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Prelude: Eshte

The young man arrowed like a salmon through the water.

Thiswas his element. Jhery relished the crystaline chill on his naked body, the caress of waterweed
and the surge of fish startled by his penetration into their green realm. Breaking the surface, he trod water
and turned to look back acrossthelake. A perfect inversion of the sky hung in the water, mauve and
rose blending to gold. One small moon gemmed the sunset; Lily Moon, attended by two stars.

In the centre of the lake was an idand, on which rose the mansion of hisfamily. The walswere
painted softly blue and violet and there was lacy fretwork adong each eave and bacony. The house
extended long jettiesinto the lake, with boats bobbing at their moorings on the liquid gold of the water.
The long windows, too, gave back the sunset.

Insde was Jhery'sfamily; his great-grandmother the Duchess of Mithrain, his grandmother her
immediate heir, hisfather and mother . . . and al the other grandparents and aunts and cousins, who were
too busy with palitical concernsto notice that Jhery was happier donein the lake than in their company.
When they noticed him at all, they called him fey, and lazy, and shook their heads over him. Affectionate
concern, but they il didn't truly see him.

One day Jhery would be Duke of Mithrain, land of amethyst |akes and silver mists. Not until hewasa
very old man, though. At nineteen, he wasn't sure that he ever wanted such responsibility. Not after what
had happened to King Garnelys. He didn't know what he craved.

He turned on to his back and floated, looking up &t the sky, his pale red-gold hair fanning out like a
halo of waterweed. So peaceful. He was dreaming, desiring something he couldn't even name ...

Thelake lurched. The water in front of him exploded.

He was floundering, gasping as the wave surged over him. The lake was shallow here so he could just
manage to find the bottom with histoes. As heflailed upright, coughing and pushing his sodden hair out of
hisface, he saw her.

A lovely femaeform, risng out of thewater in front of him. Taler than him and shimmering like glass,
her body was formed of rippling water, her hair aflowing waterfal. Jhery stared at her in complete
terror. An undine, an eementa; the legendstold that they seduced young men, only to drownthem. ..

‘Xhery of Mithrain,’ she said. Her voice was the clear music of a spring bubbling over stones.

His own voice, when he managed to speak, was hoarse. 'How do you know my name?

'You cdlled us. Her eyeswere orbs of bright water.

'No."

'Y ou don't know it, but you did. Y ou have called to us al your life!

He shivered. It wastrue. Gods, she read hismind, she knew him. 'Yes!'

'What do you want? the undine demanded.

I -1 don't know. To seeyou, to know you arereal. My lady, | didn't mean to disturb you.' He shook
his head helplesdly. 'l dwaysfelt the lake was part of me. Forgive me!'

Thelakeisyours. shesad. 'But that meansthat you, inturn, are ours.

He shivered. He was afraid he would drown in her shining power, yet the fear was seductive. She
went on, 'Y ou have not disturbed us; we came to you because we need you, Jthery. One who lovesthe
water as hisown lifeblood. For who else will spesk for usand act for usin theworld of air? Theearth is
inturmoil. Have you not fdt it?

He hardly knew how to reply. He clasped one arm across himself, profoundly cold. There - there has
been awar. The King of the Nine Realmsis dead. We thought peace had returned, buit. ..

‘Only on the surface,’ she said. '‘Benesath the surface, we fed the truth of it. Y our war was only the
outer sign, the froth on the flood. It was dl to turn your eyes and attention away from what lay benegth.
Help us, hery. Help us and we shdl help you!

'What should | do? he ssammered.

She pointed at him, water falling like rain from her shining arm. 'Someone shal need your aid. Y ou will
know. Will you act for us?



Shetowered over him, bright and terrifying. He couldn't refuse her. 'Y es. Lady of the Waters, I'll do
anything for you.'

'For you know who | am?

Y es, he knew. No mere undine, this, but a Goddess. 'Eshte," he whispered.

At that she smiled. Her hand reached for him and caressed his chest, spilling a sudden stream of
warmth over him. "What do you want? she asked again.

‘Nothing, my lady.'

'It'sasmple question.’ Her voice became gentle. "What do you want for yourself?

I don't know.' He shifted awkwardly, but she wouldn't be denied. 'To be loved, | suppose.’

'‘And you will be" Her form was becoming less distinct, her voice fading into the rush of water. 'But
beware, Jhery. There are different kinds of love waiting for you. Oneistrue, the other isfase and lethal.
The wisdom to know the difference lies only within you. And werely on you, al of the Earth relies upon
you to make theright choice! Water islife, dhery. Y ou are going forth to preserve the very life-blood of
the Earth. So tread carefully, and wisgly, for your choices may save or doomusal.’

The goddess's water-form surged upwards. She became asilver fountain that rose and fell asanicy
deluge. Theforce of it thrust Jthery under the water. He was drowning, wide-eyed, seeing impossible
phantom fish and sea-serpents writhing towards him through amass of bubbles. Then agreat surge of
water pushed him. As he was swept away he saw slver ripplesin the shape of adozen hands, pulling at
him, dragging him down to sweet desth amid the writhing weeds.

When he came back to consciousness he was lying on the shore of the lake. The sand waswarm
beneath him. He felt dazed. Such terrifying visons...

There was something pressing into his pam. Opening hishand he found ajewd there; an amethyst
carved in the shape of acarp, with adrop of clear aguamarine suspended below it by asilver link. The
carp hung in turn from around white moon of opd. He sat up, staring in awe at the jewd.

Then he knew.

Eshte had been red. She had given him agift. Her symbol. Everything Jhery did from now on would
be hi her service.

He stood up, hislong body pale againgt the violet sunset, the violet 1ake. It wastimeto return to the
house and break the news, but he wasn't afraid. The Goddess had given him more than ajewd ; she had
given him the smple knowledge that he did not need the approvd of hisfamily, nor asummonsfrom the
Amber Citadd, nor any reason greater than his own ingtinct. He could smply leave.



Chapter One. Shadows at Luin Trest

Eldareth emerged wearily from the Seer's hut and stood blinking in the brilliant dawn. Hewasin
shock. Hisbody ill thrummed with the last tremors of struggle, despair and, at the end, soul-heavy
resignation. He squinted at the bleached sky and drew abreeth, let it go in along sigh of exhaustion.

He'd had to escape the dark interior of the hove, with its miasmaof animals, smoke and sorcery. He
needed fresh air. It was hard to believe, after what he'd seen, that the real world was ill here. The steep
green dopes of the Serpentine Mountainsrolled in every direction, away into the silvery haze of the
horizon. Birds were chirping in the trees and goats grazing on the turf roof of the hut, obliviousto what
had happened inside.

Theworld was ill here. But Tanthe was no longer init.

Eldareth the Wanderer sank down on the grass, elbows resting on his knees and his head drooping
between them. | let her down, he thought. | failed to keep her out of the portd. | fed asif - damnit, she
was not my responsbility and yet | fed asif | betrayed her!

Dull stirring of older, degper guilt. . .

There was amovement near him. Eldareth looked up.

Standing hi front of him was asilvery figure, eéighteen inches high, posing with itshands onits hipsand
aquizzica look initsblack eyes. It was the Seer's secretary, Loga, amale of the race caled Zampherai
or Subterraneans or occasiondly, by uncharitable humans, maggots.

'Wdl? said Loga

Isit safefor you to be out hi daylight? Eldareth said irascibly. 'l thought the Zampherai only felt safe
underground, or at least in the dark.’

Thetiny man shrugged. 'I'm not going to dissolve. | can't see particularly well, that'sall, any more than
you can by night. Y our faceisasort of white blur, with flares coming off it; nasty.’

Thank you.'

'l meant, nasty asin angry-looking.'

'l am angry,’ said Eldareth. 'Not with you, not even with the Seer, though the gods know | should be.
With mysdf.

'So, you're going to sit here and sulk about it?

'I'm not sulking. I'm trying to decide what to do next.'

The secretary hopped up on to Eldareth's bony knee and sat there, staring at him with fathomless,
mole-blind eyes. 'It wasn't your fault, my lord Eldareth. Tanthe decided to go. Y ou and the Seer tried to
hold on to her; she fought you off. It was her decison.’

'Y es, but what does she know? She's twenty-one, lived al her lifein the same village, brought up with
aridiculoudy naive, romantic view of the Adyr. | am twice her age, I've travelled everywhere, seen
everything. | know the dangers. | should have stopped her!

The secretary shifted, drumming his hed's againgt Eldareth's thigh. ‘"Nothing could have stopped her.
Come back indgde, have adrink to steady yourself. We have whisky from the Serpent Ides!

If itisnot dl insde your master by now," Eldareth said darkly. 'It's good of you to show such
concern, Loga. More than the Seer has done. He obvioudy can't wait to see the back of me.”

'He'smortified, said Loga.

'So he should be. So am I. What am | going to tell the people she left behind - her friends, her lover,
her sister?"| let this happen to Tanthe and oh, by the way, you are probably never going to see her
agan?'

Eldareth closed his eyes. He couldn't get the tang of other-world energy out of his nogtrils, an earthy
scent like rain mingled with eectricity and some other intangible perfume. The scene unfolded again
through his mind; he couldn't stop it, could only wish hopelesdy to change the ending.

They'd been in Parione - trying to restore normdity after the civil war - when Tanthe had cometo him
and asked his help. She was being haunted by visions of an Aelyr mae, she said, and must find out what
the visions meant. So Eldareth had brought her here, two long days ride from Parione, to the Seer's



remote hut in the Serpentines.

The Seer - whom Eldareth nicknamed Fox as much for his character ashishair - had accepted the
usua payment of wine and raids and given the usua warnings. In the centre of the hut stood awell,
capped with adisc of polished crystd. Tanthe would seeimagesin this disc, the Seer told her, but she
must not expect him to interpret them for her. Must not even tell him what she saw, heinssted, for he
wasonly avessd of transmisson.

The four of them had seated themsalves around the well; the Seer, Tanthe, Eldareth, and even Loga,
who normally concealed himself benegth the Seer's chair to make arecord of proceedings. Then came
darkness and the thick stench of animasrising around them... Fox and Tanthe chanting, sinking into
mutud trance. . . linesof light swirling in the crystd disc ... apicture forming of another world, therelm
of the Adlyr, deep green and blue . . . And athough this was meant to be Tanthe's vison, Eldareth saw it
too. In growing amazement he had watched Tanthe reaching out, speaking urgently to the young Adyr
man who formed and floated in the light...

Andthenit dl went wrong.

A pair of hands came bursting up through the crystal asif through water, and seized Tanthe. The
crystd dissolved, green light flared from the shaft of thewell, and the auburn-haired Aelyr hung therein
the glow, gripping Tanthe's hand and begging her to go with him.

Thewell had turned into aporta between worlds. Tanthe was being dragged into it.

Eldareth had caught hold of her, struggling to keep her in the hut. VVoices echoed in hisears; hisown,
the Seer's dismayed horror, the soft desperate pleading of the Aelyr mae, Tanthe's confusion. The
whirling column of energy, the electric scent. Panic.

Sheld turned to Eldareth, wide-eyed, asking desperately for his advice. Hed tried and failed. Hed
been so stupid; told her asecret he should have kept to himself. That had doneit. His unguarded words
had sent her diving into the portd, ingsting that she must know the truth, whatever the risks.

So it was hisfault. If only held kept his mouth shut - too late now. She had ripped hersdlf out of
Eldareth's hands, stepped into the waiting arms of the Adyr. The peacock light had swallowed them
both. It flared, narrowed to ataper, and was sucked into the well. Then the crystal reformed, athin hard
barrier, and al was dark once more. Tanthe was gone.

Eldareth shuddered. The memory was so violent, so vivid. It had only happened afew hours ago.

All night, he and the Seer had laboured to reconjure the porta, to no avail. The Seer wasonly that; a
visonary, not asorcerer. In truth he hadn't the faintest idea how aporta wasto be created, and neither
had Eldareth. Some powerful interaction between Tanthe and the Adlyr had created it, and those
conditions could not be recaptured in a thousand years. Fox, of course, aready knew that, and asa
result had been in an increasingly foul mood al night. But Eldareth had refused to give up until dawn
broke, finally forcing him to accept that the well of vision was dark and cold, and bound to remain so.

He rubbed hisforehead with the hed of hishand. He loved Tanthe as afriend, d most adaughter. He
fet regpongble for her, and smply couldn't believe he had let her down so drasticdly.

He looked up and saw Fox in the doorway of the hut, leaning on the wattle frame, flask of whisky in
hand. He was a dender, nut-brown man in his mid-thirties - o it appeared - with awhite streek in his
long russet hair and asour expression on hisface,

'Y ou don't care about this, do you? said Eldareth. Logajumped down as he stood up. It wouldn't be
s0 bad if you cared. If you had put some energy into finding her instead of making it so obvious you want
megone.’

The Seer gave a sneering hmph. 'Could you explain to me how | should care about someone | do not
know? | didn't solicit her busnessand | certainly did not ask to have my Wl of Vision abused by the
cregtion of aporta. | didn't cresteit - she did. And it was her decision, | seem to recall, to pass through
it. So she got what she paid for, and more, did she not? Heraised the flask to hislips.

In two strides Eldareth reached him, gripped the hand that held the whisky, snarled into the Seer's
pinched face. 'Y ou may drink to forget al your other visions, Fox, but by Nuth and Anuth, you are not
going to forget thisone! Gods, | held you in such awethefirst timel came here. A visonary who could
draw images from the ether or from the deep subconscious; | thought you so wise, so mystical. Living



here in isolation, with your record-keeper writing your secretsin arcane runes. Now | know better. You
areafraud, Seer. Y ou spend your life running away from what you know. Have you any ideawhat has
happened of late in the outside world?

'l try to know aslittle as possible, but news still seepsin,’ Fox sneered. 'Civil war, or something.'

'King Garndlys concelved a mad scheme of building aridiculous monument to himsdlf, and turned
Aventuriaupside down to do it! We had to make war on him to stop him. Surely you would have seen
that coming, had you not drowned your memory in liquor and turned your back. Y ou could have saved
lives. Thousands of lived!'

The Seer looked up at the taller man, his narrow face burning with anger. ‘Have you finished? he said
thinly. 'Now | am more than acoward and afraud - | am amurderer? | must take more than the blame
for your friend's disappearance -1 must takeit for al of Aventuriasills? Don't you dare to presume you
know me, Eldareth. | cannot seeinto the future. Thefirst thing | tell al those who come hereis that |
cannot see into the future!’

He was so fierce that Eldareth let him go. The Seer rubbed hiswrigt, glaring a him. "'When they come
to me, | open up the world to them - but they see only the narrow little fragmentsthat their minds allow
them to see. Yet to deliver each of thosetiny visions, | have the whole of present time rushing through
me. All that existsto be known, channelled like agreat gale roaring through your mind - have you ever
experienced that?

'‘No.” said Eldareth.

Then don't presumeto judge me! It ismadness, chaos, pain, howling anguish. | know Seerswho have
killed themsdves rather than endureit. | am il dive, and | have not gone entirely mad, purely asaresult
of the measures | take to protect mysdlf. | live done. | shore up wallsin my mind to keep the visions
separate from my consciousness. And yes, | drink, to blur those that seep through - and till, and ill they
seep through. My last defenceis not to care - that, or be destroyed. Don't begrudge me that until you
have lived an hour in my mind!'

There was apause. Eldareth said, 'Have you finished?

‘Comeingdeand I'll giveyou avision of your own! I'll even waivethefee!

Hiseyes dlittered ferdly. Eldareth shivered. "'Thank you, no. It'sbeen along night.'

‘Scared? Y ou should be!'

'| dare say my vison would be as narrow and usdless asthose of your other clients.’

The Seer sghed through histeeth. "Well then. At least come back ingde and have adrink.'

Their tempers burned out, they looked at each other awkwardly. Eldareth relented. 'All right.’

They sat on apair of rickety stoolsin the hut's entrance, with chickens pecking around their feet and
goatstrying to chew their deeves. Eldareth drank sparingly of the whisky, but its golden fire took the
edge off the night's misery. Logadeclined but sat cross-legged between them, leafing through sheets of
thick, rough-edged paper that was covered in tiny runes.

'Forgive me, Fox.” said Eldareth. 'l didn't mean to heap the blame for Aventuriasills upon your
shoulders. But do you fedl no curiogity at all about what you see?

'Curiosity would do for the fox asit did for the cat.” said the Seer, poking at the earth with astick. He
showed no sign of the acohoal affecting him, They came here, you know.'

'Who?

'Her parents. Y our friend Tanthe's parents. A year ago, or wasit two?

‘Areyou sure?

'‘Assure asmy intuition ever is. I'm breaking my own rules, telling you this. Two Adlyr, amanand a
woman, velled head to foot in silk the colour of dusk - asif that would hide them from me!'

Eldareth was fascinated. Perhaps Elrill had been right about Tanthe after al, though none of it made
sense. Her parents were human and lived in Sepheret, and yet— 'Did they ask about their . .. daughter?

'No. They asked only to see human affairsin theworld. And that, | gather, iswhat they saw, athough
how much sense they made of it wastheir problem. The thingsthey saw may have been connected with
Tanthe, though they probably didn't rediseit. But the onething | perceived about them was that they
wereflesing from something. Very afraid, and fleeing.’



‘Anything dse?

Fox shook his head. He frowned, and looked suddenly exhausted. ‘Nothing.’

Eldareth was frustrated, but hiswill to argue was spent. 'Well, thisinformation is of no help to Tanthe
now. Fox, | apologise for the trouble and | thank you for your help, but | had better be on my way.'

'‘Asyou will," said the Seer off-handedly, risng and vanishing into the darkness of the hut. 'l have
animalsto feed.

Shaking his head, Eldareth stood up wearily and went outside. As he reached the two horses, which
were tethered to atree on the hillside, Logafollowed him.

'Y ou're wrong about my master, you know,' said the Zampherai, hopping on to a boulder so his head
wason alevd with Eldareth's. 'l have these arguments with him endlesdy. He will never admit it, never;
but he behaves as he does because he cares too much, and can't bear it. Why does he employ meto
record dl that is said during the visions? Habit, he claims, but | know better. It'sfor posterity, just in case
he turns up something of use!'

'Ah." Eldareth turned to Loga, suddenly understanding. 'So, while he has deliberately forgotten most of
it, you know it al - because you have written it down?

| didn't say that. They'rejust words. | can't interpret them.'

‘But?

Y ou don't understand. If hetold what he saw, what if people acted in aparticular way - and it was
the wrong way, and disaster followed? His respongbility isto stay quiet as much asto spesk - only to
observe, not to precipitate events!'

'But? Eldareth repeated.

'What we seeisa pattern,’ Logawhispered. 'Warnings. The roths of the Earth and the Jewelfires of
Verdanholm are uneasy, and the Aelyr are restless!’

'Redtless, why?

‘Because achangeiscoming.' Logas black eyes shone, watering in the too-bright light. ‘'My master
can't bring himsdlf to say the words deliberately. Perhaps he can't admit it, perhaps he doesn't even
conscioudy know, but he hassaidit in trance. And | believe your little war and your mad king were just
atiny part of it, just the beginning. And the Seer deniesit because heis only human, and no human wants
to believe that it's happening.'

"That what is happening?

"The Bhahdradomen,’ Logawhispered. 'The Bhahdradomen arerising.’

An hour |ater, Eldareth was on horseback, riding north. His horse, Gany, was a glossy dark chestnut
of Paranian blood, solidly built with an arched neck and along golden mane and tail. Eldareth was
leading Tanthe's horse, Redbird, the lean and beautiful red bay mare that she'd ridden dl the way from
Sepheret. He hoped Tanthe would forgive him for taking her, but two horses would make hisjourney
esser.

Petient and hardy, the horses cantered steadily through the green valleys of the Serpentineswhile the
summer sun ached above. Eldareth was glad of Gany's gentle stride. His back ached, the price of wear
and tear on hislong spinefrom years of travelling. Hewas alean, tal figurein hiswell-worn riding gear;
breeches, jacket and boots of dusty black, with touches of green and brown. Hisface showed the
ravages of alife spent mainly outdoors, angular and wesather-lined, the nose and cheekbones like blades,
and a couple of days beard sprouting on his scarred cheeks. His straight raven hair wastied back with a
leather thong. He could hardly be called handsome, although Helananthe liked him well enough ... or had,
until he'd let her down.

Eldareth had thought hard but swiftly about what to do next. He could have ridden straight back to
Parione - two days to the south - to tell Rufryd, Saphaeyender and Y somir of Tanthe's disappearance.
And then what? There was nothing any of them could do. Rufryd might well insgst on along, arduousride
to Slverholm - home of the Shaelahyr - to demand Elril Ts help, only to be coldly refused. Y es, Eldareth
could see him doing exactly that. He shook his head. Rufryd was agood lad at heart, but hotheaded was
an understatement.



Meanwhile, Eldareth had another task. He had promised Helananthe - soon to be crowned Queen of
Aventuria-that he would go to Eislion and fetch her mother Princess Ghiseyma and her brother
Venirryen out of exile. They were hiding at Luin Trest, the house of Ghiseymasfriend and distant cousin,
Lady Nietriya. To return to Parione first would set him back four or five days. Since there was no point,
he'd decided to presson to Eisilion.

He could still barely believe that Ghiseymahad had to flee. That King Garnelys, Helananthe's
grandfather, had turned on anyone who opposed his plans, even hisown family. That hed run hisonly
son Galemanth to ground and had him murdered. At least Prince Galemanth had had the foresight to send
hiswife and son into hiding beforeit wastoo late.

Why had Gamelys changed? He'd been akind man, abenevolent ruler for many years. And then that
sudden, terrible transformation. His obsession with building the insane Tower, hiswillingness to conscript
his subjectsinto davery and waste thousands of livesin the process.

It had been hard for the Aventuriansto rebel. Eldareth had ridden dl over the Nine Reamstrying to
warn people of the King'sdelusions. Usudly failing. The King's subjectsloved and trusted him, with good
reason. The monarchs of Aventuriahad served their people well for centuries, keeping the Nine Realms
peaceful and prosperous. The notion that the King would betray them was unthinkable. Still, they'd been
drivento it in the end. Helananthe and Eldareth had ralied the rebdls, defeated Garnelyssarmy a
Hethlas Rim, and ridden victorious into Parione and the Amber Citade - only to find Garnelys deed,
murdered by Tanthe'ssster Y somir. And so the mystery of his cruel behaviour went unsolved. There
were theories, but no facts.

Eldareth wished he had company. | should have brought aretinue, he thought, suitable to accompany
aprincess and prince back to their palace. He had hoped that Tanthe might be making the journey with
him, at least. Someoneto tak to, to keep his mind from grinding at these troubles.

With Garnelys and Galemanth dead, Helananthe would soon take the throne, Eldareth could barely
imagineit. He had been her friend, travelling companion and lover for years. They'd dept on the ground
together, got drunk together, ridden into battle together . . . And she would make afineruler, he knew it.
The problem was, he couldn't imagine himsalf on the Sapphire Throne beside her.

She had asked him to marry her. He had said no.

Helananthe had been furious and upset, which was part of the reason held left Parione. But the truth
remained; no matter how deeply they loved each other he could never, inamillion years, imagine himsalf
King Eldareth of Aventuria

Ludicrous.

He'd never wanted power. HE'd seen such desires destroy people. And when he berated the Seer for
evading responghility, in truth he was berating himsdf. Hed made too many mistakesin the past to trust
himsdlf in such apostion. The progpect of kingship made him flee. And so, must he abandon Helananthe
and lose her for ever?

Ten days of travelling brought Eldareth over thetrail of the Serpentinesand into Eisilion. The
boundaries between the realms were not clear-cut, but Eldareth observed the subtle change of landscape
and amosphere; the lush verdancy of Paranios giving way to starker hills. The dopeswere covered in
rough bronze-ssemmed grass, with feathery seedheads that made a shifting red haze over the dopes.

Ashe stayed in avillage one evening, atown the next, dl the talk was of the Battle of Hethlas Rim, the
desth of Garnelys. The people of Eislion had obvioudy received news of events in a haphazard way, so
no one knew the whole story and speculation filled in for the facts. Eldareth did his best to correct the
rumoursin passng. It made him smile, to hear them singing the praises of Lord Serpeth, their Duke, such
abrave and courageous |eader whose actions in battle had saved Aventuria. Eldareth hardly had the
heart to point out that Lord Serpeth had gone into battle on King Gamelyss behdf, only to swap sides
hafway through when he saw that Helananthe was the more likely to win. Still lessthat Serpeth had not
actudly had to engagein any fighting.

Hed dwaysliked the Eisllians, though. Y ou couldn't help it. Devious, changing with thewind, yet
unfalingly charming.



L eaving the town, Eldareth reckoned he had another three days travel to reach Luin Trest. Hisroad -
if thisvague track could be termed aroad - wound high over rough moorland, bringing him down through
ariver valey then up again into rusty, heather-patched hills. He passed anumber of farmsand villages,
but decided to press on. Towards evening, he regretted it; a summer storm was boiling in the sky. Rain
began to fall in huge, lukewarm drops.

Eldareth looked up at the sky and cursed. Clouds massed black and ominous, washing the landscape
with an egrieluminosity. Lightning flickered behind great swollen anvils of cloud. Then came thunder,
making the horses shy and dance asit lumbered noisly acrossthe sky.

Therain grew heavier. On the horizon he saw long veils joining the clouds to the earth. No shelter
anywhere, dangerous to huddle under atree. Eldareth dismounted, to make himsdf less of alightning
target, and began to lead the miserable horses a arun towards the hillside. An outcrop of rock offered at
least apartid refuge.

Asthey madefor the outcrop, the rain became torrential and blacknessrolled in. Lightning tore the
sky; Redbird reared, pulling Eldareth almost off hisfeet. He struggled on, hardly able to see the ground in
front of him. Their climb brought them on to a saddle that ran between this hill and the next. Ashe
glanced into the valey beyond, asustained lightning burst illuminated the bulk of abuilding.

It stood high above the valey, fused into the hillsde; aruin of dark spires surrounding the faceted
cone of theroof. Rain and lightning dithered over it, turning the ancient roof-tilesto iridescent scales. A
temple. No ordinary temple, though; Eldareth knew by thelook of it that this was a place dedicated
aeons ago, not to Eiglion's snake-goddess, but to the Adlyr.

It stood long-neglected, crumbling, with creepers veiling the walls and tree-roots entwining the
foundation stones - still an enduring reminder of age-old conflict, misunderstanding and anguish.

He hesitated. The templelooked sentient, shining black and silver, its solid bulk reaching skeletal
fingersintothe sky . . . but Eldareth wasn't supergtitious. He had Adyr friends. Unlike the Eisllians, hedid
not think of them as demons. He grasped the horses reins and led them towards the ruin.

The hillade was steep bel ow the towering walls, treacherous with loose soil and shade. Siding,
stumbling on tree-roots, blinded and wet through, he brought the horses safely to the front of the edifice.
Here he found a portico with tapering columns like long, thin cones supporting what was | eft of the roof.
Behind the portico the front wall wasintact but the doors were long gone, fallen from rusted hinges. The
massive doorway framed ablack void.

Redbird and Gany balked, nearly pulling Eldareth'sarms out of his sockets. Biting back the curse that
broke from him, he spoke gently, coaxing them over the threshold and into the temple.

Inside, the spacefelt vast. It was not quite dark; he made out faint patches of sky above. The roof
was laced with holes, but intact enough to shelter them from the worst of the storm. There were smooth
flagstones underfoot. Lightning reveded walls of blue-black stones festooned with tangles of
undergrowth, rows of stone seats aong the sides facing in towards adark, round block of marble that
must have been an dtar. Along the rear of the temple were stone partitions behind which, he guessed, the
priests private sanctum had lain.

Relieved to be out of the rain, Eldareth led the horses to the driest comer of the temple and tethered
them to astonerail. He unsaddled them, dried them as best he could with cloths from his saddiebag, then
|eft them to graze on tufts of grassthat sprouted fredly through gapsin the wall. No poisonous plants
within their reach, that he could see. There was nowhere comfortable for him to deep, so helay down on
astone bench with his pack under his head, and tried to make the best of it.

No sound but the rushing rain - but the moment he dozed, the air was suddenly filled with dozens of
voices whigpering.

Eldareth's eyesflew open. His senses were confused. Unable to see or hear clearly, he felt suspended
in darkness with the whol e temple spinning gently around him. His heart legpt. That scent again, the
earth-and-lightning aroma of strange forces, and those illusory voices whispering, soft and maddeningly
unclear and yet deafening . . .

He haf-sat up, trying to orientate himsalf. Then he knew for sure that he was awake - and not aone.
Leaning up he peered over the back of the bench in front of him, hoping desperately that it shielded him



fromsght.

In the centre of the temple, light shimmered in adim bluish column above the dtar. The column
rippled, ever-changing, etheredl. Againgt the light, figures moved. A mass of velled forms, blue black like
the templeitsdf, as dender and insubstantia as ghosts rising up under death-shrouds; each outlined by an
aurathat reached every sense he had. Cold, weird fingers of light entered his mind. These were not
humans. Shimmering power flowed from them and he knew.

They were Adlyr.

Not damping down their natures, o as not to darm humans, but unselfconscious, gleaming with the
terrifying otherness that humans could not bear.

Paralysed, Eldareth watched the procession pass.

They were coming into the temple from outside, bringing the scent of rain with them. Some of them
passed within a couple of feet of him and he couldn't move even to duck behind the bench; could only
remain there asif aspdl were on him, praying they would not see him. Some of them seemed to look
gtraight at him with velled yet glowing eyes, and hisheart nearly faled. Y et if they saw him, they ignored
him and moved on, dark and intent and purposeful.

And asthey drew near the centre of the temple and were silhouetted against the light, they grew
smaller and smaller. Far tinier than they could possibly have appeared at the altar, which was only afew
yardsfrom him. It was asif they were staying in one place while he moved away from them. Asif the
glow contained another world entirely. They were passing through a porta to their own realm, and the
mystery of it suffused Eldareth with awe and terror.

He thought he heard acry. A human cry.

He started up, and the temple lurched around him. The figures were gone. The light vanished, sucked
back into the dtar with a soundless whoosh; al was dark and deserted again. And Eldareth fell ingtantly
into adeep, dreamless deep asif he had been drugged with milk of poppies.

He woke to blinding daylight and a headache, with the horses blowing hot grassy breath into hisface.
Memory came dowly, painfully.

'So, | saw the Adlyr engaged in some secret business lagt night.” he said, stroking Redbird's soft nose.
His voice was rough with deep. 'Did you see them? Shame you can't talk. | can only thank Nepheter that
they didn't take any interestin us!'

The temple was deserted; just an overgrown shell. But an atmosphere lingered, and he knew that
whatever power and roth-spirits had been summoned here by worship, centuries ago, still lingered.

Eldareth began to move his aching limbs, to make ready for the day's journey. Breakfast of dried
meats and fruits from his pack. A perfunctory shave and wash. Checking the horses over, saddling them,
Gany standing patient, Redbird sghing and fidgeting and making her usua atemptsto nip him.

Hethought of Elrill asherode. Elrill'sfolk, the Shadahyr of the Whitevell Mountains, had chosen to
live on Earth rather than in the Adlyr realm, Verdanholm, and they were rdatively benign to humans. But
he couldn't forget that Elrill had enemies; other factions of Adlyr who were lessthan sympathetic to
humans. Perhagps with good reason, he reflected. And what if Elrill was right, and Tanthe had some
connection with those unfriendly Adyr?

Eldareth rode on, pushing himself hard to reach his destination.

Two more days passed without incident. On thethird, he camein sight of the long narrow valley, a
stream rushing white against the copper of the hillsdes. And poised aboveit stood the great stone house,
his destination, Luin Trest. HEd lived here once, asachild, just for ashort time during his mother's
endlessflight from hisfather ...

Here lived anoble family, cousins of Lord Serpeth, cousins aso of the monarchs of Aventuriaand the
dukes of Mithrain - al the noble houses were interrelated in someway. Lady Nietriya, agood friend, had
sheltered Ghiseyma and her son here during Garnelyss madness. A beautiful place, but blesk and
remote, especidly in the winter; how glad Ghiseymawould be to go home. Still, she was a strong
character, not given to complaining. Unlike the boy, who was her only weakness. Shelet him get avay
with too much. Maybe a couple of hard winters here would have changed his character.



Eldareth shifted his aching body in the saddle. ‘Nearly there," he told the horses. ‘Nice warm stables
for you, agood night's deep in abed for me. Gods, we've earned it, eh?

People came out to meet him as he rode into the courtyard; stable-hands, kitchen staff, and with them
severd excitable hounds. Redbird reared in darm as the dogs came bounding forward, barking. Eldareth
quickly dismounted from Gany to cam her, shouting a a couple of stable boysto restrain them. Thelads
scrambled to obey. Then came older women and men, senior members of the household, dressed in the
intricate diamond patchwork that was unique to Eisilion; the materia made into tiff, quilted garments of
gorgeous hues. And following them, Lady Nietriya hersdf, tal and graceful, her dressal tiny lozenges of
blue, green and bronze.

Her chestnut hair had turned white since heéld last seen her, but otherwise therewasllittle sign of agein
her strong face. Only afew lines around her deep set blue eyes. Her expression, though, was anxious. In
fact everyone around her seemed edgy, rather than pleased by hisarrival.

'My dear Lord Eldareth!" she cried, coming forward to embrace him. 'How wonderful to seeyou. |
can't tell you how glad | am that you're here. Ah, we are both grown much older since last we met.’

He laughed, embracing her and kissing her cheek. 'My Lady Nietriya. Has the news reached you?

She pulled back, the tension in her eyes approaching dread. 1 know that Lord Serpeth took his
armed men to aid the King. They have not returned. We hear rumours that there was awar, that the King
isdead, but we haven't known what to believe.'

It'strue,’ Eldareth said. 'l wasthere. A long story which | will gladly tell you over agood medl. The
King isdead, and Helananthe is to take the throne. And she asked me to come and fetch her mother and
brother home. It's safe for them now, and she wants them at her coronation.’

Lady Nietriyasface turned whiter. There was slence; her staff gave each other grave, difficult looks.

'Alas, Eldareth.’ Tears crept on to her lashes. 'Ghiseymaand Veny are gone.’

'‘Gone? Where?

She began to tremble; held never seen her afraid before. ‘It happened five nights ago. They were
abducted. It was over before we knew what was happening. | have racked my brainsto think what we
could have doneto prevent it, but—' 'Abducted? Eldareth exclaimed. ‘But why? Who would do this?

"They were veiled, the oneswho cameto take them." Lady Nietriyalowered her eyes, her voice
quickening with fear. They camein force, they seemed to fill the whole house and to cast atrance upon
us. There was nothing we could do to resist them. Why they wanted Ghiseymaand Veny, they didn't say,
and we have heard no word from them since. This has been the most grievous calamity.'

Eldareth gasped, remembering his night in the deserted temple. They were Adlyr, weren't they?

She glared a him, stiff with anger. 'Don't speak that word. Demong!’ She sketched the sign of the
snake-goddessin the air, aprotective S. 'How did you know?

1 think | saw them entering their porta, three days ride from here. Areyou sure they told no one
why—7?

She shook her head. 'l have no idea where the demons came from, nor how they knew Ghiseyma
was here, nor why they should have done such athing.’

'‘Damn it! They must have had Ghiseymaand Veny with them, and they passed by me close enough to
touch, and | didn't know." Eldareth groaned. 'l heard aboy cry out, and | did nothing. Ah gods, and what
am| to tell Helananthe?



Chapter Two. The Forest Hall

Tanthewasfdling into awdl of green light.

The world dissolved, spinning; shefdt that she had aways been here, drowning in blue-green ether.
Traveling along loop of time that hung suspended from the instant in which she had stepped into the
portal. . .

Her thoughts and memories swirled like dreams.

She was back in Riverwynde, running across agolden field with her sister Y somir at her side.
Searching desperately for something. Her mother Aynie appeared; smdl and dim, her burnished hair
lifted by the breeze, her eyes crinkling in the bright sunlight. Laughing, she held out her armsto her
daughters.

"Tanthe!" she cried. Her voice was faint and Tanthe strained to hear her. Thank the Goddess you're
home! Y ou've been away so long.'

'Mum.” said Tanthe. Tm sorry, but were not redly here. | must find the mirror.'

'What mirror? said Aynie, her smilefading.

Thelittle crysta mirror GrandmaHelwyn gave me. It'sredly important that | find it.’

'You can't havelogt it!" said Aynie, and she was Helwyn at the sametime, silver-haired and
forbidding, the orb glowing green upon her staff. ‘Oh, you cardess girl! How can you learn what truly
meatters?

Aynieand Y somir vanished. Tanthe was adonein thefield, which seemed so redl she could fed the
stubble cracking under her boots and smell the hot earth. Y et the mountains were rushing up like white
flamesinto the sky. She thought, | can't be here, | travelled two thousand milesto Parioneto find Y somir,
| can't be back homewithit al to do again!

She began to run across the field. She must find Y somir. Her sister was here somewhere, she knew,
concealed in asun-warmed hollow with Lynden, her lover, but although Tanthe searched and searched,
she couldn't find her. Y somir was gone. Snatched away by the soldiers of King Garnelys, conscripted to
the mines and then to labour on the dreadful Tower ...

Thejourney unrolled again. Tanthe wasriding through an endless forest with Lynden and his brother
Rufryd, and sometimes she and Rufryd were arguing and sometimes making love and sometimes being
pursued by hideous pale creatures with seven-fingered hands ... but the forest went on forever.

Now Saphaeyender was leaning over her. Her idol, the greet writer, the genius she'd worshipped
from afar al her life. Living flesh and blood. Hisface was bathed in light, hisblack hair flaring around his
shoulders, the stresks of white at histemples shining like exotic plumage.

"Tanthe," he said softly, 'how could you leave me? | had so much till to show you. Don't go. | need
you, my goddess, my muse.'

Saphaeyender changed. He stood before her in battle gear, sword in hand, wide-eyed and covered
from head to foot in blood. 'Lynden, Lynden," he said in ahoarse whisper that filled her with horror. I
couldn't savehim.'

Suddenly they werein the midst of battle. Horses were thundering around her. Peoplefaling on dl
sdes. Dark reptilian birds gliding overhead. Redbird ssumbled, pitching Tanthe off so that shefdl, again,
down through green-tinged darkness from one world into another . ..

After what seemed ayear or two, Tanthe became aware that the world was no longer spinning. There
was firm ground beneeth her and asoft light glowing into her eyes. Framed againgt vague shapes of green
and bluish shadow, someone was leaning over her. Not Saphagyender, not Rufryd...

The visons dipped out of her grasp. She surfaced to find she had no recent memories, no ideawhere
or even who shewas.

The face looking down at her was a once strange and poignantly familiar. A young man with golden
skin and innocent, deep brown eyes. His dark auburn hair brushed her face as he leaned over her.

Tanthe? he said.

She couldn't answer. Her mouth was dry and solid, asif she'd been unconscious for hours. The



sranger held her hands; hiswere warm, strong, long-fingered. That isyour name, isn't it? It was hard to
hear you,' he said. He had adight, strange accent, aslovely asmusic. "Y our real name was never known
tous, 0 I'll call you that. I'm Auridl.

And she knew, athough she couldn't remember anything ese, that hewas Adyr. Aelyr. The
mysterious other-race who looked human and yet were not.

'Aurid,’ she croaked. That meant something . . . She struggled to Sit up and he helped her, putting one
arm round her shoulders and holding her close to him. Even her own clothes seemed unfamiliar; where
had she got them from, the breeches and tabard of fine emera d-green cloth, the shirt of soft ochre linen,
the red-brown riding boots of such fine leather? Aurie wore atunic of gossamer-soft grey silk, which
reveded the sculptura beauty of hislean and silken body. He seemed too beautiful to bered. And there
was something of the forest animal about him, an acute wariness, asif he might flee at the dightest hint of
danger.

"What happened? she said. 'Where isthis place?

Concern darkened hiseyes. 'Don't you know? Y ou must remember.’

She shook her head vigoroudly. 'l don't! Wherethe hell am 1? Who am 1?7

Tanthe,' he said again. "Y ou arein the realm of the Adlyr. Y ou came through from Earth. I'vetried to
reach you for years. We made a porta together, don't you recall?

'When?

'A minute ago, hardly more. Don't be afraid. I've heard it said that crossing over can have this effect,
thefirg time!

She saw that they were in awoodland glade. There was lush grass beneath them and dense trees
around them in arough circle, the branches so interwoven and thick with leaves that she could seeonly a
few lozenges of sky. A sun was shining, though she couldn't seeit. Everything looked strange. The
greenswere too intense, while the blue of the shadows and the inky flowersin the grasswas asrich as
lapislazuli. The scents of greenery, damp earth and dew were dmost musky, intoxicating. Every leaf was
outlined with light. Her senses were overwhelmed.

'Can you stand up? he asked.

'I think s0." Her limbstingled. Ashe helped her to her feet, her blood began to flow, her strength to
return. Thisis. .. Theword hung on the edge of her memory. 'Verdanholm.’

'Yes, Verdanholm!" he said, smiling for thefirst time. 'l can't believeyou are here at last. Sidter,
beloved sigter.'

And he kissed her, full on the mouth.

That breached the dam. Her memories came surging back in lines of fire. Auriel stroked her dark hair
and they both wegpt, clinging hard to each other.

Of course she knew him. Hadn't he haunted her whole life? A facein agtrange little crystal mirror, that
shed lost in childhood. A ghostly figure in the woods, there and gone; areflection in pools and lakes and
quartz walls, begging her urgently to go to him, but she didn't know how...

‘Aurid,’ she sad, hardly ableto believe she was touching him. Hed been atantalising phantom and
now hewasred and warm in her arms. Silken skin and muscle under her fingers, and the new, ddlicious,
subtle spice of hisbody ... She was speechless with joy and terror.

‘Do you remember now? he said.

'Yes- yes, | know how | got here!

'And you know who | am? he asked urgently.

'No." She pressed her head into his shoulder. ‘I mean, I've seen you many times, | know your face and
name and that you claim to be my brother. | fed that | trust you. But, Auridl, that's not the same as
knowing who you redlly are.’

'Y ou don't remember—?

'What?

'Anything more than your human life!

'No! Stop trying to confuse me. I've only had ahuman life!

He gave afaint Sgh. 1 understand.’ Hugging her, he said into her hair, 'I'm sorry, Tanthe. Forgive me,



Pleaseforgiveme!

The pressure of hisbody waswaking flamesin hers, sartled at hersdlf, she pulled away. 'For what?

‘Bringing you here’

'Why?Y ou didn't force me. Isit dangerous?

He touched her cheek, and she saw anxiety in hiseyes. 'It can be.’

In sudden darm, Tanthe looked round at the glade. There was no sign of a portal; no window on to
her own world, with Eldareth’s anxious face framed in it. Only astump of bluish stone haf-hidden in the
grass. 'Gods, what have | done? She pointed at the stone. 'Isthat where the portal was?

Her question seemed to make him uneasy. 'Yes!'

'How come you were here, just when | happened to be . .. where| was? Bit of acoincidence, isn't it?

He was frowning at her. She wondered if Paranian wasn't hisfirst language, and he didn't understand.
Then he answered, 'I have lived for days at atimein this glade because the portal rothanamir is here.
Waiting, in the hope that you would cal to me!'

'Oh.’ said Tanthe, taken aback. "Then how did you openit?

'With this." He took an object from a pocket in hisrobe. It was an orb of dear quartz the size of his
pam. The anametris sphere. It's so hard to open the portal. I've only done it twice before, and only for
asecond or two. | can't go through it. So you had to come to me. It was only together we could open it
long enough for you to come through.'

'l see.... | think. There's so much to talk about, | don't know where to start. Why can't you go through
it?

He dipped the sphere away. 'We should go now.” he said quietly.

‘Aurid, | can't help noticing . . . Y ou seemed frantic when you begged me to cometo you, asif you
werein terrible danger, or about to be captured. Now you're just, well, abit edgy, but not panicking.
What's going on?

He clasped her hand. "'The urgency wasto bring you through the portal beforeit closed. But the
danger's dill there” he said softly. ‘Come with me!’

He was leading her on to a path that wound out of the glade and through the woods. Where the,path
began, a stone squatted besideit like agiant toad. She had the uneasy impression that it was watching
them. Asthey went, Auriel looked around anxioudy in away that made her more nervous than ever.
'Where are we going?

‘Somewhere you can rest, and | can explain.'

It seemed a habit with him, Tanthe noticed very quickly, to say, 'I'll explain.” or 'lI've so much to tell
you.” but these promises were followed, so far, by mysterious silence.

They walked through the forest for atime, enveloped in its deep blues and glowing greens. The trees
seemed to lean over them - actually moving, Tanthe suspected, if only she could ook round fast enough
to catch them. Occasionally astrange bird call would boom through the canopy; otherwise the silence
was intense. Presently she noticed abackground noise, arushing like that of awaterfal, except thet it
wastoo even in pitch. It contained an unearthly music that reminded her of the Shaglahyr.

'What's that sound? she asked eventudly.

Thedars’ replied Auridl.

'Stars? In the sky, you mean?

'Of course.” Helooked at her in disbelief. 'Y ou hear them singing on Earth, don't you?

'Er ... no, wedon't.” Speechless, Tanthe decided it was safer not to ask anything else for awhile.

Theforest didn't fed friendly. They crossed a clearing, open a one end onto alandscape that seemed
oddly blesk, with slvery grass vanishing into the mist of the horizon. Severd tal, jagged blue stones
stood in the clearing like priests. They had acold aurathat unsettled her. Looking up, she saw the sky for
thefirst time. It was arich cobalt blue and the noisy stars were scattered as thick as snowflakes acrossit,
visblein daylight. Light fell in diamond nets acrossthe weird rock sentinels, unlike any light shedd ever
seen on Earth.

She ventured a question. "What are those?



‘Just stones” said Auridl.

They walked through the forest for what she judged to be twenty minutes; but time was deceptive
here. Shefdt it wasn't passing in astraight line but in curves and clumps, sometimesin knots that went
back on themsdalves, then forward again. And this, like Aurid himself, felt so familiar yet so unspeakably
strange that her head ached with trying to understand it.

'Herewe are’ hesaid.

She couldn't see anything at first. They walked on afew steps and then it took shape from the trees
themselves. A great house, rising up into the canopy of the forest.

It wastal and wide, like amansion, but itswalls were formed by living trees, their tal trunks as
supporting pillars, their living branches woven into a curved roof, panels of |oose-woven twigs between
the trees to complete the walls. Its appearance was Smple and awe-

ingoiring. No rugtic congtruction, this, but alofty, timeless edifice that might have housed gods. Tanthe
was breathing fast. She wastruly in the faerie realm, from which no one came back unchanged.

Aurid led her through an open doorway to the interior. She looked up into a great, dark space,
hearing the branches of the roof creaking and rustling above, feding the air moving through the lattice
walls, sweet and green scented. Therewas agreat central hall with along table in the centre, with three
chanddliers of rough branches that resembled stag antlers suspended aboveit. Along the far wall were
wattle screens that seemed to have other rooms behind them. A rope ladder hung from a balcony that
overlooked the hall; beyond it was darkness. More rooms? she wondered. There was a greenish material
like canvas on the floor, and scattered on it, rugs of arich dark blue speckled with silver beads.

Aurid went to the table, where asingle lamp glowed, awhite orb. She couldn't quite see what he did
but she had the impression he scooped fire out of it with hisfingers, and went aong touching that fireto
glassor crystd lampsdl dong thewals.

He came back to her and touched her cheek; she thought she felt the cool flame of the lamplight
lingering on hisfingertips. ‘Areyou thirsty? 'Y es, and starving,’ she said. He smiled. 'Sit down.'

The table and the wooden bench on which she seated herself were rustic in shape, yet the creamy
grain of the wood was satin-smooth under her fingers. New scents kept coming to her; the crushed herbs
on the rugs, the spicy incense of thewood. Thiswas so vivid and yet...

Tanthe kept fedling that time was dowing down, stopping, curling back on itsdlf, then suddenly rushing
ahead in aflurry of steps. Parts of the hall seemed to blur and glimmer, settling back into focus when she
tried to catch them out.

Auriel went to a shadowy construction - some kind of cupboard or dresser she couldn't see properly
- and came back with a plate of round white cakes, adim carafe and agoblet of deep blue glass. Ashe
poured, the clear stream caught the light like diamonds, bringing her thirgt to ravenouslife. The same glow
played around his gilded form and fiery hair, and she couldn't sop staring, dumbstruck by the redlity of
him. He sat down beside her, smiling. He watched her al thetime, she noticed, asif he couldn't believe
shewasred, ether.

As shelifted the goblet, she found it was not glass at al but some kind of carved mineral, cool on her
fingers. She drank deeply. The liquid was delicious, flavoured with honey and ederflowers, with aherba
bitterness benesth.

'Aren't you having adrink? she said.

Til share yours." He wrapped his hand round hers as she held the vessel and lifted it to hisown lips,
taking asp then planting akiss on her thumb. The sensudity of the gesture took her breath avay. He
caled her 'sgter' yet he wasn't treating her like one. Normally she would have been angry by now but it
seemed sacrilegiousto lose patience in the Adyr realm. Half of her didn't want to believe they were
related, purdly because of the disturbing lust she was beginning to fed for him.

She took amouthful of cake. Rice, dmonds and rose-water, dissolving on her tongue ... that was all
she could compareit to. 'Isthiswhere you live? she asked. 'Have you always been here? All the times
you tried to reach me?

‘Some of thetimes. Not dl of them.'

'‘Arewe safe here?



He hesitated, asif surprised by the question. 'Y es, of course!’

'Only you said outsde that there were dangers, and this house is hardly the Amber Citadel. Anything
could comein.’

It'sdl right," he said, stroking the back of her hand.

'Really? Oh, good. Why don't | believe you?

He looked down, studying her fingertips. 'If only you could remember, thiswouldn't be so hard. If you
hadn't lost the mirror!"

Now she was becoming impatient, despite hersalf. 'How do we know we are talking about the same
mirror?

Reaching into the pocket from which he'd taken the sphere, he produced around mirror, eight inches
across, adisc of clear dlvered crysta set in white quartz. He placed it on the table in front of her and she
Stared at it.

'Did it look likethat? he asked.

'Yes,' she breathed. 'Exactly like that."

Thisiswhat | usedto cdl you. A silvenroth mirror. Y ou know what roth is, don't you?

'Y es, energy. Hundreds of different forms. Slvenroth, liroth, ethroth When helooked &t her, his
face was warm and alive; but now and then he would glance away with fear darting in hiseyes, asif
watching or listening for something. 'What happened to the mirror? he asked, low and quiet.

Tanthe bit her lip. 'If you must know, | hid it, because seeing your facein it scared me to desth.’

I'msorry. | didn't mean to frighten you. Y ou frightened me, sometimes; came so closeto methat |
lost my nerve, and ran from you.'

Tanthe laughed. 'Like a nervous young stag. That'swhat you remind me of .

He smiled, but hiseyeswere al shadow. 'l tried so hard to pass from my world into yours, but |
couldn't. Themost | could do was press close to the barrier between us so that you saw me, if only for a
few seconds; but it took so much of my strength, and | was never redly there." 'Y ou must be powerful,
though." His beautiful eyes widened. 'What do you mean? 'To be able to make me see you, even though
I'd lost the mirror. Isthat anormal Aelyr power, or are you amage of some kind?

He looked horrified. ‘No, I'm no mage. I've no power at al. Not enough, anyway. If | had that sort of
power, | wouldn'... it doesn't matter.' She touched his hand, but he didn't elaborate. 'l hoped that when
you passed from your realm to ours, it might bring back your lost memories.

'Of what? she said.

‘Beingmy sger.’

"Well, it hasn't. How could we possibly be related? We don't even look aike. Y our hair'sred, mine's
black, your eyes are brown, mine are blue—'

'Green,’ he said. 'Bluey-green.’

'Whatever. For Breyid's sake, you're Adlyr and I'm a peasant with too many wild ideas for my own
good. | can't be your sister. Y ou must have made amistake.'

'No." He held her hands and gazed inggtently into her eyes. 'Y ou must recall something. Y ou must
know, in some deep part of you, or you wouldn't have cometo me.'

Tanthe rubbed her forehead. Little spirals of dizziness and half-remembered dreams were dancing
through her skull. 'If only my grandma Helwyn had explained something about that mirror when she gave
it to me. Perhaps she didn't know what it was hersdlf. After you scared me, | put it under my bed and
when | looked for it, it had gone. | haven't seen it since. Sorry, but | wasonly achild! Next timel saw
youwas a harvest last year, just before the soldiers came. This beautiful man drinking from apool in the
woods ... | knew you were Adyr. | just knew. And after that | saw you often, and you gave me this—'

Shetook out thelittle Aelyr knife, a pale blade with acrysta sphere on the pommel, which had
warned her of danger and even saved her life. Aurid placed his hand on hers, gently pushing the mnetir
away. 'No,' hesaid. 'l didn't mean your conscious memories. | meant your unconscious ones.’

"Therés only one,' she said uneadily. 'A recurring nightmare of being pulled backwardsinto the
darkness and fedling that | am going to suffocate. What's that about?

That'sit, Tanthe.' Theintensity of hiseyes startled her. "Y ou can remember passing out of the Aelyr



rellm and into the Earth.’

'How old was ?

'Y ou were newborn.'

"Then how could | possibly remember anything? she nearly yelled.

‘Because the Adyr exist before we're concelved,” he answered smply. 'Y ou know that, don't you?

I've heard it, yes.” she said, her jaw set.

'So we come into the world knowing what we are, remembering the Jewdfire ... the place we were
before!

'Well, | don't." She was suddenly closeto tears. 'So, if | was newborn, how old were you?

'I was four. We count the years by Earth'stime, as best we can,’ he answered, to her surprise. 'l
remember mother and father alittle. Mother's name was Fiomir and father was Tathaliorn.’

'Was? She choked on her shock. Just to hear him speak these unknown, resonant names. "What
happened to them?

Aurid paused. They werein danger, fleeing for their lives. They knew adaughter was coming to
them, but they couldn't flee with an infant, so they put you in the care of ahuman family, whereyou
wouldn't be found. They gave thefamily a silvenroth mirror, so one day you might know the truth. They
tried to take me with them but it wastoo hard, so in the end they left me behind aswell." He sounded
sad. They did it to save our lives, and their own.'

Tanthe began to cry, dry sobs of shock. '‘But I'm human,’ she said, pinching the flesh of her forearm. 'l
am.

'But how do you know what it feelslike to be human, or Aelyr? He put hisarm aongside hers. 'Does
my flesh fed different to yours? She stroked hisarm. Warm, like hers, and sprinkled with soft hairs, like
Rufryd's. 'l don't know," she whispered, wanting to do alot more than touch him and wishing she didnt.
'l lived with the Shaglahyr last winter, and they had bodieslike us - very long, pale, silver-white bodies,
it'strue- but till, they had dl the same needs we do and yet, they were different. Y ou're different. I'm
not like you.'

Tanthe, | don't know how to explain. I'm not sure | understood what Fiomir told me. But somehow
you were put in human flesh so you wouldn't be noticed. And your memory must have been clouded for
the same reason. So yes, your body ishuman, and al your experiences. But your spirit-roth isAdyr.'

She pressed her hands to her forehead, rubbed her temples. 'l don't believeit.’

'Y our bad dream. Y ou know it'strue.’

Thisishorrible. Thisisnot fair. Aynie and Eodwyth are my parents!’

'Y es, they brought you up and loved you. That's more than | have had. But your true parents are
Fomir and Tdthdiorn. Isit horrible, to think you are one of us?

'No, of course not! | mean it'sthe lying, the betraya that's horrible." Shetook along drink. 'l need to
think about this. Gods, | really need to speak to my parents but | can't! They're thousands of miles away
- no, another realm away.'

She got up, walked dowly around the table. It seemed to be getting dark outside. The lamps gleamed
like moons. When she came back to Aurid she hopped on to the tableitself and sat with her feet on the
bench.

'What was this terrible danger that Fiomir and Tathaiorn had to flee from?

Hetipped his head back and looked at her. His face was like the statues of beautiful gods she'd seen
in Parione, hiseyes shining darkly. Her head swam with the urge to forget everything elseand kisshim ...
1 don't know.'

'Y ou must have someidea. Wasit the Bhahdradomen?

Aurid looked shocked that she spoke the name so eadlly. | didn't redlise you would ask so many
guestions.’

Shelaughed. 'What did you expect? Y our Sster isthe nosest person in the Nine Realms. Y ou can't
drag meinto this mystery and not give me answers. | want to know why you're trapped here, what sort
of danger werein, everything!'

He gave afaint groan. 'lt'scomplicated. |... | lived with Fiomir'sfriendsfor a timebut | ran away,



trying to find you and our parents. Then | found | couldn't leave this part of Verdanholm. That'sal."'It
can't be

He looked so innocent and distressed, aforest creature severed from its wild power, that she longed
to reassure him. Sheleaned down and stroked his hair, held him againgt her. He caught her hands and
kissed them. 'Aurid, you brought me here and I'm going to help you. But you've got to be abit more
forthcoming. | don't know thisplace. | think it'sbest if | take you back to Earth. I've got friends there,
powerful friendswho'll help us. | know the Queen.’

His eyes were awash with wild hope and terror. 'I'd love to. But | can't. | can't. | don't know how to
send you back, either.

Her stomach twisted coldly. She stared at the carafe, the cakes. Only supertition, she knew, but she
couldn't put it out of her mind. Don't eat or drink in the faery realmor you 'll be under their power
for ever.

'What are you afraid of 7 No answer. 'Don't play games with me, Auridl, please. There must be
something we can do.’

‘Therés nothing.' She leapt to the ground. Then what the fuck did you bring me herefor?

He didn't react. If this had been Rufryd, hewould have yelled back at her. She couldn't cope with
Aurid'slong-suffering evasiveness.

'I'm sorry, Tanthe," he said, catching her hand. 'I'm so sorry.'

‘Never mind sorry. So you're stuck here by some spell and you brought me here to keep you
company? Thisisridiculous. | fed like I've walked into one of Saphaeyender's” Collected Folk Taes of
Aventuria'. Perhgps the Woman Made of Boneswill walk in next.'

Tanthe, please," he said gently, tugging at her hand until she sat down beside him. 'Everything will
make sense soon.’

'It had better!'

It will. Have some more wine. Tell mewhat has happened to you. Y ou said something about
soldiers?

'l suppose you don't know what's happened in Aventuria.'

'I know alittle," he said, 'but | want to know about you. Tell me.'

She felt the honeyed liquor going to her head. The walls shimmered, and she couldn't hold on to her
anger. So she began to tell him of her own adventures. Her life in Riverwynde as the daughter of peasant
farmers, her dreams of living in the greet city Parione among writersand artists. . . theterrible way her
dream had come true. How Y somir had been conscripted to work on Garnelyss Tower, how Tanthe
had travelled two thousand miles and fought in the Battle of Hethlas Rim to get her Sster back ... only to
fal.

Aurid listened, but she couldn't help noticing that his gaze kept darting warily to the door. He seemed
to grow more and more tense. Eventualy shetrailed off and said, 'Look, | may be cut off from my Adyr
wisdom, Aurid, but I'm not stupid. | get thefedling you're waiting for something.'

He said nothing.

'Y ou are complete rubbish at lying!" she sngpped. ‘What isgoing on, redly?

'I'm waiting for the others to come home," he said.

Her heart began to pound. 'What others? | thought you lived done here!’

I never said that.'

'Y ou—' She stopped. He wasright, he hadn't said it; she had jumped to conclusions, as usuad. "Who
arethey?

"They're part of our family, Tanthe. Our family.'

As he spoke, Tanthe'swhole body jolted in aviolent start. Shefelt, an instant before she looked up
and saw, that there was afigure in the doorway of the forest mansion.

Hewas quitetal and as beautiful as Auridl, but ssemingly older, with pale golden skin, black hair that
curved over his shouldersto hiswaist, eyes soft and grey asthe spectral lakes of Mithrain. Heworea
black and violet robe and over it acloak, purple as night, clagped on the shoulder with awhite jewel set
indlver. Helooked magnificent, like an eementd that had taken shape out of the twilight.



For amoment she had an immense shock of recognition. She thought, that's my father, thenjust as
quickly thought, no. The moment had gone. Thiswas a stranger.

‘She'shere,' said Auridl.

The stranger smiled, came striding towards her and gripped both her hands, dmost before she had
timeto sumbleto her feet.

'Oh, Tanthe,' the stranger exclaimed. 'l have your name right? Good. Thisiswonderful. We've longed
for thismoment for - oh, years. 'Y ou're among friends now, among Aelyr who love you. | am Fathorn,
your uncle. Y our father's brother.’



Chapter Three. The Poet and the Birch Tree

Inthe non-physica dimension known as ezht, where even space and time folded upon themselves,
two Bhahdradomen waited.

Adepts, they projected their astral selves asimagestrueto their physica forms. Zhoaah was pae and
delicate and precise in his movements, Gulzhur vulturine, hisface a sour skull webbed with trand ucent
skinand gnarled veins.

They waited on afeatureless black plain; above them abowl of inky night hung starless, with only the
faintest glow around the horizon to distinguish sky from ground. Benegth their feet, aluminescent path
bisected the plain, coming from nowhere, dwindling to nowhere.

Along this path, under the black sky, came their master Vaurgroth; atower of dark cloud.

Vaurgroth.

In the Bhahdradomen tongue, his name could be trandated as Master of Light, Lord of Crestion,
Ancestor of Spirits, Overlord of Universa Roth. Hisnamewas histitle, and histitleswere many.
Vaurgroth of the Fire, they caled him. The fire that would burn the world clean.

Zhoaah's soft features stretched in anervous smile, but Gulzhur was grim, revealing neither fear nor
triumph.

The thunderous cloud split open, like the two sides of a cloak being flung back, and adazzling white
light spilled out. The two Bhahdradomen recoiled, shielding their eyes. Coloursrippled up through the
light, like reflected fire. Through the blaze they glimpsed the hint of abone-white face, long serene eyes, a
spider's web of red tattooed on the great skull, which was bad but for asingle rope of white hair.

'So, my friends.” came the voice, deep and rich and resonant with the music of thunder and the
whirring of amillion insects. Zhoash and Gulzhur made obeisance in turn as he greeted them by their
name-titles. 'Facilitator, Enabler. Have you giftsfor me?

‘Madgter of Light,' said Gulzhur, trembling alittle. "We bring ripe fruits, indeed.’

'‘Ahh." Vaurgroth came close to them, so close they fdlt hisheat, smelled the metallic crackle of his
energy. 'Enabler...

He fed on Gulzhur firgt, sucking from him al the human pain, confusion and grief that he had
accumulated during histimein Aventuria. To Gulzhur, it was like the tearing away of awarm cloak. He
endured it. HEd known he would have to make this sacrifice to his master, who gathered more gauroth
energy to himsdf every day, sucking it ever more thirdtily as his power grew. It was a sacrifice he made
gledly.

Afterwards, Vaurgroth held Gul zhur's face between his hands for amoment before letting him go. The
Master of Light'sfacefilled hisvison, pulsng with radiance. Smiling. Every mote of energy he had taken,
he gave back in approval.

Then Vaurgroth drew Zhoaah to him. Fecilitator's head fell back and he uttered acry of lossasthe
Magter fed. The column of light throbbed, shimmering with colours and emitting faint moans of delight.

When it was over, Vaurgroth pushed him away. Y ou twine the pain too tightly to yoursdlf, Zhoaah,'
he said. That'swhy it hurt you to surrender it to me. It is not a possession. Be as Gulzhur; wear it lightly
andgiveit up esslly.

Zhoaah'sform wavered. He visbly gathered his strength to hold himsdlf in the ezht. 'Forgive me,
Master. | shadl take your advice!

'Still, I understand. Ancestor ismerciful.' Vaurgroth's tone was kind. Hiswas a benevolent and
expansive character, so different to his dried-up predecessor Aazhoth. 'Enabler's gauroth was of a
generdised kind, garnered from dozens of small fights and battles and deaths between strangers. Solid
mest, nutritious but lacking subtlety. Y ours, though was of adifferent order. The agony of the King's own
victims, and the crowning glory; the anguish of the King himsdf as he died, confused and betrayed, ina
lake of hisown blood. Now that was atruly unique and exquisite ddlicacy.’

'‘Ahyes, great lord. Y ou understand completely.’ Zhoaah nodded, pleased to have his achievement
recognised.



'And a prize near-impossible to give up. So | want you to know how greetly | gppreciate the gift you
have given me!'

'‘Madter, giving the energy to you isan honour greater by far than the mere pleasure of acquiring it.’
Zhoaah amiled.

"That is Ancestor'swill,' said Vaurgroth.

Thereisaninfinite supply of gauroth awaiting us!' added Gulzhur. He saw that Vaurgroth was
pleased with them. For once, Gulzhur dlowed himsdf to relish their victory. 'We have gained an excellent
foothold in Aventuria. We seduced the King into trusting us and unleashing our ghelim upon hisown
people. We have made contact with Bhahdradomen in hiding al across the continent. We provoked the
humans to make war on each other, and then at the last moment withdrew our ad, leaving the King'sside
floundering in defest. We tore the rug from under hisfeet, as humans might say, in the most spectacular
fashion!'

"The Tower isbegun,’ Zhoaah added, preening. The King was such easy mest, it was dmost too
crud—'

'Isthe Tower finished? VVaurgroth cut in.

Zhoaah gtarted. 'No, Master of Light. Surely it was not the intention to actualy

'Isthewar dill continuing?

'No," admitted Gulzhur. 'It was bloody, but brief.'

'No conscriptions? No more davery? No battles?

'No, great lord.'

'So the humans are a peace? They are no longer fighting, killing and hating one another? They have a
new monarch? While you have vanished, and withdrawn the ghelim, just asif you were never there?

Enabler and Facilitator looked uneasily at each other.

'Wdll? Vaurgroth's voice held the brassy heat of rage. 'Have | made an accurate assessment of the
gtuation?

'Y es, master,' Gulzhur said reluctantly. 'But—'

'Alas, | was hoping for good news. Instead you summon me hereto tell methat Aventuriais at peace
and dl iswel with the humand!'

Thelight swelled red and ochre with VVaurgroth's fury. How unutterably terrifying and bitter it was, to
have disappointed him. Gulzhur sank into grim silence; Zhoaah |ooked at once indignant and horrified.

'So your work isfar from finished. It has barely begun. Y ou lack both the time and the reason to stand
here congratulating yoursalves, and | have not the somach to ligentoiit.’

Deflated, humiliated, the two made deep gestures of regret and obeisance. Zhoaah said quickly, 'Our
only wish isto serve Ancestor, Master of Light, and to restore our domenim to our rightful...'

I know.” Vaurgroth said coldly. 'And you will. But never think you are indispensable, nor by any
means the greatest of my adepts and spies andghelim. Already | have more in motion than you can
imagine and you have agreat ded of work to do even to keep up with your fellows, let lone to impress
me. Leave the ezht now; | can seethat you aretiring. Return to your bodies, and wait for my aideto find
you and ingtruct you. We knew it would be no easy matter to claw our way back from two hundred and
fifty years of exile, while humans and Adlyr hold al the advantages He relented alittle, bestowing them
with alook that was firm and chalenging rather than criticdl.

‘But our timeiscoming. Our timeiscoming - only if each and every one of us pourshisfull sef into
thefight!'

Vaurgroth flowed away from them, a seething pillar of cloud crackling with the energy held taken from
them. He vanished, and the light was gone from the plain.

Thisisunfair,’ Zhoaah whispered. 'After al that we've done!’

'No," Gulzhur said harshly. 'He's right. We have been lazy and complacent and [o! Apart from a
scattering of dead humans, what have we achieved? Nothing. Come, Fecilitator. No salf-pity. We begin
again, and thistime we do not rest until VVaurgroth hasjust cause to be proud of us.'

* * *

Rufryd awoke to afamiliar sense of emptiness. For thefirst few moments, cocooned in deep, he



didn't know quite what was missing; the bed was comfortable, the walls of creamy marble safe around
him, the morning light tranquil through the lattice shutter ...

Then he remembered. Gods, al of it. He turned on to his back, groaned, rested his hands on the
pillow above his head.

He thought he'd fallen adeep in Ashlar's huge soft bed last night . . . but no, sheld shaken him awake
and banished him to hisown small room on the lower floor of her house. Asshe dwaysdid. Lady Ashtar
was a cel ebrated actress, who had far more important business to concern her than amerelover.

Tanthe didn't behave likethis, he thought. She used to be there in the mornings ... Sod Tanthe. | won't
wadte my time thinking about her.

What the hell was he doing herein Parione? He asked himsdlf that question adozen timesaday.
Living with an actress of Sgphaeyender's legendary thestre company, in her luxurious villain the shadow
of the Amber Citadel? He didn't belong here. It wasn't redl.

Ashtar was using him, Rufryd knew. He had met her when Eldareth had brought him, Tanthe and
Lynden to asafe house where Sgphaeyender and his actors were in hiding, having offended King
Garndyswith asatiricd play. Rufryd had didiked her at first. But after Tanthe had rejected him in favour
of Saphaeyender, Adhtar had taken him under her wing, seduced him, invited himto live with her. Hed
had nowhere e se to go. And she was atractive, with thick dark hair, sensual heavy features, an
eloquently curved body with which she expressed more (on stage and in private) than by speaking any of
Saphaeyender'slines. All the men in Parione werein love with her, it was said; in which case at least
three-quarters of them, Rufryd observed hitterly, trailed through her bedroom to proveit. If held thought
he was specid to her, hewas quickly disllusioned.

Still, shewas good-natured. By nature as sensua as she looked, when the mood took her she gave
Rufryd very little rest, for which he couldn't complain. Y et whenever they made love, exciting asit was. .
. each time after the golden moment of orgasm, when he opened his eyes and saw Ashtar's face, not
Tanthe's, there was dwaysthat dreadful pang of emptiness.

They didn't love each other. He didn't belong in her world. But he had nowhere eseto go, so he said
nothing, and drifted through the daystrying to think of nothing, if he could possbly helpit.

It had dl fallen gpart after the Battle of Hethlas Rim. Before that, at least held till had hope that
Tanthe might see sense and come back to him. He'd been surrounded by friends and comrades,
wrapped in the excitement of Helananthe's rebel army, working together to defeat Garnelys. Saving
Aventuria, yes. Then afterwards.

Helananthe and Eldareth were gone to the Amber Citadd, too busy to bother with their lowly friends.
Saphaeyender had returned to hisvilla, taking Tanthe with him and inviting Rufryd to stay dso, asif
Rufryd were an object of pity - no, it would have made himill to stay around them. And Lynden - his
dear younger brother, who had been the reason for making the long journey to Parione in thefirst place -
Lynden was gone.

Killed in battle by astray arrow. Stupid mischance. Killed, without fulfilling his quest to find Y somir
and bring her home, without even seeing her.

Rufryd didn't weep; it was his reluctance to show hisfedingsthat had first dienated him from his
father, years ago when his and Lynden's mother had died. But as he woke each morning, hisfirst thought
was of Lynden.

Rufryd flung back the covers, rose and began to dress. Same travelling clothes held worn from
Sepheret to Paranios; black breeches, linen shirt, quilted black jacket sewn with blue silks and beads.
These had been good clothes once, but now the embroidery was threadbare, the black fading to
charcod. He refused to put on the fashionable robes that Ashtar had given him; the last thing he wanted
wasto look like acitizen of Parione.

As he entered the living area, the scene looked like apainting. A chamber of glowing golden marble
giving on to alushly verdant courtyard; Ashtar framed againgt this background at the breskfast table,
immaculate in awhite dress that was tiff with boning and rich with gold embroidery. Two of her staff
waited in the recess of an open doorway. Rufryd gave them abrief, hostile glance; from the beginning
they'd madeit slently obviousthat he was beneath them.



Ashtar looked at Rufryd hi surprise. Her red lips were poised around amoist gpricot. Sowly she
lowered the morsdl back to her plate.

"What on earth are you wearing? she said. 'l did ask you to put on arobe today. Sephaeyender is
holding amesting to decide the future of the theatre company. Y ou can't go dressed like that.

Rufryd's mood grew darker. He went to the table and leaned on it, facing her over the elegant
crockery. T'm sure Saphaeyender has more important things to think about than what I'm wearing. It was
good enough for him in Enhavaneya.'

'Wdll, we are not in the forest playing warriors now.' Her expressve face became gtiff with fury. 'After
what he went through in battle, it would be worse than bad mannersfor you to walk hi looking asif you
have just wandered off the battlefield. It would be downright offensive!

'What he went through? He shook his head. 'Anyway, there's no need to get so worked up abot it,
Ash. I'mnot going.'

The actress|ooked coolly at him, showing no reaction. He guessed she was torn between relief, and
anger that he would not follow her everywhere like ahound. 'It'samost asrude for you to refuse. Why
not?

'Oh, come on. | don't want to Sit there like a spare part while you lot talk about your precious theetre.
I'd fed like your blasted stable-hand, or something.’

Her lips curved. 'Not my groom, Rufryd. My stdlion.' He Sarted to turn away in exasperation but she
caught his hand. 'Now don't be so touchy. I'm only teasing. Tell methe truth; you're not still jealous of
Saphaeyender and Tanthe, are you?

'No, of course not!" he said, too fervently.

It won't last, you know," Ashtar said archly. ‘Saphagyender has one affair after another. Hetriesit on
with practicaly everyone who crosses his path.’

'So I've heard,’ Rufryd said bitterly. 'But that's Tanthe's problem. Let her find out the hard way.'

'I'm sure she will. HE's been, shal we say, distracted at least once since he's been with her.’

Her words were only making him more helplessy angry. 'l don't know anything about that, and | don't
want to.'

'Y ou should. It waswith your brother.'

Rufryd froze. He stared at her, shocked and furious. 'l don't believe you.'

'l saw them together myself once, Saphaeyender and Lynden in the woods; very cosy they looked.'

'You'relying!" Rufryd shouted. ‘Lynden loved Y somir. He loved her so much he wouldn't look at
another woman, let aloneaman. Asif Saphaeyender hasn't taken enough from me aready, youretelling
me he even took advantage of my brother? He wasjust aboy! It wasn't him!*

Ashtar rose from her chair, darmed at hisreaction. 'Rufryd, cam yoursdf. | thought you knew. It's
not important now, surely?

"Then why mention it? He pointed at her. 'Y ou're lying. Do you get some perverse pleasure out of it,
orisitjust that you 're jealous of Tanthe?

Ashtar's servants, a man and woman, stepped forward out of the shadows. ‘Do you need any
assistance, my lady? the man said softly.

'No, it'sdl right,' she said, composing hersdlf. ‘Leave us!’

'Don't bother,’ Rufryd said. "Finish your breskfast. I'm going. Have fun with your charming theatrica
cronies, Ashtar; you deserve each other.'

He strode past her, crossed the shaded marble loggia and went across the courtyard to the stables. A
narrow cloister gave on to asmaller yard enclosed by marble walls, with large |oose boxes aong two
sdes. At the sound of hisfootsteps, afine-boned dark head swung over the stable door to greet him,
nostrilsflaring, large black-tipped ears swivelling. Honest company, at last. His horse. Halcyon.

Or rather, his brother's horse. Rufryd still thought of the blue stallion as Lynden's. His own horse,
Sunhawk, had been killed underneath him in battle. So Rufryd looked after Halcyon instead, for Lynden.
The stdlion was of Sepheret stock, atdl, fine creature as swift asfire. Dark and light hairsroaned in his
coat to make him seem date-blue, the colour emphasised by the kohl-black of hisdender hard legsand
his mane and tail. He was good-natured, highly-strung, willing. Lynden had adored him.



The summer sky over the city was perfect; deep blue hazed with gold, the air soft and sweet like
blossoms. The flagstones shone like pearl; the mansions gleamed pae gold and ivory round Rufryd ashe
rode between them. Trees swayed, dangling exotic flowers from their branches. There were birds
everywhere; blue-doves clustering along the tops of walls, pointerslike little white arrows in the sky,
noisy bright red pipers squabbling in the treetops. Away to hisleft, the Amber Citadd shonedownin
golden splendour. Parione was the most beautiful place he'd ever seen, he couldn't deny that.

But the scars of the King'slast days had not been erased. Silt in the gutters, which still snaked down
from the building works on the hill, would eventudly be duiced away by the autumn rains. But the Ssump
of the unfinished Heliodor Tower remained, louring over the city, out of proportion and graceless.

Rufryd looked away. For the sake of that useless mongtrogity, their lives had been wrecked.

He found himself on the outskirts of the city, at the buria ground again. He was standing on aquiet
hillsde, with the birch trees softly sighing around him. Halcyon placidly tearing at the grass beside him.
The sgpling that marked Lynden'sgrave wasin full lesf.

'l don't belong here, Lyn," he said. 'It's what Tanthe wanted, not me. Now she'd got her pretentious
literary friends and her hero as her lover, and I've got nothing. But tell me, where am | supposed to go?
The only reason for going back to Riverwynde was to take you and Y somir home, and now | can never
do that. I've nothing else to go back for. They'll never understand what we saw and went through
together. | had no friends at home. How can | go back and tell Father you're dead, when you were the
only thingin life heloved? Hell only hate me more than ever for not saving you. Anthar'sballs, Lyn, what
in cursed Hellaxisam | supposed to do? He stood there for atime, staring at the silent tree.

Curang dead Garndlysfor taking Y somir away. Wishing with dl his heart that none of it had
happened, then Lynden would still bedive.

Some way off, awoman cleared her throat. He looked round and she called, 'Rufryd? Y ou weren't at
home. | thought | might find you here.’

It was Dawn. Dressed in the blue livery of an Amber Citadd officer, she came picking her way over
the dewy grass towards him. She'd been an actress in Saphagyender's company, but as different from
Asghtar as could be. Dawn was awarrior now. Her hair was red as copper, her fresh face sprinkled with
freckles. Rufryd was glad to see her. Now if she had seduced him instead of Ashtar . . . but no, she ill
wasn't Tanthe. Dawn was more like asister to him than anything.

Besides, she and her lover Mirias were the most devoted couple he'd ever seen. They were
everything he and Tanthe should have been. Kind, noble, open-hearted, idedistic, they'd fought bravely
in therebdlion, then given up the luxury of theeire life to dedicate themsalves to Helananthe's service.
Rufryd haf admired them for it, and half resented them. To give up fame and wedlth in favour of serving
the Queen, smply because they put Aventurias welfare above dl ese ... who could be so sdlf-sacrificing,
S0 Sckeningly good?

'l hope I'm not disturbing you,' she said.

'No, it'sdl right. | come here to get some peace.’

Dawn smiled. 'Dear old Ashtar not giving you any peece, then?

He sneered. 'She must think I'm anidiot. She keeps me for sex and in return | get fed and housed.’

'Areyou boasting or complaining?

Heturned on her. 'Y eah, gredat joke. | fed like abloody dog in akennd!”

Dawn looked shocked. 'Goddess, Rufe, why do you stay thereif you fed likethat? | tried to tell you
what she'slike but you wouldn't listen.'

'No, you'reright. It was my own vanity that took mein. ,Now I'm too proud to admit it. That and
trying to get back at Tanthe. Don't say anything to Tanthe, will you? | want her to keep thinking I'm
having awonderful life without her.'

Dawn dipped her hand through hisarm, her tone sombre. 'Actually, about Tanthe. That'swhy I'm
here. I've just been to see Saphagyender and she's not there any more.’

Rufryd turned to her, the corner of his mouth twisting. ‘What d'you mean, she's not there?

'‘Apparently she just upped and left. But she left |etters. One for Saph, one for Y somir and one for
you. Only Saph, thelazy sod, didn't bother delivering yoursand Y somir's. So | said I'd bring it to you.



I've got them both, actudly. | know he's still depressed after the battle but he really could have—'

'Where's mine?

Dawn took afolded parchment from thefolds of her cloak. Halcyon snuffed at it before she could
snatch it out of hisreach. 'Halcyon! Oh, he's dobbered onit, Rufe. Sorry.’

'Don't wipeit, you'll get grass stainson your lovely roya uniform. Here!" Rufryd took the | etter,
blotted it on his deeve and broke the sedl.

* * *
Dearest Rufe,

By thetime you read this| will have gone away. | don't know how long I'll be; afew
daysat the very leadt, but in case I'm longer, thisisto explain why. | hope we still care
for each other enough for you not to think it strange that | wanted to let you know.
Anyway...

Remember the little knife with the white stone, that | believed an Aelyr had givento
me, even though you inssted I'd just found it? I've seen him again, the mysterious Adlyr.
Severd timesin fact, each time begging more desperately for my help. So I'm going to
search for him. I'm hoping Eldareth will help, but if not, I'll go aloneand I'll search until |
find an answer. Asfor Sgph, hewon't understand why this couldn't wait. | don't redly
understand it mysdlf. All | know isthat if | don't do it now, it will betoo late. Wish me
luck!

See you soon. Lots of love,

Tanthe.

Rufryd gave a strangled gasp of despair. 'She'sjust gone off on her own? Why the hell didn't shetell
me? | would have gone with her.’

"Hmph. Why would she have asked you, when you went to such lengths to make her think you didn't
care? Dawn threw back.

'‘Damnit, thisisridiculous! Hang on, when did she leave?

I don't know, actudly,’ said Dawn. 'Didn't she date the letter?

Rufryd opened it again, deciphered the scrawled numerds at the top and swore. 'She's been goneten
days! Saphaeyender's sat on thisletter for ten days and couldn't get off hisarseto send it onto me.’

'l know, Rufe," Dawn said grimly, touching hisarm. 'I'm annoyed with him too. But isn't it Y somir we
should worry about? She's the one who has no ideawhy her sister hasn't visited her for so long.'

Half an hour later, Rufryd was storming into Saphaeyender's villaon Temple Hill, aflame with rage and
obliviousto Dawn following and trying to cam him down. Saphaeyender'sliving areawasacool,
blue-shaded room of white stone and lapis, edged with lattice screens and glowing green ferns. The
gentle sound of fountains floated in from his garden. Here he was holding court, encircled by ascore of
sycophants, some of them reclining on couches among the ferns, others on marble benches or even sitting
onthefloor at hisfeet, to Rufryd's disgust. The man himself was stretched out on along divan, dressed in
awhite robe sawn with slver leaves, thet fell around hislong dim form in perfect folds. He was looking
down into hiswine glass, laughing a something one of his hangers-on was saying. The scene was one of
perfect tranquillity and refinement, everything Tanthe had dreamed of ...

Rufryd went surging into the room, tearing the peace to rags. He stood over Saphaeyender and
grabbed the silver-worked edges of hisrobe. 'Y ou bastard!" he snarled. 'Y ou Goddess-forsaken,
motherless bastardV The poet stared up a him for an ingtant, stunned and indignant. Then Rufryd
dragged him to hisfeet and punched him, sending him flying backwards over the couch. Sephaeyender
crashed into atdl plant, sending leaves and earth raining over his polished floor. ‘That'sfor Tanthe!’
Rufryd ydled. '| haven't even started for Lynden!"

He dived after Saphagyender, and his hands were around the poet's throat, thumbs pressing into his
windpipe, and the great one was flushing purple, eyes bulging with hopeessnessand terror. Yet evento
have him at hismercy like this seemed meaningless. Rufryd's mouth opened and tears stung hiseyes, and



then adozen hands were pulling at him, dragging him off, helping Saphaeyender to hisfeet. Therest of
thefollowerswere on their feet, exclaming. Ashtar was among them but staying out of the way, her arms
folded.

‘Rufryd,' sghed Dawn, along way off.

Saphaeyender rose, swaying. Hislong dark hair wasin disarray, and blood dripped from his mouth to
dain the pristine weave of hisrobe. He gathered himsdf into a semblance of dignity and said evenly, 'l
take it I've done something to upset you.'

Therewasthe faintest ripple of amusement. Rufryd knew what it meant: "How witty our master is
and how foolish you are!" He glared round and caught Ashtar's eye; she looked livid. He took the letter
out of his pocket and waved it in Saphaeyender'sface.

This!

'Ah,' said Sephaeyender.

'Y ou bastard. Y ou knew Tanthe had gone and you did nothing. Couldn't even be bothered to give me
thisfucking letter!’

The poet opened his hands. 'Rufryd, I'm sorry. | forgot. | was going to send it to you but | didn't think
you would even beinterested—'

'Oh, redlly? He produced the second I etter, <till sedled. ‘And what did your great mind conclude
about Y somir? Y ou didn't think she'd be interested, either?

Saphaeyender's hectic colour drained away. 'I've had alot on my mind. | forgot, truly. I'm sorry.’

T'll tell her that, shdl 1?"Y ou've lain awake worrying for ten nights but never mind, Saphaeyender says
he's sorry"? He looked round at the others again, despising the way they mocked him, wanting to sear
their arch amusement to ashes. 'Any of you going to explain to her why that's funny?

There was silence. Saphagyender stood gasping for breath, dishevelled, hurt and lost for words; just
the way Rufryd had wanted to see him. And yet it hadn't changed anything. 'Y ou couldn't even leave
Lynden done, could you? he said harshly.

'‘Ah. So that'swhat thisis about. Who told you?

Rufryd half-turned, meaning to point at Ashtar, but changed hismind. Thiswasal pointless. Hisrage
was spent. '‘Doesn't matter,’ he spat. ‘Hope al your acolytes know how you use people and throw them
away. But you're the one who's got to live with what you are.’

He began to walk towards the door but Ashtar stopped him. She put her hand on his chest and her
eyeswere glittering with rage.

'How dare you embarrass me like this? she hissed. 'Thisisnot anidle party. We aretrying to slvage
what's | ft of the company; don't you know how important thet is, after everything I've said to you? If you
ever behavelikethisagan—'

'What? said Rufryd. 'Y ou can't threaten me. I'm leaving you.'

'Oh, no, you're not. I'm throwing you out.’

'Fine." He glanced around the faces of the company, who wererivetted by their exchange. Perhaps
they could useit in their next production. 'l know what | am to you. It'sanovelty, having abit of peasant
rough around, isnt it - aslong as| don't dare come out of my stable while your friends are there?
Forgotten what it'slike to degp on aforest floor and drink out of streams, have you?

Ashlar's eyes spewed fire. 'Y ou've got nowhereto go.'

It'sdl right, said Rufryd, looking into Sephagyender's horrified eyes. Til degp on my brother'sgrave!

‘Rufryd, wait," Saphagyender said, following him as he strode to the doorway. ‘L et me take the letter
to Y somir.’

I don't trust you.'

"Then well go together. Please. It'stheleast | can do.’

‘All right,’ Rufryd said icily. He took the letter from his jacket and placed it in the writer'slong, fine
hand. 'Y ou takeit. But I'll go to see her later, to make sure you turned up. And if anything happensto
Tanthe- I'll hold you to blame!’

‘Rufryd." Saphaeyender took another step after him, and his voice was hollow, desperate. 'l loved
your brother. But nothing sexua happened between us'!’



‘Nothing?

'l swear. But only because he wouldn't dlow it. | wanted to, but he wouldn't. Because | am everything
you said, and worse!'

Rufryd let go of abreath between histeeth, a snake's hiss. 'So that'swhy Tanthe left you. Cameto her
senses, at last.’

'It's not true that you have nowhereto go.” Dawn said as they walked along the street that wound
away from thevilla Rufryd was leading Halcyon. 'Why don't you cometo the Amber Citadel?
Helananthe would give you aposition just likethat, | know it. She would love to have you there!'

'She had abloody funny way of showing it. She seemed to forget Tanthe and me existed, once the
battle waswon.’

‘Rufe, have you any idea how much she hasto think about? Garnelys left the most unbelievable mess
for her to sort out. But you could be at the heart with us, helping to rebuild things!'

Rufryd felt only cold, indifferent. ‘With lots of charming Parionian courtiers? | don't think so, Dawn. |
don't belong there.'

'Well, where do you belong? she said, exasperated. I'm trying to help you.'

‘Don't bother! Go on back to your wonderful queen and leave me done!’

She stopped, her knuckles planted on her hips. "Y ou know, I'm trying very hard not to get angry with
you. I'm not Ashtar, I'm your friend. Shal | get Miriasto talk some sense into you, or would he be
wadting his bresth aswell?

'l don't need any sensetaking into me,' Rufryd said savagely. 'I'm not a specimen for Ashtar to keep
asapet, or Saphagyender to patronise, or you to "help” like I'm some poor wretch you found in the
gutter.'

Dawn gaped a him, but her indignation only made him colder. "Wéll, forgive me for caring about you,
but—'

‘Just fuck off, Dawn. Fuck off back to your paace.’

He walked away, but the cloud of blackness went with him. Even Halcyon aggravated him, striding
with such unquestioning trust at his side. Rufryd bresthed hard, looking up at the rosy sky and hating it;
not knowing why he couldn't seem to get enough air, nor why his heart droned like aheavy drumin his
chest.

He found himself going back the way held come, leading his horse up the hill towards the Temple of
Nepheter on the summit. Had the village beliefs ever helped him at home? Had he ever looked for the
god Anthar within himself, or asked the priestess Helwyn for advice? Never. At festivals, hed paid lip
sarviceto the gods at best. But now hisfeet led him to thetemple .. .

It was abeautiful building, pae golden as the sun, topped by a dome that seemed as weightless and
iridescent as a shell. Nepheter and Dyonis were worshipped here, but they were only Breyid and Anthar
by different names, the Great Mother and Her Consort, source of al wisdom.

He stood on the threshold, looking inside. The temple was bright, full of sunlight and dappled
rainbows. Flowers were strewn on the dtar, boughs of white blossom and tiny blue daisies. He could
hear priests chanting behind alattice screen, 'Dyon, Dyonis, Dyon, Dyonis, lord of laughter, lord of
joy..." And he saw the two statues, white as milk; Nepheter and Dyonis, looking exactly like two
graceful, smiling citizens of Parione.

His stomach twisted. There was no place here for hismisery.

A priestess came towards him, dressed in primrose and silver. She was small, sweet-faced. ‘Comein
and bewelcome,’ she said, her smile radiating warmth. 'Thereis aplaceto tether your horse. He's
beautiful, isn't he? Theréswater for him, and acup of winefor you. You aretroubled, | can see. If you
wish to make an offering or just to be silent, none will trouble you here; but if you wish apriest or
priestessto talk to you, or if thereisanything at al wemay doto helpyou .. .

‘Nothing,' said Rufryd, backing away. 'l made amistake.’

By dusk he had wandered deep into the lower levels of the city. Here the artisanstoiled, and smoke
drifted up from smithies and glassworks, and the air wasrich by turns with the scents of sawdudt... fish ...



overripefruit ... horse dung, flattened and smeared by cart wheels. He looked in through the wide-open
doors of afoundry and saw figures silhouetted againgt the orange blaze of the furnace. Hammersfalling,
sparksflying. The heet stung hiseyes. Surely it wasin aplacelikethishe belonged. ..

‘Borninthe city? said the broad, red-faced man who came to the door to see him.

‘No.'

"What apprenticeship have you done? What guild d'you belong to?

‘None,' Rufryd said. 'None.'

'Y'don't stand a chance. Try the street-cleaner's guild, they're always desperate.’ The man flapped a
large hand and vanished back into the blaze.

Rufryd wandered on, Hacyon walking patiently at hisside and lipping bruised fruit that had falen from
carts on to the pavement. Street-cleaning, he thought sourly. Has to be done and I'm not proud.

'No, Hake,' he said. "WEell go into the countryside. Find afarm, maybe. Therell be clear water and
good grass, and peace.’

A new odour threaded through the prosaic stinks of the city. Incense, rich and mysterious, catchingin
histhroat. He heard the surge of ariver running somewhere out of sight. Here were few buildings, only
flat dark spaces and rugged banks lining the unseen river and old, gnarled trees pushing up through the
flagstones. And before him rose another temple; twin-domed and black as night, with basdlt pillars
upholding the wide maw of the portico.

Dim red lights glimmered insde. He stood in the doorway and the incense snaked around him, burning
histhroat and eyes, wreathing him in musky resins. He heard voices chanting, so mournful that it drew
gooseflesh on his back and arms. He tasted darkness, dampness, salt.

The priestess who came out to him was the ugliest cresture he had ever seen; four feet tall and amost
aswide, her humped back rising behind her grey bedraggled head. Her robe was dusty black, striped
with red and white like trickles of blood and milk. She leaned on a staff that was carved in the form of
three intertwined serpents, crowned with an obsidian globe. Her eyes were clouded opals but she peered
a himasif catching himin her last clear dot of vison.

Thisisthe Temple of Nuth and Anuth, the beginning and theend.” she said. ‘Comeinsde, and
welcome!’



Chapter Four. The Amber Citadel

Helananthe had been steding herself to this moment for days. She must interview Y somir; the woman
who had killed King Garndlys.

The Queen wasin achamber high in atower of the Amber Citadd, waiting for the prisoner to be
brought to her. Mirias and Dawn - to whom she'd entrusted her persona security - and a couple of
palace guards stood silently on either side. She would have preferred to conduct the interview aone, but
as monarch she couldn't take the risk. According to reports, Y somir was calm to the point of apathy, but
there was no guarantee that she would not flare into frenzied violence a second time,

Helananthe hated thisroom. Thewalls of golden stone and the marble floor, even the light that fell
through the windows - al were tainted with death. Thiswas the room to which Garnelys had brought
young servants and conscripts, inssting that they amuse him with his bel oved board-game metrarch.. . .
innocent young subjects whom he then betrayed, dragging them into a hidden cell where he tortured and
killed them in the practice of adreadful sorcery.

She closed her eyes. Only now, asthethrill of victory faded, wasthe truth sinking in. Theterrible
things Garndlys had done to his own subjects .. . how could she square that with the grandfather she
remembered and loved? Above al el se she needed to know why, but her last chance to speak to him
had been torn away.

Garndys had died in thisluxurious ittle room. She had defeated his army and forced entry to the
Citadel, her soleintention to arrest him and demand an explanation. But sheld arrived minutestoo late.
Rushed in only to find him dead, the room awash with blood, and a young woman standing over him with
the knife still hi her hand, blood dl over her fine dress.

Death was splashed red dl over the walls and floor, soaked into the couch where hed falen. The
whole chamber shimmered with dark energies. Through the diamond panes of the window she could see
Thestre Hill where the stiimp of the unfinished Tower brooded paey over the city, the Tower Garnelys
had dedicated to the gods. Now the sight of it made Helananthe ill, but she forced herself to look. How
could such amongtrosity be demolished?

TheKing'sfunerd had been agrim affair, attended by officialswho had helped carry out his crue
orders, and by others who had opposed him and suffered for it. And still the citizens of Parione had wept
in the streets; both for the good king he had once been, and for the tragic way hisreign had ended.
Helananthe had wept with them, but now her eyes were dry and her mood dark.

Someone tapped on the door. The doors of golden oak swung open, and two female warders came
inwith Y somir between them. The prisoner was calm and dignified, dressed in asimple brown robe, her
tawny hair loose on her shoulders.

Helananthe stiffened. Thefirg time sheld seen this young woman legpt starkly into her mind. Blood
dripping from her face and hair, her eyeswild. Voicing insane clamsthat she had been Garnelysswife.
Clamsthat turned out, incredibly, to betrue.

Now Y somir was every inch the innocent, unspoiled country girl that her sister Tanthe described.
Incapable of harm.

'St down.” Helananthe said tonelessly. Shewasin agilded chair, but the seat she offered Y somir was
the bloodstained couch. Perhaps she was being cruel, but she couldn't overcome her rage and
incomprehension a Y somir's behaviour.

The prisoner hesitated, then sat on the very edge of the clotted seat. Her warders stood on either side
of her.

'‘Good day, Y somir,' said Helananthe. 'How are you?

"Very well, thank you, your highness,' Y somir answered guardedly.

It's"your magjesty”, infact, but I'll 1et it pass. Y our actions have prematurely made me Queen of
Aventuria

Y somir stared a her with guilel ess green-gold eyes. Helananthe suppressed the urge to strangle her.
Why was there no fear in her face?"Y our majesty. | beg your pardon.' How well-spoken shewasfor a



farmer's daughter, how unaffectedly graceful; Helananthe felt too tall and loud by comparison.

"Y ou recognise this chamber, | take it?

'Of course, maam. Thisiswhere Garnelys used to bring meto play metrarch.’

Thisiswhereyou killed him.'

Y somir lowered her eyes. She nodded. 'Y es, maam.’

'Y ou have never denied your guilt.

‘No, maam.’

"Y ou were caught quite literaly crimson-handed. Y ou stabbed my grandfather to desth with a
jewdled fruit knife, inflicting seventeen stab wounds upon hisbody. Y ou have confessed, verbdly and in
writing, that when you launched this attack upon him, the King was not threatening you but begging you
for help.'

‘All that | did, | have fredy admitted.’

Helananthe's mouth thinned. She was struggling to beimpartia; how could Y somir be so cdm?If only
the girl would seem defiant, distraught, anything! "The Nine Realms have long been peaceful, our people
law abiding, and our laws gentle and lenient. However, your crimeis of such an exceptiond nature that it
isone of the very few for which execution isautomatic.' She spoke harshly, willing Y somir to resct.
‘Since you were caught in the act and admitted your guilt, thereis no requirement for you to stand trid.
Doesn't this concern you?

The merest shadow creased Y somir's brow. ‘| accept my punishment. | deserveit.’

‘Execution?

Yes'

'Imprisonment for life?

‘Anything.’

The atmospherein the chamber was gdlid with tension. The guards and warders seemed to hold thelr
breath. 'So tell mealittle about yoursdlf, Y somir.’

‘All | haveto say, | have written down.'

'And I'veread it, but | want to hear it from your own lips. | want to understand why you killed him.’

The prisoner gave adight shake of her head. Thereésnot muchtotel. | livedinavillage cdled
Riverwynde and | was going to marry Lynden. | never asked to come here; Tanthe was the one who
wanted to leave home, not me. Last year the King took conscripts from Sepheret, but the quota system
meant they could take only one from Riverwynde. They took me because | could carve stone. They sent
me to work in the mines. Some of my friends werekilled in an explosion there. Then they sent meto the
Tower, where people died every day fromillness and accidents.

‘A figurein agrey robe used to come among the conscripts and if someone caught his eye he would
take them away, and they were never seen again. Everyone wasterrified of him. They caled him"Old
grey-bones'. One day hetook me, and | found the rumours were true. He was the King.

'For some reason he chose not to kill me as he killed the others. He seemed to need my company,
and when the Queen died he married me. | never thought for amoment that that made me queen or gave
meany dam—

It didn't, Helan said dismissively. ‘| checked. It was morein the nature of an unofficial wedding, a
hand-fasting."

'Still, he needed me - yet he never hid what he was doing.' Y somir's quiet voice wavered. 'He tortured
peoplein front of me. I watched him kill aphysician who had been kind to me. Sometimes he threstened
to do the same to me, but he dways relented, and begged my forgiveness. He seemed to think that if only
he could justify himself to me, that would makeit dl right - but how could it be?

She stopped. Helananthe said, 'l appreciate that you were afraid of the King and that he forced you to
witnessterrifying spectacles. However, you've admitted that he never actually harmed you in any way;
that he married you and kept you in luxury, and yet never laid afinger upon you, either inlove or
violence. That you knew he was deeply disturbed. That in the moments before his desth he was begging
you for help - and yet, in the moment when he might have been redeemed, you stabbed him!"

Helan curbed herself. She mustn't let her anger break loose.



I didwrong." Y somir turned her hands so they lay loosely, pams up on her thighs, asif shewas
looking for blood in the creases. 'l regret it, but | cannot undo what | did.'

'How true." Helananthe could be intimidating when she chose. She leaned forward, pinning Y somir
with her eyes. "The point isthis. Since you saw fit to murder my grandfather before | could spesk to him,
and since my poor grandmother is dead a0, you are dmost my only link to him. I must know what was
goingoninhismind.

Y somir shifted alittle. "All that | know, | wrote down.’

‘Not al, surdly.’

'l don't know what was going on in the King's mind! How could 1?1 only know what hetold me.’

Then what did hetell you?

The prisoner raised her right hand to clasp her left arm, asif shidding hersdlf. 'Gamelystold methings
that should never be repeated. Humiliating things that might reduce him in your eyes!'

‘Let me bethe judge of that.' In front of everyone ... 7 'Speak!" Helananthe snapped.

Y somir spoke, softly but clearly. 'For dl his childhood, Garnelyssfather King Arayth told him he
would never be agood enough king. Perhaps he meant to make Gamelys strive harder, or perhaps he
truly thought nothing of hisson. | don't know. But the result was that Garnelys thought himsdlf worthless,
and al hislife was spent gtriving to prove hisfather wrong. Thetruth isthat he hated himself.'

Helan recalled the kind, gracious man Garndlys had once been. That'simpossible.’

'No. He despised himself. He thought he was aweak king, and that no one would remember him. He
fdt.. . 'What?

'Impotent. Perhaps he literdly was; | was never that intimate with him.'

Helan's face turned hot. Y somir went on. "That's why he began the Tower. He thought that if he built a
great monument to Nuth, Mother of Life and Desath, it would give him the power he lacked. And more;
he thought that the only way to be remembered, and to control the way his subjects remembered him,
was never to die. If he built the Tower forever, he would live forever. And that waswhy he didn't careif
his heirs were dead. He said they were no longer needed.’

'Hetold you this? Agony to believe he had been so deluded, even though the evidence was blatant.
'Y es, maam.'

'‘And Laphaeome? What part did he play in this? Y somir's voice was quiet and precise asarazor,
and it echoed with a strange power that turned Helanantheice cold. ‘Garnelys couldn't bear to hurt those
he tortured. Afterwards he would befilled with remorse; hed weep, and beg me to save him from
himsdlf. He said that shedding their blood was the only thing that eased his pain, acompulsion he couldn't
control. But when he was torturing them, Laphaeome was aways there, smiling. He drank the pain that
Garnelys caused.'

'Was Laphaeome controlling Garnelys?

I couldn't say."

'Did Gamelys ever indicate to you that L aphaeome was ... Bhahdradomen?

Therewas a dtirring in the chamber, an inrush of shocked breath. But Y somir showed no reaction. 'l
knew L aphaeome wasn't human. It was so obvious, | don't know why no one dse saw it. If Garnelys
knew, he never admitted it. Or hewas blind to it. It seemed to me that Garndlysinitiated everything,
while Laphaeome just stood in the background, smiling.’

"When was the |ast time you saw Laphaeome?

Y somir thought. 'l can't recal. | waswith the King on the day of thefinal battle. He kept summoning
L aphaeome, over and over again, but Laphaeome didn't come. Garnelys grew more and more
desperate. | think he knew.'

'What?

"That Laphaeome had deserted him, and this meant the war waslost. The King couldn't believe his
own subjects had turned against him. It broke his heart, | believe, to know that hisfather had been right
and that held failed. He couldn't accept it.’

There was aqudity of impassve ceartainty to Y somir that Helananthe couldn't penetrate. More than
that, there was a power about her, aweird inner light. Frustration made Helan want to shock the girl,



redly frighten her.

'Ah, if only we could ask Gamelysthe truth directly! Perhaps now you understand that your action has
not only harmed the King's family, but put the whole of Aventuriaat risk. Y ou were obvioudy aware that
my army was on itsway, that Garnelys had been defeated and disempowered. So why did you choose
that moment to kill him?

Y somit'slvps patted. At Vast stve said, 'l did it lot Linden. It was Garnelyssfault hedied.

'Y et when you stabbed the King, you could not possibly have known of your lover's death!”

‘But | did.’ said Ysomir. 'l felt Lynden die. Hed comedl thisway to rescue me and then he died
before we even saw each other. | couldn't bear it. That'swhy | killed Gamelys.'

Her words did nothing to soften Helananthe. It would have been painful enough to hear that shedew
him in self-defence; worse to think it had been donein arush of selfish passion.

'Asyour sister has no doubt informed you, I've decided to spare your life. But | can't release you.
Whatever the King's crimes, it was not your place to act as his judge and executioner.'

Y somir looked at her hands, saying nothing.

Y ou will remain imprisoned in the Amber Citadd for life!

'Y es. Thank you, maam.’

Thank you? What sort of response was that? Helan frowned. "Take her back to her cell.” she
snapped.

Flanked by her warders, Y somir rose and |eft the room, her back straight and her face serene.
Helananthe dumped back in her chair, drained.

'Mirias, would you pour me aglass of wine, please?

He obliged. It felt odd to have him waiting on her, when she had used to admire him on the stage;
handsome, dark-haired, heroic. She'd long been in the habit of addressing him and Dawn asfriends, not
qaff.

Helan rose and stood at the window, sipping her drink. The interview had peeled back another layer
of skin, only to reved yet more roiling unpleasantness beneath. She was il no closer to discovering how
Laphaeome had insnuated himsalf into the King's confidence, nor why Garndys had needed him. It
concerned her more than she dared admit, to think that the Bhahdradomen had been involved.

Two hundred and fifty-one years ago, in the year 1500, great King Maharoth had defeated the
dreaded Ghaurthror of the FHies and exiled the Bhahdradomen forever. Hed turn in his grave to know
that a descendant of his had made such a stupid, letha mistake. Now it was 1751, the centuries counted
from the officia founding of the Amber Citadd by Queen Silana. A young citadd, by some standards. In
ashivery moment of superdtition, Helan wondered if it was not fatal arrogance to give up the older
Marocian cdendar, which would have made the year 36,124. So many of those seventeen hundred years
-meant to be anew age of glory - had been overshadowed by the Bhahdradomen. And now she feared
they dill were.

What amess her grandfather had left. Hed dismissed most of the trusted staff shed known in her
youth, in favour of salf-serving people like Lord Pod and Generd Grannen. He had even dismissed the
Council of the Sun Chamber, one hundred and forty eected men and women who represented the
people and tempered the monarch's decisions.

Many of these good people were missing. Secretly murdered at Garnelyss command, she suspected.

Every day she uncovered another ghastly layer of crimes he had committed. And dthough shewas
doing her utmost to salvage things, she had no one whose counsel she could trust. Rathroem, her friend
from the Serpent 1des, had been found dead just before the Battle of Hethlas Rim. Murdered by
Bhahdradomen hands, it seemed. An ominous sign that even Mediators were no longer sacrosanct.

She needed Bldareth. She longed for him to return with her mother and brother. Then there would be
lifeand familiar facesin the palace again.

Meanwhile there was too much to do. There were guilds and templesto pacify, the Sun Chamber to
be reconvened. Conscripts wandered miserably in the streets, with no means of going home; Garnelys's
defeated army rubbed uneasily against her own warriors, unsure whether to be friends or enemies. Even
the palace staff were a problem. She must judge who supported her and who resented her for



overthrowing her grandfather. Until her coronation took place, her authority was tenuous.

And worse, several thousand more of Garnelyss men were on their way home, pursued by the furious
folk of Thanmandrathor, who had aso risen against the king. What was going to happen when they
arived?

Another knock at the door. The aide Lord Derione camein.

'Y our mgjesty. Lord Podl is hereto seeyou. Y ou sent for him?

'Ah, yes.' Shetook adeep breath. Another difficult confrontation. 'Show himin.'

Lord Pod had been Garnelyss high chancellor, the one who implemented his most unpopular
decrees. Heglided in like an obelisk in pleated white robes, his black hair and beard precisely curled. His
face was marble, his eyes cold obsidian. Helananthe wastal but he till looked down on her. Shewas
glad, for thefirgt time, that sheld forsaken her favourite travelling clothes for these robes of gold and
purple silk. They might be uncomfortable, but at least she looked more or lessregd.

Your mgjesty.’ he said, sweeping a deep bow to her.

‘Lord Pod.” she responded. "Y ou understand why | asked you to meet mein this chamber in
particular.’

‘Maam?

Oh, he knew, but he was giving nothing away. 'l understand that Gamelys spent much of histime
here." She pointed to the chapel-like recess at the rear of the chamber, where astone bier stood. 'l
understand that he sat and played metrarch while my father Prince Galemanth's body lay upon that bier.
That he would take conscripts through that hidden door to torture and kill them.’

Lord Pod'sface glistened with unshed swest. 'Forgive me, maam, but | am not sure what response
you expect from me.’

Helananthe gritted her teeth. She wastrying very hard not to hate this man. ‘Lord Pod, | appreciate
that in your continuing loyalty to King Garnelys, you can't acknowledge anything that might cast himina
bad light. But | am hisflesh and blood, hisheir. We are dl on the same side. I'm smply trying to discover
thetruth.’

'l can assure you, maam, that | had no knowledge of any such activities by the King. It came as much
of ashock to measit did to you - if, indeed, these dlegations are true.’

'l didn't want to believe it either.’” she said heavily. 'But | have written evidence. | have spoken to
witnesses. Y ou only have to go down thereto fed it in the atmosphere. | want to know what made him
doit. I must know, for Aventurias sake!'

Pod went atouch paler. He said accusingly, 'Alas, that the one man who could have given you the
answerswas savagely murdered.’

Helan took adeep breath. 'My lord, | know that you loved the King. So did I. Thelast thing | wanted
wasfor him to die. My one desperate wish - hisdenia of which drove me to such desperate measures -
was to speak with him. Now that chance is gone. Y ou understand, don't you, that | need to uncover the
truth not for my own benefit, but for that of Aventuria?

'Of course’

'Y ou were his chancdlor. Didn't he take you into his confidence?

He bridled. 'Only in matters of state, malam. Not in personal matters. Those | believe he reserved for

'For the mysterious Lord Lgphaeome, who has vanished from the face of the Earth?

'l was going to say, for the Lady Y somir.” He soaked the word 'Lady’ in contempt. ‘L aphaeome was
the architect of the Tower.’

'Did you know Laphaeomewell, Lord Pod?

‘Hardly a dl.

'How did he strike you?

The obsidian eyes narrowed. 'He was aquiet man.’

'Quiet? Helananthe fdt like laughing hystericdly. 'Quiet? Y ou have heard that we believe he was only
posing asaMediator? That he wasin fact... Bhahdradomen?

Pod stiffened. Insdetherigid edifice of hisbody she glimpsed atiny soul, pompoudy armoured



againg hisfears. 'Impossble’

"Why? Because you know for afact he was human? Or because you dare not believe it? No answer.
Shewent on, 'Since | can't speak to my grandfather, | would dearly like to interview Laphaeome.’

'He cannot be found, maiam.’

‘But if he should regppesr . . . It'sunlikely, | know. But | will get to the bottom of thisl' Shetook a
step closer to Pod. 'Tell me honestly, my lord ... How do you redly fed about what | did?

Heblinked; it was dmogt aflinch. 'Maam, | ... | am sure that you acted for the good of Aventuria.'

'l didn't intend to depose him. Only to act asregent in his stead, while he rested. | serve Aventuria'

'‘Asdo |." Hedipped hishead. 'And if | may continue to serve you as | did your grandfather, maam, |
am yours to command, body and soul Lord Poel wastrying to survive, sheredised. Had herelished
Garndlyss dark turn of mind and the exhilarating powersit gave him - or had he smply been doing his
duty? Helan sensed that Podl hated her, yet he waswilling to grove in order to hold on to those powers.
.. perhaps thinking that as she was S0 young to take the throne, only twenty-eight, he could manipulate
her and she wouldn't even know?

Or perhaps he'd be agood, efficient servant. But it was Poel who had ordered the demolition of the
Old Royd Theetre. Podl who'd implemented the conscription of thousands of Aventuriansto the davery
of the mines, the quarries and the Tower itsdlf. Poel who'd stood barring her way to the Amber Citadd,
inggting that Garndys refused to see his own granddaughter.

'Y ou always hated the theatre, didn't you? she said softly. 'Hated people who were spontaneous and
creative and full of life. Y ou so enjoyed telling Saphaeyender that it was dl to be pulled down around his
ears!

Hiseyeswere dots of black firein the stone face. 'l was merely carrying out the King's orders. If you
have no place for me within the Amber Citadel, | shal be gone within the hour.'

'Don't leave yet,' she said ominoudy. Y ou will beinformed of my decision by thisevening.'

Once Lord Poel had gone, she sent her guards and even Dawn and Mirias out of the room. Then she
turned to Derione. He was a sensible, good-humoured man approaching middle age, histhick blond hair
streaked with silver at the sides. His ancestors were from Noreya, northern land of forests and secretive
but kind people. She was trying to gauge whether or not she could trust him.

'Derione,’ she said, 'Y ou worked with Lord Podl. What sort of man is he - benesth the surface, |
mean?

He smiled. 'l found him pompous, vain and aggressive. However, heisextremely loyd; one might say
mindlesdy s0. Hismain concern is keeping his status now the King is gone; he's frightened, and that will
make him malleable. Keep him close a hand and | believe he will prove a dependable aide.”

‘Dismiss him, and he could make a dangerous enemy? Helan added.

'Quite’

I see,' shesaid. 'l heard that Podl's parents were actors. His arrival was a great inconvenience to their
careers and so they abandoned him as an infant, to be brought up by an uncle whom he grew to loathe.’

I heard the same story,’ said Derione.

'It makes one wonder, doesn't it, whether he had persona reasons for taking such joy in the
demolition of the thestre? | wonder how many other irrational persond grudges he holds?

They looked at each other in quiet, mutual understanding. 'l don't think he's abad man at heart,’ said
Derione.

'l doubt Saphaeyender would agree with you. We are dl twisted in someway, but... do | want
someone working for me who would carry out such a heinous command without question? On the other
hand, Poel will be expecting meto dismiss him. | don't want him brooding, storing up grudges against me.
| could have him arrested, but that would look asif | fear him, which | don't.’

'And it would set an awkward precedent. There were many who worked unquestioningly for King
Garnelys. | was among them.' There was asharp irony in histone, which she gppreciated.

‘Lord Derione, | understand that when Garnelys was about to send his army against the rebels, you
cautioned him againgt it. Y ou pointed out that to make war on his own subjectswould rupture the
Xauroma'



He looked surprised. "Yes, | did, maam. Hedidn't listen.’

'But you tried. That shows me your heart isin theright place, even under duress. Derione, | am going
to make you my chancdllor.

He seemed stunned, and touchingly happy. 'Maam -1 don't know what to say. I'm honoured. But
Lord Pod?

'Oh, don't worry about him. I'll find some minor administrative post for him. Y ou will be his superior
from now on. How d'you think hell like that?

Six miles east of Parione, the exhausted army of Thanmandrathor halted and made their last camp.
They werein gght of their god. The straggling remains of Garnelyss army had vanished into the outskirts
of the city, or been overtaken and left behind. The Than'drathians victory seemed complete.

In the evening light, Mawrdreth and his sster Brang'elin climbed a hill and saw, for thefirst time, the
glorious golden hills of Parione with its magnificent crown: the Amber Citadd.

Mawrdreth put hisarm round Brang'elin'swaist. She had fought and travelled fiercely, but now, as
sherested againgt him, hefdlt her profound tiredness. They stood for along timein silent awe; two tall
figuresin green and bronze, their hair lying in glossy brown plaits over the lesther and gold of their
breastplates.

'Herewe are," he said. 'No one has come to stop us.'

They were the son and daughter of Duke Tasg of Thanmandrathor, and they had led their makeshift
army in an unthinkable rebellion againg the King.

'Do you think the Citadd could be ours? she said softly.

That depends on whether they receive us asfriends or enemies!

'All I know isthat the Paranians will never do thisto usagain,' Brang'din said, soft and fierce. 'Never.
| should rather we broke the Nine Realms apart than let them conscript and misuse our people as daves!'

Mawrdreth was silent for awhile, hisarm round her shoulders. The Amber Citadel stood bright and
impervious asthe dow gold of the sunset deepened to apricot. 'According to rumour, Garnelysis dead.
We weren't the only onesto rebel.’

'Wel? shesad. 'l shdl say to the new monarch all that | would have said to the old. Our father
deservesno less!

Helananthe wandered a one through the convoluted layers of the Amber Citadd.

This pa ace had been home to Helananthe all her life, but now it felt different. Fleeing in fear of her life,
returning to usurp her own grandfather, finding him and her beloved grandmother and father al dead . . .
These events couldn't help but pull everything out of shape.

Towering walls and battlements encircled the yearning spires of the paace, a shining crown on
Parione's greatest hill. The soft sky poured its balm over the amber walls. Insde, the palace wasthe
same asever. Itslofty corridors were panelled in amber, tiled with swirling marbles, jewelled with
pricelessworks of art framed in gold leaf. Asachild sheld run and did aong these corridors and played
on the Sgpphire Throne itsalf, making the walls echo with laughter. But now the palace smply ... echoed.

How empty it felt. Helananthe was painfully aware of the vast responsibilities that were hers. Uniil
Eldareth came back, she had no oneto confide in. Since he'd refused to become her husband, perhaps
she could not confide him ever again ...

Eldareth was an enigma, even to her. Hed become something of alegend for hisepic travel s across
Aventuria, hisfriendship with the Shadahyr, and hiswork with Sgphaeyender. When Helananthe had firgt
met him, Eldareth had been Ssphaeyender's|eading actor at the Old Royal Thestre, and (legend had it,
though he denied it) the inspiration for some of Sgphaeyender's heroes. Then at the height of hisfame
held left; untouched by adulation, and too restless by nature to stay in one placefor long.

By then he and Helan werein love. When he resumed histravels, she went with him and embarked on
the wildest times of her life.

Againg her family'swishes, of course. Eldareth had no noble blood; his past was unknown, and so
on. Long ago her father had warned her that he would not make a suitable consort for afuture queen.



Now she saw that he had been right, for Eldareth was still too restlessto marry. The prospect of kingship
had made him race in the opposite direction.

Helan cursed. The very attributes for which she loved Eldareth dso made him impossible.

She left the Sate apartments and descended to the lower levels, pausing to chat with any staff she met.
She wanted to befriend them, to reduce therisk of unpleasant surprises. Presently she found hersdlf ina
long, curved corridor, plain compared to the state rooms but still gracefully decorated. Lamps burnedin
golden globes aong the low ceiling and the wals were lined with closed doors. These were guest
quarters, where in happier times the family and friends of the palace staff had been permitted to stay.

She suppressed ashiver. Garndlys had used these rooms for the conscripts he brought from the
Tower. Kept them in luxury afew days, until he was ready to use them.

Helan began to open one door after another, finding the rooms empty. As she made her way aong,
she became aware of a strange sound, a chanting. She stopped, listened; yes, it was awoman'svoice,
uttering what sounded like an invocation to the Goddess. She went onwards, and as she came round the
gentle curve of the corridor she saw alamp burning and afemae warder standing sentindl outside the
very last door, which was sat facing her intheend wall.

As Helan approached, the warder - a handsome woman of middle years - |looked suspicioudy at her.
'Can | hdpyou, my lady?

'‘What are you doing here?

'Guarding a prisoner, my lady.'

'Whoisit?

I'm only alowed to discuss that information with those in authority.'

I don't believe I've seen you before, Helananthe said. 'It's obvioudly rather remote down here, but
you do know, don't you, that Garnelysis dead?

'Y es, my lady, but no one has changed our instructions so we are guarding the prisoner until someone
in authority tellsus otherwise!

'Well, | am the new queen,’ Helananthe said with awry amile. ‘Isthat authority enough for you?

Redlisation dawned on the warder's face. Flustered, she dipped her head.

Your mgesty - I'm sorry, | didn't know.’

It'sdl right, it's been happening al day. The prisoner?

It isthe High Priestess Ariolne of the Temple of Nuth, maam.’

Now it was Helananthe's turn to be shocked. The priests and priestesses of Nuth were sacrosanct.
'What? What?

‘She was placed here at the late King's command amost two years ago,’ said the warder, flushing. 'l
don't know why.’

"Two years! Let me see her.’

The warder unlocked the door. As Helananthe stepped through, she saw awoman standing in the
centre of the room with her armsraised, her back to the door, her raven hair shining against the
dusty-black shegth of her robe. Incense curled around the room; candilight gleamed on the gilded
furniture and silken rugs. Before Helananthe said anything, the woman ceased her invocation and turned.

Shewas dmost astall as Helananthe, with avery strong, sculptured face for which 'beauty’ was too
weak aword. Her dark eyes and black brows were striking againgt the ivory of her complexion; she
looked a bit like Eldareth, aquiline. Helan had seen her before at state occasions, spoken to her afew
times, but aside from thisthey barely knew each other. The priestess regarded Helananthe with stony
composure.

'Good Reverend Mother Ariolne? said Helan, inclining her head.

Ariolne returned the gesture. 'Princess Helananthe, Good day to you, and blessings.’

'l undergtand that my grandfather King Garnelysimprisoned you.'

'Hedid.' The priestesss mouth twitched sourly at one comer. '‘And | have no complaint at my
treatment. Only at being deprived of my liberty and contact with my temple.’

Her situation and her dignity embarrassed Hel ananthe beyond words. The clergy of Nuth were aclass
apart, asrevered and respected as Mediators. Garnelys seemed to have lost his grasp of that concept in



the most disastrous way. 'Good Mother, | don't know whether the warders have told you but my
grandfather and my father Prince Gaemanth are dead, therefore the respongbility of the throne hasfdlen
to me. Please tdl mewhy you are being held here!’

The priestess stiffened. Therewaspain in her eyes. 'l know that your father is dead, your majesty.
Prince Galemanth sought sanctuary in my Temple but was run to ground by the King's henchmen and
murdered therein front of me. | am here because | had the audacity to make acomplaint to the King
about it.’

Helan's eyebrows rosein disbelief. 'He imprisoned you -for complaining?

'Garndlys desecrated the sanctity of Nuth's Temple in the most obscene manner,' the priestess said
softly. Then he hid me away asif to hide hisown shame.’

I'mterribly sorry,' Helan said, opening her hands. 'Priestesses from the Temple told me you had
vanished, but they feared you were dead. Y ou are free to leave as of this moment, of course. I'm doing
everything within my power to repair the damage my grandfather did.'

Then | wish you luck and Nuth's blessing, maam. But if mutua trust between the monarchy and the
priesthood istorn apart, | doubt that it can ever be repaired.’

Ariolne's ominous tone made Helananthe uncomfortable. The priestess seemed so much older and
wiser than she was. '‘Good Mother, | understand your anger. I'm angry, too, especidly at my father's
untimely death. Thereis much work to be done, and whatever it takes to restore good relations between
us, | will do. In return | would appreciate your counsdl, asistraditiona between the Temple of Nuth and
the Amber Citadd.'

The priestesss mouth softened alittle, but her eyes burned. 'Are you sure? People often find the truth
unpalatable, and monarchs are no exception.’

'I'm sure." Helananthe held out her hand. 'Come, you're free to go home. I'll take you up to the royal
guest gpartments, and you can eat and rest there while | arrange for a carriage to take you back to the
Temple. We cantalk aswego.'

Ariolnevery nearly amiled. 'Thank you, my daughter,’ she said.

Asthey made their way through the Citaddl, Helan found hersdlf telling the priestess all that had
happened. ‘I must know the extent of Bhahdradomen involvement in this;' she said. There's something
Y somir isn't telling me, but | couldn't squeezeit out of her. I'm tired of questioning the wretched girl. To
be honest, | can't stand the sight of her.’

‘Why?

‘Because she'sno one, and yet in killing my grandfather, she wastaking it upon hersdlf to act like a
god. Because she gives methe shivers. She'snot dl there! No, it's not that. She's too knowing.'

‘But you must face her,' said Ariolne. 'Y ou must do many thingsthat you don't like. Tak to her again.’

'No. | can't waste my time.’

Thenignore my counsd, but you will regret it. Y somir isthe key to this!'

Frowning, Helananthe looked Sideways &t her. Ariolne's eyes contained sparks of red, asif they
reflected atemplefire. 'How do you know?

'Otherwise your fedlings about her would not be so fervent. If you used your ingtinct, you would know
it too. Maam, your coronation hasn't taken place yet, hasit?

'No."

'l thought not. Y ou mustn't delay it any longer.'

‘But I'm waiting for my mother and brother and my ... my dearest friend to come home. | can't be
crowned without them present.’

Ariolne shook her head, her face harsh with disapproval. Helananthe was beginning to find her more
intimidating than her own father had been. 'Y ou should. Y ou mugt.'

'Why? She had afedling that she knew what the priestess was going to say.

The Xauroma. The covenant between the monarch and the land must be remade without delay. Until
you have sworn your fedlty to the Xauroma during the coronation, the ceremony of initiation cannot take
place, and until then you will have no true understanding of the nature of the covenant, and therefore no
true authority to act initsname. Y our ingtinctswill be awry and your decisonsineffectud .’



Helananthe took a deep, impatient breath. Thiswasthe last thing she'd wanted to hear. She so
wanted Eldareth and Ghiseymathere at her coronation, wanted it to be agreat and joyous occasion, not
something rushed like a secret wedding.

It'sjust aceremony. | already know the Xauroma. I've fdt it, I've touched the xauroth sphere.’

'And that's more than you should have done, without proper initiation. Y ou are deluding yoursdlf, my
daughter. A newborn child can wonder at the glitter of jewels, but has no ideawhat he'slooking at.
Whatever you think you know, | promise you that until your true entry into the mysteries, you are
working with the understanding of an infant.’

Helananthe was offended. 'For an infant, then, | think I'm doing reasonably well sofar.'

'l did warn you that my counsal may not be what you want to hear,' Ariolne said crisply. 'Also, you
cannot sit upon the Sapphire Throne until you are crowned.'

I know." She took a deep breath. 'Very well, good mother, | did ask for your advice. It's not what |
planned, but I'd better be crowned as quickly as possible. Arrangements could take weeks, though.'

'No," said Ariolne. 'Once we set thingsin motion, you can be crowned within seven days.”

Reding inwardly, Hel ananthe decided to ask nothing else for the time being. She couldn't admit it, but
initiation into the Xauromawas the one thing she dreaded.

They were entering the upper levels of the palace now. Asthey waked down the long, bright gallery
that led towards the Sun Chamber and other state rooms, Derione appeared and came striding towards
her, looking anxious.

'Y our mgjesty, I'vejust received some news. | couldn't find you.'

'Wdll, here| am. What isit?

The deputation from Thanmandrathor has entered Parione. They are on their way to the Amber
Citadel now. They are demanding to see you, and our messengers report that they are furious. What
should | say to put them off?

‘Nothing," said Helananthe. 'Welcome them, feed them, and bring their leaders to the Sun Chamber.
I'll bewaiting for them.’



Chapter Five. Falthorn

'l am Falthorn, your uncle,' said the dark-haired Aelyr. 'Y our father's brother.’

He clasped her hands and the moment seemed to stretch out forever. Tamhe watched in atrance of
amazement asthe othersfollowed him into the forest hall. Aelyr men and women, fifty or more. She
remembered her mother describing a procession of Adyr she'd seen years ago. 'The light around them
was a pale glow and it sparkled like a field of stars. . . All these veiled figures moving slowly
against this soft shining light. . ." and the breathless excitement stirred by those words now rushed
through Tanthe like flame. Theimage was just as sheld imagined yet different; these Aelyr were not veiled
in evanescent grey, but dressed in black and blue, violet and slver. They camein like the night sky,
velvet-dark but full of stars. The crystadline music of the night grew louder asif it travelled with them,
wrapped around them in spirds of light. Suddenly the music seemed to plungeright insde her. Thiswas
rea and shewasin the midst of it! Her whole body thrummed with arush of wonder and fear.

'Can she remember anything? Fathorn said, turning to Auriel.

Auriel shook hishead. Helooked anxious, but so lovely, hisauburn hair floating around his shoulders.
'Only her human life. Nothing gpart from that.’

‘Not even her name?

'My nameé's Tanthe!' she said, indignant at them talking across her.

'Of course. A perfectly good human name.” said Falthorn.

Two of the Aelyr were coming towards her, aman and awoman in silvery robes. They were asrega
asaking and queen, their hair brushed back from long, radiant, alien faces. Falthorn turned, holding out
his hand to them.

'My mother Lady Cidlemne and my father Lord Valthiell. Y our grandparents. Look, hereis Auridl's
gder a lagt!'

She felt she should bow, wasn't sure it was correct, ended up giving an awkward dump of her
shoulders. Closeto, their faces were as smooth as pearl; there wasllittle to hint at their age except their
proud carriage, their aura of power and authority. The man's hair was dramatically streaked with black,
sted grey and white; the woman's dark brownish-black, like Tanthe's. She had ajewd in the centre of
her steep forehead, the same deep blue as her irises, like athird eye.

They didn't smile. They didn't even touch her. They smply regarded her with intense searching
interest, until shefet she would melt under the heet of their gaze.

'Can she remember her Adlyr name? said Lord Vathidl at last. Even hisvoice sounded dien. High
and powerful like ahorn, full of strangerich notes. My grandfather? Tanthe thought. A very far cry from
her human grandfather Osforn, the gardener, salf-contained and gnarled as alittle oak tree. Even further
from her other granddad, the generous but drunken Lan.

‘Alas, no," said Falthorn. "We are not sure she was ever given one.’

'Of course shewas given one’” said Vdthidl. Tdthaiorn and Fiomir must have named their own child.'

The names resonated. Talthaliorn, Fiomir. She couldn't think of athing to say, but they didn't seem
to require any response from her. They stared at her asif from agreat height, and then they turned away,
and others were coming past. People as strange and beautiful as Auriel, some of them smiling, some
daing.

'Y our cousins, Ogtarial and Alviath, Faerlim and Niaorn Tanthe was confounded; it would take time
to remember al their names, to put them to the right faces. Some of them kissed her hand, some her
cheek; her skin shivered where they touched her, asif some of their light had attached to her skin.

She was amazed at being the centre of their attention. All these shining beings, who were no taller than
humans yet seemed so by their grace and presence, these soft moving crestures of violet, slver and
black, who were one moment like shadows and the next iridescent as dragonflies ... it was one thing to
betold they were her family, quite another to believeit.

Tanthe stood there in sheer dishelief. Shefdt likelaughing. She bit her lip, her shoulders shook. This
was absurd. Completdly. Shetried to catch Auriel's eye but he was looking straight through her asif hed



seen aghost. Do the Aelyr believe in ghosts? she wondered.

Time made another of its odd rushes forward, and now the Aelyr were taking seats dl aong the
centrd table. Several men and women were passing down the table, setting places and arranging dishes
of strangefruit. Not servants. . . two of them had just been introduced as her cousins.

That reassured her alittle. It appeared that everyone took turnsto do the work, like at homein
Riverwynde.

'‘Come, dine with us, Tanthe," said Falthorn. "We have much to talk about.'

'Yes,' Tanthe said numbly. 'Do we? She was aware of her less than clean travel-gear standing out
among their robes. 'I'm not redlly dressed for dinner.’

It doesn't matter. Aurid will find you arobe later. Theré's only one courtesy we require of you, which
isto give your sword and bow to Ogtarial. He will take them to your chamber for safe-keeping.’

'Oh... of course.’

She did as he asked. Ogtarid raised his eyebrows as he took the long, silver-white Shaelahyr blade
from her in its scabbard, but made no comment. Then Fathorn said, ‘Come’

Heled her to the table, and bade her sit down. Vathiell and Cielemne were side by side at the head
of the table. Falthorn placed Tanthe at the end of the bench nearest to them, with Auriel next to her.
Fathorn sat opposite. Next to him was her supposed cousin, Odtaria, awatchful young man with grey
eyes and dark hair. She saw no indication that he was Fathorn's son, nor any hint that Falthorn was even
married; how these ‘cousins related to each other or to her was anyone's guess.

The chandeliers werelit, each branch-tip sparkling white. Lamps shone on the woven walls and aong
thetable. The vault of the hall vanished in blue darkness, but the table was an idand of light that
shimmered on goblets of slvery-iridescent glass and glowed on the shining faces of the Adlyr.

Fathorn took awhite carafe and poured pale wine into their goblets. 'To Tanthe, thelong-lost,’ he
sad, smiling into her eyes.

All the Adlyr raised their glassesto her. She flushed with pleasure and embarrassment. Food was
offered to her -soft vegetable shellsfilled with grains, pieces of white cheese, strange-tasting gold and
purplefruits - but she ate absently, barely registering the succulent flavours, dl her attention fixed on the
Adyr.

It seemed to be Falthorn who did most of the talking. She'd never sensed such confidence and power
in anyone before. Not even in Elrill, thelord of the Shaelahyr. There was something hypnotic, almost
exhilarating about his certainty. Vathidl and Cidemne bardly said anything, and she had the impression
that Falthorn wastesting her, while they sat in sllent judgement.

'Our people are cdled the Vaahyr, he said. 'Have you heard of us?

Sheracked her brains. 'No, I'm sorry. | know the Shaeglahyr There were soft but distinct hisses of
disapproval. Ogtarid said, 'Ah, that would explain the sword.'

Fathorn laughed. "Y ou know, then, that not all Aelyr are the same. The Shaglahyr areasmall group
and there are others; but the VVaahyr are one of the main eretrue of Verdanholm. Y ou see only a handful
of ushere!

'Eretrue? sad Tanthe,

Theplurd of eretru, whose meaning lies somewhere between "race”’ and "clan”, | believe. The
Vaahyr are your father'sfolk, but your mother's eretru was the Fhelethyr.’

The Fhelethyr ... arethey very different to you?

'Not greetly, said Falthorn. They inhabit different areas of Verdanholm and they are moreinclined to
maintain tieswith Aventuriawhich have aritua symbolism for them. We are different, asthe races of
Earth are different, but we are dl till Adyr.

Again Tanthe recalled her mother's description; awoodland procession of Aelyr whosevells
appeared grey, but shonein rainbow hues when you looked more closely. She wondered, were they
Fhelethyr my mother saw?

'So none of my - none of Fiomir'sfamily are here?

I'm afraid not.'

'And Tdthaiom and Fiomir themsdlves. . . you don't know wherethey are?



‘Alas, | wish we did. We hoped that you might hel p us discover what has become of them.’

‘But | told Aurid, | have no memory of anything other than being human. Forgive me, but that'swhy |
find it so hard to accept | could be one of you. Sometimes | think I'm on the verge of remembering, but it
goesagan.'

Fathorn reached across the table and touched her hand. 'Don't distress yourself. We would be asking
you to remember atime before you were even born, or rather to cal up the race memories of the Adlyr,
which ishard for us sometimes. Would you like to remember, Tanthe?

'Can you make me? she gasped.

It'spossible, but | would be reluctant to attempt it. It could be dangerous, with no surety of success:”

Theideaaarmed her. '| don't think I'm ready.” she said quickly. 'I'm used to being Tanthe, | know
who | am. I'm not sure | want my identity to change so drastically.’

'Well, that'swise of you," he said, pressing her hand as he released it. 'It's probabl e that when you are
ready, the knowledge will return of its own accord. Meanwhile thereis no pressure upon you to
remember. All wewant isfor you to be comfortable among us. Pedl at home here, for indeed, thisisyour
home!'

Tm confused, Tanthe said. The wine was hel ping her to grow bolder. 'Aurid told me he couldn't
leave. So areyou dl imprisoned here? Isit something to do with the Bhahdradomen?

Therewas aripple of shock as she uttered the word. Valthiell and Cielemne looked sternly at each
other, but Falthorn appeared unmoved. 'Did Aurid tell you that?

"Wl no, not as such. | kept asking him questions but he couldn't or wouldn't give me a straight
answer.'

Falthom started laughing, while Auriel looked at the table. Thetruth is, Tanthe, that for along time
Auriel was searching for you in secret. He thought we would be angry at what he was doing - asindeed
we were, purely because we were concerned that he might endanger himself. However, even though he
feared wed disgpprove of him bringing you here, he perssted in trying to find you. But asyou see, we
are more than happy to welcome you. In fact, it means more to us than you can know.’

She gave an amazed laugh, moved and ridiculoudy happy. 'Oh, Auridl, she said, gripping his hand
under thetable. 'l have had some extraordinary timeslately, but | think thisisthe best.’

Fathorn looked sombre again. 'Wereflattered, but | should add that things are not perfect here.
Auriel did not completely midead you about the ... the Bhahdradomen. Although Verdanholm
corresponds to your world in many respects, it isnot solid like Earth. It isamorefluid realm.

Thispart of it is, shal we say, tenuoudy connected to therest and it isdifficult, if notimpossbleasa
rule, for any of usto reach Earth from here. However, thisis not directly the doing of the Eaters. The
Vaahyr have donethis, isolated ourselvesin order to protect ourselves from them.’

Tanthe was darmed. 'But | thought they were only adanger in Aventuria. Not here.’

Two bright stars shone in Falthorn's eyes. They are dangerous everywhere, Tanthe. It has been
Aventurias mistake to underestimate the danger, to ridicule them rather than respect them, to let them live
in Vexor rather than destroying them utterly . . . Ah, you shiver. | don't mean to frighten you, but it'sthe
truth. They were never crushed. They have only been dormant, like spores. Now they are ftirring again.'

'I know," Tanthe said. Sheld been rubbing her upper armsin areflexive gesture against hiswords.
Now she lowered her hands and sat up Straight, wanting to prove to these people that she was not afraid,
not ignorant. 'l don't know whether you're aware of it, but they've been active on Earth, too.'

'Weve heard little of Earth for along time. What has happened?

She began to tell them al she knew. How she, Rufryd and Lynden had come across a pocket of
Bhahdradomen in the Forest of Ardharkria, dead trees and Sterile soil spreading like astain from their
abode. How they'd discovered that there were pockets of Bhahdradomen al across the continent,
alowed to remain by secret clausesin the peace treaty after the War of the Silver Plains.

"Thisis not common knowledge,' said Falthorn.

'No,' said Tanthe. If it had been, the people living around them wouldn't have stood for it. Some have
been paid to keep quiet about it; that includes the Duke and Duchess of Sepheret, my own relm. There
may not be many of them but | think they're like pockets of marsh-



gas, just needing atouch of flameto explode. But it'sfar worse. It's believed that the Bhahdradomen
were actudly hdping the King. Their ghelim, their shape-changers, came invisibly with Garnelysstroops
to enforce the conscriptions. One of them killed my uncle. My human uncle, | mean. And they appeared
ontheKing'ssidein battle.

'Inwhat form?

'As - asdraaks. Great flying creatures that hunt like hawks but have scaleslike lizards—' 'Y es, yes,
draaks, dragon-hawks. | have seen them.' 'But these ghelim. They looked like draiaks but you could
tell they were something ese. Something ... horrible!’

"They say that those with eyesto see can dwaystdl,’ Fathorn said softly.

Tanthe thought of Lynden, who had become so sengitive to the Bhahdradomen it dmost drove him
mad. 'And they can make others see, too.'

Vadthiel spoke, startling her. 'Y ou say they helped the king? Was he aware of their nature when he
accepted their help?

'Father,’ said Falthorn, 'I hardly think we can expect Tanthe to know that."

They didn't know she'd fought with Helananthe and entered the Amber Citadel; she hadn't reached
that part of her story. 'It's believed they must have tricked him, because he can't possibly have summoned
them on purpose. Unfortunately Garnelys can't answer because he was killed before anyone could
question him." Killed? said Vdthiell.

Tanthe decided not to mention Y somir, in case they began to think shewas making it al up. 'His
people rose againg him in the end. It was the only way we could stop him. We have anew Queen, his
granddaughter Helananthe. But now dl sign of the ghelim has vanished, and no one seemsto know the
truth of what went on." ‘It sounds amess,' said Falthorn.

'No,' Tanthe said defensively. 'We are at peace again. Maybe the Bhahdradomen tried it on, then got
cold feet and fled. Elrill said they are fuming because they know they have no real power.'

'Well, | st little store by anything Lord Elrill says." Falthorn folded his arms on the edge of the table
and looked keenly at her, asif debating with an equal. That swelled her confidence. They have been
dangerousin the past and they will be dangerous again, believe me. For thousands of years they attacked
Verdanholm, devouring our realm. Now it's begun again.’

'Devouring ... ?

The Eatersis adeceptively innocuous but deadly accurate term for them. That's what they do. They
consume life to the bare bones, even consume space itsdlf, but at the end of it they are dlill thin, ill
hungry.

The hatred and passion in his eyeslashed physically at her. 'Well, if it'strue and they are coming back,
I'll give everything, I'll even give my lifeto stop them!'

'I know you will, Tanthe," Falthorn said more gently. 'l know you will. We didn't realise that you
would be so well-travelled, nor so well-acquainted with our enemy.' Helooked at his mother and father.
'Isshe not brave, your granddaughter?

Vdthidl and Cidemneturned to her, and for thefirg time there was warmth in their eyes. Obvioudy
their respect had to be earned. They looked so radiant, her heart filled with awe.

'Y ou are brave indeed,’ said Cielemne. 'A true daughter of the Vaahyr.'

'So, tell usmore of thiswar and the king's deeth.” said Vathiell.

Tanthe obliged, in her lement. Asthe evening wore on, she experienced awonderful sense of
euphoria. It camein part from too much Adyr wine, but mainly from being accepted among these
people, from their warmth and the way they treated her as an equd; but more than that, it came from
insde her. She was not the naive girl who had left Riverwynde last year. She had travelled, fought and
learned alot since then; she had been trained in swordsmanship by the Shaglahyr of the Whitevells, she
had dwelled in the forest of Lusahniah with Helananthe, fought dongside her at Hethlas Rim.
Saphaeyender himsalf had been her lover. She was awoman in her own right. She hadn't cometo the
Vdahyr empty.

When the med was over and the talking dwindled, the Vdahyr |eft the table and mingled in small
groups, some Sitting cross-legged on the mats, others wandering outside. Alone for afew moments,



Tanthe turned and found Aurid at her shoulder, offering an armful of blue silk.

I found arobefor you,' he said.

'Oh, thank you. Where should | go to change?

I'll show you.'

He led her to the back of the hall, through adoor in the woven wall. On the other side, she saw that
the edifice was even larger than it had seemed from the outside. Tanthe looked around, marvelling.
Where she had thought there would be afew deeping chambers, there were passages and rooms snaking
off in every direction. An arch of stonesframed afissure that led down into the earth; rope laddersled to
higher levels, where woven chambers hung like nestsin the branches of great trees. Night glowed blue
through the interlaced branches of the walls.

"Thisiswonderful. Isit me, or isit bigger on the insde than the outside?

Aurid smiled and pointed at the entrance between the sones. 'There you can bathe, if you wish.
There aretowe sto dry yoursdf. I'll wait here,

'Areyou suggesting | smdl? said Tanthe, grinning. 'Oh, it'sal right, it would beincredibleif | didn't.

'You don't.” he gasped, asif afraid hed offended her.

She shook her head. Y ou're not used to being teased, are you, Auriel? Well soon do something
about that.'

Cautioudy she entered the dark passageway, and found that it wound down to an underground cave.
A couple of lamps gleamed blue on indigo rock. On one Sde, awaterfall gushed down the wall, faling
into a pool that drained away underground. On the far side, behind awattle screen, there were holesin
the rock with the stream rushing away far below. A privy, thank the gods! Tanthe thought, suddenly
redlisng just how desperate she wasto useit. The Vaahyr were not made of air, then. They ate, and did
everything dsethat humansdid ... dthough, of course, she should have known that from living with the
Shadahyr.

Having doused herself in the waterfal and feding much refreshed, she found sheld forgotten to bring
the robe with her. She dragged her travelling clothes back on to her still-damp body and returned to
Aurid.

'I forgot therobe,' she said, laughing.

'So you did." He haf-smiled back, seeming nervous. 'I'll show you your deeping chamber, you can
changethere!

'I likeyour uncle,’ Tanthe said as he led her past the stones. 'Our uncle.’

'Y ou like Fthorn? Aurid said non-committally.

'Yes. And Ciedmim... Cidnin ... | think I'm drunk. The grandparents.”

'Here,' said Aurid, pushing open adoor. The chamber ingde was small, with amattress on the floor,
dark blue and green coversthrown over it. The wallswere woven of living branches; green leavesfilled
the gaps and gave privacy. On onewall asquare gap in the weaving made awindow on to the forest.
Theroom wasfilled with rich blue twilight.

It'slovely,’ said Tanthe. The door swung lightly shut behind them. Auridl was standing closeto her,
real and physica, hisface carved by shadow to a breathtaking male beauty sheld only seen in statues and
paintings

They stared a each other.

'Y ou look nothing like any of them," Auriel said hoarsdly. "Y ou're beautiful, redly beautiful '

'No, I'm not. Not like you are. Are you drunk too?

'No,' hesaid.

'Don't the Vaahyr get drunk? It must be just me, then.’

His eyeswere wide, anxious, full of light. He raised one hand to touch her hair. Tanthe felt breathless.
The reckless euphoriashe felt was more than intoxication.

'I'm going to have to take my clothes off she said. "'To change, | mean.’

Til leave, he sad haf-heartedly.

'Y ou don't haveto.’

Aurid's eyes seemed to swallow her. She saw his breathing quicken, theriseand fall of his chest



where hisloose tunic revedled hissilky flesh. Shefelt shewaslosing dl sdf-control and reason; trying not
tofdl on himwaskilling her.

'l would like to stay and talk to you.” he said.

The robe spilled on to the floor. They seized each other, hands tangling as they strained for each
other'slips. Tanthe pulled him down towards the bed and they both lost their balance, faling onto the
coversthen squirming to presstheir bodies together.

She hadn't relaced her shirt or put her boots back on and it was easy for her to shed her clothing. And
he - he was naked under the thin grey silk. Gods, his mouth tasted so sweet. Everything about him was
swest, innocent, good; sheloved him so easily and so completely that she wanted to eat him dive.

He said he was older than her yet he seemed younger, and she till couldn't believe in her heart that he
wastruly her brother - but so what if hewas? That only heightened the excitement. The very newness of
his presence increased her desire - sheld only touched him for thefirst time today - and yet he seemed so
familiar. Shefdt shed known him dl her life, and it ssemed the most natura thing in the world to touch
andkissand. ..

'We cant,' Tanthe said, suddenly panicking. 'l brought nothing with meto - to—'

He didn't understand. 'What? His eyes shone with firefly light.

"To make sure | don't conceive.’

‘But you won't. Y our body is human, mineis Aelyr. We cannot be fertile together.'

'Oh," Tanthe breathed. 'Y ou know alot, don't you?

I know that | loveyou.' Auriel lowered his head to her breasts. His hair fanned delicioudly over her
skin; histongue made hot circles around her nipples, hisfingers delved warm as amber between her legs.
She dropped her head back in bliss.

In Silverholm Rufryd had once been seduced by a Shadlahyr girl, Metiya, and later (after her anger
was spent) Tanthe had asked him what it was like. Hopeless as dways, hed answered only, 'l don't
know. All the bitswere in the same place,’ and she'd wanted to hit him; but it wastrue. Auriel's body as
he stretched aongsde her was human in every detall - flawless and glistening, yes, but il
human-seeming - and the male organs were the same, like plump luscious fruit, and his prick grew long
and hard under the pressure of her hand. His mouth arched hot againgt hers, tasting her. Hisdelight in her
breasts, the way his hands did over her as he were desperate to touch her everywhere a once, and now
pressed ever more urgently into her ... he worshipped her femalenesslike ahuman lover.

Hewasdmost clumsy. Asif held never done this before. That idea made her dmost faint with
excitement and she opened hersdlf to him, guiding him, hoping he would not come too soon. With agasp
he pushed into her. He wasinside her, this beautiful stranger, her brother. They were on their sdes, her
supplethigh lifted over hiship. They lay till for afew moments, gazing astonished into each other's eyes,
joined by muscular, pulsing fire. She stroked the glaze of sweet on Aurid's skin. Hisbody scent swam
into her, spicy like fragrant wood laced with musk and delicious spices. Euphoric, like skeins of drugged
smoke, heightening every sensation.

He began to move dowly. Thrusting into her as a human man would but, oh gods, it was different and
suddenly she knew why Rufryd couldn't explain or perhaps had not evenredlised . . . She clung to Aurid
inwild ecstasy, her hands on the taut globes of his buttocks, forcing him deeper. Everything was
changing. Their heat became a glowing aurathat spirdled around them, sucking them into arealm of
flame, mdting their limbsto liquid gold. They were no longer in the forest hdl but travelling outwards
through anight sky where stars lay thick as snow in atwisting pathway. Auroras arched over them. She
was flying towards a new, wondrous place shed never dreamed existed, where dl vellswould be drawvn
back and al her questions answered.

She felt her orgasm coming, ared spark in the distance reding in closer and closer on agolden chain.
Her breath soared. She was on the edge, the very edge of aflood of wonder, and when it broke
unimaginable revelations and untold historieswould pour over her and she would touch thefire, the
Jewdfire of the Adyr that powered the universe . . . And Aurid waswith her on thiswondrousjourney,
cometsflaring in hiseyes, her name on hislips.

Now a star was rushing towards her, becoming awhite disc, and then asmall round face, tumbling



over and over, with dark holesfor eyes—

Tanthe, Fliyet,” Aurid groaned, moving hard and convulsvely now. He cried out, pulsing his seed
into her. Hisrelease ignited hers. On waves of fire she arched againgt him, hurtling uncontrollably towards
the revelation; then everything was swallowed up, both the physical and the astral worlds, in the blazing
gpasms of her climax.

It seemed along time before she could open her eyes. They fell back and lay loosely entwined,
panting. Shefdt her skin zinging, heart pounding, al her emations unraveling. Auriel's eyeswere Sghtless
with awe.

Slowly he blinked and focussed on her. 'l can't speak,’ he said, pressing hisfingerstenderly to her
cheek-bone.

It took her even longer to come back from the plane of sensation... but as she did, she found only
Aurid and the sky gleaming indigo through the leafy walls. No revelaion. The miraculousinner-world had
drawnitsveilsagaing her.

'No,' Tanthe sighed. 'Oh, gods, it seemed so close!”

Heleaned over her, hishair tangled, hislovely face flushed. Tanthe? he said softly. 'Did | do
something wrong?

'No, dearest,’ she said, hugging htm. Y ou did everything perfectly. Couldn't you tell?

He amiled, boyishly pleased, but his eyes remained anxious. Then what?

'l don't know . . . Y ou were with me, weren't you? We wereflying along a- apath of stars, and ... |
thought something amazing was going to be reveded. But when | cameall theimages vanished. There
wasthisfacelikealittle mask ... It doesn't even make sense now. | must have been halucinating.'

Aurid twisted askein of her hair round hisfinger, not meeting her eyes. 'No. What you saw wasred
on ahigher level. It happens often when the Adlyr make love. Opensthe channels of energy to
knowledge. | think you were on the edge of recovering your memory.'

Tanthe sat up, groaning. 'l wish you hadn't told methat. | was so closeit hurt!" She clasped her head.
'Gods, if | could have spent one more second there. . .

‘Never mind," he said, pulling her down again. 'Perhaps you're not meant to remember. Perhapsit's
better you don't.’

I don't know." She tucked her head into his shoulder. "What was that name you caled me? Not
someone else's, | hope?

'No, it'syours,' he smiled. 'An Adyr name | made up for you, when | didn't know yours. Fliyet.'

'I'likeit. You can cdl methat, if you want.'

'Hiyet, sgter, he said, covering her hair with kisses.

'‘Don't remind me of the Sster part,’ said Tanthe. 'So has it happened to you many times, Auriel,
travelling to strange places when you make love?

Thiswasthefirs time!

Travdling?

'‘And making love. They say you have to be an adept to concentrate on the astral side, and I'm no
adept.’

| was right, she thought, thrilled. '‘But you're so beautiful. How have those VVaahyr women left you
aone?

'l waswaiting for you, FHiyet." He sounded sad.

'l hope you weren't disappointed.’

'No!" he said, holding her tight againgt him. "Y ou'll never know how much morethisisthan | dreamed

‘Aurid... [t wasn't my first time. | wish it had been.’

It'sdl right. You're here now.'

'Y ou're so strange,' she whispered into his neck. 'l don't mean it badly, but isn't it abit weird, to wait
for your sgter?Isit aVadahyr custom, or something?1 fed asif | know you, but | don't understand you
aadl

Heraised hishead to look at her and she saw that his face was wet with tears. ‘| wish | could explain,



but | cant.’

It'sdl right." She stroked his cheek, overwhelmed with love for him. ‘Gods, don't cry, you'll start me
off. Aurid, | don't understand what's happening here, but that's probably because my amazing Adyr spirit
has ended up in the body of athick human. Be patient with me, because | love you and trust you with my
life’

'You dtill don't believeit, do you?

"That I'm Adlyr? Sometimes| nearly do, then part of my brain says, "Nan. It'stoo crazy." But then
why esewould you have gone to so much trouble? Haunting me, even giving me gifts... .

"Tanthe, do you gtill havethe mndlir?' he brokein.

Thelittle knife? Well, of course.’ She stretched over the side of the bed and felt in her clothes until she
found it. On Earth it disguised itsdlf asablunt, grey pocket knife; here it shone, awhite blade hi a
glittering scabbard, with acrysta sphere on the pomme. This saved my life. The Bhahdradomen were
terrified of it

He was suddenly grave. 'Would you giveit back to me?

'Oh," shesaid in dismay. 1 thought it was a gift.’

‘It wasn't mineto give. It'svery old and rare, irreplacesble. | borrowed it from Falthorn, and he's
asked for it back.'

She didn't know whether to laugh or growl. 'Borrowed? D'you mean you stole it?

'I'm sorry-1 just wanted to help you. But | must give it back, or Falthorn will be furious.’

‘Not afraid of him, are you?

That's not the point. The mndlir ishis'

She breathed out between her teeth. 'Of course you can have it back, love, if you must. There..." She
placed it on his discarded tunic on the floor. 'I'll missit, though.'

Thank you. And I'm sorry, Hiyet,' he said fervently. 'Please don't blame mefor this. Forgive me,
please.

'Hey, it'snot that bad—' she began, but Auriel kissed her, asif to change the subject. Histongue
touched hers, sending new threads of lust through her. She did her hand to hisgroin and he was till hard,
awarm golden rod in her hand.

"You can't leave,' he whispered. "Y ou must stay with me!'

‘Love, I'm happy to stay like thisforever As she spoke, Tanthe began to hear music. It was coming
from outside, a strange indstent rhythm even weirder than the music of the Shaglahyr. It grew louder until
she sat up and said, 'What isthat?

Knedling up, shelooked out of her window at the forest. The air flowed cool and ddlicious on to her
hot face. Between the deep green canopy and the deep blue of the evening, the trunks were tall black
sentinds edged with silver; and before them, in aclearing, the Vadahyr were dancing.

‘Auridl, look!" she gasped.

He knelt up behind her, hisarms round her ssomach and chin on her shoulder. And to her amusement
and pleasure he did into her from behind, gently making love to her as she leaned on the legfy sl of the
window.

the hum that he/d described as the music of the stars was suddenly piercing; other sounds wove
through it, adry waterfdl of rhythm like seedsin agourd, high piping notes and deeper oneslike
wind-chimes. The music spiraled up, down, round, going nowhere but asthrilling asthe very heartbest of
the universe. And the figures she saw dancing were silhouettes against aslver-grey glow.

They moved dowly, unfolding and stretching upwards with dender limbs; and it seemed they danced
under velils, like graceful ghosts rising up under shrouds. The veilswere trand ucent, tenting the silhouetted
formslike misty light and cobwebs, glittering with dew, diamonds, tiny rainbows.

The musicfilled Tanthe's ears and her head, until her whole body vibrated with it. She watched in
open-mouthed wonder, even forgetting Aurid. 'So lovely,' she breathed. The most beautiful and
other-worldly sight sheld ever witnessed was this eldritch ballet.

And it wasthelast thing she remembered clearly.

* * *



Time and memory played crud trickson her.

There were colours, voices, snatches of conversation, fleeting moments of clarity. Sometimes shewas
walking in the foret, or staring at the sky until the music of the stars deafened her. Searching for
something. Frightened, but always forgetting why.

Shefdt food in her mouth, and there was something about not eating food in the faerie realm or you
would be trapped there for ever . . . but it tasted so good, and time whirled away from her again. Often
Auriel was holding her. Shefdt the piercing-sweet stab of orgasm many times, but she never knew
whether her lover was crying out with plessure or sorrow.

Her pleasure became an ache, and then pain. Shelay in bed in her leafy chamber, having an endless
dream about autumn coming to Verdanholm and dl the leaves being torn from the trees. Pain folded her
double. She was abook written by Saphaeyender. Just abook. If she could only close, the chapter
would end.

The pain dipped away from her anyway and was forgotten. She wandered through the rooms of the
forest hall, searching. Stood under the waterfal. Felt the diamond fire of Aelyr winein her throat and
dreamed again. Patchwork of moments tossed into the air and scattered at random like leaves.

Tanthe woke suddenly, drenched in cold swest.

Shewas hi her bed intheforest hall ill, but everything felt different. Night lay black outside, but
diversof light seeped through her walls asif from alamp in the passageway. All was silent. She had a
sudden, violent fear that she was completely donein thisream. That the Vaahyr had gone.

Trembling, shetried to get up. At once she began to shiver; she wasweak, and ached dl over asif
someone had kicked her in the back. Putting out her armsto support herself onthewall sheredlised she
was in ablack gown she'd never seen before.

Shefdt utterly terrified. The leaves on thewalls had grown thicker and been trimmed back, asif shed
been herefor weeks ... how was that possible? She saw her old clothes on the floor and gathered them
to her, the remnants of her identity. They smelled musty, asif they, too, had not been worn for weeks. If
only she could put them on, she would be Tanthe again.

There was no sign of her wegpons, she realised with apang. Hadn't Ostarid been meant to bring them
here? She made aquick search. Nothing.

She saw acarafe on the floor and lifted it to her mouth, but the scent of wine made her mouth pucker
in disgust. She needed water.

'Either they've fled because | developed some kind of ghastly 'flu.” she murmured, ‘or I've got the
worgt hangover in the history of Aventuria'

She made for the bathing cave, moving more easily as her circulation returned. As she undressed she
discovered, in bemusement, that she was bleeding and that someone had put apad of soft white material
between her legsto absorb it. Who? Had she doneit herself, and if so, why couldn't she remember?

She began to sob in amixture of confusion and fear. She splashed water on her face and drank
deeply from the waterfall, but only stood under it for afew seconds. The cold was unbearable.
Convulsed with shivers, shedried hersdf quickly and pulled on her undergarments - with a clean pad she
made from astrip of towel - then her old shirt, breeches and tunic. The clothes chafed, and she felt sore
al over. But the bleeding was good, it reassured her shewas aive and real and not dreaming.

'I must redly have beenill, she said doud, pulling on her boots. That must beit. | must find Auridl.
Climbing back to ground level, she stood in the many-armed passageway benesth the trees. There
was alamp burning there, but all was silent. Were they adeep, away, what? All she could remember was
asngle day and evening here, and she had no ideawho dept hi which chamber or what hours they kept.
Now her thirst was quenched she was hungry, but she didn't want their food; she remembered it aslike

eating nothingness, or mushrooms that contained only water and dreamy poisons.

A flurry of images stopped her short. Waking in the forest with Auridl. Laughing, constantly laughing
asif shewas demented with happiness. Fathorn and the others dways smiling, kissing her, touching her,
as hot as the Shael ahyr had been cold; making her drunk and languid on their affection. Only snatches.
Scraps of eventsthat seemed to span months.



She drew aquick hard breath againgt her terror. Mustn't giveintoit. I've fought in a battle and killed
Bhahdradomen. Thereisan explanation for this. I'm not afraid, not afraid ...

Shetried acouple of doors near her own, pushing them gently open to find the leafy chambers empty.
She looked up at the higher levels, thought of climbing arope ladder up to the branches but lost her
nerve. The same horrible emptiness waited up there too.

Instead she went cautioudy towards the door that led into the great hall. When sheld first entered
Verdanholm, a single second had passed like aeons. Now she felt that countless days had passed in one
night. Panic smmered in her. All shewanted at this moment was to flee back to Earth but she kept
hearing Aurid telling her that no one could leave, ever . . .

She pushed open the door and passed into the cavernous hdll. All the lamps were out and it creaked
with emptiness, desolate in the grey dawn that spilled in through the far doorway. The grest chandeliers
were lightless, like tangles of dead antlers.

Deserted. She walked woodenly toward the entrance, thinking, why have they left me? What am |
going to do? Shelooked out into the forest but it seemed desthly still and silent. No music, no dancers,
no birdsong. Her fear grew. What if she hadn't been here for days, but years? Her disorientation held her
one bresth away from screaming madness. Was she sill adeegp, having anightmare?

She hovered in the doorway, not knowing whether she would fedl better or worse outside. Turning,
she gazed at the far end of the hall. Upon the bal cony that overlooked the hall, she saw aglow.

Her bresth quick and shaky, she ran thelength of the hal and, with trembling arms, climbed the ladder
up to the balcony. Here she found two great chambers that seemed larger than they possibly could be
from the outsde. The weightless, woven doors were unlocked; in thefirst, sgpphire velvet covered the
walls and tented the celling, and there was a broad, carved bed canopied in the same lush materid. The
chamber of Lord Vdthidl and Lady Cidemne?

The second was similar, but the velvet hangings were darker, agorgeous midnight blue. Tanthe
immediately felt power in the room, something at once silver and dark, that wrapped itsdf around her like
gatic. Thismust be Pathorn's chamber. Suddenly she had the weirdest fedling that sheld lost something
vitaly important, and must find it. Had heleft any clue asto what had happened - either to her or to the
Vdahyr?

Shewent dong the walls, lifting the velvet hangings and finding clothes stored behind thefirst two. The
third one shelifted, however, reveded a recess whose contents made her gape. It was illuminated by
palelight; this must be the glow sheld seen, filtering between the branch-walls on to the balcony. In the
upper part of the alcove hung wegpons, knives, bows and arrows. And thefirst thing she saw was her
Shadlahyr sword.

It was unmistakable. There were acouple of Vaahyr swords hanging up and they were quite
different; curved and set with garnets and sapphires. Herswas long, straight and ice-white.

Tanthe was angry. Falthorn demanded his mnelir back, she thought, and now he has the cheek to
steal my sword. How dare he! | suppose held say he put it here for safekeeping. Well, I'm having it back.
Fuming, she sirapped the belt round her waist and settled the scabbard. At once she felt Stronger.

On thefloor of the recess there was a strange chest about four feet wide, three feet degp and three
high. It had panels of carving, enamelled and jewelled in deep vibrant shades of blue, and the whole chest
was shod in grips of bright silver. Thiswasthe source of the glow. Light spilled from under thelid like
captive sunlight. Tanthe stared at it in awe and fear. She guessed that there were Adlyr wegponsingde;
not ordinary ones like swords and bows, but mystical oneslike her mndlir that contained liroth energies.
Was her knifein there? Did she dare to stedl it back?

Cautioudy shetouched her left hand to thelid of the chest. A savage pain legpt through her arm and a
violent jolt threw her backwards. She sprawled on the rugsin shock for afew seconds. Her wholearm
had gone numb. She shook it and it filled with the agonising fire of pinsand needles.

‘Bagtard!' she spat, seething now. If she couldn't get the mnelir back, perhaps there was something
€l se she could take to protect hersalf? Careful not to touch the chest again, she dung an Adlyr bow over
her shoulder and seized a quiver of arrows. She wasn't the best archer in the world, not a patch on
Rufryd, but she wasn't bad.



Tanthe gritted her teeth, thinking how Rufryd would disapprove of her steding. But at this moment she
didn't care. Shefelt like acornered animal.

She went out on to the bal cony again, nervous but determined. She crossed it and was about to lower
hersdf on to the ladder when afigure came into the entrance. She froze, her heart bounding in alarm.

The figure was Ogtarid, the watchful dark-haired VVaahyr. Dressed in black, he was framed against
the forest with the dawn light flaring his shadow towards her. Tanthe stared; he saw her, too, but she
couldn't make out his expression. The sight of him brought her no relief, only sharp, ingtinctive terror.

'‘Good morning to you, cousin,' he said, walking into the hall. "What are you doing up there?

It was al she could do to speak. 'Looking for someone. Something horribl€e's happened to me.’

'Hasit? He came closer and she dmost yelled a him to stay where he was. But he stopped anyway,
before he was too close under the balcony to see her. 'What?

Now she saw hisface and there was narrow suspicion in hiseyes asif he knew something, but
wanted nothing to do with it. "Y ou tell me!' she cried. "What have they done to me?

"Tanthe, they've done nothing to you.'

"Then why can't | remember anything since the first day | was here? Where are they dl?

‘They'rehere’ Ogtarid said evenly, asif to soothe the madwoman. 'We have been . . . hunting, that's
al’

'I don't believe you. Hunting? Y ou don't eat mest!"

She was breathing hard, caught between rage and terror. Through the tall entrance came the rest of
the Vaahyr, in onesand twos at first, then in acrowd. Fathorn wasin their midgt, Lord Vdthiel and
Lady Cidemnefollowing. And therewas Aurid at the very back. A pang of emotion speared through
her. He looked like abeautiful woodland spirit and gtill an enigma, a stranger.

All the Vaahyr saw her and crowded forward on either side of the central table, staring up at her.
Their eyeswereferd. Terror nearly blinded her and she clung to the balcony rail for support.

'Is something wrong, Tanthe? Falthorn said, walking to the front where Ogtaria stood.

"You tel mewhat you've doneto me!' she cried, aware that she sounded hysterical.

For along moment, Falthorn exchanged unreadable looks with his parents. Finaly he said, 'Ah, you're
back with us, are you?

‘But where have | been? How long have | been here? Why can't | remember? Have you been
drugging me, or something?

Fdthorn's black eyebrowsrose. ‘That'srather harsh. We are your family. Only afew days have
passed. Tanthe, you fell ill the second day you were here and the potions with which we healed you do
tend to induce long deep and colourful dreams. .." Hiswords sounded hollow. 'Y ou're lying,’ she
Sharled.

"You're upst,’ said Falthorn. "Y ou also appear to have been in my chamber, judging by the wegpons
you've hung about your person. There's no need for this. Come down.’

'Oh, no. | don't trust you.'

Falthorn sghed. Histone was light but she sensed deep irritation and indifference. Very far from the
kindness hed first shown her. '‘Ogtaria, bring her down, would you?

As her cousin started towards the ladder, she dipped the bow off her shoulder and set an arrow to
the string. A gasp rippled through the Vaahyr. Ogtarid stopped, glowering at her.

‘Don't try it!" she snapped. 'Don't think | can't use thisbow or sword! The Shaelahyr taught me!
Whatever you think of them, they never lied, and never drugged me!'

Fdthorn folded hisarms. 'Still, you can't stay up there forever. Put the bow aside and come down.
No one's going to hurt you.'

Tanthe was trapped. Thelast thing she wanted wasto injure any of them; that would put her in the
wrong and give them license to do anything with her. She would have to give hersdf up ... but the table
gleamed between the mass of Vaahyr like ashining path to freedom.

She dung the bow on her shoulder. Snatching a breath she hopped up on to the fragile balcony rail
and launched hersdlf into space.

Hands desperately outstretched, she grasped at the branches of the nearest chandelier and caught it.



Her armsjarred but her momentum carried her and she swung inalong arc, letting go and landing in a
crouch on the table surface, behind the VVaahyr. They turned in astonishment, but Tanthe was up and
running. She legpt off the edge of the table and was through the entrance before they even knew what
was happening.

Now shewas out in the forest, feet pounding.

The gorgeous colours of Verdanholm - sunrise dripping bronze through the blue-green leaves -
blurred past her. Already she was growing short of breath, her limbs dragging. How could she have
become so unfit in just afew days? She was afast runner, but now sheer panic and adrendine were dl
that forced her on. She had awild ideathat if she could only reach the clearing where shefirst entered
Verdanholm, she might escape back to Earth before they caught her.

Theforest looked the samein every direction. But Tanthe's sense of direction was good and it
seemed only the day before that Auriel had brought her thisway . . . She crossed the clearing with the
strange standing stones and knew she was going theright way.

Fifteen minutes later she found hersdlf in the glade, with itslush grass and the ssump of indigo stone
she remembered.

With her chest heaving painfully, she gazed down at the stump. She pressed her hand to its cold
surface. It wasimpenetrable, devoid of magic . . . and she had no anametris sphere to open it, wouldn't
have known how to useit even if sheld stolen one.

She heard voices. Shetwisted round to seefiguresin the forest, some distance away but coming in
her direction.

Tanthe plunged back into the edge of the clearing, by the toad-stone, and swung hersdf up into the
branches of atree. She drew her sword, and waited.

Presently asingle Vaahyr appeared, walking quite dowly as he looked here and there through the
trees. It was Auridl.

Tanthe? he called. 'It's only me. Please come back. No one meansyou any harm. It'sal right, I'm on
my own.'

So, they'd sent Aurid to lure her out. Smart.

She waited until he passed beneath the branch on which she was sitting. Then she launched hersalf out
of the tree and brought him down from behind.

Aurid hit the grasswith Tanthe on top of him. In aflash she twisted hisarms up behind his back with
one hand, and pressed the blade of her sword to the side of hisneck. He cried out in pain.

'So now you can tell me,' she hissed, ‘what in the name of Breyid isgoing on.'

"Tanthe, stop.' He seemed redlly afraid. 'l| can't breathe. What's wrong with you?

In her norma state of mind she would never have treated someone she loved so vicioudy. But now
thefiery instinct of salf-preservation drove her. 'Let me explain. One moment you are fucking me and I'm
blissfully happy. The next | wake in acold sweet, insane with terror and knowing I've been here what
seems like forever but unable to remember anything. Wouldn't that upset you, just alittle? Come on,
Aurid, tel methetruth! I loved you, but I know yourein on thig!'

She jerked the blade and he winced. 'l| never wanted thisto happen!' he said. 'They mademedoit,
Tanthe. The Vaahyr forced me!'

'Forced you - to do what?

‘Let meup and I'll explain. Please, | can't speak. | won't try to run from you.'

'Oh yes, by the gods, you'll explain!" She pressed the edge harder into histhroat. A line of bright
blood appeared and she Stared at it in amixture of rage and misery that she'd hurt him. ‘And you'll help
me get back to Earth, or I'll kill you! Tell me, Aurid!'

‘Let him up,’ said avoice above her.

Shelooked up and there was Lord Vdthiell. He gazed gravely at her, hisface stone-hard beneath the
badger's mane of his hair. Thereisno need to harm him, Tanthe. We can send you back to Earth, if
that'swhat you truly desire.’

Shelaughed, incredulous. 'Y ou can? | knew it!"

'l helped you to comethrough.” said VVathiell. 'Y ou never saw me, but | wasthere. It was | who



created the portal - not Auridl.'

Her mouth opened and tears burned her throat. His words made her feel doubly betrayed.

Vdthidl drew from hisrobe acrysta anametris sphere. It seemed dive, asif it had severd spheres
nested one ingde another, each rotating in a different direction. As he moved towards the ssump of blue
rock, she saw streamers of blue and green light forming above it. Tanthe felt numb with disbelief and fury.

'‘Come, Tanthe, quickly,' said Lord Vathiell. 'Thiswill not please Falthom, but he will soon have other
matters to concern him. He doesn't need you any more.'

Shelooked narrowly from him to Aurid, till pinned to the ground, his body hot beneath hers.
'Doesn't need me? For what?

Aurid began to say, 'Hiyet - forgive me—' but Vdthidl cut acrosshim.

'What's doneis done, granddaughter. Thereisno usein crying over it. In these tuneswe must all
make sacrificesto aid the greater good, when the survival of Aelyr and human dikeisat sake. Wearea
peace-loving people. All we do - al Fathorn does - is designed to ensure peace in Verdanholm.'

‘Unfortunately | don't believe athing the Vaahyr say any more,’ she said savagely. 'Auriel’s coming to
Earth with me, to make sure this porta redly leads to Earth and not into avoid.'

'No, you ask too much. He must stay here. Falthorn placed restrictions upon him and he could not
passthrough even if hetried. But the portal issafe, | promise. Y ou should go swiftly, before my son
comes.’

Glancing up, she saw that the column of light was strong and bright, and through it she could see the
strange perspectives of another world. All she had to do was step through and she would be safe from
thismadness. .. Shegot to her feet and let Aurid up on to hisknees, still keeping the blade-tip againgt his
throat.

"Trying to get rid of me now? she said. She looked from Lord Vathiell to Aurid. 'I'm going nowhere
until | get the explanation you owe me!'

Auriel stared up at her, hiseyesfull of regret and misery.

Helooked outwardly beautiful but deeply ashamed, and somehow the shame took away from his
beauty.

'Hiyet, even when | tell you the truth, you won't believe me. | hoped you'd never find out, that you'd
just stay with me here and be happy . . ." Aurid shook his head. ‘Once you know, you'll never want me
near you again.'

He looked so bleak that she drew the sword back, and sheathed it. "Try!"

Tdl her. said Vdthidl. 'Quickly.’

It was only when Aurid roseto hisfeet that she redlised, from his expression, that he was frightened
of Vdthidl. Shiversran through her.

And Aurid told her, hisvoice hating, hiswords stark and blunt.

Tanthe pushed the words out of her head as soon as held spoken them. Denia turned her numb. As
she stood there, shaking and speechless and beyond reaction, Aurid darted forward and thrust a cool flat
object into her hand.

Takeit, Fliy, he said hoarsdly. 'l don't expect you to forgive me." And he was running away from her,
glancing back in fear and misery, asif he could only flee from the pain held caused.

Hed given her his silvenroth mirror.

'Wait." she breathed. 'Y ou can't just—' but Vdthidl's hands were on her shoulders and he was
thrusting her bodily towards the kingfisher light of the portal.

It isimperative that you go now. For your own safety, granddaughter, forget al you've seen and
heard!'

Anguish rose and strangled her. 'Aurid, you liar!" she yelled, struggling againg Vathidl. Y ou come
back!"

Toolate.

Vadthidl thrust her into the portdl. In that moment she twisted and saw Falthorn enter the glade; saw
Aurid, who was il looking back at her, run straight into him.

Verdanholm made one of itslittle time legps, and froze the moment for her. There was Fathorn, all



flowing hair and elementa darkness, grace and power and icy reason, stating camly, Y ou disobeyed me.
You let her go." And therewas Aurid, fdling to his knees with Fathorn's hands gripping hiswrists,
collapsing into a pose of degraded worship or of sheer, abject terror.

The void sucked her down and the scene broke up in awhirl of green-blue light.



Chapter Sx. Alliances and Secrets

The Sun Chamber shone in golden splendour, dappled with rainbows. Sunlight, blazing through the
great stained-glasswindow that filled the end wall, set afire the clear greens of the Tree of Life, the
azurite blue of the sky and the chestnut of the Treeg's branches. The graceful figure of Queen Hetyswas
caught therein glass and leadlines, offering up ared jewe; the monarch's symboalic offering of her heart,
devotion and lifeto Aventuria

The Sapphire Throne stood on a dais beneath the window, atal double chair crusted with lapisand
blue spinds and sapphires. The sunlight drew silver-blue fire around it.

Helananthe stood before the throne, waiting for the deputation from Thanmandrathor. Until shewas
crowned she would not sit on the Sgpphire Throneitself; she had no wish to break with roya tradition.
Derionewas at her right hand side, and at her left, Lord Serpeth, both standing hafway down the nine
geps. Dawn and Mirias were on ether Side of the dai's, with ahandful of palace guardslining the
chamber.

The amber walls and the gilded interlacing of the vaulted ceiling gave back the sunlight in sheets of
molten gold. The beauty and warmth of the Sun Chamber filled Helananthe with confidence. The
chamber had been designed, she knew, to do just that; to fill everyone who entered with warmth and
joyful energy. A free-flowing beneficent roth.

Helan hadn't yet reconvened the Council, so thetiers of seats on either side stood empty. In any case,
she had wanted to meet the deputation in relative privacy.

Her robeswere of iffly quilted purple and gold satin, her honey-coloured tangle of hair tamed with
clasps, but she wasn't convinced she cut aregal enough figure. Sheld spent years of her liferoughingiit.
Asrebd leader in the forest, shed been in her dement. Sometimesin the Amber Citadel shefdt faintly
ridiculous, constantly having to watch hersalf so shedidn't Swear, or rest her feet on tables. 'Maam,’
Serpeth whispered. 'Might | suggest that, whatever their complaint, you use this opportunity to assert
your authority over them. Be firm. We may have an age-old friendship with them but they will respect
you the moreif you don't let yoursdlf be swayed by it!"

That's rich, coming from you, she thought. Thank you for that advice, my lord,’ she said, grimacing.

Lord Serpeth, Duke of Eisilion, was asmiling, stoat-faced man with flame-red hair. He had entered
battle on Garndyss side only to switch to Helananthe's, effectively ensuring her victory. Hewas atypical
Eislian, achamae eon, whom she could trust only aslong asit profited him to support her. Asfar asshe
knew, he was unaware that his cousin Lady Nietriya had been sheltering her mother and brother. Serpeth
might be on her side now, she reasoned, but the less he knew the better.

Y our magjesty, announced an equerry at the door. The representatives of Thanmandrathor request
leave to petition you.' 'Show themin,’ she said.

The eight men and women who entered were dressed in leather, with leaf-green cloaks thrown over
polished breastplates, boots and breeches laced with crossed thongs. They wore their hair in single long
plaits. Feathers tipped with bronze beads adorned the shoulders of their cloaks, and they wore the ducal
inggniaof their country; abronze clasp in the shape of atriple moon, dashed by alightning-bolt. Asthey
bowed, the deep brown of their hair glinted richly.

‘Lady Brang'din and Lord Mawrdreth of Thanmandrathor,’ the equerry announced.

The man and woman who led the deputation were clearly brother and sster. They were astall as
Helananthe and their faces were proud, with dusky skins and high cheekbones. They regarded her from
danting green eyes.

'Y our mgjesty,' the woman began. 'We are the son and daughter of the Duke and Duchess of
Thanmandrathor. Our parents send greetings and the blessings of the Goddess from their houseto yours.'

‘The greeting isreturned.' Helan inclined her head.

'Our Realm has been mogt grievoudy served by yours." The thin skin of Brang'din's politenesswas
aready breaking. 'Our people are not yours, to be conscripted and dragged from their homes on the
King'swhim, yet when we objected, the Amber Citadd sent armies against us! We were given no choice



but to defend ourselves and we routed Garnelyssforce decisively, despite great |osses on our own side.
Now we come here as victors and to demand redress!'

Helan spoke carefully. ‘| understand your rage at my grandfather's behaviour. | shareit. Asyou must
have been informed by now, | too raised an army against him and defeated him; in fact | thank you,
because without Thanmandrathor to divide hisarmy, | doubt that we could have won.'

'And the army we defeated is now under whose command?

‘Under mine, of course." Helan was trying to remain friendly. Relations between the two Realms had
aways been strong, but Brang'din and Mawrdreth were plainly seething.

'We defeated your army,” said Mawrdreth, ‘and yet here you are, a Paranian monarch still claiming
sovereignty over us.' Helananthe saw Brang'elin discreetly press her booted foot on to her brother's.

‘Now wait’ said Helan. 'l thought you came here to complain againgt King Garnelys, not against me.
Weve just fought on the same side, haven't we? Y ou may rest assured that dl conscriptions are ended,
that Thanman-drathor may continue to order her own affairs as she dways has. Any compensation thet is
dueto you, you will receivewith dl haste.’

Thismay not be enough,” said Brang'din.

'For what?

"To heal the broken trust between us.’

Then what will be enough?

'Relinquishment of the powers you hold over us, that ever allowed such an outrage to occur,’
Brangdinsadfirmly.

Mawrdreth added, 'We should like our father to bear thetitle of King, asthe rulers of
Thanmandrathor did of old, before they were reduced by Queen Hetys to puppet Dukes.'

There was a shocked slence in the Chamber. He seemed to have said more than his sister had meant
him to. Helan suddenly appreciated Serpeth's advice.

'What my brother means—'

'‘No,' said Mawrdreth. 'I've said exactly what | mean. Let's not cloud the issue with diplomacy.'

Isthistrue, Lady Brang'ein?Isthiswhat the people of Thanmandrathor want? To bresk the Nine
Reams gpart?

"We want our independence, yes,' she said fiercely. 'We demand it!"

'l see’ Helan paused, thinking, if | grant independence to one Realm, they might al want it. She felt
angry. Asif | could inherit the throne of Aventuriathen immediady giveit dl avay - give away dl that
Queen Hetys and King Maharoth achieved, and my descendants legacy!

She was very controlled, authoritative.

That'simpossible,’ she said coldly. 'Y ou know full well it'simpossible.’

Thetwo glared at her, their fury snake-green in their eyes. 'We have no wish to fight you,' said
Brang'éin. 'We have aready fought and won," Mawrdreth added. ‘And what did you expect to happen?
Helan said sarcagticaly. That you would invade Parione and find the Amber Citadd in chaos? That you'd
samply take your independence and no one would be here to gainsay you? Clearly you find yoursalves
thwarted. Aventuriagtill hasaruler.’

Thenif Paraniosingsts on ruling us, surely you have aduty to protect usl' Brang'din blazed.

‘But of course. Thewhole point of the dliance of the Nine Realmsisto stand firm against any outside
threat. Don't you see that to break away would jeopardise that?

‘Butit'sdready in jeopardy,’ said Mawrdreth. 'We are the ones whose country lies next to Vexor.
We are the ones who haveto live with the Bhahdradomen as neighbours. Where are the royal troops
policing the border? Who of your own people have you sent to protect us? No one. It falsto
Thanmandrathor to protect hersdlf.’

‘But why do you say this? Hdananthe asked, frowning. Thereis adangerous strait dividing your coast
from theirs. They have never dared to crossit. They are not sailors, and their powersto travel by other
means were destroyed over two hundred and fifty years ago.’

There have been rumours,’ said Brang'din, ‘of Bhahdradomen activity in Thanmandrathor. When the
Duke has dispatched people to investigate, nothing is ever found. But the rumours go on. There are



strange storms. Our prieststell usthat Q'enartre and Ank'eth are angry.’

"We ignore the warning of the gods at our peril," Mawrdreth said quietly.

Helan was chilled. She thought of the vanishing Laphaeome... Infiltrating her grandfather's court,
putting all of Aventuriainto chaos ... 0 that we were dl too busy, she thought, to notice the
Bhahdradomen dipping in through the back door?

On an impulse she went down the steps and stood in front of them, reaching out to touch their amsin
agesture of reconciliation that seemed to take them by surprise. 'What you have suggested isvery
serious,’ she said. ‘But it isthe very reason we must remain friends and dlies! Lady Brang'din, Lord
Mawrdreth, you and your retinue are welcome to stay in the paace for aslong as you wish. My
coronation takes place in afew days time; | hope you will attend, as representatives of your parentsthe
Duke and Duchess. Welll talk again asamatter of urgency.'

"Very well, maam,' said Brang'elin, disarmed. Thank you. But we shall not let these matters rest until
we receive satisfaction!’

The deputation left, stiff-backed but somewhat pacified - for now. Helananthe let out adeep sigh.
'Gods, thisisal | need.

'Y ou handled it wonderfully, malam,’ said Serpeth.

AsHelan and her attendants left the Sun Chamber, she looked round for Derione, but he hung back
because Serpeth had dready muscled in beside her. 'Y ou were diplomatic, yet strong; athough, forgive
me, you could have been just alittle less forthcoming with exposition. Y ou are the Queen! Y ou do not
need to explain yoursdlf to them!'

Helananthe ground her teeth. Thank you for the advice, my lord, but | think that perhaps the monarch
should be left to make her own mistakes!’

'Y our pardon, maam, Serpeth said contritely. 'Ah, you must think me an impudent fool, trying to tutor
you in queen-ship! All | intended was to demonstrate my support for you. | can assure you that Eisilion
remainsfirmly within the Nine Realms, now and forever.' His voice became low and intimate. 'Forgive
me, but you seem so aone, with no consort at your side. And there is no need for you to beaone. | am
here

Helan looked into Serpeth's shrewd eyes, not knowing whether to scream with laughter or punch him.
'l can't rivd your facility with words, | must admit.' 'Maam?

'l do believel just heard you insinuate that you have no wish to be King of Eisilion, when you could
beKing of dl Nine Reams'

Serpeth didn't missabeat. 'Well? he said, looking brazenly into her eyes."Am | so repugnant to you?
Isit such abad idea?

* * *

"We approached her as enemies, she welcomed us asfriends,’ Brang'din stated. This makesthings
awkward.'

Mawrdreth leaned on the broad golden stone of the battlements, and looked out at the gentle
magnificence of Parione; so different from their own home. 'Doesit, though, Bran? She could have had
us arrested, for what we asked today. Instead she invites usto her coronation!'

His sister's eyes were narrow, and her nails scratched at the stone. " Trying to sweeten usl We must
keep the pressure on her. If we had our independence, this would never have happened.’

'No, but sheis never going to grant it to usin athousand years.'

'Our army is still camped within afew miles of the city.' Brang'din folded her arms, turning her back
ontheview.

Mawrdreth sighed. 'l think she would make avery bad enemy. If we start another war, we could lose
everything.

'Y ou seem to have changed your tune, considering your blatant effortsto spell out our ambitionsin
there!’

'I'm sorry, | wastactless. But now I'm just being redigtic. Y es, we negotiate and stand our ground -
but thisis going to be acompromise, whatever happens.’

' know. Ank'eth curseit, | know!"



He touched her shoulder. Bran wasfiery, but not foolish. 'Would Father truly want the responsibility
of kingship, when he has been in such poor hedth? Would you really want to be queen after him?

'No, | am perfectly happy with thetitle of Duchessor noftitleat al, aslong as my country isfree and
safe. Short of war, we are not giving ground on this, Mawr!’

'Of course not. But sheisnot Garnelys.'

Brang'din rubbed her forehead with the hedl of her hand, smoothing out the lines of anger. The
annoying thing isthat | amogt like her. | didn't want to. She'stough but she's warm-hearted; you can see
she'slived in the redl world, not been cocooned in the Amber Citadd .’

Mawrdreth clasped her hand. 'She reminds me a bit of you.'

She held hishand tight, raised it to her lips and bowed her head to kissit. ‘| had aterrible dream last
night, Mawr. We were separated, and | was going home without you, and the whole world was dark.'

‘Bran, it was only adream," he said softly. 'We've dready come through the worst together.'

'Have we? she said.

When Jhery came at |ast to Parione, he found a city sweltering in summer heat, lush and golden and
more magnificent than he could haveimagined.

It had been along, arduousjourney from Mithrain. Rash of him to undertake it done, in defiance of
hisfamily's concerns. Still, hishorse had carried him steedily dong the Meiondras Road, and nothing
dreadful had befallen them. He was here, breathing the fragrance of unfamiliar flowers, staring up a the
Amber Citadd. Thiswasthefirgt time hed ever left Mithrain and he wasfull of awe, like achild at
Hollynight.

Hefdlt sweat prickling beneath his clothes. Hishorse, Heron, wastired, with sweat darkening his
dappled coat to iron-grey. Jhery dismounted and led him the rest of the way to let him cool off.

Jhery looked around carefully as he walked, taking in everything. The wide boulevards were
swarming with people, especidly in the mercantile area where the merchants premises sood open to the
street between frontages of marble pillars, digplaying silks and rugs from AzuraMaroc, food and wine,
saddlery, clothes, jewdlery. Market stalls were spread benesth tented canopies striped with white and
gold. Soon he became aware that folk were watching him as he passed. He wasn't sure why, but their
glanceswere making him unessy.

Perhapsit wasthat helooked different, with his Mithrainian clothes of pale watery grey and amethy<t,
or hisrose-gold hair that was as unusua in his own country as here. Hewasn't vain, so it didn't occur to
him that he drew attention because he looked striking. The attention only made him uncomfortable.

Strange, too, the mixture of people in the streets. Many were obvioudy citizens of Parione, with their
pae pleated robes and auras of relaxed confidence. Y et there were scores of men and women from
other relms mingling with the citizens, most in army gear of various styles and different states of wear.
Folk dressed like soldiers but wandering the streets like civilians? Others were poorly dressed, thin, out
of place.

Suddenly Jhery realised. Some, at least, must have been Garnelys's conscripts. Others, those who
had fought at Hethlas Rim and other battles to free those conscripts. On the surface the crowds were
benign and friendly, but as they ebbed and flowed like water along the streets, he sensed a seething
tension between them. Some had fought against each other. None knew what the future held.

In amoment of fear, he shivered, ice-cold asif an undine had touched him. Heron shied a silk rugs
flapping on agtdl; Jhery struggled to calm him. Heled the horse on swiftly, trying to escape the throng,
faling. Half adozen Parionians cursed as they were forced to jump out of the way. Jthery couldn't fight
free

Lost amidst athousand strangers, he experienced amoment of pureterror. What in the Nine Realms
had possessed him to leave the lakes he loved, to follow phantoms and whispers? Tread carefully and
wisaly, the dementd’swarning echoed horribly in hisheed, for your choices may save or doomus all!

'What am | doing here? he said doud. He kept one hand firmly on Heron's bridle. The other closed
tight, by ingtinct, around the little carved fish that hung a histhroat, the symbol of his Goddess.

Then he sensed Eshte's answer, calm and sure. Go to Helananthe. She will set you on the path;



then it isfor you to find your own way.

Taking adeep breath, Jthery raised his eyes above the crowds and walked steadily towardsthe
Amber Citadel. And soon the fear faded, and there was only the sun-coloured edifice before him, and
Heron's solid, sweaty presence beside him.

With afrisson of fear, Saphaeyender entered the prison section of the Amber Citadd. It lay insdethe
northern quarter of the inner wall, amassive structure that encircled the paace, joined to it a various
points by covered bridges. He was expected; aguard saluted him, and let him through two sets of metal
doorsthat thundered shut behind him.

Within, the corridor of bare, sand-coloured stone was dry and well-swept. Most of the cell doors
stood open; there had rarely been more than afew wrongdoersin the city. Therewasamusty smell, an
air of drabness and desertion on the place. Saphaeyender thought, presumably Garnelys would have
imprisoned me here, if hed caught me. Could | have borneit?

A femae warder met him and led him down the long row of cells. She was austere and straight-faced,
but otherwise pleasant enough; prisoners were treated humanely in Parione. Brutdity, the saying went,
was for the Bhahdradomen. But the idea of being locked up filled Sephaeyender with loathing.

Once he had been so certain of everything, so safein hisworld. He had written fluently, been feted
and glorified in al hedid. But Garnelys had taken it dl away. The Old Roya Thesatre had been destroyed
and now Saphaeyender fdlt like aking without athrone, while the citizens of Parione had had their lives
turned upside down. They had far more important matters to concern them than Sephaeyender's next
play. And he - &fter the Battle of Hethlas Rim, he had little faith left in himsaif.

But he could till act.

So he gpproached Y somir's cell as Tanthe had first seen him; the greet poet resplendent in luxurious
ivory Slk; loose trousers, tunic and a soft coat that hung gracefully on histal form. Long black hair, in
which thewings of slver were growing ever more noticeable, framing a handsome face that was
compassionate, but just alittle sardonic.

Thewarder brought him to adoor and unlocked it. 'Do you wish me to chaperone you, Sir?

'No, thank you.” said Saphaeyender. 'If she looks like stabbing me, I'll shout for help.’

His attempt at black humour was|lost on the warder. She pushed open the door and ushered him
through.

The cell, like the corridor, was clean and plain. A shaft of dusty light hung across the room, drawing
warmth from the ochre walls. Benegth a high window the prisoner sat at atable, writing. Shewas
dressed in aplain fawn robe gathered at the neck, her golden-brown hair cascading over her shoulders.
With adender hand she dipped the quill in the ink and went on writing, precise and pensive, utterly
absorbed.

Her composure startled Saphaeyender. Hard to believe she was only eighteen. He'd expected to find
afrightened waif, not awoman.

'‘Good day, my lady Y somir," he said.

Shelooked up, quickly put down her pen and rose.

'I'm Saphaeyender. I'm afriend of your Sster.’

She looked astonished; obvioudy the warders had not told her he was coming. ‘Areyou redly the
Saphaeyender - the playwright?

The same. Didn't Tanthe mention me?

'Of course! She never stops talking about you!" Y somir coloured. 'Just aswell sheisn't here or sheld
berate me for embarrassing her. | can't believeit'syou.'

Itis, I'm afraid.’ He took her hand and kissed it. She smiled and her face cameto life; rosy, dimpled
and breath-takingly pretty. Now he could see the country girl in her and - although their colouring was
different - something of Tanthe.

'She adores you.'

I'm greatly fond of her, too," he said, taking afolded paper from his coat. 'She's given me aletter for
you.'



Y somir read it. Her face clouded. 'l wondered why she hadn't visited mefor solong.’

I'm sorry," he said. 'It'sentirely my fault. | was so wrapped up in my own selfish concerns| forgot to
have the letter sent on to you. That'swhy | brought it mysdlf. Y ou must have been worried sick; | can't
gpologise enough.’

'Will she come back?

'l don't know. | hope so.'

He expected Y somir to be upset, but shelooked calmly at him. ‘It'sal right. If anything dreadful had
happened to her | would have known. Won't you Sit down?

'Oh - indeed, thank you.' They sat on opposite sides of her writing table; the chairs were plain and
hard. "Y ou would have known - how?

'As| knew when Lynden died.’

'Ah, yes. Tanthe showed me the record you kept of your timewith King Garnelys. It'saremarkable
document. | waswith Lynden when hewaskilled . . . did shetdl you that?

Immediately they were on to precarious ground. Ground that was like human flesh, bruised and sore
and jagged.

'Yes,' sad Y somir, ‘athough I'm sure there were things she didn't tell me, just asthere werethings|
didn't write about.'

Saphaeyender felt tears clawing histhroat. Just when held been so sure he could talk easily about this.
'Y'somir, | loved Lynden asif he were my brother. He was so easy to love, was he not? An innocent,
wounded soul. He died trying to preserve my worthlesslife!

'Worthless? Y somir said sharply. 'Self-deprecation doesn't suit you.'

Helooked at her in surprise. Y ou have quite a sting, don't you? But | wanted to talk about Lynden,
not mysdlf. If you don't mind, that is

I dont mind. | feel | can talk to you.'

‘It was sudden, the arrow that took him. He didn't suffer. It'simportant you know that.'

'l think you're the one who needs consoling, not me," said Y somir, athough her eyes shone too bright.
'Lynden iswith me. He'sinsde me. | hear histhoughtsin my mind, | talk to himin my dreams!’

Saphaeyender nodded. 'And so do | to my mother.'

'No, you don't understand. It isn't wishful thinking. It first happened with my friend Serenis, who was
buried inthe mine. Her spirit-roth entered me. | began to hear her thoughts and sometimes speak them.
" Self-deprecation doesn't suit you'", that's the sort of thing Sereniswould say.’

Saphaeyender was uneasy, but intrigued. He could put Y somir inaplay ... if only he could still write
without pain, and if only she wasn't o vibrant with lifein front of him. 'So you took on some of her
atitudes. That isn't strangeif you've been close to someone.!’

Her golden-green eyes shimmered with light, transfixing him. 'Lynden was well aware that you thought
of him as more than abrother, my lord Saphaeyender.’

He held her gaze, trying not to react. Tanthe must have told you that.'

'No, of course she didn't. It would have been too hard for her to tell me, and pointless. Anyway, she
wouldn't have known that Lynden loved you too, and was on the verge of more, and felt wretched and
confused that he had even thought for one second about anyone other than me.’

Saphaeyender was nearly speechless. 'Y somir, I'm sorry. Thismust have hurt you. It'sthelast thing |
intended.'

'l don't blame Lynden. Held been aonefor so long. And it's better to love than to hate, isn't it?

Hefet hismask dipping. ‘But you blame me, and rightly so. | called myself "worthless', not in fase
modesty, but in mere honesty. I've lived forty-seven yearsthinking I'm unassailable; practically equa to
the godsin my talent and wisdom. It took just afew hours one sunny morning to discover that | am
capable not only of the most abject cowardice but of mindless daughter. | spent half the battle cowering
interror while Lynden tried to protect me; the other haf wallowing in blood, trying to avenge his degth.
Not even knowing what | was doing. Becauseif 1'd stopped to think for one second, the horror of it
would havekilled me

He was shaking. She reached across the table and her fingers were cool and delicate on hishand. 'l



killed too, because of Lynden.'

'‘And you say he'sinsdeyou ...

‘But | can't show him to you. Don't think that.’

I know. | know. But | want to write about him, if | could only find the right way. Could | come and
talk to you again?

'Yes. I'd likethat.'

Saphaeyender clagped her hand in gratitude. 'It's wretched that Helananthe is keeping you here. | for
one am glad that Garnelys is dead; who knows how long the war might have continued, if you hadn't
ended it? | know the Queen quite well. | could petition her on your behalf Dread sprang into her eyes.
Her nailsdug into him. 'No, don't! | want to stay here!'

'What?

'| fed safe here. Y ou don't know what it was like in the palace! No one bothers me here, | don't have
to see anyone or do anything if | don't want to."

'l see. And you can write here!'

Hefdt her hand relax. 'It'sal | need. If only | could be sure that Helananthe will not want to
interrogate me again, 1'd be perfectly content. She hates me.’

‘But she'sfair, | can't seethat she'd dedl unjustly with you.'

'She's not unjust. She could have had me executed It's not that, it's question after question that | can't
answer.'

Saphaeyender was puzzled. "What else does she think you can tell her?

The colour faded from her face. Things about Gamelys and L aphaeome. But | don't want her to know
'What?

Shetook ashort, painful breath. That Garndlysis here inside metoo.’

Again he was dumbstruck. He wanted to think she was mad, but had a creeping terror that she was
perfectly sane. '‘Garnelys? He swallowed. It must be growing quite crowded.’

‘Laugh a meif youlike!

I'm not laughing.’

Thefolk in Riverwynde thought | was strange. | could dways see dark things happening before they
did. I could dwaysfed the Xauromawhen other people thought it wasjust an idea. The Xauromais
more than a promise, Saphaeyender. It'sred. I've seen what will happen if it dies!

'I've upset you," he said, pulling back uneasily. Shetook her hand out of his,

'No, I've upset you,' sheretorted. 'Can no one bear to face the darkness - not even awriter like you?

I'mtrying." He wanted to change the subject. "What are you writing about?

'‘Garndys. I'm trying to get him out of my head and on to the paper.’ Her eydidsfluttered, and when
she spoke her voice sounded different, dow and eerie. 'l always knew that Laphaeome was not
human. From the beginning | knew it but couldn 't admit it. His true name was Zhoaah. They
promised me - Zhoaah and Gulzhur promised me...'

Saphaeyender's skin crawled. He was aware of apresence, aweird energy emanating from Y somir.
'What are you doing? he gasped.

She stopped. Her eyes came open and she stared at him. When she spoke, her voice shook, but it
was her own. 'Wasit Gamelysagain?Oh, no. . .

'‘What do you mean - again?

Shetook aquick bregth. 'It happens to me sometimes!'

'Oh gods," he murmured. Y ou said some names, Bhahdradomen-sounding names. Dear Goddess,
what are we going to do?

"You don't have to do anything. It'snot your concern, isit? She reached for ajug of water but her
hand trembled and she could barely lift it. Saphaeyender quickly took it from her.

'Here, let me," he said, pouring her atumbler of water.

Thank you.' She sipped the water, and her colour began to return. 'l can't dways remember what he
said. If | do, | don't know what it means. | just wish hed go.'

'We are going to have to tell Helananthe about this," he said heavily.



‘No!" Her eyeswerewild.

‘Why not?

Y somir dammed the tumbler down and gripped hiswrist, not so much imploring as actudly hurting
him. 'Because then I'll never be free of her! Shewill be a medl the timewith her questions and threatd! |
don't want to talk about Garnelys any more. It'sover. HE'sdead. | entreat you, my lord Saphaeyender,
asafriend. Pleasedon't tell her!

He put his head in hishands. 'l cameto ddliver aletter. | wish I'd |€ft it at that. How will the Queen
fed if shefinds out that you can channd Garnelyss memories, and we didn't tell her?

She shook her head stubbornly. 'l don't care. | won't doit.’

‘But for the good of Aventuria...'

'All the ugly things Garnelys did were for the good of Aventuria, so he said!" she lashed back. ‘Do you
not think | have been used enough?

Saphaeyender sat back, trying to think camly. Hisfingertipslightly pressed hers. If they hadn't beenin
acdl, and he hadn't been so plagued by his own demons, and had she not claimed to hold a menagerie
of the dead inside her . . . perhaps they would have been close to making love by now. And he knew he
shouldn't be thinking that of Tanthe's young sister, but old habits died hard.

I'm sorry, Y somir," he said gently. 'Don't worry, I'll keep your secret. Y ou've aready had more
digtress than anyone should suffer in onelifetime.”

'Almost as much asthe charactersin your plays,' she said, with the shade of asmile.

* * *

The Temple of Nuth was dark, but that suited Rufryd perfectly. There was arough ova chamber, and
at the centre agreasy flame burning in a cauldron, reflecting off the black walls. He sat on abare stone
bench, and the hump-backed priestess sat beside him, leaning on agtaff asif it wasall that kept her
upright. Her name was Rouna.

He poured everything out to her. Lynden's death, Tanthe's desertion, his own rootlessness. Theold
woman listened without aword, only fixing him with her opdine eyes.

When held finished, she said, 'Well, what d'you expect usto do about it?

'What? Rufryd couldn't believe her off-hand remark. 'l thought That we'd makeit al better?

"Youreapriestess. Thisisatemple. Isn't that what you're supposed to do?

‘Listen to me, child. Y ou can stay here aslong as you want. Y ou will have to sweep the floors and
help cook the food, which is no more than any of us are expected to do.

Otherwise stay, and be welcome. But you are full of anger, and none of us can take it away.'

Rufryd glared at her, furious but too nervous of her to show it. Then he dumped, hands dangling
between hislegs. Theideaof staying here made hislife ssem bearable, just. 'Good mother, | don't expect
-1 only thought you'd help, when no one else could.’

'Hardest thing is helping yourself, she said shortly. 'D'you believe in Nuth?

'Wall..." He thought quickly. HE'd never been respectful of the gods but he had observed the festivals,
they had been part of hislife. 'Yes. | believein our gods, Breyid and Anthar, and they're supposed to be
aspects of Nuth and Anuth, so yes, | believein Nuth, of course!’

Rouna hissed through uneven teeth, shaking her head. 'Wdll, stop,’ she said.

'What?Y ou don't want me to believe in the Great Goddess?

‘Lad, it'shard for you to understand and | can't spend al night explaining; | need a beer.'

Then I'll get you one, good mother, if you tell me whereit's kept. But how can you worship Nuth and
tell me not to? '‘Because we don't worship. We don't believe. Belief is not necessary; Nuth just is. Sheis
the darkness; she'sthe quickening of birth and the emptiness of deeth. Y ou can dways be learning about
her, on and on. But bdlieving?

No. Believe something and you set yoursdlf apart fromiit.

Y ou delude yoursdlf that you know it, you set your relaionship to it in concrete, and that's when you
stop learning abot it."

Rufryd gasped helplesdy. 'Y ou've lost me.' 'Nuth doesn't give afuck whether we worship her or not,’
said the old woman with a chuckle. 'Understand that, do you?



Rufryd stared at her in astonishment. 'Y eah.’ She pressed her bony fingersinto his shoulder. 'What |
read in you isthat you want help, but you don't want to hear the truth. Y ou want an easy answer. There
isnt one. You'rein pain but you'll never get rid of it until you get rid of thisanger. Y es, you can stay here,
but it won't solve anything.’

Then what will?

'Doing what you know you must. Y ou could become a priest of Anuth 'Could |7 For amoment the
idea seemed darkly enticing.

'Oh yes, you could do that, hide yourself here forever,” Rouna said mockingly. 'Or you could go back
into the world, face al that you hate. Perhaps go back to Helananthe and serve her, as your friends
suggested.’

'Y ou must be joking.' He shook his head grimly. 'Sorry, good mother, but that's the last thing | want to
do. She'sthesame as al therest, she just uses people!’

'‘And you don't? All | say to you isthis: we dl haveto hear things we don't want to hear, and do things
we don't want to do. Truth'slike that. Go through that doorway, aong the corridor, to the door at the
very end. Youll find it there!

‘Thetruth?

"The beer,’ said the priestess.

* * *

Sometimes life turned up a pleasant surprise. The day before her coronation, Helananthe was walking
along abroad amber gallery towards the Sun Chamber when she saw, silhouetted by awindow, a
familiar graceful figure.

‘Jhery? she said, not quite believing it. She went closer and it was him; Jhery of Mithrain, her cousin.

'‘Good day, Helan," he said, smiling. 'Oh, sorry. Y our majesty.’ He bowed his head.

'None of that nonsense.’ They clasped hands, looking at each other. He'd grown into an attractive
young man since shed last seen him. He was dressed in Mithrain's colours, robes of grey, amethyst and
watery blue, and his pa e reddish-blond hair flowed over his shoulders. Hisface wasalong, paeovd,;
innocent, serious, introgpective. 'How have you got here so quickly? 1 didn't think there was time for the
news of my coronation to have reached your ream.’

It didn't. I only heard about it when | arrived. | came because | heard about everything that's been
happening, and | knew that you needed me."

'Oh, Jhery.' Touched, she hugged him. That is so sweet of you. | don't know that | need you, but |
am certainly glad to seeyou. A friendly face!’

She drew him further dong the gallery, out of earshot of her retinue. "'Who's been unfriendly? he
asked.

She gave asoft groan. 'Oh ... palitics. | don't even want to think about it. How are you? Did you bring
anyone with you? Lady friend, wife?

Jhery pulled aface. 'Y ou're as bad as my family. I'm on my own.’

She grinned, unableto resist teasing him. 'Not for long, surdly. Y ou look like an Aelyr, Jhery, or one
of your mythica water spirits. Y ou won't be safein Parione.’

His pale complexion flushed to a startling rose colour. 'Gods, you aways embarrass me, Hel.'

I'mteasing you, dear. Thisisbeautiful.’ Shelifted the jewel he wore at histhroat and examined it. A
carp exquisitey carved in amethyst, suspended from alittle sphere of opal, with ateardrop of aqguamarine
dangling below. 'Where did you get it?

"Y ou might not believe me.’

'Oh?

‘Never tell aMithrainian that undines are mythical, Helan." Hisvoicefdl to awhisper. 'l believethe
Goddess Eshte gave it to me. It'sher symbol. Shetold me to come here, that you would have atask for
me’

'Oh." Taken aback, she gazed a him. He had afey quaity about him, her young cousin, but he'd
aways been quietly level-headed with it. And even Eldareth swore the el ementas of Mithrain werered .
.. 'Well, except that | would like you to represent your realm at the coronation, | can't think of anything



for you to do.' Hefolded his hand round the carved fish. "Y ou will, Helan.'

"Y ou sound very certain. Y ou're making me nervous!' 'Y ou're nervous? Jhery said softly. Tm
terrified.

* * *

It wasn't as Helananthe had planned, but <till the coronation was glorious.

The Sun Chamber shonein splendour, thronged with officids and citizens as bright askingfishersin
their robes of blue-green, red and gold. All dong the tiersthey sat, and crowded on foot in every space,
leaving anarrow aide for Helananthe's procession.

Before her moved the priests and priestesses of Nuth; behind, those of Nepheter, and then came the
senior officids of the palace, and after them the representatives of the Nine Realms. But Helananthe
walked in a space done. Musicians played harps, drums and hornsto herald her arrival. Her robes hung
heavy on her inlayers of black, indigo and bright gold. With measured steps she ascended the nine steps
to the daisand sat, for thefirst time, on the Sapphire Throne.

The centrd arm had been removed to make a single seet; it would not be replaced until shetook a
consort. As her retinue took their places and the traditional hymn of wel come was sung, Helananthe sat
trying to calm her rapid heartbest.

The representatives from each of the reelmswere gathered in their little groups; Lord Serpeth of
Eisllion and hisretinuein robes of red and gold, sawnintiny patchwork likelizard scalesthat shifted in
the light. Lord Mawrdreth and Lady Brang'ein for Thanmandrathor in smple greens and browns,
touched with bronze. For Mithrain stood Lord Jhery, dressed in the soft silvery hues of water.
Saphaeyender and ahandful of hisactors, dl in white, represented Paraniositself.

There hadn't been time to notify the more distant realms so that their ruling families could send
representatives. Ambassadors stood in their place, or even conscripts whom Garnelys had dragged here
to work on the Tower. It was asmall gesture, Helan thought, to show that dl her subjects were equaly
respected and valuable.

There were Noreyans, yellow-haired, dressed in the dark green of their forests. The party from Torith
Mir were harsh-faced and austere in black and grey, but when they moved she saw the flash of amber,
jet and diamonds about them. Those from AzuraMaroc were flamboyant in red, blue and gold and
smiled at everyone. And there were hunters from Deirland, long-limbed and keen-eyed, with cloaks of
anima-skin over their tunics of mist-grey and date-blue.

To represent Sepheret, Helan had wanted Rufryd to do the honour. Hed been hard to find; at first her
messengers brought rumoursthat held left Parione, but held turned up of al places at the Temple of Nuth.
His Sepheran clothes of black breeches and quilted black jacket, heavily embroidered with blue silk, had
been restored to their former glory by the palace dressmakers, and he looked extraordinarily handsome,
tall and hard-limbed, with histhick chestnut hair just touching his shoulders. His expression, however,
was very far from happy. Grim-faced, he headed a group of Sepherans who were thin from labouring on
the Tower, uneasy in borrowed robes. But to exclude them would be to deny what Garnelys had done.

Many otherswere missing. Eldareth and her mother and brother. Her dear friend Rathroem of the
Mediators. Tanthe, who should have represented Sepheret beside Rufryd. And there had been no
chanceto contact the dusive Adlyr and invite them to witness the coronation.

The ceremony wasto be compact and brief, at Helananthe's command.

Songs were sung, goddesses and gods invoked.

Saphaeyender stepped up on to the corner of the dais and read a poem he had written to
commemorate the occasion. The priestess drew asacred circle about the Sgpphire Throne, using glowing
crystals and ceremonial incense. The scent of the sacred smoke would stay with her forever.

Then Ariolne, the high priestess of Nuth, stepped forward and intoned the words of the coronation.
Her voice rang powerfully through the Sun Chamber.

'Helananthe Ghiseyma-Ga emanth daughter, you are the fruit of the true line of the Amber Citadd; in
you resides the seed of the covenant between the monarch and the land. Y ou appear before usthe
people of Aventurianot as our ruler but as our servant. Do you accept this?

'I accept it,' said Helananthe.



'On you fallsthe yoke of the Xauroma; the promise made between the monarch and the land that
protects us from al harm. Do you accept this?

'l accept it.'

"Then make your vow.'

Helan drew a deep bregth. It was essential she remembered every word. 'l, Helananthe
Ghiseyma-Ga emanth-daughter of the Royal House of Silanado vow and swear to serve Aventuriafrom
thisday until the end of my days. For Aventurial lay down my life, my prideand al that | own. |
embrace the Xauroma. Until the burden passesto my heir, | am the Xauroma.'

Then Ariolne placed on her brow afilet set with a blood-red dmandine. Over it she placed the crown
of nine jewes. In her hands shelaid along sceptre topped with acrystal sphere, the Orb of Clear Sight.
Touching these wondrous artifacts for thefirst time, Helananthe's heart swelled in awe.

'In the blessed names of Nuth and Anuth, | crown you Queen Helananthe of Aventuria.'

It was done. A great cheer filled the Sun Chamber. Asit faded, Helananthe heard the cheering
echoed outsde the walls of the Amber Citaddl, where hundreds had gathered.

She dlowed hersdf to amile, dthough the true, dark meat of the ceremony il lay ahead.

'l thank you, good citizens,' she said. 'l never expected to take on thisrole so early; | had thought this
day would come someforty years hence, after my father Galemanth had ruled long and wisdly. Still, that
was not to be. | an well aware of the pain that recent events have wrought upon Aventuria. My avowed
intent isto hea &l wounds, to restore al that has been taken away. But to thisend | need your help. My
friends, we have suffered a civil war that has set us againgt each other! Where hodtility lingerswe must all
work to overcomeit, even where it means showing kindness to those whom recently you were required
to treat as daves, and even harder, forgiving those who may have trested you cruelly. Remember we
have been friendsfor far longer than we have been enemies.’ They began to applaud, but she went on,
fixing Lady Brang'din and Lord Mawrdreth with her gaze. 'Someone or something, some dreadful force,
hastried to divide us. It's more important now than ever that we maintain the unity of the Nine Reams.
Our peace and prosperity depend on our combined strength. Aventuriawill stand firm; thisismy vow.'

Another cheer went up; the Than'drathian party joined in with polite gpplause. She hadn't quite won
them yet. Asthe musicians struck up atriumphal paean, Helan rose. The priestess Ariolne waited for her,
and now she was the only figure Helan could see clearly. Ariolné's face wasintent and her black eyes
were wellsleading down into the secret depths of the earth.

‘Now | leave you to your revelry.' Helananthe's mouth was dry, but she mustn't et them see how
nervous shewas. 'l go into the Underworld, to make my binding covenant with the Earth, the mystery of
the Xauroma.'

* * *

Once the Queen and her retinue had gone, Lord Podl quietly crept out of the Sun Chamber. He had
no desireto join in the feasting. He had no friendseft in the Amber Citadd, it seemed; not even Derione,
the treacherous rat, who had usurped Pod's high position the moment his back was turned.

The humiliation inflicted on him by Helananthe was worse than if shedd thrown him out of the Amber
Citadel once and for dl. Instead she'd given him ajob asaminor clerk to Deriones aides, hardly more
than an errand boy. And for this he was supposed to be grateful! Y et what was he to do?

Everyonein Parione knew him. No one would employ him. They al knew he had ordered the
demoalition of the Theetre, and despised him for it.

Lord Poel put on adark, hooded cloak and left the Amber Citadel, passing swiftly along the different
levels, through the gates at the inner and the outer walls, emerging finaly on to the broad boulevard that
skirted the north flank of the edifice. The crowds were concentrated at the magnificent west and south
gates of the Citadd, but there were still enough people around to irritate him. He pushed through them,
ignoring their indignant shouts.

He despised the city in the glorious golden hues of afternoon, for it no longer belonged to him. He
wandered down to the river and stood for some time on the high bank that rose aboveit, looking down
a the wide, dow sheet of gold silk that wound through Parione. Poel was quite serioudy considering
throwing himsdif in.



Someone tugged at hisdeeve.

He whipped round, coldly angry, to find a peasant there. An artisan, he corrected himself
sarcadtically. It was asmadl figure dressed in the grey and purple wool of a stone-mason's apprentice;
male or femae, he couldn't tell. The figure had a cowl wrapped round its head, hiding most of itsface.

"What do you want? Poel snapped.

‘Lord Podl, do you not remember me?

'I've never seenyou in my life before. Leave medone, or I'll cal the city guards:

Thefigure didn't move. 'l was there when you demolished the theetre, smiling while the citizens wept
and screamed,’ it said softly. ‘| was there when you stood with sweat running down your face and told
Gamdysthat hisarmy had lost thewar. | was there when sweet Y somir stabbed him through the heart.’

His heart jolted. 'Who are you? he hissed.

'Surely you remember. | designed the Tower.'

Thefigureraised its chin and Pod saw itsface down the tunnd of the cowl. An undistinguished face,
soft as cheese curds, with shrewd black eyes. The eyes seemed to flow straight into hismind like ink.
Terrifying, and then soothing, like adrug.

'Laphaeome? Poel gasped. "Y ou look different.’

Thefigure shrugged. 'Only clothes.

"Where have you been? Poel rasped, angry now. 'Y ou deserted Gamelys when he most needed you!
The palace wasin uproar trying to find you!'

L aphaeome laughed.

'‘What kind of Mediator are you?

'‘Come, now," said Laphaeome. 'Y ou're not still keeping up that charade, are you? Y ou know full well,
and have known for some considerable time, that | am not aMediator.'

Pod felt sweet dripping down under his heavy robes. There have been terrible rumoursflying around
the palace.

'Have they been saying dreadful things about me? Hislipless mouth formed asmile. "Words beginning
with B? Why do you think | |&ft?

'‘Gods," Podl groaned.

'‘Now, my lord, thereis no need to sound shocked. Y ou knew, didn't you? Y ou dways knew.'

Podl couldn't speak. Laphaeome touched his deeve. At the palace he had always worn black gloves,
but now his hands were bare and his seven spidery fingers pressed into Lord Pod's flesh. 'Forget
Laphaeome. Heisnot me. My true nameis Zhoaah. Say it."

"Zhoaah,' Pod repeated tiffly.

‘It means Facilitator. | liketo oil the whedls. Were we not dways friends? There's no need to be
afraid of me. I've cometo help you.'

'I'm not afraid of you! How could you possibly help me?

'My lord, the time has surdly passed and gone when the Bhahdradomen remained in exile,
unmentionable like some vile disease. Y ou should get used to seeing us about. We have served our
sentence, more than two hundred and fifty years of it. Surely now we are ready to take our place as
equal members of Aventurian society?

"You arejoking.'

'Yes,' said Zhoaah. 'And no.'

Those years may have passed, but no one will ever forget what the Bhahdradom'en did in Aventuria,
Pod said without emotion. 'Humans will never countenance such athing in amillion years. Go back to
Vexor. | think you have done enough here dready.’

'And you helped me. Y ou enjoyed it. How kind have humans been to you? Think of the revenge you
could have on dl those who have hurt and humiliated you, and | ask so very littlein return.’

Pod's words were empty, and Zhoaah plainly knew it. He knows me too well. Pod gazed greedily
into Zhoaah's soft, sucking eyes. What this creature was didn't seem to matter. More importantly,
Zhoaah wasfamiliar; hewasthe only friendly faceleft from the days of Garnelyssglory. "What do you
want?| can't take you into the palace,’ Poel said quickly.



'l don't ask that. Not yet.'

'l don't see what we can do for each other. We're both powerless!'

'Nonsense.' Zhoaah's voice fdll to a seductive whisper. Trust me, Lord Podl. It'seasy. | wastherein
Garndysslagt, great days, and | am with you now in your darkest hour, and | shall be at your side when
you sit on the Sapphire Throne.'

'What? he said, heart legping.

‘Listen to me, dear friend, and you shdl be King of Aventuria. That isour promise.’



Chapter Seven. Touching the Flame

Helananthe walked beside Ariolne down secret passages she'd never seen before, into the
windowless heart of the Citadel. The priestess carried alantern of red glass, Helananthe her sceptre of
office, which waslong enough to lean on as agtaff. Ingdethe Orb of Clear Sight, fracturesin the crystal
glittered with moving light.

Before the coronation, a priest of Dyonis, a priestess of Nepheter and a priest of Anuth had cometo
her in turn. Thefirst two each told her a secret word; the third had given her astrange piece of amethyst,
shaped like amushroom with multiple stalks. Three pieces of the puzzle. The remaining secrets, only
Ariolneknew.

Presently they passed along a snaking passage, then down athin spiral staircase that led deep into the
hill itself. Rock strata were heaped massively above them. A stone door did aside, and they entered a
dark round chamber. The space was dominated by a huge sphere of crystal, pale brown in colour with
threads of crimson running through it. These threads moved, catching the light. The sphere turned dowly
onitscurved base, asif it floated on afilm of water, giving off a soft, humming vibration. Between the
sphere and the chamber wall there was awalkway no more than three feet wide. The domed space
thrummed with heavy, rich power.

Ariolne drew an audible breath. They both stood for amoment in respectful awe.

"The xauroth sphere, said Ariolne. 'Xauroth isthe energy of the Xauroma. This great Sonewas
gifted to the humans of Aventuriaby the Zamphera seventeen hundred years ago, when the Citadel
began to grow from ahill fortressto this. . ." Shetrailed off, her gaze shifting around the chamber asif
she sensed something out of place. 'Forgive me. Thisisthefirg timel've seenit. But the colour ... | was
expecting it to beclear.’

Helananthe gazed at the sphere. She reached out, letting her hand hover just aboveits surface. 'l
know why it isn't clear. As| told you, I've been in here before, and not done.’

Ariolne frowned. Y ou did know that only the monarch is meant to come here - and only after her
coronation?

'Yes, | know. But | am afraid that severd of us have come here who should not have done!’

‘But how did you get in?

Helananthe walked dowly round to the far side of the sphere, where she found a narrow aperture to
another ancient stairway. Thisleads up to an old cell in the fabric of the Citadd, and thence to one of
Garnelyss private chambers. He tortured people there. Asfar as| can tell, hewastrying to draw some
kind of dark energy from them and direct it into the sphere.’

Ariolne looked from the shadowed archway to Helananthe, her hawkish face half-lit with red. That's
what | canfed herel Gauroth. | knew something waswrong. Why did hedo it?

I wish I knew. He was frightened and desperate for al the power he could get, no matter how he
obtained it. In his madness, he must have thought he was doing the right thing.'

‘Gauroth isaterm for the darkest, most destructive energy of the earth. It may have its uses, but only
inthe hands of agreat roth-mage, and there are few, if any, of those left in the world. It's the sort of
energy that even the Bhahdradomen hesitate to summon. According to legend, this sphere was as clear
asyour Orb, full of light. Not this clouded brown.’

Thefirg time | saw it, it wasworse than this, amost purple asif full of blood, said Helan. 'Y somir
saw it at itswordgt, wild with pain. | thought it was recovering but now I'm not sure. It seems stagnant,
waiting ...

'Y ou have empathy with the sphere. That's good." Ariolne nodded dowly. 'Y et the gauroth lingers
Thisconcernsme’

A shudder ran through Helan. ‘Good mother, can my initiation till go ahead?

The priestess closed her eyesfor amoment. Opening them, she said, "Yes, and it must. Later, this
other ingressto the chamber must be sealed off. The bad energiesin the torture cell can be channelled
away. Rocks and crystals absorb vibrations, though, and | doubt they will ever be wholly free of memory



... nor will the sphere, perhaps. But initiation includes accepting redlity asit is, not aswewish it were!'

'‘And the fact that 1've been here before ... | haven't somehow initiated myself, have 1?7

Ariolne gave abark of laughter. Y ou should have waited, but no harmisdone. This isnot the secret.
Thisisnot the Xauroma, only an indicator of itsmood or hedlth. It containslight but thelight isdim, and
there are threads of blood inside. We have other doorsto passthrough yet. | am only your guide. The
truth you learn a the end shdl be yoursaone!’

Ariolne began to search along the sides of the chamber. Presently she found something in aflagstone
of the walkway itsdlf, an arrangement of smal holes. Shetook out apiece of obsidian - shaped like
Helan's amethyst mushroom - and pressed it into the holes. A mechanism clicked. Helan helped Ariolne
to lift the flagstone, reveding another spird stair that vanished into the depths of the earth. The perfect
treads glinted red in the lamplight. Few feet had ever passed over them.

'Follow me,' said Ariolne. ‘I am Nuth, guiding her daughter into the Underworld.’

Down and down the steps led. The stench of earth, mould and stone was overwhelming and the cold
seeped dew-heavy through her robes. Fearless on horseback, in battle, even on storm-racked ships, in
this place Helan found hersdf afraid.

The endless spirdling made her dizzy. She helped hersdf with one hand on theicy wall. By thetime
they reached the bottom of the long chimney, the thought of ascending again exhausted her. But Ariolne
was cdm and confident, so Helan tried to match her dignity, trusting her.

They found their way along a short fissure in the rock and into another chamber, whose ceiling
pressed dmost on their heads. She saw the glint of mineralsin thewalls and floor. Helananthe hated the
feding of being closed in. It took her dl her will to concentrate on Ariolneswords.

'Y ou will have been told a secret name. | do not know it. Cal it now.’

Helananthe spoke the first word she had been told. 'Andamanque.’

Her voice was hoarse. Nothing happened. Drawing bresth, she spokeit again, clear and loud, and
thistime the rocks seemed to tremble. For amoment she feared the roof was about to fal in on them.

A crack gppeared in the opposte wal. Through it fell ashaft of lavender light. A tiny figure moved
againg thelight, gnarled asif tree roots had torn themselves from the earth and cometo life.

This creature, barely reaching to their knees, shambled forward and stood hunched before them. Then
Helananthe saw that it was awizened Zampheral female. Her head twisted as she looked up at them, her
hair hanging like black string around asilver coin of an eye.

"Who disturbs the K eegper?

'Ariolne of the Temple of Nuth. Queen Helananthe of Aventuria | bring her to seek union with the
Xauroma, that her service to the land may begin.’

'Has she the key? asked the crone.

Helananthe quickly fumbled for the piece of amethys.

Its rounded top sat snugly in her pam. 'This?

That,' the Keeper said tersdly. 'l know wherethelock is, but only you can openit.'

The Zampherai crouched down to thefloor. At first she seemed to be digging in earth; then
Helananthe redlised she was actua ly scooping out the rock itself - breaking it with her bare hands asif it
were asfriable as cake - to reveal an oblong of smooth creamy marble set in the floor.

The marble block glowed. In its surface were five holes. The two women watched her, saying nothing.
Holding her breath, Helananthe did the amethyst key into place. The five pegs sank home and the lock
gave with acrunch.

The oblong wasthelid of achest. It was heavy but she raised it with difficulty and saw what lay
ingde. Sabs of white and clear quartz, dabs of pae green and red tourmaline and yellow topaz, each one
elghteen incheswide and two feet in length, inscribed with faint, flowing runes.

‘Thereisdl you need to know,” said Ariolne. 'All the secrets of the Xauromaand of the Basilisks of
Caabethron. The Keeper and | cannot read them.’

Helananthe lifted out two or three of the dabs, studying them. Her awe quickly turned to dismay.
‘Neither can |, she said. '‘Good mother, thisisalanguage | have never seen before!'

Ariolne didn't react. 'Daughter, from here you must go done. We shdl wait for you.'



'Y ou must go deeper yet,' said Andamanque.

The Keeper pointed to the fissure from which she had emerged. Helananthe placed the dabs back in
the chest, gripped her sceptre, and entered the pale violet light.

This space was too small to admit her large frame. She ducked and squeezed between the narrow
walls of stone, swesating coldly to think she could be stuck fast here.

Her feet found empty air. She was dipping into aholein the earth. Sowly at first, but unable to stop.

Thelight vanished. Helananthe was suddenly aonein pitch darkness, panic thumping hard in her
chest. Sensation left her body; she could no longer fedl the sceptre in her hand and she wasfaling, deep,
deep into the earth. She screamed, but her voice made no sound.

Shewasn't aware of thefdl ending, yet suddenly she was standing in alightless space; atunne or a
chamber, she couldn't tell. The smell of earth wasthick in her lungs and the air clammy. She sensed the
stone moving around her, asif sentient. Shefdt its vast and terrible power.

'Now what? she whispered trembling.

A scarlet flame appeared. It was above her, below her, in front of her; yet however hard shetried to
draw closetoit, it remained the same distance away.

Then she understood. The last stage of her journey was not physical but astral. Unless she could reach
and touch the flame, she could not make her connection with the Land, and her promise, however
sincerely meant, would have no true power.

The flame was beautiful and dreadful. It swayed like adancer, ever out of her reach. She Stretched
her sceptre towardsit and it seemed miles away; then right in front of her face, dazzling, choking her with
sulphur; but when she put her fingerstoiit, it was distant again.

Helananthe cursed in frustration. Then inspiration struck. She cried the last secret word and suddenly
the flame roared up.

It wasinsde her, and sheingdeit.

She was spinning at the core of the earth, arms outstretched. Contained in a sphere of fire, part of it as
it was part of her. Aventuria seemed to pour through her in al its beauty and wild raw power. Green and
blue and raging scarlet. Energies channelled through her like hot winds and it was too much to bear. She
screamed without sound, in anguish and ecdtasy.

The land wastesting her.

She gave hersdf up toit. I am the new queen, the avatar of the goddess, the doe in the thicket,
the seed in the winter field, the stream under the stone. | come not as ruler but as handmaiden and
guardian. May we nourish you always as you nourish us...

The Xauromawas aweb of dectric-green light, binding her and the land together so that they
exchanged energy in an endlessflow. The roth of the earth was aforce so vast that she could touch only
atiny fragment of it without being destroyed. And shefdt the force thundering with anger. There were
cracksin it. Cracks Garnelys had made, which were still widening despite al her effortsto hed them.

The force threshed and heaved, crying out. Dreadful revelation cameto her. Garnelys had only been a
catayst, awarning, atiny prelude on a stage while the true dangers |loomed like giants outside the thestre.
She saw hersdlf starkly as a bridge, holding on to two edges of afracture, sraining with al her strength to
hold them together while the chasm groaned and widened benegath her. And from the chasm, billions of
insects came teeming to consumetheland ...

With ajalt, shewasflung out of the vison.

She was sitting on solid ground, her eyestight shut. For afew moments she couldn't move. The
beauty and terror of it had shaken her to the core.

Sowly she recovered and looked around. Now she wasin asmal round cave, and onthewalls
gleamed nine great jewels of different kinds. The same gemsthat werein her crown, each representing
one of the realms. In the centre of the chamber was ared flame burning in a censer. And facing her
across the flame was a small dender man dressed in ahooded white robe. A Mediator.

‘Rathroem!" she cried. 'Isit redly you?

Hisvoice was degp and eerie. 'Y ou keep my image diveinsde you. Ask mewhat it isthat you need
to know.'



In her altered gtate of consciousness, anything seemed possible - even the dead speaking to her. 'Did
the land accept my covenant? Her voice trembled.

'Y es, you do not need to ask methat - but the Xauromaisfragile. Be warned. 1t will take al your
strength, perhaps even more than you possess, to keep it intact.' He raised ahand to point at her. 'The
land criesout in fear that you are not strong enough,; that you will break your promise.’

'What? she cried, horrified, then angry. ‘Never!”

Theforces arrayed againg you are terrible. Call not upon the Mediators, for thistime your enemies
will accept no Mediation.’

'Y ou were - you were killed by the Bhahdradomen, weren't you?

The cornersof his mouth turned up wryly. That wastheir way of dropping ahint.' For amoment, in
place of this portentous ghost, she caught aglimpse of the gentle, humorous friend he had been inlife.
She wept.

'What must | do? she asked.

Thefutureisnot set in sone. Y ou can changeit.’

Heraised adim pae hand, making adipping motion towards the fire. Understanding, Helan copied
the motion and plunged the Orb of Clear Sight deep into the scarlet flame.

At once, shefound hersdf back in her physical body, stumbling out of the fissure. Shewasin the
chamber with Ariolne and the Keeper again.

She could imagine what she looked like to them; pallid, dishevelled and wide-eyed asif shed received
aviscera shock. They said nothing, though; only watched her. Their patient dignity helped her to ground
hersdlf. After dl, who had ever told her that touching the Xauromawould be al sweetness, the newsal
good, or that her respongbilities would not be formidable? No one.

Thiswaswhat it meant to be Queen.

The chest il lay open, the crystal dabs shimmering asif lit from benesth. Then Helan noticed that the
Orb of Clear Sight now glowed red, asif the flame of the Earth's heart wasinside it. She knew what to
do asif shed dwaysknownit.

She stood her sceptre upright in achannel cut in the back of the chest, which fitted it perfectly. She
lifted thefirst dab and held it so that the orb shone through it.

At once the runes shone clearly. The earth-fire brought new, fugitive symbolsto life and the lines
resolved into aflowing alphabet that she could read.

She gasped. Here were secrets, astonishing secrets that only Garnelys had known. How the War of
the Silver Plains had been won, how Aventuriawas to be protected ... but so much information, and
none of it easy to understand. The language was archaic, the meaning cryptic. Her heart sank. She
picked up the next, and severd more; some had strange diagrams on them, but what they were meant to
portray, she couldnt tell.

All at once shefdt drained. ‘Good mother, good Keeper - may | come here again? It will take timeto
decipher thedabs!'

'Y ou may come whenever you wish it," said Andamanque. 'l am always here. | saw little of your
predecessor; you had better be a keener sudent, for the Earth is unhappy, and humans have ignored the
warningsfor too long!'

Ariolnetook Helan's hand and placed the obsidian key in her palm. The keys are yours now, and shall
only be taken back into the safekeeping of the Temple upon your death.

That's a cheerful prospect, thought Helan. Meticuloudly she replaced the dabsin the chest, removed
her sceptre and lowered the lid. The lock crunched into place, pushing out the amethyst key. Thered
glow of her Orb bled to clear white, yet she knew it would shine with fire again when she needed it. She
felt different; fearful, yes, but strong. Changed forever. Ariolne bowed deeply to her, acknowledging the
transformation.

The circleis unbroken,’ said the priestess. 'Nuth's blessings are upon you, Helananthe of the line of
Silana, Queen of the Nine Reams, Guardian of the Xauroma.'

Rufryd wasworried sick about Tanthe. Since he couldn't admit it, though, he only felt rage a her. The
Temple of Nuth waslike cold black water on hisanger, dowsing it to alevel that was bearable.



He had been to see Y somir after the coronation, but the meeting had been brief and awkward. They
had never got on well. Just because they both came from Riverwynde, and she had loved his brother,
and he her sgter, didn't mean they had anything in common. Guilt gnawed at him, both over theway held
victimised her when they were younger, and over her present, wretched situation. His guilt, too,
expressed itself as sullen anger.

So he'd come back to the Temple. He scrubbed floors, washed sheets, made beds, waited on the
priests and priestesses - who, to his annoyance, were gracious and told him not to. He wanted to be
punished, but they refused to punish him.

Rufryd sat in Nuth's sanctum before the eternd flame, thinking about the Goddess.

'What are you? he said. 'What do you want from me?

Asaways, Nuth steadfastly refused to answer. He sghed. Then someone spoke, causing him to lesp
amogt out of his skin with shock.

'She wants you to know yourself. Without self-knowledge, you are paralysed.’

It was Ariolne, the High Priestess. Before he could get up, she sat cross-legged on the black
flagstones beside him. ‘Good mother,” he murmured in greeting, fedling awkward.

'Why do you think the Temple of Nepheter is more popular than ours? she said, looking at the flame.

Some words came into Rufryd's head.

"'Lady, fire ofFirethom, spring of life,

Quicken the molten sap to bum and stiffen

The petals of roses, the loins of lovers and the wings of

butterflies

Who dance like us, all unaware

That they shall fall inflames, are falling inflames

Into the arms of your dark sister."

'One of Sephaeyender's bloody poems. Thanksto Tanthe | can't get the damned things out of my
head. Oh - sorry.'

'I've heard swearwords before. Rouna could teach you some you don't know. Those were linesfrom
Arkenfell, actualy - but yes, we are here to remind people that they're not immortal. That's why we're
not popular.’

T know thefeding.

'Y ou can bury yoursdlf here forever if you wish, Rufryd. However, | know that isn't what you want.'

‘But thisisthefirst place I've ever been where peoplejust leave me done. It'samazing.

Thetroubleisthat you're hiding in herein order to Stay the same. But Nuth is the goddess of
transformation. Y ou will only know her when you are willing to change.’

Rufryd glared sideways at Ariolne, annoyed regardless of her position. 'Oh, theré'salot I'd like to
change. I'd have to be a roth-mage\' He paused. 'l s that something you can train to be?

Ariolne laughed a him. Rufryd felt stupid, out of hisdepth. 'Y es, you cantrain, if you have some
gptitude to begin with. I laugh because you asked in such innocence. You havenoidea. . . You can
never, never do it out of emotionslike anger, or desire for control or revenge. All of those passions must
be gonefirst. Acquire perfect self-knowledge, then seeif you gtill want to be amage; you probably
won't.'

‘Supposing | did?

"Then you need the dedication for years of intense study and practise. It's not an art for the impatient
or the hotheaded, Rufryd.’

‘Right.'

'And which roth would you choose to work with? Each has its own resonance, and it'sarare mage
who can attune with more than two or three. If you could attune with plants or crystals, you might be a
heder, or agardener or master jewdler. If you can attune with disembodied energies, ethroth, thenyou
might be a seer, or acounsdllor to the bereaved. Y ou seg, it is no easy path to power. There have been
only ahandful of mages of truly notable skills, who could actualy change the fabric of the Earth. Most of
them were Adlyr. And some of those destroyed themsalves through chancing too much.’



Theflight of the arrow," he said, 'doesthat have aroth of itsown?

'Well, yes. Everything does, to some extent.’

'l can do that. Use abow, | mean.’

"Then you are a roth-mage of akind. All of usare. Then again, if you would be a purist and apply the
title of mage only to someone like Nilothphon or Theomentis or Caabethron, none of usare.’

I think I'll stick to sweeping floors!’

Ariolnerose and briefly clasped his shoulder. 'When it'stimeto leave us, Rufryd, you'll know.'

Parione sweltered in soporific heat and the festival of Midsummer was long past. Helan had il
received no news of Eldareth. Her royal duties kept her busy, but each morning she would note the date
and reca culate how long it might take Eldareth to travel to Eisilion and back.

Heleft on the forty-ninth day of Firethorn, she thought, and it is now the forty-second of Midsummer .
.. only sx weeks, and it will surely take them eight to return. He will have spent some time with Lady
Nietriya, surely, so they are unlikely to arrive before Lunagh. | must stop worrying and get ready to
welcome them home. Gods, it seemsalifetime since | saw Mother. | can't wait. Veny will have grown so
... | wonder if hesany lessfull of himsdf?

Helan was in the office attached to her private chambers, attending to paperwork as she always did
before bregkfast. There had hardly been time to degp since her coronation. Each morning she allowed
hersdlf to fret about Eldareth for precisely ten minutes, then sheturned dl her attention to unravelling the
mess|eft by Garndlys.

Someone rapped impatiently on her door. It wasn't Derione's respectful knock. Dawn and Mirias
were supposed to vet her visitors, but now the doors burst open and arangy figure came griding in.
Heananthe's head jerked up. Dawn stuck her coppery head round the door-jamb and said, 'Sorry,

Her mind full of paperwork, Helan didn't take in who it was for a second. Then her jaw dropped and
shelegpt to her feet.

'Eldareth!’

He looked dreadful. Hisface was drained, his black hair hanging in limp rats tails. Severa days of
beard-growth shadowed his chin. 'Helan, I'm sorry.” he said, out of breath. 'l came back asfast as|
could.’

The argument they'd had before he left was forgotten. She rushed from behind her desk and flung her
armsround him.

Eldareth, however, was unresponsive. He put his hands on her upper arms and gently pressed her
away fromhim.,

'I'd made up my mind you wouldn't be back for another two weeksyet,' she said. There was no need
for you to run from the stables; afew more minutes wouldn't have hurt. Are you going to tell mewhat's
wrong? They arewith you, aren't they?

Eldareth exhaed, along groan. 'Helan, I've ridden like amaniac to reach you and now | don't know
how to tell you. Y our mother and Veny have been kidnapped.'

'l beg your pardon? Shelaughed in disbelief. 'Isthisajoke?

‘Some might say Veny deservesit, he said, 'but no, thisisnot ajoke.' He sank into agreen velvet
chair in front of her desk. Helan poured him some teafrom a silver pot on asideboard. He drained the
cup in two gulps then began to explain.

‘Lady Nietriyatold meit happened just afew days before | arrived. A group of Aelyr entered the
house and took them away. There was nothing anyone could do to stop them; they came like ghogts, she
sad, and you know how terrified Eislians are of them.’

Helananthe stared at him. 'Did you say Adlyr? Aelyr took my mother?

'So Nietriya says.

‘But why?I've had nothing to do with the Adlyr in my life. Even Gamelys had barely any contact with
them. Therewas an Adlyr once at a state ball when | was no more than seven, they took me away
because | wouldn't stop staring at him ... but these days they stay in Verdanholm and keep apart from



humans. What on earth would they suddenly want with my family? Eld, surely Lady N was mistaken.'

His head sank. He looked exhausted. 'Whatever the truth of it is, they were abducted by someone.
And | believe Nietriyas story because | think | saw the Adyr party mysdif.

You did?

It was some days before | reached Luin Trest; | took shelter in aruined temple, and inthe night | saw
aporta open, and aprocession of Adlyr passing through from our world to what | assume was their own
realm. It was the weirdest thing I've ever seen. And | thought | heard aboy cry out asthey went.'

'Why didn't you stop them? she cried.

‘Because it was before | reached Luin Trest. At thetime | had no reason to suspect these Adlyr of
abduction. Besides, even if I'd wanted to stop them, | couldn't move. Nietriya said they cast aglamour of
paralysis. It happened to me, too.'

Helan sat down in her chair, shocked. Thisisunbelievable. Didn't you try to find them?

'Of course | did, Hel! | scoured the house for clues. | had Nietriyas household searching all over the
hills, I sought witnesses; | even returned to the temple on my way back, but the trail was cold. There was
nothing to do but come home and break the news.’

‘These Adlyr.” shesaid, ‘what did they look like?

"Their garb was dark, shadowy. Bluish-black. There was nothing about them | recognised.’

'Nothing to do with your friend Elrill, then?

'l doubt it. He wouldn't do athing likethis. No, they definitely weren't Shaglahyr. Besdes, Elrill had
no motive.'

‘But what Adlyr would have amotive? It makes no sense!’

She pressed her fingersto her forehead. Eldareth began to ease off hisriding boots. 'I'm so sorry to
bring you this news, Helan. The whole journey has been anightmare. | lost Tanthe to the Adlyr, too,
under rather different circumstances, and although she went willingly | am very afraid for her." Hetold her
what had happened at the Seer's hut. | don't suppose she's come back?

I've heard nothing of her,' said Helan. 'Y ou'd have to ask Sephaeyender.’

'l go and see him later. Damnit. | blame mysdlf for dl of this!

'Don't, Eld." She went to him and began to rub his shoulders. ‘It's not your fault.'

He clasped her hand and kissed her fingers. 'Perhaps not, but | fedl responsible. | must make plansto
find Ghissyma''

"We both must - but not this minute. Y ou need to rest and bathe.'

He gave atwisted grin. 'I'm quite sure | need the latter. I'll trike abargain with you. I'll bathe, maam,
if you will send for some breskfagt. I'm famished.’

Haf an hour later Eldareth reappeared in ablue and silver striped robe, his chin freshly shaven and his
graight black hair shining loose on his shoulders. Meanwhile Helananthe had ordered a substantial
breakfast of pomegranates, fresh seed-bread, eggs and cold spiced meats and apple-cake. There was
Marocian coffeein atal blue pot. The meal was set on atable by the window, with aglorious view of
Parione beyond the Citadel walls.

'I've cancelled dl my morning appointments.” she said. ‘Come, sit down. No onewill disturb us''

He smiled, hisdark eyes shining and melting right to the core of her. More than anything she wanted
to hold Eldareth in her arms, fed him ingde her again ... she couldn't imagine loving anyone ese. They
knew each other too well, and there was no one e se she trusted so deeply.

'l don't know why you are being so kind to me," he said. 'First | refuse to marry you, and now this!'

I'm just glad to see you.' Eldareth began to eat ravenoudy, and after afew moments shejoined him.
She couldn't afford to lose her appetite, even over this news; she had too much to do. 'I've been thinking.
Whoever abducted Mother and Veny must have known who they were. They must know that 1've taken
the crown. Otherwise, why bother? But if the Aelyr want something of me, why not just come and talk to
me? Thisisdreadful. Mother must have been terrified.'

‘Morelikely sheterrified them," Eldareth said drily.

Helan grimaced. 'Something's going on, Eld. It'slike listening to people whispering in another room,
but as soon asyou goin, they dl vanish. | can't get to the bottom of it. My lovely cousin Jhery turned up,



full of mysterious portents, and scared the hdll out of me!'

Tl me. What's happened while I've been away?

'Well, you missed my coronation.'

'Gods, I'm sorry.'

'Soam [, but it wouldn't wait. After what's happened to Mother, it'sjust aswdl | didn't. I've
gppointed Derione as my Chancdlor. Lord Pod isworking for him and smply hating it. A very upset
deputation is here from Thanmandrathor, demanding their independence.’

He paused, with ayellow peach speared on hisknife. They're what?'

‘Because of Garnelys. They want to rule themselves and keep their own army. | don't blame them, but
| can't dlow it. I've been trying to negotiate a compromise with them for weeks, but they're digging thelr
hedsin. That Lady Brangdin'salittle firebrand, and her brother'samost as bad. | could redlly do
without their pig-headedness now.'

I'm haf Than'drathian,’ he said, eyebrows raised.

'l rest my case. Eld, thelast thing | want is another civil war. But how can | thresten them with the
roya army when, asthey keep pointing out, they have dready defeated it and pursued the stragglers
back to the skirts of Parione? | understand their point of view, but | will not be the monarch whose first
action wasto break up the Nine Realms!'

'‘Gods, no. That's courting disaster.'

Astheir conversation went on, she thought how wonderful it was to be able to spesk fredly at last, to
pour out dl that was on her mind without fear of it being used againgt her. Shewould never have thistrust
with Lord Serpeth, nor even with Derione. With them she would always have to be guarded, distant. Not
hersdif.

Soon she wastdling Eldareth about her coronation and initiation into the Xauroma. By now dl the
plates were empty, the table a scene of wreckage between them.

'So," said Eldareth, ‘these tablets you saw contain secrets to which only the monarchis privy?

'Oh yes,' Helan breathed. 'Information that has saved Aventuriain the past, and may save usagain, if
we should need it. Theré's only one problem. | can't make sense of it.'

'Even though you could read it?

It was like being handed sheets of music. All theinformation istherein front of you, but unlessyou
can read music and play an instrument, it'suseless. Thelanguageisarchaic. Parts of it made sense, but
that could be even more dangerous. What if | acted on what | thought | understood, but got it wrong?
She expelled a bregth of frustration. 'If Galemanth had succeeded to the throne, he would have taught me
al this. Even Garndlys might have helped, if that woman hadn't killed him! But the natura order of things
was hacked to pieces, so herel am in the dark.'

'Perhaps| could help.’

'l doubt it, Eld. I am very much on my own in this. Only my eventua husband will be alowed to see
the contents of the chest.'

Their eyes met, and tension crackled between them. Helan said lightly, 'l suppose you haven't
changed your mind?

He was the first to break the contact, and his face was troubled. 'I'm sorry, Helan. | love you, but |
cannot be king. I'd be wholly unfitted to the task.'

She hdd hersdf steady againgt the rush of disappointment, which came anyway. ‘It'sdl right,’ she
said, managing to keep her tone free of emotion. 'Besides, I've had an offer from Lord Serpeth.’

He sat bolt upright. ‘An offer of what? he said in disgust.

'Marriage, among other things.' Helananthe's smile was grim. 'Imagine that, King Serpeth of
Aventuria'

Eldareth looked horrified. "Y ou are not serioudy considering it? The man switches sdes at the drop of
ahat!'

Helan was grave. Sheld wanted to torment Eldareth alittle, but the news about her mother put her in
no mood for teasing. 'Now | redliseit wasfor the best that you refused me. | shal have to marry Serpeth,
or someonelikehim.'



‘But it's not compulsory for the monarch to marry.’

'No, but | haveto think of the palitics. I must cement the union of the Realms'’

"That's not a good enough reason. Helan, you can't mean to marry someone ese.’

| shdll, eventudly. I've now embarrassed myself by asking you and being rejected twice; | shan't do it
athirdtime!

Eldareth groaned. 'Y ou don't understand. I'm not rejecting you. | can't be king, but that doesn't mean
| don't ill love you. | want to be at your side and help you in everything. We can remain aslovers.
Nothing in protocol rulesit out.'

She chewed her lower lip until it hurt, curang hersdf for giving him the chance to humiliate her again.
'Well, we can do that if you wish,' she said harshly. 'Only how are we going to explain to our future
children why their father refused to join their mother on the Sapphire Throne?

He looked down in shame. All she wanted - all he wanted, too, she knew - was for them to legp
joyoudly on each other and make love, asthey often had in the past. But now hisrefusa stood like an
ugly wall between them.

Shesadinalow voice, 'It was fun, wasn't it, when | was only the king's granddaughter and we could
both be wanderers and adventurers without responsibility? Racing our horses, exploring, deeping
together in forests. But those days are over. | have Nine Realmsto watch over. If you will not give your
whole sef to me, then don't blamemeif | look for someone who will.

They glared a each other, unrelenting. Pain' was beginning to crack their hearts but neither would give
intoit.

A tap at the door made them both start. Dawn camein and announced. 'Y our mgjesty, Lord Serpeth
ishereto seeyou.’

Helan whipped round angrily. 'Dawn, | cancelled dl my gppointments until noon!'

'Maam, it is noon," Dawn said smply.

It'sdl right,’ said Eldareth. He rose, throwing a crumpled napkin on to the table. I'll leave you to your
auitor. I'm sure he's as eager to place his arse on the Sapphire Throne as | am to rescue your mother.'



Chapter Eight. Confession

Tanthe waked. Onefoot in front of the other, on and on, until the ache of exhaustion ran al through
her and congealed asraw firein her feet. But aslong as she kept walking, the pain kept its distance.

Her eyeswere glazed. The green mountains dipped past her in ablur, like stage sets. When the nights
came she went on until she tripped over rocks or tree-rootsin the dark, dept fitfully where she had fallen.
At dawn, she sucked dew from the grass to moisten her mouth and stumbled onwards.

She could not think of the Aelyr. Dared not think of anything.

Sheld fallen through the porta on to a hillside somewhere near the Seer's hut, disorientated, shocked,
frightened. There was nothing to do but go home, like an animal running to ground. Aslong as she kept
her mind empty and her feet moving she was safe. The VVaahyr would not catch her.

Tanthe hallucinated. She thought she was back in Sepheret, then couldn't understand why the foliage
was different, moist ferns and thomed plants with flowers like exotic genitalia. Strange birds like white
arrows, othersthat were bright red or blue. Shetried to recall their names. Pointers, pipers, blue-doves.
.. yes, thiswas Paranios. Not Sepheret.

There were shadows walking aongside her. Sometimes she thought it was Lynden and Rufryd there;
at others, that Auriel and Falthorn were following, trying to persuade her back into their honeyed webs.
The shadows came and went, making her catch her breath in fear as she strode on through endless
steep-sided valeys.

Once she saw the shadows moving in front of her; three of them, dipping softly through a stand of
hazd treesin the dusk. The landscape looked false to her, everything too sharp and edged with light, but
she saw the figures clearly. Shepherds, perhaps, camouflaged in drab greens and greys. ... but when they
turned to speak to one another, she saw their faces and her heart froze.

Long gaunt faces, staring skulls smeared over with mottled, tranducent flesh. Terrible eyes, like dark
pondsfilled with primeva spined creatures lurking deep and luminousin the silt. As she watched she saw
one of these faces suddenly growing longer, arching into the long blade-like skull of awalf, and this
cresture dropping onto al fours.

Thesight horrified her. Shapechangers. Shefdt wildly for her mnelir, the Aelyr knife that had saved
her from the Bhahdradomen in the past - but of course, Falthorn had taken it back. Tanthe dropped
down behind aboulder and crouched there, breathing fast and shallow like a hare. When she dared to
look out, the three figures had melted away.

Ancther halucintion.

Setting her jaw, sherose to her feet and went on. Aslong as she could keep her eyes open and her
feet moving, nothing would touch her. Home. She must head for home.

Eldareth hadn't meant to stay with his old friend Saphaeyender for long, but the poet's villawas so
relaxing with its cool marble rooms, sunny porches and moist green fernsthat he found himsdlf ill there
severd dayslater. Hefdt littleinclination to return to the Amber Citadel. Helan wasfrosty and
preoccupied; Eldareth felt guilty for letting her down, horrified at the prospect of her marrying Serpeth -
but the smple fact remained. He could not in athousand years see himsdlf as King of Aventuria
Saphaeyender seemed melancholy, and glad of his company. He had begun to rehearse aclassic play,
Arkenfell, and each day the actorswould cometo hisvillato read their lines; but Saphaeyender would
listen to them in suppressed irritation, sometimes interrupting every other line, a others drifting off into a
reverieinwhich hewas plainly not listening a al. Eldareth began avoiding these sessions. Thetension
between Ashtar, Sdliole, Sharm, Evender and the other actors was tangible. But whether Eldareth
remained in the house or wandered the Streets, the cause of Sephagyender’s depression loomed
constantly. The bulk of the haf-built Tower, where their beloved theatre had once stood.

It was afternoon, and Saphaeyender had sent the actors away early, claiming tiredness. Eldareth
joined himintheliving areg, bringing alarge carafe of Marocian wine, red as garnets.

"Vintage of '45, from the southern dopes of Lapiszul,’ Eldareth said, seating himsdlf on acouch



between two tall ferns. 'Rehearsas not going so well?

Saphaeyender sighed. He rose, padded around the room, took the goblet Eldareth handed to him,
and sat down again. 'Hopeless. Did the Battle of Hethlas Rim make them al forget how to act? No, it's
not them. It'sthe play. | should rewriteit.'

'‘Nonsense. It'stoo well-known!"

The venue, then. That poxy little theatre at the bottom of Amber Street!" He shook his head
vigoroudy. 'Everything'swrong. Eld, | wish you would direct it for me, or even takethelead role, likein
the old days. Put somefire back into it.'

'I can't, my friend. | have to mount a search for Princess Ghiseyma and her son. | would dearly have
liked Rufryd to go with me but | can't find him.'

Saphaeyender shrugged. 'He was at the coronation. He's till in the city somewhere. Thelast time |
spoke to him, he gave me ablack eye, so he'srather less than welcome here ... but till, | don't blame
him.

'‘Over Tanthe, | takeit.'

‘More about Lynden than Tanthe.” Saphaeyender muttered. 'Anyway, when will you go?

'Soon. I'm miaking some enquiriesfirst. Searching out those who might have some knowledge of the
Adyr!

‘But why do thisfor Helananthe, if she's planning on marrying weasd-festures?

Eldareth spluttered on hiswine. '‘Because | il love her. I'm not going to punish her for my failings!

'Y ou have afine sense of loydlty.’

'I'd do anything for her, anything - except that one thing. But she's so like me; her forteis action, not
politics. Her judgement . . ." he shook his head. 'Her new Chancellor, Derione, hardly inspires
confidence. She's serioudy thinking of marrying aman she loathes. And she dtill has Poel working for
her.'

'Poel? Saphaeyender hissed through histeeth. 'Now, that bastard | wish | had met on the battlefield.
How could she?

'Either she'sfloundering, or she's playing agame too subtle for meto follow. Timewill tell.’

Saphaeyender took along draught of wine. ‘It's not the play, nor the actors,” he said quietly. ‘It'sme. |
fought to get my old life back, but it's not the same. | can't turn back time. | can't rebuild the Old Royadl,
can't bring Lynden back to life, can't wipe out what happened on Hethlas Rim. It just won't go away .’

'Y ou had better not let this stop you writing,' Eldareth said sternly.

'Oh, I've never been busier. It's given me acycle of three plays and an epic poem, a the least. But,
gods, does anyoneredly care?|'ve found awriter younger and fresher than me, who writes from her
heart as| never did. Y somir. I'd rather be her mentor, and never write another word, than carry on like
this'

'Saph, if | didn't know you better, I'd accuse you of self-pity. Another thing; don't you daretry to
seduce her! | think you've left quite enough wreckage behind you asit is!

Saphaeyender laughed. 'Dyon's balls, how could | seduce her? She'sin prison. Apart from that, she
scaresthelife out of me!'

Eldareth |eaned forward, intrigued. 'Redlly?

'Did you know, she actualy doesn't want to be released? Says she fedls safe there. She's another play
inhersdf. .. but | don't think | can use her like that Both men were quiet for afew minutes. In the silence,
avoice caled urgently from the courtyard, 'Saphaeyender!’

That's Dawn,' said the poet, sitting up.

Dawn and Mirias, both smart in royd livery, appeared in the doorway from the courtyard, supporting
awoman who swayed between them. For amoment Eldareth didn't recognise the tall dim figure; her
clotheswere grimy and grass-stained, her hair hanging in ablack tangle over her drooping head. Then he
and Saphaeyender both roseto their feet in amazement.

Tanthe!' cried Eldareth. Thank the gods!*

'Let'sget her to aseat, said Dawn. Eldareth rushed forward to help and together they eased Tanthe
on to the couch he'd just vacated. She collapsed with along, deep breath of relief, eyes closed. Her



riding boots were worn and split. As Dawn eased them off in order to lift her feet on to the couch, they
al saw in horror that her feet were swollen and bleeding with blisters.

'Firgt she needs some hot tea, with plenty of honey,' Dawn said briskly.

T'll get it,’ said Saphaeyender. He went to an inner doorway and called for his staff. Tanthe lay with
her head lolling back on the rolled arm of the couch, her eyesfluttering. She seemed unaware of her
surroundings.

"Where did you find her? asked Eldareth Mirias answered, 'We were on the Serpentine Road, north
of the city, ddlivering messages for Helananthe. | suddenly saw her walking - or limping - towards me.
We knew she'd been missing so we went to meet her. She didn't seem to know us at first. She just kept
going, like shewaswaking in her deep. Findly we got it out of her that she's trudged non-stop for four
or five days, al the way from the Seer's hut. | don't think she's eaten in that time.”

'She more or |ess collapsed on us, so we brought her straight here,' said Dawn.

Eldareth shook his head. While he was overwhelmed with rdlief to see her, hewas horrified at her
gaunt appearance.

Saphagyender came to her sde and knelt down, cautioudy taking her hands. Tanthe?

'Gods, my feet,’ Tanthe groaned. They'reon fire. | didn't redlise how much they hurt until 1 sat down.’

It'sdl right. Well get them bathed and bandaged. Have you redly walked for five days?

'I must have done." She frowned. ‘It's hard to remember. All | wanted wasto find you, Saph.'

'Wdll, you're here. Y ou're home. I've missed you.'

'Have you? Sheraised her head and looked at him, her eyes glittering with raw pain and hope. 'I'm so
sorry, Saph. If I'd known . . '

The tea came and she clasped the cup, breathing the steam, taking grateful sips.

'What happened? Eldareth said gently. 'Did you go into Verdanholm?

Shewasslent for afew seconds. 'Yes, | wasin Verdanholm.'

"What happened there?

'Nothing. Areyou al well? Have you been writing, Saph?

'Copioudy,’ Sephaeyender said, 'but never mind that. Tell us about Verdanholm.’

"Therésnothing to tell, redlly.’ Her tone wasflat.

'How did you come back? asked Eldareth.

She shrugged. 'l just did. They let me go and there | was on the cold londly hillside.” She gave ashort
laugh.

'But did you find out what you needed to know about your mysterious Aelyr? asked Saphagyender.

Tanthe rolled the cup between her fingertips. Y ou know, I'm redlly tired. | don't want to be any
trouble. I'm sorry to impose but could | stay here tonight?

Saphaeyender gaped at her. Tanthe, you live here. Y ou don't have to ask. Y ou're exhausted; would
you liketo egt firdt, or bathe, or deep? Anything you want.'

She seemed to shrink back alittle from hiskindness. Eldareth was gravely worried. Thiswas not the
vibrant, stroppy woman he had guided to the Seer's hut some eight weeks ago.

Tanthe," he began gently, 'it's obvious something painful has happened to you, or you would not have
set out to walk dl that way without resting or egting. What isit?

A spark flared in her eyes and was gone. ‘Nothing's happened. I'm perfectly all right.’ Eldareth
glanced at Dawn, but she only shrugged asif to say, she wouldn't tell me anything either.

"We've been worried sick about you! | lost not only you, but Helananthe's mother and brother, and |
was the one who had to come back and bregk the news.’

Tanthe looked down. 'I'm sorry. | didn't mean to cause you any trouble, Eld. What happened?

T'll tell you later.

Suddenly agitated, she struggled to sit upright. 'My mare - Redbird - whereis she?

'Redbird is perfectly fit and happy in the Citadel stables. She cameto Eisilion and back with me!'

'Oh, thank Breyid. And Y somir - has anyone been to see her?

'l have,' said Saphaeyender. 'Shel's well, but worried about you. Aswe dl were!'

She relaxed with along exhalation. 'Well, I'm back and I'm absolutely fine, no harm done. I'm just



tired.

'Of course. Y ou should get somerest.’

‘Saphaegyender,’ Tanthe said with sudden brightness, 'there are till theetresin Parione, aren't there?

'Oh yes." He grimaced. 'No great theatre, but severd lesser ones that escaped Lord Poel's attention.’

'What | should really likeisto go to the thegetre. To do dl the things | dreamed of doing before | came
to Parione. Plays and music recitals and receptions The otherslooked at her in surprise, but Tanthe
smiled dreamily, seeming not to notice.

Then | will take you, and with the greatest pleasure,’ Saphaeyender said, kissing her grimy hand. "You
can be in aplay, if you so desire. Anything you want, my dear. I've missed you.'

I don't deservethis,' Tanthe murmured. 'l redly don't deserveit.'

The favour Zhoash asked of Lord Poel wassmple.

A house.

Pod wasn't wedlthy, but he had been prudent and made the best of histimein Garnelyssfavour. It
was easy for him to purchase a property on the eastern fringes of the city, aplain but sprawling villa of
grey-white granite hidden in acool valey. Pines, ashesand limes veiled the low ridges of itsroof. This
area had never quite become fashionable. There were only afew other houses dotted about, the
dwellings of lesswell off merchantsand river traders.

"Thishouseisunder your protection,' Zhoaah told him. Y ou will come here only when we summon
you; you will alow no other citizensto come here, nor will you ever question who comes and goes and
dwedlshere!

Pod |ooked at the figure of Zhoaah, palid againgt the dark, dusty interior of the house. Hefdt dightly
sck. 'Sinceyou are my tenant, isit not my right to enquire whom you plan to have living here with you?

Zhoaah only gave his sugar-soft smile. 'Friends, who -

when the time comes - shdl be only too willing to bow to you and cal you their King. That'sall you
need to know.’

Pod turned to leave. He wanted to scrub his hands of the matter.

'Onething, Zhoaah said softly.

'Yes?

'Y ou have been thinking of leaving your post & the palace.

Lord Pod stopped. How had Zhoaah worked that out? 'For some time. It's demeaning.'

'Well, don't. | need you in the palace. The humiliationisasmal priceto pay, isit not?

Saphaeyender was in bed, Tanthe Sitting on the edge in afine white shift that was dmost transparent.
Helay gazing at the high, neat globes of her breasts gleaming through the silk, the way the materid fell
between her thighs, delineating their lovely contours and the dark triangle between them. The gleam of
Rose Moon fdl through the lattice shutters, dappling her body. Her face was half-hidden by her dark
hair. "Y somir likesyou.” she said.

1like her, too.'

"Pretty, isn't she?

Very!

'‘And she writeswell. Better than | ever could.’

'Well, she hastime," Saphaeyender said with atouch of irony. Not enough to upset her.

'‘And she'svery nearly thirty years younger than you.'

'What isthis?

"Thisisme being jealous and suspicious,’ Tanthe said bluntly. She had been back for ten days but this
wasthe first tune sheld comeinto his chamber. Although held been aching with desire for that time, hed
|eft her to make the first move.

'Why?

Shefolded her arms. 'Y our record hasn't been too wonderful, hasit? | was scared there might be
someone e'se when | got back.’



'Well, thereisn't,’ he Sighed. 'l have no designson your little Sster. I've treated you like a princess
since you've come back. Would you please tell me what I've done wrong?

‘Nothing. I'm sorry. Y ou've been wonderful. And dl I've doneis kept you from your writing.

Tanthe had recovered too fast from her journey, amost overnight. Her feet had healed quickly; she
ateravenoudy and wasfull of energy. 'l want to do everything | dways dreamed of doing in Parione,’
sheld said, and he had obliged, taking her to art galleries and thegtres, to poetry readings and gatherings
at the mansions of renowned artists, writers and musicians. They attended devotions at the Temple of
Nepheter, and afterwards waked in beautiful lush parks where fountains danced and bright green,
feathery arkh-woods clasped the hems of wide lawns. Everywhere they went they were trested as
celebrities. Everyone wanted to know Sgphaeyender's latest lover. But Tanthe inssted they weretold as
little as possible. 'l don't want al your gifted, generous friends knowing I'm a peasant from Riverwynde,'
sheld said.

'It's nothing to be ashamed of,' Saphaeyender had replied.

'Still. I'll just be awoman of mystery, if you don't mind.

She made him laugh when she said things like that. She basked in the attention and that pleased him;
but she was too bright and vivacious, hiding her real saif behind amask.

He waited for her to tell him about Verdanholm. She didn't. The longer she stayed silent, theless able
he fdt to ask. Instead he gladly indulged her wish to dressin elegant pleated robes and jewellery of white
gold and opadl that were the current fashion in high society. She looked exquisite, but it wasn't the Tanthe
he knew. She was awalking shell.

The truth was that he didn't question her, so that she wouldn't question him. Neither of them were
being honest. Their life seemed to have become a smiling smulacrum.

'Are you going to come to bed with me? he said.

Only the briefest pause. 'Y es" Sherose, pulled the shift over her head, and stood naked and gleaming
inthelattice-light. She did between the cool sheets - and soon, he did inside her.

It seemed to belove hefét for her, through the dead wood of numbed emotions. Yes, love, which
could expressitsalf in embraces and thrusts and cries, better than any words. When they lay back on the
pillows, drained and entwined, Tanthe smiled and said softly, "Thank the Goddess for the gift of
arkh-wood.'

He didn't have to ask what she meant. The feathery tree that gave its rubbery substance to prevent
conception, itsjuicesto ease al femade pains, was ablessing. Y et he suddenly felt sad.

'Shouldn't you like achild, one day?

'No,' shesaid fiercely. 'Not yet. Not for avery long time. Probably never.’

'Oh. | think I might.'

'Y ou probably have severa children aready, that you don't even know about.'

Saphaeyender propped himsaf on one elbow, shocked. ‘No, | haven't. Every female lover I've had, |
am gill friendswith, and | can assure you that none of them has a child by me. Now | think that | have
lived thisridiculouslifelong enough and perhaps it would be nice, for achange, to share my lifewith a
wifeand family.'

Tanthelooked, for haf a second, completely terrified.

'What have | said?

Her face redlaxed and she stroked his cheek. 'I'm sorry. | thought for amoment you meant me.'

'l did.'

Thistime she hid her reaction. She grimaced and said, "Y ou could invite your boyfriendsto live with
us."'Yes, and you could invite yours.” he said through gritted teeth.

She smiled, looking at his shoulder, not hisface. 'l don't know. | can't think about this" He
remembered that |ast time he'd broached the subject, shed fled to Verdanholm.

'Why not?

‘Because you - you're Saphaeyender, and I'm just me. | do stupid things, too many redly stupid
things. It wouldn't last. It wouldn't bered.'

'Not real? He frowned. 'I'm just aman, Tanthe. | hate to break the habit of alifetime, but | seemto



beinlovewithyou.

She stroked hisarm, but didn't reply. He lay back, holding her. Quite soon she fell adeep, but he lay
awake. Eventudly he got up, dipped into agown, and went to his study.

He must have fallen adeep over hisdesk. The next he knew, sunlight was spilling golden-white
through the shutters, dazzling him, and Tanthe was standing beside him with asheaf of paper in her hand.
Sheld dressed in her favourite robe of embroidered white satin with a boned bodice, with opals at her
throat and in her hair, but she seemed to have put her hair up rather hurriedly and it looked charmingly
dishevdled. Shewas staring at the paper she held.

'What timeisit? he groaned, trying to shake off the daze of uncomfortable deep. ‘What are you doing
in here?

'l cametofind you.” she said tonelesdy.

Hefdt annoyed, defensive. 'Y ou know | prefer no one come into my work room. Put that manuscript
back where you found it. I don't ask much of you, Tanthe, but until my work isfinished, it's private.’

Sheturned to him, her face pale, eyes glassy with distress. 'What work? she said quietly. She shook
the sheets of paper at him, then put them down. 'Thisis dated fourteen days after Hethlas Rim. Three
titles, al crossed out. One and ahalf pages of writing, mostly crossed out. And that—' she pointed to
another sheet on the corner of the marble surface. "Y our epic poem about Lynden? A title and five lines,
all scribbled out. Stacks of paper here, and most of it isblank. | daren't even look in your waste-basket!"

Saphaeyender groaned. "Why don't you go through the drawers, whileyou're at it?

'l looked in the top one. Just old plays. Nothing new. Whereisal thiswork you said you were
doing?

He rubbed hisforehead. An ache pierced hisright eye. Tanthe, thisisrather likeavigt from my old
schoolmaster Aenander. Desist.!

'What have you written lately?

‘Nothing.” he admitted painfully. ‘Nothing. | can'tdoit.’

When he looked at her he saw, to his shock, that her eyes were full of tears. She was trembling. Her
face wasrigid and she didn't sob, but the tears spilled and rolled down her waxen cheeks. 'Why didn't
you tell me?

'l couldn't.” he murmured.

Thisisterible!

'Yes, it'sterriblefor me, but not for you. No need for you to cry. Maybe it's over. I've done my best
work. It's not the end of theworld.'

‘Butitis’ shesad. 'Saph, | only havetolook at you to see you'rein agony over it! Thisismy fault.’

'‘What? Heturned in hischair and put hisarm round her. 'No, it isn't.

Itis. It'smy fault. Ever Snce we met, you've written nothing. I've distracted you. Thisisthelast thing |
wanted. | wanted to love Saphaeyender, and instead |'ve destroyed him.'

Tanthe, you're talking rubbish. Y ou were expecting alegend and instead you find arather failed
human being? Well, I'm sorry. But if it'sanyonesfault, it's Garnelyss and Pod's, not yours:”

'No, it'smine. It'smine." She kept saying it, even when hetook her into the living areaand sat her
down; wouldn't listen to him, only sat thererigid and glassy-eyed, saying, 'My fault.'

That was when Saphaeyender grew redly alarmed, and shouted to Eldareth to fetch help.

* * *

Rufryd was at work in the sanctum, polishing the candle sconces of dark metd, filling the censerswith
fresh incense, tending the eternd flame. He was absorbed, but something made him look up. Inthe
doorway, slhouetted againgt the red glow from the outer temple, he saw alean, unmistakable figure.

‘Rufryd? the man said softly. 'So you are here! It's taken me daysto find you. | heard rumoursyou
were here, but | didn't quite believeit.’

Rufryd went to him, but offered no physica greeting. 'Eldareth. It's good to see you, but you needn't
have bothered. I'm living here now.’

'So | heard. | don't want to disturb you 'Don't, then.! Rufryd folded hisarms. 'I'm happy here. | want
nothing to do with my old life. Whatever you want, you're wasting your time.’



Eldareth took a sharp breath. 'If that's the case, I'll trouble you no more. However, there's something |
thought you'd like to know. Tanthe's back.'

Rufryd hesitated. He chewed at hislip, tasting blood. 'And?

'She seemsto be unwell. If it's not too much trouble, perhaps you could find a priestessto come and
look at her?

Tanthe sat on the couch, her arms clasped across her waist, staring out at the courtyard. The room
was beautiful with its pale marble, its screens and a coves and ferns and cool shadows, so tranquil. It was
perfect, her life for the past ten days had been perfect. She didn't know what was wrong with her. There
shouldn't be anything wrong. But al she could think was that Saphaeyender couldn't write, and it was her
fault.

She was glad when he stopped trying to reassure her, because she was too lost in shame to respond.
Now he moved dowly round the room, occasiondly pausing to look out at the courtyard, asif waiting for
something. She wanted to tell him she was fine - to ignore her and try to work - but she couldn't speak.

There was movement on the terrace.

'l found him," Eldareth announced, appearing in the open doorway from the courtyard. 'Herewe are,
Rufe. Tanthe, in one piece!

Tanthe wasjolted out of her reverie. She and Rufryd stared at each other.

Saphaeyender cleared histhroat and withdrew to a safe distance. Tanthe had forgotten that Rufryd
had attacked him, and hardly noticed. Rufe looked asif held been deeping rough; he waswearing aplain
dark robe, his chestnut hair had grown long and he hadn't bothered to shave for a couple of days. She
felt like aniced confection in contrast.

'‘Gods, look at you," he said.

‘Ashtar withdrawn your clothes allowance, has she? said Tanthe. She didn't mean to be vindictive, but
it was areflex. She didn't know what to say to him.

I left Ashtar weeks ago," he retorted.

"Where have you been?

‘Living at the Temple of Nuth.'

She frowned. 'Why?

I likeit there!

'Well, I'm glad to see you,' she said, pulling the cottonwool arms of numbness around hersdf again.
'Redly glad.'

Rufryd stared at her increduloudy. He came closer, looking into her eyes until hisface was only inches
from hers. Then he drew back and said, 'What's wrong with you?

‘Nothing. I'mfine!'

'‘Come off it. You look like you've seen a Bhahdradomen. I've seen dead fish with morelifein their
eyes!

She began to fed irritated. 'I'm worried about something. Isthat alowed?

Saphagyender said, I've got this unfortunate condition called writers block. Tanthe seemsto think it's
her fault. | can't persuade her that it isn't.’

Straightening up, Rufryd gave the poet alook of disgust. Saphagyender came towards them and
added, 'However, | have astrong feding that that isn't what's redlly upsetting her. | think it's something
dseentirdy.

'How long has she been like this? said Rufryd.

‘Since she came back from Verdanholm.'

Tanthe looked up, indignant. ‘Likewhat? I'm fine!

Eldareth shook his head. 'Y ou've been like amaniacally happy marionette - not like Tanthe. | think it's
time you told uswhat happened in Verdanholm, don't you?

'Nothing happened!" Tanthe snapped. She saw another figure moving against the green glimmer of the
courtyard. An old woman in the black, white and red of Nuth, so hump-backed she was dmost
gpherical. A priestess. Sensing conspiracy, she began to panic. 'What's going on?



"We thought that if you wouldn't speak to us, you might speak to a priestess.” said Eldareth.

'Y ou bastards!' she cried. 'Leave me done! It's Saph who needs help, not me. Saph, tell them!”

He didn't answer. Her interrogators were unmoved, serious. The priestess came towards her with
painful downess, leaning on a staff, yet Tanthe couldn't seem to move out of her path.

Thisis Good Mother Roung, a priestess of Nuth,' said Rufryd. 'Roung, thisis Tanthe, a bloody
nuisance.'

The priestessfixed Tanthe with apiercing grey eye. Fear thrust meta fingers through her numbness,
which wasn't lack of fedling but a coiled mass of terror she daren't unleash. 'l don't need to talk to
anyone. I've nothing to say, damniit!’

'Hush, dear,’ said the old woman, leaning on her shoulder and sitting down heavily beside her. 'D'you
want thislot to leave? Talk to me aone?

She hesitated. 'No, they can stay. Since I've nothing to tell you, anyway.'

'Wll, it'sup to you. Don't have to tel me anything.' The priestess looked up with difficulty, leaning on
her staff and angling her whole torso. "'What does awoman have to do to get adrink round here?

Saphaeyender hurried to pour agoblet of wine, handed it to her. Rouna sniffed. 'Hmph. No beer?

'No, I'm sorry, good mother. It is vintage Marocian.'

‘Ohwdll, it'll do.’

'‘Can | have onetoo, please? said Tanthe.

'Well al have one,' said Eldareth.

The passing round of drinks eased the tenson alittle, but Tanthe fet they were dl watching her,
waiting. She began to breathe too fast. Saphaeyender was right. Her distress at his problem was only the
symptom of adeeper misery, one sheld tried frantically to deny.

'Y'don't haveto tell us,' said Rouna. 'It's your business. It might help, that'sall. How bad can it be,
after dl?Did you kill someone?

‘No!"

'Well then.'

It'sjust... | can't’

'Wasit so terrible?

She gave aquick nod. 'l can't even remember it properly. That'swhat made it such anightmare.’

‘Can't remember? Or don't want to?

'I'm frightened to," she whispered.

The men were silent. All she could hear was her own blood rushing hi her ears- The priestess |ooked
into her eyes, shrewd and compassionate.

'I know, child,' she said. Tanthe felt the woman was hypnotising her, inagentleway. 'What | seein
you isthat this knowledge must come out, or it will poison you from theinside. That no one can help you,
until you tell it. That you are ashamed; but Nuth knows al and will not judge you. Y ou can speak without
fear to us, for well protect you.'

Tanthe began to shudder. She took agulp of wine then shoved the goblet on to atable, nearly
dropping it. The floodgates of memory were opening, coaxed by Rounas power. Losing control, she
drew her knees up and clawed at her hair.

"Thisistoo much for her,” Saphaeyender said, distressed. 'Perhaps we shouldn't 'No," said the
priestess. 'Let the pain come.’

Tanthe remained like that for afew moments, convulsed with the misery sheld been suppressing for
days. Only the priestesss eyes held her steady. After awhile her limbs relaxed, and she felt Rouna's hand
on her shoulder, and she was able to unfold. She sat forward, her forearms resting on her thighs and her
head bowed.

Then the words began to emerge, controlled but flat with pain.

I'm only ashamed of getting tricked and used,’ she said. "Y ou warned me the Aelyr were tricksters,
Eldareth, and | didn't listen to you. Gods, | wish | had! They lied to me, al of them, from start to finish.
Even Aurid. Especidly Aurid.’

Shetold them of her arriva in Verdanholm, how Auriel had taken her to the forest hall to meset his



family. How kind they'd been. How it seemed the most natura thing in the world for her and Aurie to
makelove. .. Shedidn't look at Sephaeyender or Rufryd as she said it, didn't want to see their
expressons.

And then the nightmare that followed, her lass of time and memory. How sheld returned to clarity,
fought her way out and persuaded Lord Vdthiel to help her return to Earth.

‘Just before | stepped through the portal,’ she said, ‘| made Aurid tell me what they'd doneto me. |
gill can't believe what he said. Or the blunt way he said it, asif it happened because Falthorn willed it and
that'sall therewastoit.’

The priestess gave her adrink of wine. She felt Saphaeyender’'s hand on her back. She couldn't ook
a any of them but she sensed their grim, compl ete attention.

'l didn't believe him, but when | went through the portal | began to remember flashes of it. It was asif
it happened to someone else ... and yet, | know that person was me.' She swallowed hard. ‘Aurid and |
conceived achild, which was what Fathorn had planned. Then they drugged me with honeyed potions
and Vaahyr magic, so that | wouldn't know what was happening. They kept mein that state until | gave
birth to the baby, and then they took it away from me.'

'Oh, gods,' Eldareth breathed. The others said nothing; she could have cut their sillence with asword.
She glanced up and saw their faces frozen in various expressions of disbelief; but she didn't want their
shock or their sympathy.

"Too late, | found out that Auriel wasn't with the Vaahyr of hisown freewill. Falthorn and his brother
Tdthdiorn - our father, supposedly - are enemies. When Tdthaliorn and Fiomir fled, they weren't fleeing
from outside enemies, but from the Vaahyr. Aurid isn't sure what Started the dispute, but part of it seems
to be that Filomir was Fhelethyr. Both eretrue disgpproved of their union. There was adreadful quarrd.
Tdthdiorn and Fiomir fled infear of their lives, hiding meand Aurid asthey went.

‘Auriel was|eft with the Fhelethyr, but Falthorn tracked him down and captured him. Then the
Vaahyr used him to try and lure our parents back, but it didn't work. However, when they discovered
Auriel was secretly trying to contact me, they decided thiswas agreeat idea. They would use him as bait
to trap me.’

Her listeners expelled sighs of dismay. Eldareth said, Tanthe, I'm so sorry. | knew something wasn't
right! | should have done more to save you.'

'Y ou couldn't have known. Eld.” she said. It was something | had to find out for mysdlf. Auridl is
their prisoner. That'swhat | didn't redise. Hesin thrall to Falthorn. When Auriel used to appear to me
invisons, frightened because someone was coming after him, it wasn't some awful pursuer likethe
Bhahdradomen he feared. It wasthe Vaahyr. Hisown family.’

Tanthe smeared atear off her cheek and went on, 'They needed both of usaslevers against our
parents. | don't understand it al yet. But thisisthe important part. | suppose you know that the Aelyr
believe their souls preexist, and comeinto the flesh when they're ready to be born? The others nodded.
‘Somehow, Falthorn discovered that there was a potential child, asoul that would be of particular worth
or useto him, that could only come into being through Auriel and me. | don't know why he needed this
being, but gods, he was determined to have it. So he commanded Auriel to impregnate me.

‘Aurid lied." Her voice was rough. 'He told me that we couldn't be fertile together because my body
was human and hiswas Aelyr. And dl the time he knew what he was doing. Falthorn told him to seduce
me and, gods! how Falthorn must have been laughing, when it was virtualy the other way round! | was
drunk on their wine and affection. | thought | had entered the summer-lands of the gods, and dl thetime
they weretricking me, using me! | hate Aurid for lying, for being so week.'

She broke off, heat burning her cheeks. There were murmurs, uneasy hands on her shoulders. They
were devastated, and didn't know how to comfort her. Eldareth said. 'Are you sure that you actualy
gave birth - if you can't remember?

'Yes. I'm sure. Why else was | sore and bleeding when | woke? I've been trying to deny it but there
aretoo many fragments of memory. The pregnancy was very short, as Aelyr gestations are; lessthan
seven months, they told me. | felt pain when it was born, but it wasn't bad; not enough to rouse me out of
thetrance | wasin. | can see them now, like shadows al standing around me, and the baby being lifted



up and taken away Saphaeyender interrupted reasonably, Tanthe, this can't have happened. Y ou were
only away for eight weeks or so."

'Eight weeks here,’ she said fiercely. 'But time passes differently there! They measure their time by
ours, but till theirs can pass quicker or dower, asif they bend it dong loops. And | wasthere, out of my
mind, for nearly seven months.’

‘All right. Webdlieveyou.

Tanthe was shaking, but shewent on. 'l caught aglimpse of it. It was very smdll, very white. When
they wiped the blood off, it shone like mother-of-pearl. Not a human baby. | never saw it again, never
heard it crying. What they did with it, | don't know. After that, | suppose my task was done and they
forgot about me. Either their potionslost effect or they forgot to keep me enchanted. That waswhen |
cameround and | knew something terrible had happened.' Her mouth flickered inasmile. 'l don't think
they expected meto be so angry about it.'

'So Aurid didn't know why they wanted this child? asked Eldareth.

'Hesaid hedidn't. Of course, he might have been lying. Eld, I'm sure Falthornisaroth-mage, a
powerful one. He had occult knowledge that this child would have specid powers. That'swhy he went to
such lengthsto get it.'

No one spoke. Even the priestess seemed dumbstruck.

‘But that was my baby.” Tanthe said. 'They forced it on me, then they took it away from me. | loved
Aurid but now | despise him. He did nothing to help me, just sucked meinto thetrgp and dl thetime he
wastdling me heloved me, al thetime he wasfucking me, hewaslying.'

Tanthe was trembling violently now, caught between tears and fury. The others seemed lost for
words. It was Saphagyender who came and caught her hand, holding her steedy while the storm of
anguish shook her.

"Theré's no need to comfort me.” she said, when she could finally speak. "Y ou must hate me for
leaving you when you gave me so much. For being such anidiot!"

'No, no,' said Saphaeyender. 'l| don't care what you've done, or whose fault it was. Y ou've had a
dreadful experience. What was done to you was an outrage against the Goddess.'

'He'sright.” said Eldareth. T'm so sorry, Tanthe. Y ou could only find out for yourself what the Adlyr
can belike, but I wish you hadn't had to find out like this. Thisisthe worst I've ever heard of them.'

Their response camed her. What ardief to have told them, and il fed she was safe among loving
friends. The priestess rested a hand on her shoulder and said, 'Pour her some more of that wine. Pour me
another, too, whileyou'reat it.'

Eldareth said, 'Helananthe should be told of this. It might have some bearing on what happened to
Ghisgyma'

Tanthe sagged, wiping her nose on the back of her hand. All her tension was gone now. "The worst
thing isthat | used to think the Aelyr were so mysterious, so wonderful. Now I'm just terrified of them.
Completely terrified.

Someone moved in front of her. Shelooked up; Rufryd was there, but there was no sympathy on his
face. His hands were on his hips, hisface hard with the anger she'd seen there so often. 'You are
absolutely unbelievable, Tanthe” he said.

'What? She fdt distraught and vulnerable, not prepared for an attack.

His eyesglittered with pain, fury, jedousy - whatever twisted emotion it wasthat fired him. Y ou are
the mogt sdfish little drama-queen in Aventuria, and that isredlly saying something in thiscity. You're
never satisfied, are you?'Y ou fantasi se about Parione, but once you get hereit's suddenly not enough.

Y ou get Saphaeyender on aplate and even heisn't enough; you're off again, looking for something
different and better. Anthar's prick, | never thought I'd feel sorry for him, but I do now. Humans not
good enough, it's got to be the Adyr now. What next, the fucking gods themselves?

She gasped, incredulous. 'Haven't you got any ideawhat | went through?

'Y ou took stupid risks, Tan! Unbelievably stupid risks. So you got your fingers burned. About bloody
time too. Next time you have some fantastic sob-story about sex with your brother and stolen babies,
don't come whingeing to me about it."



Eldareth caught hisarm. 'Rufryd, that's enough!

'Y eah, you're damned right it's enough.' He jerked himsdalf free and turned towards the door. 'Shelll do
anything to be the centre of attention. She's aways been the same. Maybe when you know her aswell as
| do, you'll seethrough the act and just leave her to dig her own grave!'

He stormed out, damming the door dramaticaly behind him. Tanthe stared after him, open-mouthed.

‘Bastard!’ she cried.

'‘Now he'sgonetoo far.” Saphaeyender said quietly. 'He can attack me al he likes, but not Tanthe.'

Eldareth turned to her asif mortified on Rufryd's behdf. 'He's angry because he was afraid for you.
He overreacted. He can't have meant it.’

'Oh, can't he? she snapped. 'l know how his mind works! Everyone is sympathetic to me, so he has
to be different. Has to prove he's more hurt than | am. | know his stupid games and I've had enough. I'll
never forgive him for this!

The others hands were on her, soothing, but she shook them off and leapt up.

'‘Bastard!” She dragged off the opa necklace she wore and the hair clasps, throwing them on to the
couch. She headed towards the inner passageways that led to the bedchambers, pulling at the laces of
her robe as she went.

Tanthe, what are you doing? Saphaeyender said, following her.

'‘Changing.” shesad.

'Why?

These clothesaren't me! | want my travelling gear on. | want to be mysdf again.’

‘But where are you going?

He caught her arm. His big dark eyeswere anxious; and Tanthe loved him, but she knew that the love
between them wasn't enough. Her dream of being with Saphaeyender was only apainted canvas. The
more shetried to possessit, the more she destroyed it.

'I'm going to see Helananthe,' she said. 'l refuse to be frightened of the Vaahyr. I'm not going to let
them get away with this. If | didn't dream that child, I'm going to get it back - and Auri€l, too. They tried
to scare me? Well, dl they've done - dl Rufryd's done - is make me bloody angry!'

Behind her, the priestess Rouna of Nuth shook her head knowingly.

Lord Elrill of the Shaelahyr rode hard across the dopes of the Whitevell Mountains, aong ravines,
down through the foothills towards the lakes of Mithrain. His mount was atal showy stalion, white as
ice. Itsmaneand tail and itsrider's hair made triple flowing banners the colour of sunlight on snow. Elrill's
garments were pearly grey, hiscloak the glacia blue of the high pesks, hislong sword bright asamirror.

Hewas riding towards Paraniosto deliver awarning. Firgt time he had left Silverholmin years, but his
message was too important to entrust to anyone else. If there was alife to be risked, it would be his own.

Making camp below agreat hanging rock where the foothills flowed into Mithrain, Elrill was
gpproached by two small shadowy figures. In the twilight they seemed to emerge from the rock itsdlf.
Zampheral. They saluted him, and he bowed in return.

Onewas athin fiercewarrior, with bright blue stresks in hisblack hair, hisonly garmentsaloin cloth
and a pectord hung with crystals. The other was agentler figurein agrey tunic, with great black eyes.
These two had once been enemies and fought nearly to the death, but since honour was satisfied they had
becomeadlies.

"Vranof, Orque,’ said Elrill. 'Shadowing me again?

"Where you and Lord Eldareth are, things change,' said Vranof, the warrior. "We have been, and shall
be, your eyes underground.’

Elrill smiled. I'm glad of that. It's good to see you. What news?

The earth isdisturbed,’ said Orque. The crystals deep in the earth sSing so painfully that it ishard for us
to bear it.’

‘Some power istrying to leech the roth from the earth,’ added Vranof.

Elrill released along, sad breath. 'Ah, thisis grave news," he said, 'but not unexpected. The surface
aso iswrought with disturbance. We have seen darming sgnsin the Whitevells. That'swhy I'm making



thisjourney.’
'Where are you riding to, so urgently?
To Parione. To the Queen, to warn her of the danger before it reaches her.’



Chapter Nine. Inthe Mirror

Tanthe waked through the lofty, curving corridors of the Amber Citadd with her heart lodged in her
throat. She was hardly aware of Sgphaeyender and the priestess walking with her. They were on their
way to an urgent meeting convened by Helananthe, and Tanthe wasn't looking forward to it. The Queen
had changed since her coronation, Tanthe reflected, exchanging her informal, comradely approach for
one of fierce authority. Inevitable, perhaps, but the result was unnerving.

Severd days had passed since sheld told Helananthe about her experience in Verdanholm. The
encounter had been taxing. Tanthe had told the story fredly, gratified that the Queen took her serioudy -
until Helananthe had begun to pace the chamber, bombarding her with questions that she couldn't
answer. 'Did this Falthorn mention my family, drop any hint that he had desgns against us or againgt
humansin generd? Is he the leader of the VVaahyr, or only of asplinter group? In what way isyour child
vauableto him? On and on. By the time the session ended, Tanthe was ready to drop with tiredness and
frugtration.

Afterwards, Rouna had taken her to adrawing-room of gold leaf and red velvet, where she was able
to rest and egt. Presently the hawk-faced Ariolne had joined them, and asked Tanthe if she might
examine her physicaly. Like most priestesses, she wasamidwife.

Past caring, Tanthe had agreed. She had lain on avevet couch and closed her eyeswhile Ariolne
gently pressed and prodded around her pelvis.

It seemsthat your experience wasred,’ Ariolne said when it was over. 'Y ou have had achild, abeit a
very premature onein human terms.’

Tanthe had sat rigid between the two women, staring at her hands as she flexed them. Arioln€'swords
madeit al toored. 'l know,' she said, 'but it'sasif it happened to someone ese. | don't fedl anything for
theinfant. | don't even know that | want it. I'm just so furious that they could do that to me, then take the
child and throw me away!'

Rounahdd her hand. Ariolne listened patiently. Tanthe was glad of their company, feding she could
say anything to them. 'Maybe Rufryd's right about me," she sghed. 1 never am satisfied. | blame myself
for what happened.’

'Why? asked Ariolne.

'l was over-confident. So sure of mysdlf. | thought I'd go storming in and rescue Aurid, find out the
truth, take my rightful place among the Adyr; oh, | assumed nothing bad could happen to me and
everything would be perfect.’

'Instead, a hard lesson.’

Tanthe pulled aface. 'Am | redly this dreadful person Rufryd thinks| am? I'm beginning to think so. |
know | shouldn't have had sex with Auriel, but | was so drunk on my own cleverness and this happy
deluson that | couldn't do anything wrong. When | want someone, | just legp on them. Not that Rufryd's
any better, but ill, hefedshe can say, "l told you s0," and | sart hating mysdf.'

Rounasaid, 'Don't be daft, girl. Y ou made a mistake; no reason to punish yoursdlf for it. There are
timesfor lust and times to hold back; y'need a bit more practise discerning between the two.'

Thanks, good mother,’ Tanthe said, darkly amused. 'It'sjust that. . . well, it felt soright. At thetime.’

'Desireis sacred to the Goddess. That living creatures can come together and create ecstasy - if not
lifeitsdf - isthat not miraculous? One eydid veiled the old priestesssiris, Tanthe wasn't sure whether it
was atwitch or awink. 'It'sthe very fire of life, and therefore to be exercised with reverence.’

'Oh, wewerereverent. | truly think Auridl loved me, in hisway. But if | ever sseehimagain, I'll hit him
so hard ...

'What if the Adlyr wereright, that this child was meant to be? Ariolne said. Then what you both did
wasn't wrong. Only the circumstances that were inflicted on you.'

Tanthe gave atired laugh and rubbed her forehead. That's agood oneto tell Rufryd. "Oh, it was my
destiny”. | don't know why | gill care what he thinks!"

All the same, Ariolné'swords had given her pause for thought afterwards.



It was Aurid's child too, she thought now asthey walked the amber galleries towards the Sun
Chamber. It wasn't born for Falthorn's use.

Tanthe's story, apparently, had been important enough for the Queen to cdll this meeting. But Tanthe
was dreading another interrogation, and beginning to understand why Y somir shrank from Helananthe's
relentless questioning.

As she and her companions entered the ante-chamber of the throne room, they found severa others
aready waiting. To her surprise, Rufryd was there with Dawn and Mirias. Tanthe cursed inwardly. It
gruck her how smilar Mirias and Rufryd were; two leanly built, handsome young men with strong limbs
and lovely faces, Mirias dightly darker-haired, Rufryd dightly taller. They could be brothers, she thought,
but only physically. One was decent, kind and vaiant, the other amiserable bastard.

Turning her back on them, Tanthe saw adim figure in white entering the ante-room behind her. She
caught her breeth in astonishment.

‘Lord Elrill? shesaid.

She stared a the familiar form, so Strange in this new setting. Shetook in theice-blond fal of hishair,
the blue eyes burning in the long marble mask of hisface. Even the shadows were blue as snow in the
folds of hisclothing; asoft white tunic over loose trousers, with patterns of leaves shining in the weave.

Tanthe, he said. Unamiling, he came towards her and kissed her hand, hislips barely brushing the
skin. She saw the same guarded coolness that she remembered in his eyes, when he had inexplicably
withdrawn hisfriendship from her. Just after one of her visions of Auridl, infact. "Y ou arewell, | hope?

'Fine. What are you doing here? she asked.

'If the Queen has summoned you, you'll know soon enough,’ said Elrill. Heinclined his head to
Ariolne, Rouna and Saphaeyender. 'Gresetings, good mothers, good sir.’

'Can | talk to you for amoment? Tanthe said. Her smmering anger was making her even more
impulsive than usual. She lacked the patience to show respect to anyone, even to Aelyr lords.

Elrill hesitated. 'Of course.' He said to the others, 'Y ou will excuse us?

Helet Tanthe take him to a corner of the antechamber, where portraits of Queen Hetys and King
Maharoth gazed impassively over their heads. 'Why didn't you tell me? she whispered.

"Tell youwhat? His composure cracked alittle.

"That | am, according to pernicious rumour, an Adyr. Haf Vaahyr and haf Fhelethyr, to be precise.
Y ou knew, didn't you?

"Tanthe . . .'his gaze drifted away from her, then snapped back, concerned and wary. 'l| suspected.’

'No, you knew! Y ou even told Eldareth! Why didn't you say something to me?'

‘Because it seemed best that you continued thinking you were human.'

Rage coursed through her; she hdd onto it, with effort. '‘But how did you know? Did you seeitin my
eyes, read my subconscious?

‘Inamanner of speaking. | saw it quite suddenly. Thereisan aurathat only the Adlyr have. It'sveiled
inyou, because you appear human, yet it isstill there!

Her throat tightened. She was determined not to cry in front of him. 'Y ou should have told me, instead
of cold-shouldering me. | know you have some quarrel with the Adlyr of VVerdanholm, but that's not my
fault! 1 knew nothing about it! I'm none too happy with the Vaahyr mysdf now.'

Elrill's eyes were frozen glass; then his demeanour softened by a degree. 'I'm sorry, Tanthe. You are
right. But | didn't know how you would react, nor what you might start to remember, if | told you. If |
seemed hostile to you, | gpologise!’

'Y ou did. | suppose you had no choice, though. | don't know how | would have reacted, either. Y ou'll
be happy to hear | haven't managed to remember anything yet.'

Hewas till looking cautioudy at her, trying to weigh her up. 'How did you find out?

'If the Queen has summoned you, you'll know soon enough,’ Tanthe said thinly.

"We're glad you've come back,' said Mirias.

'Redly? Rufryd said, unconvinced. He glanced at the amber walls and the portraits of monarchs
gazing down at him. 'l don't know what I'm doing here:’



'I think you do," said Dawn. 'Weve got work to do, and your heart led you back." They smiled at him,
but their warmth didn't move him.

Rufryd shrugged. 'l sometimes wonder why we even bother. I'll probably give the Queen a hearing,
then go back to the temple.’

'Why? said Dawn. "What do you mean?

'‘Come on, Dawn. Secret meetings, strapping swords on, rushing about the countryside. What'sit all
for?

Mirias looked shocked. To protect Aventuria, of course.’

Isit even worth it? Rufryd wastrying not to think about Tanthe but couldn't stop. If she asked why
he'd attacked her with such vicious words, what would he tell her? That he'd been trying to hurt her so
that she would hurt him back, because he deserved it. That he was so horrified at the risks she'd taken,
he could only expressit as anger. That he was jedlous of her other lovers. That she needed shaking out of
self-pity and back to her normal salf. And that he'd wanted to hug her but couldn't, because his anger and
bitterness ways won. Without her, hislife was pointless, but she couldn't see it and because of that, he
wasin no heart to forgive her. 'Pointless” he murmured.

'I can't believe you said that!" Mirias spoke in awhisper, till loud enough to be overheard. ‘Not worth
protecting Aventuria? Rufe, what has got into you? | would lay down my lifefor the Nine Realms and so
would Dawn! How can you stand there saying, "Oh, maybe it's not worth it"?

Dawn pressed ahand on each of their shoulders, to ease them gpart. 'Hush.” she said, frowning.
‘Theres no need for this!'

'Sorry.” Rufryd said flatly. "Y ou'reright, Mirias. It's easy to be brave and clear-sighted when
everything's so black and white. | should try to be more like you. Y ou and Dawn don't even know how
lucky you are.’

* * *

Helananthe convened the mesting in the Serpentine Chamber, asmaller council room that nestled
aongside the Sun Chamber. Tanthetried not to stare at her surroundings, but couldn't hep it. Thewalls
were pandled in flakes of olive-green amber that sparkled with little sunbursts. Three round windowsin
the outer wall represented the three moons in ddlicate glass hues. White and clear for Lily Moon, pae
greensfor Leaf Moon, blush-pink for Rose Moon. In the centre stood alarge oval table of blonde
marble, inlaid with a swirling mosaic border of green serpentine and bloodstone. The chairs were high
backed, burnished with greenish gold leaf and studded with maachite, emerald, moss agate and
tourmdine

'Sit down.” Helananthe said brusquely. ‘Most of us know each other so ther€lll be no standing on
ceremony. Thereiswine, water, cakes,; if anyone requires any other refreshment, speak now, for | want
no interruptions. Lord Derione shall introduce everyone.'

The Queen wore arobe of dark blue figured satin, with ahigh gtiff collar framing the coiled honey of
her hair. Her strong face was serious. She sat in the centre on thelong side of the ova directly under the
Leaf Moon window, with Lord Derione on her right, Lord Serpeth on her |eft. Tanthe took her seet
around the curve from Derione, which meant she wasn't facing the Queen, to her relief. Ariolne and
Rounawere on Tanthe's left, Saphaeyender on her right. He touched her knee benegth the table. Further
round sat Eldareth and Elrill, and on the far sde from Tanthe were Dawn, Mirias and Rufryd.

Rufe looked tired and grim. Tanthe avoided his eye, as he seemed to be avoiding hers. She couldn't
forgive hisoutburst, and so far he'd offered no gpology. She set her jaw, determined to prove that she, at
least, could control her emotions.

There were fifteen people around the table. The other three were two men and awoman she didn't
know. When Derione rose to announce everyone, she attended carefully.

‘Lady Brang'din and Lord Mawrdreth of Than-mandrathor, heirsto Duke Tasg. Lord Jthery of
Mithrian.'

Tanthe looked at them with interest. Two proud figuresin rich earth colours, with glossy umber plaits
hanging down their erect backs. They looked intimidating, like triba leaders from an older time. Jhery,
though, looked a personable young man. He had alot of pale red-gold hair, tied back at the nape of his



neck, and he appeared earnest, determined, yet innocent.

"Thank you for coming.” Helananthe began. 'l wanted dl of you here who were with me at
Enhavaneya; Eldareth and Saphaeyender, Dawn and Mirias, Rufryd and Tanthe. Many of us thought that
the Battle of Hethlas Rim was an end to our troubles. However, since| took the throne | have been
recalving astream of disturbing news, disturbing sgns. Now | must admit to asuspicion so gppdling that
| can hardly bring mysdlf to expressit. Which is, that the civil war was deliberately engineered by factions
intending to destabilise the Nine Realms. That we didn't so much win avictory, asfal into atrap.’

The sllence in the chamber was stone-heavy. The Queen was a powerful presence, her strong hands
clasped motionless on the table. If she seemed overbearing, Tanthe admitted, it was because she couldn't
afford to be otherwise.

'l had assumed those factions to be Bhahdradomen infiltrators who took advantage of my
grandfather's weskness. The truth may be more complicated. | believe that the Aelyr may aso be
involved.

There were soft indrawn bresths.

'My mother, Princess Ghiseyma, is dleged to have been kidnapped by Adyr. So has my brother
Veny - who would become King, should | die without issue. There has grown up in the Nine Realms a
sentimenta attachment to the Adlyr, abelief that they are abenevolent and god-like race. Admittedly
they fought on our sdein the War of the Silver Plains, but we must never forget that we've had quarrels
with them in the pagt, nor that there are different factions within the Adlyr, some of whom areless
well-intentioned than others. Tanthe has atae to relate which demondtrates that the Aelyr' - she glanced
at Elrill - 'or, | should say, some of the Aelyr are not to be trusted. Tanthe?

Tanthe cleared her throat and told her story again. She was growing quite practised at it now. Almost
asif it had happened to someone el se.

Shetried to ignore the mixed expressions of shock and sympathy that greeted her tale. She didn't
want sympathy, had no use for their opinions. Lord Serpeth said acidly, 'If you'd wanted advice on
whether or not to trust the Aelyr, my lady, you should have come to me, not Eldareth.’

"Thank you, my lord, but | prefer to learn by my own mistakes, Tanthe retorted.

‘But what are the Vaahyr'sintentions? said Helananthe. ‘It's essential wefind out.’

Serpeth's voice was a soft razor. 'Perhaps Lord Elrill can shed light on the matter.

The Shadlahyr lord said evenly, 'l take into account that you are Eisilian, my lord, and that your
irrational hatred of usisinborn.' Serpeth shook hishead, grinning ferdly asif to intimate that Elrill was
making shallow assumptions. Elrill continued, 'l can't comment on the motives of the Vaahyr. | am here
only to represent my own people, the Shaelahyr, and to assure you that we are ill friends to the human
race. We quarrelled with the other Aelyr eretrue centuries ago about the vaue of the Earth to us - for we
believethat Verdanholm isareflection of Earth, without which we couldn't exist - and Since we decided
to dwell here, Aventuria has made us welcome. We may have had our quarrels with humans, but our
loydty lieswith you.'

Saphaeyender said, 'Don't you have any ideaof what the Valahyr are up to?

'My people no longer have contact with them. The Fhelethyr are a peaceful people, but secretive and
clannish. The Vaahyr are vibrant, outgoing and brave, but they can aso be vain and self-serving - ascan
weal, no doubt. Y ou must remember that Verdanholm itself came under attack from the Eatersin the
past. If it happens again, the Vaahyr will take measuresto defend themsalves. That'sdl | can say. | don't
know this Falthorn. Tanthe says he acts astheir leader - yet we have no leaders, dthough onewill
sometimes arise to whom other Adlyr look for unity. | hold that honour in Silverholm, yet it doesn't mean
| hold power over my eretru. Only an obligation to speak for them.

'l come here as Silverholm's representative. | cameto deliver awarning. There has been
Bhahdradomen activity in the Whitevell Mountains.’

There were gasps of concern, but the Queen didn't react. Elrill must havetold her in private, Tanthe
thought.

These Eaters did not appear to be armed.” ELRILL went on. 'They had the appearance of peasants,
and they offered no threat. | believe they have come from hidden pockets in Sepheret, Deirland and



Noreyawhere they have been permitted to live in secret snce the War of the Silver Plains. But there are
agreat many of them, and they are heading towards Paranios.

"When we challenged them, they refused to tell uswhy they had left their permitted areas, or where
they intend to go. They said that they would speak only to the Queen hersdlf. Therefore | rode here with
al haste to warn her of their approach. The Zampheral, too, have told me of disturbancesin the depths of
the earth. These are matters of great concern, thusit was my clear duty to deliver thisinformation.’

When Elrill finished, everyone began to speak at once. Derione called for order, but they didn't
subside until the Queen spoke.

'Please! Listen to what Lady Brang'ein hasto say.’

The Than'drathian woman had an accent that Tanthe found hard to follow at first, but she soon caught
its rhythm and fluid beauty. 'My brother and | have spent many days in negotiations with the Queen
regarding the future status of our realm. | can't divulge the result of those discussions, except to say that
we have reached a compromise that will suffice for now. It istime for my brother and | to return to our
father, Duke Tasg, and put the Queen's proposalsto him. The one thing were agreed on isthat we must
remain friendsand dlies.

"There have been perplexing Sgnsin Thanmandrathor too, strange storms and rumours of
Bhahdradomen activity. As part of our conditionsfor dropping our immediate claim for independence,
we have made a specid request of her mgjesty; that she send adeputation into Vexor itsdf, to
communicate directly with the Bhahdradomen.’

There were afew gasps, but Tanthe guessed that some of the people around the table aready knew.

'It'sthe only way to be certain of what's going on there," said Helananthe. 'Lady Brang'dinisright.
Perhapsif Garndlys had done this years ago, we would not be having trouble with the Bhahdradomen
now. So, | am proposing two expeditions. Oneto Verdanholm, to discover the Adlyr'sintentionsand -1
hope with al my heart - to find my mother and brother. The second, to VVexor. Each party will be small,
inorder to travel swiftly, attract minima attention and not be seen asthreatening.’

Tanthe already knew about the Verdanholm quest. It had been her idea.

Ariolne said, 'How do they propose to reach Verdanholm? Only Aelyr can create and open portals.’

Elrill said, ‘Good mother, | shall be going with the party.’ He produced a quartz bal, like the one
Tanthe had seen Vdthidl and Aurid using. This anametris sphere has not been used for some centuries,
but | trust it il containsthe roth for our purposes. In the past, portals have been most common in
Sepheret, Torith Mir and Eisilion. We shal endeavour to find one of those portds, and reopen it.'

Eldareth said, 'We aren't going to Torith Mir, and Sepheret istoo far. Sowell try our luck in Eisilion.’

Lord Serpeth shook his head. 'Y oure insane. Trying to deal with the Aelyr is madness. They're not
humen.

Elrill gave him anicy look, but didn't retdliate, to Serpeth's obviousirritation.

'Who dseisgoing? Rufryd asked.

'In addition to Eldareth and Elrill,’ said Helananthe, 'my intrepid cousin Jhery has volunteered. | have
no ideawhy.'

That's not true, Hel,' Jhery said quietly. 'l love Ghiseymaand | want to find her. | said you would
need mefor something. As soon asyou mentioned it, | knew thiswas what I'm meant to do.'

'Y es, thank you, cousin,” Helananthe said, smiling. ‘And the fourth member of the party shal be
Tanthe!'

Saphaeyender said nothing. He'd already offered his arguments against her going, and had to
surrender.

"You'rejoking.” Rufryd exclamed. 'That'san insaneideal Y ou can't send her!'

'No one's sending me.” Tanthe snapped. 'l volunteered.’

'What? Y ou've aready got roasted in the cauldron, why d'you want to go and jump into the fire?

Whether he spoke in contempt or concern, Tanthe couldn't tell, but her blood rose. 'l must go.” she
hissed. "They can't do thisto me and not expect consequences.’

"That provesmy point.” he said, folding hisarms. 'Y ou're too involved. Y ou're nuts, you'll get yourself
killed!"



'Stop it. Thisisn't the place for an argument.” Helananthe said stonily. 'It's decided. Tanthe at least has
someidea of what she's dealing with.'

Rufryd subsided, shaking hishead in a gesture of contemptuous despair that made Tanthe want to
punch him.

"The second expedition.” said Helananthe, 'is going to be along and perilous journey, with an
unknown end. Mistakes were made after the Silver Plains. | am sure King Maharoth believed that with
the head, Ghaurthror, cut off, the body would be harmless.” The tension turned thick as rain-clouds as
she spoke. "When the Bhahdradomen were exiled, VVexor should have been policed. But since humans
find it intolerable to be near them, they were |ft to their own devices, the only condition being that they
should never set foot off theidand. Theresult isthat we have only the most shadowy knowledge of what
goesoninVexor. They are obliged to tell us nothing. The last message was received from them some
fifty years ago, when the leader Aazhoth reassured Garndlys of hisfull cooperation. All the
Bhahdradomen wanted, so Aazhoth said, was the continuance of their peaceful existence.

'However, recent events have hinted at something rather more ominous. | aready have two
volunteers, and athough | am deeply loath to lose them, | know that | could find no more trustworthy
ambassadors anywhere. Dawn and Mirias.'

'What? said Saphaeyender, sitting up and glaring a them. ‘Isit not enough that | lose my two best
actors - now you want to go and kill yourselves? Wonderful. Go, throw your lives away. I'm beyond
caring.

'Saph, shut up.” Dawn said, reddening. 'l actudly prefer red lifeto playing at it.’

'Weplay at it in order to understand it.” he said tartly, folding hisarms. 'It's the only way we cast light
into the shadows. Don't go, Dawn.’

Shedidn't answer. Helananthe said, 'If you are going to bicker about these decisions, would you
please saveit until after the meeting? Now, Brang'elin and Mawrdreth have decided that Mawrdreth shall
aso gointo Vexor. With characteristic bravery they both wished to go, but since it would be foolish to
risk both heirsto the Dukedom, Brang'din - being the immediate heir - shal return to her parents hall.
So | should like another volunteer, to make the party up to four.'

'l go.” Rufryd said without hesitation.

Now it was Tanthe's turn to be horrified. 'Rufe, you can't!’

He looked coldly &t her. ‘Thereis absolutely fuck-all reason for meto stay in Parione.” Derione and
Serpeth both gtirred in outrage at his language, but no one took any notice of them. 'l have no desireto
help you chase after your Aelyr lover. Vexor soundsfar preferable to me. Ariolnetold me I'd know
when it wastimeto leave - and she wasright.’

Ariolne and Rouna said nothing. Tanthe was devastated. If sheld harboured any faint hope he might
forgive her and travel with her, held killed it. 'But it's thousands of miles away. Rufe, you mustn't. You
don't know how dangerousit might be.'

He shrugged. 'How could the Bhahdradomen be any more scary and vicious than you are?

A furious bregth shot out of her, but Helananthe spoke over them, cutting their argument dead. "Thank
you, Rufryd. Do you and Tanthe wish to discussthis outside?

'No. Nothing to discuss. I'm going.'

'‘Good.” she breathed. 'It's settled. ELRILL, Eldareth, Jhery and Tanthe are going to Verdanholm.
Mawrdreth, Dawn, Mirias and Rufryd to Vexor.'

Saphaeyender said, 'And what if they find the worst? That the Bhahdradomen are preparing to make
war?

The Queen was silent amoment, looking around at their faces. Her eyes were troubled. Tanthe had
never seen her look so worried, nor so obvioudy not telling the whole truth. "'The War of the Silver Plains
was won with the help of certain, specially made roth-weapons that were hidden afterwards. They were
known asthe Basilisks of Calabethron, after the mage who made them. Now that | have taken the
covenant of the Xauroma, | shall soon have access to these weapons - just in case the very worst should
happen. Let's hope it won't come to that. Diplomecy first!'

Everyone murmured agreement. ‘Right, I'm calling thismeseting to aclose,’ Hlananthe added in a



brisk tone. Thefifteen people in this chamber are the only ones who know about these expeditions. Let's
keep it that way, shal we? My thanksto al of you.' Assherose, al the others shot to their feet in
respect. It might have been al right to sit while the Queen was standing not so long ago, but no more.
Leaning on the table, she looked meaningfully at Eldareth, then at Mawrdreth and Brang'elin. ‘Although
some of us have had our differencesin recent days, | trust you al the more for being unafraid to spesk
your mindsto me. We are al on the same side and the love between us, which is strong enough to
withstand argument and disagreement, is the bedrock of Aventuria's strength. Goddess and God go with
you.'

Tanthefound Y somir as she dways did; dignified, poised, solemn. Still with awarm smilefor her
older sster; but sheld changed so much since the daysin Riverwynde. It struck Tanthe now that their
roles had reversed, that she wasthe fearful one while Y somir was strong and protective.

They sat on the edge of Y somir'slow plain bed, holding hands. 'l have to go away again, dear,’
Tanthe said.

Y somir frowned dightly. '‘Where?

On apreviousvigt, Tanthe had told her about her stay with the Vaahyr. Y somir had been shocked,
yet sheld believed Tantheimmediately. Once, Tanthe would have thought thiswas because Y mmi was
gullible, superdtitious; now, though, her belief seemed to stem from an eerily mature intuition.

'l haveto gointo Verdanholm again.’

'‘On your own?

'Not thistime, no. Last time | went asastupidly trusting friend. Thistime I'm going asaroyd officid.
Y ou understand, don't you?

Y somir nodded, but gripped her handstighter. '‘But how will you find away into Verdanholm? Only
the Aelyr can open portals, | heard.'

"Elrill's coming with us. He reckonsweéll find aportd in Eislion.’

Y somir shut her eyes. Her face seemed luminous. 'No. Go to Torith Mir,' shesaid in astrange voice.

'What?

It'sin Torith Mir." Her eyes came open again; she looked startled.

'‘Gods, Y mmi,' Tanthe said, her mouth turning dry. 'l wish you wouldn't do that. That was someone
else speaking. Who .. .7

Y somir looked down at their joined hands. ‘It was Garnelys,' she whispered.

It took all Tanthe'swill power not to break away from her in fright. She took along, shaky bregth.
"Y ou know, | think Auriel and Falthorn have made a mistake. If there was an Adlyr cuckoo placed in our
family, it must have been you, not me.’

She meant it asajoke - abad one, admittedly - but Y somir looked alarmed. "What do you mean?

'Y ou're the ethereal one. It was dways you who had the strange intuitions and premonitions.’

"That doesn't prove anything! Can't humans have those fedings?

'Yes, of course. Don't get upset, Y mmi. | don't mean it, I'm just trying to understand what's
happening.

I know." Y somir looked up, her eyes bright. 'Perhapsthereisaway to find out.’

‘How?

"You said that Aurid gaveyou alittle silvenroth mirror asyou left. And theré's another one at home,
isn't there?

'Which | lost,’ Tanthe Sighed. 'Hid it under my bed, never saw it again. Auriel was pretty annoyed
about that.'

'Maybeit'still there!

'No. | did sweep our floor occasiondly! | conscioudy looked for it acouple of years ago but there
wasno sgn.

'Perhaps Mum moved it. Show me the one Auriel gaveyou.'

Tanthe took the silvenroth mirror from her pocket and cupped it in her hands. It shimmered like
snow under moonlight. Shelooked at her reflection, which was blurred by the imperfectionsin the



crystal. 1 don't know how to useit. | wish I'd asked him.'

'Y ou must have some ingtinct about it.'

'Why? Because I'm supposed to be Adlyr? Tanthe felt frustration rising, and subdued it. "Y mmi, do
you redly believe what they told me?

'l don't know.' She touched Tanthe'swrist. Y ou're ftill my sister, till Tanthe. If it'strue, | think your
knowledge of it isvery heavily veiled. That'swhy | can't seeit, either. Try saring into the mirror.
Concentrate.’

Tanthe settled hersdlf, cradling the mirror with her hands resting on her thighs. She felt foolish, staring
at hersdf. Shetried to relax, to let her eyes go out of focus until she was gazing, not at the mirror, but
throughit.

'‘Can anyone hear me - oh, thisisstupid. | can't fed anything."

'Hush! Keep trying!"

Tanthe sighed. She steadied her breathing, tried not to think how ridiculousthiswas. Her image
blurred again; she stared through it, past it until she could no longer seeit. Therock crackled palely
across her vison, expanding, scintillating. And then she fdt something. Her mind was dipping down into
the infinite depths of the mirror, the silvenroth of the stone entering her as arhythmic pulse of whitelight.

Tanthe was somewhere else. A paper-thin plane between worlds. Her own voice sounded strange,
like rushing water as she spoke, 'Is anyone there? Can you see mein the mirror? If you can hear me, if
you know where the mirror is, pick it up!'

Part of her was till ingsting that thiswas hopeless, and doubt nearly flicked her out of the trance. She
concentrated harder, kept hersdlf floating in the paelayer of silvenroth. It wasweird, exhilarating and
confusing, like floating beneath the foam of awaterfal. She kept talking, Thisis Tanthe. Mother,
Grandmother, whoever isthere, look at the mirror.'

Shehad avison of thefirst mirror, lying buried in leaf-mould under ahedge somewhere, talking to
itA=f.

Then aface gppeared. She blinked. At first she thought it was her own reflection again, that she was
losing the trance. But when it cameinto focusit was the face of afair-haired boy, about ten years old.

'Feryn!" she gasped. 'Y mmi, | can see Feryn!'

Thelr little brother. How much older he looked than when Tanthe had last seen him. His brown eyes
were wide with wonder.

'Feryn, can you see me?

'You're blurred,’ he said. His voice wasfaint, but she heard him clearly. Y ou look like Tanthe!'

'Yes, it'sme, Tanthe! Thelittle mirror you've got -wherewasiit?

‘Inmy room. I've had it years. | found it.” he added, abit defensively.

The little sod, Tanthe thought. So it was Feryn who'd taken the mirror! Y et she couldn't redly blame
him, for he must have done it amost as soon as he could walk. She was more relieved than annoyed.
'Feryn, I'm along way away from you. I've got another mirror like yours, that we can talk through.'

He nodded, staring in wonderment but accepting the ideawithout question asonly achild could. She
said, '[sMum in the cottage? | want you to take the mirror to her. | must speak to her.’

‘All right.

There was movement and the image broke up. Tanthe felt her concentration wavering. A headache
began behind her eyes; using the silvenroth energy was hard work. No wonder Auriel had found it so
hard to maintain contact with her, especially from another realm. She couldn't keep this going much
longer.

Ayni€'s pert face sivam into the mirror, surrounded by sun-stresked hair that dissolved into pure light
at the edges. Tanthe caught her breath and tearsfilled her eyes.

‘Mum, it's Tanthe."

Aynie cried out, and must have dropped the mirror. Tanthe saw the cottage ceiling swing across her
field of vison, and she was s0 deeply into the image that it made her dizzy. A second later, her mother's
face regppeared. Tanthe? How isthis possible? Where are you?

'In Parione, We don't have much time, | can't maintain this much longer. Is everyone well?



'Y es - yes - but we missyou. What's happened to you?

‘Everything.” Tanthe breathed. 'We found Y mmi, she's here with me. She'swell. Rufryd's here too.
But Lynden died. There was a béttle, the king's deed, there'sanew queen. | can't tdll youit dl.’

Tearswere running down Ayniesface. 'It'sal right. Just to know you and Y mmi are dive. But poor
Lynden... And you, how are you?

'Fine. But Mum, there's something I must know. About when | was born.’

Ayni€'s face lengthened; becoming guarded. She seemed to be shooing Feryn out of the room. 'What
isit?

‘It has something to do with this silvenroth mirror, doesn't it? This came to you with me, an Aelyr gift.
Will you please tell me the truth? Am | redlly yours, or was| ababy abandoned by the Adyr?

Her mother's expression confirmed her fears. Tanthe groaned. Now Aynie hardly had to say anything;
Tanthesthroat closed up with tears, and she had to struggle to maintain the link.

'Oh, Tanthe, | wish we could talk properly. | can't tell you likethis!'

Try! Mum, you've got to. I'm abig girl now. My life might depend onit.’

Ayni€'s sweet face was pa e with shock. ‘It's not what you think. Y our Adyr parents didn't abandon
you. They gave you to usfor safe-keeping, but Tanthe, it's complicated. Y ou asked me onceif I'd ever
seen the Adyr and thetruthiis, | often used to go in the woods looking for them - and sometimes, yes, |
saw them and | must have drawn their attention to me. They came to me out of the trees, one day when
Eodwyth and | had not been hand-fasted long; amale and afemae, dressed in the colours of twilight.'

'What were their names?

"The man was cdled Tdthaiorn. The woman, Fiomir.'

Tanthe sobbed openly, soundlessly as her mother went on, 'They followed me home and | was afraid;
but aswe spoke | saw that they were more afraid than | was. They were fleeing from something.
Eodwyth and me took them in and they stayed the night, talking to us, asking questions. They said that an
A€lyr soul was ready to come to them - they meant a child - and they couldn't deny her, because if they
didn't conceive her then, she might never be bom at aU. | don't know how to explain. It's not random as
it iswith humans!’

It'sdl right, | understand. Go on.’

‘W, they couldn't have this baby, because they were fleeing from their enemies. But if they didnt,
shewould be lost to them forever. So they asked me - they asked me to bear the child for them.’

They what?' Tanthe whispered.

'l gave birth to you, love, just asif you were reglly mine. Asfar as1'm concerned, you are mine and
your dad's.’

'How wasit done? Tanthe didn't want to know, but couldn't help herself. 'Did Tdthadiorn make love
toyou?

Aynie coloured. Tanthe, please. . ." She glanced away, asif to be certain Feryn wasn't listening. 'l
don't want to tell you. Y ou'll see usdifferently, and | don't want that.'

I've got to know!"

'Wedl madelove. All four of us. But thiswas sorcery aswell as sex. Somehow Tdthaiorn put his
essence into me and into Eodwyth, and Fiomir put hersinto Eodwyth and me. We dl loved each other.
So redlly, you were part of al four of us. I don't know how it worked, love. It was amagical force that
created you. Don't be angry with us!'

I'm not." Tanthe tried not to be shocked, but she was. Now the image of her human parents and her
Adyr parents entwined in passion would never go away.

They left. Seven monthslater, you were born.'

Tanthe took aquick breath. 'But why did you agreeto it?

"Why not? They were beautiful, loving people and they were in desperate need. How could we not
help them?

'‘And Y mmi - and Feryn?

‘Just mine and your father's. We never saw Tdthdiorn and Fiomir again. The mirror was so that they
could some day speak to you and tell you what had happened. But when you said you'd lost it, | was



glad. | thought it was better you didn't know.'

'Mum, I'm going to find them. I've got to.’

‘Love, why?

‘Something's happening, with the Aelyr and the Bha—' she stopped hersdlf, recalling Riverwynders
aversion to the word. 'Something huge. It's not just about me. It's about Aventuria.'

Aynie'simage was breaking up, her voice becoming hard to hear. Tanthe was seeing starswith the
effort of sugtaining the silvenroth link. Tanthe, will you ever come home?

'l hope so. Mum. I'm losing the image, | must go. Loveto everyone.’

A sharp pain shot through her skull. She seemed to be thrown back into the real world, the mirror
shrinking back into sharp focus and lying inert in her hands. Her reflection showed aforehead lined with
concentration, red-rimmed eyes, face puffy with tears.

Tanthe dumped, rubbing her aching eyes. That was hard,’ she said.

'‘Areyou dl right? Y mmi asked, putting her fingersto her sster's cheek.

'Y es. Did you hear anything?

Y somir nodded. 'All of it.'

Tanthe cried again with amixture of shock and relief. Sheand Y somir held each other. ‘It was s0
good to know Mum'sdl right.’

'It's made me homesick.'

'‘And me, but we can't go back yet.'

"Weve both got along way to go," Y mmi said softly.

'So Aurid and Falthorn told me the truth, after dl. | reglly am part of their family. But I'm part of Mum
and Dad'stoo. I'm till your sister.’

'So are you human, or Aelyr?

T don't think I'll ever be Aelyr unless| break through to that part of mysalf. And | can't. It'stoo
frightening.

The warder tapped on the door. 'Vidting timeisover.” shesad.

'l must go,' Tanthe said quickly. On impulse she pressed the mirror into her Sster'shand. 'l want you
to keep this. They won't take it off you, will they?

'No, they let me have persona possessions,’ Y somir said, startled. 'But why?Y ou might need it.’

"Who knows? | can probably get another, where I'm going. But if you haveit, and learn to useit, at
least you can spesk to Mum sometimes.”

Y somir looked stunned, but accepted it. "Thank you, Tan. | don't know what to say now.'

She smiled wanly. Asaways, it nearly broke Tanthe's heart to leave. It seemed so wrong that Y somir
should be locked up. But since she refused to appeal against Helananthe's decision, there was nothing
Tanthe could do.

She embraced her sigter. ‘At least | know you'll be safe here,' she said.

'Go, quickly, or well be sobbing on each other dl night,’ Y somir said, giving her alast hug. 'Goddess
gowithyou, Tan.'



Chapter Ten. Quest and Revelation

Thelate summer sky brooded over Parione, heavy with thunder. Early sunlight washed the hillside
mansions, the Temple of Nepheter and the Heliodor Tower with palest gold, so they stood luminous
againgt the blue-black rage of the clouds.

Thetwo partieswere ready to leave. They werein acourtyard between the inner and outer walls of
the Citaddl, making last-minute checks on their horses, weagpons and provisions, saying their farewdls.
Rufryd stood at Halcyon's head, impatient to be off so he didn't have to speak to Tanthe. What could he
say to her, anyway? Haf of him wanted to seize her and kiss her; the other haf would gladly have left her
with barely abackward sneer.

Helananthe was there with Lord Derione and the priestess Ariolne at her Side, waiting sombrely to see
them off. Eldareth's party would be thefirst to leave. Eldareth was dready on his stocky, flaxen-tailed
horse Gany, leaning down to exchange afew last words with the Queen. The affection between them
was obvious, even though (so Rufryd had heard) they were no longer acouple. Rufryd pressed hislips
together, wondering how they could both be so forgiving.

Lord Elrill and Jhery of Mithrain were aso on horseback. EMII's horse was pure white, hery's
dappled grey, both like ghosts againgt the sandy gold walls of the courtyard. The horses and their
cloaked riders|ooked magnificent. Rufryd felt an unexpected thrill of excitement, suddenly proud to be
part of this. He glanced round for Tanthe, saw her on foot beside Redbird, saying goodbye to
Saphaeyender.

The poet had his arms around her and they both seemed close to tears. Rufryd looked away in
disgust. Then he changed his mind and went towards them, leading Halcyon. "Why don't you go with her,
if you're so devoted? he said.

Thetwo broke apart. He hated the superior way they looked at him. Saphaeyender gave aghostly
smile. 'l hardly think I'd be of any help to her. I'm unfit, | hate the rain, I'm not used to horses. And of
course, we al know that I'm not the bravest person in theworld.'

Confronted with the self-effacing honesty in the poet's eyes, Rufryd looked away. 'Well, good luck.
Tan, he muttered.

'Oh. . . thanks. And you.' Shelooked coolly at him, without rancour or warmth. She'd had her hair
cut to collar-length and it suited her that way. She looked as lovable to him as she ever had, her dark hair
faling around the blue-green jewels of her eyes. But she was distant, salf-contained, asif shed moved
beyond her fury a him. She clearly wasn't going to give him another chanceto hurt her.

Confronted with Tanthe's dignity, Rufryd felt ashamed of his outburst. HEd meant it at thetime, dl his
reasons had been fierce and genuine. . . but looking back, he saw it as mere petulance, self-indulgence.
Not that his hurts hadn't been real. Pain that even though she'd left Saphaeyender, she hadn't come back
to him but found someone ese, asif anyone was preferable to him. Outrage that she'd risked her life.
Misery, knowing that even if he showed her the love and sympathy she wanted, she would only regject
himagain. Yes, pain . . . but hers had been worse, All held been was ungracious. Now, redlising the
genuine anguish shed been in, he was on the verge of forgiving her. He just couldn't bring himsdlf actualy
to say it. 'Areyou dl right? was the best he could manage. 'Wéll, | know what I'm doing, and why. |
hope you do, too.'

He shrugged. 'I've made my choice.’

'Yes, you have,' she said lightly. 'It's a shame we couldn't have stayed friends, but thereit is!'

'Look, Tanthe ..." Hisvoice was gruff. He cleared histhroat. 'l don't wish you any ... | don't warnt...
We might not see each other again.’

Itsdl right,' she said. 'No hard fedings at al. Hope you find what you want.'

Without waiting for his response, she turned away and rose lightly on to Redbird's back. Rufryd
dropped back, helpless. The mare arched her neck, chewing at the bit with an eager and somewhat
comical expression, dripping white foam on to the flags. Sephaeyender gave Tanthe's hand alast touch,
then dipped away through agate in theinner wall.



'All s&t? said Eldareth. Then well be away. Fare you al well and may we meet again before thefires
of next Firethorn arelit!’

The blessings of Nuth and Anuth be upon this party,’ said Ariolne, drawing acircle on the air with her
gaff. Theinner gates swung open, then thetall outer gates of filigree and jewels, and thefirgt party was
riding under the arch; Elrill and Xhery in thelead, Eldareth and Tanthe following.

They passed out of sight, but Rufryd stood gazing after them. He couldn't believe Tanthe had gone,
that they might never meet again. Couldn't believe that, knowing it, shed gtill been so cold. Not upset, not
evenfuriousa him. Just indifferent.

For amoment he considered galloping after them. Then Mirias dgpped his shoulder and said, ‘Come
on. Lookslike Aventuriacaled you in opposite directionsthistime.'

'No,' Rufryd said under his breath. 'Just sheer bloody-mindedness.' He checked his saddlebags were
secure, and siwung on to Halcyon's back.

The second party was bigger. In addition to Rufryd, Dawn and Mirias, Brang'din and Mawrdreth had
aretinue of eight Than'drathian riders who would go with them to the Hall of Duke Tasg. Their dun
horses were impressive; muscular, athletic and showy, with thick necks, long straight heads and fine
muzzles, ahigh-stepping gait. They were dl different shades of gold, with dark dappling on their rumps,
rippling black manes and tails, black shading on their legs. Halcyon was smdl and delicate in comparison,
though Rufryd had no doubt hewas at least their equal in stamina, and greater in speed.

Dawn and Mirias had stocky Paranian horses, like Eldareth's, dark chestnut with flaxen manes.
Secured to her saddle, Dawn was carrying abasket containing four blue-doves, with which they would
send messages back to Parione. Rufryd could hear the doves cooing softly, afluid purr.

‘Convey my greetings to your mother and father,” Helananthe was saying to the Than'drathian nobles.
'Our redlms stand firm together. | thank you for your bravery in undertaking thisjourney on my behaf.'

"We do this as much for our parents sake asfor your mgjesty's,' Brang'din said tiffly. 'In respect of
al you have said, the friendship you have shown us and the undying bond between us, we pledge our
loydty. But ill the question of Thanmandrathor's sovereignty will riseagain.’

'‘And when it does, we shal discussit again,’ said Helananthe, laying ahand on Brang'din's. '‘Go
swiftly, return safdly.’

The party began to make their way towards the gates. Four riders of the retinue went in front and four
at therear, with Rufryd, Mirias and Dawn in the middle, just behind Brang'elin and her brother.

Again Ariolne said, The blessings of Nuth and Anuth be upon—'

As she poke, three bright red piper-birds came tumbling over the walls, squawking loudly asthey
sguabbled. Two swooped low over Mawrdreth's head, tumbled to the courtyard flags and rose again in
aflurry of scarlet feathers. The third skimmed his horse's ears as it wheeled past, screeching. Spooked,
the horse crouched on its hindquarters and reared.

Taken unawares, the young lord tumbled backwards out of the saddle. Rufryd heard the crack of
bone as hefell. Hacyon shied. All around him, horses danced and riders cursed asthey tried to bring the
startled animals under control. Brang'din leapt to the ground and knelt down at her brother's side.

'‘Mawrdreth? Oh gods, get a healer I'

Hisface was grey, his mouth asquare of agony. When he tried to spesk, al that came out was a hiss,

'Fetch the physiciang!' Helananthe barked at Lord Derione. 'Have a stretcher brought at once!’

Derione rushed to obey. Ariolne was bending over Mawrdreth, running gentle hands over his body.
The priestess seemed unmoved by his gasps of pain or by Brang'din'sdistress. 'He has broken hisleft leg
halfway down thethigh.” she said presently. ‘Alas, Lord Mawrdreth, you are going nowhere now.’

‘But | must!" herasped. 'l can't et my sister go done. Bind up thisleg, give me milk of poppies!'

Ariolne shook her head patiently. 'It will take more than bandages and medicinesto make you fit to
travel. Y ou will be spending at least the next six weeksin the pdace. | am sure your Sster can stay with
you; but you cannot travel.'

He groaned. He appeared to | ose consciousness, while Brang'dlin knelt, anxioudy squeezing his hands
and cdling to him until his eyesfluttered open again.

Rufryd, still in the saddle, watched the scene with asense of doom. He wasn't superstitious but it



seemed the most horrible omen, the blood-red pipers squaling over the wall, hating their expedition
before it had even begun. He, Dawn and Mirias exchanged looks. They waited as brother and sister
whispered to each other, while the palace physicians and stretcher-bearers appeared from the inner
circlesof the Citaddl.

Presently Mirias said, 'Wéll, the three of us can still go done, if it comestoit.’

I'd rather, if anything,’ said Rufryd. 'Wed travel faster.’

'It's up to the Queen, though,' said Dawn.

Mawrdreth's leg was splinted and histall body eased on to the canvas. Spots of warm rain began to
fal. Hacyon, never happy with rain, shook his head and snorted emphaticaly.

Lady Brang'din leaned over the stretcher, kissing her brother. He was borne away but she remained
in the courtyard, watching forlornly as he vanished through the gate of the inner wall. Then sheand
Helananthe turned and came towards Rufryd and his companions, with Derione following them.

Brang'din'sdark skin was drained, her eyes bruised, but she till looked very striking. Her face with
its strong cheekbones was neat and powerful, her danted eyes as green as her cloak. Rufryd had never
looked at her so closely before, nor redised how attractive she was. Her rich brown hair hung forward
over her shoulder, strands of it escaping from the loose plait. She pressed her gloved handsto Halcyon's
neck as she spoke.

'My brother and | have decided that | must go back to Thanmandrathor - and thence, dbeit against
hiswishes, to Vexor,' she said. She had anatural dignity, yet her manner was down-to-earth. Rufryd was
lost for words. 'But | thought your brother didn't want you to go without him, my lady.' ‘He doesn't. But
neither does he want me nursing him, when I have so much to do. I know heisin good hands hereand |
must make thisjourney.' Rufryd leaned down towards her, curious. 'Why? Perhaps the question was
over-familiar, but she held his gaze and answered smply, 'If the Bhahdradomen break out of Vexor, my
country will bethefirst to suffer. Since the Queen is sending her people into danger, | cannot do
otherwise than go with you on Thanmandrathor's behaf.' ‘Hereisyour horse, Lady Brang'din,
Helananthe said, gentle and sombre. A stable-hand offered her the reins of the golden mare. 'Now go,
my dear friends, before | have second thoughts about this journey. Nuth and Nepheter keep you. Y our
bravery shal not go unsung, nor unrewarded.’

Subdued, the second party moved off at last, out through the gates, into the streets of Parione where
rain dampened the dust of summer, and afork of jade lightning caressed the horizon.

* * *

Five days out of Parione, Tanthe was beginning to fed she had spent her wholelife in the Serpentine
Mountains. Their steep green sides were so familiar, the deep valeys strewn with huge grey boulders, the
sreams and the vdleysfolding away endlesdy in slvery-blue migts. The Serpentines were imbued with
both ecstasy and nightmare. She loved them passionately . . . and wondered for the twentieth time how
she had brought hersdlf to leave Saphaeyender again.

She felt calmer now they were on the move. She was glad of Eldareth's amiable company, for the
other two were habitualy quiet. Elrill was self-contained and saw no need to talk for the sake of it. He
was amagnificent sght on hiswhite horse Nefri, hishair afdl of ice againg his silvery-blue cloak, hislong
pale Aelyr sword atwin to the one she carried.

Jhery was quiet too, but more through inexperience than aloofness. He was like a shadow of Elrill on
his dender dapple-grey gelding. Heron. With his grey and amethyst garments and sunset hair, hewas
ethered enough to be taken for an Aelyr, Tanthe thought. She could well believe he had risen from the
migts of Mithrain's lakes to take the shape of a sprite who might well seduce an unsuspecting young
woman into the water . . . Except that held caught a summer cold, and his coughing and sneezing rather
spoiled the effect.

Eldareth and Tanthe wore plain travelling gear of black, rust and green, with changes of clothesin their
saddlebags, towels, basic first ad kits and provisonsto last three or four days. It felt familiar, like being
on her first journey to rescue Y somir. Sometimes she could dmost fed Lynden and Rufryd riding
aongsde her, and it gave her ajolt to know that Rufryd was hundreds of miles away by now. That she
might never see him again.



She bit her lip. She would have done anything to hug him, to say goodbye properly with kissesand
tears ... but he'd hurt her too badly thistime. She couldn't have softened towards him even if she'd
wanted to. The strange thing was that she'd risen aboveit, genuinely no longer cared what he thought of
her. That was why she'd been ableto say, 'No hard fedings, and mean it.

It had been different with Saphaeyender. He had always been so kind to her, endlesdy patient with
her hero-worship, her impertinence and her wayward behaviour. Unlike Rufryd, hed never judged her.
No, shed judged hersdlf.

Themorning they had parted, she'd tried to explain to him that it was the fact she adored him that
meant she had to leave. 'l don't want you to be different, because of me," sheld said. ‘I want you to bethe
Saphaeyender you would have been, if we'd never met. | don't know how to explain. It'sasif someone
gave me the most sublime painting in theworld, and | added my own daubstoit... I'm not making any
sense, am1?

'No, | understand you,' held said tiredly. 'It'sjust that you're talking nonsense. It's not your fault | can't
write. Y ou haven't changed me; you're not that powerful, my love, but neither are you somekind of
pollutant in a pure spring of water! Gods, if | have changed, it's because | needed to. Just ashame, isn't
it, that | am old enough to be your father; that | want to get married and you want something else
entirdy?

Y ou only think you want to marry because you're depressed.” she retorted.

'Well, that could be true, aswell, he sighed.

'‘And I'm not helping you. | just remind you of the battle and Lynden dl thetime. Y ou will be better
without me, Saph. And thisquest isn't yours!'

It hadn't been aquarrdl. They'd both spoken gently, embraced and wept. And he hadn't argued with
her any more, because he knew she spoke the truth, and that made her sadder than ever.

Suddenly Tanthefet piercingly lonely. Sheld loved them dl, Rufe and Sgphaeyender and Aurid, and
shed logt them all.

Shetook aquick hard breath. Her self-pity never lasted long. Thisjourney was dl that mattered now.

Their first attempt to enter Verdanholm had already failed. They'd returned to the Seer'shut and tried
to recreate Tanthe's entry into the other-realm through the well. It had taken persuasion and many gifts
before the Seer even let them try; then, as Elrill had predicted, no porta had appeared.

Now they were making for Eisilion, first to try the temple where Eldareth had seen the Adlyr. Tanthe,
though, was thinking of what Y somir had said to her.

'Eld, she said, trotting Redbird alongside Gany, 'l think we could be wasting time going to Eisilion.’

‘Redlly? How d'you make that out?

'l think we should go straight to Torith Mir.'

Eldareth stared at her, looking uncharacteristicaly angry. ‘Do you, Tan? Why?

1 know you'l think it'sridiculous, but it was something Y somir said. Sometimes she... she seemsto
channe other peopl€'s thoughts or knowledge. Her voice fdl, though she suspected Elrill and Jhery -
riding ahead - could till hear her. 'People who are dead.’

He frowned. That's quite aclaim. Do you think it'strue?

'Yes” sad Tanthe. 'Thingis, Y mmi's never made things up. She's away's been transparent - so
trangparent she can't even protect herself very well - and completely honest. And I've seen her doit. She
sad it came from Garndlys. The best placeto find aporta to Verdanholm isin Torith Mir.

Eldareth was slent for awhile. Then he set histeeth, and shook his head vigoroudy. 'We won't have
totravel asfar as Torith Mir. Wewill find aporta in Eislion!

I'msorry.” said Tanthe, startled. 'l just thought | should tell you what she said.'

'I hateto say this, Eldareth.” Elrill added, turning in the saddle, 'but she is probably right. There were
more portalsin Torith Mir, and more frequently used. Their roth-energy ismorelikely to be active and
accessble’

Eldareth said nothing, but his expression would have cracked stone.

'‘What'swrong? said Tanthe.

It'ssmple’ said Eldareth. "Were not going to Torith Mir. | cannot go to Torith Mir.'



* * *

Helananthe rode for half aday west of Parione, dong the Me ondras Road and into the Hethlas hills
where, abare few moons ago, her army had defeated that of Garnelys. Purple cloudsrolled over Hethlas
Rim, edged with gold. How strange to passthe site of battle, to see the hillsides lying silent and drenched
insummer ran.

She pulled the hood of her cloak deep over her face. With her rode Derione and Serpeth, and a
retinue of armed ridersin their uniforms of green and violet. Perhaps she would have the various uniforms
changed, when time alowed, to distance her own administration from that of her grandfather's. For she
felt that the people of Aventuriano longer trusted the monarchy asthey once had, with unquestioning
love. Garnelys had destroyed their innocence.

It was a shame no one liked Lord Serpeth, she thought.

He was clever and indefatigable, and the fact that he'd changed sidesin battle showed shrewd
judgement as much as opportunism . . . she was as certain as she could be of hisloyaty. But what sort of
king would he make? She grimaced. She must make a decision soon, but every day it seemed easier to
put it off until tormorrow.

Therain was easing off asthey came to the meeting place on the Meiondras Road. A long, flat valey
curved back into the hills. Moving adong it came amass of figures; strange hunched beings cloaked in dull
browns and whites and lichen-greens. For amoment she thought of toadstools, of strange woodland
growthsthat had torn themselves from the wild-wood and come crawling to life.

Theroyd party reined in. Helananthe's somach kicked in gpprehension. Ridiculousto be afraid,
nothing to fear... Serpeth cleared histhroat and said quietly, 'Y our mgesty, | think it wasinadvisable for
you to come. Derione and | could have handled this matter aone.’

'‘Come on, Serpeth, you know me. | can't bear to missanything.” she said, grinning. ‘'They don't have
to know who | am. Asfar asthey're concerned, I'm Lady Vyne, the Queen's representative.’

With the straggling mass of figures came cattle, the like of which shedd never seen before. It wasthe
cattle, more than anything, that seized her attention. Ghastly-looking things, thickset and bloated, with
fungus-white skin and staring eyes. Shefdt dizzy suddenly, shook it off.

'‘Gods.” Derione said suddenly. ‘Maam, we should retreat.’

'Why? She saw how pale he was.

'If we stay here, they'll beall around usin afew minutes’

Sheimagined it; the gnomish figures and their ugly cattle flowing around her and her guards,
surrounding them, trapping them... Shefelt atouch of Derione's panic but suppressed it.

‘Hold your ground.” she said firmly. 'Nepheter's braids, Derione, if you panic at the sight of afew
cattle-herders, what would you be likein abattle like the Silver Plains?

At once she regretted her sharp words, for Derione looked horrorstruck. She wondered if it would be
better to ride up the hillside, get above them. But when the first of the herders came within ten yards of
her, they stopped, and the whole ragged mass shambled to ahat. Many pairs of eyes stared at her from
beneath cowls or scarves. Some of the eyes were the green of stagnant ponds, others ochre or black or
blood-pink. Their skin was palid, tinged with pale brown or green like the bark of trees. They were
glent.

Asthey hdted, their cattle began to graze the hillside, tearing out grass by the roots and leaving raw
earth; patches of darkness that spread and joined rapidly even as Helananthe watched.

'l am Lady Vyne, representative of her majesty Queen Helananthe,' she called out. "'Who is your
spokesman?

One of the Bhahdradomen came forward. Superficidly there was nothing to distinguish him from the
rest, but as she saw him more closaly she saw that he had eyes black as berries with green sparksin the
centre, cheeks so hollow that the shadows were like brushstrokes benesth his cheekbones. The rest
waited, downcast and watchful.

Helananthe dismounted. Serpeth and Derione did the same, and stood on either side of her; behind
her, she heard the soft sounds of her guards placing their hands on their sword-hilts. But these people
seemed passve, asif they were sunk in starvation. They certainly had no wegponsvisible.



'l am Tzumezht,' said the spokesman. Wasit aman? Sheld heard that the Bhahdradomen were neither
mae nor female, or both. For the sake of smplicity, she decided to think of the speaker as'hé'.

His voice went right through her, and seemed to buzz in the centre of her skull. She bresthed the smell
that wreathed like steam from the group, asmell of sour earth, of dead wood split open by fungi.

'Greetingsto you, Tzumezht,' she said, inclining her head in wary courtesy. He echoed the gesture. He
was shorter than her, perhapsfive foot six, and he had less a presence than an absence that made her
fed disoriented, asif she had accidentally touched a deadly poison to her tongue and could only stand
aghast, waiting for it to work.

Again she pushed the feeling away. She went on, ‘It was reported to us that groups of Bhahdradomen
were on the move across the Whitevell Mountains, making for Paranios. When you were challenged,
your response was that you would explain yoursalves only to the highest authority in Aventuria. Well, we
are here. | must tell you that we, too, are more than eager to hear your explanation.’

'Madam, we are utterly at your mercy.' Tzumezht opened long, spidery hands. 'We have been driven
from our homes by humans and by hunger.’

'Y our home, strictly speaking, isVexor.'

'Untrue,' he replied. These people have never lived in Vexor. If you are close to the Queen, then you
must know that we are here legally. We were alowed to stay in Aventuria, as part of the peace treaty
after our . . . our surrender.’

'l do know that.” Helananthe answered, trying to remain impartia athough she was privately amazed
her ancestors had agreed to this deal. 'However, it was part of the agreement that the Bhahdradomen
remainin grictly defined areas, and never stray beyond those boundaries!

'And we have abided by those conditions for over two hundred and fifty years,' said Tzumezht, softly
reasonable. 'We have lived in peace, silent, invisible, masquerading as peasants in remote places such as
Ardharkria, Sarmest, Imnion. But those areas are exhausted; there is nothing left for our flesh-animasto
eat. We were forced to go beyond our boundaries or die. Our numbers have increased, humans have
become aware of us. When we havetried to find new territories they have driven us away. So now we
wander, homeless!

Tzumezht, good Sir." Helananthe clasped her elbows, took a breath. 'Have you no concept of land
management? Grass grows again. There was no reason for your - your flesh-animasto go hungry.'

Tzumezht Smply looked at her. An involuntary shudder went through her from head to foot. She
remembered Tanthe and Rufryd's story of the forest of Ardharkria; how the Bhahdradomen colony there
had stripped their territory bare, stripping even the bark from the trees, sucking the sap, sucking dl life
out of the soil until not even fungus would grow. She saw the hillside turning from green to black under
the cattl€'s attention even as she watched. They consumed, and moved on.

'No reason for them to go hungry, indeed.” he said at lat, 'if we were alowed enough room.’

'Y ou were given enough room. Now you have broken two tenets of the treaty at least; you've gone
beyond your dlocated boundaries, and you have allowed your populationsto increase - both of
yourselves and of your animals." 'After two hundred years and more, thiswas inevitable.

'Not necessarily.'

"The clauses by which we have been forced to exist were completely unreasonable! We protest.’

'Y our protest is noted," Helananthe said carefully. ‘I must remind you, however, that you werefree, in
the aftermath of the War, to join your countrymen in Vexor. That you are ftill freeto do so.'

Tzumezht radiated anger, but it was a helpless, passive rage. 'Such athing would have been utterly
impractica. How could we have crossed thousands of miles of hostile territory? We were trapped in our
pockets of land, and there we remained. It must seem very far in the past to you, my lady, for humans
rarely live past one hundred and ten years. For us, though, our exile was aliving memory of our hosts and
grand-hosts. We have suffered dreadful indignities.'

Hel ananthe sensed Serpeth at her elbow, willing her to give these people no quarter. He was
beginning to annoy her. She wished with al her heart that Eldareth was there instead; Eldareth had
awaystrusted her ingtincts. He hadn't kept telling her what to say and do.

'Y et you were dlowed to live, despite the fact that the Bhahdradomen were the aggressorsin that



War. Tzumezht, | appreciate your difficulty, but you cannot stay here. Nor can you wander at will across
Aventuria'

Serpeth put in, The Queen may view it as an act of aggression if you persst.’

Tzumezht turned hisface up to her, his cheeks lined with pain, hiseyesimploring, his mouth showing
long yellow teeth. 'Then tell uswhat we areto do! We are not fell warriors under adread and glorious
leader such as Ghaurthror of the Flies. We are peasants. Look at us; we have nothing, we are less than
peasantsin ahogtile land! Sirs, madam, we throw ourselves utterly on your mercy. We are refugees!’

Helananthe, Serpeth and Derione dl looked at each other. The mass of Bhahdradomen looked pitiful
indeed. On aviscerd level, something about them repulsed her, and perhaps they felt the same about
humans; but on arational leve, they offered no threat. Helananthe hated being cruel. If they begged for
mercy, what could she do but help them?

She and her companions withdrew and talked softly for afew minutes. Then Helananthe went back to
Tzumezht.

Tell methetruth,’ she said. 'Have you had recent contact with anyone from Vexor? Has something
happened to cause this exodus?

Tzumezht shook his head, adow, insectile swaying motion. Those of uswho remained in Aventuria
were severed from al contact with the exiles, aswell you must know.'

'No messages from Vexor? Are you sure?

'l havetold you our reasonsfor moving.'

'H'm. Well, since you have begged for refuge, and you are the crown's responsibility, we have no
choice but to grant it. | will arrange aholding areafor you, well away from human habitation, on certain
conditions.' 'We shdl do our utmost to fulfil them, my lady.' These flesh-animas of yours,' she said. 'Are
they al you can eat?

Filmy eydidsflicked over hiswet black eyes. 'No, my lady. We can eat certain fruitsand grains, and
some of your fish, dthough it disagreeswith us. The graukhim are what we prefer to edt, for the benefit
of our health and that of our hatchlings.'

A less healthy bunch she had never seen, Helananthe noted. She swallowed hard. "When you
daughter one, can you salt or preserve the flesh in someway?

Tzumezht hesitated. The Bhahdradomen behind him stirred and murmured. "We can, but 'Good,
because you will have to do without them from now on.’

A resonance of shock came from them. Tiny pulses of anger rained on her from their sullen,
luminescent eyes and the stench of sour earth nearly choked her. Shewent on, 'Y our graukhim arethe
problem. They don't merely graze the grass and foliage, they kill it. They make wholetracts of land
derile, unusable. This can't be alowed to continue!

Tzumezht looked distraught, asfar as she could read hisdien emotions. 'My lady. | beg you. They are
our staple diet. Without them, our existence, our culture will not be the same!’

"That's unfortunate, but you give us no choice. Y ou've failed to keep your herds within the prescribed
aress. Your herd must al be daughtered. The preserved meet will last you sometime; after that, we will
provide your food.' 'No.' Tzumezht shook his head stubbornly. 'Thisis unacceptable!’

Helananthe turned away, and signalled to her soldiers. Pallid and sour-mouthed, they set boltsto their
crosshows and rode forwards.

The graukhim died hard, bellowing and raging. Only ashot through the eye, direct into the brain,
could still them. One charged ayoung soldier, gouging its horn into her side before her comrades could
day the beast. Asthey hel ped the wounded woman away, Helananthe's heart wasin her mouth and she
prayed to al the gods and goddesses that her injury was not fatal.

The massacre was far from quick and clean. The stench that rose from the animals torn gutswas
abominable and their screams sounded dmost human. Helananthe looked away, shuddering.

Atlast it wasover. Thelast of the flesh-animasfdl heavily on toitsflank and lay motionless, its body
steaming. The Bhahdradomen were like statues.

Trying to steady herself, Helananthe turned to the spokesman again. 'l want you to move north and
east of here. Beyond that chain of hills—' she pointed, and al the refugeesturned to look - 'thereisa



good wide valley with fresh streams, the Danen Vdley. That will be your holding areafor thetime being.
If any more of your people come from different areas, they can live there too; but if they bring graukhim
with them, save yourselves another visit from the army and daughter them. If you need help salting and
storing the mest, you have only to let us know. Y ou can keep ordinary cows and sheep, anything but
those - anything but graukhim.'

For ahorrible moment she thought the Bhahdradomen were going to do something unexpected; rush
her party, unfurl weapons from nowhere, change shape into something dark and ravening. Shefedt aflash
of vile emaotion from them, bitter-black hatred. But the fedling vaporised. They were aready turning and
moving away as she had directed, downcast and passive.

'We thank you, my lady,' said Tzumezht, with a deep bow. 'My people thank you deeply for your
mercy and munificence’

* * *

As soon astheroyal party dwindled into the distance, one of the quiet Bhahdradomen peasants
stepped to Tzumezht's Side. He put back his hood, reveaing abad skull on which veins snaked and
throbbed insde the trand ucent flesh.

"That was no Lady Vyne.” he said. That was the Queen hersdlf.’

I know, Enabler. | know." In the background, the mass of Bhahdradomen was trudging away, leaving
tjietwo done.

Enabler Gulzhur touched his companion'sarm. 'Y ou did well, Tzumezht.'

Tzumezht spat yellow venom on to the grass. 'She has committed an act of outrageous brutality
againgt these wretched domeniml Thiswill not be forgotten. | could forget my instructions and pursue her
now—

Gulzhur gripped histhin arm. ‘But you will not, because like me you arewdll trained in patience. Don't
let the humans make you angry. Just add it to the reckoning. Y ou handled her well

'Did I?1 felt that she must see straight through me!’

'No. All she saw was awretched refugee liketherest.!

Tzumezht, the watchful clear-sighted one, chewed at the grey flesh of hislower lip. 'Vaurgroth has
sent us and otherslike usto lead our poor countrymen out of their incarceration and back into the light. It
pains meto enact this charade, to sand passively by while she destroys our flesh-animas. Even moreit
pains me to see how downtrodden our own domenim are, that they lack even the will to protest!”

Gulzhur sighed. 'But that's why we're here. They are only domenim, they are helpless without adepts
like ourselvesto save them. Have they hatchlings among them, still young enough to imprint?

‘A few.'

Then graukhim can be made again. Anything can be made.’

Tzumezht gave along, soft groan. This has been abad day .’

'No, this has been agood day. At some cost, we have what we want; alegitimate hold only half aday
from Parione itsaf. And Zhoaah is dready at work in the city. He has a safe house there, and a paace
officid in his pocket.'

'Surely | don't have to caution you, Enabler, againgt over-confidence.”

Gulzhur chuckled. 'It's called optimism, my dear friend. Come, let ustell Vaurgroth what has
transpired today.' From a pocket in the dappled green-brown fabric of hisrobe he drew alump of oily
grey stone, a haematite that would help channel their astrd formsinto the higher dimension, the ezht.
Gulzhur rubbed the shiny surface with his deeve, then paused. He grinned, and touched his companion on
the shoulder with his spiny fingers. Y ou know, you are wdl-titled, Tzumezht, Prefigurer; a harbinger of
what isto come!’

Returning to the paace late at night and exhausted, Helananthe found herself too tired and
preoccupied to deep. She'd had enough of Serpeth's sharp wit and endless advice, even of Derione's
patient good sense. At least with Dawn and Mirias she could have unwound, had a drink and been
hersdlf - the salf she used to be before responsibility descended on her like agem-heavy robe. But they
werefar away, facing Goddess-knew-what dangers on her behalf.



Instead she found hersdf drifting towards the roya guest quarters. Light was till glowing under
Mawrdreth's door.

She knocked gently. Heard him call, 'Comein," and entered to find him lying on top of his luxurious
canopied bed, thethick cast of hisleg making an odd cylindrical shape beneath hisrobe, his naked toes
poking comicaly from below the hem.

‘Lord Mawrdreth? she said. 'Excuse me, | have had avery long day and | came to see how you are
before retire. | hope I'm not disturbing you.'

'Of course not, your majesty.' He put the book aside. A standard history of the Nine Realmswith a
jewelled cover. The lamp beside his bed flooded his degp brown hair with gleams of gold; his green eyes
were startlingly clear, limpid as springs, so different to the muddied eyes of the Bhahdradomen.

'How'stheleg? she asked, Stting in achair besde him.

‘Heding well, they tell me. Thepainisless. | hopel shdl not impose on you for long, maam.'

'Y ou are no impodition, Sir, believe me. Can | talk to you asafriend?

Helooked startled. 'My sister and | came here hardly asfriends. That is, our countries are friends, of
course, but. . .

'Please. | don't want to talk palitics. | smply want to have agood moan about the dreadful day I've
had and here; 1've brought whisky, the very best, from the Serpent Ides no less, to ease the process
aong for both of us''

His mouth twitched in aquick, uncertain smile. 'I'm sorry, maam. If we might set asdewho we are
for now, then | would be more than happy to talk and share adrink with you.'

'Cdl meHelan. For tonight, at least. I'll pour.’

Since Mawrdreth had been aguest in the palace, she had visited him every day. Up to now they had
been dightly awkward, diplomatic meetings, as she had to be the face of Aventuriamaintaining kind but
firm authority over Thanmandrathor. The more she saw of Mawrdreth, the more she was beginning to
like him. Under hisreserved exterior she glimpsed an intelligent and thoughtful young man.

'One of the monarchy's most shameful secrets.” she said, splashing whisky into tumblers and handing
oneto him. 'Bhahdradomen alowed to remain on the mainland, because it was too problematic to move
them, and their leadership made it aterm of their surrender.’

Mawrdreth showed no surprise. ‘One of their worst-kept secrets. It's long been suspected there are
nests of them il in Thanmandrathor, though they are never seen.’

'Wéll, they're visble now. Pouring into Paranios, indgsting they've been forced to leave their territories
and begging mefor refuge.”

Two nest linesindented his high, smooth brow. ‘Do you think they are dangerous?

Helananthe sighed and took a mouthful of whisky, asunburst in her throat. 'Hardly, from the look of
them.' Shetold him everything that had happened; Mawrdreth listened camly and his responses were
measured.

Helananthe was impressed; at least he wasn't one of those who panicked at very mention of the
Eaters name. 'To be honest,’ she said at length, 'l felt sorry for them. They aren't warriors, they have
nothing, not even ahomeland. How mugt it fed, to have even your own animals daughtered and be
forced to eat your enemies food instead?

‘Don't show them too much sympathy.” said Mawrdreth. ‘Remember how they savaged Aventuriain
the past!’

'Oh, | have not forgotten my history. But these refugees were not responsible for the crimes of their
elite, severd hundred years ago. And it's not their fault that their way of lifeis utterly inimical to ours. Oh,
my firgt concernis Aventuriaswelfare; it's only that they looked so pathetic 'Y ou're strong, Helan,” he
sad quietly, 'yet you have akind heart.’

Shaking her head, Helananthe poured more whisky and began to enjoy its glow. She and Mawrdreth
talked and talked, but when therewas alull in the conversation it was not uncomfortable. Hewas very
handsome, she observed, dthough that meant nothing to her; they were not the kind of looks that
particularly appeded to her and she had no fedings for him, and yet... theideathat now unfurled in her
head and stood there fully formed was so Smple, so obvious, that she felt it must have been ordained



from the beginning.

'Y ou don't haveto loveme.’” she said, drunk but still clear-minded.

His beautifully danting eyes opened wide. 'l beg your pardon?

'Y ou don't even have to find me attractive, adthough it would help.'

'What.. . why?

The expression on his face made her want to laugh. 'l need aking, Mawrdreth. Not because | can't
manage without one, but because | would like heirs some day, and this marriage could be so very useful,
politically spesking.

'l thought we weren't talking politics,” he gasped.

Y ou look dumbstruck. | hopeit's with excitement rather than horror.’

Mawrdreth took agulp of hisdrink, went on staring at her. "Y ou're not asking me to—?

"To bemy husband? Yes, | am. Y our argument about Thanmandrathor wishing to govern hersdlf
would then become redundant, wouldn't it? For you would be King of your own country, my dear. You
would be King of Aventuria.'



Chapter Eleven. Gem Harthnir

Theleaveswereturning colour, alight autumn drizzle making the air sparkle around Tanthe and
Eldareth's party asthey sat despondent under the edge of the trees. The dark, gnarled branches of
hard-oaks leaned over the bubbling spring beside which they'd made camp. Beyond their refuge, sharp
hillswith high, narrow valleys sood againgt the dusk.

The weather was turning colder the further north they travelled. Tanthe missed Parioneg's melting
warmth. Still, sheliked Eisilion, with its heethery hills and patchwork landscapes. It reminded her alittle
of Sepheret. The people, though, shewas less sure of. At the village inns where they'd stayed, they had
been friendly enough -until they'd seen Elrill. Then their fear and hogtility towardsthe Adyr lord had
shocked her. Although, after her experience with Falthorn, she began to think that Eisilians might have
somejudtification for their fedings.

Elrill had been unmoved and polite, generdly managing to mollify the Stuation so that they were not
deprived of food and rest. He was the one who'd told Tanthe that, in ancient times, the Eisilians had
worshipped the Adyr as gods. But the Alyr, philosophicaly advanced and disdainful of human worship,
had descended furioudy to destroy the temples. Unfortunately, their action had not had the desired effect.
Instead of making them seethefolly of worship, it had only caused the Eisiliansto regard the Aelyr as
demonic.

Now, inalong trail across Eisillion, Eldareth and Elrill hed tried to find the Stes of those ancient
rothanamir portals and create an opening to Verdanholm. After their first failure a the Seer's hut, they'd
goneto the ruined temple where Eldareth had seen Aelyr using aportd. All four of them, trying to
channel every mote of their will and energy through Ekill's anametris stone, had failed to stir even a
ripplein theveil between worlds.

"When they passed through they must have sedled it well.” Elrill said at last when they gave upin
exhaugtion. The dtar-stone lay cold and impenetrable under Tanthe's hands and she was hdf relieved,
haf dismayed. 'Every porta isdifferent and in somethe roth isdeeply unreactive. It will only avakenin
the response to the very specific vibration of the Adlyr who created it."

"What do we do now? Tanthe had asked, suddenly uneasy in the vine-wreathed silence of the ruin.

'We go on, and try to find the next Site. But | fear that all the rothanamir in Eislion may beas
well-sedled asthis, precisaly because of theill-feding between human and Adyr inthisream.’

So they had travelled on, zig-zagging northwards in search of places where energy lingered. Ruined
temples where nothing remained but their overgrown foundations; strange stone circles that reminded
Tanthe of Verdanholm; springs and wells where e ementak were reputed to live. But no door would open
to them.

Now their travels had brought them to thisvaley in the Eminent Hills, twenty milesfrom the border of
Torith Mir and twenty miles from the sea. Tanthe had never seen the sea, but imagined she could hear the
waves crashing if she listened hard enough.

'l hateto say it. Eld, Elrill began, 'but it islooking more every day asif Tanthe wasright. We shdl
haveto go into Torith Mir.'

Eldareth was Sitting on arock, his hands dangling between hislong legs. He expelled agrim breath.
'It'snot agood idea. Not for me, at least.’

‘My friend, since you will furnish no explanation for your reluctance, what are weto do? The
rothanamir in that land were always more numerous and fredly used. We might almost step through one
by mistake, without needing the anametris to openit. It'sthe only way, unless you're planning to wander
about in Aventuriafor ever more.’

"Then perhaps you should go without me.’

'Eldareth!" said Tanthe. Thisisn't like you. | thought you'd been everywhere and done everything and
nothing frightens you—'

'Wéll, my heroic status seemsto be dipping in al directions, doesn't it?

‘But why? 1 know you're aman of mystery and dl that, but we are your friends. What's the problem



with Torith Mir? Let methink; that Generd Grannen came from there, didn't he, and you killed himin
battle. Areyou afrad hisfamily will come after you?

Tanthe, shut up.' Eldareth spoke quietly but his voice was dangerous. Y ou have no ideawhat you're
talking about.' He rose to hisfeet and strode away into the trees, hisface lined with anger.

Tanthe stared after him. 'Eldareth!’

‘Leave him be,' said Elrill, rising from the grass and going to groom Nefri - to avoid talking to her, she
thought. "Whatever his reasons, he has not told me. But I'm sure they are good ones.’

Annoyed, Tanthe went to the edge of the pool, where Xhery wasfilling their lesther flasks with water.
Hedid thisdowly, hisdim form folded in acrouch and his pale apricot hair floating down to the surface.
He tended to avoid arguments. His graceful quality reminded her of the Adlyr, and once she might have
been attracted to him. Since Auriel, though, she'd brought down firm barriersto protect her life from
becoming any more complicated.

'How's your cold? she said.

‘Better, thanks. Glad it wasn't bad enough to stop me coming with you.'

'‘And why are you with us? she asked brusquely. Y ou never say anything.’

Jhery pushed hishair behind his ears, and looked sideways at her.

‘All sorts of reasons!’

Hisface wasalong oval, hisfeatures dender but with amasculine firmness to them. Hiseyeswere
violet, their colour al the more tartling against the soft hues of his clothes. She began to redise hewas
not merely shy but introspective, even troubled.

'‘Don't you start being cryptic too. I've had enough from Eldareth. Y ou're Helan's cousin from Mithrain
- that's about as much as | know about you.’

He smiled. ‘It'sworse than that. I'm heir to the Dukedom.'

I didn't redise’

‘Don't worry about it. | shdl be ninety-seven before | ever take the seat.’

Y our family let you come on this mad journey, though.'

They had no choice. | Smply left. Something called me, if you like. Y ou may not rediseit, but
Helananthe has more Mithrainian than Paranian blood. Her grandmother Mabriahnawas my great-aunt.
She was a magnificent woman, agreat queen. But she died of abroken heart, caused by Garndlys. I'd
liketo know whét liesbehind it dl.’

Tanthe sat down on the damp grass, wrapping her arms round her knees. The air smelled of rain and
compost, with atrace of woodsmoke from some distant dwelling. 'Are you looking in the right place?

"Thewater? He sat back on his heels. Was he being sardonic? He was so straight-faced it was hard
totell.

'No, I meant in Verdanholm. Y ou might have got more answers about Garndlys by going with
Rufryd's party. Or even by talking to my sigter.’

It'snot that smple," he said. 'Helan's mother Ghiseymais another of our cousins. | love her too. |
want to find her. And theré's something that | fed I'm looking for. | don't know what it isyet.' He
touched the carved amethyst fish he wore round his neck. 'l had asort of message. . . you wouldn't
believeme!

I might. I'vetravelled through Mithrain.'

Hiseyeswidened, asif hedidn't quite believe her. Y ou have?

'Wdll, of course. It'sright between Deirland and Paranios, | could hardly avoid it, could I? Sorry, |
don't mean to be sarcadtic. I'm just in one of those moods. Anyway, | love Mithrain. My companions
thought it was scary, but | didn't. The Slver lakes and the way the mistsrolled up and turned everything a
beautiful lavender colour. | think | saw the water ementals. They might have been just shapesin the
migt, of course, but since when does mist have eyes?

Jhery was staring at her with amixture of amazement and pleasure. 'Y ou have seen them! You're
making me homesick.'

'According to Eldareth, you ether love Mithrain or hateit. Perhapsthere are spiritsin the water who
drag unsuspecting young men and women to their desths, but I'm sureit would be adeliciousway to go.'



Jhery laughed. 'Stories.’

'Don't take the romance out of it.’

'Oh, it's not romantic, Tanthe. The eementals are real, and they can be dangerous ... but only to those
who anger them. Y ou see, they—'

He stopped, dipping hisfingersinto the pool. Tanthe said, 'Y ou know when you thought | was asking
you if you werelooking for answersin the water? Y ou weren't joking, were you?

‘No, | wasn't.'

'What did you mean?

‘Do you dways ask so many questions?

'l do now,' she said fiercely. 'Kegp on asking one question after another, until people stop offering me
crap and finaly come out with the truth.’

Jhery seemed sartled by her forthright attitude.

Perhaps he was more used to people like Eldareth and Elrill, who kept their secrets and politely did
not probe into other people's. 'Understand, Tanthe, that | was born among the lakes of Mithrain and
what | do isnot that rarein my realm. I've dways had an affinity with water. An undine appeared to me
and warned me. . .' He paused.

'What?

‘Water runs over stone and earth. When the roth of oneform of crystd isdisturbed, dl othersare
disturbed in the same way, and the water-roths pick it up and tranamit it to those of uswho can hear.
Theresaterrible disturbance building in the earth. Garnelys was only thefirst Sgn, and Mabriahnaonly
oneof thefirg victims'

'What sort of disturbance?

"Huge quantities oigauroth energy on the move.’

'Meaning what?

‘Either that someone, somewhere, is gathering great and destructive energiesto themsealves, or that
some terrible force of natureis about to erupt.’

‘Canyoutdl?

It'snot easy. Helifted ahandful of water to his mouth and sipped it with intense concentration, asif it
was giving him far more than its taste or coldness. He shook hishead. 'l believe the undine who appeared
to mewas Eshte hersdlf’

'Y our goddess?

'Y ou don't believe me.’

'No, I've seen too many strange things mysdlf to disbelieve you. Never seen agoddess, mind, but that
doesn't mean you haven't.'

"Thanks.' He looked pleased. 'I've told hardly anyone. It'sarelief to talk to you. | can fed the distress
of the dementals; that'sred. It must be the Bhahdradomen causing thistrouble, mustn't it? For the Adlyr
never touch gauroth energy, and yet. ..

'l wouldn't put anything past Falthom," said Tanthe, shivering. dhery might be abit strange, but she
liked him.

He was trustworthy, she sensed, alittlelike Lynden but without Lynden'simpetuous naivety.

‘Eshte told me to go and seek something.” he said. 'To follow my instinct, but to be careful, because |
would be acting for her in everything | did. I don't know what I'm looking for yet, but I'll know it when |
findit.

'How exciting, said Tanthe. 'l rather envy you.'

She heard movement, Elrill's voice. Looking round, she saw that Eldareth had come back, and was
standing with his hands braced on hishipsand afamiliar, grave expression on hisface, a mixture of
resignation and self-mockery.

'You'reright, | can't let age-old wounds prevent me travelling wherever the need takesme. Very well,
against my better judgement - well go to Torith Mir.’

* * *

Torith Mir. The name gave Tanthe a frisson of excitement; al she had heard and read of it described a



wild country populated by a proud, aggressive people who had only been brought to hedl by the need to
unite againgt the Bhahdradomen. Gamelys had gppointed the genera of hisarmy from Torith Mir, and the
vicious self-seeking Grannen had been far more deeply hated than Garnelys, blamed for dl the acts of
which people could not believe Garnelys was capable.

They gathered amid astand of trees on a hillside, looking down along stony valley at agreat wall of
stone, topped with wooden stakes. The horses shifted and pawed at the ground. A mist of drizzlefell, but
Tanthe was growing hardened to the discomforts of being constantly damp and tired.

Thereitis,' said Eldareth. The border of Torith Mir.'

An astonished breath shot out of her. 'Y ou mean therésawall round it?

'‘Most of theway round, yes.'

'So we can't just walk in?

‘Alas, no.' Eldareth’'s tone was weary. The Torish have aways made a fuss about protecting their
borders, despite the fact that they were historically the aggressorsin most disputes.”

'l suppose we might be able to climb it, but we'd never get the horses over.’

'Indeed, but you can't see the moats and ditches from here, nor the unpleasant creaturesthat livein
them.’

Tanthe wasindignant. They've got no right to do this. The Nine Realms are meant to be united as
friends! Who do they think they are?

"Tanthe, getting angry will not make thewal go away.'

‘But how does anyone get in or out?

There are gates, of course. The main gateisamassive one, about thirty mileswest of here. They
were alowed to keep their wall but not to restrict accessto their realm, nor to keep an army - in theory.
In practice, they get round it by pretending the army are civilian officers of law. And while they don't
actualy stop anyone entering Torith Mir, those who do are thoroughly questioned. They'll want to know
al our busness!

There must be some way through,' said Jthery. ‘A place where the wall has broken down, or where
thereisariver, or the coast itsdf...

'I've been thinking about that,' said Eldareth. "There is such a place, where the wal had collapsed and
not been repaired. It's a short way east of here; thetrick isto reach it without any Torish guards seeing
s’

He turned Gany and began to ride off, but Tanthe said, 'Hang on. We haven't done anything wrong.
We're travelling with the authority of the Queen and we have her sedl to proveit. They'll just let us
through, won't they?

"They may let you three through. But what will happen if they recognise me 'Why? she said. Eldareth
didn't answer. 'Y ou don't seem to think much of them. | thought your father was from Torith Mir.’

'Hewas. That doesn't mean | haveto like them, doesit? Eldareth urged Gany into a canter and the
othersfollowed. They swung lightly over the hillsides, riding pardld to thewall but kegping out of direct
sght of it. Tanthe's heart was pounding. So far this journey had consisted of one frustration after another.

Presently they entered astony valley that brought them the closest they'd been to the wall. It towered
above them in forbidding blocks of granite, far bigger than it had seemed from adistance. A moat ran
aong its base, filled with duggish green water. The landscape was bleak and deserted, with no sign of
habitation nearby. Tanthe glimpsed what appeared to be agap in thewall - but it wasn't empty. It had
been bridged by a huge gate, with wooden watchtowers on either side.

Eldareth groaned. 'Damnation. They've made anew guard post there.'

'Eader thanrebuilding it, ELRILL Sghed.

They reined in, gazing at the bright new wood of the watchtowers and the handful of guardswho
stood about on either side, looking bored. Their uniform was black and grey, their colouring like
Eldareth's, fair skin and black hair. Men and women aike had atough, grim demeanour, like the hated
Grannen, yet they aso had acertain proud grace, like Eldareth.

'We'd best move on, and try to cross at the coast,’ said Eldareth.

'Alas, | fear they have seen us,' Elrill said matter-of-factly. Tanthe saw the glint of spy-glasses. The



border guards were blatantly staring in their direction. 'What will you do, Eldareth? Stay here while we
three go on without you?

'No, of course not.'

'How grest isthe chance that they will recognise you? Cal yoursdf by afase name, and they'll be
nonethewiser.'

Tanthe put in, 'Elrill will scare them to death, anyway,’

only to receive adisdainful ook from the Shaglahyr lord. Therisk must be taken,' Eldareth said under
his breath, urging Gany into atrot towards the gap. Helaughed. 'I'll tell them I'm Serpeth.’ Asthey came
down on to the gravel areathat lay before the gates, the stench of stagnant water rose to meet them and
three draaks soared high over thewall, black and straight as spears.

A stockily-built guard stepped out to meet them. 'Good morning and blessings on you. What brings
you to Torith Mir? he said, unexpectedly friendly. He pronounced it, Torit' Mirr', rolling the R.

'We're travelling on Queen Helananthe's business,' said Tanthe, smiling back. 'Look, we have her sedl
to proveit.' She showed the guard the big disk of emerad rimmed in gold, rather like an oversized raid
coin with an image of the Amber Citadel, attached to her belt with an ornate gold ribbon. They each had
one.

The guard pursed hislips and whistled. 'What businessisthat?

'Now, come on,' Tanthe said, leaning down and blatantly flirting with him. 'It was worth atry but you
know we can't tell you.'

A smiletugged at the guard's mouth. His eyes moved over her companions, Elrill's pae radiance,
Jhery's stillness, Eldareth's rough but powerful presence. He looked awed, clearly aware that these were
not ordinary travelers. 'All right, but you have to tel me your names.' Tanthe Aynie-daughter of
Sepheret. Thisis Lord dhery of Mithrain, Lord Elrill of the Shaelahyr, and, er, Lord Serpeth of Eisilion.’

That'sfine. Lady Tanthe. As representatives of the Queen you may pass freely over our borders. It's
an honour for us." Hewaved asignal, and the huge gates began to open, the green timbers shrieking. 'I'm
Manaken Erit-son.' He said the name again, asif to impressit on her memory. 'Welcome to our beautiful
redlm of Torith Mir." They were through, trotting down along gravel path and then on to the short tough
grass of the valey-floor beyond. Tanthe was smiling to hersdf. ‘Why did he tell me hisname? she said.
'Hoping I'd put agood word in for him with Helananthe?

'Without adoubt.” said Jhery, laughing. Eldareth was sillent, hisface colourless.

The landscape here was bleaker than that of Eisilion, the hills of black peat patched with wiry heathers
and boulders. No trees. The sky was high and ashen, threatening rain. A chill breeze blew, and Tanthe
had afedling they were coming to the edge of the world.

'I hope we don't have far to go through this,' she said. "What's their Duke called?

"They don't have aDuke, they have aViceroy,' said Eldareth. 'Thanksto their belligerence in the past,
they weren't allowed to keep anoble family. The Viceroy used to be appointed from Parione, but
nowadays they're dlowed to appoint their own.' Therewas distastein hisvoice. 'l think themanin
questionis till Viceroy Drathnen.’

Moredraaksflew over. The sght of them aways made her uneasy. She saw afaint flickering of
greenish light in the east, and thought she wasimagining things.

They had ridden for only fifteen minutes when they heard galloping hooves behind them, voices
shouting at them to hat. Eight guards were in pursuit, mounted on fast, skinny horses of chestnut and
black. These horses came swerving and snorting around them, forcing them to stop.

'Hold!" shouted the leader. He was a man of about sixty with close-cropped steely hair that
emphasised the fleshiness of hisface. On his shoulder wastheroya dgil; the eight-spoked gold whedl
with the Tree of Life superimposed. He looked straight at Eldareth. 'Wait, I'm afraid there has been a
misunderstanding. My colleague failed to make asufficient check on your identity, my lord. Y ou are not
Serpeth, are you?

Eldareth's face was till but grim as stone. Elrill said, 'Why do you make this assertion?

"The Queen isgoing to be furiousif you delay usl' Tanthe added.

The officer was unmoved. 'l have met Lord Serpeth. | remember him well enough to know that this



man isnot him. For | know this man'sface; there's hardly acreaturein Torith Mir doesn't know it, Since
his portrait has been posted al over the redlm in connection with the most heinous crimes. You are
Mordraken Mordraken-son of Gem Tarken, are you not? Also called Eldareth the Wanderer.'

They weredl slent. Tanthe stared horrified at Eldareth, who only raised hisface to the cloudsin
dismay. Ehifl's hand lighted on his sword-hilt, and so did hers, only for Eldareth to shake his head
vigoroudy. 'Dont!" he hissed. "Thereisno point in dl of usgetting into trouble!' He exhaled wearily. Y es,
| am Mordraken-son.’

The mounted guards were manoeuvring their horses to surround him. Tanthe looked on in accelerating
panic. They'd lost their only chanceto run for it, and she saw how fast those lean horses were, how
well-armed their riders.

"Therest of you arefreeto go,' the officer said heavily. 'But you are under arrest, Mordraken
Mordraken-son. By the authority of Viceroy Drathnen of Torith Mir and the laws of the Nine Realms, |
am detaining you for the murders of your father, your mother and your brother.’

The town was called Gem Harthnir - or Hart'nir, as the locals pronounced it - amass of stem, high
dwellings clustered on a steep hillside above the river Harth. Dominating the town on the north side stood
the fortress Arabeth, a square edifice of ash-grey stone and black tiles and tiny ditted windows. Here the
Torish brought Eldareth; and dthough Tanthe, Elrill and Jhery followed the mounted guards closely, they
were stopped at the gate and ordered to remain outside.

‘But we are on the Queen's business!" Tanthe kept ingsting, to whoever would listen. 'Y ou can't do
thid'

"Then let the Queen take the matter up with our Viceroy,' was the bland reply. 'Eldareth iswanted for
serious crimes and we have no choice but to detain him.’

Everything in Gem Harthnir seemed to tower over her, Tanthe felt. Buildings reared up on rocky
outcrops. The streets wound upwardsin gullies between great boulders and bluffs of rock. The roofs,
rain-drenched, shone black againgt the luminous grey of the sky. Suddenly she hated Torith Mir.

'| fed that thisismy fault,’ said Elrill. 'l was the one who persuaded him, againgt his better judgement,
that the risk was worth taking.'

'Did heredly do it? Tanthe said. She hadn't spoken for atime, out of shock; now her voice nearly
faled. 'Did hekill hisfamily?

'I don't know." Elrill shook his head. 'l knew something terrible had happened in his past, but truly, he
never told meof it.'

I don't beieveit, said Tanthe. 'He's agood man. Helananthe loves him, for the gods sake. Welve
trusted him with our lives and he's never let us down!’

'What are we going to do? said Jthery.

Elrill responded with along, grave sigh. 'We have a choice. We can go on alone and seek aportal to
Verdanholm, or we can stay and try to secure Eldareth'srelease.’

The Shadlahyr's cool tone shocked her. 'We can't even think of leaving without him.’

‘It could delay us by days, weeks!'

‘At least we must try!”

‘Jhery, what do you say? asked Elrill.

'I agree with Tanthe,' he said. 'l wouldn't abandon any of you in that Stuation. | hope that you would
not abandon me.’

It had taken them most of the day to reach the town. Night wasfalling. The fortress stood closed
before them. 'I'mtired.” said Tanthe. 'l suggest we find lodgings for the night and come back first thing in
the morning."

The others agreed and they wound their disconsolate way towards the heart of the town. Tanthe was
leading Gany; at least the officias hadn't confiscated Eldareth's horse. They found an inn, anarrow grey
house that |ooked as unwelcoming asthe rest despite the yelow light glowing initswindows. The
innkeepers came into the porch to meet them, a couple who were short and stocky, with soot-black hair
and harsh expressions.



'Y es? said the man, his voice gruff and accented.

'We need three roomsfor the night.” said Tanthe. 'Perhaps for severd days.'

'Of course. Comein, bewelcome; let me take your horses to the stable while my wife shows you the
rooms.

To her surprise, the man came bustling out to take charge of the horses, while the woman was
drawing them in, placing warm plump hands on their arms. Their expressions were suddenly warm,
transformed from winter to summer. They smiled more with their eyes than with their mouths, but their
friendliness was genuine and unforced.

Insde, theinn's stone walls were softened by tapestries and the glow from afire blazing in ahuge
black grate. The ceilings were high but filled with light from candles massed on chanddiers. The heads of
strange creatures adorned the walls. A jet-black stag with branching antlers, a narrow-skulled ram with
huge carved horns, astrange mammal she didn't even recognise with greenish fur, tiny ears and long fangs
like awolf. There were only ahandful of other guests seated at the long table but they greeted the
newcomers with raised glasses.

That'sagreenwolf.” Jhery saidin her ear, %elng her staring &t the trophy.

‘Never seen one before!

It'snot redly awolf. They livein the water. Some say they are more akin to rats. There aren't many
left in Mithrain. They're dangerous, so they got hunted.’

Tanthe smiled warmly. 'Consider me impressed by your store of useless knowledge, Jthery.’

'I think it's despicable that they're hunted.” he said, and she redlised he was angry. 'They harm no one
if they'releft done’

Elrill, Tanthe and Jhery seated themsalves, and the food began to arrive. There were dabs of meat
coated in fiery spices, fresh bread and a dozen different vegetables each in its own, piquant sauce. It was
delicious. When Elrill offered a handful of spinelsto pay, the innkeeper waved his money away. 'Oh,
never mind that now. Well settle up when you're ready to leave. Meanwhile, make yourselves at home
and anything you need, good lady and Sirs, just ask.'

The three looked a each other in complete amazement. ‘| dways heard the people of Torith Mir were
vile.” Tanthe whispered. 'Maybe they're not so bad after dl.’

Jhery smiled. He wasless reticent now they knew each other better. 'Have you never heard of Torish
hospitdity? It's legendary.’

'Actudly, Eld did mention it once.” Tanthe said, taking amouthful of ruby-red de. 1 didn't believe
him.

It'strue, they havethelr reputation asfiercefighters.” said Elrill, 'but on their hometerritory - so
Eldareth has told me - you couldn't hope to find a more wel coming people. The rumour appearsto be
true - of ordinary folk, if not of officias:

A draught of cold air surged in asthe front door was thrown open, bringing with it the sound of rain,
horses hooves and cartsrattling along the cobbles outside. The tapestrieslifted, the fire wavered.
Striding in came the officer who had arrested Eldareth, with a handful of his guards.

The officer's party caught sight of Tanthe's. The two groups stared at each other in mutua shock. ‘At
ease.” said the officer. 'We're off-duty. Only camein for afew beers:

Elrill rose and bowed gracefully to them. 'We have no quarrd with you, Sir.” he said quietly. 'Come, Sit
with us. Allow meto purchase your drinks!'

The guards seemed transfixed by Elrill, so obvioudy un-human. Tanthe bristled alittle, wondering how
it would beif they could seethat she, too, was Adlyr, but secretly she was glad that they took no specia
notice of her.

'No, no." said the officer. 'Y ou'rein our land now. Let me.’

'Wetake turnsin Sepheret,’ Tanthe said primly. Presently, when drinks had been brought, she asked,
‘Do you redly know if our friend isguilty?

With ajar of red dein hisfig, the officer was consderably more forthcoming than held been earlier.
'Guilty as Ghaurthror of the Flies.” he spat. Theresa streak of madnessin Mordraken-son. Must have



turned even madder, to come back.’

‘But what did he do?

‘Slaughtered his mother, his brother and hisfather. Caught very nearly in the act, the sword ill
dripping blood in hishand. A great man, hisfather.’

Tanthe thought of Y somir, and shuddered. 'When did this happen?

'Oh. . . twenty-five years ago, or more. His father Mordraken was ajewel-mage in the employ of
Viceroy Drathnen; very clever man.'

‘But you don't think Eldareth redlly did it, do you? she said. The officer looked narrowly at her. 'He's
our friend, the Queen'sfriend! If you knew him, you wouldn't believeit.’

'Since when have peopl e been the same underneath as they seem on the surface? He leaned towards
her. "Y ou think I'm a Goddess-forsaken, hard bastard. | can seeit in your eyes, lady. But my
grandchildren love mewel enough. They don't see an officer in the uniform of Torith Mir. They seetheir
granddad.’

'Yes’ said Tanthe, embarrassed. 'And whatever you think about us probably isn't true, either. But if
he'sguilty - why did hedo it?

'You'd haveto ask him.

Then tell ushow to get into the fortress.” She turned the sea-coloured beams of her eyes upon him. ‘It
must be possiblefor usto vigt him, or to petition someone on his behdf. Please. Tell ushow to get in’

Theofficer exhaled through histeeth. 'Write aletter. A redlly politeletter. | mean, asickeningly,
humiliatingly, grovellingly polite letter. Beieve me, you can't overdoit. And I'll takeit to the fortress
governor Ordrai for you.’

Insde, thewalls of Fortress Arabeth were glossy black, and torchlight danced like oil on the surface.
Guardsled Tanthe and Elrill dong high, narrow corridorsthat al looked the same; alabyrinth of basdlt.
The prisoner was alowed only two vistors at atime, they'd been told, so Jthery was waiting for them
outside.

They'd | eft their weapons with Jthery, rather than risk them being confiscated; Tanthe felt naked
without her Shaelahyr sword.

Even with the officer's help and the lever of their royal connections, it had taken ten daysto gain
accessto the prison. It hardly seemed to matter that Tanthe wasin Torith Mir on the Queen's behalf, nor
that Elrill wasaLord of the Shadlahyr, nor that Jhery was the Queen's cousin and heir to Mithrain; there
was gill endless bureaucracy to grind through before they finally received grudging permission to enter
the fortress.

Before they were dlowed to vist their friend, though, they must undergo an interview with the
governor. They were taken to his office, which lay behind huge ebony doorsin the stately, outer part of
Arabeth. The guards ushered them into alarge dark-panelled chamber that was austere in colour but
richly furnished with what she recognised as silk rugs and hangings from AzuraMaroc; black and silver
with touches of white and sparks of colour. On the governor's desk stood large, perfect minera
specimens; spheres of obsidian and onyx, areplicaof Arabeth carved from one huge piece of amber.
And behind these treasures sat Governor Ordral himsdlf, abig man with a powerful, hungry face, the
head broad and thick-necked asif squashed directly on his shoulders. He gazed impassively at them, his
hands folded over hisbdlly.

'l gather you've come to see the prisoner, Mordraken-son,' said Ordrai.

'Yes, gr,' said Tanthe and Elrill. They'd been warned to be excruciatingly polite.

‘Why?

‘Because we arefriends of his, sir,’ said Tanthe.

'Y ou claim to betravelling on behalf of the Queen?

'We are, sir.' She arted to show him the sedl, but he waved it away.

'I've seen one. It meanslittle in thisredlm. Where are you going?

Tanthe hesitated, not knowing how much to tell him. Elrill said, We are on an urgent misson to
convey messages from the Queen to the Adyr. We're hereto find a rothanamir into Verdanholm. That
isdl.



Ordra stared at them in bemusement for several seconds. Tanthe held her breath, certain he was
going to find some pretext to lock them up. But, apparently, he had no ideawhat to make of this
information, so decided to overlook it. He didn't even comment onit.

'You're aware of Eldareth's crime? | prefer to cal him Eldareth, since heisunworthy of hisgiven
name.

'We are now,' she said. 'We weren't before. Sir’

"There's something you should know," the governor drawled. 'The Viceroy and | are very close.
Mordraken Senior was avery dear friend of ours and one of Torith Mir's grestest assets. In adight lapse
of judgement he married aforeigner, which we forgave - even though it proved the death of him. You
must understand that | took Mordraken's degth very personaly. It isaknown fact that Eldareth killed
him. There were witnesses. He made a confession. Heisnot here 'under suspicion”; heisguilty.'

Tanthe felt her blood rising, couldn't help it. 'But—'

Shefdt Elrill gripping her elbow in warning.

'‘Onemorething,’ said Ordrai. 'Y ou are here to visit the prisoner. Y ou are not here to protest his
innocence. If either of you utters one word of petition on hisbehalf, you will be expelled ingtantly and not
alowed back in. Isthat understood?

'Yesdr, said Tanthe and Elrill.

'‘Good. Go, say your goodbyes. Guard!'

They were escorted out and the ebony doors dammed shut. Tanthe was shaking from head to foot as
the guards led them on along, confusing trek into the heart of Arabeth. 'What a horrible man!' she
whispered, and her voice seemed to reverberate dl through the labyrinth of dark tunnels.

'Well donefor waiting until you could get agood echo,’ said Elrill. The guards laughed out loud.
Tanthefdt hersdf flushing bright red.

The guards brought them to a high, dark passage that seemed to stretch the length of the fortress. A
door of black iron screeched open to revea along narrow cell. 'Half-hour,’ said one of the guards.

Eldareth was Sitting at atable, a slhouette againgt the grey light that Sfted in through a skylight. His
facewaslikethelight; ashen, thin, gaunt. Seeing hisvisitors he rose shakily, asif held aged twenty years
sncethey'd last seen him.

'Greetingsto you, dear friend,’ said Elrill. He seemed close to weeping; she'd never seen him upset
before, and it shook her.

'Hdllo, Eld, how are you? Tanthe said, her voice loud to her own ears. 'Weve tried every day to see
you.'

'‘Ahh," Eldareth groaned. 'l wish you hadn't.' He waved at the two hard-oak chairs opposite him. 'But
sinceyou're here, st down.'

Tanthe and Elrill sat, poised on the edge of the hard seats. Two warders stood unsmiling, one on each
Sde of the door.

'Isthisyour cell? Tanthe asked. Elrill waswhite and Slent beside her.

'No, thisisthevigting room,’ Eldareth said heavily. ‘'My cell israther smaller than this, but reasonably
comfortable. I'm used to deeping on the ground so the floor doesn't trouble me.”

'Y ou look dreadful,’ she said. She shook her head, suddenly frightened. "We've spent every day at the
gate of thefortress, trying to get you released. Weve written letters, been shunted from one officid to
another, kept waiting in horrible offices for hours on end, but no one would listen to us. Ordrai wasvile.
At least helet us see you - but -1 got the feeling held love an excuse to arrest ustoo.'

Eldareth reached across the table and took her hand in his bony one. Tanthe, dear, I'm sorry. You
look astired as| fed, and | had no wish to drag you into this. All | can tell you isforget me; go on with
your journey.’

'We can't, Tanthe said, glaring a him. ‘Apart from anything else, Helananthe would kill usif weleft
you here!

'Y ou don't understand. They aren't going to release me, ever.' He closed his eyes. His eyelidswere
hooded with peaks of exhaustion. Thisismy fault. | knew it was too much of arisk to come here.'

'No, it'smine.” said Elrill. 'l am the one who persuaded you that the worst would not happen.’



‘But | didn't haveto listen to you, my friend.'

'Oh, gop it!" Tanthe exclamed. 'Never mind whose fault it was. Eld, they're saying that you killed
your family.

Thewordsrang into silence and hung on the air, resonating. Eldareth drove thetips of hisfingersinto
his eyes and rubbed until his eyelids turned red and she felt like dashing his hand away before he drew
blood. Findly helooked up. 'So you know.’

Shefet the cdl tilting, tears and panic rising in her chest. 'Y ou didn't redlly, did you?

'No, of course not.' He closed and unclosed his hands. '‘And yes. | killed my father.’

Both Tanthe and Elrill stared at him. "Why? she asked faintly. He didn't reply. 'Eld, for the gods sake,
tell ug’

His face twisted with pain. Tanthe was desperate to comfort him, but he seemed untouchable, far
beyond her comfort. Elrill smply waited. Finaly Eldareth seemed to cometo adecision, and began to
Speak.

'l told the story once, and wasn't believed, and | swore I'd never tell it again. It's anguish even to think
of it... yet what's the point in staying silent any longer? All right.' He cleared histhroat gruffly. 'The most
I've ever told you both isthat my mother was from Thanmandrathor, my father from Torith Mir. They
were both roth-mages who worked with the energies of stones; my father with jet and meta ores, my
mother with amber. She was a hedler; my father a craftsman and trader who worked for Viceroy
Drathnen. They met, so my mother Elg'esg told me, a one of Torith Mir'sgrest jewd fairs, where
traders come from al over Aventuriato buy jet, anber and diamonds. My father was a clever trader. He
controlled the market and was responsible for making Drathnen one of the richest menin Aventuria'

'No wonder Drathnen's o sore at losing him,” Tanthe murmured.

'‘Mordraken and Elg'esq fdl in love and they worked together at Drathnen's court at Gem Tarken for
atime. But my father had aflaw in his character. He was ajeal ous man - so my mother told us- jealous
to the point of obsession. He envied her roth gifts, which were greater than his; once when she heded
Drathnen's brother of pneumonia, he convinced himself that she and her patient were lovers. It wasn't
true, but truth meant nothing to Mordraken. He saw that Elg'esg wasfiner, wilder in spirit, more gifted
than ever he could hope to be, and the knowledge twisted some proud fault in his soul.

'l canrecdl, when | wasasmall child and my brother Aidren an infant, several occasionswhen he
threatened her and struck her. Terrible, unforgivable violence against she who never harmed asoul, asif
he'd struck the Goddess hersdlf, violated life itself! Sheforgave him for atime, shetold us afterwards.
Tried to understand and hedl him, but in the end it was too much. His jeal ous rages became
life-threatening. | tried to protect her, and he hated me for that. So shefled, and welived in hidingin
Thanmandrathor and Eisillion while my brother and | grew up. But he came after us. Hewas aterrifying
man. Even now | can't think of him without fear. Like athunderstorm, like everything thet isrottenin
Torith Mir with none of its redeeming features.

'l trained to ride and handle the sword and bow, because of him. Well, there came atime when he
seemed to have given up; we'd heard nothing of him for several years and my mother thought we were
sfe.

"Thetrouble was, she loved Torith Mir. She missed the bleakness of its landscape and the richness of
itsamber. So shetook agresat risk. She brought us home. | was seventeen, Aidren thirteen. Wetook a
little croft on the cliffs of the northern ocean, and | wastraining asafarrier and swordsmith in the village
nearby. That'swhere | was, away at the smithy, when my father found our dwelling at last.’

Eldareth’'s voice grew strained. 'He came with armed men - and permission from Drathnen - to carry
my mother and brother away with him. She, though, persuaded his companionsto leave the house so she
could talk to Mordraken done. She thought that if she could only reason with him, she would persuade
him to leave usin peace.

'When | came home, | knew something waswrong. | saw the Torish soldiers, Sitting about on the cliff,
sharing aflask of liquor. | heard voicesingde the cottage. It was amodest place, not much bigger than
the Seer's but with agood thatched roof and whitewashed walls. And in thedim light | saw my father
shouting at my mother, and Aidren trying to protect her. | drew my sword and went in.'



Eldareth rested his head on his hand, pushing thin fingers through the silver-threaded black tangle of
hishair. 'Sowasit my fault? If | had not come then, would they have lived? When my father saw me, he
went mad. He seized my mother and put his sword to her throat, swearing that she would go back to him
or wed dl die. Hisface ... hiseyeswere mad, hisblack hair shaking in curved strands over hisforehead,
his mouth an oblong of hatred with foam at itscorners.... | can't get hisface out of my mind. But she - she
cried out that we would never go back. And at that, he gave ahowl of rage and drew the sword across
her throat, and shefll.

'My brother screamed and flung himsdlf at my father. He was unarmed; he virtualy impaled himsdif on
my father's sword. | can gtill see him diding off the blade; it seemed to takeforever . . . Then therewere
only the two of usleft. Wefought. Mordraken was more experienced, but | had youth and blinding
passonto aid me. It was over quickly; | ran him through. Then hismen came running in - | thought they
had heard the shouts, but it turned out that Aidren had crawled alittle way before he died, and they had
seen him, lying over the threshold of the cottage in apool of blood." Eldareth took a shuddering bregath.
'So the men came in, and found my family dead, and me standing over them with the sword dripping red
inmy hand.

Eldareth sat back and ran his hands over hisface. The skin glistened with swesat and tears; hishair
was damp. He exhaled noisily. 'l swear, Saphaeyender never wrote astory so tragic, so ludicrously
melodramatic even in the wildest of hisplays. | tried to tell them what had happened but they wouldn't
believe me. Mordraken had indtilled it into everyone he knew that | was the unstable one, the evil
influence on my mother. They arrested me. But once we got out on to the cliff-top | broke loose, and
made arun for it, and escaped by throwing mysdlf into the sea’

'Off acliff? Tanthe gasped.

‘Unfortunatdly, thetidewasin.' Eldareth grimaced. ‘I would have been quite happy to dash myself on
the rocks. However, | lived, and swam around the wall to Eisilion, and dragged mysdlf on to the shoreto
seek anew life. | forsook my father's name, of course. To be called Mordraken? | couldn't ssomachiit. |
made a new identity, with some success, for twenty-seven years. Thetroubleis, for the whole of that
time | have been fleeing. | had to come back and faceit intheend.'

Tanthe and Elrill sat in shocked silence. She reached out and gripped his hand; and presently, Elrill's
pallid hand did over the table and clasped Eldareth's other wrist. Even the Shaglahyr had nothing to say.

'Y ou could havetold us” Tanthe said eventually.

'No. | couldn't.

'But you'reinnocent! Y ou were trying to save your mother and brother.'

Eldareth raised hisred eyesto the celling. ‘Innocent? If not for me, they might have lived. | shal never
know, and so | haveto bear the guilt.'

'Y ou have got to tell the authorities!”

"They know my story. They don't believeit. My father was a highly respected man with powerful
friends. | found out more. . . My father brought more than riches to Drathnen. He was using his
roth-skSs to fashion wegpons; deadlier arrows, sharper swords, spearswith roth-fire inther tips.
That'swhat some of my mother and father's quarrels were about. Elq'esg was horrified, of course.
Drathnen and his cronies were planning to seize independence from Paranios, but Mordraken's death
brought ahalt to their plans. And | killed him; that's dl they care about.’

‘But you were aboy.'

He shook hishead. 'A grown man, intheir eyes!’

'Y ou've got to appeal!"

It will make no difference.’

Tanthe legpt up, her chair scraping on the sonefloor. 'l can't believe you'rejust giving into thisl If you
won't make Ordrai accept your story, | will!"

Tanthe!'

He reached out after her but she was already up and striding out of the cell.

Flustered guards followed her but she gave them the dip; managed not to lose her way - even a arun
- and found herself outside Ordrai's massive ebony doors.



The guards came round the corner, with Elrill following.

Catching her breath, she thrust the doors open and flung herself through into the dark office. Behind
the gleam of onyx and obsidian spheres, Ordrai looked up.

'You again,' he said. 'Don't you ever knock, in whatever realm you are from?

Shelaunched into full flow, imagining in her desperate naivety that once the story was properly
understood, everything would change. But the governor only listened with aweary contempt that made
her, at ladt, talk hersdlf to astandstill.

By then, the guards were standing on ether sde of her, but he didn't Ssgnal them to seize her. Picking
up aquill-pen, he scratched on a piece of paper. "Y ou seem to think thisis newsto me. However, | have
heard it al before. Eldareth made a statement.’

She gasped. "Then why won't you listen? He's innocent!'

'Hekilled hisfather, who was the best roth-mage this realm has ever known. Mordraken's death
deprived Torith Mir of much wedlth, good fortune and strength. It also deprived me of afriend.’

'What about Elq'esq and Aidren? Don't they matter? Don't you care why he did it?

The governor leaned forward, folding his big pale hands on the desktop. ‘'No. And furthermore, |
don't believe him. We only have hisword that he didn't kill them himsdlf, to spite hisfather. Excuses,
excuses. | think guilt got to him in the end, and forced him to give himself up. Don't you think it'sbest to
accept it?

In his eyes she saw absolute intransigence, and atrace of sorrow. Ordrai had lost afriend, and was
bent on vengeance. That wasdll.

"What's going to happen to him? she said faintly.

'Heisgoing to stand trid, and be found guilty. Then, by thelaw of Torith Mir, he shdl be executed by
the sword. Now go.' Heflicked ahand at the door, and afemale guard grasped her arm.

'l want to talk to Eldareth again.’

Ordrai's small eyes hardened in his over-fleshed face. "Were you not warned that you were here only
to vigt -not to petition? Be thankful | am doing no more than expeling you.'

Tanthe,' Elrill said behind her. Sheignored him.

'Y ou don't frighten me," she said thinly. 'l shouldn't like to be in your place when the Queen hears
about thig!'

"The Queen'sfedings on the matter are of no interest to us. If she wishesto send an outraged
deputation, let her; it will al be over by then. Let her prove that we broke any laws. Now go! I've no
moretimefor this!

She stood seething, helpless. Elrill said gently, 'Tanthe, come on.’

The governor'sface and voice wereiron. Y ou may stay in Gem Harthnir until the execution, if you so
desire, but after that you and your friends must leave. And if you try thisagain, so help me, | shall have
you al arrested and you'll never seethelight of day again!’

Jhery waited outside Arabeth while Tanthe and Elrill were insde, wondering if they would ever come
out. They'd left the horses stabled at the inn, so he was on foot, walking dowly around the high blesk
skirts of the fortress. He wondered what heéld do if he wereleft to carry on the journey aone. Or if they
were al imprisoned, and left to rot? Well, it hadn't cometo that yet. A deeper part of him was calm,
knowing that he'd been guided here for areason. One day the reason might even become clear.

A chilly rain wasfdling, but he didn't mind that. It connected him to hiselement. The back wall of the
fortress marked the end of the town; downhill in the distance, veiled by a stand of hard-oaks, he saw a
lake. Its surface was till, but to his enhanced senses the underwater world writhed with life. The
impressons was S0 Vivid he recoiled and shut it out.

Wadking down from the fortress, he crossed the street and stood |ooking down at the river that ran
below the embankment. Its colour was unexpected in the monotone surroundings, rich dark blue. The
surface was wide and flat and rapid, running in wide, shimmering arrow-shapes over unseen sones. He
fet atugging of empathy that was dmost sexudl.

Therush of water seemed loud to hisears. It was dl he could hear. He wanted to touch the water, but



it wastoo far below, and hewas divided from it by alow stone wall topped with arail. He gripped the
rail, fedling its coldness, smelling the complex odours of the water.

The rushing sound became Eshté'swhispering. The creaturesin the water are friends to you and
always were, from the days of your childhood. Wherever you are they lift their heads to you and
listen. Was it not always so?

Y es, hethought with athrill. Fishes had always shoaed around him, otters swam joyoudy alongside
him.

And so it will be always ... for aslong as you make the right choices.

Cold amazement. 'Eshte," he whispered into the murmur of rain, reflexively touching the amethyst carp,
fedingitslittle cold, hard scdes. 'How am | supposed to know what isright?

You may not. That isthe danger. Beware. . . for you are moving closer...



Chapter Twelve. The Road to Vexor

By the time they were hafway to Tasgabad - the Hall of Brang'din'sfather, Duke Tasg - Rufryd felt
he had been travdling dl hislife.

It was acompanionable enough journey, with Brang'din's retinue of eight men and women riding
aongsidethem. The bulk of the Than'drathian army were returning home behind them, but Rufryd's party
had swiftly outpaced them. He liked the steady rhythm of travelling; for aslong asit went on, he didn't
haveto think.

He'd been unableto tell, in the first weeks of the journey, where the realm of Paranios ended and that
of Thanmandrathor began. First they passed through the lush farmland and vineyards that lay to the east
of Parione; then came the towns and villagesthat lay adong the great Atasg'eth Road, beautiful towns of
cream or pale gold stone like modest echoes of the capitd. The hills were green and gentle, the woods
verdant with beech and birch, arkh-woods and ferns. He saw the season change by atiny but perceptible
degree each day, autumn beginning to edge the leaves with red.

The clusters of obvioudy Paranian towns ended, and the landscape was suddenly on agrander scale.
Here, somewhere among these green escarpments, one reallm ended and another began, but there was
no definite boundary. The road wound on through steep hills and thick forests, through sunshineand rain
and ever-changing light. Suddenly the villages where the party found rest some nights were of adifferent
character. Tall, crooked houses with teetering date roofs, beamed walls painted ochre, wooden shutters
at thewindows.

Rufryd had never seen villages of such character before. He thought of the stone cottages back in
Riverwynde; the brown brick and thatch houses of drab Havereyn; the austere grey stone of Sepheret's
main town, Skad. They had nothing to compare with this. These communities were filled with tall
Than'drathians, with their long brown or corn-coloured hair, their watchful green eyes. Proud and
suspicious at firdt, then warm and graciousto their guests - especialy when they found out who
Brang'elin was. Then thetravellerswould be treated like royalty.

To Rufryd, Thanmandrathor felt eerily like home. Hetried to suppress dl such warm emotions,
though; they weretraitors. Once, Tanthe had felt eexily like someone with whom he was meant to spend
hislife

'All seems so peaceful, doesnt it? said Dawn, riding dongside him.

‘Until you actualy listen to them talking.” said Rufryd. 'That'swhat | meant,’ Dawn said grimly. 'Y ou
can't see the harm that Garndlys did on the surface. It's only when you talk to Than'drathians that you
realise how many people they've lost, how much grief he caused.’

'Hismemory liveson, dl right,’ said Mirias, shaking his head.

'Y ou can't blame Brang'din's folks for wanting their independence, can you? Rufryd said drily.

The party travelled for many days with a chain of mountains on their left; Seet of Ank'eth, the range
was caled. Severa rivers surged down from the peaks, spanned by great stone bridges. The hills grew
steeper and their valleys were dark with firs. There were many birds of prey, Rufryd noticed, and
draaks of kinds hed never seen before. He would watch them whedling in the air currents above the
heights, and shiver with cold excitement. They reminded him of home. A place he doubted held ever
return to.

Rufryd had little to do with Lady Brang'din, only on the most practica leve; he found her doof,’
rather intimidating. Dawn seemed to strike up an easy rapport with her, but then Dawn could get dong
with anyone. Even me, thought Rufryd.

It was afternoon and they were heading for avillage called Fveybad, intending to reach it by dusk.
Thewesather had been strange dl day; too still and humid for the time of year, the blue sky suffused with
ahaze. All day Rufryd had noticed birds streaming across the sky from the east. The horses were
skittish, especially Halcyon, who was nervous at the best of times. Rufryd couldn't manage him as
delicately as Lynden had done, and eventually Halcyon barged forward, causing Brang'din's mareto
kick out inirritation.



'Would you liketo ridein front? Brang'din said sharply, turning in the saddle.

‘Sorry, my lady.' The blue salion arched his neck and chewed at the bit as Rufryd tried to rein himiin.
‘Something's upsetting him. If | went in front, you probably wouldn't see usfor dust.’

Thiswesether,' Brang'din said more forgivingly. Shefaced forward again, presenting him with the thick
slken plait that hung between her resol ute shoul der-blades. ‘It isn't what we expect at thistime of year.’
As shelooked up, adrop or two of rain fell and there was a sudden gust of wind. 'l think it's bresking.’

Dawn, riding dongside Brang'din, caught her arm. ‘Look!"

It began on the eastern skyline; the distant flicker of sheet lightning, it seemed. But gradudly the
flickering grew moreinsstent, avivid glow growing and spreading towards them.

All theridersreined in and stared at the sky.

The glow was green, and it was not lightning. It was more athrob of radiance that came streaming
towards them, gathering speed asit came. Winds surged with it. Halcyon half-reared and spuninacircle,
but throughout his antics Rufryd didn't once take his eyes off the sky.

He thought the end of the world was coming. The closer the radiance came the faster it travelled and
suddenly it was rushing, racing overhead. The whole sky was suffused by arippling green wave of light. It
shimmered and trembled with spurts of red and blue, tiny forks of eectricity dancing between the ripples.

Rufryd forgot himself. It was the most awesome sight. Weird, heart-stopping, terrible - yet beautiful.

The wave passed, surging westwards. Behind it came aboom of thunder, and ahard, hot wind that
made the horses turn on their haunches and their riders crouch miserably on their necks until it had gone.

When it was over, there was silence. Rufryd took a breath that went to the roots of hislungs, and
scratched Halcyon's neck in reassurance. No one asked, 'What was that? They were all in shock.

'We should bein Fveybad within the hour,’ said Brang'din, quite calmly. ‘I don't know about all of
you, but | need adrink.'

It wasatdl inn they stayed at that night, with crooked, dark rooms. They'd had supper in the
taproom, where dl the talk was of the strange weather. The mood had become increasingly festive, but
Rufryd was exhausted, and left them to it. He was sitting on the edge of his bed, pulling his boots off,
when there was a knock on his door.

It was Brang'din who camein, to his astonishment. 'Rufryd, can | talk to you? she said.

'Er . . . yes, of course, my lady.' He moved up to make room for her, but she sat down almost
touching him. She was wearing asimple fawn robe with bronze embroidery on the neck and cuffs, and
her hair was loose. Hed never seen her hair unplaited before, nor realised there was quite so much of it.
He watched candldight weaving gold spindles amid the brown waves.

'I hope you don't mind. It's very noisy down there. Dawn and Mirias are acting some scene from ‘a
play.

They're very good, I'm sure, but I've had enough for one day. | can't stop thinking about what we
saw.'

I takeitthat . . ." he cleared histhroat. That sort of phenomenon doesn't happen all thetimeinthis
relm?

She breathed out, half-way between agroan and asigh. 'Never used to,' she said. '‘But of late, it has
been happening more and more. A few strange little storms at first. Now these weird firesin the sky,
more powerful each time. | was hoping that when | returned thisway, it would have ceased. But people
tell meit'sgrowing worse'

'What do you think it is?

"The wrath of our gods. Q'enartre of lightning and Ank'eth of thunder. That'swhat people are saying.
But | don't know. What have we done to anger them?

She gave a haf-amile, but he could see she was deeply upset. 'No good asking me.” he said. 'l don't
believein gods. Well, | doinaway, but | don't believethey sit in the heavens throwing bolts of lightning
around. Bit childish, redly, isn't it? I'm sure they've got better thingsto do.’

Shelaughed. 'Gods, Rufryd, don't say thingslike that at my father's house. Y ou're quite refreshing,
though.'



‘Redlly?I'm just apeasant. Y ou're nearly aduchess!

'Oh, don't remind me of that.' She tightened her hands, digging her fingertipsinto her knees. 'If
anything happensto my father, | shal be Duchess of Thanmandrathor, and then al of thisrelmismy
respongbility. And if these lights and sorms destroy us, it will be my fault!”

Therewasalong silence. 'l didn't mean to sound flippant, he said.

Itsal right." She was so close now her thigh was pressing againgt his, her warm scent filling him. 'l
want to forget about it tonight.'

She put her hand on hisleg. Rufryd froze. He wanted to put hisarms around her but for some reason
he couldn't move.

'It'sbeen so long since | had alover, and | can't bear to spend another night alone,’ she said; not
Seductively but in red need. 'l think you arelondly too. Well?

At that point, he needn't have said anything. To dip hisarm across her back and his other hand into
her hair and press hismouth to hers ... that was all that was required. He felt his prick stiffening, his heart
accdlerating. And yet...

I'm sorry, my lady. It'snot that | don't think you're beautiful, but...'

'Y ou are beautiful too, Rufryd. But?

I don't think it would be agood idea.’

She paused. She went on touching him for afew moments, while he remained unresponsivein her
embrace. Presently she withdrew her hand and sat away from him.

| see shesaid, and rose dowly. ‘Actudly, | don't see. | thought we should both enjoy it.'

I'm surewe would,' hesaid. 'It'sjud. . . He couldn't explain. Once he would have legpt at the
chance, but now hefelt cold, ingde and out. He didn't want to fal in love with her. He felt too remote
even to indulgein sex without love; smply didn't want anyone that close to him. Couldn't stand any more
of the emptiness Ashtar had brought him. It felt weird and deadly not to care, but he couldn't help it.

'Y ou're a peasant and I'm a duchess? she said sharply. 'Asif that matters!’

'No, it'snot that. | just can't. I'm sorry.'

She lowered her head, the rich brown skeins half-hiding her face. 'Wdll, I'm sorry too,' she said, her
voicelow. 'l didn't mean to embarrass you. Please forget this ever happened. Goodnight.’

Shewas Lady Brang'din again, cool and doof. Turning, she placed her hand on the door handle, then
looked back at him. "Y ou must love her very much, whoever sheis!

Rufryd said nothing. When she was gone he fell back on the bed, cursing himsalf. 'What the fuck did |
do that for?

he murmured, clutching his head. "Tanthe doesn't want me, has never redly wanted me. Why the hell
can't | leaveit behind?

In the morning, as he was on hisway to breakfast through the dark, cresking corridors, he saw her
coming out of another room with one of the soldiersfrom her retinue, atall and extremely handsome
young man who looked, frankly, exhausted. Brang'dlin caught Rufryd's eye and gazed Straight a him; no
sadness, no apology, just aclear direct look. | found someone else.

Hewas hdf glad for her, and haf angry. But the anger was directed at himsdif.

Conawr clung to hisfriend Nod, terrified and exdted.

Asthe green wave passed over Tasgabad Hall, everyone in the stable-yard stopped working and
stared up at the sky. Someran for cover, others were rooted to the flagstones and stood gaping asthe
spreading ripples raced overhead, just asif someone had thrown a stone into apond. The hot wind
whipped straw around their feet; horses screamed and pawed in their stables.

The two boys had been crossing the yard on their way from the kitchen to the hen-house when the
storm came. By reflex they'd dropped their baskets and grabbed each other. It was the most terrifying
thing Con had ever seen.

'What isit? he gasped.

Noa's eyes were rapt, mesmerised. 'It's coming,' he said.

The gae buffeted them. The boom of thunder deafened them. They huddled together, eyes shut



againg thewhirling splinters of straw.

It passed suddenly and they straightened up, looking around with blinking, reddened eyes. Grooms
were running to calm the horses. Servants and cooks had come rushing out of the kitchen and everyone
wastaking and pointing.

'What did you mean, "it'scoming"? said Con. 'What's coming, Noli?

'l don't know." His friend shrugged awkwardly. ‘Something important, but... | don't know what it is!

Noli sometimeswent a bit strange in bad weather. Con didn't like it, wanted to joke him out of it.
‘That was ahdll of astorm," said Con. 'Or whatever it was. | wasn't scared, though.'

'Yesyou were!'

'‘No, you were!'

Con began to chase Noli, hurling handfuls of straw at him. At fifteen they weretoo old for such
childish behaviour, but the eectric atmosphere had woken wild-nessin them. The two lads weren't
related but could have been taken for brothers, dim and dark. They'd grown up together in the Duke's
household, Nod like Con's younger shadow. Shrieking, they ran through aflock of chickensand there
were feathers everywhere, and leaping, squawking hens scattering across the yard.

'Get back to work!" bellowed the head cook from the kitchen doorway. The show's over! | need
those eggs now\'

They stopped in their tracks, ran back to seize their fallen baskets, then scooted round the corner of
the stables towards the hen-house. The moment they were out of sight, though, they leaned back against
thewall, breathless and laughing.

'I'm not going to spend my wholelife here,' Con said suddenly. 'l want to know what's sending these
storms. | want to go somewhere wild, and meet Adyr and roth-mages.” Noli said nothing, only gazed a
him with wide eyes. "What about you?

'l shal go wherever you go, Con,' he said.

It was close to Hollynight when they came to Tasgabad Hall.

Winter was setting in, mild and damp rather than bitter-cold. They didn't get the harsh winters of the
north, Brang'elin said, but normally it was colder than this. She seemed disturbed by it. There had been
more of the strange green storms, not as severe asthefirst, but eerie enough. Rufryd thought of Tanthe
and wondered where shewas. In Eidlion, in Torith Mir ... in Verdanholm? Did they have winter in the
reddm of the Adyr?

Sincethe night in Fveybad, Brang'din had been civil but ice-cool to Rufryd. She never gavehima
second chance, but even if she had, it would have had the same outcome. He felt vaguely saddened by
this, but there was nothing he could do, or even wanted to do. In another life they might have been happy
together, but he had no love to give her. He was heading towards Vexor asif hoping to be swallowed up
by desth.

The scale of the landscape became grander, with wide valeys pushing between sheer hillsasif
gigantic rivers had once flowed aong them; dark volcanic mountainsin the far distance; an endless sveep
of great hillsfilled with forests and rivers. They rounded a bend in the road and there stood a beautiful
town with cobbled streets, houses painted white and yellow and blue that stood five storeys high with
windows peeping from between brightly-painted shutters. Wet snow was pattering in the streets, but the
sun glowed luminous through bars of black cloud, splashing light on the cobbles, drenching the houses.

"Thisis Tasgabad,' said Brang'din. 'In afew moments we shall see my parents hdl.. . There!’

The seat of the Dukes of Thanmandrathor was amagnificent hal of stone and timber set on awooded
hill, with the town faling away around its flanks. It looked rough-hewn and cold, compared to the
buildings of Parione, yet it had araw maesty that appeded to Rufryd. Sunlight spilled over its shining
dateroof and gilded itstimber pillars. Orchards and meadows lay around it, blending raggedly into the
town itsdlf.

It'ssplendid,’ said Dawn.

Brang'din smiled proudly. 'l wish Mawrdreth were with me, but das ... | shal haveto go and tell my
parents what befell him, and everything else that has happened.”



She led them to the flanks of the hall and into a huge courtyard. Grooms came to take their horses,
but Rufryd indsted on stabling Hacyon himself. He wastired; he needed some time done before he must
sted himsalf to meet yet more nobles. Once the stalion was settled, with his nose thrust happily into a
bucket of grain, Rufryd wandered outside and found two lads hovering, one with a pitcher of beer and
the other offering bread and apples. They approached him nervoudy, smiling.

'Sir, our lord and lady asked usto offer you refreshment,’ said one. Hewas atall thin youth of sixteen
at most, with brown-black hair in aplait, very white teeth and bright green eyes. The other was shorter
but smilar-looking, with an air of intense shyness about him. They both seemed so innocently friendly that
Rufryd felt somehow shocked; aware of how he must look to them, unkempt and bearded, and disturbed
to find he couldn't return their smile. He couldn't even remember how it felt to smile.

"Thanks," he said, accepting aglass of beer from thetaler boy.

'I'm Conawr, gr. | work in the kitchens!'

I'm Rufryd. | work aslittle as possible.’

The boy laughed awkwardly, unsure whether he was supposed to find thisfunny or not. 'Where are
you from?

‘Sepheret.’

'Sepheret? But that's—'

'A long way away, | know. Whao's your friend?

I'm Noa,' said the smaller boy, smiling up at Rufryd. Hisvoice was very quiet.

'Everyone cdls us Con and Noli. We work together. HEs my best friend. Do everything together,
don't we. Noli?

"That must be fun,’ Rufryd said caudtically, beginning to wish they'd leave him done. He took apiece
of bread, found it dense with rye and molasses.

'Isthere anything €lse we can get for you, Sir? said Noli.

'I'd quite like to shave,’ Rufryd said. 'If | can remember how.'

‘Lady Brang'din told usto show you to your rooms...'

Rufryd shook his head. Til just wash wherever you do. | fed more & home around stables and
kitchensthan | do around great halls!’

Thrilled to keep their new friend, the two boystook him to asmall room off the kitchen and brought
him abowl of hot water, soap, along sharp razor. They hung around chattering while he dowly scraped
the beard from his chin. They'd been very excited by the unnaturd wesather. They seemed so young, and
they werefull of curiosity to the point of irritating him - Noli an eager echo of Con - but he let them stay.
Hedried hischin on atowel and looked at hisreflection in the mirror they'd provided. HEd left
Riverwynde at twenty-two and now he was twenty-four, but he felt older. Looked older, definitely. His
hair had grown long and hung in ragged chestnut skeins over hiseyes. Women might still see beauty in his
strong features and his brown eyes - they told him so, occasiondly - but he only saw pain.

'Did you see the green storms? asked Noli. 'Do you know what they are?

'Yes| did, and no | don't.'

'Why are you travelling with the Lady Brang'elin? asked Con. 'What's happened? Theré's been a
war, hasn't there? Who won?

'Did Lady Brang'din give you permission to interrogate her guests?

Con reddened. 'Sorry, sir. No onetells us anything.'

'l know thet fedling. All right, I'll tell you - if, for Anthar's seke, you'll stop caling me"sr".

'Who's Anthar?

'Our name for the Goddess's consort.'

'Y ou mean Ank'eth.’

‘All right, only our boy doesn't throw thunder around, he just livesin the greenwood and keeps Breyid
happy.’

"Who's Breyid?

'‘Give me strength. You cal her Qenartre. Now, where shdll | start?

Although winter was imminent, the day was fine and not too cold. Rufryd sat on abenchinthe



courtyard with the boys on either sde of him, their backs againgt the kitchen wall, soaking up the last of
the weak sunlight. Hetold them dl about King Garndlys, the civil war, Thanmandrathor's petition for
independence; dmost everything, except Lynden's hopel ess quest and desth. The boys were spellbound.
Hefound himself enjoying their attention.

‘Rufryd, what are you doing?

Dawn was standing over him, hands on hips.

'Sitting and gossiping. What doesit look like?

'Well, you'd better come inside and get washed and changed if you want to be in time for supper.’

Think I'll giveit amiss. I'll degp with Halcyon.!'

She pressed her lips together. 'Oh no, you won't. The Duke and Duchess want to meet al of us
tonight. We're meant to be on aquest on their behalf, not to mention the Queen's - remember?

* * *

The Great Hall, set ready for the evening med, was breathtaking. Even Rufryd's determination to be
contrary evaporated as he entered with Dawn and Mirias.

Tdl golden pillars soared up, lost in the vault of the roof; fires blazed hi vast grates of yellow stone.
The pungency of smoke blew back into the room, and they were assaulted by sudden draughts of cold or
scorching air asthey walked towards the long table. There was an ancient and stark quality to this place,
after the luxury of Parione; bare stone walls adorned with smple banners and flaming torches, straw mats
on thefloor; big lanky hounds wandering loose, even a couple of hairy pigs chasing each other around the
archesin afar comer. Through the smoky golden light and the plain grandeur of the hdl, the
Than'drathians moved; upright and graceful in green and bronze. Their long thick plaits gleamed the
colour of ripe chestnuts, brooches shone on the shoulders of their cloaks. Despite himsalf, Rufryd was
captivated.

Brang'din was there with her parents to welcome them, standing at the top of the hall beside the huge
blazing arch of the main fireplace.

Duke Tasg was adim quiet man, with iron-grey braids hanging over his shouldersand acirclet of
bronze set on his head. He looked strong-willed but physicaly frail, Rufryd thought. Brang'din's mother
Annuin appeared younger; she was alarge, rosy woman who smiled and spoke to everyone. They were
kind people, noble people, Rufryd thought, rather shamed at his own evident lack of either quality. He
could see why even their youngest servants were so open and good-natured. Y et these folk had put up
the fiercest resstance to Garndlys, when other realms had smply givenin to his cruel demands.

Brang'din introduced Dawn, Mirias and Rufryd to her parents; obvioudly she had aready explained
the reason for her brother's absence. The Duchess|ed them to around table that was placed away from
the communa ones, so0 they could talk without being overheard. The food that the servants placed in
front of them wastypica of this realm; spiced mesats and sausages, pickled red cabbage, heavy breads,
drinks made with spiced yogurt. Rufryd had thought the fare strange at the sart of the journey, but he
was used to it now and ate hungrily.

Asthe conversation progressed, he noticed that the subject of Thanmandrathor's independence was
carefully not mentioned.

'So, you mean to go into Vexor? said the Duke. His voice was deep and hoarse, asif held beenill.

‘A cross between adiplomatic visit and spying,’ said Mirias. 'In theory, the Queen's representatives
can enter Vexor a any time, but in practice no one has ever been there. Not in living memory, at leest.’

'No surprise”’ said Tasg. 'No onein their right mind wants to be anywhere near the Bhahdradomen.
But we have known for along time, and have been trying to warn those in Parione, that the
Bhahdradomen will riseagain.’

The Dukésforthright manner and the glint of his olivine eyes sent a spasm down Rufryd's spine.

'Well, the Queen haslistened to you,' said Dawn. 'She's sent us. | wonder what well find?

The Duke pushed hisfood around his plate. He had only eaten afew mouthfuls. 'l can only imagine,
from what history tellsus. A few thousand years ago, in the glory days of AzuraMaroc, the inhabitants of
Lapiszul and Parione imagined they had reached the very peek of civilisation, while Thanmandrathor was
gtill overrun with tribes. But we had our own way of life that was no lessthan theirs, we were closer to



Q'enartre of the Lightning, we hadn't forgotten how to read portentsin the weather, and the Aelyr
dwelled among usjust asfredly asthey did among the citizens of Lapiszul. The Marocians never thought
they'd fal - but dong came the Grey Desth to take them down.

'After the plague had wreaked its havoc, the Adlyr began to quarrd with humans and eventudly
withdrew to their own realm, rather than patch up their differences. At sometime within that period, the
Bhahdradomen began to appear. Alas, the good folk of AzuraMaroc and Paranios were too embroiled
with their Adlyr troubles to notice what was happening in Thanmandrathor.’

'So the Bhahdradomen made their first gppearance in thisrealm? Dawn asked quietly. Her freckled
face was colourless.

'So it'sbdieved,’ said the Duke. 'Whether they landed on the shore in ships from some land of their
own, or stepped through a portal from another realm, it's never redlly been known.'

'Hellaxis,' said Rufryd. 'The blackened land.’

‘But whereisthat? said the Duke, pointing hisfork a Rufryd. 'Can you draw it on amap? No. They
appeared with their dreadful flesh-animals that consumed everything in their path and they spreed,
devouring the land, leaving Sterile earth behind. Their eyes contained no souls and their hearts no feding.
They were hard to kill and yet their mere presence could turn humans mad, their fingers can cut through
human flesh and bone like knives. Can you imagine the terror they spread in the early days, when our
Settlements saw them coming and could do nothing to defend themsalves? We had no help from Parione
in those days. It was centuries before the Nine Realms were united against them.

'Humans challenged the Eaters, of course, but we couldn't hold them back. It waslike trying to stop
the wind. We made war upon them and drove them back severa times, but each time they came again,
or spread into different places, like a stream seeping through adam to find anew course. We believed
they were disorganised.’ The Duke gave a sharp laugh. 'Our mistake. Y ou've heard the name Ghaurthror,
whichis il used to frighten naughty children in thisreslm? Just as humans thought the Bhahdradomen
might be defeated, they produced agreat and fell leader who led them to victory. Ghaurthror the
Dreaded, Ghaurthror of the Flies, they caled him. He ruled most of Aventuriafor two hundred years. He
never took Parione itsalf, but he pushed humans further and further back into the heart of Aventuriawhile
his legions ate up the land around it; Deirland, Sepheret, parts of Mithrain. Can you imagineit?1 have
nightmares about it. Our beautiful land, black and ruined. Dralaks and vultures circling to pluck at the
remans.’

The Duke paused, studying hiswine glass. He looked weary, asif his passion on the subject had worn
him out. Hiswife and daughter looked concernedly at him asif they'd heard this a dozen times before,
but till shared hisfedings. Rufryd, againgt hiswill, felt drawn to Duke Tasg. He seemed to be everything
that hisown father, Arthryn, wasnot...

'Still, they never reached Parione, never conquered the Amber Citadel. That saved usin the end, for
without that place of freedom, that rallying point, | doubt that the Nine Realms could ever have conjoined
and struck back. Ah, but times have changed. The King abuses our friendship, the Paranians attack those
who werether friends.’

"That's over now, Father,' said Brang'din.

Everyone at the table seemed to be waiting with held bresth for Tasq to speak again. His eyeswere
heavy-lidded; Rufryd wondered for amoment if hewaslosing hisfaculties, dwelling too much in the past.
Then the Duke's eyes opened wide and they were as bright as new leaves. He looked straight at Rufryd.
‘Many disturbing sgns have reached us, great storms and earth tremors, emanating from the mountains
that lie between here and the Silver Plains. Farmers and villagers are fleeing from the skins of the greatest
peak, Q'enartre's Throne. It's no coincidence, it seemsto me, that there were once many Adlyr in that
areg; that the mountain was consdered theirs, and no one dared to venture upon it.’

Brang'din took his hand. "We've experienced strange weather on our way here, Father. What do you
think it means?

‘Qenartre and Ank'eth are angry. Humans have become blind to the changes under their very noses,
s0 the gods are trying to warn usl These are terrible omens. Something is disturbing the energies of the
Earth - or the Earth hersdf is disturbed by changes we don't understand. Thisfedsto melikethe



breakdown of the Xauroma.'

I don't think that'sfair,’ said Rufryd, meeting Tasg's gaze. 'Helananthe has only just remade the
covenant. Shewouldn't bresk it.’

'She may have no chaice. If Garndlys has damaged it beyond repair, it may smply fragment like
eggshell in her hands. | sent someone to Q'enartre's Throne in the hopes that they'd find the source of
these storms, but they have not returned. I'm loath to send anyone else. Where are the Adlyr, who might
have helped us? Gone! Turned their backs upon us.'

Rufryd asked, 'My lord, do you think the Aelyr have something to do with these disturbances?

For amoment he thought that the Duke hadn't heard or understood his question. He said dowly,
‘Thereisastonethere. It points a the mountain. Its nameis Nilothphon's Finger. No doubt this means
nothing to you.'

'I've heard of Nilothphon,' said Rufryd. ‘A great Aelyr mage, who was supposed to have tamed the
energies of the Earth, whatever that means.”

'Ah. Y ou can make a deduction then.' The Duke shifted in his seet, asif to ease apainful back.

It was an Adlyr place of power?

'Exactly! So we have the lunacy of Garndlys, we have civil war, we have mysterious ssorms and
disturbances. Arethey caused by Aelyr, Bhahdradomen, Q'enartre? We don't know. The point isthis.
They are all distractions. One event follows another to divert our attention from what is happening
undernesth. Shall we alow ourselvesto be distracted?

Along the other tables, the murmur of voices went on, but those at the Duke's table were transfixed.
Despite hisfragile appearance, Tasg had the fire of prophecy within him.

'No, we shall learn from history. What preceded the last Bhahdradomen invasion? Plague. Foolish
quarrels between humans and Aelyr. Distractions. But Qenartreilluminates everything in asharp dear
light. Nothing can be hidden from Her'

Tasg stopped. He coughed, dabbed at his mouth with anapkin. The silence was doom-laden.
Eventudly Rufryd said, 'Wdll, that's why we're going to Vexor, my lord. To discover if theres any
foundation for our fears. Well look at this mountain, too, if it lieson our way.'

The Duke shook his head, more in sadness than refusdl of the offer. 'Ah, thisis brave of you, young
man.’

Rufryd shrugged. 'Someone's got to go, or well never learn anything.'

Tasg placed his hand on Rufryd's arm, seeming to rest hiswhole weight on him, asif he were closeto
collapse. 'Indeed, and | wish you the protection of Q'enartre and Ank'eth on your journey. Whao's going
with you into Vexor?

Thefour of us, father, Brang'din said quietly. ‘Mirias, Dawn, Rufryd and mysdf.’

The Duke put down hisfork. Sweat made a greyish sheen on hisforehead; he took a quick mouthful
of water. 'No, Brang'elin. Thereisno need for you to go.'

‘But | want to.'

He began to bresthe hard. 'Why?

‘Because if someone must go, why not me? Our family leads Thanmandrathor, theleast | candoisto
show that | am not afraid to undertake the worst and most dangerous tasks on thisrealm's behalf.’

'Wdll, that's very findy spoken, but you are not going. Y ou are my heir.'

'‘What sort of Duchesswill | be, if | don't prove my worth?

'Y ou have led our army to Parione. Freed usfrom Garnelys. Y ou have nothing moreto prove.' He
coughed, a hoarse gasp of pain. "Y ou're not going.'

Y ou can't stop me, father,’ Brang'elin said. 'Please, cam yoursdf.’

'I forbid it. Not to show my authority over you - for that vanished along time since - but because you
aremy child and | don't want to lose you.'

Brang'din stood leaning on the edge of the table, taut with passion. 'l know, father. But ill, | haveto

go.
She dtraightened up, asif to leave. Her father reached out to her, crying, 'No!'
Hisface was white. He tried to rise but collapsed back into his chair, one hand gripping the table's



edge, the other clutching his abdomen. His cry turned to a strangled gasp of pain; everyone was on their
feet, Duchess Annuin leaning over himindarm.

'What isit? shesaid. The painsagain?

'Yes- but worse. Worse!' The Duke bent double, hisface screwed up and his voice fading from an
agonised rasp to silence. He dumped in hischair and hislipswere blue.

'Father!" Brang'din cried. Then to the servants at the edge of the hall, 'Quickly, send for the hedler.
Carry the Duke to hisroom.’

Lord Pod climbed Theetre Hill in the twilight, lifting the hem of hisrobeto pick hisway over the
flagstones. He had donned a plain cloak of nondescript grey-brown, with adeep hood. He had dways
cut adistinctive figurein Parione and this was atwo-edged sword. Once he had been respected as
Garnelyss chancellor, but for implementing the demoalition of the theatre he was universally loathed, and
his statuesque build and bearing made him dl too easily seen and reviled. So held taken to creeping
round in this nondescript guise, which he hated, and still, sometimes, he was recognised.

Tonight, though, he passed no one on the hill. There had been some improvements since Garnelys had
wreaked devagtation on the Site. The it and debris of the building work had been swept away; new
trees had been planted; the gardens ruined by constant traffic and the dragging of stone blocks up the hill
had been replanted. The gate to the underground network, where the conscripts had been billeted, was
sedled off with stone. All seemed peaceful.

But there was one thing that Helananthe had been unable to do, and that was to demolish the
unfinished Tower and rebuild the theatre. Too much labour, too expensive, too dangerous; perhaps even
impossible to take down such an edifice. Poel smiled. Hisreasonsfor hating the theatre were so deeply
buried now that he hardly thought of them; dl he knew wasthat it was asmall secret victory, that the
Heliodor Tower remained.

Hisvictory, and the key to his future power.

He stepped at last on to the broad crown of the hill and glanced over the scene. He had not been here
since before Garnelys's death so he could see how the site had changed. No longer amass of conscripts
labouring, no creak of rope nor ring of chisel on stone. All was deserted. Grass had grown over the mud,
even pushed up through cracksin the broad flagged area that surrounded the base of the Tower. The sky
was Soft grey silk; he had aclear view of Temple Hill, and of Citadel Hill with its golden-amber diadem.
Hed seenit dl before; and in hisown way he loved it, and wanted it al to be his. But as Podl raised his
eyes, the sght of the Tower amazed him.

Two hundred feet in diameter, great buttresses supporting its curved walls, ahuge solid column
soaring up againgt the sky. It rose for a dizzying three hundred feet and ended suddenly in a gap-toothed
row of blocks, agreat monument unfinished, not the dender finger it should have been but something
baser, astump. Y &, still impressive. When we are dl dust, Poel wondered, what will future ages make of
it?In the gloom it was not sun-yellow but luminous white as limestone; amonument at once as dense and
heavy asamountain, yet crigp and etheredl.

Shadows lay deep in the unfinished inscriptions high on its Sdes. He could tell what the half-words
sad, though; had he not helped Garnelysto plan them? Gamelys, King of Light, raised this Tower of
the Sun to the glory ofNuth andAnuth in the year 1751 OfSlana. Blessed be the Great Mother of
Life Unending.

Thetruth was, the Tower was not meant to be finished. Gamelys had planned to go on building it
forever, believing that for aslong as he worked on it, he would never die. And perhaps there had been
some arcane power behind his belief. Poel was ready to believe almost anything.

Podl stepped towards the Tower. There were waysinsde, tall apertures that were dwarfed to mere
ditsby the bulk of the walls. He found one; along, high corridor through the thickness of thewall. The
damp odour of stone wrapped around him, laced with something swest, organic.

Insde, Garndlys had meant to make asmple temple, with stairs winding round and round so that the
devoted could make pilgrimages to the top - but never quite to the top, Sinceit was meant to grow
forever. But that work had not been done. Instead Poel stepped into emptiness, agreet cold chimney



with acoin of sky far above him, and on the ground rough earth on which rain and leaves and dead birds
had falen. A sharp, cold shiver went through him. Never in hislife had he possessed ashred of the
sengitivity or intuition that made writers or priests or seers of others; but here, even the pragmatic Podl
felt the weight of something dark creeping round and round the walls.

The Bhahdradomen were dready waiting for him.

They came out of the twilight, making him jump. Their cloaks blended with the surroundings,
shadow-dappled stone. The grinning skull-face of Gulzhur; Zhoaah - once called Laphaeome - soft and
pale; and athird he did not recognise. There were others, but they stayed back where he could barely
seethem. It was growing darker, and although the Bhahdradomen seemed faintly luminescent, they kept
thelight to themsdlves.

It'snot bad, isit? said Zhoaah.

Pod was confused. 'What?

"The Tower. It's not bad, though | say so mysdlf. | was agood architect.’

'Unquestionably.’ Lord Poel cleared histhroat, composing himsdf. ‘A shameit was not finished."

Zhoaah shrugged. He had a charm about him, when he chose. 'Well, there's enough of it to serve our
purpose. That wasthe point. Not to finishit, for it was never going to be finished, but to build enough.’

Pod waited. He had no ideawhy they'd asked him to meet them here, but he suddenly felt lone and
vulnerable, like a child. The amdl... the fedling that something was crawling around behind him ...

'Wewould like you to meet Tzumezht. Heis sent from Vaurgroth to aid our cause. Thisistheman |
have told you about. Lord Poel, once a close associate of our late friend Garndlys, and now invaluablein
helping our domenim.

Our people!’

Tzumezht's face was grey and hollow-cheeked, histeeth overlong like those of an ancient horse, but
hiseyeswere black jewds, on firewith energy. Intelligence, excitement? Pod rarely noticed such things
but now he wished he could read their minds as they seemed to reed his.

'l am ddlighted to meet you,' said Tzumezht, in what seemed a mockery of aParionian drawl. He
stretched out ahand. Poel never knew whether or not to shake hands with these crestures, but they
seemed happy to ape human customs. So he took the proffered hand, and felt multiple bony fingers close
drily around hislike thelegs of a huge scorpion. He flinched, trying to hide hisrevulson. Tzumezht smiled.

'Y ou find yoursdlf inillustrious company, Zhoaah told Pod. "'These are some of the most talented
Bhahdradomen you will meet. Wedl have our own skills; Enabler Gulzhur commands his ghelim and
cdlsthem acrosstime. Prefigurer Tzumezht hereisamage, amanipulator of gauroth. My own talentsas
Facilitator, diplomat and architect are inggnificant by comparison but | like to think—' Tzumezht cut
across him. "Zhoaah istoo modest. We need your help, Lord Pod. We want to test the Tower's true
function, to channel gauroth energy, and thisis more easily done with humans, so0.. . .'

Pod heard a voice among the other group of Bhahdradomen; ahuman voice, whimpering in fear.
'What'sthat? he said.

"Y ou will know, inamoment. As| was saying—' "What do you mean, the true function of the
Tower?

Pod frowned. ‘It was meant to be a monument to Garnelys. True function, what isthat?

'l thought | had just explained,’ Tzumezht said, hisvoice dangeroudy low.

"Zhoaah never mentioned thisto me before. A monument!'

The pale Bhahdradomen insnuated his hand through Pod'sarm. "It must have dipped my mind. But
come, you are an intdligent man; you must have known there was moreto it than met the eye. Forgive
me for assuming that a great man like yoursaf would not need every subtlety explained to him.'

Lord Poel was momentarily pardysed. His vanity would not let him admit hisignorance. 'Indeed,
but... but go on, Lord Tzumezht.'

'As| was saying, we intend to raise gauroth, to open the ezht.’

He had no ideawhat the grey one was talking about, but dared not admit it. The human cries grew
louder. Podl looked over to the other hooded creatures, and saw in their midst a human boy, perhaps
thirteen years old and terrified.



'Why isthat lad here? Poel asked warily.

Gulzhur replied, 'We need pain, to raise gauroth. There are other ways but they are longer and more
difficult. With human pain, it isquick and essy - at least for amage of Tzumezht's abilities. Gods, even
Garndyscould doiit!

Helaughed; his laughter was grossly ingppropriate, for the boy was staring hel plesdy straight at Podl,
obvioudy aware that he wasin morta danger. 'Help me, my lord!" he called weakly, struggling in the
hands of his captors. 'Please help me!’

Even Pod was shaken. 'Y ou can't mean to ... Let him go!’

Zhoaah sighed. 'Wdl, we could. It'syour choice. If you don't want usto torture the boy, well haveto
torture you instead.’

Pod's head snapped to left and right. There were Bhahdradomen al around him, quiet and soft as
spectres, with hungry eyesfastened on him. A feding of nightmare madness swept through him; he was
unarmed but it didn't matter, they could take him to pieces with their eyes without even touching him. He
wanted to flee but there was no escape route; he felt swesat pooling in his armpits, 00zing across hiswide
shoulders.

'Whose painisit to be, Lord Poel? Y ours or the boy's?

'‘Gods," gasped Podl, shaking. 'l cant. . .

'Please make up your mind quickly.' Tzumezht's eyes bored into him like pins. 'l would liketo gart.'

"The boy.' Pod pointed at the youth with awavering hand. The words exploded like spit from hislips.
'Don't hurt me. Use him!'

Zhoaah grinned. 'So beit, but you must be the one to wield the knife!'

'What?

Zhoaah pulled avery human, wry face and shook his head. "We get more power if humans hurt each
other. | don't know why. Twice as much pain, | suppose. It's especialy efficaciousif the one doing the
hurting is reluctant; Garnelys was perfect because he so hated what he was doing. So if you find it
difficult, don't fed inadequate to the task; it actualy makesit better for us!'

He placed abig, curved knifein Lord Pod's hand.

The others brought the boy before him. Poel stared into the young, desperate face. He trembled, and
his bowels cramped with horror. In his everyday dedings he was siff, cold, sometimes cruel; but even he
drew thelineat inflicting physica pain. But the Bhahdradomen were dl around him, eager, dangerous.
The boy whimpered, wetting himsdlf in terror. Pod closed his eyes, and plunged the knife forward.

The youth dropped to his knees, emitting terrible, tearing groans. Podl jumped back in panic; hisaim
had been poor and he had wounded him in the abdomen.

Blood poured out through the boy's fingers as he clutched at the wound, staring up at his attacker with
uncomprehending, pleading eyes. His pain and fear were o intense that even Podl felt them.

At once the whole Tower seemed to throb.

Tzumezht'sarmswere raised and hislips moved soundlesdy. Between his hands he held alump of
rock, some minerd that reflected dull liverish light from its facets. Podl, watching dizzily, had the
impression that the boy's pain was being dragged into the crystal, focussed, and sent spinning out around
thewalls. The very fabric of the Tower itself seemed to absorb the stark energy, vibrating withit.

A column of dark purplelight appeared in the centre of the chamber. It stood there, growing brighter
and brighter, until Lord Pod shrank back, dazzled. Thunderous power emanated from it and he seemed
to be looking into another world, ablack world that was no more than a path crossing aplain under a
dark sky. Y et thesight of it filled him with irrationa terror.

'What isit? he mouthed, but no sound came ouit.

A figure appeared in the centre of the column. His robe swirled black and purple like astorm but his
face was white, blue-white as a cave of ice, the high, domed skull tattooed with red web, eyesthat could
swallow gaaxies, and then the tattooed web vanished as the face and skull flushed crimson and the
dreadful eyestipped back in their sockets, and hands with too many writhing fingers were stretched out
towards Podl.

'ItisVaurgroth of the Fire,' said Gulzhur. ‘Chosen of the Ancestor, our |eader. He seesyou. Bow



down to the Master of Light!’

Terror exploded through Poel. Losing control and reason he sprawled on the ground and soiled
himsdf. Vaurgroth saw him.

'He's pleased with you.” Zhoaah said gently. 'He asks not that you worship him, but that you worship
the Ancestor, the only true crestor of life. Give yoursalf up to him, and you will be King.'

Podl clawed at the earth, and awild ecstasy filled him. It was easy. All he had to do was give up his
humanity, follow the Ancestor, and dl Vaurgroth's terrible power would fill him. 'Yes” herasped. 'l give
mysdlf to you, | accept the Ancestor!'

A drange deep noiserang likeabell. A laugh of satisfaction.

Gulzhur said, Y ou see, with ahuman king on the throne it will al be so much easier.

Pod neither knew nor cared what he meant. He outstretched his armsto the dreadful figure of
Vaurgroth and gave himsdlf up, logt in the bliss of surrender, felt the leader's eyesfilling him with anew,
savage strength; collapsed back on to the earth, losing consciousness for a moment.

Therewasacry. He came back to himsdf to find the vison gone, the Tower dark again. And Gulzhur
was standing over the boy, plunging bare fingers sraight into his breastbone, killing him instantly. Poel
shivered, suddenly fedling sick and drained. He didn't know what had happened but it seemed something
depraved. A swamp into which he had now sunk so deep there was no hope of rescue.

"Y ou should go home now, and rest." Zhoaah sat on the ground beside him, hislegs bending at strange
anglesmorelike areptileés than ahuman's. 'Y ou have helped usimmeasurably tonight. We have avoken
the Tower to itstrue function, which has proved to my cynica friendsthat when | designed it, | knew
what | was doing. We have used the power to manifest Vaurgroth, and see! We have shown him our
work, and he has seen and approved of you.'

Podl groaned.

'Is something wrong? asked Zhoaah.

He managed to St up, brushing the earth from his robes and feding humiliated at hisloss of control.
He could sméell his own excrement. His mouth curled in distaste. 'Nothing.'

‘Don't think of telling your human friends. Don't think of backing out; it'stoo late. Y ou've sworn
yourself to the Ancestor now, and Vaurgroth has seen you. If you want to be King, stay with us.'

The last words brought Pod back to his senses. He remembered how it had felt to taste the
Bhahdradomen |eader's power. Hiswill hardened, and he doughed off hisfedlings of disgust dong with
the remains of his conscience. From this loathsome nadir, he could go nowhere but upwards.

'l have no human friends," he said. 'And | shdl be King, whatever the cost.'

'Has he been ill before? Rufryd asked.

He stood in the doorway of the Duke's chamber, while the Duchess, Brang'din, a priestess-healer
and severa others fussed around his bed. The Duke was conscious but silent, with no energy for anything
but fighting the pain. Brang'din and her mother were distraught.

‘Severd times, over the past few months,’ said the Duchess, her voice shaky. 'Always after egting.

'Has anyone ese beeniill?

She shook her head. 'He thinks that his digestion has become poor with age, but | think it's more than
that. His chest pains him, and he complainsthat his handstingle and hishead spins ... Thisistheworst
he's been, though. | have never had to cal the hedler before!

The priestess, ayoung sharp-faced woman, looked hard at Rufryd. Thank you for your help, but |
should be asking these questions, not you. These herbswill ease his pain, then perhaps we can find out
what thetroubleis.'

'What do you think it is? Brang'elin asked anxioudly.

It might be his heart. Or indeed, something he has eaten.’

'Hope you don't take too long to work it out,” Rufryd said sourly. He pulled away from the doorframe
and went down the gtairs, back into the dining hall. He had the strangest fedling . . . perhapsit was
something quite obvious, but the others were too busy fussing over the Duke to think about it.

Thereweredill alot of peoplein the hdl, somefinishing their meal and others milling about, waiting



for news of the Duke. Servants were beginning to clear the long tables, but on the round table where
Tasy's party had been gtting, the half-laden plates were ill there. Rufryd watched wryly as a couple of
hounds came sniffing their way towards the table, one of them raising itslong head to wolf down what
was left of Brang'ein'smed. The plate fdl on thefloor, and the food was gone in a couple of mouthfuls.
The hound glanced around furtively, asif it knew it was taking a chance. Reaching the Duke's placeiit
dipped its head sdeways, lapping therim of the plate until its teeth dosed on asolid morsdl. Rufryd
watched. To his curiosity, the dog pulled away from the table and dropped its head to the floor, itsface a
picture of revulsion. Itsjaws opened and it pushed the mouthful out with itstongue in ataut bow of
disgust. Then the hound shook itself and trotted away, uttering deep retching coughs of disgust.

Rufryd went to the table and looked at the food on the plate, sniffed it cautioudy. There seemed
nothing wrong with it, nor with the sour yogurt they had been drinking. Some bitterness only dogs could
taste?

Rufryd went down to the kitchen, and pushed hisway through the men and women working there until
he found Con. The boy |ooked ddlighted to see him, until Rufryd pulled him into a dark recesswhere bins
of flour were stored.

The Dukeisill,’ Rufryd said. 'Y es, we heard,’ said Con. 'Is he bad? 'Bit soon to tell. Do you know of
anyone who worksfor him who might want to harm him? ‘No, of course not!" The lad looked horrified.
'What do you mean? Everyone loves him!'

'Y ou can't think of anyone, then, who might want to poison hisfood?

Con gaped at him. He seemed so utterly dumbfounded that Rufryd felt almost sorry for him. 'No!
That'simpossble!’

'l hope s0. But think about it, Con. The Duke has beeniill before; yet he suffersthis pain only after he
has eaten. Tonight the pain is bad enough to make him collgpse.’

'I know he'sbeenill, but it could be anything. No one else has been affected. It can't be the food.'

‘Strange, then, that | watched a hound happily egting everyone else'sleftovers, but spitting out the
Dukes. . . isn't it? Perhapsit's something that humans can't taste, | don't know. Strange, that.'

'No, it's nothing we've done, | swear!

'I'm not accusing you of anything, but think. Isthere anyone who is adonewith the food before it
reachesthe Duke?

‘Lots of people. Someone wheelsthe food on trolleysto the end of the corridor, then the waiting staff
takeit to the Greeat Hall '

'Who did it tonight? Con's eyes were wide. He shook his head. Rufryd gripped the edges of his shirt
and thrust him into the corner, just hard enough to frighten him. Think.’

‘Noali.

'And the other times Noli was on trolley duty - did they coincide with the Duke being ill?

Con's colour drained away. He was scared, but defiant. ‘A few times. | don't remember. The upgtairs
daff don't tell useverything!'

They obvioudy tdl you enough.’

'Noli'smy best friend. | know him. He has no family, this has dways been hishome. He wouldn't do
anything likethat!'

'Well see, shdl we? Go and make a hot drink.’

'What sort?

'A possat for bad stomachs, with whisky and ginger root in it, or whatever you use here. Then send
Noli to teke it to the Duke."

'How d'you know .” won't poison it?

'l don't - but | don't think you'relikely to do it with me watching, are you? Go on.’

Trembling, Con did as Rufryd asked. No one asked Con why he was heating milk on the huge black
stove. From the recess, Rufryd watched as he made the drink and gave it to Noli. The shorter boy took
the steaming glass, carefully wrapped angpkin round it and placed it on atray. Nothing untoward.

Noli set off into the dimly-lit corridor that led from the kitchen to the stairs. Rufryd followed at a
distance, aware that Con was a couple of yards behind him. Thelad carried the tray with grest care, one



hand holding the glass steady; innocent, eager to do hisjob well.

Noli didn't have afree hand to put anything into the drink. Rufryd began to fed his suspicion was
wrong. Then, on the bend of the stairs, Noli stopped and looked around. Rufryd pressed back in the
gairwell so the boy wouldn't see him. And in horror, he saw Noli spit aclear yellowish liquid into the
milk.

Rufryd's ssomach lurched. Beside him, Con's eyeswere huge in the faint lamplight. Swallowing hard,
Rufryd mounted the stairs softly after the boy.

Noli walked into the Duke's room and eased himsalf between the onlookersto offer the posset to the
Duke.

'Ah, that's thoughtful of you, lad,’ the Duke said weakly. He was resting back against the pillows,
whey-faced but looking better than he had. 'Smellswonderful.’

'What'sin it? the priestess said suspicioudly.

"Whisky and ginger root, for hislordship's somach,’ said Noli. 'As you requested, good mother.'

'l don't know who sent for it,’ said the priestess, 'but | suppose it will do no harm.’

'All the same, | suggest you don't drink it," Rufryd said, walking forward.

Everyone looked a him. "What? said the Duke.

I wasfollowing him. | saw him spitinit.

Brang'din, Annuin, dl the others around the bed stared at Rufryd, their mouths crimping hi distaste.
'What? said the Duchess. 'Dear goddess, you didn't, did you, Noal?

Noli shook hishead. He began to look unred to Rufryd. His eyes were odd, the pupilsfilling too
much of the space between thelids. His hair clasped his head strangely, more like alank wig than his
own hair. Something about his skin ... atranducency, an odd texture .. .

Rufryd's heart began to beat hard. His head swam. Gods, was this what Lynden had experienced
when he sensed things that others couldn't see? Held never felt anything so horrible before. Never had
any sengitivity to the unseen . . . had Lynden passed some of the ethroth to him when held died, or wasit
asense you picked up by chance, with experience or trauma?

Rufryd fought hard to keep his voice cam. 'Either this child has spit the colour of piss, or he had put
something in his mouth that he knew would not harm him.'

Noli glanced around him. Then he dropped the tray, splashing hot milk everywhere, and tried to run.
Rufryd caught him and held him halfway to the door. The boy struggled briefly then was till, but Rufryd
fdt astrange wiry strength in histhin limbs. 'How long has this boy worked in your household?

A long pause. 'All hislife," said the Duchess at |ast. 'He was an orphan. Con's family, who work for
us, took himin. He's dways been here!’

'And you trust him?

‘Naturaly. Hesagood young lad." Shelooked at the other boy, who was at Rufryd's side. 'He'sa
good friend of yours, isn't he, Con?

Con nodded, then frowned.

‘But hasn't anyone ever redlly looked at him? said Rufryd.

Everyone stared at the boy, uncomprehending. 'What isthis? said Brang'ein.

Rufryd felt hisarms going numb from holding the boy. A horrible, white sensation was cregping up his
chest like viscerd fear. 'Something strange happened in the Amber Citadel. The King had an advisor he
trusted, who turned out to be ... not human. An amost but not quite perfect copy of ahuman. | just think
... areyou absolutely sure.. .

Now the captive was glaring back at Rufryd, his head twisted, and Rufryd was beginning to see more
and more clearly. Hefet athrill of terror go through him asif the whole world had turned insde out. Y &,
because he knew what was happening, he kept contral. 'If you look closdly at his hands you'll probably
seethat he has odd growthsthere, like extrafingersthat haven't grown properly. Hisjointsaren't quitein
theright place. His eyes have barely any white to them. He doesn't smell of good honest swet, but of
something strange, a bit like mushrooms that have rotted.'

No one spoke. Dawn gasped, but none of the others seemed to see. And then one of them shouted.



‘Bhahdradomen!”’

It was Con who'd seen. And Rufryd nearly wept, because he saw the horror of revelation tear
through the boy's soul, saw it spread through the others. But it was worst for Con because this had been
hisfriend.

Someone was yelling for the guards. Men and women came running with their round shieldsheld
ready and their short swords drawn. Somehow Noli writhed out of Rufryd's grasp and fell to hisknees,
raising his pale face to plead with them. Bhahdradomen or not, he was transfixed with terror.

'I'm not Bhahdradomen! I'm human!" he cried. "'Human!'

Rufryd stepped away from him. He expected them to lift him up and take him away to be questioned.
What happened instead left him bondess with disbdief. For the guards made no attempt to arrest
Noli. They smply attacked him. Uttering hoarse criesthey set on him with swords, battered their shields
into his head. Rufryd saw the boy flat on hisback, trying to crawl away. His eyes were blind with

incomprehension, hisfingers grasping the air. Terrified and in agony, but not dying ...

'Stop it!" Rufryd yelled hoarsely.

No one seemed to hear him. Then dmost everyonein the room wasjoining in, using pots or fruit
knives or bare hands, asif in the phobic frenzy of one who sees aspider in the room and cannot rest until
it isdead. Even the Duchess, even Mirias and Brang'elin took part; only Rufryd and the priestess. Dawn
and Con stood aside in amazed horror.

Rufryd and the priestess both lunged forward, trying to pull the attackers off, but it was hopeless.
Rufryd got a bruised jaw, the priestess was thrown across the room. Dawn held Con, trying to hide his
eyesfrom the daughter.

They did not stop until Noli lay dead; his head nearly severed, his body covered in wounds that did
not bleed but oozed a pinkish-yellow plasma. Someone retched.

A horrible, crawling silence descended on the room.

Very soft, the priestess said, 'The Duke. His heart has stopped.’

Brang'din'sfather was dead. Hisface hung in arictus of dismay. It was clear to Rufryd, without the
hedler saying anything, that the shock had caused his heart to fail. The shock of knowing what he had
harboured in his household ... and the shock of watching the wretched creature dismembered in front of
him.

'Oh, fuck," Rufryd breathed between histeeth. 'Fucking hell. What have you done? Shaking, he went
forward and caught hisfriend'sarm. 'Mirias? Isthiswhat you cal doing anything to protect Aventuria,
you bastard?

Mirias snatched hisarm free angrily. "Y ou were the one who showed us what he was!'

'Yes, | did," Rufryd panted. '‘But | didn't mean thisto happen. | didn't know this would happen!’
Suddenly he couldn't breathe.

Everyone stood like statues, blinking asif coming out of atrance. People started to sob and exclaim;
someran out of the room. Brang'din looked at Rufryd with clear, fiery, uncompromising eyes.

'He was Bhahdradomen. He was poisoning my father. He had to die.’

'Hewas aboy! He didn't even seem to know what he was! Hasn't it occurred to you that you've
destroyed your only chance of knowing if he was following orders, or trying to kill the Duke because
that'swhat hiskind do by ingtinct - or what?

No one answered him. Con was shaking, sobbing so hard that he couldn't even make any sound.
Dawn held him close.

Rufryd had to get out before he screamed or broke down himsdlf. He strode out, pushing savagely
past anyone who got in hisway.

'Y ou fucking barbarians! Goddess hel p the Bhahdradomen if ever they do come back!'

* * *

Rufryd stood outside in the darkness, leaning on thewall of the stables, with only the clucking of hens
and the faint, indefinable noises of the night for company. Sunrisefound him till there. He watched the
dow fingers of sunlight creeping over the landscape, suffusing it with dramatic winter colour; lemon
yelow, slver, misty blue, black. The town dumbered peacefully, but the steep forests and distant



mountains beyond |ooked ineffably sombre, rega, enduring.

Miriaswasright. Of course thisland was worth protecting, of courseit was. But at what cost?

Rufryd rubbed moisture out of his eyes. He was numb, exhausted, wretched. It had been hisfaullt.
He'd wanted to help . . . more than that, he'd wanted to prove himself cleverer than them, to off-handedly
draw their attention to what had been under their noses all thetime. Arrogant. Childishly, unforgivably
arrogant.

Y et hed never dreamed they would react like that.

Where had that frenzy come from? He didn't think any of them had even seen a Bhahdradomen
before. Fear? Some primal reflex that they couldn't even control? He couldn't bear to think about it.

There was amovement beside him. Brang'din was there. She moved softly to his sde and leaned
againg thewall beside him. Her hair hung free on her shoulders and sheld changed into a plain gown of
green velvet.

She had bathed since the killing; Rufryd could smell the freshness of soap and perfumed oils on her.
He said nothing. After afew seconds, she spoke. 'l can't go to Vexor with you now.’

'I'm sure the Bhahdradomen will be relieved to heer that.'

Hefdt her stiffen with anger beside him. Thisis not a matter for jokes. | can't go because | am now
Duchess of Thanmandrathor. And my mother needs me, | can't leave her.’

That'sdl right," he said coldly. 'Well manage.’

'Perhaps you will not want to go ether, after tonight. | shouldn't blame you. | relieve you of any
obligation to continue the quest.’

Hefolded hisarms. 'Why?

Brangein said iffly, Y ou called us barbarians. Fucking barbarians, to be accurate. | cannot alow
my countrymen to beinsulted likethat.'

'Why not? Y ou deserved it. | don't want any Than'drathians coming to Vexor with us. | don't want
you anywhere near me.'

'‘And you are so pure-hearted? she hissed. ‘Never had reved ed to you a monster who was
cold-bloodedly killing aloved one of yours?

'Yes, and | reveded it!" he lashed back at her. 'It's my fault. Goddess help me, | wish I'd left well
aone!'

A long, angry pause. Her eyes shone with green fire. 'No, you did the right thing. But if you can't see
it, and since we are s0 loathsome to you -just go!'

'l shdl!" Rufryd pulled away from the wall and stood glaring a her. 'Why are you angry with me?|'ve
done nothing. Oh no, hang on -1 refused to deep with you, that must beit.’

Y ou think that'swhy I'm angry? she said increduloudy. 'How dare you? Dear Ank'eth, how arrogant
areyou, to think that you are so specia ? 1'd forgotten about it-'

‘Redlly?

Shelunged at him, digging her fingersinto hisarms so hard he gasped with pain. 'My father died last
night. The last thing he saw was his daughter murdering aserving boy! Do you think that | enjoyed what
happened in that room? This has made it quite hard for meto think clearly, let done not to be angry with
everything and everyone!

Somehow he got his hands twisted on to her forearms, trying to prise her off. The struggle mutated;
his hands were moving over her shoulders and hersround hiswaist until suddenly she was leaning hard
agang him, sobbing in hisarms.

'Gods, don't,’ he said. 'Don't.'

He found her mouth. The kisswas hot and hard with anguish, dippery with the sdt of tears. Then she
looked at him, her lips still parted, her danting eyes brilliant with moisture, and the scent of her hair
wregthing dl around him.

'‘Comein the stable,' she said. Shetook his hand and this time he went with her like afish dipping
through water; no resistance, no thought.

They went into the nearest s, bolted the door behind them and lay down on the warm, pungent
sraw. Brang'ein wore nothing under her robe; Rufryd did his hand over her naked thighs and between



them, into her wondrous softness, thinking that thiswas hurried and desperate but it didn't matter. With
strong quick fingers she was unlacing his breeches, easing his prick into her palm, gasping with pleasure
to find him aready hard.

'Quickly,' she said. She pulled him down to her, as eager to guide him as he wasto beinside her. Still
dressed they coupled fiercdy, Brang'din pulsing like adrumbest beneath him, sweet fires washing over
his skin and arrowing through hisloins.

Through it dl, the horse in the stall dept; his spine facing them, black mane and tail spread on the
graw, the golden-yellow mound of hisbelly rising and faling.

Brang'din cried out. Then she was weeping and laughing at the sametime, very soft, before subsiding
into drained gtillness beneath him.

Rufryd didn't even touch her breasts until after hed come. Then he stroked her nipples through the
soft velvet, and kissed her mouth. He wanted to smile and say something affectionate, but it didn't seem
appropriate, somehow. She looked at him from under haf-lowered eydids, cdm and melancholy.

'Well, we didn't wake the horse," he said. He withdrew from her and decoroudy rearranged her robe.

'No.' She nearly smiled, not quite. After awhile she said, ‘Now it's no longer my father's decision,
whether or not to go on petitioning Helananthe for our independence. It's mine!

'What? | can't believe you're talking about politics!’

He madeto st up, but she held him. 1 need to talk about this.'

'Wdll, what do you think you should do?

'My heart tells me we should rule ourselves. My heed tells me that Helananthe is right; we are stronger
together.’

'So be independent and make an alliance, or something. Gods, | don't know.'

'I don't think you care, either, Rufryd.’

'Not particularly, no.'

‘But you care enough to go into Vexor.'

"Yeah, wdl, if | say I'm going to do something, | doit.’

'And sometimes, if you say you are not going to do something, you do it." He didn't answer. She said,
'Y ou don't regret it, do you?

'No, Brang'din, | don't regret it.'

'Would you just cdl me Bran?

‘Bran. Whatever.' He sat up, fastening his clothes. 'Gods, I've just made love to the Duchess of
Thanmandrathor. | wonder how much stranger my life can get.’

She frowned. ‘Do you find me strange?

I didn't mean that, but yes, you're one of the strangest people I've ever met. | don't like you very
much.’

She sat up behind him, stroking his back. 'And you, Rufryd, are conceited, miserable and
ill-tempered. | don't like you either. All the same, | keep feding drawn to you, | dmost He turned
convulsively, and put hisarmsround her. 'Gods," he said into her neck. 'l can't do this. | can't afford to be
inlove with anyone.’

'I'm not asking you to,' she said softly. '‘But why?

'‘Because .. . because of Vexor.'

She held on to him hard. Shewas crying again, he could fed her tears running on to his neck, the
controlled, tiny spasms of her body as she tried to suppressit. He thought she was going to ask him not
to go; then she said, ‘Go as my champion, Rufryd.'

When they came out into the dawn, a solitary stable-boy wasfilling buckets at the pump on the far
sde of theyard. He didn't see them.

* * *

Five days passed. Tasgabad Hall had settled to a grim quiescence, but the atmosphere - so warm and
vivid when they'd arrived - was vile. Rufryd felt he couldn't stand it aday longer. It was not only the
Duke's death or the murder of Noli, but the dreadful suspicions aroused by the exposure of a
Bhahdradomen. Everyone looked at every-



one elsewith cold, wary eyes, uncertain whether their friends or family were truly human or not. If it
could happen once. . .

Now he and Dawn and Mirias were on horseback, their saddlebags stuffed with fresh clothes and
provisions, their wegpons sharpened and oiled. A few specks of snow were fdling from agrumbling sky.
He couldn't wait to be on hisway.

On his saddle he carried the basket with four little blue-dovesinsde. Once they werein Vexor, they
would be released to carry messages back to Parione. But Vexor gill seemed impossibly far away, so far
inthefuture that he couldn't imagineit.

All the household were assembled before the Hall to see them off. Brang'elin was there with her
mother Annuin; the older woman'srosy colour had fled and her eyes were sad, gazing off into the
distance where once she had looked with keen warmth at everyone. Brang'elin looked sombre and
splendid in abronze-coloured gown with agreen cloak thrown over it, bronze jewellery shining at her
throat and wrigts, acirclet on her forehead. Now she was saying her goodbyes to Dawn; the two women
clasping hands, looking warmly into each other's eyes, Dawn leaning down in the saddle to kiss her. It
crossed Rufryd's mind that there was more between them than friendship, athough when they'd found the
timeto do anything about it, he didn't know.

Rufryd had dept with Brang'din every night, againgt his better judgement. Twice held tried to refuse,
only to be a her door five minutes later, givingin.

Unlike Ashtar, she didn't leave him feding empty. That was the frightening thing. He couldn't forget
that she'd helped to kill Noli. He found her abrasive, intolerant, and preoccupied. Y et when they were
together there was awarmth ... acomfortable feding, asif they understood each other as he and Tanthe
had never done. And it scared the hell out of him.

‘Dawn, comeon.” hesaid.

I'mready.” said Dawn. Sheturned her chestnut gelding towards Rufryd and Mirias, urging himinto a
brisk walk. 'My Lady Brang'din, Lady Annuin, we shadl see you again when we pass back thisway from
our journey. Our thanksfor your hospitality.’

'Fareyouwel.” Brang'din said formaly. 'Blessings of Qenartre and Ank'eth upon you.’

Her gaze met Rufryd'sfor the briefest moment, aspurt of leaf-green fire. Then the three wereriding
away, the Hal dwindling ... thetown itself dwindling ... until they were out in the open countryside, with
Tasgabad no longer evenin sSight.

"You dl right, Rufe? said Dawn eventudly.

'Fine. "We shal see you again when we pass back thisway." | admire your blithe confidence!

'Wewill come back.” she said, frowning. 'It's no good not bdieving it.'

"Takeno notice of him.” said Mirias. 'Gods, if you get any more cheerful, Rufe, I'll have to shoot you.'

'Shut the fuck up.’

‘It just amazes me that you can spend al week pleasuring the lady of the house and till be so
miserable’

Mirias sounded archly Parionian. Rufryd turned in the saddle and said quietly, ‘It amazes me that you
canjoinin hacking Noli to pieces and till be so cheerful.!

'Stop it!" Dawn barked. That night had caused some friction between her and Mirias, Rufryd knew,
and it was evil of himto gtir it up again. 'If you two are going to carry on likethis, I'd rather go to Vexor
onmy own!'

Mirias had gone white, to Rufryd's satisfaction.

'I shan't say another word.” he said.

Two days passed. The road became narrower and wound through dark forests. Rufryd began to get
the vague but persstent fedling that they were being followed. He hated it. Thiswas another of Lynden's
characterigtics, that hed never possessed before. He hoped to was hisimagination, not Duchess
Brang'din riding after them with achange of heart.

They werein adamp-wreathed forest on the second evening, preparing to make camp, when afigure
cameriding up out of themist. A small horse, brownish-dun rather than the prized golden colour, but with
the distinctive arched neck and high gait of the Than'drathian breed. On its back was alanky silhouette,



who looked less than comfortablein the saddle.

They dl stood up from tending the fire and stared. Astherider came closer, Rufryd saw that it was
Con.

'Great.” he said. 'What the hell's he doing here?

Con reached their camp and reined in. He looked travel-worn and fraught. Before any of them could
gpeak, helooked straight at Rufryd and said, ‘I want to come with you.'

'Y ou what? said Rufryd, placing a hand on the dun horse's neck. ‘I don't think you do. D'you know
where we're going?

I don't care. I'veridden two daysto find you. Don't send me back!"

'‘Where did you get this horse? asked Dawn.

'l took it from the stables.’

'Stoleit.” said Rufryd.

I know her ladyship will understand. | want to go with you, Rufryd. I must.’

The youth looked nothing like Lynden; he wastdler and thinner, gawky and dmost femininein his
youth, and hishair initslong braid was dark as umber. Y et there was something of Lynden in hiseyes,
that same haunted innocence.

'How old are you? Rufryd asked.

'Fifteen.” Con answered.

Even younger than held thought. ‘Anthar's balls, you had better go home. | can't look after you.'

'I don't need looking after!” Con said fiercely.

'Oh, right.” Rufryd snarled. 'Until you break your ankle, catch afever or decide to rush off and do
something heroic on your own. Well, when that happens, you needn't come crying to mefor help. Go
home!'

'l have no home!' Con cried fervently. 'Don't you understand? If not for me, Noli would till be alive. |
betrayed him!'

‘But you had to. Y ou didn't know what they were going to do. Neither did I

The boy shook his head, tearsrolling down hisface. 'l don't care what he was. 1'd rather never have
known. Hewas my friend. How the hell do you think | can go home, after what 1've done? You did this,
Rufryd. Now | don't care where you're going, I'm coming with you!'



Chapter Thirteen. Valley of Stone

Thefortress gate clanged shut behind Tanthe and Elrill, black iron forming a seamless barrier with the
rugged ashen rock of the walls. Her desperate appeal to the governor had failed; if even the threet of the
Queen'swrath failed to move him, there was no recourse.

Outside, the day was gloomy; black clouds wresathed across a stone-grey sky, and the wind blew
flurries of rain into their faces. Tanthe looked about for Jhery, saw him across the street on the paved
bank of theriver, his cloak pulled tight around him, the hem fluttering. She and Elrill began to walk
disconsolately towards him over the shining cobbles.

'‘Gods, | hate this," Tanthe growled.

'What isit that you hate? Elrill asked evenly.

'Feeling powerless! | can't bear to think that there's nothing we can do to get Eldareth out of there. |
can shout until I'm purplein the face and they won't listen to me. | can't fight my way in and rescue him, |
can't direct a huge bolt of lightning to bresk the walls down. What use am 1?I've probably just made
thingsworsefor him.'

‘At least you tried.' Elrill's perpetud camnesswas partly aggravating, partly reassuring. 'Y ou have
courage, and that's to be admired. Eldareth knows, at least, that hisfriends are around him.’

Sheturned on Elrill in accusation. 'lsn't there something you can do? Haven't you any rotfi-power?
Can't you rescue him with Shaelahyr sorcery, or something?

Elrill stared hard at her. Helooked angry. 'l am not asorcerer, nor have | ever claimed any such
kills. Any ability with roth energiesthat | do possesswill not break down fortresswalls.”

'What about putting the guardsin atrance, or something? | know the Adlyr can do thet, they did it
when they kidnapped Helananthe's mother.’

He sighed. 'It'sapossbility, but it would be unrdigble. Such things are done by the Adlyr spinning
webs of energy between them that affect—' he stopped, asif held begun to tell her too much. ‘Alone, |
could not make an effective web. | have never eventried. I've never had cause.'

"Therewould be two of us,’ Tanthe said fiercely. 'I've never tried it either, but "Y ou have no accessto
your Adyr nature,’ Elrill said dismissvely.

'I've used a silvenroth mirror.” sheretorted.

'Almost anyone can do that, if they can atuneto it. Tanthe, thereis no easy answer. Thereésno great
act of heroism or sorcery that can solve this problem. There never has been.’

'We must gppedl to the Queen, then! They'll haveto hat thetrid until she responds. Shewill never let
this happen.’

"We could send amessage, but as Ordrai warned, they will have tried and executed him before the
news even reaches her.'

She groaned. The folk tales where people storm citadel s and rescue prisoners - they make it sound
so easy!’

"That'swhy they are only folk tales," Elrill said weerily. There are three of us, not an army. Although . .
" As helooked up at the sky, his eyes caught the light and shone brilliantly blue violet. That does not
make us powerless. The Shaglahyr move quietly, and we do not give up easily, and we have friendswho
will swim through the very rock itself toaid us!

Tanthe's eyes widened. She caught abrief memory-image; ahuge creature of stone, forming itself and
tearing itself from the very fabric of acavewall. She sad, ‘Are you thinking what I'm thinking?

* * *

Eldareth waited. He sat on the floor with hisforehead propped on one hand, trying to compose a
letter to Helananthe; but he was no Saphagyender, and the words wouldn't come. In the light of alone
candle the paper gleamed dully on the dark flagstones.

The cdll wallswere dark as coa and they were all he had seen for the past thirty days. Often an
halucination gripped him; hewas not in acell in Gem Harthnir but in a cave, degp under the earth, cut off
from dl life. The regime was austere but not brutd ; the guards kept him dightly cold, dightly hungry, but



not enough to cause him deep distress. He was used to augterity. His discomfort came not from his
imprisonment, but from its cause.

Tomorrow they would try himin front of a court that aready knew hewas guilty. Immediately
afterwards they would take him to asmall round chamber with afloor doping down to acentrd drain.
There they would bind him and blindfold him and run him through with swords. A guard had described it
to himinvivid detail, but he fill couldnt imagineit.

His pen began to move again, splattering black ink on the rough paper.

'l can't find the wordsfor this," hewrote. 'So | shall stop trying and instead write what isin my mind,
Helan. All my life I've been aman of action, forever travelling, wandering, seeking new experiences asif |
can never rest. | am strong - that's how everyone seesme. Or am I? Thisisthe truth; | was not
adventuring but fleeing. Always fleeing from the shadows, from the justice of Torith Mir. Justice | uded,
but the shadows came with me.

'I fill see my mother'sface, and my brother's, as| failed to save them. Helan, | have never stopped
seeing them; even while | was with you, even while we made love or fought Sde-by-sde at Hethlas Rim.
That iswhy | cannot be King. | cannot watch over Aventuriawhile my loved ones faces hang in the way,
screaming and dying in front of me. Even my father's. For | loved my father, too, despiteal hedid. Hated
him, yet loved him.

‘A violation of the Goddess's own being, isit not, to take life when the death is undeserved? But if |
am not aviolator, | am the son of oneand | can't fed the roth of the Homed God running through me,
whole and vigorous, | can only fed this darkness, thistrickle of black madnessfrom my father.

That'swhy | never wanted to come back here, and yet, that iswhy I'm glad | did. | havelost you and
now | don't want to fight my fate. I'm guilty. Let them punish me and then it will be over, dl debts paid.
Strong? No, | am not strong. I'm simply resigned.

'Helan, | wish you dl the love and strength and good fortune in the world. All thelove | gave you will
stay with you dways, and ...’

He stopped writing and raised hishead. A sound disturbed him, awelird scratching, dithering noise.
Rats? At first he thought heimagined it. Then it grew louder, oddly piercing, irritating, like something
sharp moving inddetherock itsdf.

He had heard that sound before.

Eldareth put down his pen and stood up. The bottom row of stones around the walls jutted out, so he
could find atoehold on them and raise himsdlf up to look through the tiny window. There waslittleto be
seen; just sky. Now it was dark so al he could see was blackness, while chill air and raindrops blew on
to his cheeks. The ground lay three storeys below.

The sound was outsde and yet a'so insgde. Crawling, scratching. Right by his ear and yet no sign of
what could be causingiit...

A face was suddenly thrugt into his, making him bite back a shout of terror. Helost hisfooting and
stumbled down on to the floor. The dim light of the candle glanced on asmall face with slver-grey kin,
black eyes, afal of black hair standing tiffly from its skull with blue stresksin the blackness.

Eldareth was violently wrenched out of reverie.

"Vranof? he gasped.

The Zampherai warrior squeezed through the window and clung to the sill, his hands appearing to sink
into the sone rather than rest on it. A wiry figure no more than two feet tal, flesh the colour of pewter,
blue crystals dangling over hisloinsand chest. His demeanour wasfierce, but he was afriend of sorts.

'Hush,' said the Zampherai. 'Were here to get you out.'

‘How. .7

Another Subterranean face appeared in the embrasure. This one was rounder, gentler, the black eyes
deep as caves, the hair soft as sable with no bright coloursinit. A Zampherai of adifferent tribe.

'Orque!’ said Eldareth. "What isthis?

"Elrill cdled us Orque answered. He and Vranof had once been enemies, but Eldareth wasn't wholly
surprised to see them together.

'Fortunately for him, we were not far away,' Vranof added.



Eldareth put his handsto his head in disbelief. 'Still following us?

'‘Always. Where you go, things change. Wefed the echoes of it in the crystas of the earth. Now, your
friends are waiting below and we are here to take you to them. Be ready!’

Vranof and Orque worked at the window-ledge with bare hands, driving their fingersinto cracks
between the blocks of stone asif into cheese, sending pressure waves dong the lines of tension deep
insdethe rock. Eldareth stared.

'Wait!" he hissed. 'l don't know that | want this.’

Vranof paused, frowning. "Y ou don't want to be free?

'What good would it do? They will only pursue me and bring me back, and then my friendswill bein
trouble for helping me. I've resigned mysdf to my punishment; | can't change the course of it now.'

The Zampherai warrior looked disgusted. ‘Can't change your course? he said. 'Y ou're resigned to
giving up, to dying? Then you do not deserve your friends loyalty!"

'Look at thesewadlls," Orque added. They have soaked up centuries of dark roths, floating gauroth
energies of pain and despair that emanated from al the prisoners who have been incarcerated here. Y ou
are soaking them up. That'swhy you are paralysed to the point of death!’

'No. Thisismy own pain.'

'Soaking them up, and adding to them," Vranof said acidly. 'Y ou're coming with us, even if you force
usto bind you hand and foot! Think of your friends. If you delay, they will be caught.’

Eldareth knew that he was right, yet the Situation still didn't seem redl. He took a deep bregth of the
cold, damp air. Then there was aresounding crack, and the stones began to split.

'Stand back!" said Vranof.

He'd seen the Zampherai do this before, destroying a section of wall at the outer gate of the Amber
Citadd so Helananthe and her troops could enter. Eldareth stepped back quickly. The edge of the
embrasure began to sway and then awhole section of thewall fell suddenly inwards, narrowly missing his
legs. The noise was tremendous; aragged hole yawned open on to the rainy night. There were three
seconds of taut, echoing silence; then he heard the shouts of other prisoners, guards booted feet
pounding adong the corridor.

'Quickly!" said Orque from the ruined wall, holding out a hand.

The shock of the crash and the blades of cold air piercing hislungs brought Eldareth suddenly back to
life. In thismoment his own fate didn't matter, but that of hisfriendsdid. Scrambling over the falen stones
into the gap, he saw the firefly glint of lanternsfar below. Curtains of rain swept past. He saw apaleline
of rope, looped around ajutting block of stone on the outside wall and vanishing down the flank of the
fortress.

Setting histeeth, Eldareth gripped the rope, swung out of the gap and began to descend hand over
hand, hisfeet braced againg thewal and hisarms straining. The wind buffeted him. For saveral minutes
he moved in pitch darkness. At first he was aware that the two Zampherai were descending the wall
unaided dongside him, but he couldn't hear or seethem and he fdt utterly done, in avoid. Eldareth
began to swest, despite the cold.

'Keep going,' whispered Orque. They're waiting for you. As soon as you are on the ground, go!'

"What about you two?

"Werein no danger. Well vanish into rock, into the deep places of the earth.’

Faint lights began to sway around him, and he suddenly fdt the ground beneath hisfeet. With rdlief he
stood up and rel eased the rope from his sore palms.

'Eldareth, it'sud’ said ElruTs voice. The Shaglahyr waswaiting there in the shadow of the fortress,
with Nefri and Gany; Xhery and Tanthe were behind him, aready on horseback. Their faces shone white
and anxiousin the lantern-light.

Rain lashed down; the fortress stood bleak above them. Highin thewall, Eldareth saw light swaying
dimly in the hole he had just |ft; the guards knew he was gone. He put hisfoot in Gany's stirrup and
swung into the saddle, shocked at how weak held become during hisincarceration. But he felt the Torith
Mir wind cutting into his lungs, searing away the inertiaand doom that had gripped him. Gods, there was
surdy moreto hislife than an age-old guilt. Perhaps the Zampherai had been right, the collected anguish



of the cell had affected him.

I'mready.’ said Eldareth. 'Lead on.’

Even asthe party began to move off, atroop of mounted guards appeared round the corner of the
fortress, clearly visible sincethey carried asmall forest of lanterns. They were ahundred yards away but
they saw Eldareth’'s party at once. A shout went up.

‘Halt! You're under arrest!

‘Run!’ cried Eldareth. 'Put these lanterns out, just throw them down!'

Hurriedly, Tanthe and Jthery obeyed; then their horses were plunging into darkness, across the street
that wound round the fortress, down a steep wooded dope, crossing the street again where it snaked
around on itsdlf, and then agrassy dopethat led out into the open countryside. The horses ran wildly,
hardly able to see where they were placing their hooves, sumbling and righting themselves and galloping
on.

Arrowsrained around them, but none met its mark. Redbird, the swiftest, ran in the lead and they
were making good ground; then the mare suddenly propped to aviolent hat, nearly pitching Tanthe over
her head. 'Shit!" Tanthe gasped, clinging on and managing to right hersaf. The other horsesmilledto a
halt beside her.

'What isit? Eldareth panted.

Thelake,' sad Jhery.

They were on adlick, grassy bank that tilted down into a swathe of reeds; beyond lay ablack stretch
of water, duggish and stagnant. A fork of lightning flickered, illuminating the scene starkly for asecond or
two. Against the background patter of rain, the water uttered sounds, glop, sloop, asif something were
moving about iniit.

'Oh, fuck, Tanthe breathed. 'It'sa good job Redbird can see better than | can. | nearly went straight
into that.'

'Which way now? said Eldareth.

Elrill looked Sdeto sde, ligening. To theleft,' hesaid.

They turned in that direction, but at once they saw the lanterns of guards heading towards them.
‘Other way!"

They wheded round, heading to their right ong the edge of the lake; but within moments, they saw
another party from the fortress closing on them. At least twenty armed men were coming from both
directions, and their only escape route was blocked by the lake.

Thisishopeless,' said Tanthe. 'Well haveto go through the lake itself. Swim for it.'

'No," dhery said sharply. There are green wolvesin there.'

'‘What? How d'you know?

1... | can sense them. Too dangerous.’

"We might just get past the guards before they cut us off," said Eldareth, booting Gany's sides. 'If nat,
we shal haveto stand and fight.'

Hefdt dive again, with the bresth rasping through histhroat, hislungs burning and back aching. He
fet alive. Gods, how much better to be cut down trying to escape than to die passively like adaughtered
Pg.
The horsesran flat out, but they were not going to outrun the guards, who had aready reached the
edge of the [ake. Now the guards were fanning out, and the other group were riding hard behind them to
cut off any hope of retreat. Eldareth's party came to asharp, skidding halt.

Throw down your weapons!' yelled the guards |eader, a squat dark-haired woman. 'Give yourselves
up or well cut you down where you stand!’

Jhery whispered, 'Stall them for five minutes. That'sdl | need.

Eldareth had no idea what he meant; but when he glanced at Jthery, the young man's eyeswere
shining like eerie torch-beams. Eldareth rode Gany in front of him, haf-shielding him from view, andin
the same moment he came aongside Redbird, seized Tanthe and put his sword across her throat. Taken
by surprise, she gasped convincingly.

'Who isunder arrest here? Eldareth barked.



The leader |ooked taken aback by his action. 'All of you,' she said.

'No. | am the only one the governor wants. These others can't legally be put to death smply for aiding
me. Thiswoman isthe Queen's representative; if anything happensto her, have you any idea how much
trouble you'l find yoursdvesin?

The leader clearly had no idea. 'Give yoursdf up, Mordraken-son.'

'Stay back," shouted Eldareth. 'Come any closer and I'll kill her. The Queen may not care for my life,
but shell send armiesto avenge this one. Isthat what you want?

Tanthe struggled, muttering, 'Eld, that hurtd!’

‘Sorry.' He eased his grip; the leader was whispering with her colleagues, planning their next move.

'Right,’ cdlled thelleader at last. 'Thisisobvioudy abluff. Y ou have ten secondsto let her go and drop
your wegpons, after that...' she drew hersdlf up and hefted an axe in her fat right hand - 'you're al dead.’

* * *

From the angle at which Eldareth held her, Tanthe could see Jthery, and with her breath dry in her
throat, she watched him closdly.

The young man was silent; his head tipped back, mouth open, rain-soaked hair lashing round hisface.
His hands hovered above the surface of the lake; Tanthe thought it atrick of thelight at first, Skeins of
water not faling into the surface but rising from it, wrapping themsalves around hisfingers. Hisform was
auffusedin adlver, rainy nimbus.

The surface of the water began to heave. Shapes were rising; humped backs covered in fur that hung
like heavy rope with the weight of the water. But asthey emerged, the water rolled awvay and their fur
rose, shimmering, each hair tipped with light. Their heads came up, long noses with high nostrils snuffing
a theair. Their smdl earslay flat againgt their skulls and their lips rose to show sharp carnivorous teeth.
She recognised them from the trophy head on the wall at theinn; deadly, savage greenwolves.

The greenwolves came snaking through the water towards the bank, straight towards Tanthe and her
companions. For amoment she was transfixed, horrified. They snarled and chattered asthey came, their
eyes bright beads, their teeth bared like rows of Adyr swords. Their fur wasdull green, shesaw ina
burst of lightning, like the pondweed benegth which they lurked. When they rose on to their hindlegs -
hunched on massive haunches, but moving easily with the counterbalance of thick tails - they were huge,
their armsthickly muscled and their fingersterminating in grest black claws.

For afew seconds she thought they would attack; caught between the guards and the greenwolves,
sheand her friendswere logt. But Jthery's mouth was moving in a soundless language and the creatures
were obeying him, surging past him, smearing water and silt on to his clothes asthey passed. Then the
creatures were running - some on al fours, some on their hindlegs - out into the path of the fortress
guards.

'Weve nothing to fear from them,’ Jthery said faintly, hisvoice agasp of effort. 'l caled them. They
will only attack our enemies!’

'Y ou are amazing, thery!" said Eldareth.

'Herethelakeisonly anarrow arm. We can reach the far bank.'

'What? said Tanthe, disgusted at the thought of entering the turbid water.

'We must. There's no other way.'

Their horses plunged into the water, kicking up foam, lurching asthe st sucked at their hooves. But
Jhery wasright; the lake here was only thirty yards wide. Soon they were surging up on to the far bank.
The horses shook themselves dmost hard enough to unseet their riders, then plunged & afrantic gallop
into the night.

Tanthe heard ghastly sounds behind her. The snarling of the greenwolves, the cries of the Torish
guards, the screaming of their horses. She shuddered, and swallowed her horror, and tried to close her
mind againg it until the sounds faded and werelogt in the night.

Thistime, no onefollowed. They were free. After atime, Eldareth said flatly, 'Now al we haveto
worry about is coming back and crossing the border again.’

*

* *

For daysthey rode under clouds that massed over the northern ocean and rolled inland to create



spectacular skies. No one pursued them, but Tanthe knew that the trouble they were in had increased
tenfold and she didn't see how they could travel south again without being captured ... Still, therewasno
point in worrying about it. After atime she put it to the back of her mind, as Eldareth seemed to have
done.

Most days it was gloomy, but there were mornings of icy sunlight and mist that reminded Tanthe of
autumn in Sepheret. Sometimes, as they wound their way through the steep valleys, they would come
upon astand of birch treesthat glittered green and gold against the dark rock, or awaterfal foaming
whiteinto a sapphire pool. Torith Mir held such jewels and she grew to understand why Eldareth had
such strong fedingsfor thisrealm.

'l used to think Parione was the centre of the world, and if | could only get there everything would
make sense and life would be perfect,’ she told Jthery asthey rested one evening. 'l don't know how |
could have been so naive. There's so much moreto Aventuriathan Parione. | fed asif I'm only just
datingtorediseit.

'Redlly? said Jthery, who looked cold and miserable. 'I'd do anything to be back in Mithrain,
swimming inawarm lake on asummer'sday. | hatethisplace.

Tanthe was sartled. 'Y ou can't hate the landscape, it would be like hating the earth itsdlf, the
Goddess. | hate the way they treated Eldareth, that's al. If not for that, | could dmost grow to love
Torith Mir.'

'Youreavery idedistic person, Tanthe,' he said.

She pulled aface. 'Rufryd used to say thingslike that about me, only not in such a polite tone of
voice'

‘But | likeidedlistic people,” Xhery said, redlising she thought he was criticising her. 'l fed drawnto
them, somehow.’

'Why?

I don't know." He smiled, picking at grass blades. 'Perhaps because | try to beidedlistic but I'm not
very good at it.'

They wereriding onto a high plateau country, where dabs of black stonejutted from the ground and
the trees were sparse and tough. The weather was cold, the wind wild. They weretiny figuresunder a
vast sky that wasrilled with an ever-changing display of clouds. The days shortened. The sinking or rising
sun flooded the clouds with brilliant gold light, with flushes of red and violet. At night the three moons
salled impassively above them, changing their positions and their phasesin untouchable serenity.

Elrill seemed to be watching the skies congtantly. Distant storms raged, shattering the sky with sound
and light. Once the whole sky was lit with wavering curtains of colour, through which brilliant beams of
white and red light danced and flashed. The world seemed full of static, of unfettered ethroth energy;
Tanthe had never felt anything so edritch before. It made her skin prickle, her hair float and crackle.
Everything seemed to glow.

Thiswesather isn't natura,' Elrill said uneasily. Eldareth nodded, but Tanthe had lost patience with such
cryptic remarks.

"What do you mean? she demanded.

He turned his bright eyes upon her and for once he didn't mock her need to know everything. 'l can't
be sure, but | fear thereisadisturbance in the Adyr relm that is affecting the Earth. Displacement of
great energies. Thisisnot good.'

Not good, Tanthe said to hersdlf with asigh. Shefelt gpprehensive buit filled with excitement, ready to
shake off al her set ideas about the world and step into chaos.

By morning, the weird storm had settled but |eft the earth reeking of eectricity and ozone. The plateau
cameto an abrupt end and they began to descend the steep chalky dope of its northern flank. The valey
that lay below them was wide and filled with trees; the strangest forest Tanthe had ever seen. Evenfor a
forest in early winter, there was an eerie stillness and coldness upon it.

As Eldareth led them down the dope, she redlised the vast scale of the forest. The treeswere
monumenta, with rough grey trunks and white branches stretched againgt the sky. Some had fdlen,
blocking their path or leaning againgt their neighbours to form arches. Then sheredised why the forest



was S0 srange; there were no falen leaves around them, only dark silt. These trees had unfurled no
leaves for many seasons, they looked long-dead, and there were no animas nesting in their hollows, no
birds on the branches nor insects crawling under the bark.

Touching atrunk as she passed, shefound it ice-cold.

'Godsdl" she muttered, snatching her hand away in surprise.

'What isit? Eldareth said with awry smile.

‘It felt like—' she placed her hand to the trunk again and the granite texture flooded coldnessinto her
pam. 'Anthar's horns, it's stone. These trees are made of stone!'

They stopped and looked around in awe at these monoliths that had once lived and swayed in the
wind. Shewondered how long it must have taken for the living tissue to petrify.

'Did | never tell you of the stone forests of Torith Mir? Eldareth said quietly. There was amixture of
bitterness and pridein hisvoice. ThisisEltaArta, Valey of Black Stone."

'l think you mentioned them,' said Tanthe. 'And | must have read about them. But couldn't picture
them. | never imagined anything like this. But how could this happen? How long hasit been like this?

'I expect the Aelyr would have more idea than humans,' said Eldareth.

‘Millions of years," Elrill answered. Hisvoice rang off the hard trunks.

They rode on, dipping like shadows between the great columns. There was nothing but black and
white and shades of grey in thisancient world; but here and there Tanthe saw colour. Floods of amber
clustered on the trunks.

She stopped and plucked at amassthat was like fossilised sunlight, with tiny insects trapped inside.
She couldn't didodgeit.

"Thismust be vaduable,' she said. "Why hasn't it been taken?

'Much of it has" Eldareth replied, 'but Torith Mir isfull of amber and precious stones, so few risk their
livescoming thisfar tofindit.'

'‘What do you mean, risk thair lives?

Therearealot of wild animason thefringes of EltaArta,’ Eldareth said. 'Draaks, mountain lions,
snakes, greenwolves!'

'Oh, thanks," said Tanthe, giving the sparkling mass of amber arueful backward glance. 'Now there's
something you didn't mention!”

Eldareth grinned with atouch of hisold fire. 'Come on, Tanthe, you surely didn't expect an easy ride?
We have our wegpons, and it's no worse than anything else we've faced so far. We may see nothing,
anyway; most wild creatures are shy and only attack if they're provoked.’

‘Not where | come from," she murmured.

Tanthewas slent for atime, but her senses were magnified to every tiny sound. Above the petrified
branches she saw tiny winged silhouettes floating on the wind currents, eagles, she thought. Draiaks don't
fly like that. But then she saw threetiny black shapeslike arrows, a snake-like quality about them, an
unmistakable straight flight; and then one of them peeling off and descending in a series of loopsto drop
ontoitsprey out of her Sght.

Draaks at home had been a danger to lambs and even, occasionally, to children. Were there greater
draaks here who would swoop on adults? A shiver went through her but she wasn't redlly afraid, only
uneasy. Eager to reach the end of the journey.

"Elrill, have you any ideawhen we might find this portal ?

The Shaelahyr gave her theicy look that she'd learned to ignore. ‘Before dark, | hope. Therésa
rothanamir in thisarea, but it may not be easily recognisable. If it gives out no vibration, or one so
subtle that the anametris cannot easily attune with it it could take days. Let us hope for the best, shall
we?

"Shut up and be patient, Tanthe," she said drily. Elrill actudly smiled.

They stopped to rest and est, Sitting on the knuckles of atree's tangled stone roots. The sky was il
bright. Asthey moved on, Elrill dismounted from his horse and began to cast about with the anametris
gphere. Their progress was dow and Tanthe wished there was some way she could help.



'What are you looking for? shesaid at last.

'Energy,’ hesaid. 'Roth.’

'l know, but what might it physically look like?

'Perhaps a clearing with amass of stonein the centre. Perhaps a cave or aspring. It might not look
like anything, Tanthe, so thereisno point in guessing.'

She it her lip. Astime went on the afternoon darkened, and a chill wind cut through the branches.

All theforest began to sigh with edritch music. A thin, icy deet sfted down, turning rapidly to hail.
They pulled up their hoods, but there was nowhere to shelter. The horses shook and stamped, hating it.
Tanthe looked up and saw an infinity of whirling white particles against the heavy glow of the sky, gasped
at the weird sound of hall rattling through the petrified branches; then ahailstone caught her in the eye and
she ducked her head, swearing, caught for afew momentsin agony.

Unableto see properly, she was confused. Other sounds rose through the whining of the wind and the
hammer of hail; an ominous, bubbling growl, Xhery shouting.

She blinked the pain away. Jhery was suddenly beside her and thistime she heard him clearly.
‘Greenwolves!'

'Where? said Eldareth.

"They're coming through the forest behind us. | should have sensed them, | don't know why | didn't.
There arelakesto the east and the north of us, but | never thought the greenwolveswould comethisfar
from the water. I'm sorry.

'Don't start apologising, it's not your fault,” Eldareth said gruffly. 'Arethey far off? Hungry?

Jhery pointed. Tanthe saw at least seven hunched figures, trotting on their hindlegs with their tails
stiffly curved for balance and their clawed hands held in front. They were several hundred yards away
and tiny between the trees, but gaining on the party. The hailstorm made her shiver and gasp for brezath.

'I'm trying to sensetheir mood. | don't know.” Jthery said.

‘Let'skeep moving,' said Eldareth.

They went on at abrisk walk, Elrill cagting round intently with his gaze fixed on the vibrant orb in his
palm. Tanthe strung her bow; it wasn't easy on horseback, but she managed it. Jthery went on anxioudly,
'| can't understand why | wasn't aware of them. I'm trying to communicate with them. Once| can reach
them, they'll know we are friends and they'll leave usaone!’

Wall, stop talking and get on with it, Tanthe thought, but didn't say it doud. Shetried not to think
about the beasts rising from the lake under Fortress Arabeth, the shrieks of the guards and their horses.
She had faith in Xhery. She was more taxed by the hailstorm that whipped vicioudy around them,
upsetting Redbird. Shetried to cam the mare, talking gently to her.

"They're catching up. Keep moving!' Eldareth said as Elrill dowed down.

'It'shere somewhere’” said Elrill. Thereésaflicker ...

'Wéll, never mind it until we've got these creatures off our backs.'

‘Let Jhery deal with them.” Elrill said with atouch of imperious anger. 'If we go on now it might take
me daysto find the roth trace again!’

"Then how quickly can you open the portal ? Eldareth demanded.

'A few seconds, afew minutes. ..'

Elrill dismounted and began to cast around awide clearing, the anametris gleaming likeiceinhis
pam. Eldareth and Tanthe had no choice but to stop and hope to fend off their pursuerswhile he
worked. Glancing at each other, they swung their bows off their shoulder and set arrows to the strings.
Redbird and Gany wouldn't stand till but fidgeted and sidestepped in fear.

Jhery hdted his horse between two huge stone trunks on their left, his eyes closed and his hands
pressing on the air. Tanthe watched the greenwolvesintently, but there was no change in their pace. They
were gpproaching fast.

It'sno good.” Jhery panted, hail dashing hisface. 'l can't make them hear me. | can't fed anything
from them ... nothing of the water ... it'slike reaching out to touch fur but finding bone.’

Tanthe's chest tightened with foreboding.

"Elrill, well haveto runfor it Eldareth said through histeeth.



'No.” said the Shaelahyr. The rothanamir is here. Give me aminute more to openit!'

Tanthe glanced back and saw afdlen treein the centre of the clearing. The trunk, which must have
been blown down countless centuries ago, lay like afalen column acrossthe clearing, but the root system
wasraised up in the air like astrange round mouth, twelve feet high, carved of basalt and ringed with
stone tendrils. She saw Elrill moving back and forth in front of it, twisting the sphere as sheld seen him do
many times before with no result. Thistime, though, she saw alight gathering in the heart of the root
system. The hall turned to mad firefliesin the glow.

Then hurry!" Eldareth gasped. 'Xhery, are you communicating with them?

Jhery shook his head, his hair whipping in wet skeins. 'l can't stop them.” he said. They're not
greenwolves!'

'What? Tanthe cried. Then what are they?

'I don't know, but they won't listen to me.” Breathing fast, Jthery gathered his horse's reins. He was
white with disbdli€f. 'l don't know what they are!’

They came crashing through the thin undergrowth, their fur rippling like pond-weed over their
haunches, tiny ears pressed back, jaws gaping to show thick yellow fangs. Their clawed hands grasped
at thearr. With acurse Eldareth let fly hisfirst arrow, missed, shot again and felled the leader. Tanthe
joined in, unleashing three arrows. Only one struck, landing in agreenwolf's shoulder, but the cresture
hardly seemed to fed it. It reached up, wrenched out the arrow and threw it down without breaking
dride.

"Timeto retreat.” said Eldareth, turning Gany on his haunches and trotting towards the fallen tree.

Catching her breath, she rode after him towards Elrill, turned again, let fly another uselessarrow. She
wished shewas as good as Rufryd, who could turn in mid-flight and hit the tiniest moving targets without
even appearing to aim properly. She wished Rufryd was with them.

The porta was glowing strongly now. The root-mouth was lost to sight in a haze of sparkling lilac and
dlver light, shot through with green and rainbow colours. Tanthe glimpsed another world inside the glow,
but it wavered like atheatre set painted on silk. Dread gripped her as she remembered the portal that
hed led her to Aurid... Elrill wasworking frantically, weaving the anametris in and out of thelight asif to
pour more energy into the porta. The glade hummed with energy; the great treesal around lit up with
ghodtly bluefire.

'Can we go through? Eldareth shouted.

It'sancient.” Elrill said. 'Hard to open. I'm trying.'

'If we don't go through now, they'll be coming with ud’ cried Tanthe.

The portd flared, dazzling.

'‘Come!" Elrill beckoned frantically. 'It'sthe best | can do! Quickly, before it beginsto close again!’

The greenwolves were |ess than ten yards away now. For amoment Tanthe was hypnotised by them,
asif shed dipped into another level of perception. She saw beyond their clashing fangs and long horny
clawsto something worse.. .

It was Redbird who saved her, leaping forwards after the others. Eldareth and Jthery were urging their
horses towards the centre of the clearing. Tanthe heard one of the creatures give aloud bubbling growl,
turned to seeit nearly on Redbird's heels and dashing out at her hindquarters.

By reflex she swung the marein atight circle and dashed out with her sword. The keen Adyr blade
cut through the creature's neck and it fell, the head nearly severed. No blood spurted out, only some kind
of ooze. And Tanthe knew.

Something about them ... o nearly perfect in their savage greenwolf form, yet so barely perceptibly
wrong...

'‘Bhahdradomen.’” she panted. 'Jthery, you-saw. They're shape-changers, ghelimV She couldnt tell if
the others had heard her. Behind her the monstrous animals came striding on through the ice-storm,
snarling their hunger. Before her, the disc of light shimmered and the prospect of legping into it was as
terrifying as throwing hersdf off acliff - but there was no choice. She saw Jthery's horse jump into the
light and vanish, Gany following with Eldareth looking back over his shoulder, shouting at her to hurry.
Elrill was waiting, with one hand outstretched asif to usher her through. Redbird sprang. Tanthe caught a



huge breath and held it as the world vanished and her somach thrilled with the shock of falling. For afew
moments she seemed to be out of her body and still watching the glade, Elrill dragging his horseinto the
porta, the shape-changers legping after them, the light vanishing like an extinguished flame. The ghelim
faling back asif they had hit a closed door.

The tunnd between realms swirled and cast them down into a place where the landscape and dl the
colours and scents were different. The horses sumbled and found their feet; Eldareth and Jthery looked
disorientated, but thistime Tanthe - like Elrill - wasimmediately dert and aware of her surroundings. She
raised her head and took in everything.

Thebiting ice of hail, the sounds of wind and snarling ghelim were gone. In place of the petrified
forest was awide curving plain that was slver and rainbow-coloured like dew. She heard the faint
background music of stars and againgt it, voices shouting in the distance. Strange and terrible sounds
pierced theair, liketheringing of glass, and figureswere running al around them; Aelyr in spider-silk grey
with long shining swordsin their hands. There were cries, the clash of weapons, the shudder of unseen
energies...

They had stepped into the midst of a battle.



Chapter Fourteen. Akarata

Rufryd rode east with Con, Dawn and Mirias, some fifteen hundred miles till to cover before they
reached the Vexat Straits. The countryside here was rough and hilly, but even in the fringes of winter
intensaly verdant; dark evergreens against emerad grass. The weather worsened asthey travelled. There
werewild, deafening storms, lukewarm winds, torrentia downpours of rain that sent them rushing for the
cover of trees or overhanging rocks. At other times, dry sormswould rage high in the heavens, filling the
sky with lightning and strange waves of light. Clouds writhed and flickered and the whole atmosphere
crackled with unspent power; but no rain fell.

'Is Thanmandrathor aways like thisin winter? Rufryd asked asthey sat in the mouth of ashalow
cave, waiting for the lightning to die down.

Con shook his head. "We usualy get sormsin late summer, not &t thistime of year. And I've never
seen stormslikethis, never.’

He seemed nervous, sarting at every roll of thunder. Dawn put her hand on hisarm. It was Rufryd
from whom Con continualy sought guidance and reassurance, but Dawn was the one who always ended
up giving it. Rufryd seemed to spend the whol e time wishing they could shake the boy off, leave him at
some farm and forget him.

"We saw some strange things in the sky on our way to Tasgabad,' she said. 'Frightening, but beautiful,
too.'

‘It turned strange many months before you arrived at Tasgbad.” said Con, 'but it's getting worse every
day now. Noli used to—' He stopped.

'What? Dawn said gently.

Con'svoice cracked. 'He dways acted strangely in astorm.’

"Frightened?

'Yes, but excited aswell asif he sensed something init | didn't. But when | asked him about it
afterwards, he didn't seem to know what | was talking about.'

Thelast word waslost in aviolent crack of thunder, aspear of lightning turning the world white. They
al ducked by reflex.

'Sounds like the god and goddess arguing.” Mirias said asit died down. Histone was light-hearted,
but Con looked shocked.

'Y ou don't make jokes about Q'enartre and Ank'eth!’

'What are they going to do about it? Rufryd said flatly. 'In Sepheret we make jokes about anything
we want, even gods. Maybe it isn't the weather getting worse.'

'How d'you mean? said Mirias, folding hisarms on his drawn-up knees.

'Maybe it'sthat we're travelling towards the centre of whatever's causingit.”

Rufryd had no ideawhat had made him say that. Duke Tasqg had been vague, citing the gods, a
mountain, astanding stone, forces unknown . . . Y et now, Rufryd had the clear intimation that there had
been alot in what Tasq had said. It wasafeding . . . like the sensation held had when held recognised
Noli for what he was. He shuddered inwardly. He didn't want to be fey like Lynden and Y somir, he
wanted smple, solid redity. Rain, earth, the grassy, sweaty scent of horses, his bow and arrow.

L ater, asthey rode through along, wooded valley - the sky now white and silent above them - Rufryd
said to Con, 'Do you know what we're actually going into?

'Y es, we're going to Vexor.'

"Vexor. The land of the Bhahdradomen, Rufryd said grimly. "Y ou can't come with us, Con. It will be
dangerous, worse than dangerous. 1've seen people completely |ose their reason, faced with them. So
have you, for the gods sake.’

'I'm not frightened."

"Y ou should be''

'Why? Hisyoung face was pdlid. 'l had one as my best friend. Why should | be frightened of them?

'‘Because—' Rufryd didn't know what to say. They'll probably kill usas soon aslook at us. | can't be



respong ble for you!”

'I'm not asking you to be responsible for me," Con said waspishly. 'I'm not achild. | just want to help
you, Rufryd. Wherever you go, I'm going.’

'My brother—' Rufryd began, and stopped.

'Go on. Y our brother, what about him?

'Nothing. Hewas older than you. | till couldn't save him.’

He urged Halcyon into atrot to catch up with Dawn and Mirias, hoping Con would just vanish. But
when helooked back, the boy was till riding dong behind him, fixing him with dogged, inescapable eyes.

There were days of torrentia rain, making their journey unbearable. At last they took refugein
Qdathbad, avillage of tal, timbered houses painted adusky red. Here they rested for afew days, while
their clothes dried out and the horses recovered. While they were there it snowed and they woketo a
world of wondrous glittering whiteness. Within aday, though, the snow had melted under another
downpour, swelling the rivers, bringing news of destroyed bridges and flooded paths. As soon asthe
water subsided, Rufryd and his party set out again dlong muddy tracks that sucked at the horses hooves.

They werefollowing an ancient road but the travellers upon it all seemed to be coming towards them,
seeking refuge in Q'dathbad. Some of them stopped Rufryd's party, speaking anxioudy in athick diaect
that he could barely understand. Sheep and goats trotted with them, frequently blocking the road.

'What isit? said Rufryd, trying to make a black joke of the very worse possibility. 'Bhahdradomen
invason?

Con shook his head. "They're escaping from the storms. They tell us not to go on any further.’

'But they're scared peasants, whereas we have a specia dispensation from Queen Helananthe to be
heroic.'

Rufryd was being sarcastic but his companions all seemed to have lost their sense of humour. 'We
can't et thisweather stop us,' said Mirias, deadly serious.

I agree,’ said Dawn. There's no telling when therélll bealull, and | don't think we should waste any
moretime. Y ou can turn back if you want, Rufe, but Miriasand I—'

'For gods sake, of course I'm going on,’ Rufryd growled. ‘All I'm saying is, don't let's kid ourselves
we'rein any less danger than these folks who are very sensibly running away. Con, if you want to go after
them, that'sfine. | think you should.

'Wdll, | dontt,’ Con said stubbornly. 'I'm coming with you.'

What worried him more than the human migration was that of the birds skimming overhead; hawks,
geese, herons, pointers, dl fleeing west. Sometimes he saw draaks hunting among them, picking off
dragglersin midair.

Therain ceasad asthey went on, leaving the road coated in stiff mud rather than running water. They
rode for days under avagt, restless sky. Clouds rolled layer upon layer above them; wisps sped like
black smoke on the wind beneath looming masses of date-grey and green. Sometimes these higher banks
of cloud would break, reveding strange lights that flickered and crackled in the upper atmosphere. The
whole landscape was bruised with purple and black.

Thehillson their left became low mountainswith asingle great peak thrusting up on the eastern
horizon. Its heed was|ost in clouds that flickered pale green, asif lightning danced inside them.

'What's that mountain? Rufryd asked.

That's Qenartre's Throne," said Con, hisvoice low with reverence. 'I've only ever seen it from agreat
distance. Y ou can't mistake it, though.'

Each day the pesk drew nearer, and the air thickened with Static that gave everything aspectral glow.
Six days out of Q'dathbad, they camein sight of ahigh, broad hill about half amile off theroad. It was
digtinctive, risng like adome above the surrounding grasdand. Its broad summit was crowned by atall
menhir, tilted off the verticd asif yearning towards the mountain.

This must be Nilothphon's Finger!" said Rufryd. 'Duke Tasq spoke about it. A standing stone named
for thelegendary Adlyr mage!’



'l suppose you want to take a closer look? said Mirias.

'I'm going to,' said Rufryd. 'l don't care what the rest of you do.'

Rufryd rode ahead and the others followed. The dope was steep, the air fragrant with wet grass. The
horses were blowing hard by the time they reached the broad curve of the summit, so they reined in and
let them rest. The standing stone reared above them, sublime and immovable.

Its size and colour amazed them. It was agood twenty feet high, and it did indeed resemble arough
finger, pointing meaningfully at Q'enartres Throne. To their surpriseit was blue, rich and glowing and
gold-flecked like Iapislazuli. A circle of smdler stones surrounded it, haf buried in the earth.

There was a sense of power on the place that made them fall quiet. Their exertion was rewarded by a
spectacular view of the surrounding landscape. Open countryside fell away on the southern flank,
brooding under the unnatura storm-light. To the north were mountains, and ariver surging eastwards
below them until it vanished into agully. After that, Rufryd couldn't see which way theriver ran. If it bent
acrosstheir path, he hoped the bridge that spanned it was till intact.

Helet hisgaze follow thetilt of the finger to the towering pesk of Q'enartré's Throne. Itsflanks were
sheathed in green light. Faint crackles of lightning danced around it. Rufryd felt agreet pressure
emanating from the mountain, like the tenson of imminent thunder on his skull. There was avortex of
cloud swirling about the peak, asif al the storms and cloud-layers and mysterious lights were birthed
there and came streaming outwards on electric winds. He saw the tiny silhouettes of draaks, black
scraps buffeted by the currents.

They stood in silence for awhile, looking from the mysterious pointing stone to the distant mountain.
The unfettered roth in the air was so strong that even Rufryd fdt it, and it filled him with intense
foreboding.

"The mountain isthe heart of the strange weather,’ Dawn said eventualy. ‘It must be. | wonder what's
there?

It'sat timeslike thiswe need Eldareth with us," said Rufryd. 'He'd know all about it, | expect.’

Con sad hestantly, 'It was said to be an Adlyr place. Humans were afraid to go there.'

'‘And now? said Mirias.

'‘Adyr arerarely seen these days. But the mountain gtill has areputation ... aforbidden, fearsome
place.

It'sobvious, isn't it? said Rufryd. 'It must have been an Adlyr portd. I'd put raids on it. Maybe they
guarded it jedoudy to stop humans going through. What happened when they stopped using it?

'I don't know," said Con. "'They say the mountain's been quiet for centuries. It'sonly inthelast year or
s0 we dtarted hearing rumours about it, and then the storms 'Maybe the porta's opened up again, for
some reason,’ said Rufryd. He thought grimly of Tanthe.

'Could we go through it? Con said, in sudden excitement.

‘Are you out of your mind? snapped Rufryd. He seized every chance he could to put Con down,
couldn't ssem to help himsdlf. The Adyr aren't agentle, sweet race who float about on dragonfly wings
and grant you wishes. They'relike us, only worse. In fact they're every hit as nasty asthe
Bhahdradomen, just better-looking.'

‘Rufryd, for Nepheter's sake," said Dawn, sounding thoroughly disgusted with him. That'sunfair.’

‘Redlly? Have you forgotten the sate they left Tanthein?

Shelooked away, and didn't reply. Mirias said, 'Something's happening in Aventuria. Something we
don't understand, that most people haven't even noticed yet. It'sgoing to take us dl by stealth, before we
even seeit coming.'

They fdl slent. Qenartre's Throne quivered with distant thunder.

Rufryd had once envied Miriass smpleidedism, his easy knowledge that Aventuriawas perfect and
must be defended at dl costs. Now hefelt vaguely sickened by it. He couldn't forget how the folk of
Tasgabad Hall had killed Noli, as someone might stamp on aspider in amindlessreflex of disgust.

'Well, wed better decide what to do.” Dawn said at last. *Should we risk actually riding to the
mountain itsdf, or head straight on?

'Head on, | reckon,’ said Rufryd. 'We've seenit. If we go closer, there might not be any more to see,



but it could be dangerous.’

'I agree with Rufe,' said Mirias, leaning on the pommd of his saddle. 'We could waste alot of time.’

'Con? said Dawn, ever democratic.

The boy shrugged. 'l don't want to go to the mountain. I'd only go if Rufryd went.'

‘Right, we're agreed,’ she said. 'On to Vexor. But | think Helananthe should know what we've seen
here. And we should tell her about the Duke; Mawrdreth especidly will want to know that. Rufe, have
you got one of those doves we can send to her?

'Y eeh, whatever,' said Rufryd. They dismounted, letting the horses graze around the standing stone.
Hetook one of the blue-doves from the wicker cage, holding her carefully in both hands. Her heartbeat
was rgpid againgt hisfingers.

Dawn took ink, pen and paper from her pack and wrote a message. When she had finished, Rufryd
folded and rolled the piece of paper, dipped it into ameta cylinder which he then clasped to the bird's
leg. Then, with an odd pang of regret, he launched the dove into the sky, watched her flutter against the
clouds and skim away to the west. Breyid go with you, he thought. The remaining three birds cooed
loudly and fluttered in the cage.

Asthey watched the messenger, Dawn pulled at Rufryd'sarm and said softly to hisear, 'What is
wrong with you?Y ou've been vile to Con and not much more civil to the rest of us, and you seem to get
worse-tempered every day. I'm starting to wish you'd stayed in Parione. | wish you'd talk to me, instead
of taking it out on everyone. What isit?

‘Don't you know, Dawn? Rufryd said bitterly. ‘Do you redly not know?

‘Lynden. Tanthe. But—'

'‘And therest, he said.

'Noli.' Shelooked gravely a him. 'Wasiit serious, between you and Lady Brang'ein?

'How come everyone knows about that? he growled.

'Oh, come on. It only took one or two people to notice you going into her room and it was dl over
the house. Not to mention the way the two of you kept looking at each other. Well?

I don't think it'sredlly any of your business, isit?

'No,' she said, annoyed. 'It'sjust that I'm concerned about you, and rather more concerned about
Con. Wereyou in love with her?

'No, Dawn, | wasn't in love with her," he said savagely. "We were both desperate about something or
other. Now will you shut the fuck up about it?

He started to turn away but she grabbed hisarm, her eyes burning. 'Look, Rufe, al I'm saying isdon't
take it out on Con! We've dl had bad things happen and we don't all—'

Her words were swamped as afork of lightning lashed down and struck the stone. The crack of
thunder that came with it was so loud it seemed to split the very earth asunder. The horses screamed in
terror and Rufryd nearly lost hold of Halcyon. The stalion reared, plunging in circles as Rufryd hung on to
hisreins. His hair crackled and the atmosphere thickened with ectricity.

The stone shone with sea-green fire yet, amazingly, it was undamaged. Rather it seemed to reach up
and beckon the lightning, drinking it greedily.

‘Let'sget out!" Rufryd yelled.

Hewondered if it was worse to mount again and make lightning-conductors of themselves, or to stay
on foot and keep low? Wrongly or not, al four of them opted as one for speed and legpt on to their
horses backs, bending flat over their necks as they galloped down from the hilltop. The storm chased
them and the horses bolted, weaving through aweb of dancing lightning forks.

Rufryd caught aglimpse of Con'sface, sckly white with terror. Again hefet no sympathy, only
irritation. Mirias was ahead, struggling to angle his horse north-eastwards, down towards the gully where
the swift river ran.

'Find some kind of shelter down there!" Mirias shouted back over his shoulder.

The gully was steep-walled and the horses were forced to dow down asthey picked adiagona path
down the dope. Below them, theriver ran fast and wild, swollen with flood-water. Above, the sky
swirled with curtains of coloured light that were repeatedly stitched and torn by spears of lightning.



Rufryd's shirt was plastered to him with swesat. HEd never have admitted it, but he wasterrified for his
life. Some part of him knew that this storm was far from naturd, that it was caused not by thunderclouds
or quarrelling gods but by the displacement of vast energies. And if there was aporta and this energy
was emanating from Verdanholm ... was Tanthe there, in the midst of it?

The path they were on brought them to abridge. There was nowhere else to go.

'WEell haveto cross,’ said Mirias. 'Look, we can get to lower ground on the other side, find a cave or
something.’

'Lead on, then!" Rufryd shouted over arumble of thunder. "We can look at the map later, find out
which bank we should be on.’

The bridge was a spidery thing that arched low over the torrent, its planks narrow and dick with
moisiure. They had to dismount and |lead the horsesin singlefile; Mirias and Dawn went first, with Con
following and Rufryd at the rear. Their progress was dow; the bridge trembled and the horses hated it,
hooves skidding on the planks. Rufryd had one hand on Halcyon'sreins, coaxing him, the other grasping
athin rusted handrail.

A deep roaring noise began, somewhere upriver, surging rapidly in volume. A roar much deeper than
the crack of thunder, arumbling that seemed to come from the roots of the earth itself ...

Rufryd glanced upriver and it was dready too late. A wal of water was surging aong the gully
towardsthem. A flash-flood.

All the ram that had been pouring on to the mountains for days had met the snow-mélt, gathering and
swdling, bresking the banks of lakes and tiny streams, itsweight and volume swelling until nothing could
contain it. Now it came surging into the gulley below, afoaming weight of water as high as Tasgabad
Hall, filled with mud and branches.

They werelost. He shouted and the others seemed to react in dow motion, crawling and dipping on
the surface of the bridge at the pace of snailswhile the water raged towards them. Even if they could
have reached the far bank it wouldn't have hel ped; the flood was tod fast, too deep. Rufryd stood
paraysed for three seconds, his mouth open in utter despair. Then the avalanche of water hit.

The bridge broke up in the ondaught. Briefly he saw his companionsfaling, swept away like twigs.
Rufryd and Halcyon were thrown off their feet. He was under the surface with water bubbling wildly
around him, the deathly shock of coldness. Debris bumped against him. He couldn't tell which way was
up but through his straining chest and clamouring ears hefdt the black certainty of degth.

Then his head broke the surface and he saw Dawn's head bobbing above the flow, her red hair turned
black by water. He thought he saw Mirias too but both of them were flailing helplessly, being borne away
from him. He glimpsed the horses struggling to swim. Rufryd was choking on water and couldn't shout to
them, couldn't make a sound. He spotted Con floating away, thrashing, going under . . .

Lightning flickered on the surface of the flood. Halcyon was trying to swim next to him, mouth open,
ears plastered back. The birdcage il attached to his saddle was hdf afloat, the doves pressing
themselvesinto the air gap at the top.

Rufryd managed to reach out and throw hisarm over Halcyon's withers, so he could get his head
clear of theicy current; but the stallion was being carried helplesdy downstream. Dawn and Mirias
seemed to be caught in afaster pan of the flow; they were vanishing, and in the deceptive light he no
longer knew whether he was seeing them or debris bobbing on the surface. He did his best to push the
cage up and keep it on top of the saddle, so that the poor captives at least could breathe. He fumbled to
open the wicker door but couldn't.

Con's head suddenly regppeared thirty feet in front of Rufryd, one hand thrashing a the water. Rufryd
tried to cdl his name but it came out a choked whisper. He couldn't see Con's horse, only the boy's head
and the hel plessly grasping hands. Con was drowning.

Rufryd's soul was overwhelmed by the wave of horror. Unbearable. Another young man dying
pointlesdy in front of him and again nothing he could do to save him ...

And then something happened that Rufryd couldn't believe.

A huge draak, bigger than any held ever seen, came gliding over the torrent. Between the spokes of
itswings, the stretched skin gleamed with scales and rudimentary feathers; its great clawed legs swayed



inthe ar beneath it. The sheer size of the creature made him forget his plight for amoment. Itswingspan
must be thirty feet, at least... agreat black slhouette sailing over his head, plunging for asecond into the
current, rising again with something grasped initsclaws.

Con. Anthar's prick and horns, the draak had seized Con.

Ha cyon seemed to have got into a part of the current that was carrying him in towards the bank.
Rufryd found himself being carried towards a thick branch that was wedged in the flow. He seized it, got
agood purchase, then felt he was being torn apart as he tried to hang on to his horse but couldn't.

The branch broke. Rufryd was swept on again. All was dark, he couldn't breathe. . .

Sudden collision. Hed hit Halcyon's shoulder. Hailing, he painfully found rocks benegth him. His
knees and legs were bruised, but he managed to scramble and find a tenuous purchase. He and Halcyon
had been swept into ashelf of rock that was just submerged under the flood's edge. With the last flare of
his strength he grabbed the sdlion'sreins.

Breathless and choking, he saw atough little tree leaning over the water. He seized its lowest branch.
Inch by inch he pulled himsdlf out of the flow and on to aragged shelf that could hardly be caled a bank,
dragging Hacyon after him. The horse'slegs were trembling and his hooves skidded on the dick stones,
seeming unable to take the last step out of the fast-flowing water. Rufryd groaned with the effort of
holding on to him. Then with arush the stalion came springing up out of the foam and stood shivering on
the bank, legs splayed and head drooping.

Rufryd wept with relief; the sound that came out was halfway between a cough and a sob. There was
no sign of Con'shorse. No sign of Dawn or Mirias. How could there be? Hed seen them dipping away
from him, carried swift as mercury into the darkness. The storm had subsided but now rain began to lash
down and he could see nothing beyond the bedraggled figure of Halcyon.

Hal cyon coughed then shook himsdf violently, soraying Rufryd with water. Rufryd was caught
between curaing and crying. How could that till fedl cold, after what held been through? He led Halcyon
afew steps further up the stony bank and looked around, called out, but there was nothing around him
but water, darkness, absence.

Hewasaone.

Dawn and Mirias might well have drowned by now; but if they hadn't - and he entreated Nuth with dl
his soul that they hadn't - he knew they could look after themselves. But Con ...

Rufryd stared up &t the darkening sky, but &l he could see was cloud. He could still hear distant
thunder but the lightning was no more than afaint flicker above him. If he hadn't imagined the giant
dralak, where was the boy now? Unbearable to think of it, he wouldn't think of it. He cursed, to stop
himsdlf weeping. Exhaustion overwhelmed him. He leaned on Halcyon and somehow the two of them
struggled up the steep, mud-thick incline until they cameto a patch of flatter ground. Dragging up alast
faint wisp of energy Rufryd removed the saddle and saddlebags from his horse's back, did hisbest to dry
him with handfuls of leaves. Then, regardless of mud and rain, Rufryd collapsed and dept.

A sound woke him. A long, metallic, un-human squawk.

Rufryd opened his eyesto bright daylight. For amoment he had no recollection of where hewas or
what had happened; then it came back, and he groaned.

'No," he moaned, his head in hishands. 'Breyid, please tell meit wasn't real. Or Q'enartre, whatever
they call you here. Please!

Hewas so cold he could hardly move. Ha cyon was nearby, nibbling disconsolatdly at atussock of
grass hed managed to find. He didn't seem too distressed by his orded, but Rufryd knew he must get the
gallion properly dry before he caught cold - if he hadn't dready. The saddle lay on the ground, the
leather drying stiffly. The saddlebags were soaked of course, their contents ruined. Rufryd forced himself
to hisfeet. His body was chilled through and felt like lead.

That was when he noticed that the bird-basket was open, and two of the three remaining doves were
missing. They'd either drowned or taken flight; the latter, he hoped. He must have unlatched the door
after al, or it had burst open and they'd made their escape. But the last one was sitting dazed on the rung
of the open door, thinking about it. Rufryd managed to catch her quickly and put her back inside, latching
the door with asigh of grim rdlief. The bird cooed and fluffed her festhers.



'Daft little thing, you don't even know what's happened, do you? I'll haveto cdl you Survivor. Well
find you some seed or nutsin abit, eh, Su?

He sat down to examine hisweapons. The Shaelahyr sword and his belt knife were fine. His bow was
the thing he feared for ... but it was stoutly made, and its layered components of wood and bone were
gtill firmly bonded and flexible. The string was ruined, but he had spare strings, stored in alittle leather
container that had been made waterproof with waxes and resins. The arrows, though; sighing, he turned
them between hisfingers and knew that they were going to dry warped. A few might gtill be okay, or
maybe he could shoot to compensate for the curve until he acquired new ones.

Ashetried to dry everything and polish the saddle and bridle, he thought of his companions. Another
wave of despair rolled through him. How far downstream had they been swept? Could they have
urvived?

Beow him ran the flood, not as high as it had been the night before but till flowing fast and wild.
Above him was athin belt of rowan trees, and then a steep, pale mountain. Gods, he was right on the
hem of Q'enartre's Throne!

The mountain seemed quiescent today. From this angle he couldn't see the summit, and there was only
the faintest aguamarine shimmer againgt the sky; none of last night'swild lightning and eerielights. Still, he
wanted to get away from the place.

He could see no way to follow the course of the river; the bank had all but gone. How was heto find
Dawn and Mirias? And Con? Sighing, Rufryd pulled a shirt from arucksack, squeezed it out asdry ashe
could, then began to rub Halcyon's coat with it.

The truth was, Rufryd was not by nature arescuer. Hed only gone with Lynden, on their ill-fated
attempt to rescue Y somir, in order to protect hisyounger brother. In both tasks he'd failed miserably. He
st histeeth.

"What do we do now, lad? he said. 'Waste days trying to find the others, or go on alone?

Halcyon snorted and flicked his ears. At least Rufryd's money pouch was ill safely on hisbdlt, with a
handful of raids and spinelsthat with any luck would buy him a passage acrossthe Vexat Straits. Rufryd
aready knew the answer. 'Well go into Vexor on our own. It'll be better that way.'

Helooked up and saw the shadow of a huge draiak flying into what looked like aledge, high on the
mountainsde. Hard to make out the height, but if the creature was asfar up asit seemed, it must be huge.
Had it redlly taken Con up there?

Rufryd cursed. Surely Conwasdead . . . but what if he wasn't, what if he was till aive up there and
waiting to be fed to the draiak's young? | can't help that, he thought. Hell have to take his chances. I'm
not climbing that bloody mountain on hisbehdf. | never wanted him with us, | can't look after him. Heis
not my fucking brother!

'Con!" he shouted, but his voice was hoarse. He waited afew seconds; there was no answer. No way
was he going to climb that dope without any certainty that the boy was even there.

'‘Comeon, lad,’ he said, dapping Halcyon's neck. The stalion was as dry as Rufryd could make him,
and he'd oiled the saddle before he put it back on. ‘Let'sfind our way down from here, and be on our

way.

Two hours later, Rufryd was climbing Q'enartre's Throne.

He'd walked a short way over itsflank, and noticed afarm cottage nestled in avaley on the other
gde. Smoke rose from the chimney. Halcyon was coughing;; it was plain he couldn't go on, thet if he
didn't have food and arest he was going to be very ill and probably die. The same went for Rufryd.

So he had gone to the cottage and knocked and been greeted by avery startled old couple. Both had
their hair plaited in the Than'drathian style; the woman's was pure white, the man's silver. They reminded
him alittle of Tanthe's grandparents, Helwyn and Osforn; they had that strange wisdom and passivity that
came from being at peace with the earth in away he didn't understand. They wore loose white garments
with panels of stiff embroidery over them, asrich as anything hed seen in the Amber Citadd.

Hewas s0 startled to find them till here, at the very foot of Q'enartre's Throne, when so many others
had fled, that the first thing he said was, 'Why haven't you gone?



They stared at him; an exhausted half-drowned wreck on their threshold. Y et the woman seemed to
know what he meant. Thisisour home,' she said. Her accent was strong, much stronger than Con's or
Brang'din's, but he understood her.

wasina...inaflood." He hardly had the strength to speak, let aone string his thoughts together.
'Have you a stable where | could leave my horse? He's been wet through and chilled. He needs
somewhere warm to rest, and | have to go and look for my friend... I've got money.'

He took acoin out of his pouch; oneraid, agrass-green disc of emerald rimmed with gold, carved
with Garnelyssinsignia The couple stared at it asif they'd never seen acoin grester in vauethan a
cateye before.

"Too much,' said the woman.

"Takeit. | don't care, aslong as Halcyon islooked after.’

"We don't want money from you,' she said. ‘Comein, poor child.’

I've no time. Just look after my horse, please. Oh, and if you've some seed for my blue-dove. ..’

‘But you are cold and tired. Y ou need to eat.’

I candothat later.'

'Where are you going?

He pointed at the mountain. 'l saw adraak take my friend. He's up there somewhere, if he's ill
dive'

Thewoman was shaking her head vigoroudy. 'No, you can't climb Her Throne!’

'I've seen the storms. 1've seen the draiaks. Isthere anything else | should know about?

The woman put ahand on her hip and said sharply, They have put fences around the mountain, to
stop fools like you trying to climb up there!’

Rufryd was taken aback. Then he shrugged. 'So I'll cut through them, or climb over. Thank you, good
mother, good father." Ingtinctively he addressed them as priestess and priest; they didn't object. 'If | don't
come back, you can keep my horse. He'sagood horse.’

Leaving Hacyon, he began to wak away. After aminute or so, the woman came hurrying after him
and thrust a package at him. It smelled of onions and herbs.

‘At least take food with you, she said.

Thanking her, Rufryd thrust it into a pocket and went on.

And now he was climbing the mysterious Throne of the Goddess, cursing his own conscience for
forcing himto do this. If he got to the top and found Con not there.. ..

Thewind had dried his clothes and the exertion had warmed him. Now the going was so steep he
could no longer walk but had to seek hand and footholds. He was quite good at this, for he had always
been strong and he had sometimes climbed in the mountains a home. Even the height did not worry him
unduly. But his head span with hunger and tiredness, and hewas dl too aware of draaks circling close
by. They weren't as big as the monster he'd seen, but big enough. In this position, he couldn't get hold of
his bow.

On the mountain, the green glow that had appeared to sheath it from a distance wasn't visible. But he
fet asubtle vibration in the rock, and there was a metdlic taste on histongue. Only thefaintest swirling in
the clouds above, but it hurt his eyes and made him dizzy to look, so he kept all his attention on the climb.

Draaks were squawking, flying in and out of the mountainside in agitation. They were above him.
Rufryd took abreath, reminded himself that they did not attack human adults - usudly - and went on
climbing towards them.

The draaks spiralled away into the air as he approached. He exhaed in relief. Now they werea
hundred feet above him, circling, but keeping their distance. Y et he could still hear one shrieking, louder
and louder, asif it were directly ahead.

The dopeflatened out, giving him respite. And here he found the fence; atangle of wire and wooden
spikes, with afew crysta s knotted into the wire asif that could fend off the Adlyr roth. It was nasty, but
he was sure he could climb through it. Except that there was alarge draiak trapped in the wire, flapping
and squawking, tearing itswings asit sruggled.

Rufryd stopped. He eyed the draak and it glared furioudy at him, clashing itslong, toothed jaws. It



was thefirgt time held seen one so close - dive, at least. Different to the ones held seen in Sepheret, with
along bony crest onits head. Very dark, dmost black, scales shining bronze, eyestiny red dots of fire.

He reached for his bow, strung it and began to draw out an arrow, hoping to find one still straight
enoughto use. . . but something stopped him. The draiak wasin pain and distress. Difficult for ahuman
to get himsalf out of such atangle, impossible for an animal. He edged closer. All he had to do was part a
few strands of wire, easeitswings free, and the creature would be loose.

The draak froze, and stared belligerently at him as he drew closeto it. Would talking to it help? They
wereonly reptiles, they had lessintelligence than birds, but Rufryd murmured, 'Hush. Be dtill. I'm going to
help you. Never thought I'd help one of your kind, but He lifted thefirst strand of wire. The draak
lunged a him, grazing his skin with its vicious teeth as he snatched his hand away.

‘Bagtard!" Rufryd sngpped. Hetried again, thistime freeing itsleft wing while trying to keep out of
reach of itsteeth. The moment the wing wasloose, the draak threshed and caught him amuscular blow
acrossthethigh.

Rufryd jumped back with acry and glared at the beast; knowing then that it couldn't understand what
he was doing, that he couldn't rescue it without being savaged.

Seeing that its right wing was torn to shreds, broken and covered in blood.

Ashe saw this, ashadow swept over him, growing suddenly immense. He jerked round in darm, saw
amassivedraak diving straight towards him; wings folded, long jaws open, claws poised to rend him.

With ayell he dived out of the way. The monster balked, veered off, came round for another attack.
Thear whirled with the flapping of its great dark wings. Thistime he just managed to set an arrow to the
bow, but the shaft he had was warped and it flew wide without even grazing the creatures wing.

Rufryd was haf-lying on thewire, tangled and in pain. He thought it was the end of him. But the arrow
had been enough to startle the giant draak and again it swerved away in asurge of displaced air. This
timeit flew along way out from the mountainsde. He saw it wheeling on thewind, glidinginadow turn
to make another attack. Pushing himself up into a crouch, he drew out a second arrow and found it more
or less unwarped.

Thedraak trapped in the wire was threshing and screaming. Its good wing caught him on the
shoulder and he yelped with pain, backing out of itsway. He saw there was only one way to get across
this damned fence and that was by climbing over the entangled draiak itsdlf - if there was the faintest
chance he could do it before its giant guardian came back.

Rufryd straightened up, set the arrow to the string, and shot.

Thearrow took the wounded draak in the chest, killing it instantly.

Rufryd whedled round, ready with athird arrow to aim at the huge attacker, sensing its great shadow
amogt upon him.

To hisastonishment, the sky was empty.

He lowered his bow and stood swesting as he scanned the sky; but al the other draaks were gone.
They could still be heard shrieking, somewhere on the mountain. Looking at the dead draiak, hefelt none
of the sense of triumph he used to have at home when held saved lambs, even once saved a couple of
children by killing draiaks, dl he fdt wasthat Lynden and Tanthe would not have been pleased with his
actions. They would have wanted him to save the injured raptor - even though it couldn't be saved.

He shouldered the bow and climbed on, using the creature's leathery body to help him over the worst
of thewiretangle.

Beyond, the climb rose amost to the vertical. Panting for bresth, Rufryd struggled on, trying to plan
his next move. It hadn't looked so steep from below, and now the clouds wererolling in again, turning the
light to an eerie luminous blue that made everything shadowless, so he couldn't see the contours of the
rocks.

He was spreadeagled on the rock face, toes on precarious holds, hands reaching up for the next
ledge, when his head began to spin. This couldn't be happening. More than vertigo; hefet sick and his
sght was turning black and he couldn't feel therock under hisfingers. . . then Rufryd knew hed made
the mistake of thinking he wasinvincible, but thiswas the worst place to find out hisbody's limits. The
shock of the flood, exertion and sheer hunger overcame him.



Hefanted. Hefdll.

He gave himsdlf up to the dmost sensud rdief of faling - until therewasahorrible midair jerk. It was
asif someone had thrown ropes around him and yanked them tight. Half-conscious, he felt something
close to resentment at the discomfort, but then it al vanished into blackness again.

When he came round, he was lying on bare rock.

A wide slver-white shdlf, striated with grooves, above and in front of him, a steep dope curving up to
the narrow pyramid of the peak, with the sky an intense dark blue behind it. The blue of stormclouds, not
dear sky. Rufryd waslying in ahollow hi this shelf. His head throbbed, his chest ached. Dragging himsdlf
on to one elbow, he saw Con.

The boy waslying a couple of yards from him. His back was turned to Rufryd and his head, resting on
one out-

stretched arm, was jet against the silver rock. Beyond him, a couple of goats and a sheep lay dead,
heaped together.

'‘Con? Rufryd said.

Thelad gtirred, turning his head. His young face distorted with pain. 'Rufe? 'Y ou weren't there before,
were you? How did you get here?

'I climbed up after you, you stupid sod.' He hadn't the energy to tell the rest. He edged himself closer,
noticing the long drop that lay beyond their eyrie. 'Are you hurt?

Con nodded. 'My back. | can't move.'

'Oh, hell. What have you done, broken it?

I don't know.’

'Wdll, can you moveat al?

Con flexed hisarms, gingerly moved histoesin still-sodden boots. Hetried to Sit up, but flinched in
agony and fell back.

It can't be broken," Rufryd said brusquely. 'Y ou must have torn the muscles or something. I'm no
physician, but if you'd broken it you'd be paralysed.’

The effort of trying to move had rendered Con speechless with pain. Rufryd shivered, suddenly
wishing he had falen to his death so that he would not be facing the dilemma of how to get Con down off
the mountain, let aone find somewherefor himto rest and be hedled . . .

"We need to eat.” Rufryd said. He remembered, suddenly, the pack that the white-haired woman had
given him. Hetook it out and found flat cakes made of potato and onion, pieces of cooked lamb tender
with spices, rye bread. Therewas also asmal leether flask full of afiery whiteliquor. They shared the
food and drink, eating ravenoudy.

They'd bardly finished when the air shook. A shadow came down, grest wings snapping on thewind,
bringing with it ablast of musty, gamey odour that made Rufryd gag. Adrendin surged through him. It
was the immense dragon-hawk that had attacked him at the fence, trying to protect the wounded one.

i

His hand was on his sword-hilt, dragging the Adlyr sword from the water-gtiffened sheath. The draak
landed in front of them, claws skidding on the shiny rock. Rufryd rose into a crouched position,
determined to protect Con or die in the attempt.

The draak was huge. He couldn't believe his eyes. The ones he'd shot at home had been big enough,
bigger than eagles sometimes, but thiswas monstrous. It towered at least eight feet over him, its scaled
head nearly five feet in length, itswingstrailing on the ground like two dark tents.

Single-minded, pitiless hunters, dragon-hawks. Rufryd never had quams about killing them. They
killed to survive? Well, so did he.

It wastoo close for him to draw hisbow and shoot it. He could only hope to defend himsdlf with the
sword, but he feared even the Aelyr blade might break on itstough hide and bony tendons. The draiak
reared above him and he saw it in al its magnificent detail. Its scales shone dark bronze, with purple
skeins of iridescence flowing where the light caught them. On its flanks these fugitive colours brightened
to sapphire blue and gold; the feathery tufts on its neck were red asfire, and the stretched skin of its



wingslike dark purple velvet mapped with pulsing veins. Reptilian, dien, magnificent. He amost expected
it to breathe fire. Instead a cloud of rank carnivore breeth issued from between the rows of tiny sharp
teeth. Its great daws were big enough to grasp aman.

It raised its head to strike.

Rufryd drew his arms back, ready to swing his sword two-handed to meet the attack. With luck hed
sever its head in one blow. The draiak hissed—

Con shouted, 'No!" And he grabbed at Rufryd's arm, causing him to topple backwards.

'Y ou fucking idiot!" Rufryd cried. 'What are you doing?

'Y ou don't understand!’ said Con. 'It saved me from theflood.’

'No, it was hunting! It's got a nest somewhere!’

Theré'sno nest.” said Con. His eyes were wide, desperate. ‘It saved me. It told me. Ak it!"

"You're out of your head!" Rufryd snapped, struggling to right himsdlf. ‘Great, so you've damaged your
skull aswel asyour back!’

'No," Con whispered.

'Con, what d'you think those sheep and goats are doing here? We're in itslarder!”

Rufryd faced the draak. His arms had lost their strength and he knew he couldn't land agood blow
now if hetried. And the draiak wasfurious. Itsjaws parted and it uttered ametallic shriek that nearly
made him drop the sword and cover hisears.

A picture flashed into hismind. Not his own thoughts, but an image from outside.

The dra’a’k caught in the fence.

'Oh, shit," he whispered, suddenly terrified. ‘It knows| killed it.’

'Killed what? said Con.

‘A draak | found caught in somewire. | couldn't freeit and it wasinjured so | shot it.'

It'sdl right," said Con. 'She knows.'

'She? Con, she attacked me down there.'

'No."

Rufryd went on staring at the dralak. The image was repested, and thistime there seemed to be an

emotion attached to it. If not emotion, at least afeding. Gratitude. Gratitude. How dare he attack her
while she was trying to show him?

'Gods," he whispered.

'She's thanking you,' said Con.

'Why?

At once an answer came, in another powerful image that was so bright and redl it hurt Rufryd's eyes.
Thisgreat draak, thisempress of dragon-hawks, was thanking him because she knew Rufryd had done
the right thing. He couldn't have saved the wounded one. Hed put it out of its misery. Donethe only
correct thing.

'She wasn't attacking you,' Con said, very soft. 'She wastrying to kill theinjured draiak hersalf.'

Her pragmatism shook Rufryd to the core. And far greater than the shock of thinking he was about to
die-hed grown quite used to that - was the shock of realising that this creature had intelligence.

Her thoughts were cold and proud; she had no sentiment, no sympathy with humans; but she did have
asense of justice. A knowledge of what needed to be done that was like prescience.

Something Rouna had taught him. Tried to teach him, at least; he hadn't wanted anyone'slessons at
the time, but something of it must have seeped in. To make hismind go absolutely quiet, to open himsaif
to whatever images came. He made himsdlf doit.

The draiak drew back her head and made arumbling noise, dmost a purr, deep in her chest. He saw
ashower of falling stones, but they made a specific sound. A-ka-rata.

Con sad, 'Her nameis Akarata.'

Rufryd turned on him. 'How did you know that?

Con frowned. 'l don't know! She showed it to me!'

'S0 you're seeing thistoo, right?

Thedraak rose on her legs and flapped her wings, making aviolent draught. Forks of yelow lightning



danced behind her. Then she settled again, and seemed to be waiting for Rufryd to speak.

'Did you save Con?

He knew at once that she didn't understand speech. He made an effort to concentrate, to show her a
menta picture. Her answer came at once.

Sheld taken Con for meet, yes. But she had seen something in him, more important than mere food.
Decided to spare him.

Rufryd sent the image back to her, asaquestion. 'Why?

Animage of Con asashepherd; but his herd contained al kinds of animals, goats and lynxes and
foxesand birds. Con will help to save the animals.

That immediately made him think of Lynden, and hefet astab of pain. 'How touching.” he muttered,
but Akarata hadn't finished. She showed him a shocking image of Bhahdradomen flesh animals. These
we cannot eat. In the chaos that isto come. Con will help to save the animals. Our prey. Your
prey?

Your prey, also. All that lives, preys on others.

'She hasapoint.” Rufryd said. 'Con is specid? He didn't know how to show her 'specid’; he began
to imagine Con with asword in his hand, fighting. No, that could merely imply 'violent'. Instead he
showed her Con standing out in a crowd, colourful where they were drab.

Yes. She added Rufryd to theimage. You also.

Hefdt uneasy, rather than flattered. How?

Hed got it wrong again. It was a question. She was asking him how he would be specid, what he
intended to do. He was stumped for amoment; then he showed himself going into Vexor. Only he
couldn't pictureit, so it was only avague plain with afew Bhahdradomen and flesh-cattle on it; but she
understood.

Balancing on one scaly leg, Akarata reached out with the other and closed her huge black clawson
his shoulder.

Rufryd froze; he was convinced she was about to attack him and he daren't move. The reek of blood
and mest on her was overpowering, yet she was magnificent, fiery bronze against the sky, like some
fantastical feathered serpent from one of Tanthe's books cometo life.

Her claws, though, were gentle. She wastdlling him something. She wanted him to go with her.

Rufryd looked round at Con, who said, "Where's she taking you?

He lifted his handsin bemusement. ‘I don't know. I'll come back asquick as| can.’

Akaratawaked with a ponderous, swaying gait that teetered between dignified and comical. Rufryd
followed her, over steep curved shoulders of rock, clinging on with his hands and feet and trying not to
look down. They were climbing higher, with the summit of Q'enartre's Throne soaring directly above
them. There was adisturbing noise that grew louder, a crackling and tearing of the atmosphere. He saw
webs of light shimmering againgt the sky, red like watered blood againgt the fungal green of the clouds,
and his skin burned with its power. Akarata brought him to ahollow in the mountainside and he found
himsdlf saring into awhirling vortex of green and blue light that seemed to be morethan aholein the
mountain. It was atornado raging in another world. He couldn't reconcile the sight; it made his eyes hurt
and hishead spin.

A portal? He asked, though he'd never seen one.

No more. None pass through, though some have fallen in and died. She showed him acouple of
young people passing into the wild storm; spat out again with greet force like arrowsinto the clouds, and
fdling to their deaths. Rufryd clung to the rock, teetering towards the vortex asif being drawn in. Hewas
fighting for breath. Thiswasthe seet of the disturbance.

She showed him flares of energy spewing from the vortex, passing aswaves of coloured light across
the sky, pushing great surges of heat into the atmosphere to cause wild storms. The vortex was
comparatively quiet now, but if it should flareagain. . .

He knew he had to get Con off the mountain, and quickly.

He asked, whereisit coming from?

Akaratalanced him with red eyes. A seriesof powerful images dammed into hismind. Adyr, fighting



each other. The landscape around them rising and falling like an intensely blue-green sea. Scene after
scene of battle, hopeless, pointless. . .

When she paused, he had no strength to send any pictures back to her. His brain felt bruised, drained.
‘Gods.

The Adyr are a war? Isthat what Tanthe's goneinto?

More visions came, flowing across ever-greater canvases, spanning tracts of time. The war will
spread to thisland - all the land will risein chaos like the sea under the three moons. Y et there was
no emotion in Akarata as she showed him these things. She was not concerned; she was ancient and had
seen everything.

Her wise eyes contained no sentiment, no evil either; ingtead, akeen dien intdligence that Rufryd
identified with. Not to blunder out in rage at every setback. Just to watch and accept. And he
redised, again, that what she was showing him was not the same aswhat she was actudly telling him.

This wisdom, humans need too.

Then Rufryd understood what Rouna and the priestesses of Nuth had been trying to teach him, while
he had been too busy hating everything and everyoneto learn.

To stop judging. To open hismind.

The visons dwindled down to asmple picture of Rufryd and Con. Snce you have a purpose we
will not take you as prey. What will you do, in your human way, to effect what you have learned?

Rufryd looked out at the sweep of the stormy landscape far below Q'enartre's Throne. He saw weird
lightning playing between the ralling clouds; the winged figure of Akaratalooming over the swirling green
chasm. He swallowed. He felt at once utterly despairing and lost, and yet cam. He showed her the same
scene; himsdlf crossing the Bhahdradomen plain. What | intended to do from the start. I'm going into
Vexor.

Akarata dipped her long head. His answer seemed to please her. And then came an image that d most
sent him dithering off the mountainsde. The landscape was whedling below him asif hewereabird.
'‘Gods!' He reached out to steady himself and found he'd grasped the edge of the drai@k'swing. It felt
likefine velvety leether under hisfingers.

You move so slowly, and have so little time. Days, searching for your companions. Days
waiting for them to heal. Moons turning while you travel.

And we have to get down off the mountain first, he showed her.

| shall take you.

You?

| fly on the wind, cross the raging channels. Three nights, three days - you will be there.

Rufryd couldn't respond. He edged hisway over the rock until he couldn't seeinto the terrible vortex
any more, and he put his head in his hands. He was terrified and elated. Why? To thank me?

Thisisnot areward. It is necessary.

‘Just onething," he said, trying usdesdy to cam hislegping heart. Take my friend Con off the
mountain first. He's hurt. And there's something | need to collect. Then yes -take me.

* * *

Conwas angry, but Rufryd was pitiless.

'Y ou can hardly stand up, let alone wak. Y ou want meto treat you like an adult? Fine; that'swhy I'm
leaving you hereto get better. After that, you can do what the hell you like; it's called taking respongibility
for yoursdf.

Akarata had brought them one at atime in stomach-sinking swoops to the foot of Q'enartre's Throne,
then Rufryd had carried Con to the door of the cottage. The old couple there took the boy in gladly; and
if they saw the great queen-dralak waiting outside in the storm-light, they said nothing. Perhapsthey
aready knew her and respected her. Now Con wasin bed in atiny room, as comfortable as they could
make him.

'Y ou can have Halcyon,' Rufryd said more gently. 'I know you'll 1ook after him.'

Thanks," said Con, and turned his face away. Rufryd hoped he wasn't crying, but suspected he was.
Now everything seemed to have comefull circle.



'If the shape-changers don't kill me, I'll come back. Okay?

'‘Whatever.” said Con. Hed got that from Rufryd, aswell.

Outsdein the stable, Rufryd spent afew minutes rubbing Halcyon'sears. The stdlion lipped at his
pockets as Rufryd tried to tell him that Con would cometo take care of him - asif he could understand.
Then he took the blue-dove from her cage and dipped her into the breast pocket of hisjacket, where she
nestled quite happily and pecked a couple of berriesfrom his pam.

Rufryd left without saying goodbye and stood on the dope of the meadow beside the cottage. Above
him, Q'enartre's Throne brooded, keeping her secrets - and her mysterious communion with the menhir
of Nilothphon -veiled in leaf-green light. Below, the flood gtill surged dong the gully, brown with Silt.
Again Rufryd wondered about Dawn and Mirias, whether they were struggling to find him, or gone
forever. He wished he were il at Tasgabad with Brang'dinin hisarms, so he could tell her what he
redly felt about her. But he would be like Akarata, and not let any of it break him.

Ashedipped behind atree to relieve himsalf, hetook alast, regretful ook at the landscape. Then he
was reedly.

He let the dragon-hawk close her claws around hisbody and lift himinto the air. He felt the wind
rushing into hisface and watched the dizzying tilt of the landscape spreading out below him, dwindling yet
growing immense a the sametime; and he | eft everything behind and fixed his gaze on the eastern
horizon, watching for hisfirst glimpse of Vexor.



Chapter Fifteen. The Basilisks of Calabethron

Hel ananthe stood on the highest battlements of the Amber Citadd - atower above her private
chambers - watching the weird green and blue flickering of the sky.

In summer Parione was hot, sometimes uncomfortably so, but winter usudly brought crisp coldness
and snow by Hollynight. Now that festival was pagt, yet the weather remained unnaturaly warm,
punctuated by violent storms and strange phenomena. Fervid winds streamed in from Thanmandrathor,
clashing with cold winds from the north and throwing the atmosphere into turmoil. She clutched her cloak
around hersdlf, but thewind clawed at the edges.

Mawrdreth came from the doorway behind her, leaning on a crutch to support hishedling leg.
Reaching her, he wrapped hisfree arm around her wai<t.

"You're here again,’ he said into her ear. 'Come back to bed.’

'l was on my way. Y ou shouldn't have struggled up those airs,' she said, mildly reproving.

'My leg's nearly hedled. There's nothing | can't do now.’

'Well, that's true enough. She smiled and turned in his embrace, raising both handsto caress hisface.

Strangest thing. She had married Mawrdreth for political reasons, never thinking for amoment that he
cared for anything other than Thanmandrathor. Helananthe saw hersdf as athletic, functiona, even
magjestic when the occasion called for it; not attractive. With Eldareth it hadn't mattered, for he was
hardly the most handsome of creatures himsdlf, and they found something in each other much deeper than
beauty... but she hadn't for amoment expected Mawrdreth to find her physically desirable.

So they'd shocked themsalves and each other, within the first few nights of their marriage, by fdling, if
not in love, then at least into joyful, affectionate lugt.

Helananthe was happy, and thisfrightened her. She couldn't afford to let her own contentment distract
her from Aventuria. Sometimes she thought of Eldareth with atouch of regret, for he was braving perils
on her behalf while shelavished dl her atention on someone el se; yet perhaps, in the end, it had been for
the best.

Lord Derione and Lord Poel had worked efficiently together to organise aquiet and dignified
wedding, followed by the coronation of the Queen's consort. King Mawrdreth.

King Mawrdreth. It had seemed strange &t firg, to be no longer alone, to have him there with her,
not just acompanion or lover but her actua King. Now, though, it felt right that he was beside her on the
Sapphire Throne. She was till the reigning monarch and he could never overrule her; but sheintended to
share everythin