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Prologue

It isonly to be expected that al along the roads known to travelers there are shrines, some moss-grown
and older than the last three dynasties of rulers.

There are a so the fanes—the cathedrals—and the lesser churches and chapelsin every village and town.
And does not the Greet Fane of the Glowing overshine al of Rendd? These sanctuaries are in honor of
that which cannot be seen or understood but under the rule of which, al life abides.

Y et the Almighty One remainsin toilsto the dark-handed Weavers, who know neither mercy nor
concern for thelivesthey twigt into their Web Everlasting.

It isonly needful that the pattern be not too greatly dtered; so here alife-thread is broken, frayed, and
left, and there one snapped is woven into another time and place, and sometimes even into adifferent
square of Times Web. Theliving may believe that they are free to make decisions, to act asthey believe
fit, but their thread goes through the fingers of aWeaver. Thus, somelive, some die, Kingdomsrise and
fal and areforgotten; yet ill the Web shows no break. Does the Unknown ever view that weaving? If
not, of what use are the petitions of lower life? Threads only, yet what a spread of color! What anet of
history hangs ever on the Loom!

However, there aretalesin plenty of those whose threads were entangled strangely and who cameto
endsfar different from their beginnings.

Look at that part of the weaving which isthe country of Rendd, great initsown eyesat leadt, for itisin
the courtyard of the Fane of the Glowing that the Four Trees stand, and in awindow of that Fane can be
seen thereflection of the Dark Hands. On one night of autumn deet and the courageous hold on life,
there began in thisreflection the weaving of anew thread, the snapping of an old one, and changes
believed impossibleyearsearlier.

Weave wdl now, you slent fingers, for the pattern isno longer twisted in the familiar way.
One

The chill gray mist of early morning had become adriving sword blade of deet before noon when their
last horse foundered. Thiswasthe Bale-Bog, or the edge of it, and no sane Outlander forced hisway
into that dudge of bottomless pools and unsteady idets unless the need was urgent.

The woman who had been plucked from the exhausted horse, escaping being borne down with it justin
time, managed somehow to keep to her feet, but only because there was ahard, broad shoulder and a
tough, war-trained body there to support her.

Ingtinctively, her hands pressed her swollen belly, and agrimace of pain twisted her once-beautiful, now
gaunt features.

"How do you, Lady Alditha?'
The rumble of that voice came from the chest very closeto her ear. She could fedl under the sodden

folds of atrooper's cloak afineness of mail, which no common trooper could hope to wear. Forcing dl
sgn of pain from her, shelooked up into the westhered face of Hasard, the Marshd of the House of



Ash. Theicy wind drove the ends of awide, gray mustache againgt his haf-hidden lips.

"l do aswdl as| might, my lord." She brought out the words one by one, asif they were separately
strung on atoo-loose cord. Somehow, she summoned the pitiful shadow of asmile.

Two men wearing beggars trappings over studded leather were stripping the bags from the downed
horse. She could not see their faces. For amoment, her vision dimmed, overridden by the thrust of pain
that swept through her. They were al who were left—just the two soldiers and the man who had once
led the Ash host.

And somehow she believed it was the fierce determination of the man now steadying her that had brought
them a so to this ending. She must strive to honor him with her strength, such asit was, and not betray his
fathfulnessby adisplay of femae weskness.

Their greatest need was shelter. Without shelter, they would al be stark by morning. Ashenhold, where
they might have been safe, was denied them. Again her hand supported her heavy belly.

Hasard—his appearance far different from what it had been in the days of his splendor asthe Marshal of
Ashenhold and the command he had led with keen witsand al the knowledge of one soldiering from
boyhood—till sheltered her as best he could. He made his body a shield between her and as many of
thoseicy blasts as he could wall away. There was not time now—

So many lives dashed out, ended by dagger in the dark, by sword during day, by poison offered with a
dy smilethat touched only one corner of the mouth. So many women dead, al of them Ash. Shetried to
shut it out of her memory but could not escape the fact that not only did she exist because of the child she
bore—whom her pursuerswould pluck from her living body if they could— but thet the very child dso
brought her the greatest of danger. Once she had thought to deny; no more. In her womb she carried the
heir not only to Ash, but to Oak aswell, if the King'swisheswould prevail when it cameto heir-naming,
for thiswas his only progeny, whether legal or not. Certainly her child was greater than she and her
present companions combined. They had fled on this very night, bearing the Ash badge, trying to escape
the Y ew badge of the Queen who would reach beyond degth itsdlf for revenge, should that be necessary.

"Sir?' The men who had dedlt with the horse awaited orders.

Shefdt rather than saw Hasard's head lift. His hoarse voice broke through the screech of the storm. "The
rive—"

Ah, yes, theriver; her wits were growing more murky. That waterway, part naturd, part man-enhanced,
had aways been amerchant's path, but in fairer weather. Tonight it might not gain them safety in either
direction, not from those who pursued, but there was no other road for them to follow.

One of the men pushed past her and her loyad protector. Could they indeed have reached a previousy
prepared point of safety in spite of the storm, despite her weakness?

With dl the Ash Family pride she could muster, she kept to her feet when, afew moments later, Hasard
urged her forward, step by fatering step. However, she could not go far on sheer nerve alone. She was
near to fainting when she became dimly aware of being lifted, deposited on adamp pile of something that
smelled like dead fish and thingslong rotten. It must have been alitter. She knew that it swung asthey
boarded araftlike boat meant for the transport of heavy goods.

Her teeth closed on the hand she raised to her mouth, and drew blood.



They needed—Ieast of dl, now—thetravail that despite her inexperience, she was sure was near upon
her. For aslong as possible, she must keep silent.

Thenit dl became asif some dream had descended upon her, carrying her within it. She heard ashout, a
muffled cry from near to hand, and knew not if it had been she who had raised the outcry or one of her
companions. A boat. Y es, they were on aboat; she knew that much.

The twang of abow—strong yew, given by the Will of the Above as aweapon—cut through the dream.
Between pangs, she spoke, her head bent forward so that she might address the babe she carried within
her.

"Oak and Y ew, Ash and Rowan—truly yours, my son, my daughter, whomever | carry to the end.”

Pain like none she had known before bl otted out her world. The sounds of battle went amost unheeded.
Shewas only faintly aware that men died beside her, that

Has-ard, even with an arrow through him, legped into the water and with dl the strength left in him,
pushed the boat on into the dead gloom of the Bale-Bog, that core of danger. The craft lurched forward
and immediately began dipping into the current, starting to spin. If she had had time, she might have
becomeill. Instead, shefainted.

A lifetime | ater, there came warmth, faint light, a shadow bending over her.
"Push, woman!" commanded that shadow. "Push as we must when we arein your case.”

Weakly, shetried to obey, willing to answer any order that might put an end to her torment. Pressure.
The dippery feding of something departing her body.

Then shefdt hersdf likewise dipping away. Darkness began closing in, but not before she heard avoice,
far off and very fant.

"A girl child—"
Zazar hdd the squalling baby doft inthe full light of the hearth fire.

Hedthy shewas, with lusty criesthat spoke well of the infant's chancesfor survival. Large, too—aye,
one such asthiswould indeed have nigh torn gpart her bearer. A fair fluff now dried onits head, and
dready it gazed upon the world, its criestemporarily gtilled, looking asif for amoment it recognized, with
knowledge beyond its age, where it was. And perhaps why it was.

"Thewoman be dead.” The crooked-legged crone who served the Wysen-wyf looked at her mistress.
With her thumb, she indicated the body. " She was qudity folk, but we al come to the same end sooner
or later. Do we give the babe a so to the underwater-eaters? Joa will not take kindly to the sheltering of
Outlander."

Zazar, proceeding after the fashion, which had been hersfor years, washed the baby and wrapped it in
the softest of her woven reed-fluff blankets. "We need atit. Use the bottle on the second shdlf,” she said,
asif she had not even heard

Kazi's question.



Grumbling, Kazi obeyed; when the babe opened its mouth again to cry in hunger, the tit—heavy with the
mixture Zazar employed to foster al manner of orphans— wasready for it.

"Jod be coming—" Kazi began again. With her good foot, she pushed at the limp, bloodied body of the
woman. She Sghed.

Zazar knew that Kazi had aready managed, or so she hoped, to filch unseen from the dead one's cloak a
shiny circle of abrooch set with a blue stone. It was undoubtedly the most beautiful piece of jewery Kazi
had ever had. In fact, it wasthe only piece of jewelry she had ever had. Zazar had taken some effort to
indtill in Kazi the certainty that her mistress had eyes not only in the back of her head, but all around it as
well. Let Kazi think she had overlooked the brooch and because of that, wouldn't take it away from her.
Actudly, shedidn't care one way or another.

"Yes, | agree. Thewoman isdead," Zazar said camly. "Let Jod have what remains of her. The child,
however..." She spoke dowly. The baby seemed satisfied, full-fed and deepy. Zazar leaned closer to the
lantern that lit up al the tools of her calling—bones, and seeds, dried leaves, the ftiff, stark body of an
orb snake.

With care, she drew aside the wrapping about the child.

She had to be completely certain. Y es, the resemblance to both the mother and the father showed even
now on the infant's unformed features. No mistaking the color of that hair-fluff or the future regal shape of
nosg, lips, face. She had seen the woman many timesin the scrying-pot, and everyone in Rendd knew
the man on sight. Further, she had confirmed her visons with the bones. Zazar's smile was gone; her lips
tightened. Oh, yes, she had read the bones many times over in these past ten days, and every time they
had told the same tale.

She held one who would be a changer, perhaps would even break the bonds of the

Bog-land itself. Would it be for good or for ill? Zazar did not know; the bones refused to tell her. For a
moment, she was tempted. It would be so very easy to put her hand over the small mouth and nose and
let daughter follow mother, as any of the Bog-people would demand that she do.

But somehow, somehow there was that which forbade such action. She knew what she nursed. Before
covering thelittle body again, she nodded. It was not to Kazi that she spoke, but to the Something that
could ever command them dll.

"TotheKing." She carefully chose the words of state that should rightfully have greeted the child after the
trumpet blasts proclaiming itsarrival: "To our most worthy Lord King, adaughter!”

Kazi huddled, curled protectively into abdl, and suddenly Zazar turned to look at her, asif remembering
she had alistener. She loosed one forefinger from the hold she kept upon the babe and pointed at her
srvant. "Bedlent!”

A thread of Power went out from that finger and enveloped Kazi. Zazar watched it vanish into the
woman's skin. It might not be Kazi'swill that would keep her silent now and in the future, but thiswould.

The Wysen-wyf did not rise but moved on her kneesto the ill body of the noblewoman. In the firdight,
the woman's gaunt face looked old and pinched, with scarcely atrace remaining of the beauty that had
once been the pride of her kindred. Zazar studied it carefully and laughed.



"So my little servants of the night cackle and squeak to a purpose, do they?

Ashenkin, Ash-daughter, where is your man now? Perhgps in time you would have prevailed, but you
never redly had him save by the lusts of the body, and those quickly fade." Sheinclined her head a
fraction. "Y et you bore the child reluctantly. | remember your servant who came to me searching for the
medicinethat | know you never touched. Wasit because of one Power or another?' She paused,
thinking. "Or was it becauise you bore a changer and it would not set you free?"

There could be no answer from the dead, and at thistime, Zazar had no desire to cast the bones and see
any farther than thisroom and this moment.

Kazi brokethe slencetimidly. "Is not named. The baby—"

That wastrue; agirl must be mother-named, for custom is strong. Y et those mother lips would never
shape any sound again.

"Then | will name her," Zazar stated, dmost asif she expected to be denied.

"Ashenkin sheis, and bane of she who bore her shewas. Sheisnamed Ashen

Degthdaugh-ter!”

Kazi uttered a squedl of protest. "Say it not! Say it not!"

"Shewill be Ashen, and for therest, forget it now, Kazi."

Mud and bramble-dash had dimmed the bravery of the roya surcoats the soldierswore, but evenin
twilight, it was poss ble to see the tufts of feathers each man wore in hishelm socket, and the design of
the Y ew badge—a circle of yew leaves surmounted by abow—that each bore upon breast and back.
Most strode away from the dead horse to cluster together, awaiting orders. One man, the best tracker
among them, was half crouched reading sign on the muddied ground.

"They was headed there, m'lord." He nodded toward the bank of the cand-river.

"Tracks gill fresh. We be close behind them, right enough. | think they carried som-mat. Their stepsis
heavier than they should be."

Lord Lacke of the House Troops of Her Gracious Ladyship the Queen, the man who stood alittle apart,
his hands curved into fists resting on his hips, moved now.

"Hasard, the old wolf, hasrun hislast trail—or has he? Down to the bank with you," he told the tracker.
"Seewhat sgnsliefor the reading there. Hasard did not have much time." Now a bear's snarl showed
benegth the shadow of hishem.

"Y et with that twisty one, who can tell?"

It was plain that he spoke more to himsdlf than to those he commanded, and there was akind of wary
admirationin hislast tone.

Someone shouted from the waterside. The men fell into order, steel out. As driven astheir prey might be,



no man would go defenseless to this meeting.
Their quarry might not be too exhausted to defend themselves.

The Y ew soldiers passed by the deegp gouge | eft by the prow of aboat to concentrate on something el se,
alimp body that lay face down, asamsrising and falling with the swish of the current. An arrow jutted tall
and deadly from between its shoulders. No arrow of theirs, they knew by the blue bandings of its
fletching. Ash color. Asone, they drew toward each other, eyes dert to any change in their surroundings.
At least the wind had dropped so that the shrubs and tree branches had ceased their wild dance. The
man who reached the body first hooked handsin the sword belt and with an effort, drew the corpse fully
ashore. He did not turn it over at once, being far more interested in the arrow.

"WdI?' demanded the officer. "Which other of the squads has outrun us?'

"None of ours, mlord." Thetracker flicked the tiff shaft of the arrow with hisfinger. ‘Thisfellow was
unlucky. He missed the big fight." The man thought for amoment. "That, or else..."

"Do you know him?" Lord Lackel leaned closer now.
"Can'ttdl, mlord."
It took the tracker and one of the soldiersto roll the body over and expose the muddied face to the light.

"Not known to me, m'lord. Teh. He wasjust ayounker. But look you here." He used an end of
water-heavy cloth to wipe away the concealing mud from abuckle that supported aquiver ding. The
buckle bore adigtinctive leaf inscribed upon it. "Now that there we has seen before.”

"Ash!" Lackd pulled at hisdripping beard. "But then, why dead from a comrade's hand?*

The tracker shrugged. True, this be Ashen-branded. | understand it not. Maybe someone has stole Ash
arrows, used ‘em to throw us off." He and hisfellow had ceased to keep ahold on the body, and now
something hidden benegath the current seized upon the corpse with force enough to put both meninto a
panic and send them clawing their way back up the bank.

"Look you!" one of the other men called sharply. The dusk was growing thicker by the moment, but a
shroud of mist parted and they could al see at a distance the boat, caught in atangle of drifting
vegetation. A body did from the boat, into the water.

Lackd did not move toward this a once, for his thoughts were too bemused. An

Ash arrow for an Ash kill! It was not just the persona guards of the one he served that had been a part
of the hunt, but those of the woman's own Family aswell. Rough justice indeed, unstoppable, brought
even to this backwater. Brave

Hasard, braver than any other he had ever known. He touched the edge of hishem asif he would salute
anoverlord, or at least aworthy enemy. Now he was chilled by more than the wind. She who had
dispatched him on thiswild mission was said to have her own methods of spying. And it wasaso
whispered that some who served her did not wear human aspect. But such thoughts were best kept to
ongssdf...

Out in the stream, the boat dipped and dragged asif some weight had attached itsdlf to its stern. Then the



water about it was whipped to afrenzy of splashes, and those on the bank retreated. The reports of what
might be encountered deep in the Bale-Bog were bloodily graphic. They saw aman's hand dip from the
rough wood as a second body was dragged from the boat and under the water. Not all had fallen to
arrows, Ash or otherwise.

"Lord! Thereby the bow!"

They had no torch lit, but the pale glow that hung above the boat, looking like some corpse-light of its
own, reveded the scene clearly enough. Lacke did not see awoman's body, and reasoned that she, less
strong than a man and weakened further by the child she bore, had aready perished and been dragged
away by the creature that was even now devouring the corpses of two soldiers who had accompanied
her.

He laughed and raised his hand in mock saute to the other shore. " So, Bog-folk, you have served our
purposes,” he said softly. "Ready not yoursdlf, for we are not warring on you, nor are we on the hunt
today. Indeed, this night we have been on amission that you seem to have finished for us. And for that,
we give you thanks."

His men were retreating. Each walked backward, sted showing in hopesit could be seen by whatever
might emerge from the degps to drag them down. They were as white-eyed as horses forced into battle
againg their will.

Heraised hisvoice. "Enough! It isplain that thetrail has reached its end and that whoever wrought this
has served our purpose.”

Stll, he could not rid hismind of that Ash arrow planted in Ash flesh. The
Bog-folk were one thing, but the arrow another. He knew, if hismen did not, that no commander from

one House would countenance the use of another House's badge or distinctive arrows, not even to throw
apursuer off ascent.

They played deep games at court, and there had been enough rumors abroad these past few days about
so-called hunting parties that were better armed for raiding. The Ashenkin might well have areason for
suchasplitinther forces.

A King's son held in secret—whether born of a Queen or of alesser mother—now that could be arare
prize, especidly for awaning House.

If S0, their plan had ended at the Bog border, as had that of his own troop. He could make thisreport in
al truth, and he believed that shewho was his liege-lady would find it to her liking.

Jod, headman of the Bog-folk, stood scowling barely insde the doorway of

Zazar'sdwelling. Hisface twisted with agrimace of distaste a the body that till 1ay on thefloor.
"Outlander! Send it to pools. Feed silent ones." He was a short, misshapen man whose wiry thicket of
graying hair was knotted up with the finger-bones of at least five enemies. Others of the Bog-folk
crowded behind him, but none wanted any more than he to cross that threshold.

"Well enough, Jod," Zazar sad indifferently. "Follow custom.”

Jodl 4till lingered at the threshold. " There be smell of blood—hbirth blood. Did



Outlander bear living child? Giveit to ud”

Zazar'slevel gaze caught and held the chief's eyes. "I bide by my trade as you do by yours, Joal." She
held up abundle wrapped in areed weaving. "Thisis my named daughter, Ashen. By my créft, | havethe
right to dlam her.”

"Already you have oneto learn from you, Wysen-wyf." Jod jerked hisgrimy thumb in Kazi's direction.
"That be custom a so. Who says you need another?"

"Yes, | have one of your people,”" shereturned calmly. "Onewho you denied for her ill-hedled, crooked
leg and was spared by me when no one wanted her and it was thought death would find her soon
enough. But this child is my chosen daughter, born through my skills. Ashen sheisto me, no matter what
blood flowswithin her. And further, the Lady of Death herself witnessed the mother-naming!”

She amiled grimly. "Y ou can cdlam only what is alowed, and that you know well."

Joa drew back a step, crowding those behind him. Za-zar knew she had won. The headman could judge
the worth of an ordinary man, and of most women, but Zazar was aone, unique, and no one but she
knew her full name or who had birthed her.

It was never well to dedl with the unknown, and this caution of theirs she depended upon when having
converse with the Bog-folk.

"Take dead, leave squaller-brat," Joal said finaly. Two of hisfollowers stepped forward and bundled the
dead woman's dight body in the stained mats and departed.

Zazar waswell aware that Joa was scowling. She sniffed in disdain. Joa and his kind—she did not need
any nudge of fear to be wary of them. But the tricks of Outlanders? Y es. She must send forth her
messengers and learn what this unexpected turn of events might mean to her.

Two

Ashen'searliest memory, a the age of four, was of the same thing she was doing just now, asabig girl a
the age of eight—<tirring the kettle filled with mol-lusk glue, careful not to let the mixture come to aboil.
It had to Say at alow smmer; otherwise it would separate and be ruined. Everyone, including the people
in the village, used the noxious stuff to repair the matched roofs of their huts. Their own roof—hers and
Zazar's—had started to leak again, so they couldn't put off tending it any longer. And Kazi'sroof, too, of
course. Shelived there aswell. Ashen found it easy to forget Kazi, as Kazi found it easy to ignore Ashen.
They just didn't like each other, though Ashen had no ideawhy.

She gave the mixture another deep stir, bringing up the mollusk shells from the bottom and picking out
those she could snag, using atwig lest she burn her fingers. She knew, from listening, that this had once
been Kazi'sjob, but by now, the old woman had turned it over entirely to Ashen, at least when Zazar
wasn't around, or when it was just dull routine. At critica points, Kazi took over and claimed full credit
aswell. Ashen wished she had someone else, smaller and easy for her to defeat, to whom she could give
the task in turn, but there was nobody. Well, maybe there could have been, but the creatures she called
the

Squeakers seldom came around these days.



She had never been ableto redly see the Squeakers except with occasional sidelong glances, but she
could certainly hear them when in the night they cameto visit Zazar. They squeaked and cluttered, and
sometimes purred. Ashen thought they must be very nicelittle cregtures, and shelonged to be ableto
hold one and stroke it. Such aluxury, however, had been denied her so far. There wasjust too much
work to do.

Also, since the thunder-star had streaked toward the north and landed with an impact that shook the
earth even asfar asthe Bog and lit up the sky, the

Squeskers vidts had become less frequent. All of the grown-ups now went around with worried
expressions, especialy when one of the fire- mountains awoke and stresked the sky with spark-filled
dark clouds. All this had no greet effect on

Ashen, however, nor did it diminish in the dightest the number of ever- present choresthat had to be
done.

The roof eternally needed repair so they could at least deep without being drenched by the frequent
rains. Just getting in enough food to feed themsd ves for more than aday occupied much of the rest of
their time. In thisthey were not any different from the people of the village located down the smdl hillside
from Zazar's hut, close by one of the deep pools that made up most of the

Bog-land. This pool was one of the rare ones, though, different from the others, because the water
bubbled up from underneath, and wasreatively fresh. Other pools held a stagnant, dime-covered, smelly
liquid that people avoided as much as they could when they went out food-gathering. Because she had
no freshwater pool near her dwelling, Zazar preferred to catch rainwater in her big pot for their usein
drinking, cooking, and bathing. When she was using the pot for other things—such as boiling up the nasty
glue, or making potions, or cooking alarge mess of the stew that was their usua food—they had to rely
on thevillage pool like everyone e se did. Ashen was glad that this duty had not falen to her. Even Kazi
could not make her stir the pot and go down to the pool carrying water jars at the sametime.

Ashen was dways uncomfortable when she ventured into the village. She knew that she was different
from the inhabitants and knew aso that the villagers were uneasy with her presence. Why she was
different from everybody else, she did not know or understand. It was afact, however, and one she had
to acknowledge.

For that matter, Zazar hersdlf was different both from the villagers and from

Ashen. She had told Ashen about it, alittle, oncein arare mood when she had drunk alittle too much of
acertain potion Ashen was gtrictly forbidden to touch. Zazar claimed she had existed many more
lifetimes than Bog- folk had and that she would be here long &fter they were gone. And further, she
claimed that when she did get old and ayoung, vigorous Wysen-wyf was caled, she would bring it forth
from her own body, aone and without help. Impaossibly, she clamed that the Bog-folk knew al about it.
This, Ashen thought, should surely have turned the Bog-folk against Zazar forever if—and it was abig
if—the Storiesweretrue.

But somehow, the Bog-people accepted Zazar even asthey rejected Ashen. Perhapsit was because of
the brews Zazar could concoct, the healing mixtures, the herb-rich salves that kept away the worst of the
ginging insects that tormented everyonein the Bog. Even Jod called Zazar "Wysen-wyf," and Ashen had
heard the grudging respect in hisvoice.

"How goesit?' Kazi asked from behind her. Ashen jumped, startled.



"I think it isnearly done," she said. "Y ou know that better than | do. It's a the point where you should
tend it now." She smiled sweetly, knowing that the mixture needed at least another full hour of stirring but
not willing to let this chance for release pass. " Zazar wouldn't be pleased if it got ruined.”

Kazi scowled, but took the tirring-stick. Ashen was free now to go and occupy hersalf with more
agreeable tasks.

Firdgt, she had to change her clothes. When she worked at the kettle, she wore an old tattered shift made
of the remnants of awoven reed- fluff blanket so that any splasheswould not harm her, or ruin the
lupper-skin garments Zazar had painstakingly made for her.

These garments were, she knew, finer than those worn by the villagers, having been made only from
hides taken from very young luppers, then tanned by Zazar's art to a suppleness that rivaled traders
cloth. She dipped out of the shift and wriggled into the leggings. Still bare to thewaist, she fastened on
the armor, made from small squares of turtle shell, that covered her legs from ankle to knee. It was
scarred in severa places by the fangs of serpents, thwarted in their attemptsto sting her. Then shetied up
her buskins and carefully cross-gaitered the entire arrangement so that it fit snugly and would not hamper
her movements. She noted that the armor was almost too short to reach her knees; she had been growing
again. She and Zazar would have to add another strip of shell piecesto the top very soon.

She dipped the lupper-skin tunic over her head, and then she was dressed. She debated on whether to
add an over-tunic theway Zazar was dwaystelling her to do, and decided againgt it. The dayswere not
yet cool enough to make it necessary to wear the outer garment. She did, however, dip ashdll- bladed
knife into the top of her leg armor. From a shelf she took down awooden jar filled with the salve that
repelled the worgt of the biting insects of the Bog and rubbed it into her skin. Once, she had forgotten
and had been stung so severely that she had been sick for severd days. She shook another jar, the one
that held trade-pearls, and redized there was only asingle pearl |eft init. So that was where Zazar had
gone. When she went to dedl with the Traders, she dwaystook al the pearls but one, left for luck and to
bring moreto thejar.

Ashen's errand was now plain. She picked up awoven basket and escaped out the back way. Nobody
could fault her for going pearl- hunting. Also, she might gather afew of whatever foodstuffs cameto
hand. Nobody had to know that shewas, in redlity, just getting away from the ever-present work, the
chores, and especidly Kazi.

Ashen had not been dlowed to run wild. There were lessons, sometimes given painfully, which she had
absorbed over the years. After al, Zazar had claimed her as an apprentice. And to that learning, Ashen
had taken asthosein alean time welcome afeast.

Learning, however, had early awakened her curiosity. And above dl, she wanted to know why Zazar
went aone, and where, journeying over the wilder parts of the

Bog asif she had some secret god. Not al of her travelsinvolved the Traders.

Ashen decided that perhaps, daringly, she would expand her borderstoday, go just alittle way beyond
the limits Zazar had set on where she could explore safely.

"There are places you may not yet approach,” Zazar awaystold her. "When you are old enough, | will
persondly take you to them so that you may learn more of who you are, and what you are, and what you
must be. Until then, be patient.”



There was something about the Wysen-wyf's tone, and the way a spark sometimes came from her
fingertip, that inclined Ashen to obedience. However, because of her own errand, Zazar had not been at
the hut for severa days now, and with the passage of this much time, her discipline had weakened. Ashen
was more than ready to take as much advantage of the Situation as she dared. And so with alight heart,
sheleft Kazi behind and disappeared into the underbrush that marked the edges of the clearing where
Zazar's hut stood.

In the capital city of Rendelsham stood the Great Fane of the Glowing, the largest and most important
cathedral dedicated to the Ultimate Ruler of Sky and

Land. A thing of conscious beauty aswell as of reverence, it wasthe product of the best artisansin the
land. Tal white columns held up the lofty roof, carved to represent the four Great Trees, which, inturn,
were the badges of the four ruling Houses.

The Fane a so boasted windows both great and small, decorated with pictures made of pieces of colored
glass, st into the openings with great skill and artisanship. The largest of these windows surmounted the
main doors. In the shape of acircle and designed with nothing in mind other than sheer decoration, this
window glowed with the least amount of light. Flowers and leaves, picked out in jewd tones—ruby and
garnet and rose quartz; sapphire and spind and aguamarine; golden topaz and yellow quartz and citrine,
emerald and chrysophase and tourmaine—representing the four Houses, shed rainbows upon any and al
who ventured insde. There other windows, both small and large, depicted scenes of edifying content that
represented the daily life such edification was supposed to improve. Not surprisingly, many of the
tableauix festured artistic renderings with likenesses of the patrons who had commissioned the work.

Three of the samdlest windows were virtudly hidden from al but the most inquisitive, few of whom, after
discovering them, would return again. Exquisite as these windows were, they nonethelessinspired vague
fedings of dread, for they changed with time and no artisan's touch could account for the shifting.

One of the panes depicted the Hands and Web of the Weavers. With the advent of the thunder-star and
itsimpact when it struck the northern lands hard enough to make the entire earth quiver and certain
fire-throated mountains to awaken, this window, which had changed only alittle from the oldest man's
memory, began to shift. Now the dark Hands of the Weavers moved more quickly, and the Web upon
which they worked began to take on adifferent appearance.

The second window, the one showing a Bog-lupper, aso began to change. The small lupper had moved
away from the pool it had been sitting beside and vanished into the underbrush. Now the surface of the
pool was starting to be disturbed, asif something dark and fell were trying to fight itsway onto land.

But it wasin the third window that the biggest peril was beginning to emerge, though the few who
observed the change had no idea of what they were witnessing.

This mysterious pane had ever shown ablank face, white and barely trand ucent.

Its very lack of design made it uninteresting. Now, however, something was stirring in its depths, asif a
creature more deadly, more horrifying even than the one still hidden benegth the surface of the Bog-pool,
were emerging from aheavy snowstorm.

More agreeabl e to the inhabitants of the city of Ren-delsham, and certainly better to look upon than
colored-glass windows that refused to keep to their origind design, were the four living treesthat had
long flourished inthe



Fane'sforecourt. Oak, Ash, Y ew, and Rowan, they, even more than the marble columns within, stood as
tall symbols of the four ruling Houses of Rendel. And yet even these trees carried their own grim message
that al was not well within the Kingdom. Oak |leaves suffered blight, only atrace, but present and
spreading. Ash drooped sadly, shedding leaves even during the period of growth, and no amount of care
seemed able to reverse the tree's decline. Even Rowan looked ill with some unknown disesse, afew
green leaves il vaiantly struggling to keep thetree dive. Y ew, however, thrived. No trace of theillsthat
afflicted the other three touched this one, and people looked upon the

Trees and wondered.

Queen Ysacould look upon the Trees in the Fane's forecourt from the window of her tower room. This
was aplacein the castle that was hers alone. More than thrice the height of any twisted tree of the Bog,
the tower rose from the very heart of the castle. Thistower, higher than any of the other lofty towersin

Rendelsham, had long been deserted as too inaccessible before she took it for her own. At adistant time,
it had been a place of farsee-ing, centered asit was in the main stronghold of the Kingdom. No spot was
loftier, and only Y saever came here, by her own command. From this aerie she could see the entire city,
and from here she frequently looked down upon the Four Treesin the courtyard of the Fane of the
Glowing. Its very isolation was what she desired.

Gazing down at the trees, she was not darmed. Y ew, symbol of her own Family, grew ever strong and
hedlthy, and that had dways been her aim, even if the other three fatered, even if they perished.

And when had the decline of Oak begun? She fingered the pendant about her neck, the shape of ayew
leaf and set with acabochon emerad, Yew's color. It had been about the time when Ash's sickness
could no longer be ignored, when the

Fane gardeners who were charged with tile care of the Four Trees had begun to consult among
themselves, trying to find the cause of Adh'sailing, and perhaps a cure. Eight years—

Y satried to cut off the thought before it could befully articulated. Y es, eight years, but certainly the
timing had to be merdly coincidenta with the unfortunate degth of the last Ashriva to her power. Why
King Boroth seemed drawn only to pale, wispy Ash-women, she had never been able to fathom. But
drawn hewas. She could overlook the serving-wenches and those from the common folk he was
congtantly taking to hisbed, but highborn women connected to the great ruling Families she could not
ignore. And s0 each of them had—she delicately rephrased it in her mind—met with an untimely end
before Boroth could be tempted to bed them. Such folly would haveled to civil war as'Y ew turned
againgt Ash and, if encouraged, Rowan marched on Oak.

At onetime early in Rendel history, Ash had been the wellspring of kings. As a consequence, the main
branches of the House of Ash had aways been quarrel some among themselves as they sought
precedence of place. It took just alittle prodding to make Ash turn againgt Ash, each faction thinking that
the other was plotting its downfall.

Alas, so many Ash-kin had died that the entire Family was now in danger of being extinguished.
However, Bor-oth had only himself to blame for this. If he had had the sense to forgo flirtation with Ash-
women, shewould not have found it necessary to put the rivals aside. She could not risk the appearance
of another heir to rival her son, Florian, born ayear after thelast highborn Ash- woman had perished so
unfortunately in the Bog.



Her son. On a sudden impulse, sheleft the tower room and in asweep of dark green velvet, trailing
skirts, and spicy perfume, descended the winding stairsto pay avist to the Prince's gpartments.

Florian had arisen late and was il a his morning meal. She noted that he had merely pushed the oat
porridge around in the bowl, though he had eaten the boiled bacon and asingle bite of the fresh-baked
bread. A covered dish, the kind that contained fruit, sat untouched.

"l want apony,” the young Prince said to his mother by way of greeting.

"Say 'good morning,' " Ragdis, his nurse, prompted him. "Even Princes must mind their manners.”
Florian stuck histongue out at Ragdis. "'l want apony,” he repesated to Queen

Ysa "And | want it now."

"Thismorning?' shesad, trying to find amusement in the boy. It wasfar from thefirst time he had shown
such rudeness, and no nurse or tutor she had ever found had been able to teach him otherwise. He
seemed more than hedlthily aware of hisgtation in life, and even more willing to take full advantage of it.

Hisface darkened. "Now! Now, now, now!"

Y saknew the signs. In amoment, Horian would begin throwing things. Then he would hurl himsdlf to the
floor and scream himsdlf into ablack- faced fit. "Eat your breakfast and do dl your lessons, and then we
will talk about apony,” she sad hadtily.

"I will eat the rest of my bread and do haf of my lessons. And then | will ride the pony you promised
me." He opened the covered dish. Hisface took on a horrified look and he wailed aoud as he dumped
to one sde, asif he had been mortally betrayed. Then he picked up the dish of preserved fruit and his
porridge bowl and emptied both onto the floor.

"It isnobody's fault that there was no fresh fruit for you, young gr," Ragdissaid. "It isyet too early inthe
season. Please. | will send for more, if only you will eat it."

"No!" But he did begin stuffing the bread into his mouth, for he knew that his mother would hold him to
hisown bargain.

Y sasighed. She and Ragalis exchanged glances over the boy's head. She could read in the nurse's
expression her disapprova of the way the boy was constantly spoiled and pampered, but shefelt hersalf
unableto do anything to avoidit.

Forian had too much of his sdlf-indulgent father in him, Y sathought. He even looked like his
father—dark of hair, without atrace of her own vibrant auburn tresses. She refused to consider how
much her own actions, or lack of them, were contributing to her son'slack of discipline.

Upon making her return to her tower, she encountered Lord Lackel. As Commander of the House
Troops of Her Gracious Ladyship the Queen, he had been entrusted with far more urgent errands than
obtaining a pony for the Prince. However, he received her ingtructions with abow and a salute and went
off to find asuitable anima. The Powershelp usdl, Y sathought wryly, if there were none of the mounts
presently in the stable.

Then sheforgot about the incident. A book awaited her, avolume of nearly forgotten lore. Though she



had no measure of the Power asfar as she knew, she felt that such lack could be compensated for by
study, and in that book were many spells. Today she wanted to try one of them for summoning a creature
out of invisihility, a creature that would be seen or unseen at her will, that could fly unmarked wherever
shedirected it to go and then return with what knowledge it had gained. Such alittle servant, she knew,
could prove very helpful indeed in the intrigues that were aways cropping up both in the court and in the
country itself. The visible supernaturd entities she had once summoned had proved unsatisfactory for
most errands, asthey caused too much fright, and human spies could aways be bought by the other side.
One of thesetiny, invisible creatures, however, could not.

Thelandsto the north had fared ill when the thunder-star struck. The earth for a dozen days ridein every
direction rang like agong, and in the cities, buildingsfdl asif victimsto agiant scythe. Out on the tundra,
the story was much the same asfdlt yurts collgpsed upon their inhabitants and great rents opened in the
ground. There, too, aswith other countries, fire- mountains awoke and began sending plumes of
foul-smelling smoke into the sky. Streams of burning rock cut paths through ice fields, and steam mixed
with the smoke to shroud the land in awell-nigh impenetrable fog.

At the southern shore of this far-north land, two enormous waves had come and worked devastation on
the cities of the Sea-Rovers. Only those of their ships that happened to be out of port had had any
chance of surviving, and of those, more than half perished. And so the sea-people went to the court of
the

NordornKing.

"WEell not stay here, by the King'sgrace," declared Snalli, now High Chief and leader of the Sea-Rovers
after so many of hiskindred had died. "We are arestless people at the best of times, and these border on
the worgt of times.

Our onecity isgone. Like our peoplein times past, we will take our women, our children, our goods,
and live on our shipsif need be and if we cannot find amore hospitable spot upon which to build anew
city." He put his hand on the shoulder of his son Obern. Barely aman asthe Sea-Rovers reckoned
manhood,

Obern nonethel ess showed much promise as the eventua worthy successor to his stawart father.

Cyornas NordornKing nodded his snowy heed. "If you wish to leave, we will not detain you," he said.
"Wereit not for the grave burden we bear as guardians of the Paace of Fire and Ice, we aso might be
tempted to seek ahappier clime.

But our choice was made for us long years past. Now we must make the best of the disaster that has
befalen usand surviveit aswe will. However, | know that some of our people have not the heart to
remain in the face of the very heavensturning againgt us. For those who wish to inquire e sewhereif they
will bewelcomed, | will send as emissary Count Bjauden.”

A dender man with hair the color of honey stepped forward from those who stood respectfully, attending
on the meeting between Cyornas NordornKing and Snolli

Sea-Rover. He bowed. "Thank you, my King, for entrusting this grave mission to me. | ask only that you
take my son Gaurin as your ward, to foster and protect the lad while | am gone, and to rear him as your
ownif | do not come back.”

"Gladly, Bjauden," Cyornas said. "He shall be to me as my son Hynnel, neither holding precedence over



the other.” He turned to Snalli. "Will you agree to having Bjauden with you, on your own ship, where he
will be sofet?!

"I will," Snalli said. "And if he meetswith welcome news, | further promise to send him back on as swift a
ship aswe have, to bring you hisreport.”

"Then we both are satisfied,” said Cyornas. "Come, drink ahorn of fair dewith me, and let us exchange
adrop of blood to sedl the bargain.”

According to custom, Cyornas and Snolli pricked their forefingers and touched them so that their blood
mingled.

Then they locked arms, and with their heads so close that each could count the eyel ashes of the other,
they emptied horns of de at asingle draught. Snolli looked rather more a easein this activity than hedid
in courtly courtesy, which he had obvioudy found to beagrain.

Neverthel ess, Cyornas NordornKing discouraged any great rejoicing over the good bargain struck
between the Sea-Rovers and the Nordors. He knew what he had not yet divulged—not even to his most
trusted advisers— what was only whispered about by the frightened workmen who had seen. The Paace
of Fireand |ce had suffered great harm from the thunder-star's impact. One wall—that adjacent to the
tomb that held the deeping body of the entity that was known with unspeakabl e trepidation as the Great
Foulness—had cracked. Inside the tomb, unseen but felt by those whose task it wasto guard it, the
Foulness had begun to stir, and perhaps to awaken. ..

Three

Ashen kndt on asmal hillock of idand where she had found agoodly stand of the best kind of
weave-reeds. She tensed within, but now, at age sixteen, she had learned to disguise her awareness of
danger until the last possible moment.

Through the many odors that were thick in this place, she had caught atrace of one particular scent that
might mean trouble. However, she did not yet raise her head but, rather, kept on sawing at one of the
reeds whose milky fluff could be collected, spun, and woven into akind of cloth. Her shell blade was
amost unequa to the task. Weave-reeds were tough, this one especialy so. She pursued her task
energetically enough to raise droplets of sweat on her forehead.

With arasping croak, one of the Bog-luppers soared over the edge of the hillock only ahand's reach
away. It splashed into the dank water ringing her perch and disappeared. Now she allowed hersdlf to
turn partway around. She touched the circular disk of smooth stone, holed in the center, that hung about
her neck by atwisted cord. When first she had discovered the amulet lying dusty and forgotten on one of
Zazar's shelves, she had innocently mistaken it for an ornament. So thinking, she had threaded it on the
cord, one woven of fibers through which shifted muted shades of blue and green, and put it around her
neck.

The only other ornament she had ever owned was apair of earrings, gold wires with brownish stone
dangles. They had come from a Trader, Zazar said. Ashen had lost them when, unthinking, she had laid
them aside while she bathed and someone had stolen them. When she started wearing the disk, Zazar
had corrected her and taught her the true use of the stone. She had also given Ashen abit of wood,
which she cdled ahearth-guide. She clamed that it would point the way home should Ashen become
lost. The disk, which Zazar told her was called the power-stone, interested her more, though. Now she
woreit knowing it to be greater than amere ornament.



Though there was not as yet the faintest of movement behind her, that warning odor was stronger. She
recognized the stinking grease that any roving Bog-hunter used as a shield against the continuous assaults
of insectsin these raw pockets. Ashen dropped the last half- shredded reed into her carry- basket.

Therewere a least two, possibly three of the intruders; of that she was now sure. They might bear
spears and shoulder turtle-shell shidlds asif they were engaged in aregular hunt, but she was certain—as
if somelight breeze carried gutturd haf whispers—that she wastheir quarry. If she wasright, she knew
them, and had known them from the time they al toddled.

Having made sure of her harvest, she did not look up but suddenly spoke clear-voiced, her words
lacking the heavy accent of the Bog- folk. "How goes your luck, Tus-ser?!

She might have been seated by Zazar's fire-hole, casually addressing one who passed by the
Wysen-wyf's home place. Hopefully, she trusted her tone did not convey anything but confidence.

Y es, there were at least three of them out there, and their purpose was one of ill will, for they had not
shown themsdlves. If it were Tusser playing leader, then hisfawning liegemen, Sumase and Todo, would
be hisaides.

Ashen knew very well that her difference from the Bog-born was amatter for hatred. At onetime or
another, amost every one of the villagers had made it plain to her that only her having been claimed
within the very hour of her birth by the Wysen-wyf had kept her from being tossed into one of the
duggish streams as food for the bottom- dwellers. She was Outlander through and through, her breed
clear to read in her dender height, her finely marked features, the palid strands of her hair.

No, there were none among the Bog-folk who would ever welcome her. They loathed her kind, but even
more, they feared Zazar, by whose quirky favor shewas alowed to live.

Only afew moon-turnings ago, when she reached womanhood by Bog- folk standards,
Ashen had begun to redlize ashift in the way she was regarded not only by

Tusser, but dso by some others of those only recently promoted to manhood and alowed to attend the
talk-fires of their kindred. Perhapsit was her very oddity that led to thiswaking interest in her asa
person, no longer seen as an outcast. But perhaps not. Of the way matters stood between men and
women, whether of Bog-kind or Outlander, Zazar had told her only enough to make her wary.

She could dmogt taste the bile rising in her throat when she suspected what might be the reason Tusser
and some of the others stared at her. She gave thanks again that Zazar's dwelling was set apart from the
settlement and that the reputation of the Wysen-wyf raised enough awe that her quarters were shunned.

Ashen knew she could not depend upon the Wysen-wyf to come to her aid now. It wasimpossible.

She had come this deeply into the Bog trying to follow the Wysen-wyf on one of her mysterious errands.
Zazar, as usud, had € uded her—whether accidentally or by design, Ashen could not determine. Under
other circumstances, she was ableto follow even faint trails. When tracking Zazar, however, a some
point she was dways baffled; it was asif Zazar had suddenly grown wings and teken to the air.
Sometimes she wondered if the Wysen-wyf was testing her in some fashion, atesting that so far she had
faled.



And so, once more Ashen had turned aside to find another errand. She often went out a one even when
not following Zazar, the way she had done since she was eight years old. Today, her harvest of superior
weave-reeds would be her excuse upon her return, and Zazar might even forget to interrogate her. She
was well aware that Zazar could read minds—or at least past actions—by amere survey of one's

person.

Thisday, however, Ashen must have been cardless, thinking more of what she wished than of what might
happen. She had found herself on one of the lesser-known ways, where even hunters did not ordinarily
go. Because of her thoughtlessness, now she was to be prey—or so the trackersintended.

The bushes shook and three of the squat, sallow-skinned, ill-smdlling youths emerged into plain sight. But
they took only a step or so and then halted abruptly.

Acutely aware, she knew what they saw. An Outlander, crouching and apparently vulnerable, on atiny
dot of idand. Between the hunters and the one they hunted, there lay like amoat, asullenly dark pool.
No Bog-man except onetotaly lacking in proper wit would ever attempt to wade through that. She
could see the puzzlement spread from face to face and could dmost read their thoughts. There shewas,
safe on the only good footing for some distance around—how had she gotten there? A flicker of
something like fear crossed first one countenance, and then another and another.

Therewas, of course, arationa answer, but Ashen preferred to keep them in awefor aslong as
possible. Tusser snarled. He was never oneto take opposition lightly.

"Areyou logt, shidld-men?' Thegirl inquired as one who had been asked for directions and was able to
givethem. "Y ou must retrace your seps—"

Tusser merely laughed unpleasantly. "C'mon over here and let's dl play. Weknows nice games.” He
wriggled hisbody in a suggestive manner, and Ashen knew that her worst suspicions had been correct.

Shetightened her grip on the cord around her neck that held the stone. They were watching her closely,
yes. But—

She legped to her feet. In one hand she clutched the carry-basket containing her reed harvest, and with
her other, she sent the power- stonewhirling in acircle over her head at the end of the woven string.

A thunderousroar filled the little clearing. Then, after thefirst burst of sound that sent her pursuers,
frightened, back afew steps, it dropped to adroning hum. From the power-stone there spread a growing
shadow; it descended to encase and befog her whole body. Thistrick, one that Zazar had told her about
and that she had practiced against just such an occasion asthis, was working.

By the open astonishment on their flat-nosed, wide-mouthed faces, she knew they could scarcely see
her, though she could make them out clearly enough.

She had to pick her path very carefully now, so that she would not come too close to them once she
crossed the water onto the firm land. They were drawing in, bringing their shields up, one throwing-spear
at the ready and the other in reserve.

Ashen touched onefoot to the murky water. The opague surface shivered about her ankle as she put her
full weight upon it. She was sure of her earlier explorations. Well-hidden under the discolored surface she
had discovered broad stepping-stones, certainly arranged by intelligent purposein the past.



Though Tusser was now stubbornly holding his ground, his two companions had retreated afew more
steps again. Some of Ashen's own confidence was shaken. If she held to the path of the stones hidden
beneath the water, she would emerge on the high land amost directly in front of Tusser. She kept the
power- stone on the blue-and- green cord buzzing in a constant circle above her head, and she was sure
that she remained unseen.

Now, however, Tusser was raising his spear. Hisdesireto get at his quarry was beginning to overpower
hisfirst startled awe. She had never tested it, but thought that the shadow was no redl protection. It
would provide no barrier, no shield against awegpon, for it was meant only to guard her by confusing
another'ssght.

Ashen had reached the final step. With asinking heart, she fdlt that she had dared too much—had
believed they would fater before the unknown. As Zazar had pointed out on several occasions, Ashen
was inclined to act too soon after gaining any new knowledge. Silently, she vowed to listen more carefully
the next time, if there were anext time.

Now she pursed her lipsand whistled. Thistrick she had never tried. She had read it only asafaint line
on the graven tablet from which Zazar had shown her the use of the power-stone.

It might not have been pitched aswell asit should have been, but the throaty half-whistle was picked up
ingtantly by the hum of the stone. And, to her relief and amazement, it was answered! The layer of
protective mist around her degpened, and from within it, she could tell that the sound of the sone held its
listeners so they could not move, at least not for awhile.

Ashen prepared to step off the last submerged stone and past Tusser. His gaze was now fixed not on the
shadow enveloping her, but on something else, something she sensed behind her. She needed dl her
courage not to look. But the stark fear that masked Tusser's face was afierce warning. The water about
her ankles washed higher, not from her movements, and with a paralyzing chill, she knew that something
was gtirring in the depths of the pool.

Hisfear overcoming the effect of the humming of the stone, Tusser threw his spear. Todo shrieked as he
hurled himsalf back into the brush curtain. Sumase had already disappeared.

Though Ashen had stopped whistling, the sound continued to echo at each swing of the stone. Whatever
it was behind her, it uttered a horrible, croaking bellow.

Tusser haf crouched, his second spear ready.

Then his shout rang out, chalenging both Ashen and the creature that had made the bellow. " The deep
one! Boggit! Be you hisfeadt, Outland witch, and not me!"

And she might well be just that if she could not get past that last stepping-stone and reach safe footing—
which was too near to Tusser, much too near!

Weater swirled higher. Desperate, she kept the power-stone humming. She would much rather take her
chance with the enemy in front, one she knew, than with that which wasrising, dmost lazily, behind her.

Ashen steadied hersdlf to take the last step. The croaking grew louder, higher-pitched, and became a
sound that was like athrust of sharp light through her temples.

Tusser dropped his spear and clutched at his head. His wide mouth opened and a scream of sheer terror



overrode the droning hum of the stone.

He did not retreat backward; rather, he made asidewise legp away and landed in the brush. The
branches broke under hisweight. Not even trying to regain his feet, he scrambled on dl fours, hindered
by his shield, which caught between two of the thicker branches until he shrugged it off and left it behind.
The broken spikes of the greenery arose to conceal him.

Ashen had wit enough left to make atry for the solid land while the creature's attention was presumably
still focused on Tusser. She sscumbled and fell to her knees. The power-stone on the cord fatered inits
swing and hit her shoulder, hard.

The echo of itslast round was swallowed by athick bellow. Againgt her will, she turned and looked
back.

The horrorsthat dwelt in the lowest portion of the Bog-pools and dark streamswere well known to all
by story, by legend, by drawingsin mud and on walls. In away, the Bog-folk were grateful to these
creatures and considered them an additiona barrier to penetration from the outer world. But few, avery
few, of the boggits had ever been seen in the open day.

The monstrous shape showed only its forequarters clearly; the rest of it was till hidden under the
churning surface of the pond. Ashen knew well the small swamp-luppers, for it was part of her dutiesto
hunt them for the pot and for their leather. But even the drawings had not conveyed the immensity of the
ones

Zazar named "boggarts' and the people caled "boggits.” Thiswide mouth— ayelow-green cavern, a
tooth-walled cave—could belong only to alupper of more mass than the hillock Ashen had recently left.
The baleful yellow eyes, set high onits head, swiveled independently, searching for... for what?

Franticaly, she scrambled forward on the firm land, even though she sensed that this boggart was one
that could exist in the open air aswell asin water. She dared to glance backward. It floated at ease,
eyeing her asif it were supremely confident thet it could finishitshunt at leisure.

The Bog-lands were ever treacherous, sometimes only a quivering surface over the peril beneath. Though
Ashen was again on ground able to support her weight, with that thing lurking behind her, she must move,
and her choice of direction meant perhaps the difference between life and degth.

Her arm was now wearied to the point that she could no longer swing the stone; even that small defense
was useless now.

Ashen struggled to her feet. In addition to ruining her covering spell, she had lost her basket, though she
gill had her stone, aswell asher shdl knife.

Thiswas smal comfort; she doubted that any weapon known in the Bogs would serve her now. Before
her, broken branches marked Tusser's retrest.

She plunged forward even as amighty croak sounded from behind. She did not ook back. In spite of the
thorn scratches and whip-stripes the brush | eft upon her, she thrashed her way through it with dl the
speed she could summon.

The brush waslike aminiature foret, railsing tips of growth well above her head to swallow her from any
ordinary danger. However, that would be no barrier to the creature behind if it chose to follow. She must



not fal. There were aways dick patches of footing on even the largest and most stable of the
landmasses, quick to bring the unwary down.

She dtill had the stone. 1t swung against her knee and struck flesh bared and bloody from the rents that
thorns had torn in her lupper- skin garments. Her knee hurt asif abrand from a cook fire had seared it,
and shetook areckless forward leap, which landed her face down. Under her, the earth quivered, asif
from huge footsteps. The thing from the pool must have picked this moment to hunt, and its huge body
now shared with her this scrap of firm land.

AsAshen tried to crawl on, another bellow erupted from the creature pursuing her. It was not ahunting
call, but asound of pure rage and pain. The beast must have met with some unknown mishap, perhaps
from the thorns that had tormented her. Whatever had happened, it was afortune for which she would be
forever thankful. As shetore her way deeper into the brush, her every movement rel eased from the
spongy carpet benesth her thefetid breath of long- dead vegetation. She panted for lack of clear air. At
last she broke out, gasping into an open space. As she ripped flesh and garment on the last sharp-
tnorned branch, she dared to look back again.

Thetdler growth, through which her last plunge had taken her, was moving.

There was another cry of rage, but different thistime, not that of a boggit.

Then a spearshaft skimmed across her shoulder; it would amost certainly have brought her down had she
not turned when she did.

" She-demon!”
Tusser! Hewas dmost close enough to touch her.

Ashen threw hersdlf to theleft. He would have to turn aside to retrieve his spear, now lodged in the
brush. She knew he was sill armed with one of those deadly bone-knives that Bog-folk used with ease.

He made amad rush in her direction before she could gather her feet under her.

Then he stopped as suddenly asif he had dammed into aninvisible barrier. She could see hisfeatures
actualy mash out of shape. He cried out; the knife fell from his hold, and then he was down, scrabbling it
into hisgrasp again.

With dl the quick skill of aBog-hunter, he threw the knife her way. However, just as hisleap for her had
come to such an abrupt halt, so did hiswegpon halt. It struck nothingness—a nothing that echoed—and
fdl to the ground.

Tusser's cry of rage was nearly asloud asthat of the horror from the pooal.

Flecks of white appeared at the corners of histhick lips. "Cdl off boggit!

Cdl off Gulper! It—"

At the shordline, past her enemy, Ashen could still see motion in the brush.

Whatever the invisible protection might be that had risen to save her, she could not guess, but she found
her energy renewed. On her feet once more, she edged toward the left. Now Tusser had retrieved both



spear and knife. One spear; he had not retrieved the other that he had surely thrown at the creature from
the

Bog.

Suddenly Ashen knew what had caused the creature's cry of pain and why Tusser had been frantic to get
away. Fear of the mongter he had wounded and lust for her had to be warring within him. His burst of
boldnesstold her he must think that his companions were nearby. Indeed, if Sumase and Todo were now
to appear on the path she had been forced to choose, she would truly be trapped.

An earsplitting cry erupted from the brush wall. Tusser whirled, and with alesp nearly aslong asany
water-creature could make, he was gone.

Thelast cry of pain and fear dtill ringing in her ears, Ashen fled d o, in the opposite direction Tusser had
taken. Had Sumase or Todo fallen prey to the water-dweller? Surely that cry had come from a human
throat! Could she dare hope mat whatever invisible Power had saved her from Tusser's attack could also
shidd her from the monster?

Her lungs were laboring as she ran. Then, faced once more by awall of growth, shefdl to afrenzy of
pushing and breaking apart the branches, hoping that there would be free space beyond. She could no
longer think or plan, but only keep on with such strength as she could summon.

In the stables attached to the royal residence at Rendel-sham, fifteen- year-old

Prince Forian was beating one of the grooms.

"You left atanglein my horsesmane!™ he cried, hisvoice shrill. "I ought to beat you until you die, die,
die"

"Have pity, Magter," the groom pleaded, trying to shield himself from the blows.
"l could, you know. Begt you until you died. | wonder how long it would take."
"Horian!"

The Prince turned with aguilty start. "We were only playing, Mother," he said.
"It wasjust agame.”

"Dinas?'

"ItisasPrince Horian said, Lady," the groom replied. He tried to hide the bloody stripe the Prince's
riding whip had made across his cheek. "Wem, played alittle rough. Please forgive."

"I am not certain that | believe any of mis," the Queen said, the corners of her mouth turned down sourly.
"But no great harm doneif the—the game stops now."

"Oh, we'retired of it anyway," Forian said. He strolled toward his mother.

"How is Father today?'



"That iswhy | camelooking for you. He seemsaallittle better. He wants to see you."

"Oh." The Prince appeared downcast. "If | go and am very, very good, will there be plum pudding for
dessert?'

"Y ou should visit your father's sickroom with a pleasant heart, not angle for abribe,” Queen Ysatold
him.

"Yes, but will there be plum pudding?”

"Very well. I'll give ordersto the cook. And you must be on your best behavior at the midday med. We
have an ambassador at court thisday."

Florian made aface. Having ambassadors at court and having to entertain them was dways atrid to him.
"l wontsng."

"Nobody has asked you to."
"And you can't either.”

"It ismannersfor the hosts to entertain their guests. Y ou are excused only because you can't carry a
tune"

"l don't want you to sing for anybody but me." He pouted for amoment, and then he shrugged. "Actudly,
| don't care, aslong asthere arejugglersand dancing girls.”

So much like hisfather, Queen Y sathought, shaking her head sadly. Well, hewas Hill very young. There
was plenty of timeto train him to loftier pursuits, to make him worthy to succeed to the throne. Boroth
wasill, certainly, but in no danger. And he was definitely better this morning. Perhaps he would even
recover sufficiently that he could begin to take over his son'singruction himsdif.

So thinking, sheled Florian away from the stables, toward the lightly fortified resdence, indl but
defensibility a castle, where the roya apartments were kept. Her mind was aready on the errand the man
from the northern lands had come seeking.

Count Bjauden was as bored as Prince Florian was, but he knew better than to show it. Nevertheless, he
found himsdlf fiddling with hisarmlet, aband carved of iridescent, milky stone. It was an heirloom of his
House. Hetwigted it firmly into place and told himsdlf to pay attention.

He sat in the place of honor at the high table set up in front of achair upholstered in red velvet. Over this
was draped acloth of state. Had the King been present, he would have occupied this seat, with his
favored companions on either side. The Queen, as his deputy, sat in this spot, but not in hischair.

Down the Hall, at right anglesto the high table, there were tables seeting others of the court. The din of
their conversation was nearly deafening.

The Prince twisted in his seat and yawned openly while the feast in Bjauden's honor toiled on. A whole
roasted swan, prepared in itsfeathers, lay demolished on a platter, and severa bowls of sweetmeats had
disappeared into Florian's mouth after he had devoured more than haf of aplum pudding. No wonder he
was yawning, and no wonder aso that he was more than alittle plump, and despite his obvious youth, his
face was beginning to break out in spots. Bjauden thought of his own son Gaurin, safein the court of



Cyornas NordornKing. Cyornas would not have alowed such behavior from Gaurin, even though he
was but aroya ward, for the length of timeit took to pinch out asmoking candle. Bjauden hid his
disapproval, however, for the boy's mother doted on her son, and it was from thisroyal lady that he must
beg permission for his people to come and live—those who preferred to escape the turmoil that now
gripped the northernmost lands.

Somewheat to his dismay, the entertainment was not, as he was accustomed to, soft music and brilliant,
polished conversation. First, Queen Y sa had sung a song, her husky contralto not entirely sure on some
of the notes. Then came the antics of rude acrobats who juggled fire and live puppies in the space
between the high table and the rest of the company, followed by the loud, only sometimes harmonious,
snging of grolling players—he could not call them musicians. His head was beginning to hurt.

Hedid not fed that his errand would be successful. Thislady obvioudy liked very muchto bein
command. Her lord still lived, though ill and wesk, and she had her way in everything but the discipline of
her son, the heir to the throne.

The very shape of her face told him so, with its square, determined jaw and its beauty that was owed
somewhat, he suspected, to the cosmeticsjar. He found himsdf noting irrelevant detailsjust to fill the
time. She had turned hersalf out well; she wore a splendid, deep-green dress powdered with tiny golden
oak leaves. The Oak badge was represented in paintings throughout the Hall—one of a bear standing
erect againgt abackground of oak leaves, and in acircle, the motto, " Strength prevails.”

With her dress, the Queen wore an el aborate coif, to which was pinned a brooch representing her own
badge. It was acircle of yew leaves, surmounted by acrown. Over the leaf circle was abow, and the
handgrip was set with green stones over which was laid aribbon bearing the motto, Thisever | defend.”

The Queen might or might not be truly past her prime; it was difficult to tdl in thedim light of afew
carefully placed candles. Bjauden had afeding that the lighting at the Queen's table was no accident. The
Hdl itsdf was dim, for the windows were still curtained to keep out the early spring chill, and candelabra
were st everywhere. Overhead, vast chandeliers hung, adding their own pale and flickering glow.

Did heredly want to bring his people to thisland? Would he not serve them better if he sought sanctuary
elsawhere?

His musings were interrupted by a question from the Queen, a question he had not heard. "Forgive me,
farlady,” hesad. "I was momentarily distracted by your beauty, and by your great hospitdity. | can truly
say that this has been a unique experience for me."

"I wasinquiring after your lady, and why she does not grace our gathering."

"l am widowed, das—"

Something splatted on Bjauden's plum-colored surcoat, the best garment he had with him. He turned only
to have an entire mouthful of wet, chewed sweetmests strike hisface. His hand went automaticaly to his
dagger, agesture he could not call back. Prince Florian laughed openly.

"That'sfor you and your stupid old northerners,” the Prince said. "I wish you'd go away."

Bjauden could fed the blood draining from hisface. Carefully, he wiped his cheek with anapkin. ™Y our

manners are worse than those of the lowest churl," he said, keegping hisvoice low and pleasant, "and if |
had but an hour and alittle privacy, | would mend you of them to your mother'srejoicing.”



Queen Y sasfacereflected no officid notice of the shocking breach in her son's manners, nor of the way
Bjauden had answered. She got to her feet, sgnaing that the festive activities were finished.

"Go to your room at once, Forian," shesaid in aquiet, dangerous voice. "l will ded with you later.
Redlly, you have gonetoo far." She turned to her guest. "My apologies. It istruethat the Princeisalittle
spoiled, but heisyoung. Y ou had no cdl to reach for aweapon.”

"Y our gpologies are unnecessary beside the one | owe you for my unacceptable reaction. | moved
before | could think. I am not accustomed to being spat upon,”

Bjauden said, hisvoice strained. "1 fear that this puts my petition in full jeopardy.”

Queen Ysasmiled, not pleasantly. "It would have, if your petition had ever had a chance of being
granted. | will not permit you any land from any of the four provincesfor you to build acity on." It was as
flat and insulting arefusal asthe Queen could proffer and till remain within the bounds of courtesy.

"l see. Forgive my intruson. Indeed, Madam,”" Bjauden added through gritted teeth, "1 will take my leave
now and not impose on you further, not even for as much asanight'slodging.” He bowed, turned his
back—for dl he knew or cared, asign of disrespect—and Ieft the roya Hall.

Later that evening, the Prince's whipping-boy received athorough flogging, and even Forian, to his
surprise, endured atongue-lashing from his mother, the likes of which he had never before known.

Stll smarting from it, FHorian sent for one of the house servants, aman cdled

Rawl, who had the reputation of being an n. Indeed, as Florian stared at him by the one candle he
dared keep dight, Rawl did have the very look of aruffian.

"Y ou know the nasty Count Bjauden, who dined with ustonight?’
"Aye, mlord. | was servin' th' bread. | marked him well."

"Good, for | want you to mark him again. Hetried to pull hisdagger on me, and dl for nothing. Just a
little prank.”

"How hard amark, m'lord?"
"I'll leaveit to you, but if he never comesback, | won't be sorry.”

The man stood silent. Then he rubbed thumb and fingers together, and Florian redlized he wanted to be
paid. The Prince rummaged in achest, took out a pouch heavy with gold coins, and handed it to him.

Rawl hefted the pouch and nodded, satisfied with itsweight. "Thiswill buy quite amark that won't rub
out. He wanted land, didn't he? Let me give him land not to hisliking."

"Yes?' The Princetilted his head, interested. "What do you mean?"
"There bein the Bog-lands an ancient town, once fair and now al to ruin.

Theré's many a.onewho has wound up there, where cresturesin the night quickly eet their flesh, and in



time, even their bones disappear so there's no trace they ever lived.”
"Redlly? How do you cometo know of this?"

"Sometimes we goes a-hunting Boggies. It's good sport but not atrophy to parade through Rendelsham
streets, so we leaves our kill there where others doesn't go.

When we come back, all isas| said. No body, no bones, nothing left behind.”

Horian grinned. "That sounds very nice. Very niceindeed. Thisfellow should be taken out and | eft there,
by al means." The Prince had no real idea of life or death, or even of pain that was his own. He might as
well have been discussing getting rid of atoy he had tired of. "But be careful, because M other mustn't
learn of this. And beware of that big dagger of his."

Rawl grinned in return, showing dark, snaggled teeth. "Never fear, m'lord. I've been in and out many
times with no worse to show for it but afew insect bites, and | know how to keep my mouth shut when
need be."

"Then go, and follow the nasty Count, for he has gone out of our home al unmannerly—hewho would
teach mannersto me, the Prince!™

"It shall beasit shal be," the man replied. Then he glided into the shadows, and asfar as Prince Florian
could tell, vanished.

Four
Though Ashen's congtant explorationsin the Bale-Bog, always amed to follow

Zazar, provided her with somefaint ideaof direction, she clung to atangle of smal brush limbs. Such
support was, shetold herself, to help her keep her balance. Striving to regain control, the girl looked
around for possible landmarks to point her a safe way from the creature she was sure was behind her,
whose unhurried lesps forward propelled it faster than aman could walk in the open.

Again she became aware of the buzzing of insects. There were no more cries—only the generd Bog
sounds could be heard. She drew a deep breath; she could not yet abandon caution. At least for the
moment, there was no sound of pursuit.

Unfortunatdly, to seek out a path other than that which had led her here might angle her once morein
Tusser'sdirection.

Moving with care, the girl rounded the side of a high-reaching bush the small oneshad led her to and
came out into an open space. The partia gloom produced by the interlaced vegetation was lightened
here. And she confronted a scene she had not expected.

The Bog was composed largely of stretches of idands and marsh linked together.

Bog-falk lived on the largest areas of firm land they could find. There they anchored their huddles of clan
villages, each apart of that land itself, not buildings able to stand for long against winter sorms. The
straggly huts were mud-and-brush walled; moored close to each was aclumsy craft with which the
inhabitants could reach possible safety if the waters and wind scoured over the land they knew.



What Ashen had found here was far different. Ragged and saw-edged grass grew in clumps, rooted
apart from each other in crevices between stones, which floored the open. At the far end there reared—

The giant lupper! It had circled around to wait in ambush for her! She pushed back against the tall brush,
her hand to her mouth as she sighted the thing. But even as she drew in ashuddering breeth, sheredized
that it was made of stone and, like the pavement, possessed no life.

It must have been here for many, many years, but now it was only atime-worn image of the thing she had
half seen a the poal.

Ashen squatted down on her hedls, her mud-splashed legs trembling, unable to look away from that
carven mongtrosity. It wasindeed akin to the Bog- luppers, yet it did not stand here on all four fet.
Rather, it reared up on the more powerful hind ones, while the forelimbs rested on the huge swell of its
bdly.

That gigantic mouth, which on the living creature had been ready to engulf anything it caught, was closed.
A green growth like pond scum half velledit.

But it was the eyes—large, bulbous, situated well up on the skull—that made her shiver.

Y es, she knew that this was stone—no living organism, but something wrought for a purpose.
Nevertheless, those eyes, so large she did not think she could cover them, even one at atime with her
hand, gleamed brightly yellow. In each was a pupil the shade of welling blood. Ashen could not believe
that they were not real and meant to be used for some threatening purpose.

She clung desperately to vestiges of sense, yet certain that those eyes had marked her arrivad. 1t was only
rock— rock! Indeed, it had been planted there for so long that the scanty grass around it had fringed the
body with yellow-green spearsthat rose high to curtain the powerful hind limbs.

Scolding hersdlf for being so gullible, Ashen forced hersdlf to her feet once more. She held the
power-stone on the cord tightly in onefist. Very dowly she began to relax, redizing that the longer she
dtared at the figure, the more she was sure that the life of the eyes had to be atrick. This, this artifact,
could not have life, no matter how knowingly it seemed to regard her.

However, in dl her yearsas Zazar's pupil, in al her journeys made both with her mistress and aone,
Ashen had never visited such a place fashioned of stone.

Bog-folk made pots and bowls of clay, fired hard for use. She had never heard of any tool being applied
to the working of stone. Then she remembered. There were those stepping-stones, so conveniently
laid—those were not naturd, ether.

Perhaps they had been placed by the same folk who had wrought the giant lupper.

Stone could not leap, rend, or tear. Slowly the girl advanced step by cautious step. As she grew closer,
she became more certain that thiswas athing of the far past. Who had fashioned it, and for what
purpose, was amystery. But perhaps this discovery would please Zazar better than any bundle of reeds
would.

Besides, the reeds were lot, dropped in her flight.

As she stepped from the mire out onto the stone pavement, her hand jerked up by no will of hersand in



answer to no purpose of her own. Thefist holding the power-stone rose in half salute to the figure.

From between her fingersthere flickered a series of sparks, and she could fedl growing hest from her
odd weapon. Nevertheless, she made no attempt to once more swing the stone overhead. Somehow,
she was certain that its warning—or protection—uwas not necessary here.

Emboldened, Ashen cameto a hdt before the looming stone figure. The eyes—had there been some
subtle change in the eyes? Had they glowed more brightly asthe stone warmed in her hand? Again she
felt asif shewere being viewed, but from along distance. Ashen opened her fig, to find that the stone
she held was also glowing. It was dmost too hot to wrap her fingers around, asif she had picked up a
blazing cod from afire-pit.

It could have been her imagination, but a tenuous flame seemed to risefromiit.

The flameflickered once, twice, and was gone. With it vanished the fedling of being under observation,
and al the mysterious aura of this strange carved creature disappeared aswell. Now she faced only a
piece of worked rock, which had never held life. Save for the buzzing of the insects, there were no more
sounds, no cries or croaks, nor did the ground shake beneath the shifting of any great weight, as she had
half expected.

One step at atime, Ashen circled the monstrous statue, viewing it from head to foot. Vines of bindweeds
had looped themsalves about its hindgquarters, asif such fragileties had grown to hold it prisoner. When
shereturned to stand directly beforeit, she saw that the forepaws, even though placed acrossthe
rounded belly, did not hide a series of markingsincised there.

Bog-folk were not scholars. In every generation there was a Wysen- wyf such as

Zazar, among but not of the Bog-folk. Each Wysen-wyf, it was claimed, had lived twice or more the
length of an ordinary life. All of their strange kind had aways kept in trust strange records, as Zazar did
now, and from these, Zazar had taught Ashen to read. Ashen had spent long hours mastering markings
that recorded events the various guardians had thought necessary to be remembered.

She could make these signs as clearly as her mistress, and she had even read notes on what Zazar
decided would be added when the time came.

But never before had the girl seen such columns of dots, straight marks, and wriggling lines as existed
here.

She hunkered down, her power-stone clasped in both of her hands. It had cooled, but nevertheless
Ashen was surethat it would give her warning of any peril to come. She might not be able to truly read
the inscription she examined, but she could at least memorizeit.

Queen Y sawas dissatisfied with the way her plans were progressing—or more accurately, theway her
plans had ground to ahdt. Over the years, she had repeatedly tried summoning thelittle invisible servant,
and each time, she had failed utterly. After the first few attempts, her efforts grew farther spaced.

She discovered that each trid had drawn heavily upon her store of beauty.

Always pae, with the fox-eyed |ook so many with aubum hair endured, she had become expert in the
goplication of cosmetics.



Thelast time, half ayear ago, had been the wordt.

Spell-making had to be done with the person in as natural a state as possible, artifice removed, garments
plain. After that |ast terrible attempt, when she went to repair her appearance, she was shocked. Without
any of the cosmetics she ordinarily wore, hers was aface that would not keep any woman long before
her mirror. The eyebrows, untouched by the pencil, were threaded with slver hairs.

They loomed over deep-set eyes not awarm brown, as might be expected, but the cold color of asword
blade.

Her unpainted mouth had become athin dit, the lipstightly pressed together, seeming to echo the
ever-present anger that was carving wrinkles across her high forehead. Bracketed with more wrinkles,
her jaw was square and heavy, more like one to be seen under awar-helm frame than alady's coif.

She couldn't bear looking at hersdlf. She had married at fifteen, borne Florian at seventeen. Only now a
little past thirty, shelooked fully two- score years older. Shuddering, shereached for thejars and bottles,
and with their help, managed to concoct amask that hid the worst of the ravages. Or so she hoped.

With the depredations of chronicill health. King Boroth had begun asteady decline. At first, shewas
inclined to put it down to the drink with which he plied himsdf night and day. But gradualy she began to
seethat it was more than that. 1t was asif some kind of strength upon which he had long relied was being
withdrawn.

Not knowing what e seto do, Y sahid this ongoing weakening of the King as much as possible, putting it
down to adight infirmity, achest cold, atouch of joint-ache. But she couldn't expect to hide his growing
hel plessnessforever.

When the mountains began to awake and belch forth fire, shaking the very ground beneath the city,
Boroth's condition deteriorated even more rapidly. At last he took to his bed, and only the most deluded
maintained that he would ever leaveit again.

This produced mixed fedingsin Y sa. She welcomed the findity of the King'swithdrawal from the
day-to-day matters of the Kingdom, for it put even more power into her own hands. And yes, she even
welcomed the fact that Boroth no longer dallied with the palace maids, despite her own lack of any red
affection for him. Shewaswel| past jed ousy these days. However, she did not wish himill. Rather, she
hoped that he could last long enough for Forian to comeinto his own without her having to bettle for the
Regency. Y saknew that her greatest strength lay in being influentia behind the throne, rather than openly
widlding the power that had become hers by default. This, however, would take time, as

Forian was till too immature to be trusted to rule without apand of regents.

Thus she tended Boroth with her own hands, trying to ingtill in him ameasure of her strength, of her
determination. It was asif by trying very hard, she could will him, if not back into hedlth, at least into a
condition that did not smack so much of decrepitude.

Shefdt asif shewere holding her own, but then afire-mountain erupted just afew leagues distant where
there had been none before. 1t shook the city so severdly that the bellsrang in al the church towers. The
upheavd threw Boroth into afit, and she hurried to tend him.

"Have courage, hushand,” she said. "The city is sound and whole, for al the commotion, and you have
nothing to fear."



"Wine" theKing sad. "Bring it to me now."
Of course his reaction would beto drink himself into a stupor. Nevertheless,

Y sagestured to Rugen, the King's body-servant, to obey his master's wishes. The man had no sooner
placed the tray on the table beside the King's bed than another tremor, the greatest yet, nearly upset the
wineflask.

"Thelandisdying!" Boroth exclamed. "And withit, | dieaswdl|!"

Hefdl back on the pillowsin aswoon. Ysaquickly filled acup of the neat wineand held it to hislips, but
Boroth did not react. She poured alittleinto her palm and began to chafe the King's hands with it, trying
torevivehim.

Then something happened that she was till trying to understand completely. With that contact, the four
great Rings on the King's hands—the mysterious Rings that he had worn so long on thumbs and
forefingersthat the circles of metal seemed to be apart of hisvery flesh— transferred themsalves from
hishandsto hers.

Impossbly, mysterioudly, they dipped past the swollen flesh on the King's fingers and passed over the
two ringsthat she had been wearing—one on the forefinger of her right hand, the other on the thumb of
her |&ft.

Nor would the Rings be removed. Shocked, she had immediately begun trying to twist them off, to return
them to their rightful place. To no avail—the Ringsrefused to yield.

After afew moments, the King roused enough to drink the contents of the wine flask. Shortly theregfter,
hefdl into adumber that was more stupor than natura deep.

Y saarose from Boroth's bedside. Rugen still stood nearby, his expression carefully neutrd. If he had
noticed the amazing movement of the Rings, she knew he would keep this knowledge to himsdlf.
Undoubtedly he had held much greater secrets during the past years.

"Bring the King as much wine ashe desires," shetold the servant. "Keep him comfortable. Let him
deep.”

Indeed, as she gazed back on Boroth, it seemed that he had settled into areal deep. Could that have
been by her own strong desire?

Oncethe door of the King's chamber had closed behind her, Y sahad time and privacy to study the
Ringsthat now, apparently of their own valition, had cometo her. She pulled off her own circlets, over
which they had passed, dipping these onto other ringers.

The Ringswere unlike ordinary gemmed trifles. Rather, they were massive, heavy, and plain, with no
lighting of gem-fire. Each was formed of abroad band of ametal so rarethat its like had never since
been found in this country. In color, each had atouch of green shimmering across gold here, whiletherea
hint of red flickered againgt light traces of blue and purple. In place of agem-setting, each Ring bore an
inlaid band of wood, each band on each Ring ditinctly different. The only ornamentation the Rings bore
was asmdl golden leaf, each representative of the wood, the tree, the badge of the House.



Oak. Ysamurmured the word and folded the forefinger of her right hand against her pam. Y ew. Now
thumb in turn moved under that forefinger, hiding its burden.

Ash. Theforefinger on her Ieft hand quivered, but it did not fold under.

The Queen tensed, staring at the finger that had not obeyed her. She moistened her lipswith thetip of her
tongue. Rowan—the last command. Her thumb jerked, not entirely because of her will, but it did not

disappear.

Thiswould bear thinking on. And studly. It was true then, what she had learned by hidden burrowingin
the old records. The Rings chose the oneto carry them.

Suddenly shewas aware that shefelt lighter, less burdened, than she had in weeks. All her senses
seemed heightened. She could dmost, she thought, if shetried, reach out tendrils of thought into every
section of the palace—perhaps into the city, yes, perhaps even into the entire country— and know what
any given inhabitant was thinking and feding.

A surge of energy filled her. Now, shethought. Now | can complete the summoning! The King was safe
enough for the moment, and shewas dl impatience to try out the hint of growing power and learn if
indeed the Rings would be ahelp to her in her undertaking.

Shehurried in the direction of the tower room, her refuge, where al of her magic parapherndiawas kept.
Her route took her by the door to Prince Florian's apartment. Now she did discover that her heightened
senses were not a product of overheated imagination. There was no need to open the door a crack and
peer in; hearing sufficed. Two bare bodies rolled and panted together like common beasts.

Florian, Crown Prince, was engaged in his favored occupation. The harlot who shared that embrace this
night was one of the castlemaids. A bubble of laughter roseto Y saslips, asquickly stifled at die thought
that these women didn't have to do without, not aslong asamale of Boroth'sline lived.

Well, a least it wasn't that girl whose name she hadn't caught, the house daughter to Jaddeen, a petty
border Baron with only tenuoustiesto any of the ruling Houses. He had obviously brought her to the city
with an eyeto setting her about just this sort of activity, thinking mat some advantage might come hisway
because of it.

How fortunate, she thought, that Florian's tastes ran much in the same direction as hisfather's. And that
he had sense enough not to dare entanglement with someone of another rank whom he would not, or
could not, marry.

She climbed the stairs to the tower room, entered, and locked the door behind her. Four great windows
looking east, west, north, and south were covered with a transparent stuff across which flickered now
and then afaint sheen of rainbow when astray breeze caused the curtainsto move.

In the center of that round chamber stood a single massive chair, carved from a precious wood that was
not only the color of blood, but of such density that to work it had required unusua tools and great
strength. Beside it, on asmall table fashioned of the same wood, lay the book of magic, still opento the
page with the summoning-spell, as she had I€ft it.

Off to one sde were another, smaler table and another chair, much less ornate; there she sat to take off
her coif and remove her mask of cosmetics. Shelit acandle and st it beside her mirror. Her hair, ill
barely touched by the ravages that showed on her features, was of aruddinessto riva the hue of the



wood of the great chair. It tumbled down her back when she took the pins out, agloriousriot of color.

Then she donned asimple robe of red velvet, one that had a hood because of the chill of the season. She
pulled this protection up over her head, moved to the great chair, picked up the book, and began the
ritud.

With an ease she had never known before, the words rolled out, reverberating from the stone walls and
cresting anexus of energy that hung inthe air. Before her eyes, it coaesced into a cresture that, Sartled,
seemed to forget that it was winged. Lest it fall, she reached out, took it from the air, and set it on her

lap.

Savoring the moment—and reluctant to witnessin her mirror what thislatest foray into magic might have
done to her features—she stroked the creature until it stopped trembling. It gripped the fabric of her robe
with itstiny paws, but did not look &t her.

Shetook thelittle body by the nape of the neck. It struggled in her hands, kicking and flapping its
leathery wings, but she held it up on aleve with her eyes, imposing her will upon it, dominating it.

The creature's mouth opened, revealing sharp teeth. Itstongue was purplish red, and curved up at thetip.
It chit-tered and then uttered athin, high shriek of protest. Y sa continued to hold it until she was certain it
had become entirely hers.

"Go, and seek," she said. Then shetossed it up and out into the air. Itswings spread and beat asiit
headed toward the window directly facing its mistress. Asit went, its outlines seemed to grow hazy, and
then it vanished abruptly.

Y sa's mouth turned down at the corners as she stared intently at where the flyer had been seen last. Then
she clasped both hands quietly on her lap, waiting.

While shewaited, she dlowed hersdlf the luxury of remembering.
More than sixteen years had passed since her powers had been tried successtully.

That had brought afull victory. Oh, the wretched woman had hidden her shameful condition long enough,
thanks to the fashion—snug bodice ending just under the bosom, with afull-flowing skirt. Therewere
those who had not known Aldithawas carrying until she was practicaly in labor. But the dut had been
found out eventualy. She, together with that ill-planted seed she carried, had died.

Bog-death was merciless. And there had been no wergild death-claim for her, for the Ashenkin would
not air their disgrace.

Shelaughed adoud, to her earsasound like the cackle of avorse hen, and as deadly asthat darm could
be.

In the great bed of the high chamber below lay—what? A man? To othersit might seem so, but she
knew it was a husk that lived only because it had not yet stopped breathing. The task of keeping him
aive would belighter now that the unthinkable had happened.

She dared again at the Rings—her Rings—their weight still new enough thet they felt foreign on her
hands. But that, she knew, would pass quickly.



After dl, she had ruled for years, long before he had taken to his bed permanently. She had worked
hard, sacrificing her youth and her fresh beauty to maintain theillusion that the King was whole and well.
Soit must remain, at least for atime.

With the Rings on her hands, she would know if there was any meddling in the direction of the King'slife.
With the Rings on her hands, she had successfully summoned the flying creature, and done it eesily, after
the disastrous attempts before. With the Rings on her hands, she could fed her power growing.

Boroth and Florian both rested snug under her command, and had done so long before the Rings had
trandferred themselvesto her. They would be even more dominated by her now. She wondered only why
the Rings had waited so long to recognize what was fact. Dismissing husband and son from her concern,
she mentdly listed those who might be afuture danger.

Ashenhold was empty, haf of itsterritory vanished, drowned in the Bae-Bog, the name one to spit upon.
Of affiliated Families, there were Vacagter, Mimon,

Lerkand, perhaps others of whom she was not sure. But she had her own ways of keeping in touch with
their comings and goings, hired eyes ever watched them.

Trouble in the north—yes, there had been reports of such, verified by that foreign noble, Count Bjauden,
who had vigted recently and then departed, never to be seen again. However, awar againgt invaders,
well handled, would unite even feud-foes to fight under the same banner. She felt securein the north.

The messenger she had sent forth this night would assure her of what chanced beyond the northern
border. Still, that sense of unease did not lighten; there were things she could do if it cameto strict need,
but such acts would suck energy from her in turn, and she was cautious. If she had not been ever on her
guard, shewould not have had the leisure to Sit here this night, able to watch and plan.

It occurred to her that her messenger would not return for many hours. She got up, surprisingly
unwearied, and went to the table againgt the wall. With a certain amount of dread, she picked up the
hand mirror to survey the damage thistime. To her astonishment, she discovered that far from her
haggard appearance previoudy, now her complexion had assumed atouch of the bloom of youth. Her
mouth was plumper, fuller, the slver strandsin her eyebrows had vanished, and the deep wrinkles at
brow and mouth were definitely lessened.

"Yes," shesad. "Oh, yes"" Now, in ablinding flash, she redized the stuation fully. It had been the Rings
al dong—not her will, not her efforts—that had kept Boroth propped up, functional. Now, when he
failed nonetheless, they had chosen to cometo her. Well, even though Boroth had become an empty
husk, she had the resources to maintain him for as long as necessary. And not suffer because of it.

With an effort of will, shefinished renewing her lost beauty, removing age lines and restoring the bloom to
her skin, until she was even more dazzling than she had been on the day she had married the King. In
love with what the mirror showed her, she stared into it, Snging softly to hersdlf.

And, in rhythm to her song and dmost unaware of what she was doing, she began to stroke the Rings.

Void burned, as had the cities of Shater, Dosa, and Juptue earlier. From the packed decks of ships,
children wailed, and there was a so the brokenhearted sobbing of women who had seen their world fall
into ruin under the ondaught of the armies of the far north. Though the Sea-Rovers till held to their
courage, seamanship being their way of life, it did not take the boldness of omensto let even the most
dow- witted of those milling about the deck here to understand that they must head out with what speed



they could summon.

Snolli Sea-Rover of Void was not dow of wit. A trickle of blood still oozing from his mail-coated arm,
his face a set mask forbidding emotion, he planted his kin sword point-down into aplank before him,
gazing sternward to that fire in the night.

Whatever else of note they might be able to accomplish, the Sea- Rovers knew best the building of ships.
Asaresult, aworld of many shores and countless lands had become as familiar to them astheir own
homecoming halls. Had been—but this was aworld gone awry. There was near chaos on the mid-deck
of the sturdy wave-splitter. Despite Snolli's defiance, behind them acrimson and yelow glow smeared a
dain acrosstheinland sky.

Those whose task it was to guide the GorGull to seawere busy at their work, but around Snolli stood his
sworn war-band—those who were not too maimed to drag themselves to this saying of farewell. His son
Obern, flanked by the wave-reader

Harvas, joined the group. Both held large skin bags. The ship Harvas once served was no more, and he
was till searching for someway to be useful until he could attach himsdlf to another ship and again take
up what he had been born to do.

The three survivors among the women who had fought beside the warriors, their bows punishing the
enemy in these past days of defest, stood nearby aswell.

Harvas gave each of the men and women one of the Farewdll Horns from the bag he hugged closeto his
side. Then Obern poured a measure into each horn.

Histask done, Obern took his battle place as back-guard to hisfather. The clamor from the deck did not
lessen and yet it was easy for dl who stood there to hear Snalli's words—words as old as their people.

"Stand by, your sted steady.” There was no catch in Snalli's voice, no hesitation in repeating the ancient
injunction. "What the kin could do, we have done. All hail to those dead dready.” Heraised hishornin
the salute of atoast. "Here's honor to the next to die!™

He emptied hishorn in asingle gulp and hurled the empty vessdl out over the stern. Thosein his
war-band followed his gesture. With the Farewell Horns went the signal to Wind and Wave that they
foresaw their fate, but to it they would not easily yield.

Obern had to control himsdlf to keep from ruining the moment by spitting out his mouthful. The wine had
asour taste, for it was not a brew intended for feasting. Rather, it Signified the bitterness of farewell, its
dour meaning known as soon as it met the tongue. Determinedly, Obern swallowed. He wanted to spew
it out; inwardly, he raged against the portent of that he had nearly choked upon.

They had fought, oh yes, how they had fought! Near three years of battles, of doomed skirmishes, of
dogged standing up to defeat after defeet lay behind this night. They were not the first of the kin to make
thischoice, to labor in afrenzy of determination to lade the six shipsthat had aready been shifted out of
port for safety, to bring the last people who had retreated from the buildings behind. Rear guard they
were, and there was little hope that Wind and

Wave would cometo their aid now.

Where had they come from, these invaders led by sinister riders mounted on beasts out of nightmares,



armed with rods blasting the mist that burned out aman's lungs? None of Snalli's spies had been ableto
learn what had dragged this horror out of the northern ice regionsto ssamp away into thefair land that
the Sea-Rovers had held for time out of mind. The enemy could be killed, yes, but any captured seemed
to die by will aone before information could be extracted from them. And they took no prisoners, man,
woman, and child coughed under the cloud of poison mist and quickly died.

Now the enemy had taken the last of the defense keeps, or the fire- wrapped ruins of it. And only the
open seawas | eft to those aboard this unwieldy, overloaded fleet.

The band on the stern deck stood still together, watching the fire reflected againgt the clouds behind.
"Hyer!"

A lookout's hand swung up to point in the air. Something did swoop there, coming down toward the
ship. Obern's eyes were scout-keen.

There were two flyers, one aminute speck againgt the night sky, amuch larger onefollowing. Ashe
watched, the small one seemed to wink out of sight. He rubbed his eyes, certain that the larger flyer had
merely swallowed the smdl one.

The dark thing following them was no common seabird, nor had he ever seenitslike evenin foreign
lands. Of dl that had happened this night, it was strange and apart from anything they had known before,
and a sense of dread and foreboding enveloped him.

Apparently he was not doneinthis. A bow cord twanged from behind him. The arrow hit, but did not
bring down the flyer. Instead, the mysterious gpparition soared even as alandeer would legp astream.
Then it veered off and was gone, swallowed by the darkness. Even so, Obern fdlt achill of more than the
sea breeze. It was a sending, of that he was sure, but why and by whom, he could not guess.

Fve

Ashen leaned closer to the carved giant lupper, her origind dread of it forgotten in her interest in the
inscription embedded on it. Shewas finding it increasingly difficult to see theincised lines on the torso.
Then, with agtart, the girl recognized that time had fled and night was drawing in. With the shadows
would come such dangers as sent al Bog-folk into shelter. She straightened up, looked around, and then
concentrated al her attention on listening. Though she had been heedless, she had dso been lucky; there
were no more cries or croaks, no more thuddings on the ground behind. One of three likely possibilities
had occurred. Either the lupper that had been chasing her had grown weary and returned to its
underwater dwelling place; or it had succumbed to the spears of the huntsmen,; or it had eaten them and
was now deeping off itsmed. Of these, she thought the third wasthe least likely.

She knew where the proper trail lay, but she was dso well aware that Tusser might have recovered from
hisinitia terror and, in hiswrath, could aready have set up ambushes dong that thread of solid ground.
She had no weapon but the curved stone knife with which she had harvested the reeds, and which had,
by some accident, stayed with her in her flight.

Thiswas not a safe area of the Bog. She knew that every moment she lingered where she was, she
invited danger, if not from the deeps of the pools, then from the maice of those who had thought to take
her thisday.

Cautioudly, Ashen got to her feet. At one time, some people—or things—had made a sanctuary here.



Even as those stepping-stones had long endured just under the surface of the water, there could be
another ancient path to this place.

The girl turned out again to the left and began a renewed ingpection of the stone monster. Thistime her
attention was not so much directed toward theimage itsalf but rather toward that walling brush, thick and
menacing enough to drag her trail garmentsinto tatters. Here and there in the stunted and twisted
greenery, she could see mongtrous thorns as long as her finger, glistening with athreatening, yelowish
sheen. Those she knew, and they were deadly to humankind.

When Ashen reached a point where the lengthening shadow of the stone figure laid darkness across her,
she noted that there was athinning of the surrounding growth. It might be apath laid to entrap, but she
realized that unless she wanted to risk running into Tusser again, this path was probably her best chance
for safety. Surely Tusser would steer well clear of aplace such asthis.

By ingtinct, she whirled doft again the power-stone that had served her so well before. Though she did
not utter the call that had summoned its power earlier, there came an answer. Ahead of her, aglow of
verdant brilliance lit up what she saw now was definitely a path—or at least the beginning of one. Ashen
sraightened her shoulders and ddliberately approached it.

Though she had |ft the vicinity of the statue, she could sense by the firmness underfoot that she was il
following an outreach of the pavement, overgrown though it was with vegetation. The glowing plant-life
led her onward. After amoment or so, she began to understand that she was on anarrow traill—paved,
athough here the tones were smaller—amaost completely hidden by adime of moss and clods of grass.
Theonly difficulty wasthat it headed in the opposite direction from that she wished to take. Still, there
was no side way open to her, and in the growing darkness outside, the light guided her. So shewas
reluctant to push through the surrounding bushes and head out blindly acrossthe mire.

Twice Ashen glanced back and knew acold trickle of fear, for it seemed in this greater gloom of the
brush that the trail she had come aong was now being swallowed up from behind her as she went.

She came out into a second space. Here there was no more sign of pavement, and the footing was
soggy. Now she knew she must have help to pick her way along.

She turned toward the last bush she had passed on her way into the clearing.

Though there were more and heavier shadows here, her trained trail- sight showed her severa branches
that did not bear thorns, only twigs to which withered leaves still clung. Across one of those branches an
insect scurried, and for thefirgt time, Ashen knew alift of triumph. She was aswell Bog-trained as any

warrior, and here she had found what was wanted—something that was not the enemy of adl animd life.

Stll, it paid to be prudent. Reaching out with care lest her flesh touch the leaves of other, lessfriendly
growth, she brought her stone knife down hard on the surface of alarge, sturdy branch. A second blow,
as carefully aimed, broke through the portion of wood where the insects had trod, and alength of the
branch fell. Ashen struck again and then jumped back swiftly, before any prickly leaves could rake her.

The outer part of the branch had broken entirely free, showing under its bark a pitted passage from
which were now boiling anumber of disturbed burrowing insects. Ashen shook them loose, freeing them
to make their way by determined legps to other branches. Then she groped in her belt pouch and brought
out alittle packet. She dung the cord of the guardian-stone about her neck, leaving her hands freeto
untie the grasslacing of the pouch until it lay flat on one palm. Within was perhaps a poonful of areddish
dust. Carefully, she blew so that a puff of the dust struck and clung to the branch she had chosen.



In moments, those mitesthat still remained insgde the branch began to fall like dark rain. Taking up the
branch, holding it well away from her, she shook it vigoroudy until shewas surethat al the pith-esters
were gone and only awaking staff remained. Then, feding alittle more secure with the weight of the
branch in one hand, frail and insect- chewed though it was, Ashen turned to survey the land ahead over
which those spark wisps that hunted by night had begun to hover. She must concentrate on searching out
the best placesto go on the ground ahead. Y et she could a so hear the warnings that had been dinned
into her ears since childhood. The Bog cameto life at night, showing a greater and more dangerous
population as darkness closed in.

To her relief, when she poked at the surface just ahead of her, she discovered that she had been
fortunate. Lessthan afinger'slength below the mire, she found asolid base. Patiently, she followed this
hidden trail. Twice it made aturning and she was afraid that it had ended. However, by probing to both
Sdes, she discovered the next step, though the direction varied according to no plan that she could
ascertain.

This space of the open was too wide for her liking. The dark was not degp enough yet to form a cover
agangt any lurker watching, and even worse, she discovered that the power-stone swinging about her
throat now shone with apale, greenish gleam. Nevertheess, she did not tuck it away insde her tunic or
put it into her belt pouch again. Though it reveded her plainly to anybody who might be observing, there
was something reassuring about that light.

Thewadl of tdler growth toward which she was heading now curved to bring her out on the bank of one
of the duggish Bog streams. There again she literally stumbled upon something that proved this had once
been atraveled way. She rubbed her shin and studied a stone block balanced on two fellowsto form a
kind of bridge. Not only that, but there were dso signs of more stones ahead, promising safe footing.

Ashen stepped up on the firgt of these and stood for amoment to rest. Therigid attention she had had to
giveto thelast part of her journey had wesaried her.

Suddenly remembering the hearth-guide Zazar had given her, she settled her gtaff in the crook of her arm
s0 she could open her belt pouch again. From it she took out the small square of wood so well- handled
through yearsthat its surface was as deek as alupper's skin. She could think of no better opportunity to
find out if the hearth-guide worked as promised.

"Zazar." Sheraised the bit of wood to her lips, though she did not alow it to touch her skin. A spicy
scent wafted fromiit. "Zazar," she repeated, wondering if she was merely wasting time. Perhaps she was
too far away for the hearth-guide to be effective.

But then the wood began to glow faintly. Acrossits surface there wove aline of yellow asfaded asthe
thick grassthat grew around the stones on which she stood.

Perhaps it was true, and perhaps not. Ashen had never tested the power of this guide, and she knew that
shewaswe | beyond the boundariesfor her certain knowledge of the Bog. Out of the fast- degpening
dusk, she heard athick cry that might have been uttered by one of the creatures from the depths. Luckily,
it did not come from the direction she would be taking.

The girl strode ahead at what speed she dared use. From the shape of the land, she knew that she was
indeed now on another of the idesthat dotted the area—yperhaps alarge one, surdy enough for aBog-
folk settlement.



Then she smélled fire and the roasting flesh of afd-lowbeeste. But she did not turn in that direction. No
one Bog-born or bred approached the hearth of another without the proper identification whistle, and this
hearth was entirely foreign to her. She had been taught not to trust the unknown.

In amoment, she knew the soundness of thisteaching. There came the throb of a skin drum, the common
means of far-gpeaking, but those fingers on the talking-drum, flitting in proper pattern, produced sounds
shedid not recognize.

Suddenly she knew where she was—close by the holding of one of Joa'srivas. It waslessthan aleague
from her own village. It housed neither friend nor enemy—the two settlements cooperated at need—but
it might aswell have been in another land. Zazar could walk the entire Bale-Bog with impunity, but
without the Wysen-Wyf's company, Ashen had no reason to believe that she would be welcome.

Sheleft what was now aplain path and traveled eastward with dightly more confidence than she had
known earlier. By using the staff with every step, she was assured that she would not go dangeroudy
adray. Y et she shivered asif the drumbeats formed an invisible cord striving to jerk her in another
direction.

The guardian-stone on her breast began once more to warm. Its glow deepened, but she did not need
that warning to keep her away from strangers.

Twice she crouched, her whole body shaking to the drumbesat, watching as shadows moved into
moonlight, revealing armed Bog-folk. They must have sent their keenest hunters out, yet it would seem
that none of their Attention shifted in her direction.

Stll, Ashen drew on every hit of trail-craft she knew until she gained sight of alandmark. Only then did
she dare put on speed to reach the door poles of

Zazar's sprawling hut. She stopped in her tracks as Kazi arose from a crouch.
The serving woman might have purposefully placed hersdlf there on guard.
"Hit-flit." The stoop-shouldered woman stood asif she did not mean for Ashen to get past her.

Ashen was sure that Zazar had not yet returned. Otherwise, Kazi would not have ventured to face her in
thisfashion. The Wysen-wyf's continued absence made her bold.

The girl walked directly forward until the woman had to give way, dragging her crooked foot. Inside,
there was the familiar warmth, the mingled smdlls of

Zazar's plant harvests.

"Shewill know what you do—"

Ashen turned her back to Kazi and put the power-stone and the wooden hearth-guide in her pouch.
Then sheturned to face the crone. The codsin thefire-pit did not give much light, but an oil lamp
flickered on the low table by

Zazar's chosen pile of cushions. A gleam of that light caught an answering glitter from among the folds of
Kazi's reed-weave shawl.



Asif awarethat Ashen had seen, Kazi instantly put her hand to her breast, and the small spark
disappeared. Ashen knew what the other had hidden, however. She had never seenit closdly, but she
knew that it was an object made of metal. She also knew that Kazi kept it hidden from Zazar aswell.
Wéll, sooner or later she would solve thislittle mystery. When she discovered what Kazi wished kept to
hersdlf, she would have gained afraction more of power. She knew that Kazi hated her and dways had.
Ashen did not doubt that the woman was atae- bearer and had amalicious tongue. Undoubtedly she
had served to keep dive the barrier between Ashen and the Bog-folk.

"Shewill know," Kazi repested ominoudy. "Know what you do, shewill."
Ashen paid no attention to Kazi'simplied threat. "What happens? Are the clan guards out?"

Kazi scowled and hesitated for amoment before answering. " Outlanders—your kin—come take you.
Y ou be Bog now. When they in Bog, they kill, burn. Feed to their hounds.”

Ashen grinned. "A very cheerful prospect,” shereturned. "So dl the guardswould deliver meto these
invaders? | think that Zazar will have something to say about that."

Déliberately, Ashen took abowl from the shelf, reached for adip ladlelying acrossthe table, and filled
the bowl from the pot of soup thick with noodlesthat aways hung over thefire.

Y s, Queen of Rendd, First Priestess of Santize, sat wrapped in shadow now.

Night had falen in earnest and till her little messenger had not returned. To pass the time now that her
physical appearance was one that suited her, she decided to test the powers of her knowledge of the
Great Houses, by the Rings that represented each.

She brought the Ring on the thumb of her right hand to her mouth and touched its golden leaf with thetip
of her tongue. "Oak," shesaid.

Her perception atered, and it was asif an invisible part of hersaf swept through the castle, seeking to
know the well-being of the head of the House of

Oak. Down in the maze of corridors and rooms, small towers, even to the rock depths of the dungeons,
al was quiet. Boroth still dept in aswine's snorting dumber, unaware as yet that he was no longer master
of theRings.

"Yew." Shetouched her tongue to the Ring on the forefinger of her right hand.

It was her own House-mark, and by right of her heritage, the head of the House of Y ew was Florian, the
whelp she had seen as afailure from the hour of his birth. Boroth's attention, of course, had been
elsawhere long before that time.

A srewith an eyefor the soutness of hisline would have put an end to such adisappointment within its
first hour of life. Now, with the Rings securely in her possession, Florian was even more of atool than he
had been before.

However, she must never forget that this was one which she could never be sure would not turn in her
hand, just a the moment when she must strike swift and sure.

He was aone now, and deeping. Replete. One could find it easy to think him of no account. He had a



following, though. There was a cadre of fribbets that fawned upon Florian, shoved and scrambled for the
right to support him. But there was none among the High Lords who had done more than express avery
circumspect contempt for his person.

She hesitated for amoment before she touched the Ring encircling the thumb of her left hand. "Ash.”
Therewould be little—which, shetold hersdf fiercely, was asit should be.

Blown away likelast year's|eaves was that tenuous Family claim to the throne of Rendel, aclaim
reaching back for so many years it had become alegend. No, wait, there was—

Once again she touched thetiny golden ash-leaf with thetip of her tongue. A ruined city, far to the south.
Had she sensed akind of tirring in those ruins?

No, there was nothing, certainly nothing. Yet... why did her head turn afraction in that direction, toward
but not facing the ever-despening gray outside the south window? Ashen—Ash. For the third time, she
sent the cdll, to have it return unanswered clearly. Nothing, and surely nothing. But still her frown lingered
and she hurried on to taste the last Ring—Rowan, ever the weakest of the Houses, the one whose
traditiona aly was Ash, even as Oak and Y ew were dlied.

Y es, there was an answer, far away and faint. What were they now? Erft, the titular head, aman too old
to mount awar-horse. He had not been seen outside the wall of hismgjor keep for near afull year. She
sought him again, specifically, and had only aweak return for her efforts. Y es, Erft was undoubtedly now
asmuch anothing aswas hisKing. Y et—Shetried again, for there was a hint of more. Erft had had no
blood son sincethefdl of the

Ashenkeep... when? Seven, eight years past? She caught the whisper of ayoung and scarce-formed girl.
Only afemde...

The Queen grimaced. She had little liking for those of her own sex. There had been an incident, years
ago, achance touching from which she had withdrawn in a hurry. Power could be drawn when greater
met lesser, and that touch had been awarning. Did she sense another of thisilk? Growing bolder, she
summoned memory as one might run down a corridor jerking open door after door to see what might
skulk within.

She cast her perception wider, found what she sought. Y es, hereit was. She could see clearly now. Erft
had an heir—a granddaughter, supposedly afrail wraith of achild. But seasons pass quickly enough, and
sncethegirl had struggled through the first threetening years of life and survived... wdl, she must have
strength of asort. Her name—Y sa sought again, ignoring the headache that was starting in her temples.

Laherne! Her questing ended abruptly and she opened her eyes wide, thrown off guard for amoment.
How could she have forgotten? Not surprisingly, thisgirl was not only Rowan, she was dso Ashenkin,
the result generations back of amating to enmesh the strength of two lordships. And al concentrated in
thissingle girl, as ddlicate as the yellow rose on the Rowan badge, and as unsullied asits motto, "Here

find dl peace”

Y sasettled back in her chair, her hands dropping again to her lap. Y es, though young and not yet aware
of who or what shewas, this Rowan- Ash creature was of marriagesble age. Now Y sasmiled, asmall,
tight movement of lips. Why, it worked out to her purpose. Ash was gone, Rowan nearly so. Still, there
could be amating of power once again, bringing dl the remnants of the four Greet



Familiesinto one place, distilling them into one heir. The Prince, Oak and Y ew, was yet unwed. Asfor
hisfumbling in bed and chasing anything in skirts, hiswife would have to learn to cope the way her
betters had. The way Y sahersdf had.

The Queen rubbed her forehead to ease the ache. Certainly she had no hope of trying to seek abride for
the Prince from abroad. Those eyes and ears that reported to certain ones she controlled had made it
plain that Rendel need not bother to look elsewhere for new blood to shore up their failing lord- lines.

Thiswasatime for bargaining, for shadow-seeking, not atime for delegations to neighbors with the offer
of apossible crown for astray daughter of asolidly founded House.

Ash and Rowan. Her right hand dipped acrossthe left, covering them with the

Oak and Y ew Rings. There was symbolism for you, she thought. Then her small moment of satisfaction
was interrupted by acommotion at the window just in front of her. Through itsarch thelittle flyer darted,
and sheraised her hands quickly to catch it. To her surprise, thetiny creature trembled, and she stroked
it with an unaccustomed gentleness, crooning to it. In afew moments, it settled down. Then the Queen
raised her servant to eyelevel. The sparksin its head were vivid with knowledge ready to be given her.

There was amoment of vertigo as her sight passed, it would seem, from one set of eyesto another. Now
she hung aoft, while down below raged fire enough to turn an ice-bordered night into day. Thismust be
the northern lands, home of uncouth wanderers. Here burned a keep the might of which shook her
somewhat.

There was little barbaric about these flame-scorched walls. For amoment, she saw destruction, and
those who rode strange, monstrous white beasts and circled the Site.

Vertigo assaulted her again as she siwung out over water, where the rise of the moon gave light to seethe
vesselsthat parted the waves there. Ships of that kind could cause terror ong the coast, as she hersalf
knew. Northern people werein flight, having managed to escape destruction in their stronghold. They
would beat away south eventually. She must raise defenses at once.

Then, behind her, ashadow. She turned and glimpsed the ravenous mouth of a huge flying cresture, not a
bird, and knew at once that it was ready to scoop her up and swallow her. She knew also that anyone so
caught would be lessthan amorsdl served at her table as an aperitif, and that the creature's red seeking
was not for her, but for those on board the northern ships...

Then she blinked out. With arush, she returned to herself once more whole and separated again. She set
thelittle flyer on her shoulder, and she could fed the heavy best of its heart againgt her cheek. It had
indeed served her well. It deserved aname.

"Visp," shesad. "I'll cal you Visp." It began to purr, asif pleased. If only she could find those among her
own kind who would serve her even half aswell as

Visp.
Sx
Boroth had been dreaming again, thrashing the covers about on the bed in his struggles against some dark

assallant. Helay staring upward into the black rise of bed canopy above him. His heart was thumping
fiercely; therewas ataste like barnyard mud in his mouth, and an aching that might have come from a



grievous wound behind his eyes. They burned, and he knew from long experience that if he looked at
himself in the mirror, he would see they were deeply bloodshot.

Asaways, the waking was worse than the dreams, atruth haunting him these days. Slowly helevered his
flabby body up into agtting position. He was dry, near perishing with thirst. With one hand, he fumbled
on the table next to his bed while he uttered aguttural growl.

The night lamp, which was alwaysto be kept dight, had failed. Nevertheless there was moon enough to
show that the trundle bed of his body- squire was empty.

He stroveto lift hisvoice above acroak. "Rugen!”

Hewas adonein the huge bed on the dais. Not only had the curtainsto hisright been left open to the dark
and the night, but those at the foot were aso undrawn. Boroth squinted. There was something there, faint
gparks of light.

Shifting al hisweight to one elbow, he made agrab at those sparks and did toward the edge of the
rumpled bed.

"Staffhard!" Even his guard—Had they all deserted him? Had he been true-dreaming? Had he redlly been
left done, to face whatever might prowl the dark?

He could sméll the thick odor of wine. Sdivaflooded his mouth and he swallowed convulsively. He
wanted— must have—drink. Only give him afull goblet of wine and hisworld would come right again.

Those points of light—eyes, surdly they were eyes!

Spying upon him. In ahidden curtain sheeth, not far from him, hung his pillow-sword. Not daring to look
away from the eyes, heflailed out in panic and tore a the heavy tapestry with hisfingernails until he found
the wegpon and closed his hand on the hilt.

"By the Wraith of Kambar, who are you?' Helicked his parched lips. The Power he called upon was
onelong forgotten in these days. He hoped it il protected him.

Except, except... hisown eyes had been captured by those that glowed out there.

His breath began to comein gasps as he found it more and more difficult to fill hislungs. He saw the
eyes, he saw beyond them...

There was adarkness that hung like one of the deep red curtains of the bed. And then therewasa
grayish gleam. It dowly swam into focus and took the shape of aleaf. His befuddled wits were clearing.
Yes, truly therewas aleaf, man-tal, sanding straight as aguardsman on duty.

A leaf. What leaf? Memory gtirred. His brain felt duggish and even morein need of adrink. Then he
recognized it. Ash! The lesf—it was Ash! Before hiseyesit shifted, melted, turned into awoman, she
whose face he had thought never to see again.

"Alditha—"

"Boroth," she whispered, theword asfaint asasigh.



She gestured with both hands, and then faded from view.

Something about the grip on the pillow-sword was different. The wegpon fell from his hand, and hefdlt
franticaly over hisfingersfor what was missng—there were no meta bands haf sunk in his puffy flesh.
No tightness of metal- and-wood bands. Unbelieving, he touched the deep dents where the Rings had
lately been—thumb, forefinger, thumb, forefinger. Anger, fuded by fear, found outlet in abellow of rage.
Someone answered. "Sirel Lord King!"

Therewas light enough now, and not that of the eyes. A candle, unbearably bright. Boroth was shaken,
dazzled, so that he blinked several times.

"Ruger?
"Yes, dre. | am here. What do you desire?!

Old habits die hard. Boroth was aroused enough to attempt to be what fate had made him—aruler and a
leader.

"Bring mewine!" he said hoarsely. "Where have you been, you snesking whoreson?

Do you go about &t night trifling with someloose wench, forgetting your duties?

I'll have the skin off your back come morning—"

By now, Rugen had come around the end of the bed. He set down the double candlestick so that the
light showed him busy pouring from atall pitcher into agoblet. Boroth fairly snaiched the vessdl from
Rugen's hand, dribbling some drops onto the bed. He drank like aman dying of thirst. He lowered the
goblet and breathed deeply, eyes closed, waiting for the familiar ease. It did not come.

Surely it had been only adream. Why, he couldn't summon even aclear memory.

Nothing but adream. Y et there had been atime when some dreams had been sent aswarnings. He
raised the goblet again and saw his hand plain once more. He had not imagined it.

The Rings were gone!

Hisold power had not deserted him. Aldithahad come to warn him, to tell him.

He hurled the goblet into the darkness and lunged across the bed toward Rugen.

Though the servant stepped back, startled, the King caught him by the shirt and dragged him over the
edge of the bed. Rugen lost his balance and went down on hisknees, clutching at the bedclothesto keep
fromfdling entirely.

Boroth thrust hisface closeto the servant's. "Where are the Rings?' He shook

Rugen with some of hisformer strength. "Y ou are adead man if you don't tell me a once! Whereare my

Rings?'

"Sre—sre—| havethem not!" Rugen clutched at the bed, striving to free himself from the grip without



rasing hishand againg hismagter.
"Then who does?'

Boroth was no longer befuddled with drink. He might have dreamed away many memories, but this had
sobered him completely and, perhaps, permanently. He well knew on whose fingers those Rings
belonged.

"Her Mgesty, dre, the Queen.”
Rugen near tumbled to the floor as Boroth released him as quickly as he had seized him.

But Boroth was no longer paying him attention. The King was spreading his handsinto the light and
garing down. There were marksin the flesh there, mocking him. It was asif the Rings had bit into skin,
and perhaps been forcibly taken from him.

So that wasthe way of it! Though his head throbbed and he was fighting down nauses, it was asif he had
opened adoor and brought in more light upon himsaf and his state than he had been aware of for years.

He touched thumbs and fingersin turn, whispering the words aloud, but only to himsdlf. "Oak." He
rubbed the thumb asif he could still caressameta band.

"Yew." Now he grimaced. "Ash." What was there about Ash? He could not remember, but he would
oncethelast of the wine fumeswas out of hishead. Oh, yes, he would remember! "Rowan!"

Never again, he vowed. Never again would he allow himsalf to become so besotted with wine that such
amonstrousindignity could be lodged againgt him. The Ringswere his, to answer him since his crowning,
and he was not to be despoiled. He would have them back even though he could never again have the
onewhose memory had cometo himto tell him of the theft. Aswould be discovered.

Thusfar had Wind and Wave favored the precipitate flight of the Sea- Rovers. But asthe far overloaded
shipswallowed into the heavy dark of the night sea, none aboard were released entirely from fear.
However, the north-bred demons could not put their monster steeds to treading waves behind the fleeing
ships. Of that much, they could be certain. Nor could their foes send grest ice blocks after them; thetime
of year waswrong for it. Thiswas the season for winter's-end storms. But despite al their frenzied efforts
at the lagt, the fugitives had not been able to gather much in the way of food and other supplies, and as
yet they had no plan for anear landing.

Those war captains who were till hale and on their feet gathered in a conference on deck. Three
wind-shielded sealanterns centered the small circle where they knelt or crouched, intent on what the
ship's captain was pointing out on a salt-stained map.

Their way of approaching any unknown land had always been to prepare to fight, raid, and then return as
speedily asthey could to their ships. Most of these expeditions had been carried out by one or two ships
aone. But now there were no longer home portsin which to lie safely and refit.

The captain indicated a spot on the map. "Not V olen— the voyage istoo long, and we would be starving
before we were hafway there. The storm season hangs ready to strike within days.”

One of the men moved and Obern glanced up. It was Grabler, one whose advice his father often heeded.



"South and shore creep.” Grabler's words came almost with the snap of an order.

"South is swampland save for Idim, and that is but a pocket of ruin. We could not even land dl our
people safely there. And the Bae- Bog—well, we dl know about it."

The Sea-Rovers were not masters of the sea; no man could claim to be that. But they had had
generations of learning its ways to mold them. They must establish atemporary port and find shelter for
those who kept the home hearths while the raiders were out. There were enough tales of the Bog-land to
warn anyone off those reef-edged and cliff- lined shores, shores even seamen less careful than they
themsalves had for generations avoided.

"Thereisthis." Another hand swept into the dim circle of light around the lanterns. Even if Obern had not
known hisfather's hand, he would have recognized the broad thumb ring of High Chief, itsred stone
seeming to take fire from even that limited glow. Hisfather waswell a home with maps. In the keep,
whose burning still cast ared glow against the sky behind them, there had been arepository for alarge
map collection, and the High Chief paid good pricesto any Rover who had voyaged off the known lanes
and brought back arecord of histravels.

"The south,” Snolli said. "Beyond the Bog, across the boundary river. There have been many reports of
what may bein progressthere. Five, maybe Six or seven years ago, ho one of uswith athought in his
head would have ranged far into the waters that the Ashenkin controlled from their watch-hold. They
were seamen, regardless of what name be laid upon them by others. But the entire land, the
Ashenhold, isvacant, and the great Ashenkeep now lies as empty asVoid, swept away by fire and
sword, deserted. These southern warlords are ever at each other's throats, and among them, only
Ashenkin sought searoads. There has been no word from the Y ear Traders that any have cometo hold
what Renddl men themselves destroyed.”

Around him, his chieftains murmured. To mogt, this might have been news, but some were well aware of
the story. Snolli spoke to those who did not know.

"You heard at last midwinter feasting that speaker for the Y ear Traders report that the whole of that land
isbubbling like atar-pot |eft too high on aflame.

Their King wallowsin strong drink, and hissonisawastrel. Thelords of the

Council st and watch each other lest one be on the move to take what hisfellows also see asthars. Who
rules?'

"Aye" one of the lesser chieftains echoed. "If not the King, then who?"

"The Queen Y saisawoman of some powers and al the strengths she can gather to herself. She plays
onelord against another, using dark ways to make certain of the support she needs.”

Snolli stabbed hisforefinger a the map, just whereit showed a curve of inlet.
"Ashenkeep?' His gesture was answered by criesfrom two of that company.

"Aye, that it be" Grabler said. "The harbor thereisagood one. Theriver feeding into it runsfrom afertile
land that is now sparse of any dwdlers.



It'ssaid that asmall ship can sail right up and anchor outside the very gate.

And as great was the fury of those who stroveto levd it, ssonewalls such as held there are not easily
toppled. We may need but atemporary landfall and then we can send out scouts to learn what faces us.”

"They say that the place liesunder aRed Saying." That was Hengrid, who was always ready to see
danger and ill in any offered project.

"Arewe Ashenkin?' Grabler asked, achalengein hisvoice. "A Red Saying holds only for the bloodlineit
is put upon. We are not of these queasy southern kind who would fight with a cursing instead of sword in
hand. | say our High Chief has spoken wisdly. We must have a port before the storm season. If others of

our kin-lines have fought to freedom, the Traders messengerswill carry the word and they canjoin us.”

"So beit said and heard.” Snolli looked at each man in turn. The verdict was repeated around the circle.
The captain set about folding hismap. Heroseto hisfeet. "Signas up, and south it shall be.”
Obern dipped back from his postion at hisfather's shoulder. He was atrue

Wave Rider and had been for these ten years and more. However, al hisforays had been westward to
the strings of idands, large and smal, oversess. By the luck of the Sea-Rovers, he had never before been
on therun from any foe, nor unsure-of a safe port ahead.

The Tradersrefrained from venturing far from the safety of shores. They cameto barter for foray loot at
the beginning of autumn, or at the Winter Feast, when more than one clan met in friendship. Obern had
aways been interested in their stories, and hisinterest had been encouraged by Snolli, who set him to
record such tales as seemed to have an eement of truth in them.

Now the survivors of the burning of Void were heading south, making their way into the very waters that
had once been held so firmly againgt them. Obern knew aswell as any that they would have to stop and
gather food along the way. But between that desolate port they sought and here, where they battled an
unessy sea, lay the Bog, and of this, Outlanders knew little and had never striven to learn more. It was as
if ablacknessthat was not acommon dark curtained that waterlogged land from the clean world without.

He thought again about that winged thing that had been a shadow visible againgt the fire-painted sky.
Why had it not pursued them when it had a clear opening?

Had it been that other, smdler, flying thing, the one that had vanished so abruptly that the lookouts swore
it had never been there at al? Whatever the reason, it had not attacked. Not then. Nobody yet knew
what it was, except that it had to be a sending from their enemies. He had asked Fritji about it.

Some of the sea clans had wave-readers, they did themselves. Some men, and women too, were born
with specid talents; al knew that. One could not turn away, scoffing, from the ideathat there was much
inthe world that humankind did not yet understand. And though such with specid giftswere few, they
were encouraged to use what they had brought with them from the womb for the good of kin and clan.
All wave-readers could set courseswell enough for an expert mariner to follow in turn. Some could even
foretell the coming of orms.

Fritji, wave-reader to Snolli, was one of these. And he had confirmed Obern's suspicions.

That shadowy thing—had it been some servant of the monster riders, or had it come from another



source? One could only wait and see.
"No good."

Obern jumped alittle, startled. Hengrid might have been answering his silent query. Characteristically, the
armsman had spoken asin ariddle. "Eh? Finish your thought, Hengrid."

"No good ever came to them aswanted to try that coast. The pull lights would be out in ahurry any
night, were we sighted close enough.”

Nerves made Obern more than alittle edgy. " So? And where would you have us dump ourselves and
our goods then? Those before us have headed for the Fringe Ides.

Do you think there will be peace when anew hand-count of ships wants anchorage where two might
hardly squeeze?"

Hengrid was well known to be a storm-screecher, one who aways predicted doom.

At the same time, he was an axeman of note and had |eft plenty of the foe to board the Ship of Degth
behind them. Obern could not afford to dismiss him out of hand.

"Theresthe pull lights," Hengrid repeated vigoroudy, as one who would not accept anything but the
worgt.

Pull lights? Obern tried to remember. In histime of roving, he had never ventured into these southern
waters. The many reefs and sandbank traps where sea and the greet river emptying from the Bog made a
muddled stir of meeting were wisdly avoided. Y et, to reach the Ash-enkeep, they would have to risk
near asurf-wet course.

Then he remembered about the pull lights. Those stories were little more than ghost tales these day's.

Pull lights were what was meant by lights ashore that caught the eyes of the helmsman, somehow
entrapping him and any others Sghting them, so that the ship was swung directly into the desth-path they
marked.

Wéll, it should be easy to avoid such smpletraps. The Bog-folk might be another matter. The Bog-folk
had weapons wholly of their own. Y es, the Bale-Bog was a stink to spread o'er half the world at times.
Obern took a deep bregth of fresh seawind to clear histhoughts away from unseen dangers. There were
enough present perilsto be watched for.

"Zazar hearth!" avoice cdled from outside.

Ashen took another mouthful of noodles. Let Kazi answer the call; the old woman liked fedling important.
Sure enough, Kazi was quick to reply. "Two within, one gone. The curtain be unlaced, Chief Kin."

Ashen stirred. Had Kazi gone entirdly dimwitted? If Joa had been somehow moved to take the night
count in person, he need only be answered.

"Hearth in ember.”



Ashenrelaxed alittle. It wasthe Bog-folk'sway of saying "All iswell." Joa knew better than to question
Zazar's household about their comings and goings.

She dropped the ladle into the soup pot and watched the curtain as it was shrugged aside by the
headman's thick shoulder. Joa was no youngster who had not long carried histurtle shield, and dl knew
that he had little liking for the Wysen-wyf. Too many times had she defeated some cherished plan of his.

Now hewasglaring straight at Ashen. "You took trails," he said, scowling, "for dmost full sun length.
Where went, and why?"

She nodded in abare sdlute to his office, and her voice was clear and concise as she answered. "I do my
mistresss bidding, Jod." It was aliethistime, but one he could not disprove.

"Zazar be not here to answer for you. Y ou been seen near the way of Gulper. That land be closed to all
kin. Y ou go there, Old Ones know. Very bad.”

Ashen heard agasp from Kazi. It covered her own. She knew exactly where this story had come from.
Tusser had used the same word, Gulper, asif it were thefell creature's name. Joal could not know about
Gulper from any other source.

Tusser wasdlive.

Beyond that, even if Kazi did not believe in the Old Ones, who had not been observed in that section of
the Bog supposedly theirs, she had a multitude of storiesto embellish their dread acts. From her earliest
childhood, Ashen had heard most of thetales. Sheredlized that in her exploring, she must have strayed
into one of the Old Ones' secret, perhaps sacred, places.

"I tdll truth to my mistress, Kin Chief." Kazi seemed dmost defiant.

"And where be Zazar?' Jod dug the point of his spear into the well- pounded earth and matted dried
herbs, which served them for aflooring.

"Behind you, Jod!" Zazar's voice was waspish. " Striving to enter my own hearth past alump without the
manners of adithcreep.”

He shifted hisweight quickly but she did not push past, waiting in obvious impatience for him to show
proper respect.

Jod was disturbed enough to indeed forget formalities. "Where be you,

Wysen-wyf—fishing for Outlanders?*

She laughed. "So that old cry has been raised again, hasit? And where do these

Outlanders come from? Eh? The few ways they can hope to come are well guarded, are they not?

"They come!" He near spat out those words as he turned and blundered through the curtain folds. Zazar
waited for along moment.

Ashen scrambled to her feet hastily as Zazar turned toward her. She knew well that particular 1ook.



She had been afool, she knew it a once, to try to avert Zazar's wrath. Her head near snapped back as
the Wysen-wyf dapped her cheek full force.

"Y ou aretotaly empty-skulled." Zazar stood with both balled fists on her hips, looking the girl down and
then up again. "Now listen, and listen well, you

Outland whelp. It will take very little, now that you are older, for Joa to order you to the feeding pool for
the good of thekin. It isthe oldest of dl the First Laws—Bog-folk must not take Outlander women. If
they do, it means death. | have seen Tusser and hisfoot-kissers talking behind their hands whilethey
watched you. To some men, that which isdifferent isdesrable—for alittlewhile."

"They—they would be punished.” Ashen said. Shelicked the corner of her mouth and tasted blood.
"Punished? Perhaps. Such actions have been known before. There are stories of

Outlander women who came looking for adventure in the Bog and found more than they could
conveniently manage. And since such femaeswere not seen again, they were just as conveniently
forgotten. Outlander men, too." She spat. "'Y ou—where did you go this day?"

Ashen graightened her shoulders. Thiswas, she knew, thetimefor truth-telling. But would the strange
tale she had to tell be enough to divert the fullness of Zazar's rage?

With Zazar in this present mood, how much dare Ashen admit to? She gave aquick glance to where
Kazi sat grinning, enjoying the girl'sfal from the Wysen-wyf's good graces.

Seven

Once more, it was confirmed for Ashen that the Wysen-wyf could read minds. Quick as thought, Zazar
turned on Kazi and pointed both forefingers. "Hold your tongue!" she said sharply.

Thiswas one of her powers. When she set that order upon one, there was no hope of retelling anything
heard. Ashen had known such gagging hersdlf at timeswhen

Zazar had welcomed cloaked and shadowed figures to the night hearth-fires. Those pointing forefingers
stopped any speech thereafter. They almost stopped even the remembering of it.

However much the Bog-folk might hate and seek to destroy any Outlander venturing into their murky
territory, there were those who came by stedth to Zazar. Some came through bravery or bravado. Some
came through desperation. Some looked to be human kind, though Ashen never saw their faces. They
were dways muffled in the folds of large cowls or the hoods of their cloaks. And asfor other
things—some were not human at al, and these came not dways of their own valition; rather, they were
cdled.

The least frightening were the four-footed creatures that would gppear at timesthrough holesin the
ground and squat before Zazar. Whatever communication passed between them and the woman who
had summoned them was not to be heard, at least not by human ears, but that they reported, Ashen had
no doubt.

Though she could never afterward spesk of it, by listening quietly in the shadows, she heard the rumors
and gossip of the outside world that the other vigitors, those of humankind, brought with them. Their
news seemed part of the price for Zazar's services. Thus Ashen's knowledge of the Outland was grester



than that of most Bog-folk, although she could not share it with anyone because of Zazar's spell.
Now, shelearned, the spell could work the other way aswell.

"Speak!" She might have been fastened to the wall by those forefingers Zazar was pointing at her. Even
as Kazi had been silenced, so did Ashen now need to answer. Swiftly she spilled out the adventures of
the day.

Zazar waved her to sit down as she hersalf pulled forward athick mat and settled cross-legged within the
full warmth of the hearth. There she listened without comment or interruption to all Ashen had to tell.

The adventure on the hillock tumbled out quickly—the arriva of Tusser and histagaongs, therising of
the giant lupper, the one they called Gulper. Sheleft out nothing, neither the plans she knew Tusser had
for her nor the wounding of

Gulper, nor die mad flight to get away. Therewas so much, and the girl told it swiftly. Then camethe
finding of the great one monster and she began describing the writing on its mossy belly.

Zazar stopped her with an upheld hand. She reached behind her mat to one of the storage baskets and
brought out asmooth strip of writing bark, clean of any previous note-taking. Shetossed it to me girl.
Knowing without any voiced order what Zazar wanted, Ashen took up acharred stick from thefire's
edge and began with great care to inscribe the symbols she had set to memory. Twice she had to pause,
thinking, until she was sure. Sometimesit seemed to her that for an ingtant or two, she was lill in that
clearing, the inscribed stone figure before her. When she had finished, she was certain that she had
indeed emptied her memory asthoroughly as she could.

Zazar jerked the bark strip from her then. Reaching within the laced jerkin she wore, the Wysen-wyf
brought out a stone somewhat smilar to the guardian-stone

Ashen had depended upon thisday, only this one was triangular in shape. She unfastened it from the
cord, and using it pinched between thumb and forefinger, drew one point across each symbol on the
writing bark. Somehow, Ashen was not surprised when the marks she had worked so hard to reproduce
gleamed asif sparksfollowed the passage of the stone. When she had finished, the Wysen-wyf sat for a
long time, or S0 it seemed to Ashen, looking at the now-bright marks.

Perhaps Zazar was aso engaged in seeking some memory. Ashen dared not ask.

At length, Zazar tossed the bark into the fire and it blazed up. With narrowed eyes, she regarded Ashen,
and the girl tensed. In the past, Zazar had looked at her in that way just before she brought aswitch
down on Ashen's shoulders.

At last, Zazar broke the sillence. "What is done, isdone. Y ou, Outland whelp, are more than | have
thought. Look you." Sheraised her forefinger in the air between them, moving it smoothly, and leaving on
theair itsdlf the faint but discernible outline of what was certainly aleaf. To Ashen'swonderment, this
continued to hold a shadowy form as Zazar added another of adifferent shape, and yet another, until four
such leaves hung there, dim but gtill visible enough to be named.

Ashen found hersalf naming them, doud and with the certainty that she wasright, not merely guessng.
"Oak, Yew, Ash, and Rowan."

"No such trees ever grew in the Bog." Zazar snapped her fingers and the ghost leaves were gone. "Y ou



are of the Blood or you could not have seen them, nor known them without having seen them before. The
old talent runs strong in you.

Never speak of it, not outside these walls. Knowledge of what you have done would set not only the
Bog againg you, but indeed, it would aso bring outside hunters, keen for the kill among us."

"I have no wish—" Ashen began shakily.

"We may not wish at the hour the Weavers take up our threads, by chance or by intent.” Zazar stared
into thefire. Thelight, playing over her features, reveded thetoll of age that had not been there before. "'l
have seen signs but until now, could not discover what they meant. Now | think | know. Heed you this,
Wearein atime of great change, when old Houses will fall and be forgotten and new ones shdl arise.
Heed this dso, girl—you come from high blood. It could bring you to athrone. But if you arewise, you
will not walk that way. Y ou must, however, find a path out of the Bog lest you be discovered and die.
And what can be given to you asajourney aid, that | shdl find."

"Bog-folk—" Ashen's mouth suddenly felt dry. She knew that Jod, for one, would be cheered to see her
bound and flung into the eating-pooal.

"To each kind their own. Y et as the world changes, by the Weavers patterning, we cannot know how or
why. Thereisthis, Ashen Deathdaughter, and it you must believe; you dready wak under ashadow. Go
carefully, lest you bring it down upon you."

Inafar corner of the room, Ashen heard afaint scrabbling noise, of akind she had heard before. Zazar
looked in that direction. "Get you to deep,” shetold

Ashen. "One of my little onesis on the way, and with it, you are to have no dedlings.”

Y sawas midway down the steep tower stairway when she heard her husband's furious shout, followed
by the blast of what could only be one of the large chamber doors sent open with aforce so grest it
struck againgt the corridor wall. She stood very ill for amoment, letting her newfound senses go free,
seeking—

He had discovered that the Rings were missing from hisfingers. Her hands flew to her breast and clasped
tightly together. She composed hersalf and erased dl signs of fear from her face as she ddliberately
descended the next few steps.

The ail in the crescent lamps dong the wals was low, some of the flames guttering; she hoped that in their
dim light, the uneasiness she felt could not be noted.

"Siebert!” That roar of acall echoed down the corridor. Surely it was enough to rouse hdf the castle.

There was the sound of running feet, and shadows came hurrying into the corridor from the other end of
the hall. Thelow light glinted on the sted of unsheathed blades.

Shewaited until the foremost of those runners cameinto full view. Siebert, the
Marshal of the Guard, aman sparing of words but always correct in action when she chanced to meet

him, caught sight of her now as she ddliberately moved forward toward the door that stood wide open.
He stopped, the point of his blade wavering downward.



A man uttered asharp cry of pain as he crawled out into the corridor like abadly beaten animal. Rugen,
the King's body-squire, was followed by the burly figure of his master, who kicked vicioudy at his
unfortunate servant.

The King's night robe had alarge rent in it, showing the obese upper part of hisbody, asif he had tried to
tear freefromitssilken folds. His puffy features were hardly those of humankind but more those of some
farm beast run amok. He had put on one boot, the better to kick his servant.

Now helifted his head alittle and brayed forth jangling laughter, drawing hisfoot back to kick Rugen
again. Only then did he appear to become aware that there were others watching. His head, thatched
with abristle of graying black hair, turned afraction so he could address the audience of hisragethe
better.

"Thisfilth—" Spittle flaked the corners of hismouth. "Take—take—" Then his head turned afraction
more and it was plain that he waslooking straight at the

Queen.

"S0." It was not aroar thistime, but far from the speech of a sane man. "My very dear wife, my
swestling, sworn to me by al the Powers." Hisvoice had turned unnerv-ingly gentle. At the sametime,
the cruel rage that had galvanized him before shifted and became something darker, something worse.
"How well you look, inyour Oak crimson. Have you found a new woman to paint your face? | have not
seen you o beautiful in years. Come you hither, my love's own heart, for we have great mattersto talk
about." He gave alast kick to the moaning squire and held out his hand to Queen Y sain agrotesque
parody of one about to lead a partner into aforma dance.

Shedid not fater, only held her handsin fists now pressed tightly against her, hidden in the folds of her
skirts, finding consolation in the warmth of the

Rings. They had accepted her, but what use she could make of them in this coil, she had no idea—yet.
He was now standing aside, in absurd mimicry of amannered gentleman, and she must proceed him into
his chamber. She ached with the tension of her body as she fought against any sign of fear. She passed
him slently with her head high.

As she swept past, the odor of sweat and wine fumes nearly made her sick.

Camly, shewent to thelong table at the foot of the bed, where two six-branched candlesticks sat aong
with agoblet and the wineflask. Willing her hand not to tremble, she picked up acandlestick on which
two candles were crowned with flame and proceeded to light the others. To face this meeting, she felt
that she must have light. Only—only the confrontation had come so soon! Too soon? She dared not
dlow hersdf to think of that.

The door dammed shut behind her dmost as violently asit had crashed open, and she turned to face
Boroth. It was better, she knew from bitter experience, to wait for him to speak firg, for her to remain
passive. Sometimes that could calm him down. In his present state, he might even strike out at her—or
try to do so.

He had come closer than she anticipated, and his flushed, sweating face was too near. How could he
have padded across the room without sound? Then she saw the one boot lying near the closed door, and
knew.



Now hewaslicking hislips, his gaze diding down from meeting hersto fasten on her hands, which she
discovered were now open and displaying the Rings, amost unnaturdly so, asif the light somehow was
drawn to center on them. She had not willed this; it had to be the Rings doing.

"Y ou do not whore. Thisistheway of onewho would gain power." He gppeared to have hisviolent
anger under tight control. "Instead, you thieve. And the price for theft, as you well know—"

He was on her, asacat might pounce upon some smal prey, clutching her right hand with apainful grip,
dragging it and her toward the nearest candle.

"Burn, dear wife, the one| lifted to share athrone, while another—Burn and have ataste of how the law
isset!"

Hisfingers had closed astight as atorturer'sirons about her wrist. However, he came only so far toward
the candle and no farther. Hard as he tried to force her hand into the flame, he could not move her.

The relief was enough to bring a sob from her throat, one she quickly stifled.

S0 heartened, she freed hersalf from his hold. Hisface lost that darkened hue and began to grow pae as
he stared at her, comprehension dawning.

"Oak," she said, beginning the tale of the thumbs and fingers. Y ew, Ash, and

Rowan." She held out both hands, the fingers widespread. "Thereisno need for force. | did not stesl
them. Take them back fredly if they aretruly yours.

Come, Boroth, | implore you. Take them and do with me what you will."

But he was pushing back, avay from her. His hand rose as if he would answer her chalenge, and then
fdl again.

"What—" His voice was a shaken whisper. "What witchery have you wrought, you evil creaturein
woman's shape?'

"I have done nothing, Boroth. Ask yoursalf what you have done that they |eft you. They choose. We
have read it, both of us." Shelooked full at him and spoke dowly, with athread of pause between each
word to accent her question the more. "Do you think that that which isthe very heart of our land will
serve adrunken sot, a cresture of some dark choice?’

Hefound hisfull voice, but thistime his bellow was an outcry of rage and anguish. He reached out and
grabbed one of the candelabra, the flames flaring high as he drew back and hurled it Sraight at her face.

The flameswinked out, and the golden holder crashed to the floor at her feet.
It was she who moved now, reaching for the goblet. Shefilled it to the brim.

Though tempted, she did not fling it a him, though he moved asiif to dodge such an attack. Rather, she
didit dong the table as she gave him atight smile.

"Boroth, you have aroused yourself. Men of your kind can die, killed by rage.



Drink, husband, drink once more and forget. This| promise you—life, and among your people, the
semblance of what you were. Drink and be satisfied.”

His hand twitched toward the goblet. "I swore never again to touch it—"

"It was an oath ill consdered. Mineisnot. Y our body isaccustomed to wine, and indeed, it craveswine.
Wineisits medicine, the sustenance of itslife. To deny it isto order your own death. And hear me
further. This| aso promise, that this Kingdom and your line| shal serve asbest | may. None shal know
from methe extent of my rule, for | shal say al decisons come willingly from you, through me, for your
steps are lagging and your body must not be put to stress.”

He stumbled, demongtrating the truth of her words, but he did not try to pick up the goblet. Rather, he
drew himself by handholds around the edge of the bed, asif unable any longer to walk unsupported.
Then hefdl forward, head down, hislegs buckled so that he knelt as one who seeks comfort from the
Unknown.

The cramped quarters on board the ship led to difficultiesfor the sailors going about their duties. But the
continuation of the seaas cdm asit might ever be, and winds mild and fair, favored them. Those not
needed for manning the vessd rolled up in their cloaks, in any corner they could find, to deep.

AH wereweary of the days of skirmishing, followed by the one greet battle.

There were many kin whom one would not seein the sword ring again. And then thefina
humiliation—the destruction of what had been their proudly held keep, and that by their own hands. It
was not strange that deep this night wasfitful.

Obern rose at last to wend away among the deepersto the prow. No longer would he ook back, but
forward. A man of courage cut hislossesto try again, sharp and wounding as those losses might have
been. The moon had risen and now sent asilver path across which their small, battered fleet cut passage.

There were always noises aboard ship, most of them familiar. Timbers creaked under the push of the
waves, ropes and canvas sometimes snapped and boomed overhead. This night and on this crowded
deck there were aso the sounds of deepers touched by dark dreams, the soft sobbing of awoman, or
thedightly louder lulling of acrying child.

For thefirst time, Obern was glad of the order that had separated families, except for warrior-kin, on this
voyage. His hand-fasted beloved, Neave, and their young son were aboard another ship. He missed
Neave, yearned for her warmth at night, but knew that he could not have withstood having to endure his
family'smisary.

Now another sound began, so close to where Obern had positioned himself that he was startled out of
his painful memories. Hefdt histight hold on therail relax dowly. It seemed to him that that smadl throb
of drumbeat matched the flow of hisblood, shutting failure from hismind, awvakening in him adesireto go
forward with dl hisstrength.

Thefew lanterns gavelittle light, but these, d ong with the moon, were enough for him to make hisway to
where he expected to find their wave- reader, Fritji, hunched over hissmal rhythm drum. To his surprise,
he discovered Kasai, the

Spirit Drummer, ingtead. Kasal was rubbing his hand across the drum's surface in a pattern that matched
the dight rise and fdl of the deck on which he crouched. Spirit Drummers were different from wave-



readers. Their powerslay in other directions.

Obern approached the drummer and dropped down beside him, knowing that Kasai was aware of his
coming, yet did not warn him off. So, thiswas not one of the great secrets.

"Obern!" 1t was awhisper, coming out of nowhere, but one that cut through even the drum sound.

He tensed again. That word had been more than recognition; it was a hail such as might summon a scout
to amesting of war chiefs.

"I hear; | come," hefound himself repesting, in the forma answer to such ahall.

"Take the hard path; travel it well. It isyour task to be eyes and ears—and to give us a harbor once
agan!"

With astart, Obern redlized that Kasai had been the speaker, though the drummer's eyes were shut and
he seemed unaware of what he was doing. That meant

Kasal was reading! Obern's hand tightened on the hilt of hislong knife. He had never known for himsdlf a
reading— had only heard of such. They were few, and those for whom these came were indeed
thereafter set gpart until some task given them was accomplished. But why him, Obern? He was only
backshield to awar chief, and of the blood of that same chief to be sure, but that was al! By the charging
of the Steeds of the Great Surf, he was no Battlesworn!

"Follow the way asyou seeit open..." Kasai's voicetrailed into silence. His hand ceased its sweep
across the drumhead and he curled himself around hisinstrument asif deep had overcome him. Obern
knew that there was nothing more to be learned from him now. Perhaps he could ask later, but those
who werein the reading trance seldom remembered what had been said.

He pulled Kasai's cloak over him and his precious drum, and then settled his own cloak tighter about
himsdf. He felt cold, cold asif they had taken to a seawhere vast ice towers drifted at their will.

Eventudly, toward morning, he dept.

Eight
Ashen. "Zazar's voice cut through her dream. Perhaps she had only been dozing.

At least she was dready sitting up in her bedplace to answer. Zazar's hand moved. She must have tossed
oil onthelow flicker of flames; it brought them legping high. But there was other light, too, one that Zazar
summoned on occasions for her own purpose.

Two light-balls bobbed above Zazar's head as she sat on amat cushion, amass of tangled cordsin her
lap and her hands busy sorting out curling ends from aloose ball.

Smilar smdl balsof pdlid light might often be sghted in the Bog. Usudly they signified danger to any of
the folk who had dared the night. It was well known that such led Outlanders astray into the worst of the
miry land when they were lost on the fringe of the Bog and took such for atraveler'slantern.

Intrigued, Ashen watched Zazar at her work. There was more than one way of keeping records, as
Ashen had learned long before. Squares of stone no thicker than aknife blade were stacked in pileson



one of the crowded shelves. When they were washed with arag dipped in abrew Zazar done held the
secret to, they displayed lines and curves, until the wetness dried. There were four of these blocks beside
Zazar's knee, but she was more intent on the ball of entwined strings and the cords she had plucked from
it.

Thosewere of different colors, muted in thislimited light, but each carried twists of knots along itslength.
The sequence of those knots had meaning to onetrained in their use. Once, she had heard Zazar refer to
them as trimmings from the Loom of the Weavers.

As Ashen ssumbled toward the fire-pit, yawning and rubbing her eyes, she could see Zazar'sfingers
passing the knotted strings the faster, discarding some to one side or laying one across a stone square.
Therewere only afew so singled out.

"Comeclose. Sit." The Wysen-wyf jerked her head toward a space beside her. The various balls of the
unsorted and untangled had diminished quickly and she was handling one of the few remaining now.

Then shewas done. Quickly, she re-rolled the discarded cords and put them aside in abox carved from
the lumpy root of a Bog willow. But the others—there were six of them—remained on the square.

Two—no, three held aglint of gold, one brighter than its companions. Another was of a blue that
appeared to grow more brilliant as Ashen studied it. The fifth was the glowing green of new spring leaves,
and thelast, which lay apart from the others asif deliberately placed so, was as black as the surface of
thekilling pool, its knots touched with gray asif rimed by winter frogt.

Zazar sat regarding the cords, acting asif she was no longer aware of the girl.

Still, she gpoke, and with the emphasis that meant her mind was fully engaged with the message the knots
would deliver.

"Queen,” she said, indicating the brightest of the three gold cords. "King." She pointed to the dullest.
"Prince

That was the thinnest of them dl, lacking many knots and none evidently intricate. From thet rather sorry
thread, she went to the green length. "Kin unknown."

Now shelooked a Ashen again. "Thetimes swing us aong more swiftly. It isnot your clan color, but
you are green, yes. Untaught in much, yes." She had picked up the green cord and was running it dong
between thumb and forefinger. It was dender, hardly thicker than the one she had named Prince, and the
knotson it were also few. But of those, severa were doubled and redoubled.

As Zazar held each of those knotsfor an instant, Ashen thought she felt pressure at the nape of her neck,
asif those strong old fingers had gripped her instead. A tingle of excitement, faint but definite, soread
through her whole body.

"Letit beso." Zazar did not seem pleased, but rather that she had been out-argued by some power
unseen. "Listen well, Ashen Deathdaughter. Every kin, people, and land knows birth, ariseto strength, a
decline, and, at length—an ending. For some, it comes swiftly, and for others, it coversatale of years
upon years."

Ashen stirred dightly but did not pesk.



"Y ou have been born in the Bog, and have never ventured beyond it. Now comes the time when you
must awaken, shed your long innocence, and learn something of the world. Most of those we call
Outlanders are from the south, asthe greater world is reckoned, but north to those walled as we are by
the Bog. Outlanders come mainly from the Kingdom of Renddl, once a paramount and powerful state,
though now rot egts a its heart. There the way of lifeisnot that which you have known. However, it is
oneyou must learn with al the caution and care you can bring to that task.”

Zazar took the threads into her hands again, speaking more to them than to
Aghen.

"To thefar north lies another land, one of mountains and valleys, knowing far more chill than wefacein
our worst winter time. Now ameasure of their end has come to them, though they are ill of vigor and
strength, and they look afar for anew rooting. What sweeps upon them is not inner rot but outer
darkness, from a source none of us have yet been given to understand, save that it means death, not only
of the body, but of the pirit also. It massed in attack and has taken the mountainland. Thereisno
indication of what it seeks, only that it comes forward. Whether the Bog will halt it for awhile, we cannot
tdl.”

Now she glanced keenly at Ashen.

"Onething, however, is certain; Rendel cannot stand. It isacountry of great lords who look to their own
gain, and among them there is an ever- hidden struggle to garner more power and bring down aneighbor
oneenvies. The present

King isawesakling, amask from behind whom acts one who has meddled to some purpose with strange
learning. Y ou must know this aso—our world has seen many changes, not only in people, but in reaches
of land and seaaswdll. At times, great Kingdoms have been wiped away by thefury of thevery earthin
which they arerooted. There are remains of earlier knowledge to be found, and this Queen

Y sa has discovered such, conveniently bringing to hersaf more power and the ability to control others.”
Ashen was bubbling with questions by now, but Zazar silenced her with alook.

"Thereisasingle heir to the throne, aPrince. Heis of tainted blood from both sides of hiskin-lines. He
can cause harm such as leads only to utter chaos. Meanwhile, the Queen plotsto ensure that her line will
remain the ruling one. As she controls the father, so does she mean to make atool of the son.
Now"—Zazar's dark eyes seemed somehow to grow larger as she stared at the girl—

"we, too, must seeto our defenses.” Shefell silent and Ashen dared a question.

"Does this Queen then thresten the Bog?'

To her surprise, Zazar smiled dowly. "Have you not listened, girl? The Bog isonly asmal part of the
whole of thisland. Y et now, once again, it will have aroleto play. Y esterday you found aplace older
than the records, where those before us walked a country far less a plaything for the streams than what

we know today." She tapped her finger againgt the square of stone across which lay the knotted cords.

"Soon," she continued, "you shdl begin another journey. Thereis an uneasiness growing to possessthis
small world of mud and water; it is better that you are out of reach of such as Joa and hiskind. For when



aman fears, hewill turn upon that which he can control and vent hisrage.”

Zazar laid the threads upon the stone again. To Ashen's astonishment, al were woven together
now—nhers, that of the King, the Queen, the Prince—and the two others, as yet unknown.

She stared at them, comprehending asif from a distance that with this gesture of Zazar's, the thread of
Ashen Oeathdaughter had been drawn into anew pattern of the Web Everlagting.

The small Sea-Rover fleet did not sail out of sight of the land, according to custom, but kept to the water
road known through generations. The last of the towering heightsto the north dwindled, though the
shordlinewas till awall of cliffs, onelocked upon another. And with the flow of tides, alookout could
sght the crud fangs of reef rocks waiting for what fate and the seamight bring them.

The mgjority of those on board were accustomed to the sparing use of food during voyages. Never
before, however, had dl their old men, their womankind, their children, been mouthsto fill. Already,
children were crying with hunger.

Obern manned one of the sturdy fishing linestrailing from the sternways. There was life enough in the seg;
it only remained to be caught. Something struck, hard, taking the bait. He had given theline aturn around
arailing cleat—luckily, or the strike would have stripped the flesh from any hand holdingit.

Obem'’s shout brought one of the sailors and one of the sea-guards on the run.

They had no more reached his side, ready to aid him in the fight, when there was a thrashing of the water
and athing, unlike any creature he had seen or heard tale of, broke the surface.

It was no fish—rather, the thing possessed what appeared to be legs of a sort, covered with warty skin.
One of thelegswas dtretched to the limit, dragging at the line, striving to jerk it from agaping mouth
whence the cord disappeared.

Both forefeet now grasped at the line, so taut that Obern feared it would bresk at any moment, if it didn't
bring part of theralling with it instead. Then, suddenly, the linefell dack asthe water-thing plunged
toward, not away from, the ship.

In an instant, it had reached the rudder. Then, using that as a platform, the creature legped upward, the
pads of itsforefeet dapping against the side of the boat. Suckers on those forefeet held it fast. Waves
washed over the massive body, now stretched out on the surface of the water.

One of the seamen, sea-spear in hand, crowded against Obern.

"Giveroom!" he shouted. It didn't seem likely that launching this wegpon againgt the target so available
would hit avita spot, but no better opportunity presented itsdlf.

And, indeed, he succeeded only in wounding the thing. Now the creature uttered a deep roar and was
answered by screams and cries from the deck. Those non-fighters who had gathered to watch scrambled
to giveway to armsmen and seamen dike.

Obern drew hislong boarding knife. He had given way as required, but now he pushed back until he
stood almogt directly above the creature. Bulbous eyeslooked up at him. Eyes of what? In the shock of
meeting that gaze, he could not believe that this was any norma denizen of the sea. There was hot rage
and knowledge of asort in the yellowish orbs raised toward him.



More spearsflew through the ar. A few caught in the skin of the thing, and it shook its body vigoroudy
torid itsdf of them. It was asif that skin bore a strange kind of armor. The creature was beginning to
climb, releasing one suckered forefoot and then the other, planting them ever higher againgt the hull of the
ship. Unlike any figh, it seemed as ableto movein air asin water and snowed no distressfor it.

Obern drew back hisarm. Boarding knives more closely resembled shortswords than throwing weapons.
Where spears had done little damage, would this length of steel succeed? None was better trained &t this
weapon than he, and—

The attacker opened its huge mouth. Obern, calling on the hope of luck, threw.

The wegpon flashed down and into the gaping cavern of the mouth, lodging upright in the bottom jaw.
The creature snapped its mouth shut just amoment too late, driving the knife more deeply into the tender
flesh. One of the sucker forefeet jerked loose from the hull and clawed at the long, hideous jaw. A thin
line of blood cozed from between bulbouslips.

The beast wrestled with its own pain, seeming unableto redize that if it opened its mouth, it could pluck
out the source of itstorment. It clutched at itsjaw with both of itsforefeet, and its hold on the ship gave
way. Dropping back into the waves, it furioudy began ramming its head againgt the hull. Twiceit struck

before abandoning this usdessform of attack.

All aboard could fed the shudder of those blows, but the monster had now turned and was floating on
the surface of the water, waves washing over it. Itshind legs kicked dowly, but the head faced up
toward the sky. And around that head there was spreading in the water a swirl of dark clouds.

Obern could see no outward sign, but that the thing was badly wounded, he was dmost sure. How the
knife alone could have caused this, he could not havetold.

Certainly he had not knowingly centered it on any target save that gaping mouth.

Perhaps, by accident, he had severed ablood vessd, with the result that the thing was drowning inits
own blood.

The cresture was still moving, after afashion. Now, with avisble effort, it wasturning over, dl four limbs
outspread. Twitching them feebly, it drew away from the side of the ship. Obern quickly cut the linefree,
not wishing to engage the cresture again, even in its weakened State.

Asthe space between vessd and beast widened, the wounded thing did not dive, as agreat fish might,
nor did it head out to sea. Rather, its painful progress, growing ever dower, wasaming it for the distant
barrier diffs.

Obern studied his empty hand as the ship separated from that floundering creature in the water.

"A goodly stroke." Hisfather caught his shoulder inafirm grip.

Helooked around at Snolli. "But it was not my planned doing. | do not know how athrown weapon
could—" Hetook a deep bregth. "It was an accident.”

Hisfather gave him agentle shake. "But if chance favors you so, do not deny it. Look you—the thing il
lives, yes, and you may not have given it adeathblow, but it fleesand | do not think it will come again. A



boarding knife, or even asword, isalight priceto pay for that."

Snolli lifted a scabbard he held, and Obern recognized what it contained. He smiled in turn but shook his
head. He knew what Snolli was about to do.

Ordinarily, he would have been ecstatic. Now, however, he only felt empty. "My man-sword, isit,
Father? A sword from theforge of Laxes? That isatreasure.”

Again he shook hishead. "Perhaps| should truly earn it firg."

Hisfather's hand dropped from his shoulder and moved to the weapon at his own belt. "No shidld-mate
must go swordless. It speskswell that you feel unworthy of aworthy deed." He pulled his own persona
sword, one given him years past as he ssood among armsmen, arecognized equd. "Sheathethis. It is of
Rinbdl'sforging.”

"But—" Words deserted Obern as he held hisfather's sword. Laxes work was good, given to afavored
son when he reached the proper age and had performed some deed of arms, but Rinbell'swork was the
finest. A Rinbel sword was a gift beyond price—an honor seldom given, this one even more so.

"Sheatheit, sheetheit!" ordered hisfather. "I have that in me which saysyou will meet with such asthat
monster again and you will need to be properly armed. The thing was not truly of the sea, though | have
never heard of itslike and the sea holdstightly many secrets. But did you not see that when it would flee
further harm, it headed shoreward?"

The captain had come up beside them. "True, Chieftain,” he said. He turned toward those tall cliffs.
"L ook there—" Hewas pointing at the water instead of at theland barriers.

The water bore astain 0ozing out over the once-clear waves. It was far too great astain, Obern
believed, than could have come from the body of the thing unlessit were, truly, most of itslife blood. It
trailed, asfar asthe eye could distinguish, straight for the land.

"There are rivers hidden in those rocks," the captain continued. " Some cut deep ravines, and some drop
ingreeat fals. All feed seaward through astrange land.

Better never be washed ashore here, for the water that flows from such outletsis death—in more ways
than one™

"We coast the Bog now?" Snolli asked.

"Aye, and well out from itsfilth." The captain nodded vigoroudy. "And so it shal befor anight, aday,
and another night. That country isno small one, and it has dways been damnation for any Outlander.”

"May the Ruler of Waves set usaright course.” Obern had seldom heard just that note in hisfather's
voice. He began to search hismind for al he had ever heard concerning that distant stretch of country.

Queen Y salooked down at the metal tray, lavishly bordered with jewels, that the foot-squire had so
carefully placed on the table in her chamber. There were two covered dishesthat matched thetray in
gplendor, asmall goblet and matching flask, and an open dish cradling two red rounds of fruit, early for
the season and forced to ripeness. She nodded, and the squire left at this signal that she wished no further
sarvice. Her ssomach growled but she did not yet lift the nearest cover or pick up the spoon resting
besideit.



She was unaccountably pushed by hunger now. She wanted to fal upon the food and devour it at once,
yet sherefrained. She had no desire to grow as gross as

Bor-oth. Nevertheless, eat she must, for despite the unworldly aid she commanded—or, perhaps, the
thought came unbidden, because of it—she found it necessary to strengthen her body. What had
happened in the night just past—She noted the hand she dowly lifted. It was shaking, and she fought to
control the unwelcome tremor. But with the reassurance of the two Rings that adorned that hand, she
straightened even morein her chair and put forth the other hand to uncover the porridge within the bowl.

Honey-scented oat grain, thickened with certain herbs. Y es. Eagerly, she took up aspoonful of the
breakfast assembled to her desire.

L et the stories spread. No one could rein in rumor. There would be many guesses about the night past,
and whisperings among the people in the castle, before the coming of midday. And from the castle, such
threads of storytelling would weave throughout the city.

Her lipstightened. Then shelooked again at the Rings.

At least this much was acknowledged—that the Ringsin their fashion chose, and their choosing wasthe
best for the land. Boroth was il the King, and the lords would turn firgt to the King, rather than to any
woman born. She could manage that.

She could aso dedl with Boroth now; what remained was to draw together those very jealous and
intriguing Houses with their arrogant and vengeful rulers. Four she could count on, mainly because she
had earlier subtly led them to believe she favored their own plans. Three others she doubted would ever
recognize her, so they must be removed. Removed. She ate steadily and tasted none of what passed her
lips, for her thoughts walled her in from the outer world.

Boroth likewise was at breakfast, his thoughts still upon the dream that had come upon him the preceding
night. He only toyed with hisfood, though he drank thirgtily of thewine.

Alditha. Once more she had come to him, and thistime she had stayed for awhile.
Asbefore, he had seen the Ash leaf, and it had melted into the beloved form.

She had moved toward him, smiling, and kissed him. "Boroth," she said. "My love." She shoneinthe
darkness.

"Stay with me. | am betrayed on dl sdes.”

"l will stay aslong as| may. | am dwayswith you, even when you cannot see me.”

"Will you comeagan?'

"Asoftenas| amdlowed."

"My wife despises me, and my son iseager for my death. And I—my greatest wish isto be with you."
"And so you shdl be, intime. Be patient.”

"But you are departed. They told me of your death.”



"Yes, that istrue. And yet | am herewith you."

"Will you advise me when there is danger?'

"Thereisaways danger.”

"Aye, but where? | can no longer be about my business, and they do not tell me anything.”
"Thereis naught that you can do, my beloved. All that isleft isto wait.”

"Wait for what?' Boroth shifted and raised himself on one elbow. "What isthe purpose?’
"Thet will becomeclear, intime.”

"My Ringsaregone."

"I know. It istheir way. Y our time has passed, my beloved.”

"I am weary of this, of the Queen, of Florian. Of the people who crowd into my chamber, waiting for me
to take my last breath. All | want isyou.”

"As| sad, beloved, wewill betogether... eventudly.”
"But when?'

"Thereisonelast thing remaining for you to do, but thetimeisnot yet ripefor it. Then you will join me,
and wewill go into Eternity hand in hand.”

"What thing must | do?'

"Youwill know."

"When will you cometo meagan?'

But al shewould say, soft asasigh, wasto repeat her words. ™Y ou will know."
And then she had kissed him again and faded away into the darkness.

Now Boroth concentrated on the food. If there was athing he must do, he must be strong enough to live
until that moment. He surveyed histray with distaste.

Bread, wine too watered, and a soft, sweetened porridge. A medl for aninvdid.

Grimacing, neverthdesshe ate.

Nine

Zarar was moving about the hut more swiftly than usua, but apparently well aware of what shewas

doing. Thelargest of their traveling backpacks lay unfolded on the floor, and into its many inner pockets
and loops the Wysen-wyf wasfitting what she gathered from shelves and chests, boxes, and two



cupboardsin the darkest corner of the room. Kazi's snore became a succession of snorts.

The crone drew herself up on the deep-mat and rubbed her eyes asif to banish the last of the deep deep
Zazar had willed upon her.

But the Wysen-wyf paid no heed to her. For the most part, she remained silent in her packing except for
occasionaly identifying some packet or object as she stowed it with afew firm words, muttered under
her breath, asto its use.

Meanwhile, Ashen hunkered down by the fire-pit, having drawn out the flat baking-stone, which she set
at an angle within the newly fed flames. She had dready pounded the root med into flour and mingled
herbs with it. Then she moistened the mixture with specid water from aflask to make a paste, which she
gpread with flying fingersinto a cake on the stone. The odor of the baking trail biscuit banished some of
the other smells from the assorted herbs, newly opened boxes, and the pack goods.

Zazar stood till at last, regarding the spread-out shoulder pack, and then nodded. " This must do.
Remember, you shall not again harvest such outside this home hearth.”

Ashen nodded and flipped over another hot, firm trail biscuit on the stone. Kazi had risen from her bed,
her eyes upon the both of them. Her mouth drew into asour pucker. Because of her crippled leg, she
seldom went beyond the cluster of hutsthat served Jod's clan. Here, however, was proof that someone,
or ones, were abouit to leave.

Therewasacdl from outsde. "Ho, Zazar-hearth!"

In an instant, Zazar stooped and caught the end of one of the mat coversfrom

Ashen's deeping place, tossing it over the pack. "Ho, thekin," shereplied.

The double night-curtain was shoved aside and awoman of the Bog entered. It was

Joal's second wife, Pulta. Her dark hair was frosted at her temples, and her back was stooped from

hours of labor at loom and fire-pit. She was near aslean as areed, and adark bruise painted one puffy
cheek. Shelooked around the room, not missing the stack of biscuits at Ashen'sknee. Shewas clearly

SyIng.

"Someone travels?' she asked in araspy voice.

Zazar moved a step between her and the girl, who still balanced alump of coarse dough in one hand.
"Thereisareasonto ask?' Zazar returned.

Pultaleaned to one side so she could see Ashen beyond the figure of the

Wysen-wyf. "Trouble be coming. Better keep to hearthsde unless al comes different at talk-fires.” Then
what could have been afriendly warning changed.

She shot achallenge, dong with afierce frown, a Ashen. "Threeleft village."

A speck of spittle gathered in the corner of her lips. "Two came back, and with atale. Todo logt, log.
Now they summon this Outlander dug to ansver—"



"Y our tongueis sharp, Pulta. Such tongues have been trimmed beforetimes. If there needs be any talk by
the fire concerning my household, then let it be said by the heads of hearths, and publicly. They do not
need to send you as messenger. There are duties that are mine, even as you weave and do tasks about
your own hearth." She stared down from her greater height at the woman. "Do you question when aid is
summoned? Shall | believe that the kin gathered here wishes meto go forth, to call in—" And her voice
changed. No recognizable words came from her—rather, agrunting sound that startled Ashen, for in
part, it caused the memory of the under-thing, Gulper, on its hunt, to flash into her mind.

Pultatook astep back. "Y ou have many mysteries. How many for Bog- folk, Zazar?

Y ou took Kazi, she been promised to feed the under-ones. Then you have abomination indeed. Her.
Outlander demon spawn. We know trouble coming. Y ou stand to our defense, or you let usall go to
darkness?' She gathered her reed shawl closer about her shoulders.

"S0." Zazar appeared in no way ruffled. "Y es, you are correct. Trouble comes. Do you not understand
that such as | would sense that long before your kin could mouth awarning shout? Remember this, Pulta.
| have a my command powers of asort that Joa and his blood can never hope to summon. Y ou came
pretending to give awarning, but your errand was otherwise. Therefore, you may tell him, snce you have
come to seek knowledge, that | do not command spears and bone-knives, but | am not to be reckoned
the less because of that. There are wegpons, and wegpons—and this much you may aso say. Thisday |
will dowhat | must. Now go. It will begin to rainin earnest before you reach your own hearth.”

Pulta's mouth worked asif she would make aretort as soon as she could think of one, but Zazar stared
her down. The woman grunted and made her way to the curtain, passing into the daylight. Dull gray that
was, and they could now hear both risng wind and the first daps of heavy raindrops againgt the roof.
Zazar closed the door-curtain behind her. Then she threw aside the covering over the pack and busied
hersdf with its straps and fastenings.

Ashen stowed the trail biscuitsinto athickly woven box lined with lupper-skin, so tight that no rain could
find itsway into spoil them. On top of these she placed packets of dried briar fruit, trail mixture, and
boiled luppers eggs.

"Now," Zazar said, giving her apeculiar look. "Since therain favors us, we do not wait, Ashen
Deathdaughter. | shal see you on your way, onethat only you will walk as of thisday.” Shewent to a
rack on thewall and brought down a supple bt of snakeskin from which hung abone blade, discolored

by age, but
Ashen recognized it as one of Zazar's treasures.

The Wysen-wyf passed thisto Ashen. Asthe girl fastened the belt about her dender waist, Zazar
gestured and crooned doud in asingsong fashion that hinted of speech, one that Ashen could not
understand.

Then the Wysen-wyf picked up her own cloak while Ashen strapped on the pack.

Zazar smiled faintly again as she waved the girl toward the door- curtain. ™Y ou have wondered, now
maybe you shdl know."

The rain was coming down with full fury. It beat at them asthey |eft the shelter of the cottage, and for a
moment, Ashen was greetly tempted to go back insde. Thiswas such aday that al prudent ones kept to



the hearthside. Y et

Ashen did not flinch. They could not have done better, even under cover of night, to go unmarked. If
their departure was noted by any in the cluster of crude huts, therewas no sign of it. The path Zazar
followed was not the one she had taken three days earlier, when Ashen had made her most recent,
disastrous attempt to track the Wysen-wyf. Thistime they were heading, asfar asthe girl could
determine, north rather than west.

Asthey traveled, the rain continued to beat steadily, and time and time again, they had to change course
to skirt risng pools of water, fed from many streams.

When they reached the far northern side of the ide on which the settlement was situated, Ashen saw what
she would have accepted as an unpassable barrier.

Athwart their track lay avast stretch of rain-dappled water. There seemed no hope of crossing.
Somewhere under this swollen surface was one of the feared dark pools wherein lurked certain death—a
death courted by the Bog- folk, who fed into it not only captives and the refuse from their meal's, but also
any child of their own bearing who was defective in their judgment.

To thewest, atal tangle of willowsfringed thispoal, and it was toward thisthat Zazar headed. She

wa ked with the constant care of the Bog- folk, but she did so a a good pace. Ashen matched her, close
on her hedls, marking just where the Wysen-wyf trod, for the pack weighed heavily on her. Shefeared
that a misstep could send her into atreacherous spot that would suck her down before

Zazar was even aware of any danger.

Zazar hand-signaled and Ashen stopped abruptly, waiting for further orders. She noted that Zazar made
no attempt to hack away any of the rank growth; rather, it appeared to part before her, dmost asif on
some unheard demand. Now Ashen could see a narrow tunnel where branches met raggedly overhead
and, ashort space away, the open water again. Zazar groped until she located a partialy hidden rope.
She heaved vigoroudy and out from the willow branches there lurched with some force one of the
common, shallow Bog-creft.

The vegetation that concedled it had kept the rain from gathering inits hull, at least not to any dangerous
extent. Zazar gestured and Ashen sidled past her, clambering into the boat awkwardly, the pack
overbaanced her. She sat facing

Zazax.

The Wysen-wyf settled hersdlf in the stern and shrugged her cloak up about her shoulders. From the side
of their transport, she freed apole and a paddie.

The latter she used to push out into the open and then, with expert skill, sent them angling acrossthe
water, dill to the northwest. Bog- folk grew up with their boats, and the tricks to gain passage acrossthe
larger stretches of water were lessons early learned. And Zazar—whose age Ashen till had never been
able to guess—had the expertise of thefinest of hunters.

By now, therain had lessened alittle. Their clothing was soggy, and amist seemed to form about them as
they moved. However, the journey was not along one, for Zazar soon sent the craft toward what 1ooked
like another break in the overgrown edge of the pool, nearly across from the point where they had
entered.



Once more it seemed to Ashen that thiswaterway opened strangely as they continued. This new way
was aso like atrough from which water ran back into the very land itsdlf, and the edges of the cut were
banked in rank growth that half veiled the way ahead. Ashen turned her head, asfar asthe bulk of the
pack would permit, to see what lay beyond.

Zazar put aside the paddle, rose to her feet, and took up the pole. They were well within the sides of the
cut now, and yet the overgrown vegetation continued to open before them, awatery trail.

Zazar wielded the pole with practiced vigor and their progress continued. Then

Ashen noted a change in the banks beside them. The thick tangle of growth was here and there pierced
by what could only be standing stones, tilted at angles, and yet not unlike those she had seen in the place
of thewater monster. Walls?

Y es, certainly, but what to wall in—or what to keep out?

Her hands went to her belt, and she grasped the hilt of the knife Zazar had given her. Though those walls
certainly had been there for along time, they had been placed with a purpose, and after her encounter at
the poal of the hillock, she wanted no more attention from what might dwell behind them or under the
boat.

They came at |ast to another wonder, or so it seemed to Ashen. Here the walls ended abruptly with a
large stone on ether side like the frames of a doorway, and before them again lay a stretch of open
water.

Another poal, the girl thought with some dismay. One could think much during such ajourney, with no
assurance from her companion of where they were going and why, for Zazar had not spoken since
leaving thevillage.

What faced them across that stretch of open water, however, was a huge hillock, made not of land once
water-soaked, but rather, entirely of stones. Thiswas nothing of nature's building, Ashen was sure, even
as she had been surein the place of the ssone mongter. Here, asthere, for al its tumbled aspect, there
was a certain conformity to the setting of the stones.

They rose high enough that those in the boat could see only the uneven line of the top, but not what lay
beyond. Zazar's poling became dower and she caught her breath between each push. Ashen half
expected the pole to be caught in the thick mud of the bottom level, but it was not.

For the first time since the start of their journey, the Wysen-wyf broke her slence. "Ready yoursdf!" She
indicated an outthrust of rock, one that presented a reasonably smooth surface. "L oose the pack and
when | sy, tossit with dl your might onto those stones.”

Ashen unlatched and dropped her cloak, then hurriedly pulled at buckles and thongs, drawing the pack
around until it lay on her knees.

“"Now!"
Zazar had managed to bring them very closeto the stones. Ashen wasin an awkward position for

throwing, but she heaved and swung the heavy pack. More by luck than by design, it cameto rest onthe
very edge of therocky platform.



Zazar gave alast vigorous shove with the pole, and the craft swung sidewise to grate against the rocks.
Ashen needed no ingructions thistime. She scrambled up and crawled awkwardly from the boat to the
nearest even-surfaced rock.

"Hold"

Ashen was gtill on her hands and knees. She seized the loop of heavy linethe

Wysen-wyf threw, then braced hersdlf to keep the boat from drifting away as

Zazar clambered ashorein turn. Then Zazar thrust the pole with practiced ease into a crevice between
two of the rocks and looped the rope tightly around it, providing safe anchorage.

llUp!ll

Zazar, who had aways been talkative before, seemed unwilling to use many words.

Shejerked her thumb to indicate they must climb to the top of the ragged barrier. In one spot, these
time-battered blocks were stacked in such a pattern that someone could easily enough step from oneto
the next higher.

"Sars”

It was aword unknown to Ashen. Baancing the pack she had not stopped to strap on, shetoiled aong
in Zazar's wake until she reached the top. She turned and faced landward, eager to see what she could of
the place. Surprise turned to awe. Here was an old world, but new to one who had spent al her daysin
one of the crude Bog huts. Here there had plainly been buildings, though roofs had long since vanished
and piles of rubble-filled passageways between the structures.

There wasindeed a pattern such as spoke purpose. The ruins extended for some distance until she could
just see therise of what had to be therest of thewall, the curling length of which was concealed beyond
the place where she now stood.

Zazar gestured toward the mass of rubble below. "Galinth.”

"Galinth?" Ashen repeated. Another word she had never heard before. Zazar did not elaborate.

Instead, she had raised both her hands palm out, and the words she spoke in a sonorous singsong were
asbefore, unintdligible. It was, Ashen thought, asif the Wysen-wyf were announcing something of

importance. Or was she asking for refuge here? If s, asking whom?

Thisimprobable stone place—she did not know the word for it—that certainly had no likenessto any
Bog dwellingswas, asfar as Ashen could see, deserted.

Nevertheless, she considered the many rock piles uneasily. There were anumber of scaled things that
might seek out lodging here, and most of them it was better to avoid.

Zazar had ended her chant. Now she stood staring out over the gray jumble below.

Ashen stared out a so, but she could see nothing stirring.



No, but she could hear! From somewhere, Zazar's chant was being answered.
Thiswas no croaking roar such as the monster had bel-. lowed by the other 1ake.

Rather, the sound was like a song, but one far removed in rhythm and tune from any of the coarse chants
that might arisefrom afire-tak in thevillage.

Who sang? And what was the meaning of that song? Ashen shivered. Thiswasal far from any
experience she had known before, and for one brought up in the Bog, the unknown was never to be
wholly trusted.

The swing and rise of notes—no, she could not believe that they werein any way athrest. Aninvitation?
Shereached for the backpack and fastened its many clasps. Zazar seemed to have forgotten her. Saying
nothing, the Wysen-wyf stepped out on the broken surface of thewall. Severa strides away there were
more of those stones— stairs—arranged one above the other, which had made it so easy for themto
climb. Now they could as easily descend.

Nor did Zazar look in her direction asthey again reached ground level, but set out asif she knew
perfectly well where she was going. Ashen hurried after her, taking heed of the uncertain footing. More
wallsloomed on either side, but these were not high and Ashen took them for the supports of what had
once been individua hearths.

At last they came to an open space, wider than the half-filled paths between the buildings. But here also
there had been destruction. A figure, carved of stone and now broken into thirds, lay facedown before
them. But that was no monster body such as Ashen had discovered during her own adventuring. It was
plain that thiswas meant to represent abeing like hersalf. The cracked and broken body and limbs
matched hers except in size, for this had been far tdler.

Also the proportions she could trace were not those of any squat and thick-bodied Bog-folk. She felt
choked with the questions she wanted to ask, but

Zazar was edging past thefigure and plainly silent by her own desire.

Thefeet of the figure were still on awide stone base from which therest of it had fallen, or been cast.
And that base stood just before the entrance of amuch larger building, one that differed from itsfellows.
Here the rubble had been pushed aside, leaving a short set of stairs. These were not as steegp asthose on
the wall. Four steps brought them to awide, open space before the rise of thewall. Ashen could see,
centered in thewall, an archway giving on shadows beyond. But across that doorway stretched what
Ashen did not expect to see, a curtain thick and sturdy enough to have been but recently hung. It wasjust
such acurtain aswould serve as door to aBog hut.

Shefollowed Zazar, but when they stepped on the ledge by the curtain, the

Wysen-wyf swung around. Her eyeswere set now on Ashen and she found the voice she had not used
for hours.

"Ashen Deathdaughter, thisisthe heart of very ancient knowledge. Most of that has seeped away
through the years. But those born with the Gift of Learning,

Knowing, and Holding, have madeit their own. Y ou have been welcomed by the



Blood Spirit, and therefore you are believed to be talented, as | have thought.”
She gestured at the ruins about them. " This was once agrest city such as

Bog-folk never knew. When it stood strong, there was no Bale-Bog and the water had not come to est
away theland. | told you that there have been many, many peopleswho ruled thisland before us. This
was one of the heart places of such along-lost race, but, as| said, the Wheel turns and thisisachange
time. | giveyou this secret fredly, sncethereisafar-knowing that it istime to serve again to awvaken new
powers. And you have before you apart in that."

Ten

The Queen kept her face serene, doof, as she tried to assess the expressions of the three men, each a
member of the Council, who had been bowed into her presence. She occupied a chair in the center of
the room— not on adais; that would have looked too much like athrone. Now shelifted onehandin a
barely perceptible movement and the page on duty hurriedly pushed forward three of the chairs awvarded
to nobility whose rank entitled them to be dlowed to St in the roya presence. With asecond smal
gesture, she then emptied the room of al but herself and those who sought audience. She enjoyed
showing off how well-trained her servants were—not that it would matter to any of these men.

Care and caution, prudence, patience. The words strung together in her mind as she held to her remote
expression, meeting one set of eyes after another. Her hands lay clasped on her |ap and she could fed the
four Rings asif their power gathered weight enough to press heavily upon her flesh.

Royance of Grattenbor, head of the Council. Hisfamily was ally to the House of

Oak, and in his youth, he had been a close comrade to Boroth. Royance, however, had not alowed any
appetitesto rule him. He was afighting man by choice.

Twicewithin thelast ten years he had defended his property, or what he deemed his, in full Segefrom
neighborstoo ambitious. His face resembled that of aroving burhawk and, perhaps knowing this, he had
taken the bird as his personal badge. Y saknew that some of the fierce nature of that bird wasadsoin
him.

Gattor of Bilth. He sided sometimes with Y ew, sometimes with Rowan, and made no permanent
alliances. He was no open fighter, looking upon the clash of arms asthe improper way to settle aquarrel.
No, not he. Gattor'sthick body, that round face with deepy eyes, belonged to one who wasindolent,
dow to act.

Openly, that was. Gattor's warring was aways conducted in the shadows, and few were the times men
could more than speculate on his part in the sudden collapse of an dly of aHouse rumored to be
encroaching upon hisown holdings.

Then Harous of Cragden, youngest of the three, and perhaps the most dangerous.

The others were clad in degpest midnight-blue, the proper court color, but he wore arusset surcoat that
fairly glowed in thedim light of the room. He had never, asfar as'Y saknew, dlied with any of the four
Great Houses and so had avoided their quarrels with each other aswell. Thiswas entirely prudent,
because of his hereditary position as master of Cragden K eep, the castle that was Rendel sham's primary
defense. Thus he could raise askillful sword upon occasion, and he had done some intricate weaving of



politica webs. Also, he was somewhat of a scholar, though he had never dlowed hisinterest in learning
of the past to cloud his actionsin the present.

Y sainclined her head dightly. "My lords," she said to them in greeting, well aware that enticing these
threeto follow her would be one of the hardest tasks she had ever undertaken. They must be made to
see that now was atime when al must stand together or, apart, crumble into nothing, one by one.

The three bowed to her and then seated themsalves. "Y our Mgesty.” Despite
Harouss youthful years, she wasin no way surprised at his being their spokesman.

"| shal be plain with you," she returned in an even voice, lifting her handsto the arms of her chair so that
the Ringswerewel in sight. "Good my lords, thisisatime of rising troubles and not for covert dealings. |
promised plain words, and so they shall be, though it would be well that such words do not pass beyond
this chamber. My hushand, the King, is not as he once was; we can no longer overlook thisfact among
oursalves. Nor isthe Prince one who shows at present any interest in Sate affairs.”

She noted how Harous stirred, Royance drew himself more upright, and Gattor's expression became
even despier.

"It has been given me as certain knowledge that Rendel standsin the way of peril such asthisland has
not faced these twenty generations or more," she continued. "There isaboiling in the lands to the north.
Those Sea- Rovers, who have ever been athreat to our peace, are now on the move—and not of their
freewill. One by one, their strongholds have fallen to agrowing threat from far, far beyond into the
Country of Ever Snow. There an army hasrisen and is on the march to seize land more fruitful than their
own. Who they are and whence they have comeis not yet known." She paused, for with this statement,
Harous had stirred again on hislow chair. He wasleaning forward alittle.

Sheturned to address him directly. "My lord, it is said that your knowledge of the past can outreach that
of most of our scholars. What know you of the north?”

Royance glanced at Harous in some surprise, and even Gattor raised one brow enough o that his eyes
caught agleam of light, though he did not turn his head.

Harous answered promptly and without hesitation.

"There arelegends, Y our Mgesty, very old, teling that once dl the land of which we are now aware was
amighty Kingdom and the four Great Houses flourished in peace one with the other. Then afoul fate
turned brother againgt brother, son againgt father, until there was utter chaos. Even natureitself took a
part in thisevil struggle, and the sea assaulted the land. The Stories say that the

Bog came into being then. Even mountains arose and blasted fire into the skies.

Thaose of our kind could only cower and live on in shreds of hope. But then there came Jarnel out of
Kan—"

‘That isatdeto betold beside awinter hearth smply to make the listeners shiver,” Royance said with a
frown. "There has never been ashred of evidence save the mouthing of storytdlersthat Jarnel ever lived."

Harous shrugged. "Beit S0, or beit not so, that tale ends with the claim that



Jarnel and his host drove the remnants of the evil force into the far north and locked there some Power to
hold them imprisoned. Afterward, the Great Houses were maintained, but far reduced from their former
sway. Can any deny that there are those among us, man or woman, born with some traces of an inner
strength they cannot understand? Such gifts might have been much stronger in an earlier time.”

The Queen nodded. "My lords, these words are not smply speculations. Ancient records reved that
from timeto time, even in our own memory, there have been happenings that defy explanation.”

Royance eyed her intently now, hisface showing hiskeen inteligence. The silver trimming of his court
dresswas no more austere than the gray of hiseyes. "Ashenkinisgone," he said flatly. "Legends say
Ashenhold was once mighty and stretched across our southern coast. .. until ashadow came.”

It was asif he had thrown a smoldering brand into their midst. The other two men drew away from him a
fraction, and even the Queen's composure faltered. Her lipstwitched asif she would shout forth some
word unbidden and unwanted. Then she regained command over hersdlf.

"Ashenhold and whatever shadow grew there," she said in a carefully measured voice, "are no longer any
danger to us. The House has vanished. But you areright, my Lord of Grattenbor, we have kept some
unexplainable memoriesto this present day." She returned deftly to her intended topic. "That isin the

past.

Now, whatever liesin the north, it isno longer under any restraint, and once again mountains awvaken and
belch out fire. An army has spilled down upon the lands of the sea-people. What isleft of them flees
either westward over the waters or southward. | ask you, my Lord Royance, as one who has ordered
battles, isthere truth to that old saying, 'He who fights my enemy is—for a season at least—my friend™?
These sea- people arefighters, well we know that. And those whom they fight must be our enemies as
well asthars.

Surprisingly, it was Gattor who spoke up. He seemed determined to remind everyone of his presence.
Hisvoicefell unpleasantly on the ear, so nasd and high-pitched it was almost awhine. 'Y es, we know,"
he said. Asif by absentminded habit, he fumbled at his belt where hung the sheath, emptied aswere dl
save those of sworn guardsin roya presence. "Ask of the merchants,

Your Mgesty. If itisin your mind to make some sort of dliance with those wave-wolves, | do not think
many of the Traderswill raly to the cause.”

Of course Gattor would think of this. The wedlth of his Family had come through at least three
generations by means of vague and covert dealings with the Trader kindred. No wonder the lace and
embroidery trimming his surcoat were of gold thread.

Ysadecided torisk dl, to alow herself the freedom of actudly putting into words what she feared. "It
may cometo such apassthat kin must stand with stranger and make aliance lest both perish.”

"Our northern borders are strong. The Bog, Mgjesty, seems an inviting weak spot, but it will be atrap for
any invason from the south,” Gattor said without hesat. "Can anyone think that those savages who skulk
there will take easily to invaders? All know what happensto any of other blood who dare to enter there.”
He remained deceptively deepy in gppearance, his hands clasped over hisbelly.

"Yes," Ysaconceded, "the Bae-Bog may hold. But the invaders weapons are superior to shell spears
and there are ways to be threaded through those muck-and-water paths. Do we dare rely on this stretch



of drowned land asif it were atower-high wall? | promised you bluntness. Now let me be even more
forthright. Tell me, my lords, do the Houses continue to keep to their quarrding so that thisland isriddled
with suspicion among the holdings? Or do we work for a peace to uniteusall?'

Harous leaned forward again. "Y our Mg esty, rumor of war is not proof enough.
Have you moreto offer usthan travelers tales?' He watched her intently, his greenish eyesdight.

Ysawasingtantly on her guard. What did he know; what had he learned? His delving into ancient
records was notorious. It was even said that his archives at Cragden Keep contained more knowledge
than could be found in the storerooms of the scribesin the castle or the library of the Great Fane, where
she had diligently been seeking.

She hastened to impress upon him that she knew her information to be reliable, but without reveding her
sources. "My lord, rumor ever suggests acore of fact.”

Aloft in the high tower rested her "eyesand ears,”" and some persons, seeing

Visp, would surely make ademon sign and speak of dark witchery. She held her gaze steedy until
Harous dropped his, though she knew he was far from satisfied.

Royance had remained silent through this exchange, keeping his own line of thought. Now he spoke up.
"Y our Mgesty, can one course a hound among warkats, each taking no note of the other as lawful prey?
Y et what you have said carriesin it the seed of truth. We al have our observers abroad.” Now he
looked at each of hiscompanionsin turn. "Let uscal in what newswe can. If it be so dour—well, my kin
has raised sword for years againgt Darthan and Glick, but | will send aherad to both of them with peace
cords about hisweapon if it be needed that we must fight together.”

Y sakept her face ill with an effort. She had him! At least for the moment.

She must be careful not to let him dip avay. He spoke the truth, and if he could pull together two other
kin-lines, long bitter enemies, there was hope for the future.

"| thank you, Lord Royance," shesaid.

Sheturned to look at Gattor. He pyramided his pudgy hands, pam to palm, and gazed beyond them,
perhaps at something not even present. His continued silence shadowed athreat. At last, he spoke.

"What of Prince Horian? It is past time for hisbetrothdl. I, for one, have heard no talk of an embassy to
Y uland or Writham to seek abride of proper birth. We know thet if heis united with any kindred of
Rendd, it will fling aglove of chdlengeinto themidst of usal.”

Damn him, by the Black Jaws of Labor, hewasright! If Y sadidn't know better, he might have been
privy to the contents of acertain coffer on afar table in this very audience chamber. Inside rested | etters
that in themsaves bore subtle insult. Asfar as Y uland across the southern seaand the wedlthy idand
Kingdom of Writham to the west were concerned, enough was known about Crown Prince

Florian that no roya daughter of theirs would consent to be sent here to wed.

Even to betroth him, let done to marry him to any Great Family among the nobles at thistime, would be
to pit them al againgt each other. Or worse, pit them against the Crown. With such an action, all chance



of asolid dliance would be gone. So much for her hopes for uniting the Kingdom by marrying Horian to

Laherne of Rowan. At least for now. But there was still time to bend maiters, if she was patient enough.
A ruse, a subterfuge—perhaps that would unite her nobles.

She rubbed the Rings on her fingers now asif this movement would summon some plan out of thisvery
real problem. Then suddenly an idea occurred to her. She pondered it. No need to rush; it was ever her
way in these meetings. However, it might be that time was no longer an dly to her in thisone area of
concern. She decided to reved her thought.

"The Sea-Rovers," she said camly, "owe dlegiance to no one overlord. They are counted in kin clans.
But each has pridein lineage, and they have their lords and those of their immediate blood. There heads
south one of their strongest and most venturesome clans. They hold the Sea Raven astheir badge—"

"Not so!" Gattor burst in, awake at last. "Blood-drinking devils. Now it comes clear. | know what you
areproposing, and | rgject it! In one breath you speak against companying with them against some
supposed threat, and in the next you suggest aunion! | hold blood debts against their line, for they have
taken in the past somefive of my ships."

Royance spoke up, hisvoice measured and cam. "L et us say nothing in haste that needs to be swallowed
later. Y our Mg esty has had some contact with them, these

Sea-Rovers?' His eyes narrowed as he studied her.

"Not yet. Itisonly that | know what may come," shereplied. She stared hard at each manin turn. "If that
which has come down into the north mountainland cannot be trapped by the Bog and we have no
common plan with the Sea-Rovers, and we are not able to put aside our quarrels and ride banner by
banner together, then | swear by these—" She held aoft her hands, and the bands of the Rings seemed
to spark with fire. "Yeg, it iscertain that Rendel will fall with al our part of theworld. Y our vaunted
Family and the great strongholds of dl the

Great Houses will be but ruins manned by the dead. If it takes marriage between the Crown Prince of
Rendd and adaughter of the Sea- Rovers, then that ishow it shall be."

Royance bowed his head. Then he looked up, and once more the burhawk gazed out through his eyes.
"Your Mgesty," he said with some force, "has given us much to think on. But we cannot make such
decisonswithout considering them from al Sdes. Thereis much to be weighed.”

"Just S0, just 0!I Gattor nodded. "V ery much to be thought on."”

"| recognize the truth and the wisdom of your words," the Queen said, her voice full of sadnessand
resgnation. Secretly, Y sawas pleased, for she knew she could not in redity have hoped for more than
this. Let them ponder the suggestion of a marriage with Sea-Rover trash; that would serve to make

L aherne seem the more desirable. It was no trouble to alow Gattor to oppose what she never intended.
"But we have time againgt us. Consult and plan asyou will, my lords. | want a united voice when you
return... say, two daysfrom now." With agesture, she dismissed them. "Y ou have your tasks, my lords.
Pray do not disappoint usdl."

They arose and bowed. With Gattor scowling, Royance having assumed his usua impervious expresson,
and Har-ous tapping afingertip againg hisbelt asif pensvely marshding histhoughts, they started toward
the door.



Gattor caught Royance's arm and it was plain he wished some private speech once they were out of
overhearing. However, Harous held back. He lifted one foot, fiddling with the buckle on his shoe. Then,
when the other two had vanished, he turned once more. He must have additiona to tell me, the Queen
thought, and wantsto say it done and not as amember of the Council. Curious, she acknowledged him,
though a private audience, under the circumstances, went againgt dl custom and protocol. "My lord?!

Harous returned to where she il sat. Y sagestured, and he once more settled on the low chair.

To her mild surprise, he said nothing at first, but drew from insde his velvet doublet athong that hung
about his neck. The amulet, or whatever it was he wore on thisthong, he cradled in the pam of hishand
before holding it out for her to see.

It had agray sheen as though well rubbed, and was fashioned into the shape of awinged creature.
Degspite the polish, an observer could see that the creature was represented as furred rather than
feathered. Itstiny eyesglittered with gems.

Y sadug her fingernailsinto her pamsto keep hersalf under control. She recognized that flyer—

"Zazar, Your Mgesty." Hisvoice rose hardly above awhisper, asif there might be listenersin the room.
"Thiscamefrom Zazar."

Y sarubbed her hands together to make as much contact between Rings and flesh as possible. Nothing,
however, could stifle the chill that spread through her body as she forced her attention from the amulet to
the onewho held it. "Y ou have delved far, my Lord Harous."

"Itismy passion, Mgesty. | find the now aragtag place, but the before calsto me. Yes, | have followed
some very dusty trails. And some of them have taken meto Zazar."

She did not dare ask aquestion, for to reveal the least degree of ignorance was dangerous. How much
did he know? And how would he use this knowledge? Would it be againgt her, in an effort to gain
power? Shefdt dizzy, on the verge of falling into atrap. She must summon al her witsto keep to herself
asmuch as possible of her own knowledge, and to augment it with what he might have gained.

"This symbolizesamessenger, | think," Y sasaid between tight lips.

"A fathful one" he said, nodding in agreement. " One of several. | have not used it yet. But another has
been sent north, Mgjesty?"

There was no use denying what he obvioudy knew. "Y es. And the reports | mentioned to you and to the
other lordsaretrue.”

"It seemed to me that this day we hear the results of such ajourney, taken by such amessenger.” He
rubbed his thumb back and forth over the pendant cupped in hishand. "There are other journeys,” he
added.

She waited, refusing to ask.
He seemed willing enough to continue. Further, he spoke without pause, asif he expected no questions,

but assumed they now worked together as equa s—which the little messenger might well make them, at
least in thisendeavor. "Y our Mg esty, the Bale-Bog hasiits secrets. Florian should make amarriageto



unite powers, yes. And die maid chosen must be one who will raise none of the Houses to question or
support a separate cause. L et us suppose—merdy suppose—that one could find amaid of high lineage
who had no House |eft to whom she could appedl for support.”

The chill that gripped Y sawas pureice now. Laherne was surely abride of high blood, but not one
entirely without aHouse. Certainly such would be the most desirable; had she not earlier sent out tendrils
of power, reaching for that same solution, and striven with al her secret meansto discover the result of
such asearch? In the turmoil of the past years, severa of the lesser families alied with the four Gresat
Houses had indeed been brought down, extinguished.

They were the ones whose heads had intrigued beyond their proper depths of guile. To unitewith a
daughter from any such, were any of pure breed |eft, would not avail the roya cause, only weakenit.
One does not lean on a broken reed when one needs awall for defense.

She forced hersdlf to think. The Bale-Bog. Why had he mentioned that? There had never been any
House with holdings there, not in the memory of even the oldest man. Many generations had seen the
exigence of that place. And yet... the

Bae-Bog. No. It couldn't be. Her hands clenched until the Rings bit into her flesh.
He must have read her sudden thought in some change of her expression.

"Y es—Ashenkin."

In spite of her fight for control, her hands jerked.

With an effort, she spoke, pausing between each word asif to impresstheforce of it. "Suchis
impossible. Thereisno Ashenkin.”

He quirked an eyebrow in agreement. "Not resident in Rendel, to be sure. But was there not one who
was possi ble, one unknown, one with high blood—"

"Dead!" She rose suddenly from her chair, forcing him to rise aso. "The House of Ashisno more, and to
think otherwise, my Lord Harous, istreason! Thisaudienceisfinished.”

She could no longer play the game of light-and-shadow. Her sole desire was to have him away, out of
her sght. There was that which she must do, and quickly, if the fear he had aroused wasto belad.

He had dipped the pendant back into hiding in his doublet and now he bowed deeply. But he dso dared
to spesk.

"Remember Zazar, Mgesty. | am at your service, whether you believeit or not."

Shelonged to cal for aguard and to have this possible enemy put under arrest and locked away. She did
not dare, knowing him to be much too powerful, too dangerous. So she stood, her face once morea
mask, as he backed out of her presence.

Once Harous was safely gone, she whirled and hurried to the dip pand in thewall. She had discovered it
hersdlf, and told no one. A labyrinth of hidden passageways afforded her the means of going unseen from
one part of the castle to another, thus reinforcing her reputation as a powerful woman who could appear

out of nowhere at any time. She closed the panel behind her and began to climb the steps, holding her full



skirtstightly so as not to smudge them with ancient dust.

It was along climb, narrower and steeper than the stairway she preferred to use, but more direct. Also,
she did not care to be observed at this moment. She stopped twice, pressing her hand against her sideto
ease atwinge of pain. But findly she reached the tower room and lurched across the floor to her chair,
where she nearly collapsed, her sirength suddenly drained.

How much did Harous redlly know? His hints stirred up rage and fear. But if he had the power—and a
messenger of hisown—

No Ashenkin could possibly live, not one of pure blood. It was so well known that that Bog-folk by
custom killed any Outlander—and hadn't her own guards found traces of what had happened there some
Sxteen years ago? She had never had cause to question it. Questions could only confirm that Alditha's
child was haf Outlander, haf of the Bog. With atwist of her lips, Y sathought about how some Rendelian
men—and women— were said to seek liaisons with Bog-folk for the thrill of danger. And how,
sometimes, there were untoward results.

Ysawilled it to be so. She would not abide the ideathat her husband had lustfully sown that seed, even
before she, his chosen Queen, carried his heir.

It had to have been someoned<e...

She refused to remember how much she had loved Bor-oth at one time, remembering only the hatred
that had replaced it. She could not have abided even aflirtation— and that was al it had been, al it could
ever have been, dl Y sahad dlowed timefor it to have been—between King Boroth and Alditha of Ash.

To think that even as Boroth had been contemplating the betraya of his new-wedded wife, so had
Alditha placed horns on Boroth's head! The harlot's passion must have overcome her common sense and
shegaveinto it esewhere. No wonder her flight into the Bog had been so precipitous. She fled the wrath
of both King and Queen! Y sadtifled laughter that verged on the hysterical.

Still, one must be certain. With an effort, she composed hersalf and settled back in the chair. Her hands
shook as she raised them dowly and emitted ashrill twittering, totally unnatural, from pursed lips. There
was sudden weight in her hands, and warmth as she looked down at Visp.

Ashen ducked through the door-curtain after Zazar and looked around with near consuming curiosity.
The area here was both wide and long—or had been once—and once might have been spacious enough
to have engulfed the whole of the Bog village she knew. However, here as el sewhere, upper wallsand
part of the roof had collapsed to fill the cavity. She could aso see indications that there had been an
effort to preserve what was | ft.

Many unknown hands had been at work, setting some measure of order out of chaos.

Blocks of masonry had been dragged to one side and piled dong the wallsinto a shoulder-high
secondary barrier, leaving the center cleared of most debris. Nor was this bare. Shelf supports had been
pounded into cracks between these blocks, and the shelves were burdened with woven reed bags and
others of twisted lupper skin. From some of the shelves hung swollen net bags filled with unknown
substances. A few cracked pots sat among the bags, and they were certainly not empty.

There was no hearth-hole in the center of this space. Rather, some of the stones that had fallen—in the
far padt, judging by the fireemarks painting them—had been set to screen afire. Also, there were piles of



mats, well-woven to fulfill either Sitting or deeping requirements.

Somewheat to her surprise, as awesome as the surroundings were, this was aroom that welcomed one.
Ashen fdlt quite at home as she alowed her pack to settle to the floor. Zazar was dready at the fireplace,
busy not only with kindling from apile close to hand, but tending to chunks of black stuff that she placed
carefully around the kindling. Fire answered her efforts and Ashen drew closer, grateful for the heat after
their dank journey.

As she sttled down and held her hands out as if to gather the heat closer to herself, Ashen redlized that
she and Zazar were not the sole life in this chamber. The Wysen-wyf had completed her labors and now
shewas chirping aseries of small coaxing notes. The mat pile nearby stirred asif something had
burrowed deeply there. Then out into the open wriggled a creature that faintly resembled one of the shy
water- rats of the Bog.

Thisone, however, waslarger than any the girl had glimpsed during her own prowling of the known
Bog-ways. Also, onceit wasfully in the open, she could seethat it wasindeed likenorat. It waslarger,
rounder of head, pricked of ears, and its pelt looked much softer than the bristly fur of the pool-
dwdlers.

It padded to the Wysen-wyf, who held out a hand. It stood up and arched its head to rub against her
pahn before it settled down on its haunches. It reached its dender fordimbsto grasp Zazar's hand and
nuzzled it. Then it beganlicking

Zazar'sfingers with an absurdly pink tongue.

Zazar's chirping became a croon, and the creature answered with a series of strange, small criesasit
raised its head high enough to look up into the

Wysen-wyf'sface.
Zazar beckoned, and Ashen obediently drew closer.

ThisisWeyse. Weyse," Zazar said in turn to the small creature, "Ashen.” She might have been
introducing some kin from another Bog village. She touched

Ashen's shoulder, her other hand gtill being held by thelittle creature. "Reach out to Weyse, girl, that she
may learn you."

Just what that meant, Ashen could not guess, but she extended her hand to the furred one, who let go of
Zazar to catch it in itsforepaws. It leaned forward and sniffed at her flesh for along moment, and then
she could fed the rasp of itstongue on her skin. When it loosed its hold on her, she dared to smooth its
head between the pointed ears as Zazar had done earlier.

"Weyse knows you now, Ashen Desthdaughter, and you will find that very useful.

But mereismoreto be done. Listen well.”

Zazar rose and passed the fireplace, heading toward a portion of the wall where instead of a shelf,
holding cords had been tightly laced to support what Ashen saw to be anumber of clay tablets. The

Wysen- wyf did not remove any of them; she merely drew one finger dong the sde of that nested cache
as gently as she had caressed Weyse.



"Y ou are not of the Bog-blood, girl," she said. "Nor isthis place of the

Bde-Bog known in thistime to the ordinary folk. There have aways been those among uswho in blood
and thought harked back to another time before the dissolution of the Clasp came." She hesitated for so
long that Ashen dared aquestion.

"The Clag?"

"Another world, another time," Zazar replied. There was aweary notein her voice. "There was greatness
herein thelong ago. This place in which we shelter was aplace of Seekers of Knowledge. Then the Law
that rulesdl living things spoke. Thereisatime of building, atime of abiding, and then comesthefall.

Only remnants of what was before remain in bits and pieces. So we seek ever for that which may lead
upward once again. The Bog, which was part of agreat and mighty empirein the ancient times, was
sunken into the dark. Now another time of darkness nears us. Y ou are of other blood, but you were
born in the Bog; you know it, and that knowledge will be of importance in daysto come. Remain here
until you arecdled.”

"Cdled? By whom?' Ashen hit her tongue, but she could not stifle the questions.

Zazar shook her head. "Ask that of the land, girl. It isnot known to me and | cannot tell you. | must
return to my own place now, for the Bog- kin are my people, though they have become even lessthan
the underwater onesin what they desire and do. There will be trouble, but that cannot be guarded
againg, only foreseen. That much | know. Ashen Deathdaughter, do you watch while you wait, and
watchwd|!"

She stooped and caught up Weyse in her arms as one would a nursing child. When she put the furred
one down again, she nodded, first to Ashen and then toward the wall where hung the collection of
tablets.

"Useyour timewell, girl. I do not know how long you will havefree. | cal for you the shielding wings of
fortune”

She turned swiftly and Ashen hurried to follow her. It was apparent that the

Wysen-wyf was now determined to leave, and to go quickly. As Ashen followed, shetried to sammer
out questions but they died on her lips as she redlized there would be no more answers. Therewasa
findity in what the Wysen-wyf had said.

Did she mean that their tie, loose as it had aways been, was now severed? How to find the words?
Findly, as she unfettered the rope mooring the boat that had brought them, Ashen dared to clutch Zazar's
deeve, and words tumbled out.

"Protector—" from some unknown source, that title came to her "—do you then wish to deny me?”

Zazar |looked at her steadily, unblinking. "In thislife, we do either what we desire or what is needful. This
that | doisof the second sort. Y ou have been dl | could have asked for to nurturein my service. | can
tell you that we shal meet again, only it will not be as one who teaches and one who leams. And so |
wish you good fortune.”



"B-b-best of fortuneto you aso, Wise One," Ashen said. Shefdt asif the strongest part of herself had
been severely shaken, threatened, and yet she could not protest as she saw Zazar board the craft and
dtart to pole herself away. Nor did the Wysen-wyf turn back to look at Ashen, who watched until the
boat reached the inlet to the pond and disappeared from view.

Eleven

Asthelittle Sea-Rover fleet sailed on, the watchers could find no great changein the cliff barrier of the
Bog except that it stood lower now. Here and there, the cliffswereriven, asif inviting avoyager to a
sheltered harbor. And there showed, when the wave-reader used his seeing-glass, more and more
cavelike openings through which issued turgid and odorous water to sully the sea.

Provisionsfor the fleet were dangeroudy low. They had begun to despair, and even to consder invading
that uninviting land in search of food. Then, on thethird day after the attack of the amphibian, the lookout
spotted a disturbance near to shore. Asthe steersman brought the GorGull as close in as he dared, they
could identify the frothing water as aschool of fish gpparently tearing to pieces some bit of prey.

What it was, they could not determine, and to feast on the feasters was certainly astomach-churning
thought, if one dlowed it to crossthe mind.

However, there wasllittle use in being fagtidious when starvation loomed to weaken them dl. Thusit was
decided in council held on the GorGull, in communication with the other shipsby meansof sgnal flags,
that a group from the lead vessel would make an attempt to get closer to that shoreline in spite of what
might be spilling fromiit.

Stll using the flags, the hddmsman of Wave Ruler pointed out that there was also anumber of birdsto be
noted now, and that they could see a pocking of the cliffsin which such might nest. Birds nests, too,
might contain a possible source of food. Or they could follow the inlet ahead, to see whereiit led.

They drew lotsfor the four-man crew of the small boat to make the scouting voyage. Stormbracer, the
largest and dowest of the vesselsin the flegt, undertook to sail on southward, leaving the more
maneuverable vessasto follow.

Obern was not surprised when he drew the knotted rope from the choosing-basin that First Mate Hasse
passed around to al. In spite of the uneasy awe that the monster he dew had aroused, he had been
intrigued by trying to imagine what kind of world might lie behind those dliffs and wondering if indeed the
creature had come from there. He welcomed the possibility of a chanceto find out.

The four selected in the drawing settled to the oars of the small landing boat.

Two were seamen used to such maneuvering. Obern and the armsman, Dordan, a sergeant of archers,
followed the directions of their seagoing companions and also swung to oars.

Around them, the water grew thick with fish that darted away at their approach.

Therewasacoil of net lying ready at their feet, and one of the seamen was amaster at casting it. They
headed toward the main disturbance with what speed they could muster.

However, before they reached their destination, a chance current carried atangled, dull-green mass,
nearly athird the Size of their boat, across their course. Thorny, spiked branches protruded from it. The
men agreed that it must have been torn away from arooting on the sde of the cliff. Dordan fended it off



with apush of hisoar. Then al aboard had to duck quickly, for out of nowhere, an enormous bird
appeared and dived straight at them. For amoment,

Obern thought it was one such as had followed them the night of their escape, but this one was mere flesh
and blood and brought with it only that measure of fear appropriate to those faced with such a predator.

" Should have known these was big 'uns,” one of the sailors muttered. " Seeing them from so far away and
al”

Thewingspread of this one was wider than Obern could measure with both arms outstretched. Its
wickedly hooked bill snapped open with ashriek asit whedled above them. Thick, dirty-gray festhers
covered al but its obscendy naked red head, which reminded Obern of anewly flayed skull.

The shriek was echoed by asecond flyer nearby. A third flyer launched itself from the cliffs. Fighting the
rocking of the boat, Dordan readied his short-bow.

Thefirgt flyer bared itstaons, and the water reflected the beet of the great wings asit attacked one of the
seamen. The man swung up his oar, only to lose it overboard, yanked out of his hands asthe bird struck.
Dordan let fly, and the thrum of the bowstring was nearly lost in the bird's scream of pain.

Neither sea-sword nor knife could serve well here, Obern knew. Now there were two birds circling
overhead, and another waswinging swiftly to join baitle.

Obern held to his oar, though he nearly lost his balance asthe first bird crashed into the boat, Dordan's
arrow protruding from its breast. The craft rocked periloudy and threatened to capsize.

Thefate of itsfellow served to make the second flyer swerve off. But the other had no such qualms and
swooped on them from agreet height. It targeted Dordan asif redlizing he wasthe principal threst.

The archer had a second arrow nocked, but the dying flyer struck him a hard blow with itswing, nearly
sending him overboard. The airborne attacker screamed, and

Ob-ern swung his oar with al his strength, barely taking time enough to aim the blow.

His desperate swing caught the outstretched, naked neck of the bird- He nearly dropped the oar asthe
impact jarred him through and through, but he fancied he had heard the crunch of breaking bones. The
force of the blow, together with the flyer's own speed, sent the attacker out and away from them.
However, they were shipping water and the seamen strove to steady the boat with the remaining oars.

Now that they had timeto look, they discovered that they were indeed approaching the cliffs, though at
an anglewhich did not aim their craft toward the dark opening looming in therock barrier.

The dying bird still battered them with itswings, and the two other birds might return. Obern dropped the
oar, drew his sword and swung it with a precision unhindered by the unsteady footing.

He struck and struck again, until the bird ceased flopping. He turned in time to see Dordan,
spraddle-legged and fighting for balance as he aimed aloft at the remaining attacker. The bird Obern had
clubbed with the oar floated near them, its outstretched wings bearing it up; it was dowly drifting
shoreward on the waves. The angle of the ugly head told him he had, indeed, broken its neck.

Dordan swore as hisarrow brought down only abroken feather. The bird whedled off toward the cliffsin



reluctant defeat. Meanwhile, one of the seamen pulled the dead bird out from under their feet. Obern
stooped to help him. The creature was unexpectedly heavy. The other seaman and Dordan made ready
to cast the net.

Sillfully, they entrapped the body of the second flyer and dragged it aboard aswell. They set acourse
then as best they could, for the boat was now awkward to steer, toward the churning waters that had
been their god.

It was an awkward business, for they had drifted too close to the breaking waves at the foot of the cliffs,
during their skirmish with the giant flyers. The boat tossed in the heavy chop, dmost unmanagegble.
Nevertheless, the seamen and

Obern and Dordan used their strength and skill to bring them to the Site of the feasting. There werefishin
plenty, undisturbed by the battle nearby. What they devoured, strangely enough, did not sink far under
that churning mass, but seemed to ride near the surface. Now and then, a chunk of it broke free and
floated upward, only to immediately disappear down afish'sgullet.

What they feasted upon so greedily, the men could not fully see. It appeared to be no morethan a
gpongelike massin which the fish had torn great holes. Those in the boat avoided it carefully asthey cast
the net.

Their catch was heavy enough when they drew it in to cause Obern to wonder if they would be ableto
dump its contents or would have to struggle, towing it, to the ship. With muscle-wrenching labor, they
managed to collect amass of twisting, slver fish, enough to cover the bodies of the birds. They dared not
make a second cast, for by now, their craft was near too heavy to remain afloat.

The waves |apped at the gunwales, and one of the seamen set to bailing lest they founder and sink.

How much of what they carried might be eaten, Obern could not guess, nor how much of what was
edible might be paatable. Still, food was food. But that the birds could be formidable enemieswas plain.
And perhaps even more- dangerous creatures waited behind the cliffs. He eyed those stone barriers
speculatively asthey rowed back to the GorGull. It was just aswell that they had not had to try alanding.
An unknown land, the Bog—and aforbidding one.

It was slent in the high tower room, and time had passed with stifling downess. Y sa could not afford to
linger here much longer, waiting. And theroiling of smal fears. Her mind flinched at that word. Fear
could not be dlowed a place a the gaming table when aKingdom was a stake.

She settled on another word. Annoyances, then. They had summoned adull pain to settle behind her
eyes.

Her messenger was, according to ancient reports, impervious to most dangers, unless... she shifted inthe
high seat. What did anyone know of the Bog except that it was awatery trap where death openly ruled?
Y et she must know the results of her seeking, and soon.

Boroth. Despite dl her efforts, there was no mistaking that he was dipping every day, approaching closer
to atime when he would be utterly useless. This very morning, two of his physicians had called upon her,
uttering fell warnings even before she had had timeto bresk her fast. They had stared at her hands during
the interview. She knew what they wanted but dared not voice. Wasit true, she could amost hear them
saying, that superdtition claming that the



Ringsindeed held thelife of the monarch, aswell as of the country? And would she not return them to the
King?

Even if shewanted to, thiswasimpossible. Without the power of the Ringsto aid her, she might aswell
open widethe gatesto dl those dy lords and | et them pillage to their hearts content.

Harous. Not merely to passthetime, she had her eyes and ears focused on him.

He hunted, they said. But the direction of that hunting was achdlengeinitself, and shewas certain that in
al histwists and turnings and backtrackings, he made sure he rode toward the broken land that bordered
directly on the Bog. The Bog—Her thoughts circled back to her messenger, Visp.

She had so little time left. To remain here—when the castle, the whole city, knew of Boroth's
condition—was perilousfolly. Never before had this one trusted companion failed her.

She arosg, giff from inactivity. If she did not go, those from the court would come seeking her, even
here, which long ago she had set aside for her privacy aone. Now she gpproached the southern window
wherethat curious rainbow glimmered, shielding out the world she knew only too well. She raised her
handsin welcome, but there was no answer.

At last she dlowed the weight of the Ringsto drop her amsto her sdes. If sheleft the tower now, it
might be long before she could once more withdraw from the sight of the court and return. Y et linger
longer, she dared not. Her descent of the main stairway was much more sedate than her precipitate rush
up the hidden one.

As she stepped out of the door that guarded the tower stair, Ysaal but bumped into Master Lorgan, the
eldest and most assured of the physicians. However, it seemed arandom mesting.

"Y ou are needed most urgently," he said. "The warning | gave you this morning—well, we fear the King's
condition has grown very grave. Heliesat acrisis. Your presenceis... forgive me, Mgesty, but your
presence is mandatory."”

He bowed, and Y sawas aware that she must make a choice; perhaps a half measure would suffice for
the present.

"Good physician,” she said. The words came with atrace of unease, which would only be natural, and
thus convincing. "How fortunate to find you. Of course| will go to the King's chamber. How could | not?
Furthermore, | have been thinking on what you spoke of thismorning. Y ou have seen the King's hands."
Now she held out her own asif to compare what was present to those that were in the bed. "I tried once,
most earnestly, to put the Rings back on him, but failed. If the Rings cannot be forced upon him because
of the swelling, perhaps they can be used in another way to his benefit. It will cause no harmto try.”

She led the way once more to the King's chamber, where smoldering herbs on the hearth could not
overcome the fugue of coming death. Indeed, the physician had spoken truly. There were others gathered
in the shadows, some stepped aside so that she could take the step up on the dais and stand beside the
massive bed.

Boroth lay on his back, his mouth open alittle, drool matting his unkempt beard. His eyes were not
completely closed, but Y sadoubted that he saw what was about him.

"My Lord." Conscious of how she appeared to those in the shadows, she leaned forward and reached



for one of those puffed hands, closing both of hers about it so that the Rings touched hisflesh. "My Lord,
by Oak and Y ew, Ash and Rowan, take strength! By your oath for the land, call to you what will give
yOl I n

His eyes opened suddenly al the way. The whites were shot with blood. Hislips drew together ashe
turned his head on the pillow to Stare straight &t her.

In that meeting of the eyes there shone such hatred and rage that she swayed alittle. But steadying hersalf
againgt the edge of the bed, she continued to hold his hand. Was he going to spit out that rage before all
these listeners? She wasrisking alot because she had no other choice. Hisbluish lips moved, but if he
shaped words, he did not utter them aoud. That he cursed her from within, she had no doubt.

"Oak and Y ew, Ash and Rowan," she said again, loud enough to reach at least those closest to her.
"Srengthen him—"

Shewas not to finish that plea. A choking gasp rumbled from Boroth asif hisred anger filled histhroat
but could not be spewed forth. His bloated body shook and the force of the outflung hand, which he
jerked from her hold, sent her spinning until she clutched at one of the bedposts to keep from being
thrown sprawling onto the floor.

Though she had often been donein the Bog, Ashen had known that she did have ahearth-place with
Zazar, and that knowledge had been an assurance of security.

Now, with apang that surprised her, she was very sure that Zazar's hearth was no longer hers. She
would not see the Wysen-wyf for some time, and this strange straggle of ruinswould be her only shelter.
She remained where she was on the flattened stones of their landing, watching that cut into which Zazar
had just poled the small craft.

Certainly the Wysen-wyf had not given her any red orders of what to do. Ashen shivered. So much had

happened in so short atime. The events of theimmediate past had been very different to the daily duties

she had aways known, and this shattered mound of what had once been did not encourage present- day
inhabitants

Shefdt agtout tug a her leggings, and asmdl trill echoed in the dill air.

The creature Zazar had made known to her was demanding attention. Slowly, hoping it would not bite
now that Zazar was gone, Ashen reached down and lightly stroked the smdl head that was turned up so
its eyes could meet hers.

Weysetrilled again and gave another sharp tug. It was plain that her new companion wanted her away
from the shore, back into the stone- walled maze. On impulse, and because she felt donefor thefirst
timein her life, Ashen stooped and took Weyse into her arms. To her relief and comfort, thelittle one
willingly allowed her thisliberty. Infact, it cuddled against her and began to knead her arm with its clever
little forepaws.

Carrying the bundle of fur carefully cradled, Ashen returned to the refuge Zazar had shown her and
began to truly examine the place.

Thefirgt task presented itself immediately. Thefire fill burned, but low. She remembered the strange
black rock Zazar had used for feeding the Sarting flame.



Putting Weyse down, she searched until she found atightly woven basket, nearly waist-high, hegped with
the chunks. She gingerly freed two of the blocks and laid them on the fire, where they caught amost at
once. The warmth did help to banish that ever-biding chill and sense of dampness.

Then she began to make adow circle of the room, leaving Weyse to squat by thefire, holding out those
forepaws that seemed curioudly like handsin agesture even more curioudy human. At the far end of the
chamber, she discovered an improvement that she had never seenin aBog dwelling. There wasabasin
st inthe floor and above it, protruding from thewall, a hollow tube of the samerock asthewalls, from
which trickled asteady stream of water.

Asaprecaution, shetested it with one of Zazar's unfailing herb detectors and found it to be as clear of
the dank outside water's effluent as that they had used for drinking and washing. In fact, it tasted better
than any she had ever drunk. Then, searching further, she discovered shelves she had overlooked before.
They had been erected from large pieces of rubble, but seemed secure enough. On them were closdly
woven storage baskets, firmly lidded. A random exploration of these turned up dried herbs, most of
which sheknew by sight.

Behind thetall pile of matsfor sitting and deeping, she found an assortment of clay platesthat were not
scratched, but had oddly shaped drawings and symbols embedded in their surfaces.

Thegirl helped hersdlf to severd of these and sought the fireplace. During the course of her investigation,
she had redlized, in some surprise, that there were no windows. How wasit then that this chamber
nevertheess had light enough to rival agray day outside? She glanced up and saw what looked like
smooth, polished pieces of bone firmly anchored in the wall creviceswherever possible.

Though they emitted a strange light of their own, they appeared to glow brighter when encouraged by
light from the flames. She should have been frightened.

Certainly such asthese were foreign to the Bog she knew, aswas dl the rest of this mass of worked
stone.

But she accepted the light gratefully now. From her pack she brought out the dried briar fruit and boiled
lup-per's eggs, dong with apacket of trail food—nuts and dried berries mixed with smal pieces of
smoked lupper mest.

Weyse squeaked. Ashen glanced up to seeit staring, large-eyed, at the packet.

Thelittle creaturelicked itslips. Smiling, the girl poured out a handful of the mixture and laid it on one of
the plates beside her.

Weysetrilled and moved to squat before the offering. Using both forepaws, the little one scooped up a
portion and started eating with every sign of one presented with some dainty. Because the lupper's eggs
would not keep well, Ashen ate these for her supper, a the same time examining the plates. No, she was
mistaken. They were not clay, though they looked like it. Their inscribed surfaces had a different fed, one
she could not identify. However, it was those symbols that held her attention now.

Zazar had trained her to understand many of the swirls, dots, and other markingsto be found in the
Wysen-wyf's private library. Asit was with Zazar's records, many of the sgnson the plateswere
familiar. Here and there, however, Ashen came across aline so different that though she traced it with her
finger, no spark of recognition aided her memory.



These were not recipes for salves, recorded methods for trestments of variousills and injuries, the way
Zazar's plates were. Instead, they seemed to be, and

Ashen was sure she was correct, the setting down of thoughts, asif the one, or ones, who had compiled
them were trying to preserve knowledge of adifferent sort. She grew more and more fascinated while
trying to work out the puzzle, unaware that Weyse had padded away after the meal, nor was she aware
of anything else about her until the fire burned so low that she shivered. She raised her head to Sare
around, bemused as one coming out of adeep deep.

But was the dying of the fire awarning? Suddenly dert, she got to her feet.

Those crevice-boneswere dl aglow, and now fingers of light streamed straight up from them to fight their
way through the cracksin the remains of the roof above. Without redizing why she did, Ashen drew her
knife. She had heard no bellow from without, nor felt any solid thud carrying through the pavement.

Still, there was that which wastotdly aien to this place, something that wasin away athreat—and it was
drawing near!

She had barely accepted this as being true when a shriek sounded, so thin and so high that she could
hardly hear it. It came from overhead, from outside. Quickly she reached the entrance to the chamber.
What she had heard certainly could not have been any protest or warning of faling wal or roof. That had
been the cry of aliving thing, and onein danger and pain!

She picked up a chunk of the rubble and with that in one hand and her knife in the other, went out into
the night, drawn almost againgt her will to answer the anguish in that cry.

Shereached the grest stonefigure that lay facedown. The evening was aready well into night's darkness,
but because the stones about her produced a similar though fainter radiance to the rods within, she could
see well enough to cross the rough footing.

Weyse had bounded out before her and now scurried back to pluck once more at her leggings and urge
her to follow, trilling anote of anxiety. Guided by her companion, Ashen rounded the head of thefallen
figure to see something lying on the ground. Itswings besat, but apparently it was unableto rise. Weyse
pulled her closer.

Ashen hesitated to dedl directly with any strange life-form. There were too many deadly oneswithin the
Bog, and many looked no less dangerous than this. But this creature out of the night was certainly too
small to be astrong threet, and she could fed its pain and fear in an oddly heightened sense.

Throwing her rock away and sheathing her knife, she went down on her knees. With

Weyse crouching on the other sde of the injured thing, still trilling, Ashen reached out. The cregture
dapped her hand away widi itsflailing wing, but she persisted. Weyse also hunched nearer and copied
Ashen's gesture with one front paw. This had the effect of quieting the creature. 1t opped its useless
struggle of flight and quieted as Weyse leaned even closer. Weysgstrilling was no longer summoning, but
held soft reassurance and concern.

Inthisdull light, Ashen thought it was a bird. However, asit stilled, shewas able to touch it, and felt fur.
Furred, yet winged! Thiswas another surprise of the Bog. With care, not knowing how it had been
injured, shetook it up. She must accept Weyse's decision that it was harmless and in need.



Small clawed paws raked at her wrists and once more she heard, and very plainly now, the wail that had
brought her here. Shdltering the flyer againgt her, the girl started back to her refuge, Weyse scrambling
ahead. But when they reached the porta of the gray ruins, Zazar's accepted companion—friend,
servant?—suddenly stepped out before Ashen, blocking her way, though Weyse had not shown any
such resistance before.

Weysetrilled again urgently, pulled at Ashen's clothing, tugging her asif to bring her down to Weyse's
own level. Obediently, the girl knelt with some difficulty, for theinjured flyer she was carrying had come
to life once again in feeble struggles. When that burden was within Weyse's reach, the creature of the
ruinstrilled aseries of high notes. Theflyer ceased struggling as Weyse straightened up astdl asit could
on hind feet. Then the rounded, big- eared head came forward and it seemed to Ashen that Weyse was
deliberately blowing puffs of bresth againgt the smal winged body. For along moment, Weyse continued
these strange actions and then looked up at Ashen, itslarge, round eyesluminous asif they emitted light
aswell asusad it. The creature once more led the way to the porta, making it clear to the girl to follow.
The flyer she carried was now quiet, though she could fed plainly the rapid best of its heart against her
hands.

When they cameinto the full light of theinner room, seeming dl the brighter after leaving behind the
curious, foggy emanation of the ruinswithout, Ashen for thefirst time saw clearly what she held.

It was smdl enough that when itsleathery wings were drawn againg its downy body, asthey now were,
it could be easily held in her two hands. Aswith Weyse, the fore-paws had the look of being meant to
take the place of hands. The head was rounded, and its ears were large in proportion to the skull that
supported them. The eyes now regarding her were a so large and showed reddish glints. The snout
between them was long; the mouth was alittle open, for the creature was panting.

Therewas that about it which made one want to stroke the soft fur, to try to comfort the fear that the girl
could still sense. She settled down by the fire and with care surveyed its body and wings, unableto find
any vishbleinjury. Asshedid so, she could fed it relax.

That it was capable of any harm to her, she dismissed at once. When she withdrew her hold, it settled
down on her knee asif that waswhere it was at home.

However, as she stroked it, it continued to watch her with those large eyes, dmost imploringly. She
became certain that as with Weyse, this new one was urging some action upon her. To freeit? Perhaps.
Plainly, even though she could see no injuries, it had been brought down againgt itswill. And to take it out
once more, if wounded, could mean its desth.

She pulled over asmdl mat and transferred the now-quiescent flyer to it. Wasit hungry? Once more
Ashen went foraging in her trail bag, then offered the little cresture a handful of the sustaining mix. The
small head lowered. It sniffed the offering and with the same pleasure Weyse had shown, snatched up
bitsin itsforepaws and began feeding itsdf.

Ashen watched it. Was this some other surprise of Za-zar's? Weyse had accepted the small creature at
once. Wdll, she could only wait and see. Perhaps in the morning she could loose it if it were not badly
hurt and let it go to its own abiding place.

She heaped three of the mats together and selected from another pile amore yielding piece of weaving as
acover before she curled up for deep. Theflyer finished itsfood and set about using its forepaws,
moistened by along tongue, to wash itsface. Then, with ahop, wingsraised alittle, it joined her, settling
down by her shoulder with afaint purring sound that made her own eyes heavy with deep. Weyse, dso



purring, snuggled down at her other side.
Tweve

Queen Y sa clung to the bedpost and then pushed her way free of that support, refusing any assistance.
The physician, at her beckon, crowded past her to

Boroth. She must not let any weakness show before those gathered there. Turning her head, she spoke
to the nearest, one of the under physicians.

"Go and find His Highness. Let Prince Florian be summoned!”

But her attention remained riveted on the bed. Surely the King's time had come—and too soon! Much
too soon. For months, she had anticipated what was about to happen here, had rehearsed it in her mind,
but the preparati ons she had made seemed too few and feeble now.

Theweight of the Rings pressed againgt her fingers asif they were apart of some confining chain. She
forced hersdlf to look around. The attention of most of the people in the room was fixed on the bed and
its occupant. She must know who was here this night.

Grimly, sheidentified the members of the somber gathering, one by one. There stood five of the
lickspittleswho strove to raise themselves to prominence when there was any gain within their reach.
They would follow anyone with authority.

She dismissed them with aglance. Not so another. Royance. The news must have reached him before he
|eft to return to hisown holding. Very properly, he remained within reach.

He had the strength and resol ution that might be invaluable to her when she needed him to back her—if
she could trust him. The adliance with Oak pushed itself to the front of her mind. Sheidentified members
of the Council, seldom seen unless the governing body wasin sesson. There, crowding closer to the bed,
was Vak, and that was one she could never hope to be any but a determined enemy. Two of his
creatures, too, though they did not show themsalvesto the fore in any distinguished gathering.

But Jakar, Liffin—Her mouth tightened. Y es, word had come only afew turns of the time-glass earlier
that they had ridden in with their war trains. They, too, were Council members, but she had not
summoned them, nor had Florian the wit to do so. Perhaps one of his playmates with more cunning than
he had suggested it.

Too much danger, too soon.

Boroth's breathing came in heavy snorts. Lorgan had tried to get him to swallow apotion one of his
assstants had hatily prepared. Theliquid only ran out again to wet the King's beard. Boroth flailed out
one arm and the cup was dashed to the floor, spraying out its contents.

Once more the blood-reddened eyes opened, searched, settled on her and held. Her handsraised,
fisted, before her mouth so that her bresth would pass over them and the Rings, toward him. It wastoo
soon—oh, indeed | et the old legends hold for aspace and keep him from degth this night.

"Oak," shesaid adoud. "Y ew, Ash and Rowan, give the strength of your roots to one sworn to your
service”



Boroth's mutely raging stare was on her till, enough to skewer her to the paneling on the wall if she had
been made of lesser stuff. She looked at histhick fingers pawing at the covers. Y saknew well what he

wanted and she did not dare—not now, not when the man who had taken the Ring oath was dready as
good as dead and buried, trapped in this flabby body, even if the Rings could be once more forced onto

hisfingers

He coughed, choked, and began breathing faster. Lor-gan had pulled aside the stained nightshirt, baring
the thick-haired chest in some desperate measure known to histrade.

A presence asjarring as abelch in the cathedral. " So, the old man's at hislast gasp?' Florian lurched up
beside her, reeking with fumes of wine and the stale scent of an unwashed body. He grinned down at
Lorgan'sfrenzied labors.

Y satasted the bitterness that always seemed to rise when she found it necessary to deal with her son. He
had no ability in spite of dl her past effortsto prepare him, to at least play a suitable mummer'srole
befitting their House's only heir. And his actions now before this audience were typical of what could be
expected when he ascended to the throne.

He had shed hisbaby fat, and his straight-limbed body and pleasingly featured face had not yet begun to
show signs of his excesses. She could not say as much for hismind. At least Boroth in his early days had
had some cleverness. When he was this dolt's age, he had won to himself the allegiance of the mgjor
lords, wedded her, gained her respect, and even her love—for awhile. Until, that is, he had made plain
how little she meant to him save as a breeder. Then love had turned sour, and she had seento it that all
endeavor to sre had proved afailure, producing only this one disgppointing lout.

Y es, Boroth had possessed cunning, intelligence, and akind of rough charm that had drawn men to him.
But it was long since he roused to hold his place in theworld. Not since that Jut—No, do not think of
that now, shetold hersaf sternly. The past was past, only the present counted, and it was a perilous
present. She knew one thing—if Boroth died tonight, the Rings would go to this youth who stood beside
her, avicious curl of lip raised as he surveyed hisfather, the King.

If only the legends held true! The Rings would not abide by the unworthy, nor with aruler who did not
grive to hold the land safe. They had accepted her, but would they accept Florian? And if they did
not—she drew a deep breath—there would be an end to everything she inwardly knew must be kept.
She dare not risk it. Boroth must live, at least awhile longer.

Florian'slipswerevery full, and like hisfather's, tended to be loose and more than allittle wet. He drew
his hand across his mouth, tried to stand alittle straighter. Perhaps he was waking from the besotted
depths from which they had hauled him.

"Hedies? The King my father dies?' He did not ask that of the laboring physician but asif he expected
an answer from the gathering at large.

Royance came to stand beside them, Y saand her son. "Do not despair, Highness.
While there are breath and heartbest, thereis ill life."
The sound Florian made in answer was asnicker. He turned alittle toward her.

"Breath and life, and you, my dear mother, strive to keep it so, do you not?



Givethoseto me"

His hand suddenly shot out toward hers as she held them to show the Rings plainly. But those grasping
fingersdid not touch hers. Rather, it wasif they had dammed against a solid surface, so that he sumbled
and would have gone down had Royance not steedied him.

Incongruoudly, Y sawas reminded of the moment when Boroth had sought to put her hand into the
candle-flame, and had been denied.

Florian's face had gone pale, but his eyes showed the beginning of that same rage Boroth had turned on
her, making clear to dl that for this moment, he was entirely hisfather's son.

"No woman hasthe right—" His voice scaled upward.

She must take command and at once. "My Lord Roy-ance, the Princeisdisturbed by hisMagesty's
condition.”

Royance nodded. As head of the Council, he would know that to prolong this unseemly episode before
such acompany would imperil the uneasy peace.

Smoothly, he drew FHorian away from hismother. ™Y our Highness, it is plain that your anxiety concerning
the King has upset you grestly." He turned to that same medicd assistant who had served Lorgan earlier.
"Please fetch acaming potion for the Prince. Heis not well and he needs al his strength.”

Y saexpected Florian's easily aroused temper to burst forth, but to her surprise and dight unease, he
actually did drink the potion brought by the doctor's assistant.

Stll, Ysadid not relax. Florian had tried to possess the Rings and had been rebuffed, not by her, but by
that power they held. Even after years of study and experience, she could not understand the full meaning
of this. Boroth was dying, dl but dead, and his heir mugt, by custom, try at onceto hold the Rings and so
hold the land. Would he be able to do it once the King had truly breathed hislast? Did the Rings cleave
to her now because she was the stronger, the one determined that the House would not fall and bring
downwithit dl their dlies? Was shein truth the one they had chosen to rule, despite the fact that

Rendd had never, in dl its history, had aregnant Queen who had not been born to the role? She must
delveinto her books more deeply to find the answer to thisriddle.

Whiledl this had been going on, the master physician had continued his minigtrations, necessitating the
use of heated cups pressed against the pudgy flesh of the King's chest.

Now Boroth had been settled once more on the pillows that braced up his thick shoulders, and he
seemed to be breathing more easily. Lorgan stood aside, and when Y salooked to him, he nodded.

He bowed his head toward the Queen, and then toward Florian. "Y our Mgesty. Y our
Highness." He addressed those in the room as well. "My lords, it would appear that acrisis has passed.
We have successfully drawn off the evil humors, at least for the moment, and the King'svital sgnsareon

therise. HisMgjesty needs rest and peace—"

It was astrong hint and Y saquickly seized uponit. "My lords, youi concern means much,” she said,



turning to those who waited in the chamber. "Be sure that careful watch will be kept and you will be
summoned promptly if thereisneed.”

None of them could mistake the Rings that winked from her fingers, and for that moment, shewasin
command. There were murmurs but no open denid against that softly voiced but firm order asthey began
filing from the room. Now shewas all impatience to get to her tower room to study and to await the
messenger and what newsit might bring. The need for being there was beating at her.

Royance had taken Florian by the arm. "Come, Y our Highness, you have been overwrought. It is
necessary to rest againg the time when much will be asked of you for the sake of our country and our

people”

Florian was blank of face, and he looked neither to hisfather nor to his mother as he alowed himsdf to
be guided from the room. Y sawondered &t his easy compliance—another small worry to gnaw a
her—but put it down to the effect of the potion. Perhaps Lorgan would become an dly aswell asa
witness. Once more she advanced closer to the head of the bed and uttered the ritual Ring words.

Then she spoke to the physician.
"Master Lorgan, thereis pressing business vitd to the realm. But summon me at onceif thereis need.”

He bowed his head and she walked away stiffly, her whole body aching with tension, to do what was
necessary that she do.

There was no talk among the Sea-Rovers of a second land venture; once had been enough, unless actua
garvation threatened. Since neither the bird- flesh nor the fish would keep for long, Snalli shared out the
food among the people on dl the ships, and dl ate agood meal for once. Then they tightened their belts

again, hoping that those who had gone ahead might have found some food aswell.

Theamadll five-ship fleet was strung out now in aline, keeping in touch with each other by mast flags by
day and lanterns held before areflecting shield at night. They sailed in Stormbracer's wake, gradualy
catching up. By thetime they rounded the long, gradua curve of the southernmost part of the land and
weretruly sailing eadt, they had the vessd in full sght.

On thethird day after Obern'sreturn to GorGull, the deep note of the rally horn brought the core of
fighting men to anarrow place of assembly near the bow. Obern took hisusua place behind hisfather.
Rumors had dready spread through the ship that a message of some importance had been received from
the vessel ahead, which could bardly be made out in the fog of this early morning.

"Stormbracer," his father announced abruptly, "has sighted the Ashenkeep outer reef passage. They
report seeing one ship in theinner harbor. We shdl closein asfast aswindswill allow and see what
awaits usthere. When we left Void, there was no report from any Trader that the keep had been taken
by any of those ever-quarrelsome lords of thisland. However, we shall be prepared. Once those
headlands are in sight, the deck must be cleared for action, crowded as our people shal be below."

At least the wind was favoring them this morning, and even the fog had begun to lift. They no longer crept
with frugtrating downess along that threatening shordline. Asthey |eft the Bog behind, the waveswere no
longer stained with the murk of those unclean waters. Obern watched the cliffs disappear behind diem, an
odd mixture of fedingsinside him. His experience, short asit had been of what might lurk there, wasa
warning that any intruder would recognize.



At the same time, there was another smdll part of him that continued to wonder just what did lie behind
those dliff wals, and what other manner of monster could issue from one of those many fissuresand
caves.

The noncombatants obediently went bel owdecks, and the warriors made their preparations as best they
could on the crowded deck, waiting to stand to arms if need be when they reached their goal.
Waiting—and facing—the unknown aways stirred a man's blood. Obern found himself touching the hilt
of the Rinbell sword, and drawing hisknife upward in its shegth, then damming it back againin sheer
nervous energy. To thread their way through the reef passage, they were having to head farther out to
seq, and hisfather and Captain Narion consulted several times.

Snolli held one of the treasures of his House, arod that featured asmall lens sealing one end. A man
could look through the other end and that which was afar wasingtantly near. Who had designed such a
wonder, no one knew, only that it had reached Void as some long-ago booty or trade.

The High Chief gave an exclamation and passed the seeing-rod to the captain, who gazed for amoment
and then shouted orders. The sailorsjumped to, skillfully bringing canvasto bear, and the GorGulll
followed Storm-bracer, dipping through the opening in the reef asif she were amaiden running to the
amsof her lover.

Behind them, Obern, even without the use of any such seeing-aid, could now make out one ship and then
two following safdly, with athird drawing closer, and the last waiting itsturn. They had reached their
god—at least they were within distance that they could send out scout craft and learn if there would be

any danger.

But it was past sunset before their small fleet had drawn together. Snolli prepared to visit Stormbracer,
swinging easly down into thewaiting small boat.

Obern followed hisfather. That the High Chief would take such action at night brought home their own
needs. This day, before coming into the harbor, al but the women and children had hungered.
Traling-linesin the water had brought in no fish, and the last of the carefully hoarded suppliesfrom Void
were gone.

The oarsmen sent their small boat across the water to the larger vessdl, where the shidld lantern offered a
wavering beacon. Obern looked at the land. He could see an ominous breaking of waves over reef teeth.
Thiswas just the outer harbor. Somewhere past that maze of danger there was a closer passage that had
been used gplenty, wherein lay the ship that Stormbracer's lookout had sighted.

Once more there was an assembly lighted by asingle lantern, and among the captains who had cometo
this meeting, there was aman Obern had never seen before. Y et hiskind he knew well. Thiswas one of
the far-faring Traders who had |oose dliance with the Sea-Rovers. Obern relaxed, just alittle. Traders
were no enemies. At least, that had always been the case so far.

Hisfather greeted the stranger, sword hand outstretched and open. The other man's hand met it palm to
pam.

"Good roads, open seasto you, Trader Standaw,” Snolli said in greeting.
The lean, dark-skinned man answered as heartily. "And may the same be given you,

Lord Snalli. Y our captain hastold me foul news. The north marches again—"



"And again, and again!" the High Chief returned harshly. "No more shall you find aready market inVVoid,
or in Shater, Dosa, or Juptue. Ruins. That'sdl that'sleft. Just smoldering ruins.”

The Trader nodded. "Y es, our world is sadly threatened. They say in the Far

Idandsthat the land and seawill riseintime againgt al our kind if we do not cease our quarrels. Y et no
man with half hiswits could try to treat with such asthose of theice-bound lands. However, you have not
come to a place much better. Be warned of that." He waved one hand shoreward. " Ashenkeep stands
open for you; in that much, you are favored. But the land itsalf seetheslike a pot coming to high bail.
King Boroth, it iswhispered, approaches close to hisend.

His Queen holds the power for now. But these high-nosed lords do not bow knee to awoman or
willingly hold council with her. And the Princeis of little worth.

When Boroth is carried to histomb—ah, then, my friend, you will see aland bathed in blood as one lord
vieswith his neighbor, or his neighbor's neighbor, to add to his holdings."

Snalli laughed. "With what bright cheer, Stand aw, you welcome us. We come from war, to face it once
again. Y et aman must have aport he can trugt, and thiswe must hold.”

The Trader grinned. "How else could any sea-lord answer? In thismuch, | can be of aid to you. My own
Gdicaliesat anchor in the Ashenkeep moat. Thereis no one there to meet you with swords."

Snolli had questions, and dl listened carefully to the answersthe Trader supplied.

"Y es, the keep itself has not been destroyed. It iswell-rooted, and they could not bring any war

machines through to batter down thewalls. It issaid that it fell through treachery. There was astrong
hatred againgt the Ashenkin, and many tales are told of why. One can pick and choose, not that it matters
now. No, you can wak within and find your own defenses.

"Thereisthis dso—the plain beyond has not been taken under shield of any neighbor. It isasif they want
nothing more now that the House has been brought down. It is good land and there are beasts roving
wild there, for the Ashenkin were noted herdmasters. So be at ease—for now—friend Snolli.”

In the morning, the entire fleet, guided by Standaw, threaded itsway eadily into the inner harbor, closeto
where the waters had been channeled into amoat, and came to anchor at last. Asquickly aspossible,
they went ashore, and Obern, seeing those tall, unshaken walls and the fair harbor below, was set to
believe that Fortune had once more turned her facein their direction.

Not only did Standaw provided them guidance, he dso saw to it that food was ready for the
near-starving people of the sea before he went on hisway.

Fortified, everyone worked with awill asthe days passed, emptying the ships of what they had been able
to save and setting up quartersin the deserted keep and the town surrounding it.

Within days, hunters and small scouting parties ventured out into the land beyond. They patrolled west to
the river that formed the very edge of the

Bog-land, east to the broken lands of the mountains, and north toward the country to which they would
be unwelcome invaders.



It was Obern, with the leader 1aobim and two others, who headed north and west aweek later to scout
aong the scrublands edging the Bog.

Ashen awoke, startled out of deep by a soft patting against her face. She opened her eyesto see not
only Weyse crouched close by, but also the flyer, who was urging her out of dumber by reaching out a
forepaw and tugging at the edge of her jerkin.

"Hungry, little ones? Let me get mysdf into good order and we shdl break our fast.” Ashen laid aside her
reed covering and went to the water source she had found the night before. She took a handful of wild
moss from her pack. It served as a sponge, and aso provided adight lather that left her face and hands
clean. With ahorn comb, she untangled her hair enough to braid it quickly and fasten it with thorn pinsto
the top of her head.

Assheinserted the last of these, she heard an ingstent trilling from behind, aong with the soft purring
notes of the flyer, and hastened back to bring out her suppliesto feed the two hungry little creatures.
Whatever Weyse had been accustomed to eating before her arriva, it was plain to see that the furred one
greatly preferred what Ashen had brought. Taking the last of the boiled lupper's eggs from her bag, she
noted wryly that if she would be here for any length of time, she must do some energetic hunting. Neither
of her charges would understand the meaning of an empty bowl.

Whether any of the edible roots and plants she was familiar with could be found here, she did not know,
but the night before, she had heard the peeping of luppers, and she was wdll acquainted with the snares
one st for them. In the meantime, she must fully explore this chamber and make sure of just what she
now had to hand.

Weyse and the cresture she had begun to think of as"Little Flit" remained by the fire she had coaxed to a
higher flame. The black stones Zazar had set there burned much longer and stronger than the squares of
peat and dried reeds that never fully warmed any Bog dwelling, but filled it with smoke instead. There
seemed to be agoodly supply of that fuel inasmall bin at the back of the chamber.

Today she did not pause by the marked plates, but rather, picked and probed into al the containers
resting on various shelves. Some of the contents she knew by their scent—the familiar materias used for
heding. Others she was wary enough not to dig fingersinto.

Having made the survey of her new quarters as best she could, Ashen determined to see at least part of
the broken buildings around it. As she moved toward the entrance, Weyse flashed ahead, and Little Fit
leaped with aflutter of wingsto settle on her shoulder, whereit nuzzled her cheek and madeits purring
sound.

Ashen discovered, as she reached the outside, that the morning was well advanced. The clouds, which
had blanketed die padi yesterday, were gone and the sun had an unusua warmth for thistime of year.
The Bog-land had crept out of theicy cold but a short time past.

She clambered with care over tumbled walls and peered into a number of hollows, which she believed
had once been dwellings. Weyse seemed to take great delight in scampering ahead and trilling at her,
then running back asif to show off.

This stream of harmless mischief amused her. The three of them were in no way chalenged, and even the
stinging fliesthat customarily appeared with the sun did not attack them.



Therewas certainly little to be discovered. One pile of rubble waslike another. Ashen tried to imagine
what manner of people had once settled here. She could not picture the Bog-folk accomplishing such
finished labor. But Za-zar'stales of other times and peoples|ong since vanished seemed fitting to thisruin.

With some effort, she made the circle of what she was sure had been an outer wall. Taking timeto climb
and perch at intervals when there seemed suitable footing, she scanned the shordline. There were clumps
of the reeds common to the waterways everywhere, and once or twice she sighted the rise of abush.

She reached at last the landing to which Zazar had brought her, and it was there that Weyse again darted
to hide behind the rocks, chattering in ahigh voice, while Little Hit stirred on her shoulder. The girl held
up her hand and the winged creature moved onto her palm, thetiny nails of its paws pricking her flesh.
Turning its head, its eyes met hersand held.

"Go—go—Vigp go—"

It certainly had not changed itstrilling purr for words, yet that message wasin Ashen'smind. Thelittle
creature shifted to give itswings a chance to stretch. Once more it stared at her, though thistime there
was no message, unlessit was one of farewell, and amoment later, it took to the air, soaring up and up.

Shewatched it level out for distant flight. Then Weyse pulled at her leggings and chirped in away that
clearly indicated it was delivering awarning. Its clawvs were tightly anchored in Ashen's tanned
lupper-skin clothing, and the little cresture jerked as strongly asit could to bring her to theright, closeto
atall heap of tumbled stones.

"Very wel, my friend, we will take cover." Ashen could not believe that Weyse could understand her.
Nevertheess, she gestured, and to her astonishment, her companion answered with a humanlike nod.

There must be very good reason for Weyse to behave in such afashion. Ashen found as good a spot as
she could where she might see and still be hidden. She hunkered down and carefully drew her knife.
When she looked up, she discovered that Little Hit had disappeared. The creature might aswell have
becomeinvisble, for not even a speck in the sky marked its passage.

Her hiding place was just opposite from where Zazar and her craft had come and gone, and the girl was
sure that whatever Weyse considered athredt, it was coming from that generd direction.

Ashen had not long to wait. The grunting speech of Bog-folk carried across the water, and amoment
later the first of them cameinto full sight. They had not traveled by boat as had Zazar, but rather they
must have followed an overland trail. They could not go more than two abreast in the narrow strip
between water and brush.

The band was unusuadly large for a hunting party, but it wasfully armed. They crowded forward,
excitement and surprise snowing on their broad faces as across the stretch of open water, they glimpsed
the ruins of what Ashen was dready thinking of as her city. She saw dso that &t the rear of their party,
two were dragging aong someone entwined in anet of the type used for Outland prisoners.

These were not strangers from some distant kin-hearth. She recognized Jod.

Behind him, Tusser pressed forward, but carefully kept to his place behind the onein command.

Jod uttered the summons cal peculiar to their village. "Aaauugh!” He did it asecond time as shetried to
see the captive more clearly.



Who could it be? Surely not Zazar. Ashen could not believe that Joa would ever dareto handle the
Wysen-wyf in this fashion. Weyse clutched at her knee again, but shewas not in theleast inclined to
show hersdlf. She put her hand on

Weyse's head.

"Witchling, demon-born—" Jod no longer gave the recognition sgnal of those with whom she had aways
lived, but shouted aoud the dime words that she knew with a cold certainty were meant for her alone.

Weyse pressed tightly against her asif to sop any move she would make, but

Ashen knew far better than to let any of that company see her. So far, shefelt reasonably safe. There
was no sign of aboat, and she was well aware that none of them would dare venture a path over an
unknown stretch of water. Rubble, once walls, formed abarrier around the pool and it would take the
Bog-folk along time to pick their way acrossit.

"Demon, your shield be gone!" Jod's voice created thunder in the air. "Zazar no longer treats
unbeknownst with Outlanders. We knows her secrets, all her secrets. See you who tellsthem—with a
little sharp coaxing!™

He gestured, and the two holding the netted captive halted. Grabbing one edge of the net, Joa stripped it
away to reved Kazi.

The woman's face was amask of fear; shewasin such a condition of fright that those guarding her had to
hold her on her feet. Joa grabbed a handful of her mud-stiffened hair and jerked her forward as she
wailed in pain and terror.

The chief's spear thudded againgt her ribs, and once more she howled.

"Speak," he commanded. "Where islover of dark demons who was of your hearth?

Does Zazar now ill wak mighty inour land?"

"Noooo!" shewalled. "Zazar isgone.”

Again he struck her. "And where has she-snake gone?'

"To the under-ones—" Her words ended in a screech.

"And her secrets? All her secrets, child of worm?* Jod continued ruthlesdy.

"All gone, dl forgotten, Great One—except for what liesin head of

Desthdaughter.”

She sagged. Her guard stood aside and she fell to the ground, face down at the headman'sfeet in the old
formd petition for clemency.

Herolled her over with akick and looked again toward theide of ruins.



"We make our land clean, Deathdaughter. Y ou befilth of Outlands and so shdl ending come—in the
jaws of under-ones.”

Tusser put ahand on hisfather's shoulder. "Need boats," he said, hisvoice carrying clearly. Jod shook
his heed.

Ashen knew that despite the difficulty of the path, Joa was ready to start toward her then and there. And
she could not get back to where she might lose them in the maze without being seen. Joal began to climb
over the uncertain footing of the rubble, and behind him, the warriorstook up awar- chant. Then from a
distance there came another sound, one Ashen remembered hearing only once beforein her lifetime.
Someone, somewhere, was begting a battle drum, an aarm that spoke of invasion.

Those on the shore whedled in the direction from which they had come. Jod'sthick lipslifted and his
teeth showed like those of agarlizard. Old custom remained strong. That signal, which would be picked
up and passed from village to village, told al that one of their worst fears—afull invasion—might soon be
upon them.

They were off without another glance at theide, disappearing with what speed dlowed them by the
brush, leaving Kazi, ill trapped in the net, to lie where she had falen.

That they had actually tracked her during past explorations, Ashen could not be sure. That Kazi had
guided them here, she could believe, if thiswas a place known to her aswell asto the Wysen-wyf. Kazi
had been far longer a companion to Zazar than she, and indeed, perhaps the two had shared secretsthe
girl had never learned.

Despite the departure of the hunting band, Ashen could not be certain that Joa had not |eft awatcher to
spy. For the moment, she was safe, but she knew that when they returned, they would bring up one of
the boats to reach her. She watched Kazi, wondering whether or not she dare go to the old woman's aid.

Wondering whether or not she even wanted to.

The woman gtirred; now that those who had handled her were gone, she fought to throw off the net that
bound her. Ashen'slipstightened.

Kazi was not trail-wise; her crippled foot had always kept her close to the village. She had no supplies or
weapons to support her now. There was no kin-debt between the Bog-woman and Ashen. And if Zazar
was dead because of sometattling of Kazi's, better that Kazi suffer one of the many deaths lurking here.

Still, Ashen hesitated. She could not be sure of any betraya from Kazi. Also, in her morning survey, she
had found no other boat. No more than Joa did she want to risk a swim or awade through the
water—and that for Kazi. However, something within her balked at leaving the crone there, abandoned
to her fate.

Y et she did not rise from her hiding place to show hersdlf to the woman, now freed of her bonds and
crouching on her knees.

Thirteen
Obern lay with the others of the scouting party, belly-down on aridge that edged theriver. The shadowy

murk of the Bog stretched before them, warning them away by its very appearance. All had heard the
tales of the monstersto be found there, and indeed, they had seen such for themsalvesin the thing from



the seaand the attack from the cliff birds. By its very nature, the Bog was locked in againgt invasion; who
knew what had cometo livein its mysterious depths and its formidable cliffs?

To the south, amuffled roar spoke of the swallow-hole they had discovered.

There theriver vanished, to be spewed out eventually into the great waterfal that marked the end of
Bog-land and the beginning of New Void.

Another matter closer to hand presented amore urgent interest. Below the ridge that concedled them,
three men sat at ease about asmall fire. Plainly, by their body mail and weapons, they were part of a
war-band. Behind them grazed four horses, saddled and ready for riding.

"War-party, not hunters?' Obern said to laobim in alow voice. If these were on the same errand as he
and his companions, they would not be thusin the open, where they could easily be picked off by an
archer before they could mount.

laobim nodded. "They wear the same badges,”" he pointed out. A landeer on a copper background.
Servethe samelord. But if they have lately come, they may not know thisisno longer Ash-land.”

"They watch the Bog now and then,” the man beyond laohim murmured. "But those who live there do
not cometo thisside of theriver. Thereisever abarrier againgt Bog-folk, itissad.”

Plainly, the three were waiting for someone—the rider of the fourth horse. One of the men by the fire got
to hisfeet and turned to stare intently at the forbidding brush-grown land beyond. Then, not only the
three below but those conced ed on the ridge above heard the thudding best of a chorus of drums, all
sounding the same rhythm, cut at intervals by a screaming blast of high-pitched sound asif froma
war-horn.

The three soldiers stood together, and by their gestures, seemed to Obern to bein dispute. At length they
went to their mounts, and leading the extra horse, moved closer to the turgid stream that separated Bog
from freeland.

The din of drums continued. They might be herdding the gpproach of awhole army. Those who waited
rode dowly back and forth dong asmall stretch of theriver, their heads turned, dways dert to what
might gpproach from the unknown north.

Then the brush on the far sde of the stream stirred into motion. Someone, or something, wasforcing a
path through. The horsemen pulled to ahdt, facing that agitation. A section of brush fell forward into the
stream, displaying afigure wielding a sword-length tool to clear the way.

A moment later, that figure emerged on the far sde of the stream. However, from what Obern's party
could see from the ridge, this one did not resemble those who waited. A tall person walking erect, yes,
but veiled from clear sght by the thick mist in constant curl abouit it.

With no hesitation, the newcomer took a stride or two along the bank and then deliberately, if dowly,
went into the water. Either the river was a shallow one, or thiswas aford. Though the water washed at
knee-level, the misted figure could wade through it easily. Obern fancied he could see where the murky
dough of the Bog ended, about midstream, and clean water flowed.

A spear flew from the brush behind. The hair rose on the back of Obern's neck as he watched it fail to
penetrate the mist but instead, drop into the water asif it had struck against awall. One of the men



waiting produced a bow of asort

Obern had once seen on one of the Sea-Rovers southward raids. Itslimbs were small and fastened
crosswise on athick stock, and he knew it to be clumsy, but immensely powerful. The arrow it now
released sped almost too fast to be followed, straight into the brush through which the wader, who was
now hoisting hims=lf up on the near bank, had come.

. The mist suddenly winked out to reved atall man. Hismail shirt reached past histhighs, and it gleamed
brightly where it was not covered with abadly torn tabard of the same rust color asthe other men's
badges. In place of ahelm, he wore aband of meta around his head and in that, just over and between
hiseyes, was an ovd of light. The soldier leading the extra horse rode forward.

Stll ankle-deep in the water, the man put foot to Stirrup, and thislight wavered and died away entirely as
he swung into the saddle.

Whesling around, the whole party rode at a brisk pace toward the east. Soon they rounded another
ridge, disgppearing from sight. The sullen drums continued their boom and now other figures broke
through the brush that cloaked the Bog.

These newcomers were surely of another race—sguat, dark-skinned men. They seemed clad in mud,
and displayed no body armor. They were equipped with spears and small ova shields; severd had head
coverings serving as helms. Their rage was apparent as they waded ankle-deep into the water, and some
of the leaders hurled their weapons across the stream. Their shouts of frustration rose above the boom of
the drums. But they made no attempt to go any farther or to use the ford to strike out after the horsemen.
The sream might have been awall forbidding their intrusion into the land.

Once more &t her lookout post aoft, Ysatook her chair. But there was no relaxation from the tension
that held her. She must concentrate more deeply than she had ever ventured before to reach her missing

messenger—if it il lived.
It was aweagpon, as strong aweapon as the Rings could be upon occasion, and one she must not lose.

She closed her eyesthat she might better seethe flyer in her mind. Just sowould it look asit cameto her
once more.

Come! Her reaching thought sought again and again. The Bog—would the flyer have taken aroute over
that forsaken country in order to return? She knew there was a Power out there perhaps greater than that
she had so painfully acquired. She had been careful not to touch it, or to attract it. Could that Power have
drawn her messenger? Even now, was it wringing from Visp its purposg, its dlegianceto her?

Doubts must be banished. Resolutely she drew the picture in her mind and then called again. So intent
was she that her hands came out, though she made that gesture only haf conscioudy, to provide alanding
place.

Come! Visp, Come!

Suddenly asmall, high-pitched shrilling brought her eyes open. A shadow on the window surface. Then
that which she sought came through, showing no harm, and settled on her hands.

Clasping it, she raised the small body so they were eyeto eye.



Speak! The unvoiced order was as strong as her cal had been. Thought answered asthe shrilling cry
ceased. They were on their way, those of the far north lands, but their journey was not yet begun. There
was yet alittle time. Those who had been shaken out of their long-held lands seemed now to be waiting.
From

Visp's mind, she saw that the ruins of the Sea-Rovers last stronghold were occupied by the invaders.
Did the northern hordes plan to concentrate their hold there? No. If their settlement followed—There
was the Bog as barrier, but could that be held in spite of al itstraps and the dmost insane hatred of its
people for Outlanders?

Enough! She must not be led aside from her purposes by such questions. lake one task, oneroad, a a
time and make it as much her own as she could.

But she sensed it was not only news of the northerners that she had been brought. Her flyer had moreto
tell. Hazy pictures formed in her mind, and for amoment, she felt apang of queasiness as she seemed to
be looking down from some height &t aground shrouded in mist. Out of that arose towers—no, walls.
Her sight was so restricted that she could not be sure. But the flyer whose memory she probed was
swinging from astraight course toward those walls, exactly asif it had been cdled! The Bog power—

Suddenly it was asiif she had been blinded, and even in this manner of memory only, shefelt ablow
hurling her down from her course toward the ground.

Fear—hers and the flyer's mingled—set her heart beating wildly.

Her mind identified the stones all around as broken walls. But the Bog had no holds, no cities. No man
living knew exactly what lay in this place. It must be old, very old, and protected till by someforce, one
that had identified Visp asa spy and brought it down.

She knew the frenzied struggles of her messenger, shared itsterror. Then the body that no longer would
answer to the flyer'swill waslifted, with care. Visp was being carried toward alarger pile of stones, one
that till held the outlines of abuilding. There waslight there, piercing the dark. Fear sharpened.
In—no—it was forbidden! Fighting against entry. Then the flyer waslowered and faced another creature,
furred, small, but with eyesthat promised aid. Visp was held toward this newcomer and fdlt the touch of
itstongue on its head.

Fear was gone; there was nothing now to be abarrier, so Y sasaw the flyer transported into the interior
of the building. Visp looked around, and what it had seen became Y sasvison in turn. The one who had
borne Vigp hither—aagirl, her dender figure clad in the crude clothing known to the Bog. Only, thiswas
no real Bog-wench. Her face was partly hidden. It was—

Ysagaveasmal cry, and her bond with the flyer was severed. She refused to acknowledge what she
had seen in those short moments. It was just a Bog-woman, nothing more, perhaps some foul haf-breed
from a Rendd man or woman, strayed beyond the barrier river in search of novelty. She wouldn't have
put it beyond even Boroth, had it occurred to him. It was her imagination, stirred by the nonsense Harous
had babbled about Ashenkin still being dlive. Her eyes—Visp's eyes—were playing tricks on her.

Therefore, Y satold hersdf firmly, she had seen avison, anillusion, an apparition of what Vigpinits
gratitude only thought it had witnessed. None of it was redl. She had not seen the Lady Alditha

Thus the Queen put the matter out of her mind.



Ashen watched Kazi pull hersdf up and stand, tearing the net from about her.

The woman seemed unharmed, gpart from fright and afew bruises. Now she turned around dowly asif
looking for some path of escape—or was she searching for

Ashen hersdf? From what Ashen had heard Joa say, Kazi was ready now to openly show the spite and
jealousy that had so long eaten at her. Had that aso turned her againgt Zazar?

Ashen held her breath, hoping the woman wasn't going to try to find her. At last, Kazi turned and lurched
back the way she had been dragged, her twisted foot finding poor support in the overgrown land.

Where would she go? For that matter, where could she go? If she returned to the village, supposing that
she could get back without falling prey to some Bog creature, would it be only to face again the wrath of
Joal and the others?

Ashen turned away in the direction of the heart of the ruinsand her own refuge.

She knew she must not alow herself to be too softhearted. After all, Kazi had shown herself to be
nothing better than atraitor. What was Kazi to her now but an open enemy? Still, they had shared a
hearth for many years and the girl was uneasy with her own fedlings. Only, what could she do? Even if
she could cross the open stretch of water to follow Kazi'strail, dare she bring the woman here, to aplace
that was certainly one of Zazar's guarded secrets?

Shewaked dowly, frowning at that twinge within her that said she could not let Kazi wander through
unknown perils. Kazi had betrayed Zazar's secrets or—Ashen stopped in mid-stride, stunned. Maybe
not. Perhaps the Wysen-wyf had been so mistreated herself that Joa had learned from her the way to
thisplace.

No. Shergected that thought.

Ashen's pace became even dower. She had reached the giant figure that lay broken. Weyse, who had
been scurrying before her, had jumped to take a seat on the cracked stone.

Though it was difficult to read any expression on that round, furred face, Ashen received an impression of
concern and uneasiness. How much did Weyse know? The girl was sure that her companion was
intelligent—perhapsin adifferent way from what was familiar to her—but ill, keen of mind. Ashen
paused by the statue, close enough that Weyse reached out and touched her on the arm, drawing her full
attention. Suddenly Ashen felt the need to put into speech her uneasiness.

"Weyse, Kazi will dieif sheloses hersdf inthe Bog." She thought of that terrible, greast amphibian,
Gulper, that had pursued her. Kazi would be easy meat for such. But there was water around thisidand,
and no boat to be had.

"Weyse," she said without thinking, "isthere any way to get to the other side of that pool without crossing
the water?' She wanted to take back the question.

After her own exploration, that was a stupid thing to ask.
To her surprise, it appeared to make sense to her companion. Again Weyse made that gesture of the

head that Ashen could only believe was anod. Zazar had trilled to it—no, spoken in an unknown tongue.
However, it would seem that Weyse could also understand words it could not utter itself.



"She" Ashen said to herslf. "I can't keep thinking of you as'it." Y ou seem like a'she’ and so that iswhat
you are."

Weyse gave ajump down from her perch and once more played the guide trick of catching hold of
Ashen. But where sheled the girl was straight back to the inner room. Was shetrying to makeit plain
that there was no way to go except to this shelter?

Only, onceinside, Weyse did not settle down buit trotted forward and began to claw at apile of reed
mats stacked to one side. Plainly, the furred one did have some purpose, and Ashen hurried to join her in
moving the mats. The floor underneeth was paved with blocks set in strange but regular patterns, just asit
was al over the chamber. But Weyse was on al fours now, clawing at the stone.

A moment later, she had pulled up aring embedded between two of the blocks.
Then shelooked at Ashen and gave a vigorous nod.

Though Weyse went back to tugging at thering, it was plainly beyond her strength to move the
surrounding blocks, if that was her purpose. Ashen knelt and reached for the ring, which Weyseyielded
to her. She pulled with al the strength she could summon. For a straining moment, nothing happened.
Then, with agrating sound, two blocks shifted upward afinger'swidth. Encouraged, Ashen tried again.

Thistime she succeeded in pulling the twin blocks aside and uncovering a space below. It should have
been pitch-dark, but as she stared down into the cavity, she could see plainly. At least one, and possibly
more, of the samerods that afforded light for the room had obvioudy been set there.

Even more plainly, astone stairway had been set here aswell, immediately inviting one to descend.
Ashen settled back on her heelsto consider the Situation.

Zazar had put no limit to her stay here. Ashen was certain the Wysen- wyf hersalf had intended to return.
Perhaps she had been prevented by whatever deviltry Joa had worked. It might be that Ashen, if she
could reach the land beyond by clambering down into thisway, could serve her Protector better than she
could than by remaining here. And also, she could aid Kazi, as her conscience demanded.

Making her decision, she rose and hurried back to stow the supplies she had taken out of her trail pack.
Almost as an afterthought, she emptied her shell water container of what she had brought from the Bog
and refilled it with the good water flowing from the pipe. Then she closed the pack and hoisted it to her
shoulders. It was bulky enough so that when she returned, she had difficulty in scraping through the
entrance to this secret within a secret.

Weyse bounded down the stone stairs and pattered ahead. Plainly she believed she wasto continue to
play guide. The steps, s0 even and straight at the top of the pit, soon turned crooked and narrow. As
Ashen descended, following, even the light began to fail her. Now she went through thick shadows, for
thelight-rods here were far apart. At last, she reached solid flooring. By the extremely dim light, she
could see she stood in asmdll space that was walled with stonework, except for an opening directly
before her. This opening was about half the height of an ordinary door. With asquesking trill, Weyse
popped through into the darkness beyond. Settling her pack with a shrug, Ashen followed.

Absently, Y sa caressed the flyer, fedling its weariness as part of her own. No more questions now; she
had enough to think upon. Nor did she want to risk seeing again the imagined face of her long-dead rival.
She rose and walked dowly around the chair to settle her messenger into anest of clean silken cloth.



Then shetook acup and spilled into it grain and fruit bits from nearby boxes she had commanded be
brought to the room. Visp trilled what might have been athanks and set to egting with ahearty will.

Y sastacked her books neatly, checked once more on the safety of her messenger, and in ablack mood,
|eft the chamber. Then she remembered something ese, forgotten in the shock of thinking she had seen
Lady Aldithadive.

Harous's hunting trip—what exactly was he hunting? What secret was he privy to that had been kept
from those earlier days? Did he, or any of the other lords, know or suspect about thisimaginary ill-born?
Damn Harous and hismeddling.

Even arumor would be enough to creste trouble. She must summon those who supplied her with
information in thisland—her land—that she must fight to protect, and have them follow new trailsto
make certain— She hesitated. What if they |earned too much? She believed them locklipped on her
affairs, but there was aways a chance.

No, for now, she must make fast thisland against the coming chaos when she could no longer hold life
within Boroth. Forian could not rule; she was sure that the Rings had denied him. The Ringsknew only
the safety of the land, not the fedingsin men's hearts. The lords would certainly not be willing to accept a
woman as sovereign, though they saw her as Regent now. She had aways been careful to be
soft-gpoken when with them in Council; nevertheless, she knew she was resented for even thellittle
power she dared wield openly.

Well, they werein error. Thisland was hers. She felt thisasfiercely as another would regard a beloved
child. Somehow, it had become a part of her long ago and she could not bear to seeit torn asunder by
warring lords, reduced to aragged memory of the Kingdom it had been. And to prove that she so
believed, shewore the Rings, did she not?

"Oak, Yew, Ash, and Rowan," she said in awhisper as she descended the dair.

"L et wisdom cometo mein thishour, for | need that which | can lean upon!™

Harous—not only must he be considered, but aso another urgent question. The

Sea-Roverswere very near their god. Likely they were making for the deserted

Ash-enkeep on the coast. Still strong of tower and wall, and with al the seato serve them, that place
was one from which they could well be an ever- enlarging thorn in the breast of the uneasy country. So
much, so much to be done and so few of those she could depend upon. Once more she damned Harous

for the meddler he was.

Then sheforced from her mind the many ominous questions as she passed from the inconspi cuous tower
door into the corridor, to seek Boroth once again and be sure of how he fared.

Fourteen

Obern debated long with himsalf whether or not to re-port these strange occurrences to Snolli. A man,
clad first in mist and then in mail? Very odd. And what had been hiserrand in the Bog that it infuriated so
many of itsinhabitants, and where had he and his guard ridden off to?

The temptation was strong to follow now. The mail-clad man had had three companions; so did he. They



wore armor and his men did not, but surely a

Sea-Rover, even lightly clad, wasthe equa of any of the dwedllersin this new land, be they ever so
well-armored. If one of them could enter the Bog and emerge unscathed—howbeit with afew spears
thrown after him—then four Sea-Rovers could do the same, and more.

"Let'sfollow," laobim said. "We came scouting, did we not?"
The other two men nodded, grinning. "That we did, sir,” Haldin said.
"L et us go where the man of mystery showed the way.

The Bog-people will go away presently, and then we can follow our unwitting guide's footsteps. Who
knowswhat well find once were across the river?' Roush put his hand on his dagger.

"Sounds like good adventure,” laobim said.

"Should get to know our land," Haldin said.

"And the peopleinit," added Roush. "D'you suppose Bog-maidens are as ugly astheir men?
"Onesureway to find out,” Obern said. "Buit first we must inform my father.”

The otherswould have protested, but he silenced them with agesture. Y es, thiswas a matter for Snalli,
and perhapsfor al the chieftains under him. But he also decided to petition hisfather to be dlowed to
return, to lead an exploration party.

Reuctantly, his companionslet go their ambition to head rashly into the Bog.

They waited until both the horsemen and the ones who followed them were well out of Sght. Then the
four men began making their way down the ridge and toward the ford in the river separating Ash-
enhold—the land they were calling New Void, now the province of the Sea-Rovers—and the mysteries
of theBog.

Upon hisreturn, Obern discovered that his lady, Neave, had falenill, no doubt as aresult of the
hardships of the voyage. The boy, however, seemed to be thriving. He could not stay, but left Neavein
her maid's keeping; he was needed elsewhere, and judging from the tenor of the summons, on more
important businessthan men clad in mig.

After theforma custom when discussng ameatter affecting the whole of the kin clan, High Chief Snolli
had summoned al the heads of householdsto a conference. In battle, his orders might be supreme, but in
decisons as sweeping or perilous asthis one might be, he needed to consider the corporate will of his

people.

The keep that they had claimed as their own was both spacious and beautiful, with its symmetry of
towers and strong gatehouses. Swans sill swam in the moat.

However, the building lacked furnishings, they must have been looted long ago.

So those in attendance were seated on the floor in ahdf circle, facing their lord. Only Snolli occupied a
chair, one he had brought with him on their flight.



He held the speaking-rod for al to see.

"Thereisthis" he said, usng the forma tone and manner of one choosing hiswords carefully. "We are
not the only ones of our people who lived past the fighting. Though we thought all was o, the Orceagle
isnewly arrived at New

Void. It followed our wake and is even now tied up at the gate, being small enough to navigate the moat.
On their way, they met a Trader whose ship was newly out of Rothport. He had news of what passes
now with these Rendd lords.

It isno secret that King Boroth isailing and not far from death. His Queen holds the land together, but for
how long isamatter for wagers. The Princeisanothing, and it is said that he and his mother are no great
friends. There are severd strong lordships, and over the past few years, they have been increasing their
power and the number of their house armsmen.”

He got up and began to pace back and forth as he spoke. "It's clear to see that these lords will be at
each others throats the minute the King draws hislast bregth. It isaso said that the Queen has strange
powers and that these a one now keep his spirit in his body.

"So far, none of the neighboring Rendel lords have appeared to notice that we have taken what was
abandoned and now abide here. Nevertheless, it isin our best interests to have our new land lawfully.
Our scouts have ridden to the old boundaries of this hold, and only once has there been acoming of
those of the

Kingdom—not aimed at us, it would seem, but at the Bog." He nodded at Obern, who nodded in return,
rose, and took the speaking-rod. Then he told the assembly of what he and his men had seen.

When he had finished, he handed back the speaking-rod to his father and sat down again amidst
murmurs of speculation, quickly stilled as Snolli looked at each of themeninturn. "It isplain that we
cannot hope to escape their notice forever. For our own sake, we must go to them, make an aliance.
We cannot afford to wait for them to realize that we are here and intend to stay. Then thereisthis—we
may be put to the Queen's purpose rather than our own. She may attempt to gather these lordsto her
savice, if only temporarily, by pointing them at us—an invader Foulness, or so they will clam. The
Sea-Roversare not universaly liked.”

Therewasamurmur of laughter a that. Snolli smiled aso, and then took up histhought again.
"No one has, to our knowledge at |east, tried to make peace with those of the
Bog or to gather dliesthere. It might be well for usto make a pact with the

Bog-men. Thislord who invaded the land was within their territory, and seemed to be driven out
unharmed. What he did there, or what his errand was, who knows?

But that he had a strange protection againgt the dangers of that country was plainly seen by Obern, ashe
told you.

"Our greatest need is closer to hand. For the sake of the future, we must put our new land to our use,
and not risk being driven out again. Cattle are wild here, perhaps eft to roam when thiskeep fell. Go
outsde thewalls and you will seethe remains of fields waiting for the sowing, and that should be done



soon. We are farther south than we have ever lived before, so the growing time may be lengthened. Even
if itis, we must think of plowing aswell asthe capture of the straying beasts."

He paused, and it was Kasal, the Spirit Drummer, who spoke then. "Why isit that thisland lay falow for
so long?' heinquired asif of them al. "We have a good harbor—the Traders have made use of it during
the past years. There are no survivors of those who dwelt here, and yet the boundaries appear to wall
out neighbors. Thisissomething that it might bewell to investigate.”

Snolli nodded. ™Y ou have the Sight, Kasal. What has that made plain to you?"

The small man seemed to hunch together. He didn't need the speaking- rod to make hiswords come
eadly. Hishands dipped over the skin surface of the drum that was ever with him, but they did not touch
to bring forth sound.

"Thisisaplace of shadows," he said. "Dark shadows. Just as we sensed the evil of the Lizard-riders, so
someliketaint holds here..."

Snolli leaned forward, frowning, his hand going to hissword hilt. "The evil ones have been here?' Those
sested on thefloor before him shifted in their places, severa looking over their shoulders asif expecting
to see threatening shadows.

Kasa shook his head. "Not the Lizard-riders, no. We know the stink of them too well, and all would
have sensed it when we came ashore. But this much is certain. There was awrong done here, such a
wrong as has made those of thisland desert it.”

Though he was but hisfather's backshield and had already fulfilled his duty at the assembly, Obern could
not stop his own question from being voiced. "Can you draw out thiswrong from the past and make it
clear to us, so that we know what we face? And perhaps banish it? Does the Sight alow that?"

Hisfather did not frown at him in rebuke. Therefore, Obern thought, Snolli must harbor alike thought.
"No one can measure the depth or the width of the Sight,” the drummer replied.

"Asyet, what | senseisashadow. | can not even say whether it will engulf us or holds only for those of
thisland and blood. Thereisthis, though." He straightened atrifle, "thereis Power in the Bog. That, too, |
can fed. Itisnot turned to harry us, not yet. However, we must remember thislord who went into the
Bog with strange body protection and then returned, and most of all, we must ask how the wegpons of
those who hunted him out failed to bring him down.”

Snalli nodded. "Thisisafishnet that istangled near past al our smoothing.”

He began to tick off points on hisfingers. "Our concerns here in our new home—acceptance, food, and
shelter. The borders to be watched against the coming of some lord who has just noticed what we have
acquired. The Bog. If so much

Power does lie within, perhaps this unknown that Obern saw went to treat with it and add it to some
aliance. We cannot know. For the present, we can only scout and make sure that nothing comes upon us
from ether the east or the north.”

A gray-haired man, Baand, under whose management their source of supplies had been centered for
years, got up from his place, took the speaking-rod, and began to speak. "Chieftain, we have six oxen



taken by one of our hunting parties. They are ready for the yoke, though they are old. We can begin to
break ground and should do it now. L et the herdsman and drivers go armed, and we aso shall have our
scouts on duty. We hungered much on our voyage, and our women and children suffered greetly. | say
let usdelay no longer in this matter lest we know the sharp pinch of belly when the cold season comes.
Thisisrich land; it was well-worked in the past and we can make it open for seed again.”

Snolli took the rod that Baland handed him and looked from face to face. "Is such the will of al hereand
now?" he asked.

One hand after another went up, pam outward, in assent.

"So beit!" With those words, Snolli recognized what would now be their accepted choice, the details of
which would be worked out in turn with the separate deputies gathered here.

Most of that company now withdrew. Obern lingered, as was hisright as Snalli's son, and listened to the
reports of those who remained to offer their suggestions as to what was needed and when. He listened,
but histhoughts drifted e sewhere, and he was remembering in detail that crossing of the

Outlander at the Bog-river ford, hisarmor appearing to be of mist one.

How had that peculiar armor been summoned? It was no defense Obern had known before, and yet the
High Lords of hisland were congtant in their search for new weapons and more-effective defenses. Had
Snolli's suggestion been correct? Had that lord entered the Bog to make contact with someone—or
something—uwithin those forbidden ways?

Any notion that they themsalves would dare to invade the depths of the water-soaked land would be
utter folly until they knew something more of what had to be faced there. That would mean scouts. And
that, Obern determined, meant him.

He summoned to his mind's eye what he had so far seen of the eestward stretch of their new land. Still,
his thoughts kept straying to the west, and he surrendered to his curiosity. The dliffsthat walled the Bog
from the seg, yet dlowed its waters to stain the outer waves, offered no way that even alight skiff could
be taken through one of the cave entrances.

Therewas no searoutein. Therefore, if one did not enter from below, how would he know what lay
above? Their old homeland had once, asthey believed, aso been well guarded by heights. He himsdlf
had been on scout in the vicinity of the two passesthat only days later were seized after adesperate
battle with the

Lizard-riders. It was mere chance that had kept him out of that fight, but he had listened to the tales the
survivors brought back. The Lizard-riders monstrous mounts had shown raw ferocity in an ugly tide that
could not be stemmed. They had climbed the keep walls rdentlesdy, and nothing seemed capabl e of
holding them back.

Acrossthe border river, the Bog cliffs began. So here dso there might be a chance to work oné'sway up
from these lower heights, which the keep held still impervious, to aridge from which something of their
neighbors could be seen.

Hewas s0 deep in hisinner speculation that he was unaware that the last of those conferring with his
father had gone until Shalli turned in hisdirection.



"...Isit not 07" Hisfather's voice was raised with a sharp abruptness, which brought Obern aert, aware
that Snolli was watching him with a suggestion of afrown on hisface.

"Sir?" Obern knew he was reveding hislack of interest in the scene just past.

"Have your duties rested so hard upon you that you have to doze off in my presence?’

"l wasthinking, Sr," hesaid.

"And what are your so weighty thoughts?' There was certainly irritationin

Snalli's question.

"Thedliffs, gr," Obern said. It could be that any suggestion of what had caught his attention might indeed
be a reckless and worthless one. Y et he must explain, as was the duty of any summoned to conference.
"Fritji said something that put my mind to thinking about where to send someone to scout out the lay of
the Bog-land.”

Swiftly he outlined the idea of asearch along the cliffs. "With the long- see glass, perhaps. Much can
certainly be sighted with that.” Now that he was voicing it, Snolli's permission for the prospect seemed

more attainable. His enthusasm dimmed when hisfather made no immediate answer.

Obern was tempted to add to his suggestion but was well aware that Snolli, asatrue warlord of great
experience, might consder theills of such an expedition greater than any gains.

At last, Snalli spoke. "We shdl think on this™

Obern fdt thetrickle of excitement. If Snolli would serioudy consider such an action, then surdy—He set
an ingant guard on histongue. Though he had thought to petition hisfather to be alowed to volunteer as
part of this dangerous scouting expedition, this might doom him to having no part init at dl. It could well
be that the warlord might think it better the duty of one of his second chiefs.

Hisfather got to his feet and went to the window, which looked to the west.

From his belt he took the long-see glass and pointed it toward where the Bog cliffs gave way to the
lower cliffs on which the hold was rooted. Obern hesitated for amoment and then came up behind Snalli.
Perhaps hisfather would alow him to. use that spying tool himself; perhaps with it, he could indeed see
someway of traveling along the loftier barrier.

"It will bethought upon,” hisfather said without turning. "Go and summon Kasai now."

Frustrated, Obern went in search of the Spirit Drummer, but he was aware that

Sholli was once more ingpecting the far distances with his preciousinstrument.

Ashen, standing in the mouth of the passage with the opening behind her, faced what seemed to be
complete darkness. There was no glow ahead, no matter how faint, to suggest that some of the strange

illumination-rods had been st there.

As she had ducked through the doorway, she had seen Weyse disappear down the corridor with a
suggestion of confidence. The creature appeared to know well what lay ahead. Ashen shifted her pack a



little and resolutely stepped into the dark hollow of the halway.

Heretheair felt dead, and there were odors that the girl identified as having to do with some of those
stagnant watersthat al tried to avoid. She reached out to touch thewall on her right and quickly drew
back again. It had been like pushing her finger into ablot of dime.

From ahead there came atrilling call. Ashen quickened her pace at that summons.

Shetook care aso, for she was gpprehensive that the dime curtain on the wall might have spread to the
flooring underfoot.

However much she loathed the fed of what she must touch, she once more reached for thewall and
continued to run her hand dong it, hoping that touch might take the place of sght and she could discern
any changein the passage.

Her knuckles cracked painfully againgt solid wall where none should be. Of course, shetold hersdlf, here
the passage made aturn. Again Weyse'strill beckoned her ahead, from the left. Ashen turned in that
direction.

At last she glimpsed light of asort. She hurried toward that wan break in the blackness and found herself
out of the passage and in a chamber that seemed larger than the one she had just |eft above.

Weyse was there, waiting, but now came running to stand up and pat Ashen'sthigh. Thelittle cresture
looked up at the girl with those compelling round eyes, and Ashen fdt that the small onewas not at ease
here but needed the presence of another for reassurance.

The light came from a series of the now-familiar rods, though some were dark and useless, perhaps burnt
out. Each was set at the end of aheavy, rectangular stone case. The smallest of them looked longer than
Ashen wastall. There were two rows of these, with an aide between them. Weyse pulled her toward it.

The cases were ornamented. The sides and lids of each showed amultitude of symbols. The suspicion
that she had intruded upon a place of the resting dead made Ashen shiver, though she had never before
heard of such preservation asthis.

Willingly enough, shefollowed Weyse down that aide, curiogity pricking her. If these coffersdid enclose
the remains of those who had built the ancient city, could they reved what manner of people they had
been? In none of the engraved dates Zazar had stacked were there any representative pictures—only the
stylized script. Bog-folk fed their dead to the underlurkers, paying them little honor at lifé's end.

Ashen counted fifty of the cases, standing twenty-five to aside. Each she studied, and each differed from
its nelghbor in some manner of adornment. Then she and Weyse reached the other side of the chamber.
Another wal faced them, and a second dark opening. Weyse did not run ahead now; rather the small
creature kept within paw's distance of Ashen. Now and then she reached out to touch her, asif seeking
assurance that the girl was gill close.

The passage beyond was as dark as the one Ashen had just come through. Once they |eft the dim light of
the chamber, she had to take al on trust. She could not be sure of the direction they had come, but she
had a suspicion that she might now be benegath the lake itself.

Again, afaint light shone ahead and, leading upward, was a stone stairway smilar to the one she had
earlier descended. Now Weyse did leave her, scrambling ahead with avigor suggesting they might soon



be out of this underground maze.

Come out they did, though not through any lifted blocks of stonethistime, but by having to squeeze
cautioudy through rubble. Twice Ashen needed to dig away clear toward what she was surewas a
patch of daylight.

She wasright. By thelook of the vegetation beyond, they had come at |ast to the outer
Bog-land—another idand, or a stretch of firm ground, on which there was the drift of time-shaitered
ruins such as occupied the idand behind, but amuch smaller collection.

Ashen hdted. There might be avery good reason to return here in the future, and she must put her
hearth-marker to work. Drawing it from her belt pouch, shelaid it on top of asmdl portion of the ruined
wadl in adirect line from the point where they had emerged. She touched the marker to set up future
guides.

Taking adeep breath, she closed her eyes and put her hand firmly on the square.

She pictured with the best of her ability amind point, which she hoped might activate the power of this
guide.

There stood that stone, thus, arounded one still surmounted by what looked like apair of carved feet,
though they supported no legs or body. So and so and so!

Ashen kept her eyes closed so asto channel her force without a chance of being disturbed. Whispering,
she recited the formula, one of the earliest she had been set to learn. With alightening of the heart, she
felt the bit of wood under het hand begin to warm.

When the girl uttered the last of the strange words of along-forgotten tongue, she remained silent for a
moment. Her successin thisincantation gave her an exuberant fedling of accomplishment. Zazar had
taught her only alimited number of such feats, and she had never learned the reasonsfor certain actions.
Now she was glad indeed that this one was a part of those she knew.

Feeling a bit more secure, and with the guide restored to her pouch, Ashen looked around for Weyse.
But the little one had vanished, perhaps gone ahead again. Shetried to reproduce the trill the other knew,
and at the sametime, to picturein her mind the creature she called. No answer.

Shetook a step forward and nearly cried out. A body! No, more accurately, what was |eft of abody.
Cautioudy, she circled the bones, al that remained of what had once been aman. Then curiosity
overcame caution. Some of his clothing was yet there, rich goods of akind she had never seen before, in
adeep plum red, but shoes, belt— anything made of |eather—had vanished aong with hisflesh.

Steadfagtly, she refused to think of what sort of scavengers had been lured here to dispose of the
remains. One of hislegs, she noted, had been broken, and she was suddenly sure that this had not
happened after his death. He gill wore an armband, however. She reached out to touch it and it came
into her hand s0 eadily that the dead man might aswell have given it to her.

It was carved from what appeared to be a single piece of milky, tranducent crystal, shot through with
subtle rainbow huesthat glinted as sheturned it in her hand.

"I will wear thisin your memory, whoever you were," she said doud. Then, fedling alittle foolish for
speaking to the dead, she put the ornament on and began looking for Weyse again.



Tono avail. When sheredlized that she was indeed aone, Ashen felt uneasiness creegping back. Though
she had made anumber of journeysinto the unknown when following Zazar, thiswas different. She found
hersaf senaing aloss such as she had never felt before. She held Zazar in awe, but she did not believe
she had any heart ties with the Wysen-wyf. Kazi, of course, had dways been hodtile, as had the rest of
the Bog-folk. Weyse, whom she first thought to be an animal, had, without her redizing it, cometo bea
companion she was |learning to cherish.

Twice she atempted to give the call Zazar had used to summon the small guardian of thelakeruins.
There was no answer, S0 Ashen accepted what she believed to be true. During the time when she was
setting the hearth-marker, Weyse must have retreated to the passageway and was heading back to the
idand refuge.

Now her errand was plain, as plain asthe fact that Weyse had set her on her way. She must go and try
to help Kazi and, through her, find out what had happened to Zazar.

The usua palid sun shone bilioudy overhead. When it lit the Bog, its rays seemed to have to beat more
heavily to force their way groundward. She looked back beyond the debris of sone and sighted the
idand. Moving toward the left should bring her, intime, to traces of Kazi's path, which she could follow.

At least the drums had stopped. But that could as easily be athreat asablessing. An alarm so short
might mean the promised attack had been warded off and that eventually Joal and hisfollowerswould
return. She must be on the move. Though Kazi's pace was limited by her crooked foot, she might get too
far ahead and then Ashen could missthetrail.

Once out of the sprawl of stones, she found the footing was firm and she could make better time. At
intervals she took abearing on theidand until she could see the landing where Zazar had tied up the boat.
There the brush had been freshly chopped away, and over there, Joal had comeinto view.

Using al the craft she knew, Ashen picked up the traces of Kazi'strail.
Clearly, the woman's passage had been difficult. She had falen &t least twice.

Also, those who had brought her here had not followed any red trail of Bog setting, and thisland was
one of rough footing. In addition to the massed ruins of the idands and those heaped about the door from
which Ashen had emerged, other fragments of stone studded the ground. She must use caution.

Ashen logt sght of the lake. However, in this place the way was well marked with torn brush, some of
which was bannered with smdl fragments of Kazi's tunic. The ground wasrising now. Aheed, the growth
was higher than any Ashen had seen e sawhere. Some of the brush wastaller than she was, and branches
spread above, many of them woven together. The sunshine was faded into a near dusky twilight.

A scream, no cry from agreet predator, but distinctly from a human throat, rent the air. Ashen stopped
short, her heart thudding with fear that the woman she sought was now cornered by some Bog-monster.

Ashen had no spear, only the knife at her belt. To go bursting ahead in the direction of mat cry might well
plunge her into such peril that she could not aid either hersdlf or Kazi. A second scream followed on the
firgt, and she found she could not withstand the pleaiin that outcry. She worked her way through the
choked growth until that ceased abruptly and she found hersalf on the verge of an open space.

It was not unlike the pavement of the glade where the stone monster had waited.



But there was no image here. Instead, two figures struggled together. Kazi had been beaten to the
ground, and sherolled and caught at the ankle of the one standing over her.

Kazi's captor was like no Bog-man Ashen knew. A thick mist enveloped him from head to foot.
Shocked, she recognized asimilarity in thisto her own power-stone. Obvioudy, he wore an amulet with
powers somewhat akin to her own.

Ingtinctively, Ashen clutched the stone hung from the cord around her neck and as she touched it, she
began to see more clearly until the mist no longer entirely shrouded him.

Outlander! Hewastal, and he must have an additiona protection over his head, so shadowing his
featuresthat Ashen could not see them clearly. His shoulders and body were clothed to mid-thigh with
something bright that reflected the week sunlight. Over that he wore the remains of a deeveless garment,
so torn by branches and thorns that any symboal it might once have borne had long vanished.

Ashen barely had time to see this much when he leaned over Kazi again and landed ablow on the
woman's bloody face with afist gloved in the same glistening materid asthe bright garment.

Kazi did not even scream. She flopped back and lay till. The attacker prodded her with his booted foot
and when she did not stir, he stooped closer and with one hand, tore her upper garment to bare her to
thewaist. Again his gloved fist descended, and Kazi's head jerked as he applied strength to tear free a
cord from about her neck, and the bright object that hung from it.

Ashen could guesswhat it might be—that round meta ornament she had never been allowed to see
clearly. Infact, she was sure that Kazi had aways taken care that she did not seeit.

The man stood for along moment studying what he held. Then he turned abruptly to stride away
southward. Kazi lay limp and unmoving where hislast blow had stilled her.

When she was sure the Outlander was truly gone, Ashen sped acrossthe glade to

Kazi, who lay sprawled, arock sill in her hand. The crone had tried to defend hersdlf, that much was
obvious. But asingle glance at that bruised face was enough to freeze Ashen in place. Even muddied and
blood-stained, it was clear that Kazi's forehead had been crushed. She stared upward with unblinking

eyes.

Ashen fdt for that place on Kazi's thick neck for the telltale throb of her lifeblood, as Zazar had taught
her long ago. There was nothing. It took afew momentsto register on Ashen that Kazi had been
wantonly killed by the

Outlander, one who had somehow known about that object she treasured and was determined to make
it hisown.

Sowly she straightened the thick body so that Kazi, save for her battered face, looked asif she were at
rest. But Ashen had no intention of following custom, somehow dragging the body to the nearest water
and pushing it in to become food for the underwater ones. Instead, she gathered some of the numerous
stonesin the clearing and covered Kazi's body with them.

Kazi had been her first and best hope of discovering what had happened to Zazar.



Now she must accept that perhaps she would never see the Wysen- wyf again. Then she knew what she
would choose to do. The Outlander— whence had he come to plunder Kazi, and how had he known
what she carried?

The Outlander might be the clue to much of the puzzle. The hunters were out and he would be vicioudy
tracked were he to be detected, but that he had come so far into the Bog without being cut down meant
that he had some measure of potent protection. Once more she fingered her own amulet. How had any
Outlander been able to use what she had always thought was Zazar's own well-kept secret? Though she
might be striding straight into great danger, she could not deny that she must learn dl she could. And now
she searched for the Outlander'strail, determined to follow.

Ffteen

Your Mgesty."

Y sarecognized that voice, even though it was muffled behind one of the long strips of tapestry that gave
atouch of color and comfort to her in the most private chamber in her gpartment. That this messenger
chose to come by secret ways and while daylight lingered was awarning. She gave aquick glance about
the room. Quickly she rose and shot the bolt on the one obvious door and then went to her chair.

Though she had dready dismissed her ladies-in-waiting and her bedchamber women, she wanted no
intruders at thistime. To depend on the sort of servant who was now at hand always made her unessy.
Tongues that repeated messages might do so to more than one person if there was urging strong enough.
Stll, the one known asthe

Queen of Spies had dways been discrest.
Now sheturned and spoke aname. "Marfey."
She knew where to |ook—toward the secret door.

Through adlit in the hangings on which the pattern concealed dl but from the most seeking eye, there
limped athin, stooped figure, bundled in patched garments, al too large for the bony body they hid.

The newcomer reached up one grimy hand to push back matted hair of a shade close to dust, displaying
apinched face disfigured with adarkening bruise.

It was hard to tell the age of the woman, just asit would be difficult to say that she was more than one of
the street beggars, even in greater distress than most of them. But once inside the curtains, Marfey
grinned at Y saunexpectedly, asif delighted by the effect her appearance had on the Queen. Y sahad
seen thisservant of hersin very different disguises and was dways a bit startled at the many
transformations Marfey, Queen of Spies, could summon to her use.

Y sawaved her agent toward one of the tapestry-pillowed stools. Marfey straightened up and walked
toward it. She moved with adight limp, but firmly, her cringing-beggar role discarded. There she seated
hersdlf asif she had every right to claim such an honor and shook the pebble out of her shoe. Ysa
realized its presence was no accident, but insurance that Marfey not forget her role.

The Queen leaned forward alittle, disregarding the stale smell that came from the woman. "What have
you learned?"



"Lord Harous has returned from his hunting."
"And what wasthe result of hislaborsin the hunting fied?'

"He was unlucky, but perhaps he had foreseen hislack of game. The three men hetook as hisguard did
not bring the pack-pony they had had with them when they rode out. Y et he did not seem downcast
when he came back, but rather as one who had achieved some return for his efforts.”

Harousto the Bog border, returning apparently pleased? Y sadid not find that thought comforting. Whom
had he met? What had he learned? Now she spoke swiftly.

"Marfey, thereis—" Shetapped afinger againgt the arm of her chair, her mind searching for the name she
needed now. "Y es, that's the one. The Lady Marcaa of

Vavager hastheright to claim aplace in our household. It is reported that she is somewhat wanton in her
behavior but that her beauty makes up for al but the most glaring of excesses. His Highness might be
interested, but Marcalais distant kin-cousin to Harous. He has not seen her in some years, but should be
wdll disposed to tighten kin bonds. Marcda, asfree-living as sheis reported to be, might consider
Harous a better catch in contrast to spending lazy hoursin Florian's bed and then being discarded as
soon as another fresh and youthful face appears.”

Marfey listened, her expression not giving away her thoughts. When the Queen had finished, she nodded
briskly. "I understand,” she said.

For thefirst time, Y sasmiled. "Child, you must certainly be glad to put off these smelly ragsand go
before the world asit isyour right to appear.”

Marfey shrugged. "Y our Mgesty knowsthat what small talents| have are dways at her service. Only,
tell me as much as you can about thisMarcaa Y ou say sheisfrom Vavager. | take it she has not before
been to court—"

Again Ysasmiled. "She has been twice proposed to be one of our household, but the stories about her
suggested she was not to be trusted. Living at the far eastern border, she is not known to most of the
noble kin, since there are few holdings there and most of those are held by lesser folk who would not
know our household." She held up her hands and began to tick off points as she spoke, asif to

emphasi ze the importance of each. "She hasblack hair. By the left corner of her mouth thereisasmal,
dark molethat is said to enhance her charms rather than detract from them. She dances well, and ever
has an eye for awell-built man. Her favorite colors are violet, deep rose, gold, and the peach-pink shade
of vaux lilies, for which she hasagrest liking and wearsin her hair whenever thereis a chanceto do so.
Also, she wears perfume made from these flowers.”

Marfey nodded at each point. "All well and good, but it would be better to have alikeness" she said
bluntly.

Now Y sas smilewidened. "That is how | was able to describe her to you so closely. Go to the table
yonder and open itsdrawer. Y ou will find aminiature of the lady, limned only thistwo-month gone.”

Marfey obeyed quickly and pulled out asmall, framed portrait. She studied it closaly. "Wl enough,” she
sada lagt. "Your artist was cunning and skillful.”

"And you are close enough to passfor her, to those who have only theimageto rely upon. Y ou will leave



the city within the hour,” the Queen continued. "Y ou know of the summer lodge at Bray. The court has
not used it during late seasons as His Mgesty has had other pursuits on hismind. Go there. Y ou will find
awoman, Tethia, in resdence. Sheisof my own kin. Say to her, The day comes, let al heartsbe glad.’
Y ou recognizeit asaline from a song popular aseason past. In response, she will give you the line that
follows. Shewill so supply al that you need. Thelodgeis near the highway Marcdawould follow
coming from Vavager. Y ou will be provided with amaid, awardrobe, and a proper escort. It will be
made known to the court that you are soon to arrive. Once back within these walls, the game will be
largely yours. Harousis no womanizer, but heis unwed, and he well knows his duty to the lordship and
that he must follow it soon. | leaveit to you, child. What isto be learned iswhat connection he has with
the Bog. Thisisof the highest importance.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty." The young woman rose and made a deep court curtsy hardly in keeping with her
present appearance. Without saying good-bye, she dipped through the dit in the hangings and was gone.

Y salikewise arose and went to draw the door bolt. Time, time, she thought.

Often her friend, it could well be her enemy. Boroth lingered, to be sure, but only because he drew upon
the Ring power she directed to him. And she knew her own growing exhaustion every time that Power
was drawn upon. She had eyes and ears on Florian and knew well that he was not as gpt for feminine
company these days as he had been. Rather, while there were dill convivid gatheringsin his chambers,
his guests were of adifferent type—gamblersin more ways than one—and the drink flowed ever more
freely. Mogt of Florian's cronies were younger sons of various lords, and severa of the Houses they
represented were no friends of hers. She kept what attention was possible on their comings and goings
and had hinted to Royance that there might be trouble brewing.

Like her, Royance wanted no power struggle when the King died, and he well knew

Florian's nature. Since he had seen the Rings refuse the Prince's touch, Y saknew that he would most
gladly support any project that would continue peace, and upon that fact she was determined to depend.

The sun was strong, itslight reaching out over the rough walls of the cliffs that would be the Sea-Rover
scouts road on thisday. At present, nobody stirred among the jagged jawline of stone. Besides Obern,
there were three of them—Dordan, Kather, and Kasai—to the fore of those who had come from the
hold.

All wereclad in mail. Obern did not glance at his companions. His attention was ahead of them, to that
periloustrail to the land-bridge he had argued was worth the trying.

At least on their departure, Snolli had not uttered any advice, and that strengthened his son. That his
father was slent made it clear that he trusted

Obern to be cautious and to show the same inner stedl that would be his were they advancing on some
enemy holding.

Snolli had, however, given the old farewell: "Go with wind in the sails and waves favoring.”

Obern had half turned and lifted his bared sword in response. Then he had started toward what he had
marked by careful observation since this action had been agreed upon asthe easiest of possible paths.

It did not take them long to reach the beginning of unknown territory. They needed to descend and then
climb again. Soon they reached the swallow-hole where the border river vanished. Beyond thét, the



waterswould emerge again before being vomited out seaward in the waterfal they had seen marking the
very edge of the Bog. Light wisps of mist veiled part of the Bog-land but did not rise to cloak the clifftop.
Without hegitation, the scouting party crossed the land-bridge. Now they were technicaly in the Bog,
going pardld to theriver but not yet beginning to mark the reach of the land beyond.

"No drum," Dordan said in areminder. Kasai, whose drum was dung by a cord over his shoulder, had
halted. Facing the near-obscured Bog, he drew several deep breaths, sniffing the air, asif by so doing, he
could gain necessary knowledge.

It was Obern who read the uneasiness in the Spirit Drummer. " Perhaps the mist gives us cover for now.
That meanswe useit beforeit is swept away.”

"Down there—" It was part of aquestion, and the archer Kather had turned back toward the river,
beyond the stone land-bridge.

Obern shook his head. "Better to see what we can—" He halted in mid- speech, for athread of mist
flitted away and he could see the riverbank, and so learned that his party was not aone.

By their dress, he recognized the six men as being from Rendd . Aswith the group he had seen before,
they had more mounts than men; these they had picketed not far from them. And now most were
gathered about something spread on the ground—an open chart, Obern suspected. He recognized the
one to whom the others deferred; he was using abelt knife to point out portions of the chart. The last
time Obern had seen this man, shreds of mist were clearing from his person. Now he was speaking
without interruption by his companions. Though Obern strained to hear, they weretoo far away and the
river noise provided a cover for any sound coming from their temporary camp.

Obern made ahand signd and his party faded seaward. Within astride or two, they could no longer see
the men from the Kingdom, nor, Obern was sure, could they now be sighted from bel ow.

"Hunters—of trouble,” he said in alow voice, nearly drowned out by theriver.

All theinformation they had gathered from traders and their own scouting had aways been firm that the
Bog was forbidden to Outlanders. Y et it was plain that those below were consulting some guide, and
where would that take them? Where e se but to the Bog? He stopped short. He could be mistaken
regarding their errand. All the Renddl men were on the unforbidden side of theriver. There had been no
hint that the Sea-Rovers own taking of the deserted keep had aroused any interest among their
neighbors—if there were such within easy distance. But were the ones they had seen now come to scout
intun?

Kasa had joined him. " Scouts—the keep?' Obern asked. The drummer shook his head.

"Not so, | think, though we must never overlook any possihility.”

"That one with the chart—I think he has ridden this way before with the Bog hisgod.”

" think that be hisgod again. There must be some weightful need to make sure of something within those
waters and Bog nets.”

Obern nodded. "So beit."

If the man from the Kingdom was going again into the forbidden land, it would be wise to keep an eye on



him aslong asthey could. With caution, they worked alittle northward, stopping now and then to watch
the party below and to the south. The fog wove curtains that served to conced the strangers, but not so
completely that those above did not observe when the chart wasrolled together and they stood facing the
river and what lay beyond.

It wastime for using any cover that was available. Belly-down, the Sea- Roverswriggled painfully
through the bits and rasps of rocky edgesto a spot on the lip of theinner cliff. There they had agood
view of the men from Renddl.

Theleader of that party had opened a pack and was now groping in abag. What he drew forth, Obern
could barely make out. Then he saw adisk dangling from a cord that the man put over hishead so that
the pendant lay on hisbreast. A spear stood nearby, its point lodged in the ground. The man pulled out
the spear and with thisin hand, walked toward the river, avoiding the land-bridge. The water rose about
his legs as he went, and the current was rough enough to push himin the direction of the distant waterfall.
He used the spear as a support and fought hisway to the far bank, amost directly below where Obern
and hismen lay hidden.

When the man won to that and was out of reach of the water, he touched the pendant on his breast. It
was asif that act summoned dl the tatters of the still-floating mist. His body was swiftly enwrapped, but
not past the point where he could not be seen as a core to that cloaking. It was apparently thicker than
the Bog-mist and once he was so cloaked, he moved confidently forward.

Thaose on the clifftop glanced a each other silently. Just as Obern had reported earlier, the man from the
Kingdom had goneinto the Bog. Were there any sentinels there to sight him? No drums had yet
sounded.

No drums, no. But from the sky overhead there came a screech such as pained the ears of any listener.
That horrid sound Obern well knew. He looked upward; above them whirled and circled three of the
birds they had once before met in battle.

He had timeto think, alittle confusedly, that such as these must hunt in bands of three.

Kather dready had arrow to string. And Dordan had a similar, smaller bow to be used at close quarters.
Obern drew his sword without any conscious thought.

Prudently, they scrambled for what cover the outcrops nearby provided. They didn't bother to hide from
their quarry now. L et the men from the Kingdom defend themselves without their help.

The birdswhedled in acircle above them and it was plain that the interloping

Sea-Rovers, not the men from Renddl, were the targets. Suddenly one bird broke from the circle and
dropped, its great wings, each the size of astanding man, tucked againgt its Sdes. Its hideoudy gaping
beak opened to screech itswar-cry.

The cry continued in arisng scream. An arrow suddenly struck one of the giant clawed legs but fell away
without penetrating. The feathers and skin must provide good armor.

Obern suddenly redlized it was not plunging for the archer who had marked it, but toward him. He took a
step back and hdf crouched, his sword ready. He swung the weapon when he thought the bird within
range.



The big head was thrust forward, curved bill threatening. Obern's attack connected with one of the legs
extended to claw at him. Just asthe bird's feathers had protected it, so now did his mail keep hisflesh
from the tearing hold the creature strove to set upon him.

If only he could have struck sted against the scrawny neck! Asit was, hefailed to ddiver ameaningful
blow. Theforce with which the bird met the plunging attack was more than Obern had expected, and he
staggered. With awhirl of feathers and a second screech, the creature swerved to settle on an outcrop of
the dliff just abovether refuge.

Obern could not recover hisbaance. It was asif hisfeet refused to obey hisfrantic inner orders. The
edge of the cliff dropping before him, he tried to throw hisweight backward. The rubble underfoot
betrayed him. Out heflailed from the perilous footage, out and down. There was only amoment of
redlization and then—Blackness, afar-off suggestion of fiery pain—

—nothing a al.
Sixteen

Ashen could see where the Outlander, Kazi's mur-er, had fought hisway through the brush, leaving
footprintsin the soft land here and there where water oozed to puddle. He had changed course abruptly
and was headed now southward toward the edge of the Bog. But the drams till rolled and the girl well
knew that there were guardpostsin plenty, any one of which could harbor those to pull him down.

She hersdlf habitually used the valuable trail knowledge Zazar had imparted to her to avoid such posts.
For those were carefully guarded secrets, each set by one village alone. Now she must depend on the
fact that she had read thistrail before her correctly and go in just the opposite direction.

The Bog-folk kept open hunting trails toward the eastern cliffs. She had, in her own secret expeditions,
ventured only alittle toward them. The border river took an underground way, close to the rock walls,
beforeit at last plunged into the sea, a much larger body of water she had only heard about, never seen.
Wasthere, or was there not, away she could reach the sea and then return, with the river as a guide?

She could only try, taking every care and remaining ever dert. The drums still sounded, which meant the
Bog-folks were dert. However, she believed that the intruder would take the quickest way out and not
risk getting lost in an unmarked mire.

Tightening the straps of her backpack and making sureits weight would not trouble her, Ashen then cut
from anearby willow abranch asthick as she could find. With that in hand, she turned eastward. She
could see her destination, the shadow across the horizon that marked the dliffs.

The signa drums had started up again, but they kept to asteady beat, one that did not summon the
Bog-folk to fight. Thistempo wasfar less vigorous than battle call. They were tracking. There had been
no sound of war-pipes, so she could guess that the invader had not been brought down. However, since
he had headed south before turning east, she imagined that she would be less apt to run into any tracking
party. And aso, she had the amulet, Zazar's gift. And she was sure that the unknown killer of Kazi had
depended upon some similar ancient secret to mask him from Bog perils. As Ashen went, using her
willow branch to test any suspicious-looking footway, she continued to wonder about Zazar.

There had been severd times during the years when certain strangers, well muffled againgt any
recognition, had come to Zazar's hearth and spent timein whispered conversation with the Wysen-wyf.
Until now, Ashen had dismissed the suspicion that such were Outlanders. However, now it appeared that



Zazar's powers were so great that she could promise them safe passage.

Ashen pondered over what network the Wysen-wyf had maintained through such secret visitations.
Outlanders? If Joal had come to suspect Zazar treated with such, there was no wonder he had turned on
her, forcing from Kazi what information he could.

The drums stopped. The sudden silence broke Ashen's speculations. Either the invader had been
captured, which she did not believe, or he had by some unusual means escaped, a chance she found hard
to accept.

The probing she made of the damp maoss underfoot struck now, only ashort way down, afirm surface
that might be rock. Perhapsit was a pavement, smilar to that with which shewas dready familiar. Since
it seemed to stretch ahead in the direction she would go, Ashen kept to it. Twilight was beginning to close
in, and she hoped to find some shelter before the full night-dark was at hand.

Two pillars, a space between them, loomed out of the tangled brush ahead, and it was toward this that
the hidden path led. There was evidence suggesting that astone had once lain atop the pillars at the
crowns. More remains of the long-ago ones, Ashen thought. Beyond the pillars there was afringe of
reeds and another of those turgid, dime-gpotted poolsin which anything might lurk. In this pool, barely
breaking the surface of the water, there was a series of stones ringed with green dime. She knew about
these, and had used them elsawhere before.

Footage of asort, yes. But shefeared the dick surfaces could betray anyone treading such stones. The
pool was not far across, but it waslong. A narrow tongue that Ashen could make out in the fading light
as soggy footing waited at the other end of those stones.

She must make up her mind and move soon, for there was no hiding place to be sighted. To go around
the pool might be alengthy journey. Thelast full light of day could linger long enough for her to try the
stones, and she reversed her staff to use the other end, its twigs branched close together. Then she
thudded this bushy end on thefirst of the stones, testing its support. It seemed firmly rooted.

She stood thinking, surveying what lay ahead. Reluctantly, she produced her amulet. The girl rubbed her
forefinger across the amulet and repeated the sSingsong wordsto activate it. Mist arose on either side but
did not blind her to the line of stepping-stones. She gained the first stone and steadied herself quickly asa
paich of dimsthreatened her footing.

Slow means sure, she warned hersdlf, taking every precaution to test the stability of each stone asshe
advanced. There were winged sparks flying about now—the night-hunters of the air. But such were not
to be feared; it was well known that the only peril these threatened was to mistake them for watch-lights
marking atrall.

Ashen was breathing hard. Drops of moisture gathered under her arms and dong the edge of her hair as
shefindly reached the far sde of the pool.

She stumbled onward, putting astride or two of distance between herself and the water before she
turned to glance back, remembering only too well her encounter with Gulper, who had arisen from just
such apooal.

The lights on wings swooped low over the water, giving ameasure more of sight.

Then the water suddenly rippled. There snapped above the surface what looked like an end of rope.



Upon sighting that, Ashen fled, no longer sure that she was on any hidden way. However, here the brush
did not grow so thickly, and there were no tangles of willows. The mist surrounding her provided a
fraction of light, so she could determine that here there were more tall-standing stones.

The diffswerevisble againg the rgpidly darkening sky.

She wound her way around piles of broken stone, not as thickly massed asthosein the city ontheide,
but till urging caution. As she went, shelistened.

The other dwdlersin the Bog were beginning their time of twilight hunting.

There were coughing roars, shrill peepings. Once she crouched tight againgt another pillar of sonewhile
there came aloud splashing from close by, coupled with a bellow. But that sound led away from her and
after atense wait, she continued.

She caught, beyond the stones, the gleam of what could only be awatch-fire, and that drove her
southward to avoid discovery.

At length, her body aching from the strain, she heard the flow of water. If she had reckoned true, that
must be the river bounding the Bog here. With ascramble, she fought her way through more brush, to
come out at its bank.

However, she could not use it asaguide, for she had reached the swallow-hole.
Water tumbled through aveiling of mist into agap in the earth and was gone.
But she had aso reached the edge of the cliff. It loomed as adark wall beyond the hole.

Theinner wall of the cliff showed other cracks and fissuresin addition to that through which the water
poured. Ashen went carefully, step by step, hoping to flank the stream, her god till the cliff. Evening was
gathering in, and from behind there came the louder sounds of the Bog's night-waking. She must have
some shelter should any of the under-hunters come forth, seeking prey.

Totheright of the stream-swallowing opening was a darker shadow, hinting at acave. Shifting her pack,
she looked for any hand- and footholds that might take her aloft.

The harsh edges of the rock scraped her hands painfully, but she was able to draw hersalf up and found
that indeed there was anarrow fissure before her. A heavy roar from below gave strength to her faltering
limbs. She vaulted up and fdll sprawling into that opening. Nor did shetry to look back, but rather,
pushed inward as fast as she could.

Here the rock was not rough; some force in the past might have smoothed a passage. But the darkness
wasthick. She became aware of unfamiliar smells, curioudly fresh, that must be borne from the sea
beyond. Using her staff, she struck ahead, hoping to find the end of this pocket. Her explorationstold her
that she wasindeed in ahollow of sze enough to hold her without cramping.

A firewas out of the question, but she gtill had some dried trail food that she chewed vigoroudy as she
tried to plan ahead. It was probably true, Ashen thought, that she had lost the trail and was no longer
headed in the direction of the man she had followed. She did not hear the voice of any drum from the
outer air, but that did not mean that the Bog-folk were not alert and on guard.



Best remain in this pocket of safety until the coming of morning, when her eyes could serve her better.
She loosed her woven ground-cover roll from her pack and spread it out by touch.
Thiswould not be a soft bed, but what strayer in the Bog dared hope for that?

Taking asmall sip from her water carrier, she swished it about in her mouth before she swallowed it, then
gretched hersalf on her degp-mat and closed her eyesfirmly.

The dark enfolded her like asecond mound of blankets, and she redlized that her journey had tired her to
the point that she was assailed by various aches and pains. Hunching up, she fumbled in her pack and
carefully loosed one of the smdl bagslashed so carefully inside.

Though the dank bregath of the Bog and the play of sea scent surrounded her,

Ashen could aso sméll the pungency of the herb within. With infinite care, she got the bag open, working
blindly and afraid that she might waste its contents by spillage. With forefinger and thumb, she pinched
the roughness of dried leaves and transferred them to her mouth. Then she closed the bag and returned it
to her stores.

Ashen would have liked to spit out the small mouthful, asits acid taste burned her tongue and theinsdes
of her cheeks. Instead, she forced hersdlf to chew it into a paste and swallow. Now her mouth felt numb.
She settled back on the mat and waited hopefully for deep.

The soothing curtain of unawareness she sought did not come. She twisted and turned on the mat, trying
to make hersdf more comfortable. Sounds from the Bog echoed, indicating plainly that the under-ones
were out in full hunt. Ashen shivered suddenly as she thought of some one of the smaler mongterstracing
her by scent and climbing to claw her out of thisrefuge.

But gradually she became aware of something ese. It was no warning from without such as she now
listened for, but rather, an uneasiness, asif there were some warning whisper in the blackness about her.
The sense of it was beyond her power to understand.

At length, that strange message, if messageit was, drowned out her surroundings. Shelay quiet and
dowly repeated scraps she had gleaned from the rituals Zazar had recited when they were together.
Though she could not redlly believethat any aid from such bits of ancient and nearly unintdligible petitions
could be summoned, she did discover that the sense of dread was retreating. She relaxed alittle,
knowing that there had come akind of reassurance, not from her own thoughts, but out of nowhere.

Zazar? she wondered drowslly.

She opened her eyes once moreto find hersaf surrounded by light coming through the opening in the
wall'sfissure. Thelight was dim, but enough to let her see around her. And now she discovered a second
opening in her refuge—little more than adit in the wall facing the break through which she had crawled. It
had been easy to missin the dark.

She sat up and studied it closely. Again she knew that strange sensation, asif adistant cry was
ummoning—

But Ashen did not have long to try to understand. Another cry, this one not imaginary, arose from just
outsde the cliff's opening. She had ajumbled impression of a huge head darting in and out of the aperture



before she could seeit plainly. Again the cry sounded, shrill but as threstening as any bellow she had ever
heard. Theriver poured seaward not too far away. Wasthis some lurker in the waters emerging to edge
acrossthe cliff wall, having scented her?

Ashen drew her knife. It was clean-bladed and as sharp as careful honing could makeit, but for her to
useit effectively, she must be very closeto her attacker. Her only other weapon was the staff she had
used to test her

Bog-going.

Another screech echoed, and again something thrust in toward her. Thistime she could see what it was,
and she drew a sharp breath. This creature was one of the giant Bog-birds. Y ears ago she had seen the
large body that had taxed two huntersto drag back to the village, while their companions supported
Batyon, who had met the bird and had hisface nearly torn off. And another of these giants was now,
gpparently, intent on making her into its breskfast.

At least she knew exactly where she was now. Lucky for the Bog-folk that these birds were to be found
only amid the southwestern cliffs and it was seldom that any villager ventured in that direction.

Again camethe frustrated screeching. Ashen fingered the staff. If it had taken four hunting spearsto bring
down the creature Jod's people had killed, of what use would this be, having no hard shell or honed
tooth- point to pierce the heavily leathered skin? Inevitably, she would be the bird's medl, unless—She
turned once more to the other bregk in the crevice wall, visible only because it made amore profound
blackness againgt the dark rock. Therewasno light iniit.

Rolling the deep-mat, shelashed it to her pack. It would not do, she decided, to try to shoulder it. The
other opening looked to be narrow and perhaps she would have to drag the pack to work her way

through.

With alast screech ringing in her ears, she started into the unknown. It turned out to be akind of tunnd,
not wide, but much longer than it had appeared from her deeping place. Within avery short time, she
was aware that the sharp scent of the seawas growing stronger. Since there was no light, she must move
cautioudy. Once, shetried to seeif her direction amulet would aid her, but it remained stubbornly dull.
She used instead the staff to tap out away ahead, hoping that she could avoid any perilous surprises.

Ashen went dowly and with dl the care she could summon. Then she became aware that her passage
wastilting upward. She could no longer glimpse any light ahead; if the tunnel opened out on the seaface
of thecliff, her god 4till lay far ahead. Her staff struck an obstruction and she prodded both high and low.
To her dismay, there seemed an unbroken wall facing her now. But as she continued to probe, she
encountered no barrier to the right. So, the way turned here. But now she faced another difficulty. The
tunnel ended abruptly. Her staff dammed againgt what could only be arise, and amoment later, she used
one hand aswdll as the willow branch to explore. To her astonishment, she found a set of Sairsleading
upward.

As she sat back on her heelsto consider the wisdom of struggling up those stairs, she caught aglimpse
well above her of afaint lightening of the heavy gloom. With thisfor aguide, she pulled up from one stair
step to the next.

The graynesslightened and became weak daylight as she reached the top and saw before her another
rock-walled pocket smilar to the one in which she had taken refuge the night before. However, at the far
end of thisthere wasamuch larger bregk for an exit, higher up on thewal, and into that there streamed



daylight, aswell as a steady pounding noise and arefreshing sea scent.

Ashen climbed out from the passage. As she got to her feet, she saw that againgt thewall to her right
therelay a collection of bones, and she recognized another skeleton.

Not yet ready to examine this fresh mystery, she settled down to rest, asfar from the remains asthe cave
would alow. The journey had exhausted her, and her somach was demanding food. While she pondered
that bundle of bones, she hunted for aportion of trail fare—there waslittle of it left—and alowed hersalf
two sps of water.

These remains were similar to the other skeleton she had discovered. She could understand theimpulse
to leave thefirst one near the burial chamber in the stone ruins, in the company of othersand in aplace
built for it—but this one was not the same. Thefirst might well have met with an accident, but what had
befallen this one, and why the bones had been so lft, she could not guess. This one's skull was separated
from the rest of the bones and had been set upon a pile of old ashes, to stare eyelesdly at the rock
overhead. Findly, she rose and moved to kneel down beside the remains.

The daylight reached in with probing fingers now; the air was brighter. A spear lay nearby, its shaft
broken into several pieces. He had been buried with his weapon, set to watch—but to watch what? Had
he been asacrifice? What had caused him to be left here, his skull set gpart from the rest of him?

Ashen could no longer look at the dead. Bare bones had little resemblance to the here and now. But the
fate of this man spurred her onward. She got to her feet and went to that opening into day, turning from
desth to life as shelooked through the doorway toward the sunlight and pounding sea below.

There had been once, she discovered, akind of perilous path hacked into the rock afoot or so below
the entrance. But it did not extend far. Some long-ago dide of rock had destroyed the way, shearing it
off. She crept hafway through the opening and looked out upon what she had only heard about—the
sea

Even the stories had not prepared her for thisvast, incredibly blue, marveloudy clean stretch of water. It
washed below, striking the root of the cliff with continued hammer blows. And, jammed amid atumble of
rock, perhaps those same stones that had been loosened by the past dippage, there lay astrange tangle
of sat-bleached wood, asif some craft had been pounded to itsruin here.

There was no way down. She was on the very verge of the opening now. But, she thought, what about
up? Yes, that way promised a path, not so evident as the beginning of the way down showed, but one
she believed could be followed.

There remained the birds. She huddled down and set her thoughts to them. She looked out at the water,
attracted by a movement. Something bobbed on the sea, and sheredlized it was a sailing vessd, like the
wreckage beow, only ill whole. By dint of shading her eyes and straining to see, she could make out

peopleonit.

Then, in aflash of ingght, she redlized the meaning of the tableau she had stumbled upon, and began to
shiver anew. The wreckage below—obvioudy alarge boat like the one now bobbing on the sea—had
been lured by alight set to entrap it. And the man who tended thislight had been killed and set asa
warning least others practice the same deceit—

It redlly was acompletely different world, outsde the Bog.



Then came another outcry—but this one was from a human throat, not a scream but ashout. A man's
voice, echoed by others, and the screeches of attacking birds...

Seventeen

Ysaat alittle gpart from her ladies. On her knee was stitching frame upon which was fastened a section
of arall of cloth marked with embroidery patterns.

She frequently found that planning came easier somehow when she was staring at needle and thread. Not
that she ever accomplished much with her stitchery. Now she waited, her needleidle.

All had gone wdll, at least so far. She had her private news of Marfey—No, she must remember.
Marcda Thelady's cortege, supposedly from the east, should arrive within thisturn of the hourglass.

Harous had not yet returned from whatever business— it certainly was not hunting—that had drawn him
to the border of the Bog-land. Perhaps Marcala could satisfy her curiosity on that question. Y sahad long
speculated asto his choice of prowling, to no avail.

There was arespectful scratching at the door, and the Lady Grisdlla, nearest that portal, went to answer.
A moment later, sheturned and curtsied to the

Queen. "Your Mgesty, the Lady Marcaladesires entrance.”

Y sanodded, and as the ladies murmured to themselves, Grisallamoved aside to admit awoman whose
gppearance put dl within the room into dull shade. Even Y sain her crimson velvet felt somewhat
eclipsed. The woman's violet gown was of rich stuff, and vaux lilieswere worked on it in apeach shade
shot with slver threads. As counterpoint, the fragrance of the same blooms wafted delicately with her
every movement.

She indeed proved true all the whispers about her legendary beauty. Such were not rumorsat al. There
was a so floating about her, like a shadowy cloak, a seductive quality that was not quite by conscious will
but exuded from her inner person, an enticement that worked upon men and women as well.

She dropped a deep curtsy before the Queen. Y sadid not rise, but waved Marcaacloser.

"Welcome," she said in greeting, her voice cool and detached. Word of Marcdas arriva was aready
about, and she must make sure that no one at court could claim that the Queen favored alady who
caused such whispers as people spread only behind shielding hands. Y samade another small gesture,
and theleast of her waiting ladies brought astool for the newcomer—pointedly not the low chair to
which her station entitled her. The visitor was not smiling, and the Queen knew very well that Marcaa
was aware of the gathering resentment among her ladies.

Y sahad no time to add anything to her greeting, for another scratching sounded at the door. She nodded
to Grisdlla, who had taken up again her station nearest the door, to answer.

If thearrival of Marcalawas a surprise to her women, the man who now entered had the effect of a
thunderbolt. Royance strode in, bowed, and then stood awaiting acknowledgment of his presence. His
very bearing radiated confidence, but asfar as the Queen was concerned, he brought uneasinesswith
him.

Y sastruggled to remain impassive, though inwardly she was close to screaming at theterrible



coincidence. There were too many questions that Royance might ask.

Her only course wasto refuse to alow him to voice any of them in this company, and that was what she
now choseto do.

"My Lord Royance, give you sun for the day,” she said, granting him the most forma—and least
meaningful— gregting.

"May the sun be warm, the day bright for Y our Mgesty," hereplied in kind. But he divided his gaze
between her and Marcada

There was nothing for it but to be gracious. Y saindicated the newcomer. "My lord, thisisawelcome
addition to our court, the Lady Marcalaof Vavager."

The lady was already on her feet and dipped a curtsy of just the proper depth.

"Bright welcometo you, Lady," hereplied. But hewas eyeing Marcadaas suspicioudy asif she hed
some stealthy weapon in the wide folds of her skirt.

"May the sun be warm on you, my lord.” Marcaas voice was soft, and Y sathought she heard a murmur
of beguilement init. She would have none of that. Marcalawas playing the roleintended for her, yes, but
shewasto have only one prey here—Harous.

Y sacould guess aso that it was not the newcomer who had brought Royance to her chamber. He would
not have sought his Queen out unlessit was of the utmost necessity. To end the flirtatious by-play, she
decided to take theinitiative.

"My lord, it iswel you have come." Sheturned to her ladies. "I will speak with my Lord Royancein
private. Y oumay al withdraw.” They left quickly,

Marcdaat their heds.

The Queen waved Royance to the stool her new lady had just vacated and dropped her needlework into
the sewing-box table at hand. Royance raised one eyebrow and pulled up his accustomed low chair
ingtead.

"Y ou have newsfor me?" Shetook the posture that she did so often lately, with hand laced over hand as
if the double touch of the Rings was somehow needed.

Instead of answering directly, he addressed what had surprised him. ™Y our
Mg esty has added to her household.”

"What aid any can givein thisuncertain timeisto be cherished,” shereplied, thinking quickly. "If rumor is
true, the Lady Marcaais no innocent bud; there are storiesin plenty to assure us of that. However, | am
told she hastried to mend her ways and has striven for many months to be as sheistoday, accepted

here. | have very little support in the eastern land and | am willing to dlow her to prove herself. To havea
source of information from that direction is good—at |east for the present.”

Royance had taken hisfavorite posture of hands with fingers steepled, asif to mock some position of
petition.



"Your Mgesty isever dert to what can be done,”" he said, but there was atone in those words that
warned her.

"Yet | fed, my lord, that your approva islacking. Thislady iswhat sheis."

"And," he said, "His Highness the Princeisalso what heis." He was becoming harshly honest. The words
hung heavily intheair, full of meaning.

Y es, perhaps he had a point. She thought again. Since most of those who had influence at court aready
knew that Florian was no prizein any matrimonid race, it could be gossiped that she had arranged what
she could to see him married, even though any aliance she made with the Lady Marcaaon his behalf
would certainly have been lack-witted.

What Royance did not know—what even Marcala did not know—was that she had aready determined
that dalliance with Florian could lead to an aroused interest on the part of Harous. That portion of the
planning she intended to keep to hersdlf. Royance's arriva was premature, though not entirely
unexpected. Now much depended on just how much he would believe of what she would share with him.

"l am not matchmaking. Such aplan,” she said evenly, "would serve nothing. Do you believe that the
Council would accept such asuggestion?| think not."

He surveyed her and then dowly nodded. ™Y our Mgjesty is correct, of course. | think, however, that you
do plan sometwisting of fate on your own."

"If 0," Ysareturned, "when the timeisright, be sure that you will be made aware of what is happening.”
She smiled inwardly, secretly ddighted. Thiswas something she had not even considered before!
Marcaa's presence would make the choice of Laherne as Florian's bride even more desirable, if she
were clever about using the opportunity. And shewould be. "Now surely, the sory of thislady'sarriva is
not al that brought you here?"

For thefirst time, histhin lips sketched a shadow of asmile. "Y ou are correct. Thereis something ese.
Thereisadirring along die Bog borders.

Recently—"

"Recently there have been hunting partiesin that direction, | know." Shewaited to seeif hewould
mention Harous.

"That, and the fact that the Sea-Rovers have settled into the Ashenkeep. They patrol the lands of what
remains of Ashenhold, but so far, they have not in any way approached us. | have had report that their
leader isaHigh Chief known as

Snolli, and if so, we may eventudly have to ded with avery wily and well-experienced warrior."

"Have the Sea-Rovers shown any desire to enter farther into Rendel? Such has not been reported to
me." For an uneasy moment, she pictured Harous meeting with this Snolli, and not to any good for her
own cause. She had at least two lurkers combing the district by the sea, but they had not reported any
sight of Harousin the eastward direction. The man was far from afool and could, she was sure, detect
any eyes shetried to put on him while away from the city. So much would depend on Mar-cda...



Royance faced her squarely over his steepled hands. " There has been no direct contact with the
Sea-Rovers.

Perhaps we should movein that direction ourselves—"

He never finished histhought. There was no polite scratching thistime. The door to the Queen's chamber
crashed open and Florian stood there.

He swayed afraction, and by that and his flushed face, Y sa guessed that he, as had become usual, was
following hisfather's search for strength from abottle.

"Y ou have some message?" she asked in the coldest voice she could summon. "It must be important
indeed that you forget al courtesies, Florian, and interrupt my conversation with the Lord Royance."

The sneer on Forian'sface was very clear to see. He sketched abow that nearly cost him his balance.
"Lady Mother, we arein periloustimes.”

"Yes" shereturned, and waited. He must be made to say what had brought him here.
"The King holdsto life by aweskening threed.”
It was not like Florian to be so roundabout. Perhapsit was asign that he was unsure of himself.

"TheKing lives" Her voice was colder still. Sheraised her hands so that thelight in the room winked on
the Rings. "By the aid of fate, he shal be with usfor atime, and we cannot guess when he will go.”

"Itisagaing dl custom, Madam Mother, that he leavesthe rule in your hands.

He hasason, come to man's age, or at least near enough. | would be what is proper—Regent—until he
departs.”

He staggered a couple of unsteady steps forward, but Royance had risen and now put himself between
the Queen and the Prince.

"Y our Highness, as you know, thisis neither the time nor the place for such an act." He might have been
gpeaking to some underling who had presumed far too much. "The passing of the Rings must be done
before the full Council. Do you cdl for such ameeting, then?"

Ysadid not await her son's answer to that. Instead, she caught and held hiseyes. "Y ou have made this
demand before, and aso while you werein your cups.

The Rings rg ected you then. Do you think they will come fredly to you now, and are you willing to take
that risk before the great nobles of this Kingdom? That previous attempt could be excused, covered up.
But to make another, and to be so disowned again, will be known throughout the realm only too quickly."

He licked hisloose bottom lip. Beneath hisrich short cloak, his shoulders hunched.

"Ligenwell," hesaid. A smal spaiter of foam gppeared in one corner of hismouth. "Thereis no doubt
that | am who | am. There is none other who can take my rightsfrom me." He swung around to face
Royance more squardly. "Y ou are the premiere lord here. The rules of law are known to you. Will you
permit the Queen to bresk those that are the most important? Think on this, my lord. How many of those



Houses will raise a Crown chant for awoman? | am your only choice.
Remember that!"

He dewed around again, keeping his balance only by chance, and staggered out of the door. Royance
spokefirst into the shocked silence.

"Y our Mgesty, unfortunately, thereis much in what he says. Also, heis stirring up apot of trouble, news
of which isaready spreading beyond the pdace.”

Shelooked at him sraightly. "The Rings have refused him once, even at the hour when the King seemed
to be dying. Would you have me summon those of possible descent and have a choosing before the
Coundl?'

He shook his head. "There must be truth between us on this matter. Perhapsit will cometo that,” he said
heavily. "Thereisno other heir—"

"Alasfor our country, you are correct, my lord."

She refused to dlow hersdlf even to conjecture on an dternative. No, there was no other possible heir in
thedirect line.

Kasai had volunteered to bring Snotti the dreadful news, and the others concurred gratefully. Only the
Spirit Drummer could do thisand not risk the wont of Snolli'swrath. Now he knelt uncharacteristically
before the High Chief, his head bowed.

"If you have bad newsfor me, Spirit Drummer, then spit it out,” Snolli said.

"It ismore dire than you can imagine, Chieftain,” Kasal replied. "Obern isdead.”

Snolli didn't fir in his chair, though an observant onlooker might have noticed that hisfingerstightened on
thearms. "Did hediewd|?'

"Very well, Chieftain. We were attacked by three of those terrible birds we saw once before aswe
sailed dong the Bog-dliffs. Bravely, he drew the wrath of one of them and gave the rest of ustimeto
make our escape.”

"l see. Then hewill be mourned properly.”

"Thereisfurther news."

"Another death?

"No, Chieftain. On our way back to the keep, we met some of the men from the

Kingdom, very important men to hear themtdll of it. They wait outside. | told them you might be
occupied with mourning.”

"No, thisisnot yet timefor it. Tell these very important men to comein.”

But asthe company of adozen Rendel men entered the chamber that Snolli had set aside asthe one



where he conducted the business of New Void, he drew atrembling hand across hiseyes. Then he
arose, aswas proper, and offered the weaponless hand of friendship to the one who, in spite of his
youth, seemed to be the leader. All frills and lace and perfume and velvet clothing, the young man
touched Snalli‘'s hand with just thetips of hisfingers.

"l am Prince Horian of Rende," the young man said, using the Trader speech that was universaly
understood. His accent was heavy and more than alittle affected; obvioudy, thiswas an unfamiliar
languageto him. "And | am addressng—"

"Snolli, War Lord, Chieftain of New Void."

Florian smiled. "New Vaid, isit? We have long known thisfragment of land as

Ashenhold. But no matter.” He turned and gestured.

One of the men with the Prince stepped forward. "1 am Count Dakin, one of Prince
Horian'sfriends. The Princeisnot fluent in Trader speech, though he understandsit well enough.
Therefore, | will speak for him in important matters. We come in peace. Asyou can see, dl swords are

fastened with peaceties.”

"I knew this before you came through the door. None of my men would have alowed you in without this
token of your intent." Snolli alowed himsdf to amile.

"They think to protect me."

"Oh, | have no doubt that you are still aferociouswarrior, for al of your years," Florian said with the
cardlessness of youth.

Snalli frowned, not bothering to try to hideit. "Y ou must know that you come at a poor time. Under the
best of circumstances—which these are not—I havelittle patience for mincing court manners. Therefore,
| must ask you to state your business plainly.”

Horian seemed alittle taken aback. He looked around, obvioudy annoyed at the stark room and the lack
of comfort, but he swallowed any rash comment he might have made.

Dakin took it up smoothly. "Then, plainly, my Prince's businessisthis. He seeks atreaty with you. We
have common enemies, and as the saying goes, the enemy of my enemy might not be my friend, but in
parloustimes, that will do just aswell.”

Snolli'seyebrowsrose. "It isworth thinking on, friend Florian. Prince

Florian," he corrected himself, noting how the young man's face darkened. The young roya was quick to
take offense. That was vauable information to have.

"Pleaseforgive afather who isalittle addlepated at the moment. My son is newly dead—"
"My sympathies on your great loss" the Prince said.

"How great you cannot know unless you have sons of your own."



"Not that | know of. | am still unwed."

The Prince actually sniggered &t his own jgpe, and severd of hismen smiled aswell. Snolli made sure his
own expression did not change.

"Thank you for your understanding,” he said. "Please know that atreaty between ourselves and the
Kingdom of Rendd is something we desire very much. Excuse usfor the moment, though, for before we
can work out the terms, we must undergo a period of mourning. If it helps, think of my dead son asa
Prince of our kindred—a standing smilar to your own pogtion.”

Florian couldn't be insulted by this, though Snolli knew hewould liketo be.

Dakin touched Florian'sdeeve.

"We can leave the draft of the treaty with these good people and meet with them at another time, when
they will not be distracted by sorrow. By then, they will have had timeto look over the terms—which
they will agreeto, of course—and aso to prepare afeast for usal. What say you, Sr?"

"Oh, very well," Florian said, atrifle peevishly. "Still, it'salong ride back.”

"Give your paper to Kasai, here. He is one of my trusted advisers. Baland, who serves aswhat your
people might term our seneschal, will gladly provide you with food and drink, such aswe have. Wefled
our homeland with little more than what was on our backs, and our stores were much depleted on our
journey. Asyou can see, we have not even enough chairsto alow al of you to it in comfort, nor atable
around which to discuss your interesting offer. Still, what isin our power to share, that we gladly offer

you."

"You arevery gracious,” said the man who had spoken for Florian. "And chairs matter not at dl to great
princes.

Thank you—what title should | usefor you?'
" 'Chieftain’ will do. It iswhat my peoplecdl me.”

"Then thank you, Chieftain. We will leave you to your mourning, and will look for amessenger in due
timetotdl usthat our negotiations can be mutualy agreed upon.”

With acourteous bow, Dakin pulled aroll of paper, tied with red ribbon and heavy with wax and sedls,
out of acarry-bag and handed it to the Spirit

Drummer. Then the men left the audience room, al but shepherding Prince Horian ahead of them.

Asthe Prince departed, Snolli could hear the youth's somewhat nasal voice raised in complaint. The
Trader speech was indeed close to the common tongue used in Rendel. He could pick out afew words,
and knew that Florian was unhappy because there was to be no feasting, no drinking, and no opportunity
to sample the charms of the Sea- Rover maidens.

Beside him, Kasai spoke up. "I don't need a Spirit Drum to tell me about that one. Heistrouble on
horseback, Chieftain.”

"Nor do | need you or your drum to tell methis, for | knew it from the moment | set eyeson him.



Prancing catamite. He is as bad as the stories have him.
Worse" Sholli sighed heavily.

"I wonder, too, a why they come seeking treaties from us, when by dl right and custom, it should be the
other way around. After all, we could be considered intruders here," Kasai said. "Y ou'd think they'd
want us gone, rather than offer usthe hand of friendship.”

"Bethat asit may. Sometimes we needs must treat with those we would otherwise despise, and this
seemsto be one of those times. Furthermore, we have not yet even read the proposed treaty and have
no idea.of what it contains. It might very well not beto our liking. However, that isameatter for another
day. Now.

Are the scouts who were with Obern close at hand?"

"Outside, and if it hadn't been for Prince Florian barging in, they would have presented themsalvesto you
long before now."

"Givethem food and drink aswell, and tell them that | ride with them within the hour. We must bring
Obern’'s body back for a proper buria.”

"Y es, Chieftain, though | suggest you wait until morning. Night drawson.”

"No, | must go. You will stay here, though. I want you to look over thistreaty so that we can discussit
when | return. Oh—please send a messenger to Neave and tell her the sad news.”

Kasa nodded, and |eft the audience chamber, treaty paper in hand.
It wasavery long night for Snolli, and along ride to the place where the

Sea-Rovers could cross over the river into Bog territory. Among the Sea-Rover kindred, it was
customary for warriorsto havelittle to do with their children.

Snolli hadn't redlized until Obern's reported death how fond he was of the youth. Obern had always been
there, solid, dependable, reliable—the best backshield any father, let done a chieftain of Snolli'srank,
could hopefor.

New Void would be poorer for Obern's absence. He resolved to pay alittle more attention to Obern's
son, once the child was old enough to be interesting.

But though they searched the place where the attack had come from the giant birds and found the spot
where Obern had last been seen, just before he fll, they could not locate a body. Kather volunteered to
climb down the cliff-face and search, while the others stood watch to guard him from any renewed attack
from the foul Bog-birdsthat might come. Despite his best efforts, he found nothing.

"There were crushed leaves and broken branches to mark where he fell, but no body. Wefear that it has
been taken," Kather said, panting, when he had once more regained the top of the cliff. " Some say there
areevil thingsin the Bog that scavenge what they can find—"

"Speak no further," Snolli said, hisvoice srained. "1 will not admit that my son's remains have been eaten
by mongters. Let us say instead that heislost to us now, but that someday we will find him and givehim a



proper burid."

The search party bowed in agreement, though more than one face in the company bore an expression of
skepticism. And in his heart, Snolli knew that what he proposed was naught but mere pretense.

Eighteen

With Royance and Florian departed and her |adies not summoned back into her chamber, Y sasat
thinking hard, tapping one fingernail againgt her teeth. Though she had rid hersdlf of her son for the
moment, none of her worries had lessened.

Indeed, if anything, they had magnified.

Y es, shethought, she must turn again to her messenger. She must know if what she only felt wastrue.
The gtrategy of waiting and watching was not going to serve her in this coil. She sensed that time would
not favor her, and she knew she must do whatever was available to her that she might keep abreast of
the rush of events. At that moment, she felt that she dared anything—even abetraya of most of her
long-held secrets, if necessary.

She made ahurried trip up the secret Sairsto the dizzying height of the tower and sent Vigp onitsway.
Then she returned to her chamber, summoned her ladies, picked up her embroidery once more and
settled down to wait.

While she waited, to dl intents serene and untroubled over anything more serious than the selection of a
color of thread for her needle, she pondered far more weighty matters. That brief episode between the
Lady Marcdaand

Royance—Y sa could tell that thiswas not fated to be an isolated incident. Also, she knew that Marcala
was not entirely averse to the attentions she was sure to attract at court. That must be remedied.

Y sahad long before determined to work a spell to ensure that Harous was attracted to Marcala. It
would be only prudent to secretly include alittle magical extrato cause Marcalato be equaly attracted to
Harous, to the exclusion of anyone else. Forestalling problems, Y saknew, was much better than solving
them once they had arisen.

Pleading fatigue, the Queen dismissed her ladies and ordered a hearty dinner brought to her chamber.
When the maid had set the tray on the table and started to leave, Y sastopped her. "Whereisthe Lady
Marcala?' she asked.

"Downdairs, in thedining hdl, Y our Mgesty," the girl replied, alittle disconcerted. Y sahad never
spoken to her before.

"Go to her and tell her that | wish to spesk with her before sheretires. Say, at the eleventh hour.”

"Yes, Your Magesty," the girl said, dropping adeep curtsy. Then she went to do as shewasbid.

When Y sahad finished al the food on her tray, she made her way once more up the steep, secret stairs.
By now, Visp must have returned. And indeed, the flyer came through the window amost before Y sa's
breeth had returned to her from the strenuous climb.

She put out her hand and Visp landed on it. She gazed into the creature's eyes and began to see what it



had learned on itsflight.
Indeed, events had marched even more swiftly than she could have imagined. Her heart began to pound.

S0. Those Sea-Rovers who had taken the Ashenkeep for their own were on the move also? Ysa
watched them venture on the broken trail of the clifftop. And aso she saw others, men from the
Kingdom, and recognized Har-ous. Then—danger! From overhead! Involuntarily, she flinched. With
Vigp, sheflew high and invisble, awvay from claw and talon.

Though she had never before sghted the giant birdsthat infested the
Bog-cliffs, she had heard of them and knew just what a danger they could be.
More than one trading ship, sailing in those unfriendly waters, had reported attacks.

She knew when Visp went invisible, for the colors faded. She understood; once before, the flyer had
been in peril from creaturesthat far outmatched it in strength and ruthlessness. Y sawatched through
Vigp'seyes asone of the huge birds concentrated its attack on a man who could only be the leader of the
keep force. And she watched him fall.

He must be dead. This could be an aid. At the least, it would be awarning to those adventurersto stay
far away from Bog-land. An dliance there—No, it must not happen.

She started to turn away, to end the connection, but there was more. What el se,

Y sawondered, alittle dazed, could there be after the propitious moment of thefall of the seaman? For a
moment, she was dizzied by arapid spin of one vistaafter another. She saw movement at the dark edge
of the dliff bresk.

The creature who was her eyes wheeed down and down until the Queen might be standing on aleve
with awoman. No, she was little more than agirl. With achill in her soul, Y sarecognized her asthe one
who had nurtured the flyer when it had been knocked from the sky by a mysterious surge of power.

Come away, sheingructed Visp urgently. But that was foolish. She was not seeing contemporary events,
only the remembered ones. And, she sensed, the flyer felt acertain affection for the girl, regardiess of its
obligation to hersdlf.

Y saclosed her lipsfirmly and let what the flyer brought her unfold. Even here, unwanted and unwelcome
though it might be, was knowledge. Thefirst glimpse of the girl, when she had been tending the downed
flyer, had not been enough to do much more than confuse Y sawith the possibility that Alditha still lived.
This girl was much too young to be Alditha, though she could surely be of Alditha’s blood.

Y sadrew adeep breath. Whoever she was, this person had power of asort.

Power answered to power; there was no denying that. But what touched her through the strained method
of this oblique meseting was something she could not name or understand. It flowed from a source other
than those ancient books and rituals that were her own fount of learning. Untaught and undevel oped,
neverthelessit wasthere.

Then, some movement, some glimpse of features— Y sas lips shaped asif shewould spit and cause her
gpittle to somehow reach that girl. The Queen cursed hersdlf for afool, for having hidden the truth from



hersdf, hoping it was not so.

She watched—she had to—the dim picture unfold. One who should never have lived sought and found
the falen Sea-Rover, tended him with the surety of onewho had a heder'straining. And as she watched,
she ground her teeth with fury. Why hadn't the wench died according to plan? And why hadn't the leader
of theintruders from the Ashenkeep died aswell?

Queen Y sastopped her teeth from chattering with an effort of will. Outlanderswere prey in the Bog; all
knew that. Then how—

No, shetold hersdlf firmly. Her nerves were playing tricks on her. With equal resolve, she faced what
must be the truth. Aldithawas surely dead, long ago.

Could this be Aldithas daughter? With growing certainty, Y saknew that thiswaswho the girl must be,
Bastard if 0, and no clear claim to anything but afast death if discovered.

Ashenkin had disowned Aldithafor her folly in com-panying with aman, hisidentity unknown, without
being wed. And because of her, they had been brought down.

Y sagrimaced. Y es, the House of Ash had fallen and she, the Queen, had had astrong hand initsfall.
She knew that those who wore the Ash badge would not have shielded Alditha had she reached them.
But who in the Bog would have offered her refuge? And the child—how had she survived dl these years
inthe

Bog?

Now Y sas grimace became the stronger. What of that other power she had long sensed rooted there?
An enemy? Was this bastard atool, held against a day when she might be used againgt the Queen by that
opponent? The very fact that the wench had survived in a place where death was al but automatic meant
that someone of outstanding authority had decreed that shelive on.

That, or she was one of the Bog-folk, at least in part. How else could she have been accepted by them
and alowed to live—that dut, that abomination? It was the only explanation asto why she could move
freely about as she did while Y sawatched her through Vigp's eyes. Y saamost wished she had seen
more than the girl'sface. It must have sat, incongruoudly, above a stunted Bog- woman's body, the Ash
connection plain only asfar asthe neck.

So. It had been the wench's mi sshapen hands that tended the flyer after it had been downed by that
strange stroke of power. The girl's doing? No, she thought not. She hersdf had had to strive for yearsto
learn what she now knew. Thisgirl... Ysasummed up the years. Sixteen. Yes, sixteen. A child—astupid
bastard child!

Would the girl be able to accept help and return the injured man from the keep to his own? It was bad
enough to risk aliance between the newcomers and

Bog-men, but to have such a grotesque one as this outcast make a common bond with them—that could
proveto beafailure, direfailure, of dl she had fought for during these years past. Y safancied she could
fed the Ringsgrow alittle looser on her fingers, asif they foresaw atimeto leave her flesh and bones for
those on another.

No!



A sudden curtain of darknessfell, and she knew that Visp had been released from her control. Y sa could
no longer see beyond her present time and place. She gave the flyer some food and settled it into its Silk-
covered shelter. Then, faling back against the support of her chair, she stared at the wall—awall on
which she could suddenly picture peopled by one dire happening and enemy after another.

Harous had gone hunting along Bog borders. Did he know of or even wonder about this girl's existence?
That worry, at least, could be laid to rest. He had been a child, not of an ageto be at court, when
Aldithas embarrassment was being whispered about behind hands. And how much of that strange power
did the abomination possess? Y samust learn. She willed hersdlf to patience. Now that she knew what
direction she must search for the knowledge she needed, she could afford not to be hasty. In fact, haste
was her worst enemy.

There was another matter at hand, and what she would do now needed other aids.

She pulled herself wearily from her chair. Once more she must descend, and men re-climb, those steep
dairs.

The Lady Marcaawaswaiting for her. "Come with me," Y sasaid without formdity. "I proposeto
accomplish some arcane matters® and | must needs draw upon your strength.”

"Itisyoursto command, Mgesty,” Marcadasaid. Without further comment, she followed the Queen up
the stairs to the tower room.

Y saopened a book on the table to the place she had marked. " Stand behind me, with your hands resting
on my shoulders," shetold Marcaa "Y our strength will flow into me at need.”

The younger woman did as she wastold. Y sabegan to read aoud, but softly, from the book. Some of
the things she might do this night held deadly peril. She had read, she believed she had understood, but
she had never put that understanding to the proof.

Mist began to gather above the table, asif awindow were opening to another world. Y sa glanced
quickly over her shoulder, but the look on Marcaas face told her that her assistant did not seethe
blurred spot in the air. Emboldened, the Queen read on, louder, and then with a sudden, soundless bang!
shefound hersalf in what looked to be acave. In the center of the cave writhed apillar of fire, and
captured within that pillar stood a Bog-woman.

No—not a Bog-woman, but smilar. This one was ancient without being old, and her bearing evenin
captivity spoke of the kind of power Y sa understood.

"You are here. Help me," the crone said. She held out her hand for Y sato take.
The Queen heditated. "Who are you?”'

"The one you were sent to aid. My nameis Zazar."

Zazar! For amoment, Y saonly stared, uncomprehend-ingly, at the legendary figure.
"Well, what are you waiting for?* Zazar said impatiently.

Reluctantly, Y sareached out one of her dender, manicured hands toward the crone's rough, wrinkled



one. But before she could touch it, another noisealess explosion deposited into the cave the young woman
Y sahad seen earlier. Shedid not look as Y saimagined; the spell must have put aglamour on her, so that
she gppeared fully human.

"Zazar!" the girl exdamed.

"| should have known it would take both of you," Zazar said, as unconcerned as if what was transpiring
were commonplace. Asfar as' Y saknew, perhapsit was.

"Wdl, come on then." Zazar held out her other hand.

Thegirl took it without hesitation, and after amoment, Y satook the one that had been proffered to her.
As casudly asthough she were stepping from aboat onto dry land, Zazar moved out of thefireand it
died behind her.

"| suppose you should know each other's name, since you are going to meet in the outside world sooner
or later. Ysa, thisisAshen. Ashen, thisisYsa"

Then the cave and itsinhabitants blinked out and Y sa staggered back into
Marcaldsarms. "What happened?' she asked shakily.

"Nothing," Marcdasaid, puzzled. "Y ou were reading, and then you stopped, and then you nearly fell. |
caught you."

"No more than that?"

"Should there have been?"

"Of course not. No. Nothing."

"Areyoudl right?'

Y sagingerly tested her limbs. They were weak and shaky, more so than she had ever experienced
before. She knew that her spell-casting had had far- reaching results beyond what she knew, or was
likely to know. Something sour rosein the back of her throat. "I must sit down. | fed ill."

"Can you make it down the secret Sairs?"

"l don't think so. Please use the main stairway and send servantsto help me. | must get meto bed.”
Ashen had chosen to climb the way up over the dlifftop, for no one could descend it in any safety. On the
other side of theridgeit proved much easier to go down than it looked. Then she became aware that the
steady beat of the seawas being overborne by the sounds of screeches and shouts—the latter from
human throats. She quickly went to such cover as she could find, at the base of atall outcropping that
might have been set there asa signal for those out on the sea.

She quickly discovered that she was not the only one to take to this rough sky road. Coming from the

south was aparty of four who, by their clothing and armor, appeared to be Outlanders. Panic rose,
blocking her throat. Was the man she had followed here one of that company?



Whoever they were, they were being besieged. The birds had aready attacked them before she reached
her perch. Shewasjust in timeto see that one of the men had lost his balance as aresult of that attack.
Ashefdl, she noticed that two glittering objects also fell, though in different directions. Ashen had no
idea of what they might be, and she knew there was no aid for the man. His body was over the cliff rim
and down, not toward the sea, but on the Bog side.

He had disappeared into aclump of tall, reedy fernsand lay at, or closeto, the foot of the cliff. All she
could see from her position was an outflung arm.

Some distance away, one of the bright thingsthat had glittered in faling caught the light. A weapon he
had carried? Those with him could offer no aid, for the birdswerein full attack. The threeleft in the party
separated and withdrew to hunt what cover they might as they defended themsalves. One man stood up
to use awegpon of asort that Ashen had never before seen. He held abent stick with a string taut
between its two ends, and another smaller stick pressed againgt the string. He pulled string and stick
back and let go, and the small stick lodged in the base of the long throat of one of the screeching birds. It
fluttered down amost over Ashen's head in alosing attempt to remain aoft, and she watched it disappear
into the waves below.

The other birds seemed to redlize their danger and broke off the attack. After atime of fruitless searching
for the comrade who had fallen, the men gave up and | eft. Ashen redlized that the ferns hid the body
entirely from view except from this one spot where she hersalf lay hidden. She realized dso that she had
far less-proper weaponsto defend her own refugeif the birds should return. There was nothing to be
done but to go back through that passage inside the cliff and striveto find asafe way of returning to the

Bog.

Assheretraced her earlier path, she thought about those men. They were certainly Outlanders, and since
the man shetrailed was clearly one aso, it must be that he was from the same place. It had been avery
long time since the outer world had striven to enter the Bog. What was the reason for the appearance of
an armed party now?

She could il hear the birds screeching as she emerged from the fissure.

Dropping her pack, she wriggled forward as close to the edge as she dared. There was no way to view
the clifftop from the lower position, nor could she sight where the Outlander had fdlen. At least the birds
did not seem to have spotted her when aoft, and there might be only along wait before her until she
could seek cover in the Bog.

The sounds of the battle were still loud. She redlized that the birds had merely shifted the focus of their
attack and now those fierce shrieks were challenged by a different means of defense. A drum was
sounding, but this was not the raucous rhythm of the warning Bog- drums. Ashen clasped her handsto
her ears.

The sound struck into her asit must be assaulting the birds, touching some sensitive place. And on her
breast, her amulet, though not aguide, showed aspark of awakening color.

No normd best wasthis, and whileit had been low and only half audible in beginning, it now seemed to
fill the entire Bog-world. Therewas alast burst of screeching from the huge birds and then it seemed that
al sound died away. At last Ashen could venture to take her hands from her ears. The drum was il
sounding but softly, and not as body- shaking as it had been. The screeching had ended asiif the birds
had been wiped from the sky into nothingness.



Grestly daring, Ashen crept outside the aperture and alittle way up the cliff-face. She till could not see
the battle site above, but now, except for the continued beat of that rhythm, there was no other sound.
The beat began to grow fainter, and she felt arelease of the strange uneasiness it had awakened in her.
Something shimmered in the air just ahead of her, but when she tried to seewhat it was, the shimmer
vanished.

She lay down where she was, listening intently. There were no more bird cries; the drone of the drum had
faded. At last shefdt it safe to make her move. She crept to the top of the cliff. The men, the birds—and
the dram—were dl vanished.

Good. Ashen dragged her pack to where she crouched. She took out alength of vine rope, closed the
pack, and attached the lineto it. Carefully she worked it over the edge and et it fall into the open,
keeping agood grip on the rope until it paid itself out. Below, she saw the pack turning dowly, closeto
the rise of rubble skirting the base of the cliff. Guiding the burden closer to the barrier, sheloosed it, and
it landed easily. Then she began to climb down &fter it.

Still shelistened warily but heard no bird call as she set foot on the
Bog-land. The thud of the drum had become only afaint murmur in the distance.

Ashen re-coiled her rope and stowed it away. She shouldered her pack and as she did o, took her
bearingsin relation to where the man had fallen, near where the river ran loud, rushing into the sea.

Therewas nothing to do for the Outlander. Surely he was dead. She had sedled the amulet to the [and
entrance of Zazar'sidand. To return as speedily as possible was surely al one could do—

As she moved, she thought of the place, sighted from above, where the growth hid the body of the
inveder.

Undoubtedly he was dead.

Prudently, she decided to retrace her earlier trail. Still, when she chose her way, she headed in adifferent
direction. Twice she had to delve degper into the

Bog-waysto locate a path. Now and again she glanced toward the cliff- tops, but asfar as she could
see, there was neither bird nor Outlander to mark her.

Unexpectedly, she found one of the things the man had dropped. It was metd, long and deadly, and she
recognized akind of knife, superior to any she had ever before seen. Though unschooled in the use of
such aweapon, she fastened it to her pack, where it would be out of the way, and took it with her.

Then she reached the place where the man had fallen.

Hisarm, thrast from the edge of the torn and tangled reed ferns, ill lay as unmoving as when she had
first dghted it. It would not take long for the scavengers of the Bog to light upon the body. Teeth and
clawswould strip away flesh, then crash the bones. Eventudly, there would be no trace.

Ashen swalowed. No kin of herslay here. Should it matter what became of an unknown intruder? Even
his own kin had not been ableto aid him.

Unbidden, athought cameto her mind: What if she had goneimmediately to aid



Kazi? Would the woman till be dlive? Sowly she approached the place wherethe man lay. What if he
were not dead, only injured? Ashen's hand went to the hilt of her belt knife. To lie helplesswhen the
egters came—

She pushed aside the battered reeds and now she could see him plainly. The other bright thing must have
been the protective covering he had worn on his head. It was gone, and a sticky patch of blood had
matted hair that was dmost as bright as those round pieces of polished meta Zazar kept carefully among
her persona possessions and that Ashen knew were an important part of lifein the Outlands.

The locks so exposed were not asred as aflame nor asyellow as marshroot, but held something of each
color.

Something awakened her healer's notice. Ashen squatted down on her heels and shifted her pack from
her shoulders. She leaned forward and gently touched the man's hand. It was not cold as she had
expected, but warm. Could it be that he till lived? He had certainly fallen far enough to have been fataly
wounded, but the soft, ferny growth must have cradled him from greater injury.

Now her touch moved swiftly, her fingersfinding their way above the collaring edge of hisflexible metal
shirt to locate the pulse of life. It was steady.

Perhaps fortune had favored him after al and his hurts might be tended. Suppose he could be taken care
of until his companions returned? But as he lay now he was helpless Bog-bait and she could not defend
him.

Nevertheess, Ashen went to work asif thiswere some Bog-man whose clan had caled for her aid. She
worked swiftly but steadily with what aids she carried, making sure the proper step had been taken
before she went to the next.

One of the bonesin his forearm was broken and she could not free it from the metal garment he wore.
But she could bind it so that any move he might make would bring no further harm.

Now that she had rolled him on his back, she could see hisface clearly. She worked with apad of moss
sodden with one of Zazar's potions to cleanse and examine the head wound. When she touched it, he
moaned faintly but did not open hiseyes.

Indeed he was different from the murderous Outlander she had trailed here. This one was younger than
the other, she decided. She found it pleasing to look upon the face she had wiped free of blood. Of what
clan was he— or, being an

Outlander, of what Family? Shefinished bandaging his head, tore up amass of leaves and pillowed him
on it. Could she now get some restorative into him? She was growing increasingly uneasy. To linger here
with the scent of blood ever present was risky. What—

His eyes opened and he stared up at her. It was asif he could not see her, but searched beyond for some
face or familiar surroundings. He spoke, his voice quavering alittle, though hiswords had no meaning for
her. This must be speech common to hiskind. She started to put her hand on him, but did not complete
the gesture. They were strangers to each other. How could she offer him any soothing heal- touch?

Hewas il staring about him. He looked past and through Ashen asif shewereinvisible, but hisvoice
had steadied and taken on ademanding note. If he questioned now, he received no answer.



Ashen searched in her pack again and took out asmall clay bottle, well wrapped in shielding moss.
Taking the stopper from it, she determinedly raised his head and put the bottle to hislips. He swallowed
without protest. Thistime when he looked up, he appeared to see Ashen. There was adight frown on his
face, asif shewere very strangeto him.

"You are hurt." She spoke dowly, giving room between each word for him to comprehend, if hewas
able "Liedill. Res."

Hisfrown grew deeper. Hetried to move his head and then groaned and closed his eyes again, not to
reopen them. She sat ill. It would seem that she must see him to some place of safety—but where did
such exigt, and how could she get him there?

Nineteen

In the till, deep hours of the night, Snolli sent for Ka-sai. He came quickly to the Chieftain's bidding,
knowing that something dire must be egting at Snolli for him not to wait until morning.

"l am here," he said as he entered.
Snolli sat closeto thefire. He glanced up at the Spirit Drummer'swords. His face was drawn and
haggard, and he looked like someone who has witnessed that which no man should ever see. "1 want

you to perform adrum spdll to find

Obern," hesaid. "'l will not rest until hisbody has been found and buried decently. His spirit will haunt me
forever if heiseaten by fel creaturesin the Bae-Bog."

Kasa nodded. "The matter has been weighing on me aswdll, Chieftain,” he said.

"I have been disturbed enough that | could not give my full attention to the treaty from the Rendelian
Prince. And yet there is something we do not know about Obern's disappearance—"

"We know that he was attacked and fell, and that despite our searching, we could not find him. What
more do we need to know? It istime to use the Spirit Drum."

The drummer took hisinstrument, never far from his hand, and began to whisper hisfingers acrossthe
surface. He searched, he probed, he sent out tendrils of thought—

—and found Obern.
"Heisdive, Chigftain," the smdl man told Snolli. "Heis not unharmed, to be sure, but helives."

The leader of the Sea-Rovers merely nodded, but Kasai knew he was keeping hisface impassive only by
gredt effort. "What else?"

"I will try to Seefor you, Chieftain, though these are perilous watersto navigate. Heis under the
protection of some mysterious power, something | have never before encountered.”

"Because | am your Chieftain, and for whatever love you bear me, See what you can, Spirit Drummer. |
must know."



Obediently, Kasa began moving hisfingers across the surface of hisdrum again.

Thewhisper of sound drew him inexorably into aspell not entirely of his own making, aplace wheretime
and the congraints of the world meant little.

Tondesdy, he began to sing in droning counterpoint to the drum. "He lies now in awoodsy bed, and a
woman comes. Someone protects him—"

"Thewoman?' Snalli clgpped his hand over his mouth, knowing that he must not interrupt the Spirit
Drummer when hewasin such astate.

But Kasai was deep enough into the dream that he was not disturbed. "Protects, protects, | know not
who or where. Soon hewill liein ahouse not ahouse, in acity not acity, in aland not aland. Someone
seeks him. A man of light, followed by men of darkness.”

"But heissafe?!
"Safe enough. For now. But what isto come—The man of light isnot hisfriend.”

Ashen had to face the possibility that the man she was tending just might be the one who had murdered
Kazi. There were certain differences—the flexible metd garment, for example. This man woreno
covering over it, though that might not mean anything. Curious, she examined the meta shirt. It wasnot a
tunic, for it crossed in front and was held in place by awide leather bdlt. Itsflexibility came from the
myriad smal ringswoven in and around and over themselves. It was armor, not the shell-strengthened leg
shields she was familiar with, but armor nonetheless. The shirt, Ashen understood at once, would provide
good protection even from knives and spears. Or even from the kind of long meta wegpon she had
rescued from the underbrush.

The man moaned. He was waking up again. This spot, at the base of the cliffs, was no placeto linger.
Perhaps with her help, he could walk. With luck, they could get back to Ashen'srefuge in the building on
theide. There, they would be safe.

She was very glad that she had set her guide for the idand. Perhaps her way back would be easier.
"Come, stranger, we must go where | can tend you better,” she said to the man.

Helooked up at her uncomprehendingly, but she did not believe that he did not understand her words.
Rather, his eyes were more those of achild. It must be the head wound; it had knocked dl the sense out
of him, at leest for thetime.

"You will be yoursdlf again soon, but you must come with me." So saying, she took the man's hand and
hel ped him to his feet. He obeyed without protest and she was relieved that in his present childlike Sate,
hewould follow her.

But when she attempted to |ocate an easier path back to the ide, she met with disappointment.
Everywhere but aong the route she had come she encountered impassabl e tangles of vegetation, dank
pools, and the kind of footing that would drag both down to be seen never again. Sighing, she turned
back and began retracing her steps. How she would manage when she returned to the pool with the
stepping- stones acrossit, she did not know.

With her ad, the man gained the reltively high ground from which she had spotted the fissure in the rock



besi de the swallow-hole where the barrier river emptied.
"That way," shetold him, pointing.

He nodded; thiswas agood sgn, the first indication that he might recover. He must be strong aswell
as—she had to admit it to hersalf—handsome. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen. But
then, shetold hersdlf, he was a so the only Outlander man she had ever seen clearly. Shefound hersdlf
hoping that he was not the one who had murdered Kazi. She didn't know what she would do if she
learned that it was he who had done such afoul deed.

They waked on, with the barrier river to their right. Ashen consulted her guide now and then for the
signd to turn back toward the Bae- Bog, toward the idand.

Then amovement caught her eye. Immediately she crouched behind an outcrop of the reedy fern that
grew so plentiful in the Bog, and pulled her companion down with her. She put her finger to her lips,
sgnaing him to be slent, and he obeyed.

Someone was wading across what must be ashallow placein theriver's bed.

Cautioudy, Ashen raised her head until she could part the ferns and see without much danger of being
detected.

She dmosgt cried out. Thiswas the one whom she had seen before. No mistaking the bright metal
garment, the colorful cloth covering, the light surrounding him, the mist about his head. Severd men,
smilarly clad, followed him.

A chill went over Ashen, coupled with immense rdlief. The man she was succoring, then, was not the one
who had killed Kazi. She turned and, impulsively, squeezed his hand. Helooked at her with wide,
uncomprehending eyes, but returned the pressure.

Ashen'srelief turned to near panic. Why wasthis man, thiskiller, coming back into the Bale-Bog? What
could hiserrand be thistime? And what if he picked up her trail? She watched until he and hisfollowers
disappeared into the undergrowth. If luck waswith her, he would take a direction different from the one
inwhich shewanted to go. And if hedid venturein that direction, his path dictated by the land itsdf even
as herswas, the interlopers might make enough noise that she could trail them and yet be safe. After dll,
staying behind them was the best way to keep the Outlander and his followers from cregping up on her
and the injured man, whom she was more than ever determined to nurse back to health.

Queen Ysahad lain abed for aweek, too ill to rise. Master Lorgan, the chief physician, had tried severd
remedies, to no avail. Finaly, she sent him away, stating that time aone would cure her..

Now shewearily dragged hersaf from her bed and, to lighten her spirits as much aspossible, dressed in
her favorite gown—deep green taffeta, with a creamy-white un-derdress heavy with lace and
embroidery. A glanceinto her mirror told her that despite her fatigue, her appearance had not suffered
greatly from the activities of that dreadful night. But her hunger—though she had eaten enormous amounts
of food al through the time of her illness, shewas il ravenous! Anxioudy, she examined her image once
more, thistime for Sgns of impending obesity. She found none; indeed, she might even be alittle thinner
than before she had wrought—whatever it was that had put her into contact with the Bog-witch Zazar
and the bastard child of her hated rival. She could not bring herself to say the girl's name, not evento
hersdf.



She gave orders for her breakfast to be brought to her.

When the tray arrived, she ate everything on it, even the last drops of the cream for her porridge, laced
with honey and spices, and wiped the bowl with afragment of bread.

She knew she must go to check on the King. Who knew how much his condition might have deteriorated
while shelay ill? She did not look forward to the meeting. If it till had not been morning, she might have
fortified hersdf with wine beforehand.

For thefirst time, Queen Y sahad aglimmer of understanding of both her husband and her son, but this
ingght brought only contempt initswake.

Let them indulge weaknesses, she thought scornfully. She, Y sa, Queen of Rendd,

Firgt Priestess of Santize, was stronger than either or both of them. No mere accident, no backlash of
magic, would be enough to halt her. Not for long, anyway.

She checked to seethat her toilette was complete, and her appearance enough to still any wagging
tongues who would have it that she was Sickly and incompetent, her Regency, therefore, likely to be set
asdein Horian'sfavor. One more touch. Perfume. Her hand lingered over her favorite spicy scent, and
then she changed her mind. She sdlected one that Boroth had given her long ago, its aroma reminiscent of
adyce flowers. She had never cared for it, but he awaysliked it. Perhapsif she woreit again, hismood
would be lighter than it had been the last time she had seen him. Then she swept out the door of her
chambers toward

Boroth's suite, at the opposite wing of the castle.

The usua complement of hangers-on, vultures watching to mark the exact moment when the King would
die, the physicians and the servants, filled the chamber.

They had begun dmost to live there, Y sanoted, having their meals brought to them so they would not
miss amoment of what was hagppening to the King of

Rendd. Master Lorgan glanced up, and hisfacelitinasmile.

"Y ou have proved yourself abetter heder than 1, he said. Hisvoice held a note of what seemed to be
genuine pleasure. "But | am sure that our sovereign lord has missed your presence. Please, come and
gladden his spirits as your appearance gladdens ours.”

With abow, the physician indicated the bed where Bor-oth lay, his eyes closed.

He had on afresh nightgown, and abasin of water sat on atable nearby, indicating that the King had
been newly bathed and tended. He seemed almost in acoma, and his breaths came thickly.

"TheKing degps?' Y saasked.
"Hereds. | think the number of peoplein his chamber wearieshim."

"Then send them away," she said, pitching her voice loud enough to be heard. She glanced around
imperioudy. "Know you not that you burden the King with your presence?’



Reluctantly, the company began to depart. When all were on their way toward the door and only Master
Lor-gan, his chief assstant, and the King's body- servants remained, she gpproached the dais on which
the great bed stood. She bent over

Boroth and as she did, acloud of perfume envel oped them both.

He opened his eyes and gazed a her unseeingly. Then hisloose lips curved upward in afaint smile. He
took adeep, clear breath and spoke. "Alditha

Alditha, my love. Y ou have returned to me again. | have missed you."

Shocked beyond measure, Y sarecoiled. With an enormous effort, she regained command over hersdlf.
Digtagteful asit was, Boroth's current confusion might lead him to reved important and useful information
if shewere adroit. That his thoughts were muddied was only to be expected, consdering his physica
condition. But what had caused him to confuse her, hislawful Queen, with that hateful Ash whore? What
was different thistime from many times before? Then dl at once she understood. The perfume. It must
have been her scent. Of course.

Aldyce flowers were blue, the Ash color. And Boroth had given it to her, to Y sa, perhapsto remind him
inthenight...

She resisted an impulse to snatch the sponge from the basin and scrub the hateful stench from her skin.
She made herself approach the bedside again, and even to speak to himin alow, sweet voice. "Yes, itis
[, your beloved,” shetold Boroth. Sheleaned over to kiss his forehead, making sure that he breathed the
scent of the perfume again.

"It has been along time since you were with me. Why were you gone so long?" he asked.

"l am returned. Have you—have you any message for me?"

"Only that | love you. And will forever. Oh, if | had but met you firsd—"

"And?' Y saprompted. Theword amost stuck in her throat. There had been more between them, Boroth
and Alditha, than amere tumble in the bed for Boroth's swinish pleasure. She pushed the thought aside.
Later, shewould think of it.

llYg?l

"How different al would be. But | tried to protect you. Y ou know that, don't you."

"Of course. | fled your jealous wrath—"

"Never!" Heroused himsdf alittle. ™Y ou went pursued, yes, but not by me. Have you forgotten?' Then
he opened his eyeswider, and a certain focus seemed to come into them. He stared at her, recognizing

her a last. "Ysa," he said, with aworld of bitternesslaced into the word.

"Yes, itisl, Ysa your Queen," shereturned with equa bitterness. "And by law, your rightful wife. Y our
bel oved, and not that harlot you coupled with, amost in my face.”

Boroth did not answer, but merely closed his eyes and turned his head on the pillow.



Biting down her impulse to leave him as she found him, Y sa neverthel ess summoned the will to perform
theritua of the Rings. Then sheall but fled the room, her fatigue and ilinessforgotten in her rush to return
to her chambers and destroy every drop of the hated scent that had brought Boroth out of his stupor.

How they had managed to make it back to the ruins on the idand, Ashen could not havetold. Partly, she
put it down to the mysterious Outlanders choice of another path, heading north, which alowed her to
lead her charge more quickly to the place she had cometo think of asarefuge. It waswell past midday
by the time the two of them stumbled into the chambers. The fire had gone out, and it was dank and
cheerlesswithin.

She settled him onto a pile of reed mats. Then she found more of the black stones, lit afire, and when she
was certain it wastaking theworst of the chill from the air, began to loosen his clothing. Surdly the woven
metal shirt must be uncomfortable to lie upon. She got it off by unbuckling the belt and easing the garment
out from under him. Then she folded it and laid it aside together with hislong knife. Quickly she splinted
the broken arm.

His boots were another matter. There must be sometrick to removing them, and she did not know it.
Reuctantly, she had to leave them on him, knowing that hisfeet were likely to be numb in the morning.
To her delight, Weyse came out of the shadows. Thelittle cresture had obvioudy been waiting for her
here in the refuse and now hovered nearby, sitting on her haunches and rubbing her paws together. Then
she came closer and began sniffing at the man's head wound.

"Let mecleanit properly,” Ashentold her.

She began rummaging through the pack, drawing out packets of herbs. Then she gathered some water in
apot, added a pinch of thisand apamful of that to the water, and set it on to heat. When the mixture
had steeped long enough, Ashen dipped acloth in it and began to wipe away the blood that matted the

Outlander'sreddish-gold hair. To her relief, she found that the wound itself was not deep—head wounds,
she reminded hersdlf, dways bled fred y—though there was alump on the man'sforehead the size of a
vorse egg. Almost before she had finished, Weyse waddled up to squat beside the man and examine the
lump with her paws. Her touch was so gentle that he didn't even moan, though he had protested feebly
while Ashen was cleaning the cut.

"I do think hewill bedl right,” shetold Weyse. She wrapped a strip of clean cloth around the man's
head. Then she emptied the pot of the herba mixture and filled it again with water, preparatory to
brewing a strengthening broth. When it was done, she gaveit to the man and he drank it, after which he
fel into adeep deep.

Tired from her exertions and the strain of trying to avoid the other Outlanders,

Ashen lay down upon another pile of mats. Perhaps she could deep for an hour.

Shewastoo tired to eat, though she did give Weyse some of the trail mixture the little creature loved.
Ashen held out her arms, hoping Weyse would come and warm her as she had done before, but Weyse
appeared determined to hover near the

Outlander.

"Very wdl," Ashen murmured deepily. "Y ou tend him now, and I'll take care of him presently.” Then she



pulled areed covering over herself and fell adeep.
She awoke abruptly to the sound of aman's voice, raised in what was surely anger.

It was the Outlander, fighting free of the reed mats that he had obvioudly disturbed in arestlessdeep. He
tore the bandage loose from his head, stared at it, and flung it away. He pointed hisfinger at Ashen and
shouted something at her. She could understand perhaps one word in three, but grasped that he held her
respongblefor hisinjury.

"No, no, it was not I!" she said. She scrambled up from her own mats and started toward him. "Y ou
fdl—"

But he was dready dashing toward the door and into the deep twilight asfast as he could go. By hisgait,
she knew that true to her prediction, hisfeet were numb and without feeling. She followed and caught up
with him just in timeto see him climb up onto the top of aruined wall.

Hetook a step forward. One of the stones shifted, and to Ashen's horror, hefell. She heard adull thunk!
as hishead hit another stone.

Certain that thistime he had killed himsdf, sheran to him. "He ill breadies," she said, as much to hersdlf
asto Weyse, who had bounded after her.

Necessity lent her strength. Somehow she managed to drag him back to the sheltered room again. There
she stirred up the fire and examined the wound on his head. The herbal mixture had started the healing
well, and by chance, he had not re-opened the cut when hefell. Also, the splint was intact. But there was
another, even larger, lump on the Sde of his head where he had struck it on therock. Hislipswere bluish
and his breathing dightly [abored.

If only Zazar were here, Ashen thought. She would know whét to do.

She tended the man as best she could until far into the night. Then, despairing and certain that hewasin
danger of dying before morning, she decided on arisky action. If Zazar would not cometo her, then she
would go to Zazar.

For thefirst timein her life, Ashen ddiberately chose to invoke magic. Using ingredients at hand and
others sheidentified by smell from variousjars on the shelves, she stirred together amixture such as she
had seen Zazar use on rare occasions and dissolved it in water from the pipe. Then, hoping she had done
it right, she drank the potion.

Theroom around her dissolved and when she could see again, it was by thelight of apillar of fire, in
which stood Zazar.

"Zazar!" Ashen exclaimed, astonished. How could this be? Zazar seemed unable to move. She should
have been writhing in agony from the flames, yet she appeared only alittle exasperated.

"| should have known it would take both of you," Zazar said. Only then did Ashen notice that another
woman was with them, awoman dressed in the most beautiful, lustrous clothing she had ever beheld.
Ashen could only stare in wonderment.

"Wadl, come on then." Zazar held out one hand to her and the other to the beautiful stranger.



The girl took it without hesitation and after amoment, the woman took the other. Then Zazar stepped out
of thefireand it died behind her.

"l suppose you should know each other's name, since you are going to meet in the outside world sooner
or later. Ysa, thisis Ashen. Ashen, thisisYsa"

Before Ashen could tell Zazar of her need, and of the reason for her trying to contact the Wysen-wyf,
she was back in the ruined house on the idand.

To her astonishment, the man had avakened and was now trying feebly to St up.

She rushed to him. "No, you mustn't. It's too soon.”

Helooked at her clear-eyed. Though it had undoubtedly brought him close to the edge of degth, the
second blow to the head seemed to have had the effect of restoring his senses. Then he spoke, and again
Ashen could understand enough of hiswords to know his meaning. "Did you hit me?* he asked. Gingerly
he touched the rapidly healing cut on hisforehead and the big lump on the side of his head.

She laughed, surprised that she could. "No. | saved you." With the use of pantomime and by repesting
words over and over until he understood them, she got him to understand the circumstances of hisfall
over the diff.

"Ah. The birds attack. Yes, | remember now. | thought | was dead.”

"Y ou nearly finished the job on yourself when you fell again, just alittle while ago.”

"I didn't know where| was. And you were just Sitting there, unmoving.”

"Yes" Ashen decided not to try to explain these circumstancesto him. Later, perhaps. "I am Ashen,” she
said, pointing to herself. Shelooked around, hoping to find Weyse, but the little creature had

disappeared.

"Obern,” the man said, likewise indicating himsdf. "Do you live here?!

It seemed smpler to agree than to explain the circumstances that had brought her to thisplace. "Yes."
"l am from the Sea-Rovers. | must go home, for my father must think me dead by now."

She had no idea of where his"home" was. They sat there for amoment, Ashen feding alittle foolish and
wondering what to do next.

That question was answered by a commotion from outside. Shelooked up and saw aflickering light on
the door-curtain. "Wait here," she said to Obern. She followed the words with agesture, in case he did
not understand. He nodded.

Cautioudy, she went to the doorway and pulled the curtain back alittle. Thelight till shone, but it
seemed far away. Still wary, Ashen stepped just outside and |ooked from side to side. When she saw
nothing, she took another step.

With arustling noise, something fell over her head and the sheer weight of it bore her to the ground. She
recognized a net, but one much heavier than any the



Bog-folk could make. Still, she fought to get free of it. Two men came forward and whipped ropes
around her, binding her firmly.

Then someone walked into her area of vision. "Caught you at last, Bog- sprite,” the man said. Hisface
was hidden by mist but even if it had not been, she would have recognized him as the one whose face she
could not see, back at that dreadful place where Kazi had died. "Y ou, Raise, seeif anybody isingde.”

"No, there is nobody therel" Ashen cried. But they entered the room anyway, and presently they
returned with Obern, bound as she was. Then their captors carried them to the familiar landing place,
where araft awaited. The men tossed both onto the raft, which they began to pole away from theidand.

Twenty

The Lady Marcdafet pleased with hersdf. Not only had her ruse fooled everyone at the court in
Renddl-sham, but aso Harous now seemed to be completely enthralled with her. And there was no
doubt about it; Harous was the mogt attractive, most desirable noble at court. She had been staying in his
resdence in the city, and was now seriousy consdering his offer to be his guest at Cragden Keep. There
was, she knew, nothing the least bit improper about such an invitation; after al, Marcaawas his distant
kinswoman. Such arrangements were commonplace among kindred.

Of coursg, if their relationship should wax and grow warmer, there was nothing to prevent them from
evading the servants eyes and discovering, privatey, where such tender fedings might lead. That kind of
arrangement, aswell, was commonplace.

And aso, she thought, she would be fulfilling her obligation to the Queen. That one was waking danger.
It aways paid to be on her safe side. Therefore, with such good reasonsin favor and none in opposition,
Marcala decided she would accept Harous's kind offer. The Queen would want to know.

On her way to Y sa's chambers, to Marcalas displeasure, she encountered Prince

Florian. At least he didn't seem quite as drunk as he usually was. This, however, had no beneficia effect
on hismanners, she noted.

"Well, lovely lady." He stepped in front of her, putting an arm out and barring her passage. "What are you
up to thisfine day?'

"Nothing, Your Highness," she said. "'l wasjust on my way to see your mother,
Her Mgesty the Queen.”

"And did she send for you then?"

Marcaadidn't answer.

"Perhaps you would prefer to spend an hour in my company instead?”

"My preferences are of no consequence, Y our Highness," she answered. "Now, please let me pass. Her
Magesty will be expecting me."

"Y our preferences do not matter, but mine do. What would you say if | told you | prefer that you walk



with me? Or that you go riding with me?' He licked hislooselips. "Ah, therésaturn of phrase. What a
ridel could show you—"

"Please, Highness! Y ou forget yoursdf!"

"Don't play theinnocent virgin with me, Marcalaof VVavager. Y our somewhat soiled reputation precedes
you. | daresay that even you could learn atrick or two from me, though, if only you'd—"

Marcaasaw her opportunity and ducked under the Princesrestraining arm. "The
Queen... my duty..." shesaid, aready running toward the safety of the Queen's door.

"Well then, give my Lady Mother amessage for me," he called after her. "Tell her that I'll have her barred
from my father's bedchamber! Everyone at court knows that she's the one keeping him dive—"

But Marcaa swiftly closed the door, shutting out Prince Florian's words. She leaned against the portd,
eyes closed, gathering her composure.

"Comein, Marcaa," the Queen said. "l take it you have just come from my son's company.”

"I have" Marcdasad wryly.

"Then busy yoursdf in here, with me. | am given to understand that you and

Count Harous have become the best of friends.”

What need, Marcaathought, did the Queen have of her, when obvioudy Y sahad spiesin every corner.
"Indeed,” the younger woman said aloud. "We have been much in each other's company. When heis not
out hunting, thet is."

"Oh, | daresay you can persuade him to spend more time at home, if you want to."

"He has asked meto be aguest at Cragden Keep."

"That should prove to be agreat incentive to pay close attention to matters close a home.”

The Queen, Marcalanoted, did not seem the least bit surprised at the information. Therefore, she must
have known beforehand. " Then you will not object if | moveinto the guest quartersthere?!

"Of course not. Heisyour kindred, after al, isn't he? With the passing of years, the connection has
grown faint, but kindred is, nonetheless, kindred. And we must al hold dear those friendswe havein
these periloustimes.”

"AsYour Mgesty commands,” Marcala said. She dipped a curtsy, eyes lowered.
What was it she sensed in the air? She had seen the Queen like this before, and it aways meant that
something was brewing—something not entirely beneficial to someone. Marcala hoped it was not she

who was the target thistime. She would not like to cross metaphoric swords with Ysa

"And dso, Cragden Keep isvigble from my tower, Stuated asit is at the mouth of thevalley. Itisless
than an hour's leisurely ride, supposing you would wish to come and visit with me." Y sasmiled, and



Marcaahad to keep hersdlf from flinching. "If | had along-vison glass, | could dmost seeinto your
window, | fancy."

Or you could send that creature you have in your thral, Marcdathought. The one you thought hiddenin
the silk-lined basket. Only | knew. Yes, | knew.

Aloud, shesaid, "I will dwaysbeat Y our Mgesty's command.”

Ysasmiled again. "Of course. | have no doubt. Now, come and help me. Asyou can see, | have been
reading and there are books to be returned to the library at the Fane. It is not everyone | would entrust
with such atask, for the books are old and fragile. Most of dl, they are very valuable.

Marcaanodded. So the Queen had been meddling with magic again. One would think that Y sahad
learned her |esson after that dreadful night when Marcala had been afraid the Queen had killed hersdif.
She could il fed the power tingling through her hands where they had rested on the Queen's shoulders.
And then, when

Y sahad falen back into Marcalas arms—It was not wise to dabble in such matters. She began to pick
up the books from a pile beside the Queen's chair, preparatory to putting them in a basket and returning
them to their proper place. One book dipped from her hands and she bent to retrieveit.

By chance, it opened on a hand-colored illustration and, curious and intrigued,
Marcaaturned apage or two. Then she stopped, astonished. "I recognize this!" she exclaimed.

"What isit, child?' the Queen asked. She held out one dender hand and Marcala gave her the book,
pointing out what had caught her attention.

"This. It isvery closeto something | once saw Harous studying, in one of hisbooks." Marcaaglanced a
the spine. "In fact, it was another copy of thisone.

Anyway, thisisthe picture that caught his attention.”

Both women looked at the page. On it, drawn with great skill, was depicted a brooch design. A circle,
painted gold, around a golden flame arising from ablue vessdl. There was no motto, though therewasa
place for one, nor any attribution as to whence the design had come.

"That isinteresting,” the Queen said. She closed the book and handed it back to

Marcaawith every indication of having no interest init at dl. If she had been with anyone other than the
Queen of Spies, the entire incident would surely have gone unremarked. But Marcdasvery life
depended on her being able to read the thoughts and moods and actions of those around her. Her skin
prickled. Thiswas surely part of what was passing in the Queen's mind. She was certain Y saknew more
about this design than she was willing to admit, not now, and especidly not to Marcda

Marcaaresolved to unravel this mystery. For the moment, she was safe enough, ableto avoid Florian
now that she would be living in Harous's keep and under his protection. Away from the Queen's
suspicious eye, shewould have the opportunity for study, sooner or later. In the meantime, her outward
manner was as docile as she knew how to show as she began to pack the borrowed books to return to
the Fane.



Ashen raised her head cautiously. She discovered that her captors had dropped her some distance from
Obern. She knew, if the men who had taken them did not, that they were dl now easy prey for the
Bog-folk. The raft was dow and clumsy, while the crude boats the Bog-folk used were surprisingly swift
when propelled by a skilled boats-man.

Then, to her astonishment, Ashen saw the man with the mist over his head do something that had every
gppearance of lengthening the odds on their survival.

He picked up abag, and using arod tied to it, sucked up something from the interior. When he blew it
out over the water behind them, Ashen saw that it was apowder. Raising her head alittle higher, she
watched the powder dissolve into an oily scum that lay on the surface of the water.

"Fire, Ehern,” her captor said.

One of the men with him took a coa from a covered container and touched it to the scum. It immediately
burst into flame. Anything following them would be halted, at least until the fire burnt itself out.

The Outlanders poled the raft away from the ruined city and down a side stream so well hidden with rank
vegetation that Ashen had missed it entirely when she and Zazar had first cometo theidand. Herethe
water was disturbed, and the surface began to dapple with the frequent splashing of ominousthings.

"Boggarts," the man caled Ehern commented. "Morefire, Sr?"
"Yes. Givethem adiff doseof it."

Ehern took the pouch and the rod from the man with the misted head and applied the powder to the
water. Even with thefire roaring so close that it lapped at the very stern of the raft, the men poling had a
hard fight of it to make their way through the mass of underwater monsters. To add to the confusion,
over the noise of the fire and the cries of men and dying boggarts, Ashen could hear the sound of drums.
She thought they were coming from the direction in which they were heading.

"Good thing this shortcut isn't any longer," Raise said. Hewas at the steering pole. "Heréstheriver. Now
we've but to crossit and were aimost home.™

"Aye, the powder is nearly spent,” Ehern said. He held up the pouch, and from where she lay, Ashen
could tell that its contents were indeed sadly depleted.

"Trouble ahead,” the leader said. "L ook sharp. They're just Bog- runners, but have a care for those we
have on board."

Then the raft grated against mud, and before the Outlanders could gain the shore, the Bog-folk were
upon them. Ashen'sworld dissolved into cries and grunts and the clash of the Outlanders superior
weapons againgt shell-tipped spears, punctuated by the thud of Bog clubs against Outlander armor. Now
and then a splash, sometimes accompanied by a scream, marked thefall of someoneinto theriver, where
more boggarts, emboldened and scenting blood in the water, came swarming out from the stream they
had just navigated their way through.

Twice Ashen was amost trampled, and she heard Obern grunt as somebody stumbled over him. Fire
crackled again— thelast of the powder, Ashen surmised—and men screamed in agony.

Then the battle was over. The remaining Bog-warriors scrambled for their boats and escaped before they



could catch fire, till shouting and brandishing those wegpons that remained to them. One hurled a spear
that lodged in the deck of the raft, between where Ashen and Obern lay trussed like waterfowl. An
Outlander wrenched it free and flung it back at the enemy with a curse. Another scream told Ashen that it
had found itstarget.

"We mark you, Outlanders” The threat sounded from the murk, and Ashen thought she recognized Jod's
voice. "And Outlander demon- whelp, too! We mark you well.

Y ou be not done with Bog, not at al.”

Another company of Outlanders came through the brush. They were armed with more of the bent sticks
that hurled other sticks, and they used these weapons to provide covering protection so the people on
the raft could disembark. The misty-headed man noticed Ashen staring.

"They are cdled bows," he said, "and the projectiles are caled arrows.”

"I could havetold you that,” Obern said.

The man made a gesture, and two of hisfollowers seized Obern. He grunted as blows fell upon him, but
otherwise was Slent.

The man removed a shining metal band from his head, and Ashen could seean ovd of light on it that
faded even as she watched. With the light's disappearance, the mist surrounding the man's head vanished.
The thought that this man was even more handsome, more attractive, than Obern crowded into her mind
unbidden.

"I am Count Harous of Cragden, anobleman of Rendd," he said courteoudly to

Ashen, "and the one who has saved you."

A number of rash retorts rose to Ashen's lips—she didn't need saving, she would not be saved by a
murderer in any case, and she had not asked for hel p—but prudently she didn't give voiceto any of
them. "l am Ashen,” shesaid.

Harous seemed dtartled for an instant. "Then my surmise was correct,” he said, dmost to himself. He
bowed. "I have reclaimed a prize indeed from the mysteries of the Bog. A new life awaitsyou, lady. | am
humbly grateful that it was | who was chosen to bring it to you."

At this, her temper flared despite her best efforts. Y ou chose to invade my home? Y ou chose to snare
me and my companion likewild animas?'

"I am not your enemy, Lady Ashen,” Harous said. "Intime, you may cometo redizethat. All that | have
done, | have donefor your betterment. Please believe that.”

"If you are not my enemy," Ashen said, trying to keep her voice from trembling,
"then why did you kill the servant of my Protector?"
"Who? Was someone killed?'

"l saw it. An old woman, crippled. A man such asyou, clad in mig, killed her with hisfigt."



"I do not make war on women, not even on Bog women."

"Nevertheless, | saw it," Ashen said stubbornly.

"There are others besides me who have the ability to go clad in mist. Ask Zazar.
| tell you, lady, | am not your enemy.”

The mention of Zazar's name startled Ashen. Thismust be one of the severd

Outlanders who had sought Zazar's skills, and what he said could very well be true. She forced hersdlf to
use amore reasonable tone. "Then why am | still bound? And my companion with me?”

"That is quickly mended." Harous made a gesture, and two of his men stepped forward to release Ashen
and Ob-ern from their bonds.

For amoment, she was afraid that despite his broken arm, Obern would try to fight and that Harous's
men would succeed in killing him astwo terrible falls had not. Shelooked at him, eyes narrowed, and
shook her head. But he was obvioudy intelligent enough to be able to assessthe odds againgt him. He
stood quietly, massaging hiswrists where the ropes had bitten, waiting for what came next.
Thisturned out to be horses—another anima of which Ashen had heard but never seen, let done
touched. She and Obern were lifted into the saddles on these grest, fearsome beasts, and they set off
toward a place, Harous told her, known as Cragden Keep.

"The catamite'slapdog is here," Kasai told Snolli sourly. "He wants to know about that treaty.”

Snolli looked up from the pile of records he had been going through and tried to work out what Kasai
was saying. He hazarded aguess. "By that, | take it you mean Prince Horian'strandator.”

"None other."

"Bid him—no, ask him, very politdy, to comein." He smiled atriflewanly. "At leest | have aplacefor
himto st now." Heindicated severad chairs of varying degrees of crudity that surrounded an equdly rustic
table.

The men of Rendd must have been waiting just outside the door. Dakin and four men entered dmost
before Kasai had had time to notify them of how the High

Chief of New Void eagerly awaited them.

"Chieftain!" Dakin said. "How good it isto seeyou again.”

"It isgood to seeyou aswell."

Snolli indicated that the small company of men should seet themsdves at the table. He gestured for wine
to be brought and noted how they struggled to hide their dismay at the indifferent quaity, and that Dakin
succeeded while those with him failed.

"Thank you," Dakin said. ™Y our hospitdity is gratefully accepted. Shall we begin our discussion without



al the pretty, time-consuming formdities?’

"I have never had much timefor those," Snolli said. "1 greetly prefer to talk man to man.”

"So, Chieftain, man to man, have you decided to Sign the treaty with the

Prince?'

"I beg the Princesindulgence. Thetime of mourning for my son isnot yet past.

Let usbut accomplish thisand | will ride with afew of my men to your city, and there—"

"It is better done here, Chieftain.”

Snolli looked a Dakin thoughtfully. So, he said to himsdlf. Thisis something that must be kept secret,
here a the far end of the Kingdom. This man isunder orders about something the Prince does not want
his mother to find out about.

"Then leave one of your men here as my honored guest and | will send him as messenger as soon asthe
time arrives when we shall make pact with your people and your Prince," Snolli said. "If you are

concerned about him, take one of my men with you when you go, as surety for his safety.”

Dakin stared at Snolli for along moment, and then nodded. "I will stay," he said. "None of my
companions know your language very well."

Snolli nodded in turn, aware that he was accepting aspy into hismidst. "And for us, | will send Harvas.
Heisawave-reader whose ship isno more. Hewill be glad to have something to do.”

And dso, Snalli thought, he will make as good aspy as you, Dakin, or perhaps better. Understanding
each other perfectly, the new "guest” a New Void Keep and the High Chief clasped each other's
forearmsin the grasp of friendship.

"Only, let meinform my men and take afew belongings from my saddlebags.”

Thus Dakin confirmed that this had been &t least a contingency plan al aong.

Inwardly, Snolli smiled. These people thought themsalves much cleverer than they were. He wondered if
they were taken in by the Sea- Rovers rough clothing and sometimes questionable manners, supposing
by such outward signsthat the people themselves were not worthy of any great effort when it cameto
deceiving them.

Widll, they would learn better. Snolli resolved to take agood, hard look at that treaty at the first
opportunity. Theremight betrapsladinit.

"l am sorry you had such along ridefor nothing," he said ashe and the

Renddians|eft the keep by way of the northeast gate. There their mounts waited, dong with an armed
escort.

"I only do my Princesbidding,” Dakin said. Then he issued ordersto the waiting men. One of them led
out apack anima—Iaden with the "saddlebags’ Dakin had referred to earlier, Snolli noted.



He gestured to one of his own men to take the animal to the stables. " Put those bags in the new guest
gpartment in the west tower," he said. The man departed promptly.

Then Dakin gave afew ingructions of hisown. Snalli could understand enough to know that he was
telling the men to ride swiftly to Rendel sham and report to

Prince FHorian. The lieutenant in charge touched the rim of hishelmet in salute, and then the troop
mounted and started off, back down the road whence they had come.

"Now | will leave you to get settled while | take care of some business| was about when you arrived,”
Snolli told Dakin.

"Asyou command,” Dakin replied. He bowed and without protest, followed after his belongings.
Snolli issued afew orders and then went in search of Kasai.

"We must be certain of what has become of Obern." he told the Spirit Drummer. "1 must know. | want to
seewith my own eyes™”

"Fird, let me usethe Inner Sight," Kasal said. He began whispering his fingers across the surface of his
drum and then dipped easily into the trance. "Helives. He goesinto danger. The woman who saved him
isdill with him."

"Where? At the place Obern was last seen?’ Snolli asked carefully, so as not to disturb the spell.

"To the north of that place.”

"Can you guide usthere?’

"Yes" Asif he sensed the Chieftain's urgency, Kasai came out of histrance as quickly as he had entered
it. Perhaps he had entered only deep enough to learn what was needed. "If we nde now, we might sight
them before they have gone so far that it is not safe for usto follow."

"The horses are dready waiting."

Snolli and Kasal and the four fighters with them cut quickly across the land toward the west, so as not to
tread on the hedls of the Renddians they had sent back toward the capitd city. When they reached the
barrier river, Snalli recognized that it was somewhat to the north of the place where they had been
ealier.

"If my dream wastrue, the river bends somewhat more to the west, up ahead,"

Kasa said. He shielded his eyes with hishand. " There iswhere Obern and those with him will come out.
If they have not done so dready, that is."

"Then we shdl find their tracksif they have gone ahead of us."
The Sea-Rovers set spur to horse and made as much haste as they could aong the riverbank. Trueto

Kasai's Sight, theriver did bend westward, growing narrower but deeper at this point. Hereit could be
navigated by asmall boat; Snolli wished he were on one, and not mounted atop this horse. He eased



himsdf in his saddle, hoping he was not devel oping ablister on hisbackside. Sea- Roversrode well
enough at need, but their preferred place was on the deck of a ship.

Dordan interrupted Snalli'sthoughts. "L ook ahead, Chieftain," he said, pointing. " That smudge of smoke
inthe sky. Itislike abeacon to us. And look dso—araft. And men getting off it, on thisside of theriver.
There has been abattle, and recently, or | missmy guess.”

"Yes" Snalli said, following the direction Dordan indicated. "L et us take cover, for there are many more
of them than there are of us"

Quietly, the Sea-Rovers dismounted and looped the reins of their horses over low branches near theriver
so theanimals could crop early grassif they wished, and could drink a will. The thirsty beasts promptly
began to do both. The

Sea-Roversloosened their weapons, for defense in case they were detected, and began to creep close
enough that they could see what was going on. Thefire that had caused the smoke had died away by
now. Curioudy, there seemed to be no charred ruins. It was asif the water itself had been burning.

"That isthe misty man,” Dordan said.

"Heisn't misty now. Could be anybody," Kather said.

"Whoever heis, he has Obern with him," Kasal pointed out. "He has abandage on hishead, and hisarm
isinaropeding. And there's the woman | spoke abouit.

Not much to look at."

Snolli pulled out hisfar-see glass. "Not s0 bad, close up. Pale, though.” He shifted the focus to Obern.
"Obern seems undamaged, consdering that he fell from a dliff and nearly got eaten by the giant birds.”

Dordan held out his hand for the glass, and Snolli reluctantly handed it to him.
"Wonder wherethey're taking him," the archer said.

"North, to al appearances. Wherever esethat might be, at least helives. We can find out later, when we
have finished our dealings with Prince Horian."

Kasa spat to emphasize hisdispleasure.

Snolli took the glass back, scowling. "Florian. | would not be surprised to learn that our lace-bedecked
Prince has ahand in these doings, somewhere and somehow."

"Itisstrange," Kasal said. "We postpone signing the treaty because we think

Obern isdead, and then Obern shows up, very much alive and under escort northward by the misty man
and awoman with hair so light it isalmost silver-gilt.”

"Our misty man may well bein the Prince's employ.” Snolli folded the glasswith adecisive sngp and got
to hisfeet. The men and their captives—for such they surely were—had by thistime gone far enough
distant that the Sea- Roversrisked little in the way of discovery. "We cannot trust the Prince. That much
iscertain. In my heart of hearts, | fed that he has been decelving us."



Twenty-one

Queen Y sa, despite al her will and resolution, was il not fully recovered from the terrible effects of her
last attempts at spdl-casting. From time to time and unexpectedly, she fdtered in midstep or, suddenly
dizzy, nearly fell from her chair. Her appetite, formerly robust at al times, now came and went.

Wheat, she wondered, had she summoned that it had struck her so hard? She could only hope that her
illness was not a permanent one.

It was enough that the King continued to sink, day by day, and that she wasin no way ready for the
possibility that Prince Florian would take his place.

Florian was at that most awkward age, when he was not yet judged mature enough to rule—he would
never be that, no matter his agel—but wastoo old to have dl his actions approved by a Council of
Regents. And asfor hisbeing guided by his mother—Y salaughed shortly to hersalf. How, she
wondered, could she manage to keep him from the throne. .. unless she had him killed?

She should have shuddered at the very idea, she thought. It was a measure of her utter disdain for the son
she had borne that she did not—indeed, that she lingered over the thought long enough to ponder how it
might best be done and not implicate the one who instigated the deed.

"Theland comesfirg," she said to hersdf, clasping her hands so that her fingers rubbed againgt the Rings.
"Ever the land. We Kings and Queens—aye, and

Princes, too— we come and go, but the land must be preserved.”

A discreet rap a the door to her chamber interrupted her meditations. She looked up, welcoming the
respite from her increasingly gloomy thoughts.

Lady Grisdlaentered. "Lady Marcala has come from Cragden Keep and begs an audience with you,"
shesad deferentidly.

"Bid her enter!" Y sasaid. Thiswas an even more welcome interruption than what she had
expected—some bit of court businessin which she would have had to feign an interest. "Bring warmed
wine and spice cakes, and then leave us aone for awhile."

When Marcdaentered, Y sawas struck once more by the way her Queen of Spies had taken ontherole
of noblewoman so completely that she seemed to have been born to it. Marcala curtsied and then took
the low chair Y saoffered her. She accepted aflagon of hot wine Grisdlla provided and drank gratefully.
"Theair dill hasachill init before noon," she said, "though the afternoons are warm enough. Thank you
for your thoughtfulness."

"Y ou bring cheer and light to the court,” Y sasaid, mindful that Grisellahad not yet closed the door
behind her. "Now, tell me how it goes with our loyd friend, Count Harous."

The door closed with an audible click and Marcalalooked around to make certain that nobody remained
withinto listen. "I have had word that another guest is expected at Cragden Keep," shesaidinalow
voice. "Two, actudly, and both very important. Oneisalady. Count Harous sent aman to tell meto
make ready a guest gpartment.”



"And what isthislady’'s name?'

"l do not know yet, only that Harousis returning from hislatest hunting trip"— she said thewords with a
certain edge of distaste—"and is bringing her back with him. Also, thereis an unknown man with
Harouss party, and hisname| do not know either. But | thought the word of their imminent arrival would
be of interest to you. Then too, | wanted to visit the court and perhaps gain alittle more perspective. |
find that | am longing for Harous's return more than | should.”

"Thereisnothing wrong with that,” Y sasaid soothingly. "After dl, you are young, and heis handsome,
and heis probably the best catchin al of Rendd, if you don't count the Prince.”

Marcaalooked at Y sasharply, and then began to smile. "And, of course. Prince
Horianisfar, far dooveme," she said, laughing.

Yes, Marcalds arrival had brought Y sa some much-needed amusement. "Far above everyone we've yet
proposed for abride,” she said, and thistime, the ladies laughed together.

"I have more news," Marcala said as she helped herself to a spice cake. "But it isonly gossp so far.”
"Tdl it to meanyway."

"I have heard that deep in a hidden room of Cragden Keep, Harous has put certain records under lock
and key—records that he unearthed months ago. Nobody knows exactly what those records are, only
that he goesto this room from time to time and reads through them. It's said they are so dusty that the
entire castle needs cleaning when hesfinished.”

Y sanodded. She had heard much the same thing but had had too much on her mind to devote any time
to investigating the intrigue. ™Y ou must find out what Harous thinksis so important that he must lock it
away. | know that you are ableto do it. Do not be in such haste that you revea what you are about, but
do not delay, either.”

"A little of this| have done dready.”

"Good. Now, in the meantime, share the midday med with the court. Then you must return to Cragden
Keep, for | think it would not bewell if Count Harous found you missing when he came home with these
mysterious strangers.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Marcdasaid. She arose, dropped another curtsy, and left the chamber.

| will go and seetheKing again, Y sathought. With Marcaas vist and the fresh riddles the woman
brought concerning Harouss doings, she felt dmost invigorated once more. Then, her duty doneto
Boroth, she, too, would take amedl, thistimein the Hall, and furthermore, she would eat heartily whether
she wanted to or not. She needed to have the people see her in her strength.

Ashen could not contain her curiosity asthey rode through country totally unfamiliar to her. She could not
even remember having read about such aland, or recal Zazar mentioning it, other than to tell her that
there was an entire world outside the Bale-Bog and to predict that Ashen would someday haveto livein
it. Now that this prediction seemed to be coming true, Ashen knew she must devote hersdlf to learning
theways of thisnew life as quickly aspossble.



Obern, she observed, was not nearly as overawed as she. And yet he, too, gazed about with keen
interest. That meant that he was not totaly unfamiliar with the

Outside, though he did not know this portion of it. She tucked that observation away, to think about it at
some other time.

It wasafair land, she thought, if utterly strangeto her. It was so dry! They could have gone anywhere, it
seemed, and not bein danger from poals, or giant luppers, or the sucking mire. There was, however, a
road, and they kept to that rather than ride crosscountry. She had never seen such aroad before and
knew only the uncertain paths through the Bog that disappeared and regppeared at the caprice of the
water.

Gradually, she redlized that they were passing through places where food was actually being grown, as
opposed to the necessity for people to go out and gather what they needed for the day. She saw men
and women working in fields, and knew that they were cultivating far more than they could est. Where
did the rest go? She answered her own question. To feed others, such as Harous. She could not imagine
this handsome and obvioudy powerful man digging out weedsin an expanse of fair grain.

Theland rose and fell, and though she recognized mountains similar to those that ringed the Bog, she had
never before seen any that belched fire and smoke.

Severd of these lay on the horizon, and now and then afaint tinge of something tainted the air. " Sulfur,”
Harous said when she asked him about it.

Harous seemed agreeably disposed to having her ride near him and to answer many of her questions.
Luckily for Ashen, she was accustomed to having only asingle explanation, if that, from Zazar, and her
memory was excellent. Shetook it dl in thirgtily. Heidentified the weapons she had never seen
before—crossbow, sword, dagger. The armor was called chain mail. It was put together in a pattern
amilar to knitting. She would learn about knitting and other work with needle and thread. Sometimes, in
jousts—yes, hewould show her ajoust later—the chain mail was augmented with plates of metdl.

Ashen redlized, without being told, the benefits of the sort of shirt that she had removed from Obern. He
had caled himsdf a"Sea-Rover." That must mean he was one of agroup of peoplewho lived on, or at
least closeto, that vast body of clean water she had glimpsed from the clifftop. If someone wearing that
kind of armor happened to fall into the water, it would be much easier to free himsdf than with the metal
tunics Harous and his men wore, and thus save himsdlf from drowning. Later, she would find away to
assure Obern that his belongings were safe; at least, she had not seen any of Harous's men carrying them
out of the ruined building that had been her home. She took up her questions again.

No, they were not yet at their destination; she would have afine surprise when they reached it. Yes, it
wasakind of city, smilar to the onein the Bog where she had been living, for it housed many people; it
was sometimes called a castle, sometimes akeep, or astronghold. No, it was not in ruins but whole, and
that was where he lived, with others. No, it was not the greatest one in the land, but possibly the
strongest. Thiswas because his castle, Cragden Keep, wasthe great fortification that defended the
capital city, Rendelsham. It was called that because the country itself was Rendel. No, it was not hisonly
resdence. A hunting lodge lay off to the west, but they were not going there,

Also, he had ahousein the city itsdlf, where he stlayed when there was much businessfor the Council.
The Council once advised the King—the headman—and now advised the Queen, the King'swife. That
was because the King was very ill.



And s0 on. Harous seldom seemed out of patience, but rather, amused by Ashen's curiosity.

"You areindeed going into anew life," hetold her. "I will have tutors—teachers—to help you learn
quickly what you must know, asalady of thisland. And so you are, because of your birth, though you
do not yet redizeit.”

When Ashen ran out of questions temporarily, she dropped back to ride near

Obern, who seemed to be recovering rapidly from his head wounds. "Why are these men of Rendel
taking you with us?' she asked. "'l can understand my being with them; it ismy fate to leave the Bog and
go out into the world, asforetold by my Protector. But your presence with me was only an accident.”

Obern shrugged. "Accident or not, it ssemsto have become my fate aswell. Y ou must have a strong
thread on the Loom, for it drags otherswith it, will or nil."

And then Obern told her about the Loom of the Weavers, and how this belief in the Loom was common
throughout the known world. Ashen listened, fascinated, remembering something of the sort she had
learned from Zazar, and then she sought the same story from Harous. Only afew details differed. "And
yet | perceive that you think of Obern asnot afriend,” shesad.

"Y ou have keen eyes," Harousreplied. "No, heisnot afriend, but heisnot an enemy, ether. | have not
made up my mind about Obern. For the moment, heis someone | have decided to shelter, to see what
will comeof it."

"Likeme?'
"Not exactly.”

And that was as much detail as she could get out of him on that subject among many, a least for the
present. Ashen knew that she liked Obern more, in some ways, than she did Harous, even though
Harous was more polished. She had other matters to occupy her mind, however, for they had now
drawn close enough to

Cragden Keep that it could be sighted on the crown of a hill. Immediately she understood Harous's
sketchy description. Thiswas mountainous country, and her unpracticed eye detected avalley behind a
wall of the heights. Cragden Keep stood at the mouth of that valley, closing it off as securely asany
bundle of reeds ever stopped ajar.

"And the city you spoke of—"

"Rendelsham.”

"Y es, Renddsham. That lies beyond?’

"It dtsatop acrag ingdethevalley. It is strong enough under ordinary circumstances, and the roya
residence even looks like acastle. But it isa castle out of a child's storybook and would never hold if war

cameto thisland.

Y ou can see it from the battlements. That isthe reason for Cragden Kegp—to prevent the city from ever
having to endure the hardships that fighting would bring to it."



Ashen digested thisin silence. Another hour'sride, she estimated, and they would be within Cragden
Keep'swalls, and perhaps she would even catch a glimpse of this storied castle so she could seeit for
hersdlf. By Harous's estimate, they would arrive a mid-afternoon.

All her questions went out of her head, however, asthey approached the keep. It occupied asharp
outthrust of stone and commanded the entire approach to the valley beyond. It had been whitewashed,
though the underlying stones from which it was constructed were beginning to show through, givingit a
curiously homey appearance. All traces of any friendliness vanished, however, asthetravelers came
closer. They climbed a steep ramp, crossed awooden drawbridge over aravine so deep it nearly
stopped one's heart to look down at it, and entered the gatehouse, a structure whose very size and
power made Ashen's heart quiver and her throat threaten to close. It was so long that it formed atunnd;
insde, twilight descended, the gloom lightened by wall torches on either side. Double doors stood wide
open, ready to close and bar. The doors were made of multiple layers of wood, and strengthened with
metdl.

Ashen glanced upward; there in the semi-darkness, two separate constructionslike, and yet unlike, doors
hung overhead, spaced two dozen paces apart and suspended in grooves that had been gouged
specificdly for them. Each had sharp spikes dong the bottom. She nudged her horse to get out from
under one of these enormous, dangerousthings beforeit could fal on her.

"Portcullises," Harous said. He had been watching her, gpparently judging her reactions. "If an invader
comes through the gate, we can trgp him between them and destroy him. They will not come down upon
you by accident. And see here." He pointed out openingsin either wall. Beyond was yet another wall
with smilar openings, and she gasped as she realized that a man with abow could stand protected and
firethrough both wals at an invader, and that hisline of sight would cover dmost the entire passageway.
"And above."

Now she noticed the holesin the ceiling, through which one might drop things upon someone's head,
provided an enemy could even get thisfar. Again, she nudged her horse forward. At the end of the
tunnel, another pair of double doors waited to be closed and barred in their turn. " Surely this great keep
has never fdlen, Count Harous," she said, trying to keep anervous quaver out of her voice.

"Once, in thefar past, through treachery—Ah, now see who has come to meet us.
The messenger | sent ahead did hisduty. It isthefair Lady Marcala.”

Ashen looked up and saw awoman, someone younger and even more beautiful than the person she had
seen when she had so briefly been—where? In the place where

Zazar had been imprisoned in the flame. Marcala approached as Harous helped the girl to dismount.
Tired from riding, Ashen moved alittle siffly, but Marcdawas dl grace and fluidity. Sheworea
wondrous violet-colored dress that rustled when she moved, and awaft of sweet fragrance preceded her
as she came near. Ashen suddenly became aware of her own lupper-skin garments, now shabby and
soiled from the journey, and of the fact that she must smell of horse swest.

Not sweet at al.

"Welcome home, my lord,” Marcdlasaid, smiling. She turned to Ashen. "And who have we here?!

"The guest whose coming you have had foretold, my dear lady. A little



Bog-blossom that | hope you will turn into one of Rendd's finest flowers—never torival you, of course.”
Harous took Marcalas hand and brushed hislips across her fingers. "'l want you two to be friends."

"Asyou command, my lord." Sheturned her smile on Ashen, and suddenly the girl wished with al her
heart that Zazar was here with her, to guide her, for she knew ingtinctively that Marcalawould never be
her friend. And she had never learned the ways of one Outlander woman with another.

R uctantly recognizing that they were—for the moment— severely outmanned by the
Rendelians, Snolli turned his horse toward New Void Keegp once more. At least

Obern was dive and rdatively unharmed. Though how he had survived that kind of fall, from atop acliff
into the Bog, remained a mystery. For the moment, the lad would have to take what came and make the
best of it. Later, when he had learned where Obern had been taken, Snolli could mount a proper rescue
party and demand his son'sreturn, by force of arms. A certain pride in Obern's abilitiesrosein Snolli as
he redlized that he could not have planted a better spy in the midst of the Rendeliansif he had plotted for
weeks. Between him and Harvas, when Harvas escaped as he was bound to do, they would bring back
agood report of how things stood in Rendd . It was dways wise to know your enemy.

Hejerked his head up, roused from histhoughts. An enemy more immediate was presenting itself.

"Bog-men!" Kather said, putting his hand on Snolli'sarm. He pointed. "Looks like thistime they aren't
gaying on their sde of theriver."

And true enough, a party of Bog-dwellers was paddling determinedly toward the place where Snolli and
his men had paused. Six to aboat, Snolli observed. And three boats—

Once more they were outhnumbered, but the superior weaponry the Sea-Rovers carried, plustheir
chain-mail shirts, evened the odds. "Dismount,” Snolli said.

"We might outride them and escape, but being as we could not retrieve Obern, | am itching for afight.”

The grim nods of those with him told him that his men felt the same. By the time the canoes of the
Bog-men grated against the river's edge, the five Sea-Rover warriors had sent Kasal with their horses out
of harm'sway and put themselves into battle order. Grinning behind their shields, they hefted their
weapons in anticipation. Dordan sighted carefully with his bow and dropped the first

Bog-man to set foot on land that was not Bog. The rest began yelling and brandishing their spears, only
to be answered by bellowing war- cries from the

Sea-Rovers. Dordan dung his bow and took up an axe.

Then, even before they could charge, as was their wont, the Bog-men were upon them. Snolli quickly fell
into his accustomed fighting rhythm, though he sorely missed Ob-ern's presence as his backshidd. Kasai,
no fighter, till had aweapon at his disposa. He began drumming, and the insistent, throbbing beat
strengthened the Sea-Rovers even asit dismayed their opponents.

A shell-headed spear struck Snolli on the shoulder and jarred him, though it shattered beforeit could
pierce the Chieftain's surdy armor. He remembered this style of fighting from the reports Obern had
brought back; Bog- men jabbed, and threw only at the last. Thus he could tell that the tide of battle had
turned in the direction of the Sea- Rovers. "Don't let any of them escapeif you can hepit!" heyelled.



The Bog-man who had thrown the spear turned and ran, but Kather struck him down before he could
reach the canoes, obvioudy his destination. Others of the

Bog-warriors were able to scramble into the boats, push themselves away from the river's edge, and
achievetherdative safety of the water.

Kasai ceased hisdrumming. Snolli straightened up and wiped the battle swest from hisforehead. He
glanced at his sword and then cleaned it on arag he took from the body of his latest opponent. Fewer
than half of their attackers had escaped; the remainder lay crumpled upon the makeshift battlefield, proof
of the

Sea-Rovers prowess. One of the Bog-men stood up in acanoe, shaking hisfist and screeching defiance.

"Shall | teach him onelast lesson?' Dordan asked. He had retrieved his bow and now stood at Snalli's
sde, an arrow nocked and ready. A trickle of blood ran down the side of hisface from wherea
shell-edged weapon had nicked hisforehead.

"Helooksliketheir leader. Y es, take him if you can.”
But by thistime, the current had carried the boats swiftly avay from where the

Sea-Rovers stood, and Dor-dan's arrow only lodged in the side of one of the flimsy crafts. The leader
laughed, and the Bog-boats disappeared as the men drove them into one of the innumerable Bog-
streamsthat branched out of theriver itsalf.

Snolli pat. "Another time," he said. Then heturned to look at hismen. "'Is anybody badly hurt?’

"Just scratches," Kather said carelessy. "We hardly had time to get us a proper heat before they broke
andran.”

Snalli grinned mirthlessy, admiring the fighting spirit of the menwith him.

"They were sout enough. If they had proper equipment, we would have fared far worse. Let's go home,"
he said, "for we have plenty to keep us occupied there while we wait for Obem to return.” He turned to
Kasal. "Make note. When we are at New Void Keep, | want to send two of our ships out to seeif there
are any more refugees from the north. | have afedling that before thisis over, we are going to need al the
men with usthat we can muger.”

Twenty-two

Queen Y sals many informants began bringing information to her about rumors of incursonsfrom the
Bde-Bog. Theseincidents became increasingly serious as fighting broke out between Rendelians and
Bog-men, not dwaysto the credit of the Rendelians. At first these raids occurred closeto theriver's
banks, and then they began edging ever farther into the countryside. More than once, good fanners,
untrained in arms, had been the targets of those whaose proper place until now had been the confines of
the Bae-Bog.

Worsg, the fire-mountains rumbled even more ominoudy. Therewas afeding of anticipation in theair, as
if an old evil far away to the north had avakened and was now on the move. The three troublesome
windowsin the Grest Fane of the



Glowing began to change more rapidly. The shadow in the milky-white window stirred, asif something
was rising from the snow, and what was reveded caused

Queen Ysato order acurtain put over it.
She cdled a Council meseting at once. Five of the seven were close a hand. Only

Erft, pleading hisyears, had not cometo the city to attend the King's dying, and Harous was, as usud,
missing because of one of his mysterious outings. Both men, however, had sent deputies—Edgard for
Erft, and Chevin for Harous. Y sa occupied the chair at one end of the table; as head of the Council,
Royance st at the other end, opposite her.

Royance cdlled for amap, which was aready marked with pins a the places where the raids had
occurred. The pattern was immediately apparent; the Bog-men ventured perhaps aleague and a half
beyond the river's edge. But there was nothing to guarantee that, embol dened, they would not go farther,
giventime,

"We must begin sending out patrols,” Y sasaid. " This cannot be alowed to continue. And | expect dl of
you to respond. Thisisnot alocal matter. Ever since anybody can remember, the men of the Bale- Bog
have aways stayed in their place. However, once they are out, there is nothing to say they can't overrun
us should that become their intent. Our good countrymen are al but hel pless before them.”

"Agreed, Your Mgesty," Gattor said lazily. "1 can supply ten mounted men from my retainers.”

"And |, speaking for my master, Erft, can send twenty. Also, we can supply horses for those who have
none. Rowanwald has aways been the home of good horseflesh.” Edgard |ooked around the table with
more than atouch of pride.

"The brunt of the attacks have been against Oak-lands, which are protected by

Count Harous," Chevin said. "Ashislieutenant, | am authorized to pledge as many of hismen asare
needed for this enterprise. Also, | am authorized to offer those from other holdings aplace at Cragden
Keep for both bed and table during the course of thisaction.”

The other Council members nodded, and Jakar of Va-caster spoke for al. "Thiswill ease the problems
of barracking. Inreturn, | pledge to send food and other provisonsto maintain the dozen men | will
provide."

"All must be under the command of Count Harous, or, in his absence, mysdf,”

Chevin sad. "Otherwise, wewill bein chaos."

The other members of the Council nodded in approva, and Y safelt acertain tenson ease. Good, she
thought. That makesit easier to direct the patrols.

Perhapsthisthreat had united the ordinarily quarrelsome nobles enough that none would takeit asan
opportunity to snatch some advantage for himsdlf.

"Let usremember that our god isto chase away the Bog-men and not necessarily to kill them,” said
Liffen of Lerkland. He was from one of the affiliated



Families of the all-but-extinct House of Ash. Y sahad no reason to like or trust him, but hiswordswere
wise,

"| agree," Royance said. "L et us not fan aflame we may not be able to extinguish. But if the Bog-men
decide that they are our open enemies, there will be time enough to act.”

Y salet her mind wander while the Council began plotting out the generd outlines of what, despite the
conciliatory words, was shaping to be awar between Rendd and the Bale-Bog. Harouss retainers
would make up the mgjority of those who went out to chase away—and sometimes to fight—the
Bog-men. This meant that Harous himsalf would frequently bein the field and, as usud, absent from the
daily life a the court. He was never oneto lead from the rear. With hisinfluence lightened, and with her
Queen of Spiesat work, Ysafdt safein putting the problem of Harous's guest into the back of her mind,
to think about at another time. This guest posed no threst, at least not for the moment, whereasthe
radersdid.

Later, if it seemed advisable, Y sacould, as the saying went, "do something” about this miserable
half-breed Bog-wench Harous had brought back with him as a souvenir from one of his many mysterious
expeditions. Ysasmiled to hersdlf. It was whispered that the Queen of Spieswas not above alittlelight
assassination from timeto time, if shewere paid well enough. And her location wasidedl.

Too ided? Y sathought for amoment. Perhaps, if it cameto that, it should be someone else, and she
should leave Marcdaout of it. She had plenty of other resourcesto draw on for this sort of work.
Resources that, once used, were expendable. ..

Yes. Later, aknifein the night, or a poisoned cup, al while Marcalawas conspicuoudy esewhere. The
Queen of Spieswasfar too vauablefor Y sato squander her in the dimination of amere haf-Ash,
half-Bog bastard of aformer rival. A deadrivd, at that.

So thinking, the Queen dismissed the entire matter and brought the Council's atention to other problems
the Bog-men were cresating, problems overlooked in then-pleasant discussions of war. Wherethe
Bog-men raided, they also burned, and if this were not brought into check soon, Rendel might facea
shortage of food.

"Thank you for mentioning this, Y our Mgesty,” Roy-ance said. He bowed hissivery head in
acknowledgment. "We must consider the wisdom of taking this disagreement back to the Bale-Bog itself.
If they are confined there as before, they will not be destroying our lands."

"And in the Bog, thereis nothing worth saving anyway," Gattor said. The others laughed.

Ashen'sworld became one of wondrous new clothing, frothy white linen, bathsin tubsfull of water
scented with rose oil—and sogp!—and avariety of foodstuffs that she had never even heard of, let done
tasted. All thoughts of Obern, of the Bog, and even of Zazar, retreated from the front of her mind as she
began to comprehend how much she needed to learn for her new life. When shewas not at her lessons,
shewent for walks along the walls of Crag-den Keep, and sometimes for rides out into the countryside.
Most of thetime, her companion on these rideswas Lady Marcala, but occasiondly, when hewasin
residence at Cragden

Keep, it would be Harous. She found hersdlf looking forward to these outings with more than ordinary
anticipation.



At firgt, she thought they might even go into the wondrous, gleaming- white city that, as Harous had told
her, occupied an outthrust of rock deep inthevalley.

Not yet, both Marcalaand Harous told her. That time would be determined by how swiftly she learned
to behave as befitted her gationin life.

Each morning brought a new gift, sent from Harous. One of the first was adress made of ablue Stuff that,
like so many of Marcalas dresses, rustled most enchantingly when she moved. At first, Ashen was
appalled at seeing how the dress was cut into such a deep vee that it reached the point where the skirt
was attached to the bodice. Marcaas garments displayed no such immodesty, having afroth of whiteto
fill in the neckline. But then Marcala showed Ashen the secret of how dresses were worn over yet
another garment, cut much more modestly.

These underdresses—in summer made of crisp, lace-bedecked linen, in winter of pure, delicate
wool—proclaimed their owner's socia station as clearly as did the ornate overdresses. The longer the
garment and the more opulent the fabric, the higher the status of the wearer. Marcalas dress swept the
floor, asdid

Ashen's.

Along with more dresses came shoes to match them, and a gift of pinsfor the hair that arrivedina
jewdry coffer. Ashen immediately placed theiridescent bracelet she had found in the coffer, where it was
joined by other trinkets she received. There aso she put the power-stone and hearth-guide for
safekesping.

Harous sent toilette articles, including the first real mirror Ashen had ever seen, and a pot of rouge, which
Marcaashowed her how to apply. She received embroidery materialsthat she wasimmediately set to
learning how to user and abottle of perfume that Marcaatold her was made from certain blue flowers.
Each morning brought a new token, until Ashen was moved to protest.

"Marcaa, thisistoo much!" she exclaimed as she held up apair of golden earrings set with tiny blue
gonesthat gleamed in themorning light. "'l fed embarrassed by it dl.”

"Oh, that isHarouss way," Marcala said. Shetossed her head and Ashen noticed the earrings Marcaa
was wearing—somewhat larger and more ornate than hers, and the ssoneswere purple. "Heisvery
generousto al hisfavored guedts.”

"That you arefavored isobvious," Ashen said with conscioustact. "But why am

|?'
"There are reasons that will come clear toyou intime.”

Ashen hit back the question on her lips—how long would it take before all was made clear?—in favor of
ashow of meekness. This had proven to be the best course to take with the other woman. "Asyou say,
Marcda. | am very grateful for al you have shown me dready. | must be agresat trid to you, as untutored
asl am."

"Itisnothing,” Marcdasaid with ashrug. "Now, | have had a place set up in your chamber with alittle
dish of fruit. Let us practice table manners, and later we will go down into the Hall for thered med. Be
sureto put the ngpkinin your lap as | have taught you, so that you will keep your dress clean.”



There was so much to learn. Washing oné's fingers and drying them on the napkin but never with the
tablecloth. Bread trenchersin the plates, to catch the juices from the meat. And one must cut the bread
with one's knife—another morning gift from Harous, an eating dagger set with blue stonesin the hilt—and
not with the fingers. In the mornings, you ate your porridge with aspoon, and did not |leave the spoonin
the bowl. Nor did you lean your elbows on the table, nor did you ever dip the meeat in the saltcdllar. All
bites were conveyed to the mouth with the eating dagger, not with fingers, and even cheese—ared
delicacy!— was cut into smdll bitsfirst, and then esten.

The early strawberrieswere just coming into season, and these were in the bowl of fruit Marcalahad
provided for practice. When Ashen tasted her first one, she amost forgot everything Marcaa had taught
her about manners, so strong was her desire to stuff her mouth full of the delectable fruit.

"Later intheyear," Marcdasaid with afrosty amile, "there will be apples and pearsto eat.”

"Axethey asddicious as strawberries?’

"Inther ownway."

Grudgingly, Ashen thought, Marcala pronounced her fit to join the keep's retainers down in the Hall for
the midday meal. "And since you have dready gorged yourself on berries, you won't run therisk of
disgracing usdl by gobbling the mest.”

Ashen searched in vain for atrace of friendly teasing in Marcaastone, though the other smiled.
Harouss chair at the head table was empty, as usua. Marcalatook the sedt to the right, and Ashen the
oneto the left. She caught sight of Obem, well down one of the other tables that lined the great Hall, and
smiled and waved to him.

When she could, she sent a page with a message that she wanted to see him. He rose from his place at
once and gpproached. Hisinjured arm was till in ading but from the way he moved, she knew it did not
panhim.

"Y our armor and your sword are, asfar as| know, still safe,” shetold him. "I folded your chain mail and
&t it asde. Those who... who took us away did not even look for it, | think. They werein much haste.”

"Thank you, Ashen," hesaid. "Lady Ashen. | amrelieved to hear it. That wasa
Rinbell sword—counted very fine, very vauable, anong my people.”
"Perhapsyou can go and find it later.”

"Perhaps. | thank you again." Then he returned to his place at the lower table.
Marcalawatched al thiswith keen interest, but she said nothing.

After the med, the ladies went back upgtairs, where they cleaned their teeth with green hazd twigs. At
least thiswas nothing new, for Ashen had been performing thisritua ever since she could remember.

Asthe days passed, she learned about cabbage and onions, lentils and peas, beans and millet. She began
to enjoy beef and mutton made into pastries, and potages of meat scraps stewed with vegetables. She



learned that in thisworld one ate alight breakfast of bread or porridge with ae or watered wine at first
dawn. She much preferred the diluted wine to the tart le. Then camelessons, and a midday, thelarge
meal. Supper was at dusk, and sometimes, what was caled arere-supper followed—an occasion for
much carousing and gluttony. Ashen retired, along with Marcaa, at such times. However, she noted that
Obern stayed in the Hall, apparently having made friends among Harous's men.

Some women did stay for the rere-supper, Marcalatold her. "Thereis always an occasion for flirting and
courtship. And also thereisthe music and dancing.”

"Musgc!" Ashensad. "What isthat?"

And S0, in the afternoons, she learned about music, and aso about dancing from one of Harous's
persond servants who was noted for having alight foot. Music became dmost a passon with her, asif it
filled an empty placein her soul she had never known existed. These lessons were the most enjoyable of

ay.

At night, sheretired in her own room in her own apartment to her own bed—a curtained enclosure that
shehad dl to hersdlf, aluxury she never tired of.

Before going to deep, Ashen would fix her mind on Zazar, wondering wherethe

Wysen-wyf was, what she was doing, if she ever wondered how her charge wasfaring. "Zazar, if only |
could talk to you, listen to your wisdom," she murmured.

Sometimes she dreamed of her daysin the Bale-Bog, and once in the dream, Zazar appeared, repesting
the words she had spoken to Ashen just before they set out for the ruined city, Gdinth. "Thisisthe path

that only you will wak henceforth.” She added, "I have much to occupy me now." Then she faded from

Sght.

The dream reassured Ashen, even asit |eft her with unanswered questions. And the days passed in
Cragden Keep, one after another. Always, when she awoke at first light, there would be yet another
guest-gift from Harous.

One morning this proved to be a gift so specid that he brought it to her himself rather than entrusting it to
aservant. It was thefirgt time she had seen him except at a distance since coming to Cragden Keep. He
wore an eaborately embroidered surcoat with wide, loose deeves, much different from the fighting gear
inwhich she had first seen him. And much more handsome aswell.

"Oh!" Ashen breathed as she opened the package and lifted out a golden necklace.

It was an ornament—agold circle, set with agleaming blue sone like those in her earrings. On either
Sde, agold chain, set with smaler stones, was attached so it would hang evenly. Immediately she sarted
to fasten it around her neck, but was baffled by the clasp. Haroustook over the task, lifting her hair aside
todoit.

"There now," he said. He turned her toward her mirror. "Look. It suitsyou, even as| thought it would."

And indeed, it looked very fine around her neck. She touched the trinket gently.

"Did you have thismade?'



"Inaway. It isvery, very old—when you take it off again, you will see on the back the marks that show
it was once abrooch. When | found it, it was broken and almost ruined.” He held out some fragments of
adull blue stone. "'l replaced the old gem with the sapphire. Thisislapis, | think. Y ou may haveit if you
wantit."

Wondering, Ashen took the bits of Iapisfrom him and set them on atable. "But how did you know—"

"l read widdly, and study, and remember." He took acarved amulet out of his doublet, where it hung on
adgtring. "And | have powers such as you might be familiar with. Do you recognize this?'

Ashen reached out one hand, but dared not touch. "It looks amost like something my Protector might—"

"Protector? Y ou mean Zazar?' Helaughed at her surprise. "Oh, yes, | know Zazar well. Infact, it was
shewho sent meto find you in the ruined city beforethe

Bog-men could kill you."

"Then you must have been one of the shadowy oneswho used to cometo Zazar in the night. She dways
sent me to bed, but sometimes| saw anyway."

"Aye. | have vidted Zazar often. We know each other well. Y ou would be wise to obey mein al things,
even asyou trusted her.”

Ashen bowed her head, remembering the mist she had seen surrounding him. Only

Zazar could have supplied him with the power-stone—unlike the one Ashen had worn, but with smilar
properties. "Yes, Lord Harous."

"Good. Now, back to your necklace. Thisisasymbol of the once-great Family to which you belong. |
had the jeweler repair it as much as possible and still keep the worn look that showsit to be a Family
heirloom. Observe the design.”

Ashen looked again into the mirror. " There seemsto be aflame rising from the sapphire—oh, | seel Itis
avess, like gar. And thereiswriting around the circle—"

"Yes. Itiswhat iscaled acanting pun. ‘Without flame, there canbeno Ash.'

What it meansisthat in members of the Ash Family there burns a bright flame—some members are
aflame with loydty, some with ambition, some with passion.” He kissed her neck.

Startled, Ashen watched her cheeks grow red. "Th-thank you, Lord Harous," she managed to say.
"Thank you for your courtesy.”

"Your har isfair, theway they say your mother'swas. Blonde, o light it looks amost silver. Sheworeit
loose, the way you do."

"My mother? Did you know my mother?"
"No, but there are stories. It was said she was very beautiful. Y ou must look alot like her.”

Confused and speechless, Ashen turned away. She did not know what to make of this new aspect



Harous was presenting to her, except that it caused a fresh thought to come into her mind. What was his
red motivein al he had done?

Friend of Zazar or not, surely all thiswas not out of some goodness of heart.

He must expect something of her, and perhaps something she did not want toyield. "I anasl am,” she
sad. "1 do not think of mysdf as beautiful—"

"But you do not object if | do?" She shook her head. "No, | do not object.”

L ater, she put the pieces of lapisinto the jewelry coffer dong with the other treasures she was
accumulating.

That day Marcaawas very hard to please with her lessons, and Ashen realized at last what was driving
her. The woman wasjedous. But how could she convince

Marcaathat she had nothing to fear? Ashen admired Harous, of course, but she knew that her station,
such asit was, wasfar beneath him. After al, washe not agresat lord in thisland? And was she but a
guest in his house?—dependent on him for even the food she put in her mouth, let done the beautiful
clothing she wore. How much higher above her must be the fabul ous beings who dwelt in the wondrous
cadtle farther up the valley, the one she could see from Cragden Keep wadlls, gleaming in the light?

The morning after their arrival at the keep, Harous had sent his private physician to see to Obern. Though
he judged himsalf an unexpected and perhaps unwel come guest, Obern knew that his captor was
intelligent enough to make as good use of him aswas possible. Thusit was only good sense for Harous
to ensure that Obern would be restored to health.

The physician had removed the splint Ashen had put on his broken arm, replaced it with another, clucked
his tongue over the nearly healed cut on Obern's head, rubbed it with amaodorous save that made
Obern wish for the flower- scented potion Ashen had used, and packed up hiskit. "Considering the
rough treatment you've had, and tended by one not trained in the hedling arts, you're recovering
remarkably well," the physcian said, atrifle disdainfully. "Perhapsit's because of your excdllent
condtitution.”

Obern forbore to mention that it might have been also because the one not trained in the healing arts had,
nevertheless, askill that could not be ingtilled from without. Now, with clothing supplied to him and
nothing to do but finish the hedling process, time began to hang heavy on hishands.

Hetook to joining Harouss men at their meals, and to following them out onto the practice-yard where
they honed their weaponry skills. In off- moments, he joined them at their games, discovering that one of
their favorites, aboard game using men and kings, was not far different from one he had dways enjoyed.

Before long, he had struck up severa acquaintanceships, and hissojournin

Harous's keep became much more pleasant. One of these acquaintances was Raise, who had been
among those in the party when Obern and Ashen had been taken, and there was Ehern aswell.

"Hope you bear me no hard feelings,” Raise told Obern. "Following orders."

"I don't bear grudges,” Obern said. He grinned. "I get even.”



Ehern laughed. "Me, too. | like you, stranger. Where did you say you come from?"

And so Obern found himsdif telling his new friends about the Lizard- riders, about the warfarein the
northern lands, and about the flight for their very lives when they had found the deserted keep and taken
it for their own.

"Whew!" Raise said when he had finished. "No wonder you were so tough on the journey here!
Anybody else with a broken arm and a couple of hard knocks to the head would have been alitter case.”

"Sea-Rovers are not onesto cry over afew bruises."

"Nor much ese, | warrant." Ehern looked a Obern with an appraising eye. “Too bad you're under house
arrest. We could use you out on patrol.”

"Petrol?'

"Aye. The Boggies have taken to crossing the river, now that we were kind enough to teach ‘em how—"
Raise grimaced and spat "—and they are making aright mess of things over on thisside. Lord Harous,
along with other of the nobles, hasto send out patrols to chase 'em back. Y ou may have noted how
crowded we are in the barracks these days, deeping three to a bed.”

Obern digested thisin silence. "Then," he said at length, "even after I'm headled, | couldn't go on patrol
with you?1'd be glad of the chanceto get out into the open air again."”

"You'll have to take that up with the Count,” Raise said. "Asfor me, I'd be glad of your company. Y ou
seem to be agood sort. But ordersis orders.”

And so Obern bided histime, waiting. Once, he sent a petition to Count Harous, asking for an audience,
but the reply put him off. He wasn't refused out of hand, but the Count had far too many things on his
mind currently to give Obern, his honored "guest,” an audience long enough for courtesy. Obern must
wait.

Wait he did. Occasionally, he caught sight of Ashen, at the noonday meal and sometimes at supper. He
was glad when shetold him that his mail shirt and the precious Rinbell sword were safe, or as safe as
they might be, hidden in the ruins where he and she had been captured. But he was gladder still when she
smiled and waved to him. It was Ashen hersdlf that interested him more, to his surprise, for a Sea-Rover
vaued hiswegpons above dl.

She grew more beautiful by the day. Someone had taught her how to do her hair so that it fell inabright
shimmer halfway down her back. Her complexion glowed; her cheeks and lips bloomed pink. And the
clothes that she wore were enough to make any man look more than twice a her. Obern was happy to
look more times than that. She had, he must admit, caught hiseye. Guiltily, he remembered

Neave, and their small son. Those were the ones he should be thinking about. And yet, Ashenfilled his
thoughts.

Twenty-three
The patrols sent out regularly from Cragden Keep began to have an effect on the

Bog-men'sraiding. They seemed not nearly so eager to burn honest farmers holdings, or to cut down



any Rendelian who had the misfortune to come in contact with them. And yet, Queen Y sawas reluctant
to issue ordersthat the patrols be lessened, or even discontinued.

Other word coming to her from Cragden Keep was not so reassuring. Every three days or so, Marcaa
found the opportunity to visit and relay what she waslearning about the girl, Ashen, whom Harous was
training—for what?

Y sahad to admit that the best time for doing away with thisinterloper had passed, thanks to the raids of
the Bog-men and the growing knowledge of the imminence of danger from the north. Enough people
knew about Ashen's existence by now that should anything untoward happen to her, the finger of
suspicion would point immediately in the Queen's direction. Now Harous, she was sure, would defend
the girl, even againg the Queen. If only she had issued ordersto diminate this upstart upon first learning
of her existence! Wdll, another time would come eventudly, and with it, the opportunity. Shefound a
certain sustaining hope in the enmity that Marcalahad for the girl. Not that she blamed her. Half-breed
though she might be, still, Ashen wasfemae, and Marcalaknew about the dark ways of men and the
unknown and the forbidden. This could be put to use later.

"I know that Harous intends to marry that pale, waterlogged little chit,”

Marcaasaid again. She had been voicing that opinion on every journey to Y sas chambers since shortly
after Ashen'sarrival. Today she was actudly weeping.

"Why else would he be treating her as he does?"
"Now, now," the Queen said soothingly. "It isyou he loves. | am sure of it.”

Sheredlized her potentia error immediately, but it was too late to take back the words. Fortunately,
Marcaadidn't seem to notice. Perhaps the Queen of

Spieswas too rapt in her own emotionsto redlize that Y sa had had more than a small measure of
influence in making certain of Harouss regard for her, and hersfor Harous.

Stll, Ysahad to admit that Marcalas fears were far from baseless. Her spell-casting had ensured that
Harouslove Marcdaand that Marcaalove himin return, but with the Count, his ambition would dways
comefirst. Ashen's heritage might be dubious, but half-breed or not, she was the heiress of the

House of Ash. Thus she was valuable because of her claim to the Ashenhold, where the Sea-Rovers now
resided. Harous would be perfectly capable of wedding Ashen, despite her unworthiness, and keeping
Marcdaas hisleman. With atwigt of her lips, Y sathought about her own situation and of how Boroth
had come to prefer coarse serving-wenches to her own well-bred beauty. Oh, yes, she knew how such
things were oh-so-conveniently arranged.

"She's awkward, and she had no manners before | took her in hand," Marcdlla continued. "Her dreadful
dothing.

Her hair was adisgrace, and her complexion—Shall | describe her to you?"

"No," the Queen said, repressing a shudder. That wasthe last thing she wanted to hear. "Believe me
when | tell you that | will do everything in my power to seeto it that Harous's infatuation with this Bog-
creature goes no further than the friendship he damsit to be. And you can believe medso when | tl
you that my influenceisnot asmal one."



"I am grateful, Y our Mgesty." Marcaladabbed a her eyes with afindy embroidered handkerchief.
"Now, turn your mind to matters more useful to me. This man who was captured with. .. with Ashen.”
The Queen ssumbled over the haf-breed wench's name. Well, she might aswell get used to saying it, at
least for the present. Tel me about him.”

"Oh, heis nobody of consequence,” Marcalasaid with ashrug. "He saysheisa

Sea-Rover. He dso claimsto be the son of the leader, but heis probably lying about that.”

"Perhaps. Perhaps not. Ishislifein danger?'

"No. Harous has been as careful with him asheis about Ashen. Both receive the tenderest of attention.”

"Then the man has nothing to fear asfar ashislifeis concerned. Thus he haslittlereasontolie. Let us
suppose thet this stranger—what did you say hisnameis?’

"Obern."

"L et us suppose that this Obern iswho he saysheis, and that the girl saved hislife. We have her, and we
have him—at least Harous does, and | don't think he will test hisloyalty to the Crown by defying usif we
decide we have other plansfor them. Not if we are careful about it. | will have to make it amatter for the
Council, | think. Even Harouswould not defy them.”

"Do youthink not?"

Y sagazed upon her Queen of Spieswith great fondness, not the least element of which wasthe total
reliance on her that Marcalawas now exhibiting. Heretofore,

Marcala had been just a shade too independent, too much her own person. Now she depended upon
Y s, and that the Queen found very gratifying. And Marcala had handed her another tool to use at her
discretion. Now she would have to decide what use to make of this Obern.

"l know s0," Y'sasaid with confidence. "In fact—Will you be missed at Cragden
Keep for another hour or s0?"

"No. Harous is out with one of the patrols, and Ashen will be occupied most of the day with music

lessons.”

The Queen nearly strangled with hidden laughter over the thought of this uncouth creature srumming a
Iute, or, by the Wraith of Kambar, dancing! But she kept herself under control. "Good. | will summon
Royance and you will tell him what you have told me. Also, you will answer any questionsthat he hasfor
you. Then wewill decide what we shdl do."

While the women awaited the arrivad of the head of the Council, Marcalatook the opportunity to attend
to her appearance, wiping away al traces of tears. Y sanoted that her vanity still dictated that she appear
as attractive as possible to men, regardless of her fedings for Harous.

AsMarcalardated her story to Royance, his silvery eyebrows rose higher and higher until it seemed they



might amost disappear into hishairline.

"Thisisvery tangled newsindeed," he said when Marcaahad finished. "And you are sure of dl this?'
"When | was not occupied in my role of tutor, | had free time on my hands. There are certain books and
records that Lord Harous has hidden away in aroom deep in one of the towers, and out of curiosty, |
have looked at them. He has places marked that are of specia interest. One is the complete genealogy of
the House of Ash, showing the line of Kings. Another concernsthe sgnsand symbols of al the great
Houses, dong with their mottoes and their devices, and ahistory of al four. Our gracious Queen—" she

bowed her head to Ysa"—isinit, aswell asour King, dating from the time when they were both mere
babes. The Princeisnot mentioned, of course, for his birth was past the time of this book."

"Interesting, but not of consequence concerning this girl'sidentity. Her nameis Ashen, but that proves
nothing. Did you not say shewas reared by Zazar, in the Bae-Bog? There have long been strange
rumors about that one. Her interest could be no more than some kind of japery.”

"One might think so, if it were not for the girl's gppearance,” Marcalasaid.

"In these records there are several miniatures bearing likeness to Ash women.

The resemblancein thisgirl's features and coloring is striking. It is plain that sheis, indeed, a descendant
of theHouse of Ash.”

Royance turned to Y sa. "The probable time of her birth coincides with the departure of a certain other
Ashwoman, Your Mgesty. I'm certain you remember the incident.”

"l do," the Queen said, through gritted teeth.
"It was thought at the time that Ash had destroyed Ash. The reports made much of

Ash arrows found, and there had been much internal gtrife in the House. The man who brought back the
newswas Lord Lackel of the House Troops of Her Gracious

Ladyship the Queen, as| recdl. Isthat not correct?'

"Yes. | sent him because of that very rumor of great conflict between one branch of the House and
another. Asyou know, it isonly prudent to stop such before it can erupt into open civil war—though, as
it turned out, it wastoo late.”

"l have aways wondered. What would you have done had Lacked found the Lady

Aldithabefore her own kindred did?’

Y sawas prepared for this question, having quickly seen the direction Royance'sinquiry was heading.
"My Lord the King was concerned about Lady Alditha's safety. And so, ashisloya wife, wasl."

"Even though the rumor wasthat Lady Alditha carried Boroth's child?!
Y sashrugged with what she hoped was a believable carelessness. She wasfinding it gratifying to say

openly what she had deduced sometime ago. "Rumors are not facts, my lord. | believe that the
circumstances of Lady Alditha's death at the hands of her own kindred pointed rather to something



darker—a forbidden entanglement with someone of her own Family. Or perhaps she had formed a
connection with aservant or someone el se equaly baseborn. However, upon pondering the problem, |
now think it most likely to have been one of those debaucheries afew of our people sometimes embark
on, when, it isrumored, they go to the Bog seeking pleasure. After dl, it wasto the Bog shewas
returning and, | think, to her lover. | believe the new Ash heiressis nothing but a haf-breed, and it was
for thisreason that the Lady Al-dithawaskilled.”

The Queen's statement filled the chamber with a presence that was almost palpable. Royance grimaced
with distaste. "L et it not be so, Your Mgesty.”

The Queen waved her hand, and then clasped both in such away that the Rings were visible. "After so
many years, doesit even matter? Thereisawench, and she seemsto be of Ash blood. At least half, that
is Thisisdl thet iscertain."

"Then you deny that sheis of Boroth's getting?”

Y saknew that her next words must be carefully chosen. "1 must, my lord. Boroth may have had an eye
for other women, but he was not stupid. To have formed atender aliance with such ahighborn lady,
especidly after having married me, would have been asking for open insurrection. If you count back, this
girl must have been born when the King and | were but newly married, ayear or less. Infact, | must have
been quick with Florian at that time. The King was very solicitous of me, for | carried hisheir. Doesiit
make sense that a newly wedded husband, with hiswife carrying his child, would have been engaged in
such adaliance? No, my lord, | submit that it does not. | say that the wench's Sire was a Bog-man. How
€else could she have survived where Outlanders are killed on sight?”

She sat back, looking closdaly at Royance to judge the effect her words had had on him.

Hesghed. "I must admit that what Y our Mg esty says does make sense. But | think also thet thereis ill
more to be learned before the matter can be closed.”

"It isof no consequence, if you are concerned about the possibility of another heir besides Florian. Even
if thisgirl, Ashen, had been sired by my husband—uwhich | deny—she could never be anything more than
aroyal bastard. But, as| said, | do rgject such a heritage.” Then she brought out what she hoped was her
strongest argument, one she had been saving for this moment. "'If she were of

Boroth's getting, why would Zazar not have brought her forward long before now?"

"That isaquestion for which | have no answer,” Royance said. "L et me do some thinking on this matter in
private." He turned to Marcaa. "'In the meantime, be not afraid, my dear. It isplain to me that you are the
best match for Harous.

If thisgirl isnot aroyd bastard, then her uncertain heritage does not qualify her for marriageto such a
high noble asHarous, and | will press my influence on the Council toward thisdecison. If thisgirl isa
roya bastard, then her blood makes her too important for any of our peerage to marry—with the
exception of Forian, and thisisaso forbidden, for they would be haf- brother and hdf-sster. And | will
S0 say to the Council if this provesto bethe case”

The Queen rose, sgnaling that the audience was concluded. "I knew | could rely on your wisdom and
experience, my lord,” she said, offering her fingersfor

Royanceto kiss. "I know that both the Lady Marcaaand | are very much relieved to know that the



matter isnow out of our hands and into yours."

He bowed himsdlf out, and Y saand Marcalalooked at each other for along moment.
"Wdl," Marcdasad a lagt. "That is something new.

| hadn't thought about the possibility of Ashen being Bor-oth's child.”

"Nor should you think onit further,” Ysasaid firmly. "The matter is closed.

Ashen's mother was awhore. It doesn't matter who it was, among many. Now, get you back to Cragden
Keep. And do not mention any of thisto Harous."

Marcaaraised one eyebrow. "Naturaly not. Heis aways the one who likes to be thefirst to know
everything. | will enjoy it when he discoversthat thistime at least, heisnot."

Then she, too, took her leave of the Queen. Y sa paced back and forth in her chamber, too restlessto st
and think quietly. Her worst fears seemed on the verge of coming true. Despite what she had told
Royance, she knew that it would be easy to claim that this girl, Ashen, was Bor-oth's daughter and,
further, to put forth the case that she was morefit for the success on than Florian. There were those who
might find that such an offspring—bastard as she was—could be even superior. After dl, she had been
born before the Prince was, and even though not legitimate, she would then be able to claim royal blood
from both sides, as Florian could not. Also, she was the undoubted heiress of the

Ashenhold, if shewanted to pursue matters.

Dangerous, dangerous. And despite the danger the girl presented, she was too dangerous to remove.

Y saput her handsto her temples, where athrobbing ache threstened to make her physicaly ill. Why
hadn't she done something about this upstart earlier? Why had the Bog-men begun raiding into Rendel
territory now, of al times? 1t was only thisdistraction that had prevented her from turning her attention to
thisawkward situation.

She touched the Ringsfor comfort. "Oak, Yew, Ash, and Rowan," she murmured.

"Help menow."

Royance came away from hisinterview with the Queen and Lady Marcadaa sorely troubled man. He
could not shake thefedling that Y sahad not been entirely open and candid with him. He went to histown
house and sent messengers out to call various peoplein for interviews.

When Lackel had been brought into his presence, he questioned him sharply. The one-time leader of the
Queen's House Troops, now retired because of an injury, retained much of hisold loyaty. Nevertheless,
he related the story of that dreadful, ssormy night when he had found Ash warriorslying stark with Ash
arrows il quivering in them, and of how he had sighted the boat out in the murk, and the body that had
dipped into the water and disappeared.

"| thought that was the one we were seeking, my lord," he told Royance. "And so

| reported it.”

"You did well, Lackel, and no shame to you. Thank you."



Others of those who had been in Lackel's company, when brought into Royance's presence, told much
the same story. So much was certain, and no more.

Royance decided to pay avigt to Harous. As soon as one of his men brought word that the lord of
Cragden Keep had returned from patrol, he made the short journey and was admitted into Harous's inner
chamber a once.

"I would like to meet your guest,” Royance said after the courtesies had been satisfied. "Lady Marcala
has told me much about her. Also, the Queenisinterested.”

"Sheisat her sudiesjust now. But | can arrange ameeting with her later.”

"Isit true that you took her out of the Bog?"

"Yes. Asyou know, | am interested in many things, and when | heard about ayoung girl who isnot of the
Bog, yet living there, | knew | had to solve thisriddle. And so | became acquainted with Zazar, of whom
| think you have heard.”

"Y es, the Wysen-wyf. Almost everyonein al of Rendel has heard of her.”

"And, | daresay, employed her services. Wdll, | went to see Zazar, and during the course of other
business, | caught aglimpse of thisvery girl who wasthe subject of the rumor.” Absently, Harous
fingered a pendant he brought out of his doublet. "Later, | would have gone back for her, but Zazar had
hidden her. | had quite atime of it, finding the hiding place. But | did, and | brought her back here, to
where she belongs."

"l see," Royance said. "And what are your plansfor her now?"

"First, we must be certain of who sheis. That sheisof the House of Ash seems certain; thestamp of it is
al over her. But who her parentswereislesssure.

| believe her mother to have been the Lady Alditha, who perished under mysterious circumstances.”

"| am aware of those circumstances. And her father?"

"Asyet unknown."

"A Bog-man?'

"Definitdy not."

Royance sat thinking for amoment. "Would you agreeto let the Council question thisgirl?"

"If you request it, then so shdll it be done.™

"It could be that she holds more in her memory than we yet know." Royance got to hisfeet. TheKingis
closeto death. Y ou should temporarily move to your town house, for it would be most unseemly if you

were absent when it comestime to proclaim Forian as our King.”

Harous made agrimace of distaste.



"Aye, | know. Heis... well, it seems obviousthat the Council will be greatly needed in daysto come. Let
another take up your duties on patrol. Y our presence is more necessary in Rendelsham.”

"Asyou command, Lord Royance," Harous said. He bowed in acknowledgment. "I can suggest two
days hence. A banquet, at my town house? With the members of the

Council and Lady Ashen in attendance?’
"That will bevery satisfactory.”

Royance was not the only one to come away from the meeting in Y sa's chamber with agreat ded to
think upon. Marcala closed herself in the innermost chamber of her quarters, where she would not be
disturbed. She held avita piece of information, hersaone at least for awhile, for she knew postively
that Ashen was no haf-breed Bog-runner. Given that, the possibility that she had been sired by Boroth
became much stronger even if only because the Queen denied it so vehemently.

Royance was bound to come and see for himself. Then it would be just amatter of time before he
arranged to have that wretched girl brought before the King.

These were facts about which Marcala could do nothing.

And she aso knew that Harous knew—or had strong suspicions—about Ashen'strue parentage. As
ambitious as he had aways been, no wonder he aspired to this colorlesslittle chit! A closetieto the
throne or, failing that, gaining her heritage of the Ash- lands—either way, it would make him the richest
noblein the land, rivaling even the King.

Because Marcdabelieved in knowing her employers, shewaswell aware that Y sa had aways been
proneto a certain amount of salf- deception. But this—this was on an unprecedented scale! How to turn
thisto her own advantage? She didn't know yet, but she would find away.

In the meantime, she must concentrate on blocking Harous's plans. They were sheer folly, and would
most certainly end in Harous's death as punishment for his presumption. That she could not endure. But
aslong as Ashen remained unwed, she would be atarget for any other noble with smilar ambitions.

"l cannot do anything until Ashen goesto court and is presented to the Queen,”

Marcalasaid to hersdf. But then—ah, then! Ashen must be married, and promptly, to anyone who was
not Harous and who did not present such athresat that he would be diminated by arival. But who could it
be?

Someone with whom such an aliance would be considered an asset, she answered hersdf, pleased that
she was thinking clearly once more. She had heard rumors of afew tentative attempts a atreaty with the
Sea-Rovers, who had taken over the old Ashenkeep. Then the answer cameto her in such aburst of
clarity that she sat back, astonished.

Obern!

The more she thought about it, the more perfect the scheme became in her mind.

Of courseit must be Obern. Hewas, if not of royal blood, at least of high birth asthe Sea-Rovers



counted such things. And his people were dready invested in the Ashenhold; it would be only fitting that
they join with the one remaining heiressin order to strengthen their own claim. Further, she had seenthe
glances that had passed between Ashen and Obern, and knew that such amatch would not be
displeasing to ether.

Y es, she must arrange, somehow, for the other playersin this grotesque dramato decide to marry Ashen
to Obern. And furthermore, she must be clever enough to make them think it was dl their idea. The
Queen, of course. And Royance. He could be managed easily. She had seen how Royance had |ooked
a her.

Her lipstwisted. And if it turned out that the way of the Sea-Rovers was not asrefined as that of Rendd,
then it was no matter. Ashen would not recognize the difference.

She arose from her chair and began walking back and forth, running her hands along her body. Once all
this had been accomplished, she thought, then would be the time to remind Harous that she, Marcaa,
was gtill there, waiting and eager.

Harous had aways behaved properly toward her. That would change. She resolved to show him that
very night some of the delectable persona advantages of choosing her over Ashen. Once she had merely
didiked the girl; now she hated her as much as she loved Harous.

Ashen was very excited when she was informed that Harous and some of the members of his
establishment were going to be moving to the capitd city for awhile.

She rushed to Marcalawith the news, finding her in the solar occupied with embroidering alady's
handbag. "What should | do? What should | take with me?

What are you going to take?

"Nothing," Marcdasaid giffly. "l was not invited to accompany you. [ have been ingtructed to stay here
and oversee Cragden Keep while Lord Harousis away."

"Oh," Ashen said, alittle taken aback by Marcaas coldness. "But surdy—surely thisisaposition of
great respongbility! It shows how much Harous relies upon you."

Marcaa set aside her embroidery with ashow of indifference. "Yes, | supposeit does. Lord Harous
ingtructed meto hep you."

"Yes, yeshedid. But if it isan inconvenience—"

"No inconvenience a all. Send a servant for boxes. We must seeto it that when you are seenin
Rendesham, you do usdl credit.”

Overdresses, underdresses, hairpins, ornaments, shoes and stockings. Rouge and perfume. There was so
much to take! Ashen had never had to worry about wardrobe matters before, other than to make sure
that her leg armor was intact and her lupper-skin garments without rents. Now it seemed that enough
boxes could not be found to hold dl the bel ongings she would need for what was bound to be ashort
stay in Harouss town residence. And yet Marcalaingsted that she pack at least Sx overdressesand a
dozen underdresses.

"Besureto takethisone," Marcdasaid, holding up the blue gown that had been one of Haroussfirst



giftsto Ashen. "It isby far your finest and you will need it.”

“Why?

"Ther€'s to be a banquet—a feast—and the most important people in the Kingdom will be there. Just to
mest you."

Ashen's cheeks grew warm with embarrassment. "I am nothing, and nobody. Why should anyone want
to meet me?'

"] do not know." The other woman frowned, and then cleared her face.

"Neverthdless, | am instructed that you be presented to them in asfine afashion as| can devise. Be sure
to take your jewels, the ones set with sapphires. Especialy the necklace. | will send Ayfare with you, as
your maid."

Ashen nodded. "Thank you, Lady Marcaa, for dl your help.”
"Don't forget your table manners,” the other admonished, then turned away, dismissing Ashen.

Ashen wanted to assure Marcaathat there was nothing untoward about her relationship with Harous, but
did not know how to go about it. She reached out one hand, but stopped herself before she could touch
the other woman'sforearm.

She felt certain that Marcalamight dap her gesture away—or worse. Thiswoman had never been her
friend, nor would she ever be. Ashen had to accept that fact.

This new coldnesstold her that Marcalawas now, inexplicably, her enemy.

A surprisng number of people made up the entourage. Ashen initialy rode in acarriage, surrounded by
the boxesfilled with her belongings, but the poor springs and jouncing ride prompted her quickly to
mount a horseinstead. She couldn't help thinking that here it seemed a noble's worth was rated by how
many servants and retainers were necessary for only a short journey. Zazar, by contrast, had made do
very well with just Kazi. To Ashen's mild surprise, she saw Obern riding toward the back, inthe
company of some of Count Harous's guard. But then, she thought, since we are both in the awkward
position of being not quite aguest but more than a prisoner, it seems reasonable that he should come,
too. She occasionally dropped back to ride with him, pleased to see that he continued to mend well.

It was apleasant journey at aleisurely paceto the city. Ashen's troubles diminished for awhile and her
heart beat faster asthey actualy passed through the low town. She spurred her horse to catch up with
Harous. They went through the city gate and past a spectacular building—one of the lesser fanes, Harous
told her. Then they approached the great castle; even asthey drew near it resembled an elaborate
cregtion by atalented pastry chef.

"Who livesin thetdl towers?' she asked Harous. She craned her neck so that she was almost in danger
of fdling off her mount.

Harous reached out one arm to steady her. "Nobody actudly livesthere. They once were used as
watch-towers. From the highest one, you can see dmost from one end of Rendd to the other.”

Ashen found that easy to believe. Asthey rode through the city, shefdt that she could never have



imagined these fine buildings. Surely this must be how the ruinsin the Bog had once looked when they
were new and fair and proud.

"Whereisyour house?' she asked Harous.
"Jugt here”

Thelittle entourage drew up a the doorway to an exceptionally fine structure, asmall fortification in itsdlf,
located at the base of the ramp that led up to the castle. It wasfitting, Ashen thought, that the one who
guardsthecity at

Cragden Keep would aso guard the entrance to where the mighty ones resided. She looked at Harous
with new respect.

"Later | will take you into the cagtle. Thereisthe Great Fane of the Glowing within thewalls, and the
courtyard where stand the Four Trees."

"Wheét trees?’
"Those that symbolize the four Great Houses of Ren-del—Oak, Y ew, Ash, and
Rowen."

Suddenly Ashen remembered the moment when Zazar had traced the sparkling outlines of certain leaves
and how she, Ashen, had correctly identified them without ever having seen them before. Could these be
the same? The sources from which Zazar had drawn?

"Yes," shetold Harous. "1 would liketo see dl of that. Will we go tomorrow?"

Harous laughed. "No," he said. "But soon. | promise. First the banquet, where you will meet the nobles.
Then | will show you whatever you want to see.”

"When? When isthis banquet?"

‘Tomorrow at midday. This afternoon and evening, you must rest so that you will be at your most
beatiful."

Then shefdl slent, as she dways did when Harous— or anyone e se—commented on her appearance.
Unbidden, the question came to mind as to whether she would react that way if Obern noticed how she
looked. Then she pushed the thought away.

Within an hour, she was established in the guest rooms of Harous's residence, and Ayfare had put al her
thingsto rights. It wasadmogt asif she had lived here al her life. She thought about disobeying Harous
and dipping out so that she could explore as she willed, but the Count had stationed guards at every gate.
She had to satisfy her curiosity with taking the walkway atop the walls, from which she could see much,
but not nearly al that she wanted to.

Soon enough, the appointed hour for the grand feast arrived. Ayfare had worked diligently over Ashen's
gppearance, not satisfied until every detail wasjust so, bathing her and washing her hair until it shonelike
new gold. Even Ashen, dightly weary before, had to agree that she looked nearly asimpressive as her
surroundings. In the image that looked back &t her from thelong wall mirror, she could find scarcdly a



trace of the Bog-blossom that Harous had netted and taken from that soaked land to the south. Asafina
touch, she fastened the sapphire earrings, and Ayfare clasped the necklace about her neck, whereit
rested at just the correct, fashionable length to set off the neckline of the blue dress. She touched her
neck, wrigts, and the rise of her bosom with the perfume made from the blue flowers, enjoying the scent.

Then, done, as Harous had unaccountably commanded her, she nervously descended the stairway and
entered the Hall.

Seven men dready sat at along table, Harous among them. A single small table, with chair, had been
placed in front, where the occupant could see each of the seven men and be seen by them. Even before
seeting hersdlf, Ashen fdt like a gpecimen on display. She turned wary, suspicious, and amost didn't hear
al the names as Harous indicated each man in turn. Edgard, deputy for Erft of the House of Rowan;
Gattor of Bilth; Royance of Grattenbor; Vak of Mimon; Jakar of

Vacadter; Liffen of Lerkland— the names swam in her head, and she put them together with the faces
only with difficulty.

Almogt immediately, the men, with the exception of Harous, began asking her questions. Who was she?
Where had she come from? How had she been reared? By whom? How had she been spared the fate of
Outlandersin the Bog? Indtinctively, she answered with caution, relating only enough to satisfy the
guestioner. Once, as she spoke in answer, she thought about Marcaa's admonition to watch her table
manners. There was no chance of disgracing herself or her host; as each sumptuous course came and
went, Ashen found hersdlf too busy answering the never-ending flood of questions from these rather
awesome and harsh- featured men. Her appetite had vanished entirely and she only toyed with her food.

It didn't help any that she redlized early that some of these stern-faced lords questioning her so
relentlesdy did so with more than atrace of hotility. Why?

Some of her inner turmoil was now strengthened by anger—they didn't even know her, after dl!
However, she continued to answer very circumspectly, weighing every reply as she spoke never more
than what was necessary.

Harousinterrupted the relentless stream of questions with one more, kindly put.

"Please tell my friends about how and under what circumstances you met the man from the sea. This
man,” he said, turning to the other men, "is here with me. | will send for him presently.”

Relaxing alittle, Ashen gladly told the full tale of her meeting with Obern—how she had seen him fal and
how she had helped him. "It was achance meeting only, my lords," she said. "I know very little of him,
except that he seemsagood man.”

The stout man, the one with the deepy eyes—Gattor— roused himsdlf at this point. "What isthat
ornament you wear about your neck?' he asked.

"Itisagift from Count Harous," Ashen replied. "He said it was abadge of my
House. Beyond that, | know not what it might represent.”
Gattor laughed, looking sideways down the table a Harous. "Sly to the end, aren't you?' he said. "Wall,

such caution has dways proved productive in the past, and so now aswell." With that, he levered his
thick body out of hischair, came around the table, and bowed low before Ashen. "My compliments,



dear lady." Then heleft, with no other word, not even to his host.
One by one, therest of the men—all but Harous and the silver-haired one,

Royance—did likewise, to Ashen's complete and utter bewilderment; they seemed suddenly to have lost
al interest in her and in the matters they had been so eager to learn of .

When they had taken their leave, Harous turned to Royance. "1 think it istime to bring Obern to you, my
lord," he said. He signaled one of the guards, and presently Obern cameinto the Hal. "Have you eaten?’
Harous asked courteoudly.

"Yes, | have. With your men." One eyebrow raised, Obern looked over the remains of the feast—a
goose roasted in itsfeathers, asmal boar basted with honey-sauce as it cooked, various pastries and
pies.

"Nevertheless, fill aplatter and join uswhileyou tell usyour tale. As| recdl, you made petition to me, but
there was no time then, a circumstance for which | gpologize. Now thereistime.”

"I had thought to ask only that | be alowed to go out on patrol with your men,”

Obern said. He cut off agenerous portion of boar meet and began eating with every indication of agood
appetite, if abit awkwardly because of the ding he till wore.

"Your amisnot yet fully mended,” Harous said. ™Y ou could neither ride hard nor fight."

"That will changein just afew days. Now | seethat there are weightier matters occupying high-placed
men, and that | may hold some part in the outcome, though

| do not know what it might be.”

"My men tell methat you claim to be akind of Prince among your people,”

Royance said.

Harous|ooked &t the older man in some surprise. "Y ou have agood spy system,” he said.
"Tosurviveaslong as| have, itisanecessty." He nodded at Obern. "Isthistrue? Are you a Prince?"
"My father isthe High Chieftain of the Sea-Rovers who now livein New Void—a place that once was
caled Ash-enhold, so we were informed—and the keep that was deserted. | do not know if that makes
me aPrince. | have dways been little more than my father's backshield.”

"But aperson of some little consegquence nonetheless," Royance said. Thank you,

Obern. Please consder yoursdlf an honored guest not only of Count Harous, but of mysdf aswell. My
favor isnot something to be taken lightly.”

"And s0 | thank you."

Therewasadlence, and Obern, redizing that his part in this day's mysterious events was finished, rose
from his place. He nodded, and then left the way he had come.



The two men remaining at the table sat without spesking. Royance cdled for another flagon of wineand
Spped at it thoughtfully while he toyed with asmall bunch of grapes and adab of new cheese.

Abruptly, he set dl before him aside. "I agree, Lord Harous—now that | have seen her and talked with
her. Y ou brought her here to show usal what and who sheis. Y ou saw it first, and now al the Council
knows aswell. Even if the summons had not come, we must go to the palace,” he said. Herosein turn
and held out his hand to Ashen. "Comewith me, my child. There is someone that you need to mest,
beforeitistoo late.”

King Boroth's bedchamber was even more crowded with courtiers and hangers-on than ever. Y sahad
had asmdll chair placed on the dais where the King's bed was located, and she sat close by, gazing at
her dying husband.

For it was clear, even to the most optimitic, that the King's last moments were fast approaching. With a
tinge of annoyance, Y sanoted that the Council members were not present. And then five of them camein
together. But where was Royance?

And Harous? Had Royance's loydty turned? Without him-—-She refused to think of that possibility. He
must be true, and only something of the utmost importance would have delayed him from Boroth's
bedside at this most crucia moment. And

Horian—

The thought was parent to the deed. FHorian came parading in, flanked by hisfavorites and frivols, their
demeanor anything but apt for their presence in the bedchamber of adying man. The Prince took hold of
Master Lorgan's deeve. "How much longer will the King live?' he asked. There was anote of impatience
inthe

Prince's tone that angered Y sa. She turned on her son.

"Hold your tongue," she said in atone that was like a serpent striking. " Surely you can wait long enough
for him to breathe hislast before you climb onto athrone that isfar too big for you."

The Prince opened his mouth to speak, but another small group of people entering the death chamber
interrupted whatever he was going to say. He goggled at them, silent for once.

It was Royance, followed by Harous and a stranger, agirl. Royance rapped with his staff on the floor for

attention. "L et dl know," he said in avoice that filled the room, "that aslong as our gracious Queen wears
the four Rings, the ancient power that | have sworn to upholdisinforce! All that | doisfor her." Then he
bowed to her and moved to one side.

The noise of the Saff againgt the floor must have roused the dying King, for he suddenly sat straight upin
bed, gtaring at the young woman now reveded. Tearsfilled his eyes and began running down his cheeks.
Trembling, he stretched out his hands.

Y sareached for him, gathering his handsin hers, and began to recite the litany of the Rings. But the King
paid no attention. He wrested his hands away to hold out hisarms asif in greeting. In a shaken voice, yet
loud enough for dl to hear, he addressed the girl standing with Harous and Royance.

"Daughter!" he said. And then repested it. "Daughter. Welcome, my daughter.”



"Thereisno daughter,” Ysasaid fiercely. She hed up her hands. "By the power of the Rings, | swear it!"
Then, to her horror, her hands trembled and fell; the

Rings had suddenly become too weighty for her to bear. If what she suspected—but dare not let herself
admit—was true, there was no timeto lose. What the court did not witness could be denied. "Royance,
clear the room. What follows must be private." She turned to try to hush the King, who still stroveto
peak past the gurgling death-rattlein histhroat.

"Let mebe!" he said more firmly than he had spoken for days. "Blood cdlsto blood, and there stands
blood of mine—adaughter.” With enormous tenderness and sweetness, he smiled & the girl.

A waft of her perfume drifted toward Y sa. She recognized it a once. The King turned his head,
addressing a presence no one esein the room could see. "1 understand now, Alditha, my own beloved.
My daughter—" He gave agreat sigh, his eydids drooped, and he fell back againgt his pillowswith a
findlity that only deeth could bring.

Ysagared at him aghast, and then turned to look at the girl whom Boroth had identified as being of his
blood. The crowd of courtiers had stepped back, leaving Ashen standing donein apool of light, her
hands clasped in front of her, looking appalled at what had just transpired, and more than alittle repelled
by the ruined hulk who had just claimed her as daughter. She wore the

Ash color—blue—such as had not been seen at court for sixteen years. No wonder

Y sahad not known her for who she was; this one was of no Bog mixed-breeding, such astheill-formed
creature she had pictured in her mind! Around her neck was a necklace bearing the badge of the House
of Ash, abadgethat Y sahad thought never to see again. "Who—" was al that the Queen could manage

to say.
"l am Ashen," the woman—actudly, little more than a girl—replied, her voice shaking.

And the daughter of Aldithaand Boroth was recognized at last by the Queen as she stared into the face
that joined the features of her bitterest rival with those of her husband, who lay dead between them.

There was amovement among the hangers-on in the chamber, the merest hint of factionsforming asshe
watched. FHorian'slickspittles stayed close by him, naturally, but others wavered, about to make a
half-step that would indicate their willingness to accept even abastard daughter over the Prince.

Asthe scalesfinaly fel from her eyes, Y sabegan thinking clearly and rapidly. With Royance's cryptic
words, he had given Y saachoice, knowing how heartily she detested the Prince. Both she and Florian
had enemies who would gladly begin pushing for Ashen's succession, just to rid themsalves of the Queen
and her son, usng Ashen'sdouble strain of royal blood as an excuse. They wouldn't care that Ashen
could have no idea of how to rule the country. No, that would suit them very well, becausein such a
case, they would be able to seize the power that was aways set [oose when a dynasty fell— except for
that till held by Y saand the might of the Council, for whom this bastard offspring would be merely a
figurehead. Y sawould, of course, continue asthe rea power behind the throne. It was atempting

possibility.

At onetime, she herself had actualy consdered removing Florian as unfit. But to step aside for the child
of her rival, and have Y ew blood taken out of the succession entirely? No! She was the wife, now
widow, of aKing, and as poor timber for the position as Florian undoubtedly was, shewould seeto it



that her son had the throne,

Without hesitation, she ended dl by turning to Forian, dumbsiruck for oncein hislife. She held out both
hands so that the Ringswere plain for al to see.

"TheKingisdead," she proclaimed, her voice wavering despite her best efforts.
"Long livetheKing!"

TheEnd
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