.
He had more than asmdll right to inquire, in ever o respectful amanner of course, regarding something
of apersond nature of Lord Tedmond of Traakhal.

Hefound thefrail old man about to enter aset of rooms he knew were off limitsto any but those who
resided in the castle on the Khal and hesitated. Perhapsthiswasn't the best time.

But Tedmond aready saw the broad-shouldered Kemmon Rey approach, a concerned look on his
rugged face, so he turned and called after the man by name.

"Magter Egan, isthere something you require?’

Egan nodded and stared at the scuffed tips of his boots. "If it please your Lordship, | would but request a
moment of your time. In private. It concerns ameatter of apersond nature.”

Tedmond raised one bushy white brow and for amoment Egan’ s heart chilled asif one of theicicles
dripping from the castle eves dropped through his chest. He, an outsider, was requesting to speak
privately with the Lord Chamberlain. What could’ ve possessed him to make such arequest?

But then the frail man motioned to the interior of the room he was about to enter. With trepidation, Egan
followed the Lord Chamberlain into the library of Tragkha-Armin.

CHAPTER 26



Thelibrary waslarge and like the rest of the main floor, high-cellinged. Shelves packed tightly with
leather-bound volumes in varying shades of green, gold and brown lined two walls. Egan regarded the
collection with awe. He d only learned hisletters this winter from his daughter, now turned eeven.
Together they’ d spent hours by candldight just so he could write his own name. That any one person, or
even persons, could fill up pages upon pages upon pages....it was beyond his comprehension.

"Master Egan?' Tedmond spoke evenly.

Egan took hiseyesfrom the ornately carved staircase he glimpsed through the large archway, knowing
the stairsled to the Sorcerer’ s own roomsin the East Wing of the castle. Torch light flickered in the
hallway and Egan, embarrassed at being caught staring with his mouth open, felt aflush on hisface asif
the flame were within his cheeks, instead.

"My Lord Chamberlain,” he began, clasping his hands behind hisback. "I hoped that | wouldn't haveto
bother you with my questions, as | was sure the information | sought would be given out sometime during
the Council. But we're here on the last night and I’ ve heard nothing regarding ayoung..." And he
stopped, suddenly realizing that he didn’'t know if the Lady had presented herself as Khamsin or Camron,
if sheindeed did makeit to the castle.

"A young what, Master Egan?"

"Well, that' s the problem, Sirrah. A young woman, disguised as alad, was discovered by my patrol just
prior to Wintertide. As| understood her story, she was on her way here to seek justice for the murder of
her family. But sincethelast timel saw her, a the start of thetrail, I’ ve heard nothing and am concerned
now she may have gotten lost. Or worse."

"Sheiskin to you, Master Egan?'

"No, Sirrah, not exactly. That is," and he cleared histhroat, knowing that a stranger’ sinquiring asto
another stranger’ s business was frowned upon in Kemmons. "Wdll, | had tended her an offer of
marriage, prior to her leaving."

"Marriage, Master Egan? To ayoung girl dressed asalad?"

"I know that sounds odd, Sirrah, but if you ever had met her, well..." Then Egan realized what had been
said. And that his answer was plain. Khamsin never madeit to Traakhal or surely the Lord Chamberlain
would' ve recognized her description and story.

He suddenly fdlt asif the knowledge he gained was one he could' ve lived without. Chances of ayoung
girl surviving the harsh winter months in the mountainswere dim. He damned himsdlf for ever letting her
out of hisgght.

"l see now that she never madeit to Traakhal, Lord Tedmond. | have no one to blame but mysdlf if harm
has befalen her. | should never have let her go on aone through the mountains at Wintertide." He
lowered his head, but found little comfort in the worn spots on his boots or the elegance of the
embroidered carpeting underfoot.

"It wasn't the wisest of choices, | agree, Master Egan.” At the sound of an unfamiliar voice, Egan looked
up. A man stepped from the hallway behind Tedmond; aman clad in black, like the Khalar, but who
wore a cape clasped at histhroat with an ornament of finest platinum. The daggers strapped to histhighs
were of the same metd and encrusted with jewels. Therewasasmal diamond in hisleft earlobe. It
glistened a blue-white, matching the color of hiseyes.

His hair wasthick and dark as araven’ swing, his mustache full and straight cut. He regarded Egan
without any noticeable trace of condescension, though his height was greater than the Kemmon Rey’s.
Egan stared frozen for amoment before he became aware of an intense pounding that was hisheart in his
chest. He never saw this man before yet he knew; knew from his manner and dress and bearing. He had
no doubts that the man standing before him, towering over the frail Tedmond, was Master Ro.
Rotha-kiarr. The Sorcerer of Traakha-Armin.,

Egan dropped to the floor on one knee.

"My Lord!" herasped, not daring to raise his eyes.



"Magter Egan.”

Had Egan had hiswits about his, he would' ve been flattered that the Sorcerer knew hisname. Asit was,
he was having trouble keeping his balance on the thick carpeting beneath hisknee.

"You may rise, Magter Egan. That’ s no doubt an uncomfortable posture for one who spends most of his
timeonahorse”

Egan stood, barely aware of where he found the strength.

"You werediscussing, | believe...?' The Sorcerer turned to Tedmond.

The Lord Chamberlain nodded. "An incident prior to Winter, M’ Lord. A young girl, disguised asalad,
that Magter Egan let ride off into the mountainsaone.”

"So | heard. And now you come seeking her?

Egan nodded and found hisvoice. "Yes, Your Lordship. I"ve been concerned, you see.”

"Then why did you let her ride off?" the Sorcerer asked.

"Because, because, well, Y our Lordship, you would have to know the Lady as| did. Shewasn't like
anyoneyou're likely to meet in the common. | mean, she saved my life. Battled aMograin the foothills,
and..."

"And now you'retdling meayoung girl dressed like aboy killed aMogra”

"Aye, shedid, M’ Lord, right before my eyes, she did. And mortally wounded was 1. She healed me,
M’Lord and..." Egan redized he was rambling in his nervousness.

"So now she' skilled aMograand saved your life by hedling you. And then you tell meyou let her ride
off done”

Egan felt the color rise to hisface for the second time that evening. His story sounded ridiculous. He was
no doubt wasting Master RO’ s vauabletime.

"I know how al this must sound, like a story from some late night Fool’ s Eve celebration. But | swear on
the precious life of my daughter that what | tell you isthetruth! Y ou would have to know the Lady
Khamsin to understand why | didn’t accompany her. She can be, you see, uncommonly stubborn.”
"Aye, Egan, that she can," breathed Master Ro as anoise from the halway drew their attention.

A figure cloaked in atan riding habit burst into the library, white mittens and riding crop in one hand and
along, fur-trimmed white cape in the other. Her cheekswererosy asif she' d just comein from outside.
Her pae hair was pulled back into a netted snood. Her eyes glistened, first a pae blue then adeep green.
Shelaughed, bresthlesdy.

"Oaooh, you!" She pointed her riding crop at the Sorcerer and shook it. "Y ou cheated! ' Twasto be afair
race, you said. A fair racel Andwhen I’d given you my promise, what do you do but go..."

She stopped, asif suddenly aware of the other people in the room.

"Egan!" She dropped mittens, crop and cloak to the floor as she threw her arms around the wide-eyed
Kemmon Rey, hugging him tightly.

Egan clasped the young woman by the shoulders and held her back armslength, his eyes not believing
what he saw. The short-cropped hair, part of her disguise asafarm lad, had grown; but of courseiit
would have in the three months since he watched her depart on the mountain trail. Her clothing was fur
trimmed, richer than the rough woolen tunic she’ d worn in the Darklings. But the eyes, oh, the eyesthat
were palest Slver or slver green or even blue at times, they were the same; long-lashed and mesmerizing.
And the ddlicately featured face just as pretty, no. Now definitely beautiful.

Hefound he could do nothing but say her name.

"Khamgan! Lady Khamsin!"

"You look well, Master Egan. But then you' ve had enough to eat and drink, | trust? Gleda has been
frantic with the kitchen staff al Wintertide."

Helooked at Khamsin again as she said the name of the castl€’ s chief cook. Surely she wouldn’t be
attired so findly if she were amere scullery maid? But even if shewere, it wouldn't matter for he' d found
her and shewas dive and well.

He smiled broadly. "Y ou look well, too, Lady, in truth, most lovely. I...1 never thought | would seeyou
agan."

"No?" She glanced around at Tedmond and the Sorcerer and suddenly Egan remembered whose



company they werein. He dropped his hands from where they rested on her shoulders.

"But surdly Master Tedmond told you | was herel™

At Egan’sblank look she turned on the white-haired man. "My Lord Chamberlain, you know Master
Egan iscongdered afriend. Why didn’t you...?"

"Intruth, Lady, because he didn’t give me the chance.”

"That’ strue, Lady Khamsain. I'm afraid 1...1 got abit carried away in my story. You see, it' sdifficult to
explain that you' re looking for someone who might bealad or alass"

Khamsin laughed. "And do you have so many friends, Master Egan, who fit that description?”
"Assuredly not, but..." And Egan was aware that, while they had been speaking, someone el se had
entered the room. A young boy, agroom or a page from the looks of him. He shifted nervoudy from foot
to foot and seemed to want Lady Khamsin's attention.

But it was the Sorcerer who spoke to him. ™Y ou require something, Peppin?’

At the sound of the degp voice, the young boy started visibly. "M-m-my Lord M-m-master. Just
m-m-my Lady’ s attention for amoment,” he sammered.

"It'sdl right, Peppin." She held her hand out to the boy who cameto her side with alook of rdlief on his
face. "Now?"'

"Cinnabar, my Lady. Will you be going out again tonight, or shdl I...?"

Khamsin's hand flew to her mouth. "Oh, Peppin, I’'m sorry. | was so intent on coming after Master Ro
that | completely forgot to tell you. No, thank you, | won't be going out. And I" d be grateful if you tend
to Cinnabar and take him back to the stables.”

Peppin beamed. "With pleasure, my Lady."

"Don't spoil him now, Peppin,” she teased as he turned. But Master Tedmond stopped him, holding
Khamsin's cloak and riding things out to the boy.

"Take this back to the tack room, Peppin and fetch Eldorato tend to Lady Kiasdira scloak.”

Khamsn reached for the fur-trimmed covering. "No, Tedmond, I’ m perfectly capable of picking up after
mysalf and putting my own clothes avay. No need to bother Eldora. She has more than her handsfull
with the Council in sesson.”

Egan stared at the pae haired young woman wrestling the piece of clothing from Tedmond. He seemed
reluctant to let her takeit, reminding her that that’ swhat servants were for. She must think of her
position, hetold her.

"My position at the moment isin the library with haf my cloak in my hands, Master Tedmond. And I'd
be very so grateful if you would relinquish the other half to me so | can put it away!" Her tone waslight,
but firm,

"Lady Kiaddira" Tedmond frowned.

Egan heard the name again. Thistimeit registered. Lady Kiasidira. The Sorceress. Lady Khamsin, his
Lady Khamsin was the Sorcerer’s Lady Kiasdira

"My Lady!" he gasped and she turned, losing her grip on the fur-trimmed collar. With avictorious ook
on hisface, Tedmond handed it to the waiting Peppin.

Khamsin started to open her mouth but stopped at alook from the Sorcerer.

"My Lady," the dark-haired man said, in a softer voice than Egan would' ve ever thought was possible. "I
learned along time ago it’ s best to humor Master Tedmond. He can bear unbearable when he doesn't
get hisway."

"But m’Lord, it' s so foolish when the staff is so busy and I’'m very capable of ...."

The Sorcerer stepped up to her while she was speaking and placed his fingers gently under her chin,
tilting her face up to his. He smiled down at her. "Very capable, my Lady, very capable. But also,” and
he looked over the top of her head at Egan, who no longer knew what to say or do. "But dso very, very
stubborn.”

CHAPTER 27



Egan sat for along timein the crowded, noisy Hal, his elbows on the table, hiseyes saring into his
haf-empty mug of de. He seemed obliviousto the laughter and commotion around him. Even the
doe-eyed serving wench who tickled his ear with the tip of her braid got no reection. Miffed, she turned
and searched out more willing prey.

"Damnit, Egan! Y ou haven't said abloody word since ye come back from talkin' to Tedmond. And a
pretty little tart flirtswith ye and ye act like she' s not even there. So now, for the hundredth time areye
goin’ t'tel mewhat’' sthe matter or not?' Druke leaned forward on the table, craning his head around. He
tried to place hisfacein Egan’sview. It wasn't easy.

“Egan!”

Egan groaned softly.

"Look, boy, if she's...she's...wdll, if shedidn’'t makeit, well there’ snothing you can do. It wasn't your
fault! Yedid dl you could. Egan?'

"No, Druke, she madeit." Hewiped hishand over hisface, then resumed his staring.

"Well, then, boy, if she made it here and out again, then we'll find her, won't we? Y ou and |, together,
rgnt?'

"Don't haveto find her. She'shere. In Traakhd."

Druke looked confused. "And she didn’t want to see you?"

"She saw me."

"But she didn’t want to."

"No. Truth betold, Druke, she...she...hugged me."

"But, what isit? Now, you don’t want her?'

Egan groaned louder thistime but when two nearby ridersin Kemmon-Gar burgundy turned their faces
he dropped hisvoice. "Want her? How can | not, how can.... Druke, I, | can’'t. Druke she's..."
"Beautiful? Ugly? Pregnant? What?'

Hetook adeep breath. "She's Lady Kiasidira. The Sorceress.” The words came out in arush.

Druke' s mouth dropped open and he stared. "Y e be daft.”

Egan swirled thede around in hismug. "I could live with that.”

"Egan, boy, now thisisno timefor games. Yenot go sayin’ thingslikethat. Not here, boy. Why, that's
blasphemy! | mean, what if he hearsyou, saying you think somelittlevillagelassis..."

"I don't think, Druke. | know. Tedmond called her Lady Kiasidirawhen hetook her cloak and then he
did, too."

"Who he?'

"Him. Master Ro." Egan made an upward motion with his head.

"M-m-madt...! Egan, do ye know what you're sayin'? Do | hear yeright?Y ou can't mean that he talked
to you. That was Tedmond, boy, Tedmond. The old goat with the white whiskers. Not..."

"Tedmond wasthere, Druke. | know who Tedmond is." He shook his head. "Then the next thing | know
there' saman, al in black, behind Tedmond. He said my name. ‘Master Egan,” he said. And when |
looked at him | thought it was my timeto die.”

"One of the Khdar, that’sdl you saw. One of the Khaar. They know you; you' re Kemmon Rey."
Slowly, hefaced hisbrother-in-law. "I know who | saw. | know what | felt when | saw him. It was
Master Ro. She even cdlled him that."

"Who?'

"Khamsn. Lady Kiasdira"

But Druke never finished his sentence, for suddenly there was a hush over the Great Hall. Heads turned
in rapid succession towards the wide entrance. A young woman stepped into the crowd, awoman with
hair as pae aslightning. She no longer wore riding clothes, but just asmpleivory-colored dress of a
richly textured material with full deavesand amodest neckline. Around her neck was a golden chain from



which hung agolden filigreed star with asingle blue-white diamond in the center. It was the symbol of the
Sorcerer of Tragkha-Armin.

A name was whispered as she made her away around the long tables.

"Kiaddira Lady Kiasdira"

She amiled, shyly, nodding to some of the serving girls, caling them by name, and they curtseyed, eyes
downcast. Thelast girl, though, had her hands full with atray |aden with wine goblets that tipped
precarioudly as she attempted to bow. Khamsin grabbed the tray from her hands and, much to the
surprise of the gathering, finished handing the goblets of red wine down the last Sde of the table. Thegirl
smiled and giggled asthe tray was returned to her. Evidently, they’ d done this before.

Druke shot aquick glance at Egan who rose from his place. He clamped a hand on the younger man’s
am."Tha's, that's..."

"Lady Kiaddira," Egan finished for him as Khamsin caught sight of him and quickened her pace. She
arrived flushed and abit bresthless.

"My!" She dusted her hands together. "Thought I’ d never find you, Master Egan. |’ ve never seen so
many people together in one place. Isit dwayslike thisat Council ?*

Egan saw that most in the Hall were still standing. And most were still staring at the young woman before
him. "Do you think you should be down here, My Lady? | mean, we never expected, that is, it’ s not
proper for..."

"Tedmond will have something to say about thislater, mark my words. But until then..." She shrugged
and smiled, widdly.

He had no choice but to returnit. "My Lady, | think you' d best sit down, or el se they will not." He
motioned to the crowd staring in their direction.

"Great Heavens, | fed like I’m the main attraction at the Market Fair!" She looked behind her for an
empty place. Druke moved quickly sdeways.

"My Lady," he began as she sat down next to him.

Shelooked gartled. "Druke! Oh, Druke! I'm sorry. | was so busy looking for Egan | didn’t see you!™
She clasped hishand in hers.

"You look well, Master Druke. A lot better than when we saw the Mogra out on the marsh!™

"Aye, m'Lady." Druke stared at her.

"But at least you knew what to say, then.” 1t was Egan and he couldn’t resist teasing the older man.

"l wasjust getting used to Camron tagging aong when next Egan tells me you' re not Camron but
Khamsain. And now we find out that you' re not Khamsin, either.”

"But | am," shereplied softly, looking from oneto the other. "Mogtly, I’'m just Khamsain. It sthe only
name I’ ve ever been cdled, before now."

"My Lady," Egan accepted two goblets of wine from the girl and offered one to Khamsin. ™Y ou could
never bejust Khamsin. Even when you are Khamain."

They drank their wine while Druke had another ale. When the warmth had settled their nerves and
camed their fears, they talked to her asthey had on the marsh, asafriend and companion. Khamsin
glowed, happy to discussthe little memories they shared. Tak turned to Elsy and Druke groaned, but she
was anxiousto hear of thelittle girl and promised to give Egan some books to take back with him for the
child. Then they talked of Pinetrail, hisvillage and Druke's, and other placesin the North Land and
Noviiya. Shetold them the story of the Mograin the Bell Tower. And how the old Wizard, Ciro, had
been angry because she never brought him amestpie when he adopted the disguise of astray dog.

They laughed, their laughter bringing others around them into the conversation, though timidly at firgt,
afraid of Kiaddira. But not for long, as she was as excellent alistener as she was astoryteller.

Druke stood. A crowd gathered around them, seated on tabletops, kneeling on benches. He had all eyes
and ears on him as he acted out the part of the Mograin the marshlands. He recounted the story of when
he and Egan, Khamsin as Camron, and Egan’ s nephews, Skeely and Wade were trapped on asmall
idand of dry land off the main marsh trail at midnight. And a cresture with glowing red eyes hulked out of
the darkness, staking them.

He played the part so well, hunched over and swaying that he drew the crowd into the story, designating



one man as atree and another as Khamsin's horse, Cinnabar. Druke moved stedlthily around them, al
the while offering ariotous explanation of what had been going onin hismind. So caught up inthe
scenario was the crowd that no one paid notice to aman, dressed like aKhaar Hill Raider, who
threaded through them ’til he cameto Lady Kiasidira s Side. He leaned on the table and dipped hisarm
around her waist, for she was standing, playing hersdlf in the scene. He pulled her back against him.

She looked up surprised, then smiled.

He kissed her lightly on the cheek.

"So there was poor Wade, losin’ his supper. And Egan and Skeely lookin’ like two scared rabbitson a
rock. So | turned to the only sane one among us, the lad we called Camron, and said * No use staying the
night herel’"

Therewasaflurry of appreciative laughter.

"So he, | mean sheand | picked up the camp and Egan and Skeely and Wade," more laughter
interrupted, "and we got on our horses and left!"

Druke turned to where Khamsin stood. He took a step towards her, smiling, the smile fading from his
face as he saw the black-haired man with his arms wrapped around her waist.

"Egan?' Druke bresthed through haf-closed lips to the man behind him.

Egan turned and saw what Druke saw.

The Sorcerer raised his eyebrow in amusement. "A very well told tale, Master Druke.”

It was acomment anyone would make. At first no one around them took notice of who spoke. Or in
whose arms Lady Kiasidiranow rested. It was the boisterous man’slack of response that made them
take notice.

"Master Ro!" someone gasped. All headsturned as onein Khamsin' sdirection.

The Sorcerer waited until the murmur died down and al eyeswere on him. "Well," he said, hisvoice
carrying clearly through the crowd. "Did you really expect meto stay up there by mysdlf, when al of you
are down here having fun?'

There was amoment of tense silence. Then someone whose loydty to his Kemmon was stronger than his
fear of his Master banged hisale mug on the table, then raised it in traditiona salute.

"Magter Ro!" he cdlled out. Ingtantly the cry echoed dl over the hal, with de splashing and wine spilling
asafiercelook of pride entered the eyes of those who, only moments before, were chilled with fear. For
in histhree hundred years as Master, Rothal-kiarr had never come down to the Great Hall and joined the
Kemmons. It was, and they redlized it, the highest honor he could pay them.

The hal resounded with their gppreciation.

Rotha-kiarr stood, though till not releasing his hold on Khamsin. He held onearminthe air for silence.
"Thank you," he said, "for your tribute. And your continued loydty. But | assureyou | am not haf as
interesting asthe tales being told right here. The night isyet young. Y ou’ ve barely made adent in my wine
cdlar. Soif you'll continue, Master Druke...?"

He settled back against the table with Khamsin in hislap asthe cheering died down. Druke, on cue,
stepped back into the center of the circle and gave what many say was his best performancein dl the
Councilsthat night. A command performance for Lady Kiasdira, and Rothal-kiarr, the Magter of
Traakhd-Armin.
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