Wizardborn

BOOK 9

DAY 2 I N THE MONTH OF LEAVES

Chapter 1
THE CALM BETWEEN THE STORMS

King Croenert of Toom bought dung for his fields to nmake the grass grow
deeper.

But found one day that warlords in gray would sell their sons far
cheaper.

--Nursery rhyne alluding to King Croenert, who hired cheap nercenaries
fromlnternook to attack Lonnock

In South Crowt hen, King Anders had been entertaining guests all night.
Anmong them were a dozen fierce old warlords fromlInternook with their
seal skin capes and horned helns. They'd sailed on ships painted |ike gray
serpents, and the snell of sea salt clung to their beards. Their silver-
gold hair was braided; the wind had burned their faces raw.

Any | ord but Anders woul d have sought to buy their loyalty. The
war |l ords of Internook were notoriously cheap. But Anders offered no noney.
He nerely filled themw th strong drink and tales of the treachery of
Gaborn Val Orden. By mdnight they were poundi ng the wooden tables with
their silver nmugs and shouting for the boy's head. To celebrate their
decision, they killed a hog and dyed their braids in blood, then painted
their faces with streaks of green, yellow, and blue. They'd take no pay for
their services other than the spoils of war.
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Thus Anders bought half a mllion berserkers for |less than a steel
eagle's worth of strong ale and a butchered sow.

Beside themthe Lady Vars, counselor to the queen of Ashoven, watched
how Anders worked the warl ords of Internook with a reticent smle. She
refused to touch even so much as a drop of his best wine. She was a stately
woman, beautiful and cunning, with flashing gray eyes the color of slate.

As he urged the warlords to dispatch their ships to the Courts of Tide,
the lady's |ips drew tight. Though she tried to appear neutral, King Anders
knew she stood against him Too bad for her.

Wien the warlords were deep in their cups, she excused herself fromthe
dining hall and fled to the docks, no doubt feeling |ucky to escape his
realmw th her life.

But a stormwas brewing in the northern sea, Anders knew. He went out
into the night as Lady Vars sneaked away. Fromthe door Anders could hear

the wind singing over the whitecaps mles away, could snell ice in the salt
air.

The beast within Anders stirred at the snell. It circled in his breast
like a restless dog. It suggested a small spell that would insure that w nd
would fill the sails of the counselor's ship, and urge it onto the rocks.

Ashoven's queen woul d no doubt find the weckage on her own shores. She'd
mourn her faithful servant's dem se, never know ng what warni ng she m ght
have borne. Perhaps the next counsel or Ashoven sent woul d be nore nall eabl e.

Anders stood for a long nonent in the doorway of his keep, listening to
the recedi ng hooves of Lady Vars's horse as it clattered over the
cobbl estone streets of the King's Way. Thick clouds above seal ed out the
starlight, and the fires in the great hall cast a ruddy gl ow over the cold
ground that seened to strain to reach beyond the courtyard. Sonmewhere down
inthe city below, a dog began how i ng. Soon, a dozen others joined their
voices with its keen wail.

He whi spered the spell that would end the lady's |life, and sauntered
back to the Geat Hall.

A one-eyed warl ord nanmed A marg wat ched hi m knowi ngly as he returned.
O marg stood at the table, |eaning over the roast pig. He cut an ear off,
chewed as he said in his thick accent, "She bolted on us."

"That she did," Anders adm tted. Several other |ords |ooked up through
bl eary eyes, too far gone into their cups to bother speaking.
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"Knew she woul d,” O marg said. "The | adies of Ashoven have no taste for
Wi ne or war. Now that she's gone, we won't have to bridle our tongues."

Anders sm |l ed. Monments ago he'd have thought the man too drunk to think
clearly. "Agreed."

O marg said, "Qur land is a cold one, and in the |long w nters our young
nmen have naught to do but huddle in the keeps under the furs, warm ng the
wenches. For as |long as our old ones renenber, we've sold our sons to the
hi ghest bi dder. We need this war. W need the plunder. Mre than that, we
need lands in the south. And there's none better to be had than Mystarri a.
Do you really think we can hold it?"

"Wth ease,"” Anders assured him "Gaborn's forces are in disarray.
There is far nore than just the reavers for themto worry about. Wen Raj
Aht en destroyed the Blue Tower, he killed the vast majority of Gaborn's
Dedi cates. Though there be many lords in Mystarria, few of themare
Runel ords. "

He |l et those |ast words settle in. Mystarria was the wealthiest land in
all of Rofehavan. For centuries it had been well protected from attack--not
because its castles were unassail able, but because of the nunber and power
of its Runelords. Wth their wealth, the kings of Mystarria bought
forci bl es--nmagical branding irons--made fromrare blood netal. They used
those forcibles to draw attributes such as strength and wit fromtheir
subj ect s.

Now, wi thout Runelords to protect it, the kingdomof Mstarria would
not be able to stand for |ong.

"What's nore," Anders continued, "to your advantage the vast mpjority
of Gaborn's troops have narched west to drive Raj Ahten from Mystarria's
borders. They'll have a tough job of it, for Raj Ahten has |evel ed several
castles, and his nen hold the strongest that remain. Gaborn wll have to
spend his nmen to dislodge Raj Ahten. Wth any luck the two are al ready at
one another's throats. That | eaves Gaborn open to attack. Now his coastline
is Gaborn's soft underbelly."

"Soft, maybe," A nmarg said, "but soft enough? Mystarria' s men outnunber
mne twenty to one. Even with your help--"

“"Not m ne alone,"” Anders assured him "Bel dinook will sweep down from
the north, joining us."
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"Bel di nook?" O nmarg asked, as if he could not have hoped for such a
boon. Bel di nook was the second-| argest kingdomin all of Rofehavan. "You
think old King Low cker will bestir hinself?"

“Lowi cker is dead," Anders said with finality.
At that, several warlords gasped. "How?"
"When?" One fellow downed a nmug in the old king' s honor.

"I got word only hours ago," Anders said. "Low cker was nurdered today
by Gaborn's own hand. His fat daughter is a surly creature. Surely she wl|l
demand vengeance. "

"Poor girl,"” Omrg said. "I have a grandson who is not particular
about his wonen. Perhaps | should send himto court her."

"I was thinking of sending ny own son." Anders gri nned.

Omarg lifted a nug of ale in salute. "May the better man win.'

At that, Anders's wife got up fromher seat at the dinner table and
shot Anders a glare. She'd been so quiet the past hour, he'd all but
forgotten her. "I'"mgoing to bed,"” she said. "I can see that you gentl enen
will be up all night trying to figure out howto carve up the world." She
lifted the skirts of her gown and wal ked stiffly upstairs to the tower |oft.

There was a long silence. A burning log shifted in the hearth, as it
steadily crunbled to ash.

“"Carve up the world...” Omarg intoned. "I |like the sound of that!" The
unabashed greed that shone fromhis single eye gave Anders pause. There was
a hardness to his jaw that Anders found chilling. O marg was a man w t hout
conmpunction. "And Gaborn is still a pup. It will take little to strike off

his head. If | can take a few key cities quickly--dispatch his remaining
Dedi cates...Gborn woul d never be able to retaliate.”

Anders smled. Omarg saw things nore clearly with one eye than nost
could with two. The world was turning upside down. It was true that
Gaborn's forces vastly outnunbered them but w thout Runelords to | ead
t hose forces..

"Carving up the world should not be so hard to do," Anders said. "I
want very little of it. I1'lIl take Heredon." O narg raised a single white
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brow. Heredon was no small bit of land, but O nmarg woul d have no use for
it. "Low cker's daughter will want western Mystarria, along wth her
vengeance. You'll want the coast--"

"Everything within two hundred mles of shore,” O nmarg said sternly.

"A hundred and fifty," Anders suggested. "We'lIl want to | eave sonething
for the others.”

"O hers?"

"I'"ve received mssives fromAl nick, Eyrenoth, and Toom Dignitaries
shoul d be arriving shortly."

“"A hundred and fifty," O marg agreed. But he added thoughtfully, "On
the other hand, what if Gaborn is indeed the Earth King? Could we stand
agai nst hi n? Dare we stand agai nst hi nP"

Anders | aughed, a sound that reverberated through the quiet room and
made t he hounds sl eeping before the hearth look up in anticipation. "He's
not hi ng but a fraud."

But Anders tried to sound nore self-assured than he felt. The beast
hi dden within himlent himspecial powers. Anders could hear voices carried
on the wind fromfar off. He could snell scents frommles away. But even
the wind took tine to travel

He wi shed that he knew how Gaborn's battle with Raj Ahten had ended.
But that news would not cone until later. At Anders's assertion, O nmarg
sliced off the pig's other ear, and they cel ebrated.

Wth these affairs of state in hand, Anders clinmbed to the towers of
his castle early in the night, found his wife brushing her hair in the
bedchanber .

Her back was stiff with anger. As he crossed the room she followed him
with her eyes, raking her brush through her hair as if she were trying to
ridit of burrs.

"You seem upset,” Anders said casually. He knew the source of her
anger, sought to divert her attention. "You should be overjoyed. The news
was good today. | have done little but worry about the reavers runored to
be in North Crowt hen, and now we hear that ny cousin has driven them back."
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"A lucky shot wwth a ballista killed their fell mge," his wfe
groused, "and the sorceresses beneath her harvested her brain. There is
nothing to rejoice about. They'll return in greater nunbers.”

"Yes," Anders said, as if to put a bright face on it. "But next tine,
my cousin wll be better prepared for them"

Hs wife did not speak for a long nonent. He let the tension build,
until the words broke fromher. "Wiy do you | ower yourself like this? W
shoul d have no dealings with barbarians from I nternook. They stink of filth
and whal e bl ubber. And those tales you told--"

"Were all true," King Anders countered.

"True?" she demanded. "You accused Gaborn Val Orden of nurdering King
Low cker ?"

"Lowi cker defied Gaborn today, denied hi mpassage through Bel di nook,
just as | said. For that, Gaborn slaughtered himas a nman woul d sl aughter a
steer."”

"How do you know this? There have been no couriers!"” she shouted.
"There could not have been: |'d have seen them"

Years of neglecting his physical needs had |l eft Anders thin and starved-
| ooking, a rag of a man. He drew hinself up, trying to appear
authoritative. "I received the nessage privately." He did not want to argue
the point. Hs wife knew full well that she had been at the table with him
all afternoon. Had even a private nessenger arrived, she'd have seen him

Her nouth twisted in anger. He could tell that she was about to rail at

him He silently gathered a spell, reached out and touched her lips with
his forefinger. "Shhh..." he said. "A nessage did conme by word of nouth
only. No doubt we will hear nore details by norning."

Hearing the Earth's sumons, believing that he would find the city
besi eged by Raj Ahten's troops. Instead he'd found Raj Ahten surrounded by
a ghastly horde of reavers, trapped.

He' d used his newfound powers as Earth King to summon a world worm-a
beast of | egend--fromthe Earth's core to dislodge the reavers.

The aftermath of that battle would be sung for a thousand years,
Myrrima felt sure. The carnage took her breath away.
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To the south lay a field of dead reavers, enornous and bl ack in the
dar kness, their wet carapaces gleaming in the wan light as if they were a
pl ague of dead frogs. Men and wonen swarnmed anong them torches in hand.
The plains were terribly broken and uneven, pocked with thousands of
burrows. Squads of troops arnmed with spears and battl e-axes were searching
every nook for live reavers. But not all of the people out there were
warriors. Some were coming fromthe city to cart off the dead and wounded- -
not hers | ooking for sons, children hunting for parents.

A reaver suddenly lunged froma burrow three quarters of a mle away,
and out on the plain screans arose with the blaring of warhorns. The reaver
charged straight for a knot of footnmen. Knights on chargers galloped to
I ntercept the nonster.

"By ny father's honor," shouted one |lord of Orwnne, "there's still
reavers about! This battle's not won yet!”

The I ords spurred their nounts down to what was |l eft of the Barrens
Wall. Beneath its arch, beside a bonfire, a dozen footnmen huddl ed beneath
muddy capes w th hands wapped around their | ongspears.

"Halt!" they called as the |ords approached. A couple of guards
struggl ed up. They wore m snmatched arnor, marking them as Kni ghts Equitabl e.

Their bright eyes reflected the firelight. Jubilantly their | eader
shouted, "Myst of the reavers are in a rout--fleeing south the way that
they cane. Skal bairn asks that any man who can bear a | ance give chase with
him But there's still a few of the damed things holed up in their
burrows, if you've a mnd to fight here."

"“Skal bairn is chasing the horde in the dark? In the rain?" Sir Hoswell
shouted. "Is he mad?"

"The Earth King is wwth us, and no one can stand agai nst us!" the guard
shouted. "If you' ve ever had a fancy to slay a reaver and win sone glory,
tonight's the night for it. Sonme sinpleton from Silverdale killed a dozen
on the city walls today with nothing nore than a pickax. True nen |like you
should do as well--or better.” Hi s tone was chall engi ng.

The guard raised a wineskin in salute. Myrrim saw that the man's eyes
gl eaned fromnore than nere jubilation. He was half drunk, reveling in the
victory. Cbviously Skal bairn's nen didn't know that Gaborn could no | onger
warn his Chosen warriors of danger.
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Even t hough they'd been Chosen only a few hours ago, Myrrima coul d see
how t hese nen were al ready becom ng conpl acent. Wiy shoul d they keep a
cl ose guard so long as the Earth King would warn them of danger?

Qovi ously, Skal bairn's nmen hadn't heard the |latest. Gaborn had used his
abilities to dislodge the reavers fromCarris, but in the aftermath of the
battle, he'd sought to use his gift to kill Raj Ahten.

For m susing those protective powers, the Earth had wi thdrawn them -
including the ability to warn Gaborn's Chosen warriors of danger.

These nen, blithely celebrating their victory, had no i dea how nuch
trouble they were in. The Earth had charged Gaborn to help "Save a seed of
manki nd through the dark tinmes to cone." Full night was not yet upon them

Myrrima gl anced right and left at the lords of the Brotherhood of the
Wl f--sober nen with hard faces. They'd cone to fight, but hadn't bargai ned
for such nmadness.

"I'"I'l warn Pal dane's nen," Sir Gles of Heredon offered.

"Wait," Myrrima said. "Are you sure that's w se? Who knows where the
rumors mght fly, howthe tale mght growin its travel s?"

"The Earth King warned us that he has |l ost his powers in order save our
lives," Baron Tewkes of Orwynne said. "He can't hide the truth, and we
can't hide it for him"

If she were to tell Gaborn's secret, Myrrima feared she m ght betray a
man who had never unjustly sought to harm another. Yet if she w thheld the
news, innocent nen would die. To tell was the | esser evil.

Sir Gles took his | eave of them and gall oped toward Carris.

"The rest of us will need to warn Skal bairn," Tewkes said. He
di snounted for a nonent, cinched his saddle for a fast ride. O hers drew
weapons, and nore than one man brought out a stone to sharpen a |lance or a
war hanmer .

Myrrima |icked her lips. She wouldn't be riding south with the others
toni ght. Gaborn had said that she would find her wounded husband a third of
a mle north of the city, near the great nound. But reavers were stil
hi ding out on the field. She tried not to worry.

file:///C)/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/ harry%20kruis...20Farl and%20-%20Runel ords%2003%20-%20Wizardborn.htm (8 of 452)20-2-2006 21:21:11



Wizardborn

"Do you want ne to cone with you, mlady?" a voice asked, startling
her. Sir Hoswell's horse had sidled up to her, and he was bending near. "To

find your husband? | told you that if you ever need ne, I'l|l be at your
back. "

She coul d barely make out his face beneath his hood. Hoswell | eaned
close, as if expecting her to fall into his arns at the first sight of
bl ood.

Hah! she thought. Maybe when the stars have all burned down to ashes!

He had tried to seduce her once. \Wen she resisted his advances, he'd
tried to force her. He'd apol ogi zed, but she still didn't trust him even
t hough she had enough endownents now t hat she knew he woul d never try to
force her again.

"No," she said. "I'll go alone. Wiy don't you find sone reavers to
Kill=?"

“Very well," Hoswell said. He drew his steel greatbow fromits pack,
began carefully to unwap the oiled canvas that protected it fromthe rain.

"You'l ]l fight with that?" she asked.

Hoswel | shrugged. "It's what | use best. A shot to the sweet
triangle..."

Myrrima spurred her own nmount away fromthe other |ords, rode under the
arch toward the | argest knot of dead reavers. Borenson would have fallen in
the thick of battle. She imagined that he woul d be there.

In the distance, she could hear others searching the battlefield,
calling for |loved ones. They shouted different nanes, but all were the
selfsame cry: "I amalive; are you?"

"Borenson? Borenson!" she call ed.

She had no way to know how severe his wounds m ght be. If he lay
trapped beneath a fallen reaver, she'd nake light of it. If he was
di senbowel ed, she'd stuff his guts in and nurse himback to health. She
tried to steel herself for whatever she would find.

She i magi ned what she woul d say when she found him rehearsed a hundred
variations of "I love you. I'"'ma warrior now, and I'mconmng with you to
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| nkarra. "

He woul d obj ect--perhaps on good grounds. She had only gained a little
skill with a bow.

She woul d persuade hi m

As Myrrima drew close to the fell nage's final battleground, she
snelled the remnants of the nonster's curses. Residual odors clung like a
m st to the | ow ground.

Even two hours after the nmage's death, the curses' effects were
astoni shing. "Be blind," a curse still whispered, and her sight di med. "Be
dry as dust"; sweat oozed from her pores. "Rot, Othou child of nman"; her
stomach knotted and every scratch felt as if it mght pucker into a
festering wound.

She rode in the shadows of reaver corpses that | oonmed on every side.
She gazed in awe at crystalline teeth |Iike scythes. She caught novenent
fromthe corner of her eye. Her heart leapt in her throat to see a reaver's
maw open.

She yanked her nmount's reins to turn it back, but realized that the
reaver did not hiss or nove.

It was dead. Its maw nerely creaked open as the nonster cooled. Its
nmuscl es were contracting like a clanmis as it dries in the sun.

Myrrima | ooked around. Al of the reavers' nouths were opening by slow
degr ees.

The air seened heavy. No katydid buzzed in a thicket. No wi nd sighed
through the | eaves of any trees, for the reavers had uprooted every plant.

"Borenson!" she shouted. She scanned the ground, hoping the reflected
firelight mght reveal the form of her husband buried beneath a | ayer of
soot .

A trio of gree whi pped past her head, w ngs squeaking as if in tornent.

Through the tangled | egs of a dead reaver, she glinpsed a flickering
light, and suddenly she had the wild hope that Borenson had lit the fire.

She spurred her nount. Around a bonfire had gathered a crowd of
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warriors fromlndhopal. Myrrima felt unnerved by them even though today
they'd fought beside her people against the reavers.

These were no ordinary warriors. They were dark nomads who wore bl ack
robes over their arnor, as sone synbol of status. Their headgear bore steel
plates that fell down over the ears to protect the shoul ders.

Ni ne of Raj Ahten's dead Invincibles lay before the fire. The nomads
seenmed to be preparing to consign the deceased to a funeral pyre.

Anmong the dead Invincibles lay a girl with dark hair, practically a
child. She rested upon a riding robe of fine red cotton, enbroidered with
exquisite gold threads to formcurlicues like the tendrils of vines. On her
tenple rode a thin silver crown that accentuated her dark skin.

She wore a sheer dress of |avender silk, and in her hand soneone had
pl aced a silver dagger.

Myrrima had conme upon Saffira, Raj Ahten's dead wi fe. Gaborn had sent
Myrrima's husband to fetch Saffira from I ndhopal so that she m ght plead
with himto cease his attacks on Gaborn's people. Gaborn coul d have
searched the world and found no one better to sue for peace. Runor said
that Saffira had taken hundreds of endownents of gl anmobur and voi ce.

She woul d have been nore alluring than any woman alive, would have
spoken nore el oquently.

Qobvi ously Borenson had found Saffira and brought her to the siege at
Carris. Now she lay dead anong a few Invincibles. Myrrim imagined that the
I nvi nci bl es had been her royal escort, and suspected that her husband woul d
be near by.

The | eader of the Indhopal ese was i medi ately recogni zabl e. Every eye
in the crowd rested on him and many nomad warriors knelt before him-sone
on one knee, some on two.

He sat atop a gray Inperial warhorse, glaring down at the dead, talking
in an even, dangerous tone. H's dark eyes glowed in the firelight as if he
struggled to hold back tears of rage. On the right breast of his black robe
he wore the enblem of Raj Ahten, the three-headed wolf in red. Above the
wol ves were golden ow's w ngs, and above themflew three stars.

Hs insignia identified himas nore than an Invincible or even a
captain of Invincibles.
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At his feet, several nen in black burnooses knelt on hands and knees.
One answered himin a frightened voi ce.

Myrrima seenmed to have wandered into a confrontation. She didn't want
to have anything to do with it.

Atall Invincible came up fromthe shadows behind her, a man with a
forked beard and ivory beads woven into his black hair. The firelight
reflected fromhis dark eyes and gol den nose ring.

He grinned at her, and Myrrima could not tell if it was neant as a
seductive grin or a friendly greeting. He jutted his chin toward the
| ndhopal ese | eader. He whi spered, "You see? He Wigaz Faharaqgi n, warlord of
the Ah' kel |l ah. ™

The news struck through Myrrinma |i ke a | ance. Even in Heredon she had
heard those nanes. Anong Raj Ahten's warriors, Wlgaz Faharaqi n was one of
the nost powerful. And of all the desert tribes, the Ah' kellah were the
nost respected. They were judges and | awgi vers of the desert, hired to
settl e disputes anong tri bes.

The fact that Wigaz Faharagin was angry did not bode well for the
obj ect of his wath.

The Invincible reached up a hand clunsily, as if he seldomgreeted in
this manner. "I am Akem"

"What has happened here?" Myrrim asked.

"H s nephew, Pashtuk, nurdered today," Akem said. "Now he question
W t nesses. "

"Faharaqgi n's nephew nurdered soneone?"

“No, Pashtuk Faharaqgin was nurdered.” He nodded toward an ugly dead
I nvincible who lay, as if in a place of honor, next to Saffira. "He was a
captain anong Invincibles, a man of great renown, |ike the others here."

“"Who killed hinP" Myrrim asked.
"Raj Ahten.”

"Ch!" Myrrima breathed softly.
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"Yes," Akemsaid. "One of slain live |long enough to bear w tness. He
say, 'Raj Ahten call to Invincibles after battle, and try to nmurder Earth
King'--a man who is his own cousin by marriage to |one Vani sal aam
Sylvarresta. To fight a cousin, this is a great evil. To kill one's own
nmen, this is also evil." He did not say it, but Myrrima could hear in his
tone that Raj Ahten woul d have to pay.

"These nmen"--Akem indi cated the kneeling Invincibles--"found the dying
W t ness. "

Wigaz Faharaqgi n questioned the wi tnesses one by one. As he did, his
eyes bl azed brighter and brighter.

Deri sive shouts arose fromthe cromd. One lord strode forward, pointing
at the witnesses. Myrrima did not need Akemto translate. "This man say the
W t ness no good. Need nore than one witness. He say Raj Ahten woul d not
seek to kill Earth King."

Myrrima could hardly restrain her rage. "I sawit!"”

Wiqaz Faharaqin growl ed at her outburst, asked a question in his native
tongue. Akem | ooked up at Myrrima and transl ated, "Please, to tell name?"

"Myrrima," she said. "Myrrim Borenson."

Akem s eyes wi dened. A hush fell over the crowd as nen whi spered her
name to one another. "Yes," Akemsaid, "I thought so--the northern woman
with the bow. You slew the Darkling A ory. W have all heard! W are
honor ed. "

Myrrima felt astonished. News traveled fast. "It was a |lucky shot."

"No," Akemsaid. "There is not so great luck in all the world, | think.
You nust tell your story."

Myrrima nudged her nmount closer to the bonfire so that she could speak
to Wigaz face-to-face.

"I was thirty mles north of here when Raj Ahten caught up to Gaborn.
There was nmurder in the Wil f Lord's eyes, and he'd have killed Gaborn sure,
i f Binnesman's wyl de had not stopped him | put an arrow in Raj Ahten's
knee nyself, but Gaborn forbade nme or anyone else to kill him"

Akem transl ated. Wigaz tried to |isten inpassively, but his eyes
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continued to blaze. He spoke and Akemtransl ated. "Can you prove that you
saw t hi s?"

Myrrima reached into her quiver, drew out the arrow with which she'd
shot Raj Ahten, His blood lay black upon its iron tip. "Here's the arrow.
Have your trackers snell it. They'll know Raj Ahten's scent."

Akem carried the arrow to Wigaz. The warlord sniffed it curiously.
Myrrima saw that he, too, was a WIf Lord. He growed low in his throat,
spat a few words in his own tongue, and raised the arrow for all to see.
O her lords rode close, sniffed at the shaft.

"The snell of Raj Ahten is indeed upon this arrow, " Akem transl ated.
"H's hand pulled the shaft free, and his blood stains its tip."

"Tell Faharaqgin that | want ny arrow back," Mrrinma said. "Soneday |
intend to use it to finish the job."

Akem rel ayed her nessage, retrieved Myrrima's arrow. Wigaz and his nen
had nore questions about her encounter. They seened baffled as to why
Gaborn had spared Raj Ahten, a man who proved to be his eneny. Myrrina
| ooked at the stern faces anong the Ah' kel lah, and renenbered sonething
she' d once heard: in sonme places in Indhopal, there is no word for "mercy."
She expl ai ned that Gaborn, as Earth King, could not slay one who was
Chosen. The Ah' kellah listened intently. They asked what had happened after
the fight, where Raj Ahten had gone. She poi nted sout hwest toward | ndhopal.

At that, Wigaz drew his saber fromthe scabbard at his back, whipped
its curved bl ade overhead, and began shouting. H's warhorse grew excited,
fought himfor control as it danced forward. It reared and pawed the air.
Myrrima had to fight her own nount as it backed away.

The Ah' kellah all began to shout, waving swords and war hamrers over head.
"What wi || happen?" Myrrim asked.

"Raj Ahten did great abom nation to attack Earth King. Such deed cannot
go unpuni shed. Wigaz say, 'Raj Ahten has sided with reavers agai nst own
cousin, against own tribe.' He say, 'Raise Atwaba!

"What i s that?"

“I'n ancient tine, when king do wong, wtnesses raise Atwaba, 'Cy for
Vengeance.' |f people get angry, they kill king--maybe."
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Wigaz Faharaqgi n spoke encouragingly to his nen.

"He warn, 'Raise cry loud in markets,' " Akemtranslated. "Let not your
voice trenble. Retreat not fromkaif who chall enges, or from guards that
threaten. If all I ndhopal does not rise against WIf Lord, they nust know

why Ah' kel | ah do so."

Wth that pronouncenent, Wigaz Faharaqin | eapt from his charger and
rushed to his nephew s corpse. He raised his swrd, stared down at the
remai ns, and began shouting. "He ask spirit to be appeased,” Akem said,
whi spering in respect for the dead. "He ask it not to wander hone or
trouble famly. Wigaz Faharaqgin prom se justice."

Wigaz snote off the corpse's head with the clunk of metal piercing
bone. Men cheered as he lifted his nephew s head in the air.

“"Now he will carry head to tribe as testanment."”

Wigaz beckoned to the crowd. Tribesnen cane forward, |nvincibles of the
Ah' kel | ah. They were strong nen, austere. Wigaz Faharagi n took his nephew s
head by the hair, held it high, and shouted. Akem said solemly, "He say,
There nmust be no king but Earth King.' "

Al'l around, the Ah' kellah repeated the words in chorus, chanting them
over and over.

Myrrima' s heart pounded as the Ah' kellah decapitated the other nurder
victins, bagged the heads. They began to toss the bodies into the funeral
pyre. She didn't understand everything that was going on. She didn't
under st and desert justice, desert politics.

Myrrima asked, "WII| people really rise up against Raj Ahten?"

Akem shrugged. "Maybe. Raj Ahten has nuch endowrents of gl anour. Wigaz
Faharaqgi n--"

"I don't understand. Raj Ahten has commtted injustices against a
hundred of your |ords before this. Wiy should his people care if he commts
one nore?"

"Because," Akemsaid forcefully, "nowthere is Earth King."

Everything fell into place. This wasn't about Raj Ahten. This was not
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just about a small injustice. It was about self-preservation: Raj Ahten had
not been able to drive the reavers from Carris. But Gaborn had proven
hinsel f. So Wigaz woul d seek to overthrow his |ord.

She felt as if she had stepped into great events. Her testinony today,
however snall, would start a civil war.

Myrrima stayed for a nonent |onger, watched as the slender form of
Saffira was consigned to the funeral pyre. She studied Saffira' s |ovely
face, tried to imagine the girl inlife, with a thousand endowrents of
gl anour. I nmagination failed her.

She turned her horse to | eave. Akem fol ded his hands before his face
and bowed | ow, out of respect. "Peace be with you. May the Bright Ones
protect you."

"Thank you," she said. "And may the d ories gui de your hand."
She rode into the thick of the reaver bodies, into the darkness.

She found Borenson's horse, snashed |ike a nelon. A search reveal ed
only her husband's helm a few bodies. But in the ground she found a man's
handprints, and near them knee prints. Big hands, |ike her husband' s.

He's crawl ed off, she thought. He m ght be making for the city even
now, or maybe he crawl ed away and fai nted.

Myrrima clinbed fromher saddle, retrieved Borenson's helm She sniffed
the ground for his scent, but the rain and stench fromthe reavers' curses
confounded her. She could not track him She consi dered where she m ght
find the best vantage point fromwhich to | ook for her husband. The nound
around the worm s crater on Bone Hill seened perfect.

She clinbed to the lip of the crater. It was hard to imagine a |living
thing that could have bored such a hole.

Firelight reflecting fromthe cl ouds showed only a yawning pit. By
inclining her ear, Myrrima could hear water churning somewhere in that
voi d. The worm s course had cut through a subterranean river, formng a
waterfall. But it was far below |f she stepped away fromthe hole, the
sound faded.

Myrrima wal ked anong the scree, sinking into | oose soil with every step.
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The ground was wet and unsettled. Bits of dirt cascaded into the
crater. Myrrima's footing shifted as if the nound m ght suddenly slide
beneath her, carrying her to her doom Instinctively she eased back to
safety.

The destruction of Carris was doubly apparent from atop the nound. But
the view reveal ed not hing of her husband.

"Borenson!" cried Myrrima, as she scanned the plain. Wigaz Faharaqgin
and his nen left the bonfire, riding east toward | ndhopal.

She gl anced toward Carris. Her heart |eapt. Guards had set watch fires
agai nst the return of any reavers. At the broken entrance of the city, she
saw a warrior wiwth red hair |ike her husband's, |eaning upon the shoul der
of a red-haired girl. He linped toward the city. Between the falling rain
and lingering snoke, she could not be sure if it was him

"Borenson?" she shout ed.

If it was him he could not hear her, so far off. He hobbled into the
shadows thrown by the barbi cans.

Carris was a bedlamas Myrrima rode beneath the broken barbi cans,
sear ching for her husband.

A week ago Myrrima had cel ebrated Hostenfest at Castle Syl varresta.
There, for the first tinme in two thousand years, an Earth King had arisen.
The peopl e of Heredon had hosted by far the finest celebration she'd ever
W t nessed.

As she had strolled through the concourses outside Castle Sylvarresta,
brightly col ored pavilions had covered the fields |like gens in a copper
bracel et, greened with age. The entrance to each pavilion was decorated
with wheat stalks braided in intricate patterns, and wooden icons of the
Earth King all arrayed in finery.

The snell of sweetneats and fresh breads wafted through the air. Misic
swelled froma hundred sites around the city.

It had seened a feast for the senses.

At the turn of each corner she net sone new wonder: a jester in parti-
col ored clothes, carrying a wooden fool's head on a stick, cane riding past
her on a huge red sow. A young fl ameweaver out of Orwynne drew the fl anes
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of afire until they rose up and burst into flow ng shapes |ike gol den
l[ilies in bloom A woman with five endowrents of voice rendered an aria so
beautiful that it left the heart aching for days afterward. She'd seen
Runel ords joust at rings on chargers caparisoned in colors so bright that
they hurt the eyes, and dancers from Deyazz wearing |ion-skins.

She'd tasted rare treats--eels kept alive in a pot and cooked fresh
before her eyes; a dessert made of sweetened cream and rose petal s cool ed
with ice; and confections stuffed with coconut and pistachios from I ndhopal .

It had been a day to delight even the nost downcast heart.

Now as she rode through Carris, her ride provided the dark antithesis
of that day.

I nstead of fair provender, her keen nose registered the stink of
animal s, spoiling vegetables, cloistered humanity, blood, urine, and war--
all nmade nore abom nable by the lingering residue of the reavers' curses.

| nstead of seductive nusic, she was haunted by the entreaties and
sobbi ng of the wounded, mingled with the cries of those who nourned the
dead and those who called out for |oved ones.

| nstead of celebration, there was horror. Myrrim rounded one corner to
find half a dozen children, the youngest a girl of two, whispering words of
encouragenent to a nother that they thought was grievously wounded. A
gl ance told Myrrima that the woman was dead.

A girl of twelve wandered in front of Myrrima's horse. She had gray
eyes, dulled by shock, and her dirty face was cleaned only by the tracks of
her tears.

That's how | | ooked at that age when ny father died, Myrrima reali zed.
Her stomach knotted in synpathetic pain.

She searched for Borenson anong thousands of grisly wounded scattered
t hroughout inns, private hones, stables, the duke's Geat Hall, and
bl ankets in the street.

Many wounded struggl ed near death. The reavers' curses set wounds to
festering in unnatural ways. Gangrene set into abrasions that were only
hours ol d.

The search was a foul chore. Nearly every private househol d had taken
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in one or two wounded. The stench of the place assaulted her senses. She
coul d not pick up her husband's scent anbng so many conpeti ng odors.

"Borenson!" she shouted again and again as she rode through the
streets, her throat going raw. She began to doubt her own senses, wondered
if she'd only inmagi ned that she'd seen her husband heading into the city.

He coul d be asl eep, she thought. Perhaps that's why he doesn't answer.

Vol unt eers worked the battlefield, hauling the dead to the bailey
out si de the duke's pal ace. She worried that Borenson m ght be anong them
Gaborn had said that her husband was wounded. Perhaps he'd died in the past
few hours. O perhaps soneone had m staken himfor dead, and even now she
m ght find himbarely alive. She nmade her way toward it, and finally caught
her husband's scent.

She rode with rising trepidation up to the bailey. Thousands of corpses
were laid out. Whole fam lies marched anong them carrying torches.

The bl asted grass was a gray nmat. The dead | ay arrayed on bl ankets in
rows. She could snell Borenson now.

Myrrima knew t hat dead | oved ones never | ook quite as you expect them
to. The faces of nmen that die in battle becone pale, |eached of bl ood,
whil e the countenances of strangled nmen turn bluish-black. The eyes of the
dead gl aze over, so that it is difficult to tell whether a man had bl ue
eyes or brown. A corpse's facial nuscles can either contract horribly or
relax in perfect repose.

Many a wonman who has slept with a man for years doesn't recogni ze her
own husband's corpse.

In the sane way, when Myrrima found Sir Borenson, she did not know him
by sight, only by scent.

He knelt over a dead nman beneath the remamins of a gnarled oak that had
dropped all its leaves. H s face was | eached as pale as cream and he
stared down, his expression so twisted in pain that she would not have
knowmn him Dirty rain matted his hair and covered himw th grine, so that
he | ooked like a squalid wild thing. Cotted blood froma groin wound
stained his surcoat down the legs. H's right hand gripped the handle of a
horseman's battle-ax as if it were a crutch.

He | ooked as if he had been kneeling |like this for hours, as if he
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m ght never nove again. He had becone a statue, a nonunent to pain.

Only his attire identified him He wore the sane clothes as he had two
days past, including the yellow silk scarf that he'd chosen to sport into
battle as a sign of her favor.

Alittle red-haired girl knelt above him lantern in hand, weeping
savagel y. They stared down at a dead man who | ooked so nuch |i ke Borenson
that he m ght have been a brother.

"Borenson?" Myrrinma called hesitantly. Al the words of confort that
she' d i magi ned woul d cone so easily suddenly caught in her throat. She
coul d not inagine a wound that woul d cause the unadul terated agony she saw
in his face. She asked softly, "Wat's wong?"

He did not |ook at her. Did not answer. She wasn't sure that he even
heard. His left hand clutched at his belly, as if he'd just taken a blowto
t he st omach.

Acorns crunched under her horse's hooves as she approached. As she drew
cl ose, she realized that she'd thought that he was unnoving as he knelt.
Now she saw that he was trenbling all over.

She'd heard tales of nen who had seen sone great horror and retreated
so far into thensel ves that they never spoke again. Borenson was a warri or.
He'd been forced to butcher two thousand Dedi cates at Castle Syl varresta.
The deed had so denoralized himthat afterward he had quit his service to
hi s ki ng.

Before her knelt a man wounded both in body and spirit. He trenbl ed,
and his m nd was blank. He was so far gone in pain that he could not weep.

"Myrrima," he said in a stiffly formal voice as he gazed down on the
dead man. "I'd like you to neet ny father."

Chapter 2

COMVUNI ON
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He, who would wal k the wi zard's path nust abandon roads that common nen
tread.
--Mystarrian Proverb

On the road north from Carris, Gaborn still snelled of war. The curses
of the reavers' fell mage clung to himlike the snoke of a cooking fire,
and sweat soaked the padding beneath his ring mil.

The road was quiet, spooky. Night did not seemto fall from above so
much as to rise up like vapors fromthe hollows of the fields. No birds
chirped in the twlight. The hooves of the horses thudded dully on the
muddy ground. Though seven people rode in the party, there was barely a
creak of harness.

They cane to a village. Once, Gaborn had known the nane of every hani et
in his realm but his nmenory had faded with the loss of his Dedicates in
the Bl ue Tower.

It did not matter. The village was enpty; not so nuch as one yel |l ow dog
roamed the streets, wagging its tail. He would offend no one by forgetting
its nane.

The village was ol d, cranped, with buildings nade of cut stones. Sone
i nnkeeper in the distant past had built a hostel that nearly bl ocked the
hi ghway, perhaps inmagining that riders were nore likely to stop than try to
forge their way around it. A few shops had sprung up next to the inn, and
cottages next to the shops.

The horses' footsteps rang |ouder in the streets. Gaborn heard the
ching of his ring mail thrown back from stone walls.

The village lay silent, accusing. No children played in the dirty
streets. No washwonen railed at one another over a fence. No cattle baw ed,
calling the mlkmaids to their stools. No one swng an ax, choppi hg wood
for the evening fire. No snoke carried the nmouthwatering scent of a
roasting hen.

No hammers rang. No stars pierced the cloudy heavens. No children sang.

This is the way the world wll |ook, Gaborn thought, when we are no
nor e.
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"We shoul d have been for killing Raj Ahten,” Erin Connal said in her
thi ck Fl eeds accent, her voice weary.

"The Earth will not allowit," Gaborn answer ed.

“"Perhaps if we nove against his Dedicates,” Prince Celinor offered. "It
woul d not be the sanme as attacking himpersonally."”

The thought of attacki ng Dedi cates sickened Gaborn. The Dedi cates were
i nnocent, in nost cases. Raj Ahten's beauty was as irresistible as
lightning, his voice as overwhelmng as thunder. In order for a Runelord to
take an endownent from a vassal, the vassal had to offer it up freely. But
no one could predict how he mght react to Raj Ahten's sublinme entreaties.
It was said in Rofehavan that "Wen you | ook upon the face of pure evil, it
will be beautiful.” Truly, Raj Ahten was beautiful.

Some thought him so persuasive that he deluded hinself wth his own
voi ce. Certainly he had gulled others often enough--even his own enem es.
Wonen | oved himon sight, nmen honored him They offered their endowrents
and their lives in his service, for he told themthat serving himwould be
to their benefit.

The world was heading toward a catastrophe, an all-out war with the
reavers. Raj Ahten had al ready persuaded tens of thousands of people that
manki nd m ght survive the comng war only by pooling their attributes,
their strength and stamna and wit, into one man who would be their
chanpi on. This one man would be inmmortal, the nythical Sumof Al Men.

O course, not all nmen were swayed by Raj Ahten's argunent. So he waged
war on Rof ehavan, seeking to convert its people to his own use.

It was a vile act. Raj Ahten had grown so powerful that Gaborn
despai red of whether he could be brought down. Wth such a rapacious |ord,
the best way to attack himwas indirectly--as Erin said--by killing his
Dedi cates. For each tine a Dedicate died, the lord | ost the use of the
attribute that the Dedicate provided

Thus, by slaying a few thousand Dedi cates, Raj Ahten could be weakened
to the point that he mght be defeated in battle.

But who could nurder innocent Dedicates? Certainly not Gaborn. The nen
and wonmen who gave thenselves to Raj Ahten were sinply too weak-m nded to
see beyond his exquisite mask. OQthers | oaned Raj Ahten their endowrents
only through coercion. Yes, Raj Ahten nanaged to put the forcibles to them
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and take their attributes, but only because they feared himnore than his
forcibl es.

"He took children as Dedicates at Castle Sylvarresta,"” Gaborn chi ded.
“I'"l'l not spill the blood of children.™

"He often did so as well in Indhopal,"” Jureemsaid. "Children and
beauti ful wonen--he knew that men of conscience would not easily strike
t hem down. "

Gaborn felt sickened to the core.

Gaborn could bear no nore talk of Raj Ahten. The WIf Lord's
rapaci ousness repul sed him Gaborn thought, | should never have tried to
turn him | should never have hoped to make himan ally.

In the eerie streets, Gaborn stretched out his senses, used his Earth
Sight to feel for any danger to his Chosen. For the past day, he'd focused
all his attention on Carris.

The Earth had charged Gaborn w th Choosi ng people, selecting a seed of
manki nd to "save through the dark tines to cone." At the sane tine the
Earth had bestowed upon himthe power to sense the danger to his Chosen
warri ors.

Now, however, he had |ost the power to warn them of danger, even though
he could still sense it.

Thus weakened, in the event his people were assailed, he mght be able
to do little nore than sense their danger before they died. But he hoped
for nore. H's powers had dw ndl ed, but he had to hope that if he could
sense danger, he mght be able to avert sone di sasters.

So he groped like a blind man, pushing the limts of his gift.

Danger seened to be lurking everywhere. In Carris battles still raged.
Skal bai rn's Kni ghts Equitable fought the reavers, driving them south.
Wthin seconds of each other, two nmen died. Gaborn felt the | oss keenly.

To the west, Raj Ahten fled through the wilderness, retreating toward
| ndhopal . Strangely, he seened nore dead than alive, and Gaborn coul d not
hel p but wonder at the situation.

But to Gaborn's consternation, he sensed...dangers that were far nore
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personal and far-reaching than any before. None were inmnent. |nstead, he
coul d sense...layers beneath |ayers of inpending doom C ose at hand, he
sensed a threat to his wife, lome. It would not cone soon. Over the past
few days, he had begun to |l earn how to gauge when threats would arise
sinply by the strength of the warning. He suspected that |onme woul d not
face any danger until tonorrow. Yet he had to wonder at its source, for

t hough he coul d sense peril, he could not always guess at its cause.

Beneath that lay |larger portents. Tens of thousands of people at Carris
seenmed to be in jeopardy still. Froma second attack? he wondered. But the
trouble brewing in Carris was farther off than the danger facing lone. He
suspected that it would not strike until tonmorrow night or the day after.

Beyond that, a cloud | oonmed over Heredon again. Gaborn inmagi ned the
dangers to be |like peeling the layers of an onion. |lone's danger was great,
and nearest at hand. Once it passed, there |looned a |arger threat--the tens
of thousands at Carris. Later in the week, hundreds of thousands in Heredon
m ght die....

Yet at the "core of the onion," at the kernel of the matter, he
di scerned one final catastrophe. It seened to enconpass every single man,
woman, and child that he had Chosen--a mllion people spread over half a
dozen nati ons.

The Earth Spirit had warned Gaborn that the fate of manki nd was upon
hi m Gaborn had accepted the role of becom ng mankind's protector. He'd
i magi ned that the threat would be years in the making. He'd i magi ned | ong
wars and drawn-out sieges.

But the end of man was nigh. Five days? he wondered--certainly no nore
than a week. His nouth grew dry, and Gaborn could not catch his breath.

It can't be! he told hinself. I"'mimgining it.
But cold certainly began to creep into his bones.

In the streets, shuttered wi ndows stared at him |ike vacant eyes. He
felt trapped in a hanml et of shadows.

Gaborn spurred his horse, taking a long lead. lone, Celinor, Erin,
Jureem Binnesnman, and the wylde all hurried to keep up. Thankfully, none
of them drew near or spoke.

Just north of the village, Gaborn turned left on the track toward
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Bal i ngton. He renenbered the village fondly fromhis youth, and had deci ded
to spend the night there. He recalled its serenity, its lush gardens. It
was a place strong in the Earth Powers, a place where he could conmune with
his master. The village lay only three mles off the road.

The horses nade toward a pair of hills that stood |ike sentinels. The
open fields gave way to a grove of mmjestic beech trees whose |inbs soared
hi gh over head.

As they reached the hills, Gaborn rounded a bend. An overturned cart
bl ocked the highway. At the margin of the road, six swarthy figures huddl ed
around a snmall fire, warm ng thenselves in the cool night.

They | eapt up as he approached. Al six nen were abnormally short,
al nost dwarfish. They bore an odd array of weapons--the spoke froma wagon
wheel , a cl eaver, a reaping hook, two axes for choppi ng wood, and a
makeshi ft spear. They wore | eather work aprons instead of arnmor. Their
| eader had a grizzled beard and eyebrows |ike woolly black caterpillars.

"Hol d," he shouted. "Hold where you are. There's a hundred archers in
themtrees. Make any fal se nove, and you'll be leaking Iike a w nepress.”

It took Gaborn a noment to realize that all six "nmen" were not nen at
all. Most were boys in their teens--brothers by the | ook of them Like
their father, they were so short as to be dwarfish. They had their father's
curly hair and strangely blunt nose. Yet they couldn't see beyond the Iight
of their canpfire; their threat was | aughabl e.

“A hundred archers?" Gaborn asked as lone and the others drew up at his
back. "I1'd think you could turn your king into a pincushion with half as
many." He rode into the firelight.

The six nmen dropped to their knees, gaping at the |lords before them
"We saw your lordship riding south this norning!" one shouted. "W thought
| ooters mght head this way. It's our honmes, you see.”

“"And we heard the earth groan, and saw the cloud rise up over Carris!"
anot her added.

"I's it true?" a young man asked. "Are you really the Earth King?" At
that, all of the young nen knelt and watched Gaborn expectantly.

Am | the Earth King? he wondered. How am | to answer that question now?
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He knew what they wanted. Six small nmen w thout an endownent between
them conme to hold the road against Raj Ahten's Invincibles. He'd sel dom
heard of such fool ery--or such valor. They wanted his protection. They
wanted himto Choose them

He' d have done so if he could. In the past weeks, he'd had tine to
reflect on what he valued in mankind. H s Days said that he val ued nen of
i nsight, while others valued nen of strength and cunni ng.

But Gaborn saw now that he val ued nost those who |oved and lived well.
He val ued nen of sound consci ence and unwavering resolve, nen who dared
stand agai nst the darkness when hope was slim He felt honored to be in the
presence of these good common f ol k.

“I"'mno Earth King," Gaborn admtted. "I can't Choose you."

The | ads could not hide their disappointnent, not by any act of will--
even in the shadows thrown by the canpfire. They | et out hopeful breaths,
and each of them seened to collapse just a bit.

"Ah, well," the father nused, "not the Earth King maybe, but you're our
king. Welcone to Balington, Mlord."

"Thank you," Gaborn said.

He spurred his nmount ahead in the darkness, past the nmen and on beneath
the beech trees. His friends rode behind. Silence followed at their backs.
The night was growing cold. Warm air escaped his nostrils |ike fog.

He found hinself breathing hard, afraid that at any nonent a w acking
sob woul d escape.

Anot her mle down the road, where soft hills flowed together, he reined
in his horse, and the others rode up behind. He'd had enough.

"It's tine," Gaborn said to the snmall group. "I nust speak with the
Earth."

"You'll try so soon?" Binnesman asked. "Are you certain? The Earth
withdrewits powers fromyou only two hours ago. You understand that the
chances of a favorable response are slin®"

"I amcertain," Gaborn said.
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There are cerenonies that w zards performthat common nmen do not
attend. Gaborn | ooked back at his followers. "Jureem you'll care for the
horses. Erin, Celinor, stay with him The rest, conme with ne."

He di smounted. C ouds were rushing in fromthe south, and only faint,
broken starlight shone overhead.

| ome swung from her nount and took his hand hesitantly. "Are you sure
you want ne there?"

"Yes," Gborn said. "I'msure."

Bi nnesman took his staff and |led the way, his wlde in tow. He ushered
themup a narrow defile, follow ng a stony path made by goats and cattle.

"One who approaches the Powers," Binnesnman counsel ed as they clinbed
the trail, "one who seeks a boon, nust do so in the proper frame of m nd.
It is not enough to nerely seek a bl essing. You nust be pure of heart and
single-m nded in your purpose. You nust set aside your anger at Raj Ahten,
your fears for the future, and your selfish desires."

"I"'mtrying," Gaborn said. "The Earth and | both want the same thing.
W want to save ny people.”

"I'f you could sublimate your desires wholly," Binnesman said, "you
woul d be the nost powerful w zard that this world has ever known. You would
sense the Earth's needs and becone a perfect tool for fulfilling them Its
protective powers would flow to you without restraint. But you have
rejected the Earth's needs on nultiple counts. The Earth bade you to save a
seed of mankind, yet you seek to save themall--even those |ike Raj Ahten
t hat you know are unworthy."

“I"'msorry!" Gaborn whi spered. But even as he did, he wondered, Wo is
worthy to live? Even if | regain ny powers, who am | to decide?

"Far nore serious than this first offense was the second. You were
granted the ability to warn your charges of danger. But you tried to
corrupt it, to turn the powers of preservation into a weapon."

"Raj Ahten was attacking ny nmen," Gaborn objected.

“You shoul d never have Chosen that one,"” Binnesnman said, "no nmatter how
great you thought the need. | warned you against it. But once you Chose
him you should not have sought to turn your powers against him Your deed
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is the very root and essence of defilenent."”
"I's there no hope?" Gaborn asked. "Is that what you are telling ne?"

Bi nnesman turned, starlight reflecting fromhis eyes, and planted his
staff in the ground. He was huffing after the clinb.

"OF course there's hope,"” he said firmy. "There is always hope. A man
who | acks hope is a man who | acks w sdom "

"But |'ve done great wongs," Gaborn said. "I never should have relied
on ny owmn strength. | see that now. "
"Hmmm . ." Binnesman said, with an appraising |ook. "You see it, but

have you truly learned? Do you really trust the Earth to protect you, or do
you think like a Runelord--do you trust in your endownrents?"

Gaborn answered slowy. "I didn't take endowrents for nyself, but to
better serve ny people. | cannot benpan the choice now. M endownents m ght
still serve mankind."

"Hunph," Binnesman said. He led themto a small clearing and
scrutinized Gaborn from beneath his bushy brows. Hi s eyes seened to Gaborn
to be cold pebbles.

Around him the hills gave rise to dry grasses and a little oak brush.
Stones riddled the ground, but the soil snelled rich, delicious. It was the
ki nd of place where Gaborn woul d have expected to hear the songs of
crickets, or mce scurrying in the | eaves, or the cries of night ows. But
only a dull cold wi nd sighed over the hills.

Bi nnesman grunbled, "This will do."

The Earth Warden knelt and spat on the ground. "Wth this libation from
my own body, | give you drink, O Master," Binnesman said. "W seek your
help in the hour of our need." He nodded toward Gaborn and the others. Each
spat in turn.

Bi nnesman raised his staff, whirled it overhead.

"Hail, Mother.

Hai | , Protector

The Tree of Life shades our hone,
Cone, Maker.
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Cone, Destroyer.
Conme make us your own."

He touched the ground with his staff and said softly, "Open."

A tearing sound arose as the roots of dry grass split apart. A slit
appeared, spilling dark soil into nmounds on each side of a pit.

Gaborn stared into the shallow grave. The rich ground was full of snall
whi t e pebbl es.

Gaborn |l et go of lone's hand and began to disrobe. H s eyes flicked
toward the green wonman to see her reaction, but the wylde, a warrior
created by Bi nnesnan from stones and wood, seened unconcerned with notions
of nodesty, incurious about Gaborn's anatony.

He gazed about, filled with anticipation. In Binnesman's garden the
Earth had taken physical form had cone to speak to himin person.

But the hills here were bare, and he saw no shadowy figures |urking on
their sl opes.

Wth his clothes off, Gaborn clinbed down into the soil. He tensed at
the touch of the cold ground, but crossed his hands over his chest, took a
deep breath, and closed his eyes. He whispered, "Cover ne."

He | ay expectantly for a nonment, but nothing happened. The Earth did
not fulfill even this small request.

"Cover him" Binnesman said softly.

lome felt unsure why Gaborn had asked her to cone. She had no powers,
could not help sunmon the Earth Spirit that he sought. She could give him
only one thing: confort.

He needed it sorely. She didn't know how to help himgreet the future.
They still faced a vast array of enemies: Raj Ahten m ght still badger him
fromthe west, Low cker's daughter and King Anders fromthe north.

She' d encountered an assassin fromlnkarra, while reavers boiled from
the ground beneath their feet.

If we are all to die, lonme decided, then at | east we should pass wth
dignity. She could give Gaborn that nuch.
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But she feared that others would not.
She silently begged the Earth, "Please, answer us."

Soi |l coursed over Gaborn in a flow. Cool dirt intruded everywhere--
beneath his fingernails, weighing between his toes, heavy on his chest,
pressi ng agai nst his |ips and eyelids.

For several |ong seconds, he held his breath. As he did, he sent forth
hi s thoughts, his |ongings.

"Forgive ne. Forgive. | will not abuse the power you've |oaned ne
again."

He stretched out with his mnd, listening for an answer. Mt often the
Earth spoke with the voices of mce or with the cry of a wild swan or with
the sound of a twig snapping in the forest. But on rare occasions it spoke
as if in the tongues of nen.

"Forgive ne," Gaborn whispered. "I'Il bend to your will. Let ne save
the seeds of mankind. | ask no nore of you. Let ne be your servant again."”

He heard no answer.

He imagi ned the future as it mght unfold before himif he did not
regain his powers. He envisioned nankind running fromreavers, holding out
in wooded hills or hiding in caves, fighting as best they coul d.

He pictured hinself using his one remaining power, his ability to
recogni ze danger, to save those within range of his voice.

But in tinme he would fail. Perhaps he would end up al one, the last nman
on Earth, his one final gift seen for what it had becone: a curse.

He held his breath until his |lungs burned and his nmuscl es ached.

Last night as he lay in the grave, the Earth had taken from himthe
need to breathe, had allowed himto relax every nmuscle, to slunber in
perfect repose.

Tonight...he recalled the words that the Earth Spirit had first spoken
to him "Once there were Toth upon the |land. Once there were duskins.... At
the end of this dark tine, mankind, too, may becone only a nenory."
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The ground trenbled faintly. lone knew that Gaborn had summoned an
eart hquake at Carris. She thought that this was an aftershock.

But the earth continued shaking. The | eaves of trees hissed, and a few
boul ders runbl ed down the hillside. The soil beneath lone's feet rattl ed,
until Gaborn was thrust up fromthe dirt and suddenly sprawl ed on the
surface.

Al around, the dust began to nount in the air. Pieces of what | ooked
i ke gray stone sifted up to the surface, until suddenly she realized that
t hey were bones--the corrupted jaw of a cow, the skull of a horse, a
shoul der bl ade that m ght have belonged to a wld bear. Al of themrose to
the surface along with Gaborn.

Gaborn desperately clawed dirt fromhis face, gasped for breath. He sat
up, naked, spitting dust.

The runbling stopped, and a boul der bounced downhill through the little
knot of peopl e.

Bi nnesman used his staff to point out the bits of bone that had risen.
He frowned at them squatted and stared. "You have your answer."

"But what does it nean?" Gaborn asked.

Bi nnesnman scratched his chin. "The Earth is speaking to you. \Wat does
it mean to you?"

"I"'mnot sure," Gaborn said.

“Think about it," Binnesman said. "The answer will cone to you. Trust
what you feel. Trust the Earth."

Wt hout further ado, he took his wyl de back down the hill side.

Gaborn crawl ed about, picking up fragnents of bone, staring at them as
if to read sone nessage hidden there. |onme brought himhis robe, draped it
over his shoul ders.

"Bones in the earth..." Gaborn was muttering. "The Place of Bones
beneath the earth. Search for the Place of Bones."

| ome needed no wizard to translate for her. Surely Gaborn had to see
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it: the Earth had rejected him rejected his plea. She whispered, "The |and
wi |l be covered in bones."

Gaborn stopped, clutched the skull of a dog against his chest. "No!
That's not it at all!"

| ome put her arns around him tried to hold himand give himconfort.

Gaborn had done his best to be Earth King. He was not a cold nan, not a
hard man. He was no warrior. |If he had been any of those things, she never

woul d have fallen in love with him
Yet his m stakes were likely to get themall killed.
Am | strong enough to support himin spite of that? she wondered.
"What will we do now, ny |ove?" she asked.

Gaborn nerely squatted on the ground, naked but for the cloak thrown
over him "First we nust warn Skal bairn and the rest of my troops that |'ve
| ost nmy powers. After that, we wll do what the Earth demands."

Chapter 3
A CONTRARY NMAN

The gullible often m stake the pronouncenents of cynics for true
insight. Cynics will warn that all nmen are corrupt, and that existence is
fruitless. But a wse man knows that not ail nmen are corrupt, and that life
brings joy as well as sorrow.

The cynics' pronouncenents are nerely half-truths, the dark side of

w sdom
--Fromthe journal of King Jas Laren Sylvarresta
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"The problemis,"” H gh Marshal Skal bairn said, as he and Sir Chondl er
rode through the night woods in pursuit of the reavers, "Gaborn |oves his
peopl e too much, and Raj Ahten loves themtoo little." Skal bairn had
received a cryptic warning from Gaborn, who had taken refuge at Bali ngton.
Bot h Skal bai rn and Chondler were still trying to nake sense of it.

Mar shal Chondl er replied, "Mark my words, nothing good will conme of it.
Men are never content to nerely plant the seeds of their own destruction.
They must first till and dung the ground, then nurture and water the tender
sprout of it, until at last they're ready to reap the full harvest."

H gh Marshal Skal bairn guffawed at the comment. "No one woul d know ngly
court disaster."” Chondler's nmount forged through the trees ahead of
Skal bairn's, and the marshal let a linb fly back and slap Skalbairn in the
face. Obviously he did so in retribution for the rude noi se.

“Ah, |'m wounded," Skal bairn said.
"Sorry."
“If that's the nost significant wound | take this night, 1'll be glad

for it," Skal bairn replied.

He was preparing another attack on the reavers soon. He wanted to reach
a knoll where Sir Skerret, a far-seer, had |lit a signal lantern in warning,
but not a single dammed trail seened to lead to that knoll. The ni ght was
still overcast; and so high up in the Brace Muuntains, the msting rain was
turning to snow.

"Men do court disaster in a hundred ways," Chondler affirnmed. "For
exanpl e, have you ever noticed how easily a man can turn a virtue into a
vi ce?"

"What do you nean?"

"Why, when | was a lad | knew a woman so charitabl e that everyone
prai sed her. She baked bread for the poor, gave coins to the poor, gave her
cow-and finally her house. At |last she found herself begging on the
streets outside of Broward, where she died one winter. Thus her virtue grew
into a vice that consuned her."

"I see," Skalbairn said. "And you think this happens often?"

“Ah," Chondler said. "But my story is not done: now, this very sane
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woman had a son, who, when he saw that he had | ost his inheritance, went
about the countryside as a hi ghwayman, robbing every man he chanced upon.
No one could seemto catch him and he thought hinself to be a wondrously
great robber, so that he was al ways braggi ng, 'What a great hi ghwayman I
am' And thus he was crowing to his cohorts at the very nonment that | crept
near to his canp and planted an arrow through his throat."

"Hah, good nove," Skal bai rn said.

"So, like the nother we either turn our virtues into a vice, or else
| i ke the son we convince ourselves that vice is virtue. But in either case
we plant the seeds of our own destruction.

"Qur grand Earth King Gaborn Val Orden thinks that his | ove of manki nd
is anerit--while it serves to destroy him and us with him Meanwhil e Raj
Ahten hopes to ride us all like nules till we drop."

"Hah," Skal bairn chuckl ed. "What a circular argunent!" He spoke the
words as if in praise, but secretly he thought that Chondler was a contrary
fell ow who nerely wi shed that he was a deep thinker.

"And we're stuck between the bastards! Wl I, dam all them kings and
high lords, | say. It's every man for hinself fromhere on out." Sir
Chondl er reined in his horse and peered ahead. "I can't see a path.”

Skal bai rn had not known that the woods here in the Brace Muntains
could be so nurky. The pines didn't seemto branch overhead so much as
press in his face; the wind-twisted |linbs sonetines tangled Iike yarn.

After a nonent, Sir Chondler blindly forged ahead. Then he pronounced,
as if he had just conme to a nonentous decision, "I'"'mgoing to join this
' Brot herhood of the WIf.' What say you?"

Skal bairn didn't know what to think. The runors fromCarris were so
strange that he wanted to | earn nore before making a comm tnent.

Raj Ahten had attacked Gaborn. That was a baffling nove. And in that
attack Gaborn had sonehow | ost his Earth Powers.

Thi s was perhaps the nost disconfiting news Skal bairn had heard in his
life. He'd not have believed it if Gaborn hadn't sent a warning, witten in
hi s own hand.

Skal bairn clutched the parchnent in his fist even as he rode. In the
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war ni ng, Gaborn told Skal bairn: "Break off your attack until | join you
t onorrow. "

Skal bairn didn't know what to think. But as H gh Marshal of the
Ri ght eous Horde of Knights Equitable, many would watch to see whom he
served.

"Me?" Skal bairn asked. He parried a linb with his ax. "I've forsworn
nyself too often. | swore fealty first to Lord Brock of Toom when | was a
| ad, and then to the Knights Equitable, and now to the Earth King. |'m
getting too old for this. | think I'"Il just let ny allegiance |lie where
it's fallen.™

"But that's ny point," Chondler argued. "It's not as if you haven't
forsworn yourself before.™

"True. But you'd have ne break oath with the Earth King after only
three days. That's fickle even for a Knight Equitable! Besides, not all nen
are such fools as you think. Gaborn's story is not all told yet."

Chondl er | aughed. "You have nore faith in the lad than | do." He drew
rein, peered ahead through the swirling flakes of snow. "Pshaw " he said in
di sgust. "The path is gone. And we're in a fine spot for an anbush.”

"True enough," Skal bairn answered, preparing to turn his horse around.

"Listen," Chondl er warned. "W nust be close.”" He doffed his helm
cocked his head.

Skal bairn pulled off his own helmand relished the cold touch of ice
crystals on his sweaty brow. The air was thick in his nostrils. He could
easily discern the sound of reavers--tens of thousands of them just over
the hill. The horde tranpled trees in its passage, mashing themto pulp,
and pounded | arge sandstone boul ders to gravel. The ground runbl ed, and
reavers hissed, letting air vent fromtheir bodies. They were stanpedi ng
south toward Keep Haberd, over the sane path that they'd blazed on their
way to Carris.

D stant |ightning speared fromthe clouds and struck the jagged tooth
of a mountaintop. By its light Skal bairn glinpsed an opening in the trees
to their left, but waited a nonent, counting. It was forty seconds until
t he thunder spoke, a distant rmurnur |ike an old man grunbling over sone
hal f-recal | ed grudge.
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Forty seconds was too long for confort, if the tales were true. Reavers
feared lightning. But if it was nore than forty seconds off, the reavers
coul d endure it.

Wll, | knew that this jig wouldn't |ast forever, Skal bairn thought.

For nearly four hours the |ightning had held. The height of the storm
at Carris brought an incessant groaning fromthe sky, and hail pellets
plumeted |ike shot froma catapult. Even when the storm quieted, a few
cl ouds wandered overhead, sending out flickering tongues fromtine to tine.
Not rmuch of a storm but good enough.

Skal bai rn had seen reavers run headlong into rock walls to escape the
lightning. He'd seen sone fall insensate, |ike nmen who had endured too nuch
pai n. Thousands of the great beasts had nerely stuck their eyel ess heads
into the sod and pushed, covering thenselves with dirt in an effort to hide.

Easy targets all--blinded reavers, wounded reavers, fleeing reavers.
Skal bai rn's Kni ghts Equitable chased the brutes down and nmade such a
sl aughter as he'd never dreaned. N ne thousand reavers in four hours, by
| ast account. Hi s knights were joined by various Runel ords out of
Mystarria, Fleeds, Heredon--even Invincibles out of Indhopal, nmen who had
been his nortal enem es at dawn.

Skal bairn would earn a place in history. The bards woul d sing of
Gaborn's victory at Carris, and forever now Skal bairn's own nane woul d be
linked toit. It would all sound very grand when sung to pipe and druns--
the wild charge through the stormy night.

O course the truth about his deeds wasn't half so exhilarating or
dangerous as future bards m ght sing. The fact was that the reavers were
fleeing on a course that paralleled a good road. WAagonmasters from Carris
were rushing wains filled with | ances and food to outposts to the south, so
that his nmen could resupply. Skalbairn's nen had anple tine to pick their
ground and set their charges.

Here in the nmountains, of course, the terrain stifled him But it
stifled the reavers as nuch.

The reavers only ran in short bursts, meking |l ess than twenty nmiles per
hour. And as they clinbed higher into the cold nountains, they becane
| ethargic, noving at perhaps half their normal pace.

Skal bairn said, "There's a bit of a clearing off to our left."
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"I saw. But it leads to nore of a cliff than a clearing.”

"I saw a neadow, " Skal bairn argued. Chondler was a contrary, stubborn
man. "I'll prove it."

Chondl er gave a heavy sigh that would have earned hima beating in any
ot her arny. But anong the Knights Equitable insubordinati on was as
ubi quitous as fleas in the bedrolls. Chondler turned his nount toward
Skal bai rn's "nmeadow. "

Sure enough, it was a cliff. A quarter of a mle bel ow spread a
serpentine valley, and the reaver horde bolted through it like floodwaters
t hrough a chasm

They were a seething mass. In Internook in the late fall the blue eels
would swmto the headwaters of the Ot Ri ver. Wen Skal bairn was a boy
he'd seen eels so thick that he couldn't spot a single pebble in the
shal l ow riverbed. The reavers forging through the canyon bel ow rem nded hi m
of those eels, at once | oathsone and all uring.

Lightning flickered again, farther away. The reavers below did not m ss
a stride. The storm was bl owi ng past.

But in the brief illum nation he saw the reavers better. Bl ade-bearers
fled by the thousands. At Carris the nonsters had borne weapons--enor nous
bl ades twel ve feet long, or glory hamrers with heads that wei ghed as nuch
as a horse, or knight gigs that the nonsters could use to pull warriors
fromtheir chargers or fromcastle walls. But now, it |ooked as if half of
the reavers had abandoned their weapons.

Anmong the bl ade-bearers were how ers, pale spidery creatures that even
now st opped every few nonents to send up their eerie cries.

Few gl ue nuns remai ned alive. They noved sl ower than other breeds, and
were less inclined to fight. Skalbairn's nen had al ready di spatched nost of
t hem

But anong the reavers, the nost fearsonme were the scarl et sorceresses.
They were easy to spot. The runes branded on their skulls and | egs gl owed
dimy, like the light of warmcoals in the mdst of an ash-covered fire.

A scarl et sorceress bel ow raced al ong and suddenly stuck its shovel -
shaped head into the soil. It dug in with its feet, tossed its head, and
thrust itself underground.
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The whol e thing happened so fast that Skal bairn could hardly credit his
eyes. Yet he'd seen boars hide beneath the hunus in the forest that way.
The pul ped trees and bottom soil on the canyon floor provi ded good cover- -
even for a nonster that weighed twelve tons.

"Did you see?" Skal bai rn asked. Even as he spoke, another scarl et
sorceress went to ground, and another. The bl ade-bearers still seened to be
fleeing blindly.

"I see," Marshal Chondler replied. "They're setting an anbush.”

Just as boars in the forest did. They'd rise up out of the bushes at a
man's feet and slash with their tusks.

Skal bai rn | ooked north down the canyon course to where it wound out of
sight. H's |ancers were still back a couple of mles, he suspected. Wil
out of harms way, for now.

Up to the south, the canyon rimsnaked hi gher. The sides of the canyon
were steep, treacherous. A man on horseback could hardly hope to ride up
t hose sl opes.

Sout h, the bl ade-bearers reached a widening in the valley, and would go
no further. They burrowed into the steep sides of a cliff.

Sir Skerret stood atop a pronontory three hundred yards off with a
| antern hooked atop his lance. By its light Skalbairn could see his rega
profile, the silver tip of his beard jutting from beneath his helm the
gol den light on his burnished plate.

"So that's why Sir Skerret sunmoned us. He's warning us off," Marshal
Chondl er sai d.

Skal bairn couldn't let his nen ride into the anbush, but the scarl et
sorceresses tenpted him They were the prize, the heart of the reavers
forces. For centuries the |lords of Rofehavan had offered a reward of five
forcibles for any sorceress a nman nanaged to kill.

More than the tenptation, these reavers still presented a threat. They
were marching south toward the wlderness. But it would not take nuch for
the entire horde to veer east, into the cities along the river Donnestgree.

Skal bairn |listened inside hinself. Earlier today in the heat of the
battl e, he'd heard Gaborn's voice warn hi mof danger. A dozen tinmes Gaborn
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had saved his life.
But inside he heard nothing now Inside he felt only apprehension.

"Damm them " he cursed the reavers. Wthout the Iightning to chase
them the reavers would regroup, begin to fight in concert. Skal bairn was
trying to avert a catastrophe. Wiy was Gaborn holed up in Balington? H's
nmessage said that he could still sense danger. So why didn't he cone and
direct the attack personally?

Skal bai rn crunpled Gaborn's warning and tossed it to the ground, then
turned his horse back toward the road. "Until tonorrow, then."

Chapter 4
A GATHERI NG OF WTS

The right use of power is the proper study of every Runel ord.
--Inscription above the door to the Roomof Arns in the House of
Under st andi ng

In rain and darkness they cane to Balington well after m dnight--seven
sodden nen riding between hills that bowed |i ke bald heads in
contenplation. To a man they wore the brown robes of scholars, their beards
jutting from beneath peaked hoods.

Had you seen them you m ght have taken themfor wi ghts, they rode so
silently. Only the jangle of harnesses and the splash of a hoof in a puddle
betrayed themas |iving beings. They did not speak. Mst dared hardly to
breat he. Fear |ay naked upon sone of their faces. O her countenances were
t hought ful or pained. Sone old nen clutched swords and war hamrer s,
straining to hear the rasping of reavers.

But the only sound around themwas the patter of a cool rain. In the
past few hours the storm had spread north. Water plumeted out of the
heavens and drenched everything, turning the nuddy road to a stream The

file://IC|/Documents¥%20and%20Settings/harry%20kruis...20Farl and%620-%20Runel ords%2003%20-%20Wi zardborn.htm (39 of 452)20-2-2006 21:21:11



Wizardborn

cl ouds above the hills sealed in the darkness like a lid. The sixty or so
whi t ewashed stone cottages of Balington, with their thatch roofs, were only
vague hunped shapes in the night.

A red hound struggled from beneath a woodpile and trotted beside the
little group, its tongue lolling.

At the crossroads ahead the only light shone fromlanterns hung outside
the inn.

Jerimas, the | eader of the band, had never been to this inn. Yet he
remenbered it well. King Orden had thought it a restful place, a hideaway
fromthe heat of sumrer. But Jerimas's nerves were frayed now. He took no
joy in the sight.

He was still trying to cope with the afternmath of the battle at Carris.

There were wounded to tend, people to feed, reavers to fight. A couple
of hours ago, Gaborn had sent a nessage asking Jerimas and the other Wts
who had served King Orden to conme to Balington as soon as they handl ed
their nost urgent matters. But on the heels of this nessage, others had
cone, delineating the current state of the kingdom-the vanqui shing of Raj
Ahten, the threats of Low cker and Anders to the north, and of |nkarran
assassins to the south.

Most concerning of all was the warning that Gaborn's powers were
severel y weakened.

"So," a scholar behind himsaid, "Balington is spared once again." He
was referring to this hamet's peculiar history. Though battles often raged
around it, Balington always energed unscat hed. Two days past, Raj Ahten's
arnmy had ridden down the road not three mles west. H s troops had been
starving, in need of shelter and horses. Yet no one at Balington had
bothered to flee. The mayor, nerchants, and peasants of Balington had felt
that their village was just a trifle too renote fromthe highway and a tad
too small for invaders to bother wth.

For the twentieth tinme in eight hundred years, the course of events
proved the people of Balington right. Balington went unpl under ed.

"I't's a fine run of luck," another schol ar said.

“Not luck," Jerimas said. He inhaled deeply, snelled rain on the sod.
He tasted an odd mneral tang, as if he were deep in a cave. The hills
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above him the closed feeling, all added to the illusion. Though the ground
here was relatively flat, for the past ten mnutes he'd had a sense that he
was traveling downward. "This place is strong in Earth Powers. The people
here live under its protection. |I'd bet ny best teeth on it."

It was a fine place for the Earth King to cone, Jerinmas sensed. But he
still had to wonder at Gaborn's purpose. The sanme nessenger that had
summoned Jerimas here al so warned that Gaborn had | ost sonme of his Earth
Powers. Perhaps he was nerely drained, and had cone here to nmend hinself.

The scholars left their horses to the care of a boy who sprinted out of
the stable as if he were dodging a hail of arrows rather than raindrops.

A track of nud before the door showed that nmen had been tranping in and
out of the inn all night. At |east one was the courier sent by Jerinmas
hi msel f, warni ng Gaborn that he would not be able to make it until after
m dni ght .

Jerimas gathered his thoughts. For over twenty years he had served as a
King's Wt, a Dedicate to Gaborn's father. He'd seen the world through the
eyes of King Orden, heard through his ears. The king's nmenories renai ned
scattered through Jerimas's skull. He knew nost of what Orden had thought,
all that he'd hoped for.

Jerimas had becone King Mendellas Draken Orden in every sense but
title. For the first tinme since Orden had died, Jerinmas would see his son.

For many nen who had served as Wts, reuniting with the master's famly
proved pai nful. Wdows felt unnerved by strangers who knew themintinmately.
Children resented nmen who too often seened to be shades of their fathers.

Gaborn. My prize, ny joy, Jerimas thought. He recalled the exultation
he felt on first holding his son, and his hopes watchi ng Gaborn grow. He
remenbered the terror of the day when assassins tore Gaborn's not her and
siblings fromhim

Jerimas was | ess than a father to Gaborn, nore than a stranger.

Now, as ordered by long tradition, he suspected that he would have to
report on the death of King Orden. Jerinmas would be able to tell Gaborn
nore than the nere events that led to the king's dem se. He could relate
Gaborn's father's dying thoughts.

Bearing the Tale of the Dead was a cerenony that Wts routinely
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perfornmed after the dem se of a nmaster. It was a solem nonent, a private
occasi on.

But nore than that, Jerimas yearned to see where he stood. Wuld Gaborn
accept the counsel that Jerimas and his fellow Wts so |onged to give?
Wul d Gaborn treat Jerimas and the others as friends? O would he push them
away ?

Jerimas hesitated before knocking at the door, for he heard Gaborn's
voi ce, raised in argunent.

Prince Celinor said, "My father already insists that you are no Earth
Ki ng--"

"And now | have turned his lies to truth." Gaborn forced a sm/ e.

The fire in the common room had dw ndl ed down to nothing but cherry
col ored coal s that brooded beneath an ashen quilt. Gaborn, lone, Celinor,
Erin, and Gaborn's Days, who had arrived | ess than an hour ago, all sat
around it. The Days, a scholar who was charged with chronicling Gaborn's
life, stood quietly at Gaborn's back. Jureem had | eft hours ago, to bear
nessages for Gaborn to the Hi gh Marshal and others. The w zard Bi nnesnman
was working on his wylde, a creature that |ooked |like a woman with dark
green hair, and skin of a paler green. She |ay stretched out on a bar
counter that was |it by a pair of tallow candl es.

"Your Highness," Celinor argued in a reasonable tone, "when the world
hears that you've suffered a setback, it wll only lend credibility to ny
father's lies. | can already hear himcrowing to his friends: 'See, | told
you he was a fraud. Now he clains to have 'lost' his powers. How
convenient!' "

"Your father has worse problens than Gaborn to contend with," |one
countered, "with reavers surfacing in North Crowhen. If they march south,
into your father's realm-"

“I"'mnot sure which he will see as a greater threat," Celinor said. "He
fears your husband unreasonably. And now Gaborn is vul nerable to attack."

"You're starting at shadows,"” lone said. "Your father wouldn't dare

nove agai nst the Earth King."

Celinor | ooked to Gaborn for counsel, but with a glance Gaborn deferred
to the wi zard. Binnesman was hunched over his wylde. He held a stemw th
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dainty pink flowers and dark serrated | eaves. He used it to draw runes
around each of the wylde's nostrils. The wylde held perfectly still, did
not even breathe. It was unsettling, for she | ooked as if she had died.
Not hing living could have kept so notionless. It added to the aura of
nmystery that Gaborn felt around the creature.

“"Celinor is right," Binnesman whi spered w thout |ooking up. "Hi s father
is a danger. There is sorcery at work here. The nature of his del usions and
this business with King Low cker both suggest that Anders suffers from no
conmmon madness. "

"Perhaps | can still reason with him" Celinor said.

“If your father is one of the wind-driven," Binnesman told Celinor,
"you can't reason with him It would be dangerous to try. Mark my words: we
are not battling reavers and nen, but powers unseen."

"Yet reason may still prevail,” lome said hopefully, "if not with
Anders, then with those he seeks to deceive. Even if Anders clings to his
madness, the world will not hear only his lies. Gaborn sumoned a world
wor m t oday and drove the reavers fromCarris. Men wll hear of that, and
true men wll stand by him"

"You nmean that true nmen will die by him" Celinor blurted, "while fal se
men circle like wolves. | swear, I'll not let nmy father be one of those
fal se men."

"Coul d you handl e him al one?" Erin cut in.
"l believe so."
"Even if it meant killing hinf"

"I't won't cone to that," Celinor said.

"But could you?" Erin asked fiercely. "Or if sparks cane to fire, would
you be needing help to lop off his head?"

Celinor | ooked at her sharply. Wth his fine blond hair, |ean build,
and bright hazel eyes, Celinor had the appearance of a scholar or a healer,
not a man capabl e of patricide.

Gaborn asked softly of Erin, "Have we cone to this? Wuld you have him
fight his own father?"
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“"Not if we can avoid it. But I won't have himclose his eyes to the
ri sks he's taking."

"Talk to your father then," Gaborn told Celinor in exasperation. "Tell
himthat | would |like to open negotiations to renew old treaties. Perhaps
that will assuage his fears."

“I'' wll, mlord," Celinor promsed. "May | take ny | eave now?"

Gaborn had never Chosen Celinor, and therefore could not know if he was
i n danger. Yet common sense dictated the answer. "The roads are too wet
tonight," Gaborn warned. "I think it best if you wait until norning."

Gaborn turned to Erin Connal and asked, "WII you go with hin? If |
sense that you are in jeopardy, I'll try to warn you. But take care not to
lift your hand agai nst any man, except to save your own lives."

"As you wish, mlord,"” Erin said.

Sonmeone opened the front door, and a cold wind blewinto the room
Several nen stood there. Gaborn could see only vague shadows. At first he
t hought themto be lords riding from Heredon or nessengers from Skal bairn.

"Your Highness," a scratchy mal e voice announced, "the King's Wts. W
cone to bear the Tale of the Dead."

For a nonent, no one spoke. The only sound was the whisper of rain in
t he courtyard.

Erin Connal said, "MIlord, seeing as we've a |long journey ahead, 1'd
best tend ny horse." She bustled fromthe roomwth Celinor in tow
Gaborn's Days followed, as if he had found urgent business outside.

| ome gl anced at Gaborn, asking with her eyes if she should go. The
bearing of the Tale of the Dead was a private affair. A man's dying
t houghts coul d be as enbarrassing as they were touching. "Stay," Gaborn
said. lone felt a warm flush. She wanted to be with him

Bi nnesman was still working on the green wonman. He asked, "May | have
half a noment? |'mdrawi ng runes of protection with wood hetony and nust
finish before the sap hardens.™

Gaborn knew that it would take tine. Wth five endownents of
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met abol i sm Gaborn could now anble faster than a commoner could run; and
when ot hers spoke, their words seened to cone | aboriously.

But finishing the wlde was inportant. The creature was to be the
Earth's warrior, but she could not fight until Bi nnesman unbound her, gave
the wlde its free will. Yet he could not do that until he'd bound her with
protective spells and taught her to fight on her own.

"Stay here and work," Gaborn said softly. "W need the wyl de. Every
nonment counts.”

| one and Gaborn stood hand i n hand.

The Wts filed in. Most were elderly nen. The youngest coul d not have
been less than forty. Their hair was cropped short, and all wore sinple
brown robes conmon anong the hearthnmasters in the House of Understandi ng.

"Gaborn!" a tall graybeard called in greeting. The | ove that Gaborn's
father had felt for himcane thick in the old man's voice. Perhaps for
Gaborn's entire life, this former Dedi cate had been | ocked in the Bl ue
Tower, an idiot who | oaned the use of his mnd to King O den.

Gaborn reached out to clasp hands at the wist, but after a nonent's
hesitation, he thought better of it and gave the nman a hug. "Hell o,
friend," Gaborn said. "You are...?"

"Jerimas." The old man spoke hesitantly, as if the nane were a
stranger's. He stared at Gaborn, searching his face. "I...nmy nanme is
Jerimas."

Jerimas was thin, with w de-set eyes so dark they were al nost bl ack,
and a triangle of a face. Hs hair had receded until he was left with only
a narrow band of white along his ears and a sweeping beard of silver.

"Jerimas," Gaborn repeated. He studied the Wts, saw how many of them
held their head tilted to the left, just as Gaborn's father had.

“"Are you ready to hear the Tale of the Dead?"

“I't will have to wait for a nore opportune tine," Gaborn answered. "I
didn't summon you here for that. | know the manner of ny father's death too
wel | . "

"H s dying thoughts were of you,"” one of the Wts blurted.
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"I know that he loved ne," Gaborn said. "And I am conforted by your
presence here. But we have nore inportant matters at hand."

Gaborn took a deep breath. In the aftermath of Carris, he felt nentally
overwhel ned and exhausted. For the past few hours he had considered a
course of action. Now he needed these nen's hel p.

"Ri ght now, you nen are in charge of Carris. You' ve seento its
defense, mnistered to its people. But | require nore of you--nuch nore.

"For all purposes, each of you who served ny father is ny father. H's
every mannerismis inprinted upon you. | called you gentlenen here because
| need your wi sdom and counsel. | cannot nanage the affairs of ny kingdom
al one.

"As Jureem shoul d have reported to you and Skal bairn, |'ve |ost sonme of
nmy Earth Powers. | can still sense danger, and | sense it all around us.
But | cannot warn nmy Chosen. | will need your help. | will need you to see
to the defenses of Mystarria and Heredon."

“"You will stay close to advise us?" Jerinmas asked. The | ook of hope in
his eyes was hard to m ss.

"I wll do all that I can," Gaborn said. "But | nake no prom ses. At
dawmn | will ride to Carris, to offer sone brief confort to the wounded. But
| propose to spend sone tinme with Skal bairn on the nmorrow, fighting
reavers. We nust punish themfor their attack on Carris. W nust neke t hem
fear us."

At that, several graybeards nodded their heads thoughtfully in
agr eenent .

"After that...|l can't say. | sense that the Earth wi shes nme to fight
el sewhere."

"We could conme with you,
of fer counsel ."

Jerimas offered, "stand at your side and

"Per haps,"” Gaborn said. Now he canme to the heart of the matter, to the
guestion that troubled himnost. "Tell ne, have any of you heard of the
Pl ace of Bones?"

The Wts all stared at himblankly. Some shook their heads.
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"I..." Gaborn continued. "It may not be the proper nane of the place.
It may be a description. The Earth has called ne there to battle. | suspect
that it may lie...underground. Perhaps it describes a mne, or a graveyard,
or an ancient duskin city."

Agai n, the graybeards shook their heads. Gaborn had wondered about this
for hours. Binnesman had been no help. The Earth Warden had been alive for
centuries, knew much | ore about faraway places, including duskin ruins |ike
Mol tar and Vi nhunm n far bel ow ground. But he could not tell himwhere the
Pl ace of Bones m ght be.

"Perhaps it is an ancient battlefield,"” Jerimas said. "Certainly, the
caves at Warren mght qualify as a 'Place of Bones.' Fallion spent four
hundred t housand good nen fighting the Toth."

"I thought of that," Gaborn said. "And |'ve considered sailing for
those ruins. But when | do, | cannot rest easy. That is not where the Earth
is calling ne."”

"Be patient," Binnesman advised. "The Earth wll reveal its will in

good tine."

Gaborn shook his head, tried to clear it. H's thoughts kept circling
back to his question.

"My lord,"” Jerims asked, "Jureemsaid that you' ve | ost sone of your
powers, but you can sense danger still? You worry about the reavers, and
| nkarra, and Anders and Low cker, but what of Raj Ahten? Wth his voice
al one, he toppled the Blue Tower. Does he pose a threat? W' ve had no
report on his whereabouts since nightfall."

"I sense him He's fleeing toward I ndhopal,"” Gaborn answered, "over
mountain trails that a nman on horse would not dare travel. |I'mnot worried
about himfor the nmonment. If he cones near Rofehavan again, | will sense
his presence."

"But you do know how our nen fare in battle?" another |ord asked.

"Many Chosen warriors have fallen in the past five hours," Gaborn
admtted. "I sensed their danger, but could not warn them"

Jerimas said, "But Skalbairn's reports are phenonenal. H's nen are
sl aughtering reavers by the thousands. A few | osses are acceptable.”
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Gaborn nodded. "So long as they remain but a few. |I've ordered himto
pul | back until the norrow. | will lead the attacks nyself."

Another Wt, a heavy man with a goatee, spoke up. "W have seen wonders

this day! And tonmorrow will bring nore.”

"Tomorrow Wi Il bring horrors as well," Gaborn said. "I wll deal wth
the reavers as best | can. But in doing so, | nust |eave the matter of
protecting our borders to you. You will need to put forward every effort at

your di sposal."

“I'n the House of Understanding,” one Wt said, "in the Roomof Arns it
is said that ' A nman's every asset can be a weapon.' For a wi se nman, his
cunning may be a shield. For a glib man, his tongue m ght serve as a
dagger. For a strong man, his brute force m ght be a cudgel to break the
backs of nations."

"We nmust call our allies to our defense," one Wt suggested, "and turn
our enem es agai nst each other."

Jerimas said, "MIlord, are you giving us free rein to do what we nust."

"OF course,"” Gborn said. "I fear that war is com ng, and we nust fight
brilliantly or perish.”

Jerimas offered cautiously, "You' ve been loath to nake hard choices in
the past. You' ve taken few endowrents yourself, and you sought to spare Raj
Ahten's Dedi cates. You have a good heart. But | fear that in war, a man's
consci ence nust be the first casualty."

Gaborn stared up at the Wts. Mnents ago, he'd seen their faces full
of love. Now he saw them taciturn, hard.

He knew his father's voice when he heard it.

"Wthout your full Earth Powers to guide you," Jerimas said, "we nust
act swiftly. There are bribes to pay, nercenaries to hire, endowents to
take, assassins to assign, weapons to forge, borders to fortify."

Gaborn gritted his teeth. He did not want to fight his neighbors, but
he knew that he was bei ng backed into a corner. He m ght not have a choice.
“What do you reconmend?"

"You' ve already begun,"” old King Orden answered through the nouth of
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Jerimas. "You did well to send Celinor to his father.

"Now we nust send nessengers to Internook, and hire up all of the
nercenaries we can, |lest Anders or some other lord beat us to it. Wth the
conbi ned m ght of Mystarria and the warlords, Anders will not succeed in
gai ni ng any support for his cause."

Gaborn liked that idea. It would give himnen to bolster his own
def enses.

“"Next we nust deal wth the Storm King, Algyer col Zandaros," Jerimas
said. "Your report says that he has already sent one assassin agai nst you?"

"Yes,
it."

lome said. "He carried a nessage case with a curse attached to

"We've had no hostilities wwth the Storm Lord lately. So | can only
concl ude that he acted agai nst you based on |ies spread by Anders or
Low cker. You'll need to send a nessenger to speak on your own behal f. Sue
for peace, but prepare for the worst."

"Agreed," Gaborn said.

"Zandaros wll feel slighted if you do not send a kinsman," Jerinas
warned. "It is the Inkarran way. The closer the kin, the better. Pal dane
woul d have been your best choice."

Gaborn felt uneasy. It was a risky thing for any man to go to | nkarra.

The Storm Ki ng had an uneven tenper. To Gaborn's consternation,
Jerimas's gaze fixed on tone.

"I could go," lonme offered quickly.
Jerimas nodded, as if that woul d be best.

But Gaborn stiffened. He sensed danger around her. "No, | dare not. |
want you to stay beside ne. W'l|l send soneone el se, perhaps ny cousin."”

"I't will have to do," Jerimas said. "I'll consider the matter."

Gaborn felt enotionally and intellectually depleted, even with all of
hi s endowrents. H s weariness went beyond physical pain. Hs m nd had been
raci ng now for hours, for days. He closed his eyes. "I'l|l |eave you nen to
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it. "Sue for peace and prepare our defenses. But send no assassins, make no
preenptive strikes. Qur battle--" He could not help but think of

Bi nnesman's warnings. H's battle was not with nen or reavers, but wth
Powers unseen. What did that nmean? How coul d he fight the Powers? How could
one defeat Fire or Air?

"Qur battles are not with nmen or reavers," Gaborn said. "I fear the
battl e cannot be won with sword or shield."

At that, Binnesman |ooked up fromhis table where he'd been witing on
the wlde. "You're learning," he said. "You cannot win this battle any nore
than you can hope to stanp out the fires of the sun or draw the air from
t he sky."

Al'l eyes turned to the wizard, with his stooped back and greeni sh skin.
Jerimas asked, "What do you nean, we cannot w n?"

"Sinply that,'
survive."

Bi nnesman said. "Qur goal is not to conquer, nerely to

That was it. Gaborn hoped to save his people, nothing nore. Gaborn
stood and stretched as the Wts began to tal k ani matedly, speaking first of
|l ords to contact, fences to nend. He left themto their work.

Bi nnesnan bent back over his wylde, continuing his preparation of her.
He placed a tw sted root upon the green woman's forehead and began to chant.

Gaborn dared not disturb the incantation. |onme got up, and Gaborn went
to the door. lone followed behind him Rain fell. As droplets blurred past
the lighted doorway, they glowed briefly |ike golden ingots. Gaborn could
hardly see the cottages hunched across the street.

A bead of sweat trickled down Gaborn's left tenple. lonme squeezed his
hand, tried to confort him

"What ' s wrong?" |onme asked.

"l sense...a rising danger," Gaborn said. "I'd hoped ny father's Wts
m ght hel p, but | suspect that none of their plans, no matter how cunni ng
t hey seem..can change nuch."

"You' re keeping nme close on purpose,
danger toward ne?"

| ome accused. "Do you sense
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"Not hing i nmedi ate. But...stay close to ne."

Chapter 5
LOVE FOUND

Love well and die well. Conpared to those two things, everything el se
you do in life pales to insignificance.
--A proverb of Fleeds

Erin brushed down her nount, fed it sonme rich mlIn. It would be a |ong
ride tonorrow, heading north to Fl eeds and beyond that to South Crow hen.
The beast needed all the nourishnent she could give it.

She | ooked forward to the journey, even if she feared that it would
| ead to an unhappy conclusion. Celinor's father sounded dangerous. King
Anders was plotting agai nst Gaborn, and had concocted sone schene to show
that Erin was the rightful heir to Mystarria's crown. She suspected that
she woul d have to confront the man.

Qutside the stable, cool rain thundered out of the heavens. The scent
of it hung heavy in the air and mngled with the sweet odor of horses.

After the battle at Carris, Erin found that she | onged for the clean
snmell of rain and horses and the open field. The odor of battle, the decay
at Carris, the imges of nen dying, thoughts of her father dead while Raj
Aht en wal ked free--all preyed upon her m nd.

She wanted to feel clean again. She wanted to stand in the autumm
showers and I et rain wash over her.

Al'l evening in the inn, she'd been aware of Prince Celinor, watching
her slyly every tinme she | ooked away. He'd done it on the ride north. He'd
done it as she sat before the fire dwindling in the hearth.

He'd won her fair, she knew. Before the battle at Carris, he'd asked
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her to sleep with himif he saved her life. It was a clunsy attenpt at
courting. They were fromdifferent |lands, with vastly different custons. He
had no i dea how to approach a woman of Fleeds. So she'd conceded to the
spirit of his request.

He'd saved her life twce in battle, though he was too nuch a gentl eman
to remnd her. Still, she could tell that he dwelt on those thoughts.
Celinor worked on his nount, replacing a shoe on its left front hoof. He
di d not speak to her.

She went up into the stable's loft. The straw there was warm fragrant,
and conforting. The roof didn't leak. It kept the straw dry.

The stabl eboy had brought the Wts' nmounts in for the night. He
finished feeding themand brushing them then went hone to sleep at |ast.
She was al one with Celinor.

Celinor finished shoeing his charger. He went to the tack roomto oi
the | eather of his saddle and bridle.

Erin crept up behind him found a fine | eather |ead rope.

She slipped her rope over Celinor's neck. He stiffened at its touch.
She whi spered, "Conme with ne."

n \N]at ?ll

She said no nore, sinply pulled the rope tight and laid it over her
shoul der, guiding himtoward the | oft.

"Where are we goi ng?" he asked. "Wat is the rope for?"

“In ancient tinmes," Erin said, "the horsesisters would claima husband
in the sanme way they would claima foal. They'd tie himup and take himto
the corral. It's not often done that way anynore, but |I'ma traditional

girl."

"You don't have to do this,"” Celinor said. "You don't have to sleep
with me. | nean...| saved your life twi ce today, but in case you weren't
counting, you saved ne at |east as often.”

Erin turned toward him "So you're thinking that we're even? One deed
erases anot her ?"
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Cel i nor nodded. Maybe he had acconplished all that he wanted just by
getting her attention. Maybe he was just shy.

"The thing is," Erin whispered, "there are so many ways to save a
person's life." She couldn't quite express all that she felt. Her dismay at
the events of the day, her pain at the loss of her father. "I'm not doing
this for you. I"mdoing it for us."

Cel i nor studied her thoughtfully. "You would marry ne? Now, in the
m ddl e of this war?"

“"Wars are just things that happen to you," Erin said.

Celinor stroked her hair, bent to kiss her. Erin leaned into him "If
you don't want ne," she said, "a fellow can always be slipping fromthe
noose. "

"And what if | want to say yes with all ny heart? How does a nan narry
a horsesister of Fleeds?"

She turned, took the |lead rope, and guided himup to the I oft where the
straw was warm and dry.

Chapter 6
LOVE LOST

Treasure the nenory of good tines, and cast away the bad.
- - Adage from Heredon

“I"'d like you to neet ny father." Borenson's words reverberated in
Myrrima's m nd, and she thought for a nonent that he nust be mad. "Rol and.
Rol and is his nane."

In the guttering light of the little girl's lantern, Myrrim peered at
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the corpse. Surely the dead nan at their feet | ooked very nmuch |ike
Borenson, but he was younger by several years. The fellow lay on the
ground, staring skyward. A gaping wound in his shoul der had been crudely
bandaged, but bl ood bl ackened his tunic everywhere. The girl w ped tears
off her face with her sleeve. A cool drizzle was falling.

"Your father?" Mrrim asked.

"He was a Dedicate,"” Borenson said. "He gave his netabolismto House
Orden. For nore than twenty years he slept in the Blue Tower. He woke only
a week ago. |...have never net himbefore."

Myrrima nodded, too shocked to speak. Borenson had never net his own
father until now?

Borenson's voice was formal and strained, |acking inflection. "It is
interesting that you can grieve the death of soneone you never net. \Wen |
was a child, | knew that ny nother hated ne. | used to dreamthat ny father
woul d waken, and he'd di scover that he had a son. | used to dreamthat he

woul d save ne fromny nother. Now, it appears that he did indeed cone to
see ne. But | could not save him Ah, well..."

The knights of Mystarria were said to be harder than stone. They were
taught to make |ight of pain and death. It was said that in battle,
Borenson' s | augh unnerved even the strongest nen. Now, though Borenson
hardly acknow edged his tornment, Myrrima knew it was ripping himapart.

Myrrima recal l ed her nother once telling her that when a strong person
spoke honestly about his pain, it was often because he could not hold any
nore, and therefore sought to share the burden with others.

Every expression of consolation that canme to Myrrima's m nd seened
trite, inappropriate. Borenson | ooked up.

She' d never seen such pain in a man's eyes. They were bl oodshot, and
the lids were rimed in red. The eyes thensel ves | ooked to be glazed with a
yellow film She realized that what she'd thought was rainwater on his face
turned out to be beads of sweat standing out on his forehead. She
remenbered the words of an old rhyne that children in Heredon sonetines
cal |l ed out during ganes of hide-and-seek.

Let us go to Derra. Run away. Run away. Let us frolic in pools at
Derra, \Were the madnen pl ay!
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"Can | hel p?" Myrrim asked.
He turned away.

"You're not an easy one to | eave behind," Borenson said. H's voice was
tight with enotion.

“"No," Myrrinma agreed. "I won't be left behind. | canme for you too."

Myrrima clinbed down off her horse, stood over her husband. The air
bet ween them was so charged that she sonehow dared not put an arm around
hi m

"I't would be better if you go," Borenson said as if to the ground,
still trenbling. "Go back to your hone and your sisters and your nother."

She knew how his deed this past week tornented him He'd slain King
Syl varresta and two thousand Dedi cates on the orders of Gaborn's father.
For the nmurder of a friend, his mnd was filled with tornent.

She coul dn't conprehend the angui sh of sonmeone who had been forced to
slay idiots and chil dren--people whose only crine was to love their lord so
much that they were willing to share their finest attributes with him

But now she saw sonet hi ng even darker in his eyes. There was a gulf of
m sery between themthat words could not descri be.

"What happened?” she asked as gently as she coul d.

“Ah, well," he said solidly. "Nothing nuch. My father's dead. | found
Saffira, and now she's dead. Reavers got them both."

"I know," Myrrim answered. "I saw her body."

"You shoul d have seen her," Borenson offered, and his eyes suddenly
bl azed as if he beheld her glory in the distance. "She shone |ike sunlight,
and her voice was so...beautiful. | thought that surely Raj Ahten would
listen.”

For a nmonent, he fell quiet. Then Borenson | ooked up at her again and
said sharply, "Go hone! I'mnot the man you marri ed. Raj Ahten nmade sure of
that."

"What ?" she asked. His eyes |lowered, and Myrrima's gaze went to the
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oozi ng and crusted bl ood on his surcoat, there by his thighs. She imagi ned
that he'd been stabbed, had taken a gut wound and was slowly dying. "Wat?"

"l succeeded in the task Gaborn set for me," Borenson expl ained. "I
convinced Saffira to cone here. | got her killed. I got us all killed."

Borenson gri pped the handle of his battle-ax and pulled hinself to a
standi ng position. He wavered for a nonent, and Myrrima realized that he
was on his last |legs. Suddenly his conpl ete di spassion made sense: she'd
seen the wounded here in Carris, sonetinmes taking ill with gangrene from
even the slightest scratch. The fell mage's curses nmade sure of that.
Borenson had been down in the thick of the battlefield where the curses
wer e strongest.

And now he stood trenbling, with sweat beaded upon his brow and eyes
covered in film

He turned his back, began to hobble painfully away fromthemin the
night, still using his battle-ax as a crutch. The rain had begun to fall
nore earnestly, and the cool drops hissed into the dead | eaves all around.
The little girl with the lantern | et out a gasping sob. Borenson stunbl ed
and fell in the nmuck there anong the dead. He |ay unnoving.

The child let out a shriek, and Myrrima said, "Run and find a healer."

The girl handed Myrrinma a lanp, and Myrrima went to her husband,
flipped his body over. Wth her endownents of brawn, it was easily done.
Borenson's eyes were open to slits, rolled back in a faint. She touched his
forehead, and it felt as if he were on fire.

The child didn't run for a healer. Instead, she watched as Myrrina
pul | ed up Borenson's surcoat and ring mail, |ooking for the source of the
bl ood and pus that oozed down his |egs.

When she di scovered the wound, it was far nore horrifying than any that
she'd i magi ned. Truly, Borenson was not the man she had narri ed.

Raj Ahten had made sure that he was a nan no nore.
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Chapter 7
STORM

When a storm sings through the trees, one often hears the voices of nen
far off. But those are the songs of the dead. Wse nen do not |isten.
--Proverb of Rof ehavan

In Mystarria a cold w nd sang above the village of Padwal ton near the
Courts of Tide an hour before dawn, shoving clouds through the sky. It
stripped the brown | eaves fromthe chestnut trees and let themdrop on the
hillsides to |lie anong the bones of |eaves left fromthe preceding fall.

The wi nd noaned t hrough barren branches, and a gust nade the | aundry
hangi ng upon old lady Triptoe's clothesline dance and flutter as if it
woul d come alive, while the bucket above her well swung slowy in the
breeze.

A mlkmid felt the wwind's prickly touch on her back. She squinted and
turned to see if sonmething had brushed agai nst her. She drew her cloak
tight and hurried her cow to the barn.

Then a finger of wind went skittering along the village street, dancing
over the dark surface of puddles left fromthe night's rain.

It slapped against the door at the Red Stag, then slithered through a
crack beneat h.

The lady of the inn was just pulling a platter of savories out of the
oven--lightly toasted crusts stuffed with norel nushroons in veni son and
red wi ne. She inhaled the scent as she carried theminto the conmon roomto
cool, then noticed the chill.

The fire beneath the oven gave the only light in the room and had kept
it warmand cozy for the past hour.

The lady frowned at the draft, turned to see if the door was open.

In an upstairs room several Runelords |ay abed after a hard ride. Wrd
had reached themthat trouble was brewing in Carris. They were racing from
the western provinces to the far eastern borders.
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One | ord, Baron Beckhurst, |ay sleeping soundly when the air brushed
hi s neck.

"Kill the queen,"” a voice whispered in his ear, "lest lonme's son becone
greater than the father."

Beckhurst rolled over and his eyes cane open. He whi spered, "At once,
mlord."

Wt hout waki ng his conpani ons, he got up. He briskly dressed in his
ring mail, and went to the store of weapons that one of his fellow
travel ers had carri ed.

He selected a | ance, well balanced and of a confortable heft. Iron
bands bound it in a dozen places. As he raised it to the sky, he pointed it
hi gh. Long ago, his nother had taught hima rune of the Air. He drew it
with the lance tip, and a flickering blue bolt of |ightning curled al ong
its length. He grinned, rode fromthe inn.

The wi nd travel ed on.

Chapter 8
| GNI TI NG HEAVEN

After the battle at Engfortd, asked | of gud Sir Gwllium "How fared
ye with yon forcibl es?"

Hi s deneanor becane very thoughtful. Said he, "No netier weapon hath
man devi sed! Forty-five strong knights cleaved I 'tw xt cock's crow and
eventide, yet weary not. By my beard, such devices shall |et courteous nen
put down every barbarity!"

Then said his wife, "Nay, but with them nethinks cruel nen shall
perfect barbarity."”

--On the discovery of forcibles, fromthe Chronicles of Sir Gaellium of
Seward, as recorded by his Days
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An hour before dawn, the stars above Raj Ahten blazed in a cold sky as
if intent on igniting heaven. He raced over the Hest Muntains down toward
the deserts of Indhopal, sweat drenching him his blood crusting from
wounds at his knee and chest. His shirt of black scale mail, torn from
battle, rang |like shackles wth every step.

H s serpentine trail tw sted over the tortuous ridges and through the
crevasses, curling anong bl ack pines that struggled up to bristle |ike
spears through cracked rock and a thin crust of snow.

It was bitterly cold, and Raj Ahten clung to his warhamer. After the
rout at Carris, reavers had fled blindly in every direction. Tw ce Raj
Aht en had stunbl ed upon the nonsters in the woods and brought them down.

Wrse than reavers hunted in these woods. Gaborn had turned many of Raj
Ahten's own | nvincibles against him A troop of them had ridden over the
pass recently, leaving hoofprints in the fresh snow.

So Raj Ahten travel ed over paths that horses could not foll ow,
bypassing his armes in the nountains.

Wl ves howl ed in the shadowed pines. They'd caught his bl ood-scent, and
now | oped behind, trying to match his pace. Raj Ahten could snell his own
vital fluids, cloying amd the conpeting scents of snow, ice, stone, and
pi ne.

He found hinself breathing hard; the nuscles in his chest were knotted.
The air so high in the nountains was thin, pricking his lungs |ike needl es.

Hi s arnor seenmed suffocating; its nmetal |eeched the warnth from his
bones. He'd carried it all night, but finally he stripped off his torn
shirt of mail and threw it down. Bl ack scal es broke off and scattered on
the snow as if he'd tossed a carp agai nst a rock.

Raj Ahten's stomach cl enched from hunger.

Wth so many endowrents of brawn and stamna to his credit, he should
have felt vigorous, filled with endl ess energy.

He wondered at the strange illness that assailed him Eleven hours
past, Binnesman's wyl de had attacked him breaking the ribs in his chest.
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Per haps they'd not heal ed properly. Al night long, Raj Ahten had felt
rising pain--in the wounds in his chest, in his nuscles, as if he suffered
fromsonme wasting di sease.

He feared that sonme Dedicates had died, causing himto | ose stan na.
But a Dedicate's death brought a sudden nausea and a w enchi ng sense of
| oss as the magical connection severed. He had not felt that.

Raj Ahten silently stal ked over a snmall rise, and beheld an oddity:
half a mle ahead, in a shadowed valley, his spy balloon rested in a
clearing, a great balloon shaped |ike a graak.

On the ground beneath it a fire burned, reflecting flames off the snow
into the silk wings of the graak.

Sonme of his nen huddl ed beside the fire brewi ng tea--his counsel or
Feykaal d, along with his flaneweavers: Rahjim Chespot, and Az. The Days
that chronicled Raj Ahten's |ife was also in the group.

Feykaal d was ol d, his gray burnoose pulled up over his head, a bl ack
cl oak wrapped around himlike a blanket. The flanmeweavers wore not hing but
| oi ncl oths, and |uxuriated near the blaze. The flanmes of many fires had
|l ong ago licked the hair fromtheir brown skins. Their eyes glowed |ike
mrrors, perfectly reflecting light fromthe canpfire.

Raj Ahten's nost loyal followers sat quietly, as if awaiting him-or as
if they were silently sumoni ng him

He thrust his warhanmer into its scabbard, strode to the canp.
"Sal aam " he said. Peace. The nen acknow edged him each nunbling "Sal aanf
in turn.

"Rahjim" Raj Ahten asked the nost powerful of the flanmeweavers, "did
you see a patrol pass by?"

"Ri ders cane down the trail just as we |anded, judges of the Ah'kellah,
| ed by Wigaz Faharqgin. He carried the head of his nephew, Pashtuk, in a
bag. He will try to raise the Atwaba agai nst you."

“Troubl emaker,"” Raj Ahten said. "I'mglad that not all of my nen foll ow
the Earth King."

Rahj i m shrugged. "The Earth King could not Choose ne any nore than he
coul d Choose a water buffalo.” Snmoke puffed out fromhis nouth as he spoke.
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Raj Ahten grunted, but nerely stood gasping in the canpfire's gl ow,
warm ng his hands in its pale snoke. A log crackled; cinders shot into the
sky.

The fire felt good. It burned away the cold and the pain. Flanmes fanned
out along the ground, as if to lick him though no wi nd blew He suspected
that the sorcerers manipulated the flanmes to his benefit.

Al three flaneweavers watched Raj Ahten curiously.

Rahji mventured, "O Great Light, do you feel...well?"

"I feel--" There was no word for it. Raj Ahten felt noticeably weak,
frail, and disoriented. "I amnot nyself. | may have | ost sone endowrents."

Rahjimstudied himw th that penetrating gaze. Flaneweavers were often
di scerni ng heal ers, capable of diagnosing a man's nost mnor ail nent.

"Yes," Rahjimsaid. "Your light is very dim Please, breathe the snoke
of the fire, and blowit out for ne."

Raj Ahten bent lowto the fire, inhaled the pine snoke, blew it out
slowy. The fl aneweavers studied the way that the snoke noved, traced its
pat h t hrough the sky.

Suddenly Rahjims eyes wi dened. He | ooked to the others as if for
confirmati on, but dared not speak.

"What is it?" Raj Ahten asked. He wondered if he had contracted sone
illness due to the fell mage's curses.

"There are changes in you--" Rahjimadmtted. "This is no common
illness. Wzardry is involved--Bi nnesman's curse. Renenber Longnont